
The 
Ever-Changing 
View 

National Forests in California 

By Anthony Godfrey, Ph.D. 

United States 
Department of 
Agriculture 

Forest Service 

Pacific Southwest 
Region 

R5-FR-004 

July 2005 



The Ever-Changing View 

A History of the National Forests in California, 
1891-1987 

By 
Anthony Godfrey, Ph.D. 

July 2005 
R5-FR-004 
USDA Forest Service 
California 



Copyright: When a "source" is indicated beside photographs or graphics in this book, a 
copyright exists, and therefore, that item may not be used or reproduced in any manner apart 
from this book unless a separate approval is acquired. Any photographs or graphics that do not 
show a source are from the USDA Forest Service archives and are part of the public domain. 

Cover photo-illustration was created from the Forest Service archive, image # 46977. 

First published by the USDA Forest Service, Pacific Southwest Region on July 1, 2005 

ISBN 1-59351-428-X 

Also printed by the U. S. Government Printing Office as a sales product. The Superintendent 

of Documents requests that any reprinted edition clearly be labeled as a copy of the authentic 

work and assigned a new ISBN. 

Agency logos are protected by the Code of Federal Regulations (36 CFR Ch. II, Part 264, 

Subpart A) and may not be used without written permission. 

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all its programs 
and activities on the basis of race, color, national origin, gender, religion, age, disability, 
political beliefs, sexual orientation, and marital or family status. (Not all prohibited bases 
apply to all programs.) Persons with disabilities who require alternative means for com
munication of program information (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.) should contact 
USDA's TARGET Center at 202-720-2600 (voice and TDD). 

To file a complaint of discrimination, write USDA, Director, Office of Civil Rights, Room 
326-W, Whitten Building, 14th and Independence Avenue, SW, Washington, DC 
20250-9410 or call (202) 720-5964 (voice or TDD). USDA is an equal opportunity 
provider and employer. 

The Ever-Changing View ii 



Foreword 

ro view California on a map is to see a state that is both long and wide. 

It is therefore appropriate that this book takes both the long view and 

the wide view of the Forest Service in California. The story begins long ago, 

before European settlement, and covers the wide range of natural and human 

events that have shaped both the landscape and its people. One quality that 

characterizes both of these views is a great capacity for change. Although this 

volume examines a thin slice of California's history, the national forests, it 

captures an essential aspect of the Golden State — the ever-changing view. 

This ever-changing view defines the Pacific Southwest Region of the 

Forest Service, which manages 20 percent of California's land and supports 

cooperative programs in Hawaii and the U. S. Affiliated Pacific Islands. As 

Regional Forester, I am privileged to work with more than 8,000 dedicated 

employees who are heirs to the rich tradition described in this book. We owe 

a huge debt of gratitude to those who came before us, for their hard work, 

sacrifice and commitment to caring for the land. Today, we continue that 

tradition of stewardship on behalf of the people who own the public lands. To 

be effective stewards, we are becoming a workforce that increasingly represents 

the diversity of views and backgrounds that make California unique. 

We manage a landscape in transition. Earthquakes and volcanoes, 

wildfires and landslides, along with water projects and roads, agriculture and 

urban development continually transform the physical and social outlook of 

the region, each on its own time scale. It is a landscape of change. 

Its long north-south axis makes California the most geographically 

diverse among the fifty states. Traveling through the national forests here, 

one may view desert, chaparral, oak woodland, mixed conifers, redwoods, 

alpine meadows, and granite peaks. Across its width, California's public 

lands stretch from sea level to the crest of the Sierra Nevada Range, contrib

uting even more diversity, including the lowest elevation (Death Valley) in 

the nation and highest elevation (Mt. Whitney) in the lower forty-eight 

states. Public lands support the largest trees (giant sequoia) and the oldest 

trees (bristlecone pine) on earth. The terrain is steep and flat, barren and 

luxuriant, crowded and remote. The climate is hot and dry, wet and cold, 

and perfect year-round. 

This landscape, both welcoming and forbidding, has shaped the near-

mythic image of California. Visitors from other countries are astounded to 

discover how many magnificent natural features are easily available in public 

ownership, a benefit that Americans sometimes take for granted. It remains, 
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in Dr. Godfrey's rerm, an Eden-like garden, alrhough many residents find this 

more a dream than a reality. 

Change in California is also defined by motion — as in cars and movies. 

It is the place where all road trips seem to begin or end. Motorized access to 

the national forests has shaped the land while it has formed our experience of 

nature. The ever-changing view of California's national forests can be found 

along its scenic byways or around Lake Tahoe or in the backdrop for count

less motion pictures. 

The ever-changing view is found in the evolving attitudes and ideas that 

Californians have about their land. California's perspective has been shaped by 

restless adventurers and daring immigrants, by Russians, Spaniards, Chinese, 

Mexicans, and, in more recent times, by people from countries all over the 

world who have become Americans. 

From the Gold Rush to the real estate boom, people have staked their 

claim to fortunes from California land. This, as Dr. Godfrey explains, has 

often caused damage to the natural landscape. On the other hand, California's 

magnificent scenery has inspired many strong supporters of preservation and 

environmental protection to become major figures in the history of conserva

tion. California's national forests are a result of these ever-changing and often 

competing views. Today, the rapidly expanding urban areas are crowding the 

relatively untrammeled national forests and, for some, the view of paradise is 

from the parking lot. 

The Pacific Southwest Region has been on the leading edge of many 

changes in the Forest Service, sometimes on its own initiative and sometimes 

pushed along by outside forces. Dr. Godfrey provides ample documentation 

for both cases. 

As managers and users of the national forests, it is important to leatn from 

this process of transformation. We need to see that what holds true today will 

probably not be so in the future. While we are guided by basic principles, we 

must be open to the changes brought to light by the ever-changing view. I 

hope that this history will serve as a useful guidebook for the road ahead. 

JACK BLACKWELL 

Regional Forester (2001-2005) 

Pacific Southwest Region 

USDA Forest Service 
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Introduction 

| his study is a history of the management of the USDA Forest Service 

I Pacific Southwest Region from the late nineteenth 19th Century to 

1987. Based in the State of California and the Pacific Islands, the Pacific 

Southwest (PSW) Region - historically referred to as District, and later, 

Region 5 — includes seventeen national forests: Angeles, Cleveland, Eldorado, 

Inyo, Klamath, Lassen, Los Padres, Mendocino, Modoc, Plumas, San 

Bernardino, Sequoia, Shasta-Trinity, Sierra, Six Rivers, Stanislaus and, Tahoe; 

the Lake Tahoe Basin Management Unit, and the Placerville and Humboldt 

nNurseries and the Chico Tree Improvement Center. 

This publication's goals are fourfold. First, this study provides accurate 

information about Forest Service resource management practices and policies 

over the last century. Forest Service efforts in managing the diverse natural 

and cultural resources during the last hundred years are very relevant to today's 

management problems because the specific events of that history, as well as the 

Forest Service's reaction to those events, have shaped the region's past and will 

shape its future. 

Second, today's managers need to be aware of the evolution of the conser

vation history of the region — especially how conservation was defined at the 

turn of the twentieth century — and what role the PSW Region played in that 

evolution. Improved conservation awareness thus becomes the second goal of 

this project. 

A third goal is to demonsttate how histoty provides long-term data that is 

needed for current crucial decisions. It is to be hoped that this study encour

ages Forest Service employees to reflect on the development of past PSW 

Regional policies in order to better understand today's policies. The events 

that took place in the past clearly relate to many current Forest Service issues, 

and past resource management decisions have affected both the people of 

California and the management of the state's national forests. 

Fourth, and perhaps foremost, this study was sponsored by the Forest 

Service to celebrate the 2005 "New" Century of Service — the 100-year 

anniversary of the creation of the Forest Service. Nationally, this event is 

being acknowledged and celebrated by a number of events. On January 3-6, 

2005, the Forest Service held a Centennial Congress in Washington, D.C., 

reminiscent of a similar such congress held in 1905. The 1905 American 

Forest Congress (AFC) was held in Washington, D.C., as well, where 

almost 400 executives from the timber, railroad, grazing, irrigation, and 

mining companies, as well as educators, government officials and members 
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of Congress, and foresters from across the country, attended the historic 

session. Like the 1905 Congress, the 2005 Centennial Congress sought to 

identify current and future challenges and opportunities for the future of 

the agency. The PSW Region and the Pacific Southwest Research Station 

participated in this event by forwarding recommendations from a regional 

Centennial Forum on California, Hawaii and the Pacific Islands held 

in Sacramento on November 5-6, 2004. Nationally, the Forest Service 

produced and released a major film on Forest Service history entitled The 

Greatest Good: A Forest Service Centennial Film, along with a companion 

volume on the subject. Regionally, this history was written to observe and 

celebrate the 2005 "New" Century of Service, and its intended audiences 

include Forest Service employees, other federal agencies, historians, research

ers, and the interested public. 

Research for this history was conducted primarily in a number of 

important Forest Service-related government and archival collections. 

Important primary materials for this study were found at the Pacific 

Southwest regional library and archives, which holds a tremendous amount 

of valuable materials. These range from secondary and primary documents 

related to major management themes in this study - timber, range, minerals, 

water, fish and wildlife, recreation and fire - to regional-related materials 

such as annual reports, investigations, and various newsletters, including the 

California Log, to a good oral history collection. A vital and comprehensive 

historic photograph collection is located there as well. Additional research 

was also conducted at the National Archives and Records Administrations 

(NARA) facilities at San Bruno and Laguna Niguel. Located near San 

Francisco, the San Bruno NARA facilities contain the records of the PSW 

Region Office (Record Group 95), San Francisco, from 1870 to 1985. 

This enormous collection (515 cubic feet) contains research material, 

including publications, reports, memoranda, letters, and clippings, relat

ing to administrative matters and regional planning, the management 

themes of this study, and the affairs of eleven national forests - Klamath, 

Lassen, Mendocino, Modoc, Plumas, Sequoia, Shasta-Trinity, Sierra, Six 

Rivers, Stanislaus, Tahoe, and the Lake Tahoe Basin Management Unit 

- that comprise the northern portion of the PSW Region. Similar materi

als documenting the administration of the southern portion of the PSW 

Region, the Angeles, Cleveland, Los Padres, and San Bernardino National 

Forests, can be found at NARA's facilities located at Laguna Niguel, 
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California. Another important research opportunity that presented itself 

at this time was a series of oral histories collected for the fdming of The 

Greatest Good, and a series of oral histories conducted with regional retirees 

by other retirees with the support of the regional office. 

In the initial stages of writing, the author and the Forest Service 

determined that a chronological, issue oriented, narrative approach should 

be taken in presenting the history of the region, along with a conservation 

theme to unify the work. The book is divided into eleven chapters, an 

epilogue, and appendices. The first two chapters briefly explain the early 

history of California's forests and how they came under federal control. The 

next nine chapters provide a descriptive and analytical look at the rise and 

development of the PSW region, concentrating on the national forests of 

California from 1905 to 1987. These chapters follow natural historical time 

periods in American history, such as the Progressive Era, the New Deal, 

World Wars I and II, and they closely chronicle the history of the PSW 

Region's first ten regional foresters and the issues the region faced. Each 

chapter begins with an introductory section on California history to set 

the stage. The closing date of 1987 was selected because in a span of next 

eighteen years the PSW Region had five different regional foresters, making 

the history of the PSW Region less clear. The study ends with a number of 

features to help the reader. They include a short epilogue, which summarizes 

some of the significant events that occurred in the Pacific Southwest Region 

from 1987 to the present, and three appendices, which provide a timeline 

(1540-1987) of important dates in California and Forest Service history 

for the reader, a list of regional foresters (1905 to present), and a list of 

California district/regional office locations (1905-present). 

While researching and writing this study, the manuscript underwent 

an extensive and thorough Forest Service and outside peer-review process 

to ensure that professional standards were adhered to in achieving histori

cal accuracy in the presentation of facts and events. This review process 

ensured that interpretations wete based upon evidence, and speculations were 

advanced as such. The Forest Service had final editorial control, in order to 

correct errors of fact or omission that might have escaped the review process, 

but the abundance of material analyzed by the author came from Forest 

Service records and oral histories. The reader should therefore consider the 

fact that depending on a single source has the potential for inherent bias. 
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Controls 

jT^icturing California Prior to American Control 
"Eden" is a metaphor sometimes used by historians to describe the pre-

European California environmental setting. Fot instance, "Elusive Eden" and 

the "Contested Eden" have recently appeared in titles of articles and books to 

describe pre-contact California (Gutierrez and Orsi 1998; Rice, Bullough and 

Orsi 1996). Alluding to the biblical Garden of Eden, they explain pre-colonial 

California in terms of a state of perfect happiness, a delightful garden-like 

region, and an environmental paradise before the "Fall." Much like the 

story of Adam and Eve in the Book of Genesis, the decline is attributed to a 

"Serpent in the Garden." The despoiling of California, according to them, 

came with the westward movement of non-Native Americans into the setting 

and the "Legacy of Conquest" we left behind (Limerick 1987). Today this 

idyllic, romantic and static image of early California is more or less a value-

laden reflection and yearning for a simpler pre-industrial time, rather than an 

accurate depiction of the past (Rolle 1973: 111). 

Certainly California has environmental qualities that many find agree

able. Arriving in California from almost any other region of the country, one 

does seem to be entering into the land of Patadise. Its diverse regions, rich 

vegetation, wonderful wildlife and mostly Mediterranean climate (cool, wet 

winters and hot, dry summers) draw millions of visitors each year — many 

of whom return thereafter to reside. Home of many natural wonders, from 

the High Sierra to the coastline and redwood forests, California has a beauty 

that has enticed many to this state "west" of the American West. "Nowhere 

on the continent," said Wallace Stegner, "did Americans find a more diverse 

nature, a land of more impressive forms and more powerful contrasts, than in 

California" (Rowell 2002: 52). 

When Europeans arrived, they found not only an inhabited land but also 

one that had already been altered by the hands of humankind. Archaeologists 

believe that humans moved into California some 15,000 years ago. Starting 

around then, diverse groups of prehistoric California peoples and their descen-

dents thrived in this land of natural wonders. In time, they adapted, used, 

and impacted this "wild" Eden from surf to mountains prior to European 

arrival and the so-called "Fall." In fact, they most likely occupied, and used, 

every square mile of land that would eventually become part of the California 

National Forest system. Pre-European California has been described as a 

"world of balance and plenty" compared to today's post-industrial impacted 

environment, but it was hardly a world untouched by human hands. What 
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we culturally value today as the remains of past wilderness once "harbored 

human gatherings and hunting sites, burial grounds, work sites, sacred areas, 

trails, and village sites" (Gutierrez and Orsi 1998: 12-14). At the time of 

contact, Native Californians spoke more than 60 mutually unintelligible 

languages, giving later scholars a convenient means to distinguish the various 

tribal groups. Penutian speaking groups, who apparently arrived late and 

pushed earlier Hokan speakers to the surrounding mountainous regions of the 

coastal ranges and northern mountains, occupied the Central Valley and Sierra 

Nevada. Both groups practiced intensive acorn harvesting. On the other hand, 

a mix of language families was found on the northwest coast of California, but 

with a fairly similar culture strongly focused on salmon harvesting. Finally, 

Uto-Aztecan speakers occupied the desert areas east of the Sierra and in 

southern California. They practiced what anthropologists call diverse hunting 

and gathering subsistence patterns (Rose, 2004; Heizer 1978). 

Whereas it was once thought that Indians left "few marks on the land," 

"lived in harmony with the environment and each other" and "passed the land 

on to their successors unsullied and undamaged" (Caughey 1973: 3), these 

naive views can no longer be supported. Native Americans clearly harvested 

and gathered California's flora and fauna bounty and fought to defend tribal 

hunting and gathering territories from intruders. Life was sustained by living 

off the land, and Native Americans flourished in this environment. But wheth

er we speak of the coastal Indian peoples of California, who were dependent 

on a variety of marine resources, or the desert hunting and gathering groups of 

the interior regions of Southern California, they significantly restructured the 

natural environment to their needs and seasonal land patterns. 

Hive-like 

Indian acorn 

caches, Sierra 

National Forest 
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