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Introduct ion

On a cold, cold morning in mid-February, at the edge of the remote 
Montana village of Gardiner, an ordinary-looking man turned his 
face south and set out to do the extraordinary.

He must have drawn little notice, except that the locals, all of 
whom knew him, would have wished him luck, knowing he might 
need it. Or he might not. Unimpressive to look at, he was clean-
shaven—for now—except for a mustache that was modest for the 
era and the year, 1887. Under his winter clothes, he was, to borrow 
an item from the twenty-first century’s supply of slang, in terrific 
shape. His face was weathered and scorched; and to borrow an 
item from the twenty-first century’s supply of neuroses, he should 
have been worried about melanoma. By his own account, and from 
all that we know about him, he was not worried about much of 
anything.

He stepped onto the snow and into a pair of deceptively simple 
objects, relatively familiar in the Old World, but not in the New. 
In the language of 1887, they were “snowshoes,” and were actually 
what we would call “skis,” a Norwegian word that had not yet been 
incorporated into English.1 In North America, they were known 
mainly to Scandinavian immigrants in places like the upper Mid-
west, and the immigrants only occasionally used them for fun. To-
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day’s winter sports industries were then in the distant future, and 
unimaginable. So were our bindings and poles; these skis (this book 
will call them that, to avoid confusion) had only leather straps, two 
each, for the toes and the heels. The pole—singular—was a shaft of 
pine, seven feet long. It was called, to add to the general strangeness 
of the situation, a “lurk.”2 It would double as a measuring stick to 
plot the depth of the snow, “until,” the man later explained, “the 
snow was too deep for the pole to touch bottom.”

The wooden skis were nine feet long, petite for the era, when 
skis were regularly twice as long as the skier was tall. They had 
been expertly honed and waxed by their proprietor, who aimed 
them south and shushed off without fanfare. He would have gone 
alone, as he normally did in the winter, but this time he brought 
along a youngster, Jack Tansey, who was included, it seems, for 
the companionship. He was not there as a porter; the two car-
ried everything they needed in backpacks, and the packs weighed 
a mere 18 pounds. They could count on at least some resupply on 
the snowed-over trails ahead, but not much, not in that distant era. 
Nor was Tansey there for his expertise; astonishingly, he had no 
experience as a skier, but his leader, who was not in a rush, assumed 
he would pick it up as they went along. The need for companion-
ship makes sense given the length of the trip, and the aim. The two 
would be skiing over 200 miles, through the interior of the still 
relatively new national park called Yellowstone.

Worry would be sensible. Their starting point lay at a gentle 
5300 feet above sea level, gentle by local standards. Ahead, to the 
south, loomed a wall of rock, ice, and snow. Stretching from ho-
rizon to horizon, this line of mountains strongly suggested what 
awaited them. The first stop was park headquarters, at a still-gentle 
6200 feet. After that, they entered the park interior, where eleva-
tions tended to run between 7000 feet and 8000 feet. Finishing the 
trip would require them to negotiate passes over 10,000 feet high. 
It would have taken many ski poles to measure the depth of the 
snow, in the lee of the wind at 10,000 feet.
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It was particularly so that year. The winter of 1887 had already 
proven itself an epic, and not an uplifting one, unless you hate 
cows (many had already frozen to death). In the words of historian 
Paul Schullery, it “was, at least in the short memory of western 
settlers and ranchers, the mother of all winters, the one that broke 
the back of many western cattle operations, killing 362,000 cattle 
in Montana alone. It started in November, and except for a brief 
thaw in January, the extreme cold and deep snow did not relent 
until spring.” Even at that still-gentle 6200 feet at headquarters, 
the park superintendent “would report that snow fell on 23 days 
in January, a total of 77 inches. The coldest temperature at Mam-
moth that month was 21°.”3

By chance, two other groups had attempted to traverse the park 
interior that fatal winter. One had penetrated not much farther 
than the Norris Geyser Basin, a little more than 25 miles, before 
sputtering out in exhaustion. A second group, composed of mem-
bers of the first who refused to give up, had completed the tour, 
but not before nearly killing themselves trying to cross one of the 
passes in a blizzard.

Yet the leader was not worried. The genuinely dangerous 
ice-scape up ahead was as familiar as home, because it was his 
home. He loved that blinding, wind-blasted nightmare as much 
as a man can love anyone or anything. He completed the trip 
with what looked like ease, although only he could make it look 
that way.

His name was Thomas Elwood Hofer, or “Billy” Hofer to his 
many friends—and, as he grew older and became nearly as much 
a fixture of Yellowstone Park as Old Faithful Geyser, he became 
Uncle Billy. He was to Yellowstone what John Muir was to Yo-
semite: its first and greatest all-around expert, perhaps the greatest 
single expert that Yellowstone has ever known.

He should arguably be recognized as Yellowstone’s John Muir. 
Instead, he is widely forgotten. No biography has ever been pro-
duced of him, despite repeated calls for one from nearly anybody 
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who has gotten to know Billy and his half-century-long Yellow-
stone adventure. This book is intended to fill that void.

That he has been forgotten is a matter of bad luck and circum-
stances unique to both his era and our own. During his lifetime, 
from at least the occasion of the 1887 ski around the park, he was 
not obscure. He was nearly famous. He undertook the trip at the 
behest of his temporary employer, the influential weekly Forest and 
Stream. On the surface an outdoor sportsman’s newspaper, Forest 
and Stream was more importantly one of the leading conservation 
journals of its time. Its editor was George Bird Grinnell, the Yale-
trained, scientific jack-of-all-trades with influence throughout the 
East Coast’s upper crust, influence he could use to push a wildlife 
and wild-land conservation agenda that was often decades ahead 
of its time.

Billy was one of Grinnell’s foremost soldiers, Our Man in Mon-
tana, and his influence was amplified by the extraordinary cast of 
characters who passed through Billy’s life. As his expertise grew, so 
did his reputation, and soon everyone with the means to afford one 
sought him out as a guide. He guided big-game hunters, statesmen, 
celebrities, European aristocrats, European royalty, and American 
presidents. He guided explorers, scientists, and his fellow journal-
ists. The knowledge that he developed brought him, at an early 
date, to Grinnell’s attention.

In the course of his travels, decade after decade, he developed an 
expertise that makes it all the more important that we elevate him 
from the state of obscurity into which he has slipped. Yellowstone 
is a peculiar place in millions of ways—literally millions—but some 
of its peculiarities are more important and cause more trouble than 
others. It was the first parcel of land on earth to be given the label 
“National Park,” and the US government bestowed that label at a 
time when the place had not been much disturbed by humans with 
knowledge of industry or large-scale agriculture. It today occupies 
the center of what has come to be called the Greater Yellowstone 
Ecosystem, a block of land that, by conservative estimates, mea-
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sures twenty million acres. Others would put the number higher, 
a few lower. It is the largest mass of land in the temperate zones of 
the earth that is, ecologically, relatively intact.

Relatively. At 2.1 million acres, Yellowstone National Park itself 
is only a fraction of the Greater Ecosystem that we have named for 
it, but it has served as a bastion in which species hunted to death 
elsewhere, like the grizzly bear and the bison, have in effect hidden 
out until the general public’s attitude toward them got a little less 
murderous. It has done similar duty for less well-known species, 
and surely some that remain unknown to us. The federal agency 
charged today with running it, the National Park Service, operates 
under a famously schizoid directive. In the act of Congress that 
had established the NPS in 1916, the new Service was directed 
“to conserve the scenery and the natural and historic objects and 
the wild life” in the parks, but at the same time “to provide for the 
enjoyment of the same in such manner and by such means as will 
leave them unimpaired for the enjoyment of future generations.”4

During the early history of the park, near the start of its man-
agement by the NPS, and during the long stretch when the park 
was run by the US Army in the absence of any other body capable 
of handling the job, the soldiers and rangers tended to overdo the 
“provide for the enjoyment” part, and they had ideas we today 
would find bizarre. They “fixed” what they regarded as nature’s 
mistakes, introducing some species of animals, plants, and fish, 
protecting others, gunning down still others on sight. They ran 
off or ejected the last of the native tribes. They suppressed every 
wildfire they could find. They dammed rivers, they felled timber, 
they blasted and built and destroyed.

Historians have long since come to understand that there never 
was a “pristine” or “perfect” Yellowstone. For one thing, those 
native people moved across the landscape in waves soon after the 
last glaciers receded about 10,000 years ago. Just from the differ-
ent weapons archaeologists have collected, we know those peoples 
hunted different animals in different ways at different times. They 
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built small villages, the remains of some of which are visible today. 
They built fish traps; they built elaborate structures for channeling 
and controlling the animals they hunted; they set fires; they even 
dug mines, if small ones, and hauled away the mineral booty to 
make tools and other useful things. They changed the place, then 
they changed what they had changed, over and over and over.

Nevertheless, in the first half of the nineteenth century, what 
would become Yellowstone National Park was a place in which 
nature was in charge. It still is. “Nature” includes meteors and vol-
canoes, and if one of those intervenes, we shall see how omnipo-
tent humanity really is. Still, natural systems—the relationships 
between living creatures and their inanimate surroundings—were 
the dominant forces.

Trappers, mountain men, and other footloose voyageurs had vis-
ited repeatedly after the turn of the nineteenth century, and they 
were armed to the teeth, but they could not impose the kind of 
violent intervention that happened after the park began its official 
public life as the National Park in 1872. Everyone involved argues 
incessantly about the details, but the National Park Service today 
operates under a broad, general agreement that what we want in 
Yellowstone National Park is the nearest thing we can get to what 
the place was like in that first half of the nineteenth century, before 
the big lead-based interventions began. That means undoing some 
of the loonier interventions.

But to do so requires a goal or target, and that requires knowl-
edge of what the place was like back then. The native tribes had no 
alphabet, and surprisingly few early visitors from the East thought 
to talk to them much, even through interpreters. The other records 
are sketchy. Those that exist have often gone ignored.

The major examples of problems arising from this ignorance, 
the ones that have caused the most heat and least light for over a 
hundred years, are the elk and the wolves. By the 1920s, various 
government agencies and independent actors, working together, 
had killed the last wolf in Greater Yellowstone, their bright idea be-



YELLOWSTONE’S LOST LEGEND 13

ing that the elk would benefit. Ever since, a constant fight has sim-
mered and flared over whether the elk herds grew too large. Nor 
was there quiet in the early years, when nearly all sides assumed the 
elk to be headed for extinction.

Early in the years of the Bill Clinton presidency, the Department 
of the Interior prepared to restore the wolves to Yellowstone (a goal 
long since attained, with outlandish success where the number of 
wolves is concerned). Early in the process, the former Yellowstone 
National Park Historian, Paul Schullery, joined by a later Histo-
rian, Lee Whittlesey, assembled every important source they could 
find giving contemporary accounts of just what kind of animals 
lived in Yellowstone before the 1880s, and how many. It was an 
immense effort, one that no one had ever undertaken, probably be-
cause it was so immense (and besides, who wants knowledge when 
it might undermine your arguments in the fight?). The resulting 
document, 170 pages long, is still only a partial accounting.5

Some years later, Schullery commented on his and Whittlesey’s 
ordeal: “We learned that it is impossible to make trustworthy gen-
eralizations without having a huge amount of such informal, an-
ecdotal material and that it is apparently very easy to misinterpret 
whatever evidence you do find.”6 Indeed, much, or most, of the in-
vective about the wolves and the elk had always been thinly-sliced 
baloney. What is needed today, still, is more and better material. 
What is really needed is something like both science and a scientist, 
and a highly experienced one, on the ground in the Yellowstone of 
the distant past. If only we had one!

Billy Hofer, unsurprisingly, takes his historical place in that 
monster document about Yellowstone’s animals, and it is an im-
portant place. His expertise surpasses that of anyone else in it. He 
had arrived in the area in 1877. He did not leave until the era of 
the First World War, when events conspired to finally force him 
indoors for good.

Again, it may be that no single person before or since has known 
the place as a whole as well as Hofer. There are plenty of specialists 
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then and now who had, or have, him beat. But who has known the 
entire place to such a degree and as well as he? When he got his 
first extended tour of it, in 1879, the park as an official entity was 
just seven years old. He probably met and, given his personality, 
befriended people who had been there much earlier. Once settled 
into the area, he set out to walk or ski every bit of it. By 1887, then, 
he had been at it nonstop for years, and he had been skiing, we 
know, for over a decade.

Billy Hofer’s 1887 journey was not a climax, but rather just 
another job. Still, when it came time to write up his 1887 tour of 
the park, among other feats, he created an astonishing artifact: on 
one full page of Forest and Stream, at that time a broadsheet, he 
produced, with the help of Grinnell’s graphic artists, a map of the 
entire park giving the locations of major concentrations of each 
species of animal that his readers would be interested in, and quite 
a few they might not have cared about. His major limitation ap-
pears merely to have been space on the page.

“What made it matter, then and now,” Schullery stated of the 
1887 ski journey, “was that it was, thanks to Grinnell’s orders and 
Hofer’s superior skills as an observer, the first serious attempt to 
survey winter wildlife and conditions in the park.” Unlike earlier 
winter explorers,

Hofer was on park business, even though not funded by 
park management. His detailed accounting of wildlife num-
bers and distribution, and his many observations on what 
winter was really like, were the first such report produced. 
A few earlier reports had come in on conditions in some 
specific location or about some single species population, 
but nothing like this had even been proposed before, which 
makes Hofer’s achievement all the more impressive.

He reported on all the animals he saw—not just the fa-
vorite large mammals, but the small mammals and birds and 
even the fish he might glimpse while crossing various park 
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streams (he was an avid fisherman, so his attention to fish 
isn’t surprising). Some of his descriptions of snow depths 
and vegetation conditions were just as revealing as his 
wildlife reports. He left us a singular vignette of an earlier 
Yellowstone—a colder, more isolated, and considerably less 
disturbed park, in the throes of one of American history’s 
great winters, and he did it all in a calm, matter-of-fact, and 
often quite charming manner surpassed by few other park 
visitors before or since.7

Grinnell was obviously pleased with what Hofer had sent him. 
His compositors set the series in dense type, and Grinnell let it 
sprawl across the pages of much of five issues, allowing it finally 
to become the length of a short book. No journal carrying such a 
wide readership would likely do any such thing today. I said earlier 
that Billy’s reputation has risen and fallen based on circumstances 
unique to his era and our own. He was the star of the April and 
May 1887 issues of Forest and Stream because he was writing near, 
but before, the end of the era of the celebrity naturalist.

Every age has its favorite science. Today, the geneticist is the 
star. Around the turn of the twentieth century, during the quan-
tum revolution, it was the physicist. During Hofer’s youth, and 
stretching back into the age of exploration, it was the buccaneering 
naturalist, sailing the seven seas and braving the elements to return 
with strange and wondrous beasts. Yet those naturalists were not 
just entertainers or stuntmen. They were scientists. Charles Dar-
win was, in his youth, one of them.

And Billy Hofer was one of their number, too. He was, in fact, 
among the truly accomplished naturalists of his era, and the first to 
live, full-time and year-round, in greater Yellowstone. His obser-
vations were too precise, his knowledge too encyclopedic, and his 
written records of his counts, measurements, and other studies too 
careful to be called anything other than “scientific.” And that was 
during the months of summer; the observations he made during 
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winter were unprecedented and unique. Since I am the first person 
to make this claim for him—that the man was a scientist, and one 
of the first caliber—it needs a closer look.

Pronounce the word “scientist” today, and whether we first 
picture Jonas Salk, Peter Higgs, or Bill Nye the Science Guy, we 
know what one looks like and how that person is supposed to be-
have. Wearing white coats, surrounded by mysterious equipment, 
working for a large bureaucracy, and possessing Ph.Ds. as mere 
tickets of admission, scientists are engaged in a massively-funded 
and centrally-important enterprise, both creations and creators 
of the modern world. We do not understand their experiments, 
but they produce data that other scientists can check and verify. If 
something goes wrong, we feel, they will figure it out. In all forms, 
science requires high intelligence, but given scholarships and gov-
ernment support, anyone with the brains can enter its ranks.

That is, of course, the popular conception, one full of miscon-
ceptions. Science will never be a perfect meritocracy, nor will it 
follow its own rules perfectly. Nobel laureates can lose their minds 
utterly and still retain their force-field of Nobel prestige among the 
general public, the news media, and even the fellow scientists who 
ought to know better. Still, most branches of science—both experi-
mental and observational—do today regulate themselves according 
to rules that are established and accepted by the scientists them-
selves. Lunacy, junk science, pseudoscience, and outright fraud will 
always be with us (the amount of money changing hands alone 
will guarantee that they will always be with us). The mere fact that 
such terms as “junk science” and “pseudoscience” exist, however, 
is a testament today to the ability of the professionals to eventually 
wake up and smell the garbage. Reputation and the well-dressed lie 
will not normally hold out forever.

In the mid-nineteenth century, as Billy Hofer was growing to 
adulthood, and well beyond, reputation was nearly all that science 
had. The terms “science” and “scientist” themselves had scarcely 
caught on; around the time Hofer was born, “natural philosophy” 
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would have come more readily to the tongue. Only the wealthy 
had time and money for it, and universities, innately conservative 
(note how, at graduation, everyone dressed—and still dresses—like 
medieval nobility), stuck with the Latin and Greek classics as their 
primary focus for as long as they could. Each science remained 
the province of aristocrats, who accepted one another as respect-
able—and believable—natural philosophers in large part out of 
sheer social prestige.

To understand the situation back then, we can learn much from 
the relationship between Alfred Wallace and Charles Darwin. Wal-
lace is today known almost entirely for a letter, or letters, he wrote 
to Darwin that outlined the theory of what we now call evolution, 
one that Darwin had already been working on for years. They real-
ly deserve credit as co-discoverers of the central idea underpinning 
all the life sciences. It is, instead, Darwin who is today as promi-
nent, historically, as Newton or Einstein or any other scientist who 
comes to mind.

David Quammen gave a useful summary of the situation in his 
popular science classic The Song of the Dodo, and made it clear how 
Darwin eclipsed Wallace. The latter was a man of humble origins 
who made his living—and learned the “life sciences” when they 
barely existed—collecting specimens in the tropics. In 1855, Wal-
lace published a paper that anticipated some of the key ideas that 
made On the Origin of Species famous when it appeared four years 
later. The paper, too, remains little-remembered:

A few other scientists had taken notice of Wallace’s 
paper, and two even said so to Darwin. One of these was Sir 
Charles Lyell, England’s preeminent geologist. The other 
was Edward Blyth, an Englishman stationed in India with 
whom Darwin corresponded. But neither Lyell nor Blyth 
communicated appreciation to the author. To them, this 
fellow Wallace was an unknown, a commercial collector 
and trader, a purveyor of stuffed birds and mounted insects 



SCOTT HERRING18

for the curio market. Collection was crucial to the advance-
ment of biology, but if the collector sold specimens (as 
Wallace did, in order to live), he was liable to be looked on 
a déclassé.8

In truth, Quammen’s language here is not strong enough. The 
mid-nineteenth century gentility lived by an unwritten law that 
might as well have been set in stone and mounted on high: A gen-
tleman did not engage in trade.

Furthermore, Wallace was still tramping his way from 
one island to the next all-hell-and-gone out in the Malay 
Archipelago. He had no social standing and no fixed ad-
dress. Did anyone know how to reach him? Did anyone 
care? Having attended some meetings of the Entomological 
Society during his last sojourn in London, he was not quite 
a total outsider, but he stood out more than in. And though 
the discipline of biology had not yet in those years become a 
profession, regulated by academic credentials and protocols, 
it was at least a semi-exclusive club. The club’s membership 
consisted largely of gentlemen with inherited wealth, such as 
Darwin, and of country clergy, who performed their clerical 
chores mainly on Sunday and were free to watch birds or 
collect beetles during the week. The club met in London, in 
Paris, in Edinburgh, in Cambridge, in Berlin, in a few other 
places, while Alfred Wallace on the far side of the world 
coped with malaria and rotting feet.9

Billy Hofer did his future reputation no favors by behaving rather 
like his near-contemporary Wallace: tramping to some of the wild-
est parts of his world, knocking about for a living, and never mak-
ing any great effort to achieve the status of Gentleman.

In picturing him driving his skis up those two long hills at the 
start of their 1887 journey, Tansey hustling along in his wake—
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the first hill the climb to park headquarters, the second the even 
harder struggle up through the gunsight pass leading south, onto 
Swan Lake Flat and toward the interior of the park—one pictures 
a face so scorched by that brutal February that it resembled worked 
leather. Yet if he could hear me, he would probably be blushing. 
He was self-deprecating to a great fault.

Here is just one example. As they headed south, he and Tan-
sey found the damage left by one of the more violent storms of 
that year, one that had struck a month earlier: “Many trees had 
been blown down, some were broken off 20ft. up and had brought 
down in their fall telephone wires and poles. The wide wagon road 
was piled up with snow fully 12ft. deep, drifted in long ridges, the 
tops of which we were obliged to follow as if traveling on the comb 
of a house.”10

Later, in the same canyon, he found the tracks of three ava-
lanches, as he had been expecting. What was his conclusion about 
this place? “I really think there is no danger here at all.”11

It was a typical moment, and one that captures for us today a 
facet of his defining characteristic: that of a man of the most acute 
contrasts. He was as tough and physically skilled as a professional 
athlete, but he had none of the exalted ego that goes with that 
position. He came from humble origins, but did not strain him-
self in the slightest in interacting with some of the most wealthy 
and powerful men of his era. He could pal-around with the likes 
of Theodore Roosevelt; he could, without flinching, do the same 
with the roughest Army private or frontier eccentric, in the same 
minute, if necessary. His formal education was adequate, but un-
spectacular; his scientific understanding of the Yellowstone region 
went unrivaled.

His “Aw, shucks, nothin’ to it” attitude toward his own feats 
also helped him disappear down the memory hole. To be famous, 
as we know today, it is always best to be a self-promoter.

And, to be famous, it is also necessary to be lucky. He should 
be remembered today as Yellowstone’s John Muir, yes, and he is 
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not, but it would have required more than merely a haughtier ego 
to make him so. Muir was Billy’s near-contemporary, one who 
achieved great fame during his lifetime, fame that has if anything 
only grown more potent in the century since his death. Yet when 
one compares the two, they reveal strikingly similar lives. Only 
Muir could have matched Hofer in his simple delight at natural 
phenomena that most people today find terrifying. In his book 
The Yosemite, Muir described crossing a snowfield that chose that 
moment to become an avalanche. That was no problem: “as the 
whole mass beneath and about me joined in the flight there was 
no friction, though I was tossed here and there and lurched from 
side to side. When the avalanche swedged and came to rest I found 
myself on top of the crumpled pile without a bruise or scar. This 
was a fine experience.”12 Today, it would probably be a felony, or 
at least “Driving While Intoxicated.”

Both men were born and raised in humble circumstances, learn-
ing in their childhood all manner of practical skills. In their young 
adulthood, they both wandered—purposefully—away from any-
thing that looked like civilization, then found and fell in love with 
their respective parks. Abandoning anything that looked like regu-
lar life, embracing with pure joy huge blocks of raw wilderness, 
they did whatever was required to stay in those parks permanently. 
They stayed for years and years, learning every detail about the 
places and exploring every corner. They wrote about those places 
for large audiences, and in the end, the rich and well-connected 
sought them out to take advantage of their expertise.

They shared an attitude toward the wilderness that, surprisingly, 
was more common in their era than ours. Its abandonment marks 
a change—for the worse, honestly—in environmental politics over 
the last century. The old style of environmentalism, which Muir 
and Hofer arguably shared, made an emotional appeal: love na-
ture, and it will love you back. You need not fear it, because it is 
not anything like as dangerous as advertised. Since their era, how-
ever, people in developed countries have changed. In the 1970s, 
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in another context, the journalist Hunter S. Thompson remarked 
that “Most natives of Manhattan Island are terrified of all animals 
except cockroaches and poodles.”13 Today, everyone is terrified of 
all animals except poodles—cockroaches have slipped over into the 
“Terror” column. Environmental activists have long since given 
up trying to get people to love nature; the conscious goal, today, 
at least in some quarters, is to get them to fear it. Except for the 
occasional Sierra Club outing and the like, environmentalism is 
focused almost entirely on global catastrophe.

So why did Muir end up famous, and Billy only a local hero? 
The crucial difference lay in what amounts to an accident of ge-
ography—a matter of luck. Yosemite was, by the later decades of 
Muir’s life, an easy day’s travel from San Francisco, Berkeley, and 
the whole greater Bay Area, then the single major urban area on 
the West Coast. Yellowstone was and remains in the middle of 
nowhere. Muir had another stroke of luck. His major scientific 
contribution was to explain the formation of Yosemite Valley; he 
was the first to see that it was substantially the work of glaciers, not 
of Noah’s flood or some other hypothetical catastrophe. “Respect-
able” scientists recognized the force of his ideas, and he became at 
least an honorary member of the club.

Although he never entirely lost touch with the mountains, 
Muir married, then spent years accumulating wealth on a ranch 
in Martinez, California, not too far from either the Sierra or San 
Francisco. Having amassed enough of a fortune to keep his family 
comfortable, he returned full-time to his career as a book author, 
lecturer, and activist that created the fame he enjoys to this day. 
He could have done none of that living in the middle of nowhere.

While Hofer’s output of words was about as large as Muir’s, his 
outlets were journalistic. He had an audience for only so long as he 
had original news to report from the ground, in Yellowstone. He 
could easily have written books—he had the discipline for it—but 
the opportunity never arose. He never married, and his retirement 
years, spent far from Yellowstone, were financially pinched, but 
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not unhappy, to the extent that he could keep in touch, a little, 
with his old friends from Yellowstone. He was like Alcyoneus, the 
giant in Greek mythology who draws his power from his native, 
nourishing soil, and whom Hercules can only kill when he drags 
him to an alien place. Having died like the giant, Hofer appears 
today only fleetingly, and then mainly in the more thoroughgoing 
histories.

But Hofer, if he had known or thought it mattered, could have 
taken better care of his future reputation. He was born into a town 
that provided unique opportunities to at least meet and learn from 
some of the most accomplished scholars and “natural philosophers” 
in the United States of his time. It was like being born in Athens 
when Plato’s Academy was at its peak.

And what did Billy do? He fled one of the most respectable 
places on the North American continent and made a beeline for 
several of the least.


