
Conservation and Recreation in California 
 

This project investigates the people who shaped the conservation movement in California and 
how conservation created what we call today outdoor recreation. My project will examine the 
people who played a major role in the creation of conservation, such as John Muir. From there 
the project will show how the interest in outdoor recreation grew. As there is more interest in 
recreation there is more need and support for conservation. Primary documents from the Sierra 
Club help provide a first hand look at the beginning of the conservation and how it progress to 
inspire hiking, camping, rock climbing and more.  Conservation and recreation play off each 
other, as one gains more support the other grows, and visa versa.  
 
I have organized this project in chronological order, starting with the redwood deforestation, to 
the key role John Muir had in the conservation movement, then to how the creation of Yosemite 
park and how it inspired the Sierra Club, and how all of this culminated in the popularity of 
outdoor recreation.  
 

The Redwoods 
 
California Redwoods originally covered 2     
million acres of the Pacific Coast. In the        
mid 1800’s, the Gold Rush caused massive       
population growth in California. There     
was suddenly a very high demand for       
lumber and resources. Commercial    
logging and clear cutting of the California       
Redwoods began around that time. As      
you can see in the image on the left, the          
Redwoods were being harvested by train      
load and trees were being cut down       
indiscriminately. People could not log     
fast enough to meet the demand, trees       
were being shipped out as fast as they could         
be cut down. As a result only 5 percent of          
the original coastal redwoods are still alive       
today. People were not thinking about the       
future, they were only thinking of satisfying       
their immediate needs. The same over use,       
with no regard for the future has happened        



with many of California’s resources, such as the water supply and the salmon population.              
It takes conscientious people, like John Muir to fix the problem. His contributions to              
conservation before the Sierra Club were essential to the creation of safe havens of trees               
and nature. The contrast between the photos above and to the right is interesting, in the                
ones above one you see redwoods being hauled away and desolate ground. In the second               
you see John Muir amongst the living trees enjoying the natural world. The photos are               
telling two different scenarios, the first is the one where there is no regard for the future,                 
and you can see what happens in that scenario. The nature is taken away piece by piece                 
until it is all gone and it is too late think of conservation. In the second scenario/picture                 
you see the leader of the conservation movement out in the natural world admiring what               
he has tried so hard to save. Without people dedicated to the natural world, and               
organizations there would not be nearly as much of the natural world left for people to go                 
out and enjoy.  
Ericson Photograph Collection 

California Faces: Selections from The Bancroft Library Portrait Collection 

The Father of 
National 

Parks  
 
John Muir was an    
environmental 
philosopher, author and   
naturalist. He wrote   
numerous letters, essays   
and books about the    
California wilderness and   
his adventures. He had a     
love of all nature had to      

offer, and wanted to share it with others. He is          
one of the most prominent people in the        
conservation movement. In 1890 Muir     
petitioned congress to for the National Park       
Bill, which resulted in the creation of Yosemite        
National Park in California. Soon after that he        

https://calisphere.org/collections/6916/?rq=redwoods
https://calisphere.org/collections/3455/?rq=Muir


dedicated his efforts to founding the Sierra Club, an organization that has been dedicated              
preservation and enjoyment of the Pacific Coast outdoors. The enthusiasm for outdoor            
recreation would not be what it is today without the contributions of John Muir. His               
Biographer Steven Holmes is quoted saying "Muir has profoundly shaped the very            
categories through which Americans understand and envision their relationships with the           
natural world" Before Muir nature was seen as a resource, just materials that could be               
taken and profited from, but he managed to open people's eyes to the other things nature                
has to offer. When Americans were caught up in expansion and materialism Muir was              
there to remind people that all life is important and that the natural world can provide so                 
much more than material items.  

California Faces: Selections from The Bancroft Library Portrait Collection 

 

 Yosemite National Park 
Yosemite National Park was established in 1890,       
when the National Park Bill passed congress.       
Yosemite is a perfect cross section of conservation        
and recreation. The mission of The National Parks        
Service is stated as follows, 

“The National Park Service preserves unimpaired      
the natural and cultural resources and values of        
the National Park System for the enjoyment,       
education, and inspiration of this and future       
generations. The Park Service cooperates with      
partners to extend the benefits of natural and        
cultural resource conservation and outdoor     
recreation throughout this country and the      
world.”  

Yosemite has numerous recreational activities including: Backpacking, birdwatching,        
biking, camping, fishing, hiking, horseback riding, picnicking, rock climbing, and winter           
activities. The national park service cares for the park keeping it in good condition. 
Yosemite Views from the Sierra Club Collection 

National Park Service 
 

https://calisphere.org/collections/3455/?rq=Muir
https://calisphere.org/collections/24225/
https://www.nps.gov/aboutus/index.htm


The Sierra Club 
 
The Sierra Club is an organization founded in 1892 by John Muir, the environmentalist,              
naturalist and preservationist. He was president until 1914, when he passed away. The             
Sierra Club's original mission statement, found in their Board of Directors Meeting            
Minutes from the Calisphere database, in 1892 says, 
 

"To be known as the Sierra Club said cooperation shall not be for the purpose of                 
pecuniary profit, but shall be for the purpose of enjoying and rendering accessible the              

mountain regions of the Pacific     
Coast, and to enlist the support      
and co-operation of the people     
and the government in preserving     
the forests and other features of      
the Sierra Nevada Mountains, and     
for such other purposes as may      
be set forth in the Articles of       
Incorporation to be formed. The     
principal place of business of said      
Cooperation shall be at the City      
and County of San Francisco,     
State of California. June 4 1892". 

 
This mission statement was the     
start of a movement that is still       
alive today, had that is still      
growing. The Club started strong     
and been strong ever since.     
According to the meeting minutes     
their first general meeting had     
approximately 250 people in    
attendance and the second had     
nearly 600. The Club also went      
straight into action, at the second      
meeting it was decided the Club      
would take action on the Caminetti      
Bill to explore the Grand Canyon.      
By the third meeting there were      



land surveys topographic maps being created and petitions to congress in motion. Despite             
all of the work that was being done the Sierra Club didn't lose sight of the enjoyment                 
portion of the mission statement. The third meeting was closed by Professor Le Conte              
making, "an eloquent statement of benefits to be derived from mountaineering during the             
summer months, and a vivid description of the great Sequoia Forest that formerly             
stretched all across the Pacific Coast" (Sierra Club Board of Directors Meeting Minutes).             
The majority of meeting had guest speakers who would lecture on some part of the natural                
world, it hope that it would peak the members interest and cause them to investigate, first                
hand what they heard about by going to the place. The Sierra Club also made an effort to                  
scheduled group in the outdoors. Above the images are of Sierra Club members on outings               
to The McGee Creek Ski Lift in Mono County, California and at Palisades Glacier in Inyo                
County, California.  
 

There is a distinct relationship between conservation and outdoor recreation, that           
the Sierra Club exemplifies very well. The Sierra Club promotes conservation and            
preservation of the natural world, which is very important for the environment and the              
natural history of California, but it is also important for the people and the cultural history                
of California. It also promotes the enjoyment and exploration of the outdoors. If the              
natural world was not being conserved there would be no place for outdoor recreation,              
and if there was no interest in outdoor recreation there would be no support for the                
conservation movement. The two aspects support each other, without one, it would be a              
struggle to have the other.  
 
Sierra Club Board of Directors Meeting Minutes 
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