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HAROLD	FRENCH	
	

FOUNDING	THE		
CONTRA	COSTA	HILLS	CLUB	

	
Presentation	by	CCHC	member	Noël	Siver	on	the	occasion	of	the		
100th	anniversary	of	the	founding	of	the	Contra	Costa	Hills	Club	

	
Harold	French	did	not	wake	up	on	the	morning	of	February	22,	1920,	and	say	to	himself,	“I	
feel	like	starting	a	new	hiking	club	today.”	The	creation	of	the	Contra	Costa	Hills	Club	was	a	
lengthy	process	that	took	many	years.	Harold	was	almost	forty-two	years	old	when	he	
founded	CCHC.	In	other	words,	he	was	halfway	through	the	eighty-four	years	that	he	was	to	
spend	on	this	planet.	So	what	had	he	done	before	February	22,	1920?	What	had	influenced	
his	decision	to	start	a	new	hiking	club?	
	 One	could	say	that	the	first	seeds	were	sown	in	the	summer	of	1882,	that	is,	thirty-
seven	years	prior	to	the	founding	of	our	club.	The	French	family	spent	that	summer	at	the	
Blithedale	Hotel	in	Mill	Valley.	San	Francisco	physician	John	Cushing	had	purchased	320+	
acres	in	Marin	County	in	1873	and	created	a	health	retreat.	Following	his	passing	in	1879,	
his	widow	and	son	turned	the	place	into	a	tourist	resort.	Wives	and	children	could	spend	
their	days	at	the	resort	while	husbands	took	the	train	and	ferry	into	San	Francisco	to	their	
offices.	The	woods	and	hills	made	such	an	impression	on	four-year-old	Harold	that	he	
began	going	on	walks	by	himself	much	to	the	consternation	of	his	family.	He	long	
remembered	those	woods,	hills,	and,	of	course,	Mount	Tamalpais.	
	

	
Grounds	of	the	Blithedale	Hotel	at	the	foot	of	Mount	Tamalpais	

Source:	Anne	T.	Kent	California	Room,	Marin	County	Free	Library,	San	Rafael,	California	
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Fast	forward	ten	
years.	In	1892,	
Harold	read	A	La	
California:	
Sketches	of	Life	in	
the	Golden	State,	
a	travelogue	by	
Colonel	Albert	S.	
Evans.		
Chapter	7	is	a	
description	of	an	
ascent	of	Mount	
Tamalpais.	This	
inspired	Harold	
to	suggest	to	his	
older	brother	
Frank	that	they	
climb	the	
mountain.	They	
did	so	on	May	
Day	(May	1)	
1892.	Harold	
was	14	years	old.	
This	was	the	first	
of	dozens	of	
times	that	he	
climbed	Mount	
Tamalpais.	
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	 Harold	French’s	second	ascent	of	Mount	Tamalpais	was	on	January	14,	1893,	with	
his	eighth-grade	professor	and	classmates.	Professor	Ebenezer	Knowlton	and	Harold	
French	became	firm	friends	and	hiking	companions.	
	

		 	
	 	 					San	Francisco	Call,	15	January	1893,	p.	6.	 									Ebenezer	Knowlton,	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 																	1835–1911	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 							“The	Hiking	Professor”	
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	 Harold	was	encouraged	to	
write	by	two	of	his	high	school	
teachers.	He	chose	to	write	about	
the	subjects	he	most	enjoyed—
hiking	and	going	on	excursions	
in	the	San	Francisco	Bay	Area.	On	
February	15,	1894,	he	began	
writing	about	hikes	and	
excursions	he	had	been	on	in	
1892	and	1893.		
Right:	Volume	1	of	Harold	French’s		
two-volume	hiking	journal.	He	called		
it	his	“Pasear	Book.”	Harold	French	
Papers,	OHR	MSS	FRENCH,	Oakland	
Public	Library,	Oakland	History	Room,	
Oakland,	California.	
	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Descriptions	of	Hikes	and	Excursions	
Harold	French	wrote	a	journal	of	the	hikes	and	excursions	that	he	went	on	between	May	1,	
1892,	and	July	9,	1895.	In	the	two	volumes	of	his	“Pasear	Book,”	or	hiking	journal,	Harold	
French	wrote	a	total	of	eighteen	descriptions	of	hikes	and	excursions	in	a	very	descriptive	
and	effusive	style.	
	 According	to	https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/pasear	the	Spanish	verb	
“pasear,”	meaning	“to	walk”;	“to	take	a	walk”	was	used	in	English	in	the	southwestern	
United	States	from	the	mid-nineteenth	century	as	a	noun	meaning	“an	excursion;	a	walk.”	
In	an	article	published	in	1915,	Harold	French	provided	a	more	comprehensive	definition	
of	the	word	“pasear.”	
	

In	the	pleasure	lands	of	California,	the	euphonious	Spanish	word	“pasear”	still	passes	in	
circulation	among	“old	inhabitants”	to	whom	it	signifies	“a	care-free	jaunt	or	ramble	for	
re-creation,”	with	the	hyphen	emphasized.	Like	the	more	familiar	“siesta,”	it	suggests	
many	pleasant	ideas	in	one	word.	A	Californian	“pasear”	is	more	than	an	ordinary	
outing	trip;	it	is	a	tonic	that	revivifies	its	taker,	stimulating	physically	and	
psychologically—a	form	of	exercise	that	exalts.*	

	

*From	Harold	French,	“A	Federation	of	Walking	Clubs	and	Climbing	Clans,”	Recreation	(New	York	City)	52,	no.	
1	(January	1915):	13.	



	

	 5	

	 Introduction	to	volume	1	of	Harold	French’s	Pasear	Book:	
	

	
	

	 –	My	Pasear	Book	–	vol.	I	
					I	devote	occasional	hours	to	this	book	in		
which	I	scribble	in	the	form	of	a	diary,	brief	accounts		
of	some	of	my	more	pleasant	pasears,	spent		
by	exploring	the	beautiful	nooks	of	our	Calif-	
ornia	mountains,	their	deep	canons*	and	gigantic		
forests.																At	some	future	time	I	hope		
to	glance	into	this	note	book	and	refresh	my		
memory	of	delightful	pasears	on	mountain,	
canon,	shore	or	forest,	when	I	turned	my		
back	on	the	city’s	gloom,	and	set	out	on		
these	health	giving	jaunts.	

	
*This	was	the	way	Harold	French	spelled	the	word	“canyon”	in	his	hiking	journal	and	in	his	diaries.	His	
spelling	was	possibly	based	on	the	Spanish	spelling	“cañon.”	
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	 Page	one	of	Harold’s	description	of	his	first	ascent	of	Mount	Tamalpais:	
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	 Page	one	of	Harold’s	description	of	his	first	pasear	with	Professor	Knowlton:		
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	 Fast	forward	another	decade.	By	mid-1904,	Harold	had	spent	one	year	(1896–1897)	
as	a	student	at	the	College	of	Mines	at	UC	Berkeley	and	dropped	out.	He	had	made	three	
trips	to	the	Klondike	and	Alaska	in	1898,	1899,	and	1900.	Back	in	the	San	Francisco	Bay	
Area,	he	had	continued	hiking	with	his	former	teacher,	Professor	Knowlton.	
	 Harold	had	passed	a	civil	service	exam	and	begun	working	at	the	US	Mint	in	San	
Francisco	in	August	1901.	He	had	married	Isabel	Borthwick	in	October	1901.	In	a	letter	to	
his	fiancée	Isabel	Borthwick,	dated	September	9,	1901,	less	than	a	month	before	she	would	
travel	from	Ontario	in	San	Bernardino	County	to	San	Francisco	for	their	wedding,	Harold	
describes	the	hike	he	has	just	been	on:	“How	am	I	to	begin	to	tell	you	of	the	glorious	pasear	
which	has	just	come	to	an	end.	A	glorious,	health-giving	jaunt	it	has	been;	the	joy	of	living,	
of	youth	and	health	and	strength	has	been	very	intense;	we	have	drunk	in	the	matchless	
kaleidoscopic	views	of	mountain,	forest	and	seas,	we	have	reveled	in	a	thousand	
fragrances,	…”	
	 The	couple	had	moved	from	San	Francisco	to	Berkeley	in	1902	and	they	had	had	
two	children,	daughter	Muriel	and	son	John	Muir	French.	
	 Starting	on	January	1,	1904,	Harold	began	keeping	a	diary	in	this	notebook.	The	
diary	includes	descriptions	of	hikes	that	he	went	on	with	Professor	Knowlton	and	with	
Isabel.	
	

	
	

Harold	French	Papers,	OHR	MSS	FRENCH,	Oakland	Public	Library,	Oakland	History	Room,	Oakland,	California	
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	 The	second	of	Harold	French’s	diaries	that	has	survived	has	entries	from	October	1,	
1905,	through	June	1,	1906.	It	also	includes	descriptions	of	hikes	he	had	gone	on.	
	

	
	

Harold	French	Papers,	OHR	MSS	FRENCH,	Oakland	Public	Library,	Oakland	History	Room,	Oakland,	California	
	

	 In	mid-1904	Harold	French	began	writing	articles	that	were	published	in	San	
Francisco	newspapers	and	magazines.	Harold	knew	he	had	a	gift	for	writing.	He	thought	of	
writing	as	a	possible	career	option	but	in	the	short	term	it	was	a	means	of	supplementing	
his	income.	
	 Many	of	Harold	French’s	early	articles	are	about	hiking	destinations	and	local	
history.	From	the	articles	that	he	wrote	about	hiking	destinations,	it	is	apparent	that	Harold	
was	a	keen	observer	of	nature	and	had	a	gift	for	describing	the	natural	environment.		
	 It	was	thanks	to	his	early	articles	in	local	newspapers	and	magazines	that	Harold	
became	acquainted	with	members	of	the	Sierra	Club.	On	February	7,	1906,	he	received	a	
letter	notifying	him	of	his	election	to	the	Sierra	Club.			
	 From	1906	to	1916	Harold	French	was	a	member	of	the	club’s	Committee	on	Local	
Walks	and	served	as	a	hike	leader.	He	became	a	member	of	the	Tamalpais	Conservation	
Club	when	it	was	founded	in	May	1912.	
	 Harold	urged	the	Sierra	Club	to	form	a	Coast	Range	chapter.	When	this	idea	was	
rejected,	he	decided	he	should	form	his	own	club	in	the	East	Bay.	



	

	 10	

	 The	first	attempt	by	Harold	French	to	found	a	nature	conservation	club	based	in	the	
East	Bay	took	place	in	mid-November	1913.	He	sent	a	three-page	letter	(see	page	one	
below)	to	individuals	and	organizations	who	he	felt	should	be	interested.	He	proposed	to	
call	the	club	the	Contra	Costa	Conservation	Club.	It	appears	that	he	was	modeling	it	on	the	
Tamalpais	Conservation	Club.	He	suggested	he	be	paid	$150	a	month	as	secretary	of	the	
club.		He	was	unemployed,	having	left	his	job	at	the	mint	on	January	31,	1912.	

	

		
	

Harold	French	Papers,	OHR	MSS	FRENCH,	Oakland	Public	Library,	Oakland	History	Room,	Oakland,	California	
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	 On	Thanksgiving	Day,	November	27,	1913,	Harold	French	led	a	Sierra	Club	hike	to	
Grizzly	Peak	in	Berkeley.	The	following	two	articles,	no	doubt	written	and	submitted	to	the	
newspapers	by	Harold	French,	talk	about	the	organization	of	the	Contra	Costa	
Conservation	Club	and	his	very	ambitious	plans	for	“parking”	the	hills	of	Berkeley	and	
Oakland.	(Parking	means	to	enclose	land	in	a	park.)	
	

	 	
	

	 San	Francisco	Call,	27	November	1913,	p.	9	 					Oakland	Tribune,	28	November	1913,	p.	16.	
	

	 The	next	time	Harold	French	tried	to	organize	a	new	club	to	“preserve	the	wild	
beauties	of	the	Contra	Costa	hills”	was	on	March	15,	1914.	It	was	during	a	Sierra	Club	hike	
to	Redwood	Peak	in	the	Oakland	hills.	Invited	to	address	the	group	was	A.	A.	Denison,	
secretary	of	the	Oakland	Chamber	of	Commerce.	Denison	spoke	about	steps	being	taken	to	
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interest	the	public	in	the	beauties	of	the	hills	in	the	vicinity	of	Oakland.	Harold	French	was	
now	calling	the	proposed	club	the	Contra	Costa	Hills	Club.	Nothing	came	of	this	proposal	to	
create	the	club.	The	creation	of	the	East	Bay	Regional	Park	District	did	not	happen	until	
1934.	
	

	 	
		 		Oakland	Tribune,	3	March	1914,	p.	20.	 	 				Oakland	Tribune,	16	March	1914,	p.	5.	
	

	 During	World	War	I	(July	28,	1914	-	November	11,	1918)	there	was	no	further	
movement	on	creating	the	Contra	Costa	Hills	Club.	The	next	time	we	find	Harold	talking	
about	the	club	is	in	1919	when	he	found	himself	in	a	dilemma.	He	had	returned	to	the	mint	
in	April	1918	but,	to	supplement	his	income,	he	had	been	writing	ads	and	doing	publicity	
for	a	large	real	estate	developer.	When	he	learned	from	various	realtors	that	there	were	
plans	to	put	the	redwood	groves	in	the	Oakland	hills	on	the	market	and	sell	no	longer	
needed	watersheds,	he	knew	he	could	not	be	part	of	that.	In	November	1919	he	renewed	
his	efforts	to	create	an	organization	to	preserve,	protect,	and	promote	the	Contra	Costa	
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hills.	He	also	wanted	the	organization	to	
act	as	a	volunteer	firefighting	corps	to	
protect	the	hills.		
	 On	Thanksgiving	Day,	November	
27,	1919,	Harold	scheduled	a	meeting	to	
be	held	at	“The	Hights,”	poet	Joaquin	
Miller’s	former	home.	When	Harold	and	
his	15-year-old	son,	John	Muir	French,	
were	the	only	ones	who	turned	up,	Harold	
was	sorely	disappointed.	He	had	felt	
certain	that	his	“friends	from	the	trails”	
would	turn	out	to	support	his	new	
endeavor.		
	 It	was	clear	that	assistance	would	
be	needed	to	get	the	new	organization	off	
the	ground.	Not	only	did	he	enlist	the	aid	
of	the	Sierra	Club	and	the	Tamalpais	
Conservation	Club,	but	also	of	civic	
organizations	such	as	the	Oakland	
Chamber	of	Commerce,	the	Oakland	
Rotary	Club,	and	the	Oakland	Merchants’	
Exchange.	He	also	wrote	press	releases	
that	appeared	in	local	newspapers.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
San	Francisco	Examiner,	27	November	1919,	p.	4.	
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	 It	was	in	the	San	Francisco	Examiner’s	issue	for	
December	8,	1919,	in	the	editorial	column	“Comment,”	
that	Harold	French	was	given	the	title	“A	Press	Agent	
For	the	Hills.”	The	Examiner	published	excerpts	from	a	
letter	they	had	received	from	Harold	in	which	he	
extolled	the	beauty	of	the	Contra	Costa	hills	and	urged	
readers	of	the	newspaper	to	make	the	acquaintance	of	
the	hills.	
	

	 “Did	you	see	the	sun	rise	over	Oakland’s	skyline	last	
Saturday	morning	after	the	storm?	Did	you	look	
astern	from	your	steamer	crossing	the	bay	and	watch	
the	wonderful	plays	of	colors?	
	 “Or	did	you	herd	with	the	crown	inside,	choking	
your	lungs	with	stale	tobacco	smoke?	
	 “Perhaps	you	are	doing	this	very	thing	as	you	read.	
Then	get	up,	walk	aft,	look	back,	and	greet	the	sun	as	it	
smiles	its	first	beams	on	your	own	home	burg.	View	
the	graceful	contour	of	the	Contra	Costa	hills.	See	their	
fringe	of	evergreen	woods,	silhouetted	against	the	
dawn	light.	Then	make	up	your	mind	to	know	these	
panoramic	ridges	more	intimately.	
	 “Go	forth	next	Sunday	and	get	better	acquainted	
with	their	wild	beauties.	You	will	learn	to	love	them	
more	and	more	as	you	explore	their	inviting	canyons	
and	uplifting	spurs.	Motor	if	you	must,	but	climb	them	
if	you	can.	Then	you	will	understand	why	a	clan	of	
lovers	of	Oakland’s	open	lands	keenly	desires	to	
conserve	their	wild	beauties	in	their	natural	state	
before	it	is	too	late.”	
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	 In	order	to	get	the	club	off	the	ground,	it	was	decided	
that	a	second	organizational	meeting	was	necessary.	The	date	
was	set	for	January	1,	1920,	at	“The	Hights,”	the	Joaquin	Miller	
estate,	at	11	a.m.	This	time	there	was	a	better	turnout.		
	

			
	

Above:	San	Francisco	Examiner,	2	January	1920,	p.	3.		
Right:	San	Francisco	Chronicle,	11	January	1920,	p.	2.	
	
	 The	next	organizational	meeting	of	CCHC	took	place	
February	1,	1920,	at	“The	Hights.”	By	then	Harold	French	had	
further	refined	his	“objects	of	organization.”	
	 “The	objects	of	the	club	as	set	forth	in	detail	below:	
	 To	awaken	appreciation	of	the	rare	scenic	beauties	of	
the	Contra	Costa	hills	and	to	conserve,	protect	and	make	more	
easily	accessible	these	wild	park	lands	lying	between	their	
western	foothills	and	the	sunrise	slopes	of	this	panoramic	
range.	
	 To	cultivate	a	more	intimate	acquaintance	with	the	
outdoor	delights	to	be	freely	enjoyed	by	those	who	ramble	
afoot,	ride	or	motor	through	this	loveable	little	wilderness.		
	 To	urge	the	people	of	Oakland,	Berkeley	and	Piedmont	
to	take	whatever	steps	may	be	found	practicable	to	protect	
these	unsettled	open	lands	from	fire	and	vandalism.	
	 To	investigate	projects	looking	toward	the	parking	of	
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the	Contra	Costa	hills	and	to	advocate	the	carrying	out	of	whatever	plans	the	members	may	
deem	desirable	for	the	future	preservation	of	these	canyons	and	ridges,	woodlands	and	
wild	flower	gardens.	
	 To	prevent	the	recurrence	of	fires	in	this	region	by	helping	to	bring	about	the	
opening	of	fire	roads	and	the	elimination	of	litter	and	other	fire	hazards.	
	 To	help	improve	trails,	place	signs	of	direction,	plant	wild	flowers	and	shrubs	and	
otherwise	beautify	these	hills.	
	 To	enlist	the	support	of	the	several	municipal	park	boards	of	these	communities	in	
helping	to	carry	out	the	purposes	of	the	Contra	Costa	Hills	Club	as	outlined	above.”	
	

	
	 	 	 									San	Francisco	Chronicle,	1	February	1920,	p.	5.	
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Formal	Organization	of	the	Contra	Costa	Hills	Club	
	 On	Washington’s	Birthday,	February	22,	1920,	the	Contra	Costa	Hills	Club	was	
formally	organized	at	an	open-air	meeting	and	program	that	was	held	at	Pine	Hill	Reservoir	
near	the	Boy	Scouts	camp	in	Upper	Dimond	Canyon	in	the	Oakland	hills.	At	that	meeting	
officers	and	a	board	of	directors	were	elected.	Harold	French	was	elected	president	of	the	
club.	The	new	club’s	charter	and	bylaws	were	read	and	adopted.	They	had	been	prepared	
in	advance	by	a	committee	headed	by	Harold	French.		
	 Six	years	and	three	months	had	elapsed	since	Harold	French	first	wrote	about	the	
Contra	Costa	Conservation	Club.	
	
Postscript	
	 Harold	French	believed	
in	sharing	his	favorite	hills,	
forests,	and	trails	with	others.	
In	1904,	when	he	was	twenty-
six,	articles	written	by	him	on	
some	of	his	favorite	places—
and	how	to	find	them—began	
appearing	in	San	Francisco	
newspapers	and	magazines.		
	 By	this	time	Harold	
French	had	developed	a	social	
conscience.	This	led	him	to	
encourage	people	with	fewer	
economic	resources	to	visit	
some	of	his	favorite	places.	
Articles	on	places	that	could	be	
visited	on	a	weekend	or	a	day	
off	included	“A	Vacation	on	the	
Installment	Plan:	Wild	Places	
on	Mount	Tamalpais,”	
published	in	Overland	Monthly	
in	October	1904;	“Here	Are	
Some	Good	‘Two-Bit’	Vacation	
Trips,”	San	Francisco	Examiner,	
31	May	1911,	suggestions	for	
twenty	economical	short	trips	
in	San	Francisco	County,	San	
Mateo	County,	the	Contra	Costa	
Hills,	and	Marin	County;	and	“A	
Vacation	in	Oakland	on	the	
Installment	Plan,”	Oakland	
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Tribune,	16	July	1916,	a	list	of	ten	hikes	in	and	near	the	Oakland	hills	with	directions	on	
how	to	reach	the	trailheads,	the	length	of	each	hike,	and	the	elevation	gain.	In	late	1909	and	
early	1910	Harold	French	had	thirteen	articles	published	in	the	“Junior	Call”	section	of	the	
San	Francisco	Call	newspaper.	His	intention	was	to	encourage	young	people	to	hike	and	
explore	the	San	Francisco	Bay	Area.	
	

	
Oakland	Tribune,	16	July	1916,	p.	8.	
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	 In	order	to	recruit	new	members	for	the	club	and	to	encourage	local	citizens	to	join	
conservation	campaigns,	Harold	French	went	out	of	his	way	to	encourage	people	to	join	
hikes	or	to	spend	a	night	under	the	redwood	trees	in	the	Oakland	hills.	In	this	way	he	
provided	people	with	superb	experiences	and	converted	them	to	his	causes.	
	

	
	

Oakland	Tribune,	30	July	1922,	p.	36.	
	

	 Harold	French	evolved	from	enjoying	natural	scenic	beauty	as	a	teenage	hiker	and	
then	sharing	it	with	others	as	a	hike	leader	for	the	Sierra	Club	when	he	was	in	his	thirties	to	
becoming	a	citizen	activist.	In	1920,	shortly	before	his	forty-second	birthday,	Harold	
French	founded	the	Contra	Costa	Hills	Club.	With	the	aid	of	the	club,	he	actively	
campaigned	for	the	preservation	of	redwood	groves	in	the	hills	of	East	Oakland,	for	fire	
prevention	measures	for	the	hills,	for	the	expansion	of	Mount	Diablo	State	Park,	and	for	the	
conversion	of	no	longer	needed	watershed	lands	in	the	East	Bay	hills	to	public	parks.	These	
hard-fought	campaigns	took	years	but	ultimately	were	successful.	


