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THE ORAL HISTORY PROGRAM OF THE SIERRA CLUB

In fall 1969 and spring 1970 a self-appointed committee of Sierra
Clubbers met several times to consider two vexing and related problems.
The rapid membership growth of the club and its involvement in environ-
mental issues on a national scale left neither time nor resources to
document the club's internal and external history. Club records were
stored in a number of locations and were inaccessible for research.
Further, we were failing to take advantage of the relatively new technique
of oral history by which the reminiscences of club leaders and members of
long standing could be preserved.

The ad hoc committee's recommendation that a standing History Com-
mittee be established was approved by the Sierra Club Board of Directors
in May 1970. That September the board designated The Bancroft Library
of the University of California at Berkeley as the official depository
of the club's archives. The large collection of records, photographs and
other memorabilia known as the '"Sierra Club Papers" is thus permanently
protected, and The Bancroft is preparing a catalog of these holdings
which will be invaluable to students of the conservation movement.

The History Committee then focused its energies on how to develop a
significant oral history program. A six page questionnaire was mailed to
members who had joined the club prior to 1931. More than half responded
enabling the committee to identify numerous older members as likely pros-
pects for oral interviews (some had hiked with John Muir!).

Those committee members who volunteered as interviewers were trained
in this discipline by Willa Baum, head of The Bancroft's Regional Oral
History Office and a nationally recognized authority in this field. Each
oral history, whether short or long, requires selection and preparation of
the interviewee, research into his or her career, the actual interviewing
(which may need many sessions), transcription of tapes, editing, retyping,
indexing, asking a close associate of the interviewee to write an introduc-
tion, binding, and copyrighting. It is a complex and lengthy process, but
the results are most impressive.

At the 1974 Annual Dinner the first four completed oral histories were
presented to the president of the Sierra Club (see following listing).
Five more oral histories were presented at the 1975 Annual Dinner. These
nine histories were almost entirely a volunteer effort up to the transcrip-
tion stage.

At the 1976 Annual Dinner nine oral histories will be presented. In
some instances the volunteer interviewers were members of the History Com-
mittee. But there were two new dimensions in this year's program:



RN BEkalilE W £

1 lI IIFII : I--
e 14 *.

" mmm ™
e mE lb‘}'

ek, (L

4 sani
- R ERIEIE T e ATedesn =

-:I-'-I,.. :"‘""' -



First, five oral histories of Southern California Sierra Clubbers were
done for academic credit by graduate and senior history students at Califor-
nia State University, Fullerton, under the direction of Dr. Gary L. Shumway;

Second, the remarkable two-volume oral history of Richard M. Leonard
was accomplished in its entirety on a professional basis, the interviewer
being Dr. Susan Schrepfer of the Regional Oral History Office.

Copies of Sierra Club oral interviews are placed at The Bancroft
Library, at UCLA, and at the club's Colby Library, and may be purchased for
the actual cost of photocopying, binding, and shipping, by club regional
offices, chapters, and groups, as well as by other libraries and institutionms.

Our heartfelt gratitude for their help in making the Sierra Club Oral
History Program a success goes to those named above and to each interviewee
and each interviewer; to everyone who has written an introduction to an
oral history; to the Sierra Club Board of Directors for its recognition
of the long-term importance of this effort; to the Trustees of the Sierra
Club Foundation for generously providing the necessary funding; club and
foundation staff, especially Michael McClogkey, Denny Wilcher, Colburn
Wilbur, and librarians Janet Stake and Christie Hakim; and last but far from
least, to the members of the History Committee, and particularly to Ann
Lage who has coordinated the oral history effort since September 1974.

You are cordially invited to read and enjoy any or all the oral histories
in the Sierra Club series. They now total eighteen, and more are in various
stages of completion. By so doing you will learn much of the club's history
which is available nowhere else, and of the fascinating careers and accom-
plishments of many outstanding club leaders and members. It 1s our fervent
hope that these interviews will enable our present and future leadership to
apply the lessons of past battles won and lost so that the club's '"batting
average' may ever increase!

Marshall H. Kuhn

Chairman, History Committee
1970 - 1976

San Francisco
May 1, 1976
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On February 15, 1976, at a meeting of the Trustees of the Sierra Club Foundation
Marshall Kuhn, chairman of the Sierra Club History Committee, presented Richard
Leonard with his bound personal cppy of his oral history memoir. Mr. Leonard
accepted with the following remakks:

THE STIERRA CLUB FOUNDATION

Trustees Meeting
2/15/76

ORAL HISTORY

In 1914 Will Colby wisely gathered together all of the
printed material relating to the loss of Hetch Hetchy and
had the documents bound as books., These totaled almost a
"five-foot shelf'" of permanently bound volumes. While I was
Secretary of the Sierra Club,research scholars came from
several eastern universities reviewing the history in those
volumes, to try to determine how a city had robbed a nation
and the people of the world of one of the most beautiful
national park areas on earth. It was the foresight of Colby
that prevented the scattering of those ephemeral historical
bits that otherwise would have been lost forever.

So it is now, with the Oral History project of the great
Bancroft Library. Memories of historical events that would
fade long before the actors themselves, are kept alive in
voice and type.

We are fortunate indeed that the History Committee was
alert to record the memories of those great leaders of the
Sierra Club who are no longer with us--Colby, Starr, Farquhar,
and Bradley. Now the current participants in history--Ansel
Adams, Phil Bernays, Harold Crowe, Glen Dawson, Newton Drury,

Joel Hildebrand, George Marshall, and Bestor Robinson. Other






leaders will also be called upon to recall their knowledge of
the history of the Sierra Club and the environmental movement.

To participate in recording of oral history is a fasci-
nating experience and a thoughtful one, but surprisingly hard
work. I was fortunate that the interviewer from the Bancroft
Library was Dr. Susan Schrepfer, now Historian at Rutgers
University. She had just completed an excellent study of
the Forest Service of the United States, and so knew a great
deal about the concerns of the environmentalists, In com-
pleting a very thorough two-volume interview with Newton Drury
shé was fully informed as to many of the great accomplishments
and problems of the National Park Service. I soon found in
my interview that she had carefully studied the early history
of the Sierra Club by Holly Jones and all of the Bulletins
and Director's minﬁtes since then, She therefore knew pre-
cisely how to question in order to clarify an ambiguity from
other sources, It was fascinating to work with one so well
informed.

I mentioned that it was hard work, The interviews started
November 10, 1972, and the final editing was completed June 16,
1975, two and a half years later, after rather continuous work
on the part of both of us. I would estimate that it took
about 1,800 hours.

It was well worth it, however, to record the history

of the past 45 years of the Sierra Club. All histories are
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subject to controversy, and this will be no exception. How-
ever, it will provide the basic material for analysis and
comment by future historians,

I look forward to the Centennial of the Sierra Club.

RICHARD M, LEONARD
2/15/76
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INTRODUCTION

The character and career of Richard M. Leonard offer
inspiration and guidance that are worthy of careful study.
Dick was never a powerful athlete but through careful study
and practice of techniques he performed some outstanding
achievements in mountaineering, notably the first ascent of
the Cathedral Spires in Yosemite. He began his rock climbing
on Cragmont Rocks in north Berkeley; but after a time he
transferred those activities into the Rock Climbing Section
of the Sierra Club. His rock climbing techniques became an
important contribution to the development of mountaineering.

His contribution to the Sierra Club did not end in
physical activities but extended to the field of conservation.
He became a director of the Sierra Club and later its
Secretary and President. The foregoing activities were all
carried on in connection with and in addition to the general
practice of law. Together they constituted a life of
tremendous activity and public service in addition to a
happy family life.

We are fortunate in having Dick's reminiscences which
give so much detail of his mountaineering and conservation
achievements as well as his military career, all of which
exemplify his devotion to sound techniques coupled with a
broad vision of objective.

Francis P. Farquhar
Honorary President
Sierra Club
(1887-1974)

February, 1974
Berkeley, California






INTERVIEW HISTORY

Born on October 22, 1908, Richard Manning Leonard has
been mountaineer, lawyer, and environmentalist. In all
these efforts he has sought to balance the practical with
the ideal, to temper the daring with the reasonable.
Nowhere was this precarious path more evident than in his
mountaineering. In the 1930s he made the first ascents
of Leonard's Minaret, The Three Teeth, and the Higher and
Lower Cathedral Spires, all in California's Sierra Nevada
and all previously considered unclimbable. He accomplished
these exploits, however, with a maximum degree of safety
afforded by his development of the techniques of belaying
the leader. With the rope and piton, and careful
mathematical calculations, he minimized the risk without
subtracting from the feat.

As a young wanderer in the high country, he came
across registers and huts constructed by the Sierra Club.
By 1930 he was a member, pioneering in the club's involve-
ment in the science of scaling peaks. Following his lead,
the club's mountaineering sections are still primarily
devoted to fostering safety.

The Sierra Club of the 1930s was under the leadership
of William E. Colby, a disciple of John Muir. The club's
purpose was to acquaint people with the Sierra Nevada so
they might share in protecting the beauty and the wilder-
ness of this range. Dick Leonard was soon deeply involved
in the cause. In 1936 he became chairman of the club's
Outing Committee, supervising the famous High Trips. Two
years later he joined the club's board of directors, a
position he held until 1973.

Meanwhile, he had graduated from the University of
California's Boalt School of Law. He was admitted to the
California bar in 1933 and the United States Supreme Court
bar in 1941. From 1933 until 1938 he functioned as chief
attorney for the Regional Agricultural Credit Corporation.
In 1938 he entered the private practice of law in San
Francisco.

During the years of World War II, he left his law
practice to volunteer for service as a Lieutenant of the
Infantry Reserve. In the interview that follows he
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describes how in the first years of the war he and fellow
members of the Sierra Club and the American Alpine Club
applied their combined knowledge of wilderness survival to
a complete revision of the U.S. Army's 1918 clothing and
equipment. Following this task, he applied for and
received assignment to the jungle and mountains of Burma
and India. His mission was Japanese Intelligence, the
evaluation of the clothing and equipment of the continental
Japanese army. He was promoted to major in 1945 and
awarded the Bronze Star Medal.

After the war he returned to San Francisco and the
Sierra Club. His leadership in the club was strengthened
in the postwar period, especially after a conflict in 1949
with William Colby over the issue of roads in the Sierra
Nevada. Leonard's purist view, shared by David Brower,
prevailed, and Colby resigned, leaving the younger men to
lead the cluvb through the 1950s and the battle over
Dinosaur National Monument. At the height of this latter
battle, 1953 to 1955, Richard Leonard served as club
president.

During the 1950s and 1960s the club and his legal
career with the firm of Leonard and Dole consumed much
of Leonard's energies. But not all. In 1948 he was
elected to the Council of The Wilderness Society, a
position he still holds. In 1962 and 1963 he served as
vice-president of the society. He was elected as a member
of the Save-the-Redwoods League Board of Directors in 1954
and as vice-president in 1966, positions he holds presently
with nomination as president effective in 1975. In 1965
he was a participant in the White House Conference on
Natural Beauty, and from 1963 until 1969 he served as
vice-chairman of the committee on legislation of the
International Union for the Conservation of Nature and
Natural Resources. In the 1960s, he was also a founder of
the Conservation Law Society of America, The Sierra Club
Foundation, Trustees for Conservation, American Conservation
Films, the Varian Foundation, and the Forest Genetics
Research Foundation. In the 1950s and 1960s he received
conservation awards from the California Conservation
Council (1950), the Isaak Walton League of America (1954),
American Motors (1964), and the American Scenic and Historic
Preservation Society (1972).
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Dick Leonard has on many occasions acted as an
independent advisor to those federal and state agencies
entrusted with land protection and utilization. For
example, he and his wife Doris, also a leading conserva-
tionist in her own right, were invited to the 1939 and
1950 National Park Service's Superintendents Conferences.
In 1962 Doris was appointed deputy secretary general of
the First World Conference on National Parks, and Dick
was rapporteur-general. Dick has been a member of the
Yosemite National Park Master Team from 1967 through 1971.
He has also functioned informally as an advisor to the
United States Forest Service. On the state level he has
served as a member of the California governor's Commission
on Redwood Parks, from 1969 to date, as well as a member
of the Scenic Highway Committee of the State of California,
from 1963 to 1969.

Acting as liaison between environmentalists and such
land agencies--two frequently warring factions, especially
since the late 1950s--forced Leonard to closely analyze the
nature of the relationship between pressure groups and
public agencies. His own approach involves pressure for
the highest ideals of conservative land use and wilderness
preservation even including at times the defense of the
rights of nature over those of man. Yet this pressure is
never exerted so as to alienate or discredit public
officials. This delicate balance demands the highest
degree of facile communication, and Dick Leonard rues the
tendency toward secrecy within federal agencies and the
rejection of open discussion by many modern environmental-
ists, two developments he describes in detail in this
interview.

Communication between environmentalists and industry
is a similarly crucial tenet in Leonard's thinking, a tenet
that was challenged by others in the Sierra Club in the
late 1960s. Earlier in the decade Pacific Gas and Electric
Company had purchased the Nipomo Dunes in California's San
Luis Obispo County with the intention of locating a nuclear
power plant on these coastal sands. Doris Leonard and her
organization, Conservation Associates, led a fight to save
the dunes. In the process, a compromise was worked out,
with P.G. & E. sparing the dunes and naming Diablo Canyon
as the alternate site. At a meeting on May 7-8, 1966, the
Sierra Club Board of Directors voted its approval of the
compromise.






A division within the club soon developed as a result
of this vote. The issues, to the opponents of the compro-
mise: should Diablo Canyon, as a coastal wilderness, be
violated, and should the club go so far as to help P.G. &
E. select atomic power plant sites, an act that seemed to
imply sanctioning wilderness destruction and atomic power?
To the Leonards and others the issues were: the salvation
of Nipomo Dunes, the development of fruitful communication
with industry, and after the May, 1966, vote, the protec-
tion of the Sierra Club's word, once given.

The schism over Diablo Canyon proved to be only the
first act of a rift within the club, a rift that found
Dick Leonard on one side with his friend and mountaineering
companion, David R. Brower, on the other. On occasions
past, as Leonard describes in the interview, these men had
climbed together; they had fought together in previous
environmental battles. Although Leonard was resolute in
his drive in the late 1960s to control and eventually to
remove David Brower as executive director of the Sierra
Club, his path was not without great discomfort. The
dilemma he faced is still evident in this interview,
especially in his painstaking efforts to explain those
aspects of David Brower's work that he deeply admired and
those he felt compelled to reject. The fine line he chose
to walk is obvious, too, in the very paradox of his reso-
lute drive to remove David Brower contrasted with his
constant tendency during this interview, made over three
years after the executive director's departure from the
club, to avoid hurting Brower and--as his wife Doris
suggested--to err on the side of perhaps being "too soft
on Dave."

When Leonard became involved with nature's defense in
the 1930s and 1940s, environmental litigetion was unknown.
John Muir had had to rely upon a Congress influenced by
public pressure. Today the Sierra Club alone has some
eighty cases pending in the courts. Leonard was one of
the leaders in this development. He applied the same
exacting attention to detail and technique that he had
displayed as a mountaineer to environmental problems. One
result was his formation and presidency of the Conservation
Law Society of America in 1963. Although this organization
has now conceded the field to others, for many years it
did the legal work for the Save-the Redwoods League, The
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Wilderness Society, and the Sierra Club. 1Its cases have
involved the crucial issue of legal standing in courts,
the history of which Leonard traces fully in this inter-
view.

At the request of Richard Leonard and the interview-
er, Doris Leonard was prevailed upon to participate in
that portion of the interview pertaining to Conservation
Associates, formed in 1961. Neither she nor Conservation
Associates has ever sought publicity, and she made the
interview only after great hesitancy. The interview out-
lines the contributions she and her colleagues in this
organization--George L. Collins and Mrs. Dorothy Varian--
have made, especially in Arctic preservation and the
establishment of a number of California state parks.

Mrs. Leonard is, however, an environmentalist of
many hats. She has served as a voting member of the
International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural
Resources; she is one of the founders of the Arctic
International Wildlife Range Society. She served as a
governor of The Nature Conservancy for six years and has
been a life member of the Sierra Club for more than forty
years. Her skill as a negotiator was recognized in
September, 1973, with her election to the Board of Directors
of Pacific Gas and Electric Company on the basis of her
environmental background.

The actual interviews were made with Richard and
Doris Leonard in the law office of Leonard and Dole in San
Francisco's Mills Tower, five flights up from the Sierra
Club. The sessions were held from November 10, 1972,
through October 23, 1973. For each of these sessions,
Leonard prepared with careful research and thought. The
meticulous nature of the man is obvious in the fact that
he painstakingly edited the manuscript twice to eliminate
any possible redundancies, smooth the text, and update it
through editorial insertions. There were, however, no sig-
nificant revisions made in the content of the text. The
transcript that follows is testimony to the patience,
caution, and firm idealism of this man who seeks to evalu-
ate the pros and cons of his own role in the heated
environmental battles of the last forty-£five years.

July, 1975 Susan R. Schrepfer
Department of History Interviewer-Editor
Rutgers University

New Brunswick, New Jersey






MOUNTAINEERING

Early Interest in Natural Sciences

Susan Schrepfer: This is November 10, 1972, and the first
session of our interview, Mr. Leonard. Would you like
to begin by discussing your early years--your birth,
childhood, and education?

Richard Leonard: I was born October 22, 1908, near
Cleveland, Ohio, in a little town called Elyria. I
was fortunate in spending the first twelve summers
of my life on the shores of Lake Erie at my grand-
mother's vineyard. There I got my interest in natural
things of the out-of-doors, because my mother's younger
sister started me into natural science. She started
me raising Monarch butterflies from caterpillars.
She started me on life lists of birds, trees, and
flowers.

[Heavy background noise.]

As you can see, the background noise in a large
city is getting to be more and more of a problem. To
my mind, that is one of the worst features of pollution
that we have.

My education in the early years was that of
being in a different school every year. My father
was a civil engineer. Then in World War I, he
volunteered for the Signal Corps because it had some
new-fangled gadgets that would fly around and take
pictures and carry messages. He got his wings under
Claire Chenault in Texas. We were going to stay in
the Signal Corps--the Air Corps by then--forever after.
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In 1920 we were at Wilbur Wright Field near
Dayton, and we got orders transferring us to Texas.
These orders were later changed to the Philippines.
We were all delighted with that. I spent fifteen
months in the Philippines, and while I was there I
carried out the hobbies my aunt had taught me of
entomology and raised from eggs some of the beautiful
Atlas moths that were twelve inches in diameter. I
didn't know what they ate, and so I gave them one
hundred different species of plants. They finally
decided on lemons. I raised quite a number of butter-
flies that way and finally sold them when I came
back to the United States afterwards.

While we were in the Philippines, my father
died suddenly. He was thirty-six years old and in
perfect health. He nicked his chin shaving while in
a ship off of Japan. He died in fortv-eight hours.
My mother, bless her soul, decided that she wasn't
going back to Ohio. She picked Berkeley because of
the schools. I was then fourteen and had two sisters
just a little younger. She knew that I would be
going to college soon, and that is how we ended up
in California.

The Scouts and Francois Matthes

I then became interested in scout work and was a
leader of the scouts and was put in charge of hiking
for the Berkeley scout council. In 1926 we hiked
eighty-five miles, during a sixty hour period, into
Yosemite and back over the dusty dirt roads that were
there.

That experience has had a lot of influence upon
my conservation work, because I can say definitely
that after spending four years on the Yosemite Master
Plan team just recently, Yosemite is more beautiful
and wilder today than it was forty-six years ago.

If things could not get better, it would not be
worthwhile trying.

Similarly, in 1925, a cousin gave me a chance
to be the naturalist at a large boy's camp near the
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Quentico Provincial Park of Ontario, Canada. Two-
thirds of that land is water, and we covered about
eight hundred miles of canoeing there. Thirty-one
years later I returned with my wife and The
Wilderness Society and some experts in that country.
There, also, it was more beautiful and wilder after
thirty-one years than it had been before.

The reason in both cases was that people have
more sensitivity to the things that harm the country,
and there is more effort to protect them. In the
case of the Quetico, they had a lot of logging in
the early days, and they had dams about ten or
fifteen feet high made of logs. The logs had all
rotted away, and the land had returned to its natural
condition. Silmilarly, in Yosemite, the dust was six
inches deep when I hiked in with the scouts as their
leader. At that time, the dust was all over the aza-
leas, the meadows; it was just terrible.

In 1932, when I finished law school in Berkeley
[J.D., University of California), Ansel Hall was chief
naturalist of the National Park Service. He was
helpful in scout work and was very generous in having
a program whereby each city in California would send
its best eagle scout on a trip for two months with an
outstanding scientist, through one of the national
parks.

In 1932 it was Francois Matthes, the great
geologist who was the senior geologist of the United
States Geological Survey. He had written the great
report on the Yosemite Valley which confirmed John
Muir's theory that the valley was brought to its
present shape by glaciation. Whitney, the great
head of the California Geological Survey, had said
that the valley had been created by an earthquake
fault. But Muir had said that it was created by,
"snowflakes falling gently one by one." That this was
so, Francois Matthes was able to demonstrate in 1913.

In 1932 we took Matthes for ten weeks through
the High Sierra and covered most of the Yosemite
National Park. We had sixteen teen-age boys and
sixteen burros that I walked from one end of the park
to the other. I had to teach the boys how to pack
the burros and how to find them in the morning, which
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is even harder. Through Matthes the boys got a
wonderful introduction to science, and Matthes was
able to conduct his field explorations in various
parts of the Yosemite.

Since then, I have been into Yosemite many
times, which is one of the reasons I was selected
for the Yosemite Master Plan Team. I have covered
every square mile of Yosemite National Park; much
of it many different times. I got to know it
thoroughly. I explain this to show how some of that
early work led into my present work forty years
later.

In those early days I used to take some of the
boys on climbs of some of the peaks. They had a
scout camp on the Stanislaus River, called Wolfboro.
I had helped to set it up in 1928. Then I took the
boys on trips. We bought a couple of burros, a Jack
and a Jenny, and so then we got lots of burros after
that. We would take the boys back into the country
and climb some of the peaks.

On the Dardenelles we found petrified wood,
stumps of pine in the lava at 9,000 feet. I took a
specimen to Dr. Ralph Chaney, the great paleobotanist
at the University of California, who said it was the
first time that fossils had been found in the western
Sierra that high. Later, in the same year, near
Berkeley, I found twelve different species of petri-
fied wood in the fresh water lake of twelve million
years ago that is now called the Orinda Formation.

It stretches from the edge of the city of Berkeley
to beyond the city of Orinda. I took those down to
Dr. Chaney, and he identified them.

I might digress at this point to say that thirty
years later I was elected to the board of directors
of the Save-the-Redwoods League, and at the very
first meeting, the president, Ralph Chaney, said to
me, "Well, it's a different kind of wood this time,
Dick." He was referring to redwood, and he had
remembered after thirty years that I had brought
that petrified wood to him from the Dardanelles in
the Sierra and from Berkeley.






Traces of the Sierra Club

From that early climbing, two other friends of mine
and I rented burros in 1930 and wert on a mountain
trip in Kings Canyon National Park; it is almost the
highest part of the Sierra Nevada. We climbed most
of the high peaks. When I climbed them, each of the
major peaks had a mountain register. People like to
si.gn their names. So I found these registers were
put up by the Sierra Club.

Also, when I got to Muir Pass, a 12,000 foot
pass, there was a stone hut, built of beautiful
Italian design of local stone, that had been placed
there by the Sierra Club as an emergency refuge. It
is about twelve miles from timber line on one side
of the pass to timber line on the other side of the
pass. If you get caught in a lightning storm high
up, it can be pretty dangerous. I saw that the
Sierra Club was doing this kind of work.

Then I learned that the Sierra Ciub had been
able to obtain funds from the California legislature,
through Senator Arthur Breed, who was a Sierra Club
member, to construct a trail from Yosemite to Mount
Whitney, and that trail was named for John Muir, who
had died the year before, in 1914. The legislature
in 1915 provided the funds, and the Sierra Club was
able to arrange for the construction of the trail.

I felt I would like to support an organization
that was doing such good work for the mountains and
for the people. I therefore joined the Sierra Club
in 1930. When I started to read some of the Sierra
Club Bulletins to learn what they had been doing, I
became more interested. For about two years, I
didn't take any active part in the politics of the
Sierra Club, because the board of directors was
rather lofty and a young new member wouldn't know
them.

But during my last year of law school, in 1932,
I began to feel a need for some exercise. I was
studying about sixteen hours a day, seven days a
week, and I wasn't getting any exercise. So I
decided that rock climbing sounded pretty interesting.
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We happened to live near Cragmont Rock Park,
Berkeley, which is formed on the Hayward Fault and
has some very steep and overhanging cliffs. I went
to the Sierra Club library and started reading all I
could on mountaineering.

Belaying the Leader

I found that the European philosophy was that nobody
could hold the fall cf a leader. To put it another
way, if you are climbing a mountain and you have an
experienced person who leads the climp, he has a
rope to the second man and the third man. Even 1if
they do not have experience, the second and third
are protected. But if the first man, the leader,
should fall, say, twenty feet, he would fall twenty
feet down to where the second climber was and then
another twenty feet below him. If the second climber
were on a ledge, that would be forty feet before
anything could be done about it. To my logical,
legal mind that did not seem sensiple because it
meant that if that one person fell, all three would
be killed.

One of the policies of some of the English
writers was that if the leader fell, since he knew
that the other members of the party could not protect
him, he had therefore violated his duty to the others
because he was going to kill them, too, so they should
cut the rope and get rid of him since he had betrayed
them by falling. I thought that was a heck of a way
to climb if you couldn't trust your own pals that you
were with.

So we started at Cragmont Rock practicing climb-
ing where a person would hold the rope above and then
another person underneath an overhang would get up
about six inches above the ground and then drop. He
would drop about four or five inches and the first
person would hold his weight. Then he would get up
two or three feet and drop. It would be a far harder
shock. The shock increases somewhat as the square
of the distance, because it is the velocity times the
weight of the man that causes the force.
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We kept getting up to higher and higher falls
by this practice. Slowly over the years we got to
a point where I was actually jumping off the top of
a thirty-three foot overhang and dropping eighteen
feet before the belayer holding the rope would start
to check the fall. Then I would be held in the last
eleven feet or so that was left before I would other-
wise hit the ground. We finally realized that it
was getting to a point where, if anything went wrong
and you were dropped the full thirty-three feet, it
would probably kill you. So we had to stop at that
point.

When we tried climbing in the High Sierra, we
found that we could study and practice this, and we
felt very sincerely that no one should ever have to
risk his life climbing. Some of the German climbers,
in their publications, had stated that it was per-
fectly proper to risk life for a major climb. We
did not think so.

When we tried to climb the Higher Cathedral
Spire, which was an extremely difficult climb in
Yosemite Valley and had never been attempted, this
was in 1934, we got up to a point where we were not
quite sure that we could hold a fall if it occurred;
so we stopped and turned back. We weren't embar-
rassed, and we weren't cowardly. We just thought we
were sensible.

We went back and studied and practiced some
more at Cragmont. When we finally made the climb on
the third attempt, we felt that we could have held
the fall of any one of the three of us, if any of us
had ever fallen. Actually, none of us did. Of
course, roped climbing has to be on the theory that
a fall could happen or else there is no use in
having the rope. So that started rock climbing in
the western United States.

Was this with Bestor Robinson?

Bestor Robinson and Jules Eichorn. We made the
first ascent of the Higher Spire in April, 1934, and
the first ascent of the Lower Cathedral Spire, which
was even more difficult, in August, 1934.
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The Rope and the Piton

In the time of Muir, people climbed without ropes.
Muir made the first ascent, for instance, of Mt.
Ritter, which was a difficult enough climb so that
it killed three Sierra Club people last year. Muir
got to a point where he could not go up and he could
not go down. He was all alone, one hundred years
ago, and the nearest person was probably at Yosemite
Valley forty miles away. He finally went up because
it is a little easier to go up than down since you
can see where you are going.

When the rope was brought into climbing in the
Sierra, a totally new standard of more difficult
climbing was started. Robert L. M. Underhill,
professor of philosophy at Harvard, and his wife--she
was not married to him at the time, but she was a
woman climber who had done a lot of climbing without
men and had written some books on it--had climbed a
great deal in Switzerland and some in England.

They brought the rope back from England to
Harvard in 1931 and wrote an excellent paper in
Appalachia on rope climbing. Then Francis Farquahar
invited them to go on the Sierra Club High Trip in
1931. They brought the rope into the Sierra at that
time.

It was because of Underhill's example and my
desire to get some short exercise that I became
interested in rock climbing. Rock climbing takes
only about three hours or less, whatever you want.
You don't have to go any distance because rocks for
practice climbing are usually available locally.

To my mind, it has always been the solution of a
difficult problem, or trying to accomplish something
that has never been done before, such as the climb
of the Cathedral Spires, that provided the real joy
of climbing.

The next year, 1933, we took climbing the
president of the Aetna Life Insurance Company, who
was out in the west on business. It happened that
he was the chairman of the rock climbing section of
the Connecticut Chapter of the Appalachian Mountain
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Club, and I was rock climbing chairman of the Sierra
Club. We took him for the first ascents of the
Three Teeth, 12,000 foot peaks, of the Sawtooth
Ridge on the northern boundary of Yosemite. That
was some of the most difficult climbing in the high
country.

I read in the Sierra Club Bulletin that you pioneered
the use of pitons.

Yes, when we first started the climb of the Cathedral
Spires, we used nails. I've heard that they are
still there--great big, long spikes about ten inches
long. We would drive them into a crack, and then we
would tie a loop of rope to the nail. We realized,
because we were sensible, that that rope would not
sustain a very heavy strain if a person fell more
than about four or five feet. He would probably
break the loop of rope or pull the nail out.

When we made our first attempt on the spire and
found that it was so difficult and that it was over-
hanging eight hundred feet below us--we would fall
eight hundred feet if we weren't careful--we retreated
and then sent to Sporthaus Schuster in Munich for
some pitons. They had been invented by a German by
the name of Dulfer a year or two kefore, and we had
read about them in the British Mountaineering Journal
which had just come out.

The word piton is a French word. It has an eye
and a thin blade that you can drive into a crack in
the rock. We drove them into cracks in Cragmont Rock
in Berkeley. The rope is snapped to the piton with
a kind of big safety pin of steel that is about three-
eighths to one-half inch thick. It is called a
carabiner, with an open gate like a safety pin. You
put your rope in there so that you have steel connect-
ing you with the piton, which connects you to the
rock.

I won't take time now, but in World War II my
work in Washington, D.C., was to adapt the piton for
the mountain troops of the United States. Germany,
Italy, and Japan had expert alpine troops, and the
United States had none and no equipment, we had only
clothing and equipment for a war in Paris.
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During that work for the army, I was able to get
tests of how strong the piton could be. It would
hold a load of three thousand pounds. The carabiner,
the safety pin, would hold a couple thousand pounds.
The nylon rope would hold about three thousand
pounds. The human body wouldn't stand that much, so
the things you were working with were stronger than
the human body.

What we had to do was to let the rope slide, and
we determined--I wrote a small book on it--that if
ycu allow the rope to slide as far as a person falls
--for instance, if he falls five feet, you allow the
rope to slide five feet more--it won't require a
force of more than twice his weight to stop him.*

In other words, the force on the man, rope, carabiner,
and piton would only be about three hundred pounds
for a one hundred fifty pound man. But if you stop
the rope infinitely quickly by holding it over a rock,
the falling body will develop a force infinitely
great. That is why you have to let the rope slide.

We worked out a technique to take up the shock
gradually and used it for this climb of Cathedral
Spires with Jules, Bestor, and I. That changed the
whole philosophy of climbing. Before our day no one
had ever thought of attempting the Cathedral Spires.
As far back as 1865, "the last unclimbed peak of
Yosemite" had been climbed; Half Dome was climbed.
It had been considered totally impossible. Things
like the Cathedral Spires nobody even considered,
because they knew you couldn't climb those.

Did these changes--the piton, the rope, and later
the nylon rope--increase the popularity of mountain-
eering in California?

I think so. It has become extremely popular now.

In fact, when we were in Yosemite forty years ago,
we had maybe thirty or forty people a year who would
be climbing. These were all Sierra Club people,
friends of ours. We would take trips up there on

*Richard M. Leonard, Belaying the Leader (Contor,
1946) .
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May 30 and at Labor Day. Now I understand that the
number runs up into several thousands that climb in
Yosemite Valley each year, and they climb things
that were impossible for us.

In all spheres of life performance gets better
all the time. In Olympic running and swimming there
are always new world records every meet, because
people learn how to do it better. Also, from three
and three quarter billion people on earth, naturally
some of them are going to be more capable in those
ways than the smaller number of people before. If
you only have thirty or forty climbers in the
thirties and several thousand in the seventies, out
of those several thousand there will be some that
will have better ability.

Also, the climbers nowadays go up and spend the
entire summer climbing every single day, so that their
muscles get to be extremely powerful. When we were
climbing, we would leave the office at five in the
afternoon, drive until midnight to get to Yosemite,
get up at six o'clock, climb all day Saturday, climb
all day Sunday, drive back to the office again about
two o'clock Monday morning, sleep all day Monday and
Tuesday in the office. Then we wouid work Wednesday
and Thursday, and on Friday get ready to go up again.

When we were climbing, we were quite proud that
we used the side of our foot when <climbing on little
ledges because it would have less of a strain, but
nowadays these climbers put the tip of their toe on
the ledges. That puts a terrific leverage on the
ankle, of about pretty near eleven inches or more,
as compared to two inches on the side. They have the
strength, and that forces the body in closer to the
rock and gives better balance. So climbing is get-
ting better all the time.

Was there any reluctance on the part of some rock
climbers to use the piton?

There was in Europe. When we made the first ascent
of the Cathedral Spires, we were quite amused because
the Alpine Journal, not the British alpine journal,
but the Alpine Journal, the first one on earth, had

a little comment that the summit of the Cathedral
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Spires had been reached, they understood, by the use
of pitons, but it had not been climbed.

George D. Abraham, one of the leaders of British
climbers, said that it is not sporting to use pitons
though it's all right for climbers who are profes-
sional who are doing it for pay; but an amateur
climber should do it for sport and not protect him-
self.

In the Sierra Club Bulletin, you were talking about
the attempts on Half Dome in the middle thirties, and
you mentioned that you had a debate on the line
between what was and what was not excessive use of
pitons. What did you mean by that?

Well, I guess that, on hindsight, it is almost a
little reflection of the British theory that you can
never use anything artificial, nothing that the
mountain didn't have itself. On the highest spire,
for instance, we had nearly eight hundred feet of
climbing without pitons for direct aid and only about
ten feet where we had to use the pitons for hand and
footholds because there didn't happen to be natural
holds available. We had said at the time that if
anybody ever climbs it without having to use pitons
as hand and footholds, they are doing a better job,
and it has been climbed since then without the use
of pitons for such artificial aid.

I don't think it has ever been ciimbed without
pitons for protection. My own feeling was at that
time, and still is today, that pitons for protection
are morally right, because they do not make the climb
any the less difficult. They are simply protection
in case of some slip or accident.

To use a piton for a direct handhold or foothold
is a different thing. That's why we kind of felt
that it was wrong, forty years ago, to have to use
them as kind of a ladder up Half Dome, or as they
have done on E1l Capitan now. They sometimes have as
many as several hundred pitons from bottom to top.

I have had the National Park Service call me from
Washington, D.C., and many other people, wanting to
know if that is fair or proper. I said, "Yes, it is."”
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It is just the same as getting to the summit of Mt.
Everest with oxygen. For years the British tried it
without oxygen and found that man, when he got to
about twenty-eight thousand feet, could not make it.
Three of the British climbers were lost and never
heard from again. Now we have found that people can
just become unconscious at those altitudes and not
even know it ahead of time. So you can become un-
conscious and fall. Now it is considered proper to
use oxygen and pitons, though there is increasing
pride in climbing without aids.

The Committee on Rock Climbing, 1932

Could you describe the origin of the Committee on
Rock Climbing, launched by the Sierra Club's Bay
Chapter in November, 19327

Well, that is kind of interesting. The Sierra Club
was conservative, and the board of directors did not
approve of rock climbing because they thought it
might be dangerous. So they would not permit the
Sierra Club to engage in rock climbing. So in
March, 1932, I formed the Cragmont Climbing Club,
just a group of us as friends, and we did our own
climbing. Then Francis Farquhar became president of
the Sierra Club, and Lewis Clark kecame the chairman
of the San Francisco Bay Chapter. Both of them were
mountaineers and members of the American Alpine Club
and the Cragmont Climbing Club. By November the
Sierra Club approved, and we formed the Rock Climbing
Section. I was the first chairman and continued so
until the war, ten years later.

In 1932, I abolished the Cragmont Climbing Club
because I did not want to have any separation between
that group of climbers and the Sierra Club. I felt
there should be only one group, and I think it has
been wise. Of course, almost every chapter has a
Rock Climbing Section now. It has gone ahead very
well. Teaching safety is the main purpose of the
Sierra Club activity. Just last Sunday I saw about
fifty of them on top of Pinnacle Rock right near
Cragmont Rock. So the Berkeley rocks are still used
for this purpose.
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You went over to Marin County in 1931 and had some
type of climbing demonstration on the sea cliffs?*

I think Jules Eichorn may have done some demonstrations
in 1931 on the local-walks climb on the cliffs near
Stinson Beach. That's where I first met Jules. I was
fascinated to meet him as I had thought he was an old
man of about sixty or seventy-five, because of his
great reputation in climbing. But Jules was about
twenty; he seemed so young at my elderly age of twenty-
four. That's how we got acquainted. Jules had been
with Robert Underhill the year before on the Sierra

Club High Trip. You have done some good reading. I
had almost forgotten about that.

Mt. Waddington

I don't know that we want to go into even your more
important climbs, but do you recall any outstanding
incidents relating to the climbs or the men you climbed
with, like Eichorn or Bestor Robinson?

Well, our principal climbing attempt was after we read
in the newspaper that some British and Canadian climbers
had been trying to climb Mt. Waddington, the highest
peak of provincial Canada. They had made ten attempts,
and all ten had failed. So we said, "Gee, it is time
that we went." It was a rock climb, so we figured we
could rock climb there as well as znywhere else. But
we had to go up a twenty-five mile glacier, starting

at three feet below sea level. We had a sea plane

and got out of the plane in salt water and started the
climb up this twenty-five mile glacier to reach the
snow summit at 13,000 feet. At that point, a very
severe storm came in, and we had to retreat in the
blizzard because of avalanches and couldn't make the
rock summit. That was 1935. That was just three years
after we had started climbing and the year after we

had done the good climbing in Yosemite.

*Sierra Club Bulletin, 17, no. 1 (February 1933): 105.
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We decided to go back and try again in 1936.
Each trip was three weeks, and we slept on snow and
ice 2,000 feet thick for two weeks at a time, cooking
our meals with little kerosene primus stoves. This
time we tried to climb it by an arete, which is a
sharp ridge. It is a ridge because it is the soundest
rock, and thus has fewer hand and foot holds than
usual. But it is safe, since anything that falls
passes by either side. It's only up to you whether
you fall off. The easiest way to climb that side of
the mountain was up what they call a couloir or
gulley--a chute 3,000 feet long at an angle of about
65 degrees. Any rock or ice would come down that gul-
ley so fast that you couldn't even see it. It would
zoom, zoom, as it went by.

Other parties later climbed it by that route and
had some severe accidents. We stayed out of it because
we decided that it wasn't safe. There was nothing you
could do about those falling rocks except not to be
where they were. That is why we stayed out on the
steep ridges, but the climbing was so slow that we
weren't able to make it. Another party from the
American Alpine Club made it the same year we were
there. They climbed up the dangerous route and had a
very severe rock fall during the dark: they couldn't
see it either and were just lucky they weren't hit.

Norman Clyde

Did you ever climb with Norman Clyde?

Yes, Norman was our guide on Sierra Club High Trips
for many years. This is one of the unfortunate

things that I think ought to be recorded for the
future, since this is history. I had to fire Norman
in 1941. He had been our guide in 1937 in Canada

on the High Trip, and in 1938, 1939, and 1940. 1In
1941, he was the dean of all climbers. He had climbed
about one thousand peaks in the Sierra, many of them
first ascents.

He was a wonderful old man, but a very crochety
one, He had lost his job as a school teacher because
one Halloween the kids taunted him too severely and he
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fired over their heads with a gun. The parents didn't
think it was funny, and the school board fired him.
From then on, he was somewhat of a hermit and did
guiding work, writing, and exploration.

Another time he was in a car with Bestor Robinson
heading for climbing in Death Valley. Horace Breed
was in another car behind them and got impatient
because Norman was going too slowly, so Horace pulled
out in the desert and went past them in a big cloud
of dust. Norman pulled out his pistol to shoot him
for having passed him and left him with all that dust.
Bestor grabbed the gun and was able to keep him from
shooting his brother-in-law.

Well, I knew all of those things, but he seemed
perfectly safe and sound in his mountaineering, and
he was wonderful for several years. But in 1941,
he was leading a party of inexperienced people up an
easy mountain called Matterhorn Peak. It has a
frightening name, but it is an easy climb. For
some reason, maybe to give a thrill to his party,
Norman took them across a steep snow bank on about a
forty-five degree slope.

People forget, although Norman knew it, that if
you fall one hundred feet on a forty-five degree ice
slope, it's equal to falling fifty feet over an over-
hang. The results are the same when you hit the rocks
at the bottom, because a fall on a slope of hard snow
or ice at forty-five degrees accelerates at approxi-
mately half the speed of gravity, and so with a 100
foot slide, you end up with a fifty foot crash at the
bottom. They were not roped because it was such an
easy climb.

The last man was a little bit clumsy, and he broke
the final step in the snow and started to slide. He
crashed down into the rocks, fractured his pelvis in
several places and cut his scalp so badly that it took
the doctor that night, seventy-six stitches to put his
scalp back on; it almost took his scalp off.

Norman was so angry that the man would be so
stupid as to do that, that he said, "The hell with him.
Let's go on with the climb." He was going to go on.
[Clank, clank.] My wife says--I battered the lamp
that I just hit--that I have French blood and talk with
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my hands when I get excited. Well, I was excited
because Norman just said, "We are going to go off
and leave him."

Were you there?

No, I wasn't there at the time of the fall. I was on
another climb and had taken the day off, but Dave
Brower was in charge for the day. Of course, the rest
of the party wouldn't leave the man, sSo someone came
dashing back to camp, and they got a stretcher and
brought him back. We always had a doctor on these
trips. The doctor, fortunately, was a very skillful
surgeon, still is, Dr. Dexter Richards in Berkeley.

He took seventy-six stitches in putting the poor man's
scalp back on, and then he had <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>