
Genny Smith:  A Life Dedicated 
to the Enjoyment and Preservation 
of the Eastern Sierra           
 

For the past six decades, Genny Smith 
has been the author, editor, and 
publisher of a number of successful 
roadside/trail guides and books about 
the natural and cultural history of the 
Eastern Sierra and the Owens Valley 
of California, USA.  She has also 
been recognized for the many 
significant contributions she has made 
to protect the environment and to 
preserve wilderness areas throughout 
the region.   

Personal History 

Genny (nee: Hall) was born in 1922 in 
San Francisco, California and raised 
in Portland, Oregon where she 
graduated from Reed College in 1943 
with a degree in Political Science.  
During the remaining years of WWII 
she worked with the American Red 
Cross at an Army Hospital in Utah. 
Only a short distance from Alta, it 
was there that she learned to ski.  

After the war, she set t led in 
Bakersfield, California where she 
m a r r i e d g e o l o g i s t G e r h a r d 
Schumacher and became employed as 
a school teacher.  She joined the local 
ski club and, when visiting Mammoth 
Lakes, California to ski, she fell in 
love with the area.  She began 
t rekking on foot through the 
mountains and valleys systematically 
recording her observations.   

Those experiences eventually led to 
her   development of guides and 
books about the area and to her 
conservationist efforts to preserve the 
s c e n i c b e a u t y a n d p r i s t i n e 
environment she had come to know 
and love. 

In the late 1950’s Genny acquired a 
cabin in her beloved Mammoth Lakes 
and, thereafter, she spent summers 
there with her second husband, 
geologist Ward Smith, who she 
married in 1968.  Together they 
established permanent residence in 
Palo Alto and later in Cupertino, 
C a l i f o r n i a w h e r e G e n n y h a s 
continued to live following Ward’s 
death in 1998.    

Author and Publisher 

Genny’s first book, Mammoth Lakes 
Sierra, was published by the Sierra 
Club in 1959.  It quickly became a 
very popular guidebook for visitors to 
t h e a r e a p r o v i d i n g h e l p f u l 
descriptions of roadside attractions 
and trails along with information 
about geology, flora and fauna, and 

   



history of the area.  As became her 
custom for subsequent books, Genny 
served as editor engaging assistance 
from other recognized experts who 
collaborated with her in writing the 
book.  

A second edition was also published 
by the Sierra Club in 1964 however, 
thereafter Genny assumed the 
additional role as publisher for 
production of the book, revising and 
adding material as needed, through  
the seventh edition issued in 2003 
(with a final printing in 2006). 

Genny authored and edited Deepest 
Valley, published by the Sierra Club in 
1962, as a companion guide to her 
first book also produced as a 
collaboration providing similar 
content covering the Owens Valley 
and Inyo County. She assumed 
responsibility for publishing the 
second and third edition (issued in 
1995). Through her own publishing 
company, Genny Smith Books, in 
1982, Genny edited and published 
Old Mammoth by Adele Reed which 
utilized vintage photographs to depict 
the story of the city that emerged 
during the gold rush of the late 
1880’s.         

She also published two books on 
mining in the area:  The Lost Cement 
Mine by James Wright in 1984; and 
Mammoth Gold by Gary Caldwell in 
1990.   

Genny’s last book, Sierra East: Edge 
of the Great Basin, which she edited, 

was published by UC Berkeley Press 
in 2000.  Again, she pulled together 
experts in various fields to collaborate 
with her in writing a useful guide of 
interest to naturalists as well as the 
general public. 

Conservationist Efforts 

In 1958, Genny learned of efforts to 
build a Minaret Summit Road.  She 
sent letters out to those she knew who 
might also want to forestall this 
invasion into a pristine wilderness 
area and, thus began her 27 years 
fight against the construction of a 
Trans-Sierra Highway.  In the fall of 
1959, she accompanied Supreme 
Court Justice William O. Douglas, 
k n o w n t o b e a n a r d e n t   
conservationist, and others on pack 
trip along the Eastern Sierra, 
following which he declared his 
opposition to the initiative.    

The battle over the road dragged on 
over the years. Other prominent 
residents of the Eastern Sierra also 
became actively involved.  But, 
Genny was always there to help 
organize efforts, write letters and to 
keep records of the various actions 
and their results.  Finally, in 1972 the 
battle was won with the help of then 
Governor (later President) Ronald 
Reagan. 

 A book by Jack Fisher, Stopping the 
Road , 2014 , unde r sco res the 
importance of Genny’s role along 
with others who were rewarded when 
the area where the road was to have 



been built was designated as the Ansel 
Adams Wilderness. The papers that 
Genny and Judge Ray Sherwin 
accumulated during the fight to “stop 
the road” have been preserved as a 
historical record of what all occurred 
in an archive at the Bancroft Library 
at UC Berkeley. 

Genny also engaged in efforts to limit 
the amount of water that Los Angeles 
Department of Water and Power could 
pump from Owens Valley wells for 
the Los Angeles aqueduct. This 
controversy began in the 1930’s when 
the City of Los Angeles began 
stripping away water from the Owens 
Valley.  The once verdant valley had 
become arid and the water level at 
Mono Lake decreased dramatically. A 
section in her 1978 revised edition of 
her book Deepest Valley, along with a 
subsequent reprint of that section that 
was published as Owens Valley 
Groundwater Conflict, described 
actions being taken to thwart further 
degradation of the area resulting from 
the construction of a second aqueduct.  
In 1981, Genny joined the Board of 
Di rec to r s o f the Mono Lake 
Committee to support efforts to 
preserve the environment and habitat. 

In 2000 Genny became a member of 
Eastern Sierra Land Trust which 
works with willing landowners to 
preserve vital lands in the Eastern 
Sierra region for their scenic, 
agricultural, natural, recreational, 
historical, and watershed values. 

In 2017, she received the Andrea 
Lawrence Award from the Mono Lake 
Committee for her efforts as a 
naturalist, conservationist, and 
environmental champion. 

Personal Interests 

An outdoor enthusiast, Genny has 
enjoyed hiking adventures in Nepal, 
New Zealand, Patagonia, the Japanese 
Alps, Micronesia, the Falkland 
Islands, the Swiss and Italian Alps, 
Alaska, and the Canadian Rockies. 

Genny leaves a legacy of dedication 
to the conservation of our natural 
resources and preservation of the 
scenic beauty of the natural world 
around us that serves as a shining 
example for generations to come of 
how just one person can make a 
difference.


