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conflict was only narrowly avoided on several occasions.™ In 2 more peaceful bur
no less hostile manner, the Blackfeet officially restrengthened their old policy of
noncooperation and refused to allow the construction of a livestock fence along
the eastern boundarv of the park. While thev acknowledged that such a fence
would keep domestic animals out of fragile grasslands, council members worried
more that it might indicate tacit approval of park authority.” Eventually, contin-
ued disagreements with the Blackfeet would force the National Park Service to
revisit issues it thought had been buried in the 1930576

At the height of efforts to extend the park’s eastern boundary, Horace Al-
bright described the western portion of the Blackfeet reservation as a place that
“is bv topography, juxtaposition and charactet logically a part of Glacier National
Park.”"7 In many respects, he made a prescient argument for ecosvstem preserva-
tion and management. OFf course, the unstated logic was that Indians must be ex-
cluded for the ecosystem to operate “naturally.”” Although the proposal to enlarge
the park at the further expense of the Blackfeet illustrates an audacity that has
long characterized the park services relationship with its Indian neighbors, it also
marks a certain maturation of the American wilderness ideal. Albright's easy logic
and the tenuous legal arguments that negated Blackfeet rights in Glacier demon-
strate how completelv linked preservation and Indian removal had become.

Asx the park service developed under Albright’s forceful administration, the
management of all parks became more regularized. Not surprisingly, Glacier pro-
vided an important model for policies of Indian removal at other national parks.
Perhaps nowhere illustrates this better than Yosemite, where park officials began
to view several decades of native habitation as a problem in need of a solution.
Because of a number of unique historical conditions, Yosemite presented a re-
markable exception to the general belief that parks and native communities could
not coexist. The original park was established cight years before Yellowstone, yet
native peoples became an integral part of Yosemite’s early development. Like the
Blackfeet at Glacjer, Yosemite Indians were also important symbols of the na-
tional park in the 1g1os—but this reflected decades of regular contact with
tourists and long established residence within the valley. Nevertheless, Yosemite
was an exception that would eventually prove a rule. Long after the mountain-
dwelling Shoshone had been forced out of Yellowstone and just as the Blackfeet
“problem” was becoming something of a moot point, park service officials
began to implement a program to create a vision of pristine wilderness in the
spectacular heart of the Sierra Nevada.
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The power of scenery to affect men is, in a large way, pro-
portionate to the degree of their civilization and the degree
in which their raste has been cultivated. Among a thousand
savages there will be a much smaller number who will show
the least sign of being so affected than among a thousand per
sons taken from a civilized community.

Frederick Law Olmsted, 1861}

AS THE EXAMPLES OF YELLOWSTONE AND GLACIER clearlyv demonstrate,
Americans are able to cherish their national parks today largelv because native
peoples either abandoned them involunrarily or were forcefully restricted to
reservations. For well into the twentieth century, however, Yosemite Valley re-
mained home to a permanent, relatively autonomous Indian village. Whether cut-
ting a trail on a government crew, working for a concessionaire, selling crafts to
eager tourists, or providing information to a young anthropologist, the residents
of the local native community made themselves an integral part of the national
park—long after the dusty old days of land grabs and Indian wars. While native
residence in the vallev stands in marked contrast to other early parks, it also pre-
sents an important comparison with the experiences of Indian peoples at Yellow-
stone and Glacier. Such differences shed important light on Yosemite's unique
history and reveal the processes by which this park was eventuallv made to fit the
standards of the national park ideal.

The World Rushes In

The Yosemite Indians’ ability to remain in a national park resulted in large parr
from a long history of efforts to both resist and adapt to the American conquest
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of their homeland. The first sustained contact between the Yosemite and whites
took place in the midst of the Gold Rush, as thousands of Forty-niners invaded
the central Sierra Nevada. In their feverish quest for some trace of the Mother
Lode, miners brought epidemic diseases to native communities and destroyed
carefully tended ecosystems. Moreover, the growth of mining camps and settle-
ments also spawned a series of violent conflicts between whites and displaced
peoples. Not surprisingly, the “discovery” of Yosemite Valley in 1851 occurred
during a military campaign to subdue the peoples of the cenrral Sierra Nevada
and relocate them to the San Joaquin Valley. Efforts o remove the Yosemite In-
dians from the region ultimately failed, however, and thev reestablished them-
selves in the valley after two vears of sporadic encounters with miners and stare
militia battalions.?

By necessity, the Yosemite developed an accommodating relationship with
nearby mining camps in the mid-1850s. Despite occasional flare-ups, Chief Tenaya
endeavored to fulfill an 1852 promise to government officials that his people would
avoid conflict with neighboring white communities. His efforts proved largely suc-
cesstul, and a number of Indians even started to work for individual argonauts or
panned gold for themselves.> Yosemite Valley lav outside the purview of most
mining interests, however, and the Indian community there managed to preservea
degtee of distance and autonomy from neighboring white society that few native
groups in the gold country could ever hope for. Consequently, Yosemite became
something of a cultural island and remained, as it had been for centuries, an im-
portant place for hunting, harvesting various food and medicinal plants, and hold-
ing religious celebrations.

Only a small number of individuals remained in the valley vear-round at this
time, but hundreds lett their winter camps in the lower country to the west and
returned to Yosemite each spring. In 1857, for instance, an early hotelier observed
that an especially “large band of Indians” had come to the valley “on account of
a bounteous acorn crop the preceding fall”* A few weeks later, a Belgian gold
miner familiar with the Yosemite region probably observed the same group of
about one hundred when he noted that a large encampment he had encountered
three vears earlier had moved further up the Merced River into the valleys
Yosemite Indians still lit purposeful fires in the valley in the early 1860s, and one
traveler observed that they had starced so many for the purpose of “clearing the
ground, the more readily to obtain their winter supplv of acorns and wild sweet
potato root.” that the glow of the fires could be seen from miles away.®

The California Gold Rush took a severe toll on the people of the central
Sierra Nevada, but native inhabitants still greatly outnumbered European and
American visitors to Yosemite Valley until the early 1860s. Between 1855, when
the first pleasure-secking tourists visited Yosemite, and 1863, only 406 visitors en-
tered the vallev. As Yosemite’s fame grew and travel became less arduous, how-
ever, visitation increased exponentially. In 1864, the year that President Lincoln
signed the Yosemite Park Act, the valley received 147 visitors, but this figure more
than doubled the following vear and soon rose above 1,100 with the completion
of the transcontinental railroad in 1869.” Along with increasing numbers of visi-
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tors, tourist tacilities quickly expanded as early concessionaires built new hotels,
planted orchards and vegetable gardens, plowed and fenced hav fields, blazed
trails, and constructed roads.® Berween 1874, when Yosemite received 2,711
tourists, and 1875, the Big Oak Flat Road, the Coulterville Road, and the Wawona
Road opened to wagon traffic for the first time, bringing loads of supplies and
coaches full of tourists to the valley on a regular basis.”

Despite the dramatic increases in visitadon, Indians in Yosemite Valley re-
mained on fairly good rerms with their new neighbors. For the most part, they
found in the growing tourist industry a means by which they could both earn a
livelihood within their rapidly changing world and remain in their ancestral home.
A number of small communities in the Sierra foothills made similar adjustments
to the changes wrought by growing white settlements, but these rancheiias gener-
allv persisted only as verv small clusters of a few families and related individuals.
The native population of Yosemite actally prew as tourism increased, however,
and a number of dislocated groups returned to the area to seek emplovment dur-
ing the spring and summer tourist season.”

How one defines a Yosemite Indian has long proven difficult for anthropolo-
gists and park officials, but the people mast closely associated with Yosemite Val-
ley in the midnineteenth century were the Ahwahneechee. Part of alarger cultural
and linguistic group called the Sierra Miwok, the Ahwahneechee had lived in the
Yosemite area for at least six hundred vears. Whether thev had replaced earlier in-
habitants about 1100 to 1400 C.E., as archaeological and linguistic evidence sug-
gests, or descended from people who settled in the vallev some three thousand
vears previously, the Ahwahneechee viewed their home as the place where Coyote
had especially directed them to live after the creation of the world, As a number
of late-nineteenth-century Ahwahneechee related their history to outsiders, they
described Yosemite as a special place the Creator had filled with all they would
need, including trout, sweet clover, potent medicinal plants, roots, acorns, pine
nuts, fruits, and berries in abundance, as well as deer and other animals, “which
gave meat for food and skins for clothing and beds.”"!

Although they had once trusted to the remoteness of the valley to protect
them from invading Americans, the Ahwahneechee were never an isolated peo-
ple. They frequently traded and intermarried with other Miwok and with Mono-
Paiute from the eastern side of the Sierra Nevada, a fact that may explain the
present name of their home. In the Southern Sierra Miwok dialect, the Ahwah-
neechee are “the people of Ahwahnee,” and Ahwahnee means “the place of the
gaping mouth.” Miwok people who lived west of the valley sometimes referred to
the Ahwahneechee as jofemire, which can be rranslated as “some of them are
killers.” Because most Sierra Miwok greatly distrusted the Paiute, this word prob-
ably refers 1o the presence of these people among the Ahwahneechee. The armed
men who first entered the valley in 1851 must have learned of the Ahwahneechee
village locations from these western neighbors, and so the present name of the
valley dates back to this invasion.12

Besides the Mono-Paiute and other Sierra Miwok, Yokut from the Central Val-
ley and some ex-mission Indians mixed in with the Ahwahneechee before the
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18508 to create a complex Yosemite Indian socier:!* Such cultural blending was
common among all precontact groups and generally followed long-established
patterns of trade and exchange. These processes became less self-directed and
more pronounced in the midnineteenth century, however, when native peoples
struggled to survive the impact of American settlements. Lafayette Bunnell, one
of the first whites to see Yosemite Valley during the militia campaigns of 1851
and 1852, clearly recognized all of these processes at work when he referred to
the “Yo-Semite Indians |as] a composite race, consisting of the disaffected of the
various tribes from the Tuolumne to King’s River."1* The processes of cultural
blending, or ethnogenesis, did not cease with the end of the Gold Rush, and
Yosemire Indian culture continued to evolve in the decades following the estab-
lishment of Yosemite Park. Borrowing items and practices from surrounding
American and Mexican communities and combining the traditions of various In-
dian groups, the Yosemite constantly adapted to new conditions and managed to
remain a distinct and viable community.'®

Although they retained a fair amount of their older cultural practices, the
Yosemtite became further integrared into the tourist economy as more and more
visitors arrived in the vallev. Increasingly, the Indians’ presence in the valley de-
pended on their ability to gain employment from hoteliers and concessionaires,
Men found work chopping wood and putting up hay, labored about the hotels,
served as guides, drave sight-seeing wagons, and often provided large private par-
ties with fish and game.!6 The Yosemite succeeded especially well at supplving
fish to tourist parties, who, as many sportsmen reported, almost never had anv
luck fishing. As one early visitor noted, “Trour are abundant in some of the
streams, but they are very shy of the hook. The Indians catch them in traps, and
frequently supply travelers at twenty-five cents per pound 17 Yosemite women
often worked in the private homes of concessionaires as domestics, and in the
hotels thev found work as maids or laundresses.!® Women and children also
picked the wild strawberries that grew in the valley meadows in late summer and
sold them to the hotels, and even as lare as 1913 private parties could stll oc-
casionally purchase chickens, fresh fish, and wild strawberries from Yosemite
families.!?

Native emplovment in Yosemite reflected parterns established throughout the
Sierra Nevada in the yvears following the Gold Rush. The massive invasion of
miners who poured over the mountains brutally displaced entire native communi-
ties, while the environmental destruction wrought by mining practices under-
mined scasonal hunting and gathering cycles. Severely weakened and suddenly
homeless in their homelands, most of California’s shrinking native population
found the means for survival only in close accommodation with non-Indian so-
ciety:20 Many Miwok families and individuals moved to where they could eke out
a living on the margins of white settlements. Though generally despised and fre-
quently humiliated by whites, their presence was tolerated whenever native labor
could not easily be replaced by Mexican or Chinese workers.

A similar situation developed in Yosemite, but there native people got along
much better with their non-Indian neighbors. Although a Yosemite man named
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Choko complained in the mid-1870s that “whire man too much lie,” at least the
valley did not attract the same rough crowd that congregated in other parts of the
Sierra Nevada.?! The remoteness of Yosemite also made native labor more
prized, and because thev posed no visible threat to tourists or concessionaires,
they were left to live in relative peace and allowed to partcipate in non-Indian so-
ciery to a degree rarely seen elsewhere in California. The Yosemite’s ability to
adapt to their new world also made them inconspicuous to state officials, who
had taken over Indian policy in California after federal efforts ro develop a reser-
vation system in the Central Valley failed in the early 1860s.22

Yosemites Indian Wilderness

Despite the state’s lack of concern, the presence of Indians in Yosemite proved a
matter of considerable interest for many earlv visitors. The often patronizing af-
fection that many tourists had for the Indians who lived in the valley; and the
Yosemites ability to reciprocate and even exploit these affections, went far ro-
ward ensuring they would remain in the area long after it became a national park.
As Europeans and Americans had for the previous century and a half, early visi-
tors continued to associate Indians with wilderness, and many were delighted to
find them siill living in Yosemite. A number of tourists happilv recalled being en-
terrained by their native and nonnative guides with accounts of Yosemite legends;
atill others commented excitedly about encounters with local Indians. The native
settlement just outside the valley at Wawona became something of a tourist at-
traction in wtself, and the “sweat house” there was an especially popular “object of
curiosjty.””?3 Tourists would often visit the camp in the evenings to see how the
inhabitants lived and ar times dined with them in their dwellings.?® In both
Yosemite Valley and Wawona, the expertise of native hunters and fishers fre-
quently received praise, and the daily chores associated with gathering, storing,
and preparing acorns fascinated countless visitors.?

The associarion of Indians with wilderness was especially strong for early
tourists, and one visitor in the 18505 even suggested that Yosemite be left entirely
to the native residents. Unlike rapacions Americans, he observed, thev showed
their “love for the sport the ‘Great Spirit’ has made so lovely, and hallowed as the
hunting ground of [their] forefathers.”26 After the creation of Yosemite Park in
1864, another tourist expressed similar sentiments in even more patronizing and
romantic language. Thrilled that Yosemite was stll home to “Indians, the simple
children as of old,” he wrote exciredly of “their bows, and arrows with flint
heads; their food mostly acorns pounded in a rock hollowed out perhaps cen-
turies ago for the same purpose; their furniture willow baskets; cooking by heat-
ing stones, and throwing them when heated into water; rtheir faces tattooed and
painted, and their enjoyments nothing above those of the animal.” The govern-
ment act to set aside a place sdll inhabited by these “simple children” gave him
hope that “the time will never come when Art is sent here to improve Nature."?7

The idea that Indians somehow complemented or completed a wilderness scene
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was also evident in the works of Yosemite’s earlv landscape painrers, While images
of modern touriste in Yosemite could detract from the sublimity of the landscape,
“picturesque” Indians or Indian-built structures further “naturalized” the scene
and provided a human scale bv which to emphasize the grandeur of the vallevs
cliffs and waterfalls.?® The artst and writer Constance Fletcher Gordon Cumming,
for instance, found Yosemite Indian encampments to be “filthy™ and uninviting,
but she could ner resist placing them in the foreground of some of her paintings
since they brought a “naturalness™ and “blessed” touch of color to her art.??

Tames Hutchings, one of the vallev’s earliest and most avid promoters, clearly
understood the tourist’s fascination with Indians. In his many promouonal writ-
ings about Yosemire in the 18708 and 188as, he frequently called attention to the
“Indian Camp. and its interesting people fas] . . . one of the many atrractive
features of Yosemite.” For Hutchings, the native residents possessed “the princi-
pal customs, occupations, manner of living, habis of thought, traditions, leg-
ends, and systems of belief” not only of their own people and the surrounding
tribes but also of “the California Indians generallv.” Consequently, the valley was
an excellent place to see real Indians in their womral environment.’" Though his
comments reflected the romantic hvperbole of the time, in some respects Hurch-
ings was right. The Yosemite probably constituted the largest native communiry
in the central Sierra Nevada at this time, and their efforts to coexist with nonna-
tive society actually preserved a high degree of culrural continuity and indepen-
dence. Of course, they had adapted a number of their white neighbors’ tools and
customns, and the valley’s roads, pastures, hotels, and campsites were anything but
“natural,” vet most early tourists simply applied  little imaginative effort to visu-
allv edit out such distractions.

Probably the most popular native occupations for early tourists was basketry,
and many proclaimed Yosemites basket weavers the finest in the world. The first
recorded sale of a basket to a tourist in Ynsemite occurred in 1869, but sales did
not become commonplace until the 18gos. By that time, Miwok and Paiute
women in and around Yosemite began manufacturing items expressly for sale to
tourists. Their work soon became so famous that collectars and dealers regulatly
traveled thousands of miles to purchase baskets.®! As Craig Bates and Martha
Lee have abserved, the Yosemite baskets were especially popular with tourists be-
cause they “brought to mind western, romantc, and primitive connotarions.”
More than collectible items of merchandise, they allowed the purchaser to “sus-
tain memories of their wilderness experiences.™2

Baskets also represented an important means by which Yosemite Indian
wornen could directly tap into the tourist trade and gain esteem in their own com-
munity. Basket making was a highly valued skill among rthe Yosemite, and though
a woman could make more money as a laundress, the numbers and quality of bas-
kets that a familv possessed were a traditional sign of wealth and status within the
communiry.?* Consequently, a successful basket maker not only profited from the
tourist trade but also utilized a skill that brought her respect from tourists, park
officials, and other Indians. In doing so, she greatly enhanced her family’s and her
own standing within the larger Yosemite communiry.
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Lena Brown and Mary, Yosemire Valley ca. 1886, The daughter and granddaughter of im-
portant Sierra Miwok leaders, these rwo women held central roles in the Yosemite Indian
community through the first decades of the twentieth century. Thev are pictured here in
front of a summer wwsicha, 1 tvpical open-front dwelling sull in use at the gme. (Courtesy
of the Yosemite Nanonal Park Research Library.)

Aside from basketry, native people found other means for profiting from the
interest of early tourists. By the carly 18705, individvals would frequently enter-
tain visitors ourside their hotels and charge a penny for a brief dance or song
Larger “fandangos,” as early Californians called them, might also have been held
on oceasion for the paid entertainment of rourists.*® The growing popularity of
Kodaks in the late 1880s made photographing Indians another important feature
of rthe tourist experience. The Yosemite quickly recognized the markerabilitv of
their own “exotic naturalness,” and several early tourists made special note of “a
very cunning little papoose [who| smiled for a dime a smile.”¢ Within a few
decades, the price for a picture had risen considerably, and one popular basker
weaver charged tourists a half dollar to photograph her with her wares? In a
1904 book addressed to a growing interest in the Yosemite, Galen Clark admon-
ished tourists not to expect the Indians “to pose for vou for nothing [since] they
are asked to do it hundreds of times every summer, and are entitled to pavment
for their trouble.” He further advised his readers to “treat the Indians with cour-
tesy and consideration, if you expect similar treatment from them.”38 By the turn
of the century, native people had become an important part of the tourist experi
ence, whether as laborers in the valley’s growing service industry or as an authen-
ticating aspect of the encounter with wilderness. Likewise, tourists had become
an integral part of native people’s lives; as one frequent visitor to the valley com-
mented, a number of families were “in the habit of repairing vearly to . . .
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Yosemite for the purpose of sharing in the double harvest—first of the tourists,
later of the acorns.”*?

The presence of Indians in Yosemite during the last decades of the nineteenth
century contrasts markedly with the policies of Indian removal implemented at
Yellowstone in the 1880s, Established in 1872, only eight vears after President
Lincoln signed the Yosemite Park Act, Yellowstone is a near contemporary of
Yosemite in the annals of wilderness preservation. The removal and exclusion of
Indians from Yellowstone points up some significant differences in the evolution
of these parks, however, and highlights the unique conditions thart fostered the
continuing development of Yosemite’s Indian community. Because Yellowstone
was created in Wyoming Territorr, the issue of Indian removal from the national
park was originally a federal prerogative. Consequently, park administrators could
coordinate their efforts to exclude Indians from Yellowstone with officials in the
Department of Interior, the Bureau of Indian Affairs, and the War Department.
Yosemite, by contrast, was established within a state, and California officials re-
tained sole responsibility for the valleys management until 19¢6. Like the state’s
management of Indian affairs, however, Sacramento took almost no interest in
the administration of Yosemite. Even if state officials decided to exclude native
peoples from Yosemite, their removal from the park would have been compli-
cated bv the fact that, after the demise of California’s reservation system in the
18505, there were no parcels of land to which thev could be restricred. As a result,
no policy ever developed regarding the removal or restriction of the Yosemite In-
dians, so long as the park remained under state control,

The different conditions surrounding the administration of each park cer-
tainly infuenced the development or absence of a policy toward nanve residents,
bur rhe issue of their removal from park lands ultimately depended on the arti-
tudes of park officials and tourists. Coming only a few vears afrer George Arm-
strong Custer’s debacle ar Little Big Horn, the carly exclusion of lndians from
Yellowstone reflected a concern that they might frighten potental visitors away
from the park. Unlike the tribes of the Rocky Mountain region, however, Califor-
nia Indians rarely marshaled a threatening resistance to the invasion of their
homelands. Consequently, the presence of Indians in Yosemite Valley never be-
came a matter of fearful concern among administrators or visitors. As one tourist
observed in 1872, the Yosemite were altogether “mild” and “harmless” and
wholly unlike the more dangerous tribes further east 40

Preservation and "Moral Rights”

By the 1890s, park officials at both Yosemite and Yellowstone began to share
similar concerns about the presence of Indians within a nature preserve. In Yel-
lowstone, Bannock hunting parties still frequented the park, and their presence was
a matrer of great consternation for park officials. Because the conflicts of the
1870s had already become a dim memory and the Bannock moved through only
the most remote portions of the park, officials no longer worried that the presence
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of Indians might frighten visitors. Instead, their concerns reflected new ideas
about Indians as both harmful to wilderness and potendally assimilable into
American society. Yellowstone Superintendent Captain Moses Harris underscored
this point when he argued not only that “marauding savages™ threatened the wild
flora and fauna in the park but also that Indians could never become “civilized” so
long as thev continued to frequent their former “wilderness haunts,” 4!

Such ideas informed policies at Yosemite as well, and the establishment of
Yosemite Narional Park in 1890, which then consisted of a large area surtounding
the state-managed valley and Mariposa Big Tree Grove, brought new restrictions
to the native community, The active enforcement of trespassing and hunting reg-
ulations, for instance, adversely affected those Indians who still hunted large and
small game or gathered plants in the Yosemite high country. Unlike Yellowstone,
however, native people sull made up a significant portion of the park’s labor
force, and the idea that they somehow harmed wilderness did not lead to their
outright exclusion from the more heavilv developed valley. Furthermore, as Su-
perintendent A. E. Wood noted in 189z, their long, unthreatening presence gave
the Indians a “moral right” to remain in the state park. Woed also implied that re-
moval would never really be necessarv because the Yosemite were a “vanishing”
tribe that would soon die ourt or assimilate into white society. 42

Although Yosemite tourists and park officials generally had 2 more favorable
attirude toward native peoples than did their counterparts in Yellowstone, a num-
ber of important eatly visitors complained about the presence of Indians in the
park. In part because they did not match the “handsome and noble™ Indians of
popular fiction and art, the famous Unitarian minister Thomas Starr King visited
Yosemite in 1860 and found the “lazy, good for nothing, Digger Indians” to be
wholly incongruous with his notions of “pristine” nature. The fact that they
gathered acorns from woodpecker stores only proved that Indians degraded the
wilderness. Starr King felt thar “manv a Californian, if the question were up be-
rween the Diggers and the woodpeckers, would not hesitate in deciding the point
of the ‘moral value” in favor of the plundered birds™ and seek to remove the Indi-
ans from Yosemite. 43

Self-appointed “Friends of the Indian™ such as Helen Hunt Jackson shared
this disdain for the Yosemite, But for Jackson, wilderness also represented the de-
praved condition from which savages needed uplifting, Such “uplifting.” inciden-
tally, benefited the wilderness and, as Jackson noted during a trip to Yosemite
in the 18705, the presence of “filthy” Indians only detracted from the sublimity of
the scenery. Furthermore, the inability of their “uncouth” minds to appreciate
the beauty that surrounded them was an affront to the Creator and his works.#4
Like Jackson, John Muir found the Indians of the Yosemite region to be “mostly
ugly, and some of them altogether hideous.” Indeed, it “seemed [thev had] no
right place in the landscape,” and Muir could not feel the “solemn calm” of
wilderness when he was in their presence.*s Starr King, Jackson, and Muir did not
speak for most early visitors, bur the longer the Yosemite persisted in the park
and refused to vanish, the more such attitudes would drive park policy and eclipse
any concerns about “moral rights.”
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The Yosemite, for their part, were not alwavs happy with their non-1ndian
neighbors and the changes that had been wrought in the valley. [n the late 1880,
a large group of Yosemite leaders senta “Petition to the Senators and Represen-
tatives of the Congress,” in which they complained of being “poortly-clad pau-
pers and unwelcome guests, silently the objects of curiosity or contemptuous pity
to the throngs of strangers who vearly gather in this our own land and heritage.”
Thev further noted that cattle and horses in the valley destroyed “all of the tender
roots, berries and the few nuts that formed thelir] sustenance.” “The destruction
of every means of support for ourselves and our families by the rapacious acts of
whites,” they continued, “will shortly result in the total exclusion of the remain-
ing remnants of our tribes from this our beloved valley” In compensation for
these damages to their homes and their way of life, they requested $1 million
from the federal government “for the future support of ourselves and our de-
scendants.” In exchange, they promised to relinquish their “natural right and title
to Yosemite Valley and our surrounding claims.”

None of the fifty-two men and women who placed their marks at the end of the
document could have writren it. Most likely, rhe author was the artist Charles .
Robiason because much of the wording is similar to complaints he brought before
the California State Assembly during its investigation of the Yosemite Park Com-
mission.4” In the late 1880s, the commission had come under increasing criticism
for its management of the park, and in response to these complaints the Assembly
launched an investigation in February 1889. During public heatings, Robinson and
others had criticized the commission’s promotion of commercial development in
the valley and its neglect of what they perceived 1o be its primary responsibility, the
protection and preservation of Yosemite’s natural environment. *¥These concerns
were also included in the petition to Congress, but few if any of the Indian leaders
would have troubled themselves with these political matters. Nevertheless, all of
those who placed their marks at the bottom of the petition assented to its contents
and certainly supported the author’s intentions.

No one advanced the Indians’ concerns at the state hearings, nor did they re-
ceive an answer from Washington in response to their petition. The hearings did
much to damage the commission’s reputation, however. In the aftermath, preser-
vationists successfully petitioned the federal government not only to take over
the management of Yosemite but also t0 considerably extend the park’s bound-
aries. As noted before, the creation of Yosemite National Park in 1890 incorpo-
rated the high country surrounding the valley, thus protecting the area’s flora and
fauna as well as the streams that supplied Yosemite's magnificent waterfalls. The
State of California held on to both Yosemite Valley and the Mariposa Grove for
several more vears, but these areas reverted back to the federal government and
became part of the much larger national park in 1906.47

Federal administration of the areas surrounding the valley quickly became an
active and proscriptive force in native peoples’ lives. Management of the park by
the US. Cavalry, which had taken over the care of Yellowstone as well, subjected
them to all federal laws and park regulations. Before 1890, for instance, the
Yasemite hunted deer throughout the Merced and Tuolumne River watersheds,
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2 DISPOSSESSING THE WILDERNESS

red men in their native estate. . . . Nevertheless[)] the reason for their being in
the Valley at all at this dav, lends a certain romantic interest to their presence.”’s?

Native people who did not look appropriately “Indian” presented a unique
problem for park officials. On the one hand, they bolstered casy assumptons
about vanishing or assimilating peoples, but on the other hand they disappointed
tourists who wanted to see picturesque communities, Native people who at-
rempted to practice older traditions, however, were somehow out of place be-
cause they had also adapted to new conditions and ne longer seemed appropri-
ately aboriginal. This apparent cultutal disjunction had troubled tourists for some
time, as well as the Army superintendents of the national park, but it apparently
never concerned the men who managed the valley and Mariposa Big Tree Grove
for the State of California. With the incorporation of these two areas into the na-
tional park in 1906, however, these concerns became the cornerstone of federal
park policy toward the Yosemite Indians for decades to come.

As they tock a more active interest in the valley’s native community, national
park officials also redoubled their efforts to restrict native use of the backcoun-
try. The sentimental intetests of tourists and the acknowledged “moral rights” of
the Yosemite still precluded any efforts toward Indian outright removal, however.
Instead, they inspired a series of administrative plans to incorporate the native
community into official park promotions. In the summer of 1914, Acting Super-
intendent William Littebrandt urged the secretary of the Interior to bring the Bu-
reau of Indian Affairs into a plan that would make the Indian village into “one of
the features of the Valley, by attempting to reproduce a village or camp such as
the Indians originally built.”5? The notion of constructing an “authentic” village
for tourism was opposed by C. H. Asbury, a special agenr for Indian affairs in the
region, who strongly recommended against “establishing an Indian camp in the
Vallev, for exhibition purposes.” As he noted in a letter to the commissioner of
Indian Affairs, “The Indians . . . are there for the purpose of making their liv-
ing at honest labor . . . and should be encouraged to make their own living,
rather than become members of an aboriginal show:"*

Park officials disagreed with Asbury’s conclusions and continued to press their
case. In an internal memorandum to park employees that was later forwarded to
the commissioner of Indian Affairs, Littebrandt argued that a redesigned native
village, if viewed with a “liberal” mind. “would not be detrimental to the interests
of the Indians merely because it would [support] the interests of the park; the
interests of hoth might be identical.” “In other words,” he continued, “‘an Indian
is just as much a part of the scheme of things if he becomes a picturesque part of
the landscape, as when engaged in some ugly and dirtv employment; in both cases
he is being used in the ‘interest’ of other parties, since few people employ them
for benevolent purposes in any line.”55 Although this line of reasoning cleatly
advances one form of acknowledged explnitation over another, Littebrandt’s
tortured logic also reveals the close links between tourism and the presentation
of past-tense Indian culture. Because his proposal coincided with plans to de-
velop new park facilities near the site of the “old Indian camp,” Littebrandt’s argu-
ment also suggests thar management of the park landscape would necessarily in-
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volve an effort to relocate the valley’s native community to a more “appropriate”
setting, 6 ‘ .
‘ Littebrandt had pitched his earlier appeal for a new village in terms of improv-
ing the housing conditions of the valleys native inhabitants, Calling attention to
the community’s general poverty, he “hope[d] that they may receive such assis-
tance as the Government in fulfillment of its generous Indian policy mav feel dis-
posed to bestow upon them.”37 In a peculiar estension of the supcrir;tendcnt’s
ol\\m reasoning skills, the Indian Service declined to assist the Yosemite, who were
‘Tm no mose need of aid, than [a] thousand others through the foot hills of Cali-
fornia, 58 More particularly, the Yosemite Indians had never signed a treaty with
the United States and thus had no official relationship with the federal gt;\'em—
ment.>” Consequently, Asbury had the same response for park officials that he
gave an important Yosemite Indian leader named Francisco Georgely: if native
r‘es;dems wanted an improvement in their living conditions, as Gcorgci\' had peti-
tioned the Indian Service, or park officials hoped to create a more “p.i(:turcsquc
Indian camp,” Asbury concluded they should both do so “at their expense,”59
The commissioner of [ndian Affairs apparently agreed, and neither Littebrandt
nor Georgely received any further response to their petitions. As later superintert-
dents would soon learn, the Yosemite Indians were the exclusive “problem™ of
the newly established National Park Service, and one they would have 1o resolve
on their own. ‘ -




