
Galen Clark was the first guardian ranger of Yosemite for 
nearly 30 years (facing page) With Galen Clark in front, the 
Wawona Tunnel Tree stands behind w ith its eight-foot-wide 
opening 
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He was officially named the "Beloved Man of 

Yosemite" by his fellow citizens of Mariposa 

County, high in the foothi lls of the wes tern 

slope of the Sierra mountains. T hat moment 

culminated a career that took Galen C lark 

from mountain man and adventurer to 

naturalist, author and beloved guardian of 

Yosemite. Like his good fri end , John Muir, 

Galen was far ahead of his time. He was a man 

so humble rhar history passed him by. 

One fine summer when I was wo rking wirh a 

trail crew high in rh e mountains above June 

Lake in the Eastern Sierra, I grabbed a book 

our of our rwo-box library by Shirley Sargent 

called Galen Clark: Guardian of Yosemite. 

I had no idea who Galen Clark was, bur by 

the rime I finished reading Sargenr's b'ook, ir 

was like discovering the missing link berween 

John Muir and Josiah Whitney. John Muir 
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is famous and revered for being the founder 

of Yosemite, but Galen C lark built it with 

roads, trai ls and bridges. H e was the man who 

never got the credit he deserved in hi story for 

all of his hard wo rk and good service to rhe 

American people. And rhar is jusr rhe way rhis 

mosr modesr of men wo uld have wan red it. 

As the story goes, Clark was mining in 

California after rhe Gold Rush and became 

ill wirh a serious lung infecrion. The doctor 

gave him six monrhs to live, and wirh nothing 

to lose, he headed for rhe mounrains to 

homestead a ranch in a beautiful m eadow in 

Wawona. This larer rurned into a popular hotel 

rhar C lark presided over. Ir was ar this time 

in 1857 rhar he and a friend became rhe firsr 

Anglos to explo re rhe mighry Giant Sequoias 

in rhe Mariposa Grove . His love for rhe grear 

trees led him into a career as an originator of 

th e co ncepr of a "Narional Park." 

W hat is ironic is rhat Galen Clark lived to 

be 96 years old and was the first guardian 

ranger ofYosemire for nearly 30 years. H e had 

ir togerher as a perso n and was described as 

"efficient" in his duties ar rhe park. 

At business ventures he was just rhe opposite, 

and borrowed money, mortgaged his hotel 

and lost it al l. He was kind and hosp irable to 

everyone he mer and jealous of no one. Hi s 

love for Narure made him a keen observer and 

expert on Yosemire and rhe Big Trees. Nor a 

boastful perso n, he preferred to remain in rhe 

background of fam e and fortune. When rhey 

wa nted to name rhe Mariposa Grove afrer 

him , he politely refused. 

Galen C lark and John M uir were righr friends 



and took some memorable hikes together in 

different parts of the Sierra. One can only 

imagine what it must have been like to listen 

to those two si tting around the campfire, 

shooting the breeze. I'm sure that most of 

their preservationist philosophy was shaped 

during those outings and times spent together 

in the backcountry. I wouldn't doubt that 

Muir softened his feelings about the Native 

Americans in his old age through Clark's 

influence. W hen C lark was in his 90 's he 

wrote several books about Yosemite including 

one about the Yosemite Indians. H e had been 

their friend from the day he met them and 

sought to preserve their culture through his 

writing. 

Like Muir, Clark spent a lot of time in the 

mountains alone. He would take a rifle and 

always bring back deer meat and occasionally a 

bear. Somet imes, he wo uld have to enlist help 

to get th e meat out of the woods, while other 

times he packed out all he could carry. T his 

was at a time when there were few trails in 

Yosemite and most hiking was bushwhack ing. 

Clark and Muir wo uld playa silenr game to 

see who was the best hiker: Clark was better 

in the thick brush, while Muir excelled in tock 

hopping. 

C lark had a few eccenrricities, like sleep ing on 

the ro ugh ground on rocks and sticks, never 

wearing a hat and breathing through his nose 

while hiking. He felt that breathing through 

the nostri ls invigo rated a person and in creased 

lung capacity. Try it somerime and see how 

long you last without gas ping for brea th. 

Before Galen died he had all his burial 

arrangements taken care of, right down to 

diggin g the hole where he would later res t. 

Of course, he picked a choice location in his 

beJ.oved Big Trees and planred a small Sequoia 

in t.ach co rner of th e plot. He planted other 

flowers and bushes that he kept well tended 

there, a," well. He shared and enjoyed a most 

wonderfui, frui tful life of service to Nature 

and hi s fe llow man. He did it in style with 

humor and grace and set an example that lasts 

to this day. SH 
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Auburn Symphony Goes to Mondavi 
Transatlantic Crossover - Gershwin & 

The Planets 

Music on the Green 
Light Classical & Familiar Music 

to Picnic By 
Sunday, March 29, 2009 @ 3:00pm 

Gershwin: Cuban Overture 
Gershwin: Rhapsody in Blue 

Soloist: Robert Thies 
Holst: The Planets 

A aN 
S V MPH 0 N V 

Auburn Library Garden Theater 
Saturday, May 16, 2009 
Gales open at 4:00pm 

FOR TICKETS CALL 530.823.6683 
808 LINCOLN WAY. P.O. BOX 74· AUBURN, CA 95604 

www.auburnsymphony.com·lickels@auburnsymphony.com 
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