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  The Southern Yosemite Wilderness taken from Electra Peak: The Clark Range, Half Dome, and some smoke from a wildfire can be seen on the skyline. The Lyell Fork of the Merced is in the foreground.


  L. PANTILAT
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  We gathered at the historic Wawona Stables. It was a clear blue sky day, promising to get hot, in early August 2007. The corrals, dusty and well worn after long years of service, harkened back to an earlier, simpler era. We were there to start a journey—Wawona to Hetch Hetchy, a 10-day patrol, a horse-packing trip, from the southern end of Yosemite to the farthest north we could get on a trail before exiting. We would cross the entire park, from one end to another, traveling for days and days through Yosemite’s magnificent wilderness, wild country mostly unchanged by civilization.


  This was a particularly important trip for me. Having lived inside the park for all but a few years of my life, I felt like this expedition was a fitting climax to my adult life and National Park Service career. I had risen through the ranks of the Backcountry/Wilderness Management operation in Yosemite for the last 31 years, eventually becoming the park’s first female wilderness manager, responsible for oversight and supervision of the public’s use of Yosemite’s designated wilderness area. This was my last official patrol, a “turning over” of the care of land I had cherished and protected for my entire career. It was, of course, an event both sad and filled with wonder—a life’s effort summarized in one exceptional expedition, a grand tour all the way across the park with people I had partnered with for as long as three decades.


  Six of us started the trip, to be joined later by others. Dr. Jan van Wagtendonk, the park’s renowned ecologist and chief scientist, was our elder—wise, articulate, a champion and respected visionary in our nation’s effort to understand human effects on the natural world. He was the mastermind of the Yosemite Wilderness Management program, as well as the architect of Yosemite’s oversight of these wild areas. He drew the wilderness boundaries and developed the capacities for appropriate public use of the roadless portions of the park, and then he used science to defend it. He was also a nationally recognized expert on wildland fire and ecological processes. He was my mentor and my hero for all sorts of reasons; plus he was a great guy and dear friend.


  Another member of our group was Chief Ranger Steve Shackelton. Steve was raised in and near the park and at the time held the daunting job of supervising the Yosemite protection rangers, those park staff responsible for emergency response, law enforcement, fire, dispatch, and wilderness management. Eloquent, capable, and fully in love with the park, he was always good company. We had met in fourth grade at Oakhurst Elementary School. Who would have thought we would be riding the backcountry together almost 50 years later? He could perform all the duties of the staff he supervised, as well as fluently represent the National Park Service in venues from local business communities to Washington, DC, policy discussions. He was also a champion of the metaphor, equating the ranger staff to a symphony orchestra in which both the lighter woodwinds and the heavier brass work together to make the music of the ranger protection division. I was flute-ish myself.


  The park service maintenance division was represented on the trip by three very capable staff. Tim Ludington, trails expert and program manager, started working as a laborer on a Yosemite backcountry crew at age 18, right out of high school. He progressed quickly and within a few years oversaw a National Park Service and California Conservation Corp (CCC) trail crew in the deep wilderness. He spent his adult life building and maintaining the pathways of Yosemite. He was a good friend, respected and admired in the park, and a true leader of a very complex, hazardous, remote, and nationally renowned trails operation. Handsome, tall, fit, and soft spoken, “Lud” was always a gentleman, always there to help if needed.


  Stables forewoman and horse and mule expert Johanna Wheeler, also a child of Yosemite, was raised in Yosemite Valley. She was the first female corrals boss, and the animals, her staff, and her coworkers loved her for her calm expertise and good nature. She knew the horses and mules as well as the backcountry—it was a treat to have her along. Statuesque—a natural beauty in a country down-home style, blond and graceful in her jeans and long-sleeve shirts—she had a management style that revolved around love and respect for the animals, capable leadership for her human staff, and benevolent patience for those of us not as skilled or experienced but thrown into the horse and mule world by our jobs.


  Chance Heppner worked as an animal packer for Johanna and had countless miles in the saddle throughout the Yosemite Wilderness. Although he generally worked to supply the trail crews in remote locations, he was also a great addition on these administrative outings. Modest and capable, a man of few words (at least around us), he was kind of like the movie cowboys, the tall silent types, with knowing eyes under his Stetson hat. He would manage the four-legged members of our group, leading a pack string of five mules and helping with the horses as needed. His skills required many years of background and training, as well as a great deal of backcountry common sense and a special appreciation and understanding of the ways of the animals. Strong and stocky, he could pack a mule in a matter of minutes.


  It was a gathering of some of the key players in the effort to manage Yosemite National Park’s wilderness at that time. Our years of service were measured in decades and how far back our memories could reach in our tales and reminiscing. We had spent most of our adult lives protecting these remote parts of the park. Combined, we had at least 200 years of Yosemite work experience.


  Building on the research of people like George Briggs, Dan Holmes, Jim Absher and R. G. Lee, Carl Sharsmith, and many others, Yosemite staff had spent decades considering the complex interrelationships between use and human-caused change to natural systems. Those of us traveling that day had used that interrelationship as the basis to define and manage the number of people who would use the roadless areas of Yosemite and how they would travel through it. We enabled the dual mandate of preservation and use. It was our passion and our life to work in these mountains, and we knew these backcountry places better than almost anyone else at that time. It was a great honor and pleasure to be in one another’s company. Who better to go into the wilderness with in 2007?
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  Johanna and Steve on the Trail—Day One.


  J. VAN WAGTENDONK


  Our journey started in Wawona, as far south as we could get on the trail system. Wawona is a small community just inside the southernmost boundary of the park at an elevation of 4,000 feet. We would enter the watershed of the South Fork of the Merced River and follow trails that lead into the South End, as this part of the park is commonly called. It is a quieter region, less visited than those areas out of Yosemite Valley and Tuolumne Meadows. We left the summer lowland heat in the morning, enjoying the luxury of riding rather than hiking up that first steep climb. The mules carrying all our gear made this ascent even better. The old backpacker in me felt a little guilty about it being so easy, but I got over it quickly. It was a big trip—I would need my strength for the rest of the way, I told myself convincingly. Although many of us had been on numerous trips into the wilderness that lasted as long as 10 days, none of us had ever traversed the entire park, so we were excited. We chattered at first and then often fell silent, mesmerized by the rhythm of hooves on the trail, our emotions softened by the warmth of the day.


  One of the highlights we looked forward to on the trip was experiencing the biological diversity of this grand park. At first, the trail climbed up through chaparral, manzanita, and ponderosa pines. We left the heat and noise, roads and buildings behind, moving into a different world almost immediately: pine scented, quiet, often shaded from the brilliant sun. The southern portion of the park is generally lower in elevation, not as sculpted by the dramatic uplift and glacial scour of the loftier areas to the north and east, and the granitic landscape is not as dominant. There are deeper forests, more soil and less rock. Travel is easier on dirt trails, and the smell more organic and earthy. As we passed into higher elevations, the towering pine and fir forests gave way to lodgepole pines and mountain hemlocks, interspersed with lush wildflower meadows. The lakes we passed were mostly hidden in dark pockets of trees, their shores grassy and without beaches. We were surrounded by the serenity of the original forest. It was a special peace, one of the few places in the world that has never been logged or had its trees harvested. The ancient balance of the woodland was intact here.


  It was unchanged, tranquil, with little or no sign of human activity or development—we felt transported to a simpler time when horseback travel was the norm and life seemed slower. It was 17 miles to our overnight destination, but our day’s journey passed peacefully. After a lovely lunch and calm passages through the woods, through wildflower meadows, and across pea gravel—decomposed granite—on ridgetop trails, we were starting to feel like we had entered the 1930s when we eventually got to our first night’s destination at Buck Camp.


  The 1930s was a notable, even dramatic, era in the southern portion of Yosemite. In 1932, the Wawona basin (8,785 acres) was added to the park by acquiring claims of existing settlers. The primary visitor activities were road based and aimed at increasing tourism—the Wawona Road and Wawona Tunnel had just been dedicated. Park users were being encouraged to visit Glacier Point and the Mariposa Grove of Big Trees, where Big Trees Lodge camp, cabins, and cafeteria had been erected in the Upper Grove. Park visits totaled 372,317 in 1935.


  Attendance was over 3.5 million in 2007, the year of our patrol, and reached 5.03 million in 2016. The roads in the park teemed with cars, the Mariposa Grove of Giant Sequoias needed major restoration from trampling and overdevelopment, and parkwide management actions addressed impacts from crowds rather than encouraging use. Things were very different now than in the 1930s in the front country of the park, but the Yosemite wilderness felt little changed. It was quiet, undeveloped, primitive. People were visitors here, the minority, the “seldom seen” in this area.


  The Buck Camp cabin was the hub for personnel visiting this part of the park. The two-room log structure was built in 1931 for snow surveys and ranger patrol headquarters and was still staffed for at least a few months during the summer. There were occasional visits from artists and storytellers, woods workers, trail crews, big-shot management types, small-shot management types, park donors, stray backpackers, a variety of rangers, and locals on horseback—all living the psychological escape of the absence of a more civilized world.


  The small cabin was a welcome sight for us all after a long day and seemed to grow out of the red fir and lodgepole forest as we approached, the weathered vertical log walls of the building blending with the forest around it. The cabin has two rooms. Metal shutters cover the screened windows, and there is a small porch looking out toward the canyon of the South Fork of the Merced. A very nice outhouse is up the hill, and the tack room and large corral stand adjacent to a multiacre fenced pasture. The spring runs strong and cold nearby, even in drought years. The surrounding meadows were thick with wildflowers and mosquitos that buzzed our ears and face as we approached. They obviously liked it here too.


  We tied up to the hitch rack—unloading and unsaddling the animals is the priority on a trip like this. Regaining the use of our own bodies had to occur first, however. For the nonprofessional riders among us, getting off and walking around after a long first day in the saddle set a pitiful scene—we weren’t much help for a while. Tim and I often walked rather than rode to backcountry destinations, so both of us had worn-out and troublesome knees that were stiff as a board at that point. Jan and Steve spent most of their current work time either at a desk or walking on paved ground, so they weren’t much better. It is a truth that any part of your body that hurts will hurt more after a day in the saddle. Bad back? You will know it! Ankles remembering those sprains? You bet! Knees grumpy from basketball games? You can depend on them becoming stiff within a few miles! Except for Johanna and Chance, the rest of us hobbled around pathetically until our joints recovered sufficiently to carry loads to the cabin. As the aches and pains resolved, we could start enjoying life on the ground.


  Sleeping spots were set up on the few flat areas under the pines, most of us using our saddle pads for insulation from the ground (ah, the scent of horse sweat—there’s nothing like it). It made me appreciate the big bedrolls the packers traveled with. My down sleeping bag seemed very thin despite the manty tarp that separated it from the saddle pads. Hoping the mosquitos wouldn’t last long into the evening, we opted to go without tents so it would be a starry night for us. No one really slept that well the first night out anyway—I never sleep well on the first night, even in a fancy hotel—so we all just got our spots ready for whatever the night might bring. It would feel good when we could finally lie down after a long day.


  There were steaks for dinner to celebrate our first night out, so we lit the fire and commenced making perfect cooking coals. The cheery flames during happy hour turned into a bed of glowing embers just right for grilling, and our dinner, like most meals in the backcountry, was extra delicious, enhanced by the day in the great outdoors.


  As we chatted around the campfire, we told stories about living in the south end of the park. Tim had been on many trail crews who lived in places like Moraine Meadows, a few miles from our location, where the camp was tucked off near a little waterfall on the creek and the stock often escaped after their bellies were full. Steve told the story of a search for a young girl who had disappeared from her campsite on the South Fork of the Merced—I remembered that one too, as I was assigned to a team with bloodhounds to track her. It was particularly memorable because the poor dogs were accustomed to running through fields and orchards in the San Joaquin Valley, not the tumble of river boulders in a High Sierra streambed. We found the girl, but we almost had to rescue the exhausted dogs. I remembered long days of hiking or riding during the summers I was assigned to the South End, living in this cabin and trying to cover the entire 200,000 acres that made up my assigned patrol area. Johanna and Chance could relate, as many of the trail crews they needed to supply might be 25–30 miles from the barn in this part of the park.


  We talked about the peaceful rhythm of solitary life, of waking with the first light, listening to the noisy quiet of the natural world around us. Although that sounded tranquil, and was most commonly my state of mind, living alone in the backcountry wasn’t always without fear. When I thought about those scary times, one night in particular was notable—my night of terror here at Buck Camp. I decided to tell the tale around the campfire that night:



   It started one night while I was assigned at Buck Camp for the summer. Something hit the screen windows of the cabin late in the evening. Then it happened again, a “thunk” I had never heard before. It made me nervous, made me feel vulnerable, a woman alone in a tiny remote log cabin deep in the woods. The kitchen was well lit with the gas lantern, so I felt very exposed and visible through the large screen windows. I hated the idea of someone watching me. The big metal shutters could be closed to block out the night and whatever was out there, but I would have to go outside, into the profound darkness around the cabin, to close them. The light would make me stand out in the blackness of the surrounding woods. I would be a clear target for anyone, or anything, out there, but I had to do it.


  I strapped on my gun, grabbed the Coleman lantern, took a deep breath, and went into the darkness. I closed the metal shutters as quickly as I could and scurried back into the cabin. I tried to settle down, calm myself, but then . . .


  A terrifying noise began . . . scratchhhhhhh . . . the sound of fingernails intermittently scratching on metal, oddly timed with periods of silence. Raw fear. My mind raced with images of a deviant trying to get in, scraping and tearing at the shutters.


  I couldn’t escape my fear. I took my pistol and moved to the back room, curling up in a ball, hiding in my bed, my heart pounding. I was 26 miles into the backcountry, all alone. The woods around the cabin had gone silent, now gloomy and deeply dark. My ears strained for any noise; my blood pulsing in my head. The lack of sound was deafening, broken periodically by the sinister long scratches that made my skin crawl. Even the ringtail cats and large rodents that normally raced overhead in the attic area were listening. Could I possibly fall asleep? Would it be light soon? Would I survive the night, or would the perpetrator rip down the metal shutters?




  It was interesting to be so afraid. I did have other fears while alone back there, mostly about my own abilities, my own mental/physical insufficiencies. Those fears were more about whether my chronically damaged ankles would support me for another 5 days with this 50-pound pack. Or would I slip off this steep snowbank and crack my head open on the rocks below? What if my horse fell while traveling over glacially smoothed, sloping rock trails? And while these things made my heart race and could be terrifying, they were somehow more pure, not sinister.


  But crazy or mean people—that’s a whole different deal, and that was what I was imagining outside. Very few people are sinister, especially those I encountered in the backcountry of Yosemite. It helped calm me to review a few facts about my predicament. People were always a major part of my job, as I had spent my career in one of the most heavily used wilderness areas in the world. I was a trained professional: an educator, a cop, a rescuer, an interpreter, a host, a wildlife manager, a clean-up crew. I was a guide and speaker of backwoods truths. I picked up tin cans and toilet paper and broken bodies. I talked to thousands and thousands of enthusiastic backcountry users over the course of my wilderness career, shared stories, laughed, talked about bears and drinking water and “How far is it?” I spent countless hours helping people understand the meaning and importance of wild areas, of what their part is in this wonderful idea of preserving nature.


  The events of the evening so far didn’t really fit that scenario.



   So, there I was, huddled in a ball, my covers pulled protectively over me, fervently hoping it was a nice park visitor making those terrible-sounding scratches, not someone or something trying to get the metal shutters off the windows. I had to face the reality of really being alone, of no one there to help if I needed it. The opportunities for solitude the wilderness provides didn’t sound all that great then.


  I fell asleep at some point and woke the next morning with gratitude. I had survived unscathed, and the light of day had returned. I made my way into the kitchen and started a fire in the woodstove. I put the coffee pot on the Coleman stove, wondering if my fears were a nightmare or real.


  And then . . . scrrratchhhhhhhhh. From right under the kitchen counter! From the metal garbage can? I looked in and saw the real cause of my fear: a mouse, jumping desperately to escape the trash can it had fallen into, scratching its little claws against the metal on the way down, the noise amplified by the can.




  My tripmates laughed at my predicament, and it seemed like a good way to end the evening. Luckily, there was nothing to terrorize us that first night out on our expedition, but we slept the sleep of those who live outdoors—one ear open, just in case. Who knew what would greet us on the next leg of our journey?
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 Jan checking the results of the restoration program.


 L. BOYERS
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  It wasn’t sinister garbage-can scratching that woke us the next morning, day two of our journey, but da-ding, da-ding, da-ding. . . . The bell on the lead horse coming into the corral for morning grain signaled the end of the night. No doubt to the disappointment of our pack animals, who had enjoyed the lush meadow pasture, we were not to linger at Buck Camp, opting to leave the comparative backcountry luxury of a cabin stay. Buck Camp not only had a shower with hot water on the front porch but also featured one of the nicest outhouses in the backcountry. Small things like these can make a difference out here. But we had miles to make, and it was time to move on.


  After a hearty breakfast around camp central (the large firepit with cut log chairs and benches situated between the cabin and meadow), we packed up: duffels of personal gear, panniers of camp gear, food boxes for us, and bags of grain for the animals. Chance and Johanna were first-class packers, and their sense for balance and security was critical both to the animals and to our stuff. They were incredible to watch, swift and precise, making it look easy to load 100 pounds of gear on a mule. The animals knew them and were calm. Despite the cinching up and placing of loads, this was just part of their job. Another day at the salt mines.


  The trail from Buck Camp ranger station immediately enters a meadow with tower delphiniums and tiger lilies, some as high as the mules’ heads, gracing both sides of our route. The sweetness of the sight and smell of this blossoming extravaganza lifted our hearts for the day’s travel. Passing through the gentle rolling landscape, we were reminded of past travelers of this route. The south end of the park had been used for millennia by members of the Miwuk, Pomo, and Paiute tribes. It was likely they moved through here across the Sierra for trade, for hunting and gathering, or to escape summer heat. They left little sign of their passing.


  At the turn of the century, this area was used for grazing by Anglo settlers from nearby foothill gold rush towns. Cattle and sheep were driven into the meadows and gentle watersheds. The meadows were lush and stayed green most of the summer, but there were also hazards for these early wilderness users. One sad story relates to the killing of a grizzly bear near Buck Camp in 1887, perhaps one of the last grizzlies in Yosemite before going extinct in the Sierra in 1924. The stockmen got tired of the bear’s predation of their domestic cattle, easy pickings as they grazed. The men staked out a calf and waited, hidden. When the bear arrived, they shot and killed it. This heartbreaking metaphor illustrates the change that Anglo occupation brought to the natural world, the need to overpower nature. It wasn’t sad for the herders (or the calf)—they were using the land for their needs. They used the area in multiple ways, each having its own effect on the nonhuman world. For the bear, it marked the end of its life and perhaps even threatened the existence of its species. It is a sad instance of conflicting priorities and an example of one of the reasons parks were established. This was the bear’s home—the stockmen were the visitors.


  Our trail led us across to the South Fork of the Merced River. Soda Springs, a delightful stop in the south end, was our first destination. Like the soda springs in Tuolumne Meadows, the bubbling pools here are the result of carbon dioxide gas of volcanic origin continuously seeping upward through sediment and into the bottom of the pools. These springs were probably well known to the local tribes for their bubbling waters and mineral healing powers. Native Americans excavated saltier springs to the north to aid in the gathering of minerals left behind after evaporation. It is likely these springs here on the South Fork were frequented by early travelers as well. The rust-colored effervescent flows are a curiosity in the backcountry and still attract humans. Although some claim to like the taste, I find it metallic and odd, and I was never one to drink much of it. We modern travelers apparently get our minerals in other ways. It is wonderful to imagine past people here, using these resources, knowing their bodies’ needs for such a powerful drink. Tim and Jan had big gulps of it—perhaps it made their bodies stronger. The rest of us chose to pass on the afternoon soda springs cocktail.


  We didn’t linger, as we needed to head out to Chain Lakes, where we would evaluate the effectiveness of campsite restoration efforts and gaze at Sing Peak, the scenic crag overlooking the lakes.


  Tie Sing, for whom the peak was named, was a Chinese American cook for the US Geological Survey. That the peak was named for him in 1899 during the height of xenophobia against Chinese Americans is testament to the recognition of his love for the backcountry and devotion to his job. He served as head chef for US Geological Survey for 28 years, no doubt pleasing many a mapmaker along the way. In 1915, he cooked for the Mather Mountain Party. Stephen Mather, who was to become the first director of the National Park Service, led an expedition to map and explore the wild areas in and around Yosemite. This area had been designated a national park in 1890 and had been administered by the military, but troops were needed elsewhere. Mather pushed Congress to establish the civilian National Park Service in 1916, the year after his expedition with the US Geological Survey.


  Sing may have contributed substantially to the preservation of the park during this survey, as Mather and his team documented Sing’s ability to provide spectacular food in the backcountry. Mather recognized that no matter how beautiful the landscape, if you “give a man a poor breakfast after he has had a bad night’s sleep[,] . . . he will not care how fine your scenery is.” Mark Twain had a similar statement—nothing improves the scenery like bacon and eggs. Good advice.


  Sadly, Sing died in a backcountry accident, perhaps from a cooking gas explosion, after years of roaming the mountains of California and Nevada.


  Chain Lakes, our afternoon destination, are located below Sing Peak and feature popular camp spots. The area is remote, but increased visitation had left unacceptable impacts and made it a good candidate for more focused management. We were pleased to see that the restoration efforts implemented at Chain Lakes had worked well. What had been a basin filled with sprawling, ugly, blackened firepit monuments dotting the lakeshore was now cleaner, wilder, a place you would be happy to camp in—a reward for the work of getting to that spot. Park wilderness rangers and restoration crews, many subsidized by Yosemite Fund (now Yosemite Conservancy), had been keeping the area in good shape.


  [image: chpt_fig_008]


  Wilderness staff at work restoring a campsite. Properly disposing of large amounts of charcoal was often problematic in heavily used areas.


  NPS PHOTO


  Campfires and water quality protection were priority concerns in managing overnight use in the backcountry, and the consequences of the impacts of both issues were highly dependent on the location and condition of the campsite. An existing campfire ring served as tacit approval for backcountry users to move into that spot and build a new fire, regardless of the appropriateness of the ring’s location or condition. The closer a campsite was to a lakeshore or creekbank, the more likely its use would degrade water quality. Loss of vegetation, compacted soils, human waste concerns, and aquatic impacts at the water’s edge were likely. There are experiential impacts as well—a site right on the shore reduces the naturalness of the area for all other users who can see it from anywhere around the lake, and sites along a river impede the travel and enjoyment of those hiking it.


  However, telling people not to camp right next to a beautiful lake or singing stream was like telling the tide not to go back out to the ocean. We had to eliminate temptation! Sites closer than 100 feet from water were always targeted for removal. The City of San Francisco was also paying Yosemite a significant amount of money to protect the quality of the water flowing into Hetch Hetchy, a primary source of drinking water for that major metropolitan center. While this is no doubt in part because clean drinking water is a wonderful thing, it was also a matter of law and policy. Paying rangers to protect the watershed met a legal Clean Water Act requirement that allowed the city to avoid building a major water treatment facility, at least for a time.


  Campfire rings also engendered another problem—campfires themselves. These small fires are one of the visitor activities that cause lasting impacts to the terrestrial as well as the aquatic world. This damage includes fire-scarred rocks, proliferation of charcoal often mixed with poorly burnt trash, and areas stripped of burnable wood. Dead and down wood is needed for purposes such as animal and insect habitat, soil development, and shelter from the elements for smaller plants. Lower branches are stripped from nearby trees, leaving an unnatural “grazed line” to the forest around heavily used areas. Heat from a campfire often sterilizes the soil beneath it, and visitors trample trails into the surrounding forest for firewood collection. Improperly extinguished campfires have also resulted in wildfires.


  The use of campfires was gradually being phased out throughout much of the Sierra Nevada, particularly at higher elevations where firewood is scarce. For many people, however, it was an essential and central part of the experience. Many equate camping with campfires, the image of a crackling fire providing light, warmth, and protection against the black of night. Noted Tuolumne Meadows naturalist Carl Sharsmith used to call campfires “the TVs of the backcountry” because they are mesmerizing to sit around and stare at for hours. Fires are allowed below 9,600 feet in elevation in existing, legal sites in Yosemite.


  Some hikers insisted on building their own campsites rather than using the recommended existing sites—perhaps it is a primitive calling from somewhere deep in their genetic memory, or perhaps it is something they thought would make their backcountry adventure more authentic. We were making headway in our efforts to reduce the number of sites, however. Over the course of 28 years, a campsite-monitoring program measured the effectiveness of restoration management. The results showed that the combination of increased education, restoration, and policy changes reduced both the size and the number of sites, resulting in cleaner, healthier, and more attractive camp areas.


  Staff could reduce the number of sites and make the best one attractive, but we couldn’t completely erase the signs of nights spent around a campfire. Charcoal deposits burned onto rocks were hardest to deal with. We did what we could—the only real way to clean charcoal-burnt rocks is to throw them into fast-running water, which unfortunately was impractical in most situations. We could decompact and camouflage hardened ground; bring in duff, rocks, and logs to provide shelter for new plants to “naturalize” the site; and block off and disguise use trails to repair other impacts of a campfire location. These efforts would help discourage continued use of the spot, but the campsite (and fire ring) often came back into use. In truth, such sites were often great places to camp and had been used in some cases for thousands of years. They just weren’t legal now. Somewhat paralleling the cattlemen killing the bear, backcountry campers were changing the natural area they found, leaving a sign, a scar, in their wake. As managers, we had to find a balance and accept that our human presence would impact the natural landscape.


  Restoration work was a necessary result of our management decision to allow wilderness travelers maximum freedom. It kept the burnt rocks and waterside campsites to a minimum. Trailhead quotas, permits, and education, backed with field contacts and enforcement, were also keys to success. We made these compromises to balance the integrity of the wilderness and the enjoyment of the public. The management program to limit or disperse use that Dr. Jan van Wagtendonk, our group elder, had developed in the mid-1970s is still the critical foundation to this multifaceted effort today and was well accepted after the first few years. Although I remember being one of the many who said I would never get a permit to go into the backcountry in my younger days, it seems we all got used to the program and its merits and supported it. Controlling use has been a significant management concern in most parts of the park for decades. Yosemite has been at risk of the proverbial fate of being “loved to death” by a public eager to enjoy its wonders, and park managers have tried a variety of options to protect resources from overuse. Determining the appropriate number of visitors has been controversial, particularly in Yosemite Valley, and the decisions have been the subject of lawsuits. Quotas for the number of visitors allowed in the backcountry were set after considerable research and applied to our management system. Those numbers have never been legally challenged, high praise for a system that restricts visitor access in a such a popular place. We all congratulated Jan on his good thinking—he seemed to like that.


  After a quick patrol of the area, our group moved on to Upper Merced Pass Lake for the night. Time for a swim to wash off the trail dust, get dinner going, and make our sleeping spots in a lodgepole needle bed under the trees. We were already falling into the pre-technological rhythm of time, where the day is determined not by watch or phone but by the level of the sun, now reflecting low across the mountaintops.


  As the stars emerged in the night sky and the campfire flames, and a little “firewater” warmed our souls, it wasn’t surprising that we brought up the topic of Lower Merced Pass Lake, just a half a mile away. It was the scene of a notorious law enforcement incident in 1977 when a smuggler’s plane filled with drugs crashed into the lake. Many stories had circulated about it over the last 30 years. Steve’s father, Lee Shackelton, was the chief of the law enforcement staff at the time, so Steve had an insider’s perspective. As the chief ranger himself, Steve also understood the complications of the incident. I had even used the incident as a teaching tool to examine how the Wilderness Act applied to unique situations on the ground, and a few books (including Nevada Barr’s High Country) had been written


  


   

  

  

  

  



  




  APPENDIX Briefing Sheet of Wilderness Operations Statistics in 2003


  SIZE



	704,624 acres of Designated Wilderness, or 94.2 percent of Yosemite National Park



	927 acres of Designated Potential Wilderness Additions (High Camps and utility corridors)



	Part of the Sierra Nevada ecosystem, 2.5 million acres of contiguous wilderness





  ANNUAL VISITOR USE (AVG. 1998–2003)



	17,000–20,000 overnight groups/number of permits issued yearly to 50,000–60,000 overnight visitors



	150,000–170,000 visitor nights spent in the wilderness


	5 percent commercial use—2 percent stock, 3 percent hiker groups





	7,000–9,000 permit reservations made



	Estimated more than 500,000 day-use visitors annually to wilderness (does not include Vernal/Nevada corridor with up to 2,700 people per day)



	Estimated more than 100,000 climber days



	Estimated 40,000–45,000 Nordic days (38,000 in Badger de facto wilderness area alone)





  INFRASTRUCTURE



	750 miles of backcountry trail



	63 trail bridges



	55 miles marked ski trails



	Approximately 2,400 climbing routes



	5 High Sierra Camps, with adjacent designated campgrounds



	2 additional campgrounds



	5 patrol cabins in use



	5 historic cabins (primarily partial remains or unstable)



	1 ski hut (3 other structures used in winter are in roaded areas managed as de facto wilderness during ski season)



	21 hydroclimate or snow survey placements



	1 radio transmitter





  STAFF ASSIGNED TO WORK IN WILDERNESS ON A SUMMER DAY



	About 85 trail crew



	10 corral staff with up to 110–120 head of stock available



	4–6 backcountry utility staff for the High Camps



	8–12 campsite restoration staff



	10–12 law enforcement/patrol staff



	12 staff in wilderness centers/permit stations



	2 wilderness education staff



	3 wilderness bear technicians



	Miscellaneous fire personnel/researchers/interpretation staff





  2003 LEVELS COULD TOTAL 130 TO 150 STAFF, RESEARCHERS, AND VOLUNTEERS PER DAY


  OTHER STATISTICS (2003)



	Approximately 90 search-and-rescue incidents in wilderness, 60 of which were major SARs



	Almost 10,000 acres of wilderness fire burned



	9,528 bear canisters rented (217 maximum per day)



	38 research projects conducted in wilderness (non NPS/USGS)



	Approximately 300 campsites rehabilitated



	Almost 15,000 hours of volunteer time contributed to the Wilderness Branch alone
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  ABOUT THE ARTIST


  Lex Munson, Yosemite native and Laurel’s brother, designed this book and created all the artwork found in it. Yosemite is his muse, and he produces these images from his heart and soul. The illustrations are all original, hand-drawn, black-and-white sketches created expressly for this book.


  Of particular interest is the piece of art shown on the opposing page, “Laurel on Patrol.” As with the front cover, which shows Mount Lyell in the background, this image depicts Laurel on her favorite horse in the wilderness, with the summit of iconic Mount Lyell in the distance behind her.


  This art piece is special and rare because it is rendered with natural pigments from elements such as native charcoal, iron deposits, mariposite, slate, and granitic sand that Lex personally collects in areas surrounding the park. The result is a unique rendering of the natural world—not only does it feature the highest point in elevation in Yosemite, the epitome of the Yosemite wilderness, but it is also made using materials that are part of the local Sierra Nevada landscape and geology.


  The ancient art form of gathering natural elements for use as color pigments can be found throughout humanity’s history, from cave drawings dating back 30,000 years to contemporary baskets, pottery, and other local tribal art and decoration. Employing this 100 percent natural process includes this art piece as part of Yosemite’s natural history.


  The material used in this image was collected in/on unrestricted areas near or adjacent to Yosemite National Park. Lex’s collection process meets all regulations and tribal concerns regarding the collecting of natural elements and/or antiquities.


  FROM THE ARTIST


  “It was an honor, a privilege, and a joy to work with my sister Laurel on this wondrous book. I hope that my art in a small way inspires and helps people to appreciate the wilderness to preserve it and helps to tell Laurel’s story of our family and others who contributed to the welfare of Yosemite and the natural world.


  “I want to dedicate all the art in this book to my parents, Karl and Sue Munson, and my brother, Lars Munson, who were my biggest fans and supporters since I filled my first sketchbook at five years old. I miss them dearly and wish they were here to enjoy this wonderful book and its art and illustrations.”


  —Lex Munson, March 2025


  Lex lives on his ranch near the South Yuba River in the mountains outside of Nevada City, California.
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