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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

John Muir occupies a mythical place in the annals of 

the environmental movement. His transcendental writings, 

like scripture, have been used to support many 

interpretations of Muir and his environmental activities. 

Analysis of writings about Muir reveals a historical 

parallax created by the cultural perspective of biographers. 

Muir's first biographers, William Frederick Bad^ and Linnie 

Marsh Wolfe, each cast Muir into a conservationist mold.^ 

Wolfe particularly expressed the cultural concerns of her 

era—the 1930s and 1940s—by interpreting Muir as a 

practical man interested in preserving resources from 

destruction by greedy developers who would deprive them from 

future generations. Later Muir biographers, historians and 

literary analysts, trained in the 1960s and writing in the 

1970s and 1980s, discovered a very different Muir. To some 

degree, Stephen Fox, Bill Devall, and Michael Cohen all 

interpreted Muir as a Far Eastern mystic who stood radically 

against the dominant cultural values of his day.^ For 

^William Frederic Bad^, ed. , The Life and Letters of John 
Muir 2 vol. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1923) . Linnie 
Marsh Wolfe, Son of the Wilderness (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
1945) . 

^Stephen Fox, The American Conservation Movement: John 
Muir and his Legacy (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1981) . 
Bill Devall, "John Muir as Deep Ecologist," Environmental 
Review 6 (Spring 1982): 63-86. Michael Cohen, The Pathless 
Way (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1984) . 



them, his motivation to preserve the natural environment of 

the Sierra Nevada stemmed from a pantheistic or monistic 

vision of nature. Even the more balanced recent 

biographical account of Muir's life, Frederick Turner's 

Rediscovering America, contains statements attempting to 

link Muir with Taoist and Zen Buddhist traditions,^ 

These interpretations of Muir stretch the evidence 

beyond viability. Muir did not have any verifiable and 

significant knowledge of Far Eastern mysticism prior to the 

1880s—years after he had formulated his environmental 

ethic. The only possible intrusion of Far Eastern ideas 

into his thought would have been secondhand concepts via the 

writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau. 

Even Emerson scholars doubt the magnitude of Far Eastern 

influences on Emerson's philosophy.* 

Relatively recently, scholars such as Ronald Limbaugh 

and Richard Cartwright Austin have attempted to interpret 

Muir's life more consistently with the evidence by 

suggesting that his philosophy was most informed by 

^Frederick Turner, Rediscovering America: John Muir in 
His Time and Ours (New York: Viking Penguin, Inc., 1985), pp. 
379-80. 

*For an example of a "new historicists" analysis of 
Emerson's influences, see Mary Kupiec Cayton, Emerson's 
Emergence: Self and Society in the Transformation of New 
England, 1800-1845 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 1989) . 



Christian theology and literature.^ However, Limbaugh 

focuses on the late Muir of the 1880s and 1890s, whereas 

Austin portrays Muir as a Hebrew prophet. None of these 

interpretations fully unravels the relationship between 

Muir's work to preserve the natural environment of 

California and his vision of the environment, which, as I 

have argued elsewhere, is rooted in Christian mysticism.^ 

Nor has any biographer yet placed Muir's work in 

geology, which is an extension of his vision of nature, 

fully within the context of late nineteenth century 

scientific and cultural developments. Instead, they cast 

Muir as a lucky scientific amateur and rebel—much as his 

scientific detractors had. They see Muir, the simple 

wanderer of the mountains, stumbling upon evidence of 

glaciers in the Valley and standing resolutely against the 

conclusions of some the best scientists of his day with his 

vision of Yosemite's glacial development. Such an 

interpretation appears to stem from a desire to see Muir as 

a precursor of the counter-cultural component to the 

environmental movement of the 1960s and 1970s. Muir's 

^Ronald Limbaugh, "The Nature of John Muir's Religion," 
The Pacific Historian 29 (1985): 16-29. Richard Cartwright 
Austin, Baptized Into Wilderness: A Christian Perspective on 
John Muir (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1987). 

*See Sally Miller, ed., John Muir: Life and Work 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, forthcoming) 
Dennis C. Williams, "John Muir, Christian Mysticism, and the 
Spiritual Value of Nature, 1866-1873," Unpublished M.A. 
Thesis, Texas Tech University, 1989. 



defense of his glacial theory, in such accounts, is in 

sympathy with the counter-culturalists' and New Leftists' 

desires to thumb their noses at the exclusivity of 

scientific specialization by demonstrating that common 

people could make important scientific contributions without 

specialized training. Attempts to fit Muir into such a pre

determined mold stretch the evidence and ultimately distort 

the historical Muir. 

John Muir lived between the years 1838 and 1914. The 

bulk of this work will examine his life and thought within 

those parameters. However, this will not be a traditional 

biography—simply recounting the story of John Muir—since 

that has been done effectively elsewhere. The intent of 

this dissertation is to examine the hypothesis that John 

Muir attempted to bring order out of the intellectual chaos 

of the late nineteenth century by reconciling Christianity 

and science with his vision of nature in a post-Darwinian 

world. 

Although Muir and his interpreters may have accentuated 

the controversiality of his ideas throughout his life, I 

hope to demonstrate that he reacted conservatively to social 

and intellectual currents of his day. In order to 

accomplish this, I examine Muir's life and thought 

chronologically, but with an emphasis on his intellectual 

development. His articles, books, and private journals 

provide a plethora of information regarding his activities 



and his philosophy and are the primary sources of my insight 

into Muir's life. 

Chapter II surveys influences on Muir's ideology 

between his birth in 1838 and his leaving home for Madison, 

Wisconsin, and the life of an inventor in 1860. Specific 

scrutiny of his parent's world views, of Scottish education 

and culture, of the evangelical Christianity which 

encouraged his parents to move to North America, of frontier 

life in antebellum Wisconsin, and of his self-education will 

illuminate the bedrock on which Muir's later thought 

developed. Although he only lived in Scotland for eleven 

years, Muir, like many Scotsmen, esteemed his Scottish 

heritage and believed it had a tremendous shaping influence 

on his life. No doubt it did, if not directly, then 

indirectly as a result of his parent's guidance. Throughout 

his boyhood he was steeped in the traditions of hard work, 

obedience, and humility. He was taught that God was 

sovereign and that mankind was fallen, but through the 

agency of predestination participated with God in human 

salvation. 

In Wisconsin, where his family moved in 1849, Muir 

learned further lessons in this tradition. But he also 

participated in the frontier educational process that 

encouraged him to read eclectically. He enjoyed poetry from 

Milton to Cowper, imbibed lessons in mathematics and 

mechanics, and absorbed romantic natural theology such as 



that of Thomas Dick. He rubbed shoulders with settlers from 

a variety of Old World and New World cultures, learning, 

perhaps, the frontier doctrine of cooperative democracy. 

He also saw the bounty of nature on the agricultural 

frontier. He participated in clearing the hardwood forests 

to make way for cattle and corn. Perhaps it was in 

Wisconsin that Muir first began to formulate the difference 

between how society evaluated nature and how nature should 

be evaluated. 

Chapter III probes the development of Muir's thought 

and life between 1860 and 1867. During this phase of his 

life, he worked in machine shops, attended the University of 

Wisconsin, evaded the Civil War draft, and sustained an 

injury to his eye that acted as a catalyst to his forsaking 

an industrial career for one dedicated to exploration and 

discovery of the natural world. Muir found this period 

fraught with internal conflicts regarding his purpose and 

mission in life. An understanding of this period 

illuminates motivations and concepts evident in later 

periods. 

His University of Wisconsin experiences played a very 

influential role in his life. Not only did he learn how to 

understand the natural world by examining it with proper 

scientific methods, but he also developed relationships that 

would determine the course of his life. His friendship with 

Professor Ezra Carr and his wife Jeanne took him from being 



an obscure farm boy to being an acclaimed scientist and 

nature writer by the turn of the twentieth century. Jeanne 

Carr boosted Muir to all her acquaintances, including Ralph 

Waldo Emerson, Asa Gray, and Joseph LeConte. Mrs. Carr also 

mentored Muir by refusing to let the shy boy from the farm 

isolate himself from the world by living in a mountain 

hermitage. 

One of the most crucial experiences in the development 

of Muir's vision of nature and his place in it is the topic 

of chapter IV. In 18 67, Muir walked from Indiana to the 

Gulf of Mexico where he planned to catch a ship to the mouth 

of the Amazon. There, in the footsteps of his hero 

Alexander Von Humboldt, he hoped to explore the tropical 

Amazon basin. During his "Thousand Mile Walk to the Gulf," 

as biographer William Frederic Bade later titled an account 

of this adventure, Muir grappled with questions that would 

occupy his thoughts for the rest of his life. He wondered 

about the place of humans in the natural world and the 

validity of cultural interpretations of nature. Throughout 

the South, he attempted to reconcile cultural attitudes, 

traditional interpretations of nature found in the Bible and 

Milton's Paradise Lost, and the reality of nature as he 

observed it on his journey. 

Muir never reached the Amazon. Instead, due to a bout 

with typhoid, he sailed for California, where he spent the 

rest of his life. Chapter V analyzes the development of 
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Muir's mature environmental vision during the period 

between 18 68-1878, when, while headquartered in the Yosemite 

Valley, he carefully and systematically attempted to 

translate the book of nature for the average human reader. 

This chapter primarily describes Muir's mystical, 

evangelical vision of the environment. It concentrates on 

how his vision fit into the natural theology tradition he 

gleaned from reading natural theologies and listening to 

sermons during the mid-nineteenth century. 

Muir wrote and published his only truly scientific 

writing. Studies in the Sierra, during this period. Chapter 

VI examines Muir's geological ideas and places them in the 

context of the developments in American geology during this 

period. Muir was not nearly as radical a thinker or as 

amateurish in this context as other interpreters have 

portrayed him. Instead, he used sound, established 

scientific methodology dating back to Newton, which he 

received from reading uniformitarian geologists such as 

Charles Lyell and participating in Ezra Carr's lectures at 

the University of Wisconsin. Muir's glacial geomorphology 

was in fact forward-looking, and in many ways avant garde. 

However, his religious interpretations of his discoveries 

were backward looking when viewed in the light of the post-

Darwinian tendency to de-theologize science. Muir refused 

to remove God from the central causal role of alpine 

geomorphology. Muir further extrapolated the meaning of 



glacial geomorphology in natural theological terms— 

explaining what Yosemite revealed about the character of God 

and the validity of doctrines such as predestination. 

The most significant intellectual and cultural event in 

the latter half of the nineteenth century was the 

publication of Charles Darwin's The Origin of Species. 

Although Darwin wrote strictly about geological, 

geographical, and biological conditions, the implications of 

his work and the works of his popularizers had a far 

reaching impact on Gilded Age/Progressive Era American 

society. Chapter VII examines Muir's response to Darwinism, 

which illustrates, I believe, the response of thousands of 

educated Americans of his generation who were raised to 

believe in order and design in the natural world. He sorted 

through Darwinism, with the help of some of America's most 

prominent scientists. Asa Gray, the Harvard botanist who 

hoped to reconcile theistic religion with Darwinism, and 

Joseph LeConte, the Berkeley geologist who tried to 

reconcile evolutionary theory with Christianity, influenced 

Muir's reaction to the Englishman's biological theory. 

The evangelical Muir did not find Darwinism to be the 

all-encompassing evil that later Judeo-Christian 

fundamentalists made it. Instead, Muir found the cultural 

milieu inspired by Darwinism a boon for the reception of his 

wilderness message among his generation's leaders. In a 

civilization where poverty, labor unrest, violence, and 
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social chaos seemed all too apparent, social Darwinians 

preached that such conditions were the normal course of 

nature. Muir disagreed. Instead, as a natural theologian, 

he observed that nature's morality was based on love, joy, 

and peace. Nature verified that the ideals of Christ indeed 

operated on earth as they did in heaven. Those who grasped 

Muir's vision hoped to retain, to preserve, the vestiges of 

this message by preserving wild nature. 

Chapter VIII investigates the process of politicization 

that turned Muir from a genteel naturalist to a political 

lobbyist at the turn of the century. It explores the 

internal and external pressures that motivated him to act in 

the preservationist cause. Further, it attempts to place 

Muir's activity on behalf of Sierra landscapes, such as the 

Yosemite and Hetch Hetchy valleys, more solidly within the 

context of interpretations of Progressivism on a national 

and state level. 

Muir led the Preservationist wing of the turn-of-the-

century environmental movement. Preservationists believed 

that nature had significance, resistant to quantification, 

that far outweighed the traditional value American society 

had attributed to it or that modern American society was 

prepared to ascribe it. Muir conveyed the preservationist 

message to the American public through his nature writing. 

His message was that nature had a spiritual value that could 

not, without grave social consequences, be sacrificed to 
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resource developers that calculated the value of mountain 

scenery in board-feet, forage-tons, and gallons-per-second. 

At the heart of that message was the belief that nature was 

a great evangel, capable of perfecting humanity by directing 

it to a more holy, and more natural, way of life and 

thought. 

In many ways, Muir's attempt to reconcile religion, 

science, and culture in order to reinforce the concept of 

order and harmony in nature was a reaction against 

contemporary social trends. However, if the assertion this 

dissertation attempts to demonstrate stands, it was also a 

backward looking attempt to maintain the ideas natural 

theology had instilled in Americans throughout the 

nineteenth century. It was an attempt to restrain chaos in 

the society of mankind and nature by reasserting the message 

that the wisdom and character of God, as understood by two 

centuries of Christians, was still manifest in nature. The 

concept of harmony in nature, well established in Judeo-

Christian ideology by Muir's time, had nostalgic and 

prophetic value for those who had hoped to see the 

millennium. John Muir believed his destiny was to lead the 

people to the mountain tops where they could see God. 



CHAPTER II 

FROM A SCOTTISH BOY TO AN AMERICAN YOUTH 

It is amazing how many events in 1838 influenced John 

Muir's life. In Britain, Charles Lyell, the uniformitarian 

geologist, published his Elements of Geology. In America, 

Thomas Cole painted his Hudson River School classic, "Shroon 

Mountain Adirondacks." John Torrey and Asa Gray published 

the first volume of their Flora of North America. Chauncey 

Jerome, a Connecticut clock maker and perhaps the original 

"ingenious Yankee," invented a one-day, brass movement clock 

that was inexpensive and accurate enough to flood both the 

British and American markets. Iowa Territory was formed 

from part of Wisconsin Territory in that year as well. No 

doubt the travailing Anne Gilrye Muir had more pressing 

matters to attend to than ponder how all these things would 

come together in the life of her new son. 

On April 21, 1838, John Muir was born in Dunbar, 

Scotland. John arrived as the first son but third child of 

Daniel and Anne Gilrye Muir. His parents would bear him one 

more brother and a pair of sisters over the next eight 

years, creating an eight member family. Daniel, a grocer 

and grain merchant, found his way to Dunbar via the British 

army. Anne, whose gentry family had shortened their name 

from Gilderoy, had been raised there as the daughter of a 

successful meat merchant. From this solid, middle-class 

family, John gleaned the bedrock ideas and attitudes of his 

12 
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influential preservationist philosophy. Much of it was 

etched in his mind during his early years living in Dunbar 

against the sea. 

In order to understand the impact Scottish influences 

had on Muir, one must understand the cultural milieu of 

Scotland in the 1830s and 1840s, the years Muir lived there. 

Scots wrestled during these years with entering the modern 

industrial world. Plagued with widespread unemployment, 

agricultural and industrial dislocation, and famines, the 

Scottish landscape was blighted by the social chaos 

accompanying vagrancy and starvation. Throughout the 

eighteenth century, Scottish people stood at the forefront 

of both conservative Presbyterianism and the Enlightenment. 

The interaction between these two social movements 

encouraged the usual social tensions associated with 

ideological readjustment. Scots faced the added problems of 

adjusting to the nearly chaotic conditions faced by the 

entire western world as it entered the modern era fraught 

with the concentration of wealth and resources in urban, 

industrial areas. 

The actions of the British monarchy contributed to 

Scotland's social problems. After the Hanoverans solidified 

their rule over Britain and abolished the Scottish clans in 

the last half of the eighteenth century, the large 

landholders (lairds) in both Highland and Lowland regions 

faced bankruptcy. The Highland clan chiefs had once decided 
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for his kin who would foster whose children, when and how 

wars would be fought (mostly affairs of retribution against 

neighboring clans who engaged in livestock raiding), and how 

property, all communally held, was to be used. By the early 

eighteenth century however, the feudal system had made most 

clan chiefs feudal lords tied to the Scottish king who 

claimed all the land. After the union of the Scottish and 

English crowns under the Stewarts in 1603, the Scots found 

their traditional ways of life—especially their internecine 

warring over land and livestock—out of step with the more 

civilized, lowland outlook of their sovereign. By the time 

William of Orange took control of Britain in 1688, the clans 

were not only viewed as obsolete, but as threats to the 

crown and thus practically outlawed after the Battle of 

Culloden in 1746. This made clan chiefs nothing more than 

landlords who had to look after their own economic well-

being.^ 

Lowland and Highland landholders hoped to overcome the 

specter of insolvency by supplying food to the British army. 

The only possible way they could increase their income was 

to raise their rents—hoping that tenants would improve the 

farms thereby increasing yields. Throughout the eighteenth 

century, landholders and some tenants took advantage of this 

opportunity as Britain embroiled itself in war after war 

^For a brief overview of Highland clans see n. a., 
Scottish Clans (London: Pitkin Pictorials, 1973). 
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with Spain and France, encouraging military buildup and thus 

the need for food.^ 

The standard Scottish agricultural methods, most 

characteristic of the more agricultural lowlands, involving 

infield and outfield strip cultivation (runrig as it was 

called) was based on cultivating crops communally in small 

patches. The infield consisted of the best lands sowed in 

crops—mainly potatoes and oats by the mid-eighteenth 

century. The outfield, generally less productive, hilly, or 

rocky land was used as pasture or for hay. Runrig 

agriculture often failed to yield enough produce to pay 

rents and adequately feed the "hinds" (tenant farmers) much 

less the growing urban population and the military. One 

contemporary observer described runrig inefficiency thus: 

Many farms have eight tenants .... These eight 
tenants labour the farm and carry on all their 
work together. First they plow the whole land, 
then they divide every field or spot of ground 
which they judge to be of equal quality into eight 
parts or shares and cast lots for what each is to 
occupy for that crop. After this each sows his 
share and reaps it again in harvest and so they 
go on year after year. If men's dispositions and 
tempter in the same situation of life were nearly 
equal and if they considered their neighbors' good 
at all times as nearly connected with their own, 
such a method of carrying on the works of a farm 
might do very well, but the contrary is the fatal 
truth and verifying in a strong degree amongst 
these people. For often more time is spent in 
contending not only what work is first to be done 
but also the manner in which it is to be done than 
would actually carry the double into execution, 

^J. M. Bumsted, The People's Clearance: Highland 
Emigration to British North America, 1770-1815 (Edinburgh 
Edinburgh University Press, 1982), pp. 31ff. 
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and that none may do less than his neighbor, all 
go to a piece of work which perhaps might be done 
by one .... Further, by this method there is no 
encouragement for one man to improve and manure 
his lands better than his neighbor, as what he 
occupies this year may not fall to his share next. 
The diligent and industrious reaps no more benefit 
than the most lazy and indolent of his 
neighbors.^ 

In all probability, this was the type of farm from which 

Daniel Muir fled as a youth. 

By the end of the eighteenth century, lowland farmers 

were experimenting with scientific agricultural techniques 

involving efficient land use, fertilization, and 

monocultural cropping in order to increase yields to supply 

the huge agricultural demands of the Napoleonic Wars. 

However, most farming was still based on the ancient runrig 

system.* 

When the guns stilled at Waterloo in 1815, the war-

induced price bubble for agricultural commodities burst. 

Both Highland and Lowland lairds scrambled for means to 

stave off financial disaster. Highland landlords found 

sheep grazing a venture more profitable than farming, 

especially since their lands had seldom been productive 

enough to supply more than the tenant population even in the 

^Quoted in Ibid., p. 33. 

*T. C. Smout, A Century of the Scottish People (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1986), pp. 14-15. 



17 

good years. These lairds dismissed their tenants, enclosed 

their lands, and stocked the ancient fields with sheep.^ 

Displaced highland tenants moved into the lowlands 

looking for work. Lowland landlords engineered similar 

enclosures, but instead of sheep grazing many of them 

implemented improved methods of agriculture. Less labor 

intensive rotational cropping combined with fertilizer 

created short term yield increases. Displaced tenants found 

little hope in rational profit-making agriculture. The most 

labor intensive period for these scientific farms occurred 

at harvest. Migrant workers were hired for harvest and then 

moved on. Many migrants temporarily immigrated from Ireland 

and undercut the wage demands of even the poorest Scots. 

While some Scots remained on the farms, many made their 

way to the coal fields to enslave themselves and their 

families to back-breaking, but belly-filling, work in the 

pits. Prior to the abolition of slavery in Scotland in 

1799, men who wished to be colliers (coal miners) could sell 

themselves, their wives and the future labor of their 

children to pit owners in exchange for a small monetary 

consideration, room, and board. After 1799, debt peonage 

^William Ferguson, Scotland: 1869 to the Present (New 
York: Frederick A. Praeger, Publishers, 1968), pp. 275-7. 
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kept many poor, who wandered into the Scottish lowland, tied 

to the pits.^ 

Many Scots emigrated to Canada, a mythical land 

introduced to them by the heroic tales of Scottish soldiers 

returned from the American front. Those dislocated by 

clearances did not always agree that modernization through 

scientific farming and industrialization provided the answer 

to Scottish problems. Some hoped that they could re-create 

traditional Scottish society in British North America where 

land remained abundant and cost little more than the labor 

involved in clearing it. Often the same soldiers who served 

to recruit Scots into the British military served to recruit 

Scottish workers, many of them ex-soldiers, to the Canadian 

frontier after the American Revolution. After 1803, the 

British government recruited Scots (men and their entire 

families) to a fencible (home defense force) that was to be 

transported to British North America with promises of free 

land once the regiment was disbanded.^ 

^See R. Page Arnot, A History of Scottish Miners 
(London: George Allen & Unwin, Ltd., 1955), esp. pp. 1-13; 
see also John H. M. Laslett, Nature's Noblemen: The Fortunes 
of the Independent Collier in Scotland and the American 
Midwest, 1855-1889 (Los Angeles: Institute of Industrial 
Relations, 1983); Alan Campbell, The Lanarkshire Miners: A 
Social History of their Trade Unions, 1775-1874 (Edinburgh: 
John Donald, 1975); and John Benson, British Coalminers in 
the Nineteenth Century: A Social History (New York: Holmes 
and Meier, 1980) . 

''The Canadian Regiment recruited a large number of 
Scots during 18 03-4 but never shipped out leaving men and 
their families stranded in Glasgow. See Bumsted, The 
People's Clearance, pp. 155ff. 
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Still more Scots moved to urban Scotland, making 

Glasgow proportionally the fastest growing city in Europe 

and one of the most squalid in Scotland.® Daniel Muir, 

John Muir's father, was a part of this dislocated, urban 

mass. He fled the harsh life of Scottish agriculture and 

made his way to the city for a fresh start. There he found 

nothing but hunger and loneliness. Perhaps out of 

desperation, he turned to the military. He became a part of 

the proud Scottish warrior tradition that had won glory for 

Britain fighting in the various wars for empire. Little is 

known about Daniel Muir's military career, but in 1829 he 

appeared in Dunbar, on the North Sea coast south of 

Edinburgh, as a recruiting sergeant.' 

According to economic analysts of this period, Scotland 

was undergoing a transition period between one of the 

periodic booms and busts associated with unregulated 

capitalism. ̂° Daniel saw opportunity in business. In 

Dunbar, he married the heiress to a grain and grocery 

operation. After she purchased his freedom from the 

^Ferguson, Scotland: 1869 to the Present, p. 2 92. 

'Linnie Marsh Wolfe, Son of the Wilderness: The Life of 
John Muir (Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 
1945), pp. 8-11. 

^°Ferguson, Scotland: 1869 to the Present, see esp. p. 
273. 



20 

military, he applied his discipline and energy to making the 

business thrive. Tragically, his new bride soon died.^* 

Undeterred, he moved into a larger building and made a 

name for himself as an honest merchant who treated his 

customers more than fairly. His move also brought him into 

contact with Anne Gilrye, the highborn daughter of a retired 

Dunbar meat seller. The Gilrye family had been people of 

means and refinement for years. Anne, a multi-talented 

young lady, received the attention of many suitors, but 

found Daniel Muir, the up and coming grain merchant and 

grocer, to her liking. He had a sincere charm and a 

likeable demeanor. He handled his homemade fiddle deftly 

enough to capture her heart with the hymns of Scottish 

troubadours. In spite of parental concerns about marrying 

down class (the Gilrye lineage contained nobility while the 

most renowned Muir was a social radical) and to a religious 

liberal, the strong-willed and love-struck Anne married 

Daniel in 1833.^^ 

Five years later, after the birth of two daughters they 

named Margaret and Sarah, Anne bore Daniel a son. They 

named him John, perhaps from scripture, since Daniel was an 

evangelical seeker in those socially and economically 

troubled times. ̂^ Daniel Muir's evangelical tendencies 

^^Ibid, pp. 8-11 

^^Ibid, pp. 8-11 

13. Wolfe, Son of the Wilderness, pp. 8-11 
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made him something of a minority in the land of John Kno:-:. 

John Wesley and other emotionalistic evangelical preachers 

found Scotland dominated by a rigid, deterministic 

Presbyterianism full of opposition. While the Wesley 

brothers and George Whitfield had spread their faith 

throughout England and up and down the American coast during 

the last half of the eighteenth century, neither had been 

very successful in Scotland, partly because of the Scottish 

religious tradition. 

Scotland had given birth to the hard-headed founder of 

Presbyterianism, John Knox, who led Scotland out of the 

Catholic fold into the Protestant wilderness. The church he 

spawned became known for its high intellectualism, emphasis 

on personal piety, and austere. Old Testament outlook. 

Scottish Presbyterian kirks, or churches, were also prone to 

schism. Much of the schismatic behavior of the kirk 

revolved around the issue of separation of kirk and state. 

Presbyterianism had always emphasized the separation of 

spiritual from temporal affairs, especially with regard to 

the election of clergymen. Old-line Scottish Presbyterians 

ferociously fought the introduction of Anglican tactics, 

which included lairds sponsoring clerics in their kirks. 

Once the mainline Presbyterian body succumbed to pressure 

from outside, dissenters fractured to establish the 
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Seceders, who chose to stick closely to the earlier, more 

democratic Presbyterian political organization.'* 

The Scottish layman took sides strongly on these 

issues. One of the legacies of Knox was the development of 

an intellectual laity. Each kirkmember was to be examined 

yearly on points of Calvinist doctrine. Members had to 

understand the logic and scripture behind such dogmas as 

predestination. Scottish Presbyterians understood 

predestination not as fatalism but as a doctrine of hope. 

For them, God had destined the elect to actively engage His 

evil enemy in spiritual warfare, ultimately ushering in the 

eternal kingdom through their faithfulness. 

As a result of their faithful vigilance and duty, 

Scotsmen were known for their love of and ability in arguing 

the most subtle points of scripture and doctrine. Travelers 

marvelled that even the poorest, most uneducated Scot talked 

much of what was considered elsewhere to be high-brow 

religious philosophy. This element of Presbyterianism 

spawned two related emphases in the eighteenth century: the 

education of the masses and the leadership role of Scotsmen 

in the Enlightenment. John Muir was significantly affected 

by both." 

^*Lester G. McAllister and William E. Tucker, Journey 
in Faith: A History of the Disciples Church (Disciples of 
Christ) (St. Louis: The Bethany Press, 1975), pp. 89-103. 

"Wallace Notestein, The Scot in History (1946, 
Westport: Greenwood Press, Publishers, 1970), pp. 128-30, 
268. 
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The Enlightenment was a heady time in western 

civilization. French philosophs met in Parisian salons to 

discuss the implications of natural law. Europeans began to 

study the natural world with greater fervor, as they sought 

to discover the immutable ways of the universe. Individuals 

such as Carl Linnaeus added to the Western world's knowledge 

by developing a system for ordering plants. John Locke 

wrote essays that when coupled with those of Francis Bacon, 

Isaac Newton, and Jean Jacques Rousseau opened a new world 

to thinkers. Inductive reasoning blossomed. 

In Scotland, most hard headed Presbyterians worried 

more about their next meal than natural law. Yet, the Scots 

offered much to the Enlightenment. In Edinburgh, David 

Hume, Adam Smith, and other enlightened Scots demonstrated 

the breadth of the Enlightenment. They studied objects of 

nature and the subjects of science from every possible 

angle. They brought to their studies a broad synthetic 

style that refused to compartmentalize knowledge. Rather 

than working under the constraints of confined fields of 

inquiry, as later students of nature would do, they 

attempted to fit discoveries into the big picture.^* 

Yet the Scottish Enlightenment reflected the Scottish 

style. No Enlightenment thinker in Scotland accepted 

Rousseau's social contract theory. Society for the Scot 

"Ibid, pp. 221, 225-6. Ferguson, Scotland: 1689 to 
the Present, pp. 209-217. 
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revolved around ties of kinship, even after the clan lairds 

lost their political clout. It also developed a practical 

orientation. James Watt, the developer of the steam engine, 

applied enlightened methodology and the emphasis on 

efficiency to the technological world. Scotland bore one of 

the world's greatest civil engineers of the day, John 

Smeaton, who designed a number of canals to connect the 

emerging manufacturers with the coal pits and the coastal 

ports. If Scotland naturally produced jacks-of-all-trades, 

the Enlightenment's scientific method enhanced their 

curiosity and common sense. Advanced by public education, 

Scotland became a leader in promulgating that method among 

its common folk.-"-̂  

As mentioned above, Scottish Presbyterianism encouraged 

education. Every parish church attempted throughout the 

seventeenth and eighteenth century to keep at least one 

parish school. Commentators on this system noted its 

inadequacy. However, by the early nineteenth century, 

education became an important issue in Scotland. The 

universities adopted inductive pedagogy to teach students 

the sciences. John Playfair, for instance, a professor at 

the University of Edinburgh, took his students into the 

17 Ibid., pp. 209, 195-7 
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field to teach them Huttonian geology. He instructed them 

to ask the geological structure to reveal its meaning.^® 

In order to prepare young Scots for the university— 

either in Scotland, or more commonly, in England—grammar 

schools built during this period taught students to read and 

write Greek and Latin with facility, as well as some modern 

languages such as English and French. Separate, more 

commercially oriented schools offered courses emphasizing 

mathematics and bookkeeping. In Dunbar, both types of 

schools existed.^' 

John Muir attended the grammar school in Dunbar where, 

from age six or seven through twelve, he was drilled in 

Greek, Latin, French, and English grammars. Unlike the 

pedagogy emerging in the Scottish universities, Muir's 

headmaster used what would be considered today a harsh 

method. Each student memorized his lessons each night from 

the text, then recited them the next day. The master 

corrected lapses in perfection corporally. As Muir noted, 

Scots, with their penchant for efficiency, had discovered 

the educational shortcut that "irritating the skin excited 

the memory to any required degree. "̂ ° 

"Smout, A Century of the Scottish People, p. 2 
Notestein, The Scot in History, p. 249. 

19 Ferguson, Scotland: 1689 to the Present, pp. 198-209. 

2°John Muir, The Story of My Boyhood and Youth (1913, 
Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1916), pp. 27-8. 



2 6 

The readers used in Muir's schools introduced him to 

the adventure of the natural world. In the Davel Brae 

elementary school where Muir studied from ages three to six, 

schoolmaster Mungo Siddon led his pupils through a variety 

of stories and poems as he taught them to read. One of 

Muir's earliest recollections of these stories provided hirr. 

with an example of the bond between man and his best animal 

friend—the dog. In his autobiography, Muir still 

poignantly remembered reading the story of "Llewellyn's 

Dog." In the story, a noble hunting dog was wrongfully 

slain for allegedly killing a Welsh lord's child. The 

hunting party discovered the living child later, next to a 

dead wolf. Muir noted the strong impression made by the 

story on him and his young classmates. Moralizing in the 

autobiographic account, Muir posited that children, as 

illustrated in his recollection, had a purer sympathy for 

their fellow creatures than adults. ̂^ 

Muir also recounted how the natural history stories 

found in his grammar school readers significantly shaped his 

attitude toward the natural world. He delighted in Wilson's 

account of the battle over a fish between the two great 

predatory birds—the fish hawk and the eagle. Muir seemed 

struck most by the noble effort of the fish hawk who fought 

valiantly, though futilely, against the larger eagle to keep 

its prey. Muir also remembered that Audubon's report on the 

21 Ibid, pp. 5-6 
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passenger pigeon, and its nightly fate at the hands of 

American farmers, awed him. So too did the accounts of 

sugar maples, whose sap could be turned to syrup and candy. 

Not only did these tales excite young John about America, 

which is the message he made them carry in his 

autobiography, but they also introduced him in an academic 

setting to the literary and scientific study of the natural 

world." 

Formal, scholastic learning provided Muir with the 

basic skills necessary for future study, but his 

extracurricular education made the strongest impression and 

had the most lasting impact on his character. 

Outside the classroom, young Muir roamed with a pack of 

boys who entertained themselves in a variety of ways, 

ranging from scaring themselves with tales of "Dandy 

Doctors" from Edinburgh who captured little children with 

incredibly sticky glue in order to dissect them at the 

famous medical school, to stealing eggs from birdnests and 

fruit from farmer's fields. Those packs initiated young 

Scots into the history and character of Scottish society. 

At times, they raced twenty miles a day around the 

countryside. They fought mock battles with sticks and 

stones at old Dunbar castle, imagining themselves gallant 

soldiers defending Scotland from the tyrannical English. 

They scaled its crumbling walls on dares risking their lives 

22 Ibid., pp. 43-44. 
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over the craggy cliffs that dropped precipitously to the 

rocky beach below. At other times they stealthily kept 

track of nesting birds so that they could locate more than 

their companions in prideful contests of knowledge. 

Fighting his way into leadership positions in the packs and 

always trying to outdo his friends, Muir learned 

perseverance, loyalty, courage, self-reliance, and 

competitiveness. He also learned to observe the natural 

world and climb rocks, abilities that would have greater 

importance in later years. ̂^ 

At home, Muir's family educated him according to 

established Scottish principles. Daniel had faith in the 

evangelical message that emphasized a faith based on the 

individual's right to choose the direction of his life. If 

one chose to follow God, he accepted on faith the 

forgiveness of sins made available through Christ's 

sacrifice on the cross and then strove to live daily in 

right relationship with God and others. The emphasis on 

personal choice, which made individuals responsible for 

their own salvation, raised many doubts in the minds of 

Scottish Presbyterians who emphasized the sovereignty of God 

and the impotence of man. Despite his acceptance of a 

"foreign" faith despised by many of his fellow Scots 

(evangelicalism came to Scotland from its southern neighbor 

and ancient enemy England), Daniel Muir still believed that 

23 Ibid., pp. 24-42 
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his family should be well-versed in religious doctrine and 

scripture. Trying to do his Christian duty as a Scottish 

father, he emphasized scriptural knowledge. 

As the Haldanes, an evangelical British missionary 

society that worried about the faithfulness of British 

subjects on the isles, established their Society for the 

Propagation of the Gospel at Home, many Scots, including 

Daniel Muir, found the fragmented Scottish Presbyterian 

Church unappealing. Moderate Presbyterians emphasized 

morality and reasonable religion to such an extreme that 

some accused them of spreading unbelief. The Seceder branch 

of Presbyterianism seemed eternally divided over issues of 

polity. Christians the world over, especially Scots caught 

in the throws of internecine doctrinal warfare, saw the need 

for a purified, more united church.^* 

These Christians hoped to build a church around the 

biblical doctrines common to all Christian sects. While the 

Haldanes evangelized the British Isles, American Christians 

west of the Appalachians flocked to the primitive gospel 

preaching of Barton Stone, who was also committed to 

Christian unification. So too were Thomas and Alexander 

Campbell, Ulster-scots father and son, who at the time lived 

in Northern Ireland where Thomas preached for Anti-Burgher 

Seceder Presbyterians. Thomas soon traveled to America to 

renounce Presbyterianism for a more primitive faith. 

^*McAllister and Tucker, Journey in Faith, pp. 8 9-103 
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Alexander would do the same as he studied at the University 

of Glasgow during the 1830s. These groups called for a 

revival of primitive Christian faith based on the simple 

doctrines proclaimed by the New Testament church—expressed 

best in Acts 2: 

They [converted Christians] met constantly to hear 
the apostles teach, and to share the common life, 
to break bread and to pray.... they would sell 
their property and possessions and make a general 
distribution as the need of each required. With 
one mind they kept up their daily attendance at 
the temple, and, breaking bread in private houses, 
shared their meals with unaffected joy, as they 
praised God and enjoyed the favor of the whole 
people. ̂^ 

Daniel Muir stood in the mainstream of this movement. 

He encouraged his children, using tried and true Scottish 

educational techniques, to memorize large portions of 

scripture. Young John, nimble of mind, could recite the 

entire New Testament, from Matthew to Revelations, non-stop. 

He stored in memory large portions of the Old Testament, the 

traditional staple for Scots since Knox. His writings 

indicate that he knew at least the Psalms, the wisdom books 

of Proverbs and Ecclesiastes, Isaiah, and Genesis, the book 

of creation. He probably also committed to memory some of 

the historical books, the Samuels, and either the 

Chronicles, the Kings, or both. His scriptural memory 

remained with him throughout his life. Presbyterian 

25 Ibid., pp. 61-115. Acts 2.42-47 
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missionary to Alaska, Samuel Hall Young remembered that Muir 

held the entire Bible in his head during the late 1870s.^* 

Muir's religious education in such a milieu had a 

significant impact on him. His father had ingrained the 

literature of Christianity deep into John's mind so that he 

would be effective at arguing points of doctrine, as was the 

Scottish tradition. Daniel also infused into his son a 

religious tradition that oriented the believer toward a 

personal relationship with the Christian God as posited in 

the primitive church. Such a tradition reinforced the 

mystical cultural characteristic of Scots to perceive a very 

immanent deity. Thus, Muir's religious education inclined 

him to see a personal deity active in the present. This 

inclination was pronouncedly manifest in later days. 

In 184 9, Daniel Muir caught the emigration spirit that 

had pervaded Scotland during the previous half century. He 

moved his family from a comfortable existence in Dunbar to 

the hard life of the American west. Perhaps, like many 

other religious seekers, he felt that North America offered 

a place to live a simple agrarian life where he and his 

family could find respite from the temptations and 

distractions of rapidly industrializing Scottish society. 

Initially he intended to move, as had many Scots before, to 

British North America, but tales of better land south of the 

^^Muir, The Story of My Boyhood and Youth, p. 27. 
Samuel Hall Young, Alaska Days with John Muir (1915, Salt 
Lake City: Peregrine Smith Books, 1990), p. 67. 
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Great Lakes changed his mind. He headed to Wisconsin 

instead. 

One of the problems in attempting to trace John Muir's 

intellectual and ideological development at this stage in 

his life is simply the paucity of extant evidence. The 

record of Muir's life on Wisconsin's agricultural frontier 

consists of a few reminiscences of neighbors, some letters 

toward the end of the 1850s, and his autobiographical 

account, begun in 1907 and published in 1913, the year 

before his death. To further complicate matters, Muir wrote 

The Story of My Boyhood and Youth, in the genre of youth 

literature. 

In many ways The Story of My Boyhood and Youth is a 

morality tale that distills Muir's septuagenarian ethics 

into stories about animal virtues and human depravity. The 

message that emerges from this recollection, as in his other 

writings, is that many humans, as a result of species 

arrogance, have diminished the place of animals in the 

world—especially when animals threaten humanity's 

pinnacular position in the cosmos. Muir may have developed 

some of the attitudes expressed in this work during the 

1850s, others are obviously later interpretations that he 

applies to his remembrances. While the authentic ideas he 

developed during this period deserve analysis, we should 

first examine the environment, both cultural and physical, 

in which he formed them. 
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The Wisconsin frontier offered a seminal milieu for the 

development of environmental ideas. More than any other 

region, the old Wisconsin frontier can claim having produced 

some of the most eminent American nature philosophers, 

including Muir, John Wesley Powell, Frederick Jackson 

Turner, and Aldo Leopold. Muir, Powell, and Turner all 

grew up in close proximity during the middle half of the 

nineteenth century. The appropriate question seems to be 

this: what in this region at this time encouraged men such 

as Muir, Powell, and Turner to place such emphasis on nature 

in their work? 

Wallace Stegner, John Wesley Powell's biographer, 

argued that a common regional educational experience shaped 

mid-western boys, such as Abraham Lincoln, John W. Powell, 

and John Muir, into great men. Speaking of Powell, but 

applying the scenario to Muir and others Stegner wrote that 

they were 

made by wandering, by hard labor, by the Bible, by 
an outdoor life in small towns and on farms, by 
the optimism and practicality and democracy of the 
frontier, by the occasional man of learning 
[Crookham] and the occasional books he met, by 
country schools and the ill-equipped cubs or worn-
out misfits who taught them, by the academies and 
colleges with their lamentable lacks and their 
industry and their hope, by the Methodism [or 
frontier religion] of his father and the 
prevailing convictions that success came from work 
and only to the deserving.̂ "̂  

'̂'Wallace Stegner, Beyond the Hundredth Meridian: John 
Wesley Powell and the Second Opening of the West (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1962), pp. 9ff. 
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In their wanderings. Turner, Powell, and Muir all 

witnessed the evolution of the frontier environment. They 

saw, or at least heard about, the changes wrought by the 

evolution of the frontier. The frontier witnessed a change 

from the extensive land-use of the fur trade, tending to 

leave the landscape intact, to the intensive agricultural 

techniques predicated on clearing land and severely altering 

its botanical character for the benefit of the farmer who 

was tied to distant commodity markets. Whereas Turner grew 

up witnessing the change in a small town environment, giving 

him the detachment of an observer, ̂° Muir and Powell 

participated directly in altering the natural world by 

exchanging prairie grasses for corn and wheat. They helped 

effect the changes that turned a wilderness into a man-made 

landscape. 

Having lived in more-or-less wild nature as children, 

exploring the woods, swamps, and hills, watching the 

wildlife, they witnessed extensive changes in the landscape 

occur during their boyhoods. They lamented the passing of 

the frontier because they had enjoyed the very personal 

education of the natural world—an education that would 

later drive them to focus on, or, in the case of Powell and 

^^Turner grew up later than Muir and Powell in Portage, 
Wisconsin as a journalist's son. His primary experience 
with "wilderness" came from fishing and hunting with his 
father. See Ray Allen Billington, Frederick Jackson Turner 
Historian, Scholar, Teacher (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1973), p. 17. 
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Muir, to advocate slowing the destructive processes of 

frontier alteration on the Far Western frontier in the post-

Civil War years. 

Muir's education began as soon as the oxen hauling his 

family's load to their new farm arrived at their temporary 

shanty. John and his brother David leaped from the load and 

began searching for birds' nests—an old Scottish habit. 

They first found a blue jay's nest filled with green eggs 

and blue birds. That nest handed Muir a mystery he never 

forgot. Upon climbing to the nest the next day, he and 

David discovered that the jays had moved the eggs elsewhere 

to keep them safe from two unpredictable little Scottish 

boys. The Muir boys' curiosity found questions to ask of 

everything: how could woodpeckers carve such perfect 

circles? Could any other bird fight as well as a kingbird? 

What were the glowing specks floating above the lake?** 

Fortunately, the immigrants had "a man of learning" to 

teach them the rudiments of local natural lore. Daniel 

hired a "Yankee" to help him clear, plant, and harvest his 

first crop. The hired man took delight in encouraging the 

boys' natural curiosity. Chock full of frontier lore, the 

"Yankee" filled the Muir boys full from his abundance. He 

informed them of the poisonous snakes that lived near by 

whose breath killed its victims and of the banded snake who 

could put itself back together after being chopped to 

2 9 Muir, Story of My Boyhood and Youth, pp. 52-56 
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pieces, among other things. Perhaps it was with the knowing 

gleam of a renowned story teller that Muir recounted his and 

David's incredulous belief in such folkloric and spurious 

frontier yarns. ̂° 

John and David had grown up in a world of fighting back 

in Scotland. One earned position in the pack by combat. 

Thus, as in Scotland, the boys looked for admirable 

combatants in the natural world. They found in the kingbird 

a possible totemic hero. In order to verify their 

observations about this bird's mastery of avian warfare, 

they asked their "Yankee" hand about the outcome of a 

hypothetical battle between a kingbird and a sandhill crane. 

The Yankee provided a less than satisfying answer to the 

young warriors. "'A crane never goes near kingbirds' nests 

or notices such a small bird,' he said, ' and therefore there 

could be not fighting between them.'" The boys had their 

hero, but the suggestion that not every entity fought for 

position stuck in the back of Muir's young mind.^* 

Daniel Muir did his best to educate his children in the ways 

of life. As Muir noted, many of Daniel's lessons consisted 

of the "thou Shalt not" kind. As an itinerant minister, not 

unlike John Wesley Powell's father, Daniel believed that the 

most important things he could teach his children were those 

that would assist them in their spiritual and moral 

^°Ibid. , pp. 90-91. 

^^Ibid. , pp. 55-56. 
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development. Often indicted for his overzealousness in 

punishing John, Daniel, one must remember, was a product of 

his time and not nearly as extreme as a late twentieth 

century reader would think. James Whitehead, one of Muir's 

boyhood friends, asserted that "the difference between us 

was, we told others about it, the Muir children never did, 

they bore their punishment in silence."^^ Daniel did take 

time between farm work, preaching, and distributing gospel 

literature to teach his children to ride a horse, which they 

spent a great deal of time doing. He also suggested they 

learn to swim, one of his most interesting suggestions 

according to Muir. In doing so, he encouraged the boys to 

take lessons from nature. "'Go to the frogs,' he said, 'and 

they will give you all the lessons you need.'"'^ 

Carefree, wandering days learning to swim from frogs 

and observing bird behavior soon became precious spare time 

activities as the pressures of farm life intruded into the 

boys' lives. Life on the frontier farm was a grueling 

affair from Muir's perspective—more grueling than it needed 

to be as a result of the greedy aspirations of the 

agricultural settlers. Noting the differences in outlooks 

^^James Whitehead to William Frederic Bade, 17 March 
1917, Muir Manuscript Collection, Microform Edition, edited 
by Ronald H. Limbaugh and Kristen E. Lewis (London: 
Chadwyck-Healey, Inc., 1986), reel 51, frame 15, (hereafter 
cited as Muir Manuscript Collection giving reel number first 
and frame number (s) following colon, e.g., Muir Manuscript 
Collection, 51:15. 

33 Muir, Story of My Boyhood and Youth, p. 101 
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among different groups of people in the community, Muir 

indicated that the Scottish and English settlers tended to 

be the most hard working lot. Most, not having been farmers 

in the Old World, strove to build prosperous farms. To 

Muir, this meant unnecessary overwork. He noted that the 

Americans, many of them Eastern farmers who had moved onto 

yet another frontier farm, worked only half as hard as the 

European immigrants. 

On the one hand, Americans hunted, fished, and gathered 

berries in season. They stayed inside and relaxed in the 

most extreme weather. They did anything they could to save 

labor in their fields. The Scottish and English, on the 

other hand, worked their land to achieve clean, orderly 

fields; solid houses, barns, and granaries; and pretty 

gardens. Though Muir does not make the connection, the 

European farmers sought to achieve the amenities of the 

wealthy landholders of the Old World. ̂* 

For Muir this represented a great tragedy. Settlers 

attempted to make in one generation from the soils of the 

American frontier what had taken many generations to make in 

Europe. The endless toil necessary to achieve such goals 

included worry, declining health, and early death. 

According to Muir, echoing the Sermon on the Mount "bread 

and raiment might have been serenely won on less than a 

34 Ibid., pp. 179-80. 
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fourth of this land [or forty acres], and time gained to get 

better acquainted with God."^^ 

We should read Muir's distaste for such overwork 

recognizing that it was written with a triple dose of 

hindsight. Muir had been almost killed by a poisonous gas 

build-up while digging a well through solid rock on his 

family's second farm and believed that the results of that 

had damaged his lungs. Later in life he almost lost an eye 

working late in an Indiana factory. Even later he worked 

himself so hard for a decade on his father-in-law's 

California fruit farm that Muir, his family, and friends 

lamented the time as his "lost years." 

At the time, Muir considered hard work a matter of 

pride. As a teenager, he proudly worked hard enough in the 

harvest fields to stay ahead of the hired men. He did most 

of the plowing, all of the rail splitting, and as mentioned 

above dug a well through eighty feet of solid rock by 

himself. While almost bitter in old age about what he saw 

as mistreatment, the young Muir took some delight in his 

ability to outwork others . ̂^ 

Daniel Muir, a good Scottish father with his children's 

souls in mind, also taught John to value the analogies 

provided by nature for spiritual truths. Daniel accepted 

the role of a Disciples of Christ minister on the Wisconsin 

"ibicL^, pp. 175-6. 

^^Ibid. , pp. 17 6-8 6. 
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frontier. At first members of the community met at the Muir 

home, then a small church was built where Daniel and others 

preached. Certainly, natural analogy played a significant 

role in Daniel's sermons both in church and at home. John 

vividly remembered his father's use of analogy when burning 

brush. 

'Now, John, just think what an awful thing it 
would be to be thrown into that fire:—and then 
think of hell-fire, that is so many times hotter. 
Into that fire all bad boys, with sinners of every 
sort who disobey God, will be cast as we are 
casting branches into this brush fire, and 
although suffering so much, their sufferings will 
never, never end, because neither the fire not the 
sinners can die.' 

While Daniel's faith carried much of the Scottish tradition 

of fearing an Old Testament God, John's faith developed a 

much more New Testament outlook. The analogy he found in 

the fire focused on "the heavenly fire of faith" rather than 

the fiery curse of damnation.^'' 

As a Disciple, Daniel Muir held to a primitivist vision 

of Christianity. Primitivists, such as the Disciples, urged 

a return to basic New Testament practice. They suggested 

that the application of Baconian methods to scripture would 

provide individuals with the full knowledge and 

understanding of God and mankind's place in the divine 

order. For Daniel Muir, modern philosophies of religion, 

doctrines, and dogmas created in human minds had no value 

other than to encourage disputes and waste time. While non-

37 Ibid., p. 63 
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scriptural knowledge could be valid and good, especially 

when it supported scripture, it was not as good as knowledge 

of scripture. Thus, in order to win the rights to read non-

religious books, John had to convince his father of their 

value. ̂® 

Daniel allowed classics such as Josephus, the Jewish 

commentator on the early Christian era, into the home 

because it could throw light on the cultural milieu of the 

primitive Christian church. Plutarch, the Greek biographer, 

was more difficult but John convinced his father that it 

could provide insight into the assertions of Sylvester 

Graham that vegetables and whole wheat flour enhanced 

strength and health, whereas meat diminished it. Daniel 

came to accept Graham's diet, but John and his mother, being 

disputatious Scots themselves, were able to convince him 

otherwise with examples from Scripture of God condoning and 

abetting human carnivory.^' 

Some books Daniel allowed not at all. For example, he 

stood solidly against Thomas Dick's Christian Philosophy on 

the grounds that philosophy was the invention of the human 

mind. Daniel cited the Christian apostle Paul writing to 

the Colossian Christians: "See to it that no one takes you 

captive through hollow and deceptive philosophy, which 

^°George Marsden, Religion and American Culture (New 
York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Publishers, 1990), pp. 58-
9. 

^^Muir, Story of My Boyhood and Youth, pp. 193-5. 
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depends on human tradition and the basic principles of this 

world rather than on Christ." Disciples used this verse as 

powerful ammunition to shoot down the doctrines of other 

Christian sects, and it, therefore, was probably often used 

by Daniel. *° 

No doubt, Muir read Thomas Dick's Christian Philosophy 

in spite of his father's wishes. He was not alone. John 

Wesley Powell also read Dick. 

Thomas Dick authored two works that attempted to 

reconcile science and Christianity in the pre-Darwinian era. 

Dick's The Christian Philosopher, the first part of the 

work, sought to 

illustrate the harmony which subsists between the 
system of Nature and the system of Revelation; and 
to show, that the manifestations of God in the 
material universe ought to be blended with out 
views of the facts and doctrines recorded in the 
volume of Inspiration.*^ 

In the second. Christian Philosophy, Dick argued that moral 

laws governed the relationship between God and creation, and 

between created beings. He further argued that science 

enabled humans to "form a conception of the perpetual 

improvement of the celestial inhabitants in knowledge and 

felicity." Such ideas, springing from the pen of the 

Secretary to the Royal Society of Edinburgh, attempted to 

40 Ibid., pp. 193-4 

*^Thomas Dick, The Christian Philosopher; or. The 
Connection of Science and Philosophy with Religion 
(Philadelphia: Key, Mielke & Biddle, 1832), p. ix. 
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reconcile Christianity with the naturalistic explanations of 

Enlightenment science.*^ 

Muir and Powell both gorged themselves on such 

literature, which encouraged them to seek to improve mankind 

through the agency of nature. Dick inspired them to study 

the creation so that they might better understand scripture. 

While Turner read Emerson avidly, there is no evidence that 

Muir or Powell knew much of the American Romantic movement 

until later. Dick was perhaps their initial link to 

nineteenth century Romantic ideas concerning the spiritual 

value of studying nature. Thus for both of them, especially 

Muir, science became a religious act akin to preaching—the 

gospel message was the same, but was derived from a 

different book. 

Despite his father's opposition and with the help of 

neighbors who loaned him books from their personal 

libraries, John learned to delight in good literature and 

poor, as did many frontier youths who found books a rare 

treat. He grew to appreciate the poetic works of "the 

Bible, Hamilton and Shakespeare, [and] Milton. I was 

anxious to know all the poets, and I saved up small sums 

[earned from working his own crops on a few acres of 

42 Ibid, p. X. 
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neglected land] in order to buy Cowper's Poems and Henry 

Kirk White and Campbell's Ode...."*^ 

Such works only enhanced Muir's evangelical vision of 

the world. Henry Kirk White, a mid-eighteenth century 

English poet, saw nature in deistic terms—as a mechanical 

entity governed by the inalienable laws of the creator. 

William Cowper, a late eighteenth/early nineteenth century 

English poet, had a much more evangelical view of creation. 

For Cowper, God incessantly interacted with the creatures of 

the earth and Cowper's poetry in turn infused natural 

objects with spiritual meaning. 

Though sometimes dogmatic on the value of books, Daniel 

was not fundamentally anti-intellectual. Knowledge of 

grammar and mathematics were useful for providing insight 

into scripture, the workings of God, and in practical 

matters of making a living. Therefore, Daniel encouraged 

his children to go on with their education.** 

For a short while, perhaps only one semester, John 

attended a nearby country school. But as happened to many 

frontier children, the demands of scratching out a living 

*^John Muir, [autobiography], c. 1908, Pelican Bay, 
Oregon, Muir Manuscript Collection, 45:11295-7. 

**Alexander Campbell, the leader of the Disciples of 
Christ, placed great emphasis on grammatical understanding. 
The first third of his Christianity Restored (Bethany, Va. 
M'Vay & Ewing, 1835) deals with using grammar to untangle 
the meaning of Scripture. Likewise, a good living could be 
made as a land surveyor if one understood the workings of 
geometry and trigonometry. Both subjects taken up by Muir 
from books Daniel bought him. 
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from the farm demanded his labor. John continued his 

education on his own. Daniel bought him Ray's Arithmetic so 

that he could continue studying. Muir used his spare time 

between lunch and returning to the field to work the 

problems in the book. He completed books in algebra, 

trigonometry, geometry and English grammar.*^ 

Stolen time between lunch and work and just before bed 

proved insufficient for young Muir's appetite for knowledge. 

After one particular showdown, as John illegally lingered 

before bedtime, his father rashly and later regrettably 

promised that John could get up as early as he chose, but 

that he had to go to bed regularly with everyone else. 

Despairingly, John trudged to bed wishing he could somehow 

arise before the morning wake-up call. To his surprise he 

did. Rising five hours early, at one o'clock, Muir used 

this precious new free time to read. As he developed the 

consistent habit of rising at that time, he found himself 

free to work on mechanical projects and experiments that 

emerged from his studies before the rest of the family rose. 

Young Muir proved mechanically adept. In the wee hours 

of the morning, he synthesized mechanics and mathematics to 

construct numerous mechanical devices. To do so, Muir made 

his own tools out of scrap metal and wire. He built a model 

of a self-setting saw mill. Muir seemed possessed by his 

*^John Muir, [autobiography], c. 1908, Pelican Bay, 
Oregon, Muir Manuscript Collection, 45:11295-7. 
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inventions. Visualizing them in his mind, he worked as if 

driven to build them to working order. Inventorying the 

inventions he conceived in his mind and built with his 

hands, mostly from wood, Muir listed "waterwheels, curious 

doorlocks and latches, thermometers, hygrometers, 

pyrometers, clocks, a barometer, [an automatic horse 

feeder], a lamp-lighter and fire-lighter, an early-or-late 

rising machine, and so forth. "*̂  

In the agrarian frontier setting, ingenuity ranked as 

one of the most valuable assets a farmer possessed. In his 

autobiography, Muir recounted the hardship one Scottish 

neighbor had with his breaking plow. He could not get the 

sod-busting piece of iron to stay in the ground even while 

pushing it down with all his might. Meanwhile, only a short 

distance away, John rode his plow, rather than walking 

behind it. By constant vigilance he kept his sharpened and 

trimmed, and the plowshare pulled itself into the ground and 

easily sliced through the sod and brush grubs in its path. 

Thus, with a penchant for efficiency and a desire to make 

others proud of him, Muir turned his technological 

inclination to advantage on the farm.*^ 

46 Muir, Story of My Boyhood and Youth, pp. 200-201. 

*''A grub was a stump produced on the Wisconsin prairie 
by oak and hickory trees burned over year after year. 
According to Muir, "When an acorn or hickory-nut had sent up 
its first season's sprout, a few inches long, it was burned 
off in the autiimn grass fires; but the root continued to 
hold on to life, formed a callus over the wound and sent up 
one or more shoots the next spring. Next autumn these new 
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Muir stayed at home and farmed for his father until age 

twenty-two. Unclear about what he would do for a living, 

his family suggested various possibilities. His mother 

hoped he would become a preacher. That would certainly have 

pleased his father. She also recognized a restless love for 

exploration literature in John and suggested that he might 

someday become a famous explorer like Alexander Von Humboldt 

or Mungo Park, an idea of which his father thought less. 

Muir considered becoming a physician but could not foresee 

acquiring the financial resources to fund a medical 

education. While his sisters prophesied that he would 

become a great inventor, Muir thought that at least his 

mechanical talent would earn him a living. 

As Muir prepared during his last couple of years at 

home for an independent life, his mind filled with very 

ambitious projects, such as a huge clock that could be seen 

for miles around. Such projects pulled him away from the 

agrarian life that Thomas Jefferson thought so idyllic, and 

pressed him toward the bustle of the urban industrial 

environment. 

shoots were burned off...almost every year until very old, 
probably far more than a century...." Ibid., pp. 181-3. 



CHAPTER III 

THE EDUCATION OF JOHN MUIR 

At twenty-two, the "home-loving boy" with a knack for 

invention, as Muir perceived himself, set off from Hickory 

Hill to find a machine shop where he could pick up the 

skills he hoped would set him on the road to becoming a 

great inventor. It was fall; and the Wisconsin State Fair, 

Muir's immediate destination, prepared to exhibit the wares 

of the state and the politicians organizing for the upcoming 

national elections. Muir surely sensed the excitement of 

the times, with the Southern states threatening to withdraw 

from the Union if Illinois' Republican Abe Lincoln won the 

election--an act which would result in civil war. War had 

already broken out among American scientists over Charles 

Darwin's Origin of Species. Asa Gray, Darwin's friend, and 

Louis Agassiz, Darwin's enemy, fought over the implications 

of evolution in the scientific and popular press. The one 

thing that promised to bind rather than sever the nation was 

the Pony Express, which in 1860 made lightening fast 1900 

mile runs between St. Joseph, Missouri, and Sacramento, 

California. Little could Muir have known that these 

disparate events would have such an impact on his own 

future. 

Promised by friends that exhibiting some of his 

inventions at the state fair in Madison would open all the 

doors he needed, Muir made his way to the capital. Unlike 

48 
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his father, who instilled in his son the vision of an evil 

urban world, young Muir found most strangers to be quite 

amiable and impressed with his skills. This was perhaps a 

harder truth for him to digest than had they all tried to 

take advantage of him. Between the fall of 1860 and that of 

1867, Muir struggled internally with the urban industrial 

culture developing in America.^ 

He strove for mastery of the inventive talents he had 

developed as a farm boy, but found that becoming merely a 

gear in the industrial machine was a deadening existence. 

Like the frontier preachers he heard from childhood and the 

Romantic poets and natural theologians he read in his spare 

time, Muir discovered that urban life deprived one of the 

natural beauties that informed the spirit with transcendent 

truths. Such lessons irrevocably shaped his reactions to 

the world around him. 

Muir left his family in September 1860 to exhibit his 

ingeniously whittled machinery at the Wisconsin State 

Agricultural Fair in Madison. While in Madison, he was 

introduced to Jeanne Carr, wife of University of Wisconsin 

professor Ezra Carr, and Professor James D. Butler, both of 

whom would later befriend and encourage him in his future 

studies.^ 

^John Muir, Story of My Boyhood and Youth, pp. 209-17. 

^John Muir to Sarah [Muir Galloway], [October 1860], 
Muir Manuscript Collection, 1:63. 
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His exhibits were a popular success and his early dreams of 

working as an inventor seemed to be on their way to 

fulfillment. 

Muir's friends in the backwoods found vindication in 

their counsel that Muir only had to exhibit his wares at the 

fair to find a job. Much to his surprise, he received 

several offers. He chose to work with an inventor named 

Wiard who had been an exhibitor also. Wiard owned a small 

machine shop in Prairie du Chien, and was working on 

debugging the invention that had caught not only the fancy 

of young John Muir but allegedly that of prominent Eastern 

scientists as well. 

Wiard had built an ice boat that was supposed to skim 

the surface of the frozen Mississippi river, carrying 

passengers and goods during the winter months. Muir, humble 

and satisfied with developing his personal creativity, 

agreed to work in Wiard's shop readying the boat for its 

winter trials. Muir would get no wages, other than room and 

board, but could use the shop tools and get lessons in 

drafting, engineering, and training in the shop foundry. In 

doing so, Muir followed the traditional artisan style of 

attaching oneself to a "master" in his shop to learn the 

necessary "fingertip" skills of machine work.^ 

^JM, The Story of Mv Boyhood and Youth, p. 217. JM to 
Sarah Muir Galloway, Madison, Wise, 14 October 1860, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 1:53-63. 
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Wiard, not unlike James Fitch or John Rumsey, pre-

Robert Fulton steamboat developers, tried to work out a 

mechanical dream that he believed would both enhance 

riverine transportation and pad his pocketbook. While 

little is known of Wiard, it appears that he built an 

untested prototype of his ice boat to exhibit at the 

Wisconsin Fair in order to attract the necessary capital for 

further development. In all probability, he found some 

investors. Like Fitch and Rumsey, he was a man with an 

idea, a design, but he lacked the ability to implement his 

design fully. While he may have been fully qualified to 

perform the requisite work, he spent most of his time 

outside the shop. In Muir, he hoped to find someone with 

the necessary skills to bringing his design to fruition.* 

Unfortunately, Wiard picked the wrong person. Not that 

Muir did not have the ability to do the things Wiard 

required. Rather, the expectations of the two failed to 

converge. Wiard wanted a skilled laborer; Muir wanted 

education as much as or more so than employment. Wiard 

needed workers to build his invention as he plied the 

pockets of investors for money to stay afloat. As Muir 

remembered, Wiard seldom entered the shop and Muir learned 

little. The ice boat scheme failed in December of 1860--

inherent design flaws apparently doomed the boat from the 

*Brooke Hindle, Emulation and Invention (New York: W.W. 
Norton & Company, 1981), pp. 25-57. 
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start. Without adequate capital to begin again, the whole 

operation collapsed. Muir took up residence with the Pelton 

family in Prairie Du Chien, doing chores for his room and 

board.^ 

The Peltons found Muir to be a likeable person. The 

other boarders probably giggled at his odd, rustic character 

full of dogmatic piety--like his father. Muir rained 

exhortations of retribution upon the other boarders, who 

enjoyed kissing games during their free time. Such priggery 

may not have endeared him to his fellow boarders, although 

there is no evidence to suggest that they disliked him. But 

his character did earn him the respect of the Peltons. F.N. 

Pelton, who moved from Prairie Du Chien to Massachusetts 

shortly after Muir left for Madison, praised Muir's 

innocence and personal piety. "... I seldom if ever saw a 

person less contaminated with worldly associations and 

influences than yourself."^ 

Leaving Prairie Du Chien, Muir traveled back to Madison 

hoping to find a wider market for his inventive talent. He 

attempted to patent his infamous early rising machine, which 

consisted of a bedstead attached to weights controlled by a 

clock. At the set time, the clock dropped the weights 

raising the bed to a vertical position and standing the 

^JM, The Story of My Boyhood and Youth, p. 217. 

^F. N. Pelton to JM, Middlefield, Mass., July 11, 1862, 
Muir Manuscript Collection, 1:219-221. 
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occupant on his feet to face the day. Muir sold some of 

these devices, but failed to receive a patent for the idea. 

Harvey Reid, a friend of Muir's, consoled him by pointing 

out that the primitive alarm clock would not have been a 

popular seller anyway, since most Yankees, despite their 

stereotypical industriousness, preferred to sleep in. 

Muir's lack of success in turning invention into cash 

combined with his thirst for knowledge to encourage him to 

look more closely at higher education.'' 

Muir enrolled in the fledgling University of Wisconsin 

at Madison in 1861 and began a self-made course of study 

which included large doses of both science and languages. 

His entry into higher education occurred at an interesting 

time in the history of the American university. 

Professionalization and specialization in the sciences, both 

of which encouraged increased departmentalization of 

knowledge and faculty, was becoming a popular idea among 

many faculty members in antebellum colleges. Unfortunately, 

land-grant colleges in frontier states suffered from a lack 

of public support and subsequently a lack of funds. Such 

was the case at Wisconsin. It had a very small faculty--

•'Harvey Reid to JM, Union Grove, Wise, 28 July 1861, 
Muir Manuscript Collection, 1:124-5. 
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only six or seven members. However, the faculty, though 

small in number, had a profound impact on its students.® 

Ezra Carr and James Davie Butler were two of the most 

prominent intellectual influences on Muir's life during his 

time at Wisconsin. Butler occupied the position of 

professor of languages. His task included furthering 

classical education on the frontier. Widely travelled, 

Butler brought breadth to his classroom. He encouraged his 

students to develop their writing skills through writing in 

journals and his own example of publishing articles and 

essays. Muir seems to have been greatly influenced at least 

by these two aspects of Butler's teaching.^ 

Butler's classical topics filled a staple role in 

higher education on the eve of the Civil War. However, a 

revolution in science education had begun to change the 

character of higher education. Louis Agassiz, a Swiss who 

became America's leading antebellum scientist, had come to 

the United States to teach at Harvard in the 1840s. He 

brought educational strategies that required much greater 

funding than had ever been allotted the sciences in America. 

Though other American science educators understood that 

science education needed to include active learning on the 

®For more information on education in antebellum 
colleges see Stanley Guralnick, Science in the Ante-Bellum 
American College (American Philosophical Society, 1975). 

'Merl Curti and Vernon Carstensen, The University of 
Wisconsin: A History, 1848-1925 (Madison: University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1949), pp. 178-180. 



part of the student through laboratory analysis and 

observation, it took Agassiz's notoriety to bring this 

latent concept to fruition. Harvard and Yale both 

established scientific schools endowed by industrial 

philanthropy. ̂° 

While most land grant universities could not draw on 

the resources available in the East for such endowments, 

science faculty members understood that their students 

needed practical experience in scientific analysis as well 

as abstract understanding of scientific theory. At 

Wisconsin, Muir found just the person willing to encourage 

such activity in Ezra Carr. Carr embodied the interaction 

between the emerging industrial pragmatism and the fading 

Romantic rebellion--blending concepts of both in the minds 

of his students. 

It was in this context that Muir learned not only to 

appreciate the beauty of nature but to see the deeper beauty 

brought out by scientific analysis. He learned to study 

geology and botany at Madison and developed an objective 

appreciation of the natural world. With compatriot 

scholars, he took excursions along the streams and in the 

woods of the region to practice his new hobbies and skills. 

°̂See Edward Lurie, Louis Agassiz: A Life in Science 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1988); See also 
James David Teller, Louis Agassiz, Scientist and Teacher 
(Columbus: Ohio University Press, 1947). 
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Carr had been trained by Amos Eaton, one of the first 

generation geologists in the United States. Born in 

Rensselaer County, New York, Carr attended the Troy 

Polytechnic School at Troy, New York, where Eaton taught. 

Eaton's influence on Carr, and subsequent influence on Muir, 

deserves some treatment. John Torrey, a jailer's son and 

later a famous botanist, converted Eaton to the study of 

nature while Eaton served time in a New York jail, having 

been convicted of forgery in a land dispute in which he was 

involved as a surveyor in the Hudson Valley. Upon release, 

he and Torrey studied under the prominent Yale geologist 

Benjamin Silliman. Eaton then returned to Rensselaer County 

where he worked under the patronage of De Witt Clinton and 

Steven Van Rensselaer. Eaton undertook a geological survey 

of Rensselaer County that helped establish a precedent for 

similar surveys that would sweep westward under state 

patronage and ultimately, with federal funds, search out the 

natural resources of the United States.^^ 

Eaton's most notable impact, at least for the purposes 

of this study, revolved around his educational reforms. He 

founded a scientific academy at Troy, New York, where he 

trained a number of students, including Ezra Carr. Eaton 

believed in an active approach to learning. He sent his 

students on field trips to collect specimens and encouraged 

""Amos Eaton," Dictionary of Scientific Biography, IV, 
pp. 273-75. 
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them to learn inductively from laboratory observation rather 

than deductively from lectures and books. Both 

Enlightenment thinkers such as Benjamin Franklin and 

Romantics such as Ralph Waldo Emerson espoused inductive 

rather than deductive principles of learning for American 

scholars. Eaton's approach emerged out of the same turn of 

the century intellectual milieu as Emerson's and possessed 

similarities to Schoolcraft's methods, mentioned above, at 

the turn of the century in Scotland." 

Eaton's approach differed from that of Agassiz, who 

came to America later. Eaton emphasized the value of field 

experience. Agassiz encouraged his students to collect 

specimens but also to spend most of their time in laboratory 

analysis--classifying field discoveries that fell within 

their areas of expertise. Moreover, Agassiz preferred to 

encourage field collectors to bring specimens to the 

laboratory where he and his students would classify them. 

Though perhaps committed philosophically to the specialized 

natural history Agassiz worked to develop in America, Eaton 

found it necessary to study a frontier landscape with little 

support from a scientific community or material resources 

such as libraries and museums. Thus, he encouraged his 

students to develop a broad knowledge of nature and to be 

able to practice their craft self-sufficiently along 

civilization's fringe. They explored and collected, then 

12 Ibid., pp. 273-275. 
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analyzed and published their collections upon return as best 

they could given their available resources. ̂^ 

If he did not always practice it, Ezra Carr firmly 

believed in the inductive, self-sufficient approach. As a 

professor at the University of Wisconsin, Carr announced 

that his students were supposed to lecture and demonstrate 

experiments imitating the professor. This method forced 

students to learn the material so thoroughly that they could 

communicate it effectively to their equally knowledgeable 

peers .̂ * 

Such pedagogy must have been a severe affliction, at 

least initially, to a young man who touted himself a shy 

country bumpkin of sorts upon entering the University. 

Muir, known for eccentricities such as climbing into a piano 

during a dinner party to see how it worked, and for having a 

room full of mechanical marvels, must have quickly gotten 

over his bashfulness. Two years later, he proudly exclaimed 

to his sister Sarah and her husband David Galloway that he 

had "delivered a lecture at the examination yesterday upon 

^^For more on Agassiz see the standard biography Lurie, 
Louis Agassiz. Eaton's generation struggled with inadequate 
scholarly resources. Some scientists, like Scotsman William 
McClure sought to remedy this by creating participating in 
the development of a Utopian community dedicated to 
Pestalozzian styled education and an emphasis on natural 
history. See Charlotte Porter, Eagle's Nest: Natural 
History and American Ideas, 1812-1842 (Tuscaloosa: 
University of Alabama Press, 1986). 

^*Curti and Carstensen, The University of Wisconsin, 
pp. 180-181. 
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heat. It lasted over an hour. I wish you could have been 

present to see how smart I am becoming."" 

Carr's lectures, which Muir and the other students 

repeated, ingrained all sorts of ideas into their minds. 

One idea, seminal to Muir's later writings, dealt with the 

impact of environment on the character and development of 

humans. After Muir had left the University, he wrote to 

Carr's wife, Jeanne, that "I often think of the Doctor's 

lecture upon the condition of the different races of man as 

controlled by physical agencies." The deterministic power 

that nature could exert on the human psyche became a bedrock 

idea in Muir's thought emerged many times later in his 

life." 

Acting on Carr's emphasis on field observation and 

inductive learning, Muir and fellow students scoured the 

fields, hills, and shores around Lake Mendota for geological 

and botanical specimens. Though Muir originally enrolled in 

the University to learn mathematics and physics, which would 

underpin his technological innovation with theoretical 

understanding, a fellow student converted Muir to more 

organic pursuits with a simple inductive lesson in botany on 

the campus grounds. Mr. Griswold approached Muir with a 

classification question. He asked Muir to which family the 

^̂ JM to Sarah and David Galloway, Madison, Wisconsin, 
12 June 1863, Muir Manuscript Collection, 1:296. 

"jM to Jeanne Carr, Meaford, Canada, 13 Sept 1865, 
Muir Manuscript Collection, 1:380-81. 



60 

locust tree belonged. Muir, if a typical student, probably 

did not care and confessed his ignorance to be done with 

this intrusion into his thoughts. He noted that Griswold 

tended to be the butt of his fellow classmate's jokes as a 

result of his "anxiety to instruct others and his frequently 

saying with fine emphasis, 'Imparting instruction is my 

favorite enjoyment.'" However much Griswold loved or hated 

teaching others, he gave Muir one informal lesson never 

forgotten. Griswold pointed out similarities between the 

locust tree and the pea. Same leaf shape and taste, same 

blossom structure, even the same type of fruit. For Muir, 

it was as if scales fell from his eyes. The natural world, 

which heretofore Muir seems to have perceived as consisting 

of unconnected individuals created uniquely by God, suddenly 

became interlaced with connections--affinities as Muir liked 

to style them. The pea, a ground slithering vine, had 

structural affinities with the locust, a hard thorny tree. 

Structural affinities enabled one to sort them into 

definable groups. ̂"̂  

Eureka! The organic world had structure, hence could 

be understood. The idea had been around since classical 

times in one form or another. But for Muir it opened a new 

realm of understanding. It provided him the gateway to 

ordering his world. 

17 JM, The Story of My Boyhood and Youth, pp. 223-5. 
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He invented machines by using structural components 

such as pendulums, cogs, chains, levers, and gears. If he 

wanted a different machine, he rearranged the components to 

achieve the desired action. But he used the same type of 

components--there was order in mechanisms. His lesson in 

botany demonstrated the same approach to the organic world. 

The locust and the pea had the same parts, differing more 

along the lines of magnitude than structure to achieve the 

desired effect--something like the differences between 

building a clock to tip a bed or light a fire, and building 

one to hoist onto the top of a barn or tower to tell time 

for the whole community. The same parts carried out the 

same function, but with different scale. Likewise, other 

plants had the same parts--leaves, flowers, pistils, 

stamens, and so on, but were arranged differently to achieve 

the desired function. 

Muir awakened to an order he had not previously known 

to exist, or at least in which he had failed to see 

significance. His excitement is apparent in his letters 

home. After hiking twenty-five miles on a botanical trip, 

he wrote to his sister and brother-in-law, "You would like 

the study of botany. It is the most exciting thing in the 

form of even amusement--much more of a study than I ever 

knew. Very unlike the grave tangled Greek and Latin." For 

Muir, botany offered an intellectual challenge that the 
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classics did not. Botany offered living revelation, Greek 

and Latin revealed the dead." 

Muir's understanding of what botany revealed to him--

that is, the order of creation--perhaps also influenced his 

perception of God. Whereas he had been taught that God 

created the heavens and the earth, much of that teaching 

probably focused on the concept of creation ex nihilo, or 

out of nothing. While Muir may still have been tied to neo-

Platonic concepts of creation from perfect archetypes in the 

mind of God, he also began to develop a conception of God as 

an inventor. Perhaps he projected his own personality and 

mental workings onto his deity, but that concept had a 

strong impact on his conception of natural order and 

development in later years. 

Muir's enthusiasm for the inductive method of studying 

the natural world became more apparent to those around him 

when he and two friends set off in the summer of 18 63 on an 

excursion to circumnavigate Wisconsin. Though the trip was 

aborted, they did explore down the Wisconsin River from near 

modern Wisconsin Dells to Prairie Du Chien on the 

Mississippi and into Iowa. The format of this trip 

fulfilled their understanding of nature study. Carr, 

following Eaton, encouraged botanical and geological surveys 

as the best means for studying nature. 

^̂ JM to Sarah and David [Galloway], Madison, Wise, 1 
June 1863, Muir Manuscript Collection, 1:290-91. 
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Muir's correspondence concerning this trip illustrates 

Carr's influence on Muir's interpretation of what he saw. 

To his brother Daniel he wrote, " 

... our eyes rest upon the outcrops of a 
neighboring hill and we think of the earth's long 
history--how were the rugged valleys worn among 
the hills--what waters have deposited these naked 
strata ... these magnificent 'hieroglyphics of the 
Eternal.' 

Carr, as this makes evident, taught from a uniformitarian, 

or at least a gradualist geological perspective. Sir 

Charles Lyell's uniformitarianism, which would later shape 

Muir's interpretation of mountain geology, rested on the 

assumptions that the laws of nature, the kinds of geological 

causes, and the intensity of geological causes had not 

changed over time. Perhaps Muir could envision the Lyellian 

cycle: water laying down sediments over eons of time 

forming rock, the land rising from the water, and the water 

eroding the land back into the sea where it would be 

reconsolidated into rock--ready to begin again. However, 

since Carr was a student of Amos Eaton, he may, at this 

time, have envisioned something closer to the stratification 

process envisioned by Abraham Werner. Werner, interested in 

mineralogical development and classification, imagined that 

the earth had once been covered by an ocean that slowly 

precipitated the minerals onto the sea floor where they 

formed geological strata. Even if Carr had accepted 

Lyellian uniformitarianism, he still may have emphasized the 

marine consolidation of minerals under a universal sea, as 
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the origin of geological strata based on his mentor's 

Wernerian proclivities. As we shall see in Chapter VI, Muir 

was a uniformitarian in Yosemite, and he probably learned it 

from Ezra Carr.^' 

Muir's description of this trip to several 

correspondents also illustrates in other ways his perception 

of the natural world and the growing maturity of his nature 

writing ability. In a letter written just after the trip to 

Sarah and David Galloway, Muir's sister and brother-in-law, 

he manifested a very anthropomorphic vision of nature. Muir 

wrote vividly of the Wisconsin Dells, a geological formation 

where the Wisconsin River, flowing southeasterly, left steep 

cliffs through a sandstone formation, then turned to flow 

southwesterly toward the Mississippi. There he found the 

sandstone cliffs "frowning," the "invincible Wisconsin ... 

fighting" and the flowers "happy." This romantic 

anthropomorphization of nature would become a distinguishing 

characteristic of Muir's later writing. ̂° 

Muir's report demonstrates his narrative nature writing 

skills. Certainly James Davie Butler, who had travelled in 

Europe as a correspondent, must have stressed vivid prose 

'̂JM to Daniel Muir, Fountain Lake, Wise, 20 December 
1863, Muir Manuscript Collection, 1:325. See Rachel Laudan, 
From Mineralogy to Geology: The Foundations of a Science 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), pp. 205, 90; 
see also Sir Charles Lyell, Principles of Geology, 7th ed. 
(London: J. Murray, 1847). 

"JM to Sarah and David Galloway, Madison, July 18 63, 
Muir Manuscript Collection, 1:306-7. 
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writing in his courses. However, Muir's biographers 

generally have seen his anthropomorphic writing style as 

characteristic of a period either when he traveled to 

Florida on his thousand-mile walk to the Gulf or after he 

had entered California. This letter illustrates that he 

thought and wrote with a romantic temperament even prior to 

more well-known periods of his literary life. 

By mid-century. Romantics such as Ralph Waldo Emerson 

and Henry David Thoreau, who would influence Muir's thought 

and literary form later in life, had developed an 

intellectual matrix that interpreted nature in transcendent 

terms. Emerson and Thoreau both inherited a pastoral 

interpretation of the ideal landscape from classical 

literature. Through pastoral imagery, they were able to 

locate mankind within nature. ̂^ 

Emerson and Thoreau both imbued the natural world with 

spiritual values. As Transcendentalists, the uniquely 

American Romantics, they believed that material objects 

reflected spiritual truths. Neo-Platonism certainly 

informed their idea that the natural world was a reflection 

of God's mind. This idea had long been a part of Christian 

thought. Human ability to see and understand the truths 

manifest in nature was enhanced by direct contact with 

wilderness. It was in wilderness, a place where mankind was 

^^See Leo Marx, The Machine in the Garden: Technology 
;=̂nd the Pastoral Ideal in America (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1964), esp. pp. 227-265. 
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only a visitor, that spiritual truths were least blunted by 

human civilization. In this sense. Romantics accepted the 

primitivism of Jean-Jacques Rousseau who argued that humans 

needed to balance civilization with doses of wild nature. ̂^ 

Emerson and Thoreau both preached the efficacy of 

primitivism through literature. Emerson especially believed 

that the duty of the scholar, artist, and author was to 

exemplify the holistic approach to understanding the world. 

The author was to discern how mankind, human civilization, 

and nature fit together harmoniously. It was up to the 

student of nature to illuminate the spiritual truths evident 

in the material world. In Muir's letter describing his 

expedition down the Wisconsin River, he attempts, without 

having been exposed to either Emerson or Thoreau, the 

spiritual truths manifest in his surroundings.^^ 

In the rivulets of the Wisconsin watershed, Muir and 

his friends projected sublimity on the natural world. Art 

historians have described an evolution of the concept of the 

sublime from the Gothic perception of brooding terror and 

overwhelming power to a conception gaining ground in the 

mid-nineteenth century of perfect tranquility and peace in 

^̂ See Roderick Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind, 
3rd ed. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1982), esp. pp. 
47ff, 85ff; and Clarence Glacken, Traces on the Rhodian 
Shore: Nature and Culture in Western Thought from Ancient 
Times to the End of the Eighteenth Century (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1967), esp. 196-229. 

23 See Marx, The Machine in the Garden, pp. 240-2 
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nature.^* Perhaps this evolution of the sublime signals 

the evolution of the concept of God over the same period. 

On the one hand, the writings of Jonathan Edwards indicate 

that he perceived God in nature in the form of Gothic power. 

His religious writings also reflect a loving, but stern God 

whose primary characteristic is omnipotence.^^ 

On the other hand, Muir illustrates the changing 

concept of God and the sublime. Muir matured in the mid-

nineteenth century frontier milieu that stressed 

millenialism. In fact, his teenage/young adult years 

corresponded with the "Third Great Awakening"--that mid-

century revival that spawned the Y.M.C.A (over which Muir 

presided in Madison) and infused townsmen and country folk 

alike with dreams of Christian unity. Millenialists 

asserted that Jesus Christ would return to reign for a 

thousand years over the world for which he died. According 

to the scriptures millenialists used, there would be no more 

war, disease, or separation through death. The concept of 

God changed from an ominous judge to be feared to a 

peaceful, loving monarch to be adored. In turn, the 

^*Barbara Novak, Nature and Culture: American Landscape 
and Painting, 1825-1875 (Oxford University Press, 1980), pp. 
34-44. 

^̂ See Jonathan Edwards, Puritan sage; collected 
writings of Jonathan Edwards, edited by Vergilius Ferm (New 
York: Library Publishers, 1953); Roland Andre Delattre, 
Beauty and sensibility in the thought of Jonathan Edwards; 
an essay in aesthetics and theological ethics (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1968). 
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Christianized sublime endowed nature with peace and 

tranquility.^* 

Since the mid-nineteenth century provided the stage for 

this transformation, Muir should have evinced some of both 

the Gothic and the Christian visions of the sublime. In 

fact, on the Wisconsin river in 18 63, Muir found a summer 

sun giving "authoritative looks." He found the river calm, 

but discontented. "Only a few foambells," he wrote, "are 

seen but they float with an air of tardy settled sullenness 

past the black, yawning fissures & butting threatening 

rockbrows above." The impending terror and doom of the 

Gothic sublime emerge from this passage. Muir went on to 

envision the awesome power of the river in spring thaw: 

then the roar is renewed with the most terrific, 
roaring foaming gnashing fury force[.] legions 
come pouring in from many an upland swamp & lake 
in irresistible haste[.] through broken gorge & 
valley gateways all in one they rush to battle 
clad in foam --rise high upon their irresistible 
enemy & with constant victory, year by year gain 
themselves a wider and a straighter way.^^ 

^^Christians draw their perception of the millennium 
from Revelation 20.4-7. The new order brought by Christ's 
return, after the millennium, is described in Revelation 
21.1-4. For more on the impact millenialism and its 
counterpart utopianism has had on American culture see 
Martin E. Marty, Pilgrims in their Own Land (New York: 
Penguin Books, 1984), pp. 169-224; George M. Marsden, 
Religion and American Culture (San Diego: Harcourt Brace 
Javanovich, Publishers, 1990). pp. 7-10,48-93. For more on 
the "Third Great Awakening" see Perry Miller, Life of the 
Mind in America: From the Revolution to the Civil War (New 
York: Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1965), pp. 88ff. 

•̂'JM to Sarah and David Galloway, Madison, Wise, July 
1863, Muir Manuscript Collection, 1:307. The quotation 
concerning the combative river is similar to Revelation 
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Muir also found the quiet. Christianized sublime. In 

ravines "too steep to cross & too long to be avoided," he 

found "the most perfect--the most heavenly plant 

conservatories." The plants existed happily in their 

sheltered environment. Light filtered in from overarching 

trees illuminating the ferns and mosses that, according to 

Muir, "no human language will ever describe." Pleasant 

springs and still pools watered the "plant-beings" 

perfectly. For Muir, this microclimate existed as "a 

greenhouse planned & made & planted & tended by the great 

creator himself. "̂ ° 

Where did Muir become acquainted with this 

anthropomorphic imagery, which would become a trademark of 

his writing style? Much of it he drew from Christian 

scripture--especially the Hebrew poets and prophets. For 

instance, the passage quoted above about the river rushing 

to battle closely parallels the language of the vision of 

the prophet Jeremiah concerning the imminent battle between 

the Egyptians and the Philistines: 

See how the waters are rising in the North; they 
will become an overflowing torrent. They will 
overflow the land and everything in it, the towns 
and those who live in them. The people will cry 

19.11-15 "Then I saw Heaven wide open, and there before me 
was a white horse; and its rider's name was Faithful and 
True.... He was called Word of God, and the armies of Heaven 
followed him on white horses, clothed in fine linen, clean 
and shining...." 

®̂JM to Sarah and David Galloway, Madison, Wise, July 
1863, Muir Manuscript Collection, 1:306-7. 
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out; all who dwell in the land will wail at the 
sound of the hoofs of galloping steeds, at the 
rushing of enemy chariots and the rumbling of 
their wheels.^^ 

In this instance, whereas Jeremiah metaphorically describes 

the characteristics of the Egyptian army in terms of the 

irresistible characteristics of flooding waters, Muir 

switches the likeness. He attaches the characteristics of a 

charging army to the flow of the river. Muir found the 

Hebrew military metaphor more descriptive of his 

interpretation of the action of the river. It and the 

sandstone battled one another, like the forces of Robert the 

Bruce and Edward II at Bannockburn in 1314, a scene Muir and 

his Scottish playmates recreated on the playground and at 

Dunbar castle as a boy. 

Muir's romantic description of the gullies that cut 

back into the river banks with springs perfectly placed to 

"moisten" the plants corresponds with the images produced by 

the psalmist: 

Thou [God] dost make springs break out into 
gullies, so that their water runs between the 
hills. The wild beasts drink from them, the wild 
asses quench their thirst; the birds of the air 
nest on their banks and sign among their 
leaves. ̂° 

Besides the scriptures Muir knew by heart, he also received 

some influence from a variety of more recent poets. He read 

Shakespeare whose Christian humanism no doubt worked its way 

2'Jeremiah 47.2-3 

30psalm 104.10-12 
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into Muir's philosophy. ̂^ He also read such eighteenth 

century poets as Mark Akenside and William Kirke White. 

Influenced by the co-existence of Deism and Christianity 

during the mid-eighteenth century that many American 

religious leaders participating in the American "awakenings" 

found incompatible, both Akenside and White interchanged 

Nature, a personification of natural law, and God as actors 

in the universe. For them, the natural world operated 

according to immutable Newtonian physical laws. It was a 

complex mechanism--designed and set into motion by an ultra-

transcendent deity. Since the creator no longer intervened 

directly in shaping the earth in the minds of these poets, 

but rather acted through intermediate laws, they could speak 

of God and the laws of God as one. This encouraged their 

equivocal phrasing when speaking of the forces resident in 

nature. ̂^ 

More influential on Muir's thought and writing were the 

poets John Milton and William Cowper. The Christian vision 

31 Cohen, The Pathless Way, pp. 23, 27. 

^^See Asa Gray, "The Origin of Species by Means of 
Natural Selection," Darwiana: Essays and Reviews Pertaining 
to Darwinism (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1963), 
pp. 47ff, first published in American Journal of Science and 
Arts, March 18 60 for an opinion on how deistic perceptions 
influence perceptions of nature. For more on Deism and 
natural theology see Peter Byrne, Natural religion and the 
Nature of Religion: The Legacy of Deism (New York: Routledge 
Press, 198 9). For more on the tension between the concept 
of an active, intervening deity and one who acted primarily 
through natural laws see James Turner, Without God, Without 
rreed: The Origins of Unbelief in America (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1985), esp. pp. 35-82. 
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of both these poets, which depicted a god fully active in 

the workings of the physical as well as the metaphysical 

realms, helped shape Muir's vision of the relationship 

between the creator and the created. Milton's vision of the 

fall of man from his perfect estate in the Garden of Eden 

both influenced Muir's perception of the state of humanity 

and nature in relationship to God, but also provided a 

doctrinal strawman that he could later attack. 

Cowper's nature poetry, infused with evangelical 

visions of God, reinforced Muir's concept of God and nature. 

Cowper warned against the potential vices of nature study, 

writing 

Full often, too. 
Our wayward intellect, the more we learn 
Of nature, overlooks her author more; 
From instrumental caused proud to draw 
Conclusions retrograde, and mad mistake. 

Cowper went on to argue a concept Muir clung to until the 

end of his life: 

Philosophy, baptiz'd 
In the pure fountain of eternal love. 
Has eyes indeed; and, viewing all she sees 
As meant to indicate a God to man.^^ 

Muir found Cowper a poet that reinforced his own 

spirituality and that of the culture about him--the culture 

he accepted. Raised in an evangelical household, Muir 

became an active member of the evangelical circles in 

^^William Cowper, "The Garden," The Task, lines 235-9, 
243-6, in The Complete Works of William Cowper, edited by H. 
S. Milford, (London: Henry Frowde, 1905). 
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Prairie Du Chien and Madison. The piety that F. N. Pelton 

recognized in Muir's demeanor showed itself to his 

colleagues in Madison. 

At the university, Muir became a leader among his 

peers. He was elected judge in one of the debating 

societies and a founding member and president of the Young 

Men's Christian Association in Madison. He could be found 

lecturing on the virtues of living a holy life in fellowship 

with God to young Wisconsin soldiers destined for the front 

lines of the Civil War encamped down the hill from the 

University.^* 

Muir was especially sensitive to what he considered the 

inappropriately joyful attitude these young men had toward 

meeting Confederates in combat. "Don't you think Mrs. 

Pelton," he wrote to the matriarch of the home in which he 

had boarded in Prairie Du Chien, 

that if all this be indeed necessary the slaughter 
should be conducted solemnly, should not the 
secessionist who maybe is a Christian and who if 
we were acquainted with him would be a bosom 
friend through life, should he not be shot 
solemnly. ... how strangely it seems to me I 
should feel if in heaven one praising with the 
white robe should for a little cease his praises 
and tell me I had beheaded him that sunshiny day 
at Bulls [sic] Run. May peace's blessings soon be 
ours again. May the time be near when the Spirit 
of the Prince of Peace shall be in all our 
hearts .̂ ^ 

^*John Muir to Sarah and David [Galloway], 1 June 1863, 
Muir Manuscript Collection, 1:291. 

^^John Muir to [Frances N.] Pelton, [1861?], John Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 1:169-70. 
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The war had as profound an impact on Muir's life plans 

as it did on those who went to the battlefield. Knowing 

that Jesus commanded his disciples to, among other things, 

feed the hungry, clothe the naked, and heal the sick, Muir 

believed that he should enter medical school where he could 

use his scientific abilities for the good of his fellow man, 

such as the ones being torn asunder at Manasses and Shiloh 

Hill and those dying of communicable diseases just down the 

hill in Madison. 

The war would not even allow this. He stayed home and 

waited through the draft call of 18 63 instead of moving to 

Ann Arbor, Michigan, to attend the medical school there. 

According to Muir, "it would cost a good deal to get a start 

there and I might get drafted almost as soon as I went." 

Instead he decided to save up enough money and go back to 

Scotland, not knowing fully what he would do there. He 

asked Dan, his brother, to send word about the currency 

market in Canada. If he could get a better deal trading 

greenbacks for British currency in Canada rather than the 

U.S., he thought he might go to Scotland via Canada.^* 

Muir's brother Dan had moved to Canada to escape the 

draft and continue school. Muir, in the interest of botany, 

his brother, Scotland, and maybe his own life, followed. 

Near Meaford, Ontario, nearby Nottawasaga Bay on Lake Huron, 

*̂JM to Daniel Muir, Fountain Lake, Wise, 20 Dec 1863, 
Muir Manuscript Collection, 1:328. 
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he and Dan worked for William Trout and [Partner] in their 

rake and broom factory. Muir's mechanical genius served to 

modify the equipment for increased production. 

Unfortunately, the mill burned to the ground in 18 66, 

destroying the fruit of their labor and Muir's notebooks. 

In Canada, though, Muir began a correspondence that has 

proven invaluable to students of his life and thought. Muir 

began to trade letters with Jeanne Carr, the wife of his 

Wisconsin professor, Ezra Carr. Letters to Carr reveal the 

internal conflict with which Muir wrestled concerning his 

life's mission. He admitted that he was confused about 

whether he should continue with college, go into medicine, 

continue inventing, or set out to explore the farthest 

reaches of the natural world. The natural indecisiveness of 

the period between completing one's education and entering 

into a career seems to have been exacerbated by his 

wrestling with mortality. Muir believed that as a Christian 

he was duty-bound to work for the good of mankind. In each 

of his potential occupations, he found virtues. Yet, he 

also perceived that if he entered into any of them--

including exploration--he would "die ere I can do anything 

else." 

Expressing his deepest yearning, he exclaimed, "How 

intensely I desire to be a Humboldt!" Alexander Von 

Humboldt (d. 1859) had been one of the greatest explorers of 

the nineteenth century. Muir probably became acquainted 
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with Humboldt's travels from newspaper accounts or stories 

about his adventures into the Spanish Americas. Upon 

entering the University of Wisconsin, it is likely that Ezra 

Carr introduced his students to Humboldt's Cosmos in 

lecture, and probably by encouraging them to read it. Muir 

does not mention reading Cosmos, but subtle strains of 

Humboldt's philosophy worked their way through Muir's ideas 

in Canada and later. 

For instance, Humboldt asserted, among many other 

things, that environment had a great influence in developing 

the human mind. He wrote, "The aspect of external nature 

gave rise ... to a deep meditation on the forces of nature, 

which has proved the means of inducing ... the recognition 

of the divine in nature." Muir also held this belief, as 

taught him by Ezra Carr and by William Cowper's poetry.^'' 

As mentioned above, Muir expressed his perceived 

experiential understanding of the broader concept of 

environmental determinism in a letter to Jeanne Carr. "I 

often think of the doctor's lecture upon the condition of 

the different races of men as controlled by physical 

agencies." Muir thought that the harsh environment of the 

peninsula separating Lake Ontario and Lake Huron stifled the 

intellectual vision of the resident Canadians, whom he found 

to be little more than hard-working, hard-drinking mountains 

^^Alexander Von Humboldt, Cosmos: A Sketch of the 
Physical Description of the Universe, trans, by E.C. Otte 
(London: George Bell and Sons, 1900), p. 403. 
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of muscle and bone. "In vain," he wrote, "is the glorious 

chart of God in Nature spread out for them. So many acres 

chopped is their motto, so they toil away in the smoke of 

magnificent forest trees, black demons and material as the 

soil they move upon."-̂ ® 

From this we see that Muir blended the concepts of 

Humboldt, which he probably learned through Ezra Carr, and 

those of William Cowper, as discussed previously. On the 

one hand, Humboldt argued that the physical environment 

inspired humans to apprehend deity in it--especially in lush 

tropical environments. Cowper, on the other hand, argued 

that the mind had to be graced with the "the light of love" 

before it could perceive God in all things. Muir's mind 

apparently had been "baptiz'd" in love, for like most of his 

generation he did perceive God working in nature. However, 

even so enlightened, he struggled with his destiny. 

After the Civil War ended, Muir stayed on at Trout's 

mill near Meaford until a fire destroyed the mill and the 

stock of broomhandles Muir had contracted to build. He then 

left Meaford for Indianapolis and applied his refined 

mechanical skills in a carriage wheel shop. There, with a 

penchant for efficiency, he submitted plans for the 

reorganization of the shop and its machinery--anticipating 

^̂ JM to Jeanne Carr, Meaford, Canada, 13 Sept 1865, 
Muir Manuscript Collection, 1:380-81. 
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the time and motion studies of Frederick Taylor. Here, Muir 

faced his existential crisis fully. 

While working late one evening to tighten a new belt 

before the machines were to power up the next morning, the 

awl end of the file he used slipped from the leather laces 

binding the two ends of the belt, and pierced his eye. Muir 

stumbled to the dusky window and watched the sight drain out 

of his eye with the fluid that only moments earlier had 

filled the plump orb. The terrifying blow left him blind 

and bedridden after his other eye went blind 

sympathetically. The specialist called in to treat his 

injury explained that he would regain his sight, though his 

vision might not be perfect in his injured eye. For a month 

he lay in a darkened room thinking about his life, his 

thoughts broken only by regular visitors--mostly children 

who appreciated his whittled toys and adventurous tales and 

who returned his love by reading to him by a little beam of 

light let in through a crack in the shades. 

In that dark room, Muir prioritized his life. The 

truth was, as he had expressed it a year earlier, he would 

have only the allotted three score plus years to complete 

the important duties of life. Already, he had used up 

twenty-eight of his allotted years. He realized more than 

ever that life itself was the only true wealth and that the 

spiritual side of life was much more important in the end 

than the material. He desired to be a Humboldt; now the 
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opportunity presented itself. After he recovered, he would 

begin a journey to the Amazon, one of Humboldt's most famous 

destinations. There he would read the "power and goodness 

of God" from the lush, tropical pages of nature's revelation 

of the creator. Little did he know where his journey would 

take him.^' 

3'JM to Jeanne Carr, The Hollow, Canada, 21 Jan 1866, 
Muir Manuscript Collection, 1:407. JM to Dan[iel H. Muir], 
1 September 18 67, Muir Manuscript Collection, 1:589-90. 
Muir's attitude toward life after his injury is similar to 
Thoreau's motive to flee to Walden. See Vernon L. 
Parrington, The Romantic Revolution in America, 1800-1860 
(1927, San Diego: Harcourt Brace Javanovich, Publishers, 
1957), esp. pp. 398-400. 



CHAPTER IV 

A THOUSAND MILES IN THE UNITY OF NATURE 

In September 18 67, John Muir packed a small bag 

containing toiletries, a New Testament, and a copy of John 

Milton's Paradise Lost to sustain him on a quest for the 

headwaters of the Amazon. He hoped to emulate Alexander Von 

Humboldt, exploring the Amazon basin, scaling the Andes, 

riding across the pampas skirting monstrous whirlwinds, and 

observing tropical peoples who subsisted on mud. The first 

leg of his expedition would take him from Indiana to 

Florida, where he would catch a boat to Brazil. For most of 

his journey he intended to travel on foot, perhaps to 

prepare himself physically for the hardships of the Amazon. 

Muir's trip log indicates that he occupied his mind with 

attempting to understand what he saw around him and to 

reconcile it with his a priori beliefs.^ 

Muir spread his pocket map, consulted the spirit of God 

about which route to follow, and then set out through 

Kentucky. He reveled in his freedom and dreams but still 

felt some loneliness. He noted in his journal that the oaks 

were very luxuriant, seemingly "blessed with a double 

portion of strong exulting life." They exemplified the 

attributes of an individual in communion with God. They 

^See Alexander Von Humboldt, Personal Narrative of 
Travels to the Equinoctial Regions of the New Continent, 
Hnring the years 1799-1804. translated by Helen Maria 
Williams (New York: AMS Press, 1966). 
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possessed life filled with joy and compassion. They were 

friends to a lonely traveler. On the first day of his long 

walk South, he began articulating one of the fundamentals of 

his environmental ethic: the reality of a spiritually alive 

creation.^ 

Muir found the plants and animals along the way filled 

with life. Each had its own personality. He could relate 

to them because they were his fellow creatures in a world 

created and owned by God.* In Muir's world view, what humans 

call the natural world had not fallen, but remained pure and 

good. Nature remained separate from God, but its purity and 

personality gave it direct communion with him, and thus joy. 

Each organism had existed to glorify God and instruct 

mankind in morality. Ascribing spiritual values to nature 

did not fit the economic utilitarian values of post-Civil 

War America, but had deep roots in Christian thought.^ 

Not everything in Kentucky was as pure and blessed as 

the oaks, however. Upon arriving in Munfordville, he met 

what he considered one of creation's disgraces. Mr. 

Munford, a surveyor and the village founder, whom Muir found 

particularly distasteful due to his arrogance, questioned 

Muir, and then set about attempting to prove that he knew 

^John Muir, A Thousand Mile Walk to the Gulf, edited by 
William F. Bad6 (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1916), p. 
2. Muir Manuscript Collection, 23:23. 

^See Glacken, Traces on the Rhodian Shore, esp. pp. 
198-9, 203-12. 
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everything there was to know about the natural history of 

the region. Munford explained that he was an important man 

because "all scientific men applied to him for information." 

He regaled Muir with long lessons on the botany of the 

region and generally made a fool of himself in Muir's eyes. 

Muir wrote in his original journal concerning Mr. Munford's 

character that 

every seeker of roads in applying to him for 
information adds a tier to his interesting rustic 
tower of conceit until in architecture it 
resembles the winter dwelling of a muskrat. 

To Muir, Munford was not meek and he was not blessed. He 

was a good example of the difference between the fallen 

creature and the unfalien. The oaks never said a word but 

in their joyful existence with arms upraised in a position 

of praise, they were friendly. The conceited man spoke at 

length of his own glory and so repulsed Muir that he had to 

"escape" back into the humble purity of the plant kingdom 

where his God-loving brethren lived.* 

Muir found the botanical community more spiritually 

congenial than the human beings he met. This idea 

conflicted with the dominant nineteenth century view of 

mankind's place in the universe. Many Christians, even in 

the post-Civil War scientific community, emphasized the 

uniqueness of human beings: they were seen as the ultimate 

link of the great chain that characterized the order of the 

*JM, Thousand Mile Walk, p. 8. Muir Manuscript 
Collection, 23:25. 
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natural world. Muir heartily disagreed. In his mind, 

filled at this time with the epic poetry of John Milton, 

humanity occupied the lowest position because it had fallen 

from its lofty estate by choosing to disobey its creator and 

live disharmoniously with fellow beings. Humans had to toil 

and struggle to survive. Other creatures, though imposed 

upon by mankind, did not naturally fight and quarrel for 

existence. Rather, they lived in harmony with their creator 

and their fellow beings. Muir spent much of his time musing 

over this state of affairs while walking to the Gulf. 

Muir's original trip log indicates that he saw God's 

hand in everything. In later revisions, Muir often replaced 

"God" with "Nature." Such changes have been interpreted by 

some biographers as marking a change in his definition of 

God from the Judeo-Christian personality, ever-present and 

ever-working in the world, to a personified abstraction 

called Nature.^ More likely he revised "God" to "Nature" 

in many places to adhere to the more common, post-Darwinian 

usage that both his secularized, upper-middle class readers 

and his conservative Christian readers had adopted when 

speaking of the world around them. Readers who emphasized 

the ultra-transcendency of God might have felt somewhat 

uncomfortable when confronted by Muir's more mystical, 

though traditional, conception of God. Evidence found in 

Muir's writings indicates that even at the end of his life, 

'See Cohen, The Pathless Way, esp. pp. 13-27, 285. 
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he preserved his youthful, mystical conception of God 

constantly intervening in a separate created world, and 

still believed in a rather traditional, Judeo-Christian 

interpretation of God, informed by truths he gleaned from 

the undepraved wilderness. Muir's God worked on behalf of 

His creation, for its highest good, because He loved it.* 

On this first solitary expedition, he began to concep

tualize the prophetic, sacral role the natural world could 

play. Nature could point the way to God to those whose 

spiritual perceptions had been dulled by the drudgery of 

industrial wage labor, misled by the conceptions of God 

taught by ignorant ministers or corrupted by the scientific 

agnosticism informed by the metaphysical implications of 

Darwinism. Nature could teach men to truly love one another. 

It was full of personal lessons that could, and should, be 

applied to society as a whole. 

On September 10, as Muir began to ascend the Cumberland 

Mountains, he was struck by the way the vegetation fit the 

topography--in a manner resembling Alexander Von Humboldt's 

geographical distributions. In his journal he wrote, 

the glorious forest robe of Kentucky is grandly 
seen stretching over hill and valley adjusted to 
every slope and curve by the hands of God--the 
most sublime and comprehensive picture that ever 
passed my eyes. 

*For an example of such changes compare JM, Thousand 
Mile Walk, p. 16, with Muir Manuscript Collection, 23:29. 
Muir assures his sick daughter Helen Muir Funk in a letter 
dated 7 July 1914 that he prays for her every day; see JM to 
Helen Muir Funk, Muir Manuscript Collection, 22:12827. 
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(In revising A Thousand Mile Walk for publication in his 

last years, Muir substituted "Nature" for "God" in this 

passage.) Muir had learned Von Humboldt's science during 

his university years. He interpreted the geographical 

dispersion of plants in terms of elevation and latitude. 

Von Humboldt had asserted that the aim of the naturalist 

working in his tradition was to "recognise unity in the vast 

diversity of phenomena, and by the exercise of thought and 

the combination of observations, to discern the constancy of 

phenomena in the midst of apparent changes." Muir found the 

constancy of the vegetative growth in the Cumberland 

mountains to be an example of Von Humboldt's harmony, but he 

blended this idea with his own evangelical Christian 

constructs and attributed such harmony to the active agency 

of the creator.^ 

Likewise, Muir projected an active, harmonizing God 

into his observation that individual vines along the 

roadside were tougher than those protected by the woods. He 

observed that sensitive individuals, both plant and human, 

seemed especially graced by God who planted them in a "quiet 

home" away from tormentors, who tortured the vines "because 

they give evidence of feeling." Again Muir emphasized that 

he believed plants to be as conscious and as full of person

ality as humans. He did so inoffensively, by phrasing the 

idea in terms of an afterthought. In his later revision 

''Von Humboldt, Cosmos, p. 43. 
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(sometime after 1880), to help both misguided Christians and 

non-Christians who might have trouble perceiving a plant as 

a brother creature, he rewrote this passage to read, "How 

little we know as yet of the life of plants--their hopes and 

fears, pains and enjoyments." From observation of his 

fellow creatures, Muir perceived a divine truth: God takes 

care of his children and gives each one the right character 

to cope with its environment.® 

The walk to the Gulf seemingly took Muir from one truth 

to another. After learning what he believed to be a lesson 

about God's grace from the vines, he found an example that 

would later become the focus of his "missionary work." 

Having passed the repulsive village of Jamestown, Tennessee, 

which Muir described as a "rickety, filthy, thrice dead 

village," he found lodging with a farmer/blacksmith, a 

spiritual casualty of the recent Civil War. This man 

described the horrors of the war and was astonished that 

Muir could justify "wasting" his time rambling through the 

woods picking flowers when there was a need for every able-

minded man to help rebuild the country. Muir noted that he 

had opposed him "for fun" and after his opponent had 

"marshalled a long ugly regiment of musty orthodox arguments 

against wasting time, etc." he had cut them apart using the 

examples of Solomon and Jesus. Solomon, the great Hebrew 

®Muir Manuscript Collection, 23:29, 30. JM, Thousand 
Mile Walk, p. 19. 
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king who was said to be the wisest man on earth, himself 

botanized, and certainly a man recorded in scripture as 

being so wise and strong minded could not be faulted. 

Furthermore, Jesus commanded his people to examine the lily 

of the field. In conclusion, convinced of the superiority 

of his own version, Muir asked, "Now whose advice am I to 

take, yours or Christ's?" Muir later pitied the work-weary 

blacksmith, an example of the misguided slaves of "musty 

orthodox" work-oriented doctrines propounded by faithless 

men. Though Muir did not read Thoreau until much later, 

this statement echoes Thoreau's insight into the result of 

making material things the goal of life. Such people never 

discovered the blessings Muir found evident in enjoying a 

right relationship with God and fellow creatures.' 

Muir's choices of Biblical examples are good indicators 

of what he perceived to be his relationship with the world 

around him. Solomon, besides being a collector of proverbs, 

is held by tradition to be the author of Ecclesiastes. This 

book is filled with the lament of a man who had tried 

everything and found everything meaningless. It asserts 

that to toil one's way through life trying to arrive at a 

position of power and riches is meaningless. That is what 

Muir found to be the lot of the blacksmith. Although he 

worked from sunup to sundown his life did not change and he 

*Muir Manuscript Collection, 23:31. 
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found less satisfaction than did Muir, who wandered the 

hills rejoicing in God's creation. 

In the Gospel of Luke, Jesus is portrayed as saying: 

"Consider how the lilies grow. They do not labor or spin. 

Yet I tell you, not even Solomon in all his splendor was 

dressed like one of these." He goes on to say. 

Do not set your heart on what you will eat or 
drink; do not worry about it. For the pagan world 
runs after all such things, and your Father knows 
that you need them. But seek his kingdom, and 
these things will be given to you as well. 

Muir saw in such a philosophy the key to life. It was not 

to be found in a life of drudgery, enduring till death and 

expecting a reward in the hereafter for being the best 

endurer of misery. The key to life, he seems to have 

believed, was to live like the lily, an example of a pure 

life seeking only to glorify God and know his provision. 

These were the eternal lessons in Christian experience that 

Muir was learning on his journey. He learned them from the 

unpretentious plants that lived in an unfallen state, 

communing with God as they had since their beginning." 

After the debate, Muir's host warned him of the 

guerrillas who still roamed the Cumberlands, robbing and 

killing. Muir believed himself an unlikely target. He, 

like his plant brothers, had nothing to steal that he would 

not give up anyway and he believed in God's provision in any 

circumstance. He had learned that lesson from his vine 

10 Luke 12.27, 29-31. 
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friends earlier in the day. His attention to their lessons 

paid off, for the next day he met a band of guerrillas. He 

faced them armed only with a smile and a "howdy," and 

continued on his way unmolested. ̂^ 

The day after his brief encounter with the guerrillas 

he crossed the Emory River and lay on its cool banks 

admiring the flowers and trees. There he found brotherhood 

with the river. Like himself, he believed, the river felt 

the presence of God in that place. Muir notes that he 

"lingered in this sanctuary a long time thanking the Lord 

with all my heart for his goodness in allowing me to enter 

and enjoy it." He felt blessed that God let him enjoy such 

a untrammeled, spirit-filled place. It was not marked by 

man's sinfulness. It was a place like the Garden of Eden, 

where God visited with his creation, and Muir was like Adam, 

communing with God along with his fellows in a pristine Eden 

on the Emory. ̂^ 

Muir's reaction to Philadelphia, Tennessee, was similar 

to his response to Jamestown, and indeed almost every human 

settlement on his journey. He wrote that "Philadelphia is a 

very filthy village in a beautiful situation." Not only 

were the settlements filthy but the people he met tended to 

be filthy, as well. Muir noted, tongue in cheek, that a 

man's life history could be determined by e.xamining the 

"JM, Thousand Mile Walk, pp. 25-26, 27 

"Ibid., p. 30. 
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strata of dirt that cake his body. Muir saw filth, a 

metaphor for sin, in everything related to civilized man. 

Later, in Florida, he wrote: 

Man and other civilized animals are the only 
creatures diseased with dirt. No such compounds 
as those termed dirt are ever found [within] the 
provinces of Nature. Absolute unmistakable purity 
is over all creations of the Lord.^^ 

The basis of Muir's relationship with God and his 

surroundings was purity. Muir saw the world in terms of the 

clean and the unclean; good and bad. Spiritual purity, to 

Muir, was manifest physically. The plants in their unfallen 

condition were still spiritually pure. Creation in direct 

relationship to God was clean; creation marred by sin, that 

is man and his minions, was outside this relationship and 

thus plagued with filth. The failure of men to recognize 

this revealed their erroneous attitudes concerning the will 

of God. 

The participation of creation in the fall of man has 

never been clearly and authoritatively defined by Christian 

theologians. Those who follow a strict Calvinistic view 

emphasize the separation between God and his creation and 

imply that creation participated in man's sin and is 

therefore fallen. Many Wesleyans, Quakers, Roman Catholics, 

Lutherans, and members of other Christian denominations, 

emphasizing the immanence of God in the world, reject the 

idea that creation is utterly depraved. They hold among 

13 Muir Manuscript Collection, 23:88. 
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other things that creation was originally deemed "good" by 

its creator and only that part which rebelled, man, suffers 

the spiritual consequences of that rebellion. It should be 

emphasized that even among and within these denominational 

groups theological interpretation varies. Even some 

Calvinists refused to accept the implication of their 

founder's theology. A notable example is Jonathan Edwards, 

who saw nature as pure and capable of reflecting moral 

truth." 

Perhaps Muir garnered much of his attitude toward the 

fallenness of nature from reading. Certainly Judeo-

Christian thinkers have struggled over the impact mankind's 

rebellion against its creator. Some argued that humans fell 

from their estate and so God reordered the environment to 

make life hellish for the fallen creature. Others, such as 

Paul the apostle, argued that nature by virtue of its design 

provided one means for humans to rediscover God. The 

argument for the existence of God based on design was 

extremely popular in the seventeenth through early 

nineteenth centuries. ̂^ 

^*Man and Nature, edited by Hugh Montefiore (Glasgow: 
William Collins Sons & Co Ltd., 1975), 14-61, provides a 
good overview of theological views of nature especially of 
the different interpretations held by Lutherans and 
Calvinists in the post-Reformation period. A good discus
sion of Edwards' concept of nature can be found in Conrad 
Cherry, Nature and Religious Imagination; From Edwards to 
Rnshnell (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1980), pp. 14-64. 

15 See Glacken, Traces on the Rhodian Shore, pp. 161ff 
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Much that Muir professed to learn from his observations 

in the South seem to have come from the works of George 

Hakewill, John Ray and William Derham. Hakewill was a 

natural theologian during the early seventeenth century 

known most for his opposition to those who posited a 

decaying earth. For Hakewill, the earth did not participate 

in mankind's fall and thus reap decay 'and extinction as its 

reward. Instead, Hakewill postulated that God allowed for 

individual death in the divine order of nature from the 

beginning. Individuals would die, but the earth would 

remain just as productive and fertile as ever.^* 

John Ray, toward the end of the seventeenth century, 

arrayed all the scientific evidence he could muster to 

illustrate that the unity of nature pointed to its 

intelligent and willful creation by God. Ray emphasized the 

wondrousness of the great variety of plant life found around 

the globe. For him this could be nothing but evidence of 

God at work in creation. Ray did not overlook the results 

of the fall, however. He believed that although sin had 

scarred the earth, it still possessed some of its original 

beauty and order. For him and his friend, William Derham, 

all the beauty, evil, death, and violence in nature was 

merely part of God's original design. They also argued that 

^̂ See George Hakewill, An Apologie, or Declaration and 
Providence of God in the Government of the World (Oxford: W. 
Turner, 1635); Glacken, Traces on the Rhodian Shore, pp. 
382ff. 



93 

poisonous plants and other seemingly non-useful features in 

nature had value that limited human minds could not 

understand. ̂"̂  

Muir was exposed to this tradition from Thomas Dick, 

whose Christian Philosophy he had read while still on the 

farm. Dick, a natural theologian in the stripe of Hakewill, 

Ray, Derham, and William Paley, asserted that the Christian 

philosopher was duty bound to reconcile faith and science. 

In doing so, Dick believed that nature would reveal the 

divine perfection of God and would display God's wisdom and 

goodness much more clearly in the regions untouched by evil. 

Those who possessed moral rectitude and a seeking mind would 

be able to discern the original purpose of all creatures and 

their interrelationships. Dick believed that purpose was to 

live happily under the law of love in the presence of God 

and to minister to one another's needs. Muir fully accepted 

this view and made it his life's goal to convert everyone he 

could to it.̂ ® 

"See John Ray, The Wisdom of God Manifested in the 
Works of Creation 12th ed., corr. (London: John Rivington, 
John Ward, Joseph Richardson, 1759); Charles E. Raven, John 
Rav. Naturalist: His Life and Works (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1942); Raven, Natural Religion and 
Christian Theology. The Gifford Lectures 1951, First 
Series: Science and Religion (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1953); Glacken, Traces on the Rhodian 
Shore, pp. 415-425. 

"Dick, The Christian Philosopher, esp. pp. 164, 301, 
88, 308-9, 115. 
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While still in the Cumberlands, Muir met a mountaineer 

who showed off to him the great local mechanical 

developments. Muir found the grist mills and other 

machinery far less advanced than their most backwoods 

counterparts in the North. This was not all he found to be 

primitive, however. The mountain philosopher enlightened 

Muir as to the design of providence for these Tennessee 

mountain families, saying: 

Our fathers came into these valleys, got the 
richest of them and skimmed off the cream of the 
soil. The worn-out ground won't yield no more 
roastin' ears now. But the Lord foresaw this 
state of affairs, and prepared something else for 
us. And what is it? Why, He meant us to bust 
open these copper mines, so that we may have money 
to buy the corn that we cannot raise. 

In a note of disgust, Muir wrote, "A most profound 

observation."^* Although he had found this primitive 

frontier philosophy here, he recognized that it was not 

confined to the South. 

Muir was convinced that God had quite a different 

design for the mountains. They were not to be the grist for 

some depraved man's mill. Mountains and woods had been made 

architecturally perfect by the divine "Great Architect, " to 

be the dwelling place of his "happy creatures." Man's 

"help" only scarred, polluted, and destroyed their 

perfection. If man would observe them carefully, they could 

also act as his instructors. Their lesson for him: live in 

19 JM, Thousand Mile Walk, p. 38. 
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joyful, harmonious fellowship with God like the rest of 

creation. ̂° 

Muir's reaction illustrates his acceptance of the ideas 

reflected by the evangelical natural theologian Thomas Dick. 

Muir seems to have merely been echoing the following 

passages from Dick: 

In a word, [mountains] adorn and embellish the 
face of nature--they form thousands of sublime 
and beautiful landscapes, and afford from their 
summits the most delightful prospects of the 
plains below. All these circumstances demonstrate 
the consummate wisdom of the Great Architect of 
nature, and lead us to conclude, that mountains, 
so far from being rude excrescences of nature, as 
some have asserted, form an essential part in the 
constitution, not only of our globe, but of all 
habitable worlds.^^ 

He went on to write. 

There is not a single spot, in any region of the 
globe, but what teems with animated beings. Yet, 
all this vast assemblage of sensitive existence is 
amply provided for by the bountiful creator .... 
They enjoy not only life, but also a happy 
existence. The sportive motions, and 
gesticulations of all the animal tribes--the 
birds skimming through the air, warbling in the 
groves, and perching in the trees--the beasts in 
the field, bounding in the forests, and through 
the lawns--the fishes sporting in the waters--the 
reptiles wriggling in the dust, and the winged 
insects, by a thousand wanton mazes--all declare 
that they are rejoicing in their existence, and in 
the exercise of those powers with which the 
Creator has furnished them. So that wherever we 
turn our eyes, we evidently perceive, that 'the 
earth is full of the goodness of the Lord,' and 

^°Ibid. , p. 39. 

^^Dick, The Christian Philosopher, p. 67. 
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that 'his tender mercies are over all his 
works. ̂^ 

In Muir's mind, such an existence should have been the 

norm among humans. Like Adam and Eve, in an unfallen, 

undepraved state, in Milton's Paradise Lost, humans did not 

have to struggle for their existence. Adam and Eve did not 

get dirty; they did not mar the beauty of the created world; 

they neither cleared land nor gutted the hills. Instead 

they rose in the morning to trim the overgrown plants and 

pick up "those dropping gums,/that lie bestrown unsightly 

and unsmooth," in order that they might "tread at ease." 

They managed to keep the luxuriant life around them 

balanced, as they had been instructed by their creator. 

Only after the first humans exercised their free will to 

disobey the creator did they have to work against the 

created order.^^ 

For Muir, that was a great tragedy. Humans had been 

stewards of a harmonious world as long as they worked to 

glorify God, but as soon as they sought to glorify 

themselves by pursuing knowledge for its own ends, they 

became manipulators of the environment and enemies of God. 

Muir's evangelical upbringing taught him that mankind was 

free to make moral choices. Perhaps if humans could be 

taught to see God's order; they could choose to accept God's 

"Ibid., p. 114. 

"Milton, Paradise Lost. Book IV, lines 630-2. 
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laws; and then they could live like the rest of creation--in 

a state similar to that enjoyed before the rebellious 

fall. 2* 

As Muir continued south, his experiences outside the 

"depravity of civilization" became increasingly spiritual. 

On the banks of the Hiawasse river in Tennessee, Muir not 

only proclaimed that "the Lord bestows his most perfect 

creations" along the banks of singing streams but noted that 

"the grandeur of a mountain stream ... with the overwhelming 

eloquence of its cataracts and rapids" evoked divine 

thoughts found deep within the soul. "Such a river is the 

Hiawasse," he wrote, "with a surface broken to a thousand 

gems bright as the sky--with a pathway fit for the angels of 

heaven--and walls of forest vinedraped and flowery as Eden 

. . . ."̂ ^ In such places of beauty Muir perceived God. He 

believed God led him to them. 

On a hot, late September day, "while fainting with 

thirst" in the sandy lowlands below Athens, Georgia, Muir 

found "a beautiful spring overhung with shady bushes and 

vines, where [he] enjoyed to the utmost the blessing of pure 

cold water." Muir attested to the uniqueness of the site, 

saying, "It is not often hereabouts that the joys of cool 

^*Romantic Nathaniel Hawthorn equated the original sin, 
which he defined as the pursuit knowledge for personal 
glorification, with the unpardonable sin in his 1850 short 
story "Ethan Brand." See Leo Marx, The Machine in the 
Garden, 265-79. 

25 Muir Manuscript Collection, 23:38. 



98 

water, cool shade, and rare plants are so delightfully com

bined." Here in this oasis, he meditated on the goodness of 

God and rejoiced in the beauty around him which included the 

pure water and the pure light of the sunset.^* 

From Athens, Muir wound his way through the Cyprus 

swamps and plantations to Savannah. He found that his 

expected money packet had not arrived. At first he stayed 

in a tavern, but as the days passed and the package still 

did not arrive, he was forced to sleep among the stately 

oaks of Bonaventure graveyard. He would not regret the 

decision to stay there. The beauty and fellowship of the 

pure and happy inhabitants of the graveyard taught him a 

valuable lesson concerning the harmonious intermingling of 

life and death. ̂"̂  

In this sun-drenched, well watered garden, the 

intensity of life awed him. He found everything filled with 

life, joy, and peace; all attributes of a life in communion 

with God. Bonaventure struck Muir as "one of the Lord's 

most favored abodes of life and light." The intensity of 

pure life, which from the point of view of Muir's 

Christianity was an attribute of God and a manifestation of 

His presence, sensitized Muir's spiritual awareness and 

opened his eyes to pure spiritual truth. 28 

"JM, Thousand Mile Walk, p. 59. 

"Ibid., p. 65. 

"Ibid., p. 69. 
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Living in the Bonaventure graveyard, Muir pondered the 

mystery of death among the graves. Based on the creation 

myth found in Genesis, Judeo-Christian fundamentalists 

taught that death existed because Eve disobeyed God and ate 

the forbidden fruit. Milton's rather misogynous text 

reinforced this interpretation. Humans had increasingly 

emphasized the connection between physical death and sin 

until death became a fearful enemy, "the Archenemy of life." 

But as he meditated on the radiant life around him and 

rummaged through the orthodox notions on death, his experi

ence seemed to deny their validity. In the rest of 

creation, that with which mankind had not tampered, death 

was not a roving beast feared by plants and animals alike. 

Death was a natural part of life, part of the divine 

sacrament and God's natural revelation. Following natural 

theologians such as John Ray, Muir believed that plants and 

animals, partakers like mankind in the divine gift of life, 

did not fear death but were peaceful participants in God's 

creation which included the complete life cycle.^' 

Muir recognized that children, especially those who 

lived in town, had a terrible misconception of death. 

Furthermore, they were not given the opportunity to see the 

truth. The deaths they saw were unnatural. They witnessed 

"the proper slaughter of flies for domestic comfort" or 

birds killed for "the purpose of economy." The child, Muir 

29 Muir Manuscript Collection, 23:57-59. 
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penned in his original journal, "hears the gurgling of the 

useless ones of a family of kittens or puppies tied up in a 

sack" or learns of "the death of animals amid the filth and 

blood of a slaughter house." Death among men, Muir wrote, 

even the "happy deaths" of those ready to die, "becomes 

fearful [and] abhorrent." Muir also noted that "the most 

notable and incredible thing that a wild fanatic can say is 

'I fear not to die.'" The lay theology of death in the 

nineteenth century, as Muir perceived it, did not even 

acknowledge the corrections of popular truth-seeking 

theologians such as John Wesley, founder of Methodism and 

advocate of Christian mysticism, who said "My old enemy (the 

fear of death) is now my friend." Yet, such as these, as 

Muir remarked, were perceived as fanatics in their time.^° 

The lesson of Bonaventure was that plants and animals 

in the wild, living in right relationship with God, died 

just as they lived, in harmony with the Creator's plan. 

Muir wrote. 

But let a child walk with nature, let him behold 
the beautiful blendings and communions of death 
and life, their joyous inseparable unity as taught 
in all the woods and meadows, plains and 
mountains, and streams and seas of our lovely 
star. And he will learn that death is stingless 
indeed and beautiful as purest life. 

This was a divine truth that Muir, a Christian philosopher 

in the stripe of Thomas Dick, knew humans needed. Because 

°̂Muir Manuscript Collection, 23:57-59. Wesley quoted 
in Robert G. Tuttle, Jr., John Wesley: His Life and Theology 
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan Corporation, 1978), p. 327. 
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Muir accepted the a priori assumption proposed by natural 

theologians such as Ray and Dick that the natural world 

operated on the basis on divine harmony and order, it was a 

short step to see life as well as death within that divine 

order. To live in communion with God was to live a joyful 

life and die a joyful death. Those who claimed to be 

preaching the gospel had perverted its original intent, but 

fortunately mankind did not have to rely only on human 

interpretations of scripture to discern the mind of God. 

Unblemished nature could provide an unadulterated text, a 

text written by the hand of the Creator, with which souls 

"with open eyes" could check the validity of orthodox 

doctrines. Pure, unfallen nature revealed the truth about 

life. Drawing upon natural theology, Muir believed that 

divine truth had to apply to real experience consistently. 

If a doctrine failed the test of experience, it was not 

divine truth. People had to "test the spirits," and one way 

they could was to observe unfallen creation. Muir perceived 

that nature portrayed perfectly the requirements for 

communion with God and exemplified the results of such 

communion. ^^ 

After experiencing such divine insight, Muir decided 

that Bonaventure would be an 

ideal place for a penniless wanderer. There no 
superstitious prowling mischief maker dares 

^^Muir Manuscript Collection, 23:59. Dick, The 
rhristian Philosopher, p. 119. I Thessalonians 5.21. 
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venture for fear of haunting ghosts, while for me 
there will be God's rest and peace. 

Yet for all the lack of ghosts vividly alluded to by the 

poets Muir had read so avidly before, Muir still found the 

graveyard full of spiritual experience--especially in his 

hungry state of mind and body. Muir recorded the somewhat 

mystical experiences of his first night in his original 

journal, experiences not included in the posthumously 

published account. "In the silent hour of gloaming," Muir 

recounted in his trip log, 

I wandered aimlessly [among the graves], forgetful 
of all my cares and fears, overwhelmed with the 
novel grandeur of the scene .... all hushed and 
soothed to a spirit calm .... I did not go 
anywhere, neither sat down, time did nothing to 
me. I only know that there was the most 
impressive portion of my existence in ... ̂^ 

In what? Only Muir knew, since he ended the sentence 

without completing the prepositional phrase he had begun. 

In trying to identify Muir's religious conceptions, 

some scholars have postulated that Muir was a Far Eastern 

mystic finding himself at one with nature. The experience 

recounted in the above quotation verifies that Muir did have 

mystical experiences, but does not support the 

interpretation that those mystical experiences were Far 

Eastern in type. Rather this experience appears similar to 

the experiences of the pan-en-henic mystics defined by the 

scholar of mysticism, R. C. Zaehner, which he asserts to be 

"JM, Thousand Mile Walk, p. 75. Muir Manuscript 
Collection, 23:61. 
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a universal experience among mystics--both religious and 

non-religious. Muir seems to have transcended time and may 

have even experienced an expansion of his self, or out-of-

body experience as recent popularizers of metaphysical 

experience label such perceptions, as the phrase "most 

impressive portion of my existence" seems to indicate. Yet, 

it was only a portion of himself. He does not identify 

himself with God and appears to have remained conscious of 

his finite existence in the cosmos. Such distinctions are 

important for determining the philosophical constructs by 

which Muir interprets his experience. Had he perceived 

himself to have become omnipresent or claimed that he had 

entirely fused with the universe, then one might question 

his commitment to Christianity. One could perhaps argue 

that he had rejected the religion in which he had been 

raised and was at this point entering into a sort of free 

form religious experience. However, he stopped short of 

this in describing his nearly transfiguring experience. ̂^ 

The next sentence of the description of that evening 

suggests a more Christian mystical experience. He writes: 

"Sometime before the coming of the sun I lay down among some 

bushes conscious only of the Lord's terrestrial loveliness." 

^^JM, Thousand Mile Walk, p. 75. Muir Manuscript 
Collection, 23:61. See R. C. Zaehner, Concordant Discord: 
The Interdependence of Faiths, Being the Gifford Lectures on 
Natural Religions Delivered at St. Andrews in 1967-1969 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1970) and Zaehner, Mysticism: 
Sacred and Profane (London: Oxford University Press, 1969). 
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This experience concentrated his thoughts on God manifest m 

nature. Much as the Archangel Michael had indicated God's 

presence in Paradise Lost, saying, "Adam, thou know'st 

heav'n his, and all the earth,/Not this rock only; his 

omnipresence fills/Land, sea and air, and every kind that 

lives . . . . " For Muir, as for Milton, all things pure and 

beautiful were partakers in divinity. His spiritual 

awareness, sensitized throughout that day, perceived the 

essence of God, or sensed aspects of God's personality in 

the life and beauty surrounding him. Life and beauty to 

secular man are abstractions, but life and beauty to Muir 

were spiritual realities because of the mysticism which 

provided him spiritual insight plus what today would be 

termed supernatural perceptions. In this Muir's most 

otherworldly mystical experience, he saw the loveliness of 

God in terrestrial form.^* 

Muir's money packet did not arrive for a week. During 

the wait, he built himself a brush "tabernacle" in "so dense 

a tangle of underbrush" that he had to rely on compass 

bearings to find it. In such seclusion, he dwelt in an 

environment filled with what he perceived as spiritual 

manifestations of God. He was befriended by the birds. He 

physically fasted, eating only a little toasted rice or 

grain gleaned from nearby, but even though uncomfortable 

^*Muir Manuscript Collection, 23:61. Milton, Paradise 
Lost, Book XI, lines 335-7. 
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with hunger, he "feasted on things spiritual." When the 

money package finally arrived, he proved his identity to the 

postal clerk, not without some difficulty, and feasted in 

the local market. He remarked happily that his "'marching 

through Georgia' terminated handsomely in a jubilee of 

bread. "̂ ^ 

From Savannah, Georgia, Muir took a steamer along the 

Atlantic coast to Fernandina, Florida, and then picked his 

way through the swamps and forests to Cedar Keys on the Gulf 

side of the isthmus. His journey across Florida is notable 

for the pronounced development of his spiritual ecology. 

His mystical experience (s) at Bonaventure coupled with the 

density of life and beauty in this tropical garden 

intensified his spiritual awareness of the world around him. 

Here, as before, his plant brothers spoke their 

spiritual truths. A lone palmetto enhanced his perception 

of divinity so much that he questioned the belief that 

plants lacked immortal souls. How could a plant, so alive, 

so impressive, so communicative of what he recognized as 

divine truths, be denied immortality by man? His scientific 

understanding did not address such spiritual questions, but 

his Disciples of Christ upbringing helped him at least 

escape the issue publicly. The Campbellite Disciples 

adhered to a doctrine which made the Bible the ultimate 

^^Muir Manuscript Collection, 23:64. JM, Thousand Mile 
Walk, p. 82. 
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authority on all issues. This implied that if an issue was 

not addressed in scripture it was of little value and did 

not merit the expenditure of precious time on debate or 

practice. "Where scripture speaks, we speak; where 

scripture is silent, we are silent," was a watchword of the 

Disciples. Thus, Muir remained uncommitted on the status of 

plants in eternity; he recognized that at best scriptures 

only vaguely addressed the issue and may have even 

contradicted themselves. Hence on this idea all he would 

venture was: "this, I think, is something that we know very 

nearly nothing about." He was aware, however, that the 

palmetto communicated greater spiritual truths to him than 

any human preacher he had heard. ̂^ 

Muir experienced new spiritual vistas in Florida. He 

noted that everything in this land of life and beauty seemed 

new and strange, both physically and spiritually. He 

proclaimed, "I thank the Lord with all my heart for his 

goodness in granting me admission to this magnificent 

realm. "̂ ' 

What did Muir's intense perception of God in Florida 

reveal to him? He found his understanding of mankind's 

spiritual place in the world confirmed. Humanity was 

^^Ibid., p. 92. Sydney E. Ahlstrom, A Religious 
History of the American People, vol. 1 (Garden City, New 
York: Image Books, Doubleday and Company, Inc., 1975), pp 
541-550. 

37 JM, Thousand Mile Walk, p. 93. 
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depraved, selfish, and thus blinded to spiritual truth. 

Mankind was not the "lord of creation" as it fancied. It 

had forsaken its governorship of creation upon rebelling 

against God, the true king. That humanity could conceive of 

itself as Creation's master, Muir affirmed, was heretical. 

He found that even those creatures thought to be evil, like 

alligators and snakes, were "beautiful in the eyes of God" 

and "part of God's family, unfallen, undepraved, and cared 

for with the same species of tenderness and love as is 

bestowed on angels in heaven or saints on earth." Nature 

was untouched by the "diabolical consequences of Eve and the 

apple. "̂ ^ 

Muir's perception of alligators was much different from 

those of other observers--both educated and uneducated. 

Muir noted in his journal that the human swamp dwellers, 

black and white, tended to fear the large lizards. Even 

some "good" people, as Muir noted, believed alligators had 

been created by Satan. Muir was disinclined to believe such 

assertions because he had no evidence from either his New 

Testament or his copy of Milton that such a creation had 

ever occurred. His natural theology encouraged him to 

reconcile his observations with scripture and the concepts 

of order and love. 

^®For a discussion of mankind's place in the order of 
nature in light of Judeo-Christian theology see Glacken, 
Traces on the Rhodian Shore, pp. 150ff. JM, Thousand Mile 
Walk, p^ ^8~! Muir Manuscript Collection, 23:78. 
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More educated interpreters of the alligator, like 

eighteenth century explorer William Bartram, had designed 

social interpretations of the relationships between animal 

species that Muir unknowingly refuted. Bartram recorded in 

a tone of amazement his meeting in Florida with the 

alligator. He recognized that it, along with the gar, 

occupied the role of a dominant carnivore in the swamps. 

"They [alligators and gar] seem to be in league or 

confederacy together, to enslave and devour the numerous 

defenseless tribes [of fish]," he wrote. Bartram 

interpreted the alligator as a carnivorous tyrant of the 

swamp. Muir, recognizing the role of the alligator as a 

carnivore, rejected such brutal, human-like aspersions. 

Rather, Muir's perception of a harmonious creation operating 

under the direct rule of God inclined him to regard the 

alligator as "his [God's] children, for He hears their 

cries, cares for them tenderly, and provides their daily 

bread. "̂ ' 

Muir, with his Old Testament, agrarian conceptions, saw 

civilization as prideful self-worship, a consequence of 

mankind's sin. Civilization concentrated people in towns 

and villages, distracting them so that they temporarily 

forgot their own mortality, and hardened them against the 

immortal truths manifest in both creation and the spirit of 

^'William Bartram, Travels of William Bartram, edited 
by Mark Van Doren, (New York: Dover Press, 1928), pp. 178-9. 
JM, Thousand Mile Walk, p. 98. 
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scripture. Muir believed that the very existence of an 

unfallen natural world rebuked mankind's pride. When nature 

contradicted mankind's assertion of his power or his 

prideful assertion that nature was all made for human 

pleasure, they had to invent superstitious excuses for why 

lions, tigers, alligators, certain fish, noxious insects, 

and diseases devoured them, or why so many plants and 

minerals poisoned them. They blame it, said Muir, on 

"unresolvable difficulties of Eden's apples."*° 

Mankind's own depravity, encouraged by civilization, 

led it to invent idols to replace the true Lord of creation. 

American civilization's god, says Muir, 

is a civilized and law abiding gentleman, in favor 
of a Republican form of government or a limited 
monarchy, believes in the literature and language 
of England and is a warm supporter of the English 
constitution. And of all well gotten sabbath 
schools and missionary societies, and in all 
respects is so purely a manufactured article as 
any puppet of a half-penny theatre. 

Concerning those who worshipped such a god, Muir declared 

that: "It is not more possible to be guilty of irreverence 

in speaking of their God than of the idol institutions of 

the Hindous [sic]."*^ 

Muir's evangelical mysticism coupled with his 

Humboldtean scientific perceptions enabled him to experience 

what he believed was real communion with God, and gave him 

*°Muir Manuscript Collection, 23:78. 

*̂ Muir Manuscript Collection, 23:110 
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much clearer insight into what he thought God intended for 

creation. He wrote: 

The Lord's primary object in constructing all his 
creatures was ... the happiness of each one .... 
The Universe would be incomplete without the 
smallest transmicroscopic creature that dwells 
beyond our conceitful eyes. 

Mankind may have once been at the top, but he had lost that 

position. Human conceit had greased the slide into eternal 

darkness. Mankind had misinterpreted God and, said Muir, 

"With such views of the Creator it is, of course, not 

surprising that erroneous views should be held of the 

creation. "*̂  

Muir had written Bradley Brown years earlier that God 

had come in human form to reestablish relationship with 

humans. Muir now saw how mankind's depravity had darkened 

even that revelation. Muir was clearly aware of the human 

condition when he wrote: 

'Dismal swamps'--no such place [!] Swamps are 
peopled by plants of purest beauty and grow in 
darkest chambers with the presence of God. Dismal 
swamps can be found only in the wide desolate 
wastes of human hearts.*^ 

The undepraved, created world, filled with the presence 

of God, offered to illuminate spiritual truths that 

spiritually insensitive humans could not see. Nature 

communed with God. To Muir, nature yet exemplified reality. 

He saw God working joyfully in his giant garden, creating to 

*^Muir Manuscript Collection, 23:110. 

*^Muir Manuscript Collection, l:20ff, 23:148. 
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his heart's content. "The glory of God is everywhere," he 

said and went on to ask: "How could Moses make the request 

'show me thy glory'?" Muir felt that those who looked 

closely at the created order could see the glory plainly, 

but those who were civilization's "deluded slaves" saw only 

a shadowy, impure image of God and had little or no commu

nion with Him.** 

If humans could only see what they was missing. If 

they could only see what "immortal truths" nature held, no 

doubt they could relearn who God really was and reenter 

communion with Him. Wild creation, undefiled by mankind's 

destructive activities, had to be protected if there was to 

be any hope for humans someday to discover the spiritual 

world they were unconsciously destroying. These ideas, 

fully developed in Muir's later writings, were beginning to 

take shape in his thoughts during his first great trek. He 

was still learning, still discovering the beauty, joy, and 

peace found in the intimate contact with God that one could 

have by living with him in "wild" nature. The mold where 

these ideas would crystalize would be the Sierras, so wild, 

so pristine, yet so endangered by a rapidly industrializing 

nation. From these mountains John Muir would emerge, crying 

like John the Baptist, "Repent for the Kingdom of Heaven is 

at hand!"" 

**Muir Manuscript Collection, 23:148. 

*^Matt. 3.2. 



CHAPTER V 

RANGE OF LIGHT 

Muir arrived in San Francisco on or about March 31, 

1868. San Franciscans took little notice of the tramp. 

Instead, they awaited the arrival of Samuel Clemens, whose 

boat was to dock April 3. Muir probably read the notice of 

the famous Mark Twain's return to the Golden State in the 

free Daily Dramatic Chronicle. He would have also read 

about the "spiritual carnival," marking the twentieth 

anniversary of the origin of Spiritualism. Chronicle 

editors mockingly reported that it would be filled with 

"rapping, and communications, and inspirational addresses 

and any quantity of diluted twaddle—the whole thing to 

conclude with a dance." Believing he had communed with God 

in the southern countryside, he perhaps had little interest 

in San Francisco's ghosts. He may have noted that the 

California legislature had refused to fund the state 

geological survey. Perhaps the notice of the re-opening the 

Pacific Anatomical Museum and Gallery of Natural History and 

Science, due to open April 16, sparked his curiosity, but 

not enough.^ 

Having steamed from New York to Panama, crossed the 

isthmus via railroad and steamed on to the metropolis of the 

^See San Francisco Daily Dramatic Chronicle, April 3, 
1868, p. 3, col. 1; March 31, 1868, p. 2, col.2; April 1, 
1868, p. 2, col. 1; ibid., p. 3, col. 3. 
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West Coast, Muir sought the most direct route out of town. 

Thoughts of his own mortality drove him to frenetic action. 

He wanted to see Yosemite Valley, glean from the Sierra all 

it had to offer, and then set off again for South America. 

Had he known that his work on Yosemite and the Sierra would 

consume most of the rest of his life, he probably would have 

sought the most direct route back to the ship. 

Muir's first decade in California, 1868-78, saw him 

develop the mentality that informed his later work. His 

vision of the environment, so rooted in evangelical 

Christian and natural theological concepts, spurred his 

desire to reform existing evils perpetrated by society on 

the natural world in order to save both. Muir's 

philosophical vision of nature as a harmonious entity 

actively governed by its creator—the Judeo-Christian God— 

was fundamental to his later activity. Unless this is 

understood, it is not possible to understand his scientific, 

popular nature, and political writings. For as John Ruskin, 

the famous nineteenth century critic wrote, "You can, in 

truth, understand a man's word only by understanding his 

temper."^ 

Initially, Muir and an Englishman he met on the ship 

set off on foot to visit California's newly famous tourist 

2john Ruskin, "Art and Morals," Little Masterpieces, 
edited by Bliss Perry (New York: Doubleday & McClure Co., 
1898), p. 105. 
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attraction—the Yosemite Valley. By June, however, his 

money had grown short and he took a job in the San Joaquin 

Valley in the foothills of the Sierra herding sheep for John 

"Smokey Jack" Connel. From June 18 68 to September 18 69, 

Muir lived the pastoral life. No doubt he expected a 

leisurely life watching tame sheep, contemplating the 

universe and getting paid for it. Scottish shepherds, 

glorified in poetry, grew wise and reflective in their 

pursuits.^ 

Muir seemed at first enamored of his life-style perhaps 

because it appeared to offer independence from society, or 

perhaps because Christian scripture glorified the 

profession. However by February of 1869 he found that the 

romance of pastoral solitude and the reality of a California 

shepherd's life were two different things. His sheep 

starved on the parched San Joaquin plains through the summer 

and fall. As the man he replaced had warned him, they 

bolted as soon as the corral gate dropped and ran all day 

searching for sustenance.* 

^Notestein, The Scot in History, p. 58. 

* Hebrew poets developed the pastoral motif throughout 
the Old Testament. Pastoral glorifications in Christian 
scripture occur in 1 Samuel 17.34-5 where the shepherd king 
David defends his flock from wild animals, the Song of 
Solomon, Jesus's metaphors in the Gospels. God is portrayed 
as a shepherd in Psalm 23 and 1 Peter 2.25 among other 
places. Christian disciples are metaphorically alluded to 
as shepherds in 1 Peter 5.2 and John 21.15-17 among other 
places. Muir, it must be remembered, had committed to 
memory all the New Testament and a large amount of the Old 
as a boy. His life as a shepherd would have prompted him 
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Unlike one of his hero poets, John Milton, Muir found 

little to appreciate in the shepherd's life. Whereas the 

blind poet, who had never been a shepherd, lamented his 

inability to see the pastoral scene so glorified in 

classical literature, Muir had by mid-winter come to find 

the pastoral life repugnant.^ Its only redeeming values 

for him was that he could observe and appreciate the local 

wildlife and could receive income for outdoor work less 

demanding than the farm work he had left in Wisconsin. 

In the summer of 18 69, Muir worked as an overseer for 

another sheepman, Pat Delaney. While following the herd of 

sheep and shepherds from the winter pastures of the San 

Joaquin into the high mountain pastures of the Sierra, he 

witnessed the devastation of mountain meadows. He watched 

with chagrin as sheep trampled and nibbled the flowering 

plants to the ground. Their hooves tilled the sod that 

generally soaked up precipitation, leaving it ecologically 

impaired and aesthetically unappealing. Moreover, to him 

the modern domesticated sheep appeared misshapen and 

demoralized. Such an animal could not be a creation of God. 

to recall all the shepherd literature he knew so that he 
could find his social context. 

ĴM to Sarah Galloway, West Bank of Castle Creek, 27 
February 1869, Muir Manuscript Collection, 2:697-705. 
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Instead, as Muir wrote his confidante Jeanne Carr, sheep 

were "half-made by God, and half by man."^ 

Wild and tame animals possessed characteristics which 

led to observations concerning their "natural" value. On 

one hand, Muir was disgusted with tame, manufactured cre

atures, like sheep, of which he said: "A sheep can hardly 

be called an animal; an entire flock is required to make one 

foolish individual." On the other hand, he felt admiration 

for wild creatures, still in their unfallen state, and 

praise for their maker. His well-known tribute of the 

virtues of wild sheep over their domesticated counterparts 

exemplifies both his attitude toward wild and tame animals 

and his emerging preservationist stance. Both were based on 

his belief that God's creation is perfect while man's is 

debased.^ 

Muir's "wild is superior" stance reflects, his 

synthesis of natural theology. Christian primitivism, and 

perceptions of what scripture implies about the origin of 

the natural world. As discussed above, Muir read natural 

theologians such as Thomas Dick who preached that the best 

place to discover the true attributes of deity was in 

nature. Dick wrote that "it appears impossible, in the very 

nature of things, that the glory of [God's] perfections can 

*JM to Jeanne Carr, Near Snelling's, Merced Co., 24 
February 1869, 2:694. 

''John Muir, My First Summer in the Sierra (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Co., 1913), p. 152. 
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be displayed in any other way than through the medium of the 

visible operations of his hands." Drawing on Dick, Muir 

understood God to be always active in creation. Thus, those 

things that God still created would display his perfect 

touch. Those things mankind created would display its 

sinful imperfections.® 

This reinforced Muir's religious primitivism. The 

Disciples of Christ taught that Christians had to get back 

to the original sources of faith in order to know God's true 

will. They glorified the Baconian scientific method that 

suggested that laws had to be built on inductive evidence— 

not deductive philosophy.' Because scripture was sometimes 

vague, they used it, at least rhetorically, as a very good 

primary source for discerning God's will. But ultimately 

the individual was responsible for interpreting all the 

evidence and coming to a conclusion about that will for 

himself. Thus, if Muir hoped to discover truth he had to 

turn to the most accurate sources. In nature that would be 

plants and animals straight from the hand of God, 

uncorrupted by the selective breeding of human 

domestication. 

Muir knew full well what scripture said about creation. 

When God created the world, according to the Genesis 

account, he found it to be "good." After humans rebelled, 

®Dick, The Christian Philosopher, p. 301. 

'Marsden, Religion and American Culture, pp. 58ff 
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nature did not cease to be good, but mankind did—and by 

extension so did its creations, including domesticated 

animals and civilization. John Milton, whom Muir had read 

for his interpretation of paradise and mankind's place in 

the scheme of nature, made it clear that human invention and 

tampering with creation, even the human component, was not 

God's will. Milton has the archangel Michael prophesy to 

Adam and Eve, after they sinned, that their descendants 

would go about "Disfiguring [not] God's likeness, but their 

own,/While they pervert pure nature's healthful rules/To 

loathsome sickness, worthily, since they/God's image did not 

reverence in themselves." Muir's acceptance of these ideas 

led him to believe in the perfection of original creation, 

which to him was wild nature, and the defectiveness of the 

domesticated. ̂° 

His praise for "God's sheep," as he called Rocky 

Mountain bighorns, probably emerged from his observations of 

them while climbing Mt. Whitney in 1873 and exploring the 

Sierra around the Tuolumne and Merced river valleys. Muir 

wrote in his Yosemite journal. 

When [the mountaineer] comes upon God's sheep, the 
climber that never falls, and fears no precipice, 
his admiration is boundless. The Divine Inventor 
stands revealed as a fellow worJcman .... ̂ ^ 

"See Genesis 1-3 and John Milton, Paradise Lost, XI, 
520-25. 

111! God Inventor," Muir Manuscript Collection, 34:2107 
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Muir likewise wrote to his young nephew, George Galloway, 

praising him for his fascination with wild cats and dogs, 

"God takes care of everything that is wild but he only half 

takes care of tame things." God only "half took care" of 

tame things because, after all, they were half manufactured 

by man, who had to pay with the sweat of his brow for his 

meddling. ̂^ 

Muir had occasion to observe two different Bighorn 

species Ovis nelsoni and 0. sierras. The former he hunted 

with a party in the lava beds near Mt. Shasta in the fall of 

1874. The latter he reported often during the 1870s north 

of Mt. Whitney. He reported to Ernest Thompson Seton about 

forty in a flock near Mt. Humphrey. Muir saw Bighorns near 

the end of their plentitude .̂ ^ 

In his Lives of Game Animals, Seton compiled extant 

accounts from Spanish observers. United States' explorers 

like Zebulon Pike, Louis and Clark, and James C. Fremont, 

mountain men, railroad surveyors, and naturalists who had 

reported seeing Bighorn. From reports dated between 1540 

and the 1870s, Seton mapped an expansive "primitive" range 

from Texas to Lower California, north to Alaska and in every 

western state between. Seton noted that by the 18 8 0s, 

"JM to George Galloway, 25 April 1872, Muir Manuscript 
Collection, 2:1101. 

^^Ernest Thompson Seton, Lives of Game Animals, Vol. 
Ill, (Garden City: Doubleday, Doran & Company, Inc., 1927), 
p. 533. 
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Bighorn sheep populations had declined dramatically. They 

had been extirpated from around Mt. Shasta, as well as other 

places, by hunters. Seton estimated that in 1922, after 

some increase in herd sizes, the U. S. population of all 

Bighorn species stood at twenty-eight thousand head, with 

three-thousand five-hundred individuals in California." 

Muir like other naturalists and the non-scientific 

public respected Bighorn sheep for their mountaineering 

prowess. They bounded up and down precipices using tiny 

ledges—at least two-inches wide and five to six feet apart 

going up or twenty feet apart going down—for toe-holds that 

no human, opposable thumbs and all, could climb without 

equipment. Seton noted that "A man might have the mental 

training, but he is wholly without the necessary physical 

powers." Denver Judge D. C. Beaman reported observing 

Bighorns leap from twenty-five foot cliffs and use their 

legs to absorb the impact of the fall without any side-

effects. No doubt Muir recognized that his sheep would have 

wound up in a mangled heap had they attempted such feats." 

Coyotes, the enemy of shepherds and domesticated sheep, 

but certainly not Bighorns, were to Muir "beautiful animals 

and although cursed by man are loved by God." The only 

14 Ibid., pp. 532-540 

"Ibid., pp. 548-53. Seton cites Muir six out of 
sixty-eight times in his Bighorn article. Only one other 
individual, J. Baillie-Grohman, author of Camps in the 
Rockies, cited eight times, was recognized more often than 
Muir for having sound information on Bighorn hcQ^its. 
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fault he found in them, as he cynically wrote, was that 

"they are fond of mutton." Muir mourned having to kill 

those that hid near his flock, watching for opportunities to 

cull the old ewes or young lambs. ̂* 

Bears, also feared by shepherds, evoked Muir's 

admiration. Rather than carnivorous brutes to be feared and 

shot as agents of evil out to kill, maim, or otherwise 

destroy economic assets, Muir found them to be valuable by 

their origin. He wrote, "They are not companions of men, 

but children of God, and His charity is broad enough for 

bears. They are objects of his tender keeping .... Bears are 

made of the same dust as we . . . . "̂"̂  

Since Florida, Muir had opposed the standard ways of 

evaluating nature. In the swamps, he had argued that 

traditional utilitarian attitude toward natural resources— 

whether animal, mineral, or vegetable—contradicted a truly 

Christian approach. Humans, from Muir's perspective, had 

made themselves the final judges of resource values. 

Predators such as alligators, coyotes, and bears evoked fear 

and hatred in humans, with whom these creatures competed for 

food and space. They were thus to be hunted out and 

*̂JM to Sarah [Galloway], West Bank of Castle Creek, 27 
February 1869, 2:697-705; JM, Twenty Hill Hollow Journal, 
23:171. 

"jM, "Thoughts upon Finding a Dead Yosemite Bear," 
John of The Mountains: the Unpublished Journals of John 
Muir, edited by Linnie Marsh Wolfe (Madison: University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1979), p. 82 
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eradicated. Muir disagreed with this utilitarian approach 

in the Florida wetlands and continued to disagree on the 

parched California plains and in the lush mountains. Though 

he did not develop either the sheep or coyote theme in 18 69, 

he would remain conscious of his sheep observations and the 

resulting prejudice he developed toward them throughout his 

life. 

Though Muir found little time to "pipe his reed" in 

"yon wild mossy mountains," as Robert Burns, a favorite poet 

of Muir's, had hymned of shepherds, he did find time to 

study plants, animals, and natural phenomena found on the 

plains and hills of his range. His "Twenty Hill Hollow" 

journal records the leaf movement of agave plants throughout 

the day. In their motion he found the expression of order 

in the universe. He wrote philosophically of plants and 

animals moving "out of all specific limits, but by paths and 

motions calculable or otherwise they return to whence they 

set out." Muir expressed his belief in the rational order 

of the world: all things are destined to a cyclical, 

predictable existence.^® 

At this stage in his thought, Enlightenment ideas, like 

those of John Locke, inform much of Muir's perception of the 

natural world. He emphasized the role senses play in human 

perceptions of the environment. He speculated that the 

"JM, Twenty Hill Hollow Journal, January 1869, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 23:165-6. 
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world was a fixed, stable entity interpreted by the brain 

though the senses. "If the creator were to bestow a new set 

of senses upon us, or slightly remodel the present ones, 

leaving all the rest of nature unchanged," he wrote, "we 

would never doubt that we were in another world...."" 

The senses were important interpreters for they shaped 

the human mind. Muir envisioned the mind in the traditional 

manner as a blank slate. After following insect, rodent, 

and bird tracks in the sand early one morning, Muir 

reflected on the state of the mind. Like the sand, "every 

human heart and mind is written upon as soon as it is 

created...." The senses wrote "line upon line" in great 

detail in the mind. Muir expressed his hope that he could 

remember all that his senses recorded there—both the "upper 

and under lines. "̂ ° 

This reflects not only Muir's conception of the 

structure of the human mind but also his understanding of 

the scientific method. Ezra Carr, through conversation and 

lecture, and a host of other scientists, through the books 

Muir read, ingrained the Baconian ideal of scientific 

research into his mind. The good scientist rejected 

speculation and instead observed natural phenomena. After 

^'For a brief discussion of Locke's perceptions of the 
impact of environment on humans see Glacken, Traces on the 
Rhodian Shore, p. 583. JM, Twenty Hill Hollow Journal, 
January 1869, Muir Manuscript Collection, 23:169. 

20 Ibid., 23:167-8 
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compiling as much data as possible, the scientist reflected 

on the facts seeking to discover in them the natural law 

that governed them. 

The inherent danger in this inductive method revolved 

around incomplete evidence. The scientist who failed to 

observe long enough or take enough cases into account often 

postulated a law later proven false. Muir thus hoped, as 

he embarked on his study of the natural world, that his 

memory would retain and recall as much information as it 

could collect against the day of reflection when he would 

try to distill it all into laws. 

Muir's studies during the first couple of years in 

California remained diffuse. Letters to friends and family 

members, as well as his journals, indicate that Muir viewed 

the Sierra not just through the eyes of a scientist, but 

also through those of a landscape artist, in the stripe of 

Edwin Church or John Constable. Like Constable, a noted 

landscapist of the early nineteenth century who wrote 

careful notes on the back of his cloud sketches concerning 

the meteorological conditions that shaped his subjects, ̂^ 

Muir filled his journal with notes on precipitation, 

temperature, and dominant cloud formations. 

He recorded information like a scientist (although it 

should be noted prior to the establishment of a national 

^^Barbara Novak, Nature and Culture: American Landscape 
Painting, 1825-1875 (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1980), pp. 78-81. 
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meteorological service, many Americans kept weather logs 

with their journals) . Yet Muir was not just keeping a 

weather log. Muir, like the artist, saw his task as more 

than just recording phenomena. His task was to illuminate 

the spiritual implications of those phenomena as well. 

Therefore, he recorded his observations of the sublimity of 

nature in the Sierra. As influential English art critic and 

social commentator John Ruskin asserted, the aspects of 

clouds, including their ever-changing structure, color, 

perfect form, are precious to "undiseased minds." Muir 

observed the "works of the sky which the Lord laid over this 

mountain. . . . "̂ ^ 

The light of the Sierra particularly impressed Muir. 

It symbolized divinity. He wrote in December of 1872 about 

the carriage factory accident which almost cost him his 

sight, "I died to light, I lived again, and God who is Light 

has led me tenderly from light to light to the shoreless 

ocean of rayless beamless Spirit Light that bathes these 

holy mountains." In the Valley, "God's precious life-giving 

light" so gripped Muir that he hoped he would be able to 

"wallow" in it after death as a disembodied spirit. ̂^ 

^^John Ruskin, "The Mountain Glory," Little 
Masterpieces, p. 68. JM to James Davie Butler, Yosemite, 18 
May 1870, Muir Manuscript Collection, 2:814-15. 

"jM to Kate Daggett, Yosemite, 30 December 1872, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 2:1230. JM to Jeanne Carr, La 
Grange, Merced Co., Ca., 22 December 1870, Muir Manuscript 
Collection, 2:881. 
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In the meantime, Muir chose to wallow in it embodied in 

flesh and blood. He quit Pat Delaney and the shepherd's 

life and entered the Yosemite Valley in November of 18 69, 

intent on wintering there. He took a job with James 

Hutchings, a hotel owner who had pre-empted one-hundred and 

sixty acres in the valley prior to its withdrawal from the 

public domain in 1864. He was to operate a sawmill for 

Hutchings turning dead trees into boards that would be used 

to expand Hutchings' facilities. Muir had experience with 

such work, having been a partner in a sawmill while in 

Canada. His object, however, was not to be a sawyer but an 

observer of the natural world. 

Muir wrote to Jeanne Carr that he wanted to "listen to 

the winter songs and sermons preached and sung only there." 

Muir's perception, like that of the Romantic landscapists, 

was colored by his belief that he witnessed the presence of 

God in the mountains. "...The glory of the Lord is upon all 

his works," he wrote to his brother David, "it is written 

plainly upon all the fields of every clime, and upon every 

sky, but here in this place of surpassing glory the Lord has 

written in capitals."^* 

Not surprisingly, references to John Ruskin crop up in 

Muir's journals and letters from 1870 to about 1875. 

*̂JM to Jeanne and Ezra Carr, La Grange, Merced Co., 
Ca., 15 November 1869, Muir Manuscript Collection, 2:76''-8 
JM to David Muir, Yosemite, 20 March 1870, Muir Manuscript 
Collection, 2:794. 
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Ruskin's writings influenced a wide variety of Progressive 

reformers in America. Men such as Charles Beard, the 

historian; Daniel Burnham, the creator of White City at the 

Chicago Columbian Exposition in 1893; Frank Lloyd Wright, 

the father of the organic prairie style architecture, who 

asserted that form follows function in building design, all 

gleaned ideas from Ruskin. Muir did too." 

Ruskin believed that the well being of society was 

closely tied to the aesthetic appreciation of nature. He 

asserted, for instance, that universal, all pervasive 

characteristics of mountains contain beneficial lessons for 

humanity. This follows closely from Ruskin's acceptance of 

a close relationship between God and the natural world. 

Whereas Ruskin would assert that beauty, among other things, 

symbolized "Divine attributes in matter," Muir would assert 

that God and beauty were synonyms. Ruskin asserted that the 

artist had to accept the responsibility of a preacher—not 

to explain art but to cajole people into action that leads 

to the creation of art. In sympathy with Ruskin, Muir 

styled himself as a John the Baptist whose duty was to 

immerse in "mountain baptism" everyone he could. ̂^ 

^^Robert M. Crunden, Ministers of Reform: The 
Progressives' Achievement in American Civilization, 1889-
1920 (New York: Basic Books, Inc., 1982), pp. 77-79, 91-2, 
144-51, 156-7. 

^^John Ruskin, "The Mountain Gloom," Little 
Masterpieces, p. 33. John Ruskin, quoted in Crunden's 
Minsters of Reform, p. 147. Ruskin, "Art and Morals," 
Little Masterpieces, pp. 162-3. JM to Emily Pelton, 
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Muir and Ruskin both believed that humanity needed 

nature in order to remain healthy. Muir's philosophy could 

be labeled an evangelical natural theology. He had been 

steeped through his collegiate studies in the natural 

theology espoused by theologians and scientists alike and 

reflected in the works of writers such as William Paley. 

Paley had argued that design in the natural world was not 

only evidence of the existence of God, but a good cross-

reference for the moral, political, and economic laws 

revealed in scripture. In order to understand Muir's later 

stances as a politicized progressive, we must examine his 

beliefs on the relationship between God, humans, and the 

natural world. ̂^ 

In the Sierra, as on his walk south, Muir recognized 

humanity's need for a spiritual vision of the natural world. 

He perceived shepherds, mountaineers, and even some of the 

best teachers in society all afflicted by apathy and 

blindness toward the manifestations of God in the Sierra. 

Muir encountered many people whose activities put them in 

contact with nature, but whose attitudes still remained 

materialistic. Muir lamented, "all the influences of the 

mountains ... even the mountain baptism is of no avail." 

Yosemite, 15 May 1870, Muir Manuscript Collection, 2:818. 

"̂̂ For a discussion of the social context in which Mui: 
derived his ideas, see George Marsden, Fundamentalism and 
American Culture: The Shaping of Twentieth-Century 
Evangelicalism, 1870-1925 (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1980), pp. 11-26. 
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Even the great philosophers and ministers, he wrote, are "so 

ground and pressed by the mills of culture that God cannot 

play a single tune upon them."^° 

In 1871, he moaned to J.B. McChesney, one of Jeanne 

Carr's friend who accompanied Muir on several of his 

mountain trips, "Man as he came from the hand of his Maker 

was poetic in both mind and body, but the gross heathenism 

of civilization has generally destroyed nature, and poetry, 

and all that is spiritual." Here Muir reiterated his 

belief that only humans had fallen from the perfect state in 

which God had created them. Yet the consequences of that 

fall had been far reaching. Not only had it affected the 

relationship of humans with God, but had affected their 

ability to understand and cultivate spiritual things.'* 

Muir doubted that even those who journeyed to see the 

sublime sights of Yosemite would actually see them. Using a 

Biblical allusion from Mark 8.18, he commented on a brightly 

clad tourist band: "They were going to one of God's 

sublimest temples, but few I fear will find God there. A 

game of blindman's bluff mostly. Eyes have they but they 

see not." As he himself became more familiar with the 

mountains, observing and experiencing more of their 

"Sierra Journal, Summer of 1869, vol. 2, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 31:315f. JM to Charles Warren 
Stoddard, 2 February 1872, Muir Manuscript Collection, 
2:1013. 

"JM to J.B. McChesney, 19 September 1871, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 2:967. 
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spiritual composure, he became more and more convinced that 

anyone could see God there if he only knew how to look. As 

a result, Muir worked out the philosophy of nature/human 

interaction that would emerge in his later preservationist 

writings. Like a missionary, he based his later literary 

career on changing peoples' attitudes and teaching them how 

to experience God in His "mountain temples."^° 

Muir's perception of God's mystical presence in the 

Sierra became more pronounced in proportion to his exposure 

there. His first view of Cathedral peak, while herding 

sheep nearby in the summer of 18 69, confirmed that not only 

he but even such a spiritually insensitive person as Billy, 

a fellow shepherd, perceived a certain peculiarity 

concerning the peak. "Even Billy," he wrote, "has noticed 

this temple not made of hands." Billy noticed it but did 

not feel the "invisible influence" Muir felt. "Were I to 

put a snowball in the fire and find that it would not melt 

however long exposed to heat," Muir recorded in his 1869 

summer journal, "I would not be more surprised than I am at 

this unmelting condition of soul in exposure to the rays of 

God' s beauty. "̂ ^ 

Like Ruskin, Muir believed that a "disease" of the mind 

provided the explanation for human insensitivity to the 

^°Sierra Journal, Summer of 18 69, vol. 2, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 31:310f. 

^^Ibid., Muir Manuscript Collection, 31:361-363 
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spiritual influences of the natural world. Muir 

characterized such a state of being as possessing an impure, 

or unclean heart. Working from moral teachings of Christ, 

Muir believed in the validity of the beatitude "Blessed are 

the pure in heart for they shall see God." From Muir's 

perspective, the only reason people could not see God 

manifest in the natural world was that their hearts were 

full of selfish, material wants rather than selfless, 

spiritual desires. Later, Muir amplified on the necessity 

of approaching the natural world in a state of 

"cleanliness," (openness to spiritual vision) rather than in 

a state of "impurity" (cultural insensitivity): "All that 

is required [to experience 'God's best gifts'] is to expose 

oneself in a clean condition and they pour into us as 

sunshine into the pores ofi a tree."^^ 

Muir's vision of clean and unclean was drawn mostly 

from scripture. In the Old Testament, God had outlined 

various rules and regulations for his people to follow. 

These rules, as interpreted by Christians, revolved around 

loving God and loving ones neighbor. Whereas Old Testament 

regulations emphasized physical actions. New Testament 

thinkers such as Jesus, Paul, and James were as interested 

in proper motivations and attitudes as actions. It seems 

that Muir understood "clean" and "unclean" in such a way. 

^^John Ruskin, "The Mountain Glory," Little 
Masterpieces, p. 68. Matthew 5.8. Muir Manuscript 
Collection, 31:371. 
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Like most evangelicals in his day, he frowned on violence, 

sexual promiscuity, drinking, and other vices, but more 

important than these was the individual's attitude toward 

life. It was one thing never to kill a man, but quite 

another to love others so that hatred never provokes the 

desire for violence. 

As Thomas Dick, and his predecessors had taught, nature 

was the best example of morality. Civilization, which was 

entirely the creation of fallen man, led to perversions of 

truth. These ideas sound very Transcendentalist, but it is 

more likely that Muir picked them up from reading authors 

such as Dick, listening to frontier evangelists, and talking 

to friends such as Jeanne Carr, who indirectly infused him 

with Romantic ideas. Only after Muir was in Yosemite, after 

he had developed the foundation of his ideas concerning 

nature and culture did he have any direct contact with 

Transcendentalism. 

In the summer of 1871, Ralph Waldo Emerson, the great 

Transcendentalist himself, visited the Yosemite Valley. He 

and Muir became friends and carried on a correspondence that 

lasted until the end of Emerson's life. The relationship 

between the two was built on mutual respect. The 

Transcendentalist placed Muir on his list of individuals who 

embodied his philosophy. After all, Emerson praised those 

who could "perceive relations hidden from other men, 

disclose underlying unity of experience and so help direct 
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the course of events." Muir was just that. As Leo Marx 

asserted in The Machine in the Garden. Emerson hoped to find 

someone who could place the machine in right relationship 

with the pastoral landscape. To Emerson, Muir must have 

been perfect. Muir tended Hutchings mill sawing dead and 

downed trees into lumber for summer cabins. He had in fact 

rebuilt it—displaying his mechanical aptitude. Yet, the 

sawyer knew all about the spiritual values of wilderness. 

For Emerson, Muir exemplified the true man. He had 

subjugated the machine to the morality of nature. ̂^ 

In turn, Muir began devouring Emerson's writings as 

quickly as Emerson could send them, and reading some of 

Thoreau's. Yet he recognized that the old philosopher had 

lost some of his youthful fervor. Whereas Emerson sided 

with Jeanne Carr in encouraging Muir to come down from the 

mountains and write books about his spiritual vision, Muir 

wrote Emerson in 1872 that "One day's exposure will do more 

than carloads of books. No photographer's plate is so 

sensitive as those of the human soul provided only that they 

are pure." In Yosemite, the streams and waterfalls chanted 

and sang the psalms and "God himself [was] preaching." Like 

the Emerson who penned "The American Scholar" and asserted 

that books were for a scholar's idle times, Muir believed, 

from both his experiences on his Gulf journey and in the 

33 Marx, The Machine in the Garden, p. 242 
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high Sierra, that God's creative work was ongoing and that 

mankind could, should, and must see and experience it. ̂* 

To Muir, the Sierras were a great stage on which God 

acted. He wrote: "One seems to be in a majestically domed 

pavilion in which a grand play is being acted and the 

scenery is so fine ...." Muir was exhilarated at the 

thought that he was viewing the divine creation and thought 

he would be in heaven if he were eternally staked out in a 

meadow in order to watch the seasonal creative acts pass 

before his eyes. "God is the actor," he wrote, "and the 

speeches and the music and the acting are 'first class in 

every particular.'"^^ 

Muir saw the whole Sierra experience as heaven. He 

witnessed in a letter to Jeanne Carr, "You speak of dying 

and going to the woods, I am dead and gone to heaven." 

Muir's vision of heaven cut through Christian metaphors to 

the mystical experience they described. Heaven to Muir, as 

it had been to John, the apocalyptic writer on the isle of 

Patmos, was to live in the presence of God. Muir believed 

that now he truly lived in God's mountain temple, where 

God's presence was evident. He listened to "the winter 

*̂JM to Ralph Waldo Emerson, 18 March 1872, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 2:1068-71. Sierra Journal, Summer of 
1869, vol. 3, Muir Manuscript Collection, 31:486. 

^^Sierra Journal, Summer of 1869, vol. 1, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 31:178, and ibid, vol. 3, 31:499. 
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songs and sermons preached and sung only there." He 

confessed to his brother David, 

I have not been at church a single time since 
leaving home. Yet this glorious valley might well 
be called a church for every lover of the great 
Creator who comes within the broad overwhelming 
influences of the place fail not to worship as 
they never did before. ̂^ 

He believed everything to be made by a personal creator 

who delighted in his creation. In July 18 69, he wrote that 

creation "is all one outpour emanation from God," a 

statement that reflects the Christian doctrine that every

thing was spoken into existence, created ex nihilo, by God. 

In August of the same year, writing that "Everything seems 

consciously peaceful, thoughtfully [a]waiting God's will," 

he observed that nature, like himself, trusted in a loving 

creator. At the end of his first Sierra summer, further 

reflecting his desire to enter into a deeper mystical 

communion with God, he wrote that his perceived life goal 

was not to be a great man but "only to learn and enjoy God's 

thoughts." By 1871, after wandering in the wilderness like 

John the Baptist (a prophet in whose likeness Muir enjoyed 

presenting himself), communing along with the rest of his 

created brethren with his creator, and studying the valleys 

for the evidence of the glacial activity that he believed 

God used to create the Sierra topography, he reported: "How 

^̂ JM to Jeanne Carr, 6 December 1869, Muir Manuscript 
Collection, 2:778. JM to Jeanne and Ezra Carr, 15 November 
1869, Muir Manuscript Collection, 2:767. JM to David Muir, 
20 March [1870?], Muir Manuscript Collection, 2:793. 
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human is God when we come to know Him by Himself." Muir 

thus indicated that he believed that he had communed with 

God in solitude and come to know Him for who He was. ̂" 

To Muir, God was the great "Master Builder" who 

continuously worked with almost human enthusiasm, to carve 

out valleys with glaciers, to water the world with r a m and 

snow showers, to clean the forest with storms of wind, 

water, and ice, and to create perfect creatures fully 

adapted to their environment. Muir's ideology matched his 

experience. He envisioned the happiness God must have felt 

after inventing the pine seed—"a one winged bird with one 

feather and which in all its life takes but one flight." 

Like most people, Muir projected his own motives and 

emotions, and even his own form, on his deity."̂ ^ 

Yet, Muir's assertion that God was a "master builder" 

does not mean that he accepted the "clock-builder" metaphor 

of Enlightenment thinkers. Muir's perception of God offered 

little room for the deistic conception of an ultra-transcen

dent God. Of the agnosticism that stemmed from 

Enlightenment perceptions of God, fashionable in his day 

'̂'sierra Journal, Summer of 1869, vol. 1, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 31:184; ibid, vol. 3, 31:511, 524; 
Yosemite, etc. notebook, Muir Manuscript Collection, 31:676. 
This journal passage must have been overlooked by scholars 
like Linnie Marsh Wolfe and later biographers, who claim 
that Muir's "God" was a great impersonal force. 

"[Philosophy and Religion], Muir Manuscript 
Collection, 34:1989; Sierra Journal, Summer of 1869, vol. 1, 
31:179. 
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among not only scientists but also many churchmen, Muir 

wrote, "The notion seems to be all but universal that God 

has finished the world and harnessed it with laws and sent 

it rolling through space all perfect and complete and 

moreover that we can know God only by tradition . . . . " His 

observations, he believed, disproved the validity of their 

"closet studies" of both God and nature. From his 

observations he believed the truth to be a middle ground 

between ultra-transcendency and ultra-immanence, that is, he 

neither advocated that God was totally outside the created 

realm nor that God was totally encompassed by the natural 

world. He believed, rather, that "God is living and 

working, working like a human being, by human methods and 

though always unsearchable and infinite ... always, whether 

in calm or storm, working out a higher and yet higher 

beauty." God was anthropomorphically involved in shaping 

the world to achieve beauty and harmony.^' 

Nature, in Muir's cosmology, was not God, but the great 

Mother of all. He witnessed the humanity of wilderness and 

the talkative, sympathetic rocks and explained these attrib

utes by saying, "No wonder when we consider that we all have 

the same Father and Mother." Muir wrote that Nature "cheers 

us like a mother with tender prattle words of love 

ministering to all our friendlessness and weariness." He 

^'[Philosophy and Religion], Muir Manuscript 
Collection, 34:1989. 
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recognized that if he was to assert that God was the great 

father of all creation, then there had to be a mother of 

created things. Since all were formed from the earth, the 

earth and its processes, cumulatively defined as nature, 

became the great mother.*° 

Muir implies nature's status in his cosmology when, 

commenting on his reading of Ruskin to his friend, J.B. 

McChesney, he writes, "This my friend is the true 

infidelity—a disbelief in the constancy and sufficiency and 

everlastingness of God's Love as written in Nature." For 

Muir, Christianity and "Mountainaity" were "streams from the 

same fountain." It seems that Muir took great offense at 

Ruskin's assertion that evil and its associated uncleanness 

had a place in the natural world. In Ruskin's "The Mountain 

Gloom," the critic had asserted that "no good or lovely 

thing exists in this world without its corresponding 

darkness," and that God sent evil to warn humans of their 

potential to become calloused about evil things. God also 

sent evil into the world for people to repair as part of 

their duty as stewards and servants of God 41 

*°Sierra Journal, Summer of 1869, vol. 3, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 31:512ff; Yosemite, etc. notebook, 
Muir Manuscript Collection, 31:652. 

*̂ JM to J.B. McChesney, 9 January 1873, Muir Manuscript 
Collection, 2:1233. John Ruskin, "The Mountain Gloom," 
Little Masterpieces, pp. 54, 53. 
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Muir's idealization of nature's spirituality 

prohibited him from such a perception. To him, nature was 

unfallen, hence pure, sinless, and without any manifestation 

of evil in it. Muir found in wilderness mountain landscapes 

a place where, as Thomas Dick wrote, "moral evil has never 

shed its malign influence." As such, the mountains Muir 

tramped delivered the very best lessons in positive 

morality. Muir read Ruskin asserting that the dead, 

unorganized matter found in nature was foul and unclean. 

Muir rejoined that such an assertion implied that Ruskin had 

never lived out in nature. If Ruskin would "dwell among the 

powers of the mountains," he wrote, "he would forget all 

dictionary differences betwixt clean and unclean, and he 

would lose all memory and meaning of the diabolical sin 

begotten term foulness." Such representations of the 

natural world, heresies as Muir perceived them, almost 

persuaded him to be "a preacher."*^ 

In fact, Muir's journals are filled with his 

preaching about the relationship between God and nature. 

Nature, in Muir's philosophy, followed the supreme law that 

he believed God set forth in the beginning to rule the 

behavior of all creation. All of undepraved creation, pens 

Muir, "proclaim[s] with one accord the doctrine of love as 

*^Dick, The Christian Philosopher, p. 88. John Ruskin, 
"The Mountain Gloom," Little Masterpieces, p. 37. JM to 
Jeanne Carr, Yosemite, 3 April 1871, Muir Manuscript 
Collection, 2:911. 
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the law of the rocky realms." The robins say, "'fear not, 

only joy and love is here.'" On seeing a water ouzel 

playing in a waterfall, Muir wrote that "We may miss the 

meaning of the loud resounding torrent but the still small 

voice—only Love is in it." Ultimately, he told his sister 

Margaret Reid, in 1873, 

Yet whatever we can read in all the world is 
contained in that sentence of boundless meaning, 
'God is Love.' This is the sum and substance of 
all that the sunshine utters, and all that is 
spoken by calms and storms of the mountains, and 
by what we call terrible earthquakes and furious 
torrents, and wild beating tone of the ocean. 

All these manifestations are but forms of 
that one utterance, 'God is love.' *̂  

He did not believe, as popular culture interpreted 

Darwin, that the natural world was governed by a sometimes 

violent struggle within or between species. To Muir, 

species adapted to their environments because God was 

continually creating and tending His creation. Muir was 

aware of Darwin's arguments, but was unwilling to accept 

their implications in light of his view that nature operated 

harmoniously and non-violently under the law of love. 

Commenting on the hunting of robins for San Francisco 

markets, Muir found it irreconcilable for Christians, though 

only animals like any other species in the Darwinian view, 

*3Yosemite, etc. notebook, Muir Manuscript Collection, 
31-678; Sierra Journal, Summer of 1869, vol. 3, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 31:477; ibid., vol. 2, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 31:321f; [Bears], Muir Manuscript 
Collection, 34:2018, JM to Maggie Lauder [Margaret Muir 
Reid], 1 March 1873, Muir Manuscript Collection, 2:1248. 
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to participate in the wild robin trade. He wrote, "'Tis but 

race living on race to be sure, but Christians full of Love, 

and 'higher planes', and 'culture' etc., need hardly to be 

pushed to such straits while wheat and apples grow." Muir 

seems to indicate that man need not prey on wild animals as 

long as he cultivates the fruit of his fields. As in many 

other places, Muir appears to assert that Christian people 

can and should occupy a relationship with the natural world 

akin to that enjoyed by the first two humans in the garden 

of Eden. Like them, Muir argues, humans in right relation 

to God should exist on the fruit of the garden not on the 

flesh of the animals co-existing with them in the garden.** 

Muir's attitude toward Darwinian evolution will be 

analyzed in greater detail in chapter VII. Let it suffice 

to say at this point, however, that Muir, like many of his 

scientific contemporaries, especially California geologist 

Joseph LeConte, accepted only a small amount of Darwin's 

theory as truth. Instead, he accepted the concept of 

gradual change, but retained the direct agency of God in his 

perception of universal order. 

In line with many Christian philosophers and scientists 

before him, Muir believed that God had arranged harmoniously 

the affinities within nature. "There is no mystery but the 

mystery of harmony," he wrote, "... all causes ... are only 

**Sierra Journal, Summer of 1869, vol. 1, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 31:167f. 
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proximate and lead on indefinitely into the impenetrable 

mystery of infinity." In other words, scientific 

observation of nature revealed the mysterious harmonies that 

provide for the survival of species. Scientists seeking the 

cause of these harmonious interrelationships would 

eventually conclude, asserted Muir, that only an infinite, 

unbounded creator beyond man's total comprehension could be 

responsible for it all. While all the intricacies of 

natural affinities and repulsions, as Muir described the 

workings of the natural world, could not be fully explained, 

the overarching interpretation of the natural order was 

summed up in the Christian concept of divine love. In 

reconciling death and destruction within nature with his 

spiritual vision of nature, Muir wrote: 

God scatters 'firebrands, arrows and death' among 
the fairest of his terrestrial creations but they 
are scattered as the stars are scattered through 
the heavens in glorious harmony, all in joyful 
subordination to the law of Love. *̂  

Muir's holistic vision of the world revolved around the 

relationship between the Creator and the creation. "All 

that is God-made," he wrote, "is related and oned [united] 

by forces inescapable as all comprehending gravity." Muir 

saw God as immanently working in his creation because he 

loved to create beautiful things and he loved what he 

created. Of God's love, Muir wrote, "All the world floats 

*^Yosemite, etc. notebook, Muir Manuscript Collection, 
31:696, 32:784. 

^ ^ 
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safe and warm in the Love of God .... All storms of sky 

above us, of earth beneath us are only the various 

expressions of God's enduring love." All the processes of 

nature worked together within the all pervasive unifying 

force of divine love to further perfect the beauty of 

creation.** 

Muir believed that creation, as a living entity, 

enjoyed existing when it operated within the law of love. 

"God's spirit is felt brooding," he wrote, invoking the 

Genesis account depicting God at work creating the world, 

"with boundless eternal love over all making every lifecell 

rejoice." Since humans lacked the true vision of the 

relationship the rest of creation enjoyed with God and 

refused to submit to the law of love, human existence lacked 

peace and joy. Thus, nature's role in the redemption of 

man, in Muir's world view, was to evangelize or woo man into 

a right relationship with his creator.*'' 

Nature accomplished this through example. "Never 

before had I seen beauty like this," wrote Muir as he 

traveled up into the Sierras, "... every dome and peak with 

their forests and sculpture proclaiming God's glory in tones 

of human love none could fail to understand." Observing the 

spiritual attraction of Cathedral peak and its surrounding 

**"Illilouette," Muir Manuscript Collection, 34:2116; 
Yosemite, etc., notebook, Muir Manuscript Collection, 
31:657. 

*''Sierra Journal, Summer of 1869, vol. 2, 31:340. 

•vK 
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forests during his first siimmer of mountain life, Muir 

commented on the efficacy of nature's evangelism, "no dead 

dry box buildings however grandly spired and colored will 

ever bring us into the true and healthy relations with the 

creator as will these holy wilderness groves." To 

misunderstand this as advocacy of druidism, as some scholars 

have done, would be taking Muir's entire philosophy out of 

context. He believed, as he wrote to his old Canadian 

employers, the Trouts and Jays, that if people would only 

listen to creation's message and see what God wrote in his 

creation, "you would be far happier and you would love each 

other and the world and your bible far better."*® 

He worked within a Christian context and only sought to 

purify his human brethren's vision of God and to expand it 

to include all of God's revelation of himself and his 

intentions. In the sectarian climate of Christianity during 

the Gilded age, Muir, like a Disciple of Christ, sought the 

true, unifying God, of whom he wrote Catherine Merrill, "He 

flows in grand undivided currents, shoreless boundless over 

creeds and forms and all kinds of civilizations and peoples 

and beasts, saturating all and fountainizing all."*' 

God had led him into the wilderness to teach him great 

spiritual lessons, much like God did the Israelites, Elijah, 

*°Ibid., 31:340, 332. JM to Trouts and Jays, 28 
November 1871, Muir Manuscript Collection, 2:1000. 

*'JM to Catherine Merrill, 9 June 1872, Muir Manuscript 
Collection, 2:1123. 
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John the Baptist, and Jesus in Christian scripture, 

Muhammad, the Islamic prophet, and Gautama Buddha, the 

founder of Buddhism. Interestingly, Muir often portrayed 

himself and nature as modern John the Baptists. John the 

Baptist, as portrayed in the Bible, was charged with calling 

to repentance the Jews, who had turned away from truly 

worshipping God in the name of religion, and with preparing 

the way for the messiah. Of mountain flowers growing in the 

alpine tundra above the tree line Muir writes, "They are 

gentle John Baptists proclaiming the gospel of harmonious 

love in the cold realms of ice." He described himself as 

John the Baptist, anxious to "have all nations and tongues 

baptized in this glorious terrestrial mountain beauty." He 

knew that if he could get men into the wilderness and point 

them to God's natural revelation, then nature could do the 

rest. "Everybody in the least natural," he wrote concerning 

God's prevenient grace and the role wilderness plays in 

redemption, "is guided more than he is aware of and all the 

wilderness is full of tricks and plans to get us into God's 

light." "We seem to imagine," he wrote, 

that since Herod beheaded John the Baptist there 
is no longer any voice crying in the Wilderness. 
But no one in the wilderness can possibly make 
such a mistake. No wilderness in the world is so 
desolate as to be without God's ministers. The 
love of God covers all the earth as the sky covers 
it and fills in every pore. And this love has 
voices heard by all who have ears to hear. 
Everything breaks into songs of Divine Love just 
as banks of snow, cold and silent, burst forth in 
songful cascading water. Yosemite creek is at 
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once one of the most sublime and sweetest voiced 
evangels of the Wilderness of the Sierra 50 

Like Ruskin, Muir believed that art, in his case 

nature, perfected morality. For the rest of his life, Muir 

preached the efficacy of wilderness to those who would 

listen. As a "servant of servants," a phrase reminiscent of 

Christ's admonition to his disciples that the greatest among 

them would be the most humble servant, he tried to save the 

sick of spirit by pointing them to the purity of wilderness 

so wilderness, God's art, could do its job. When "lord 

man," servant of "lord technology," desired to destroy the 

wilderness, Muir strove to save it so that, in turn, it 

might point man to God.^^ 

Muir, an evangelical Christian progressive, had "one 

big, well-defined faith for humanity as a workman," as he 

put it, with Christian idealism reminiscent of Isaiah's 

vision of the new creation, "that the time is coming when 

every 'article of manufacture' will be as purely a work of 

God as are these mountains and pine trees and bonnie loving 

flowers." He believed that man needed to remember that "the 

world is one word of God and his angels his men and his 

^°"Mountainaity . . . , " Muir Manuscript Collection, 
34:2131; JM to Emily Pelton, 15 May 1870, Muir Manuscript 
Collection, 2:822; JM to Trouts and Jays, 28 November 1871, 
Muir Manuscript Collection, 2:1000; Sierra Journal, Summer 
of 1869, vol. 3, 31:519; Yosemite, etc. notebook, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 32:775. 

^^John Ruskin, "Art and Morals," Little Masterpieces, 
p. 103. 
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beasts together form one pure globe of primary fountain 

life." As both a Christian mystic, who knew God and his 

message, and a progressive-minded millenialist, who desired 

to bring about a new era where love and compassion reigned 

in place of hatred and greed, Muir's message remained 

intact: Go to the mountains, for 

blessed is the man who may summer on these heights 
absorbing their inspiring beauty, learning and 
loving their varied life, drinking their songful 
waters, breathing their azure skies, and above all 
bathing in their pure fountain Light." 

"jM to Kate N. Daggett, 30 December 1872, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 2:1230. Muir Manuscript Collection, 
32:2018, 31:701. Robert Crunden, in his Ministers of 
Reform, would assert that Muir's age would make him more a 
progressive prototype rather than a true progressive. 
However, Muir's life experiences and social outlook fit well 
with Crunden's definition of a progressive. Muir came from 
a religious home, where the doctrine and theology were 
ambiguous as a result of the asectarian Disciples doctrine. 
Though Muir lived through the Civil War, he did so at a 
distance, first in Wisconsin and then in Canada. He, like 
Crunden's sample, struggled to find a satisfying occupation 
and did not do so until the mid-1870s, as a journalist, but 
he then gave it up when he inherited his father-in-law's 
fruit farm. Ultimately, he returned to writing and became a 
political activist. His biographical similarities enabled 
him worked well with later progressives like Teddy Roosevelt 
and for a time with Gifford Pinchot. See Crunden, Ministers 
of Reform, pp. 274-8. 

^ \ 



CHAPTER VI 

GLACIERS AND THE ART OF 

LANDSCAPE FORMATION 

Experiences and influences from his boyhood in Scotland 

to the beginning of his trip to the Gulf laid a landscape in 

John Muir's mind built up of a variety of sediments. Some 

experiences, such as cobbling together an ice-boat to skim 

along the frozen Mississippi, appear to have been coarse, 

easily erodible sediments. The biographer finds little 

trace of these in Muir's mind in his later years. Other 

influences, such as his Calvinist heritage, his Disciples 

open-mindedness, and his appreciation of the unity and order 

in the natural world, seem to have been fine sediments 

melded by the heat and pressure of the rapidly changing 

society of mid-nineteenth century America into granitic 

ideas. His travels in the South just after the Civil War 

began eroding his weaker ideological constructs as a stream 

does the silt of a new sandbar. His nature study and his 

contact with intellectual forces in the persons of Harvard 

botanist Asa Gray, California geologist Joseph LeConte, and 

a host of other friends and acquaintances—like great 

glaciers shaping his sensibilities—eroded and polished his 

ideology into an upright landscape of strong, deep-seated 

convictions. 

Muir exuded deep appreciation for the landscape of the 

Sierra and especially the Yosemite Valley. He never doubted 

148 
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that in exploring the region he saw the imminent creative 

force of God still at work. Such a perception casts Muir in 

the uniformitarian geological camp. 

Uniformitarians asserted that the agencies responsible 

for shaping landscapes in the past were presently working to 

shape the present landscape. Historians of geology have 

broken uniformitarianism into three interconnected 

assumptions held by geologists in the Lyell school to 

varying degrees. The first assumption was that of 

"actualism"; the idea that geological causes operating in 

the present also operated in the past. The second 

assumption placed great emphasis on the "gradualness" of 

geological change. The third, and most controversial among 

geologists, was that of a steady-state earth. Geologists 

had since the seventeenth century argued that the life of 

the earth was marked by a linear progression toward death. 

Lyell, following the deist geologist James Button, argued 

that earth history was cyclical, not linear, and that 

geologic forces took the planet through a cycle of 

geological and climatological states without any significant 

progress toward an end.'*' 

An examination of Muir's ideas concerning the agencies 

responsible for the present geomorphological condition of 

the Yosemite Valley will demonstrate Muir's commitment to 

^See Martin J. S. Rudwick, The Meaning of Fossils: 
Episodes in the History of Paleontology, 2d ed. (New York 
Science History Publications, USA, 1976), pp. 185-7. 
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the first two uniformitarian conditions. He expressed his 

somewhat equivocal commitment to the third—steady-state 

earth history—while recuperating from typhoid in Cedar 

Keys, Florida. Muir wrote. 

This star, our own good earth, made many a 
successful journey around the heavens ere man was 
made, and whole kingdoms of creatures enjoyed 
existence and returned to dust ere man appeared to 
claim them. After human beings have also played 
their part in Creation's plan, they too may 
disappear without any general burning or 
extraordinary commotion whatever. 

In this passage, Muir certainly allowed for a very long 

geological chronology implying gradual changes. He seems to 

have rejected the standard progressive, linear 

interpretation of history, which suggests that the earth 

would be destroyed by a general conflagration, though he did 

suggest that the earth might benefit from the incineration 

of mankind. Instead, Muir's vision of the geological future 

seems actualist and eternal—things would go on after human 

extinction as they had before human creation.^ 

However, Muir did not wholly accept the deistic steady-

state earth that Button and Lyell envisioned. Muir rather 

saw the creator actively intervening in the maintenance of 

creation's order. In this sense, perhaps Muir is better 

described as a Christian uniformitarian. He believed that 

God created and actively maintained a generally steady-state 

2jM, A Thousand Mile Walk to the Gulf, p. 140 
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earth through gradual, eternal processes that had not varied 

in intensity throughout time. 

As Muir observed the world around him, the evidence of 

ancient glacial action intruded itself on his mind. Perhaps 

having never lived anywhere where glacial action was not 

apparent, since both Scotland and Wisconsin were heavily 

glaciated, Muir was perhaps more predisposed than others to 

see glacial evidence. Yet, more than just predisposition to 

recognize glacial forms encouraged him to build a causal 

interpretation of the Yosemite Valley. Muir's deep yearning 

to understand the methods God used to create the surrounding 

landscape inspired him to collect and compose erratic 

boulders, glacial stria (ice carved grooves in rock), and 

rock forms into a unifying explanation of landscape 

formation. 

In order to understand that Muir was not mono-

dimensional—that he was not just some "nature faker," who 

glorified the ecstasy of outdoor life to the point of 

exaggeration, nor merely the leader of a bunch of "long

haired men and short-haired women" radicals in the 

preservation movement—we must examine his career as a 

scientist. In so doing it seems essential to analyze the 

philosophy upon which many of Muir's conclusions on 

landscape formation were based and explain the methodology 

he used to gather evidence to prove his assertions about 

glaciation and the formation of mountain landscapes. 

• — - — ' < \ 
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Muir detected evidence of glaciation immediately upon 

beginning his sojourn in the Sierras in 1869. While herding 

sheep for "Smokey Jack" Connel, Muir found polished erratic 

boulders and later concluded that the Sierras had been 

covered by a massive universal ice-cap that had ground down 

the mountains of the range.^ This discovery predisposed 

him to the possibility of a glacial origin of the Yosemite 

valley. Once in the valley, Muir's scientific curiosity 

merged with his creationist philosophy to lead him to 

question how God had created the renowned landscape of 

Yosemite. The use of Baconian induction, essential, at 

least rhetorically, to the geologists of his day, was also 

the principal method for ascertaining religious truth within 

primitivist Christianity from which he had emerged and the 

natural theologies that so influenced his interpretation of 

nature. It was thus natural for Muir to use the Baconian 

method in his own detailed scientific research to gather 

evidence to support his mystical vision of the 

environment.* 

The scientific grounding upon which his evolving career 

as a naturalist and nature writer was based enabled him to 

recognize and explain the qualities of the landscapes he 

championed. Prefacing John Muir's Studies in the Sierras, a 

^Linnie Marsh Wolfe, Son of the Wilderness, p. 121. 

*See George Daniels, American Science in the Ace cf 
Jackson (New York: Columbia University Press, 1968); 
Marsden, Religion in American Culture. 

— — — w ^ B j v ^ 
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volume collecting Muir's 1874-5 Overland Monthly articles on 

the glacial development of the Yosemite landscape, William 

Colby wrote, "One of John Muir's greatest achievements ... 

was his early recognition and announcement of the important 

part played by glaciation in the origin of the Yosemite 

valley."^ 

While Colby's introduction is somewhat hagiographic, as 

is much of the scholarship on Muir, it illustrates an almost 

forgotten side of John Muir and American science. 

Naturalists in Muir's generation and before were much more 

likely to have been trained broadly in science and 

participate in scientific activity outside the realm of the 

university. By the twentieth century, American scientists 

defined their profession in terms of education and research. 

In Muir's time, however, the state of science remained more 

open. Muir remained much more an amateur geologist than 

his American and European peers. Whereas many American 

geologists such as James Dwight Dana and Joseph LeConte 

found employment doing geology in colleges and others such 

as Josiah Dwight Whitney, Clarence King, John Wesley Powell, 

and Ferdinand Hayden found employment in government 

sponsored surveys, John Muir was not employed to do geology. 

Instead, like his Scottish geological counterpart, Hugh 

Miller, Muir made his most lasting reputation for his 

^John Muir, Studies in the Sierras, edited by William 
E. Colby (San Francisco: Sierra Club Press, 1960), p. xv. 
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journalism. For the most part, those employed to do geology 

were professionals; those who did geology, no matter how 

well, who earned their living in other professions remained 

amateurs. Much of Muir's life was consumed by the incisive 

observation of the entire natural world, but in many ways, 

Muir loved to study glaciers. He studied their ancient 

remains up and down the West Coast, he studied them alive in 

Alaska. It was on the basis of his glacial studies that 

Muir was renowned by scientists and laymen alike as one of 

California's most eminent scientists.^ 

Most nineteenth century scientists studying glaciers, 

especially prior to 1859, such as Louis Agassiz and John 

Tyndall, researched the mechanics of active glaciers in 

Northern Europe and Greenland. Agassiz in particular 

speculated on the extent of ancient glaciers and developed 

the theory of the Ice Age upon discovering that glaciers had 

once reached as far south as Lebanon. Yet when these 

professional glaciologists spoke of ancient glaciers, they 

emphasized their existence, extent, and mechanical operation 

rather than their role in landscape construction. Muir, 

like European glacial geomorphologists in the post-1859 era. 

*See Michael L. Smith, Pacific Visions: California 
Scientists and the Environment. 1850-1915 (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1987), esp. p. 224, n. 2. 
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strove primarily to see the big picture: how glaciers 

affected the landscapes they once covered.'' 

One of the earliest debates concerning glacial 

geomorphology arose in Muir's homeland, Scotland. 

Geologists had debated the origin of the parallel roads of 

Glenroy near Inverness since the end of the eighteenth 

century. Most uniformitarian British geologists, including 

Charles Darwin, had interpreted the formation as parallel 

beaches that had been created by the sea when the British 

Isles had been submerged. When Louis Agassiz toured Britain 

in 1840, he extended his Ice Age theory by pointing to 

evidence of glaciation throughout Scotland. Upon inspecting 

the Glenroy site, Agassiz suggested that the beaches had 

been formed not by the sea, but by a glacial lake. 

Certainly as a boy, Muir must have heard about Agassiz's 

interpretations. After all the debate was not confined to 

esoteric scientific journals. Rather the letter in which 

Agassiz made his bold pronouncements was first published in 

a popular periodical. The Scotsman. Even so, the primary 

use of this geologic structure was as evidence that Scotland 

had been glaciated, not how glaciers had shaped the landscape 8 

"^Gordon L. Davies, The Earth in Decay: A History of 
British Geomorphology, 1578-1878 (London: MacDonald 
Technical and Scientific Publishers, Ltd., e 1969), p. 301 

®See Davies, The Earth in Decay, esp. pp. 279-94. See 
also Martin J. S. Rudwick, "Darwin and Glenroy," Studies in 
the History & Philosophy of Science, 5 (1974): 97-185. For 
an analysis of Scottish geology during the nineteenth 
century in general, see David R. Oldroyd, The Highlands 
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That work remained largely undone until after the 

1850s. Sir Andrew Ramsay suggested in 1859 that glaciers 

had abraded and smoothed the valleys of the Alps and 

excavated the basins forming the lakes of the English Lake 

District. In 1863, Ramsay's work was published in the 

American Journal of Science and received a wide hearing 

among Americans. This theory was supported by Archibald 

Gieke, a member of the Geological Survey of Scotland and 

later author of the influential Scenery of Scotland, as 

being the only satisfactory explanation for Scottish lochs. 

No doubt Ezra Carr pointed out Ramsay's article to his 

classes as they looked across Lake Mendota.' 

John Tyndall, a disciple of Ramsay's glacial erosion 

theory, asserted that glaciers had not only gouged out lakes 

but had been responsible for the entire present day 

landscape of glaciated regions. This is not to say that 

these ideas were prevalent in Britain. As historian of 

science G. L. Davies points out, Darwin and other geologists 

believed such radical views of glaciers to be 

"preposterous." Not even Ramsay would go quite as far as 

Tyndall in attributing the geomorphological character of the 

landscape entirely to glacial sculpting. Thus, Muir was one 

of the few who were willing in the late 1860s and early 

Controversy: Constructing Geological Knowledge through 
Fieldwork in Nineteenth-Century Britain (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1990) . 

'See Davies, The Decaying Earth, pp. 305, 307ff. 
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1870s to assert that glaciers played a significant role m 

landscape formation." 

Muir's desire to understand the processes God used to 

create the beauty of the Sierra landscape led him to 

question the conclusions reached by eminent geologist Josiah 

Whitney. Whitney headed the California Geological Survey 

between 1864 and 1868. He had asserted, against the 

findings of his assistant Clarence King, who surveyed the 

valley in 1864-1865 (and who became the first director of 

the United States Geological Survey by 1879), that the 

Yosemite was formed by a catastrophic subsidence of what 

became the valley floor.^^ 

Muir began by renouncing Whitney's idea that the valley 

was a unique creation. In Whitney's Yosemite Book, a 

guidebook to Yosemite Valley, he put forth his theory 

concerning the creation of the valley. He suggested that 

the Valley was formed by a catastrophic geological event, 

rather than the slow ongoing processes of development 

propounded by advocates of Lyell's uniformitarian geology. 

In explaining the creation of what was considered one of the 

most sublime valleys in America, Whitney developed an 

equally sublime theory of its origin. He argued that it was 

neither a fissure nor a fold in the earth's crust—the 

10 Ibid., pp. 307ff 

^^Thurman Wilkins, Clarence King: A Biography (New 
York: The Macmillan Company, 1958), p. 90. 
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standard catastrophic geological causes for valleys—but 

rather 

We conceive that, during the process of the 
upheaval of the Sierra ... there was at the 
Yosemite a subsidence of a limited area, marked by 
lines of 'fault' or fissures crossing each other 
somewhat nearly at right-angles. In other, more 
simple language, the bottom of the valley sank to 
an unknown depth, owing to its support being 
withdrawn . . . .̂ ^ 

Surely such an uncommon valley deserved such an uncommon 

origin. 

Yet Whitney had to face the uniformitarian arguments 

that the same geological actions at work in the present had 

worked, without any significant variation in force, 

throughout the geologic past. One of the major causes for 

valleys among uniformitarians was aqueous erosion. Whitney 

dismissed aqueous erosion as the developer of the Valley, 

noting that water caused "V" shaped canyons, whereas the 

Yosemite Valley had vertical walls rather than diagonally 

sloping ones. Besides, Whitney suggested, there was no way 

the massive boulders in the valley could have been 

transported by water, and Half-Dome could not have been cut 

by some stream—no matter how high and swiftly it ran.^^ 

Clarence King, Whitney's assistant during the Yosemite 

survey, suggested that the aqueous erosion should not be 

" j . D. Whitney, The Yosemite Book: A Description of 
the Yosemite Valley and the Adjacent Region of the Sierra 
Nevada, and the Big Trees of California (New York: Julius 
Bien, 1868), pp. 76ff. 

13 Ibid., pp. 75ff, 63 



159 

ruled out entirely. He noted that the Valley walls were not 

entirely vertical. They did in fact slope slightly away 

from the bottom. King further asserted that glaciers had 

played some role in the development of the Valley. King 

wrote that he had found glacial markings in the Valley 

during his 1865 reconnaissance. Whitney, the catastrophist 

head of the California Geological Survey and the leading 

geologist in the state, believed that such an assertion was 

preposterous.^* He wrote. 

Much less can it be supposed that the peculiar 
form of the Yosemite is due to the erosive action 
of ice. A more absurd theory was never advanced, 
than that by which it was sought to ascribe to 
glaciers the sawing out of the vertical walls and 
rounding of the domes. Nothing more unlike the 
real work of ice, as exhibited in the Alps, could 
be found. Besides, there is no reason to suppose, 
or least no proof, that glaciers ever occupied the 
Valley or any portion of it ... so that this 
theory, based on entire ignorance of the whole 
subject, may be dropped without wasting any more 
time upon it.^^ 

Muir, a Christian uniformitarian, argued that the 

theory based entirely on ignorance was Whitney's. Muir 

found massive amounts of evidence supporting Clarence King's 

assertion that glaciers had swept through the valley. Muir 

even went further to assert that glaciers were totally 

responsible for the existence of Yosemite Valley. 

"See Clarence King, Mountaineering in the Sierra 
Nevada, pp. 159-69. 

^^Whitney, Yosemite Book, pp. 75-6. 

^ 
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Muir believed that glacial creation of landscape 

expressed the "working of Divine harmonious law"—a law, as 

seen in Chapter V, centered around love, the supreme 

Christian value—in creation better than Whitney's 

catastrophist argument." Muir asserted that landscapes 

were God's predestined works of art which glaciers carved 

from stone formed long before by sedimentation. Muir 

declared that creation was an ongoing process performed by 

an immanent creative being who worked through perceptible, 

common sense methods. ̂^ Reconciling glaciology and the 

Bible, he wrote, "we may now understand the Scripture: 'He 

hath builded the mountains,' as not merely a figuratively 

but a literal expression."^° The tools God used varied, 

but in the case of Yosemite, he used the "tender snow-

flowers [snow] noiselessly falling through unnumbered 

seasons, the offspring of sun and sea" to carve and mold 

their "sublime" landscapes.^' 

Following the Ice Age theory popularized by Louis 

Agassiz, Muir presupposed the existence of a vast universal 

ice-sheet extending from the boreal lands southward to an 

^̂ JM, "Mountain Sculpture, Origin of Yosemite Valleys," 
Studies, p. 18 (originally published in Overland Monthly 12 
(June 1874): 489-500). 

"Sierra Journal, Summer of 1869, v. 1, Muir Manuscript 
Collection, 31:179. 

"JM, "Mountain Sculpture," Studies, p. 4 (originally 
published in Overland Monthly 12 (May 1874): 393-403). 

19 Ibid., p. 3. 
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undefined latitude. Agassiz had argued in Etudes sur les 

glaciers, published in 1840, that a great ice cap had 

covered the northern hemisphere down to the Mediterranean 

region. For Agassiz and certain other European geologists, 

the glacial epoch provided a great catastrophe which 

explained the annihilation of certain species of fish found 

in the fossil record but no longer living. It also 

explained the glacial boulders, termed erratics because they 

differ in mineralogical makeup from the surrounding rock, 

found on the Swiss landscape. Agassiz saw glaciers as God's 

great plough which had not only tilled the valleys from 

which they came but also turned under various now extinct 

animal species, allowing God to create new ones after the 

ice retreated. Thus, he preserved his ideas concerning the 

fixity of species.^° 

Muir knew of Agassiz's ideas. Perhaps he had heard 

them as a child in Scotland. Agassiz had publicized his 

ideas about glacial activity in the British Isles during the 

early 1840s. If not there, Ezra Carr certainly pointed Muir 

^°For an introduction to Louis Agassiz early 
glaciology, see Louis Agassiz, Studies on Glaciers: Preceded 
by Discourse of Neuchatel, translated by Albert V. Carozzi 
(New York: Hafner Publishing Company, 1967). Agassiz's 
later glacial research, which Muir may have also read, can 
be found in Louis Agassiz, Geological Sketches (Boston: 
Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1890). For a good 
introduction to glaciology from a physicist's perspective, 
see John Tyndall, The Forms of Water in Clouds and Rivers, 
Ice and Glaciers (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1872). 
For more on the implication glaciology had on Agassiz's 
paleontology see Lurie, Louis Agassiz, pp. 98-100. 
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and his fellow students to evidence of the Wisconsin glacial 

sheet and the moraines it left—interpreting them through 

the Ice Age construct. Muir, however, exhibited little 

concern for the proposed impact of glaciers on animals and 

plants. Rather, he emphasized the impact of glaciers 

shaping the very land itself. In California, Muir imagined 

the ice-sheet to have been thousands of feet thick, slowly 

carving out the predestined landscapes by grinding, 

crushing, breaking, and removing the underlying pre-glacial 

landscape .̂ ^ 

Faced with Whitney's assertion that Yosemite was the 

creation of a cataclysmic subsidence, Muir was forced to 

compile empirical evidence to prove his glacial theory. He 

saw it as a challenge akin to deciphering an ancient 

transcription: the writing of glaciers upon the valley 

walls. Though he found the "alphabet" in which it was 

written to be simple, the glacial evidence was blurred by 

ages of weathering and written in massive characters. 

Deciphering had to be done with "studious care" and the 

evidence "brooded over" and pieced together like a 

disintegrating parchment. He was optimistic, however, that 

once he had pieced it all together, he could read "an all-

unifying, all-explaining law" describing not only how the 

Yosemite valley or even the middle latitude of the Sierra 

21 JM, "Mountain Sculpture," Studies, p. 4 

'^ 
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range was formed but how landscapes throughout the world 

were chiseled from the rock." 

Using imagination and systematic observation of Sierra 

geology, Muir proved that the valley had been carved out by 

glaciers. His methods illustrate the state of accepted 

scientific method in America. Most American naturalists 

emphasized the importance of the Baconian method. Rather 

than postulating theories and then setting out to prove them 

through observation or experiment, a Baconian would gather 

all the data possible and then assimilate it into a natural 

law. The Enlightenment had so entrenched the idea of 

inductive reasoning into western society that some 

scientists denigrated the idea of using the imagination to 

create theories or explanatory images. Instead only the 

hard, proven facts could be accepted. ̂^ 

One indication of the perceived polarity between 

inductive and deductive reasoning in science is found in 

John Tyndall's decision in 1870 to deliver an address to the 

British Association for the Advancement of Science at 

Liverpool defending the scientific use of imagination. 

Tyndall, the British physicist who relegated his glacier 

studies to the movement and constitution of glacial ice, 

"JM, "Mountain Sculpture, Origin of Yosemite Valleys," 
Studies, p. 21. 

"See Michael Ruse, The Darwinian Revolution: Science 
Red Tooth and Claw (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1979) . 
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defended imagination by pointing out that without 

extrapolating from physical phenomena people could not 

understand causal relationships. Instead, he argued, the 

natural sciences would only tabulate the "co-existences and 

sequences" of nature. To a large extent, the American 

naturalist had been preoccupied with amassing data.^* Ezra 

Carr, Josiah Whitney, Clarence King, and the many others who 

had participated in state and federal surveys seemed to 

believe that the compilation of catalogues of species and 

natural resources on the North American continent was an 

acceptable role for the scientist. ̂^ 

I do not mean to imply that Whitney or others did not 

use their scientific imaginations to postulate causal 

relationships between observed phenomena and unobserved 

forces in nature. Whitney's subsidence theory mitigates 

against such a conclusion. However, in their use of 

scientific imagination Josiah Whitney and John Muir differ 

in at least one subtle, but significant way. When 

confronted with explaining the origin of the Yosemite 

^*See William H. Goetzmann, Exploration and Empire: The 
Explorer and the Scientist in the Winning of the American 
West (New York: Random House, 196 6); Wayne Hanley, Natural 
History in America: From Mark Catesby to Rachel Carson (New 
York: Demeter Press, 1977); Donald Jackson, Thomas Jefferson 
and the Stony Mountains: Exploring the West from Monticello 
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1981) ; Dan L. Flores, 
ed., Jefferson and Southwestern Exploration: The Freeman & 
Custis Accounts of the Red River Expedition of 1806 (Norman: 
Oklahoma University Press, 1984). 

^^John Tyndall, Fragments of Science (New York: D. 
Appleton & Company, 1915), p. 104. 
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Valley, Whitney deduced that the valley had been formed 

catastrophically, an interpretation supported by his general 

explanation of how the Sierra Nevada range came into 

existence, without amassing conclusive evidence to support 

it. John Muir, however, while hypothesizing that glaciers 

had been responsible for Yosemite Valley formations, set out 

to glean from the valley proof that an orderly, artistic 

force rather than a chance, chaotic phenomenon was 

responsible its existence. That is, Muir believed in the 

orderly, ongoing creation of the world by God and set out to 

prove his belief by uncovering geomorphological evidence of 

it in Yosemite Valley, while Whitney "proved" that the 

Yosemite was a great subsidence by pointing to his greater 

induction that the Sierra had been formed by catastrophic 

elevation. 

Whitney's method of ascertaining cause and effect 

relationships in the case of the Yosemite Valley consisted 

of a combination of hypothesis and eliminative induction, 

with the greatest emphasis placed on his deductive 

hypothesis. Whitney asserted in his Geology, the first 

volume of the California Geological Survey, that "it appears 

... probable that this mighty chasm has been roughly hewn 

into its present form by the same kind of forces which have 

raised the crest of the Sierra .... the process of upheaval 

itself ...." The upheaval of which he speaks would have 

been accompanied by great subterranean activity and 

^^\ 
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earthquakes along lines of fault. Somehow the supporting 

material beneath two parallel lines of fault was withdrawn 

and the area of the valley crumbled into the chasm. ̂^ 

Other hypotheses concerning the formation of the 

Yosemite Valley were as tenable as Whitney's, however. 

Whitney recognized that most Sierra valleys had been largely 

eroded by water. For Whitney, aqueous denudation had also 

been catastrophic. 

Most of the great canons and valleys of California 
have resulted from denudation .... The long-
continued action of the tremendous torrents of 
water, rushing with impetuous velocity down the 
slopes of the Sierra, has excavated those 
prodigious gorges, by which the chain is furrowed 
to the depth of thousands of feet. 

Whitney had to eliminate this hypothesis and did so by using 

the example of Half-Dome, which, according to Whitney, could 

have never been formed by aqueous erosion—no matter how 

high or powerful the stream. Likewise the domes, formed in 

estimation by upheaval, showed no signs of "ordinary 

denudation. "̂"̂  

Some of the survey members, probably King or James 

Gardner, suggested that had the remarkable subsidence 

occurred, evidence of the rubble could be found on the 

canyon floor. However, none was discovered. Whitney 

^*See Laudan, From Mineralogy to Geology, pp. 10-16. 
J. D. Whitney, Geology: Report of Progress and Synopsis of 
the Field-work, from 1860-1864 (Geological Survey of 
California, 1865), p. 421. 

27 Ibid., p. 421. 

•^x 
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defended his assertion by invoking the concept of granitic 

plasticity, that is that the granite had been relatively 

pliable when the subsidence had occurred and that the 

granite had fused back together after the collapse." 

The most curious thing about Whitney's approach in his 

1865 assertion is that he failed to defend against the 

argument that glaciers might have been responsible for 

Valley formations. He recounted King's descriptions of 

glacial evidence, noted the locations of glacial moraines, 

and suggested that the lack of talus suggested that glaciers 

had occupied the Valley in the recent geological past. Yet, 

Whitney appears not to have realized that King's work was 

evidence for another causal hypothesis for the formation of 

the Valley. By 1868, as illustrated in his Yosemite Book, 

he did. Yet, Whitney had no concrete evidence for his own 

hypothesis. In fact, his Yosemite hypothesis was reasoned 

from his greater Sierra uplift hypothesis—both remained 

theoretical. 

Muir found Whitney's methods appalling. With a 

poisoned-pen, Muir wrote articles for the Overland Monthly 

describing his own analysis of Yosemite geomorphology, which 

were a direct affront not only to Whitney's assertions but 

to his methods as well. Muir wrote that the "engulfment 

hypothesis seems to rest safely under cover of darkness." 

It did not call for further investigation, but discouraged 

26 Ibid., pp. 421-2 
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it, "because we can not observe the bed-rock to ascertain 

whether or not it is fractured." However, Muir wrote, "It 

becomes manifest, by a slight attention to the facts," that 

Whitney's theory was unfounded.^' 

Muir used a different methodological approach to 

determining the origin of the Valley. Rather than deducing 

a hypothesis and then defending it against all opponents, 

Muir primarily relied on an approach known as vera causa 

reasoning. The vera causa approach rests on two concepts: 

first, the causes assumed to be in operation must really 

exist; and second, the causes must be sufficient to produce 

the effect. Muir could fault Whitney on the first principle 

of his method—Whitney could not prove that the kind of 

subsidence he suggest for Yosemite existed, for neither he 

nor anyone else had observed such a catastrophic subsidence. 

In order to prove his own theory, Muir had to dismember 

Whitney's theory. Examining the Valley itself, he 

ascertained the plausibility of it collapsing into a great 

chasm. Finding no fissures and exposed, seamless bedrock at 

the head and foot of the valley, he concluded, "It becomes 

manifest, by a slight attention to the facts, that the 

hypothetical subsidence must have been limited to the valley 

proper . . . . "̂ ° 

"jM, "Mountain Sculpture, Origin of Yosemite Valleys," 
Studies, pp. 18-19. 

30 Ibid., p. 18-19. 
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He then expanded the range of his analysis and 

disproved the uniqueness of the Yosemite Valley. Exploring 

the surrounding range, he found "that there are many 

yosemite valleys identical in general characters, each 

presenting on a varying scale the same species of mural 

precipices, level meadows, and lofty waterfalls." In this 

Muir used the scientific argument of analogy. He asserted 

that Whitney's theory could be supported only if it were 

limited to Yosemite Valley itself, and then stripped away 

that support by finding other valleys with similar 

landscapes. If other valleys had similar characteristics to 

the Yosemite Valley, then all valleys, including the 

Yosemite, would have to have a similar origin. Thus, 

Whitney's assertion that the Yosemite Valley was a unique 

cataclysmic development could not be substantiated in light 

of similar landforms found in the Hetch Hetchy and other 

valleys .̂ ^ 

Having demolished Whitney's explanation, Muir replaced 

it with his own drawn from detailed analysis of glacial 

evidence, rock structure, present glacial action, and 

speculation on what a thousand foot sheet of ice could do to 

"Yosemite" granite. Muir easily recognized glacial evidence 

such as stria, or tiny grooves created by the grinding 

action of glaciers on underlying rock; erratic boulders, 

rocks carried by a glacier to an unlikely location; and the 

31 Ibid., p. 21 

K\ 
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U-shaped valleys—characteristic of glacial erosion. 

Finding such evidence only supported his presupposition that 

glaciers created the Yosemite landscape—the point at which 

many students of glaciers stopped. It did not explain how 

glaciers formed the monumental features of the Sierra 

landscape .̂ ^ 

Answering these questions in his glacier articles, the 

first written for a national audience and published in the 

Overland Monthly, Muir portrayed himself as everyman's 

geologist. He was a simple observer applying inductive, 

common sense analysis to answer questions almost anyone who 

visited the valley might ask. "In order to know how 

mountain chains are taken apart," he wrote, "it is important 

that we first learn how they are put together ...." So 

saying, Muir appealed to a common sense approach to 

understanding the shape of the landscape. Yet, rather than 

entering the debate over whether the Sierra was a product of 

ancient volcanic activity or a massive upthrust of the 

earth's crust, he chose to limit his study to a more recent 

geological era and concentrate on the effect glaciers had on 

the landscape.^^ 

Muir found the range to be built of "brick-like blocks, 

whose forms and dimensions are determined chiefly by the 

"JM, "Ancient Glaciers and their Pathways," Studies, 
pp. 32-47 (originally published in Overland Monthly 13 (July 
1874): 67-79). 

33 JM, "Mountain Sculpture," Studies, p. 4 
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degree of development of elected planes of cleavage ...." 

The structural strength of the rock, which played an 

important role in landscape formation, varied depending on 

its mineral composition, the maturity of cleavage, and the 

directional force applied by glaciers. "The grain of the 

rock determines its surface forms"; concluded Muir, "yet it 

would matter but little what the grain might be—straight, 

curved, or knotty—if the excavating tool were sharp ... 

every carpenter knows that only a dull tool will follow the 

grain of wood. Such a tool is the glacier .... "•'* 

Wording such as "every carpenter knows ..." betrays 

inklings of populist animosity toward professional 

scientists who supposedly used techniques beyond the reach 

of the average interested person. Everyone, Muir seems to 

suggest, has the common sense knowledge to see the truth 

apparent in the Sierra if they are willing to pay "slight 

attention to the facts." While field geologists such as 

Whitney and King used much the same method of observation as 

Muir, they represented, to Muir and other amateurs, the 

professionalized, elitist scientific community. The 

refutation of the assertions of a noted geologist like 

Whitney with Muir's use of common sense would be a coup for 

the amateur naturalist .̂ ^ 

34 Ibid., pp. 4, 15-16 

"Ibid., pp. 15-16. "Origin of Yosemite Valleys," 
Studies, p. 19. 

V 
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In spite of his populistic rhetoric, Muir possessed a 

good grasp of glacial theory and scientific methodology and 

used them to substantiate his hypotheses of landscape 

formation. No doubt his University of Wisconsin education 

prepared him for this. Carr, using Eatonian educational 

techniques, certainly encouraged his students to look 

carefully at the object of their study in situ if possible. 

The grounds of the campus, the near-by hills, the adjoining 

lake, Muir's home farm—all contained glacial evidence. But 

it was in Yosemite that Muir applied Carr's instructions and 

information taken from articles he had read on technique to 

perform original geological research. He adeptly used 

evidence gathered from presently active glaciers, 

generalizing from specific occurrences, to explain 

landforms. For example, he induced the mechanics involved 

in forming mountain passes by observing a small, active 

glacier slowly splitting the peak of Mt. Ritter.^* 

Muir's systematic approach, based on "true causes" 

rather than hit or miss research strategy is well 

illustrated in an 1871 letter to Joseph LeConte. Having 

hypothesized that the canyon in which Yosemite creek flows 

was carved out by a glacier, he set out to discover evidence 

of its existence. Detailing his approach to LeConte, he 

wrote. 

^^"Formation of Passes," Muir Manuscript Collection, 
34:2257-2258. 

^ \ 
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... there is a deep canon on the left side of the 
YoSem. [sic] falls that has compelled me to think 
of it for more than a year & I could not account 
for it in any other way than by supporting the 
existence of a glacier in the basin above as one 
of the conditions .... Confident that somewhere I 
should find positive evidence of my missing 
glacier perhaps in the higher portions of its 
channel where it would linger longest or where it 
had been compelled to wedge through some narrow 
place or perhaps some moraine might still exist in 
some sheltered place. Well, I had not run four 
miles ere I found all that I had sought.^"' 

Here, Muir's methods are brought out more clearly. He 

hypothesized that only a glacier could have formed the 

canyon he puzzled over. He assumed, as he had to under the 

principles of vera causa, that glacial evidence still 

existed if his hypothesis were correct. Thus, he set out to 

discover the remains of his ancient glacier. Muir found 

more than he expected. He found the glacier's moraine; he 

found its circfue, or the basin in which it was formed. In 

the cirque, he found a small active glacier still slipping 

down the canyon. 

Muir recognized that finding glacial evidence, even 

living glaciers, in Yosemite and attempting to recreate the 

methods used by glaciers to create the Yosemite landscape 

from its granite was not enough to convince skeptics who 

thought he possessed an overactive imagination. He needed 

harder evidence, observations from landscapes in the making, 

to clinch his Yosemite assertions. He knew that the causes 

^^John Muir to Joseph LeConte, [1871] July 10, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 2:945. 
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that he had asserted formed the Yosemite Valley had existed 

there. What he did not have was the evidence necessary to 

prove, undeniably, that glaciers were forces sufficient to 

produce such results. For Muir, the most accessible place 

to observe present day landscape formation by glaciation was 

Alaska. 

In 1879, twelve years after Secretary of State William 

Seward perpetrated what many saw as a folly by purchasing 

Alaska from Russia, John Muir set sail to Alaska which he 

found to be "abounding in beginning lessons on landscape 

making."^® Here he observed the glaciers to beget 

mountains, as he had speculated of the Sierra, rather than 

the opposite, and more common, assumption. Muir found the 

fresh Alaskan landscapes to be comparable to Yosemite in 

architecture and greater in "the magnitude of features and 

the effectiveness of composition."^' 

While travelling up the Stickeen River, Muir found 

granite domes consisting of Yosemite-like granite protruding 

from the glaciers. He found a second Sentinel Rock, one of 

Yosemite's landmarks, and other features of the glacial 

walls similar to those found in the California valley. He 

concluded that "when at length it is all melted out, a 

Yosemite Valley will be brought to light with a 

®̂ [Alaska Travel Fragments], Muir Manuscript 
Collection, 48:13197. 

^'[Trip from Wrangell to Taku], Muir Manuscript 
Collection, 49:13781. 

^ 



175 

comparatively level bottom and sheer walls, cascades and 

groves and a river flowing through its midst."'' As in 

Yosemite, the trees feathering the emerging landscape 

"complied to the cleavage and consequent glacial sculpture 

in curves and belts." Such evidence supported, by analogy, 

his Yosemite hypothesis.*^ 

Muir went beyond just comparing the Yosemite and 

Alaskan landscapes in order to further validate his Yosemite 

studies. He also used his observation of the Alaskan 

landscape to understand glacial action more fully. He 

continued to add to the data necessary for the formulation 

of his all-encompassing law of landscape sculpture. 

He found the effects glaciers had on carving out Taku 

Fiord, upon whose southeast bank the city of Juneau is 

located, to be illuminating. This specific site was key to 

his understanding of how the various coastal channels 

extending from Puget Sound along the south coast of Alaska 

were carved out by glaciers. Islands along the coast were 

nothing more than the strong rock formations over which 

glaciers once flowed and around which glaciers had eroded 

deep furrows to be filled by the sea after they melted.*^ 

Muir understood that the undersea landscape was the same as 

*°"Second Trip up the Stickeen River," Muir Manuscript 
Collection, 48:13313-13314. 

41 Ibid., 48:13264 

*^[Trip from Wrangell to Taku], Muir Manuscript 
Collection, 49:13797. 
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that above sea level except water rather than wind flowed 

through its canyons, over its domes, and around its 

spires .*̂  

The point was further illustrated at Glacier Bay, where 

a glacier would later be named for him. Here he observed an 

island emerging from beneath a retreating glacier. He 

estimated that the island had been covered previously by two 

thousand feet of ice, but due to the warming climate, which 

melted the ice and forced the glacier to retreat, the island 

would soon be, he predicted, in the middle of the fiord. To 

Muir, it illustrated "the birth of a marked feature of a 

landscape."** It was as if he had stepped back in time and 

observed the retreat of the great universal ice-cap from the 

Sierras. 

Muir also used his observations of the Aleutian Islands 

to revise the geological explanation of how these islands 

were formed. According to Muir, most observers cited the 

volcanic composition of the islands and the volcanic 

activity still occurring along the chain to support theories 

that the islands had recently emerged and had changed little 

since rising from the deep. Muir found that, except for the 

recent deposits made by the chain's active volcanoes, the 

rocks were heavily denuded by glaciers, the divisions 

*^"First Alaska Trip ...," Muir Manuscript Collection, 
48:13511-13513. 

** [Glacier Bay], Muir Manuscript Collection, 49:13638. 

^ 
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between the islands were glacial developments, and the 

island shapes followed the trend of glacial movement.'^ 

Hence those who, like Whitney, jumped to cataclysmic 

conclusions without paying slight attention to existing 

glacial evidence, incurred Muir's vera causa induced wrath 

and refutation. 

The most important contribution Alaska made on Muir's 

glaciology was that it helped him illustrate his philosophy 

of landscape. Of the newly emerging landscapes, he wrote, 

"Every feature glowed with intention, reflecting the plans 

of God."** The grey clouds grew snow which would form 

glaciers to sculpt "the mountains into beauty." In Alaska, 

he saw the beginnings of rivers, gardens, forests, the birth 

of mountains and islands, and the coming of plants, animals, 

and people to a newly created home.*'' 

He envisioned landscape building in terms similar to 

that of another Scotsman, James Button, a century before. 

Button, in his Theory of the Earth (1795), saw the earth in 

a continual, cyclical state of flux, waxing and waning, 

under the impact of wind, water, and chemicals. Similarly, 

Muir described glaciers grinding away old landscapes and 

*^"0n the Glaciation of the Arctic and Subarctic 
Regions," Muir Manuscript Collection, 39:6971. 

**"First Alaska Trip," Muir Manuscript Collection, 
48:13551-13552. 

*̂  [Alaska Travel Fragments], Muir Manuscript 
Collection, 48:13197. 
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creating new ones. Whereas the strong'rock stood beneath 

the glaciers to emerge after they melted, the weak ones were 

ground to mud, swept into the sea, and cemented back 

together, with predestined cleavages, to form the stone that 

God would eons hence carve into a work of art with some 

handy glacier made of delicate snow-flowers. Muir and 

Button differ however in their understanding of causation 

and progress. On the one hand. Button, the deist who 

informed Lyell's uniformitarianism, saw earth history as the 

result of a nearly infinite chain of secondary causes and 

lacking any specific goal. Muir, on the other hand, was 

Christian uniformitarian, conditioned by the teleology of 

his natural theology. Muir saw God, the primary cause of 

natural phenomena, acting very directly, in a very short 

chain of secondary causes. While Muir did not believe 

nature progressed toward some cataclysmic dissolution, he 

understood the goal of nature, as discussed previously, to 

be the glorification of God and the salvation of man.'̂ ® 

Muir's Presbyterian heritage emerges clearly in his 

conception of landscape formation. Though his father joined 

the doctrinally ambivalent Disciples of Christ, the 

teachings of the Muir home remained culturally Calvinistic. 

Muir's maternal grandparents had been staunch Presbyterians 

and, according to Muir scholar Linnie Marsh Wolfe, remained 

*®See Laudan, From Mineralogy to Geology, pp. 113-137. 
"First Alaska Trip ...," Muir Manuscript Collection, 
48:13552-13553. 
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skeptical about Anne Gilrye marrying the religious liberal 

Daniel Muir. Muir's mother attended religious meetings with 

Daniel and even hosted Disciples meetings in the Wisconsin 

farming communities in which they lived. However, she never 

lost touch with her Presbyterianism. She continued to send 

John Presbyterian publications.*' 

As previously mentioned, Scottish Presbyterians, in the 

stripe of John Knox, held deeply to the concept of 

predestination. The Scottish church did not burden the 

predestination doctrine with the pessimistic connotations 

that most modern Americans do. Rather, predestination was 

an enthusiastic doctrine that freed the believer from worry 

and encouraged action to bring about the fulfillment of an 

already determined event. 

Thus, when Muir spoke of glaciers revealing predestined 

landscapes, he infused the glaciers with the responsibility 

of acting as servants of God. The landscapes had been laid 

down eons before by some other motion of God—whether watery 

deposition, fiery eruption, or nebular solidification^° did 

*'Wolfe, Son of the Wilderness, p. 9. 

^°Pierre Simon Marqui de Laplace, a cosmologist, argued 
that the solar system had been a gaseous nebula that cooled 
and precipitated into planets. The continual cooling 
eventually left earth a solid ball of cooled nebular matter. 
Many scientists and theologians found the nebular theory 
repulsive because it seemed to remove God from direct 
creation of the solar system and replaced him with 
intermediate secondary physical causes. See Ronald Numbers, 
Creation bv Natural Law: Laplace's Nebular Hypothesis in 
American Thought (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 
1977) . 

" ^ 
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not concern Muir. What he believed is that the rock that 

survived the actions of glaciers had been made harder, or 

its lines of cleavage had been tilted a certain direction so 

that when carved by dull glacial ice, the landscape of 

greatest beauty resulted. Muir infused the glaciers with 

life and made them co-workers with the rest of nature in 

creating a natural world that would glow with the love of 

God and draw humanity back to its source. In this manner, 

Muir's study of glaciers was glacial theology as much as 

glaciology. 

Most historians find John Muir significant for reasons 

other than his contribution to the field of glaciology. 

Certainly, Muir has had a greater impact on environmental 

philosophy and the popularization of wild, scenic landscapes 

through his nature writing than on glacial geology. Muir 

became a professional writer and remained an amateur 

philosopher and scientist in the sense that they were 

neither his profession nor his means of livelihood. He is 

better known today for his philosophy than his glaciology. 

Perhaps his philosophical success stems from the fact that 

the pursuit of wisdom has room for a large non-professional 

contingency and is open to both the amateur and the 

professional. 

Science, however, by Muir's time, was well on its way 

to becoming highly professional partially as a result of 

government funding of science. Still, Muir was a brilliant 
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observer and he used scientific methodology based upon the 

leading theories of his time to decipher the methods of 

glacial landscape formation. He contributed to the field of 

glaciology but, as an amateur in a field of networked 

professionals, never achieved lasting scientific fame. 

That is not to say that Muir was not seen as man of 

science, if only an amateur, by his contemporaries. Muir's 

friends and acquaintances recognized him as a valuable 

resource and a figure full of scientific potential. Annie 

K. Bidwell, wife of Civil War general and influential 

California rancher John Bidwell, corresponded with Muir 

about the proper relationship between science and religion 

and valued his assessment of scientific lecturers who made 

the California circuit. ̂^ 

More, the influential San Francisco Examiner lauded 

Muir as "The Eminent Scientist" when informing its readers 

of Muir's agreement to act as their correspondent during his 

1897 Alaska trip. While not a scientific commendation, it 

does indicate the contemporary opinion that Muir was 

popularly perceived to be more a scientist than an author. 

The Examiner, a Hearst publication, was known for its 

sensationalistic journalism—for emphasizing stories that 

would attract readers. Thus, it is interesting that the 

editors placed Muir's picture and telegraphic acceptance of 

^^For example see JM to Annie K. Bidwell, San 
Francisco, 11 February 1878, Muir Manuscript Collection, 
3:1689-90. 
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the Examiner's publication offer, as well as the ensuing 

articles, at the top center of the front page, along with 

other Yukon gold rush articles. At the same time, articles 

about "Butcher" Weyler's treatment of Evangelina Cisneros, 

an event that captured the attention of the American people 

and led, in part, to popular support of American 

intervention in Cuba, ran on page three. ̂^ 

In 1875, Muir used his status as an authority on 

glacial geology to lobby California senator William C. 

Hendricks to initiate legislation withdrawing forest land 

from the public domain and reorganizing the state geological 

survey. Muir argued mostly for establishing a more 

practical, economically oriented survey. Rather than 

emphasizing paleontology, as did Josiah Whitney's survey, 

Muir argued that during "pioneer times" the state needed to 

concentrate its effort on "minerals before fossils, wheat 

and apples before vegetable impressions on stone." "Not 

that paleontology is beneath our attention, but rather ... 

it is above it." Too little information exists in Muir's 

papers to grasp fully the issues that motivated Muir to take 

an active stance in lobbying for a new geological survey. ̂^ 

^̂ The Examiner, San Francisco, Wednesday Morning, 18 
August 18 97, p. 1; The Examiner, San Francisco, Monday 
Morning, 23 August 18 97, pp. 1-2, 3. 

^^Muir's correspondence with William C. Hendricks 
exists only as Muir's letters, Hendricks' replies are no 
longer extant. Muir argued for forest preservation in JM to 
William C. Hendricks, San Francisco, 20 November 1875, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 3:1515ff; and JM to William C. 

•mm " ^ 
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As he wrote to Jeanne Carr, he could not have too many 

selfish motives for entering into the debate over "political 

geology" on the side of the economic geologists, since his 

glaciers did not have economic value. Perhaps his activity 

and position in this concern was motivated by Josiah 

Whitney's rebuff of Muir's glacial ideas. Muir would not 

have appreciated Whitney's assertion that the Scottish 

nature-lover was merely an uneducated, simple-minded 

shepherd. Perhaps revenge motivated Muir to assert that 

Whitney's works should remain unpublished and be sifted 

through by a new group of surveyors to glean the truly 

valuable observations and leave the rest as chaff. Whatever 

motivated him, it appears that he and his friends believed 

that his esteem as geologist, based on his glacial 

publications, would carry weight with legislators.^* 

Muir collected insects for California paleontologist 

Henry Edwards, who published two new specimens from those 

that Muir sent him. Clinton L. Merriam seems to have 

requested Muir to build collections of California botany. 

Hendricks, San Francisco, 13 February 1876, Muir Manuscript 
Collection, 3:1533-4. Muir's argument for practical geology 
is best expressed in JM to William C. Hendricks, San 
Francisco, 1 February 1876, Muir Manuscript Collection, 
3:1525-6. 

^*Muir's denial of interest motivated by personal gain 
is found in JM to Jeanne Carr, San Francisco, 3 April 1876, 
Muir Manuscript Collection, 3:1545-6. He asserted that 
Whitney's material should sifted through by a new survey for 
valuable information rather than published at state expense 
in JM to William C. Hendricks, San Francisco, 21 February 
1876, Muir Manuscript Collection, 3:1539-40. 
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geology, entomology, and other categories for the 

Smithsonian Institution. Jeanne Carr urged Muir to publish 

his scientific observations quickly in order to establish 

his claim as a glaciologist. 

His glacial articles, which are really chapters in a 

serialized book, published in The Overland Monthly between 

May 1874 and January 1875, certainly won him attention. 

Prior to his Overland series, some of Muir's glacial work 

found its way into the American Journal of Science, where 

Muir described the discovery of living glaciers in the 

Sierra—the McClure glacier and a slot-canyon glacier. 

Another of Muir's glacial observations found its way into 

the American Journal of Science as excerpts from his 

Overland serial. However, it was mysteriously credited to 

Ezra Carr.^^ 

The geological community showed ambivalence toward 

Muir. Grove Karl Gilbert, the geologist of the Great Basin, 

Clarence King, and a host of other geologists welcomed 

Muir's work, though not all of them liked Muir personally. 

King, who no doubt found Muir's glaciology privately 

satisfying in the face of his disagreement with Whitney, 

publicly derided him. Perhaps he found Muir's one-up

manship in mountain climbing distasteful, especially when 

Muir singled out King's difficult climbs and wrote about how 

"John Muir, "On Actual Glaciers in California," The 
American Journal of Science, Series III, 5 (January 1873) 
69-71. 

" ^ 
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they could be made by mule back. Gilbert found Muir's 

incessant chatter and helplessness in urban situations a 

subject of reproach. Josiah Whitney stands out as one of 

the few who openly refused, perhaps as a result of his 

egotism, to accept Muir as a scientist. He fumed over 

Muir's glacial theory and straightforward remarks, 

deprecating them as ignorant ideas of a simple shepherd. 

Perhaps, too, Whitney's dislike of Muir stemmed from more 

than disagreement over geological theory.^* 

James Dwight Dana, still America's most eminent 

geologist, recognized Muir's discovery of glaciers in the 

Sierra Nevada. He noted that "shrunken relics of old 

glaciers" remained in the Sierra Nevada and that Muir and 

LeConte recognized glaciers on Mt. Dana and Mt. Lyell in the 

early 1870s. Dana, however, was not a proponent of the 

glacial theory of geomorphology. Like Josiah Whitney, he 

preferred to understand the development of mountain ranges 

and their attributes to be the result of uplift and aqueous 

denudation. For instance, Dana preferred to attribute the 

formation of the Great Lakes to running water during the 

glacial period rather than to the glaciers. Perhaps Dana 

had John Muir in mind when he wrote, 

The effects of abrasion and degradation are 
apparent also in the grander work of shaping 
mountains and excavating deep valleys; but in the 
production of these results, the ice was aided to 

^^Stephen Pyne, Grove Karl Gilbert: A Great Engine of 
Research (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1980), p. 204 

• • ^ 
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a very large extent by the subglacial streams. 
Moreover, the degradation and excavation were 
carried on as effectually, or more so, by later 
floods from the melting ice. The fiords are 
attributed to the ice; but the waters from the 
melted ice were the main eroding agent, while the 
ice worked chiefly by lateral abrasion.̂ "' 

Later geologists, more interested in specific 

geomorphological conditions, have been more accepting of 

Muir's ideas. William Morris Davis, famous for his 

development of physical geology or geomorphology, accepted 

Muir's glacial geomorphology and echoed the California 

naturalist in his lecture on "The Glacial Accident." Morris 

stated that while "J.D. Whitney and Clarence King derided 

John Muir's contention that the Yosemite and other valleys 

in the Sierra Nevada had been sculpted by glaciers," and 

"many ingenious arguments were presented by these opponents 

of glacial erosion, none ... will withstand close scrutiny." 

Thus, while the pre-eminent geologists of Muir's generation 

may not have fully accepted his ideas, those of the next 

did." 

One of Muir's contemporaries and his most important 

geological supporter was Joseph LeConte, the influential 

'̂'Despite Dana's belief in aqueous erosion, the map of 
North America glaciers accompanying his remarks shows an ice 
sheet covering the lakes. See James D. Dana, Manual of 
Geology (New York: American Book Company, 1895), pp. 947, 
240, 974-5. 

®̂WillicLm Morris Davis, The Physical Geography 
(Geomorphology) of William Morris Davis, edited by Philip B. 
King and Stanley A. Schumm (Norwich, England: Geo Books, 
1980), p. 140. 

-̂ R" N 
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geologist at the University of California. LeConte 

respected Muir's geological vision and seems to have gleaned 

his own ideas on the action and extent of glaciers in the 

Sierra from Muir during a trip LeConte took with several 

students. LeConte recounted in his account of this how Muir 

laid out all his glacial evidence. Leconte discovered that 

he "differ[ed] from him only in attributing far more to 

preglacial action." In fact, LeConte's abstract of glacial 

action differs little from the action Muir was writing up 

from his studies, except that it contains a bit more 

Tyndallian physics than did Muir's. However, since this was 

LeConte's first trip to the Sierra, one suspects that Muir's 

accounts of the extent and action of glaciers made a 

significant impact on LeConte's glacial vision.^' 

Leconte confirmed Muir's leadership role in convincing 

him of the glacial landscape of the Sierra. In 1873, 

Leconte wrote an article for the American Journal of Science 

describing some of the ancient Sierra glaciers. In the 

article, he noted that "my observations were almost entirely 

directed, by Mr. John Muir, a gentleman of rare power of 

scientific observation . . . who undoTobtedly knows more sibout 

the ancient glaciers in the vicinity of Yosemite than any 

man living." LeConte went on to attribute Muir with 

directing LeConte's attention to the glacially sculpted 

^'Joseph LeConte, Ramblings in the Sierra (San 
Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 1960), p. 68ff. 
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walls of Yosemite. He reminded his readers that it had been 

Muir who discovered a living glacier on Mt. Lyell and noted 

that Muir had found a bergschrund, or ice cave between the 

wall of the mountain nev6 and the glacier, generally 

considered to be the glacial womb. LeConte then went on to 

follow Muir in describing how a glacial ice-sheet once 

covered the entire Sierra range, cutting the mountains into 

jagged peaks, smoothing the domes into humped moutonees. 

For LeConte, Muir was a scientific observer of the first 

rank, whose ideas were solid and whose method was 

impeccable. *° Muir's correspondence and friendship with 

LeConte lasted the rest of Leconte's life. Their interests 

went further than geology as both men worked in the 18 90s 

for the preservation of the Sierra forests around the 

Yosemite Valley. 

As important as Joseph LeConte's esteem for Muir was 

that of Asa Gray, who was America's most influential man of 

science after he defeated Louis Agassiz in the Darwinian 

debates in the 1870s. Muir developed a close friendship 

with Gray, who stood with Darwin against Agassiz in the 

debate over the transmutation of species. Gray, Darwin's 

staunchest supporter in America, visited the Sierra twice in 

the 1870s. Muir participated in Gray's explorations during 

both trips. It was from Gray and LeConte, especially Gray, 

60 'Joseph LeConte, "On some of the Ancient Glaciers of 
the Sierras," American Journal of Science, Series III, 5 
(May 1873): 324-42. 
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that Muir gleaned his ideas about Darwinism—the subject of 

chapter VII. 

The landscape of Muir's mind, graded and polished by 

glacial studies, was built on an indestructible evangelical 

vision of nature. Nature was a work of God. God willfully, 

thoughtfully, and actively continued to create the world 

with immense tools like glaciers. Muir recognized glaciers 

and other forces as secondary causes in landscape formation 

driven by the intelligent primary cause of his deity. 

Muir's scientific method that of "true causes," which 

integrated well with his method for discerning spiritual 

truth, enabled him to gather the necessary evidence to 

support and refine his comprehensive interpretation of an 

ordered nature. Such attitudes, in conjunction with the 

help of his friends, LeConte and Gray, prepared him to 

grapple with what some religious observers saw as the 

eroding influence of Darwinism. 

X 



CHAPTER VII 

HARMONY IN THE POST-DARWINIAN NATURAL WORLD 

Historians often couch the interaction between old and 

new ways of thinking in a military metaphor. Words such as 

"battle," "struggle," and "attack" have characterized 

historical interpretations of the debates between scientific 

and religious ideas. In many ways, the use of this metaphor 

has grown out of the Christian world view. In the Old 

Testament and the New, the people dedicated to serving the 

Judeo-Christian God perceived themselves as soldiers of God. 

In the Old Testament, the Israelites actually fought their 

enemies, and by extension the enemies of their god, in 

mortal combat. 

New Testament Christians saw their battle ground in the 

spiritual realm. Since the time of Christ, Christians 

engaged in physical, spiritual, and intellectual combat 

against the perceived forces of evil. In a world where 

warfare was a common event and militarism a common mode of 

thought, use of a military metaphor offered analysts an easy 

way to interpret the history of western thought. 

In like manner, Charles Darwin, the famous nineteenth-

century English naturalist and father of the evolution 

through natural selection theory, was a product of the 

western intellectual tradition who found the "struggle for 

existence" an adroit analogy explaining how new species 

developed naturally from old ones. In doing this, Darwin 

190 
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encountered significant opposition from scientists, 

theologians, and laymen who held other, older, 

interpretations of the order of nature. 

James R. Moore, author of a profound analysis of 

reactions to Darwinism in Great Britain and America between 

1870 and 1900, has cautioned against couching the debate 

over Darwinism in militaristic terminology. In his 

analysis, the military metaphor used to describe the 

Darwinian debates was ill-chosen and has served "to 

perpetuate false conceptualisation." Rather, reactions to 

Darwinism by both scientists and theologians can be arranged 

along a spectrum beginning on one side with the absolute 

rejection of the Darwinian hypothesis and ending on the 

other with the full acceptance of Darwinism.^ 

Darwinism and related evolutionary theories had a 

significant impact on American thought during the late 

nineteenth century. American scientists, social 

philosophers, economists, theologians, and common 

individuals made hard decisions concerning their own 

philosophical positions with regard to evolution. 

Essentially Americans responded in one of three ways to 

Darwinism—they accepted it, with or without modifications, 

rejected it, or ignored it. Between 1859, when Darwin 

^James R. Moore, The Post-Darwinian Controversies: A 
study of the Protestant struggle to come to terms with 
Darwin in Great Britain and America, 1870-1900 (Cambridge 
Cambridge University Press, 1979), p. 79. 
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published The Origin of Species and the turn of the 

twentieth century, most educated Americans sampled the 

Darwinian palate, unsure of its implications. Charles 

Hodge, the eminent Presbyterian theologian at Princeton, 

rejected Darwinism out of hand as too materialistic for 

Christians to accept. American naturalists, such as Asa 

Gray, the Harvard botanist, and Joseph LeConte, the 

California geologist, came to accept the evolutionary model 

to varying degrees and strove to demonstrate that evolution 

and Christianity could mix. Muir's conception of the 

natural world, tempered by natural theology and overtly more 

religious than either Gray's or LeConte's, made room for 

evolution but retained a much older, romantic flavor. 

During the 1870s, when many Americans were dealing with 

Darwinism, Muir was living in Yosemite and San Francisco 

working as a professional author. Along with his scientific 

and lay firends, he grappled with Darwinism. Like many late 

nineteenth century naturalists, Muir qualified evolutionary 

ideology with religious ideology in order to moderate the 

internal conflict caused by removing God one more step away 

as the cause for events in the natural world. Muir 

responded to the Darwinian challenge by adding evolution to 

the corpus of ideas he had already developed about the 

natural world—ideas that included a harmony between 

individuals predicated on the law of love, the active 

intervention of deity in the affairs of nature, and the need 

X 
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for humanity to return to a more natural lifestyle. Many 

Americans, who shared Muir's pre-Civil War evangelical 

cultural heritage, shared this matrix of ideas and tried to 

determine how best to fit popular concepts such as 

Tennyson's oft quoted "nature red, tooth and claw," which 

accompanied Darwinism, into that matrix. Muir illustrates 

one, probably common approach for his generation. He 

assimilated some ideas, dismissed some, and ignored the 

rest. In doing so, however, he was able to further refine 

his understanding of nature and nature's message. 

Though Muir had probably read the Origin and perhaps 

The Voyage of the Beagle by the mid-1870s and was familiar 

with Darwin's other works via Asa Gray, Darwinian ideas do 

not seem to have preoccupied Muir's thinking about most 

matters of biology or geology. Rather, Darwin's tendency 

toward a materialistic interpretation of nature's order 

clashed with Muir's natural theology. Though Muir was 

ambivalent toward Darwin, he refused to adopt the 

materialistic views of nature accepted by most Darwinians.^ 

Darwin's evolution struck at the heart of one of the 

nineteenth century Christian's proofs for the existence of 

God—an ordered, planned, and harmonious natural world. On 

the basis of selective breeding experiments, reports of 

^Muir refers Annie Bidwell to Darwin's Origin and to 
his Voyage of the Beagle in language implying that he had 
read the works himself. See JM to Annie K. Bidwell, San 
Francisco, 1 February 1878, Muir Manuscript Collection, 
3:1689-90. 

^ 
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observations given him by other correspondents, and his own 

observations of finch variation in the Galapagos Islands, 

Darwin argued that individual variations in animals and 

plants gave certain organisms a reproductive advantage in 

certain environments that could be passed down from 

generation to generation. In turn, these variations between 

the original species and the variant would increase until 

the differences became great enough to make a new species.^ 

As Louis Agassiz noted in his Essay on Classification, 

natural historians had argued incessantly over the 

definition of species. For Agassiz, a species was a thought 

in the mind of God, but for most naturalists, especially 

when dealing with actual classification and not 

philosophical definitions, a species is a group of 

individuals that have more traits more in common with one 

another than with other individuals in their genus. 

Following Linnaeus, they held that cross-breeding between 

individuals of different species could not produce fertile 

offspring. Thus, the distinguishing traits are passed from 

parent to offspring generally with little variation around a 

mean in a stable environment—like breeds like. Groups with 

advantageous traits would become predominant for a time in 

the struggle for life while populations without such traits 

would become extinct in time. For many naturalists and 

^See Charles Darwin, Origin of Species (New York: New 
American Library of World Literature, Inc., 1958). 
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interested laymen, led by English utilitarian natural 

theologians such as Williams Paley, adaptation was a 

manifestation of God's wisdom. For Darwin, however, 

adaption was the result of random, though fortuitous, 

natural variations endowing some organisms with advantages 

over their kin, and God had nothing to do with it—at least 

directly.* 

From Muir's Christian romantic point of view, positing 

joy and love as essential attributes of the natural world, 

gloom marked Darwin's perspective of the natural world. 

Malthusian concepts of scarcity and exponential reproduction 

encouraged Darwin to view violence as the predominant order 

of nature and the effective modus operandi of natural 

selection. Individuals and species, in his view, struggled 

to live long enough to reproduce. If successful, they 

passed down traits that may have enabled their progeny to do 

the same—perhaps evolving. For Darwin, nature was filled 

with impediments to life—it was a harsh environment in 

which plants and animals struggled and fought for their 

existence. For instance, Darwin wrote: "All that we can 

do, is to keep steadily in mind that each organic being ... 

has to struggle for life and to suffer great destruction." 

*See Louis Agassiz, "Essay on Classification," 
Contributions to the Natural History of the United States, 
Vol. I, (Boston: Little, Brown & Company, 1857), pp. 8ff. 
Darwin, Origin of Species, pp. lllff. 
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Yet, as if to console his reader's sentiments, he went on to 

write. 

When we reflect on the struggle, we may console 
ourselves with the full belief that the war of 
nature is not incessant, that no fear is felt, 
tliat death is generally prompt, and that the 
vigorous, the healthy, and the happy survive and 
multiply.^ 

Early in life, Darwin studied for the ministry, perhaps 

hoping to find a quiet rural parish where he would have a 

stable salary and plenty of time to read and collect 

specimens for his natural history cabinet. By the end of 

his days, Darwin had encouraged further a social shift from 

the evangelical Judeo-Christian mainstream toward 

agnosticism. He argued that whereas his work on the 

transmutation of species did not speak to religious 

concerns, he did not believe that the laws of adaptation 

could have been designed by an omniscient, omnipotent deity. 

Such a deity could not, in Darwin's mind, be responsible for 

the misery so evident in the struggle for survival. An all-

wise creator would not have set up laws that would encourage 

non-advantageous adaptations in some, but not others. 

Hence, Darwinism struck a forceful blow on the natural 

theology tradition that nature evinced a evangelical Judeo-

Christian deity.^ 

^Ibid., pp. 128-30, 86. 

^Moore, The Post-Darwinian Controversies, pp. 274-6 
See also John Headly Brooke, Science and Religion 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991). 
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Perhaps those scientists and clerics who pointed out 

the dangers of the materialist tendencies of Darwin's 

hypothesis had been correct. Perhaps Darwinism was a clear 

and present danger to the Christian faith, but to that 

Darwin's strongest proponent in America, Asa Gray, would 

never concede. It was at the point where adaption by 

natural selection met God-designed adaptation that Darwin 

and Gray diverged and Gray took a relatively narrow path 

that would grow increasingly less traveled through the 

remainder of the century.'' 

Asa Gray, born in 1810, was one of the leading American 

scientists in the post-Civil War era. A botanist at Harvard 

and keeper of the herbarium. Gray like many American 

scientists received his scientific education studying 

medicine. Gray's interests did not lie in practicing 

medicine, however, and he began to train himself in the 

principles of botany. Taking various teaching positions, 

including one at the fledgling University of Michigan, Gray 

realized that the botanical profession was plagued with 

classification problems. Linnaeus had established sexual 

characteristics as the basis upon which taxonomists would 

classify plants. Gray and many other botanists found this 

"̂ Peter J. Bowler, in "Darwinism and the Argument from 
Design: Suggestions for a Reevaluation," Journal of the 
History of Biology, 10 (Spring 1977) : 29-43, suggests that 
Gray differed from other scientist who attempted to preserve 
design in evolution because he concentrated on preserving 
designed adaptation rather than building an overall theistic 
evolutionary theory. 
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system to be artificial and, chafing, they argued for a more 

natural system of classification that grouped plants by 

familial relations rather than sexual attributes.^ 

After a variety of experiences, including writing a 

botany textbook to survive, and working closely with 

botanist John Torrey, Gray took a professorship at Harvard 

in 1842 where he served to the end of his life. His primary 

interests evolved from taxonomy to plant physiology through 

the course of his career. His initial interest was in the 

natural classification of plants—an idea pushed in France 

by the de Candolles. Cadwalader Colden, a colonial American 

naturalist, had defined the "natural system as one that 

would take into account the infinitesimally small gradations 

of relationship." Gray's interest in this type of 

classification system gave him a head start in understanding 

and accepting Charles Darwin's ideas.' 

Gray initially reviewed the Origin in the American 

Journal of Science, giving very even-handed treatment to 

Darwin's hypothesis in order to insure that American 

naturalists would give it a fair hearing. Gray understood 

that Darwin's doctrine of transmutation by natural selection 

®For more on Gray, see A. Hunter Dupree, Asa Gray: 
American Botanist, Friend of Darwin (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins Press, 1959). 

'For more on the natural system of classification and 
Colden's remarks, see William Martin Smallwood, Natural 
History and the American Mind (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1941), esp. pp. 346ff. 
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was an argument against the widely held, and through Agassiz 

the recently buttressed, conception that God created each 

species immutable. Those who held species immutable argued 

that individual differences occurred, but slight differences 

never went beyond the boundary of a species. 

One who argued against immutability vehemently and 

became one of Darwin's greatest opponents among American 

scientists was Louis Agassiz, the Harvard zoologist, who was 

at the time America's preeminent scientist. Born in 

Switzerland in 1807, Agassiz was educated in both Germany 

and France. In Germany, he came under the romantic 

influences of German natural philosophers Lorenz Oken and 

Friedrich Schelling who, as members of the Naturphilosophie 

school, emphasized God's organic design in nature. For the 

Naturphilosophen, the universe followed divinely ordained 

organic laws "following a sequenced developmental path 

toward the realization of consciousness."^° In France, 

Agassiz found in Georges Cuvier, the paleontologist, a 

mentor. Cuvier, a catastrophist, introduced Agassiz to the 

fossil record and instilled in him the ideas that species 

were not just artificial constructs but really existed in 

nature and remained fixed and that sudden cataclysms 

periodically wiped out certain species and even whole 

"Timothy Lenoir, The Strategy of Life: Teleology and 
Mechanics in Nineteenth Century German Biology (Boston: D. 
Reidel Publishing Company, 1982), pp. lOff. 
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faunas. ̂^ Agassiz accepted a professorship at Harvard in 

1847 as professor of geology. The basic philosophy of his 

science almost determined his stand on evolution. 

Based on Cuvier's teaching, Agassiz argued against the 

transmutation of species, asserting that once created 

species remained fixed and unchanging in physical 

characteristics. In doing so, he rebelled against some of 

the evolutionary ideas propounded by his German teachers. 

For Agassiz, like the German Naturphilosophen and Cuvier, a 

species was not something humans created, but rather was a 

platonic idea in the mind of God manifested in physical form 

in nature, and thus could not be changed at the whim of the 

categorist (though naturalists debated, like their 

theologian brethren, over the exact interpretation of God's 

thoughts)." 

Gray, whose attitude reflected his observations of 

gradual gradation among plants, argued that species had 

evolved since the beginning of life on Earth. For Gray, 

Darwinian evolution simplified the conception of the world. 

No longer did scientists, hamstrung by the concept of fixity 

of species, have to wrangle over which cataclysms caused the 

extinction of fossil species and how those cataclysms fit 

within the scriptural revelation of the history of the 

earth. It was now sufficient to say in biology, as Lyell 

^̂ See Rudwick, The Meaning of Fossils, pp. 109ff. 

^̂ See Lurie, Louis Agassiz, pp. 50-59. 
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had for geology, that no cataclysms were necessary to 

account for the present shape of the earth—only the slow 

ongoing process of evolutionary change. 

Gray did not, however, throw God out when he brought 

evolution into his ideology. Gray was a Presbyterian and a 

Calvinist before he saw the draft of Darwin's theory and he 

remained so to the end of his life. As a Calvinist, Gray 

emphasized the sovereignty of God and thus the predestined 

existence of all things. For Gray, God had created the law 

of natural selection and that law guided, like a rudder, the 

development of species. God, however, had not resigned from 

working in his creation. Rather, as seen in the geological 

record of variations, God periodically provided the impetus 

for change. Gray constructed the analogy that retained God 

in the acts of evolution. 

Natural selection is not the wind which propels 
the vessel, but the rudder which ... shapes the 
course. The rudder acts while the vessel is in 
motion, effects nothing when it is at rest. 
Variation answers to the wind .... The occult 
power ... does not seem in any given case to act 
vaguely, producing all sorts of variations from a 
common centre, to be reduced by the struggle for 
life to fewness and the appearance of order; there 
are, rather, orderly indications from the first. 

For long geological periods, there was little impetus for 

change and species appeared fixed. At others, variation, 

directed by intelligent design—an occult power found within 

the physiology of the individual and which, in the conte.xt 
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of Gray's other writings referred to God—changed variants 

into a new species.^•^ 

As a Christian Darwinian, Gray refused to allow the 

laws of natural selection to become co-equal with God. God 

was the force that caused change to occur. Natural 

selection was the force governing the direction of that 

change. ̂* 

Gray, and other scientists such as William Barton 

Rogers, spent much energy attempting to shape the direction 

of American attitudes toward Darwinism. Besides his initial 

review of the Origin. Gray penned a synopsis of Darwin's 

theory for the Atlantic Monthly, which appeared in three 

articles and was later reprinted in pamphlet form." It 

was this pamphlet that Muir recommended to Annie Bidwell, a 

^^Gray compiled a number of articles he wrote on the 
relation of Darwinism and religion into Darwiniana: Essays 
and Reviews Pertaining to Darwinism in 1876. Asa Gray, 
"Evolutionary Teleology," Darwiniana: Essays and Reviews 
Pertaining to Darwinism (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1963), pp. 317, 316-20. 

^*Moore, The Post-Darwinian Controversies, pp. 276-9. 

^^See Thomas F. Click, The Comparative Reception of 
Darwinism (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1974). Asa 
Gray, "Natural Selection not Inconsistent with Natural 
Theology" in Darwiniana, p. 137. This selection was first 
published in Atlantic Monthly in three parts during July, 
August, and October of 18 60. The first two parts (July and 
August) under the title "Darwin on the Origin of Species." 
The October piece, in which he faulted Agassiz and his 
followers for not attending close enough to observation, was 
titled "Darwin and his Reviewers." Later Darwin published 
the three in a pamphlet bearing Gray's name (the articles in 
Atlantic Monthly were unsigned) carrying the title "A Free 
Examination of Darwin's Treatise on the Origin of Species, 
and of its American Reviewers." 

" ^ 
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friend and wife of influential Chico, California rancher 

John Bidwell. Muir may have seen Gray's original articles 

in the Atlantic Monthly while still at the University of 

Wisconsin, or he may have learned of them directly from 

Gray, whom he met in 1872. Muir believed that Gray's 

pamphlet would allay Mrs. Bidwell's fears about the 

atheistic tendency of Darwinism and correct her 

understanding of the theory. In the mid-1870s, Californians 

heard lectures on the Chautauqua circuit by Professor W. D. 

Gunning. This avowed Darwinist created quite a stir 

lecturing on geology and the origin of mankind, purportedly 

proving through evidence in the geological record that 

humans had evolved from jellyfish rather than being created 

by God as revealed in Genesis 1. He popularized Ernst 

Haeckel's recapitulation theory, which asserted that 

individuals pass through the evolutionary stages of the 

species during their development.^* People such as the 

Bidwells had a difficult time stomaching such claims and 

relied on the judgment of scientific friends, such as Muir, 

*̂W. D. Gunning was probably expounding his ideas on 
evolutionary progression and retrogression that he published 
in "Progression and Regression," Popular Science Monthly 
Series III, 8 (December 1875): 180-191. 

^ ^ 
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to guide them." It was to naturalists such as Muir that 

Gray wrote. 

Muir may have been more inclined to defend Darwinism on 

Gray's theistic grounds, since Muir and Gray were personal 

friends. Muir had absorbed much of Gray's ideology during 

July 1872, when Gray first met Muir in the Yosemite Valley. 

Gray was gathering information on the geographical 

distribution of Sequoia for his presidential address before 

the American Association for the Advancement of Science to 

be held at Dubuque, Iowa in August. In a letter that fall. 

Gray noted that he had rehearsed his Dubuque address to Muir 

while traveling about the Sierra.^® 

In this address. Gray linked the present geographical 

distribution of Seguoia and its relative Taxodium, the genus 

to which the common cypress of the American South belongs, 

with the geographical distribution of species within those 

genera during the last stages of the Tertiary period. He 

cited discoveries of fossil Seguoia and Taxodium species in 

Greenland and Alaska that indicated these species had been 

common to America, Europe and Asia during the warmer periods 

'̂'JM to Annie K. Bidwell, San Francisco, 11 February 
1878, Muir Manuscript Collection, 3:1698-90. N. D. Stebbins 
to John Muir, 29 April 1878, Muir Manuscript Collection, 
3:1739. 

®̂Asa Gray to JM, Cambridge, Mass., 11 September 1872, 
Muir Manuscript Collection, 2:1154. 
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of the earth's past. During the following geological 

period, the Quaternary, widely distributed plant and animal 

species witnessed the onset of the glacial period and the 

restriction of their previous range. The accompanying 

climatic changes. Gray believed, geographically isolated 

certain groups in these genera and enabled them to develop 

into our modern species.^' 

Gray further used this evidence to shake the already 

crumbling opposition of catastrophists, such as Louis 

Agassiz, and to develop evolutionary constructs—especially 

the Darwinian construct. However, Gray designed this 

address with more in mind than just advancing Darwinian 

biology. He sought to demonstrate that findings supporting 

the evolutionary interpretation of the origin of species 

neither removed teleology from nature nor did it remove the 

agency of God in the environment. Gray implied that 

removing God from nature just because Darwinism explained 

how the mechanism of speciation worked was not merely 

unwarranted, but foolish. Instead, Gray asserted, "faith in 

an order which is the basis of science will not—as it 

'̂Gray delivered this paper as his presidential address 
to the American Association for the Advancement of Science 
at Dubuque in August, 1872. It was later published the 
American Journal of Science, Series III, 4 (1872), 282ff. 
He also collected it in Darwiana, pp. 169-194. 

^ 
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cannot reasonably—be dissevered from faith in an Ordainer, 

which is the basis of religion. "̂ ° 

Gray's philosophical depth and botanical specialization 

impressed Muir. Muir found Gray one at heart with himself 

in trying to reconcile Christianity with science. Like 

Muir, Gray too committed himself to attributing natural 

phenomena to the agency of God. Gray refused to believe 

that the materialistic tendency of Darwinism in any way hurt 

the argument for the existence of God from design in nature. 

Gray wrote, "We feel safe...in our conviction that there is 

order in the universe; that order presupposes mind; design, 

will; and mind or will, personality."^^ In this instance. 

Gray argued that the general order of nature evinces 

theistic design—an argument from a somewhat different 

tradition from that of William Paley and the utilitarian 

natural theologians who wrote the Bridgewater Treatises in 

the 1830s.^^ While Muir had been exposed to this 

utilitarian school through Thomas Dick, his anti-utilitarian 

philosophy, buttressed by Dick's use of the general order 

argument, inclined him to see the over-arching order in 

^°Gray, "Sequoia and its History: The relations of 
North American to Northeast Asian and to Tertiary 
vegetation," in Darwiana, pp. 193-4. 

^^Gray, "The Origin of Species by Means of Natural 
Selection," Darwiana, p. 47. This is Gray's American 
Journal of Science review, published in March, 18 60, of 
Darwin's On the Origin of Species. 

^̂ See Bowler, "Darwinism and the Argument from Design," 
pp. 31ff. 
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nature to be the best natural evidence of God. Muir found 

his own interpretation of the order and causes in the 

natural world reinforced by Gray's assertions.'^ 

Muir's ideas on universal order fit within the 

parameters Gray found acceptable for understanding God's 

agency in the environment. Gray proposed three possible 

interpretations that theists used to interpret the order of 

the environment. The first, which he believed tended toward 

atheism, was to see God as instilling matter with laws that 

would forever govern their development without need for any 

further action on his part. The second, which Gray thought 

was the most Christian view but which also tended toward 

pantheism, interpreted nature as the "immediate, orderly, 

and constant, however infinitely diversified," action of 

God. The third was a compromise between the first two. 

This one, which Gray believed characterized the general 

scientific attitude toward God's action in the environment, 

he called the "theory of insulated interpositions." It was 

the "view that events and operations in general go in virtue 

^^Dick, for instance uses utilitarian arguments for 
design when discussing the wisdom of God manifest in the 
careful adaptation of organisms, and their individual 
organs, to their environment. Such arguments reflected the 
style of William Paley and were Charles Darwin's primary 
target. However, Dick also uses what Peter J. Bowler 
(Ibid.) describes as a different natural theology tradition, 
one that stresses holistic idealism, when discussing how the 
general order of nature evidences God's moral nature and 
verifies the veracity of Christian doctrine. For examples 
of these different styles, see Dick, Christian Philosopher, 
pp. 102ff, 274-282. 

^ 
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simply of forces communicated at the first, but that now and 

then, and only now and then, the Deity puts his hand 

directly to the work." Certainly this last interpretation 

fit best with American society's perception of its 

relationship to divine action. After all, the concept of 

Manifest Destiny instructed Americans that America had been 

prepared for them, that at the divinely ordained time God 

had removed them from Europe and given them possession of 

the New World and from time to time intervened to help them 

win their independence and expand across the continent 

without any insurmountable impediments.^* 

For most Americans, Darwinian materialism removed God 

from the picture. From 1859, as American society grew more 

modern, it grew more secular. Darwinian science, a 

culmination of scientific trends toward restricting science 

to the material realm, led the way. The secularization of 

science and society left individuals such as Muir in a 

quandary. They had been taught that Christianity was true 

because its understanding of God was based, like a three-

legged stool, on three unassailable varieties of evidence— 

the revelation of scripture, intuition, and nature. 

Darwinism kicked out one of those supports.^^ 

^*Gray, "Natural Selection not Inconsistent with 
Natural Theology," Darwiana, p. 130. 

25 See Turner, Without God, Without Creed, pp. 171-187 
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Muir, with his older, evangelical natural theological 

ideas, clung with Asa Gray to the idea that science and 

religion were non-contradictory. He accepted Gray's 

theistic view of evolution because it appeared to bow at the 

shrine of natural theology. Natural theology had 

conditioned Muir to reconcile the claims of science with the 

claims of Christianity. 

Muir's natural theology inclined him to view nature as 

the realm in which God acted continually—creating and 

controlling the world through divine workmanship. Muir 

could write as he observed the ever changing environment 

around him that "God is working...." For him, God carved 

the landscape of the Sierra using glaciers like wood planes 

to sheer off the unnecessary material in the process of 

sculpting predestined landscapes. Muir's ideas varied 

between constant action, insulated interpositions, and 

overall order but tended toward that which Gray believed to 

be the most Christian point of view, but perhaps not the 

most scientific. 

Muir did not find troubling Darwin's assertion that 

species evolved into new species more fitted to local 

environments. It fit well with the ideas he had gleaned 

from natural theologians. Also, other biologists, such as 

Lamarck, had suggested concepts involving the transmutation 

of species by gradual development. Variation and adaption 

seemed to be logical mechanisms. It was evolution by 
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natural selection founded on overpopulation and struggle for 

existence that made Darwinism unique and, for Muir, 

unpalatable. Muir believed that Darwin's assertion that 

individuals and species struggled against one another was 

"ungodly."" 

Muir was more comfortable with Joseph LeConte's Neo-

Lamarckian evolution than Gray's Darwinism. LeConte, as a 

Neo-Lamarckian, asserted that forces within the individual, 

as much as external forces, were responsible for 

evolutionary change. Neo-Lamarckians, like Lamarck himself, 

believed that individual behavior and habits could be passed 

down from parent to offspring. Habitual behavior would 

perhaps become instinctual and encourage the further 

development of the organs necessary to perform the task. 

The internal forces that LeConte postulated he defined as 

"different forms of one omnipresent divine energy." For 

him, evolution was God's mode of operation. He dismissed as 

wrong-headed the concept that God was merely "a universal, 

all pervading principle animating nature—a general 

principle of evolution—an unconscious, impersonal force 

under which the whole cosmos develops." His concept that 

nature developed under the direct guidance of a personal 

^^See Darwin, Origin of Species, pp. 110. JM to Asa 
Gray, Yosemite, 22 February 1873, Muir Manuscript 
Collection, 2:1238-9. 

^ 
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deity was nearly identical with Muir's interpretation of 

environmental processes.^^ 

Gray, a true Darwinian, could write that "man, even 

upon Leviathan Hobbes's theory of society, is no worse than 

the rest of creation, since all Nature is at war, one 

species with another, and the nearer kindred the more 

internecine..."^® Muir could not. For Muir, civilized 

humanity was much worse than the rest of nature. Nature was 

not at war—but rather followed laws predicated on love. 

Mankind was another story. ̂' 

Another of Darwin's significant contributions to 

science was to place mankind within the environment on an 

equal level as other animals. For Darwin and many others, 

humans ceased to hold a place somewhere between the material 

and physical. Rather humans were fully rooted in the 

physical world. Human physiology and human psychology were 

open to the application of evolutionary interpretation. ̂° 

^̂ See Moore, The Post-Darwinian Controversies, pp. 225. 
George W. Stocking, Race, Culture, and Evolution: Essays in 
the History of Anthropology (New York: The Free Press, 
1968), pp. 238ff. Joseph LeConte, Religion and Science (New 
York: D. Appleton & Co., 1891), p. 13. See also Joseph 
LeConte, Evolution: Its Nature, Its Evidences, and Its 
Relation to Religious Thought (New York: D. Appleton & Co, 
1891), esp. pp. 258ff. 

28 Ibid., p. 74. 

'̂JM to Maggie Lauder, Yosemite, 1 March 1873, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 2:1248. 

°̂See Charles Darwin, The Descent of Man (London: John 
Murray, 1883) . 
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There were a number of ways to interpret human history 

in the nineteenth century and evolution was only one. 

Christians had two interpretations of human history that 

informed their concept of mankind's place in the world. 

Christians who held to post-millenialist concepts popular in 

the mid-nineteenth century saw humanity progressing to a 

noble end, though without the help of evolutionary models. 

Their world view, informed by the linear Christian concept 

of history, dictated that the kingdom of God would expand to 

such a degree that humans would enjoy a nearly perfect 

society prior to the second coming of Christ. Post-

millenialists had a well defined faith in human potentiality 

and progress. Not so with their co-religionists, the 

dispensational pre-millenialists. These Christians viewed 

human history as one long slide into sin and degradation. 

They believed that God would allow humans to reap the 

harvest of their rebellion until things on earth grew so 

intolerable that God would spare the remnant who still 

believed in him and destroy the rest along with the earth. 

Metaphysical history provided the supporting ideological 

matrix for both of these ideas.^^ 

Modernist social interpreters envisioned human history 

and society in a more secular light. Environmental 

determinists, such as Nathaniel Southgate Shaler, envisioned 

^^See Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture, pp 
48-55. 
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human society in rigid terms—it neither slid up or down the 

ladder of progress. For him, environmental attributes 

determined racial habits and cultural attributes. For 

social Darwinists, such as Herbert Spencer, the history of 

society was progressive for the fit and regressive to those 

who were not. Reform Darwinists, such as Lester Frank Ward 

and later John Dewey, shared with Neo-Lamarkians, such as 

Joseph LeConte and E. D. Cope, the belief that humans could 

direct the process of social and intellectual development. 

Progressive evolutionists, whether Neo-Lamarckians like 

LeConte or more Reform Darwinist like John Dewey, emphasized 

the need to alter the educational curriculum in a manner 

that would encourage cultural and intellectual progress. 

Progress, in the mind of these Anglo-centric observers, 

could be gauged on the degree of similarity that non-western 

cultures possessed with Euro-American ones. John Wesley 

Powell, and his colleagues at the Bureau of American 

Ethnology, following anthropologist Lewis Henry Morgan, 

designed an interpretative framework rating cultural 

evolution on a ladder-like scale progressing from savagery 

to civilization.^^ 

^^See Stocking, Race, Culture, and Evolution, chapter 
X. Lester Stephens, Joseph LeConte: Gentle Prophet of 
Evolution (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 
1982), pp. 217ff. Cynthia Eagle Russett, Darwin in America 
The Intellectual Response, 1865-1912 (San Francisco: W.H. 
Freeman and Company, 1976). See Robert Bieder, Science 
Encounters the Indian (Norman: Oklahoma University Press, 
1986), and Wallace Stegner, Beyond the Hundredth Meridian, 
pp. 251ff. 
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Muir believed in the possibility of human progress. He 

believed, like many of his generation reared in the pre-

Civil War society that gave birth to Shakerism, Mormonism, 

and a host of other perfectionist, Utopian sects, that 

humans aspired toward a post-millennial perfection. They 

had been made in the image of God and were foreordained to 

become more like God, but not in the sense that they would 

rule the earth—the "lord man" heresy he had become aware of 

in the South. Rather, humans were to become creative 

workmen—constructing objects of beauty as did the creator. 

Muir believed that mankind was destined to this progress. 

He had "one, big well-defined faith for humanity as a 

workman," writing of his teleological vision of human social 

evolution, "that the time is coming when every 'article of 

manufacture' will be as purely a work of God as are these 

mountains and pine trees and bonnie loving flowers."^^ 

Muir's perception of the way humanity would achieve 

such a state was close to that of the romantic, pre-

Darwinian evolutionist Jean-Baptiste Lamarck. Muir believed 

that as a result of their contact with civilization humans 

were depraved and degraded. Encouraging mankind to become 

more civilized was not the answer. Lamarck too had found 

humans to be the aberrant species. For Lamarck and Muir, 

humans had rebelled against the laws of nature. Like 

"JM to Kate N. Daggett, 30 December 1872, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 2:1230. 
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Romantic primitivists in the stripe of Rousseau, they both 

believed that the cure for some of mankind's many ills was 

to return to a more natural state of existence. Since the 

basis of Muir's conception of natural law rested on the 

principle of love, he could see clearly how this could bring 

about the angelic concepts of peace on earth and good will 

to all men.^* 

As much as Muir could find support in past principles 

of Western thought for his vision of humans in their 

environment, he could also find some support among the most 

avant-garde theorists of his day. Thorstein Veblen, famed 

University of Chicago economist and the son of Swedish 

immigrants, also believed that human institutions were 

decadent. By institutions, Veblen meant the habits of 

thought that mankind inherited from previous stages of 

social evolution. For Veblen, the money-grubbing morality 

of nineteenth century America, characterized by Andrew 

Carnegie's Gospel of Wealth and popularized by the "Acres of 

Diamonds" sermons on the Chautauqua, could only be the 

result of accretions from earlier forms of human society. 

Muir too, as we have seen, found such human institutions, 

which promoted what he thought were inaccurate 

^*L.J. Jordanova, Lamarck (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1984), pp. 94-5, 106. 
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interpretations of mankind's position within the natural 

order, repulsive. ̂^ 

Like Thoreau before him and Veblen his contemporary, 

Muir believed that the model human society resided somewhere 

in the past—or at least outside modern western culture. 

Muir found this belief reinforced by his contact with 

Alaskan Indians. The Indians he had encountered in 

California tended to be degraded by modern culture—whether 

manifest in Western education or alcohol or removal from 

ancestral lands. Muir often saw them as dirty, ignorant of 

both Indian and Euro-American cultures, and marked by 

savagery and criminality.^^ 

Muir's general attitude toward native Americans prior 

to his contact with Alaskan cultures less corrupted by 

western influences is revealed in his characterization of 

the Modocs in 1874. The Modocs, one of the last Pacific 

Coast tribes to submit to Euro-American pacification 

^^Thorstein Veblen, What Veblen Taught, edited by 
Wesley C. Mitchell (New York: Viking Press, 1947), pp. 215-
301. 

^^Richard Fleck, in Henry Thoreau and John Muir among 
the Indians (Archon Books, 1985), finds Muir's view of 
Californian Indians to be ambivalent (pp. 36-3 9). He 
believes that the negative attitudes Muir picked up in 
Wisconsin made his acceptance of Native Americans an 
evolutionary process that included being repulsed by Indians 
generally but accepting individuals. Individual acceptance 
evolved into accepting groups but being repulsed by certain 
individuals. This evolution, though not thoroughly drawn 
out by Fleck, is evident in Muir's reaction to Diggers in 
the late 1860s, Modocs and the Indians on the McCloud River 
in the early 1870s, and finally various Eskimoan tribes in 
the late 1870s, 1880s and 1890s. 

*N 
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efforts, were removed in the mid-1860s to the Klamath 

reservation in Oregon. By the early 1870s some Modocs, 

dissatisfied with reservation life, returned under the 

leadership of the Modoc chief Captain Jack to the lava beds 

near Tule Lake, some 40 miles northeast of Mount Shasta, and 

began raiding nearby ranches. After Modoc raiders killed 

several ranchers, the U.S. Army sought to bring the Modocs 

out of the lava beds and return them to the reservation. 

Captain Jack and his band held out in a maze of lava tubes 

in what is today Lava Beds National Monument. 

In his story for the San Francisco Daily Evening 

Bulletin. Muir pitied the soldiers whose orders destined 

them to battle the Modocs in Modoc country. He did not 

sympathize nor seek to understand the possible motives of 

the Indians who desired to return to their native land and 

enjoy, to some degree, a traditional existence. Instead he 

characterized the Modoc warriors as "unknightly as 

possible." In a highly critical and perhaps emotional note, 

he asserted that "the quantity of moral sentiment developed 

in them seems infinitely small ... they appear incapable of 

feeling any distinction between men and beasts." Although 

Muir, like Henry David Thoreau, believed in the romantic 

concept of noble savagery, he found little nobility in the 

actions of the Modocs during the Modoc War. Instead he 

asserted that "even their [Modoc's] savageness lacks 

fullness and cordiality." He speculated, on the basis of 
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Modocs he had observed himself, that "unkempt and begrimed, 

and with the glare of war in their eyes, they [Modoc 

warriors] must have looked very devilish." As Muir rode 

across the beds of black lava, memories of Milton's literary 

but fiery Hell helped him visualize the Modocs in such a 

demonic manner. ̂"̂  

Muir's attitude toward Indian culture did not remain 

statically derogatory. He had known individual Indians whom 

he found acceptable—like the Digger shepherd he had worked 

with during his first summer as a shepherd. This particular 

Indian displayed his mountain wisdom by living off the land, 

eating starchy roots, when Muir and the other Anglo 

shepherds suffered from the lack of flour. By the 18 80s, 

Muir found himself able to respect not only the skills of 

one Indian, but the lore of a whole tribe during his Alaska 

journeys. 

Muir traveled to Alaska eight times between 187 9 and 

1899. His three most memorable trips—the first to southern 

Alaska on which he was befriended by Samuel Hall Young, a 

Presbyterian missionary to the Tlingit Indians, the third 

through the Bering Strait traveling on the U.S.S. Corwin's 

unsuccessful search and rescue mission for a missing 

"̂̂ JM, "Modoc Memories," San Francisco Daily Evening 
Bulletin, Dec. 28, 1874, pg. 1, col. 4. For more 
information of the Modocs and Modoc War, see Joaquin Miller, 
Unwritten History: Life Among the Modocs (Hartford: American 
Publishing Company, 1874) and Doris Paine, Captain Jack, 
Modoc Renegade (Portland: Binford & Mort, 1953). 

X 
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vessel, and the last, steaming about the channel islands and 

fjords with Edward Henry Harriman's party—provided rich 

material for subsequent literary endeavors by Muir and his 

compatriots. In Alaska Muir encountered native peoples who 

were in the first stages of direct contact with European 

cultures. He found them to be much more appealing than the 

degraded California Diggers or the violent, unloving Modocs. 

Muir's experiences in Alaska altered his perception of 

Indians, giving a him keener awareness of the degrading 

character of Western civilization and reinforcing his 

romantic Christian ideas, concerning the history of human 

society. Muir's first two Alaska trips, in 1879 and 1880, 

provided him contact with the Tlingit culture of southern 

Alaska. While observing glacial creation in progress, Muir 

toured Tlingit villages with Samuel Hall Young. 

His account of these trips, especially the first, 

provides some illustration of his Anglo-centric attitudes 

toward Alaskan Indians—attitudes not uncommon among Anglo-

Americans at the beginning of the period that saw the rise 

of the anti-immigrant, anti-Catholic American Protective 

Association and the anti-Chinese California Workingmen's 

Party. From his first impression of Tlingit culture, Muir 

seems to have ranked it at the level of barbarism, the 

second level on the ladder of cultural evolution used by 

Powell and the Bureau of Ethnology. He found Tlingits in 

direct contact with nature to be "happy animals." Tlingit 

^ 
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berry gatherers, for instance, laughed and chattered "with 

animal enjoyment."^® 

All their actions were not so happy. Traditional 

dances, which made "a very novel barbarous durbar," 

consisted mostly of "monotonous stamping, head-jerking, and 

explosive grunts kept in time to grim drum-beats." Muir 

appreciated the level of perfection at which the dancers 

could imitate wild animals such as the bear, deer, and 

dolphin. Yet for Muir, traditional dancing seemed 

unenlightened. His discovery of an unburied human skeleton, 

that of a "worthless" slave as his Indian guides explained, 

horrified Muir who assisted Nature in giving it what he 

considered a proper burial. Such observations reinforced 

his initial perceptions.^' 

That Muir understood the Tlingits to reside at a lower 

cultural level is also illustrated by his surprise at the 

level of Tlingit craftsmanship. Of a deserted village he 

and Young visited, he wrote, "The magnitude of the ruins and 

the excellence of the workmanship manifest in them was 

astonishing as belonging to Indians." It seems that he 

expected little of value from non-European cultures. *° 

®̂John Muir, Travels in Alaska (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Company, 1915), p. 31. 

"Ibid., pp. 34, 167 

*°Ibid., p. 71. 
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Muir believed, as had generations of Christians, that 

Christianity elevated Tlingits to the level of civilization 

on the cultural ladder. The average Indian in his Alaska 

narrative remained a cardboard character. As guides on his 

expeditions, they served as little more than pack-animals 

and oarsmen. Acceptance of Christianity seemed to change 

his perception of them, however. The Stickeen chief Toyatte 

takes on human proportions when Muir describes his 

assistance in taking the Gospel to other Tlingit tribes. 

Muir wrote glowingly of the quickness with which the 

Tlingits accepted the Christian doctrine of atonement. For 

him, the relationship between man and God seems to have been 

the criteria for cultural progress. The level of proper 

understanding of the Judeo-Christian deity's character, 

which he believed, despite Darwin, was illustrated by 

natural evidence, differentiated levels of human social 

evolution. Muir's attitude toward race illustrates the 

depth of his conservativism. Like eighteenth century 

"observers of man," he accepted the western cultural 

evaluation of non-western cultures and preached the 

Christian and Romantic concept of the unity of mankind. 

Muir may have been a leader in recognizing the rights of 

bears and landscapes to unmolested existence, but he lacked 
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the relativist cultural vision that marked liberal thinkers 

then emerging, such as Franz Boas. *̂  

After several months' exposure, and still keeping with 

the Euro-centric view of non-western cultures, Muir adopted 

a more accepting attitude toward the Alaskan natives. He 

recognized that even though European contact with these 

people had begun relatively recently, it had already 

contaminated some Indians with what he considered a social 

plague, alcohol. Under the influence of this drug, the 

Indians were more likely to interact irrationally and 

violently. Those who had not been corrupted by the bad 

attributes of European civilization, however, seemed 

willing to work, when free from the contamination 
of bad whites. They manage to feed themselves 
well, build good substantial houses, bravely fight 
their enemies, love their wives and children and 
friends, and cherish a quick sense of humor. The 
best of them prefer death to dishonor, and 
sympathize with their neighbors in their 
misfortunes and sorrows. 

He found their hospitality and manners admirable. The best 

Tlingits, Muir suggested, possessed the best attributes of 

Christianity. *̂  

*^Ibid., pp. 35, 201-2. See Stocking, Race, Culture, 
and Evolution, chapters VII and VIII. Frederick Turner, in 
Rediscovering America, p. 260, notes that Muir saw 
Christianity as detrimental to Indian society because it 
disrupted the tradition means of production around the 
missions. This effect seems to have been mitigated by the 
personal value Christianity seems to have had for Indians, 
especially those who continued to work, in Muir's opinion. 

*̂ See Stocking, Race, Culture, and Evolution, pp. 13-
42. JM, Travels in Alaska, pp. 197, 138. 

" ^ 
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That Muir found the Tlingits, who led the primitive 

life that he had earlier asserted to be necessary to 

understand true religion, to be barbarians does not seem to 

have raised questions in his mind about the efficacy of 

nature as an evangel. Perhaps in Muir's mind, both natural 

and scriptural revelations were required to bring about full 

social perfection. After all Muir's Christian world view 

taught him that Tlingits inherited the moral depravity 

common to all mankind due to their descent from Adam. Their 

social perfection depended on their acceptance of Christ's 

redemption as much as any other culture did. Besides, 

natural theologians from Dick to LeConte all asserted the 

primacy of scriptural knowledge in revealing God's moral 

character—natural revelation only played a supportive role. 

Muir could not expect the Tlingits to achieve their full 

potential with only a partial understanding of the necessary 

means. Muir later discovered, aboard the U.S.S. Corwin, 

that European cultures had a stronger negative impact on 

Alaskan Indian culture than he seems to have believed in 

1879, but his attitudes toward Indians, conditioned by his 

understanding of human nature, remained ambivalent. 

In June 1881 the Jeannette, a steamer under the command 

of Capt. George W. DeLong seeking to reach the North Pole, 

was wrecked in an ice floe. After losing contact with the 

Jeannette, several ships were dispatched to search for it— 

including the revenue cutter Thomas Corwin. Despite having 

^x 
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been married only one year to Louie Strentzel, Muir took 

this opportunity to sail again to the Arctic. On this 

exploration, which Muir hoped would provide him ample 

opportunity to examine the glaciation of Bering islands, his 

record of Eskimo inhabitants further illustrates his 

ambivalent attitude toward Native Americans. 

Aboard the Corwin, Muir worked as a naturalist along 

with Smithsonian naturalist Edward W. Nelson, who was 

primarily interested in gathering ethnological data. 

Interacting with Nelson, as he had with LeConte and Gray 

while touring the Sierra, Muir's interests increased to 

include those of his fellow scientists. Nelson photographed 

and sketched "particularly villainous" natives and collected 

skulls and artifacts from among the graveyards. Muir 

remained unenthusiastic about grave robbing and does not 

appear to have enjoyed looking at the piles of corpses 

remaining in various villages that had been beset by 

starvation during the previous winters. Yet, Nelson's work 

perhaps brought out Muir's interest in Indians and 

encouraged ethnographic commentary in his journal. 

One of the first instances in his log describing Eskimo 

tribesmen occurred while the Corwin was docked at St. 

Lawrence Island. Muir described the Chukchi there as being 

rather similar to the Tlingits he had come into contact with 

in the Alaskan Panhandle during his previous two trips to 

Alaska. He delineated differences in craniometric and moral 
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terms, which may provide insight into his attitudes toward 

human physical and social evolution. Noting the Mongolian 

features of the Chukchi, he wrote, they "seem to have less 

brain than the Tlingits, longer faces, and are more simple 

and childlike in behavior and disposition. They never 

quarrel much among themselves or with their neighbors, 

contrasting greatly in this respect with the Tlingits or 

Koluschans. "*̂  

It is interesting, though not unique, that Muir 

connects brain size and child-like behavior. Among 

anthropologists interested in cranial capacity, the 

connection between the physical attributes of races and 

their supposed physically determined social habits had been 

carefully delineated. Some scientists before the Civil War, 

led by Dr. Samuel George Morton, whose Crania Americana 

popularized craniometric research and marked the beginning 

of the development of the New Anthropology based on 

mathematical data rather than philosophical, aesthetic 

judgment, had argued that cranial capacity was a good 

indication of intellectual capacity and degree of social 

ability. Morton developed an empirical method for 

evaluating human skulls. He took certain exterior and 

interior measurements on the skulls of individuals of 

different racial extraction, including the measure of 

*̂ John Muir, The Cruise of the Corwin (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Company, 1917), p. 28. 

^ 
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cranial capacity or brain size. He ranked the skulls and 

the races they represented according to cranial capacity. 

Based on his rankings, he believed he was able to determine 

the degree of intellectual ability, hence superiority, a 

race possessed. He, and others, suggested that his research 

empirically proved that the Caucasian race stood superior to 

the Negro race, which ranked most inferior, and all others 

in between. ** 

In the post-Darwinian, post-Civil War years, American 

anthropologists continued to measure cranial capacity and 

collect other anthropometric information. Some, such as 

Nathaniel Southgate Shaler, continued to hold to concepts of 

polygenesis and racial superiority and hoped craniometry 

would demonstrate Teutonic supremacy. Shaler, an 

environmental determinist, believed that blacks and American 

Indians were members of distinct, inferior human species 

that failed to evolve into a civilized state due to the lack 

of the proper geographic conditions necessary for the 

development of civilization. He believed that descendants 

of the northwestern European Teutonic tribes, like himself, 

possessed the superior characteristics of a species evolved 

in the perfect environment. The temperate arboreal zone 

between 40° and 60° latitude produced a hardy, hard working 

**See William Stanton, The Leopard's Spots: Scientific 
Attitudes toward Race in America, 1815-59 (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1960) and also Bieder, Science 
Encounters the Indian. 
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human species, the only one to arrive at the cultural stage 

of civilization—replete with fine art, architecture, and 

mechanized production.*^ 

Muir was no doubt aware of Morton's work and through 

either his companion Edward W. Nelson or Joseph LeConte 

(Shaler was a Neo-Lamarckian, like LeConte) may have become 

aware of deterministic ideas such as those held by Shaler, 

Cope, and Powell, though no evidence exists that Muir ever 

made contact with them. Using the scale of culture adopted 

by John Wesley Powell, who became director of the Bureau of 

Ethnology in 1879, Eskimo culture would have fallen 

somewhere in between the states of savagery and barbarism. 

In these states, behavior would have appeared more 

childlike, since within the organic interpretation of 

cultural evolution such cultures were considered locked into 

a state of childhood. 

Whereas some anthropologists and members of American 

society would see this as an observation with negative 

connotations, Muir's evangelical Protestant background calls 

such an interpretation into question. He seems to observe 

cranial size rather dispassionately and his assertions that 

Chukchis were simple and child-like were not necessarily 

deprecations. Muir may have placed such attributes in a 

more positive light than modern readers care to. Within the 

*̂ See David N. Livingstone, Nathaniel Southgate Shaler 
and the Culture of American Science (Tuscaloosa: The 
University of Alabama Press, 1987). 
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corpus of Christian attributes, simple lifestyle, child-like 

faith, and peacefulness are supreme virtues. Muir, as we 

have already seen, glorified the simple lifestyle both in 

word, as manifest in his "lilies of the field" debate with 

the Southern blacksmith, and in deed, as illustrated by his 

meager life in the Yosemite Valley during the early 1870s. 

Muir may have had in mind Christ's assertion that "unless 

you turn round and become like children, you will never 

enter the kingdom of heaven" when he referred to Chukchi 

child-likeness. Further, the note concerning the 

peacefulness of the Chukchi, given Muir's emphasis on 

harmony and lack of internecine warfare within nature due to 

the rule of love, can only be seen as a complimentary 

remark. ** 

Muir further complimented the Chukchi, though somewhat 

ambiguously, by noting that "there was less apparent squalor 

and misery among them than among any other Indians I have 

seen." He commented on their cleanliness, which was for 

Muir more a mark of cultural advance than cranial 

measurements. He further remarked that the Chukchi were a 

highly ornamented, "mixed, jolly multitude" who "show good 

taste and ingenuity" in constructing their tools and 

clothing. "Though savage and sensual," he wrote, "they are 

by no means dull or apathetic like the sensual savages of 

*^Matthew 18.3-4 

^ 
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civilization, who live only to eat and indulge in the 

senses. "*'' 

To Muir, the Eskimo were a noble people. Muir had 

previously spent a great deal of time among the Tlingits in 

southern Alaska with missionary S. Hall Young. He found 

among those Indians indications that they were spiritually 

attuned to their environment. Such an interpretation of 

Native Americans follows from the popular romantic notion of 

the noble savage. Like Thoreau, Muir perceived Indian 

language, suffused with natural metaphors, to be indicative 

of Indian oneness with the environment.*® 

Muir, however, found Eskimo adoption of European 

material culture distasteful. He observed that the Chukchi 

often traded for calico cloth, which they wore over their 

warm hide clothing. To Muir, though evidently not to the 

subjects of his observation, this practice gave "them a very 

shabby and dirty look. Why they should want such flimsy and 

useless material," he queried, "I cannot guess."*' While 

the aesthetics of calico overshirts is a subjective matter 

and in any case was not harmful to the Chukchis, it 

symbolized the whole array of European trade goods that 

47 JM, The Cruise of the Corwin, pp. 29, 61, 142-3. 

*®Richard Fleck deals with Muir's appreciation of 
Tlingit spirituality in detail. For more on this see his 
Henry Thoreau and John Muir among the Indians, especially 
chapter III. 

49 JM, Cruise of the Corwin, p. 29 
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could and did have a detrimental influence on Eskimo 

culture. 

Among both the Tlingit and the Chukchi, Muir discovered 

the now infamous results of European culture on Native 

Americans—overhunting and alcoholism. ̂° He found the 

greed and lack of conscience among alcohol traffickers 

deplorable. It was apparent to him that alcohol and Indians 

were a deadly combination. Among the Tlingits, drunkenness 

provoked much mortal combat. Further north among the 

Chukchi, the Corwin found entire villages in which the 

inhabitants had died during the winter of 1878-7 9, two and a 

^°For more on Indian relationships to the environment 
and European culture see Calvin Martin who, in Keepers of 
the Game: Indian-Animal Relations and the Fur Trade 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978), contended 
that Indian beliefs created an environmentally destructive 
situation when they encountered Anglo culture and its 
diseases. Readers of this work should also compare it with 
Shepard Krech, III, Indians, Animals, and the Fur Trade: A 
Critigue of Keepers of the Game (Athens: University of 
Georgia Press, 1981. William Cronon, in Changes in the Land 
(New York: Hill and Wang, 1983), depicts the cultural and 
ecological change induced by European settlement of New 
England. Robert Berkhofer, in White Man's Indian (New York: 
Knopf, 1978), discussed the Indian-as-savage motif in 
popular culture from the 1870s through the 1890s. In the 
more refined circle of Romantic intellectuals, interested in 
the spiritual value of nature, Indians were seen as "noble 
savages" and as examples of ideal man due to their intimate 
ties to the natural world. In The Roots of Dependency 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska, 1983), Richard White 
concluded that tribes reacted differently to the changes 
brought about by interaction with the Europeans depending on 
the particular tribal views concerning the Indian's place in 
the environment. Adrian Tanner, in Bringing Home Animals 
(New York: St. Martin's Press, 1979), found that the 
Mistasinni Cree had adopted enough Anglo cultural attributes 
to participate in the market economy but intertwined these 
with traditional beliefs. 

^ 
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half years prior to the Corwin's visit, from alcohol-related 

starvation. It seems that traders slaked the thirst of 

Chukchi villagers at just the time they should have been 

putting up winter provisions. Muir viewed the results as 

Edward Nelson collected artifacts from houses where the dead 

were stacked in the corner by the weak who could not drag 

them to the cemetery. They found those who had stacked the 

bodies in their beds.^^ 

Viewing such gruesome sights encouraged Muir and Calvin 

Hooper, captain of the Corwin. to give temperance speeches 

to the Indians. This activity apparently had few if any 

positive results, but illustrated for Muir, and perhaps 

reinforced the lessons of his evangelical upbringing, that 

humans in many ways caused their own destruction. On one 

particular occasion Muir and Hooper spoke on the evils of 

drink to a group of Chukchi visiting the ship, only to be 

answered by a chieftain who replied that some whiskey was 

good and some was bad, but that it was not, by his own 

example, as deadly as his observers had asserted since he 

had drunk much himself. The chieftain's argument indicates 

that stopping the alcohol trade would take more than Muir's 

simple solution—a missionary in every village and a few 

cannon, directed at alcohol traffickers, backed by good 

men. ̂^ 

"jM, Cruise of the Corwin. pp. 119-121 

"Ibid., p. 58. 
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While alcohol seemed a cut and dried evil when one 

considered the impact of European cultures on Indian 

cultures, Muir's opinion on Indians and rifles remained 

somewhat ambiguous. He believed that provided with single 

shot rifles the Chukchi would "more surely and easily gain a 

living by their use, while they are peaceable and can hardly 

be induced to fight without very great provocation." 

However, repeating rifles were another matter. Muir 

discovered that the Chukchi killed reindeer with repeating 

rifles in the same manner that the buffalo hunters on the 

Great Plains were doing at that very moment. "They make it a 

rule to kill every animal that comes within reach" he wrote, 

"without a thought of future scarcity." He noted that moose 

and reindeer caught in deep snow were surrounded, killed 

with clubs by Indians who "simply cut out their tongues, and 

leave the rest to be eaten by wolves." For this reason, as 

well as the intensive hunting provoked by the walrus tusk 

market, Muir stated that "they probably were better off 

before they were possessed of a single civilized blessing— 

so many are the evils accompanying them!"^^ 

Thus, Muir seems to have believed that prior to the 

Indians' adoption of European material culture, they had 

lived more harmoniously with the environment. This is not 

unlike Thorstein Veblen's assertion that barbaric traits 

such as private ownership were overlain on mankind's 

53 Ibid., pp. 27, 139-40, 70. 
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originally good nature to produce the wastefulness 

associated with conspicuous consumption or conspicuous waste 

as he preferred to call it.^* Like Veblen, Muir attributed 

wastefulness and disharmonious living to be a result of 

modern social institutions. Unlike Veblen, Muir did not 

believe that accepting evolutionary progress toward a 

machine culture was the solution. Rather, arresting 

modernization and returning to older ways more in line with 

the law of love exhibited in the natural order appears to 

have been Muir's preferred solution to the problems of 

modern society. 

Yet, Muir seems to have alternated between the notions 

of primitivism and progressivism as he sought solutions to 

modern problems. In one sense, he believed that human 

perfection lay in the past. Like Veblen, he believed that 

in ancient times, before the development of modern 

institutions, humans acted harmoniously within their 

environment. From his contact with Arctic dwellers, Muir 

came to believe that such a lifestyle had existed in the 

not-so-distant-past and to some extent perhaps still 

existed. He had faith, probably as a result of his 

immersion in the post-millennial culture of the Wisconsin 

frontier, that such a relationship with nature could exist 

*̂See Veblen, What Veblen Taught, esp. pp. 215ff 
Russett, Darwin in America, pp. 166-7. 
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in humanity's future if humans would learn to adapt to 

nature's divinely appointed laws. 

As Darwinism raised questions about certainty in both 

American culture and American religion, scientists such as 

Asa Gray and Joseph LeConte sought to reconcile their faith 

with their science. Muir found Darwinism palatable within 

the teleological format that Gray couched it and with a Neo-

Lamarckian deemphasis on violence and natural selection and 

belief that heredity could be modified by environmental 

change. In many ways, Darwinism, in both its biological and 

social strains, changed Muir very little. He still held to 

his older interpretation of an ordered, God-filled natural 

world in which created beings, broadly defined as animals 

and plants, lived in harmony with the creator and each 

other. 

Muir believed that the materialistic tendency adopted 

by Darwinists to reduce the world to natural causes was 

overly restrictive and wrong-headed. He continued to 

believe that the natural world was an evangelist. It drew, 

through example, humans back to a right understanding of 

God. Like the natural theologians and naturalists of an 

earlier generation such as Thomas Dick, Muir held that the 

scientist's duty was to clarify and explain not just nature, 

but the revelation of nature. 

Darwinism acted as a catalyst for Muir. It encouraged 

the secularization of American society. As some 
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contemporary theologians asserted, it threatened to hinder 

American progress toward the millennium. In this climate, 

because he could not assume that his scientific 

contemporaries would look beyond nature and draw out the 

spiritual messages of their studies, he had to preach his 

doctrine of nature more forcefully than had the natural 

theologians before him. The post-Darwinian climate in 

America encouraged people to think in new ways about old 

problems within an ever-changing and to some an ever-

changeable social environment. Muir's belief in a moral 

natural world encouraged him to see the need to preserve it. 

If the primary sources for the natural theologians were 

corrupted or destroyed, then little hope remained for humans 

to refine their understanding of God, or to support their 

belief in him. This philosophy captured the imagination of 

many American elites who recognized, even from Muir's 

theistic language, that Muir's goal was to protect vestiges 

of the older, more stable social morality they desired to 

preserve. At the turn of the century, they would join Muir 

in a war to save mountains—mountains broadcasting, to all 

who cared to listen, the soothing message that peace and 

love was the divine ordinance. 

"N 



CHAPTER VIII 

POLITICAL STRUGGLES 

Writers, politicians, and ideologues throughout 

American history have advocated saving parts of the public 

domain for future generations. New England colonists 

recognized the need to regulate logging economically 

valuable trees and hunting certain game animals. Thomas 

Jefferson helped break the trail for preservation of 

monumental scenery when he refused to sell Virginia's famous 

natural bridge to private developers. Both DeWitt Clinton 

and Washington Irving advocated preserving large blocks of 

"pristine" wilderness in the 1820s and 1830s. Henry David 

Thoreau wrote about the moral imperative of wilderness and 

George Catlin advocated preserving the "Great American 

Desert" for its flora and fauna, which included the Indians. 

Whereas colonial New Englanders made some headway in 

conserving their resources, and Jefferson's political clout 

bolstered the idea of scenic preservation, many attempts to 

regulate public domain development failed as a result of the 

savage hunger of the industrializing nation for natural 

resources. Only with the close of the frontier in the late 

nineteenth century did widespread public support for 

government administration of the public domain coalesce into 

a movement with enough political power to effect national 

resource protection legislation. For instance by 1864, the 

Yosemite Valley was removed from the public domain and 

236 
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granted to the state of California for a scenic park. In 

1872, the federal government withdrew the Yellowstone region 

and directly managed it as a national park.^ 

John Muir's leadership in the late nineteenth century 

environmental protection movement came neither instantly nor 

easily. Muir learned through experience and the tutelage of 

Robert Underwood Johnson, assistant editor of The Century 

Magazine, how to influence public opinion and government 

policy on behalf of the landscapes he loved. He learned by 

trial and error who his allies were and adjusted to losing 

allies in the bitter turmoil of political wrangling. 

Throughout his career as a political lobbyist and nature 

writer, Muir evolved from an amateur scientist who argrued 

along with other scientists for the conservation of natural 

resources into an evangelist in the stripe of Dwight L. 

Moody, convicting the nation and calling it to repentance 

for desecrating holy landscapes in the name of material 

progress. 

Muir began lobbying in 1876, when he wrote a series of 

letters to California legislator W. C. Hendricks about 

reorganizing the state geological survey. Muir advocated 

that the survey should answer questions valuable to those 

^See Lee Clark Mitchell, Witnesses to a Vanishing 
America: The Nineteenth-Century Response (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1981), esp. pp. 50-54; Roderick 
Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind, 3d ed. (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1982), pp. 96-121; William Cronon, 
Changes in the Land. 
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interested in resource development—mining, lumbering, and 

irrigating. Perhaps old disputes between he and Josiah 

Whitney over the origin of Yosemite Valley motivated him to 

criticize Whitney for delegating survey resources to 

paleontological research. In the same breath, Muir also 

advocated that Sierra forests needed to be protected against 

the ravages of developers—specifically the timber and 

grazing interests. Muir argued that Californians needed to 

know what resources existed within the state before they 

could develop those resources in any reasonable manner. In 

doing so, Muir found himself aligned with a group of 

conservationists that would later attempt to take control of 

public resource management during the Theodore Roosevelt 

administration under the leadership of Gifford Pinchot.^ 

Perhaps Muir's acquaintances with California Grangers, 

who criticized Whitney's survey for spending too much time 

and money on things unnecessary to economic development, 

prompted him to use his influence as a man of science to 

advocate survey reorganization coupled with watershed 

protection. Whether motivated by vengeance or Granger 

friendships, Muir certainly echoed the Granger argument. He 

^See Samuel Hays, Conservation and the Gospel of 
Efficiency (New Haven: Harvard University Press, 1959) 

•""•c\ 
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maintained that agriculture should be a high priority for 

resource development.^ 

San Joaquin Valley farmers, such as his future father-

in-law John T. Strentzel, found irrigation necessary to keep 

fruit trees and vines alive and producing through the dry 

San Joaquin summers. Deforestation and the siltation 

resulting from lumber and livestock induced erosion added to 

that produced by hydraulic mining to threaten irrigation 

projects. Many farmers believed, as George Perkins Marsh 

had asserted, that maintaining the vegetative cover on 

Sierra watersheds preserved the integrity of their water 

supply. As Muir circulated among the upper-middle class 

Grangers to whom Jeanne and Ezra Carr introduced him, he 

could scarce help picking up their conservation ideas. Muir 

moved from lobbying for a new Geological Survey, with 

watershed protection tacked on, to advocating watershed and 

scenic preservation by the beginning of the next decade.* 

In 1881, Muir supported California Senator John F. 

Miller in a failed attempt to create a national park or 

forest reservation in the southern Sierras equivalent to the 

^Muir's views are illustrated in JM to W.C. Hendricks, 
San Francisco, 1 February 1876, Muir Manuscript Collection, 
3:1525-6. No record of the impact of this lobbying effort 
remains. 

*Samuel P. Hays, Conservation and the Gospel of 
Efficiency, pp. 22ff. See Don Pisani, From Family Farm to 
Agribusiness: The Irrigation Crusade in California and the 
West. 1850-1931 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1984); George Perkins Marsh, Man and Nature (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1965). 
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combined area of Kings Canyon and Sequoia National Parks.^ 

The Committee on Public lands never reported Miller's bill 

to the Senate floor and Muir's life grew complicated as his 

daughter Wanda was born and his work on his father-in-law's 

Martinez fruit ranch became increasingly more demanding. He 

suspended his political activity until 1889 when Robert 

Underwood Johnson dragged him back into the fray. 

Muir's most vigorous political activity began the year 

after he and Johnson camped together in the Yosemite region. 

The high point of his political career occurred in 1905 when 

he and the Sierra Club successfully lobbied to have the 

Yosemite Valley receded by the State of California to the 

federal government and incorporated into Yosemite National 

Park. His campaigning ended in December 1913, a year before 

his death, when Woodrow Wilson signed into law legislation 

^Linnie Marsh Wolfe, Son of the Wilderness, p. 228. 
Senator John F. Miller introduced S. 363, a bill designed to 
enlarge the Yosemite and Mariposa grants, and S. 463, a bill 
to set aside "a certain tract of land in the state of 
California as a public park," on 12 and 13 December 1881 
respectively. Congressional Record, 47th Cong. 1st sess., 
vol 13, pt. 1 pp. 68, 78. Three letters referring to the 
legislation are the only evidence extant in the John Muir 
Collection. Botanist Alfred Kellog encouraged Muir to 
pursue his plan by acquiring an accurate map so that he 
could obtain legal descriptions of the boundaries he would 
propose and urged Muir to write Senator Miller without delay 
in support of the two bills; see A. Kellog to JM, 10 January 
1882 and 12 February 1882, Muir Manuscript Collection, 
4:2356 and 2360-61. Miller acknowledged the receipt of a 
letter from Muir and promised to send a copy of his bill; 
see John F. Miller to JM, 28 February 1882, Muir Manuscript 
Collection, 4:2366. On 7 March 1882, Miller presented 
several memorials against S. 4 63 and on 20 April 1882, he 
presented petitions in favor of S. 363; see Congressional 
Record, 47th Cong. 1st sess., vol. 13, pt. 2, p. 1662. 
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responsible for damming the Hetch Hetchy Valley as a water 

supply for the City of San Francisco. Between 188 9 and 

1905, Muir received his foundational political education 

from Robert Underwood Johnson. During this period, Muir and 

Johnson participated with scientists such as Charles Sprague 

Sargent, director of the Arnold Arboretum, and Gifford 

Pinchot, who became head the U.S. Forest Bureau under 

Theodore Roosevelt, in an effort to slow down the rapid and 

unregulated consumption of public resources. After 1905, 

Muir and the Sierra Club focused on the Hetch Hetchy 

reservoir controversy, which marked a new era in the 

politicization of the preservation movement and has been 

investigated in numerous thesis, dissertations, articles, 

book chapters, monographs, and documentary films. Focusing 

on the earlier years should provide insight into John Muir's 

tactical education as a mugwump environmental reformer. A 

brief analysis of the second period will illuminate how 

tactical changes, provoked by the destruction of the 

preservationist/conservationist coalition, clarify the value 

system held by preservationists. The conservationist-

preservationist split forced Muir to build a mass movement 

from the ranks of moralistic preservationists like himself 

to battle developers of all ranks—from crass materialists 

advocating laissez faire to old allies, such as Gifford 

Pinchot and his conservationists, arguing for rational 

natural resource development. 
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In the larger context of late nineteenth century 

society, Muir was a "mugwump." Historians of this period 

usually use the term to denote a member of the Republican 

party who bolted during the 1884 election to support 

Democrat Grover Cleveland's civil service reform campaign. 

Mugwumps are normally interpreted as politically independent 

social elites who tended to support local political and 

social reform prior to the rise of Robert Wiebe's "new 

middle class" progressive. Though mugwumps are defined in 

political terms, political blocks are seldom socially 

amorphous. Prosopographical analysis of the mugwumps show 

that these men tended to be urban Republicans in their late 

thirties. "The vast majority of them were working 

professionals and executives whose business commitments 

required attention and frequently limited the amount of time 

they were willing or able to devote to political affairs." 

They were often the descendants of local elites, had at 

least attended college, and were a well represented in elite 

literary and intellectual social organizations such as the 

University Club and the Century Association.* If one could 

be guilty by association, Muir would be convicted as a 

mugwump by his close friendship with prominent New York 

editor Robert Underwood Johnson. 

^Gerald W. McFarland, Mugwumps, Morals, and Politics, 
1884-1920 (Amherst: The University of Massachusetts Press, 
1975), pp. 19-27, 35-37. 
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However, Muir's social characteristics qualified him as 

a mugwump even without Johnson's association. Born in 18 36, 

Muir fit the age range of the mugwumps. Though Muir was an 

immigrant from Scotland, his father had been a prominent 

grain merchant and grocer in Dunbar, Scotland, and had 

become a Disciples of Christ evangelist in Wisconsin— 

qualifying Muir as the son of a locally influential family 

possessing middle-class values and Protestant ethics. He 

attended the University of Wisconsin between 1861 and 1863. 

Though never graduating, Muir's prowess in glaciology earned 

him a solid scientific reputation. 

In 1880, Muir married Louie Strentzel, the only child 

of prominent San Joaquin Valley fruit rancher, John T. 

Strentzel, and, after managing the ranch for years, made 

enough money to afford him a comfortable lifestyle for the 

remainder of his life. As he lamented to Johnson, his 

commitments to the ranch in the 1880s often interfered with 

his scientific and political activism. But once committed 

to preservationist activism, Muir, the naturalist/author, 

frequented the University Club, as a guest of friends such 

as Joseph LeConte, and made the Eastern social circuit when 

visiting Robert Underwood Johnson during 18 93. Like eastern 

mugwumps participating in political reform to preserve the 

older community relationships they valued,^ Muir struggled 

•'Robert Wiebe, The Search for Order, 1877-1920 (New 
York: Hill and Wang, 1967), p. 44. 

/ 
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to reform state and national policy regarding natural 

resource use and the preservation of aesthetically and 

spiritually valuable public domain. He, like mugwumps 

across the nation, had to learn how to appeal to the people 

in power, an education Muir began late in life. 

The first course in Muir's education taught him the 

value of the media for raising public awareness of problems 

in the Sierra and Yosemite. Camping with Johnson in June of 

188 9, Muir lamented the mismanagement of Yosemite and the 

abuse of the surrounding area. In Muir's opinion the state 

commission that managed the scenic valley failed utterly in 

its task to preserve the natural beauty of the area. 

Political pandering had squelched the only real call for 

planned management, that of Frederick Law Olmstead, back in 

18 68 when he drew up a management plan that was lost and 

forgotten by 188 9. 

Muir expressed his desire to see the region protected 

from the vissidities of ax, plow, fire, and "hoofed locust," 

as he called sheep. Johnson agreed. He encouraged Muir to 

write articles for The Century, the nationally prominent 

literary magazine edited by Richard Watson Gilder and on 

which Johnson worked as assistant editor, describing that 

part of the Yosemite region Muir wanted protected. Johnson, 

who understood the potential of literature as an agent of 

reform, encouraged Muir to include a map of the region, to 

appear in The Century as a map of the "proposed Yosemite 

• ^ 
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National Park." Johnson believed such an article, with the 

editorial support of The Century, would encourage well 

connected readers to act. 

The Century, previously Scribner's, was a popular 

magazine in the post-Civil War and Progressive eras. It 

carried travel stories, poetry, fiction, and serialized 

literary productions. Its editors saw themselves as the 

national newspaper editors of the leisure class. Whereas 

metropolitan newspapers attempted to influence local opinion 

and integrate their readers into the urban-industrial 

society around them. The Century attempted to preserve the 

leisure atmosphere surrounding middle and upper class elites 

by providing them with literary entertainment and warning 

them of potential threats to their social station and 

culture.® Its editorial direction targeted mugwump 

concerns. 

Johnson recognized Muir's anxiety over the abuse of 

scenery such as the Yosemite Valley as one that Century 

readers would share. Mugwumps were the most likely group to 

patronize the new national parks. Perhaps not quite wealthy 

enough to possess estates in all the spectacular regions of 

the United States, they were wealthy enough to consume their 

time conspicuously on leisurely summer vacations. They 

admired the exhibitions of romantic landscape artists, such 

®Gunther Barth, Citv People: The Rise of Modern City 
Culture in Nineteenth Century America (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1980), p. 63. 
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as Albert Bierstadt, Thomas Cole, Thomas Moran, and Asher B. 

Durand, who had travelled into the West and painted the 

sublime mountain landscapes that mugwumps yearned to see for 

themselves. 

Their social station, threatened by the chaotic assault 

on property by organized labor and by radical reformers such 

as Socialist Eugene Debs and Syndicalist William "Big Bill" 

Haywood, made them more likely to voice their opinion 

against waste and mismanagement, which affected their 

potential quality of life. They were consumers looking out 

for their interests—a consumer class similar to that Samuel 

Hays identified as the environmental activists of the post 

World War II era motivated by media reports of greedy 

industries robbing them of the public domain through either 

waste or ludicrously cheap resource allocation. Johnson, as 

an eastern mugwump himself, believed that his fellows would 

actively support the preservation of the Yosemite region 

upon realizing their potential loss. 

For Johnson, the already regionally famous field 

reporter named John Muir possessed credentials qualifying 

him as an expert on Yosemite related topics. Having 

traipsed the Sierra Nevada for twenty years, Muir knew the 

region intimately. Furthermore, Muir had proved during the 

1870s through his "Summering in the Sierra" and Alaska 

correspondences that he could write the persuasive, 

enthusiastic copy Johnson believed would have the necessary 

" \ 
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impact on The Century's readers. As ideal as Muir appeared, 

Johnson had difficulty getting Muir to cooperate fully with 

his plans. 

In the fall of 1890, Muir's wife inherited John 

Strentzel's fruit ranch, which Muir had been managing for 

nearly a decade. Possessing a hard-boiled work ethic, which 

he believed to be a legacy of his Scottish heritage, Muir 

could not, or would not, free himself enough from the duties 

of ranch management to write for Johnson's deadlines. In 

August of 1889, Johnson encouraged Muir to write an article 

depicting Yosemite's scenic highlights as well as its 

problems, to be supported by letters from landscape 

architect Frederick Law Olmstead, botanist Charles Sprague 

Sargent, forest activist George MacKenzie, Judges Henry E. 

Howland, a prominent New York elite, and Lucius P. Deming, 

first president of the National Society of the Sons of the 

American Revolution, and himself. The Century would 

illustrate Muir's article with before and after photographs 

depicting scenic atrocities—adding a visual component to 

the argument that the state of California had managed the 

Yosemite Valley incompetently. Johnson remarked that "the 

intelligent press" could bring public pressure to bear on 

the California legislature and the United States Congress to 

correct the problems if necessary.' 

'For an analysis of government management of Yosemite 
Valley see Alfred Runte, Yosemite: The Embattled Wilderness 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1989). Robert 
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The worldly Johnson demonstrated his understanding of 

the media's power over politics. He assumed that the press, 

by printing subtle exposes and the opinions of certain 

elites, could shape public opinion, and that politicians 

used the editorial stance of influential publications to 

gauge public opinion. Johnson planned to introduce American 

mugwumps to Yosemite geography through Muir's sometimes 

florid descriptions, followed by expert testimony 

delineating both mismanagement and possible solutions. Muir 

and Johnson hoped this would either embarrass California 

into reforming its park management or bring down a federal 

congressional investigation, which would provoke the federal 

government into removing Yosemite from California's trust. 

The Century published the letters Johnson solicited in 

late 1889, prior to publishing Muir's article. Johnson 

requested a letter from Muir to replace his article; but 

again, Muir could not meet the deadline. Beyond Johnson's 

suggestion that the letters call for a landscape architect 

to manage the park, the letters appear to express their 

authors' true sentiments and illustrate mugwump attitudes 

toward aesthetic preservation.^° 

George MacKenzie, a muckraking Californian interested 

in the Sierra forests, blasted the state's Yosemite 

Underwood Johnson to John Muir, 1 August 188 9, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 6:3317. 

10 See The Century Magazine 39 (December 1889). 
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commissioners for their inefficient management of the valley 

asserting that "the management of the Yosemite has been a 

woeful failure."" MacKenzie represents the typical 

mugwump good government reformer active in forest issues, 

the kind of man who made up the membership of the American 

Forestry Association. His 1889 view of society lacked the 

corporatist understanding that progressive reformers 

espoused later. •̂̂  MacKenzie's society was a personal one. 

He saw the commissioners, individuals appointed by the 

governor of California, as the root of the problem. His 

solution was to create a small, well-paid expert commission 

to manage the valley. A well-paid commission would be less 

likely subverted by the "stable boys interest," as he 

characterized the valley's transportation monopoly, and 

would have sufficient architectural expertise to turn the 

valley into a beautiful, well managed resort. ̂^ 

Judge Lucius Deming described his trip into Yosemite as 

disappointing. He was greeted by a "long, low, frontier 

town saloon, vulgar and repulsive in every detail, and so 

out of harmony with its grand surroundings as to shock the 

dullest sensibilities." Deming was "impressed by the lack 

of design." He called for a binding management plan that 

"George G. MacKenzie, "Open Letter to the Editor," The 
Century Magazine 39 (December 1889): 475-6. 

12 Wiebe, The Search for Order, p. 145. 

^^George G. MacKenzie, "Open Letter to the Editor," The 
Century Magazine 39 (December 1889): 475-6. 

• ^ X 
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would be strictly followed by the commissioners and 

guardians. Deming urged that fences be removed, hunting 

prohibited, and camping, a pastime of a lesser class, be 

carefully regulated by a small police force. Deming 

contended that either the commissioners heed his warning or 

the federal government would reclaim the valley. While the 

California legislature and Yosemite Valley commission may 

have considered Deming's mugwumpish opinion dubious, the 

federal barb of Deming's pen foreshadowed the centralized 

means to which those who desired stability and control began 

to look." 

Robert Underwood Johnson summed up The Century's 

position with a succinct call for proper management. ̂^ In 

all cases, proper management meant the acquisition of a 

professional landscape architect, in the stripe of Frederick 

Law Olmstead, who would devise a long-range management plan 

and supervise its implementation. These patrician reformers 

desired a more beautiful resort for their vacations. East 

coast elites wanted a valley that they could enjoy. 

Necessarily, it should have tasteful facilities, a sculpted 

landscape, and a carriage road offering the most 

aesthetically pleasing views of the valley's famous 

monuments. 

"Lucius P. Deming, "Open Letter to the Editor," The 
Century Magazine 39 (December 1889): 476-7. 

"Robert Underwood Johnson, "Open Letter to the 
Editor," The Century Magazine 39 (December 1889): 477-8. 

^ p \ 
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Muir's later writings, and his personal letter to 

Johnson, touting Yosemite as "the grand Central Park in the 

Sierra," indicate that he had a somewhat more democratic 

vision of Yosemite, though with many of the same goals as 

his Eastern allies." Alluding to Frederick Law Olmstead's 

Manhattan Island monument, he envisioned a park-like 

landscape used by people of all classes as an aid to their 

spiritual recreation. Olmstead had been an early Yosemite 

commissioner and later ascribed the same moral activism to 

nature when he designed New York's Central Park." 

After defending his procrastination by claiming that 

managing a "hoard of oriental heathen besides Swiss[,] 

Dutch[,] Irish[,] etc[.,]" had made him "deadly dumb," Muir 

finally wrote three articles for The Century.^° Muir's 

pieces provided evidence that Yosemite was indeed beautiful, 

worthy of visitation, and mismanaged. He described the 

general geography of the Yosemite Valley proper in one 

article;^' Mounts Dana and Lyell and their glaciers. Mono 

Lake and the volcanic peaks on the Eastern slope of the 

^̂ John Muir to Robert Underwood Johnson, 13 January 
1890, Muir Manuscript Collection, 6:3377. 

'̂'Douglas H. Strong, Dreamers and Defenders: American 
Conservationists (1971, Lincoln: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1988), pp. 20-25. 

®̂John Muir to Robert Underwood Johnson, 13 September 
1889, Muir Manuscript Collection, 6:3329. 

"John Muir, "The Treasures of the Yosemite," The 
Century Magazine 40 (August 1890): 483-500. 
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Sierras, Bloody Canyon, and the Tuolumne river featuring 

Hetch Hetchy canyon, a "twin" to Yosemite, in the second; ̂° 

and the Kings Canyon region in the third. ̂^ With the 

exception of Yosemite Valley, these areas were all within 

the federal public domain and were the responsibility of the 

United States government. Muir noted the location of good 

Ccunping grounds for people, presumably of the middle and 

upper classes, who had the time and money to take a 

leisurely romp through the Sierra and were adventurous 

enough to partake in strenuous outdoor living. 

Though tempered by his upper middle-class social 

mentality, Muir's perception of proper wilderness use was 

somewhat more democratic than that of the other 

correspondents Johnson solicited. Muir wanted a park; they 

wanted a resort. Muir advocated camping in wilderness 

beauty; they wanted tasteful hotels. They demanded a 

landscape architect to sculpt the scenery, Muir advocated 

prohibiting grazing, farming, logging, and firing so that 

God could continue his sculpting unhindered. 

Muir subtly suggested that the government make the 

Yosemite region a national park, like Yellowstone, for the 

use of all people. He described the monuments most likely 

"John Muir, "Features of the Proposed Yosemite 
National Park" The Century Magazine 40 (September 1890): 
656-667. 

"John Muir, "A Rival of the Yosemite: The Canon of the 
South Fork of King's River, California," The Century 
Magazine 43 (November 1891) : 77-97. 
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to attract tourists. He educated his readers on the Sierra 

ecosystem by naming and describing the trees they might 

encounter, mentioning the wildlife, and encouraging them to 

envision the ferns, lilies, azaleas and briar roses upon the 

mountain slopes and along the floors of the Tuolumne and 

Merced river valleys. At Johnson's behest, Muir even drew 

the boundaries of the proposed park and labeled the map with 

the geographic features mentioned in his text. The 

boundaries of the proposed Yosemite National Park would 

follow the crest of the Sierras on its eastern border, 

encompass the northern watershed of the Tuolumne River, 

enclose the glaciated extent of the valleys to the west, and 

the watershed of the Merced River to the south. ̂^ 

Rather than expert management, Muir called for 

restrictions on use. He pointed to the need to protect the 

stream flows irrigating the fertile San Joaquin Valley by 

preserving watershed vegetation. Muir's argument reflected 

a coalition developing between eastern aesthetes and western 

irrigators to protect mountain landscapes. Further, Muir 

combined monumentalist criteria and ecological concerns 

foreshadowing modern preservationist management approaches. 

In his "Treasures of the Yosemite," dealing with 

Yosemite Valley proper, Muir wrote that "even under the 

protection of the government, all that is perishable is 

^̂ John Muir, "The Treasures of the Yosemite," The 
Century Magazine 40 (August, 1890): 486. 

X 
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vanishing apace."" Muir seemed to imply that the 

California government and its park commission were incapable 

of protecting the valley. He described sequoia cutting 

operations that used dynamite to blast the big trees into 

manageable chunks, burned the slash and other mill refuse 

and left devastated landscapes marked by "black, charred 

monuments."^* He further indicted sheepmen for overgrazing 

mountain pastures, leaving their campfires burning, and 

indiscriminately firing the forest to clear underbrush and 

encourage early grasses the next year. ̂^ 

Muir's arguments dovetailed nicely with the overall 

conservation movement. Conservationists such as Gifford 

Pinchot recognized that drover fires damaged the forest—an 

assumption not entirely true—and that loggers' get-rich-

quick cutting schemes were not conducive to long-term forest 

yields. Agriculturists recognized that watershed protection 

reduced flooding and the heavy silt loads, produced by 

rapidly eroding clear-cuts, that would damage their 

irrigation systems. While Muir, a valley farmer himself, 

understood the importance of watershed management, his 

arguments rested on different motivations than those of the 

23 Ibid., p. 483. 

^*Ibid., p. 487. Gifford Pinchot also found such 
operations damnable. See Gifford Pinchot, Breaking New 
Ground (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1947), pp 
102-3. 

25 Muir, "Treasures," p. 487. 
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conservationists. Conservationists desired long-term 

sustained yields and efficient resource management.^* Muir 

wanted the aesthetic value of the Sierras preserved. 

Muir's initial preservationist activity consisted of 

disseminating information about the Sierras. He provided 

eastern activists with the ammunition to lobby for a 

Yosemite National Park; but, he also introduced Yosemite to 

the general mugwump population across the United States. 

Johnson knew that with Muir's enthusiastic descriptions 

"there [would] be no difficulty ... getting public sentiment 

on our side. "̂"̂  

It is unwise to underestimate the political value of 

Muir's writing. For instance, Muir received a letter from 

one John Brown who had read about Yosemite in The Century. 

Brown informed Muir that his descriptions had so impressed 

him that he had encouraged his senator to support a Yosemite 

*̂ Samuel Hays notes that western irrigators all 
opposed sheep herding in the mountains as it was common 
knowledge that shepherds set the forest ablaze to encourage 
grass to spring up earlier in the spring. See Hays, 
Conservation and the Gospel of Efficiency, pp. 22ff. As 
Stephen Pyne noted, in Fire in America: A Cultural History 
of Wildland and Rural Fire in America (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1982), fires actually benefit the long-
term health of forests by clearing competitive underbrush 
from the forest floor allowing young trees, which will 
replace the mature ones, to grow. Removal of underbrush and 
needles by fire is imperative to the regeneration of Seguoia 
as its seeds will not sprout unless resting on mineral soil, 
and its seedlings grow so slowly that light blocking 
underbrush prohibits regeneration. See also Runte, 
Yosemite: The Embattled Wilderness. 

'̂'Robert Underwood Johnson to John Muir, 21 August 
1889, Muir Manuscript Collection, 6:3318-19. 
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National Park bill." Brown represented those who 

recognized the value of the area, even though they lived 

thousands of miles away, and supported its preservation 

along the lines The Century suggested. Such wide-ranging 

support certainly aided Muir and Johnson's lobbying efforts. 

Johnson handled most of the Washington lobbying. He 

cultivated the interest of Secretary of the Interior John W. 

Noble, who persuaded President Benjamin Harrison to withdraw 

as forest reserves the townships preservationists hoped to 

make national parks.^' He testified before the Public 

Lands Committee. "̂̂  He lobbied congressmen and handled the 

East Coast press. He directed Mrs. William Randolph 

Hearst's attention to the adverse editorial policy of the 

San Francisco Examiner, a Hearst paper, known for its anti-

Southern Pacific Railroad stance.^^ Soon thereafter, the 

Examiner became, for a time, a voice for the California 

conservation movement, especially early in the struggle when 

preservationists moral sentiments placed them at odds with 

the patronizing Southern Pacific. In spite of the 

Examiner's support, Johnson courted powerful friends in 

®̂John Nicholas Brown to John Muir, 3 September 18 90, 
Muir Manuscript Collection, 6:3526-7. 

^'Robert Underwood Johnson to JM, 30 April 18 91, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 7:3706-7. 

"Robert Underwood Johnson to JM, 28 May 1890, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 6:3456. 

^^Robert Underwood Johnson to JM, 25 April 18 90, John 
Muir Manuscript Collection, 6:3436-7. 
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influential industries, such as the railroad, who might 

provide support if called upon. For instance, besides 

thanking Johnson for giving his young friend "Steffens" 

(Lincoln Steffens, the muckraking journalist who scandalized 

the nation with his Shame of the Cities) his start in 

journalism, William H. Mills of the Central Pacific 

Railroad, asserted that the Yosemite situation could be made 

better by introducing railroad transportation to the Valley, 

which would be less expensive, eliminate the need to grow so 

much hay for livestock, and squelch livestock raising for 

valley hotels." Thus, while the railroad was clearly 

interested in its own well-being, it recognized that tourism 

offered lucrative potential. Mills positive response to 

Johnson's entreaty indicates that Johnson knew where to 

probe for wider, more influential support. A lesson Muir 

did well to learn. 

Aided by efforts such as Johnson's, the 

preservationists were nationally successful in the early 

1890s. In 1890, as a result of Muir's writing and Johnson's 

lobbying. Sequoia, General Grant, and Yosemite national 

parks were created. The King's River region, inadvertently 

left out of the Sequoia National Park legislation, was 

withdrawn from public sale as a forest reserve along with 

over 13 million acres in seven western states by President 

^^William H. Mills, Central Pacific Railroad Company to 
Robert Underwood Johnson, 5 January 1893, Muir Manuscript 
Collection, 7:4018. 

X 
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Harrison and Secretary of the Interior Noble on February 14, 

1893. This marked the first withdrawal of forest lands 

under the Forest Reserve Act of 1891. The preservationists 

won the first round with the establishment of Yosemite 

National Park, which surrounded, but did not include, 

Yosemite Valley. ̂^ 

Abraham Lincoln's cession of the valley to the state m 

1864 made the exclusion necessary. Exclusion of this 

gemstone made it imperative for preservationists to devise a 

way to return Yosemite to federal control. Either they had 

to encourage the state to recede Yosemite to the federal 

government or demonstrate to congress that the state had 

abandoned its duty to manage the park on behalf of the 

people, which would provide grounds for congress to revoke 

the 1864 cession and return Yosemite to federal 

jurisdiction. 

World-wary Johnson recognized that the real fight to 

save the Yosemite Valley would be conducted in California 

and that Muir, not he, would have to lead the fight there. 

Johnson could provide covert support by operating quietly in 

the East. He feared that public activity on his part would 

give Californians too much rhetorical cunmunition. They 

could argue that they were merely trying to defend their 

scenic pride and joy from the designs of Eastern elites who 

^^Eliza Ruhamah Scidmore, "Our New Forest Reserves," 
The Century Magazine 46 (Sept 1893): 792-7, 794. 

i^B-BiMWt X 
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sought to deprive California of the Yosemite Valley by 

implying that California could not manage the Valley 

properly. To accomplish the task at hand, California 

preservationists would have to build a lobby of their 

own. ̂* 

In November, 1889 and again in February, 1890 Johnson 

suggested that Muir "interest some influential people to 

organize quietly so as to make themselves felt" with regard 

to Yosemite recession.^^ Muir preferred to work to 

"preserve Nature's sayings and doings here or elsewhere" 

through printed media. He knew he could write copy but he 

was unsure of himself in the political circus. Organizing 

lawyers and other social elites was outside the arena of 

Muir's expertise and his taste. He responded that he had 

"no genius for organizing societies."^^ 

Again Johnson led. In February of 1890, he boasted 

that he could "organize one hundred of the best men in New 

York, within a fortnight, in the interest of the Yosemite 

valley"^^ and later informed Muir that he was organizing a 

^*Robert Underwood Johnson to JM, 24 March 18 90, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 6:3413. 

^^Robert Underwood Johnson to JM, 21 November 1889, 
Muir Manuscript Collection, 6:3350. Robert Underwood 
Johnson to JM, 20 February 1890, Muir Manuscript Collection, 
6:3388-40. 

^̂ JM to Robert Underwood Johnson, 6 December 1889, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 6:3353-5. 

"Robert Underwood Johnson to JM, 20 February 18 90, 
Muir manuscript Collection, 6:3388-40. 
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Yosemite and Yellowstone Defense Association that would 

press Congress for greater protection of the two national 

parks. ̂® He hounded Muir to found a California association 

that could help fund national lobbying and to provide on-

sight information concerning park management and needs. ̂' 

By May of 1891, Muir found William Dallam Armes, a professor 

at the University of California, interested in creating a 

branch of the Defense Association. 

Muir was generally pessimistic about the success of a 

California branch, however. His assessment of Californian 

attitudes toward parks was not optimistic. He expressed 

this sentiment to Johnson a number of times, writing, 

"Californians generally care very little about Yosemite and 

forest parks. "*° 

Armes and other University of California professors 

were more enthusiastic. Armes requested organizational help 

from the Alpine Club in Portland, Oregon. The Oregon Alpine 

Club was the product of Henry Gladstone Steel, a leading 

advocate of federal protection of Crater Lake and Mt. 

Mazamas. Steel had organized the Oregon Alpine Club in 1887 

for the expressed purpose of publicizing the scenic 

"Robert Underwood Johnson to JM, 24 April 18 91, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 7:3704-5. 

^'Robert Underwood Johnson to JM, 24 April 18 91, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 7:3704-5. 

*°JM to Robert Underwood Johnson, 13 May 1891, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 7:3715-16. 
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mountains of the Pacific Northwest. Steel's Alpine Club 

collapsed in 18 92, but served to inspire northern 

Californian activists to replicate it. *̂  

Armes led the way in organizing what would become the 

Sierra Club. Armes wanted to organize an association with 

low dues in order to build a dedicated twenty to twenty-five 

member nucleus. Muir willingly followed.*^ He offered his 

home as a meeting place, though for convenience the 

organizing members chose to meet in the law office of San 

Francisco attorney William Olney.*^ Muir, the organizers 

decided, was the best man to preside over the meeting, due 

to his widespread popularity as a nature writer and his 

efforts to protect Yosemite. On the 28th of May 1892, Muir 

and 182 other charter members founded the Sierra Club.** 

They expressed as their purposes: 

"To explore, enjoy, and render accessible the 
mountain regions of the Pacific Coast; to publish 
authentic information concerning them; to enlist 

*^Information on William Gladstone Steel and the Oregon 
Alpine Club from Stephen R. Mark, "Seventeen Years to 
Success: John Muir, Williams Gladstone Steel, and the 
Creation of Yosemite and Crater Lake National Parks," Paper 
presented at the 43rd Annual Meeting of the California 
Institute of History, University of the Pacific, Stockton, 
Ca, April 19, 1990. 

*̂ JM to William Dallam Armes, 26 May 1891, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 7:3729. 

*̂ JM to Henry Senger, 10 May 1892, Muir Manuscript 
Collection, 7:3930 and 22 May 1892, 7:3936. 

**Sierra Club: A Guide (San Francisco: Sierra Club, 
1989), p. 4. See also Michael Cohen, A History of the 
Sierra Club (San Francisco: Sierra Club, 1991). 
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the support and cooperation of the people and the 
government in preserving the forests and other 
natural features of the Sierra Nevada 
Mountains . "*̂  

The core group consisted mostly of university professors and 

attorneys from the San Francisco Bay area. Ironically, it 

appears that Robert Underwood Johnson never got his Yosemite 

and Yellowstone Defense Association off the ground.*^ 

Johnson's failure to organize an eastern organization 

was not really detrimental. Most of the Yosemite Valley 

recession work had to be done in California anyway. 

Moreover, support for federal protection of the national 

parks quickly merged with a movement to protect forest 

reserves—the precursors to the national forests. Gifford 

Pinchot and his conservation scientists tapped into 

influential groups such as the American Forestry Association 

45 Quoted in Wolfe, Son of the Wilderness, p. 254. 

*^Johnson wrote Muir in November of 18 91 (Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 7:3281) encouraging Muir to start a 
recession petition through the Sierra Club. He noted that 
he had not had time to organize the Yosemite and Yellowstone 
Defense Association. Johnson viewed this organization as a 
local elite organization like the Century Association with 
branch organizations elsewhere. Following in mugwump 
tradition, his concept of the organization lacked the broad 
bureaucratic organizational vision of later progressives. 
Though Johnson failed to organize a national park protection 
organization with a national scope in the 18 90s, he did see 
his dream become reality in the hands of a younger, more 
progressively minded William Colby. In 1909, Colby founded 
the Society for the Preservation of National Parks, a 
national organization designed to bypass the divided Sierra 
Club and take the lead in the Hetch Hetchy campaign. 
Johnson became a founding member and served on the board of 
directors. See Holway Jones, John Muir and the Sierra Club: 
The Battle for Yosemite (San Francisco: Sierra Club, 1965), 
p. 98. 



263 

and influential men such as Harvard silvaculturist Charles 

Sprague Sargent to gain support for the protectionist end of 

their rational management plan for the public domain.'" 

By 18 92, most people interested in either forest or 

national park protection recognized that they had to force 

the federal government to take a more active role in 

protection. Despite their provincial tendencies, John Muir 

and the Sierra Club, already harboring "new middle class" 

progressives such as young San Francisco attorney William 

Colby, recognized that better state government was 

inadequate protection for Yosemite Valley and that the best 

hope was to implement a two pronged strategy that would 

simultaneously encourage more active federal protection of 

public lands and force California to recede the Yosemite 

Valley grant to the federal government.*® 

*^Pinchot used such organizations and public figures to 
promote the illusion of widespread support for his sustained 
yield management program. He did not however find all these 
organizations and people to his liking or in agreement with 
his philosophy. See Pinchot, Breaking New Ground, pp. lOOff. 
For more on forest management, see Harold K. Steen, The U.S. 
Forest Service: A History (Seattle: University of Washington 
Press, 1976); William D. Rowley, U.S. Forest Service Grazing 
and Rangelands: A History (College Station: Texas A & M 
Press, 1985); and David A. Clary, Timber and the Forest 
Service (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 1986). 

*®Gifford Pinchot's conservation crusade emphasized 
centralized, expert control of public domain and natural 
resources. In his mind, resources should be surveyed, plans 
for development emphasizing multiple-use and sustained-yield 
criteria would be developed, and expert managers trained in 
resource conservation would manage resources both in 
Washington and in the field. See Hays, Conservation and the 
Gospel of Efficiency and Pinchot, Breaking New Ground, pp. 
506. See Robert Wiebe who, in The Search for Order, 

'X 
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Initially, Johnson, Muir, and the Sierra Club looked to 

the federal government for help in the valley recession 

campaign. Johnson, acting as the East Coast agent of the 

Sierra Club, complained to Secretary of the Interior John 

Noble that tasteless underbrush clearing that left chest 

high stumps in Yosemite Valley illustrated California's 

mismanagement. Johnson hoped that Noble would send agents 

into the valley, report to Congress on the conditions, and 

encourage them to revoke the Valley from California's trust. 

Noble complied with Johnson's requests but Congress took no 

action. *' 

Johnson then suggested that Muir and the Sierra Club 

take the issue to the California legislature. Muir 

optimistically asserted that nine-tenths of Californians 

would favor recession but that the other one-tenth would be 

those representing special interests, or as he put it, those 

"pecuniarily affected in the pocket book." He noted that 

Sierra Club members with Congressional connections had 

written letters, that one of the Club's directors was a 

state senator and would introduce recession legislation in 

discusses the "new middle class" and its impact on the 
development of progressivism. 

*'John W. Noble to Robert Underwood Johnson, 27 
September 1892, Muir Manuscript Collection, 7:3985-6, Eugene 
D. Weigel, Agent, Department of the Interior, to John W. 
Noble, 28 September 1892, 7:3987, John W. Noble to Robert 
Underwood Johnson, 7 October 1892, 7:3992, Robert Underwood 
Johnson to JM, 8 December 1892, 7:4000-2. 
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the California Senate. He was encouraged by other favorable 

signs such as a pledge by the California Secretary of State 

to support recession and evidence of editorial support in 

the San Francisco Call. Muir, however, did not remain 

optimistic. One obstacle remained in the way: the 

California governor, who, along with his appointed 

commissioners, opposed recession. Then, after the San 

Francisco Call published an editorial asserting that the 

recession issue was doomed to failure, the Sierra Club 

backed off.=° 

Johnson was distraught over the news that the Sierra 

Club had rolled over. His strategy had included the 

California legislature's defeat of recession legislation. 

He intended to argue that the legislature had been presented 

with legislation remedying the state's mismanagement of the 

valley and refused to act appropriately. He could then 

encourage Congress to investigate the matter, which, he 

believed, would spawn sentiment for the revocation of the 

California grant. Unfortunately, all his plans now had to 

wait at least until the next biannual session of the 

California legislature in 1895. 

Meanwhile, other problems faced Muir and the Sierra 

Club regarding their vow to protect the Sierra Nevada 

°̂JM to Robert Underwood Johnson, 13 January 18 93, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 7:4021-24, JM to Robert Underwood 
Johnson, 23 January 1893, 7:4030, JM to Robert Underwood 
Johnson, 19 February 1893, 7:4060. 



266 

mountains. California Congressman Anthony Caminetti 

introduced legislation in 18 93 that would grant the 

Secretary of the Interior the right to reduce the boundary 

of Yosemite National Park.^^ It seems that Caminetti, who 

had earlier introduced pro-irrigation, anti-siltation 

legislation, found locking up resources in the form of a 

national park unpalatable. Caminetti's bill would have 

benefitted some of his cattle grazer constituents, by 

removing some land from the park and placing it in 

surrounding forest reserve land. 

Muir wrote Johnson that public sentiment would have to 

be raised and concentrated against the bill. Johnson's 

Century could not press the issue in time to take it to a 

national audience, but Muir and the Sierra Club mobilized to 

send a memorial to the Senate where the bill was being 

considered. After three threatening years, the bill was 

tabled and ultimately defeated along with Congressman 

Caminetti, who failed to keep his seat in the 1894 mid-term 

elections. In late 1894, just as Congressman Caminetti made 

his final thrust to represent his Mariposa county 

constituents on the Yosemite issue prior to leaving office, 

Muir wrote Johnson a letter to be circulated among 

influential men in Washington. In it, he summarized the 

^̂ H. R. 7872, Congressional Record 53rd Cong., 2nd 
sess., vol. 26, pt. 8, p. 8103. 

" --• •!-:• ..£».-
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Sierra Club's stance on the "Caminetti park-destroying 

bill." He and the Club believed that the bill was merely 

a cunningly devised lawyer's fable ... in which 
the few garden patches & so-called farms located 
in the lower western margin of the park & the one 
mine that has ever paid for working are made use 
of by the interest of lumbermen & sheepmen to get 
the other three sides of the park cut down .... 
All that is urged in the Caminetti Bill & in the 
Memorial of the Mariposa people making out that 
the greater part of the Park is made up of 
oppressed farmer & farms, mines & miners is only 
lawyers bosh.^^ 

Besides supporting legislation to trim down Yosemite 

National Park, the timber and grazing interests were also 

busily working to prohibit the creation and protection of 

forest reserve lands. President Benjamin Harrison alone had 

created 13 million acres of forest reserves in the last days 

of his administration. President Cleveland then added 21 

million acres, to the dismay of lumbermen and grazers. As 

these interests worked diligently to protect their profits 

from government regulation, John Muir found it imperative to 

lead the Sierra Club into the forest protection movement as 

well. 

In a sense, Muir helped lead the nation's middle-class 

masses into the forest protection program. In 18 94, he 

published The Mountains of California. In it, Muir 

described with great enthusiasm the geography, fauna, flora, 

and overlooked economic potential of the Sierras. After 

*̂ JM to Robert Underwood Johnson, 6 December 18 94, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 8:4692-7. 

"X 
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detailing his theories on the origins of the landscape, he 

described the animals and plants that lived in the 

mountains. In one chapter, he asserted that pasturing bees 

instead of sheep would be more profitable to grazers. 

Another chapter examined each mountain tree species. Muir 

opened this chapter with this sentence: 

The coniferous forests of the Sierra are the 
grandest and most beautiful in the world, and grow 
in a delightful climate on the most interesting 
and accessible of mountain ranges, yet strange to 
say they are not well known.^^ 

Muir went on to describe them. Muir's biographer, Linnie 

Marsh Wolfe, suggested that The Mountains of California 

"rallied and solidified the conservation sentiment of the 

entire nation, leading directly to a new upsurge of 

determination to preserve the forests."^* 

As Mountains of California became a popular work on the 

California forests, Charles Sargent, who led the Forest 

Commission survey of public domain forests in 1895, proposed 

that the military be given the duty of protecting the 

forests. According to a forum on Sargent's proposal 

conducted in the pages of The Century, Sargent advocated 

that a chair of forestry be established at the United States 

Military Academy to train cadets in forestry theory; that an 

experimental forest be procured near West Point where cadets 

^^John Muir, The Mountains of California (18 94, New 
York: Penguin Books, 1985), p. 98. 

^*Wolfe, Son of the Wilderness, p. 2 68. 
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learn by experience; that the best trained officers be 

assigned to supervise the forest reservations; and, that 

local foresters be hired to work under the officer in charge 

of administering the forests. As one might imagine, 

Sargent's plan elicited both proponents and detractors from 

all areas and occupations.^^ 

One of the leading opponents of military protection was 

Gifford Pinchot. His opposition illustrates the ideological 

differences between the rational development oriented 

conservationists, motivated by efficiency, and the 

aesthetically oriented preservationists, motivated by the 

moral fervor of those desperately trying to stem the tide of 

modernization. Calling Sargent a rich autocrat, Pinchot 

found the military protection proposal detrimental to his 

multiple-use strategy. Sargent, Muir and others who 

participated in the 1896 Forestry Commission survey of 

forest reserves believed that protecting forests for future 

generations meant protecting them from the destructive 

forces of grazing and logging. They were willing to 

compromise with Pinchot, who demanded trained foresters in 

charge of the forests, by advocating the creation of a 

forestry school at West Point. Yet for Pinchot the 

""A Plan to Save the Forests," The Century Magazine. 
49 (February 1895): 626-36. 
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management would be too decentralized and too inclined 

toward non-development.^^ 

Muir and Johnson both worked to encourage forest 

protection. By January of 1895, Johnson planned to enlist 

the support of the nation's chambers of commerce to support 

the creation of a national forest commission. ̂"̂  He and 

Muir believed that the first step toward protecting the 

forests was to gather necessary information on actual forest 

mismanagement. Muir encouraged young energetic men who felt 

their call to be protecting forests to go to New York, where 

Johnson could put them to work lobbying at the national 

level.^® They kept themselves apprised of the stances of 

Public Lands Committee members in order to plan the most 

effective lobbying strategy for each Congress.^' 

As they operated in a variety of theaters, specific 

pieces of legislation emerged for which they fought. For 

instance, Arkansas Congressman Thomas McRae introduced 

legislation to provide for the immediate protection of the 

forest reserves by troops, selling timber to the highest 

^*See Pinchot, Breaking New Ground, pp. 86-104, 106. 
See also Hays, Conservation and the Gospel of Efficiency, 
pp. 36ff. 

"Robert Underwood Johnson to JM, 2 January 18 95, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 8:4749. 

"jM to Robert Underwood Johnson, 29 Oct 18 95, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 8:5038. 

"Catherine H. Hittell to JM, 25 Dec 1895, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 8:5061-3. 
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bidder, funding forest reserves with timber sales, and 

restoring agricultural land to the public domain." Muir 

and the Sierra Club had perceived this bill, with its 

protection clause, to be a boon to their agenda. Muir 

"endorsed it with all [his] heart," and claimed that, "the 

Sierra Club directors are of the same opinion and will 

endorse it with enthusiasm."" Almost all the Sierra south 

of Yosemite was forest reserve and federal troops appeared 

to be the most effective way to protect both the aesthetic 

and watershed value of these mountains. For Muir, military 

protection offered the great panacea that would cure all the 

forests' problems . ̂^ 

While Johnson kept the protection issue before the 

nation in The Century, Muir expanded the media coverage by 

writing for Atlantic Monthly. In an Atlantic Monthly 

article published in August of 1897, just after he had 

participated as an observer on the National Academy of 

Sciences-sponsored forest commission survey, Muir explained 

to the nation that forests reserved for the good of the 

^°Open letter from Eliza Ruhamah Scidmore, The Century 
Magazine 46 (Sept 1893): 797. Congressional Record 53rd 
Cong., 1st sess., 2371-5, debate 2430-5. Pinchot cited the 
McRae Bill as foreshadowing the administration of the modern 
forest system by allowing the Secretary of Interior to 
establish all necessary regulations, Pinchot, Breaking New 
Ground, p. 86. 

^̂ JM to Robert Underwood Johnson, 29 October 1894, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 8:4637-8. 

^̂ JM to Robert Underwood Johnson, 7 November 18 94, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 8:4650-3. 
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people were being stolen and destroyed by lumbermen, sheep 

raisers, miners, shake-makers, and railroads. Lumbermen and 

sheepmen came under the heaviest fire.^^ 

Although often characterized by his enemies as a 

sentimental nature lover, Muir was not the only one to 

complain about the sheepmen. The acting superintendents of 

Yosemite National Park reported that they drove 214,050 

sheep from the park in 1898 alone. Capt. Joseph E. Caine, 

an acting superintendent in charge of a detachment of Utah 

volunteer cavalry, noted in his report that sheepmen may 

have intentionally set fires to keep his men busy so that 

they might graze their sheep unmolested. He called for 

stricter regulations and more men. ̂* If such depredations 

occurred in the parks under the protection of the cavalry, 

the situation was probably much worse in the unprotected 

reservations. 

Muir called middle-class reformers to direct their 

crusading talents toward encouraging the federal government 

to do its duty by enforcing protective regulations regarding 

forest reserve use. Muir implied that troops, as used in 

*̂ John Muir, "The American Forests," Atlantic Monthly 
80 (August 1897) : 145-157, reprinted in John Muir, Our 
National Parks (New York: Houghton Mifflin and Company, 
1901, reprint, University of Wisconsin Press, 1981), 331-
365, 351-59. 

**"Report of the Acting Superintendents of Yosemite 
National Park," Annual Reports of the Department of the 
Interior; 1898, Miscellaneous Reports (Washington, D.C.: 
GPO, 1899), pp. 1055ff. 

• ' ^ 
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the national parks, could best control the chaos that then 

existed on the public domain throughout the West. He 

concluded his article with 

Through all the wonderful, eventful centuries 
since Christ's time—and long before that—God has 
cared for these trees, saved them from drought, 
disease, avalanches, and a thousand straining, 
leveling tempests and floods; but he cannot save 
them from fools,—only Uncle Sam can do that. ̂^ 

By 1900, forest protection and the multifarious groups 

advocating it merged with the larger progressive movement as 

forests were targeted to be managed by civil servants. 

These would-be trained foresters, such as Gifford Pinchot, 

would manage forests according to multiple-use, sustained 

yield principles. 

Although Muir and Pinchot did not see eye to eye on 

matters regarding multiple-use, an issue which caused a 

break in their once enthusiastic relationship, Muir 

applauded the careful management of forests for the scenic 

protection it would provide. Muir met Pinchot in 18 96 as an 

observer on the Forestry Commission Survey of the nations 

forests. Pinchot and Muir seemed to have gotten along well. 

"John Muir, "The American Forests," Atlantic Monthly 
80 (August 1897): 145-157, reprinted, along with nine of his 
other Atlantic Monthly articles, in Muir, Our National 
Parks, pp. 331-365, 364-5. His call for middle class 
reformers is implied on p. 362 where he wrote: "There will 
be a period of indifference on the part of the rich, sleepy 
with wealth, and of the toiling millions, sleepy with 
poverty, most of whom never saw a forest; a period of 
screaming protest and objection from the plunderers, who are 
as unconscionable and enterprising as Satan. But light is 
surely coming, and the friends of destruction will preach 
and bewail in vain." 
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Pinchot, in is autobiography glowingly recalled an occasion 

when he and Muir camped by themselves on the rim of the 

Grand Canyon and talked until the wee hours of the morning 

like truant boys. Pinchot and Muir agreed that unregulated 

use of forests by grazers and lumbermen lay at the root of 

forest destruction. Pinchot's advocation of government 

regulation reassured Muir that Pinchot would protect the 

scenic values of Muir believed made the forests worth 

saving. Muir's confidence in Pinchot was soon shaken, 

however. ̂^ 

Pinchot, who worked to gather support from disparate 

sources for his overall conservation strategy—including 

stockmen—encouraged the Department of Interior to open the 

forest reserves to grazing in 1898. Muir bristled at the 

thought of cattle trampling the mountain meadows. Pinchot 

went further. In 18 99, he opened the reserves to 

transhumance sheep grazing as well. For Muir this was the 

last straw. He confronted Pinchot in Portland, Oregon, on 

the issue. When Pinchot confirmed the accuracy of newspaper 

reports on this issue, Muir severed his ties with Pinchot 

and in effect illustrated, in microcosm, the split between 

conservationists and preservationists. Pinchot, the 

conservationist, believed that through multiple-use, 

sustained-yield management, natural resources could be used 

efficiently to benefit the greatest number of people. 

66 Pinchot, Breaking New Ground, pp. 102-3 
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Muir, the preservationist, believed that multiple-use 

strategies destroyed certain landscape attributes, 

especially scenic and spiritual ones. Thus for Muir, 

Pinchot's grazing policy doomed the most important 

attributes of mountain landscapes to destruction and Pinchot 

was no better than the developers. ̂^ 

Muir may have fought harder to influence policy in 

regard to forest management had his intense concentration on 

the Yosemite recession campaign and later Hetch Hetchy 

campaign not overburdened him. However, much of the time he 

spent with regard to political matters was consumed on 

behalf of his spiritual home—the Yosemite Valley. 

Muir and the Sierra Club earned the animosity of the 

Yosemite commissioners, who had possessed full authority 

over Valley management, by advocating revocation of the 

grant by the federal government or recession by the state. 

In many ways, the battle between commissioners and the 

Sierra Club was typical of other mugwump and progressive 

reform campaigns that attempted to curb government 

corruption. Throughout the 1890s, the Commission worked to 

protect its territory. 

Elliot McAllister, secretary of the Sierra Club from 

18 93-8 and a state senator, noted that the Yosemite 

commissioners had convinced the California legislature that 

'̂'See Hays, Conservation and the Gospel of Efficiency, 
pp. 56-7. 
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the federal government would neither want nor take the park 

and that the federal government did no better at managing 

Yellowstone than California did Yosemite. Besides that, 

McAllister and the Club had a hard enough time defeating 

measures such as installing an electric searchlight atop 

Glacier Point. He believed that the Club's influence on the 

appointment of the commissioners would have the greatest 

impact on Yosemite management. Interestingly, by the mid-

1890s, when an economic recession combined with a fiscally 

conservative government to threaten a funding cut, the 

commissioners turned to the Sierra Club to lobby on their 

behalf. Such an ironic twist indicates that the Club 

rapidly increased its influence throughout the 1890s.*® 

Johnson remained convinced that the Sierra Club could 

force the recession of the Yosemite Valley. He did not 

limit his options however. He requested that the Club 

gather evidence of mismanagement that he could use to 

convince Congress to revoke the grant. He participated on 

committees such as one to aid in the creation of Mt. Rainier 

National Park, which would co-operate with such 

organizations as the Geology Society of America, the 

American Association for the Advancement of Science, and the 

National Geographic Society in order to build a coalition of 

*®Elliot McAllister to Robert Underwood Johnson, 22 May 
1893, Muir Manuscript Collection, 7:4133-5. JM to Robert 
Underwood Johnson, 4 Nov 18 95, Muir Manuscript Collection, 
8:4872-3. 

• ^ ^ 
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supporters that could help on both a national and local 

scale. 

By 1905, the coupling of progressivism and conservation 

in the mind of the nation, encouraged by the Roosevelt 

administration, worked in favor of the Sierra Club and their 

recession campaign. Roosevelt, who had been a natural 

history buff as a child and a big game hunter as a man, had 

supported conservation since before he entered the White 

House in 1901. Roosevelt, like Gifford Pinchot, was a 

conservationist. As a Progressive attempting to reconcile 

greater democracy with efficiency, Roosevelt saw natural 

resources as necessary not only to the present, but also to 

future generations. He believed that while the present 

generation could get by with existing resource allocation 

methods, such methods, known for excessive waste, doomed 

future generations to resource scarcity. Patriotism also 

informed Roosevelt's conservation commitments. He believed 

that America's industrial and commercial might had to be 

sustained "through the ages" the United States was going to 

be a truly great power. Muir spent four days with Roosevelt 

in 1903. Muir's preaching about God's glacial temples, 

sacred groves, worshipful animals quickened the President's 

conviction to take action on conservation matters before it 

was too late.*' 

*'See Paul Russell Cutright, Theodore Roosevelt: The 
Naturalist (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1956), pp. 164-185, 
114-17. 

• * ^ 'N 
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The Sierra Club, with the help of Muir's evangelical 

style, was able to build a very powerful coalition to 

support its project. The coalition consisted of national 

conservation organizations, most of the California press, a 

number of senators swayed by Muir and the Sierra Club's 

leading lobbyist, William Colby, and perhaps most 

importantly. Southern Pacific Railroad magnate Edward H. 

Harriman, thought then to control California politics. 

Muir's work through these years gave him insight into how 

the modern democratic state worked. Victory did not always 

go to the good, but rather, as Herbert Spencer and his 

followers had asserted, to the most powerful. Muir 

recognized the importance of arraying his forces in such a 

manner as to give the largest display of power. 

One truss supporting the Club's plan came from the 

action of the American Forestry Association. Johnson wrote 

encouragingly to Muir in January of 1905 that E. A. Bowers, 

formerly an agent of the General Land Office and then the 

Secretary of the American Forestry Association, whom he and 

Muir had befriended while working for forestry protection, 

would have the Forestry Congress pass a resolution endorsing 

the recession. ̂° While support from the Forestry Congress 

might not cause the California legislature to truckle to the 

Sierra Club, it could provide moral support for the cause. 

''°Robert Underwood Johnson to JM, 4 January 1905, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 15:8304. 
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Such moral support was important as the Club proceeded with 

other lobbying efforts. 

Political pressure movements, such as the movement to 

have California recede the Yosemite Valley to the federal 

government, must control the media. The Sierra Club was 

faced again with opposition from the San Francisco Examiner. 

Though firing only a short salvo, the Examiner came out 

editorially against the recession campaign and frightened 

the Sierra Club. However, Muir and the Club at least 

asserted that they had the support of the rest of 

California's newspapers as they lobbied California 

legislators. Such assertions were important. If 

legislators believed that newspapers supported the issue 

editorially, they likely believed that their constituents 

leaned toward the paper's editorial position. Legislators 

also feared the abuse editors were capable of heaping upon 

them in editorials near elections.''^ 

William Colby, the Sierra Club's man in Sacramento, met 

and corresponded with California senators in attempts to 

garner their support. "̂̂  Colby organized joint meetings of 

the legislature's Public Lands Committees and roused Sierra 

''̂ William E. Colby to Senator George C. Perkins, 7 
January 1905, included in William E. Colby to JM, 7 January 
1905, Muir Manuscript Collection, 15:8313-15. 

''̂ Wm. E. Colby to JM, 7 January 1905, Muir Manuscript 
Collection, 15:8310-12. 

^ ^ 
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Club leaders to attend them.^^ He listened to legislative 

reservations and attempted to assuage them. He pointed to 

the selfish, underlying motivations of the opposition to 

favorable senators who could in turn point them out in the 

debate. In Sacramento, Colby worked diligently and 

voluntarily behind the scenes as the Sierra Club's leading 

lobbyist.''* 

Muir, on the other hand, was able to use his celebrity 

status, as a popular author, to influence decisions. In 

Muir's correspondence are several letters from California 

politicians thanking him for autographed copies of his 

books.''^ Beyond this, he attended the legislature and 

spent time in Sacramento with Colby lobbying for the 

bill.''* Possibly the most important lobbying Muir did, 

however, was with Edward H. Harriman. 

Muir had traveled to Alaska with a number of scientists 

and litterateurs on the Harriman Alaska Expedition of 1899, 

"'̂ Wm. E. Colby to JM, 13 January 1905, Muir Manuscript 
Collection, 15:8322. 

''*Colby outlined his activities and their costs to Muir 
in a letter dated 7 January 1905, Muir Manuscript 
Collection, 15:8310-12. Colby noted that his personal 
business was suffering due to the amount of time spent 
lobbying in Sacramento. He implied that he would need more 
consistent help if the recession was to be successful. 

''̂ See Arthur Elston to JM, 17 February 1905, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 15:8388-90 and Miguel Estudillo to 
JM, 1 March 1905, Muir Manuscript Collection, 15:8428. 

''*JM to Robert Underwood Johnson, 24 February 1905, 
Muir Manuscript Collection, 15:8406. 

^ 
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getting along famously with Harriman and his family. 

Thereafter, Muir enjoyed a number of Harriman's favors— 

including free passes on Harriman transportation lines.'''' 

When faced with what seemed to be a few insurmountable 

opponents in the California Senate, Muir wrote Harriman 

asking for his help. Harriman responded by telegraphing the 

company's chief counsel and lobbyist in San Francisco, 

William Herrin, ordering him to do what he could. No doubt, 

the powerful railroad interest had much influence on the 

legislature. Herrin was known for his control over 

California politics. One observer recorded that "from the 

village constable to the governor of the state,...the final 

selection of the people's officials lay with Mr. Herrin or 

his subordinates in the railroad machine."^® 

Harriman used his influence again and again on behalf 

of Yosemite. After the California Senate, in a close vote, 

passed the legislation on February 23, 1905, fiscal 

conservatives in the United States Congress, led by House 

Speaker Joseph "Uncle Joe" Cannon, threatened to block 

''"'See William Goetzmann and Kay Sloan, Looking Far 
North: The Harriman Expedition to Alaska, 18 99 (New York: 
Viking Press, 1982). Frederick Turner, Rediscovering 
America, p. 328. 

^°John Muir to Edward Henry Harriman, 5 Jan 1905, Muir 
Manuscript Collection, 15:8305, Robert Underwood Johnson to 
John Muir, 17 Jan 1905, 15:832 6, John Muir to Robert 
Underwood Johnson, 24 Feb 1905, 15:8406. John R. Haynes, 
"Birth of Democracy in California," MSS, 3, Haynes 
Foundation, Los Angeles, California quoted in George E. 
Mowry, The California Progressives (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1951), p. 16. 

^ 
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acceptance of the recession. Muir and Johnson had reason to 

fear "Uncle Joe." Gifford Pinchot remembered him as 

tolerating forestry inputs to the fiscal legislation only 

because it assured some western support. Pinchot also noted 

that the only use Cannon had for the Forest Service was to 

appoint consumptives he needed to pension off to 

administrative positions in Santa Fe. Harriman again came 

to the rescue. He wrote "Uncle Joe" personally expressing 

his desire to see the United States accept California's 

gift. Cannon, usually a staunch opponent of regulated 

resource use and famous for his "not one cent for scenery" 

stance, suddenly became a leading proponent. Harriman also 

used railroad influence to encourage California Senator 

George C. Perkins, "notoriously a servant of the railroad," 

push the bill through the Senate. The Yosemite Valley 

became the leading attraction of the Yosemite National Park 

when, on June 11, 1906, President Roosevelt accepted 

California's recession and attached the valley to Yosemite 

National Park."" 

Harriman's motivations for helping Muir and the Sierra 

Club remain obscure. Overall, Muir and Harriman were 

interested in preserving more than just Yosemite Valley. 

They discussed, for instance, having Harriman purchase 

Arizona's Petrified Forest and donating it to the government 

'"Pinchot, Breaking New Ground, pp. 112, 163-4, 240. 
Wolfe, Son of the Wilderness, p. 304. Mowry, California 
Progressives, p. 16. 

• ^ \ 
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as a national park. Certainly, Harriman's economic sense 

smelled profit in the tourist transportation that the 

Southern Pacific could guarantee itself with such support. 

But, perhaps there was something deeper in the preservation 

issue than money that led Muir and Harriman to respect one 

another. 

Muir, in his eulogy of Harriman, characterized the 

railroad magnate as a benevolent Napoleon who, like Andrew 

Carnegie, appeared to be more interested in doing good 

things than building personal wealth. Muir met Harriman for 

the first time in 18 99 when he was invited to participate in 

the Harriman Alaska Expedition. On doctor's orders, 

Harriman, who had suffered from nervous prostration, 

launched this pleasure cruise into arctic waters and 

surrounded himself with the best advisors money could buy. 

As Muir grew to know Harriman he sympathized with the labor 

problems with which Harriman had to deal. The competition 

and violence inherent in labor/management relations were 

symptoms of the problems Muir himself sought to solve. No 

doubt, he filled Harriman with his faith that wilderness 

could and would bring peace and harmony to those who came in 

contact with it. ®° 

®°John Muir, William Henry Harriman (Garden City: 
Doubleday, Page & Company, 1911). Goetzmann and Sloan, 
Looking Far North. For a recent interpretation of the role 
labor had on American society during the Gilded Age, see 
Nell Painter, Standing at Armageddon (New York: W.W. Norton, 
1987) . 
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Harriman may have found Muir's Utopian ideas concerning 

the spiritual efficacy of wilderness enchanting. For a man 

who looked for peace and harmony, Muir's ideas would have 

certainly been welcome. He may have gladly supported 

landscape preservation on the basis that it might help bring 

society back into a more harmonious balance of interests. 

Besides, his support of John Muir, the most influential of 

preservationists, might encourage stability amidst the 

potential chaos of locking up public domain. 

The chief counsel of the Southern Pacific, William 

Herrin, had proudly observed that during the good government 

reform crusades that had swept through the better class in 

San Francisco and Los Angeles during the 1880s, the Southern 

Pacific had maintained its political clout "'because of its 

control of reform movements.'" Perhaps in the eyes of 

Herrin and Harriman, dabbling in preservation provided a 

good method of staying apprised of preservationist activity 

as well as providing a means of directing California's 

preservation crusade in the interest of the Southern 

Pacific. As Gabriel Kolko and Samuel Hays have both pointed 

out, big business often found that cooperation with 

reformers helped stabilize the business environment. Thus 

Muir's interest in the harmony and stability he believed was 

manifest in nature fit, if imperfectly, with the stability 
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and harmony desired by big businessmen such as Edward Henry 

Harriman. °̂  

Muir wrote Robert Underwood Johnson after the recession 

bill was passed by the California legislature: 

I am now an experienced lobb[y]ist; my political 
education is complete; have attended legislature 
making speeches, explaining, exhorting[,] praying, 
persuaded every mother's son of the legislators, 
newspaper reporters and everybody else who would 
listen to me. And now that the fight is finished 
and my education as a politician and lobbyist is 
finished I am almost finished myself.°^ 

Muir had in fact received quite a political education, but 

he may have been a bit too optimistic about the completeness 

of it. The City of San Francisco was even then in the 

process of planning a dam in the Hetch Hetchy Valley, a part 

of Yosemite National Park, for their water supply. Muir and 

the Sierra Club would launch a campaign to preserve the 

integrity of the park; yet, their previous experience 

prepared them only partially to defend against the 

Benthamite arguments used by the City of San Francisco. 

The Hetch Hetchy reservoir provided the catalyst 

necessary to separate the conservationists and 

preservationists movements in the early part of the 

twentieth century. During the 1880s and 1890s, 

®^Herrin quoted in Mowry, California Progressives, p. 
15. See Gabriel Kolko, The Triumph of Conservativism: A 
Reinterpretation of American History, 1900-1916 (New York: 
The Free Press, 1963). See also Hays, Conservation and the 
Gospel of Efficiency, esp. pp. 34ff. 

®^John Muir to Robert Underwood Johnson, 24 February 
1905, Muir Manuscript Collection, 15:8406. 
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preservationists such as Muir, Johnson and Sargent stood 

with conservationists such as Gifford Pinchot to lobby for 

expansion of the forest reserve system. The underlying 

philosophies that motivated each group remained suppressed 

by the overriding need to effect federal protection of the 

public domain. By the early twentieth century, Gifford 

Pinchot had reached the height of his power in Theodore 

Roosevelt's administration as head of the Forest Bureau, 

with unprecedented authority over the secretaries of 

Agriculture, Interior, and War. Pinchot's conservation 

program, which attempted to bring all natural resources 

under the umbrella of multiple-use, sustained yield 

management, appeared close to becoming reality. Under this 

program, Pinchot hoped to implement the systematic 

development of all federal land and water resources under 

the direction of one technocratic bureaucracy. San 

Francisco's request to develop the Hetch Hetchy Valley, in 

the northwest corner of Yosemite National Park, revealed to 

preservationists Pinchot's fully defined stance on resource 

development and conservation.®"^ 

The most interesting part of the Hetch Hetchy debate is 

not the political squabbling, the coalition development, or 

even the impact the debate had on the future of the 

preservation movement, but rather the manner in which Muir 

®̂ See Hays, Conservation and the Gospel of Efficiency; 
Pinchot, Breaking New Ground; Nash, Wilderness and the 
American Mind, esp, pp. 134-6, 170-2. 
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truthfully portrayed the movement as being rooted in 

conservative morality. Muir's attack on San Francisco's 

utilitarian arguments no longer reflected the agrarian 

watershed management style he developed during the 187 0s and 

1880s and that he used effectively in the 1890s, but 

returned to the fundamental value of nature—as he had 

articulated in his journals and letters during the early 

1870s. For Muir and other preservationists, if the manner 

in which a resource was to be developed depended on 

ascertaining the value of its potential uses then it was 

clear that the spiritual value of the Hetch Hetchy Valley, a 

part of Yosemite National Park, took precedence over all 

other uses.®* 

A brief survey of the literature Muir wrote on behalf 

of Hetch Hetchy will best illustrate the point. In 1873, 

Muir described the Hetch Hetchy Valley to Eastern audiences 

in the Boston Weekly Transcript. He compared Hetch Hetchy 

landforms favorably to those in the Yosemite Valley— 

describing them as being nearly identical. As he entered 

the valley, he asserted that he found the lakes, forests, 

and trees of the surrounding area "pulsing with life, 

breathing atmospheres of beauty and love." For Muir, Hetch 

®*The Hetch Hetchy conflict has been described in 
detail by numerous authors. For a brief overview see 
Roderick Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind, esp. pp 
161-81. For a more detailed analysis of the politics 
involved see Holway Jones, John Muir and the Sierra Club 
The Battle for Yosemite. 

• ' ^ 
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Hetchy, like the rest of the Sierra, contained object 

lessons valuable to humans.®^ 

Over thirty years later, after campaigning to protect 

watersheds and to recede the Yosemite Valley to the federal 

government—all based on arguments that could be understood 

by people regardless of their ability to see the 

spirituality of the mountains—Muir returned to the 

spiritual value of nature. In a pamphlet aimed at raising 

popular support, Muir emphasized the harmony and self-

control evident in Hetch Hetchy waterfalls as they careened 

over thousand foot precipices. Their energy was "speedily 

hushed and concealed in divine repose; and [their] tranquil 

progress to the base of the cliff is like that of downy 

feathers in a still room." All the components of the 

waterfalls displayed spiritual attributes—"air, water, and 

sunbeams woven into irised robes that spirits might wear." 

The Hetch Hetchy was a "grand landscape garden," he wrote, 

tugging on the sentiments of the upper-middle class reader. 

The rocks were softly adorned and kept the visitor "fine and 

reassuring company." The visitor could find relief from 

historian Henry Adams's world in which 

Power leaped from every atom ... man could no 
longer hold it off. Forces grasped his wrists and 
flung him about as though he had hold of a live 
wire or a runaway automobile.... Every day nature 
violently revolted, causing so-called accidents 
with enormous destruction of property and life. 

®̂ Jolin Muir, "Hetch Hetchy Valley," Boston Weekly 
Transcript, 25 March 1873, p. 2, cols. 5-7. 



289 

while plainly laughing at man, who helplessly 
groaned and shrieked and shuddered, but never for 
a single instant could stop. The railways alone 
approached the carnage of war; automobiles and 
firearms ravaged society, until an earthquake 
became almost a nervous relaxation.®* 

Muir drew support from among a large number of civic 

organizations who found his vision of peaceful, orderly, 

harmonious nature inspiring. These included the American 

Civic Association, the Playground Association of America, 

the General Federation of Women's Clubs, the Chicago 

Geographical Society, a variety of mountain and nature 

appreciation clubs including the Appalachian Mountain Club 

of Boston and the Saturday Walking Club of Chicago. These 

organizations founded by and serving the needs of upper-

middle class members leaped to support Muir and Johnson's 

campaign to preserve the national parks. ®̂  

Muir pointed out that the opponents to Hetch Hetchy not 

only refused to recognize the spiritual significance of the 

region, but went so far as to imply that they had enleagued 

with the devil. He blasted monopolizing capitalists for 

their desire to destroy places valuable as "recreation 

grounds for soul and body" merely to make an extra dollar. 

He portrayed them as using "sinful ingenuity" to get federal 

®*Society for the Preservation of National Parks, Let 
Everyone Help Save the Famous Hetch Hetchy Valley (San 
Francisco, 1909) pp. 14-17. Henry Adams, The Education of 
Henry Adams: An Autobiography (New York: Houghton Mifflin 
Company, 1918), pp. 494-5. 

®''Let Everyone Help to Save the Famous Hetch Hetchy 
Valley, p. 3. 
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permission to dam the valley. He compared national parks to 

city parks, which, all agreed, fortified the soul. He 

compared the violation of national parks to turning the 

Jerusalem temple into a bank or spoiling the garden of Eden. 

Muir hoped to make clear that Hetch Hetchy was a work of 

God, consecrated by Congress as holy and inviolable. To 

force the point he wrote "Dam Hetch Hetchy! As well dam for 

water-tanks the people's cathedrals and churches, for no 

holier temple has ever been consecrated by the heart of 

man."®® 

To be fair to San Francisco's "demons," the city, under 

progressive administrations such as that of John P. Irish, 

had moved toward the beginning of the century to make its 

government more efficient and responsible to its citizenry 

by implemented various forms of "gas and water socialism." 

One problem San Franciscans faced was that city water was 

controlled by several private water companies, who 

controlled development rights on several nearby watersheds. 

City engineers argued that the Hetch Hetchy Valley was the 

best location for a dam to supply reliable and pure water to 

city residents. They argued that preservationists sought to 

deprive hundreds of thousands of people of cheap, clean 

water in order to save scenery for the few who would visit 

Hetch Hetchy. For conservationists, who believed that 

®®John Muir, "The Hetch Hetchy Valley," Sierra Club 
Bulletin, 6 (January 1908), pp. 211-220, esp. 211, 217-8, 
220. 
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resources should be managed to provide the greatest good for 

the greatest number, the preservationist argument smacked of 

selfish elitism. 

Muir's spiritual vision of the environment, which 

motivated him to seek protection from all forms of 

development but tourism, cost him many friends. He had 

parted ways with Gifford Pinchot over the issue of sheep 

grazing in the forest reserves at the turn of the century. 

Hetch Hetchy widened that chasm. It also made him an 

adversary of Congressman William Kent, a conservationist, 

who prior to Hetch Hetchy had donated a tract of coastal 

redwoods to the U. S. government to be preserved in Muir's 

name. Yet, Muir found many allies, such as those who 

devoured George Bird Grinnell's Bird Lore and John 

Burroughs' poetry and prose. Such people, facing the 

chaotic new order of an urban, industrial society, were 

reassured by Muir's spiritual perceptions of harmony, peace, 

and order in the natural world and supported his effort to 

preserve the last vestiges of the old order.®' 

In 1905, Muir and Robert Underwood Johnson had been 

instrumental in the creation of Yosemite, Sequoia, and 

General Grant National Parks as well as a number of forest 

®'The whole country life movement at the turn of 
Twentieth century appears to have been motivated by a desire 
to return to a more natural, more primitive existence in 
search for peace and order. See Peter J. Schmitt, Back to 
Nature: The Arcadian Myth in Urban America (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1969). 
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reserves. Mt. Rainier and Kings Canyon National Parks as 

well as a number of national monuments were also in the 

works. Muir and mountain enthusiasts hoped to protect the 

scenic mountains all along the west coast from the southern 

Sierra to the Cascades. While they did not develop a master 

plan to achieve this goal, their actions throughout the 

1890s illustrate that they at least had an unconscious 

strategy. When the Sequoia National Park Act of 1890 failed 

to include the Kings River Region, Muir and Johnson 

immediately began to campaign for either it to be included 

or for it to be protected by national park status of its 

own. In 1893, after Muir had visited the Seattle area and 

been impressed by the volcanic cones of that region several 

times, he asserted that at least the grandest should be 

preserved. Mt. Rainier, the highest and most glaciated of 

the range was Muir's choice. Muir hoped that, and later 

witnessed, the mountains in between would be forest 

reserves. 

Muir and Johnson worked well as a team. Though Muir 

emerged as a leader in his own right during the recession 

campaign, he had learned the importance of the media from 

Johnson who had a hand in making him a nationally known 

writer. Muir's articles and books helped apprise middle and 

upper-middle class readers of the issues. They also 

influenced the opinions of these economically, socially, and 

politically powerful elites. Such people often assisted his 

^ 
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activities at both the state and the national level. Acting 

on Johnson's idea to organize an association to influence 

policy on national park and forest reserve management, Muir 

helped create the Sierra Club, one of the most influential 

environmental lobbying organizations today. Muir also 

participated in the nuts and bolts political activism 

necessary to influence state and local decision makers. 

In reality, Muir and Johnson set the lobbying strategy 

that activists in the modern environmental movement still 

follow. Modern activists often fit into the same social 

categories as Muir and his late nineteenth/early twentieth 

century allies. Moder preservationist writers, such as 

William 0. Douglas, Stewart Udall, Wallace Stegner, and 

Rachel Carson, still publish informational and opinionated 

books designed to educate the public and congressmen during 

major environmental campaigns. They still write and lobby 

congressmen at both the state and national level. They 

still attempt to build coalitions with other like-minded, 

though sometimes unlikely, groups. They do all this 

invoking the name of John Muir, the man who sought to stem 

the tide of modernization by preserving what he considered 

to be an orderly, harmonious and loving environment for the 

good of all mankind. 



CHAPTER IX 

CONCLUSION 

On December 19, 1913, when Woodrow Wilson signed the 

Raker Bill into law, deciding the fate of the Hetch Hetchy 

Valley, John Muir experienced his most profound defeat. 

Hetch Hetchy was more than a valley in the Sierra. It was 

even more than a valley in a national park. It symbolized 

all the natural world's spiritual value. Congress had made 

the most utilitarian and perhaps the most efficient 

decision. But in doing so, it sent Muir a message. He 

represented the old order. His ideas concerning the value 

of nature were no longer acceptable in the post-Darwinian 

world. Nature was not revelation; nature was resources. 

Muir and his followers were the old guard in the 

secular revolution of American society. Veblen's prophecies 

concerning the impact on the machine culture on society were 

correct. Veblen stated that 

Men trained by the mechanical occupations to 
materialistic, industrial habits of thought are 
beset with a growing inability to appreciate, or 
even to apprehend, the meaning of religious 
appeals that proceed on the old-fashioned grounds 
of metaphysical validity.^ 

Not only was the Hetch Hetchy debate framed in moral terms, 

but Muir's whole perception of nature was based on 

metaphysical ideas. This was no longer true in the modern. 

^Veblen, What Veblen Taught, p. 355 
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industrial American society. Gifford Pinchot was a product 

of his time. John Muir was the product of an earlier one. 

After Muir, those who took up the preservation banner 

clothed their arguments in more secular, utilitarian terms. 

Bob Marshall, the New Deal preservationist, called for 

wilderness on the grounds that it provided "a release from 

the psychological repressions of modern life." One of 

Marshall's colleagues, journalist Robert Sterling Yard, 

wrote in the Living Wilderness that wilderness was "'a human 

need rather than a luxury.'" Aldo Leopold, the renowned 

wilderness advocate and author of A Sand County Almanac, 

attempted to create a procedure by which one could quantify 

the aesthetic values of wilderness. He understood that 

American society listened to scientific arguments. The only 

way to sell the spiritual was to disguise it in scientific 

terms.^ 

Muir had only begun to understand this about post-

Darwinian society. Whereas his journals are filled with 

overtly Christian language, his published writings evince a 

secularization of his terminology. Whereas he could write 

about God building the mountains in his journals, his 

published work spoke only of glaciers or perhaps attributed 

^See Stephen Fox, The American Conservation Movement: 
John Muir and his Legacy, pp. 208, 211. See Aldo Leopold, 
"Wilderness as a Form of Land Use," in The River of the 
Mother of God and Other Essays bv Aldo Leopold edited by 
Susan L. Flader and J. Baird Callicott (Madison: University 
of Wisconsin Press, 1991), pp. 134-42. 

-A.X 
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cause to Nature. Yet such disguises were relatively 

transparent. Muir's enthusiastic evangelical natural 

theology exuded from his prose whether it was God or Nature 

doing the acting. Conditioned by his upbringing, he could 

do no more than make cosmetic alterations in his style. 

Robert Crunden, in his Ministers of Reform, would 

assert that Muir's age would make him more a progressive 

prototype than a true progressive. However, comparing 

Muir's life experiences and social outlook with Crunden's 

definition of a progressive, indicates that Muir fit the 

true progressive mold in many ways. Muir came from a 

religious home where doctrine and theology were somewhat 

ambiguous as a result of the asectarian Disciples doctrine. 

Though Muir lived through the Civil War, he did so at a 

distance, first in Wisconsin and then in Canada. Like 

Crunden's sample, he struggled to find a satisfying 

occupation and did not do so until the mid-1870s, as a 

journalist. He gave that up for a time when he and his 

wife, Louie, inherited his father-in-law's fruit farm. 

Ultimately, after becoming financially independent, he 

returned to journalism and became a political activist. By 

virtue of his biographical similarity to them, Muir worked 

well in Crunden's "climate of creativity" with true 

progressives such as Teddy Roosevelt and for a time Gifford 

Pinchot.^ 

'See Crunden, Ministers of Reform, pp. 27 4-8 
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It would appear that Muir was as much a progressive as 

his younger contemporaries and, using Muir as an example, 

some might fault Crunden's methodology for too strictly 

controlling for age. Such a criticism would be 

shortsighted. Muir, in fact, was at most a proto-

progressive. By virtue of being born in the 1830s rather 

than the 1850s or later, the world-view he inherited from 

his culture was radically different from that inherited by 

young "true progressives." As a result of the world-view 

that emerged with Darwinism, society became more secular and 

humanistic. While post-millennialists represented perhaps 

the most humanistic tendency among Christian perfectionist 

views of human history, they still held God to be the 

primary actor in the historical drama. After Darwin, the 

historical drama could be explained as the effects of 

natural causes. Historians such as Frederick Jackson Turner 

and Henry Adams found only natural forces at work in 

American history. Turner found the evolution of democracy 

rooted in the human reaction to the frontier. Adams 

discovered historical laws to be only the manifestations of 

physical laws carried out over time. The days were gone 

when educated Americans could readily accept dispensational 

theories of history positing that world history moved toward 

one goal—the ultimate destruction of the earth in a grand 

cataclysm and the salvation of a human remnant who would 

exist eternally in heaven rather than on earth. Asserting 

1^1 "X 
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that historical events were divine manifestations of God' s 

protection of his people was no longer credible among young 

scientific historians. 

Nor was it credible among scientists. By explaining 

the mysteries of nature through natural causes, Darwin 

removed the agency of God back at least one step in the 

realm of nature. No longer could God be a primary cause in 

observable phenomena, but instead was shifted back toward 

the position of first cause, where enlightenment deists had 

put him a century earlier. Darwin thereby demolished the 

natural theological evidences of God that nineteenth century 

Christians had relied upon as a cornerstone of their faith. 

Muir could not find a place in harmony with this new 

mentality. The common idea held by Muir's contemporaries 

and those who fought for preservation after him that he was 

a prophet of wilderness possesses much truth as a 

descriptive metaphor. He was, in fact, calling society to 

repentance—calling them to return to the old, established 

ways of thinking. 

Muir's Scottish heritage played an important role in 

his ideological development and his moral judgment. The 

influence of John Knox and Presbyterianism on Scottish 

culture imbued Muir with a sense of historical destiny. He 

understood everything from landscape formation to human 

progress in terms of divine destiny. Glaciers carved away 

certain rocks to reveal predestined landscapes. Likewise, 
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humans were destined to engage evil in spiritual warfare and 

ultimately usher in the eternal kingdom through their 

faithfulness. In conjunction with Knox's emphasis on the 

sovereignty of God, Muir's evangelical heritage, which 

encouraged him to believe that God actively sought to 

establish a mystical relationship with individuals, inclined 

him see an omnipotent personal deity active in the present. 

By the time he left Scotland, Muir knew one revelation 

of God by heart. He had memorized most of the Bible as a 

boy. In Wisconsin, he was introduced to the second of God's 

revelations—the book of nature. From natural theologians, 

such as Thomas Dick, Muir understood that the primary role 

of nature was to teach mankind about God. Nature was 

predestined to do that. This was another detachment of 

God's army deployed in the battle against evil. As reading 

Milton had informed Muir, mankind had been captured by the 

forces of the enemy. The enemy would attempt to keep 

mankind imprisoned by delusion and deception. Nature, 

according to the natural theologians, was the antidote to 

delusion. It illustrated the character of God, and acted as 

a check on human religious views. Nature, Muir was taught, 

was a primary source that validated the witness of 

scripture. 

With such an intellectual heritage it would have been 

extraordinary for Muir to have viewed nature in any other 

way. What has caused people to interpret Muir as being so 
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advanced in his vision of nature? Perhaps the answer lies 

in his position relative to the triumph of the machine. 

Muir witnessed the ultimate triumph of the mentality 

associated with the modern, post-Darwinian, industrial 

society. As Veblen asserted, the machine mindset 

depersonalized cause and effect relationships by imposing 

rigid limitations on the realm of necessary knowledge. In 

an industrial society, the important knowledge is material. 

Information that helps increase efficiency, cuts costs, or 

aids in the development of new products is good. All other 

information is extraneous and wastes time.* 

Muir had grown up in a rural, personalized world. He 

was a mugwump and could not accept these changes in cultural 

values. He had been taught that the most important thing in 

life was beyond the material. His father and his Bible 

taught him that the most important thing in life was one's 

spiritual development. Both Darwinism and the machine 

dispensed with the necessity of the spiritual. 

The despiritualization of the machine age was clear to 

the counter-culturalists of the 1960s, as well. The 

affluent, idealistic college students of that era grew up 

with the machine. They saw that the high degree of 

specialization in American culture whether it be in science, 

medicine, industry, or warfare, did not just threaten but in 

fact did reduce human beings to the level of a machine part. 

*Veblen, What Veblen Taught, pp. 302-367. 
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The individual was dispensable, but the system had to be 

preserved. Whether a part of the separate, but related. New 

Left movement, or part of the "tuned in, turned on, and 

dropped out" hippie culture, American youth in the late 

1960s realized that there was more to being human than 

economic output. While this neo-romantic counter-culture 

drew on Rousseau, Thoreau, and Muir to point them toward 

spiritual values, they removed their prophets from their 

historical context. Rather than being inspired by Muir to 

reconcile the God revealed in the Bible with the deity 

revealed in nature and thereby purify their conception of 

the absolute, the youth of the 1960s were inspired by Muir 

to seek natural spirituality. They found Muir sympathetic 

to their cause because he too advocated primitivism, though 

his was a primitivism that he knew by tradition, whereas the 

primitivism the counter-culturalists sought to live in out 

their communes was of their own invention. When many found 

their spiritual needs met by the organic ideas of Far 

Eastern mysticism, they hoped to legitimate them by 

demonstrating that other notable Americans had gone before 

them in adopting such ideas. In doing so, they corrupted 

the historical John Muir by attributing him with such 

mysticism.^ 

^See Theodore Rozak, The Making of a Counter-Culture 
Reflections on the Technocratic Society and its Youthful 
Opposition (Garden City: Doubleday and Anchor, 1969); 
Charles A. Reich, The Greening of America: How the Youth 
Revolution is trying to Make America Livable (New York: 
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Muir did believe that the non-human environment was 

valuable and should be preserved. But nature, like mankind, 

was not valuable in and of itself. Muir had condemned the 

arrogance displayed by humans who asserted that mankind 

enjoyed such a lofty estate that all creatures, including 

God, served it. The counter-cultural spirituality, a 

westernized form of Eastern mysticism, merely raised nature 

to mankind's estate, much as Darwinism had lowered mankind 

to the estate of nature. Muir would have seen this as very 

wrong-headed. Since he believed that humans had been 

corrupted by sin and nature had not, making nature just as 

valuable as man destroyed the inherent value of nature. 

Nature, Muir the natural theologian believed, possessed 

value by virtue of its lofty, predestined role in the plan 

of human salvation. First, nature was responsible for 

pointing mankind to God. Second, nature modeled proper 

morals—harmony, joy, and love—that humans aspiring to pre-

fall conditions had to adopt. By conceiving nature in this 

manner Muir placed himself not in the camp of post-modern 

counter-culturalists who looked outside western culture for 

more personal and spiritual social models, but in the camp 

of those in the nineteenth century who resisted the 

onslaught of the modern post-Darwinian industrial mentality 

by looking backwards toward older, more familiar models of 

Random House, 1970); Bill Devall, "John Muir as Deep 
Ecologist." 
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society. He found his motivation for preserving nature in 

his desire to achieve post-millennial human progress.' 

Muir died on Christmas Eve, 1914. Perhaps it was a 

propitious time, for the war in Europe, the "war to end all 

wars" might have discouraged him more than the loss of Hetch 

Hetchy. It illustrated how far mankind would have to go 

before realizing that state of perfection for which Muir 

aimed. While in the hospital, suffering with his final bout 

of pneumonia, he worked toward completing a book on Alaska. 

Perhaps there in his Los Angeles hospital room he meditated 

on one of his Alaska observations: 

And thus we find in the fields of nature no place 
that is blank or barren; every spot on land or sea 
is covered with harvests, and these harvests are 
always ripe to be gathered, and no toiler is ever 
underpaid. Not in these fields, God's wilds, will 
you ever hear the sad moan of disappointment, 'All 
is vanity.' No, we are overpaid a thousand times 
for all our toil, and a single day in so divine an 
atmosphere of beauty and love would be well worth 
living for, and at its close, should death come, 
without any hope for another life, we could still 
say, 'Thank you, God, for the glorious gift!' and 
pass on.'' 

*For more on the Far Eastern impact on the counter
culture, see Jon Halper, ed., Gary Snyder: Dimensions of a 
Life (San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 1991); Sherman Paul, 
In Search of the Primitive: Rereading David Antin, Jerome 
Rothenberg, and Gary Snyder (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 
University Press, 1986); Lee Bartlet, The Beats: Essays in 
Criticism (Jefferson, N. C : McFarland Publishers, 1981); 
Robert A. Hipkiss, Jack Kerouac, A Prophet of the New 
Romanticism (Lawrence: Regents Press of Kansas, 1976). 

^JM, John of the Mountains: The Unpublished Journals of 
John Muir, edited by Linnie Marsh Wolfe, (1938, Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1979), p. 301. 
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