
Jack London State Historic Park 
volunteers safeguard nature, history 

and the spirit of a timeless place.

by Terri Peterson Smith
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The mossy ruins of Jack 
London’s Wolf House, 
destroyed by fire in 1913,  
still stand today.
INSET: Author Jack London, 
who traveled all around the 
world, made Sonoma Valley 
his home.
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tThe massive stone ruins of Jack 
London’s Wolf House, the author’s 
dream home consumed by fire just 
before he and his wife had a chance to 
occupy it, rise like something from a 
gothic novel amid 1,400 acres of forest, 
hiking trails, historic buildings and 
vineyards that make up Jack London 
State Historic Park. 

Before he settled here in 1911,  
Jack traveled the world as a writer, 
journalist and photographer, but this 
was his favorite place on Earth. He 
wrote, “I ride over my beautiful ranch. 
Between my legs is a beautiful horse. 
The air is wine. The grapes on a score 
of rolling hills are red with autumn 
flame. Across Sonoma Mountain, wisps 
of sea fog are stealing. The afternoon 
sun smolders in the drowsy sky. I have 
everything to make me glad I am alive.”

Though few could put it as 
beautifully, visitors and volunteers feel 
the same exaltation at the Glen Ellen, 
California, park that carries the spirit of 
the man who wrote The Call of the Wild, 
White Fang and countless other 
adventure stories.

The first time Katy Carrel came to 
the park, “It just struck my soul,” she 
says. After retiring from Apple, she 
moved from Silicon Valley to Santa 
Rosa, about 10 miles from the park,  
and soon volunteered to help protect it. 
“It makes me happy just to be here,”  
she says.

During California’s 2011 budget 
crisis, the state put 70 state parks, 
including Jack London, on the list for 
closure. It would have been easy to 
simply lament the loss of the park and 
grouse about the ineptitude of state 

government. Instead, volunteers like 
Katy set out on an adventure worthy of 
Jack; they took on the monumental task 
of running the park themselves. Now, 
more than 400 volunteers staff the 
gates, maintain the trails, lead tours and 
stage cultural events in the park. Their 
work has not only kept it open but also 
fostered community among locals and 
forged a bond among the volunteers 
over a common cause—saving the park 
they love and sharing it with others.

Mud, Sweat and Thistles
Running this park posed a challenge  
of a magnitude that would make most 
people pack up their hiking shoes  
and go home. Volunteers had to start 
from scratch—no staff, no park 
management expertise, no income, 
not even a computer.

“But they’re a scrappy bunch,” says 
Tjiska Van Wyk, executive director of 
the Valley of the Moon Natural History 
Association (VMNHA), which runs the 
park in an agreement with the state. “It 
was a real leap of faith to take this on.” 

They’re not in it for the glory or 
glamour. “Frankly, it’s a lot of stinking 
work,” says park guide Jeff Falconer, 
describing how volunteers work in the 

BELOW: Jack London on Sonoma 
Mountain overlooking Valley of the 
Moon, 1910. RIGHT CLOCKWISE:
Volunteer Michelle Heran pulls 
weeds near the vineyard. This ancient 
redwood is often referred to as the 
Grandmother Tree. Volunteers work 
on the construction of a new trail 
connecting the park to the Bay Area 
Ridge Trail.  The Jack London home 
and ranch officially opened as a state 
historic park in 1959.

mud after rainy days to clear fallen 
branches from the trails. 

“There is a dedicated group of a few 
guys who do the bulk of the heavy trail 
work—things like repairing trails that 
wash out seasonally and clearing trails 
of fallen trees—but they are happy to 
have any willing volunteers come 
along,” said one of the park’s newest 
workers, Michelle Heran.

“My first time, we pulled invasive 
non-native plants on a hillside along a 
trail. It was hot and tiring work on a 
warm spring day wrestling those 
tenacious Scotch broom plants out of 
the ground, but immensely satisfying 
seeing our pile grow and the hillside 
return to its natural beauty. Another 

“I have everything to  
         make me glad I am alive.”

                                                                                                               —Jack London PH
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day a team of us worked pulling some 
invasive thistles along a different trail. It 
was prickly work. But knowing the trail 
both looked and felt nicer to walk along 
kept us going.” 

Despite the mud, sweat and thistles, 
it’s unlikely that you could find a 
happier group. Volunteers greet visitors 
and each other like old friends. Their 
enthusiasm is contagious to the point 
one wonders what’s going on here. Ask 

Jack London volunteers what inspires 
such passion and they’ll tell you that 
their relationship with the park nurtures 
their souls and offers satisfaction in 
ways that many people crave—
connection to the land and to the 
intellectual inspiration of the author—
and time well spent forging a sense of 
camaraderie and community in the 
process of saving the park. 

Mountains to Meadows
Hiking through some of the park’s 
notable vistas, it’s easy to see why the 
natural setting here drew Jack and so 
many others to Sonoma County, the 
“Valley of the Moon,” Jeff says. “It’s 
drop-dead gorgeous here.” 

Jack London’s legacy—his work  
and the park—“offers a window into 
adventurous times,” Jeff says. “He  
wrote about the wildness of nature  

and of people—a wildness we don’t  
see anymore.”

Yet the park bears evidence of it. 
From the ruins of a 19th-century winery 
to a 2,000-year-old redwood tree that’s 
14 feet in diameter, to Jack’s gravesite,  
a certain energy floats on the breeze 
here. In 1991, the author’s 88-year-old 
daughter, Becky, told the Los Angeles 
Times, “So many people who walk 
around the ranch, the ones who take the 
time to do it, say they feel daddy’s 
presence, as though if they turn around 
the next tree, they’ll see him. His 
presence is very strong. He loved it  
up here.” 

“It’s an easy place to be passionate 
about and committed to,” Michelle says. 
“Even on the busiest days, you can still 
be out on your own and imagine how it 
would have been in Jack’s time, to crest 

CLOCKWISE, FROM LEFT: The Call 
of the Wild and White Fang author 
writes outdoors in 1905. Volunteers 
maintain a hiking trail at Jack 
London State Historic Park. People 
explore the park trails on foot, 
bicycles and horseback. Original  
park buildings, like this old manure 
barn, mark some of the most  
scenic locations.
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The Winery Ruin was damaged  
by an earthquake in 1906 and later 
destroyed by fire.
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When they’re not 
working, volunteers 
gather for cookouts 
and other social  
events in the park. 

the trails and see the valley. It’s a 
timeless land in a way.” To her, that 
makes the hard work a labor of love. 
“Everyone I’ve worked with always  
has such a good attitude and positive 
energy, it really keeps everyone 
motivated. Of course, it’s really hard  
to be in such a beautiful place and not 
be happy.”

Volunteer Richard Smith guides 
visitors through Jack’s cottage, which 
appears as it did when he wrote and 
lived there. “Our volunteers come from 
every walk of life,” Richard says. “Many 
are retired, and they’re looking to 
expand and learn new ideas. They still 
need meaningful work.” 

For him, telling the Jack London 
story to visitors from around the world 
fits the bill. “I almost become another 
person here,” he says. “Few other 
volunteer jobs could be so fulfilling. It’s 
not like work. It’s sharing.” 

The Snowball Effect
The threat of closure accomplished 
more to raise awareness and 
commitment to its preservation than 
any public relations campaign could 
have. It fueled awareness of the park 
and a sense of outrage and purpose. Jeff 
had a long-standing relationship with 
the area—his high school garage band 
practiced in the House of Happy Walls 
when it was still owned by the London 
family—but he didn’t get involved until 
he learned it was in trouble.

“When the state announced the 
potential closing of the parks, there were 
many articles in Sonoma County and 
Bay Area papers about the subject,” he 
says. “It was a big deal, and the ‘jungle 
drums’ were beating hot and heavy in 

terms of a topic of conversation among 
locals. It spurred me into action.”

Michelle first heard about new 
volunteer training at the park through a 
Facebook post. “I was at a transitional 
point in my life,” she says, “and I felt 
the need to be out of the house and 
exploring more. Being a volunteer 
meant I could enjoy one of the most 
beautiful places on Earth, learn and  
tell others about the history of Jack and 
the land, and help keep a wonderful 
place open and maintained for others  
to enjoy.”

New volunteers told their friends, 
those friends got involved and told  
their friends, creating a snowball effect.  
The park hired a coordinator as the 
volunteer roster grew from 100 to more 
than 400. 

“What’s cool for me,” says director 
Tjiska, “is the breadth and skills of the 
volunteers we have.” They’re physicians, 
teachers, musicians and business 
people, and the park makes a point of 
implementing their ideas whenever 
possible. Jeff, who is interested in 
meditation and Eastern philosophy, 
leads meditation walks with park guests. 
The idea, he says, is to be more present 
and “just dig nature.” Retired teachers 
have helped develop school curriculum 

Jack London State Historic Park
2400 London Ranch Road
Glen Ellen, CA 95442
707-938-5216
jacklondonpark.org

Get Involved in 
Conservation
Opportunities abound to advocate 
for the preservation of wild places 
and make them accessible to others. 
State, city, county and regional 
parks across the country welcome 
volunteers to get out in the field, 
gain deeper knowledge about the 
resources in the parks and contribute 
valuable information to assist the 
parks and visitors.

The National Park System  
(nps.gov/getinvolved/volunteer.htm) 
offers a variety of volunteer activities 
including nature interpretation to 
connect people to the outdoors and 
citizen science projects that collect 
data for research. Other organizations 
that welcome volunteers include 
the Sierra Club (sierraclub.org), The 
Waterkeeper Alliance (waterkeeper.
org), The National Forest Foundation 
(friendsoftheforest.org), The Nature 
Conservancy (nature.org) and 
Defenders of Wildlife (defenders.org).

If You Go

OPPOSITE: Jack London State 
Historic Park is often used as a venue 
for events such as weddings, parties 
and concerts. THIS PAGE: Volunteers 
maintain the cottage garden.PH
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natural tension between protecting  
the park’s natural resources and the 
need to market the park and host  
big events.

A three-year mega-drought in 
California brought the danger of 
wildfires, water restrictions and 
withering plants. Recent rains have 
helped but also washed out trails. 

Yet Jack London State Historic  
Park volunteers don’t shy from the  
tasks at hand, embracing their labors  
of love with the fierce purpose of the 
author, who said, “Don’t loaf and invite 
inspiration; light out after it with  
a club.” 

brought together members of the local 
sustainable farming culture to share 
ideas and celebrate good farming and 
food. “Local management inspires more 
involvement, a greater sense of 
ownership and pride and it makes 
programming more relevant,” Tjiska 
says. “Plus, the money that people 
contribute stays here. People can see 
tangible evidence of their investment.” 

The park also brings in revenue by 
making creative use of building ruins, 
meadows and the area adjacent to Jack 
and Charmian’s cottage, which can be 
rented for weddings, corporate and 
social events. Most notably, the 
Transcendence Theater Company 
presents Broadway concerts amid the 
ruins of the park’s old winery and 
attracts 12,000 people each season.  
The park’s profile has risen as well.  
USA Today in June listed Jack London 
park No. 2 on its list of best outdoor 
concert venues. 

Says Tjiska, “What they’ve achieved 
is nothing short of a miracle.”

It’s important to remember that  
the challenges of running a park never 
really end. “Nonprofits never have 
enough money,” she says, so fundraising 
is always a priority. There’s also a 

THIS PAGE, FROM LEFT: Volunteers 
Lonnie Greenfield, Michelle Heran, 
Jeff Falconer, Katy Carrel and 
Richard Smith gather at the heritage 
oak tree where Jack London enjoyed 
writing. The Wolf House was meant 
to be the perfect home for Jack and 
his wife. A fire destroyed it before it 
was completed.

related to conservation. One woman 
who is passionate about recycling 
started a program that educates park 
visitors and has earned enough to 
partially offset the cost of trash 
collection for the park.

Happy Campers
When they’re not working, volunteers 
gather for cookouts and other social 
events in the park. The first year, they 
broke even, raising $615,000 by selling 
park passes and holding concerts and 
events in the park. The park realized a 
small profit in 2013 and 2014. 
 Volunteers have restored miles of 
trails well beyond the level that the state 
had maintained and now patrol the park 
on horseback and bikes. Attendance is 
up 77 percent with 90,000 people 
visiting the park in 2013. In a survey of 
visitors, 86 percent ranked their 
experience in the park as “excellent.” 

Another measure of success is the 
manner in which the park has become  
a gathering place for the larger 
community. Visitors enjoy book clubs, 
painting classes, piano recitals, movie 
nights and events such as last fall’s 
Sustainability Farm Festival, which 

Sprawling across three city lots, the Bodine Street Community 
Garden in Philadelphia is a far cry from the trash-strewn 
eyesore it once was. In 1980, an organization named 
Philadelphia Green transformed this vacant area into an urban 
oasis, providing a place for nearby residents to grow flowers 
and vegetables or just to gather and meet neighbors. 
 While the reinvention of the space is highly praised for 
adding outward beauty to the area, it also plays another 
pivotal role—improving the physical and mental wellbeing of 
those who visit it. 

Mathew White, Ph.D., a lecturer in risk and health at the 
University of Exeter Medical School at the European Centre 
for Environment and Human Health in Truro, Cornwall, United 
Kingdom, says a 2009 study about how nature influenced 
participants piqued his interest in the potential health 
properties of green spaces. 

“Spending time in nature came out as the most positive 
[activity] people reported,” he recalls. “This was totally 
unexpected, and I wanted to learn more.” 

That led to the study, “Longitudinal Effects of Moving 
to Greener and Less Green Urban Areas,” which Mathew 
conducted with colleagues Ian Alcock, Benedict W. Wheeler, 
Lora E. Fleming and Michael H. Depledge. The study, 
published in December 2013 in the journal Environmental 
Science & Technology, tracked mental health data for five 
consecutive years. It showed study participants who moved 
to greener areas enjoyed measurable improvements in their 
mental health scores, while those who moved to less green 
areas “showed significantly worse mental health.” The study 
concluded “environmental policies to increase urban green 
space may have sustainable public health benefits.” 

What was most surprising to the study’s authors, Mathew 
says, is how long the positive effects lasted. While those who 

moved to less-green areas eventually adapted and returned to 
their baseline mental health state, those who moved to greener 
areas continued to show improved mental health scores. 

“The fact that these benefits lasted over time, without 
decreasing, was the most surprising find,” he says. “People didn’t 
adapt to more green space.” 

His findings support those discovered by University of Essex 
researcher Jules Pretty, who found that just five minutes in 
a green space such as a park (or even a backyard) provides a 
significant mental health boost.  

Mathew notes that depressive disorders are on the rise, 
something he believes is related to the fact that nearly 78 percent 
of people in the world’s developed regions live in urban areas. 
This urbanization has significantly reduced our access to green 
spaces, which has been identified as a natural stress reliever in 
numerous studies, including the 2012 report “More Green Space 
is Linked to Less Stress in Deprived Communities” published in 
the journal Landscape and Urban Planning. 

“There are several theories [as to why increased exposure 
to green spaces is beneficial],” he says. “They include stress 
reduction, cognitive restoration, increased physical activity—
which is good for mental health—and place attachment.”

While scientists haven’t quite pinned down why it works so well, 
the research clearly shows its benefits. The best news for city 
dwellers is that even small strips of green space and community 
gardens can make a big difference. 

“A new paper we’re about to publish suggests that even having 
street trees near the home is good for mental health,” he says.  
 —Paula Felps

Green Is Good
Studies show mental, physical benefits to  
even small amounts of green space.
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TOP: The Bodine Street Community Garden in the South 
Queen Village neighborhood of Philadelphia has been an 
urban green space since 1980.

©2015 Live Happy Media. All content is embargoed until March 3, 2015. Reproduction of this content without express written permission is prohibited. ©2015 Live Happy Media. All content is embargoed until March 3, 2015. Reproduction of this content without express written permission is prohibited.


