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SPRING IS IN THE AIR, AND WITH IT THE PROMISE OF NEW BEGINNINGS. This year, it arrives with particularly 
exciting news—the Yosemite Association and Yosemite Fund are reunifying. Our merger became official on 
January 1 of this year, following an overwhelming vote of approval from Association members and unani-
mous votes in favor by the Boards of Trustees of both organizations. 

We are profoundly grateful for the support of our members, donors, volunteers and staffs, who have helped us reach 
this new and exciting chapter in our proud histories. We’ll be announcing our new name in early June. 

In this edition of Yosemite, we take a look back at milestones in our 87-year history of supporting the park, while 
also looking forward to a new era of serving Yosemite. We have been considering all of the ways that our new combined 
organization will be able to improve visitor services and build connections to the park. Let’s take an imaginary journey 
and see what a visiting family might experience this spring.

The Vargas family and their three children get an early start from Fresno and reach the park by nine in the morn-
ing. They want to have the entire day to soak in the thundering falls cascading from every granite wall, the carpets of 
spring flowers, and the Merced River rushing through the Valley. At the Entrance Station, they receive their free copy of 
the Yosemite Guide, a NPS publication supported by the Association/Fund and other park partners. They eagerly page 
through to find the programs offered that day.

Their first stop is Tunnel View, where Association/Fund signs help them identify the vista’s peaks and falls. 
Proceeding to the Valley, they stop by the Yurt in the day use parking area, where Association/Fund volunteers direct 
them to walks and programs geared for their family and encourage them to visit the organization’s kiosk on the mall and 
Visitor Center. 

After an introduction to the Association/Fund store in the Visitor Center, the family takes a shuttle to the Happy 
Isles Junior Ranger Center. Warmly greeted by Association/Fund staff and volunteers, the kids join the Junior Ranger 
program for the morning. Mom heads for the Art and Education Center to take a sketching class taught by an artist in 
residence supported by the Association/Fund. Meanwhile, Dad joins a Special Tram Tour with the Association/Fund’s 
Resident Naturalist to learn about the park’s history in depth. 

The family regroups for lunch. Afterward they enter the Yosemite Museum, where Mom is quickly drawn to the 
exquisite Indian jewelry and baskets in the Association/Fund store. The kids follow Dad into the museum to watch Julia 
Parker make baskets. Mom learns Association/Fund members receive a 15 percent discount on all purchases, and that 
profits from the store provide opportunities for visitors to enjoy Yosemite and contribute to its future. She joins the fam-
ily up on the spot.

Now they go to the Visitor’s Center to find a map to the Yosemite Falls trail. In the lobby, staff help them with direc-
tions and explain that private donations to the Association/Fund constructed both the trail and the signage that brings 
the history of the Valley alive. The family feels proud because they too are now contributors. 

After an hour-long walk, they return to the Association/Fund Store to purchase books, a hat, a T-shirt for Dad and 
DVDs of Ken Burns’ “America’s Best Idea” series with their Association/Fund discount. Tucked into their bag is more 
information on events, Outdoor Adventures, new programs and the organization’s website.

On the drive home, the family considers their next trip to the park. How about the Family Camping weekend in 
Tuolumne? Or a class in the Outdoor Adventures catalog? And the Volunteer weeks in the park, where Association/Fund 
members can help restore native wildlife habitat and remove invasive species, sound perfect for Uncle Bill.

The Vargas family is at the beginning of a long-lasting relationship with the park that is possible because of your sup-
port of our nonprofit organization. This is a story full of promise for the future that is possible because of members like 
you. Hope to see you at our 35th Annual Fall Gathering on Saturday, October 2 in Wawona! 

G R E E T I N G S  F R O M  Y O S E M I T E

Cover: The marvels of Yosemite held just as much appeal to hikers of the 1880s (front) as hikers a century later (back). 
FRONT: GEORGE FISKE, YOSEMITE RESEARCH LIBRARY   BACK: I.C. RUSSELL

Christy Holloway was the Association Chair of the Board of Trustees from 2000-2009, and is Vice-Chair of the 
reunified organization.
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A  N E W  E R A  S U P P O R T I N G 
Y O S E M I T E  N AT I O N A L  PA R K 

There is excitement in the air as the Yosemite 
Association and the Yosemite Fund reunify to 
form a new organization. The Association and 

Fund are both coming off very successful years in 2009 
and are now combining the best elements and strengths 
of each organization in 2010. The reunification will cre-
ate new synergies among our programs, generating even 
greater support for Yosemite National Park while increas-
ing opportunities for people to learn about, enjoy and 
experience this special place. 

As we embark on this next chapter, we hope you will 
take this moment to reflect on the proud histories of both 
organizations in Yosemite. For 87 and 22 years, respec-
tively, the Association and the Fund have worked hard 
to preserve and protect public lands in partnership with 
the National Park Service. Many of the programs they 
developed have since been emulated in parks around the 
world. Most notably, the Association and Fund have been 
leaders in shaping public consciousness about Yosemite, 
drawing families and friends together at this special place 
for many generations. 

We hope that the story of both organizations will 
inspire you to be part of our new organization to support 
Yosemite in fresh and exciting ways. 

SERVING GENERATIONS OF PARK VISITORS 

When the National Park Service was created in 1916, its 
leaders immediately recognized that the young federal 
agency needed help to protect the parks and provide 
services for visitors. The agency’s first director, Stephen 
Mather, and the NPS leadership called for museums and 
other programs to educate visitors about park features 
and history. The first nonprofit cooperating association—
the Yosemite Museum Association—emerged in 1923 to 
help visitors learn about Yosemite and build the Glacier 
Point Lookout and Yosemite Museum. 

With the museums underway, the newly formed 
association changed its name in 1924 to the Yosemite 
Natural History Association. Its mission also broadened 
to include support for the recently completed museum 
and research library, the publication of Yosemite Nature 
Notes (the predecessor of this journal), park education 
programs and the study of Native American and other 
human history in the park. 

Today, the Association operates a variety of programs 
that help people experience Yosemite and the Sierra 
Nevada. These include bookstores in NPS visitor centers 
throughout the park; the wilderness reservation system 
and the Ostrander Ski Hut; a volunteer program that pro-

BY DAVID GUY

Mather calls for 
museums in every 

national park.

The National Park 
Service is established 
with Stephen Mather 
as the fi rst Director.

The museum opens 
and 33,000 visitors 
fl ood the small 
building.

The former studio 
of landscape painter 
Chris Jorgensen
is converted for 
museum use.

The Association expands its purpose 
and changes its name to Yosemite 
Natural History Association.

The Yosemite Museum 
Association is formed 
to administer private 
funds to build a bigger 
museum. 
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vides visitors with information and helps restore natural 
areas in the park; publishing books and other materi-
als about Yosemite and the Sierra Nevada; world-class 
naturalists, poets, photographers, scientists and artists 
who provide a rich and detailed learning experience in 
Yosemite’s outdoor classroom; and an arts and sciences 
program that supports the Art and Education Center, 
the Yosemite Theatre and the Parsons Memorial Lodge 
Summer Series. 

In most cases, these programs were the first of their 
kind in the national park system. They spawned inno-
vative new ideas about how nonprofit organizations 
can provide valuable visitor services and help connect 
people to the natural world. These programs and services 
have reached millions of visitors, many of whom have 
described their experience in Yosemite as life-changing. 
In all of these endeavors, the Association has upheld the 
“high public value and integrity of the national park sys-
tem” by enriching visitor experiences. 

PHILANTHROPY: A DESIRE TO HELP MANKIND

The Yosemite Museum Association was formed in 1923 
to carry out the NPS mission and administer private 
funds to construct the Glacier Point Lookout and the 

Yosemite Nature Notes is 
published monthly by the 
Association in booklet form.

The Yosemite Field School of 
Natural History is formed with 
the Association’s support.

The Glacier Point Lookout is built with 
part of the funds raised for the museum.

The new two-
story Yosemite 
Museum opens.

The Junior Nature School, 
today known as the Junior 
Ranger program, is created 
and funded by the Association.

Congress authorizes 
Cooperating Associa-
tion Agreements with 
the National Park 
Service. 

The Association functions 
as an auxiliary of the NPS 
Naturalist Division with 
the Chief Naturalist serv-
ing as the Director of the 
Association.

In the 1950s, the 
Association reprints 
and publishes new 
books about Yosemite’s 
natural and cultural 
history.

1925 19301926 1937 1940-1970

The first incarnation of the Yosemite Association was formed to 
support the construction of the Yosemite Museum, shown here soon 
after its completion in 1926.
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Yosemite Museum. As with many other national parks, 
significant contributions came from the Rockefeller 
family—in this case the Laura Spelman Rockefeller 
Memorial. The Yosemite Museum Project was funded as 
an experiment to supplement the park’s educational proj-
ects. Importantly, the new Museum also benefited from 
the Yosemite National Park Company, the first of many 
partnerships between the Association and park conces-
sionaires and a relationship that continues today with 
Delaware North Companies.

Fast forward to 1984 when, at the urging of the NPS, 
the Association embarked on “The Return of Light 
Campaign” to more aggressively raise funds for important 
park projects. This ultimately led to the formation of the 
Yosemite Fund, which emerged as a separate organization 
in 1988 in San Francisco’s financial district. The Fund was 
dedicated to major philanthropy and fundraising in the 
National Park System. 

For the past 22 years, the Fund has developed a public/

private partnership with the NPS to support many of 
Yosemite’s most visible projects, including the rehabili-
tation of Glacier Point, the Lower Yosemite Fall Trail, 
Tunnel View, Olmsted Point, Happy Isles Nature Center, 
the Valley Visitor Center, the renovation of Parsons 
Memorial Lodge and others. In total, the Fund has pro-
vided more than $55 million to Yosemite. 

These private contributions have supplemented federal 
funding for many important projects that could not have 
been accomplished otherwise. Today, every one of these 
projects helps connect people to this iconic park. 

BUILDING A COMMUNITY FOR YOSEMITE 

With the advent of the Yosemite Natural History 
Association in 1924, the Association began publish-
ing Nature Notes and creating a community of interest 
around Yosemite and its natural wonders. This ultimately 
led to one of the earliest membership programs in the 
national park system, allowing people to foster a deeper 
connection to Yosemite by joining the Association. 

Today, the Association and Fund bring people 
together by sponsoring events, publications and volun-
teer opportunities that provide a way for people to cel-
ebrate their common passions and interests in Yosemite. 
These include the Association’s Spring Forum and Fall 
Gathering, events for Fund donors and many special 
events throughout California. By building community, 
these organizations have raised public consciousness 
about the national parks. They provide ways for people 
to belong to this special place, to experience the park in 
unique ways and to dedicate their financial and human 
resources to benefit the park. 

Over 25 lots in Foresta 
and El Portal are 
purchased by the 
Association for NPS 
with a revolving fund.

The Yosemite Field 
Seminar program, now 
known as Yosemite 
Outdoor Adventures, is 
created at the request 
of the NPS.

Ostrander 
Ski Hut 
operations 
are taken 
over by the 
Association. 

The Association 
holds its fi rst Annual 
Members’ Meeting

The Association and 
partners renovate the 
Pohono Indian Studio into 
the Art Activity Center. 

The Association’s 
Naturalist Intern Program 
begins with students 
from the University of 
California, Davis. 

The “Return of 
Light Campaign” 
is created to 
raise private 
money for NPS. 

The Association 
changes its name to 
Yosemite Association.

1956 1971 1974 1976 1981 1984 1985

Visitor Information 
Volunteers begin 
assisting NPS in 
the park.
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The masthead of Yosemite Nature Notes, this publication’s prede-
cessor, depicted the Sentinel Dome Jeffrey pine from 1925 to 1927.
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As we look forward to this new era in Yosemite, our 
two organizations have galvanized around a new mission: 
“Yosemite’s future is our passion. We will inspire people 
to support projects and programs that preserve and 
protect Yosemite National Park’s resources and enrich 
the visitor experience.” It is our vision “to ensure that 
Yosemite remains an irreplaceable resource and wondrous 
icon by funding projects and programs that provide a 
margin of excellence and inspire enduring connections 
for current and future generations.”

The new organization will carry forward the heritage 
established by the Association and Fund and will con-
tinue to have a strong Yosemite presence with offices in 
San Francisco and El Portal. It will continue the tradition 
of service and giving to the parks that began in 1923, and 
construct an ever stronger community around Yosemite. 

The unified organization will weave existing programs 
and projects together, broaden their horizons and seek 
new ways to elevate public consciousness about Yosemite 
and our national parks.

Jon Jarvis, the new Director of the National Park 
Service and a champion of our new organization, has 
reminded us that relevancy may be the largest issue fac-
ing our National Parks into the future. “There is deep 
concern that national parks will become irrelevant to a 
society that is disconnected from nature and history. We 
need to help all Americans—especially young people—
discover a personal connection to their national parks.” 

By joining forces, the new organization will strengthen 
efforts to conserve Yosemite National Park for future 
generations. To borrow from the prescient words of 
Frederick Law Olmsted in his 1865 report Yosemite and 
the Mariposa Grove: “This union of the deepest sublimity 
with the deepest beauty of nature, not in one feature or 
another, not in one part or one scene or another, not any 
landscape that can be framed by itself, but all around and 
wherever the visitor goes, constitutes the Yo Semite, the 
greatest glory of nature.” We look forward to sharing our 
common passions supporting Yosemite National Park in 
this new era.  
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David Guy was the Chief Executive Officer of the 
Yosemite Association from 2007-2009. He is Special 
Advisor to the reunified organization, and counsel to 
Somach, Simmons and Dunn.

The Association offi ce 
relocates to the former 
Bagby Train Station 
building in El Portal. 

At the request of NPS, The 
Yosemite Fund becomes a 
separate entity and relocates 
to San Francisco. 

Volunteers begin 
assisting NPS with 
restoration projects 
in the park. 

The Parsons 
Memorial 
Lodge Summer 
Series begins 
with assistance 
from Associa-
tion volunteers.

The Association 
begins operating 
the Wilderness 
Center in 
Yosemite Valley.

The Association creates Keep 
Bears Wild merchandise to 
raise money for the Yosemite 
Wild Bear Project. It also rents 
required bear proof canisters 
to the public for use in the 
backcountry.
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David Guy (left) and Mike Tollefson (right), leaders of the 
Yosemite Association and Yosemite Fund, meet with Secretary of 
the Interior Ken Salazar (center).
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Yosemite Association 
and Yosemite Fund 
reunite.

Leave No Trace 
outdoor ethics are 
promoted in the 
Wilderness Center 
and taught to fi eld 
leaders by the 
Association’s 
seminar program.

The Association resumes 
operation of the Yosemite 
Art and Education Center.

The Association leads its 
fi rst trip to Yosemite’s two 
sister national parks in 
China.

The Association resumes 
administration and 
promotion of the Yosemite 
Theater program.

2005 2006 2009 2010

TIMELINE WRITTEN BY SUZY HASTY
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The Organizations’ Leaders

The histories of both organizations are rich with people who have devoted their lives and 
skills to Yosemite and its nonprofit organizations. The original incorporators of the 
Association included Ansel Hall, the first Chief Naturalist in Yosemite, biologists Joseph 

Grinnell and Barton Evermann, and close friend and literary executor of John Muir William 
Frederic Badé. A 1943 Advisory Council listed Yosemite cognoscenti including Sierra Nevada 
explorer and preservationist Joseph LeConte, Stanford University President and Secretary of the 
Interior Dr. Ray Lyman Wilbur, biologist and author on California’s Native Americans C. Hart 
Merriam, founder of NPS interpretive programs Harold Bryant, NPS ecologist Carl Russell, 
anthropologist Alfred Kroeber, Yosemite glacier researcher Francois Matthes, NPS educational 
director Robert Sterling Yard, and botanist Willis Jepson. 

The park’s Chief Naturalist ran the Association for its first 50 years, until the Board of 
Trustees hired Henry Berrey. He served as Managing Editor from 1972 to 1984 and Executive 
Director from 1984 to 1985. Upon his retirement, the Board of Trustees hired Steve Medley, 
who served until his fatal car accident on October 5, 2006. David Guy took the reins as Chief 
Executive Officer in 2007. 

The Association Board of Trustees dur-
ing this time had four Chairs, including Dana 
Morgenson (1973-1980), Tom Shephard (1980-
1991), Lennie Roberts (1991-2000) and Christy 
Holloway (2000-2009). 

In 1988, the newly-formed Yosemite 
Fund hired Susan Singer as its first Executive 
Director. She was followed shortly afterward by 
Bob Hansen in 1989, who retired in December 
2008. Former Yosemite Superintendent Mike 
Tollefson was named the Fund’s President 
starting in January 2009.

The Fund Board of Trustees Chairs have 
included Byron and Ellie Nishkian (1988), 
Richard Peterson (1989), Dick Otter (1989-
1995), Sam Livermore (1996-2003), Bill Floyd 
(2004-2008) and Hal Cranston (2008-present). 

From left: Christy Holloway, Lennie Roberts and Tom 
Shephard, the three most recent Yosemite Association 
Board chairs.

JO
H

N
 F

R
IE

D
R

IC
H



 

9Y O S E M I T E  A S S O C I A T I O N ,  S P R I N G  2 0 1 0

Camping meant Yosemite Valley.  It 
meant a diet of homemade baked 

pork and beans with canned New 
England-style brown bread. It meant 
wonderfully light pancakes eaten out-
of-doors in the warm morning sun 
with blue jays squawking all around. 
Camping 1930s style  also meant Dad’s 
Mulligan Stew and his good humor. It 
meant trying to get up very early in 
order to go to Mirror Lake and experi-
ence the sunrise there.  The emergence 
of a new day was introduced by a lovely 
image gradually appearing from beneath 
the silky, still surface of the water. A 
purple glow from the East signaled the 
stirring of the birds as the sky stealthily 
took on more color. It was like magic 
to witness the high granite walls and 
fringes of greenery steal away the lake 

with their inverted reflections. Like the 
entrance of a holy figure, a new day was 
unveiled by the godlike crescent peeking 
over Half Dome, growing bolder every 
second. The lake was as smooth as glass; 
the stillness almost mysterious. As colors 
brightened, the image in the lake took 
on more character, more life. It was a 
spiritual moment, a reverence of soli-
tude, of being visitors in Nature’s garden, 
uncultivated by man.

Rita Krabach Blake, Paradise, CA

For 62 years, the women in my family 
have been camping with their chil-

dren and loving Yosemite. From the tow-
ering trees to the coolness of the river, 
we return year after year to see it all.

Since my great grandmother has 
passed on, each summer sees four gen-

erations camping together. Like my 
ancestresses before me, I bring my chil-
dren to Yosemite so they can also grow 
up loving the waterfalls and hiking trails 
that are so dear to me. Though things 
have changed over the years, the innate 
beauty of the Valley never fails to stop 
me in my tracks and make me fall madly 
in love with Yosemite all over again.

I have seen fire, flood, politics and 
rock falls reshape my beloved Valley. 
With these things, I have borne joyful 
witness to the preservation efforts like 
meadow boardwalks and the Yosemite 
Falls project. These measures will allow 
many more generations to carry on 
enjoying the unspoiled splendor of 
Yosemite National Park.

Rebecca Waddell, San Luis Obispo, CA

My 82-year-old mother returned to camp with a charming postcard sized watercolor painting of 
Yosemite mountains and a meadow. She had never painted before, except for using acrylics on craft 
projects. Yet, she had ventured out to the Art Center to buy basic supplies for a class and was successful 
on her first attempt to record a portion of the gorgeous park in a new way. I was impressed and felt a 
flutter of hope that I might be able to do what she did the next day. 

The volunteer teacher helped newcomers gather watercolor supplies, showed us a few techniques 
he used, and led us to the shuttle bus that would take us to Curry Village. Soon we were sitting along 
the riverbank near Stoneman Bridge, trying to capture a magnificent scene with our paints. After a 
45 minute struggle full of disappointment, the teacher approached and said something positive about 
my painting. He sat down on a nearby rock and offered to add a few brushstrokes, which I gratefully 
accepted. Suddenly, my blobs of color actually looked like trees! There was hope. For three days I per-
sisted through the classes, mostly to keep my mother company, definitely not enjoying the process.  

The next summer we gave it another try with two different teachers.  Both of them were as encour-
aging and affirming as the first one, and each started with a demo reflecting their personal styles. We 
kept trying to see what they saw and do what they did so well. It would have been faster and easier to 
just take pictures of the mountains, waterfalls, meadows, and river. However what I see and experience 
now, after almost ten years of painting, is far more engaging than the photos. 

Now we plan our trips to Yosemite around the Art Center schedule of teachers, trying to join the 
classes of one or two of our favorites each year. We are still learning and enjoying the process. One of 
my favorite places to go on the days when there is no class (Sundays and Mondays) is Lower Yosemite 
Fall. I’ll sit, look, and paint for an hour or two each day. Later in the week, when a teacher demos a 
waterfall, I’m ready to finish the painting with what I’ve just learned. 

My mother, now 91 years old, frames a few of her paintings, but delights in mailing most of her 
smaller ones to friends and family members. Last year she confessed that she only pretended to like 
those first seasons of classes to encourage me to keep trying. It worked! Both of us now thoroughly 
enjoy watercolor. We are thankful for the Yosemite Association art program that got us started and 
teachers who encourage us each time we return. Who would have thought after 50 years of camping in 
the valley we would learn a new way to appreciate the park’s breathtaking beauty?

Becoming an Artist 
in Yosemite

Betty Johnson, San Luis Obispo, CA

M E M B E R S  R E M I N I S C E
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Yosemite has been a part of most of my 
life.  We started camping there as a fam-

ily in the late 1940s. The process of choosing 
a campsite consisted of picking out a spot, 
preferably with some well-spaced trees. Then 
tying a rope from tree to tree to make a large 
circle.  Blankets were hung from the rope to 
offer interior privacy, the tent was pitched 
somewhere within this circle and new rocks 
or the ones that were always nearby from the 
last campers were arranged for the campfire 
pit, and that was camp.

I met my future wife at the campground 
near Hodgdon Meadow. We were married in 
the Chapel on the floor of the Valley in 1969 
and spent our honeymoon in one of the cab-
ins at Evergreen Lodge.

I could go on and on with stories from my 
experiences in Yosemite, bears, girls, storms, 
earthquakes etc. I have Yosemite in my blood.  
I have seen a lot of changes over the years, 
but the natural beauty has been consistent 
throughout my lifetime.

Rolland A. Meyers, Oakland, CA

Yosemite Valley Chapel by
 Roland A. Meyers

I rise to the songs of a multitude of birds; in the trees above my 
tent, on boulders that line the campground, on wooden rails 

that front the meadow to the west. Though the columns of light 
that pierce through the forested valley are warm, it is still cool in 
the shadows and I prepare to make a fire. I have only the week-
end here to savor the out of doors. But I have those two days 
well planned. I am looking forward to my hike to Indian Caves, 
and Mirror Lake. And that is just the start. Yosemite Valley holds 
many wonderful sights to explore.

Kathy Anne Pippig, Clovis, CA

My partner and I have only been able to visit Yosemite 
once, as we are from the United Kingdom. However, the 

reason we ended up there was when I was about eight years old, 
I saw a breathtaking picture of the park in my parents’ Readers 
Digest Natural Wonders of the World, and fell in love immedi-
ately. 

The irony comes that when we got there, in front of Yosemite 
Falls in October 2008, my partner proposed! 

We spent the first day of our engagement in the Mariposa 
Grove, with small fires burning and the smells and sounds 
of the Sequoias, and went to, you guessed it, Bridalveil Fall. 
Yosemite for me is utterly magical and I will love it dearly for 
the rest of my days.

Becci Forster and Stuart Bass, Worthing, UK

Association member Carol Carthew-Tallman with her father, 
Ranger Naturalist Arthur Carthew, her mother and her 

brother at the Mariposa Tunnel Tree in the early 1940s.
courtesy Carol Carthew-Tallman
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Mirror Lake by Al Riel

Well this gentleman and young boy were dragging a rubber boat toward Mirror 
Lake. Whereupon I said, “pardon me sir, is it you intention to launch that boat 

in Mirrow Lake?” He answered in the affirmative, whereupon I asked, “sir, how long do 
you think it would still be Mirror Lake after launching?” Thankfully he was a gentle-
man who got the picture; they put the boat back on the car top. Mirror Lake lived at 
least one more day. 

Al Riel, Concord, CA

Sixty years ago, we hid butter and eggs in a 
hole in the ground, covering them with a 

wet burlap sack.  We chilled watermelons in the 
river. Canned goods could be left in a box or 
bag under the table. If bears came visiting dur-
ing mealtimes, campers chased them away by 
banging spoons on empty pots…still an effec-
tive way to both confront the bears and alert 
nearby campers to secure their food. When ice 
chests became popular, we would hide them 
in our cars under blankets. They were safe for 
a few years, until bears learned to break into 
cars and feast on whatever they found.  Finally, 
metal food storage boxes were provided. Now 
the biggest challenge is to convince people to 
put everything into the “bear boxes” and keep 
the doors closed. 

Betty Johnson, San Luis Obispo 

So how did a Uruguayan end up in 
Wawona, of all places?  When I was 

seven years old my parents took my 
sister, my brother, and me on a trip to 
California from our native Uruguay. We 
stayed in California for two months, 
and during that time, our parents took 
us to just about every spot imagin-
able: Disneyland, Knott’s Berry Farm, 
Marineland (does anybody remember 
that?), Las Vegas, San Francisco, Sequoia 
National Park and of course, Yosemite. 
It was when we entered Yosemite that I 
became transfixed. I had never seen any-
thing so stunning. My country resembles 
Kansas with beaches. There are no 
mountains and no forests (other than a 
few man-made ones). So when I first saw 
Yosemite, it felt like paradise to me. 

I remember jumping into every lake, 
river, and stream we found, and climbing 
every rock and tree. I just couldn’t get 
enough of the place. When we went back 
to Uruguay, I remember trying to build a 
“log cabin” made of eucalyptus branches 
in my backyard because I wanted to 
re-create things I’d seen in Yosemite. 
(I didn’t get too far with that log cabin 
before the whole thing collapsed…)

Two years ago my parents, now in 
their late 70s and early 80s came over 
from Uruguay for a family reunion at 
our cabin in Wawona. It had been 43 
years since they had taken me to see that 
magical place, and now it was my turn 
to show them that same place from our 
own home. My siblings and their fami-
lies came too, and we all celebrated in the 
Ahwahnee dining room. 

Other than first meeting my wife, 
and the birth of my two children, I can’t 
think of too many other events in my life 
that were as meaningful as that. 

Fede Peinado, Wawona, CA

The visit that stands out took place 
while tent camping in Yosemite 

Valley during the first NASA Apollo 
moon landing. It just seemed like the 
perfect place to be while looking up 
at the moon and visualizing what was 
happening to us as a civilization at that 
moment.

Peter Hiller, Carmel, CA
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Leave a Yosemite Legacy
What better legacy is there than pre-
serving and protecting Yosemite for 
future generations? When you include 
the Association in your estate plan-
ning, you become a member of the 
LeConte Society. 

Members may enjoy considerable 
tax advantages by making a gift and 
will receive invitations to an annual 

reception and other special events. When you make 
Yosemite part of your future plans, you preserve the Park 
for generations to come. For more information about the 
LeConte Society Planned Giving Program, call 1-800-
4MY PARK, or send an email to info@yosemitefund.org

Show Your Love for 
Yosemite Every Day with a 
Yosemite License Plate
The Yosemite license plate 
features the world-famous 
image of the Valley from 
Tunnel View. Californians 
who purchase this specialty 
plate for their vehicles help 
the Fund provide grants 
to many diverse projects 
within Yosemite National 
Park.

The Happy Isles renovation, Yosemite Falls Trail res-
toration and emergency repairs to the Yosemite Creek 
Bike/Pedestrian Bridge all benefited from Yosemite license 
plate fees. We think it’s a great way to showcase your love 
of Yosemite and brighten commute time for other drivers.

Order your Yosemite license plate today at yosemite-
fund.org

H E L P  P R O T E C T  A N D  P R E S E R V E  Y O S E M I T E

Donald Prevett Bequest Supports
Yosemite Publications
Donald Prevett, who first joined the Yosemite 
Association in 1999, bequeathed $40,000 to the 
Yosemite Association last year. The Yosemite 
Association Board of Trustees voted at its December 
5, 2009 meeting to use Mr. Prevett’s generous bequest 
to support the development of several upcoming 
publications, including Coyote Book and Sierra on Ice. 
The Photographers Guide and other titles also may be 
supported if additional funds are made available in 
this restricted account over the next several years.

Give at the Office
Gifts made through your employer’s workplace giving 
program can be a simple and convenient way to support 
our work to preserve and protect Yosemite. You may be 
eligible to designate the Yosemite Association as a benefi-
ciary of your payroll deductions if you work for:

A firm participating in a United Way giving campaign;
A firm with a program of its own; or
A state or local government agency

Federal employees can participate in the annual 
Combined Federal Campaign (CFC).

Many employers also have a matching gift program 
in place for employees, board members and retirees. By 
completing a simple form available from your human 
resources department or intranet site, you may be able to 
double or even triple your gift to Yosemite. 

If you have questions about how you can benefit 
Yosemite through workplace giving and matching gifts, 
please email info@yosemitefund.org, or call 1-800-469-
7275.
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As I drive up the highway through the Merced 
River Canyon, as I’ve done for nearly 70 years, I 
cannot help exclaiming at the beauty unfolding 

before me. The sound of the river running beneath the 
red canyon walls, the delicate flowers growing on its sides, 
are glorious. I am in a holy place. A weekend in Yosemite 
relaxes, enlightens and restores me. I like melding into the 
mountains and meadows, enjoying my memories of our 
relationship.  

I wanted to share these experiences with my grand-
sons, eight and ten years old, who live in Nebraska, so we 
came in May and stayed at the housekeeping cabins. They 
are not campers yet; perhaps this week will be the begin-
ning.

My first visit was in June of 1941, when my foster 
family with their two little children took me on a camp-
ing trip to Yosemite. I was twelve, a “war orphan” from 
Vienna, living with a foster family in San Francisco 
because my parents, due to Hitler, were scattered in 
Austria and Australia. Our journey was disrupted by my 
getting carsick, and by the car, which overheated on Priest 
Grade and elsewhere. We pitched our tent in a meadow, 
and I began a hike to Vernal Falls. In my first experience 
of reading a map, I found my way to the falls, exhausted 

from the effort, but thrilled with the scenery. This new 
adventure of camping, hiking, swimming in the river, 
and the beauty of Yosemite remained with me forever, 
perhaps leading to my lifelong wanderlust. I’ve explored 
many places in the world on my own, encouraged by my 
first hike in Yosemite.

In 1952, I came with three college friends from 
Berkeley who had never been to Yosemite. The two-lane 
road into the Valley was jammed, and it took us all day 
to get there, but the journey along the Merced River can-
yon, with its breathtaking views of rushing water, kept us 
happy. We camped by dropping our sleeping bags on a 
meadow crowded with campers. Perhaps there were no 
assigned camping places then. We immediately drove up 
to Glacier Point, admiring the spectacular view of the 
high country and its many snowy peaks. The graceful 
Victorian Glacier Point Hotel was perched at the edge 
of the cliff, its barstools arranged to see the view of Half 
Dome and Nevada/Vernal Falls. We drank toasts to good 
times and our promising futures. Oh, we were so sophis-
ticated! Later that evening, down in the valley in Camp 
Curry, a soprano sang The Indian Love Song, the signal for 
pushing hot coals over the edge to create the firefalls cas-
cading down from Glacier Point. Unfortunately, the hotel 
was consumed by fire in 1969, while the firefalls were dis-
continued for environmental reasons in 1968. 

In July 1965, my husband, his parents, my seven-year-
old girl and four-year-old boy stayed in a housekeeping 
cabin right on the Merced River. How pleasant to see 
grandfather and grandson sitting at the edge of the river, 
fishing! My daughter, covered with mosquito bites from 
her two-hour pony ride, unfortunately never became a 
fan of camping. My son, like me, loved hiking and explor-
ing, while my daughter couldn’t wait to go home. 

In 1972, now without husband, I often took my teen-
agers camping after school was out. With them, I climbed 
to the top of Yosemite falls in 1975, proud of my achieve-
ment. Later, I found friends to join me several times a 
year—we came with children, and then without them. 

There were at least six of us hiking friends, sometimes 
more. We stayed in the little cabins by Yosemite Creek, 
and cooked our meals at the Swinging Bridge picnic site, 
all contributing some pre-prepared food such as soup. 
We laughed and talked, drank wine and admired brilliant 
green meadows and the rush of the river in May, the soft-
ness and fall colors in October. Often other people would 
come over to see who we were, amazed at this group of 

S E V E N  D E C A D E S  O F  Y O S E M I T E
BY PHYLLIS MATTSON

Merced River beach, 1967
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aging women, roughing it but having so much fun. 
We hiked the familiar routes in the Valley, and the 

energy was so high among us that we continued to come 
to Yosemite spring and fall twice a year. We hiked to 
Nevada Falls and Mirror Lake, “conquered” Sentinel 
Dome, or spent a day in Wawona and Mariposa Grove, 
camped at White Wolf or sometimes Tuolumne. The sum-
mer of 1996, seven of us ladies, now in our mid-60s, hiked 
from hut to hut, a total of 60 miles in a week, exploring 
the backcountry only to be seen by hiking. We were so 
proud of our adventure and fortitude. 

My most memorable connection to Yosemite, however, 
started in August 1994 when I became a volunteer for the 
Park Service. It just so happened that they needed some-
one to work in the Indian Museum. As an anthropologist, 
I was just right for the job. I donned the clothes of the 
1860s, and got a short course on the Ahwahneechee, the 
native Yosemite culture. I took classes in basket weaving, 
and heard lectures about different aspects of the park.

After a month or so, now wearing the park uniform, 
I also put in shifts at the Visitor Center both answering 
questions and learning the answers. Visitors came from 
all over the world, and I loved helping them plan their 
visiting days. When those dumped from a tour bus came 
in breathlessly wondering what they should see in the two 
hours given to them, I tried to calm them with suggestions 
to see many of the famous places—Yosemite Falls, Half 
Dome, Sentinel Rock and the Merced River—just across 
the meadow from the Center. However, I think more 
headed for the Village Store for souvenirs. 

I stayed for nearly six months, living in El Portal in 
a one room cabin, formerly a motel unit. Even driving 
the winding road to the Valley was a thrill, as the seasons 
changed, the trees turned colors, the falls got thinner, 
the river became languid and the boulders in it appeared 
bigger. I explored more parts of the park on my days off. 
I left when it started to snow and I became afraid of driv-
ing, but I continued to volunteer for the next seven years, 
for four to six weeks in May. This is the most beautiful 
time in the park, when the falls are fullest, the dogwood 

trees are blooming, new green leaves are popping out of 
dormant trees, and there are many visitors needing my 
assistance.

The memories go on and on—visits to Hetch Hetchy, 
Mariposa Grove, and Sentinel Dome to visit the gnarled 
old pine. Visiting Yosemite twice a year is a tradition we 
continue, although each year it becomes more of a chal-
lenge due to our age.

Now that all of us are in our late 70s and 80s, we often 
just walk by the river and reminisce about previous walks 
or misadventures. How many times had we joined the 
endless pilgrimage hiking to Nevada Falls, marveling at 
the fullness of the falls, the rainbows on them, the back-
side of Half Dome, and the wildflowers? Was it 80 or 100 
times? We recall the landslides that closed the roads, or 
rivers flooding, fires and unusual weather. We were hik-
ing in Tuolumne meadows in August, 1990, as eleven fires 
raged in the park; the sky had turned red and ashes were 
dropping on us as we attempted to hike. We rushed to 
leave, almost the last car to be allowed to exit the park. 

How lucky to have been part of Yosemite most of my 
life! When I won’t be able to go there anymore, I will have 
photo albums to help me recall the special moments in 
my life with friends in divine surroundings.

I’m not sure my grandsons were awed by the sights 
of Yosemite this year, but they enjoyed finding bugs and 
other treasures on the trails, became “junior rangers” and, 
hopefully, will come again and again, remembering their 
first time, and perhaps their grandmother, who loved 
Yosemite so much.

Tuolumne Loop Trail, 1996

Mirror Lake, 2000

Phyllis Helene Mattson began her career in public 
health research and went on to teach at community 
colleges. In 1994, she joined the Peace Corps in Nepal. 
She is the author of War Orphan in San Francisco: 
Letters Link a Family Scattered by World War II 
(2005).






































