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With the hiss of air brakes, a school bus pulls 
into the parking lot of the Pioneer Yosemite 
History Center (PYHC). The door opens and 

a jumble of students pile out. These preteens look as you 
might expect. The guys wear blue jeans and baseball caps 
with the bills askew in every direction. The girls wear 
retro tee shirts and colorful “LiveStrong” bracelets. 

This outing to the History Center is more than a brief 
stop on a field trip to Yosemite. It is the culmination of 
months of preparation, research, and study. Their visit 
to the PYHC will become a twenty-four hour expedi-
tion back in time. This trip will be both a challenge and a 
reward. It will create memories to last a lifetime.

Left in the bus are the accessories of the twenty-first 
century: iPods, Gameboys, and cell phones. The students 
leave these treasured possessions behind as they spend 
the next 24 hours living life much as their predecessors 
in Yosemite did over one hundred years ago. Instead of 
heating their next meal in a microwave oven, they will 
cook it over a wood stove, which is fed with wood they’ve 
chopped and split. Rather than turning on a faucet, the 
young pioneers will carry buckets of water from the hand 
pump a hundred yards from the cabin in which they will 
live. The bathroom is across the bridge… a long distance 
when the dark of night is broken only by the kerosene 
lamp you carry. The next journey they take will not be 
by bus but on a stage powered by two large draft horses. 
During the course of the day, they will spend time work-
ing in the blacksmith shop, sweating in the heat of the 

coal-fed forge. This is life as experienced in Yosemite 
National Park’s Environmental Living Program.

The students shed more than their possessions as they 
cross the covered bridge to the History Center. They also 
abandon their own identity as they assume the character 
of one of Yosemite’s many early settlers. The ball cap is 
replaced by the floppy brimmed hat of a pioneer. The 
girls trade their modern attire for the full dress popular 
a hundred years ago. Some students will finalize their 
costume with wigs and false beards, but identifying with 
their historical alter ego is more than simply dressing the 
part. After months of research, they know more about 
their character than do nearly any other visitors to the 
park. They will know the biography of the person, as well 
as the contributions that individual made to Yosemite. 
In some cases, they will have learned how their character 

helped shaped the concept of a national park system. 
Some of the historical figures are well known, such as 
John Muir or Teddy Roosevelt.  Others played an impor-
tant, if less well-known role in the development of the 
park: Galen Clark, the first Guardian of the Grant; Lizzy 
Hodgdon, an early California rancher; George Anderson, 
the first person to ascend Half Dome; and Tabuce, a 
native Miwok with extraordinary basketry skills. 

The Environmental Living Program (usually referred 
to as ELP) began in the early 1970s as a component of the 
National Park Service’s education and interpretation divi-
sion.  Students participating in ELP undergo an amaz-
ing learning experience that utilizes the resources found 

L e A r N i N g  A b o u t  Y o s e M i t e ’ s  
P A s t …  i N  t H e  P r e s e N t  t e N s e
twentY-four hours in YoseMite’s environMentAl living ProgrAM
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ELP students weave good-luck charms out of sticks and wool yarn.
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John Pansarosa interprets his surroundings through painting.

bY Jeff lAhr
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in the Yosemite Pioneer History Center. The program’s 
purpose is not only to teach the students pioneer skills, 
but also to introduce them to important decision-making 
skills needed in managing wilderness and national parks. 
Using a variety of hands-on learning techniques includ-
ing role-playing and problem solving, students deal with 
many practical and philosophical issues that confronted 
people at the time when the national parks were first con-
ceived.

During the twenty-four hours spent at the PYHC, the 
teacher is responsible for implementing the program with 
oversight by Susan Michael, volunteer ELP Coordinator, 
and Kristine Hutchinson, ELP Supervisor and Park 

Ranger. The teacher is also assisted by parent volunteers, 
all who have spent a previous weekend learning how to 
make the most of the students’ short stay.

Susan says, “the Yosemite ELP program provides stu-
dents a unique opportunity to experience some of the 
successes and struggles from throughout Yosemite’s his-
tory in a way no textbook can provide.”  

The students are divided into small groups depending 
on the perspective from which their historical character 
might have viewed the park. There are groups of early 
settlers, artists, road builders, innkeepers and conserva-
tionists. The format of the program involves a series of 
learning stations through which the groups rotate. The 
stations include: cooking/wood chopping, blacksmithing, 
arts and skills, transportation, and the role task station. 
The educational philosophy is the same at all stations: 
learn by doing. This is an experiental learning environ-
ment with an emphasis on cooperative problem solving. 
Much to the frustration of some students who are used 
to traditional teaching practices, the adults will intervene 
only to ask a probing question or to make sure safety 
rules are never forgotten. Some of the lessons learned will 
affect the entire group. One class of apprentice pioneers 

ate a supper of 
runny “stew” 
when the ratio 
of flour to water 
was not care-
fully followed.

At each 
learning sta-
tion, students 
practice skills 
that would have 
been common 
one hundred 
years ago, but 
are all but for-
gotten today. 
At the wood 

chopping station, it doesn’t take many logs until students 
are carefully selecting the best wood for splitting.  At the 
kitchen, students learn that keeping the temperature con-
stant in a wood burning stove requires knowledge of the 
stove and the wood fuel, along with a careful eye to the 
woodbox. 

At the transportation station, students learn that 
horses, like cars, require fuel (in this case, hay); and like 
cars, they produce their own unique type of pollution (to 
be raked up daily). With the demeanor of a drill sergeant, 
stage driver Burrel “Buckshot” Maier quizzes the students 
in the name and purpose of each piece of equipment 
(don’t ever make the mistake of referring to the leather 
strips with which the driver directs the horses as “reins” 
instead of the correct term, “lines”).

At the role task station, located in a nearby meadow, 
students are subtly directed to consider what to do with 
a “newly discovered” piece of land, The Meadow, which 
sits next to the national park. The land is tangible; the 
scenario is fictional. Each group arrives at the station after 
an imaginary two-day walk. The Indians and settlers are 
the first to arrive. Not surprisingly, included in their job 
are the tasks to map the meadow and name the features. 
The artists draw, paint and write about what they have 
found. The innkeepers consider ways to develop this area 
to provide services for future visitors. The transportation 
group plans the best location for roads, trails and stage 
stops. The guardians develop a set of rules that will help 
protect this piece of property. All of this information will 
be used the next day at the culminating event of their 
stay, the Town Meeting.

As the day progresses and the sun travels to the western 
horizon, the students gather around the Hodgdon Cabin 
in the History Center. This cabin, the cooking station, will 
be the gathering spot for the evening meal. Throughout 
the day, each student has contributed to the community 
meal and can take due credit—for better or worse. 

Volunteer ELP coordinator Susan Michael, in period dress, enters 
the historic Wells Fargo building at the Pioneer Yosemite History 
Center.
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An ELP student chops wood, which will 
bring warmth to the cabin and put hot 
food on the table.
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After dinner, students cross the bridge to the Gray 
Barn, where they will spend the evening brushing up on 
their folk dancing skills. When bedtime finally arrives, 
students wearily return to their cabins.

The next morning is filled with packing, preparations 
for leaving, and, of course, breakfast; again cooked on 
the wood burning stove, prepared by a group of students 
who rose at 5:00 a.m. After breakfast, the students join 
in the final event of their stay: the Town Meeting. At the 
meeting, each group of pioneers reveals their decisions 
regarding the best use of The Meadow. After the presen-
tations (complete with hand-drawn maps, artifacts and 
other homemade visuals), the groups take part in a vigor-
ous discussion on the best way to use (or not use) The 
Meadow. Within minutes, the group is struggling with 
issues of land management that have challenged Yosemite 
and the National Park Service since their inception. More 
often than not, the conclusions that these young land 
managers devise show a strong similarity to the intent 
of the Organic Act, the original legislation that created 
the National Park Service in 1916, and which continues 
to provide the guiding framework for land use in the 
National Parks:

The purpose of the National Park Service “is to con-
serve the scenery and the natural and historic objects and 
the wildlife therein and to provide for the enjoyment of 
the same in such manner and by such means as will leave 
them unimpaired for the enjoyment of future genera-
tions.” These young conservationists are able to discuss 
intelligently the mission of the Park Service as they tackle 
complicated land management issues. At the close of the 
Town Meeting, the group soon realizes that if the area is 
to be set aside for enjoyment and preservation, they must 
adhere to a careful balance of compromises. The students 
are encouraged to take an active part in future decisions 
concerning the park. Perhaps as their bus pulls out of 

the parking lot and drives through the park, some of the 
students will gaze out the windows at the passing scenery, 
contemplating issues facing Yosemite today.

As the students climb on board the bus and reconnect 
to their twenty-first century toys, they will soon return 
to the classroom where concerns for state standards and 
national testing will dictate their curriculum.  As they 
study, filling their heads with the facts that ensure success 
on the multiple-choice tests, perhaps memories of their 
time at the History Center will overtake their senses. The 
smell of the stew simmering on the wood burning stove, 
the sound of the horse traveling across the bridge, the sat-
isfying thwack as their axe sinks deep into the wood they 
are splitting. These are treasured memories, remembered 
long after test scores are forgotten. 

Author’s note: Teachers or individuals interested in 
learning more about Yosemite’s Environmental Living 
Program are encouraged to visit www.nps.gov/yose/
learn/visits.htm, or to contact Susan Michael at (559) 
221-4182 or smm66@cvip.net. 
  If you want to have an ELP experience for yourself 
and your family, YA will be offering a day-long Outdoor 
Adventure on Saturday, June 10, 2006. See our 2006 
Outdoor Adventures catalog, which was mailed with this 
journal, or visit yosemite.org/seminars for details and to 
sign up.

Jeff Lahr has worked in Yosemite for over fifteen 
seasons as a ranger naturalist. Nearly all of this time 
has been spent in Wawona and the Mariposa Grove. 
Jeff also works as a guide on the popular seven-day 
High Sierra Camp Loop, and he has authored, edited, 
and illustrated numerous articles and books about 
Yosemite.

The National Park Service announced in 

November that camping fees in Yosemite 

National Park would be increased begin-

ning January 1, 2006. 

Campgrounds affected by the rate 

increase are Upper Pines, Lower 

Pines, and North Pines in Yosemite 

Valley, Hodgdon Meadows, Crane Flat, 

Tuolumne Meadows, and Wawona. Rates 

in these campgrounds increased from 

$18/night to $20/night. 

Additionally, first-come, first-served 

sites at Bridalveil Creek and White Wolf 

increased from $12/night to $14/night 

and Tamarack Flat, Yosemite Creek, and 

Porcupine Flat increased from $8/night 

to $10/night.

Prices at Camp 4 in Yosemite Valley and 

at the Backpackers camps in Yosemite 

Valley, Tuolumne Meadows, and Hetch 

Hetchy remain at $5/night. Stock camps, 

($25/night) and group camps ($40/

night) are also unaffected by the rate 

increase.

Most campsites in Yosemite National 

Park are on a reservation system. The 

National Park Reservations Service is 

currently taking reservations five months 

in advance. The toll-free reservation 

number is (800) 436-7275. Reservations 

can also be made online at http://reser-

vations.nps.gov. Reservations are always 

recommended in Yosemite National 

Park, especially during the peak season.

A complete list of campground locations 

and opening/closing dates may be found 

at http://www.nps.gov/yose/pphtml/

camping.html.

The increase in camping fees resulted 

from a comparative study of area camp-

grounds. Rates were last increased in 

February, 2001.

Camping Fees increase in Yosemite National Park
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Teacher’s Section 
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http://www.agelesspatterns.com/
http://www.buckaroobobbins.com/
http://www.lafnmoon.com/
http://www.cynthiasews.com/vintagepatterns.htm
http://www.reproductionfabrics.com/
http://www.pastpatterns.com/
http://www.sensibility.com/mainpage.htm
http://trulyvictorian.netfirms.com/
http://www.wingeo.com/
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Your Yosemite 

Environmental Living 
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*Note: This map inaccurately shows the sleeping quarters. Tents will be set up beyond the pump area. 
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Post-Visit Activities  
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