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  Foreword


  by

  California Assembly member Kristin Olsen


  When I was a girl growing up in California’s San Joaquin Valley, my family regularly sought refuge from the Central Valley’s dry, hot summers in the neighboring picturesque Sierra Nevada mountain range. As we traveled to Yosemite and surrounding areas, I can remember staring out the window, amazed at the incredible scenery complete with infinitely tall redwood trees and impossibly large mountains of rock. I remember breathing in the clean mountain air as we exited the car, and the exhilaration I felt upon seeing the thunderous waterfalls along the Vernal Falls trail, while water sprinkled my face. And just like that, all of life’s worries were replaced with playful laughter and the tranquility that only the Yosemite area can provide.


  Years later, I was honored to represent the Yosemite area as a member of the California State Assembly. I worked hard to make sure other, more urban areas of the state understood the value and importance of the Sierra Nevada, and I advocated for the people who live there and the rich natural resources the area encompasses.


  When I had the opportunity to read High County Women: Pioneers of Yosemite National Park, it was as if I found a whole new appreciation for the place I feel I’ve known my entire life. Places I had visited time and time again suddenly took on new life as I understood the hard work and dedication that the women profiled in this book readily invested to make Yosemite a place that we can all enjoy.


  Chris Enss not only does a noteworthy job of documenting history for us, but she breathes life back into the women who were so integral to the shaping and preservation of the greater Yosemite area. You come to understand through Ms. Enss’ work that Mrs. Louisa Stentzel Muir’s gentle and unselfish nature encouraged her husband, John Muir, to make several treks in the western United States, leaving herself and their two daughters at home for several months at a time. And you feel the sense of pride that Clare Hodges must have felt when she was appointed the nation’s only female park ranger during World War I.


  While the women profiled in this book are by no means the only females whose lives directly and indirectly influenced Yosemite, the book is a great tribute to those who selflessly worked to document and protect the area for the benefit of posterity and future generations. We must continue to work toward the promotion and preservation of Yosemite with the same level of dedication and commitment that those in these pages exhibited.


  If you’ve never had the chance to experience the breathtaking beauty of Yosemite Valley, there is no question you are missing out. Plan an adventure that will take you there to experience the wonders of its awe-inspiring landscape. Even if you’ve been there time and time again as I have, I implore you to read about the women in this book. I’m confident that you, like me, will develop a deeper appreciation for the hard work contributed by these women who gave us the opportunity to revel in Yosemite’s magnificence and beauty.


  Introduction


  The United States was preoccupied with a Civil War when Con­gress approved the measure and President Abraham Lincoln signed it, that made Yosemite a national park. In spite of the terrible strife the country was experiencing, politicians and conservationists believed action needed to be taken to preserve this wilderness nestled in the Sierra Nevada mountains. [1]


  The 761,000 acres that featured giant sequoia groves with trees thousands of years old, and many unique geological formations, had been the destination of choice for many fur trappers and adventurers. In the mid-1820s, beaver, bear, and mountain lion hides were in great demand, and expanding the nation’s boundaries beyond the Mississippi River was encouraged by entrepreneurs and officeholders. Fearful that Yosemite’s natural beauty would be eroded away by the progress of civilization, concerned individuals pressed lawmakers to make the area off limits to gold-seekers, hunters, and land developers. On June 30, 1864, Yosemite became the first scenic reservation created by a central government. [2]


  Frontiersman Joseph Reddeford Walker is credited with discovering Yosemite Valley in 1833 when he led an expedition of fifty men into the mountainous California territory. In 1849 a sea of humanity began migrating west after the Sacramento-area gold strike. Driven by the Gold Rush and a desire to settle in a new land, prospectors, farmers, businessmen, ranchers, inn keepers, cooks, laundresses, teachers, and entertainers hurried to the West Coast. Men and women miners and their families, with the intention of stripping the region of its gold, pushed their way past the Native Americans living in the Yosemite Valley. Indians who resisted the incursion of small gold mining operations on the Merced River were moved to a reservation near Fresno. [3]


  White men such as naturalist John Muir and women such as author and political activist Jessie Fremont opposed the idea of mining in the scenic locale. Both believed the natural beauty of the area and wildlife would be threatened if exposed to toxic chemicals used to separate gold ore from rock. John had spent years studying Yosemite Valley’s geology and botany and had determined its mountain ranges were formed by glacial erosion. The Maidu, Miwok, and Paiute Indians disagreed with his research. Indian legend passed down from father to son and mother to daughter holds that the mountain Half Dome, her husband, Washington Tower, and their infant son did it all. [4]


  As the story goes, Half Dome lived with her husband, Washington Tower, on the bank of the Merced River at a point on the edge of the San Joaquin Valley. Owing to some quarrel with her husband, Half Dome ran away toward the east. As she proceeded up through the mountains she created the upper course of the Merced River and the Yosemite Valley itself. She carried a burden basket, a finely feathered basket, and her baby in its cradle. In the finely feathered basket she carried a smaller basket containing seeds of various kinds which she planted all along the way. Hence, there are many different kinds of these trees and foods now.


  Finding that his wife had left him, Washington Tower cut a white oak club and started after her. He overtook her near the point where this great peak now stands. She had taken her baby out of its cradle basket and placed it on the top of the load in the burden basket, carrying the cradle meanwhile under her arm.


  Washington Tower whipped Half Dome severely. The burden basket was broken and fell with its contents into Mirror Lake. It has never since been seen. The basket containing the seeds was thrown to the north side of the canyon. It landed bottom up and became North Dome.


  Half Dome threw the baby cradle against the north wall of the canyon where it now appears in the Royal Arches.


  As Half Dome received her punishment, she wept bitterly and was transformed into the great peak. The dark colored streaks on the vertical wall on the north of Half Dome are the tear stains on her face. She wore, at the time, a buckskin dress, but nothing now remains to indicate it.


  The club Washington Tower used was finally thrown aside. It landed upright in the center of Mirror Lake and remained there for some time as a large, black snag. When Washington Tower had spent his wrath he went over to the north side of the valley where he has since remained—a great shaft of granite.


  Maria Lebrado, a member of the original Yosemite Indian tribe, shared


  

  

  

  

  

  About the Author


  Chris Enss is an author, scriptwriter and comedienne who has written for television and film, and performed on cruise ships and on stage. She has worked with award-winning musicians, writers, directors, producers, and as a screenwriter for Tricor Entertainment, but her passion is for telling the stories of the men and women who shaped the history and mythology of the American West. Some of the most famous names in history, not to mention film and popular culture, populate her books. She revealed the stories behind the many romances of William “Buffalo Bill” Cody, who moved on from his career as a scout on the plains to take the enormously successful performance spectacle of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West to audiences throughout the United States and Europe between 1883 and 1916. And she told the stories of the many talented and daring women who performed alongside men in the Wild West shows, and who changed the way the world thought about women forever through the demonstration of their skills. Chris has brought her sensitive eye and respect for their work to the stories of more contemporary American entertainers, as well. Her books reveal the lives of John Wayne, Roy Rogers, and Dale Evans, bringing to light stories gleaned from family interviews and archives. The most famous American couple of the 19th century, General George Armstrong Custer and Elizabeth Bacon Custer, drew her scrutiny as well. None Wounded, None Missing, All Dead reveals the personality of the fiery, lively Libbie and her lifelong effort to burnish her husband’s reputation. Chris took readers along the trail with the Intrepid Posse as their horses thundered after the murderer of Dodge City dance hall favorite Dora Hand, and she turned her attention to the famous Sam Sixkiller, legendary Cherokee sheriff, but perhaps most extraordinary are the stories of the ordinary men and women who shaped American history when they came west as schoolmarms, gold miners, businessmen, madams, and mail-order brides.
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