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The Story of Galen Clark & Yosemite National Park 

Slide #1
Are you ready for a story about a person who may be the first ranger in a National Park?

Slide #2
The story begins the night the moon disappeared. One minute the moon was so bright it was serving as a beacon, leading Galen Clark across a lighted path, and the next minute the world was pitch black. Surprised but not frightened by the darkness, Clark made a camp and fell fast asleep, waking in the morning to the sun peeking through the most massive trees he had ever seen.

Slide #3
Several hundred giant sequoia trees surrounded Galen Clark in a setting that inspired him to decide that this was his new home. Though not the first to see the Mariposa Grove, it is believed that he was the first person known to count and measure the trees. This humble carpenter would eventually spend the remaining 50 years of his life publicizing and protecting the Big Trees and Yosemite.

The year was 1857, and Galen Clark had entered the Mariposa Grove of Giant Sequoia trees in Yosemite Valley. For a very long time, since his wife had died, Galen Clark had felt lost. After his wife died of tuberculosis and several of his business endeavors failed, Canadian-born Galen Clark headed to California in hopes of striking gold. 
He had wandered all across the country, looking for a place that called to him. A place that said, "Galen, this is where you belong." That night, in complete darkness, Galen knew he had found his home. "Is this the place where I belong?" he asked himself. 

A man of average height, no one, including Galen Clark, would ever believe that he would one day be known as the "Giant of the Forest" and the "First Forest Ranger of Yosemite National Park." Galen Clark lived in the National Park for fifty-seven years promoting and protecting Sequoia trees that were over 500 years old.


Slide #4
Settling at the meadowlands of Wawona in 1857, Clark built a log cabin near a river and trail that provided access to both the Mariposa Grove of Big Trees and Yosemite Valley. 

The Giant Sequoia trees that surrounded him were the tallest trees on earth. These trees can grow to 500 feet or more, and they can withstand powerful winds and floods. The trees do this because their root systems are not very deep, but instead, they extend more than 50 feet from the trunk, and the trees live in groves where their roots can intertwine with other trees.

Clark's log cabin soon turned into a rest stop for other visitors and became known as "Clark's Station." He furnished visitors with meals, shelter, and a place to graze their horses. At night, sitting around a campfire, Clark would engage his guests on a variety of topics, from fauna and flora to American Indian history and geology. He would lead his guests on hikes and overnight camping expeditions.

He spent the rest of his life guiding visitors among the wonders of Yosemite National Park and urging their protection. 

Within five years, Clark ascended to a critical role in the development of what would eventually become Yosemite National Park. In 1864, President Abraham Lincoln signed the Act of Congress transferring Yosemite Valley and the Mariposa Grove to the State of California.

Clark never lost his reputation for hospitality and generosity to weary travelers. "He kindly furnished us with flour and a little sugar and tea, and my companion, who complained of the numbing poverty of a strictly vegetarian diet, gladly accepted Mr. Clark's offer of a piece of bear that had just been killed."
Galen Clark sought few comforts when he was outdoors. He was even rather careless about selecting a bed for the night. "He would lie down anywhere on any ground, rough or smooth, without taking pains even to remove cobbles or sharp-angled rocks protruding through the grass or gravel," one guest commented.

Slide #5
Galen Clark was also a poet and author. His favorite subject was, of course, the big, giant trees.
The Big Trees by Galen Clark

I have been to the woods. I have trod the green dell,
And the spirit of beauty was there;
I saw her white form in the snowdrop's white bell,
I heard her soft voice in the air.

And I've been to the groves of Sequoia Big Trees,
Where beauty and grandeur combine,
Grand temples of nature for worship and ease,
Enchanting, inspiring, sublime!

One of Clark's distinguished visitors was the poet Ralph Waldo Emerson. During the poet's 1871 visit to the Mariposa Grove, Clark proudly pointed out a tree that was larger than any tree Emerson might see in New England. Emerson was asked to give the Giant Sequoia a name, and he did. He called it the "Samoset Tree," after the first American Indian to have contact with the Pilgrims. 
Slide #6
Clark remained at his post as the first park ranger until 1897, eventually conceding that a younger man was needed for the job. However, even in retirement, Clark kept busy in Yosemite, working as a tourist camp manager and guide.

On March 24, 1910, a few days before his 96th birthday, Clark died at his daughter's home in Oakland, California. Decades earlier, he had chosen his final resting place not far from Yosemite Falls. He planted seedling sequoias from the Mariposa Grove sequoias to surround his grave and selected a granite marker. 
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