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The concept of setting aside land for future generations began to emerge in America
during the 1800s. From the arrival of the first European settlers, success had been measured by
conquering the vast landscape that would become the United States. Controlling nature was
seen as progress. A transformation started when some Americans began to view nature as a
guintessential part of their country’s fabric. When Abraham Lincoln signed the Yosemite Land
Grant in 1864, he could not have anticipated that Yosemite would later become the site of a
crusade to further protect America’s natural resources.' The land grant included two valleys:
the well known Yosemite Valley and her sister, Hetchy Hetchy Valley, 20 miles to the
Northwest.> While Yosemite Valley still exists today, Hetch Hetchy would pay the ultimate price
to progress in the campaign for conservationism. In 1913, The House of Representatives
finalized plans to dam the valley, making it into a reservoir.’ The fight to prevent the damming
of Hetch Hetchy was innovative and altered the way America would protect land for future
generations. The impact of damming Hetch Hetchy led to a renewed interest in the
preservation of America’s natural resources. Distraught over the loss of such a pristine valley,
Americans realized a change was necessary to protect America’s land; the National Park Service
was created.

A series of events between 1856 and 1864 set the stage for America’s initial interest in
conservationism. While the Civil War ravaged America, Yosemite still managed to garner
attention through descriptions, drawings, paintings, and photographs that drifted east. A
renewed sense of pride in the wilderness which was uniquely American began to emerge.* A
novel by George Perkins Marsh, Man and Nature (1864), became popular in both Europe and

America.” Marsh stressed that nature creates a balance that promotes diversity and stability.°



Marsh’s message was simple: “...people affect the environment and it affects us.”’ Protecting
natural resources became a source of national pride for many.

In February of 1864, Captain Israel Raymond, the California representative of the Central
American Steamship Transit Company, wrote California Senator John Conness to express his

”8 Raymond believed it would

concern that Yosemite be protected “from private exploitation.
“be important to obtain the proprietorship soon, to prevent occupation..."9 His foresight would
prove to be progressive. With the help of Conness, the Yosemite Land Grant was drafted and
introduced to the floor of the Senate on March 28™.%° Conness used Raymond’s letter as the
template for an innovative bill that designated this land for public preservation. The bill, only
two paragraphs in length, stipulated the land in Yosemite that would be set aside and that the
state of California would preside over it.!* In total, some sixty square miles were designated as
unavailable for private use.'® The bill, however, received little notice in the shadow of the
American Civil War. Senator Lafayette Foster of Connecticut was one who noted the
importance and commented, “It struck me as being a rather singular grant, unprecedented as

”13 president Abraham Lincoln signed the Yosemite Land Grant into

far as my recollection goes.
law on June 30, 1864.*
For the nearly thirty years before Yosemite became a national park in 1890, it gained a
following that included John Muir, an early environmentalist, and Ralph Waldo Emerson, a
transcendentalist author. Muir lived in and explored Yosemite for the majority of his adult life.
When he first saw Yosemite Valley in 1869, he proclaimed, “Never before had | seen so glorious
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a landscape, so boundless an affluence of sublime mountain beauty.””” While Muir, like many

visitors, enjoyed Yosemite Valley, he preferred the lesser known Hetch Hetchy Valley. He



studied the valleys fanatically and enthusiastically shared his knowledge. Emerson was among a
group of Boston intellectuals who visited Yosemite and met the influential Muir in May 1871.*
Transcendentalism espoused, in part, that the universe is the property of every individual
within it and needs to be protected.’” Muir had read Emerson’s essays and felt that, “... of all
men he [Emerson] would best interpret the sayings of these noble mountains and trees.”®
Muir and Emerson formed an unlikely partnership; together they contributed to introducing
Yosemite to America through Emerson’s writing.'® The confluence of thoughts fueled by
Emerson and Muir set the stage for the fight to protect America’s land. Yosemite, specifically
Hetch Hetchy Valley, would soon face a threat from “progress” in the West.

San Francisco, Yosemite’s western neighbor, was experiencing difficulties that stemmed
from their inability to provide consistent and affordable water. During the 1860s, the Spring
Valley Water Company emerged as a dominant enterprise and a solution to San Francisco’s
water problems.”® The California State Legislature granted Spring Valley a water franchise in
1858; they quickly established a monopoly on water sources on the peninsula. With so much
corporate power, corruption was inevitable. Spring Valley soon developed into a civic problem.
While Spring Valley had, at one time, in exchange for goodwill from city officials, been willing to
provide San Francisco with free water for municipal use, they now insisted on charging the
city.21 City officials felt that they had no choice but to look at establishing an alternate water
source to reduce their dependency on Spring Valley. This opportunity arose in the aftermath of

an earthquake and fire that destroyed much of San Francisco on April 18, 1906.% Mayor Eugene

Schmitz immediately created the Citizens Committee of Fifty; led by former mayor James



Phelan. The committee received $10 million in relief funds.”® Phelan saw the opportunity to rid
San Francisco of Spring Valley’s hold on the city.

Under Phelan’s leadership, the City of San Francisco sought an alternate water source as
reconstruction began. Phelan was convinced that Hetch Hetchy, with its steep granite walls and
narrow outflow, would be an ideal reservoir. Phelan lobbied President Theodore Roosevelt for
his support to build the dam. Roosevelt had spent time camping in Yosemite National Park with
John Muir and was deeply conflicted on the issue. He deferred the decision to his Secretary of
the Interior, Ethan Hitchcock, who denied requests for permission to create a reservoir three
times between 1901 and 1905. After Hitchcock’s resignation in March 1907, Roosevelt
appointed James Garfield to the now vacant position.?* Upon hearing this news, Gifford
Pinchot, the first Chief of the United States Forest Service, saw the opportunity to receive
permission to dam Hetch Hetchy Valley.

While typically viewed as a champion of conservationism, Pinchot did not support
preservation for the sake of scenery. Pinchot wrote to his counterparts in San Francisco, “My
advice to you is to assume that his [Garfield’s] attitude will be favorable, and to make the

25 On July 24, 1907, a meeting was held at

necessary preparations to set the case before him.
the San Francisco Board of Supervisors’ office to discuss re-petitioning for permission to dam
Hetch Hetchy VaIIey.26 A club camping trip prevented members of the famed conservationist
society, the Sierra Club, from attending. Ironically, John Muir was camping in Hetch Hetchy

Valley at the time.?” Roosevelt, again, left the decision to Secretary of the Interior Garfield who

approved Phelan’s request in May 1908.%% This became known as the Garfield Permit.”



Garfield believed that the Right of Way Act, passed in February 1901, gave the City of
San Francisco permission to create a reservoir in Hetch Hetchy.30 According to author John Ise,

“The [Right of Way] Act was in most respects perfectly tailored for looters of the parks..."31 I

n
short, it stipulated that the State of California could build water projects within California’s
state parks.32 The original intent of this bill was not to change the landscape of Yosemite in the
way that damming Hetch Hetchy would. The supporters of the dam had found a legal loophole.
Garfield acknowledged the conservationists by stipulating that the city set aside adjacent areas
that would replace the land lost to the reservoir as well as develop Lake Eleanor as a
preliminary water source.*® While Lake Eleanor was still within Yosemite, conservationists were
willing to cede it in order to protect Hetch Hetchy. Garfield’s permit would lead to the damming
of Hetch Hetchy and create a national controversy. The loss of Hetch Hetchy would have an
impact that even those most distraught by its destruction could not have anticipated. Never
before had the issue of protecting the environment caught the public’s eye in the way that
Hetch Hetchy did.

While the City of San Francisco had been granted permission to build the dam, the fight
to prevent the destruction of Hetch Hetchy Valley was not over. The first organized resistance
came from the Sierra Club, led by John Muir.>* After receiving word of the possible reservoir,
they created a committee to focus “on the Welfare and Improvement of the Yosemite National

Park.”*®

Within a few weeks, the committee drafted a report and sent it to Garfield, this was
the first official statement of the club’s position. 3 California and the City of San Francisco

placed the Hetch Hetchy dam in Washington D.C’s political arena when Representative Kahn

introduced House Joint Resolution 184.>” Kahn wanted lands to be exchanged between federal



and city governments; the exchange would allow Hetch Hetchy Valley to fall under San
Francisco’s jurisdiction. The resolution went so far as to state, “The prime change will be that,
instead of a beautiful but somewhat unusable ‘meadow’ floor, the valley will be a lake of rare

38 The house committee hearings began in December 1908. The Sierra Club sent

beauty.
descriptions written by Muir and photographs in an attempt to influence the decision.*® The
conservationists succeeded; the bill did not pass.

Not all members of the Sierra Club, however, were as dedicated to opposing the
building of a reservoir in Hetch Hetchy Valley. This dissension led to the creation of a separate
club, the Society for the Preservation of National Parks in April 1909.%° They strived, “To
preserve from destructive invasion our National Parks - Nature’s Wonderlands. To enlist the
support and cooperation of all organizations and individuals in such preservation and to publish

"1 The society distributed pamphlets

and circulate information to accomplish these objects.
titled “Save the Hetch Hetchy Valley,” “Prevent the Destruction of the Yosemite Park,” and “Let
all the People Speak and Prevent the Destruction of the Yosemite National Park.”** In the midst
of the resolution hearings, President Roosevelt was succeeded by William Howard Taft and a
new Secretary of the Interior, Richard Ballinger. In October 1910, Taft and Ballinger toured
Yosemite Valley (Taft’s physical limitations prevented him from enjoying the less accessible
Hetch Hetchy Valley) with Muir. Taft became convinced of the Valley’s recreational potential
and the need to preserve it.* The support of the president convinced Muir that the fight would
end in victory. His optimism was premature.

Discussion in Washington began to focus on revoking the Garfield Permit and, by May

1910, Ballinger was prepared to save Hetch Hetchy.** The hearings quickly became heated with



accusations of bias. As both sides failed to reach a resolution, a fourth Secretary of the Interior,
Walter Fisher, was appointed in 1911.% A new report by John Riley Freeman provided
“definitive justification” to dam Hetch Hetchy. Freeman’s report looked to revoke the Garfield
Permit. He felt that the cost effective solution would be to dam Hetch Hetchy and leave Lake
Eleanor untouched.*® Those looking to dam Hetch Hetchy Valley would receive another victory
with the election of Woodrow Wilson in March 1913.*” The Wilson administration supported
San Francisco’s effort to build the dam. Wilson appointed another Secretary of the Interior,
Franklin Lane.”® Lane was the former San Francisco city attorney and had worked on the initial
Hetch Hetchy proposal.*’ Congress approved the building of the dam at Hetch Hetchy Valley
and President Wilson signed the bill on December 19, 1913, sealing the fate of the vaIIey.50
Upon signing the bill, Wilson issued a statement that read, in part, “I have signed this bill
because it seemed to serve the pressing public needs of the region concerned better than they
could be served in any other way and yet did not impair the usefulness or materially detract

from the beauty of the public domain.””*

A New York Times editorial that appeared the next
day summed up the environmental impact: “The only time to set aside national parks is before
the bustling needs of civilization have crept up on them. Legal walls must be built about them
for defense, for every park will be attacked. Men and municipalities who wish something for
nothing will encroach upon them if permitted. The Hetch Hetchy Valley in the Yosemite
National Park is an illustration of this universal struggle.”52

The destruction of Hetch Hetchy Valley would have a significant impact on conservation

in America. The focus placed on environmental issues was unprecedented and would lead to

the development of the National Park Service. Woodrow Wilson and Secretary Lane recognized



the confusion created by having multiple departments responsible for the national parks.
Responsibility belonged to the Departments of Agriculture, Interior, and War.>® A centralized
park system would end this confusion. Horace Albright, an assistant in Lane’s office, wrote that
Lane possibly, “Felt embarrassment at the role he played, shortly after taking office in 1913, in

»n54

putting through the Hetch Hetchy Act.””” The aftermath of the decision to dam Hetch Hetchy
led some congressmen to believe in the need for a National Park System to prevent such
disastrous management from occurring again. Bills to establish an organization had been
proposed annually between 1911 and 1915.>> It was not until after a dam at Hetch Hetchy was
approved that this bill gained support. The National Park Service was founded on August 25,
1916 when President Wilson signed the National Park Service Act.”® This was the first
organization of its type in the world. The National Park Service Act intended to “promote and
regulate the use of the Federal areas known as national parks, monuments, and reservations.”>’
Politicians took responsibility to preserve our land for future generations. The budding National
Park Service found strong leaders in Stephen Mather and Horace Albright. They had no
blueprint for what they were designing, only a passion for conservation. Together, they
established one of the most respected government agencies in the world. The National Park
Service opened in 1916 with a budget of $19,500, supported a handful of employees, and
presided over sixteen parks.58 Today the National Park Service has a budget of $2.75 billion
dollars, 28,000 employees, and 392 national parks. It has expanded to include national heritage
areas, archeological sites, historic structures, and landmarks.>®

At an important crossroad in American history, a group of conservationists and

politicians spearheaded an innovative movement to fight for the preservation of America’s



natural lands. While they lost their first significant battle at Hetch Hetchy Valley, the impact of
that event is still felt today. Without the destruction of Hetch Hetchy Valley, many Americans
would not have realized how vulnerable her lands were. This realization led to a change in the

administration of these lands; the National Park Service was born.
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