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Introduction

The Cultural Landscape Inventory (CLI) 

The Cultural Landscape Inventory (CLI) is a comprehensive inventory of all cultural landscapes in the 
National Park System.  Landscapes that are listed, or eligible for listing, on the National Register of Historic 
Places, or are otherwise managed as cultural resources and in which the National Park Service has, or plans 
to acquire, legal interest are included in the inventory.  The CLI identifies and documents each landscape’s 
location, size, physical development, landscape characteristics, character-defining features, and condition.  
Cultural landscapes have approved CLIs when concurrence with the findings is obtained from the park 
superintendent and all required data fields are entered into the Cultural Resources Information System 
(CRIS-CL) database.  In addition, for landscapes not currently listed on the National Register and/or without 
adequate documentation, concurrence is required from the State Historic Preservation Officer, Tribal Historic 
Preservation Officer, or the Keeper of the National Register.    

Scope of the CLI 
The information contained within the CLI is compiled from primary and secondary sources and through on-
site surveys of the landscape.  The level of investigation is dependent upon scoping the need for information. 
 The baseline information collected provides a comprehensive look at the historical development and 
significance of the landscape.  Documentation and analysis of the existing landscape identifies character-
defining characteristics and features and allows for an evaluation of the landscape’s integrity and an 
assessment of the landscape’s condition.  The CLI also includes historic maps, drawings, and images; 
photographs of existing conditions; and a site plan that indicates major features.  The CLI documents the 
existing condition of park landscape resources and identifies impacts, threats, and measures to stabilize 
condition. This information can be used to develop strategies for improved stewardship. Unlike a Cultural 
Landscape Report (CLR), the CLI does not provide management recommendations or treatment guidelines 
for the cultural landscape, but it may identify stabilization measures.    

The Cultural Resources Information System (CRIS) 
CRIS is the National Park Service’s database of cultural resources on its lands, consisting of archeological 
sites, historic structures, ethnographic resources, and cultural landscapes. Cultural Resources Inventory 
System (CRIS) replaces three legacy inventory systems: ASMIS (archeology), CLI (cultural landscapes), and 
LCS (historic structures); and it reinstates the former ERI (ethnographic resources). This Cultural Landscape 
Inventory document reflects the information in a corresponding CRIS Cultural Landscape record. 

Statutory and Regulatory Foundation 
The legislative, regulatory, and policy directives for conducting and maintaining the CLI within CRIS are:  

• National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) of 1966 (16 USC 470h-2(a)(1)) Sec. 110  
• Executive Order 13287: Preserve America, 2003. Sec. 3 (a and c) 
• Secretary of the Interior’s Standards and Guidelines for Federal Agency Historic Preservation 

Programs
• Pursuant to the National Historic Preservation Act, 1998. Std. 2 
• Cultural Resource Management Guideline, 1997, Release No. 5, page 22; issued pursuant to 

Director’s Order #28 (DO-28) 
The NHPA requires the identification, evaluation, and nomination of historic properties to the National 
Register of Historic Places and the maintenance and expansion of an inventory of cultural resources.  DO-28
 requires a cyclic assessment of the current condition of cultural landscapes based on an assessment 
interval, with a default of six years.  

Use 
Beyond fulfilling legal and policy requirements, park staff can use the Cultural Landscape Inventory 
in the following ways:  
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• To learn about park cultural landscapes (all staff) 
• To inform management decisions (park managers) 
• To inform project planning and development (park managers, facility managers, project 

managers, compliance specialists) 
• To monitor the condition of the cultural landscape and take measures to protect its 

significance and integrity (cultural resource managers, facility managers) 
• To recognize the stabilization and treatment needs of landscape features and plan work 

within cultural landscapes to address the needs (facility managers, cultural resource 
managers) 

• To understand the cultural value of natural systems in a cultural landscape (natural resource 
managers) 

• To create programming and educational materials based on site history (interpretation and 
education specialists) 

• To recognize impacts within cultural landscapes and enforce protection measures (visitor 
and resources protection staff) 
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Other Names:

Landscape Type:

Property Level and CLI Numbers

Inventory Unit Name: Camp 4

Resource Classification: Cultural Landscape

CLI Identification Number: 976233

Parent Landscape: 976233

Park Information

Park Name: Yosemite National Park

Park Organization Code: 8800

Park District: YOSE    

Alpha Code: YOSE    

Region: Pacific West

Restricted: Yes

General Information

Inventory Status: Complete

Landscape Description:

Camp 4 is located in the middle of the Yosemite Valley in Yosemite National Park. It is situated north of Northside 
Drive immediately west of Yosemite Lodge and north of the Leidig Meadow area. Yosemite Valley is seven miles long 
and one mile wide. And like the rest of the Valley floor, the campground lies at an elevation of approximately 4,000 
feet, and is surrounded by granite cliffs that rise to elevations of 8,800 feet at Half Dome, 7,500 feet at El Capitan, and 
7,200 feet at Glacier Point. Offering modest, designated campsites and camping facilities, the campground covers 
some 5-6 acres of the forested meadow area extending north of Northside Drive to the boulder-strewn talus slopes at 
the base of the Valley's steep walls. During its historic period (1947-1970), Camp 4 earned national and international 
acclaim as the center of modem rock climbing. Yosemite climbers invented and developed the techniques and 
technology to ascend Yosemite's vertical walls; they invented big wall climbing. The site contains not only the upper 
and lower portions of the campground, but most importantly, it embraces the campground's famous boulders. 

This cultural landscape does not have any component landscapes.

Landscape Hierarchy Description:
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Site Plan

Site Plan.
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Boundary Map.
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Park Superintendent Concurrence: Yes

Park Superintendent Date of Concurrence: 09/29/2022

Concurrence Status:

Concurrence Information

Completion Status Explanatory Narrative:

Camp 4 was listed on the National Register and has superintendent concurrence. 
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Concurrence Graphic Information:

Attachment File Path

Keeper signature.
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Boundary Description:

Verbal Boundary Description 
The Camp 4 site encompasses an elliptically shaped area that extends roughly from Northside Drive north 
to the Valley Loop Trail at the foot of the talus slopes. Its eastern edge is formed generally by the rock-lined 
drainage and its western edge is the vicinity west of the search and rescue cabins. Beginning at the eastern 
margin of Kor Boulder, the boundary follows the drainage south and west along the canal to Northside 
Drive. It then runs west along the road, then turns north and follows the drainage immediately west of the 
search and rescue cabins (and Nixon Boulder) to the Valley Loop Trail. At that point, it wraps around Pratt 
Boulder and follows the trail to Kor Boulder. The boundaries embrace the lower 
( existing) and upper (historic) campground, as well as the major boulders-such as Wine Boulder and 
Columbia Boulder-and open, forested landscape that are the camp's character defining features. The 
boundary is delineated exactly on a topographical map using Global Positioning System technology 
included with this nomination. It should be consulted for park management, planning, and other pwposes. 

Boundary Justification 
The boundary of the Camp 4 historic site represents the campground's core area of use during the period of 
significance (1947 to 1970). Historically, Camp 4's boundary was vague, primarily because the campground 
was informal and defined largely through use and the area's natural features. For this reason, preliminary 
studies suggested a larger area for Camp 4, encompassing the current parking lot and the Swan Slab area 
east of the site. However, further research and consultation show that construction of the parking lot and the 
popularity of the Swan Slab area for recreational climbing occurred after 1970, outside of the period of 
significance. 

State and County:

11Size  (Acres):

Land Tract Number(s)

Geographic Information

State County

California Mariposa County
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Location Map:

Location Map.
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Regional Landscape Contexts:
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Management Category: Should be Preserved and Maintained

Management Information

General Management Information

09/29/2022Management Category Date:

Management Category Explanatory Narrative:

Camp 4 is listed on the National Register and is compatible with the park's legislation. 

Management Agreements:
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Fee SimpleType of Interest:

Narrative:

Legal Interests: 

Located in managed wilderness?: No
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NoDo Adjacent Lands Contribute?

Adjacent Lands Information

Adjacent Lands Narrative: 
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Documentation Status: Keeper Documented

Documentation Narrative Description:

Camp 4 was listed on the National Register and is adequately documented.

Eligibility: Eligible -- Keeper

Concurrence Narrative:

Significance Level: National

Contributing: Individual

Classification: Site

02/21/2003Concurrence Eligibility Date: 

National Register Information

National Register of Historic Places

Statement of Significance for National Register of Historic Places:

Summary 

Camp 4 has integrity and is eligible for listing in the National Register under Criterion A in the area of 
Recreation/Entertainment for its significant association with the growth and development of rock climbing 
in the Yosemite Valley after World War II. From 1947 to 1970, Yosemite National Park played a pivotal role 
in the development of modem rock climbing and the years that define the era represent an exceptional 
period of significance. During this period, what climbers called the "golden age," the Yosemite Valley was 
at the epicenter of the evolution of climbing techniques and technology, as well as the evolution of beliefs 
about the best way to climb. Yosemite rock climbers invented big wall climbing, an activity that allowed 
them to ascend for the first time Yosemite Valley's vertical granite cliffs. Their accomplishments brought 
rock climbing into the modem age, and earned Yosemite Valley an international reputation as a climbing 
Mecca. 

The methods developed here would affect climbing throughout the world. Although climbing took place 
above the Valley floor, Camp 4 served as the campground as well as the intellectual and social arena for 
Yosemite's expert climbers and climbing innovators. It was a meeting ground and focal point for training 
activities, ascent planning, the distribution of information and equipment, philosophical debates about 
climbing standards, and the comradeship and esprit-de-corps that defined the early days and history of the 
sport. Camp 4, then, is associated with the broader history of climbing; it is the place that best represents 
the evolution of modem rock climbing in both the minds of climbers and the general public. 
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Statement of Significance 

With its soaring granite cliffs and isolated spires, the Yosemite Valley, centered in Yosemite National Park, 
has come to symbolize the national park idea and American ideas of nature. Beginning with upper-class 
tourists who were drawn to Yosemite's sublime grandeur in the mid-19th century, most stories about park 
patrons focus on their appreciation of the Valley's impressive landscape. Yosemite and other national 
parks have become famous for viewing scenic wonders from the comfort of a fine hotel or through the 
windshield of an automobile. Other tourists, however, appreciated the Valley for the opportunities it 
provided for a more direct contact with nature through rock climbing. Compared to auto tourists who 
dominated national parks in the 20th century, especially Yosemite, rock climbers were in the minority. 
Their experience with the park, though, was no less important than that of windshield tourists. 

Although climbing in Yosemite had its roots in the mountaineering adventures of naturalists like John Muir, 
it was in the quarter century after World War II that advancements in climbing technology and technique 
placed Yosemite Valley at the forefront of modem climbing. At the time, the Valley's walls were among the 
most technically challenging in North America; they were also virtually untouched. To meet the challenges 
of the Valley's vertical walls-with their hard granite and vertical system of cracks-and notoriously hot 
weather, Yosemite climbers forged new kinds of pitons and developed other equipment that would offer 
protection on routes up the Valley's vertical frontier. In the process, these same climbers invented the 
activity of "big wall" climbing by pioneering multi-day routes up the Valley's steep rock faces. This new 
style of climbing was important not only for how but the way people climbed. Good style was also a matter 
of good ethics. Yosemite climbers believed there was a right way to climb, and developed standards for 
the sport in which climbers should remove all protection afterwards. In doing so, they would leave the route 
in seemingly pristine condition for others to find. 1 

This attempt to impose an order on the sport revealed an effort to preserve and promote an ideal of 
climbing in which the landscape was not harmed and the inherent adventure of climbing was not 
diminished. Although climbers would debate the limits of technology in their ascents, they would not 
abandon its use altogether. Like other encounters with nature, especially through automobiles, climbing 
displayed the complex and often contradictory relationship modem Americans have with nature. Pitons and 
nylon ropes may have enabled climbers to appreciate the natural world, but pitons and ropes were also 
potentially the source of its destruction. It was one thing to climb safely; it was quite another to dominate 
the great walls with bolt ladders and other devices. 

Although climbing took place above the Valley floor, Yosemite climbers made their home in the park's 
Camp 4. In the postwar era, Camp 4 was attractive to climbers because it was the only all-season 
campground in the Valley. More than casual resting place, Camp 4 soon became the center of the climbing 
community-or climbing "colony"-not just in Yosemite but in the world. Camp residents included Royal 
Robbins, Warren Harding, Yvon Chouinard, Chuck Pratt, and Jim Bridwell, all of whom were climbers with 
world-class reputations. They were the innovators who advanced climbing. They were the ones who 
charted new routes up Yosemite's walls, and they were the ones who invented new techniques and 
equipment to make those climbs successful. They also began to promote climbing as a sport by publicizing 
their feats and by initiating a number entrepreneurial efforts, including Yvon Chouinard's Great Pacific Iron 
Works and Patagonia®, Wayne Merry's Yosemite Climbing School, and Royal Robbins's Rock Craft. 

In the twenty-five years after World War II, Yosemite was the epicenter in the evolution of climbing 
techniques and technology, as well as the evolution of beliefs about the best way to climb. It was a period 
that climbers called the "golden age" of Yosemite climbing. During that time, the Valley's major walls would 
be climbed, and the park would earn an international reputation as a climbing Mecca. Thus besides its 
function as a campground, Camp 4 served as a kind of social arena for unaffiliated climbers who resided 
there for extended periods of time. Cohabitation shaped a sense of community and forged relationships 
that were crucial to the innovations and outdoor recreational business ventures that emerged from 
Yosemite in the last half century. In these ways, Camp 4 provides a window to the history of climbing. 

Camp 4 has integrity and is eligible for listing in the National Register under Criterion A in the area of 
Recreation/Entertainment for its significant association with the growth and development of rock climbing 
in the Yosemite Valley after World War II. From 1947 to 1970, Yosemite National Park played a pivotal role 
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in the development of modem rock climbing and the years that define the era represent an exceptional 
period of significance. During this period, what climbers called the "golden age," the Yosemite Valley was 
at the epicenter of the evolution of climbing techniques and technology, as well as the evolution of beliefs 
about the best way to climb. Yosemite rock climbers invented big wall climbing, an activity that allowed 
them to ascend for the first time Yosemite Valley's vertical granite cliffs. Their accomplishments brought 
rock climbing into the modem age, and earned Yosemite Valley an international reputation as a climbing 
Mecca. 

The methods developed here would affect climbing throughout the world. Although climbing took place 
above the Valley floor, Camp 4 served as the campground as well as the intellectual and social arena for 
Yosemite's expert climbers and climbing innovators. It was a meeting ground and focal point for training 
activities, ascent planning, the distribution of information and equipment, philosophical debates about 
climbing standards, and the comradeship and esprit-de-corps that defined the early days and history of the 
sport. Camp 4, then, is associated with the broader history of climbing; it is the place that best represents 
the evolution of modem rock climbing in both the minds of climbers and the general public. 

National Register Significance Criteria:

A - Associated with events significant to broad patterns of our history

Time Period: CE 1947 - CE 1970

National Register Periods of Significance (with Historic Context Themes):

National Register Criteria Consideration:

G -- A property less than 50 years of age

Entertainment - RecreationArea of Significance Category:

Area of Significance:
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State Register Documentation:

Camp 4NRIS Name:

03000056NRIS ID:

NRIS URL: https://npgallery.nps.gov/NRHP/AssetDetail/ded257c1-
bb62-4935-bcce-da12e5813fb2/

NRIS Information:
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National Histric Landmarks:

Statement of Significance for National Historic Landmark:
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World Heritage Site:

NoIs Resource within a designated National Natural Landscape:

19 39 of PageCultural Landscapes Inventory



Camp 4
Yosemite National Park

Chronology:

Year Event Major Event Narrative

CE 1947 Built Evolution of climbing techniques and technology.

CE 1970 Developed End of evolution of climbing era.

Chronology and Physical History

Physical History:
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Exploration and Inspiration: Early Mountaineering in Yosemite 

Modern rock climbing would come of age after World War II, but mountaineering has a long history in 
Yosemite and other areas of the American West. In the mid-19th century, explorers and scientists 
descended on the region, inventorying resources and mapping the country as part of western 
expansion. Geologists like Clarence King surveyed the Sierras, including the Yosemite Valley, in the 
1860s and 1870s. His reasons for climbing to the summits of Sierra peaks emanated from the 
challenge of the climb as well as a desire to understand their geological history and to learn more 
about what was to many a new land. And one of his main objectives was to determine what natural 
wealth the Sierra possessed to further the nation's growth. King's interest in the West's landforms, 
however, revealed more than an intellectual curiosity and a quest for fortune. It also exposed an 
emotional response to the region's mountains specifically and to western scenery generally as 
sublime. King was a keen observer who described the Sierras, including Yosemite, as awe-inspiring 
and beautiful but not without a sense of desolation and terror when confronted with the power of 
nature in this setting.2

Although science and adventure were reasons to seek out Yosemite's mountains, mountaineering 
was also part of the park's growing stature as a natural curiosity in the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries. It was a time when Americans of various backgrounds sought out places like Yosemite as 
part of a larger national movement "back to nature." They wanted relief from the alienating influences 
of the nation's growing industrialization. California residents and western tourists valued, for example, 
Yosemite as a pleasuring ground where they could escape the pace and pressures of urban-
industrial life. Although scenic excursions to western places had once been open only to wealthy 
Americans who could afford such sojourns in the late 19th century, middle-class tourists increasingly 
dominated the scene by the early 20th century. At first, they toured Yosemite and other parks by 
horse and wagon, but automobiles-reliable and affordable after 1910 luckily replaced this mode of 
travel and opened the parks to a broad audience. Capable of seeing parks on their own terms, 
middle-class tourists were concerned less with parks as symbols of national heritage, a point of 
concern for their genteel counterparts of the 1870s and 1880s. This new group of sightseers cared 
more about what parks and other wild lands offered them for recreation and individual experience.3

Although some of California's most famous mountaineers and scientists climbed in Yosemite during 
this period, none was more famous than the naturalist John Muir. Muir, who arrived in the Valley in 
1871, was immediately impressed with the grandeur of its granite walls that reached more than three 
thousand feet above the Valley floor. Unlike Clarence King, Muir's explorations yielded a somewhat 
different impression of the Valley and surrounding mountains. In his descriptions of the Yosemite 
country and its mountains, Muir spoke of the natural world as home; wilderness was not desolate or 
terrifying, but a place to renew one's spirit. Like many at the turn of the twentieth century, Muir 
expounded on the virtues of returning to the natural world as an antidote to the ills of the nation's 
urban-industrial life. A wilderness evangelist, Muir extolled the value of wild places like Yosemite and 
argued that it should be respected and revered. He fought to preserve Yosemite as a national park, 
which was established in 1890. He formed the Sierra Club in 1892 to fight for the protection of the 
new park and its expansion, as well as to lead club members on mountain parties into the high 
country.4

A New Frontier in Climbing: 
Aid Climbing in Yosemite from the 1930s to World War II
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Up until the 1930s, climbing peaks in Yosemite was really hiking up the backs of mountains. During 
the depression, however, a new generation of climbers looked upon Yosemite's strikingly 
perpendicular walls as possible to climb. (Up until this time, only one climber, George Anderson, had 
successfully climbed one of the Valley's Walls. In 1875, Anderson climbed the east face of Half 
Dome, using bolts and ropes.)5 For this new age of climbers, Yosemite's vertical cliffs were the focus 
of adventure. Led by Richard Leonard and others from the San Francisco Bay Area, these climbers 
drew their confidence from climbing accomplishments elsewhere in the nation and world, especially 
the use of direct aid, primarily pitons, carabiners, and ropes, in Europe. By the early 1930s, California 
climbers were learning-and putting into practice-the principles of rope handling and belays. Their use 
of aid not only allowed them to ascend peaks faster and with greater safety, but also broke with the 
past and took their sport in a new direction. Because of roped climbing, they were no longer satisfied 
with the easy ascent of peaks. Climbers now selected routes for the challenges they offered. 
Climbing was becoming, to recite a popular phrase, not about reaching the summit, but about the 
climb itself. 6 
One group, the Cragmont Climbing Club, was instrumental in taking climbing in this new direction in 
Yosemite. According to Gary Arce, the Cragmont Club, a group of Bay Area climbers headquartered 
in Berkeley, "revolutionized attitudes and belay methods on vertical rock." With leaders like Leonard, 
the club believed that falling-controlled and done safely through good belays-improved climbing skills. 
It was belief that ran counter to older schools of climbing. Club members improved conventional belay 
methods by modifying them for vertical climbing without sacrificing safety. Two of the most important 
methods were the hip belay and dynamic belay. In the first belay, the rope passed over the belayer's 
hips not shoulders, more safely supporting the weight of the fallen climber. In the other belay, the 
rope passed slowly through the belayer's hands, causing less strain on his hands, the climber, and 
equipment. These were "major advancements in climbing technique," noted Arce, and gave the 
climbers a "huge boost in confidence."7
Armed with these new climbing techniques and equipment, the Cragmont group, which had 
reorganized as the Rock Climbing Section (RCS) of the Sierra Club, eyed the monolithic and smooth 
granite of Yosemite's walls with enthusiasm. Early mountaineers, who did not possess this kind of 
equipment or skills and who were accustomed to the fissured and broken rock of the High Sierra, 
thought that the walls and spires were unclimbable. In the mid-l 930s, Leonard and his cohorts 
proved these predictions wrong. They successfully ascended Washington Column (1933), Higher 
Cathedral Spire (1934), and Lower Cathedral Spire (1934). David Brower, later renowned as a 
conservation leader, influenced Yosemite climbing, too. Known for his 
"delicate movements," Brower ascended a number of new routes, including one up Cathedral 
Chimney. Brower often climbed with Morgan Harris, and it was Harris who led a team up Royal 
Arches {1936) above Yosemite's Camp 9 {the Sierra Club group camp and for a time the RCS camp 
as well). The climbs were significant because they displayed "exceptional levels of innovation, 
boldness, and determination." The ascent of Washington Column, for example, was the first technical 
climb, using pitons, ropes, formal belays, and other equipment, to be completed in the Valley. The 
route up the Higher Cathedral Spire likewise was accomplished using European pitons and 
carabiners. But Leonard and his companions, such as Jules Eichorn and Bestor 
Robinson, also employed pendulum traverses, double-rope technique, and unusual fiton placements 
to overcome obstacles on the climb and the limits of their rather primitive equipment. 
Their accomplishments opened the door to modem rock climbing in Yosemite. With increased skill 
and confidence, climbers began to rely less on pitons and other equipment for direct aid and more for 
safety. But they were not yet ready for the big wall climbs of the postwar generation. In the late 
1930s, Yosemite climbers briefly flirted with the two greatest problems of the time-Lost Arrow 
Chimney and the monolithic Half Dome -but decided against them. Safety, of course, was an issue. 
The climbers "were neither mentally nor technically prepared" for these climbs, according to Chris 
Jones. Another growing concern was the use of excessive aid. As Leonard recalled later, the route up 
the bald southwest face of Half Dome would cross the
"undefined borderline between justifiable and unjustifiable use of direct aid. "9 Not only would another 
generation of climbers have to solve the great problems, but it would also have to resolve the ethical 
question of how much aid was appropriate.
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Big Wall Climbing: Yosemite's Golden Age, 1947-1970

During World War II, climbing in Yosemite, like other activities in American life, was suspended. Many 
Yosemite climbers joined the Army and trained troops in the fundamentals of mountaineering. After 
the war, climbing gradually increased, and the postwar era became a significant watershed in the 
sport. Climbers benefited from a new and relatively inexpensive and abundant supply of 
mountaineering equipment developed for the Army. In general the equipment, which included nylon 
ropes (replacing hemp), harder pitons, and aluminum carabiners, was lighter and stronger. Besides 
technological advances, climbing changed because postwar Americans had more leisure time, 
greater mobility, higher income, and better education. All of these conditions helped foster a greater 
appreciation of wild places and an interest in outdoor recreation. Although we often associate the 
swarm of auto tourists that descended on national parks in the 1950s with this shift in recreation, 
climbing was also part of it. With better equipment, the drive to improve their skills, and the desire to 
be in a natural setting, postwar climbers literally took the sport to new heights.10
In Yosemite the invention of big wall climbing, its practical and ethical aspects, was the sport's most 
defining characteristic. John Salathe was the first and most important climber of his time. He helped 
define big wall climbing as a multi-day effort using direct aid on the Valley's vertical granite walls. He 
did so by climbing what were considered at the time to be the Valley's three great climbs: the 
southwest face of Half Dome (1946), Lost Arrow Chimney (1947), and Sentinel Rock (1950). Salathe 
was a Swiss blacksmith, and his successful climbs can be attributed partly to his forethought. He 
conceived of routes and then set out to accomplish them. He used stronger pitons, made from a steel 
alloy, which he forged himself. Harder pitons were essential tools for direct aid on routes up vertical 
cracks of granite. Salathe invented other ways to overcome the problems presented by days spent on 
Yosemite's granite faces. His methods included improving his strength, losing weight, and training to 
climb with less water (which along with all other supplies had to be hauled up) in Yosemite's 
notorious heat. He also demonstrated that to be successful on Yosemite's big walls one did not have 
to overwhelm the routes with bolts and other technological devices. With a route in mind, better 
equipment, and lighter loads, Salathe was able to succeed and inspire later climbers to envision 
"new" problems to overcome. 11
For these reasons, many climbers consider Salathe the father of American climbing, and his 1947 
ascent of Lost Arrow Chimney stands out as the opening of the so-called golden age in Yosemite 
climbing. It was the first ascent of a very difficult rock face, which lasted more than five days and 
demonstrated the technological and logistical innovations necessary to complete such a climb. It was 
a test of physical as well as psychological endurance. It demonstrated the deep commitment climbers 
would need to ascend Yosemite's intimidating vertical walls. Thus, Lost Arrow Chimney was the "first 
big wall climb in the country." It set in motion a new age in climbing. 12
In the 1950s and 1960s, the next group of Yosemite climbers would have a profound influence on the 
sport. Although a number of climbers achieved fame in the Valley, two stood out among them: Royal 
Robbins and Warren Harding. By the mid-1950s, there were four major walls left to be climbed: the 
northwest and south faces of Half Dome, El Capitan, and Mt. Watkins. And either Robbins or Harding 
would complete the first ascent of each cliff. In the process, they would demonstrate contrasting 
styles and conceptions of climbing-elegant lines or blank wall conquests-and become embroiled in 
the debate over climbing standards. Robbins and Harding not only "established routes of exceptional 
difficulty and beauty," but they also pushed the ideal of big wall climbing to its logical but complicated 
conclusion. 13
The stage for the debate was set in the late 1950s, when Robbins and Harding made the first ascents 
of the northwest face of Half Dome and the Nose of El Capitan, respectively. In 1957, Robbins led his 
team up Half Dome, completing one of the longest and most demanding routes in North America. 
Besides being "first," the ascent demonstrated Robbins's interest in climbing challenging routes with 
attention to what he and many climbers considered to be good style. They rejected Himalayan-style 
siege tactics and limited the use of permanent anchors in the rock. Robbins ascended Half Dome in 
classic alpine fashion. In a single, concentrated effort, he exploited the wall's natural weaknesses and 
used less than twenty bolts to cross blank sections.14
Harding, on the other hand, believed that the Valley's walls presented a unique challenge that should 
not be limited by the concept of good style advocated by Robbins and other Yosemite climbers. In 
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1958, inspired by Robbins's accomplishment, Harding completed his ascent of the 3,000-foot Nose of 
El Capitan, a huge wall with many blank faces. Harding attacked the cliff using siege tactics. His team 
members ascended the wall as high as they could, fixed ropes behind them, and then lowered 
themselves to prepare for the next assault. The process lasted more than a year-and required125 
bolts. Harding's ascent earned him some national fame, but his peers in the climbing world were 
skeptical. Many, like Robbins, objected to his siege tactics and his use of so many unnecessary bolts. 
This style diminished the challenge of the climb and displayed a lack of respect for the natural 
world.15
But the issue of style was not so clearly divided as the two climbs made it seem. However Yosemite 
climbers felt about the methods used on these two ascents, they all seemed to agree that something 
important had happened. The psychological barriers of big wall climbing had been lowered, showing 
that it was possible to climb the biggest walls. However one felt about climbing styles, bolts were 
common to climbing; they helped to advance the sport. Robbins, for example, made the second 
ascent of the Nose following Harding's route in 1960. Robbins was able to use some of the bolts 
placed by Harding, yet he completed the climb in alpine-style. His ascent lowered the climbing time 
on El Capitan from forty-five days to seven days. Applying Salalthe-like methods to the Valley's 
largest monolith, Robbins completed what some consider the first modern big wall climb. 16
During the next decade, Robbins and Harding would not only become renowned as big wall pioneers, 
but also they would come to represent the poles of a developing climbing scene in Yosemite. Other 
very talented climbers such as Yvon Chouinard, Tom Frost, TM Herbert, Chuck Pratt, Steve Roper, 
and Galen Rowell would make first and second ascents of the Valley's cliffs, often in the company of 
either Robbins or Harding. But Robbins and Harding would help define the sport, its physical and 
mental boundaries. Robbins promoted a kind of moral code for climbing. Throughout the 1960s, he 
demonstrated his ideals by completing very difficult routes in usually good style and then 
broadcasting his message through climbing publications. He wanted people to know that how one 
climbed-by leaving the route as close to its original condition as possible-was more important than 
completing the climb. Harding also completed incredibly difficult routes, but often continued to use 
siege tactics and many bolts, and seemed to send a different message to the climbing community-
reach the summit at all costs. He developed a reputation as a renegade and promoted an ideal of 
climbing that resisted rigid guidelines. He openly resisted attempts by Robbins and others to limit the 
sport, it seemed, with strict standards. 17
In the 1960s, more climbers seemed to favor Robbins's style of climbing. His second ascent of the 
Nose opened new possibilities for Yosemite climbers, and a string of remarkable first ascents 
followed and firmly established a distinct Yosemite style for big wall climbing. In 1961, for example, 
Robbins, Pratt, and Frost pushed an ambitious but circuitous second route up the Salathe Wall on the 
southwest face of El Capitan. The party limited the use of fixed ropes, was on the wall only ten days, 
and needed only thirteen bolts. The next stage came in 1963, when Harding, Chouinard, and Pratt 
ascended the unclimbed southwest face of Mt. Watkins. They reached the summit in a single, five-
day push in sweltering weather that tested each climber's limits. Watkins signaled the end of siege 
climbing in the Valley. Afterwards, climbers were expected to succeed in one push or begin again. 
The following year, Robbins, Pratt, Frost, and Chouinard advanced climbing further with their ascent 
of the southeast face of El Capitan, known as the North American Wall. Beset by winter conditions 
and seams of rotten rock, the climbers pushed to the summit in ten arduous days. In doing so, they 
completed what was considered the most difficult technical climb of its time.18 
By avoiding siege tactics and minimizing bolting, climbers like Robbins expanded their skills, but they 
were making more than a statement that "it could be done." They wanted to retain the challenge of 
climbing Yosemite's vertical walls. And they began to reduce further the amount of support on their 
climbs. In 1965, Chouinard and TM Herbert, for example, climbed a new route up El Capitan, the 
Muir Wall. The ordeal lasted eight days, and they relied on only two men and 30 bolts, they insisted, 
to create a ''purer form of climbing." According to Chouinard, it required greater effort and more risks, 
but ultimately yielded greater rewards. This form of climbing was more in the spirit of John Muir, he 
noted, who took only the bare essentials and attained a closer contact with nature. Climbers should 
take their inspiration from Muir who adapted to his surroundings.19
But climbers, whose skills had advanced so much, required even greater struggles to maintain a 
sense of adventure. In 1968, Robbins took paring to the extreme by soloing the second ascent of the 
Muir Wall. There had been previous solo climbs in Yosemite, but none on something as massive as 
El Capitan. The challenges such a climb presented were immense. Robbins not only had to ascend 
the face of the wall, but he also had to overcome the psychic and physical barriers of climbing alone. 
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He reached the summit after nine days, pushing not only his skills to new levels but also turning the 
focus of climbing inward.20 
As they looked inward, climbers pondered the meaning of climbing and central to this question was 
the use of direct aid. What were the limits of bolts? Robbins, Chouinard, and other leading free 
climbers like Frank Sacherer worried that bolts "could become a substitute for skill and courage." 
Anyone could climb Yosemite's big walls if they constructed bolt ladders. Someday there might be 
little distinction between elite and average climbers. Ironically, as Robbins and others contemplated 
standards for the use of technology on climbs and attempted to limit its use on their climbs, they did 
not eliminate it altogether. As Yvon Chouinard noted, "the better climbers ... know when a bolt must 
be placed." Yosemite's elite climbers, then, were aware of their dependence upon pitons and bolts 
and the effects of using them. It was this self-awareness that enabled them to justify and regulate 
their use. 21 It was like saying a scalpel in the hands of anyone but a surgeon was a knife. It was the 
difference between life and death. 
This perception did not provide a clear idea of what constituted the overuse of bolts, for this issue, 
like the issue of development in national parks and other wild places, was largely a question of 
aesthetics. Some of the loudest bolt opponents, for example, used bolts to ascend the Valley's 
remaining blank, virgin walls. Royal Robbins, for one, hammered his way up routes on Royal Arches, 
Sentinel Rock, Washington Column, the Cathedral Spires, and four more routes on Half Dome. His 
1969 climb of the Tis-sa-ack route on Half Dome alone required 110 bolts. 22
While Robbins's peers considered these climbs significant, despite the reliance on bolts, the climbing 
community was not so charitable towards Warren Harding. Harding did not feel compelled to discuss 
the merits of bolts, like the "Valley Christians," as he called climbing moralists and climbed however 
he pleased. Harding tackled difficult routes and earned a reputation as a workhorse who excelled 
under severe conditions. Drilling holes and anchoring bolts were simply part of his climbing mission, 
whether he was scaling Leaning Tower, Mt. Watkins, Lost Arrow, Liberty Cap, or the south face of 
Half Dome. Like his climb of the Nose of El Capitan, his ascent of the unclimbed south face of Half 
Dome was an epic struggle. He reached the summit in 1970, five years after he started-using 180 
bolts. 23
The climbing community recognized Harding's ascent of the south face as a great achievement, but it 
also worried that it symbolized a trend toward more aid climbing on walls where there were no crack 
systems. Climbers wondered what this meant for the future of climbing if bolts, not the natural 
features of the Valley's great walls, determined routes. Harding's invention of"Bat Hooks," a tool that 
could be inserted into shallow holes to support a climber's weight, seemed to support their fears.24
The debate about the appropriate use of technology often seemed to come down to personal choice 
and illustrated the complicated relationship people have with the natural world. Yvon Chouinard, for 
instance, objected to the use of bolts and bat hooks because they would simplify climbing,' allowing 
anyone to climb. But he had been selling pitons and carabiners, which he made himself since 1958. 
He developed a variety of pitons specifically for the Valley's hard granite and shallow cracks. 
Moreover, Chouinard and other climbers benefited greatly from another piece of equipment, jumar 
ascenders. Brought from Switzerland to Yosemite in 1963, jumars allowed more efficient hauling of 
bags on multi-day climbs. Along with specialized pitons, jumars became standard equipment in 
Yosemite's new big wall method. Thus while Chouinard helped open new possibilities for expert 
climbers like himself by inventing and benefited from adapting existing equipment to different uses, 
the same advantages were available to less experienced climbers, too.25
In this regard, Chouinard and other climbers championed climbing through their entrepreneurial 
endeavors and outdoor journals, and reached an audience of both seasoned and novice climbers. In 
1964, for example, Chouinard expanded opportunities for expert and recreational climbers by forming 
with Tom Frost The Great Pacific Iron Works (and later formed Patagonia®). The company 
manufactured and marketed a growing assortment of outdoor gear. Chouinard also promoted 
climbing and his outdoor products through his own writings in climbing magazines and other journals. 
Likewise Robbins popularized the sport through bis editorial work at, and contributions to, Summit 
magazine, and began his own line of outdoor gear, Rock Craft.26
Chouinard, Robbins, and others may have seen fellow big wall climbers as their primary audience but 
their activities helped raise interest in climbing, foreshadowing the beginning of recreational climbing, 
and prompting some concern about the direction of the sport. The main issue was one of aesthetics, 
namely the damage to cracks on the faces of the Valley's cliffs. The repeated pounding and removal 
of pitons (not bolts) scarred the cracks and caused climbers to reconsider their methods. Unlike in 
Europe, where climbers left their pitons in place, American climbers removed them to preserve--or at 
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least present-nature in its pristine condition for later parties. Like the backpacking philosophy of take 
only pictures and leave only footprints, this ideal had its unintended consequences. It still promoted 
the use of fragile environments. The metal spikes rapidly altered the faces of the Valley's cliffs, and in 
1969, the National Park Service closed several to prevent further damage to cracks. In response, 
climbers like Royal Robbins began to preach the benefits of using less invasive forms of protection to 
replace pitons. The main tool was artificial chocks used by British climbers. By the late 1960s and 
early 1970s, several of the Valley's influential climbers were making the conversion to clean climbing. 
(They used Chouinard's line of"nuts," which chocks came to be called.) More importantly, by using 
them climbers could think of themselves as closer to nature and as preservationists in the spirit of 
John Muir.27
In 1970, however, Warren Harding completed the most ambitious bolting project to date: El Capitan's 
Wall of Early Moming Light (also known as the Dawn Wall). The intimidating climb, which covered 
2,800 feet of overhanging, intermittent crack systems, lasted twenty-seven days. It required 330 bolts 
and allowed Harding and partner Dean Caldwell to ascend a route that bad turned many back. After 
nearly a month on the mountain, several storms, and an abortive rescue attempt, they finished the 
longest big wall climb in history. It was a media event. A swarm of reporters, cameras, and 
microphones greeted Harding and Caldwell on the top of El Capitan. Hoping to exploit their new-
found celebrity, the climbers participated in a whirlwind tour of national sports and talk shows. 28
After several weeks their fame faded, but criticism from fellow climbers was still brewing. Many were 
appalled by the number of drilled holes. Photographer Ansel Adams weighed into the discussion, 
observing that the climb was little more than an "engineering achievement," and Chouinard 
nicknamed Harding the "mad bolter." Many in the Yosemite community also condemned the media 
hype that followed the Dawn Wall climb. The attention not only broke an unwritten stricture of 
humility, but it also broadcast the wrong message about climbing. Ironically, those who protested 
Harding's climb and its publicity were also actively conveying their own message about climbing and 
the meaning of nature through the sale of outdoor gear, articles, and photographs. 29
The Dawn Wall climb was significant because it was an impressive feat, and one of Yosemite's most 
controversial climbs. It illustrated the complex issue of climbing standards. At first Royal Robbins 
applauded Harding's ascent and praised his "eccentric individualism." Then in 1971, he attempted to 
erase the route by chopping out all of Harding's bolts. The issue, it seems, could turn even the best of 
Yosemite climbers into hypocrites. Only a few years earlier Robbin's had railed against such action, 
calling it just as bad as indiscriminate bolting. He also believed that climbing should not be policed, 
citing the Park Service's restrictive rules on Mount Rainier as a prime example. Even more 
problematic, Robbins did not finish his chopping project on the Dawn Wall. Early in his ascent, 
Robbins began to realize chopping all the bolts would take a long time. Moreover, he began to 
appreciate the quality of Harding's route and aid placement; one good lead led to another. 
Afterwards, he decided to abort his mission, conceding that Harding won. In one sense, Harding won 
because he maintained his reputation as a rugged individualist who cared little for physical or moral 
boundaries. In another sense, he did not necessarily win because he did not lead rock climbing into 
mechanical oblivion. The trend in climbing was not towards bolt ladders (and possibly bolt guns and 
suctions cups) but more clean climbing.30
The controversy over Harding's climb helped define the end of an era, Yosemite's "golden age." By 
1970, climbers had accomplished impressive routes up the Valley's immense granite cliffs, and their 
techniques, technological innovations, and philosophical debates-just as much as their ascents of 
Half Dome and El Capitan-helped revolutionize the sport. After the 1960s, Yosemite climbing, and by 
association rock climbing in general, followed trends by Robbins and others. Although good lines 
were more difficult to find, a new generation of climbers completed harder free climbs, thereby 
eliminating the need for the kind of aid used during the previous twenty-five years. Beginning in the 
early 1970s, climbers like Peter Haan and Jim Bridwell used more chocks, attempted «pitonless" 
climbs of existing routes, and experimented with more free and solo climbing. It was a time that saw 
the first solo of the Salathe Wall on El Capitan, the first free ascent of Half Dome (northwest face), 
and the first all-female ascents of El Capitan.31 
Other changes after the end of the "golden age" centered on equipment. Opinions about bolts 
changed as free climbing increased in popularity, and climbers relied on bolts for safety. Climbers 
could not use chocks everywhere, especially on hard face climbs in the Valley. Bolts were now an 
alternative to chocks, however, and not universally abhorred. They not only protected the lives of 
climbers (many of whom were now doing as a form of outdoor recreation) but they also preserved the 
rock. Compared to pitons, bolts caused less damage to cracks and thus were the more reasonable 
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choice.32 
Perhaps the greatest change after the "golden age" was that Camp 4 could not contain climbing as it 
boomed in popularity. In the 1970s, recreational climbers swarmed to Yosemite. Many took 
advantage of the Valley's commercial climbing school, begun by Warren Merry but run by the 
Yosemite Park and Curry Company. The climbing school opened in the late 1960s, and operated 
primarily at Swan Slab, a popular bouldering area east of Camp 4. Recreational climbers were also 
among the increasing number of tourists who visited Yosemite, from some 250,000 people in the 
1930s to some 2.5 million by 1970. Novice climbers competed with the experts who considered 
themselves local or resident climbers, many of whom resided in Camp 4-the climber's campground. 
Rather than having Yosemite's walls to themselves, resident climbers encountered crowded 
conditions, long lines, and increasing amounts of trash at the base of popular climbs. As climbing 
matured, those who had charted new routes up the Valley's vertical walls no longer toiled in isolation 
and obscurity. More importantly, Yosemite's elite climbers found it increasingly difficult to define their 
sport through standards. There were simply too many people climbing. Thus, bolts emerged as the 
best long-term solution; they "became central to the safety and aesthetic sensibilities of the sport's 
future."33 

A Sense of Place and Self: Camp 4 and Yosemite Climbers

In Yosemite, rock climbers of the postwar era may have scaled the Valley's granite walls, but the 
center of climbing, physically and conceptually, was Camp 4. Prior to the 1940s, most Yosemite 
climbers congregated at Camp 9, located on Tenaya Creek. The Sierra Club reserved the site for its 
annual group outings, and most prewar technical climbers stayed there because they were members 
of the Sierra Club. Climbers of this era had little choice of when they climbed and where they stayed, 
because of Park Service policies regarding group camping at the time. Most of the significant early 
climbs took place then during the club's annual events. By the mid-1940s, though, most of the 
Valley's important climbers did not participate in Sierra Club outings, and none of them could reside 
in Camp 9. These individuals began to converge on Camp 4, a dusty campground of trees and 
massive boulders, near Yosemite Lodge. 
The U.S. Army originally designated Camp 4 in 1906, several hundred yards south of today's 
campground. The Army soon abandoned the area because of poor sanitary conditions. In 1929, the 
Park Service formally developed Camp 4 as the Valley's first winter campground and picnic area in its 
present location. In addition to basic facilities, like picnic tables and toilets, the agency built an 
entrance road into the ten-acre site from the main Valley road, which led to the picnic grounds and a 
parking area. Little information exists about the use of Camp 4 after its development for winter 
recreation. In 1941, though, an official park brochure identified the site as Camp 4. By the late 1940s, 
the camp had up to 50 tables scattered across several acres of gently sloping forested terrain. The 
lower, flatter section of the campground was a fairly organized site, with well-spaced tables and a 
network of dirt roads. But the upper section, closest to the mammoth boulders and talus slopes had 
no formal roads, thus allowing visitors to drive and camp virtually wherever they pleased in the 
forested area. (At the time, they entered from the Valley road to the south roughly through the center 
of the camp.) There were no designated or numbered campsites, and this informal arrangement 
allowed tourists (climbers) to create their own sites by grouping picnic tables to meet their needs.34 
By the mid-l 950s and 1960s, as Yosemite climbers began to innovate techniques and technologies 
to scale the walls of Yosemite Valley, word of their accomplishments spread. And Camp 4 emerged 
as one of the most important places for rock climbing in the world. It attracted climbers like Royal 
Robbins, Warren Harding, Mark Powell, Chuck Pratt, and Yvon Chouinard, as well as a number of 
international climbers, who valued the area as a place for climbers. These and other climbers also 
liked Camp 4 because it was the only all­season campground in the Valley; it received early morning 
sunlight sooner than other campgrounds, and it had excellent bouldering. Climbers favored the upper 
portion of the campground, most likely for its seclusion and proximity to the boulders that they used 
for practice climbing.35 
Camp 4, despite being dusty, trampled, and noisy (or perhaps because it was all those things), 
displayed the social composition of Yosemite's climbers. In the 1960s, climbing was not viewed as a 
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mainstream activity, and those drawn to the sport tended to consider themselves on the social fringe. 
This did not mean that they were poor or underprivileged. In the social ferment of the 1960s, many of 
them were white males from middle-class backgrounds, taking breaks from pursuing college degrees. 
They liked Camp 4 because on public land they could survive with little money. Camping was free. 
They pilfered leftovers from the Curry Company's cafeteria across the road, and warmed themselves 
in the Yosemite Lodge's lounge during cold or stormy weather. Their sole focus was the Valley's walls 
in one of the country's most revered cathedrals of nature.36 
Climbers had stayed in Camp 4 since the end of World War II, initially on weekends and by 1957 for 
extended periods of time. That summer Mark Powell became the first Yosemite resident climber. By 
1963, Camp 4 was firmly established as the Valley's climbing center. Its inhabitants thought of camp 
as a vibrant colony" of climbers. Those who stayed in the campground considered themselves part of 
a larger climbing community of "kindred spirits," and they lived in Camp 4 to be around like-minded 
individuals. 
In this respect, Camp 4 was not only the staging area for the ascents of Yosemite's monolithic granite 
walls, but also the social and intellectual arena for big wall climbing. Before there were published 
sources on Yosemite climbing, climbers convened here to share stories about past climbs, plot 
strategies for new routes, and debate the ethics of climbing. It was here that Royal Robbins 
developed the Yosemite Rating System, which classified the difficulty of climbs in the Valley. Camp 4 
was also the place where climbers like Yvon Chouinard invented or refined their climbing equipment. 
Chouinard, for example, tested his new pitons on Camp 4's boulders in front of his fellow climbers in 
the late 1950s. When he offered his pitons and other climbing 3 fear for sale on a picnic table there in 
1960, Camp 4 saw the birth of the modern outdoor equipment industry. 38
Camp 4 reflected the history of climbing in the Valley in other ways. During the 1950s and 1960s, the 
camp was gaining worldwide attention for its "awesome bouldering." Yosemite climbers practiced 
their free climbing on the camp's boulders, such as the Columbia Boulder, the largest, which stands 
at the center of the camp. In addition to its size, Columbia Boulder is known for the route "Midnight 
Lightning," considered the ''world's most famous boulder problem." As an honor, Camp 4 residents 
named the camp's other boulders for the climbers who completed difficult routes up them. The names 
of the boulders-Pratt Boulder and Kor Boulder, among others-read like a list of famous Valley 
climbers who distinguished themselves before their peers. At the same time, Wine Boulder and 
Cocaine Comer are suggestive of the alcohol and drugs that were also part of the camp's social 
scene. 39
The lifestyle of the climbing community was significant, because like climbing itself, Camp 4 could not 
be insulated from mainstream society. Climbing grew as a sport because outdoor recreation 
skyrocketed in the late 1960s and early 1970s. The backpacking revolution was in full swing, and 
windshield tourists flooded national parks and national forests in ever larger numbers, too. Within the 
confines of Camp 4, resident climbers and "tourists" increasingly clashed, especially on weekends 
when the camp population swelled. Climbers regarded tourists as outsiders who did not or could not 
share their appreciation for nature. Tourists were offended by the seemingly squalid conditions of the 
camp, and by the hedonistic and bohemian lifestyles of many climbers they encountered. Many 
tourists complained to the Park Service about the loud and lewd young men occupying the camp who 
threw late-night parties that often featured large amounts of alcohol consumption and drug use. The 
Yosemite Park and Curry Company, the park concessionaire that operated the Yosemite Lodge, 
voiced similar concerns, claiming the climbers-many of whom hung out in the lodge-were bad for 
business. In the early and mid-1960s, the Park Service felt compelled to act as complaints mounted 
and more young climbers took up residence in Camp 4. Park rangers tried to enforce the camping 
time-limit rule of two weeks per year, but they failed, thwarted by the evasive actions of the rebellious 
youth. The issue, though, did not hide but was painfully exposed by the so-called Fourth of July riots 
in 1970. The anti-Vietnam War protests turned violent and spilled out of Stoneman Meadow and into 
surrounding parking lots and campgrounds.40
The riots underscored the crowded conditions in the Valley, and further prompted the Park Service to 
take action at Camp 4. In 1970, the agency began to renovate Camp 4. In an attempt to remove any 
association with climbing, it seems, the Park Service renamed the camp "Sunnyside," a reference to 
the early morning sun that warmed the campground. It also attempted to regulate camping; it 
established numbered campsite units­ complete with picnic tables, campfire rings, and metal food 
storage containers-in the lower, flatter portion of the former Camp 4 area. Park managers closed the 
upper portion of the campground (the climbers' favorite section) to further regulate camping and to 
allow this area to recover from years of heavy use. The agency also implemented a camping fee of 
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$3 per night. In 1972, the Park Service changed Camp 4 more by converting part of it to walk-in use 
only, and several years later made the change for the entire campground. Around this same time and 
to promote walk-in camping, the agency constructed a dirt parking lot adjacent to the eastern edge of 
the campground. In the 1980s, park managers renovated the campground again, constructing a 
stone-lined drainage canal that runs diagonally across the campground's eastern edge, adding rock-
lined pathways that counect the campground to the parking area, and installing new bathroom 
facilities.41 
In the minds of many climbers, the formalization of Camp 4 (which climbers and the general public 
continued to call the area) corresponded with events taking place up on the Valley's walls: it signaled 
the end of Yosemite's golden age. The camp's renovations and restrictions caused one climber to 
declare "freedom lost." For Royal Robbins, the changes symbolized the end of "laissez-faire camping 
... a tradition long-doomed by population growth, increased leisure, and four-wheeled campers." 
Robbins's pronouncement, however, did not spell an end to climbing in the Valley nor the 
campground's popularity with climbers. If anything, the presence of climbers here seemed to take on 
greater permanence. During the late 1960s, the Park Service began to employ climbers for technical 
search and rescue missions, and in the early 1970s, the agency gradually made formal arrangements 
for the program, and assigned climbers permanent sites (with tent cabins) in Camp 4. More 
importantly, throughout the 1980s and 1990s, Camp 4 continued to attract world class climbers, like 
John Bachar, Peter Croft, Ron Kauk, and Lynn Hill. Yosemite's new generation of big-wall climbers 
may not have experienced Camp 4 as others remembered it. But they did not necessarily lament its 
loss as their counterparts from the 1960s and 1970s, for they found here a connection to the essence 
of Yosemite climbing. In 1994, as one climber observed, "Yosemite Valley is the cradle of American 
climbing and the undefeatable spirit that was nurtured here is as strong as ever among the boulders 
of Camp 4.',42
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Functions and Uses:

Uses

Major Category Category Use/Function Historic Current Primary

Recreation/Culture Outdoor Recreation Outdoor Recreation-Other Yes Yes Yes

With PermissionPublic Access:

Public Access Narrative:

Campground reservations and climbing permits are required.

Public Access:

Associated Ethnographic Group

Ethnographic Narrative: 

Ethnographic Study Status: Yes-Restricted Information
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Analysis & Evaluation of Integrity

During its historic period (1947-1970), Camp 4 earned national and international acclaim as the center of 
modem rock climbing. Yosemite climbers invented and developed the techniques and technology to ascend 
Yosemite's vertical walls; they invented big wall climbing. At the time, Camp 4 was an informal campground of 
picnic tables and drive-in campsites scattered across the gently sloping Valley floor. An elliptical roadway, 
leading from an entrance to the center of the campground from Northside Drive, provided access to the area. 
Although lightly developed, the campground was characterized by its landscape features, such as its canopy of 
ponderosa pine and oak trees and open space. Especially significant were the massive boulders that dot the 
campground--among them Columbia Boulder, Wine Boulder, Pratt Boulder, and Kor Boulder. 

Camp 4 is significant for its association with the history of modern rock climbing in Yosemite Valley from 1947, 
when John Salathe made his pioneering climb of Lost Arrow Chimney, to 1970, when the evolution of big wall 
climbing reached its apex with the accomplishments of individuals like Royal Robbins and Warren Harding. 
Camp 4 is eligible for listing in the National Register under Criterion A in the area of Recreation/Entertainment. 
In the twenty-five years after World War II, Yosemite National Park played a pivotal role in the development of 
modem rock climbing and the years that define the era present an exceptional period of significance. During this 
"golden age," the Yosemite Valley was at the epicenter of the evolution of climbing techniques and technology, 
as well as the evolution of beliefs about the best way to climb. The advancement of climbing in Yosemite Valley 
earned it an international reputation as a climbing Mecca. Besides its function as a campground, Camp 4 served 
as the intellectual and social arena for Yosemite's expert climbers and climbing innovators. In Camp 4, climbers 
shaped a sense of community, fashioned climbing ideals, and forged relationships that were crucial to the 
climbing innovations and outdoor business ventures that emerged from Yosemite in the last half-century. In 
these ways, Camp 4 became significant for its association with the broader history of climbing. 

As a site associated with the history of modern rock climbing in Yosemite Valley, Camp 4 retains the physical 
characteristics necessary to convey its historic function and use during the historic period (1947 to 1970). The 
camp's history corresponded with the history of climbing in the Valley, evolving from an informal area in which 
climber's congregated in the 1940s, to a more formal camping area beginning in 1970. The campground 
continues to provide a relaxed location within a natural setting conducive to the activities of climbers using the 
site for its central location, areas of communal activities, nearby training sites, and planning sites. The boulder 
field within the campground played a key role in the educational and training activities conducted at the site. 
View holistically, Camp 4 was essentially a mixture of natural and informally created environments set in a 
scene dominated by natural features-trees (oaks and ponderosa pines), open spaces, and boulders-surrounded 
by vertical granite walls within the narrow confines of Yosemite Valley. The dominant materials and 
characteristics were predominantly natural and remain in place today, despite minor changes in the built 
environment. The changes of the 1970s and 1980s altered the way the camp functioned more than they 
affected the important physical characteristics that defined the historic campground area. Camp 4 retains the 
dominant physical characteristics necessary to convey its historic significance and possesses integrity of 
location, setting, association, feeling, and materials. 

Analysis and Evaluation of Integrity Narrative Summary:
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Spatial Organization-Spatial Organization

The historic site encompasses an area that is elliptical in shape. The site's boundaries extend 
roughly from Northside Drive north (its southern border) to the Valley Loop Trail at the foot of the 
talus slopes (its northern border}, and from the rock-lined drainage (its eastern border) to the vicinity 
west of the search and rescue cabins (its western border). Beginning on its southern margin and in 
a clockwise direction, the boundary follows Northside Drive west, then turns north and follows the 
drainage immediately west of the search and rescue cabins to the Valley Loop Trail. From there, it 
wraps around Pratt Boulder and follows the trail (taking in the prominent boulders on the north side 
of the trail) to Kor Boulder. Finally, the boundary wraps around the eastern margin of Kor Boulder, 
follows the drainage south along the canal, and returns to Northside Drive. The site demarcated by 
these boundaries retains integrity of location, setting, feeling, association, and materials, despite the 
changes since 1970. While approximate, the boundaries are appropriate because they include the 
area used during the historic period. The site contains not only the upper and lower portions of the 
campground, but most importantly, it embraces the campground's famous boulders. It is an area 
that is readily identifiable on the ground, because the boulders act as the site's physical and 
historical landmarks. 

Beginning in the early 1970s, the National Park Service renovated the campground to regulate 
camping. Among other improvements, the agency turned the campground into a walk-in only area, 
designated 37 sites at the lower portion of the campground, implemented a camping fee, and 
replaced aging bathrooms with a single structure. It also added a kiosk and parking area to the 
eastern side of the campground, effectively replacing the old entrance from Northside Drive. By the 
1980s, the agency had constructed a stone-lined drainage canal near the campground's eastern 
edge, and authorized the construction of two tent cabins (on two camp sites) for climbing search 
and rescue personnel. (The number would increase to five tent cabins by 2002.) Although climbers 
who had lived in Camp 4 during the 1960s declared that these changes ended the era of"laissez-
faire" camping, Camp 4 ( as the climbing community referred to Sunnyside) retained its place as the 
physical and spiritual center of rock climbing in Yosemite. At the tum of the 21st century, it 
continued to attract new generations of world-class climbers. 

Although Camp 4 is bordered by forest to the west, a small deteriorated, non-functioning electrical 
power substation stands near the campground's southeast comer, and a gravel parking area abuts 
it immediately to the east. 

Landscape Characteristic:

32 39 of PageCultural Landscapes Inventory



Camp 4
Yosemite National Park

Natural Systems and Features-Natural Systems and Features

Camp 4 is located in the middle of the Yosemite Valley in Yosemite National Park. It is situated 
north of Northside Drive immediately west of Yosemite Lodge and north of the Leidig Meadow area. 
Yosemite Valley is seven miles long and one mile wide. And like the rest of the Valley floor, the 
campground lies at an elevation of approximately 4,000 feet, and is surrounded by granite cliffs that 
rise to elevations of 8,800 feet at Half Dome, 7,500 feet at El Capitan, and 7,200 feet at Glacier 
Point. Camp 4 is known for receiving the first rays of sunlight in this narrow and impressive 
landscape. Offering modest, designated campsites and camping facilities, the campground covers 
some 5-6 acres of the forested meadow area extending north of Northside Drive to the boulder-
strewn talus slopes at the base of the Valley's steep walls. 

Landscape Characteristic Graphics:

The Muir Wall route, showing the first pitch, called Moby Dick. Photo by Luke Holloway.

Landscape Characteristic:
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Buildings and Structures-Buildings and Structures

Six large structures are noncontributing elements because the National Park Service constructed 
them after 1970 and they are therefore outside of the period of significance. These are: 
• 1 bathroom, or comfort station.
• 5 Search and Rescue Cabins (canvas tents on wood platforms).

Landscape Characteristic Graphics:

Camp 4 Kiosk

Landscape Features:

Feature Name CLI 
Feature 
ID

Feature 
Contribution

CRIS-HS 
Resource ID

Associated 
CRIS-AR 
ID

FMSS 
Record 
Type

FMSS 
Record 
Number

FMSS
Exact 
Match

Comfort Station 200184 Non contributing No

Search and Rescue Cabins 
(5)

200183 Non contributing No

Landscape Characteristic:
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Condition Assessment and Impacts

GoodCondition Assessment:

Assessment Date: 09/29/2022

Camp 4 is in good condition with most impacts from use and weather.

Condition Assessment Explanatory Narrative:

Assessment Interval (Years): 6

Next Assessment Due Date: 09/29/2028

Condition

Impacts

Consumptive UseType of Impact:

External or Internal: Internal

Heavy use of Camp 4 continues to impact the site.Impact Narrative:

Other Impact:

09/29/2022Date Identified:

PercipitationType of Impact:

External or Internal: None

Rains have impacted the surface of the site to various degrees.Impact Narrative:

Other Impact:

09/29/2022Date Identified:
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Landscape Documents:
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