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PREFACE

This work is an outcome of my interest in our family history.  From my youth, I remembered a peak had 
been named for my grandfather, Gustave F. Marsh.  While looking through family records that my father, 
Gus Marsh, had passed on to me, I found a photo of Mount Marsh and Chester Versteeg.  Chester 
Versteeg named Mount Marsh in 1937 and he did the first ascent of it 25 August 1940.  However, I could 
not find it on the topographical maps.  The U.S. Board on Geographical Names (USBGN) had no 
information about it.  They said I could submit a proposal to make the name official, and that was done in 
September of 1997.  The proposal included the information I had at that time.

That information put me on a search for the loose-ends.  I am still amazed at what I found.  Gustave F. 
Marsh’s achievements involved leadership, determination, commitment and daring.  He was fully 
committed to do what he could to make the summit of Mount Whitney readily accessible for science and 
tourist.

My efforts to make the name Mount Marsh official were encouraged by Inyo County Supervisor Michael 
Dorame, Tulare County Supervisor William Sanders and U.S. Representative Jerry Lewis.  They sent 
letters to the USBGN supporting the proposal.  If an authoritative map had Mount Marsh on it, the 
USBGN would have approved the proposal outright.  Neither of the two counties have a map showing 
Mount Marsh nor does the Eastern California Museum (ECM).  However, Bill Michael, Director of the 
ECM, told me how to contact Mrs. Janice Hampson, a daughter of Chester Versteeg.  Not only did she 
support the proposal, she supplied considerable information from her father’s records.  Both my father and 
his father were friends of Chester Versteeg.

A day after my father’s death, 21 April 1998, David Kruger, a friend of my father stopped by.  His visit 
was of immeasurable comfort to me.  I believe, out of respect for my father, he offered to climb Mount 
Marsh.  On the 16th of August 1998 he found the register there verifies that Versteeg had climbed Mount 
Marsh on the 25th of August 1940.  For this, I am forever grateful to David�Kruger.

While helping my mother, I found a brochure laying in the street.  It had information about the Whitney 
Portal Store and the book “Mount Whitney: Mountain Lore from the Whitney Store.”  I am indebted to 
Elisabeth Newbold, an author of the book, for information new to me, encouragement and the 
acknowledgment, in the book, of Gustave F. Marsh’s efforts on Mount Whitney.

The Inyo Register’s 28 April 1998 edition published the obituary of Gus Marsh and an article about Mount 
Marsh.  This helped make the people of Owens Valley aware of Gustave F. Marsh (1869-1946) and his 
contributions to Inyo County.  Also, it helped to set the stage for petitions to the USBGN.

The July 2000, Friends of the Eastern California Museum newsletter was dedicated to “Gustave F. Marsh, 
one of the unsung heroes of the Owens Valley, a man of foresight and vision, who possessed a real 
appreciation for the things we all enjoy here in the peace and beauty of the Eastern Sierra.”  Many thanks to 
Bill Michael, Emilie Foster and the gang at the ECM.

Copies of correspondence by Gustave F. Marsh for the period 1905 to 1940 were mailed to me by: 
Dorothy Schaumberg of the Lick Observatory, Susan Searcy of the University of Nevada and William Cox 
of the Smithsonian Institution.  This information gave me a much deeper appreciation for the magnitude 
and difficulty of Gustave F. Marsh’s accomplishments on Mount Whitney.  

Jim Trumbly of the California Advisory Committee on Geographic Names prepared an outstanding 
recommendation to approve the proposal and the CACGN unanimously approved the recommendation.  
The USBGN accepted the recommendation and they made the name Mount Marsh official 10 Jan 2002.

Many thanks to those of Lone Pine, Owens Valley and elsewhere who mailed petitions in favor of Mount 
Marsh to the U. S. Board on Geographic Names.  The Mount Marsh success, in keeping with the Mount 
Whitney trail & shelter success, was due to the effort of many people.
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“G. F. Marsh, of Lone Pine, California.  Builder of the first trail to the summit of Mount 
Whitney from the east in 1904 and the builder of the Smithsonian Institution shelter house on 
its summit in 1909.  The Englishman who fought prejudice, high altitudes, the jagged Sierra 
Crest, desertion, the elements -----but finished the job.” 1    So wrote Chester Versteeg who 
named Mount Marsh in 1937 and did the first ascent of it in 1940.

GUSTAVE F. MARSH

Gustave Marsh (1869-1946) came to the United States from England in 1890.  He worked in the mines in 
Wyoming, the Rocky Mountains of Colorado and then in the Panamint Range of California.  Marsh 
settled in Lone Pine, California in 1900 and married Elizabeth Dodge (see Plate #1) in December 1901.  
She was the daughter of the late Josiah and Margaret Dodge who had been residents of Lone Pine since 
1871.  Gustave became a citizen of the U.S.A. and was awarded a contract to carry the U.S. Mail between 
Lone Pine and the Mount Whitney railroad station in 1902.  His Lone Pine & Mt. Whitney Stage Line 
carried passengers, U. S. Mail & Wells Fargo Express for 28 years.2 

MOUNT WHITNEY / THE GOAL

When Gustave first climbed Mount Whitney3 in 1901 and took in the grand view he also saw the potential 
Mount Whitney had for scientist and for tourist that would benefit Lone Pine as well as the nation.  This 
became Marsh’s goal.  As he was new to Lone Pine, he could not get the interest of its citizens until 1903 
when the Sierra Club put 320 people on the trail to Mt. Whitney from the west side at a cost of $7000 
(1903 dollars).  Only 120 made it to the summit.4   Professor McAdie of the U.S. Weather Bureau was one 
of the 120 and he recommended Mt. Whitney as a desirable site for an observatory as had Professor 
Langley in 1881.5  Lone Pine now understood what Marsh wanted and why.  A crew was put to work 
building a pack trail that same year, 1903.

THE TRAIL

The first crew to build the trail, with Reuben Spear in charge, started with 14 men and $700.  When the 
funds and determination ran out, the trail had been built to within about 3 miles of the summit.  Marsh 
took over, rustled more funds, took a second crew to 13,000 feet elevation where the first crew had 
stopped and worked until the end of October when a severe winter storm drove them off the mountain.6   
Also, in September, 1903, the Inyo Independent newspaper reported that George E. Hale was planning to 
build an Observatory on the summit of Mount Whitney and one near Lone Pine.  The plan assumed that a 
good trail would be in place.7   However, Hale did not proceed with that plan, but he did establish the 
Mount Wilson Observatory in 1904.  The Sierra Club helped Marsh to get the ball rolling, and Hale 
helped Marsh to keep it going.  The winter of 1903-1904 was severe on the trail, and in 1904 Marsh found 
that considerable repair was needed before he could get back to the hard part above 13,000 feet elevation. 

1 Copied from a “draft” provided by Janice (Versteeg) Hampson (She is a daughter of Chester Versteeg).
2 Owens Valley Progress Citizen (Lone Pine, Inyo County, CA.), 3 May 1946, front page,  “G. F. Marsh Passes; Many Pay Tribute,”   
Inyo County Library, Independence, CA.  See Appendix E.  Also, see Appendix L for a chronology of events.
3 Mount Whitney is the highest peak, 14,494 feet, in the lower 48 states.  It is about 13 miles west of Lone Pine, CA.
4 Inyo Independent, (Independence, Inyo County, CA.), 28 May 1909,  “Mt. Whitney Ball,”  Inyo County Library, Independence, CA.  
See Appendix D.
5 Francis P. Farquhar, History of the Sierra Nevada, (Berkeley, CA, University of California Press, 1965) , pp. 181–182.  Also. see 
Sierra Club Bulletin, June 1904 regarding McAdie’s visit to Mt. Whitney in 1903 with the Sierra Club.
6 San Francisco Chronicle (San Francisco, CA), 7 Nov 1909,p. 3; California State University Long Beach Library.  A copy of the 
article is included in Appendix A.  Also, see Saga of Inyo County, (Taylor Publishing Co., 1977), p. 132.
7 Inyo Independent, 25 Sep 1903, “Mt. Whitney Observatory.”
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Mary Locker:  “…Gustave Marsh ( rustled more money and took a third crew on the trail the 8th of July 1904 
and) took up the construction from Trail Camp at 12,000 feet elevation, then known as Mexican Camp.  
Marsh started out with 15 men, seven of whom deserted within the first few days.  One can hardly blame 
them.  Altitude sickness, isolation and the very intensive hard labor could be withstood by only the hardiest 
men.  With picks, shovels, hand drills and dynamite, they inched their way up the steep talus slope that 
showed no mercy.  Despite severe headaches and nausea, the men held and turned hand drills while others 
beat on the drills with sledge hammers, to make holes for the dynamite. … Then came the clearing of 
rocks and boulders with picks and shovels after each blast.  At the beginning of August , the men came 
across a chasm, just a few hundred yards from the summit. It would be impossible to build the trail across 
it.  Everyone thought that was the end of the line ... everyone except Gustave Marsh.  He had his crew use 
dynamite to change the angle of the cliff and fill the chasm with debris.” 8    

Marsh finished the trail 17 July 1904.  He worked a total of 24 days on the last 3 miles of the trail.  That 
section of the trail can be seen in Plate #2, the west side of Mount Whitney.   In a letter to Professor 
McAdie, dated July 22, 1904, Marsh wrote:  “I am glad to inform you that we completed the pack trail to 
the summit of Mt. Whitney last Sunday, the 18th (17th).  We had three pack-trains loaded with wood, 
and one saddle-horse.  We had a large fire at night, and fireworks which were plainly seen by those at Lone 
Pine, who responded with a large fire and fireworks.  We had an ideal day to finish the trail.  The weather 
was  perfect.  We were so anxious to get to the top that we never noticed the altitude.  Most of the time it 
was bitter cold and windy.  We were all fearfully sunburned; our faces were a sight and our lips almost 
black; but we would not give in.  The pack-train had no difficultly at all in climbing the mountain.  The 
trail is in good shape and parties are going over it every day.” 9

Dr. C. G. Abbot, Director of Smithsonian Astrophysical Observatory:  “In 1904 the citizens of Lone Pine 
and vicinity, under the leadership of Mr. G. F. Marsh, built a trail to the summit of Mount Whitney, 
directly up Lone Pine Cañon, over a pass at 13,400 feet, and thence as high as possible on the west side of 
the range, over waste of granite rocks of all sizes, to the very summit of the mountain.  Funds were scanty, 
and it was, only by the greatest economy, pluck, and perseverance that Mr. Marsh succeeded in getting his 
trail to the top.  To an Easterner it is hardly even a trail now, and even Mr. Marsh said to the writer on our 
last descent that he hardly saw how the mules could go over it, unless they had hooks on their hind feet to 
hang on by till they found a place for their fore feet.  There are places where, with almost precipitous 
descent staring them in the face, the mules must step down as far as from a high desk to the floor, landing 
on jagged rocks, not on dirt or sand.  However, they did go over the trail, and in the transportation this 
year of upwards of 20,000 pounds of material and apparatus for the Smithsonian Institution not a mule was 
lost or seriously hurt and no material was even injured, thanks to the skill of the packers, especially Mr. 
Horace Elder.  The west slope of the ridge leading to Mt. Whitney is extremely rough and broken 
throughout.  Pinnacles of naked rock rise often nearly vertically, and are crossed both vertically and 
horizontally by seams and cracks in such a manner as to give the impression of being very crazy, crumbling, 
insecure structure, likely to be shaken down if a great earthquake should come.  Indeed the whole slope is 
covered, clear to “Langley’s Meadow,” with rocks of all sizes which have broken off and rolled down.  It 
was through this difficult country that the Lone Pine citizens built their trail.  In some places, where they 
could only proceed by blasting, the rock was too crumbling to be drilled, so that the powder charge had to 
be tamped into a crack between the rocks, and when exploded would bring down a slide from above 
sufficient to fill all the space cleared by the blast, and all would have to be done over again and again.  It 
reflects very high credit on Mr. Marsh and his supporters that the trail was ever completed.”(See appendix 
B,  pp. 500–501).  Dr. Barton Warren Evermann, Chief of the Division of Scientific Inquiry, U. S. Bureau 
of Fisheries was the first scientist to use the new trail.  They were on the summit on 7/26/1904.  
Unfortunately their packer, Byrd Surby, was killed by lightening while there.10 

8 Mary A. Locker  “The Construction of the Mt. Whitney Trail,”  Sierra Life 26, IV, No. 2 (May/June 1984) pp. 26–31.
9 Professor (Alexander G.) McAdie, “A Pack Trail on Mt. Whitney,” Sierra Club Bulletin, V, No. 3, January, 1905, pp.258–259.  
The text of the letter from G. F. Marsh is included in the article on page 259.
10 Francis P. Farquhar, “The Story of Mount Whitney, Part III,” Sierra Club Bulletin, Vol. XXI, No. 1, Feb 1936, p. 66.
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WINTER CLIMB

Professor Church of the University of Nevada, Reno, persuaded Marsh to climb with him to the summit of 
Mount Whitney in March of 1905.11   McAdie and Church were members of the Sierra Club.  Apparently, 
McAdie informed Church, who wanted to explore snow conditions on Mt. Whitney, of Marsh’s 
knowledge of the mountain.  When Church asked Marsh to do the climb, Marsh responded: “Your letter 
to hand yesterday asking if I would accompany you to Mt. Whitney  I was very much surprised as it is such 
an unusual trip for this time of the year & one that no one has ever attempted before & very few even in 
the summer.  But I will be glad to make the attempt with you, but you must remember it will be a hard 
trip, but much will depend on the amount of snow.  I have no doubt you have had some experience in 
mountain climbing in winter  judging by your letter  & have no doubt been at high altitude in winter. … 
There is only 2 dangerous places on the trail, one at Lone Pine Pass where if we go off it will take some 
time to get somewhere & the other is Lake View Camp where if we fall off, well  we will be going yet.  I 
never saw the bottom & I don’t think any one else did, I take it for granted you fully realize the danger of 
the trip.  A few false moves & we are liable to make pretty good time for awhile.” 12  Marsh and Church 
spent 8 days in March of 1905 on the mountain, but were unable to gain the summit.  They were turned 
back near Lake View Camp, 13,300 feet elevation, by the cracking of the snow above them and the 
presence of a cliff directly below them.  Had the severe winter conditions not been aggravated by storms, 3 
days would have been enough to get to the top and back.  Appendix C is a copy of Church’s account of the 
trip, “Up from ‘The Land of Little Rain’ to the Land of Snows.”  Also, Marsh reminisces about the 
excursion in a letter to Church in 1930:  “This is to thank you very much for your picture of Mount 
Whitney from the aeroplane.  It brought back many pleasant memories of our trip so long ago.  I made a 
good many trips up there afterwards but I think that was the most dangerous.  You remember when we 
went over Whitney Pass and the whole mountain started down. It did not feel so good.  And then walking 
in that deep soft snow and then to come under that great comb of snow hanging over us.  How we tried 
and shoveled and tried again and how you said we are taking our lives in our hands every 5 minutes.  So I 
said we had better quit. I wish you could have seen that place when the snow was gone.  It would make you 
shiver.  That was a trip that I shall never forget.  No one has ever made that trip under such conditions and 
so much snow.” 13  Charles H. Lee, a member of the Sierra Club, wrote: “It is only occasionally that anyone 
attempts to climb to high elevations in the Sierra Nevada during the winter months.” 14    It appears, both 
men had considerable high altitude winter climbing experience.

FIRST SCIENCE

In the summer of 1905 Marsh guided and assisted a scientific team in the charge of Frank Adams of the U. 
S. Department of Agriculture to the summit to make evaporation measurements.  This was the first science 
team for him to guide to the summit.  Gustave had notified that Department of the completion of the trail 
in 1904.15  In regard to this expedition, Marsh made 2 trips to Mt. Whitney’s summit to help make 
evaporation tests at different altitudes.  The first trip was to take the scientist to the summit & back.  The 
second trip, alone,  was to take the last readings and to bring down the instruments.  He said, “…the trail 
was in fair shape, but had to shoot out a big boulder at Lone Pine Pass (Whitney Pass) and pack animals go 
along all right.”16

11 Letter from J. E. Church to Chester Versteeg regarding his trip with Marsh to Mt. Whitney in March, 1905, 5 Feb 1940.  The 
Eastern California Museum (hereinafter ECM), Independence, CA has a copy of the letter in the note book:, “Gustave F. Marsh, Sr. 
/ Mount Whitney, Correspondence, 1904–1940.”  See the Correspondence Catalog in Appendix K 
12 Letter from G. F. Marsh to Church ,10 Jan 1905, regarding a plan to climb Mt. Whitney in the winter, supra N. 11, ECM.
13 Letter from G. F. Marsh to J. E. Church, 2 Jan 1930 regarding their trip in 1905 & the building of the shelter on  Mt. Whitney, 
supra N. 11, ECM.
14 Charles H. Lee, “Winter in the High Sierra,” Sierra Club Bulletin, Vol. VII, No. 4, June, 1910, p. 239.
15 Letter from S. Fortier, Irrigation Engineer, in charge Pacific District, U.S. Dept. of Agriculture to G. F. Marsh, 20 Jul 1905, 
supra N. 11, ECM.
16 Letter from G. F. Marsh to J. E. Church, 24 Sep 1905, regarding the Dept. of Agriculture testing, supra  N 11, ECM.
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THE SHELTER

In 1908, Dr. W. W. Campbell, Director of the Lick Observatory, asked McAdie for advice to get an 
expedition on the summit of Mt. Whitney and McAdie indicated that Gustave Marsh was the man to do 
it.17  Campbell arranged with Marsh to take him and Abbot to reconnoiter Mt. Whitney in the summer of 
1908 and on the trip they decided that a shelter was needed on the summit.18  Marsh spent considerable 
time and effort on his own for the next 12 months with both astronomers and the Smithsonian Institution 
to help the project develop and become a reality.  Marsh wrote “I was the first one to start the idea of 
building the trail and when all others failed I rustled the money and finished the trail myself, but I cannot 
work all the time for nothing, but I have taken such an interest in this that I would like to see it through.”�19  
He was paid, $5 per day (most of which went to pay a man to take over his stage line) to be the 
superintendent of the construction of the shelter and only for the time spent building it.  However, he was 
working towards his goal.  Also, Marsh had to guarantee that the trail would be in good shape at no 
expense to the Smithsonian Institution.  The entire project was put on hold when the bids for transporting 
materials to the summit were found to be exorbitant.  Marsh wrote, “I hope you will not condemn me for 
making my estimate so low.  I thought that the packers would be willing to try & do something to help the 
project along.  I have done all I could for the past 8 years & have hoped to see the shelter up & I will still 
try to do all I can.”20   Charles W. Robinson of Independence came through with an acceptable bid and 
rescued the project.  Marsh arranged a grand ball to raise funds for the repair of the trail and it was very 
successful.  The Inyo Independent wrote a glowing account of the Ball (see Appendix D).  The shelter 
needed to be ready no later than the first of September 1909 for the expedition to be successful.21   It was 
planned to start the repair of the trail on the 1st of July, however, heavy winter snows prevented starting it 
until 18 July 1909.  Marsh had less than 7 weeks to repair the trail and build the shelter.  The trail was 
finished on the 28th and the construction of the shelter began immediately.  Marsh had carefully planned 
and accomplished the timely arrival of over 13,000 pounds of materials for the construction of the shelter.  
The materials were shipped from San Francisco by railway to the Mt. Whitney station near Lone Pine, by 
wagon to the base of the Sierra Nevada and by mule train to the summit of Mt. Whitney.  Many more 
pounds of tools, fire wood, food etc. had to be carried up the trail for the workers.  The last water was at 
about 12,000 feet elevation.  Snow was available closer and was melted on sheet iron for mixing the 
cement.  Marsh was in charge of all of it from the Mt. Whitney railway station to the summit.  Marsh 
wrote to Abbot: “I shall try to get the men together & work on the trail as soon as possible, but I want all 
the men I can to start on the trail & be ready to go to work on the building when we get to the top. … 
Some boys working on the power site in Lone Pine Canyon will donate their work up to Lone Pine Lake.  
If I can get the same men to work on the trail, the few days will get them accustomed to the altitude.” 22

Marsh wrote to Church in 1930: “During the time of putting up the building (the Smithsonian shelter) I 
stayed on top (of Mt. Whitney) 43 days. I had 15 men to start with and only 5 at the finish. We had a 
terrible thunder storm when we were almost done. Our cook was knocked down by a flash of lightning at 9 
o'clock one night and another flash almost finished us all. But the storm passed in a few minutes. Leaving 
all jagged points of rock and squares on the sand screen and the fuzz on the ropes one mass of lights.  St. 
Elmo’s Fire, we did not know what it was.  So you can guess how scared we was.  I urged the men to work 
fast so as to get done and get away.  When next day at about 5 P.M. we heard muttering of thunder way 

17 Letter from W. W. Campbell to G. F. Marsh, 11 Jun 1908, asking Marsh for advise & to accompany him to reconnoiter the 
summit of Mt. Whitney, supra N. 11, ECM.
18 Letter from W. W. Campbell to G. F. Marsh, 2 Sep 1908, supra N. 11, ECM.
19 Letter from G. F. Marsh to Chas Walcott (Secretary, Smithsonian Institution), 4 Mar 1909, informs Walcott that he had made 10 
trips to the top of Mt. Whitney & worked 24 days on the trail above 13,500.  Also, offers to be their superintendent at $5 per day, 
supra N. 11, ECM.
20 Letter from G. F. Marsh to Chas. Walcott, 21 Mar 1909, supra N. 11, ECM.
21 Francis P. Farquhar, History of the Sierra Nevada, (Berkeley, CA, University of California Press, 1965) , p. 69.  By 9/6/1909 the 
moon would be too far away to measure identical conditions for both Mars & the Moon.
22 Letter from G. F. Marsh to C. G. Abbot, 27 May 1909, describes the success of the Ball to raise funds for the trail, supra N. 11, 
ECM.
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over towards Arizona and the clouds rolled up the mountain just as the sun went down. I wish you could 
have seen those clouds in red suns rays, If Hell was ever turn loose it was in those clouds.  I told the men to 
get under cover and we would be alright.  But one by one they ran down the mountain and left me alone.  
So I went to bed and covered up my head, like a kid, till the storm passed over.  I was alone 3 days.  Then 
the men came back and we was glad all around.  Prof. Abbot came up a few days after, just as the work was 
done.  I got every thing completed 24 hours ahead of time and $250.00 below my estimate.  So I was 
happy.” 23  Plate #3 shows the shelter from start to finish.

In regard to the building of the shelter Abbot wrote:  “In carrying out the construction (of the Mt. Whitney 
shelter) Director Campbell offered to act as the Institution’s agent in San Francisco to award contracts for 
steel and cement, and to supervise the construction and actual trial erection in San Francisco of all steel 
parts.  He performed this work with the most conscientious and painstaking care.  The charge of the 
transportation from Mt. Whitney Station to the summit and the construction of the building were 
intrusted to Mr. G. F. Marsh, of Lone Pine.  It was an article of agreement with Mr. Marsh that the 
Institution should be at no expense for the repair of the trail, and so as early as April Mr. Marsh and his 
friends held a ball at Lone Pine which proved to be a highly enjoyable and successful affair and netted a 
considerable fund. (Both Abbot & Campbell personally contributed to the fund)  As soon as work could 
begin he started on the trail, but was hindered by the deep snows until later than had been expected.  The 
first mule train reached the top July 28, 1909, and Mr. Marsh completed the house just a month later. …I 
found that a few days before my coming (to the summit of Mount Whitney in August 1909) there had been 
a thunder-storm on the mountain one night.  One of the men had gone out of the tent and had been nearly 
killed by lightning or fright.  There is a monument close by where a man (Burt Surby) was killed by 
lightning in 1904.  All the mountain was glowing with St. Elmo’s fire, and they all had been pretty uneasy. 
(No one on the peak had any knowledge whatsoever of this phenomenon and they were very aware of Surby’s 
demise.)  On the following night all the workmen left Mr. Marsh and ran down the trail when another 
storm began.  However, they returned to him in a couple of days, thanks to his grit in staying on top all 
alone.  I found also that a number of people in Lone Pine had been working against the project, and that 
Mr. Marsh had had great difficulty to repair the trail.  There was so much snow and ice, and he and others 
were completely snow-blinded for a day or so.  The packers had been slow in beginning, and had deserted 
the job once or twice, so that he had to leave the top once and go down to Lone Pine and stir up Mr. 
Robinson.  Mr. Marsh told me that once he was so discouraged that he sat down on the trail and cried, but 
got up and went at it again.  In the face of the opposition and the natural difficulties, I think very few men 
could have carried the job to completion.  Marsh worked at all kinds of jobs himself—cooking, breaking 
stone, carrying stone, carrying snow for water, riveting and cementing, as well as general bossing.  He will 
never get paid in this world for the work he did on that house.”  (See Appendix B,  pp. 503–505).  Marsh 
stayed on the summit with the expedition after completing the shelter and came down with Abbot, who 
was the last to leave.  It’s probably safe to say that the 30 days (see Appendix E) that Marsh was on the 
summit continuously is a record unbeaten even today.  (However, I calculated 36 days, August 3 to 
September 8, 1909.)  He was on the summit for a total of 43 days in 1909.24   Appendix H is a copy of the 
letter of appreciation to G. F. Marsh from Chas. D. Walcott, Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution.  
Also, see Appendix K for a catalog of other correspondence.

W. W. Campbell, in November 1909:  “It (the Mt. Whitney shelter) is a great credit to the Smithsonian 
Institution and to the superintendent of the construction, G. F. Marsh, a public-spirited citizen of Lone 
Pine, who struggled, valiantly and successfully against the difficulties of transporting cement and steel to 
the summit, as well as difficulties of less open character. Marsh’s connection with the project is one in which 
he is entitled to feel the utmost pride, and I trust that his fellow citizens of Lone Pine and Inyo County will 
appreciate his services in this connection.” (See Appendix A)

23 Letter from G. F. Marsh to J. E. Church, 2 Jan 1930, supra N. 11, ECM.
24 Letter from G. F. Marsh to J. E. Church, 2 Jan 1930, supra N. 11, ECM.
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Professor McAdie of the U.S. Weather Bureau: “Mr. G. F. Marsh of Lone Pine had been on the summit 
(Mount Whitney) since July 8th (7/28/1909), superintending the erection of the observatory. Of Marsh I 
think I voice the sentiment of the entire party that he was a host in himself. To him more than any other 
one man is due the successful completion of the trail and the building of the observatory.” 25   (See 
Appendix G for information regarding the scientists: Abbot, Campbell, Church & McAdie.)

HALLEY’S COMET

Gustave Marsh was anxious to see Halley’s comet & the eclipse of the Moon from the summit of Mount 
Whitney.  Here is a edited version of his letter to W. W. Campbell,  “I was very anxious to see the shelter 
& so many promised to go with me, but they all fell down at the last minute.  So I determined to go alone 
and I started 22 May 1910, Sunday morning, at 8:30 A.M. & figured to be on the top at 12 A.M. the next 
day & see the Comet & Eclipse.  I took my time,  got to Lone Pine Lake 4:20, first snow was at 10,000 ft  
& small patches of snow off an on to timber line & was at Robinson's Camp at 5 P.M..  I fixed my camp, 
built a big fire & made me a pretty good bed with some boxes for a wind break.  I got up at 3 A.M., had 
breakfast & started out just as it was light enough, about 4 A.M.  The snow was just right for traveling & I 
made good time to that first big snow bank where the snow was so hard I could not get a footing.  My 
snow shoes would not hold, so I took to the rocks & with my snow shoes & blanket it was quite a task.  It 
was good going till I got to about 12,500 ft, about where the ice was last year.  I could not use my snow 
shoes, I used them to dig holes for my feet.  I found that was very difficult.  I had to stamp my feet down 
till I got a footing.  The higher I got the worse it got & I dare not turn round.  So I made a bee line for the 
cliffs towards the east, but oh my it was so slow.  I had to make sure of every step.  At Lone Pine Pass the 
snow was in ridges.  On the Lone Pine side I never saw the snow so smooth & hard & it was easy going to 
Lake View Camp.  From there, there was very little snow till I got to the big bank near Mt Whitney.  I got 
to the top at 11:15 A.M., oh but I was tired.

It was a beautiful day & I got ready to see the comet  but at 5 PM it got cloudy  but the moon came up 
full speed alright & was clear as a bell  but towards night it clouded again & for the first quarter of the 
moon it was cloudy but after that it was clear.  The comet was in plain view as soon as it was dark & just 
before the moon was covered.  The sky was perfectly clear except the fog bank very low down towards 
Visalia & the comet showed up grand & was in plane sight until the head of the comet got in the fog bank.  
It seemed particularly bright at about 8.30 when the moon was almost covered.  The tail almost reached 
the moon & it swept almost across the sky.  I feel sure I had the best view of anyone out side of an 
observatory.  I made a signal fire at night & saw 5 fires in return.  There was 10% frost the night of the 
23rd, at 5 PM it was 36° & at 7 AM it was 22°.  I left the top at 7:15 A.M. the next & got home in town 
at 2:30 P.M..  I found it more difficult coming down the snow on the Lone Pine side than it was going up, 
but I kept to the rocks all I could  I slipped once but did not slide very far.  I was very tired for days.  
Hoping to see you again soon.  I shall be glad to introduce you to Maule Whitney Marsh  born March 
21st.”  (see Appendix F for details and other publications.)

In addition to the comet and the lunar eclipse, Marsh wanted to see how the shelter fared through its first 
winter and to recover the temperature data from the thermometers that McAdie had left there last 
September.  Prof. McAdie wrote to Mr. William Colby, Secretary, Sierra Club, May 25, 1910:  “I received 
to-day a telegram from Mr. G. F. Marsh, of Lone Pine, saying that he climbed Mount Whitney and 
reached the summit yesterday and found our instruments left there last August all right.  He gives the 
lowest temperature on the top of the United States proper last winter as 23° below zero and the highest, 
57°. … It is quite an achievement to reach the summit so early in the year.” 26  The climb and return were 
done with considerable difficulty and risk. 

25 Alexander McAdie, “The Observatory on Mount Whitney,” Sierra Club Bulletin, Vol. VII, No. 3, January 1910, p. 143
26 Alexander G. McAdie, “Notes & Correspondence,” Sierra Club Bulletin, Vol. 7, No. 4, June 1910, p. 248.
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SOLAR OBSERVATIONS / 1910

Marsh’s second trip in the year 1910, August 8 to 22, was to guide and assist Abbot to make additional 
observations of the solar “constant.” 27  Abbot reported that he had 10 beautiful days of observations.  
While there, they made repairs and improvements to the shelter.28  The previous year, Abbot left 
considerable equipment in the shelter, but this year he had no plans to return to the shelter.  They packed 
up everything from the 1909 & 1910 expeditions for its return to the Smithsonian Institution.

RADIATION OBSERVATIONS / 1913

The last evidence I have of Marsh on the summit was in 1913.   He guided A. K. Ångström of the 
Smithsonian Institution & representatives of the U. S. Weather Bureau to the summit of Mt. Whitney for 
scientific observations.  Ångström was on the summit from the 1st of August to the 13th, 1913 and he 
wrote: “That the climbing of the mountain, with many instruments and a large pack train, succeeded 
without accident, is largely due to the excellent work of Mr. G. F. Marsh, of Lone Pine, who had worked 
for weeks with a gang of 20 men to open up the trail, so that ascent might be possible for men and pack 
animals carrying provisions, instruments, and fuel.” 29  The Smithsonian offered $250 for trail 
improvements if Lone Pine would contribute at least the same amount and if Marsh would supervise the 
work.  Marsh rustled up the matching funds and took a crew to improve the trail.30  The Weather Bureau 
took cylinders of hydrogen gas31 for the balloons to make high altitude measurements.  I have not seen any 
reports of explosions, even though they had the customary greeting as noted by Ångström: “A thrilling 
electrical storm raged for some time.  Every point of rock and the tips of the nails and hair emitted electric 
discharges.  But the little stone-and-iron building of the Smithsonian Institution furnished shelter.”  The 
Campbell Expedition of 1909 had similar experiences and McAdie remarked: “On one occasion the hairs 
on the burros stood out straight and at the same time a brass button on my cap over my left temple gave 
little sparks. … I think if the storm had been a trifle more intense there would have been 4 or 5 dead 
astronomers on the summit.” 32 

THE GOAL REALIZED

Crispen Woods, 1955: “Gustafe (Gustave) Marsh made his home in Lone Pine in 1901.  His wife has 
described Marsh as  ‘A man who was vitally interested in the promotion and future of Lone Pine,’  Marsh 
had been engaged in mining at Ballarat and had fished in the Whitney region, but did not climb the peak 
until 1901.  From his trip to the peak of Whitney and his daily observation of its magnificence came the 
inspiration for a life-long hobby.  Marsh recognized that here was the key to building Lone Pine,  If the 
mountain were readily accessible and the people were aware of its grandeur, the obvious gateway to 
Whitney would be through Lone Pine.” 33 

Wheelock & Condon: “There is no doubt about the increasing popularity of the Mount Whitney climb.  
The following figures from the Sequoia National Park office show the numbers that have registered at the 
summit:”   2,658 in 1957,   5,490 in 1959  &  8,869 in 1969.34 

27 C. G. Abbot, “Studying the Sun’s Heat on Mountain Peaks in Desert Lands,” Smithsonian (Institution) Report for 1920, 
Government Printing Office, Washington, 1922,  Pub. 2623,  pp. 149–150.
28 Letter from Abbot to Marsh, 14 July 1910, planning for the 1910 trip to the top of Mt. Whitney, supra N. 11, ECM
29 Francis P. Farquhar, “The Story of Mount Whitney, Part III,” Sierra Club Bulletin, Vol. XXI, No. 1, Feb 1936, pp. 71–72.
30 Letters from Smithsonian to Marsh: 6 Apr 1911, 28 Jun 1912 & 12 Mar 1913 regarding trail improvements, supra N. 11, ECM
31 Letter from Smithsonian to Marsh, 10 Jul 1913, regarding the shipment of hydrogen gas for Mt. Whitney experiments, supra N. 
11, ECM
32 Francis P. Farquhar, “The Story of Mount Whitney, Part III,” Sierra Club Bulletin, Vol. XXI, No. 1, Feb 1936, p. 70.
33 Crispen Melton Wood, “A History of Mount Whitney (unpublished Master Thesis) (Stockton, CA, University of the Pacific, June 
1955), p. 83.
34 Wheelock & Condon, Climbing Mount Whitney (Glendale, CA: La Siesta Press, 1960), p. 34.
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Tom Graham:  “In the 1970s, an average of 10,000 people hiked to the top (of Mt. Whitney) each year.  
The one day record is 965 visitors.” 35 

The 1999 Mount Whitney hiking season:  14,000 day-hike permits  and 9,800 overnight permits were 
issued by the INF (Inyo National Forest)36 .

In the year 2000, permits were issued via a lottery system that selected winners from those that applied in 
February.  Daily access was limited to 75 over night and 150 day hikers per day.37

Marsh’s prophesy that the trail would attract tourist has become a fact.

Marsh’s achievements have been chronicled in :  The San Francisco Chronicle (7 Nov 1909), Death Valley 
Days radio program (The Story of Mt. Whitney, broadcast 12 August 1938), Cavalcade of America radio 
program (Man Against the Mountain, broadcast 17 Feb 1947), several Sierra Club Bulletins and several 
books, as recent as 1984, 1989 and 1997, all referenced in Appendix I.  Appendix L is a Chronology of 
Events regarding Gustave F. Marsh.  Appendix M has a copy of The Inyo Independent newspaper article 
dated 25 Oct 1912 regarding Marsh’s campaign for Supervisor of the Inyo County Fourth District.  It is a 
good overview of the man, Gustave F. Marsh.

When the shelter project was put on hold (letter dated 15 Mar 1909) by the Smithsonian Institution 
because of unreasonable bids from the packers, Marsh said: “ I have done all I could for the past 8 years.  I 
have hoped to see the shelter up & will still try to do all I can.”   Marsh determined to see his goal 
accomplished, got a reasonable bid and the project was back on track.  This was one of many problems to 
be solved and Marsh handled them all, including temporary desertion by the crew.  They came back 
because Marsh was there alone for several days still working to complete the shelter and it was completed 
ahead time and below budget.  To do this before the first of September, 1909, he had less than 7 weeks to 
repair the trail and build the shelter as heavy snow had prevented starting the trail until 18 July 1909.  
There was no going home at the end of the day.  They lived and worked on the mountain under extreme 
conditions.  The closeness of Mars to the Earth in 1909 would not occur again until 1924.  Also, it was 
important that the Moon be near to Mars, as it was in 1909, for comparative measurements of their 
atmospheres.  These conditions made the first of September an important goal for the shelter to be 
available for the success of Campbell’s Expedition.

Chester Versteeg was the first to recognize that Gustave F. Marsh earned the honor to have a peak named 
for him.  His choice of  the peak is most fitting as it overlooks much of the area where Gustave Marsh 
made a significant contribution.  The U.S. Board on Geographic Names made the name Mount Marsh 
official 10 Jan 2002. (Details of Mount Marsh are included in Appendix J.)

35 The San Francisco Chronicle (San Francisco, CA), 10 Aug 1992, B11; Sports, The paper sent me a printout of the article.
36 The Inyo Register (Bishop, CA), 22 Jun 2000, front page, “Is Mt. Whitney helping attract business or being over-run, exploited?”
37 This information was found, 7 Aug 2000, on the Web Site: http://www.r5.fs.fed.us/inyo/vvc/permits.htm.  It is captioned as “Inyo 
N.F. Wilderness Permits”.
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Appendix A

 San Francisco Chronicle, 7 Nov 1909
“THE HIGHEST HOUSE IN AMERICA”

by Harold French

This article covered nearly the whole of page 3.  Therefore, it was cut and pasted to fit it on five 
8�1/2�x�11 inch pages.  The copy in Gustave F. Marsh’s records has garbled lines due to creases 
existing from 1909.  However, a microfilm copy found in the Long Beach California State 
University Library was whole.  A separate page with the missing words follows the 5 pages.  At the 
end of this appendix is a completely retyped copy of the article.
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GARBLED LINES CLARIFIED

The copy in Gustave F. Marsh’s records has garbled lines due to creases existing from 1909.  However, a 
microfilm copy found in the Long Beach California State University Library was whole.  The garbled lines 
are identified on the copy and the complete lines are shown below.

Item #1:   It is a great credit to the Smithsonian Institution and to the superintendent of the construction, 
G. F. Marsh, a public-spirited citizen of Lone Pine, who struggled, valiantly and successfully against the 
difficulties of transporting cement and steel to the summit, as well as difficulties of less open character. 
Marsh’s connection with the project is one in which he is entitled to feel the utmost pride, and I trust that 
his fellow citizens of Lone Pine and Inyo County will appreciate his services in this connection.

Item #2:   Then new blood revived these isolated towns of Inyo, and, following certain enterprising 
newcomers, came a railroad which will soon carry out the produce of Owens�Valley.

Item #3:   Sleet and icy rain beat down upon them, while avalanches would repeatedly obliterate their new-
made trail. The sliding talus was treacherous, and when the men would blast a bowlder out of their path 
they would see, to their dismay, tons of rough angular rocks roll down into their path.

Item #4:   The packs consisted of pitch pine, rockets, and dynamite, and that night the watchers down in 
Lone Pine saw their beloved mountain transformed into a volcano, as the signal fire flamed from its crest 
and the salvos of dynamite rumbled down the gorges.

Item #5:    For two days following the party was crippled with snow blindness, the torture of which is most 
excruciating; yet with masks made from gunny saks the men still labored on until the arrival of colored 
glasses relieved their torment.

Item #6:   As a meteorological station where the laws of storms may be studied and the changes of 
temperature and barometric pressure may be better understood.
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THE HIGHEST HOUSE IN AMERICA

The retyped version

Cemented to a granite foundation, 14,501 feet above sea level, a class A, fire and earthquake proof 
structure of stone and steel now crowns the crest of Mount Whitney, the highest point in the United States. 
The observatory was constructed late last August by the Smithsonian Institution, represented by Dr. 
Abbot, director of the Mount Wilson observatory, with the co-operation of Professor Alexander G. 
MacAdie of the United States Weather Bureau and Dr. Campbell, director of Lick Observatory. 
Concerning it, the latter of these noted men of science says: It is a great credit to the Smithsonian 
Institution and to the superintendent of the construction, G. F. Marsh, a public-spirited citizen of Lone 
Pine, who struggled, valiantly and successfully against the difficulties of transporting cement and steel to 
the summit, as well as difficulties of less open character. Marsh’s connection with the project is one in which 
he is entitled to feel the utmost pride, and I trust that his fellow citizens of Lone Pine and Inyo County will 
appreciate his services in this connection.

Important as is the scientific value of this unique observatory, its deeper human interest lies in the heroic 
efforts of the men who blazed the trail. Indeed, the building of this citadel of science might have been 
indefinitely deferred were it not for the perseverance of a man with a high ideal. For eight long, 
discouraging years his fixed purpose of life was to accomplish the erection of an observatory on the summit 
of Mount Whitney, having the faith and foresight to realize what a great advantage such an attraction 
would be to his community, for whose betterment he labored. With a few resolute companions, he 
struggled with the elements far up that savage Sierran scarp, and by his force of character overcame the 
more insidious obstacles of jealousy and doubt which beset his path below. How these men of tried steel 
hewed their way through barriers of granite and ice, is a story for the pen of a Kipling to relate. Readers of 
realistic fiction who have reveled in The Bridge Builders or Caleb West, Master Diver, would find the facts 
regarding the building of the Lone Pine trail and the dream of the observatory fulfilled a volume of even 
more tensely thrilling interest.

PEOPLE OF LONE PINE PAVE WAY.

An eagle soaring from the summit of Mount Whitney toward the sunrise fourteen miles in an air line 
would glance nearly eleven thousand feet directly down upon the little town of Lone Pine. For more than a 
third of a century it has slumbered peacefully in the secluded valley of the Owens River, which skirts the 
eastern foothills of the Sierra for 100 miles down to the dead sea of California, Owens Lake. Then new 
blood revived these isolated towns of Inyo, and, following certain enterprising newcomers, came a railroad 
which will soon carry out the produce of Owens Valley. Twenty streams pouring forth from the Sierran 
snowfields are now being harnessed for the generation of more than 100,000 horse-power, while the water 
is being diverted to the rich valley soil with a degree of success that is repeating the history of irrigation in 
Southern California. Among these desirable citizens came an Englishman, Gustave F. Marsh, who, after 
investigating the opportunities of other districts of the awakening West, decided to share in the 
development of Inyo County.

He located in Lone Pine, and eight years ago joined with other progressive residents of Inyo County in 
agitating a popular sentiment in favor of building a pack trail to the summit of the mountain. With few 
exceptions the people of Lone Pine perceived that the construction of a safe trail up Mount Whitney would 
attract scientists to the summit, and that their influence might induce the Government to establish an 
observatory there, which would naturally bring their town into prominence. In August, 1903, Messrs. 
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Spears, Cross and Spears, together with the photographer, Harvey, returned from a reconnoitering trip over 
the proposed route. Their reports were so favorable that the sum of $700 was promptly subscribed for the 
purpose of outfitting a party of fourteen, who, under the direction of Mr. Spears, constructed the trail up 
through the foaming canyon of Lone Pine creek, past the picturesque Lake of the Lonesome Pine to the 
pass of the same romantic name at an elevation of 13,000 feet. Although within three and one-half miles of 
the summit, the pioneer party was compelled to abandon the work because the funds had become 
exhausted.

The heroic and herculean task of carving a course, through granite ice and avalanche-accumulating slide 
rock was far more difficult and expensive than bargained for, and all who have struggled with the 
overwhelming forces of nature under similar circumstances will appreciate the disappointment of these 
men, who returned only when their supplies gave out.

It was at this juncture that the people of Inyo County rallied to the support of the project, and the 
Supervisors appropriated the sum of $200 to enable the trail builders to complete their work. Marsh was 
chosen to lead the second party, and although late in the season he started up with fifteen men, of whom 
seven deserted during the first few days. It was late in October, and at an elevation of two miles and a half 
the wind was bitterly cold, as it surged savagely around the dizzy cliffs. Sleet and icy rain beat down upon 
them, while avalanches would repeatedly obliterate their new-made trail. The sliding talus was treacherous, 
and when the men would blast a bowlder out of their path they would see, to their dismay, tons of rough 
angular rocks roll down into their path. It was heartbreaking work lifting these heavy masses, thousands and 
thousands of them, when the rarefied air of this high altitude made physical effort most fatiguing.

Although the thin atmosphere produced violent headaches and afflicted them with nausea, they 
nevertheless toiled on and upward. A huge barrier of ice and snow they bridged by throwing dirt and 
gravel upon its surface and packing it down until animals could pass over it in safety. In places it was 
necessary to blast through jutting ledges and the overhanging ramparts rang with the roar of the detonating 
dynamite. They buttressed the downward side of the trail with dovetailing bowlders of granite and lava 
and crammed the crevices with fragments of rubble until the footing was secure for the pack-laden horses 
and mules. Finally, on October 30th a blinding snowstorm proved the last straw. All day long they toiled 
with dogged desperation, despite the fact that they could barely distinguish one another, so thick and fast 
fell the flakes. After a long and bitter night, exposed to the fury of the storm, without a tent for shelter, 
they realized that they would be snowed in hopelessly if they lingered, and with the dawn they cached 
their tools and returned to Lone Pine, bitterly disappointed, but not discouraged. 

"ONCE MORE UNTO THE BREACH."

Winter descended with all its rigors upon Mount Whitney, but the builders of the trail were far from 
hibernating down in the pleasant valley of the Owens. Three hundred dollars were required to complete the 
trail and the ladies of Lone Pine came to the front with the tidy sum of $69 netted from a basket social 
and dance, while the neighboring towns of Independence and Keeler contributed the generous sums of $85 
and $67 respectively. Other residents of Inyo swelled the fund with hard-earned coin at considerable 
personal sacrifice in some cases, while many proffered their labor for a number of days for the common 
good of their county.

On July 8, 1904, the third expedition went to the front in the best of spirits and with the determination to 
win. Its members found the trail in excellent condition until they reached Mexican Camp, their base of 
supplies, 12,000 feet above the sea. Here their troubles began, and their animals broke through the snow. It 
became necessary to shovel a trench for 300 yards through the deep drift until they could lead the animals 
up to Lone Pine pass. In many places they were obliged to carry the packs on their own backs in order to 
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encourage the skeptical and pessimistic mules. Firewood was carried up to a new camp at the elevation of 
13,552 feet. From this point upward for the remaining thousand feet the men vied with one another to 
complete their allotted strips first. In the van proceeded the drillers, who blasted their way round hitherto 
impassable cliffs. When within but a few hundred yards of the summit they came upon a chasm which it 
seemed no human foot could cross. “We’re done beat now for sure,” the men groaned when they beheld 
the precipitous cliff, but Marsh only smiled and set the dynamite to work reducing the angle of the cliff 
until the gap was bridged with debris. At last, on the 17th of July, the builders of the trail had finished 
their work, and with a cheer the first pack train trampled the flat roof of Whitney. The packs consisted of 
pitch pine, rockets, and dynamite, and that night the watchers down in Lone Pine saw their beloved 
mountain transformed into a volcano, as the signal fire flamed from its crest and the salvos of dynamite 
rumbled down the gorges.

THEN THE OBSERVATORY.

For four years the trail served the worthy purpose of attracting increasing numbers of mountain lovers to 
Lone Pine. They ascended its scenic and sinuous curves past roaring cataracts to the placid Lone Pine and 
Mirror lakes, where gamy trout abide and abound. Government scientists scaled the summit from its now 
most accessible side, and determined its exact elevation to be 14,501 feet. In the summer of 1908 Mr. 
Marsh took Professors Abbot and Campbell, directors of the Mount Wilson and Lick observatories 
respectively, up to the summit of Mount Whitney on a tour of investigation. They were strongly impressed 
with the flat roof of the mountain as a splendid site for an observatory, and found the conditions of dry 
and clear atmosphere most favorable to important research work. In 1881 Professor Langley, the father of 
the aeroplane, camped for a number of weeks 3000 feet below the summit, conducting a series of 
experiments which enabled him to calculate the solar constant, or the total amount of heat the earth would 
receive from the sun if the atmosphere did not absorb a large percentage of its radiant energy.

Fifteen years ago Dr. Campbell had visited Mount Whitney and, realizing that its crest was above four-
fifths of the moisture in the earth’s atmosphere, he foresaw the value to science of a series of spectrographic 
photographs, which would determine the amount of water vapor in the atmosphere of our neighbor planets, 
particularly Mars. During all these years he warmly indorsed the project of establishing a shelter on this 
mountain top, where scientists may place their delicate apparatus and study the unsolved problems of 
astronomy, astro-physics, meteorology, biology and other kindred subjects. Now that the public-spirited 
people of Lone Pine had demonstrated the practicability of transporting building materials, supplies of all 
kinds and even the most delicate instruments with comparative safety to this lofty look-out ledge, the way 
was paved for the planning of the observatory that would crown their efforts with success. Dr. Abbot, 
representing the Smithsonian Institution, informed Mr. Marsh that a fund would be appropriated for this 
purpose if he would assure the officials in Washington that the trail would be put in first-class condition. 
Mr. Marsh agreed to his part, and secured, as the lowest bidder, the contract for packing some fourteen 
tons of cement, sand, steel, glass and other supplies to the summit during the ensuing summer.

BUILDING THE OBSERVATORY.

Five winters had wrapped white blankets around the frost-sculptured form of Whitney. Avalanches and 
storms had played ninepins with the trail, and once more the call for contributions came to the good 
people of Lone Pine and its altruistic neighbors. Again the ladies of Lone Pine came to the front with their 
choicest cakes, pies and other toothsome temptations. They served a savory supper after a merry dance, a 
happy combination which proved the event of the season. The population of Lone Pine is but 350, yet they 
cleared $130 that evening by charging the moderate rate of $1.50 a couple. The lemonade stand proved a 
bonanza, for its clean-up was just $13.90, while Independence and Keeler once more added their quota.
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On the 18th of last July Marsh attacked the snow drifts above the timber line with a force of men, who 
with axes and grubbing-hoes hewed a path for the pack train to follow. For two days following the party 
was crippled with snow blindness, the torture of which is most excruciating; yet with masks made from 
gunny saks the men still labored on until the arrival of colored glasses relieved their torment. At 13,550 feet 
they were obliged to build a quarter of a mile of new trail in order to wind around a field of soft snow, 
while the work of reconstructing the old way required the frequent use of dynamite. Blinding headaches, 
extreme exhaustion resulting from hard manual labor in such rarefied air, all these were their daily portion. 
Once more the funds gave out and an increasing demand for labor down in the valley lured some of the 
men from the heights. A few, however, remained with Marsh to the last, when, on the 28th of July, the 
nimble-footed mules finally stood silhouetted against the indigo sky that hangs seemingly close to the 
summit.

As soon as the long-eared collaborators were relieved of their burdens, the foundation was commenced. A 
camp was established in a sheltered cranny where a supply of firewood accumulated. Snow was melted on 
pieces of sheetiron roofing and the water used to mix with cement. Walls of re-enforced concrete rose 
rapidly upward. Then came a terrifying thunderstorm, and Marsh was deserted by the last of his men. 
Alone on the summit he set his teeth and with unflinching grit decided to complete the observatory single 
handed, but after two days his helpers returned and finished their work. On the 29th of last August, this 
pioneer building was ready to serve its purpose as a shelter for scientific expeditions. It is thirty feet in 
length, twelve in width and ten in height, and is divided into three rooms, one of which will remain 
unlocked as “a shelter in the time of storm” for the accommodation of tourists. It is hoped that this favor 
will be appreciated by all who may seek refuge in this life-saving station on the peak, where decades ago 
John Muir danced all night to keep from freezing.

An expedition from Lick Observatory was financed last August by a Regent of the University of California, 
and Dr. W. W. Campbell was chosen to lead the part, which consisted of several from Mount Hamilton, 
Dr. Miller of San Jose and Professor MacAdie of the Weather Bureau. The party left Lone Pine on August 
28th, and after spending two days at Lone Pine lake in order to become acclimated to the altitude, they 
joined Dr. Abbot, the director of the Smithsonian Institution Observatory, whom they found engaged in a 
remarkably thorough study of the intensity of the solar radiation.

Dr. Campbell transported a sixteen-inch horizontal-reflecting telescope with spectroscopic attachments, 
with which he made certain discoveries of great astronomical importance. He demonstrated the absence of 
water vapor in appreciable quantities in the atmosphere of Mars by means of photographing its spectrum. 
Had water been present to the slightest extent, the solar rays passing through the atmosphere of Mars and 
being reflected to the earth would have shown a distant dark band on the photographic plate. Only the 
faintest vapor band was revealed by the spectroscope in the analysis of the light rays traversing the Martian 
atmosphere, and even this could be attributed to the small percentage of moisture in the atmosphere of our 
earth still suspended above the summit of Whitney. The result of this discovery would tend to refute the 
canal theory of Schiaparelli and those of the yellow journal scientific contributors, who still maintain that 
life, such as we know, exists in a waterless atmosphere.

FUTURE SCOPE OF OBSERVATORY.

Professor MacAdie, the meteorologist who accompanied the Campbell party, was one of the first and most 
ardent advocates of Mount Whitney as an observatory site, because of its accessibility, clear sky and its 
elevation above the water vapor of lower levels. On his recent visit he spent seven nights on the summit 
where he studied the phenomena of the upper air from a most favorable vantage point. As a meteorological 
station where the laws of storms may be studied and the changes of temperature and barometric pressure 
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may be better understood. Mount Whitney will add greatly to the knowledge of a devoted corps of 
Government scientists who desire to apply the facts they will learn to the daily needs of the farmer folk 
down in the valleys below. The observatory will doubtless attract the more progressive men of science who 
will take advantage of its opportunities for research work along the lines of their respective specialties, and 
in the course of the next few years it will probably be enlarged to accommodate the pilgrims to this 
mountain-Mecca.

WHAT WHITNEY OVERLOOKS.

One can never imagine the majesty of this mountain until he sees with his own eyes the grandeur of the 
sunrise. Six thousand feet sheer, the titanic fault scarp falls away to the dun and drab foothills at its base. 
Grotesque pinnacles and the eerie and wierdly-carved crags burn red above the spotless whiteness of the 
snowfields. Below for a hundred miles the Owens' valley drains into its saline sea. Its floor, however, is a 
green oasis, where the magic touch of water is transforming 1000 square miles of grazing land into highly 
productive orchards and vineyards. The raisin grape is becoming a popular favorite among these ranchers of 
Inyo, whose dry climate guarantees the successful curing of the sugary crop. Half-way up the savage saw-
toothed slopes the eagle soars over forests of fox-tail pine and shaggy tamaracks, and sees his image 
reflected in countless crystal lakes whose foaming outlets are ordained to turn the wheels of future 
industries.

Beyond the green gladness of the Owens vale, the mineralized Inyo mountains swell, and over them still 
the painted Panamints pierce the sky over toward the great mysterious desert, where stretch the sunken 
sandy wastes of Death Valley seventy fathoms below the level of Balboa's sea. 

The copy of this article in Gustave F. Marsh’s records has missing lines in the creases existing since 1909.  
However, I found a microfilm copy in the California State University Long Beach Library and was able to fill in 
the missing lines.  The above copy is as true as I could make it without the graphics.  George F. Marsh
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by

C. G. ABBOT

Director of Smithsonian Astrophysical Observatory

From Smithsonian Miscellaneous Collections  (Quarterly Issue),
Volume 52, Part 4, pages 499–506, with Plates LXV, LXVI

No. 1886

City of Washington
Published by the Smithsonian Institution

January 12, 1910
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Appendix C

Up from “The Land of Little Rain.”

UP FROM “THE LAND OF LITTLE RAIN”
TO THE LAND OF SNOWS

_______

BEING THE JOURNAL OF A SLEDGING TRIP UP
MOUNT WHITNEY IN WINTER

________

BY  J. E. CHURCH, JR.

Sierra Club Bulletin
June 1909



Sierra Club Bulletin.  June 1909, pp. 105-118
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MOUNT WHITNEY BALL

INYO INDEPENDENT   Friday,  May 28th,  1909    Vol. XL,  No. 52

A fund raiser for the repair of the trail to accommodate the
commitment to the Smithsonian regarding the building of the 

shelter on the summit of Mount Whitney in 1909



INYO INDEPENDENT   Friday,  May 28th,  1909    Vol. XL,  No. 52
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Owens Valley Progress Citizen, Vol. 34, No. 14,  3 May 1946
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Appendix F

HALLEY’S COMET

Appendix F is a collection of the letters & publications regarding Gustave F. Marsh’s observations of 
Halley’s Comet and a total eclipse of the moon from the summit of Mount Whitney in 1910.

page item

1  Letter to W. W. Campbell, dated 5 June 1910 from G. F. Marsh; it is a edited version of his 
observation of Halley’s Comet.  The letter was provided by Dorothy Schaumberg, Curator, Mary 
Lea Shane Archives, Lick Observatory.  There were two letters provided, this one and another 
written in 1911 at the request of R. G. Aitken, Assistant Director of the Lick Observatory.

2  Letter from W. W. Campbell, dated 11 June 1910, to G. F. Marsh responding to Marsh’s letter.  
Campbell indicates a plan to publish part of the letter.

4.  Letter to R. G. Aitken of the Lick Observatory, dated circa August 1911, as published in the 
Publications of the Astronomical Society of the Pacific, Vol. 23, pp. 240-242, 1911.  This was 
provided by Dr. Anne Cowley, a Co-Editor of the Publications of the Astronomical Society of the 
Pacific.

6.  Excerpt from Popular Astronomy, 19:578 (1911) that was taken from Aitken’s article in the 
Publications of the Astronomical Society of the Pacific, Vol. 23, pp. 240-242, 1911.  The article 
was provided by Mary Chibnall, Assistant Librarian, Royal Society, London, England.  However, 
it is an American publication.

7.  Excerpt from The Comet Book by Chapman & Brandt, Chapter 10, pp. 119-120, that was taken 
from the article in Popular Astronomy.



Lone Pine, California    5 June 1910

Prof W.W. Campbell,  Mt. Hamilton

Dear Sir

Your kind letter to hand Friday night.  …  (answering your inquiry about my observations of 
Halley’s Comet from the summit of Mt. Whitney last May.)  Many promised to go with me  but they all 
fell down at the last minute.  So I determined to go alone for J. E. Church kindly loaned me snowshoes.  
So I started Sunday morning 8:30 & figured to be on the top at 12 AM next day & see the Comet & 
Eclipse.  I drove to the power plant & started to walk at 12 AM  I took 1 Blanket, 1 piece of Canvas, some 
tea & coffee, 1 can Baked bean, snow shoes & 1/2 pint whiskey  It made quite a load.  I took my time & 
got to Lone Pine Lake 4:20 & Robinson's Camp at 5 PM  first snow at 10000 ft.  trail all good so far  small 
patches of snow off an on to timber line.  I fixed my camp  built a big fire  gathered up all the old sacks I 
could find & old clothes & made me a pretty good bed with some boxes for a wind break.  I passed the 
night very comfortable  I got up at 3 AM eat my breakfast  & started out just as it was light enough  about 
4 AM.  The snow was just right for traveling.  no frost at Robinson's Camp  I made good time to that first 
big snow bank  there the snow was so hard I could not get a footing  my snow shoes would not hold so I 
took to the rocks & with my snow shoes & pack it was quite a task  but I did fine  it was good going till I 
got to about 12,500  about where the ice was last year  there I found the snow very hard and smooth  that 
was about 6 AM  I could not use my snow shoes  so I used them to dig holes for my feet  I found that was 
very difficult  I needed an alpine stock then  I had to stamp my feet down till I got a footing & the higher 
I got the worse it got & I dare not turn round  so I made a bee line for the cliffs towards the east  but oh 
my it was so slow  I had to make sure of every step  but I made it in safety  at Lone Pine Pass the snow was 
in ridges  on the Lone Pine side I never saw the snow so smooth & hard  & it was easy going to Lake View 
Camp  from there there was very little snow till I got to the big bank near Mt Whitney  but it was easy 
going  I got to the top at 11:15  oh but I was tired  I made a fire & started my can of beans for soup.  took 
out the mirror & at 12 noon I signaled to Lone Pine & got an answer in 3 minutes.  I had promised my 
wife I would signal at 12.  after I got an answer I felt pretty good  I eat my bean soup  sat out in the sun  
looked around & saw a big fat ground Hog sitting by the monument  he did not seem a bit afraid  he 
came & packed off some old bread I had thrown out  I found the building in good shape  only the door to 
the room for the tourist was down  & the room was half full of snow  & it’s pretty sure someone did not 
fasten it very well or left it open entirely.  It can be put back in a few minutes with help  quite a bit of snow 
had drifted in the other 2 rooms through the door ventilators & laps in the roof  I find it will be necessary 
to close up every crevice    there was no snow on top of the mountain  It was a beautiful day  & I got ready 
to see the comet  but at 5 PM it got cloudy  but the moon came up full speed alright & was clear as a bell  
but towards night it clouded again & for the first quarter of the moon it was cloudy but after that it was 
clear.  The comet was in plain view as soon as it was dark & just before the moon was covered  the sky was 
perfectly clear except the fog bank very low down towards Visalia & the comet showed up grand & was in 
plane sight until the head of the comet got in the fog bank  it seemed particularly bright at about 8.30   
when the moon was almost covered the tail almost reached the moon  it swept almost across the sky  I slept 
good  I had quite a headache at times  I made a signal fire at night & saw 5 fires in return  The minimum 
temperature was 23° below zero & max 55 ( as recorded by McAdie’s thermometers left there last 
September) there was 10% frost the night of the 23rd  at 5 PM it was 36 & at 7 AM it was 22.  I left the 
top at 7AM & got home in town at 2:30  I found it more difficult coming down the snow on the Lone 
Pine side than it was going up.  but I kept to the rocks all I could  I slipped once but did not slide very far  
I was very tired for days  Hoping to see you again soon.  I shall be glad to introduce you to Maule Whitney 
Marsh  born March 21st

Best Love to all from us all      Yours Truly,       G. F. Marsh

Campbell’s (Director of the Lick Observatory) reply follows on the next page
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( This letter was written by W. W. Campbell )
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Marsh’s second letter was requested by R. G. Aitken and it was published in the 
“Publications of the Astronomical Society of the Pacific,”  Vol. 23, pp. 240-242, 
1911, by R. G. Aitken.
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Popular Astronomy 19:578 (1911)

My copy, of the above article came from Mary Chibnall, Assistant Librarian, 
Royal Astronomical Society, London, England.

However, Popular Astronomy was an American publication. 
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THE COMET BOOK
Chapman & Brandt

Jones and Bartlett Publishers, Inc.
Boston    Portola Valley    1984

The Promise of Halley,  Chapter 10,  pp. 119-120

California’s Mount Whitney, at 14,494 feet, is the highest peak in the contiguous 48 states. It towers a 
mere 60 feet over Colorado’s highest peak, Mount Elbert. It is a fairly easy climb to reach the top of 
Mount Whitney today. However, in 1910, when Mr. G. F. Marsh of Lone Pine, California, a town of 
under 2000 souls at the foot of Whitney, decided to climb the mountain to observe both the total lunar 
eclipse of May 23 and Halley’s comet …, he was faced with a difficult day and a half trip.  He did make it 
to the top, and he set up camp. Here is the rest of the story in his own words.

I fixed up good for the night, read the weather report of 23 below zero, and fixed up a signal fire 
of old paper and chips so I could signal at night, but it started to cloud up and looked like 
storming. Heavy banks of haze formed to the west and at sundown the whole sky was cloudy and I 
thought it was all off. At 7:30 P. M. it cleared and I lit my fire. Clouds drifted across but I got an 
answer from Lone Pine.

I was getting anxious about the moon and the comet when the clouds began to break. I 
commenced to look for the comet but the clouds bothered. Pretty soon the clouds raised and I saw 
the moon about half covered, and in watching so close I almost forgot the comet. I watched the 
moon until it was almost covered … then all of a sudden the comet showed in plain view. The 
cloud had passed by and the moon was dark. The comet was farther west than I expected. It was a 
good deal larger than I expected and of a milky color, but quite bright and the tail streamed out for 
a long distance and was very beautiful. It seemed to travel very fast. In my excitement I forgot all 
about the time … The sky up high was perfectly clear, but low down great banks of fog were 
rolling. I watched the comet until it dove into a fog bank to the west and was gone, but the tail 
shone out for quite a while.*

We can just imagine the thrill of the sight that Mr. Marsh saw. The sky seen from the 14,000-foot 
mountain is crystal clear, and in 1910 it was unaffected by air pollution and city lights. In 1985-1986 when 
Halley returns, it will be more difficult to find any spot on earth where such a magnificent view is possible. 
Like Mr. Marsh, we will have to seek some locale away from large cities and with clear, dark skies to see 
Halley in all its glory.

*  Popular Astronomy 19:578 (1911)  [See the previous page.]
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Appendix G

BACKGROUND OF THE SCIENTIST 
that were the first to use

the the trail to the summit of Mount Whitney



Professor Samuel Pierpont Langley in 1881, Dr. Alexander G. McAdie in 1903, and C. G. Abbot & 
W.�W.�Campbell in 1908 recommended that a observatory/shelter be built on the summit of Mount 
Whitney.  Dr. C. D. Walcott, Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, arranged for funding and a 
shelter for observers was built in 1909.  Campbell headed the effort to pull together the plans & 
materials needed for the shelter and Gustave F. Marsh was the superintendent for its construction.38 

Dr. Charles Greeley Abbot (1872-1973) was the Director the Smithsonian Institution Astrophysical 
Observatory (1907–1944) during the period before and after the shelter was built on the summit of Mt. 
Whitney.  Also, he was the Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, (1928–1944).39  Abbot investigated 
solar energy and many of its possible uses from the late 19th century until his death.  Dr. Abbot is 
considered by many to have been the father of modern solar-energy use.40 

Dr. William Wallace Campbell (1862-1938) was an American astronomer.  Campbell is best known for 
his abilities as an observer and a designer of observational techniques while staff astronomer (1891-1901) 
and then director (1901-1930) of the Lick Observatory in California.  Campbell served as president of 
the University of California (1923-30) and of the National Academy of Sciences (1931-35).41 

Dr. Alexander G. McAdie (1863-1943) visited the summit of Mount Whitney in 1903 and reported to 
the chief of the Weather Bureau that it was most suitable for a meteorological observatory42 

“McAdie, Mount (4,206 m.–over 13,760) …  Alexander G. McAdie, scientist and writer; in charge of the 
US Weather Bureau in San Francisco, 1903-13; Professor of meteorology at Harvard, 1913-31.  “Our 
party (J. E. Church) had the honor of naming the peak directly south of Lone Pine Pass Mt. McAdie, to 
commemorate your services in advancing the science of climatology.””43

Dr. J. E. Church, Jr. (1860–1957), University of Nevada, Reno.  In 1906-08, he developed snow survey 
techniques now used throughout the world to forecast snow melt runoff.44  .  A meteorologist and west’s 
outstanding snow expert.45  He was a Meteorologist at the Agriculture Station, University of Nevada 
and the President of the International Commission of Snow and Glaciers.46 

38  Francis Farquhar, History of the Sierra Nevada, (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1965), pp.180–183.
39  Biographical Memoirs, National Academy of Sciences, By David H. Devorkin, 1973.
URL: bob.nap.edu/html/biomems/cabbot.html.
40  CD: Grolier Multimedia Encyclopedia, Release 6. 1993.
41  CD: Grolier Multimedia Encyclopedia, Release 6. 1993.
42  Francis Farquhar, History of the Sierra Nevada, (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1965), p.182.
43 Peter Browning, Place Names of the Sierra Nevada (Berkeley, CA: Wilderness Press, 1986), pp. 140–141.  (Letter, J.E. Church, Jr. 
to McAdie, March 18, 1905 , in SCB (Sierra Club Bulletin) 5, no 4, June 1905: 317).
44  CD: Grolier Multimedia Encyclopedia, Release 6. 1993.
45  Crispen Wood, A History of Mount Whitney, (Stockton, CA: College of the Pacific, 1955), p. 50.
46  Dr. J. E. Church, Jr., The Human Side of Snow, The Scientific Monthly, March, 1943, Vol LVI, pp. 211-231.
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MOUNT MARSH

page

1 Mount Marsh, Plate #4

2 Letter dated 24 Jan 2002 from the U. S. Board on Geographic Names

3 Minutes of the 10/2001 California Advisory Committee on Geographic Names Meeting

7 Letter dated 4 Dec 1940 from Dr. J. E. Church to Marsh re Mt. Marsh

8 First ascent of Mount Marsh, Plate #5

9 Versteeg proposal, December 1937

12 Chester Versteeg, a Bio
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The proposal to make official the name Mount Marsh was presented in the 17 Oct 
2001 meeting by Jim Trumbly.  His outstanding presentation resulted in a 
unanimous approval by the CACGN to recommend approval to the USBGN.

A number of items, not related to Mount Marsh, have been deleted from these minutes. Also, this document 
was received via the Internet and it has been translated from a Word format to a AppleWorks format.

California Advisory Committee on Geographic Names
Minutes

Wednesday, October 17, 2001
California Department of Forestry & Fire Protection

1920 20th Street,     Sacramento, CA

In attendance:

Appointed Members:
Paul Veisze, Chair, Department of Fish & Game
Scott Martin, Department of Water Resources
Jim Trumbly, Department of Parks and Recreation
Dave Wagner, Department of Conservation
Eric Spry, Department of Forestry & Fire Protection

Cooperators/Advisors:
Jean Ann Carroll, USDA Forest Service
Jeff Owyang, USDI Bureau of Land Management
Vicki Lukas, U.S. Geological Survey

Docket 377       Docket 377, Region IV, Jim Trumbly: Mount Marsh

Synopsis (see Addendum for details):
This name is re-docketed from Docket 372.  Jim reviewed the highlights of the case history and read 
selections from extensive email correspondence with the GNO (Geographic Names Office).  Discussion followed, 
including reiteration of the Forest Service recommendation for disapproval, alternative features for the 
name, and the case for overriding need for the name, based on education.  Jim cited several lines of 
evidence, including: the 40 years between Versteeg’s use of the name and Gustav Marsh’s activities in the 
area, supporting the idea of Marsh’s lasting fame, Marsh’s contributions to the scientific community as a 
basis for representation in the community of commemorative toponymy of the region, and Marsh’s 
embodiment of the pioneer spirit and the value of this message for education in the local community.  
Additional discussion centered on the continued lack of clarity in the USBGN policies for determination 
of overriding need and that the core of the Mount Marsh controversy was essentially a federal issue.  There 
was consensus that the proponent had not explicitly cited the overriding need based on education.  
Nevertheless, Jim was able to convince the CACGN that the quality and quantity of the case material 
effectively accomplished this.  Lack of policy clarity notwithstanding, the CACGN voted unanimously to 
recommend approval of the name Mount Marsh as docketed.

Minutes submitted 2001/11/16    pveisze@dfg.ca.gov
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California Advisory Committee on Geographic Names, October 17, 2001

ADDENDUM TO MINUTES

DOCKET 377  - MOUNT MARSH
Background

In January 2000, the CACGN (Committee) recommended disapproval of the commemorative name 
Mount Marsh on Docket 372 because it did not meet the policy requirement for wilderness names of 
having been “published on a base series map”.  Thus, the proposal was viewed as a new name and no case 
for overriding need was made.  At the time, the proponent focused the proposal on documentation that the 
name was in local use from about 1940.  The Committee confirmed that the name had not been published 
on a base series map and recommended disapproval.  The USBGN voted to not approve.

In June 2001, the USBGN redocketed the name.  The USBGN staff explained that the reason for 
redocketing was that the proponent had provided additional evidence that the hand-annotated map, 
considered earlier but of unknown origin, was likely that from a proposal by Chester Versteeg.  
Reconsideration was at least in part due to the need to see if the USBGN had previously acted on the 
Versteeg proposal.  In the interim, additional public support was also received and the proponent 
submitted some further details to that already received. 

On August 23, 2001, the CACGN received Errata to Principles, Policy, and Procedures, Policy IV – 
Wilderness Areas, which removed the phrase “on a base series map”.  Removal of this major stipulation, 
that affected the previous recommendation, refocused the Committee’s attention to the policy’s other 
criteria.  This raised several issues:

Was the hand-annotated map by Versteeg ever acted upon by USBGN in any form that would be 
considered today as previously establishing the name Mount Marsh?  In another way, was the feature 
proposed for naming as Mount Marsh considered by USBGN to be an unnamed feature?

From the documentation received did the USBGN staff consider the name to be “published” and 
therefore in local use prior to the area of the feature being designated as wilderness?

Did the proposal demonstrate that an “overriding need exists, such as for purposes of safety, education, or 
administration”?

The Committee found that the USBGN staff considered the Versteeg hand-annotated map to be a 
proposal that was not acted upon.  Also, they stated that there was not sufficient evidence of the name 
having been published to establish that it was in local use.  From the evidence the USBGN staff concluded 
that all documented uses of the name lead to Versteeg, that he, or a close circle of associates, were likely to 
be the only users of the name.  Thus, the USBGN staff considers the proposal to be a new name for an 
unnamed feature.

The Committee then addressed the issue of overriding need.  

First, the Committee had to consider if it was within its responsibility to assist the proponent since he had 
not made a direct case for overriding need.  When contacted, the proponent said he felt the material he 
had submitted provided sufficient information to make a determination.  The Committee found that the 
proposal was well researched and comprehensive.  It included information regarding the earlier naming of 
the feature, extensive documentation of the building of the trail and the structure on the top of Mount 
Whitney, as well as complete biographical information on the honoree including activities and 
accomplishments throughout his life.  The Committee agreed that it had the responsibility to assist the 
proponent and felt that sufficient information had been provided and a determination could be made no 
matter the criteria.
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It was already clear to the Committee that an overriding need for either safety or administrative purposes 
was within the purview of the administering agencies, the National Park Service and United States Forest 
Service, and that neither agency supported such a case.

Consideration of overriding need for educational purposes was much less clear.  Should the Committee 
rely principally on administering agencies or should a broader perspective be considered?  Also at issue was 
the question of what constitutes an overriding need of wilderness.  What factors should be considered and 
how should they be weighed?  During the Committee’s earlier deliberations the question was raised as to 
what the difference was between commemorative naming on wilderness lands as opposed to non-wilderness 
lands since all commemorative naming tends to have an educational purpose.

A request was made to USBGN staff for guidance on addressing this criterion of the Wilderness Areas 
Policy.  The USBGN staff stated that it is difficult to have specific requirements for overriding need as this 
is subject to interpretation by each voting member.  Without further guidance the Committee decided 
that the evaluation of overriding need for educational purposes should go beyond agency perspective and 
include the broader California and national interests.  In doing so the Committee evaluated the proposal, 
considered possible arguments for an overriding educational need, and came to a recommendation.  

Recommendation

The California Advisory Committee on Geographic Names recommends approval of the name as 
docketed.  This recommendation for establishing a new name in federally designated wilderness is based 
on an overriding need for educational purposes.  The name provides overriding educational opportunities in 
the following ways: 

The community of Lone Pine and the Owens Valley may have a prominent geographic feature named 
locally for one of their early pioneers whose vision and unyielding effort provided access to the top of 
Mount Whitney, the highest geographic area in the conterminous United States.  Likewise, the 
community may educate its citizens and visitors of Gustave Marsh’s contributions and of his civic-
minded spirit that helped build the community and establish it as the gateway to the Mount Whitney 
area;

Marsh first climbed to the top of Mount Whitney in 1901.  He saw the potential for a trail to the top and 
the benefit it would provide for others and the community of Lone Pine.  He made its reality a personal 
goal.  Through daunting obstacles and sometimes extremely difficult conditions he accomplished his goal.  
Documentation of the effort largely credits Marsh with being the key force in seeing the project through.  

Marsh was also involved in other community matters.  He designed a distribution system for the waters of 
Lone Pine Creek to the town of Lone Pine.  He built the first telephone line in southern Inyo County.  He 
was a Supervisor of the 4th District in Inyo County for two years and a school board trustee for 16 years 
among other community involvement.  From a broader perspective Marsh represents the pioneer spirit and 
individual vision that built communities and settled the West.

This proposal is in one respect similar to the recent Thornburg Peak wilderness name proposal (Docket 
367) that was recommended by the CACGN and approved by the USBGN.  In that proposal, and also 
with this one, the Committee found that communities such as Lone Pine that are in proximity to large 
tracks of wilderness are essentially deprived of their heritage of establishing geographic place names when 
such circumstances seem most appropriate.  The Committee also found that sometimes features within the 
wilderness environment are as much a part of the visual environment in communities outside of the 
wilderness.  This is one of those situations where the Committee questions the appropriateness of applying 
wilderness values on populated areas or, for this case, there is an overriding need.

Provides an educational opportunity to recognize the important “support role” provided by Marsh to early 
scientific access and achievement on the top of Mount Whitney; 

Achievements are often collective efforts where supportive roles are equally important to the outcome.  
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Such was the case of Marsh who provided for access and assisted scientific expeditions to the top of Mount 
Whitney and constructed the shelter structure on top for the Smithsonian Institution in 1909.  In the 
earliest years of scientific interest Marsh was “the guy to go to” when scientists wanted to get to the top.  
Between 1905 and 1913 he raised funds, reopened and repaired the access trail and assisted scientists 
McAdie, Campbell, Abbot, Church, Adams, and Angstrom.  Marsh’s value to these early scientists 
stemmed from his apparent personal belief in the importance of science for which his contributions were 
beyond personal gain.

In that the toponymy of an area can be educational about the past and sometimes a reflection of the values 
held by society, commemorating Marsh helps to balance an uneven naming record of the high peaks in the 
Mount Whitney area

There are 13 named peaks that commemorate individuals in the immediate Mount Whitney area (3 mile 
circle within line of sight around Mount Whitney).  One is for preservationist and writer John Muir and 
another two for mountaineers that perished on Everest in the 1920s (Mallory, Irvine).  The remaining 10 
are for scientist and professors in the early part of the 20th Century (Whitney, Hale, Russell, Keeler, 
Hitchcock, McAdie, Le Conte, Newcomb, Chamberlin, and Young).  Unlike these names Marsh is a local 
personality that played an important role in the opening of the Mount Whitney area and of its early 
scientific exploration.

Other wilderness name decisions in the High Sierra have addressed shortcomings in earlier naming 
conventions.  The approval of Mount Anna Mills (Docket 296) recognized the early mountaineering 
achievements of women that were unconsidered at the time.  The commemoration of Mono Jim by 
naming a peak in the Ansel Adams Wilderness Area (Docket 310) recognized an Indian scout who was 
killed with Robert Morrison in pursuit of escaped convicts.  Convict Lake and Mount Morrison 
commemorated the historic event but the Indian was unconsidered or forgotten.  A proposal to name a 
peak in the area was approved by USBGN in 1987 to correct the oversight. 

Additional Comments

During the Committee’s deliberations on the Mount Marsh proposal several significant comments and 
issues were raised.

Versteeg Map.  The Committee had two observations about the Versteeg map.

The map proposes 24 names in the Mount Whitney region.  Of these names only two, or possibly three, 
commemorate individuals with one of those being Marsh.  The other names are descriptive or repeat 
previous commemorative names in the area (Tyndall) and includes names such as “Sunburst”, 
“Polychrome”, “Constellation”, and Cow Heaven.  Versteeg, well known for his naming proclivity, was 
perhaps more interested in naming than in commemorating.  This may suggest the status of Marsh in 
association with the area.

Second, the map was submitted around 1940.  This is 36 years after Marsh constructed the trail up Mount 
Whitney and may be an indication of his lasting fame in the area.

Name the Summit Structure.  Some members of the Committee felt the most appropriate tribute to 
Marsh would be naming of the shelter house on top of Mount Whitney.  Any pursuit of this, would be up 
to the proponent.

Addendum submitted 2001/10/25 jtrum@parks.ca.gov

Appendix J

MOUNT MARSH

page 6 of 12



Appendix J

MOUNT MARSH

page 7 of 12



Plate 5
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Chester Versteeg submitted a 6 page proposal, including several names, to the U. S. Board on 
Geographic Names dated 20 Dec 1937.  The Bancroft Library transmittal page, Versteeg’s 
first and third pages are shown below.  Page 3 has the proposal regarding Mount Marsh. 
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CHESTER VERSTEEG, A BIO
(1887-1963)

U.S.C. Law College Graduate, 1916.  Practiced law for several years and then went 
into insurance and he became a member of the Millionaire Club.  He discovered 
the Sierra Nevada in 1909 after graduating from high school, and it became his 
lifelong hobby.  He became a member of the Sierra Club in 1911.  Versteeg “was 
directly responsible for naming of some 250 peaks, passes, lakes, and meadows” in 
the Sierra Nevada and appears to have more Sierra first ascents than anyone except 
Norman Clyde.  “In his later years, Chester worked on a history of the Sierra 
Nevada, interviewing over 400 pioneers regarding all aspects of the range.”  
Gustave F. Marsh was one of those interviewed.  A peak southwest of Mount 
Williamson has the name, Mount Versteeg, in the honor of Chester Versteeg (see 
the Mount Whitney quadrangle)

The summer after Versteeg graduated in 1909.  “He and a friend embarked on a 
500 mile burro trip through the Sierra.  After only two weeks his friend became ill 
and left.  Chester sold his burro in Lone Pine and continued the trip solo, hiking all 
the way to Yosemite … he spent the next 30 summer vacations” in the Sierra.  
Versteeg could have met Marsh for the first time in 1909.  Marsh was working on 
the Mount Whitney trail when Versteeg did his first trip in the Sierra Nevada.

Much of the Bio information was taken from an article in the Southern Sierran 
(February 1988), pp.�6–7, “Chapter Names Outings Award For Past Leader 
Versteeg,” by John Robinson.  My copy of the article was provided by John 
Robinson.
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Appendix K

Gustave F. Marsh / Mount Whitney - Correspondence Catalog

The shelter on the summit of Mount Whitney was built in August of 1909 by Gustave F. Marsh for the 
Smithsonian Institution.  This is a Catalog of the collection of letters, on file at the Eastern California 
Museum in Independence, CA47 , that have information regarding the planning for and the construction of 
the shelter.  The letters cover Marsh’s efforts on Mount Whitney from 1904 to 1913.  Perhaps, this is the 
only collection that brings the correspondence from the three primary sources (G. F. Marsh, the Lick 
Observatory & the Smithsonian Institution) together in one place.  Also, other letters (1904 -1940) 
regarding Marsh’s activities in regard to Mount Whitney are included.

The collection, a total of 102 letters, came from six sources:

1. The Gustave F. Marsh records.

2. Special Collections Department,  University Archives,  University Library / 322
University of Nevada,  Reno, Nevada 89557-0044

3. Mary Lea Shane Archives of the Lick Observatory,   McHenry Library - Room 359
University of California,  Santa Cruz,  California   95064

4. Smithsonian Institution Archives,  Arts and Industries Building, Room 2135
900 Jefferson Drive  SW,  Washington  DC  20560-0414

5. Sierra Club,  William E. Colby Memorial Library
85 Second Street, Second Floor,  San Francisco, CA  94105-3441

6. U. S. Board on Geographic Names,  U. S. Geological Survey
523 National Center,  Reston,  VA   20192-0523

7. The Chester Versteeg records

A special thanks to:
Susan Searcy, Manuscript Curator at the University of Nevada
Dorothy Schaumberg, Curator at the University of California Santa Cruz
William Cox, Associate Archivist at the Smithsonian Institution
Caitlin Lewis, William E. Colby Memorial Library, Sierra Club
Jim Trumbly, California Advisory Committee on Geographic Names
Roger L. Payne & Jennifer Runyon, U. S. Board on Geographic Names
Mrs. Janice Hampson, daughter of Chester Versteeg

Correspondence from the Smithsonian is listed as from Walcott, Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution.  
Actually, some of the letters were signed by persons acting for him and several were from the Chief Clerk 
as will be seen in the correspondence itself.

47 The collection of letters is on file at the Eastern California Museum, 155 N. Grant Street,  (Mailing 
address:  POB 206) Independence, CA   93526,   phones: (760) 878-0258 or (760) 878-0364
Fax: (760) 872-2712          e-mail: ecmuseum@qnet.com
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Appendix L

A CHRONOLOGY OF EVENTS / GUSTAVE F. MARSH



1869 Born in Morton cum Fiskerton, Nottinghamshire, England 3/26/1869
1890 Came to the United States 1/17/1890
1890 Declared intention to become a U. S. citizen in Glenwood Springs, Colorado 8/5/1890.  He 

worked in the mines there & in Wyoming.
1890s Drove a freight stage between San Diego and Los Angeles, California
1890s Worked in a mine in Jail Canyon, Panamint Mountains, California
1900 Gus Marsh found in Ballarat, California in the 1900 U. S. Census
1901 G. F. Marsh sold to E. L. Cross an undivided 1/2 interest in the Sooner Mine near Ballarat for 

$500.
1901 Marsh’s first ascent to the summit of Mt. Whitney, recognized the value of a trail to the 

Nation & to the economy of the community.
1901 Married Elizabeth M. Dodge of Lone Pine, 12/11/1901.
1902 Admitted to citizenship, Independence, Inyo County, California, 7/28/1902.
1902 Designed a distribution system for the water of Lone Pine Creek to implement a Court 

Order, Boland vs Lone Pine, et al.
1902 Took over the stage line between Lone Pine & the Mt Whitney narrow gauge railroad station.
1903 Birth of their first child, Gustave Francis, Jr., 3/21/1903.
1903 Built the first telephone line in southern Inyo County
1903 [McAdie with the Sierra Club outing to Mt  Whitney recommended the top as most suitable 

for an observatory.  Also, Langley recommended it for an observatory in 1881.]
1903 Took over the construction of the trail to the summit of Mt. Whitney, driven off by a severe 

winter storm before it could be completed.
1904 Completed the construction of the trail to the summit of Mt. Whitney, 7/17/1904.  He 

spent a total of 24 days, all above 13,000 feet, on the last 3 miles of the trail.
1905 Birth of their second child, Blanche Garland, 1/19/1905
1905 Attempted to ascend Mt. Whitney in the winter with Prof. Church of the University of 

Nevada.  They were on the mountain for 8 days in March, 1905.
1905 Guided Frank Adams of the U. S. Dept. of Agriculture to the summit for evaporation 

measurements.
1908 Guided Dr. William Campbell of the Lick Observatory & Dr. Charles Abbot, of the 

Smithsonian Institution to the Summit of Mt. Whitney where they decided it was an 
excellent location for scientific observations, but needed a shelter for protection from the 
elements.

1909 Marsh raised funds for & put the trail in good repair and he built the shelter on the summit 
of Mt. Whitney for the Smithsonian Institution.  Marsh was on the summit 43 days, 30 days 
continuously.

1910 Birth of their third (and last) child, Maule Whitney, 3/21/1910.
1910 He climbed to the summit alone in winter conditions to observe Halley’s Comet, a total 

eclipse of the Moon and to read the recording thermometers left there last August by Prof. 
McAdie.

1910 Guided Dr. Abbot to the top again, they were on the top 15 days to make more solar 
measurements.
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1912 Campaigned to be the 4th District Supervisor of Inyo County
1913 Did extensive repairs to the trail with a 20 man crew for weeks.
1913 Guided Dr. Anders J. Ångström of the Smithsonian Institution & representatives of the U. S.  

Weather Bureau to the summit of Mt. Whitney for scientific observations.
1914 Was a member of the Knights of Pythias & held several positions in that organization over a 

number of years.
1915 Built a new home after setting aside the old Dodge home.
1918 Supervisor of the 4th District, Inyo County, 1918-1920.
1919 Was on the school board of trustees for 16 years.  He was the President of the board when his 

son, Gus (1922) and his daughter-in-law to be, Zoe Chambers (1923) graduated.
1920 Member of the board of The Motor Carriers Association for a number of years.
1920 Daughter, Blanche died at the age of 15.
1926 Silver Wedding Anniversary.     First grandson, George, was born.
1930 Retired, he and Elizabeth made a trip to England and the Continent.
1935 Second trip to England with Elizabeth.
1937 Chester Versteeg submitted the name Mount Marsh to the USBGN.
1938 NBC, Death Valley Days, broadcast the radio program the “Mount Whitney Story.”  It 

included information about him and his efforts on Mt. Whitney.
1938 Second (and last grandchild) grandson, Lloyd, was born.
1940 Chester Versteeg and 3 others made a first ascent of Mount Marsh, a 13,500 foot peak 

between Mt. McAdie & Whitney Pass, 8/25/1940.
1946 Died & was buried at Lone Pine, California 4/20/1946.   A memorial service was done by 

Major G. P. Putnam (widower of Amelia Earhart).
1947 NBC, Cavalcade of America, broadcast the radio program, “Man Against the Mountain,” 17 

February 1947.  It was about Gustave’s efforts regarding the trail and shelter on Mt. Whitney.
1997 A proposal was submitted to the United States Bureau on Geographic Names (USBGN) to 

make official the name Mount Marsh.  Mt. Marsh is about 2 miles southeast of Mt. Whitney.
2000 The USBGN voted not to approve the name Mount Marsh.
2000 Additional information was submitted to the USBGN & the California Advisory Committee 

on Geographic Names (CACGN).
2001 The CACGN recommends approval of the proposal to make the name Mount Marsh official.
2002 Mount Marsh was approved 10 January 2002 by the USBGN and is in the National 

Geographic Names Database that is a part of the Geographic Names Information System 
(GNIS)
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Appendix M

This appendix has a copy of a newspaper article taken from
The Inyo Independent issued 25 October 1912.

“WHY SHOULD YOU VOTE FOR G. F. MARSH FOR SUPERVISOR OF THE 
FOURTH DISTRICT OF INYO COUNTY, CALIFORNIA.”

He did not win in the election of 1912, however, he did win in the 1918 election.



Inyo Independent   Friday   October 25, 1912
Independence, Inyo County, California
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