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The “Obata Tree”
Tomales Bay State Park — 1953

Once upon a time, when | was Ranger in Charge of Tomales Bay State Park, | was faced with the necessity of
removing this rugged pine in order to build a new entrance road. Rather than destroy this majestic work of Nature, |
determined to accept the inconvenience and route the road around the tree. At the time, we all had been inspired by
the nature art of Chiura Obata, art professor at the University of California, Berkeley, since 1932. Thus, it came to me
to christen this pine the “Obata Tree”. Obata and his wife lived through the shame of incarceration at the “relocation
center” in Topaz, Utah, during the Second World War. He returned to Berkeley after the War, teaching there until

his retirement in 1954. He died in 1975 at age 90. Yosemite National Park will be hosting an Obata Exhibit from June
through October 2007 featuring many of Obata’s 1927-1930 Yosemite works. Charles Mehlert



My State Park Career

By Charles Mehlert

Excerpted from Memoirs of Charles Mehlert

o

Contents

Chapter |
My State Park Career
1945-1950

p.1

Chapter lI
Active Duty Again - the Korean War
1950-1953
p.7

Chapter llI
Back to State Parks
1953-1960
p. 11

Chapter IV
Alaska State Parks System
1960
p. 26

Chapter V
The China Odyssey
1984, 1987
p. 40

Chapter VI
Retirement
1986
p. 50

g




CHARLES (CHARLIE) MEHLERT
January 4, 1917 ~ March 10, 2011

Photo Credits

The photo on the front cover and the Superintendent’s group photo on the back cover are courtesy
of Denzil Verardo. The photo on the top left of the back cover is courtesy of James Davis. The three

photos in the middle of the back cover are courtesy of California State Parks. All other photos are from
the Memoirs of Charles Mehlert published in 2007.

© 2017 - ISBN: 978-0-9992980-1-5
Produced by the California State Park Rangers Association (CSPRA)
by permission of Laura (Mehlert) Russell

Michael Lynch, Editor

CSPRA, PO Box 3212, Bowman, CA 95604

WWW.Cspra.com

All Rights Reserved. No portions of this work may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means,

electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or by any information storage or retrieval system,
without permission in writing from the California State Park Rangers Association.

Printed in the United States of Americaw



Chapter []

My OOUOD0OOD00OL career

One friend led to another and eventually to a position
with the State Division of Beaches and Parks and to a
career for which I was well suited by education and
temperament. I started with assignments as Ranger to
Mt. Diablo State Park and Big Basin Redwoods State

Park.

The big question was - where to start. | thought Sacramento was the best place. Lots of
Government Agencies there. | left Oakland early one morning and arrived in Sacramento around
nine. itwas still a little early to visit my old pal, Howard Hansen, so | stopped by the Soil
Conservation Service first. They had lots of openings. All seemed to be field positions in rather odd
and out of the way places. Since | had been away from Jean for some time, | put these offers in my
back pocket just in case nothing better turned up.

I then went to the home of my childhood buddy, Howard Hansen. His Aunt greeted me at the door.
I asked her if “Howdy” was in. She said Howard was killed on Bataan. | was speechless, frozen in
my tracks. She invited me in and filled me in on the details. | was still in shock and bewildered.
She asked me what was | doing in Sacramento. | was abie to answer a brief “Job hunting.” | told
her i had a B.S. degree in Forestry and thought | could get something in that line. “Well, | can give
you the name of a good friend of mine in the Division of Forestry. If anyone can help you he can.
His name is Jack Dennison, | have known him and his wife for years.”

lost no time in seeing Jack. He was very pleasant. He explained they were waiting for their people
to come back from the war before they hired additional people. He said, “Go see Ernie Camper in
State Parks, they have new positions to fill.” So, off to see Ernie Camper. He was just as pleasant
as Jack and greeted me with a big smile. | think Jack Dennison had called Ernie because he
seemed to know exactly what | was looking for. He said he had just the thing for me. It was a new
class called Forestry Engineer. It was perfect. | had graduated from Cal. with a degree in Forestry
and a minor in Engineering. As Ernie and | talked he said he too was a Cal. Grad, Class of ‘17 and
a coxswain on the Cal. Crew. The old ‘College Tie” had just taken on a new meaning to me.

A lot was done in Sacramento that day. | hurried back to Oakland, excited with the good news. |
arrived about dinner time, still excited, I told Jean | had a job with the State Division of Parks in
Sacramento as a Forestry Engineer. | would start work January 2, 1946. Jean was not impressed
with living in Sacramento, but; the idea of working for State Parks really appealed to her. The only
Park we visited was Mt. Diablo State Park, about seven years ago, when we were in college. Jean
suggested we take a look atone before | went to work. We chose Point Lobog State Reserve.
Yes, on January 2nd, 1946, | started my first job as a civilian. Now, | had finally settied down.
What a great feeling that was!

There were certain formalities to be attended to, like taking a civil service examination for my
position of Forestry Engineer. Here again | had help. Ernie Camper told me to see a person in the
Dep't of Forestry. He would give me an idea the subjects to study for the Examination. He did. |
passed. | was a Forestry Engineer. All this as a result of a friendship. These friendships lasted for a
long time. Friendships are important in this world of ours!!
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Chapter [J[]

Active Duty Again — the Korean War
1950-1953
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Major Charles Mehlert
United States Air Force 1951

My wife Jean and I had studio portraits taken when I was
reactivated for service in the Korean War. We seldom went to
the trouble to take formal photographs and this is a good
point in the narrative to include this and the one of Jean on
the following page.
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Mrs. Jean L. Mehlert 1951
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The Ano Nuevo Scrapbook

The items reproduced on pages 151-160 below
are contained in a scrapbook put together
by Mrs. Elizabeth Russell.

* * *

The offer by the U.S. General Services Administration of Ano
Nuevo Island at “Public Action” was made in a brochure
reproduced on the following four pages. It is simply not
credible that the Federal property experts in GSA were unaware
of the requirement that any Federal property to be disposed of
must first be offered to the relevant State government.

* * * *
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“Elephant Seal”
a lithograph by Artist Stern
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Chapter [J[J[]

Birth of the Alaska State Park System
1960

As its first State Park Director | had a free hand in creating a Park Plan. This first year of Alaska's
Statehood was aiso the “Transition Year” from Territory to Statehood. The Federal Government
gave the State Transition Grants to ‘jump start” State Government until it created its own revenue
through taxation. So, with my fransition grant and lots of optimism, | was eager to get started. What
an opportunity! My objective for the first year was to establish a series of camping areas along the
highways to assist Alaskans and Tourists to get around this great State, inexpensively.

I had an excelient relationship with the Director of Highways. He agreed to designate, to the
highway construction Contractors, sites i selected for their construction camps. Then, when the
highway construction had been completed, the contractors would leave the camps intact. My crew
would then convert the area for public use. Water supply, sanitary facilities, eiectricity and
telephone communication would already be in place. Cost to my Department would be minimal.
Here would be a ready made campground, aiong a newly completed highway, ready for public
use.

For the future | withdrew large tracts of land having exceptional beauty and superb park potential.
Things were going great. The future was bright. | made a modest budget to carry out my next
year's plan. Things were fitting into place nicely and | was comfortable in what | was doing.

Disaster Strikes
Yes, disaster struck! The fishing season had been disastrous. Anticipated taxes from the fishing
income was counted on to fill the Alaskan Treasury. This in turn was to fund the State’s programs
for the next fiscal year. The plight of the fishermen was worse than thought at first. Now, the State
was looking for money to give food and shelter to those in need. The Governor froze all State
spending. All unspent State money was used to establish the dole. The Governor confiscated all
Federal money allotted to Alaska’s Government projecis to help feed the hungry in this crisis. The
money | had nurtured over the months had vanished, like overnight.

The Governor announced that the only State programs to continue the next fiscal year were those
funded by Federal grants such as, Forestry, Highways, Social Services and the iike. There would
be no money for State Parks. Thus ended my dream of building one of the finest State Parks in the

nation.

Since | had burned no bridges behind me, there was always the opportunity to return to the State
of California and its Park System. This is what | decided to do.
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The Chilkoot Trail

In my brief tenure as the First State Park Director of Alaska, I was
already planning for the resurrection of the original “Chilkoot
Trail”, made famous by the thousands of “stampeders” in the 1897-1898
Klondike Gold Rush. My initial survey of the Trail, its traces still
discernible, was guided by an old “Sourdough”. (The photographs below
are from “A Hiker’s Guide to the Chilkoot Trail”, published by the
Minister of the Environment, Government of Canada, 1991).

“Sheep Camp” — a stopover on the Chilkoot Trail
“Sheep Camp” in 1897 had 16 hotels, one of which belonged to a Bailey
but research to date has failed to determine whether or not my family
is related to this hardy entrepreneur. “Sheep Camp” also had three
saloons, two “dance halls” and a bath house.

Climbing the Pass
After Sheep Camp, the Trail’s gradient increased until at a place
called “Scales” it reached 45 degrees causing many stampeders to
become so discouraged as to abandon their supplies and turn back.
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Chapter []

Back to California and State Parks
1961
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On this and the following pages are materials
illustrating some aspects of my work related to the
development of a system of coastal underwater parks
(p-163 above), the maintenance of a clean Monterey
Bay, and to collaboration with the French Government
in evaluation of underwater parks sites on Tahiti.

* * * *

Monterey Bay Clean-up Drive

Accumulation of debris on the floor of Monterey Bay had
reached disastrous proportions by early 1971. In response,
hundreds of skindivers collaborated in a two-day campaign,
which I coordinated, to remove some of this litter.
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Activities such as this clean-up campaign have
served to raise public awareness of the problem
and to secure the cooperation all citizens 1in
keeping the Bay and its waters pristine.

* * * *
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If I was to do an adequate job of designing a system of
Underwater State Parks, it was almost obligatory that I take
up scuba diving — which I did at age 50. Once under water I
became as fascinated, as most divers do, by the incredible
variety and color of underwater life. So I added underwater
photography to my learning schedule, using a 1l6mm Bolex movie
camera for which I designed a waterproof carrier, as well as
an assortment of still cameras.
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Charles

Monterey Bay 1972
(After a session of underwater exploration, my friends and I are
picked up by boat before being returned to shore).

In order to establish an underwater park, a first step is to
convince the Parks and Recreation Commission that a particular
area should be designated as a park, a reserve or a recreation
area. This group has been out gathering the basic data for a
report to the Commission on the Carmel Bay area. In an
interview for the The Herald Weekend Magazine, September 23,
1972, I was quoted as follows:

“,..the main object of putting this unequaled
underwater treasure into the state park system 1is to
protect it and interpret it for the public. By
protecting we mean preventing the thoughtless and
useless collecting of unique plant and animal life.
Most of the marine life 1is fragile and you can’t take
it off the rocks without damaging it or killing 1it.
We’'re trying to persuade people to curb their trophy-
hunting instincts and to be happy with a photographic
record.”

Today there are over 19 areas designated as either
underwater parks or reserves, stretching from Mendocino
County in the north to San Diego County in the south.
Point Lobos State Reserve was the first underwater park in
the world.
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When the French government learned of our plan to establish a
system of California underwater parks, it realized that some
of its Pacific Island possessions might also be suitable
sites. The result was on invitation from the French in 1972 to
our Underwater Parks board to send a team of experts to
Tahiti, a team which I headed (p.163 above). Twenty years
later I went to Hainan, China, on a similar mission (following
chapter).
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Chapter [J/[]

The China Odyssey 1984, 1987

I made two trips to China, in 1984 and 1987, both in
connection with the development of an underwater park on
Hainan Island in south China and both instigated by Paul
Chow, Professor of Physics at U.C. Northridge and, in 1955,
navigator of the junk Free China mentioned in Chapter Nine

above.
* * * *

Opportunity Knocks
Paul Chow called me early in May 1984 and asked me if I'd like to plan an underwater park in
China. Paul always seems to speak s¢ enthusiastically about things, that one’s immediate
response is automatically in the affirmative. True to form | jumped at the bait. An underwater park
in China? That was wild.

When things cooled down a bit, it seems Paul saw an article in the Peoples Daily that the Chinese
Government was thinking about developing Hainan Isiand in Southern China. It seems the
development was broad in scope. He had written to the appropriate Government Office to get
some more information. That first phone call really whetted my appetite to hear more. In due time
he received the information he had asked for. A team of several people, having different
disciplines, was needed to asses the potential for development of the area. | put together a team
that was able to satisfy the requirements of the Chinese Government.

Now came the moment of truth. It was stated in the material Paul received, outside help had to pay
their expenses to China. All expenses incurred inside China would be paid by the Chinese
Government. The team | had formed gradually melted away. | was left alone. That was OK, | had
friends that would finance my flight to China. My own organization, Creative Environmental
Consuitants, would kick in the major portion needed. Paul had visited the Island, years before,
when he was a fishing boat Captain. His description of the area, in what is now the vicinity of
Sanya, gave indication of an excellent underwater recreation area.

Letters, back and forth, were increasingly favorable, especially the letter of July 9, 1984 from the
Committee for External Economics. But, that was the last letter. We heard nothing more from
China.

Note: Some months later there was a news item in the Los Angeles Times of a big scandal
involving the purchase and selling of vehicles by Hainan officials. Paul Chow told me
the officials we had been corresponding with were the ones. They were in disgrace
and out of the Government. No wonder we had not heard from them.

The Sanya Caper
I had ail but forgotten about the proposai | had made to the Hainan Administrative Region. We
received a notice of a diving trip to Hainan isiand. The first of its kind to China. Jean and | decided
to go. We asked my brother, Calvin to go too. He was fluent in Chinese, having been with Nixon as
an interpreter when the President went to China. So, all three of us signed up to go.

We were to dive off Sanya. (That hit a responsive note in my mind. | took all the correspondence,
relating to my proposal, with me on the chance Calvin and | could meet with officials in Haikow.)
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My State Park Career
By
Charles Mehlert

Excerpted from Memoirs of Charles Mehlert

Charles “Charlie” Mehlert had an illustrious career in California State
Parks. In this book, Chuck Mehlert details his work, efforts, and
many accomplishments in the California State Park System. Some

of these notable actions include opening and developing Tomales
Bay State Park, almost singled-handily saving Ano Nuevo Island from
private development, and being deeply involved in the development
of underwater parks.
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Chapter [

Odds and Ends
Retirement

During my last years with State Parks, I was

Regional Resource Manager for Region Four
(Monterey Area, State Parks);

Architect of the Statewide Underwater Parks Program;

Instrumental in the establishment of a system of
“Environmental Campsites”;

An active member of the Pacific Grove Marine Rescue
Patrol;

After retirement I was elected Chairman of the
Advisory Board on Underwater Parks and Reserves and continued
working with the numerous organizations, both private and
governmental, concerned with protecting our sea coast — and
Monterey Bay in particular - from man-made pollution.

* * * *
Pacific Grove Rescue Patrol

| was a member of the Pacific Grove Marine Rescue Patrol for over 20 years. It was a Volunteer
organization kept alive by donations and fund raisers. We were attached to the Pacific Grove Fire
Department. Our Rescue Truck and Equipment were parked at their facility. It also housed, in a
special room, our Re-compression Chamber which was used if a diver suffered from the “bends”.
When called by the Fire Department Dispatcher, we would respond to an emergency.it couid be for
a diver in trouble, a fishing boat going into the surf line or some other ocean oriented emergency.
Mostly they were day time cail outs.

One night, about 10 PM, | received a call from the Dispatcher. A car had gone off the Moss
Landing Bridge and into the Slough. Meet at the Bridge as soon as you can. | gathered my gear
bag and my trusty Alien underwater light and took off. We all got there about the same time. We
were briefed as we dressed. The Highway Patrol told us a group had been in a bar, were rowdy
and asked to leave. They were drunk! We were told there may be as many as four in the car.
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Reorganization
Regional Resource Manager
Retirement 1986

My District duties with Parks involved traveling throughout five
Counties. With my Forestry background I was given Natural
Resource oriented problems as well as continuing in charge of the
Statewide Underwater Parks Program.

With yet another Departmental Reorganization, Districts were now
out and larger geographical units, called Regions, in — but with
the same faces, just different titles. The Regions were not only
larger but involved greater responsibilities that with the
Districts. I was made Regional Resource Manager and retained my
responsibilities for management of the Statewide Underwater Parks
Program.

Now I needed more staff. More staff required more room. This
appeared in the form of three large office trailers, acquired at
no cost from friends at the Department of Water Resources. These
friends, hearing about my need, were happy to be in a position to
return favors which I had done them in the past. The trailers
were converted into comfortable, carpeted, heated offices for my
Unit, all done under the supervision of my good friend, Art
Lloyd. I, naturally, had one trailer all to myself!

Even the location of our Unit was special. We were located in an
impressive grove of oaks, away from the main building. Redwood
walkways linked our trailers. Many were the envious glances from
other Park personnel, and from employees of the Departments of
Forestry and Fish and Game, all of whom had offices in the
crowded main building. We were happy in our surroundings. Morale
was high and I was happy in the work. It was too good to last.
Mandatory retirement comes to us all and I retired on 6 September
1986.

Retirement and Reward

My retirement party was held at the Monterey Elks Lodge and was a
lively affair. I was delighted when, at the party, Parks
Director Briner announced that he was appointing me to the
Advisory Board on Underwater Parks and Reserves. I was now a
member of the Board I had helped to create. It was satisfying to
feel that all the years I had put into conservation and
protection of our underwater natural resources had Dbeen
recognized. The final reward came later when my peers elected me
Chairman of the Board.
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Environmental Campsites

I had long felt that many of those who stay in our State Parks
would appreciate individual campsites away from the |usual
grouping of campsites, places where families could have a feeling
of the wilderness. Group campsites are useful in that clean
toilets and showers are close by, there is running water at the
campsite, the venue for evening programs is near and — important
for many — parking is available next to the site. But I thought
the State should make available remote camping to those that
would value it.

I developed a model of such a campsite: first, to be remote it
had to be away from the road but not so far as to discourage the
carrying in of supplies, something in the neighborhood of a five
minute walk; secondly, it would need a camp table, a fire pit,
and safe storage for food; lastly it required a pit toilet.

The latter presented difficulties: the usual pit toilet would not
meet State sanitary requirements because the effluents could
possibly leak into ground water. This would restrict the use of
such toilets to more than 50’ from a stream. I knew that a self-
composting toilet was feasible, one that was contained in a leak-
proof structure. Also, it had to be constructed in pieces light
enough to carried to the campsite and assembled there. I drew up
a design which was approved by the State health authorities
concerned and then submitted the overall campsite plan to the
Director who approved enthusiastically. In fact, we were not sure
what kind of response the public would have but I am pleased that
today the “environmental campsite”, as they are known, have
become a popular part of the State Park camping experience.

The presentation to the public of the first 50 environmental
campsites, at twelve parks, was conducted with some fanfare at
Mt. Diablo State Park on May 16, 1981, Huey Johnson, the
Secretary of the State Resources Agency, and Peter Dangermond,
the Director of the Department of Parks and Recreation,
presiding. This statement, issued at the time aptly characterizes
the philosophy of the environmental campsite system:

These campsites are intended to reintroduce an old idea —
camping as means of getting away from it all, and back in
touch with the world we live 1in. To achieve this,
environmental campsites are separated from each other and
from the regular campground, and campers carry in their
supplies, including fuel and sometimes water, a short
distance to their sites. Neither other park visitors nor
vehicles intrude on these special sites — you and your
family will feel that you are the only people for miles
around. Each environmental campsite is in a setting hand-
picked for its scenic and natural qualities.
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