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INTRODUCTION


This selection of John Muir’s writings provides a broad introduction to the epic story of his life and achievements as mountaineer, explorer, botanist, glaciologist, conservationist, campaigner and nature-philosopher. It is not intended as a comprehensive reference library but as a collection of seminal books and essays, which will strike a chord with any reader who is interested in mountaineering, wildlife, nature conservation and environmental issues. At a deeper level, these works reveal the ethical fountainhead from which so many streams of the modern conservation movement flow.


I am grateful to Birlinn Press for allowing me to ‘cherry-pick’ some of Muir’s finest story-telling and writing, in the hope of welcoming a new generation of readers into familiarity with John Muir as a great Scottish-American.


The current selection includes two of Muir’s best-loved books in their entirety: The Story of My Boyhood and Youth (1913) and My First Summer in the Sierra (1911); many regard these as Muir’s most ‘complete’ works in terms of style, story-telling and artistic fulfillment. The additional five sections of this volume consist of selected chapters from: The Mountains of California (1894), Our National Parks (1901), The Yosemite (1912), Stickeen (1909) and Steep Trails (1918).


The sequence in which these are presented does not follow the precise chronology of their publication but rather tracks the narrative arc of Muir’s life, from childhood in Scotland and emigration to the United States; pioneer farming in Wisconsin; arrival in California and his ‘discovery’ of the ‘Range of Light’. They also record Muir’s witness to: the destruction of wilderness areas; his campaigns for the creation of national parks and his eventual emergence as the herald of the American conservation movement.


This book succeeds the Canongate Classics volume John Muir – The Wilderness Journeys (1996) which enjoyed several editions before lapsing from print. It also reprises the earlier editions of The Story of My Boyhood and Youth and My First Summer in the Sierra, first published as Canongate Classics in 1987.


WHO WAS JOHN MUIR?


John Muir was born in Dunbar, Scotland, on 21 April 1838 and, at the age of eleven, he emigrated to the United States with his father, in February 1849. His early schooling at Dunbar Grammar gave him a grounding in English, Latin, Arithmetic and Geography; but from the time he left Scotland, he was entirely self-taught. Before he entered university at the age of twenty-two, he epitomised the pioneer-farmer, carving a home from the wilderness. His teenage years were spent in dawn to dusk labour: clearing the land, felling trees to make room for crops, with season after season of ploughing, planting, weeding and harvesting.


There were few signs during those teenage years that the Scottish farm-boy would go on to blaze the trail for an entirely new field of human endeavour – an ethical attitude to our stewardship of Nature which we now label ‘Conservation’. Indeed, the talents which emerged during Muir’s adolescence were largely mechanical; he seemed destined to become a great inventor and industrial entrepreneur, like his fellow Scot Andrew Carnegie. However, despite his obsession with the invention of water-clocks, barometers, thermometers, hygrometers, lathes and table-saws, Muir’s ruling passion was his communion with the natural world that surrounded him in Dunbar and Wisconsin.


His later role in the birth of the American conservation movement evolved from his explorations of the mountain wildernesses of California, Oregon, Washington and Nevada. He remains the undisputed ‘genius loci’ of much of California, and especially of Yosemite National Park, but his wider influence persists in the dozens of national parks and nature reserves that span the American continent: from the maple forests of Appalachia to the sun-bleached canyons of Arizona; from the glaciers of Alaska to the bayous of the Florida Everglades.


Millions of Americans harbour a deep sense of gratitude to John Muir as the founder of their national conservation movement; the first person to publicly campaign for the preservation and protection of wilderness and wildlife on a national scale. By the time of his death, on Christmas Eve 1914, he had been elevated to near-mythic status in the nation’s environmental Pantheon, where he remains ensconced, along with Emerson, Thoreau and Audubon, as ‘Father of the National Parks’.


Americans have named hundreds of sites in John Muir’s honour, including: Muir Glacier and Mount Muir in Alaska, Muir Woods and Muir Beach near San Francisco, and the John Muir Wilderness and John Muir Trail, which follow the spine of the High Sierra. Moreover, across the length and breadth of America, hundreds of nature reserves, elementary schools, colleges, university departments and even hospitals bear his name. In Scotland, the tally of Muir-honorifics is largely confined to the single county of East Lothian and his birthplace, Dunbar.


In 1964, Congress designated his Martinez home The John Muir National Historic Site, in acknowledgement of the campaigns he fought to preserve the natural heritage of the United States. The Muir mansion is just one of 340 national historic sites and parks, comprising 80 million acres of wild land, cared for by the National Park Service, which Muir himself helped to create. Back East, in Marquette County Wisconsin, the John Muir Memorial Park overlooks the original Muir homestead at Fountain Lake. A granite memorial among the wildflowers, proclaims his epitaph:




JOHN MUIR, Foster son of Wisconsin, born in Scotland April 21st 1838.


He came to America as a lad of eleven, spent his teen years in hard work clearing the farm across this lake, carving out a home in the wilderness.


In the: ‘sunny woods, overlooking a flowery glacial meadow and a lake rimmed with water lilies’, he found an environment that fanned the fire of his zeal and love for all Nature, which as a man, drove him to study, afoot, alone and unafraid, the forests, mountains and glaciers of the West to become the most rugged, fervent naturalist America has produced, and the Father of the National Parks of our country.





Muir was already thirty when he arrived in California in 1868 and found work as a shepherd in Yosemite Valley, as recounted in My First Summer in the Sierra. However, within a few years he witnessed environmental degradation in many parts of the high country: the flower-filled alpine meadows were grazed and trampled by sheep; primeval mountain redwoods were being felled in their thousands, even blasted-down with dynamite; entire mountainsides were scoured away by gold miners using hydraulic water-jets. The erosion that resulted from the destruction of forests, meadows and mountain slopes, buried valleys, rivers and salmon beneath a shroud of rocks and mud. Moreover, the thousands of miners, loggers and herders who invaded the high country had to live-off the land; they fished, trapped, snared and shot every living creature that could be eaten: salmon, deer, bears, beaver, rabbits, birds – in a vast extermination of wildlife. The California population of grizzly bears, once more than 10,000 strong, was reduced to near-extinction during the 1880s; California finally declared the grizzly extinct in 1922; ironically, it only survives today as the iconic symbol of the ‘bear-flag state’.


As a witness to the ‘closing of the Western frontier’, Muir felt such rapacious exploitation would soon destroy the country’s remaining natural heritage, inexhaustible though it had once seemed. However, he was not eager to take on the public role of ‘defender of the wilderness’ and had to be persuaded by his friends that this was indeed the challenge he was made for. In 1889, encouraged by Robert Underwood Johnson, the influential editor of Century Magazine, Muir began to campaign for Yosemite to be rescued from the exploitative care of the State of California, and brought under the aegis of federal protection. This eventually led to a much-expanded Yosemite National Park, whose boundaries were largely proposed by Muir himself. The 1200 square miles of the new Yosemite National Park were established by Congress in 1890; the very first national park, Yellowstone, had been created in 1871.


However, Muir’s seminal victory in Yosemite would not ensure protection of the nation’s wider landscapes and eco-systems; political influence and legislation by Congress seemed the only way forward. In 1893 Muir played a leading role in the creation of the Sierra Club, to lobby for the protection of other wilderness areas as national parks; he served as the Club’s founding president and national figurehead until his death in 1914.


After Muir’s death, Robert Underwood Johnson sounded the paean for his friend:




Muir’s public services were not merely scientific and literary. His countrymen owe him gratitude as the pioneer of our system of national parks. Before 1889 we had but one of any importance, the Yellowstone. Out of the fight which he led for the better care of Yosemite by the state government grew the demand for extension of the system. To this many persons and organisations contributed, but Muir’s writings and enthusiasm were the chief forces that inspired the movement. All the other torches were lighted from his . . . John Muir was not a ‘dreamer’, but a practical man, a faithful citizen, a scientific observer, a writer of enduring power, with vision, poetry, courage in a contest, a heart of gold and a spirit pure and fine . . .





President Theodore Roosevelt also wrote a heartfelt eulogy:




His was a dauntless soul. Not only are his books delightful, not only is he the author to whom all men turn when they think of the Sierras and Northern glaciers, and the giant trees of the California slope, but he was also – what few nature-lovers are – a man able to influence contemporary thought and action on the subjects to which he had devoted his life. He was a great factor in influencing the thought of California and the thought of the entire country so as to secure the preservation of those great natural phenomena – wonderful canyons, giant trees, slopes of flower-spangled hillsides . . . our generation owes much to John Muir.





The scale of the legacy which Muir and the Sierra Club bequeathed to posterity is evident in America’s National Parks, National Monuments and National Historic Sites: 376 protected zones ranging from Hawaii to Florida and Arizona to Alaska. More than 80 million acres of wild land are conserved within the fifty-four national parks; one single area, the Wrangell-St. Elias National Park in Alaska, extends to 13 million acres. The US Forest Service, whose earliest reserves were surveyed and recommended for protection by Muir, is responsible for 191 million acres, while the Fish and Wildlife Service manages a further 91 million acres of wild ecosystems. Arguably, more than 360 million acres of America are managed and protected, to varying degrees, as a result of the national movement for which John Muir carried the banner. America’s national parks encompass an area four times greater than Scotland’s entire land-area of 19.5 million acres.


Awareness of that historic debt remains undimmed in the national consciousness; on the 150th anniversary of Muir’s birth, 21 April 1988, it was resolved that:


 




. . . by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States of America: that April 21, 1988, is designated as ‘John Muir Day’, and the President is authorized and requested to issue a proclamation calling upon the people of the United States to observe such day with appropriate ceremonies and activities.





 


*


 


The Story of My Boyhood and Youth (1912) was written when Muir was over seventy years of age, but he paints a colourful picture of his Dunbar childhood with clarity, insight and a wry Scottish humour. The opening paragraph is one of the most vivid evocations of a childhood experience of Nature:




When I was a boy in Scotland, I was fond of everything that was wild, and all my life I’ve been growing fonder and fonder of wild places and wild creatures. Fortunately, around my native town of Dunbar, by the stormy North Sea, there was no lack of wildness . . . with red blooded playmates, wild as myself, I loved to wander in the fields, to hear the birds sing, and along the seashore to gaze and wonder at the shells and seaweeds, eels and crabs in the pools among the rocks when the tide was low.





In this book Muir allows us a glimpse of the childhood Eden, from which most of us are excluded as adults, but to which, somehow, he always found the way back.


It evokes Wordsworth’s ‘Intimations of Immortality in Recollections of Early Childhood’, Blake’s ‘Auguries of Innocence’ and Burns’s poems; all books with which Muir had a deep familiarity.


John was sent to school at three, and at seven he entered Dunbar Grammar School to study English, Latin, French, Maths and Geography. Here he absorbed Scottish culture and history, from Bannockburn and Flodden to Burns and the Border Ballads. Muir’s school-book heroes were William Wallace and Robert the Bruce, and with eager school-mates he often re-enacted the Wars of Independence among the ruins of Dunbar Castle, where Bruce and Wallace had once skirmished. To the end of his days, Muir remained a passionate devotee of all things Scottish; he was a fervent nationalist and supporter of James Bryce’s Home Rule Bill at Westminster, and even after sixty years in America he still spoke with friends and family in vernacular Scots. For many years in California he paid a newspaper clippings service to send him the national press reports of every Burns Night celebration held throughout Scotland.


 


In the 1840s, letters and newspapers from America filtered back to Dunbar from Scots emigrants, encouraging relatives to join them in the promised land. John Muir’s imagination was sparked by fireside tales of vast prairies and endless forests, filled with grizzly bears, wolves, mountain lions and war-bonneted indians; of maple trees dripping with syrup, and creeks sparkling with gold-dust. America was a country where eagles perched on every branch, and passenger pigeons darkened the sky from horizon to horizon, in uncountable myriads. Emigration offered the boundless possibilities of this young nation to millions of poor Scots and Irish, who had survived the potato famine of 1846.


In February 1849, encouraged by fellow Scottish ‘Disciples of Christ’ already in Wisconsin, Daniel Muir set sail in search of religious freedom, with the promise of cheap land and a better life for his family. Thus, at the age of eleven, with his sister Sarah and brother David, John Muir ‘sailed away from Glasgow, carefree as thistle seeds on the wings of the winds, toward the glorious paradise over the sea’. The family endured a six-week winter voyage across the North Atlantic, on an unpowered, square-rigged vessel, crowded with emigrants; some fleeing the potato famine, others seeking land, or hoping to reach the California goldrush of that year.


On arrival in New York, the Muir family faced a long journey by train and boat to Chicago, thence by steamer Westward across the Great Lakes and onward by train and covered-wagon to Kingston, Wisconsin, where Daniel Muir purchased a section of unploughed prairie and woodland.


Near the end of his life, Muir recalled his first impression of the untouched wilderness at Fountain Lake:




This sudden splash into pure wildness – baptism in Nature’s warm heart – how utterly happy it made us! Nature streaming into us, wooingly teaching her wonderful glowing lessons, so unlike the dismal grammar ashes and cinders so long thrashed into us. Here, without knowing it, we were still at school; every wild lesson a love lesson, not whipped but charmed into us. Oh, that glorious Wisconsin wilderness!





But it was endless manual work which dominated Muir’s first decade in Wisconsin, where he slaved as unpaid ‘ploughboy, well-digger and lumberjack’ under his father’s Calvinist discipline. Daniel Muir often beat his sons for the smallest infraction, and refused to call a doctor, or allow time from work when John contracted mumps, and later pneumonia. As the boys grew into young men, their father increasingly left the physical work to them while he pursued his vocation as an evangelical preacher. Somehow, John Muir survived the hardships; he escaped to the solitude of the woods and the pristine lake fringed with water lilies; he immersed himself in books borrowed from Scottish neighbours and devoured Shakespeare, Wordsworth, Burns and Euclid. His literary heroes were Robert Burns and the explorer of South America, Alexander von Humboldt, whose adventures he hoped to emulate. Self-taught from the age of eleven, Muir showed signs of innate genius in his early teens, by the construction of a series of original, hand-made machines. Clocks, barometers, thermometers, semi-automatic table saws, an ‘early-rising machine’ all flowed from his fertile brain, whittled from hickory or with metal scavenged from farm implements. It was the fame of these inventions among the farming community, which eventually gained him admission to the University of Wisconsin at Madison in 1861. It was here, aged 23, that he first encountered minds like his own, and set his course for the future.


At Madison he came under the influence of ‘Geology’ Professor Ezra Carr, who was creating a revolution in university education at that time – insisting that students derive their facts from direct observation and testing of Nature in the field, rather than from theological textbooks, classical authorities and metaphysics. Jeanne Carr, the professor’s wife, became Muir’s lifelong friend and literary mentor, opening doors to the higher strata of American society and winning social influence for him through her extensive connections with luminaries such as Emerson.


 


My First Summer in the Sierra, published in June 1911, was assembled by Muir from his Yosemite journals of the 1870s. Muir’s bibliographers, William and Maymie Kimes wrote of this book:




Muir was seventy-two years old when he began to prepare his journal of his first summer in the Sierra for publication. With the skilful editing of his mature years, he retains the refreshing spontaneity of his youthful experience and observations, interspersed with his lyrical and oft-times mystical reflections. This book, published near the apex of his career, reaps the competence of age while capturing the essence of youth, and becomes, we believe, his finest book.


(John Muir, A Reading Bibliography,




section 299, p85)







 


*


 


The First Summer recounts Muir’s arrival in California via the Panama Canal, following his thousand-mile walk from Indianapolis to the Gulf of Mexico. Disembarking at San Francisco in March 1868, he was repelled by the noise, poverty and crude materialism which he found in this burgeoning metropolis. Asking for ‘the quickest way out of town’ he hiked across the Central Valley to find work as a shepherd in the Yosemite high country. For the next seven years he based himself in and around Yosemite, exploring the High Sierra, developing his skills in botany, geology, ecology and climbing. Self-taught as always, he declared he would ‘read from the great book of Nature’, trusting only his own observations and measurements, verifying every fact with his own eyes.


The book has been described as ‘the journal of a soul on fire’, and certainly Muir’s first encounters with the glories of the High Sierra peaks, the flower-filled alpine meadows and the dashing waterfalls and streams seem filled with rapture; he experienced this paradaisical landscape as both a scientific revelation and a mystical epiphany. A deeply evangelical Christian, though not a church-goer, Muir was steeped in Scripture from his earliest days. He had been forced to memorise the entire New Testament before the age of eleven, and wrote that he ‘had much of the Old Testament by heart as well’. But standing on the pinnacles of the High Sierra, bathed in the alpen-glow of the ‘Range of Light’, he forsook the gloomy Calvinism of his father’s preaching for a more Romantic, environmental creed, whose prophets were Thoreau, Emerson, Wordsworth, Blake and Burns. A famous epigram which he wrote in the Sierras captures his beliefs in a single line:




My Altars are the Mountains, Oceans, Earth and Sky.





John Muir remained a Christian all his life, but a profound nature-mysticism pervades his writing from this period. After years alone in the mountains, studying the plants, the rocks, the glaciers and the wild creatures, Muir experienced a transcendental vision of Nature in which every rock, stream, plant and animal in the landscape seemed transfigured; each a divine manifestation, a unique thread in the intricately woven tapestry of life, from which no fibre could be teased without unravelling the fabric. Muir sensed a divine presence behind all created things, shining through them, imbuing them with profound meaning and infinite beauty. It is clear from the following passages that Muir was exploring the boundaries of a new area of Science, which today we call Ecology, though that term had only been coined by Haeckel in 1868.


He wrote:




Everything is flowing – going somewhere; animals and so-called lifeless rocks, as well as water. Thus the snow flows fast or slow in grand beauty-making glaciers and avalanches; the air in majestic floods carrying minerals, plant leaves, seeds, spores, with streams of music and fragrance; water streams carrying rocks . . . While the stars go streaming through space pulsed on and on forever like blood . . . in Nature’s warm heart.





and




When we contemplate the whole globe as one great dewdrop, striped and dotted with continents and islands, flying through space with all the other stars, all singing and shining together as one, the whole universe appears as an infinite storm of beauty. This grand show is eternal. It is always sunrise somewhere; the dew is never all dried at once; a shower is forever falling; vapor ever rising. Eternal sunrise, eternal sunset, eternal dawn and gloaming, on seas and continents and islands, each in its turn, as the round earth rolls.





THE REDISCOVERY OF JOHN MUIR IN SCOTLAND


In marked contrast with Muir’s historic status in America, he was almost completely forgotten in Scotland until the late 1960s; none of his books were published in the UK until 1987, when Stephanie Wolfe Murray of Canongate Press published the first British editions of The Story of My Boyhood and Youth and My First Summer in the Sierra.


The event which catalysed the ‘rediscovery’ of Muir in Scotland occurred when Bill and Maymie Kimes, eminent Californian bibliographers of Muir, undertook a literary pilgrimage to Dunbar in 1967. They wrote in advance to the town’s Lady Provost asking if some local historian could guide them around Dunbar Castle, Muir’s High Street birthplace and the beaches of Belhaven, where he had first encountered wild nature in the 1840s. On receipt of this letter, the Provost was somewhat non-plussed and began an urgent search for background material on Muir, of whom she knew little. To her chagrin, neither Dunbar library nor the county library in Haddington had a single copy of any book by John Muir; the National Library in Edinburgh drew a similar blank. Eventually, some Muir books were borrowed from a library in Plymouth on the south coast of England, 500 miles to the south, and some information was gleaned.


Bill and Maymie Kimes were fêted with civic hospitality in Dunbar; on their return to California they wrote and suggested the ancient Burgh might acknowledge its most famous son by a plaque on the house in which he was born – at that time a shop. The Provost replied to say that a plaque had been agreed upon by the town council; it was installed on the building in 1969 with the inscription: ‘Birthplace of John Muir, American Naturalist, 1838–1914’.


The 600th anniversary of the founding of the Royal Burgh of Dunbar followed in 1970 and, stimulated by the Kimes’s visit, a modest exhibition of Muir books and photographs was arranged by the East Lothian Planning Department. The exhibition organiser was Frank Tindall, the first County Planning Officer employed in Scotland; but until the Kimes visit, he had heard nothing of John Muir. In 1974 Tindall began negotiations with the Earl of Haddington to lease part of the Tyninghame coastline, now designated as John Muir Country Park and officially opened in 1976. The name was actually proposed by Tindall’s assistant, Ian Fullerton. This 1660-acre nature reserve ranges eight miles from the ruins of Dunbar Castle to Tyninghame sands in the west and overlooks the distant colonies of gannets, kittiwakes and guillemots on the Bass Rock. For many thousands of subsequent visitors, the park at Belhaven has been an introduction to the Scottish origin of Muir’s story.


In 1977, Tindall planned a family holiday to California, determined to track-down the full story of Dunbar’s most famous emigrant. Tindall’s son was then studying architecture at Pennsylvania University and they hiked together in Yosemite National Park and visited Muir Woods and Muir Beach, north of the Golden Gate. To celebrate ‘John Muir Day’ on April 21st, the Tindall family were guests of honour at a Sierra Club barbecue in the grounds of Muir’s Martinez mansion and later they stayed with Bill and Maymie Kimes at their Mariposa ranch. On returning to Scotland, Tindall was convinced that Scots should be made aware of the global stature which their kinsman had achieved, but he discovered that Muir’s Dunbar birthplace was now threatened with redevelopment as a fish and chip shop! Fortunately, Tindall had few difficulties agreeing with Daisy Hawryluk, the owner of the building, that the upper floor should be converted into a Muir-birthplace museum while a photographic studio should be created on the ground floor.


The restoration of the historic house by East Lothian Council went ahead and in 1980 John Muir House was opened to the public; thousands of tourists and school-children visited over the next twenty years, with the Hawryluk family serving as unpaid, honourary curators.


Tindall was surprised to discover that in 1978 the National Library of Scotland still did not hold a single copy of any Muir book, nor any of the various biographies and literary analyses produced since 1924. He met with Professor Denis Roberts, the Director of the National Library and with Alexia Howe, the Assistant Keeper, who gladly agreed to collaborate on the first Scottish exhibition of Muir’s life: ‘A Man of the Wilderness: John Muir (1838–1914)’, which was held at the library in July 1979. The annual report of the library for that year states:




A private view of the exhibition was held at the National Library on 13th July and the exhibition was opened by The Right Hon. The Earl of Haddington. Sequoia seeds procured from the United States by Mr Frank Tindall, from whom came much of the enthusiasm for the Muir exhibition, were successfully germinated in Fochabers, and Sequoia seedlings were distributed to guests attending the private view.





For thousands of Scots this event was the portal to an awareness of the true scale of Muir’s international legacy and status. With advice from the Kimeses in California, Alexia Howe began a comprehensive collection of Muir books and manuscripts from America for the National Library, which culminated in the acquisition of the complete microfilm edition of the entire collected John Muir Papers, in manuscript format. The microfilm edition was created in 1986 by the staff of the John Muir Center, of the Holt Atherton Institute, at the University of the Pacific in Stockton, California, where the John Muir Papers are preserved.


More recently, the Holt Atherton Institute has digitised the entire John Muir Papers and made them freely available online at: http://library.pacific.edu/ha/muir/content.asp.


This digital archive comprises: 7000 original letters; 485 original manuscripts, including book drafts, magazine articles and notebooks; 84 of Muir’s surviving field-journals and the sketchbooks from his expeditions, spanning the period 1867–1913; 3000 photographs collected by Muir; and over 350 items of memorabilia, including his passport, herbarium lists, poems, a lock of his father’s hair etc.


The donation of the earlier microfilm archive to the National Library was arranged by Bill and Maymie Kimes from California in 1986. However, there was still the issue that, for people in the UK, Muir’s books remained difficult to obtain except by import from the USA.


In the light of this, Frank Tindall approached Stephanie Wolfe Murray at Canongate Publishing in Edinburgh with the aim of creating the first Scottish editions of Muir’s works. This led to the publication of The Story of My Boyhood and Youth in 1987, followed a year later by My First Summer in the Sierra, both issued as Canongate Classics with the support of the Scottish Arts Council. These were later re-issued in 1996 as part of a five-volume omnibus, compiled by the present writer, entitled John Muir, The Wilderness Journeys. This compilation included three other books: The Thousand Mile Walk to the Gulf, Travels in Alaska and Stickeen.


In 1999 I was privileged to serve as the educational curator of a major international exhibition on the life of John Muir, ‘An Infinite Storm of Beauty’, which was created and hosted by the Edinburgh City Art Centre as part of its contribution to the Edinburgh International Festival. The US National Parks Service generously allowed the transatlantic loan of over 200 Muir artefacts from the Muir National Historic Site and other NPS museums; the Muir-Hanna family loaned priceless oil-paintings by William Keith, along with many other personal possessions of John Muir, which were allowed to leave the country for the very first time. The Festival exhibition was a great success, with over 30,000 people attending during its six-week run.


 


The repatriation of Muir’s ideas and ethos to Scotland has involved action as well as ideas. In 1983, four years after the exhibition at the National Library, the John Muir Trust was founded in Scotland, to purchase and conserve wild land for future generations and to foster Muir’s conservation ethos in Scotland and the UK, see (http://www.jmt.org/home.asp). To date the Trust has raised funds to purchase a number of areas of wild land in the Highlands and Islands, totalling over 50,000 acres: Li and Coire Dhorrcail in Knoydart (1987); Torrin on the Isle of Skye (1991); Sandwood Bay in Sutherland (1993); Strathaird and Bla Bheinn in the Skye Cuillin (1994); part of Shiehallion (1999); and Ben Nevis (2000). None of these areas is untouched ‘wilderness’ in the American sense; they all have crofting communities and people have lived there for hundreds of years, possibly thousands. Whatever the label, these wild landscapes, the haunt of the golden eagle, red deer and otter, are among the most beautiful and unspoiled in Britain. The John Muir Trust aims to demonstrate exemplary management of these areas, sharing responsibility with local communities for the sustainable use of the landscape, wildlife and natural resources. It aims to foster a wider knowledge of Muir’s life and work among the Trust members as well as the general public.


THE JOHN MUIR AWARD


In 1994 I proposed to the John Muir Trust that it should foster an award for environmental endeavour, to be called the John Muir Award. This was intended to address the fact that, at that time, very few young Scots were involved in conservation, from a potential youth membership of over 1.3 million. Initially, the JMT trustees were not enthusiastic and the Award was only created due to the leadership of the Director of the Trust, Terry Isles, and the energetic advocacy of trustee Ben Tindall. The award scheme was launched in February 1997 with support from Scottish Natural Heritage and now has programmes and staff in Scotland, England and Wales. Students from Yosemite Valley Elementary School in California have also completed the Award as a transatlantic venture. The Award is non-competitive, open to all, makes no financial charge, and is offered in partnership with a wide range of schools, universities and youth organisations. It welcomes people of all ages to lifelong involvement with the environmental movement, with the emphasis on direct experience of conservation via personal action and outdoor adventure. At the time of writing, more than 100,000 people have completed the John Muir Award in the UK; it is widely regarded as being the most successful of the John Muir Trust’s educational initiatives.


 


*


 


As long ago as 1888, John Muir wrote, in ‘Essay on Mt Shasta’:




The great wilds of our country, once held to be boundless and inexhaustible, are being rapidly invaded, and everything destructible in them is being destroyed. Every landscape, low and high, seems doomed to be trampled and harried. The wedges of development are being driven hard and none of the obstacles or defences of nature can long withstand the onset of this immeasurable industry.





The environmental issues which Muir confronted during the 1880s contained the seeds of the current crisis faced by every nation in the twenty-first century: where do we draw the line in the exploitation of natural resources? How much development should be allowed in the wider countryside? What level of agricultural and industrial development, of roads, housing and power generation is sustainable, and for how large a population should we plan?


Muir’s writings evoke a deep resonance with the issues which have dominated the public agenda in America and Europe throughout 2009. International financial and banking ruin, global warming fears, the collapse of fish-stocks in every ocean, the continued burning of the rain-forests, the extinction of species, the depletion of fossil-fuel reserves, the threat of ‘dangerous climate change’ and uncontrolled sea-rise. Other disturbing issues involve the continuing decline in British wildlife, the deaths of millions of honeybee colonies in America and Europe – all remind us that the issues which Muir confronted persist today; but they have proliferated to a global scale with labyrinthine complexity.


Currently, the UK faces the issue of whether it can support an officially forecast increase of ten million in population by the year 2030, overwhelmingly through economic migration. This would mean an unprecedented 14% increase in UK population within twenty years, and would require the infrastructure equivalent of seven new cities the size of Birmingham. This raises critical questions of where the houses, roads, power stations and schools required to cope with such a huge population increase could possibly be built. Where would the food, water, energy and recreational space be found to give such a populace a decent standard of living? At the time of writing not one environmental NGO in America or the United Kingdom seems willing to question the sustainability of such population increase or migration policies, even though these issues lie at the very heart of any nation’s future social, economic and environmental wellbeing.


The UK government has similarly announced its intention to approve 8,000 new wind turbines to meet its renewable energy targets. If this programme goes ahead, virtually every mountain ridge and moorland in the UK will have a chain of 150 metres high industrial structures imposed upon it, linked by a web of new electricity pylons. It had been widely assumed that the National Parks would escape this industrialisation but at the time of writing, it has just been announced that even these wildest of landscapes must ‘bear their share’ of the march of the wind machines. The argument is, that to preserve the wild and beautiful landscapes of Snowdonia, Dartmoor, the Lake District and the Scottish Highlands from ‘dangerous climate change’ we must destroy their very wildness by erecting wind turbines on every mountain, ridge and moor. The logic echoes that of an American general during the Vietnam War who, after bombing and shelling the former Vietnamese imperial capital of Hue into a heap of charred ruins beside the Perfume River, said: ‘in order to save it (from Communism), we had to destroy it’.


The catastrophe triggered by the globalisation of finance, markets, labour and resources which brought the world economy to the brink of total collapse in 2009 was foreseen by Muir in the 1880s. The environmental issues in his time pivoted on the ‘robber barons’ desire to convert every natural asset into a ‘dollarable commodity’ for sale to the highest bidder in distant markets, regardless of the human or environmental cost. Consider this, written in 1889:




If possible, and profitable, every tree, bush and leaf, with the soil they are growing on . . . would be cut, blasted, scraped, shovelled and shipped away, to any market, home or foreign. Everything, without exception, even to Souls and Geography, would be sold for money, could a market be found for such articles.


(San Francisco Daily Evening Bulletin –




29 June 1889)







In the UK, the corruption and greed of our political and business elites in parliament, the banks and a host of other public agencies has dominated public discourse throughout 2009. Muir had bitter experience of politicians and lawyers who were willing to sacrifice any public asset to feed their own greed. He wrote:




If only one of our grand trees on the Sierra were preserved as an example . . . of all that is most noble and glorious in mountain trees, it would not be long before you would find a lumberman and a lawyer at the foot of it, eagerly proving, by every law terrestrial and celestial, that that tree must come down . . . The battle we have fought, and are still fighting, is a part of the eternal conflict between right and wrong, and we cannot expect to ever see the end of it.


(Sierra Club Bulletin, January 1896)





There was no end to the environmental struggle:




I often wonder what Man will do with the mountains? Will he cut down all the trees to make ships and houses? If so, what will be the final and far upshot? Will human destructions, like those of Nature – fire, flood and avalanche – work out a higher good, a greater beauty? Will a better civilisation come . . .? What is the human part of the mountain’s destiny?





In bringing this new collection of John Muir’s writings to the public, it is hoped that readers will find inspiration in confronting current environmental and economic issues, from the vision and example of John Muir in the nineteenth century.


AFTERWORD


The Scottish Parliament established its first national parks at Loch Lomond and the Trossachs in 2002, and the Cairngorms in 2003. It is ironic that the land of Muir’s birth waited more than a century after his creation of Yosemite National Park in 1890 before it followed his example. A great opportunity was missed – in that no attempt was made to link the establishment of Scotland’s first national parks to Muir’s historic role in the creation of America’s parks. Indeed, apart from East Lothian Council’s designation of ‘John Muir Country Park’ no other reserve has been named for Muir in Scotland or the entire UK.


Perhaps some future government will eventually name a national park or coastal reserve in honour of John Muir, to acknowledge his seminal influence in global nature conservation. The 2014 centenary of his death gives us a five-year time window to consider such a visionary act. The efforts to repatriate Muir’s conservation ethos and to establish his ideas in Scotland’s education system and institutions have mostly sprung from East Lothian Council, the John Muir Trust, and the enthusiasm of individuals. With few honourable exceptions, Muir’s life and achievements remain unknown and unreflected in the curricula of Scotland’s schools, colleges and universities, and unacknowledged in the work of any department of Scottish and UK government, or their various quangos. It would be timely if this educational and cultural vacuum were to be addressed in time for Muir’s centenary, in honour of this great Scottish-American.


 


Graham White


Coldstream, July 2009








THE STORY OF MY BOYHOOD AND YOUTH


(1913)




Chapter 1


A BOYHOOD IN SCOTLAND


When I was a boy in Scotland I was fond of everything that was wild, and all my life I’ve been growing fonder and fonder of wild places and wild creatures. Fortunately around my native town of Dunbar, by the stormy North Sea, there was no lack of wildness, though most of the land lay in smooth cultivation. With red-blooded playmates, wild as myself, I loved to wander in the fields to hear the birds sing, and along the seashore to gaze and wonder at the shells and seaweeds, eels and crabs in the pools among the rocks when the tide was low; and best of all to watch the waves in awful storms thundering on the black headlands and craggy ruins of the old Dunbar Castle when the sea and the sky, the waves and the clouds, were mingled together as one. We never thought of playing truant, but after I was five or six years old I ran away to the seashore or the fields most every Saturday, and every day in the school vacations except Sundays, though solemnly warned that I must play at home in the garden and back yard, lest I should learn to think bad thoughts and say bad words. All in vain. In spite of the sure sore punishments that followed like shadows, the natural inherited wildness in our blood ran true on its glorious course as invincible and unstoppable as stars.


My earliest recollections of the country were gained on short walks with my grandfather when I was perhaps not over three years old. On one of these walks Grandfather took me to Lord Lauderdale’s gardens, where I saw figs growing against a sunny wall and tasted some of them, and got as many apples to eat as I wished. On another memorable walk in a hayfield, when we sat down to rest on one of the haycocks I heard a sharp, prickly, stinging cry, and, jumping up eagerly, called Grandfather’s attention to it. He said he heard only the wind, but I insisted on digging into the hay and turning it over until we discovered the source of the strange exciting sound – a mother field mouse with half a dozen naked young hanging to her teats. This to me was a wonderful discovery. No hunter could have been more excited on discovering a bear and her cubs in a wilderness den.


I was sent to school before I had completed my third year. The first schoolday was doubtless full of wonders, but I am not able to recall any of them. I remember the servant washing my face and getting soap in my eyes, and Mother hanging a little green bag with my first book in it around my neck so I would not lose it, and its blowing back in the sea-wind like a flag. But before I was sent to school my grandfather, as I was told, had taught me my letters from shop signs across the street. I can remember distinctly how proud I was when I had spelled my way through the little first book into the second, which seemed large and important, and so on to the third. Going from one book to another formed a grand triumphal advancement, the memories of which still stand out in clear relief.


The third book contained interesting stories as well as plain reading and spelling lessons. To me the best story of all was ‘Llewellyn’s Dog,’ the first animal that comes to mind after the needle-voiced field mouse. It so deeply interested and touched me and some of my classmates that we read it over and over with aching hearts, both in and out of school, and shed bitter tears over the brave faithful dog, Gelert, slain by his own master, who imagined that he had devoured his son because he came to him all bloody when the boy was lost, though he had saved the child’s life by killing a big wolf. We have to look far back to learn how great may be the capacity of a child’s heart for sorrow and sympathy with animals as well as with human friends and neighbors. This auld-lang-syne story stands out in the throng of old schoolday memories as clearly as if I had myself been one of that Welsh hunting-party – heard the bugles blowing, seen Gelert slain, joined in the search for the lost child, discovered it at last happy and smiling among the grass and bushes beside the dead, angled wolf, and wept with Llewellyn over the sad fate of his noble, faithful dog friend.


Another favorite in this book was Southey’s poem ‘The Inchcape Bell,’ a story of a priest and a pirate. A good priest in order to warn seamen in dark stormy weather hung a big bell on the dangerous Inchcape Rock. The greater the storm and higher the waves, the louder rang the warning bell, until it was cut off and sunk by wicked Ralph the Rover. One fine day, as the story goes, when the bell was raging gently, the pirate put out to the rock, saying, ‘I’ll Sink that bell and plague the Abbot of Aberbrothok.’ So he cut the rope, and down went the bell ‘with a gurgling sound; the bubbles rose and burst around,’ etc. Then ‘Ralph the Rover sailed away; he scoured the seas for many a day; and now, grown rich with plundered store, he steers his course for Scotland’s shore.’ Then came a terrible storm with cloud darkness and night darkness and high roaring waves. ‘Now where we are,’ cried the pirate, ‘I cannot tell, but I wish I could hear the Inchcape bell.’ And the story goes on to tell how the wretched rover ‘tore his hair,’ and curst himself in his despair,’ when ‘with a shivering shock’ the stout ship struck on the Inchcape Rock, and went down with Ralph and his plunder beside the good priest’s bell. The story appealed to our love of kind deeds and of wildness and fair play.


A lot of terrifying experiences connected with these first schooldays grew out of crimes committed by the keeper of a low lodging-house in Edinburgh, who allowed poor homeless wretches to sleep on benches or the floor for a penny or so a night, and, when kind Death came to their relief, sold the bodies for dissection to Dr Hare of the medical school. None of us children ever heard anything like the original story. The servant girls told us that ‘Dandy Doctors,’ clad in long black cloaks and supplied with a store of sticking-plaster of wondrous adhesiveness, prowled at night about the country lanes and even the tow streets, watching for children to choke and sell. The Dandy Doctor’s business method, as the servants explained it, was with lightning quickness to clap a sticking-plaster on the face of a scholar, covering mouth and nose, preventing breathing or crying for help, then pop us under his long black cloak and carry us to Edinburgh to be sold and sliced into small pieces for folk to learn how we were made. We always mentioned the name ‘Dandy Doctor’ in a fearful whisper, and never dared venture out of doors after dark. In the short winter days it got dark before school closed, and in cloudy weather we sometimes had difficulty in finding our way home unless a servant with a lantern was sent for us; but during the Dandy Doctor period the school was closed earlier, for if detained until the usual hour the teacher could not get us to leave the schoolroom. We would rather stay all night supperless than dare the mysterious doctors supposed to be lying in wait for us. We had to go up a hill called the Davel Brae that lay between the schoolhouse and the main street. One evening just before dark, as we were running up the hill, one of the boys shouted, ‘A Dandy Doctor! A Dandy Doctor!’ and we all fled pellmell back into the school-house to the astonishment of Mungo Siddons, the teacher. I can remember to this day the amused look on the good dominie’s face as he stared and tried to guess what had got into us, until one of the older boys breathlessly explained that there was an awful big Dandy Doctor on the Brae and we couldna gang hame. Others corroborated the dreadful news. ‘Yes! We saw him, plain as onything, with his lang black cloak to hide us in, and some of us thought we saw a sticken-plaister ready in his hand.’ We were in such a state of fear and trembling that the teacher saw he wasn’t going to get rid of us without going himself as leader. He went only a short distance, however, and turned us over to the care of the two biggest scholars, who led us to the top of the Brae and then left us to scurry home and dash into the door like pursued squirrels diving into their holes.


Just before school skaled (closed), we all arose and sang the fine hymn ‘Lord, dismiss us with Thy blessing.’ In the spring when the swallows were coming back from their winter homes we sang –




Welcome, welcome, little stranger,


Welcome from a foreign shore:


Safe escaped from many a danger . . .





– and while singing we all swayed in rhythm with the music. ‘The Cuckoo,’ that always told his none in the spring of the year, was another favorite song, and when there was nothing in particular to call to mind any special bird or animal, the songs we sang were widely varied, such as –




The whale, the beast for me,


Plunging along through the deep, deep sea.





But the best of all was ‘Lord, dismiss us with Thy blessing,’ though at that time the most significant part I fear was the first three words.


With my school lessons Father made me learn hymns and Bible verses. For learning ‘Rock of Ages’ he gave me a penny, and I thus became suddenly rich. Scotch boys are seldom spoiled with money. We thought more of a penny those economical days than the poorest American schoolboy thinks of a dollar. To decide what to do with that first penny was an extravagantly serious affair. I ran in great excitement up and down the street, examining the tempting goodies in the shop windows before venturing on so important an investment. My playmates also became excited when the wonderful news got abroad that Johnnie Muir had a penny, hoping to obtain a taste of the orange, apple, or candy it was likely to bring forth.


At this time infants were baptized and vaccinated a few days after birth. I remember very well a fight with the doctor when my brother David was vaccinated. This happened, I think, before I was sent to school. I couldn’t imagine what the doctor, a tall, severe-looking man in black, was doing to my brother, but as Mother, who was holding him in her arms, offered no objection, I looked on quietly while he scratched the arm until I saw blood. Then, unable to trust even my mother, I managed to spring up high enough to grab and bite the doctor’s arm, yelling that I wasna gan to let him hurt my bonnie brither, while to my utter astonishment Mother and the doctor only laughed at me. So far from complete at times is sympathy between parents and children, and so much like wild beasts are baby boys, little fighting, biting, climbing pagans.


Father was proud of his garden and seemed always to be trying to make it as much like Eden as possible, and in a corner of it he gave each of us a little bit of ground for our very own, in which we planted what we best liked, wondering how the hard dry seeds could change into soft leaves and flowers and find their way out to the light; and, to see how they were coming on, we used to dig up the larger ones, such as peas and beans, every day. My aunt had a corner assigned to her in our garden, which she filled with lilies, and we all looked with the utmost respect and admiration at that precious lily-bed and wondered whether when we grew up we should ever be rich enough to own anything like so grand. We imagined that each lily was worth an enormous sum of money and never dared to touch a single leaf or petal of them. We really stood in awe of them. Far, far was I then from the wild lily gardens of California that I was destined to see in their glory.


When I was a little boy at Mungo Siddons’s school a flower-show was held in Dunbar, and I saw a number of the exhibitors carrying large handfuls of dahlias, the first I had ever seen. I thought them marvelous in size and beauty and, as in the case of my aunt’s lilies, wondered if I should ever be rich enough to own some of them.


Although I never dared to touch my aunt’s sacred lilies, I have good cause to remember stealing some common flowers from an apothecary, Peter Lawson, who also answered the purpose of a regular physician to most of the poor people of the town and adjacent country. He had a pony which was considered very wild and dangerous, and when he was called out of town he mounted this wonderful beast, which, after standing long in the stable, was frisky and boisterous, and often to our delight reared and jumped and danced about from side to side of the street before he could be persuaded to go ahead. We boys gazed in awful admiration and wondered how the druggist could be so brave and able as to get on and stay on that wild beast’s back. This famous Peter loved flowers and had a fine garden surrounded by an iron fence, through the bars of which, when I thought no one saw me, I oftentimes snatched a flower and took to my heels. One day Peter discovered me in this mischief, dashed out into the street and caught me. I screamed that I wouldna steal any more if he would let me go. He didn’t say anything but just dragged me along to the stable where he kept the wild pony, pushed me in right back of its heels, and shut the door. I was screaming, of course, but as soon as I was imprisoned the fear of being kicked quenched all noise. I hardly dared breathe. My only hope was in motionless silence. Imagine the agony I endured! I did not steal any more of his flowers. He was a good hard judge of boy nature.


I was in Peter’s hands some time before this, when I was about two and a half years old. The servant girl bathed us small folk before putting us to bed. The smarting soapy scrubbings of the Saturday nights in preparation for the Sabbath were particularly severe, and we all dreaded them. My sister Sarah, the next older than me, wanted the long-legged stool I was sitting on awaiting my turn, so she just tipped me off. My chin struck on the edge of the bath-tub, and, as I was tallying at the time, my tongue happened to be in the way of my teeth when they were closed by the blow, and a deep gash was cut on the side of it, which bled profusely. Mother came running at the noise I made, wrapped me up, put me in the servant girl’s arms and told her to run with me through the garden and out by a back way to Peter Lawson to have something done to stop the bleeding. He simply rubbed a wad of cotton into my mouth after soaking it in some brown astringent stuff, and told me to be sure to keep my mouth shut and all would soon be well. Mother put me to bed, calmed my fears, and told me to lie still and sleep like a gude bairn. But just as I was dropping of to sleep I swallowed the bulky wad of medicated cotton and with it, as I imagined, my tongue also. My scream over so great a loss brought Mother, and when she anxiously took me in her arms and inquired what was the matter, I told her that I had swallowed my tongue. She only laughed at me, much to my astonishment, when I expected that she would bewail the awful loss her boy had sustained. My sisters, who were older than I, oftentimes said when I happened to be talking too much, ‘It’s a pity you hadn’t swallowed at least half of that long tongue of yours when you were little.’


It appears natural for children to be fond of water, although the Scotch method of making every duty dismal contrived to make necessary bathing for health terrible to us. I well remember among the awful experiences of childhood being taken by the servant to the seashore when I was between two and three years old, stripped at the side of a deep pool in the rocks, plunged into it among crawling crawfish and slippery wriggling snake-like eels, and drawn up gasping and shrieking only to be plunged down again and again. As the time approached for this terrible bathing, I used to hide in the darkest corners of the house, and oftentimes a long search was required to find me. But after we were a few years older, we enjoyed bathing with other boys as we wandered along the shore, careful, however, not to get into a pool that had an invisible boy-devouring monster at the bottom of it. Such pools, miniature maelstroms, were called ‘sookin-in-goats’ and were well known to most of us. Nevertheless we never ventured into any pool on strange parts of the coast before we had thrust a stick into it. If the stick were not pulled out of our hands, we boldly entered and enjoyed plashing and ducking long ere we had learned to swim.


One of our best playgrounds was the famous old Dunbar Castle, to which King Edward fled after his defeat at Bannockburn. It was built more than a thousand years ago, and though we knew little of its history, we had heard many mysterious stories of the battles fought about its walls, and firmly believed that every bone we found in the ruins belonged to an ancient warrior. We tried to see who could climb highest on the crumbling peaks and crags, and took chances that no cautious mountaineer would try. That I did not fall and finish my rock-scrambling in those adventurous boyhood days seems now a reasonable wonder.


Among our best games were running, jumping, wrestling, and scrambling. I was so proud of my skill as a climber that when I first heard of hell from a servant girl who loved to tell its horrors and warn us that if we did anything wrong we would be cast into it, I always insisted that I could climb out of it. I imagined it was only a sooty pit with stone walls like those of the castle, and I felt sure there must be chinks and cracks in the masonry for fingers and toes. Anyhow the terrors of the horrible place seldom lasted long beyond the telling; for natural faith casts out fear.


Most of the Scotch children believe in ghosts, and some under peculiar conditions continue to believe in them all through life. Grave ghosts are deemed particularly dangerous, and many of the most credulous will go far out of their way to avoid passing through or near a graveyard in the dark. After being instructed by the servants in the nature, looks, and habits of the various black and white ghosts, boowuzzies, and witches we often speculated as to whether they could run fast, and tried to believe that we had a good chance to get away from most of them. To improve our speed and wind, we often took long runs into the country. Tam o’Shanter’s mare outran a lot of witches – at least until she reached a place of safety beyond the keystone of the bridge – and we thought perhaps we also might be able to out-run them.


Our house formerly belonged to a physician, and a servant girl told us that the ghost of the dead doctor haunted one of the unoccupied rooms in the second story that was kept dark on account of a heavy window-tax. Our bedroom was adjacent to the ghost room, which had in it a lot of chemical apparatus – glass tubing, glass and brass retorts, test-tubes, flasks, etc – and we thought that those strange articles were still used by the old dead doctor in compounding physic. In the long summer days David and I were put to bed several hours before sunset. Mother tucked us in carefully, drew the curtains of the big old-fashioned bed, and told us to lie still and sleep like gude bairns; but we were usually out of bed, playing games of daring called ‘scootchers,’ about as soon as our loving mother reached the foot of the stairs, for we couldn’t lie still, however hard we might try. Going into the ghost room was regarded as a very great scootcher. After venturing in a few steps and rushing back in terror, I used to dare David to go as far without getting caught.


 


The roof of our house, as well as the crags and walls of the old castle, offered fine mountaineering exercise. Our bedroom was lighted by a dormer window. One night I opened it in search of good scootchers and hung myself out over the slates, holding on to the sill, while the wind was making a balloon of my nightgown. I then dared David to try the adventure, and he did. Then I went out again and hung by one hand, and David did the same. Then I hung by one finger, being careful not to slip, and he did that too. Then I stood on the sill and examined the edge of the left wall of the window, crept up the slates along its side by slight finger-holds, got astride of the roof, sat there a few minutes looking at the scenery over the garden wall while the wind was howling and threatening to blow me off, then managed to slip down, catch hold of the sill, and get safely back into the room. But before attempting this scootcher, recognizing its dangerous character, with commendable caution I warned David that in case I should happen to slip I would grip the rain-trough when I was going over the eaves and hang on, and that he must then run fast downstairs and tell Father to get a ladder for me, and tell him to be quick because I would soon be tired hanging dangling in the wind by my hands. After my return from this capital scootcher, David, not to be out-done, crawled up to the top of the window-roof, and got bravely astride of it; but in trying to return he lost courage and began to greet (to cry), ‘I canna get doon. Oh, I canna get doon.’ I leaned out of the window and shouted encouragingly, ‘Dinna greet, Davie, dinna greet, I’ll help ye doon. If you greet, fayther will hear, and gee us baith an awfu’ skelping.’ Then, standing on the sill and holding on by one hand to the window-casing, I directed him to slip his feet down within reach, and, after securing a good hold, I jumped inside and dragged him in by his heels. This finished scootcher-scrambling for the night and frightened us into bed.


In the short winter days, when it was dark even at our early bedtime, we usually spent the hours before going to sleep playing voyages around the world under the bed-clothing. After Mother had carefully covered us, bade us goodnight and gone downstairs, we set out on our travels. Burrowing like moles, we visited France, India, America, Australia, New Zealand, and all the places we had ever heard of; our travels never ending until we fell asleep. When Mother came to take a last look at us, before she went to bed, to see that we were covered, we were oftentimes covered so well that she had difficulty in finding us, for we were hidden in all sorts of positions where sleep happened to overtake us, but in the morning we always found ourselves in good order, lying straight like gude bairns, as she said.


Some fifty years later, when I visited Scotland, I got one of my Dunbar schoolmates to introduce me to the owners of our old home, from whom I obtained permission to go up-stairs to examine our bedroom window and judge what sort of adventure getting on its roof must have been, and with all my after experience in mountaineering, I found that what I had done in daring boyhood was now beyond my skill.


Boys are often at once cruel and merciful, thoughtlessly hard-hearted and tender-hearted, sympathetic, pitiful, and kind in ever-changing contrasts. Love of neighbors, human or animal, grows up amid savage traits, coarse and fine. When Father made out to get us securely locked up in the back yard to prevent our shore and field wanderings, we had to play away the comparatively dull time as best we could. One of our amusements was hunting cats without seriously hurting them. These sagacious animals knew, however that, though not very dangerous, boys were not to be trusted. One time in particular I remember, when we began throwing stones at an experienced old Tom, not wishing to hurt him much, though he was a tempting mark. He soon saw what we were up to, fled to the stable, and climbed to the top of the hay manger. He was still within range, however, and we kept the stones flying faster and faster, but he just blinked and played possum without wincing either at our best shots or at the noise we made. I happened to strike him pretty hard with a good-sized pebble, but he still blinked and sat still as if without feeling. ‘He must be mortally wounded,’ I said, ‘and now we must kill him to put him out of pain,’ the savage in us rapes idly growing with indulgence. All took heartily to this sort of cat mercy and began throwing the heaviest stones we could manage, but that old fellow knew what characters we were, and just as we imagined him mercifully dead he evidently thought the play was becoming too serious and that it was time to retreat; for suddenly with a wild whirr and gurr of energy he launched himself over our heads, rushed across the yard in a blur of speed, climbed to the roof of another building and over the garden wall, out of pain and bad company, with all his lives wide awake and in good working order.


After we had thus learned that Tom had at least nine lives, we tried to verify the common saying that no matter how far cats fell they always landed on their feet unhurt. We caught one in our back yard, not Tom but a smaller one of manageable size, and somehow got him smuggled up to the top story of the house. I don’t know how in the world we managed to let go of him, for as soon as we opened the window and held him over the sill he knew his danger and made violent efforts to scratch and bite his way back into the room; but we determined to carry the thing through, and at last managed to drop him. I can remember to this day how the poor creature in danger of his life strained and balanced as he was falling and managed to alight on his feet. This was a cruel thing for even wild boys to do, and we never tried the experiment again, for we sincerely pitied the poor fellow when we saw him creeping slowly away, stunned and frightened, with it a swollen black and blue chin.


Again – showing the natural savagery of boys – we delighted in dog-fights, and even in the horrid red work of slaughter-houses, often running long distances and climbing over walls and roofs to see a pig killed, as soon as we heard the desperately earnest squealing. And if the butcher was good-natured, we begged him to let us get a near view of the mysterious insides and to give us a bladder to blow up for a foot-ball.


But here is an illustration of the better side of boy nature. In our back yard there were three elm trees and in the one nearest the house a pair of robin-redbreasts had their nest. When the young were almost able to fly, a troop of the celebrated ‘Scottish Grays’ visited Dunbar, and three or four of the fine horses were lodged in our stable. When the soldiers were polishing their swords and helmets, they happened to notice the nest, and just as they were leaving, one of them climbed the tree and robbed it. With sore sympathy we watched the young birds as the hard-hearted robber pushed them one by one beneath his jacket – all but two that jumped out of the nest and tried to fly, but they were easily caught as they fluttered on the ground, and were hidden away with the rest. The distress of the bereaved parents, as they hovered and screamed over the frightened crying children they so long had loved and sheltered and fed, was pitiful to see; but the shining soldier rode grandly away on his big gray horse, caring only for the few pennies the young songbirds would bring and the beer they would buy, while we all, sisters and brothers, were crying and sobbing. I remember, as if it happened this day, how my heart fairly ached and choked me. Mother put us to bed and tried to comfort us, telling us that the little birds would be well fed and grow big, and soon learn to sing in pretty cages; but again and again we rehearsed the sad story of the poor bereaved birds and their frightened children, and could not be comforted. Father came into the room when we were half asleep and still sobbing, and I heard Mother telling him that ‘a’ the bairns’ hearts were broken over the robbing of the nest in the elm.’


After attaining the manly, belligerent age of five or fix years, very few of my schooldays passed without a fist fight, and half a dozen was no uncommon number. When any classmate of our own age questioned our rank and standing as fighters, we always made haste to settle the matter at a quiet place on the Davel Brae. To be a ‘gude fechter’ was our highest ambition, our dearest aim in life in or out of school. To be a good scholar was a secondary consideration, though we tried hard to hold high places in our classes and gloried in being Dux. We fairly reveled in the battle stories of glorious William Wallace and Robert the Bruce, with which every breath of Scotch air is saturated, and of course we were all going to be soldiers. On the Davel Brae battleground we often managed to bring on something like real war, greatly more exciting than personal combat. Choosing leaders, we divided into two armies. In winter damp snow furnished plenty of ammunition to make the thing serious, and in summer sand and grass sods. Cheering and shouting some battle-cry such as ‘Bannockburn! Bannockburn! Scotland forever! The Last War in India!’ we were led bravely on. For heavy battery work we stuffed our Scotch blue bonnets with snow and sand, sometimes mixed with gravel, and fired them at each other as cannon-balls.


Of course we always looked eagerly forward to vacation days and thought them slow in coming. Old Mungo Siddons gave us a lot of gooseberries or currants and wished us a happy time. Some sort of special closing-exercises – diggings, recitations, etc – celebrated the great day, but I remember only the berries, freedom from school work, and opportunities for run-away rambles in the fields and along the wave-beaten seashore.


An exciting time came when at the age of seven or eight years I left the auld Davel Brae school for the grammar school. Of course I had a terrible lot of fighting to do, because a new scholar had to meet every one of his age who dared to challenge him, this being the common introduction to a new school. It was very strenuous for the first month or so, establishing my fighting rank, taking up new studies, especially Latin and French, getting acquainted with new classmates and the master and his rules. In the first few Latin and French lessons the new teacher, Mr Lyon, blandly smiled at our comical blunders, but pedagogical weather of the severest kind quickly set in, when for every mistake, everything short of perfection, the taws was promptly applied. We had to get three lessons every day in Latin, three in French, and as many in English, besides spelling, history, arithmetic, and geography. Word lessons in particular, the wouldst-couldst-shouldst-have-loved kind, were kept up, with much warlike thrashing, until I had committed the whole of the French, Latin, and English grammars to memory, and in connection with reading-lessons we were called on to recite parts of them with the rules over and over again, as if all the regular and irregular incomprehensible verb stuff was poetry. In addition to all this, Father made me learn so many Bible verses every day that by the time I was eleven years of age I had about three fourths of the Old Testament and all of the New by heart and by sore flesh. I could recite the New Testament from the beginning of Matthew to the end of Revelation without a single stop. The dangers of cramming and of making scholars study at home instead of letting their little brains rest were never heard of in those days. We carried our school-books home in a strap every night and committed to memory our next day’s lessons before we went to bed, and to do that we had to bend our attention as closely on our tasks as lawyers on great million-dollar cases. I can’t conceive of anything that would now enable me to concentrate my attention more fully than when I was a mere stripling boy, and it was all done by whipping – thrashing in general. Old-fashioned Scotch teachers spent no time in seeking short roads to knowledge, or in trying any of the new-fangled psychological methods so much in vogue nowadays. There was nothing said about making the seats easy or the lessons easy. We were simply driven pointblank against our books like soldiers against the enemy, and sternly ordered, ‘Up and at ’em. Commit your lessons to memory!’ If we failed in any part, however slight, we were whipped; for the grand, simple, all-sufficing Scotch discovery had been made that there was a close connection between the skin and the memory, and that irritating the skin excited the memory to any required degree.


Fighting was carried on still more vigorously in the high school than in the common school. Whenever anyone was challenged, either the challenge was allowed or it was decided by a battle on the seashore, where with stubborn enthusiasm we battered each other as if we had not been sufficiently battered by the teacher. When we were so fortunate as to finish a fight without getting a black eye, we usually escaped a thrashing at home and another next morning at school, for other traces of the fray could be easily washed off at a well on the church brae, or concealed, or passed as results of playground accidents; but a black eye could never be explained away from downright fighting. A good double thrashing was the inevitable penalty, but without avail; fighting went on without the slightest abatement, like natural storms; for no punishment less than death could quench the ancient inherited belligerence burning in our pagan blood. Nor could we be made to believe it was fair that Father and teacher should thrash us so industriously for our good, while begrudging us the pleasure of thrashing each other for our good. All these various thrashings, however, were admirably influential in developing not only memory but fortitude as well. For if we did not endure our school punishments and fighting pains without flinching and making faces, we were mocked on the playground, and public opinion on a Scotch playground was a powerful agent in controlling behavior; therefore we at length managed to keep our features in smooth repose while enduring pain that would try anybody but an American Indian. Far from feeling that we were called on to endure too much pain, one of our playground games was thrashing each other with whips about two feet long made from the tough, wiry stems of a species of polygonum fastened together in a stiff, firm braid. One of us handing two of these whips to a companion to take his choice, we stood up close together and thrashed each other on the legs until one succumbed to the intolerable pain and thus lost the game. Nearly all of our playground games were strenuous – shin-battering shinny, wrestling, prisoners’ base, and dogs and hares – all augmenting in no slight degree our lessons in fortitude. Moreover, we regarded our punishments and pains of every sort as training for war, since we were all going to be soldiers. Besides single combats we sometimes assembled on Saturdays to meet the scholars of another school and very little was required for the growth of strained relations, and war. The immediate cause might be nothing more than a saucy stare. Perhaps the scholar stared at would insolently inquire, ‘What are ye glowerin’ at, Bob?’ Bob would reply, ‘I’ll look where I hae a mind and hinder me if ye daur.’ ‘Weel, Bob,’ the outraged stared-at scholar would reply, ‘I’ll soon let ye see whether I daur or no,’ and give Bob a blow on the face. This opened the battle, and every good scholar belonging to either school was drawn into it. After both sides were sore and weary, a strong lunged warrior would be heard above the din of battle shouting, ‘I’ll tell ye what we’ll dae wi’ ye. If ye’ll let us alone we’ll let ye alane!’ and the school war ended as most wars between nations do; and some of them begin in much the same way.


Notwithstanding the great number of harshly enforced rules, not very good order was kept in school in my time. There were two schools within a few roods of each other, one for mathematics, navigation, etc., the other, called the grammar school, that I attended. The masters lived in a big freestone house within eight or ten yards of the schools, so that they could easily step out for anything they wanted or send one of the scholars. The moment our master disappeared, perhaps for a book or a drink, every scholar left his seat and his lessons, jumped on top of the benches and desks or crawled beneath them, tugging, rolling, wrestling, accomplishing in a minute a depth of disorder and din unbelievable save by a Scottish scholar. We even carried on war, class against class, in those wild, precious minutes. A watcher gave the alarm when the master opened his house-door to return, and it was a great feat to get into our places before he entered, adorned in awful majestic authority shouting ‘Silence!’ and striking resounding blows with his cane on a desk or on some unfortunate scholar’s back.


Forty-seven years after leaving this fighting school, I returned on a visit to Scotland, and a cousin in Dunbar introduced me to a minister who was acquainted with the history of the school, and obtained for me an invitation to dine with the new master. Of course I gladly accepted, for I wanted to see the old place of fun and pain, and the battleground on the sands. Mr Lyon, our able teacher and thrasher, I learned, had held his place as master of the school for twenty or thirty years after I left it, and had recently died in London, after preparing many young men for the English Universities. At the dinner-table, while I was recalling the amusements and fights of my old school-days, the minister remarked to the new master, ‘Now, don’t you wish that you had been teacher in those days, and gained the honor of walloping John Muir?’ This pleasure so merrily suggested showed that the minister also had been a fighter in his youth. The old freestone school building was still perfectly sound, but the carved, ink-stained desks were almost whittled away.


The highest part of our playground back of the school commanded a view of the sea, and we loved to watch the passing ships and, judging by their rigging, make guesses as to the ports they had sailed from, those to which they were bound, what they were loaded with, their tonnage, etc. In stormy weather they were all smothered in clouds and spray, and showers of salt scud torn from the tops of the waves came flying over the playground wall. In those tremendous storms many a brave ship foundered or was tossed and smashed on the rocky shore. When a wreck occurred within a mile or two of the town, we often managed by running fast to reach it and pick up some of the spoils. In particular I remember visiting the battered fragments of an unfortunate brig or schooner that had been loaded with apples, and finding fine unpitiful sport in rushing into the spent waves and picking up the red-cheeked fruit from the frothy, seething foam.


All our school-books were extravagantly illustrated with drawings of every kind of sailing-vessel, and every boy owned some sort of craft whittled from a block of wood and trimmed with infinite pains – sloops, schooners, brigs, and full-rigged ships, with their sails and string ropes properly adjusted and named for us by some old sailor. These precious toy craft with lead keels we learned to sail on a pond near the town. With the sails set at the proper angle to the wind, they made fast straight voyages across the pond to boys on the other side, who readjusted the sails and started them back on the return voyages. Oftentimes fleets of half a dozen or more were started together in exciting races.


Our most exciting sport, however, was playing with gunpowder. We made guns out of gas-pipe, mounted them on sticks of any shape, clubbed our pennies together for powder, gleaned pieces of lead here and there and cut them into slugs, and, while one aimed, another applied a match to the touch-hole. With these awful weapons we wandered along the beach and fired at the gulls and solan-geese as they passed us. Fortunately we never hurt any of them that we knew of. We also dug holes in the ground, put in a handful or two of powder, tamped it well around a fuse made of a wheat-stalk, and, reaching cautiously forward, touched a match to the straw. This we called making earthquakes. Oftentimes we went home with singed hair and faces well peppered with powder-grains that could not be washed out. Then, of course, came a correspondingly severe punishment from both Father and teacher.


Another favorite sport was climbing trees and scaling garden-walls. Boys eight or ten years of age could get over almost any wall by standing on each other’s shoulders, thus making living ladders. To make walls secure against marauders, many of them were finished on top with broken bottles imbedded in lime, leaving the cutting edges sticking up; but with bunches of grass and weeds we could sit or stand in comfort on top of the jaggedest of them.


Like squirrels that begin to eat nuts before they are ripe, we began to eat apples about as soon as they were formed, causing, of course, desperate gastric disturbances to be cured by castor oil. Serious were the risks we ran in climbing and squeezing through hedges, and, of course, among the country folk we were far from welcome. Farmers passing us on the roads often shouted by way of greeting: ‘Oh, you vagabonds! Back to the toon wi’ ye. Gang back where ye belang. You’re up to mischief Ise warrant. I can see it. The gamekeeper’ll catch ye, and maist like ye’ll a’ be hanged some day.’


Breakfast in those auld-lang-syne days was simple oatmeal porridge, usually with a little milk or treacle, served in wooden dishes called ‘luggies,’ formed of staves hooped together like miniature tubs about four or five inches in diameter. One of the staves, the lug or ear, a few inches longer than the others, served as a handle, while the number of luggies ranged in a row on a dresser indicated the size of the family. We never dreamed of anything to come after the porridge, or of asking for more. Our portions were consumed in about a couple of minutes; then off to school. At noon we came racing home ravenously hungry. The midday meal, called dinner, was usually vegetable broth, a small piece of boiled mutton, and barley-meal scone. None of us liked the barley scone bread, therefore we got all we wanted of it, and in desperation had to eat it, for we were always hungry, about as hungry after as before meals. The evening meal was called ‘tea’ and was served on our return from school. It consisted, as far as we children were concerned, of half a slice of white bread without butter, barley scone, and warm water with a little milk and sugar in it, a beverage called ‘content,’ which warmed but neither cheered nor inebriated. Immediately after tea we ran across the street with our books to Grandfather Gilrye, who took pleasure in seeing us and hearing us recite our next day’s lessons. Then back home to supper, usually a boiled potato and piece of barley scone. Then family worship, and to bed.


Our amusements on Saturday afternoons and vacations depended mostly on getting away from home into the country, especially in the spring when the birds were calling loudest. Father sternly forbade David and me from playing truant in the fields with plundering wanderers like ourselves, fearing we might go on from bad to worse, get hurt in climbing over walls, caught by gamekeepers, or lost by falling over a cliff into the sea. ‘Play as much as you like in the back yard and garden,’ he said, ‘and mind what you’ll get when you forget and disobey.’ Thus he warned us with an awfully stern countenance, looking very hard-hearted, while naturally his heart was far from hard, though he devoutly believed in eternal punishment for bad boys both here and hereafter. Nevertheless, like devout martyrs of wildness, we stole away to the seashore or the green, sunny fields with almost religious regularity, taking advantage of opportunities when Father was very busy, to join our companions, oftenest to hear the birds sing and hunt their nests, glorying in the number we had discovered and called our own. A sample of our nest chatter was something like this: Willie Chisholm would proudly exclaim – ‘I ken [know] seventeen nests, and you, Johnnie, ken only fifteen.’


‘But I wouldna gie my fifteen for your seventeen, for five of mine are larks and mavises. You ken only three o’ the best singers.’


‘Yes, Johnnie, but I ken six goldies and you ken only one. Maist of yours are only sparrows and linties and robin-redbreasts.’


Then perhaps Bob Richardson would loudly declare that he ‘kenned mair nests than onybody, for he kenned twenty-three, with about fifty eggs in them and mair than fifty young birds – maybe a hundred. Some of them naething but raw gorblings but lots of them as big as their mithers and ready to flee. And aboot fifty craw’s nests and three fox dens.’


‘Oh, yes, Bob, but that’s no fair, for naebody counts craw’s nests and fox holes, and then you live in the country at Belle-haven where ye have the best chance.’


‘Yes, but I ken a lot of bumbee’s nests, baith the red-legged and the yellow-legged kind.’


‘Oh, wha cares for bumbee’s nests!’


‘Weel, but here’s something! Ma father let me gang to a fox hunt, and man, it was grand to see the hounds and the lang-legged horses lowpin the dykes and burns and hedges!’


The nests, I fear, with the beautiful eggs and young birds, were prized quite as highly as the songs of the glad parents, but no Scotch boy that I know of ever failed to listen with enthusiasm to the songs of the skylarks. Oftentimes on a broad meadow near Dunbar we stood for hours enjoying their marvelous singing and soaring. From the grass where the nest was hidden the male would suddenly rise, as straight as if shot up, to a height of perhaps thirty or forty feet, and, sustaining himself with rapid wing-beats, pour down the most delicious melody, sweet and cleat and strong, overflowing all bounds, then suddenly he would soar higher again and again, ever higher and higher, soaring and singing until lost to sight even on perfectly clear days, and oftentimes in cloudy weather ‘far in the downy cloud,’ as the poet says.


To test our eyes we often watched a lark until he seemed a faint speck in the sky and finally passed beyond the keenest-sighted of us all. ‘I see him yet!’ we would cry, ‘I see him yet!’ ‘I see him yet!’ ‘I see him yet!’ as he soared. And finally only one of us would be left to claim that he still saw him. At last he, too, would have to admit that the singer had soared beyond his sight, and still the music came pouring down to us in glorious profusion, from a height far above our vision, requiring marvelous power of wing and marvelous power of voice, for that rich, delicious, soft, and yet clear music was distinctly heard long after the bird was out of sight. Then, suddenly ceasing, the glorious singer would appear, falling like a bolt straight down to his nest, where his mate was sitting on the eggs.


It was far too common a practice among us to carry off a young lark just before it could fly, place it in a cage, and fondly, laboriously feed it. Sometimes we succeeded in keeping one alive for a year or two, and when awakened by the spring weather it was pitiful to see the quivering imprisoned soarer of the heavens rapidly beating its wings and singing as though it were flying and hovering in the air like its parents. To keep it in health we were taught that we must supply it with a sod of grass the size of the bottom of the cage, to make the poor bird feel as though it were at home on its native meadow – a meadow perhaps a foot or at most two feet square. Again and again it would try to hover over that miniature meadow from its miniature sky just underneath the top of the cage. At last, conscience-stricken, we carried the beloved prisoner to the meadow west of Dunbar where it was born, and, blessing its sweet heart, bravely set it free, and our exceeding great reward was to see it fly and sing in the sky.


In the winter, when there was but little doing in the fields, we organized running-matches. A dozen or so of us would start out on races that were simply tests of endurance, running on and on along a public road over the breezy hills like hounds, without stopping or getting tired. The only serious trouble we ever felt in these long races was an occasional stitch in our sides. One of the boys started the story that sucking raw eggs was a sure cure for the stitches. We had hens in our back yard, and on the next Saturday we managed to swallow a couple of eggs apiece, a disgusting job, but we would do almost anything to mend our speed, and as soon as we could get away after taking the cure we set out on a ten or twenty mile run to prove its worth. We thought nothing of running right ahead ten or a dozen miles before turning back; for we knew nothing about taking time by the suns and none of us had a watch in those days. Indeed, we never cared about time until it began to get dark. Then we thought of home and the thrashing that awaited us. Late or early, the thrashing was sure, unless Father happened to be away. If he was expected to return soon, Mother made haste to get us to bed before his arrival. We escaped the thrashing next morning, for Father never felt like thrashing us in cold blood on the calm holy Sabbath. But no punishment, however sure and severe, was of any avail against the attraction of the fields and woods. It had other uses, developing memory, etc., but in keeping us at home it was of no use at all. Wildness was ever sounding in our ears, and Nature saw to it that besides school lessons and church lessons some of her own lessons should be learned, perhaps with a view to the time when we should be called to wander in wildness to our heart’s content. Oh, the blessed enchantment of those Saturday runaways in the prime of the spring! How our young wondering eyes reveled in the sunny, breezy glory of the hills and the sky, every particle of us thrilling and tingling with the bees and glad birds and glad streams! Kings may be blessed; we were glorious, we were free – school cares and scoldings, heart thrashings and flesh thrashings alike, were forgotten in the fullness of Nature’s glad wildness. These were my first excursions – the beginnings of lifelong wanderings.




Chapter 2


A NEW WORLD


Our grammar-school reader, called, I think, ‘Maccoulough’s Course of Reading’, contained a few natural-history sketches that excited me very much and left a deep impression, especially a fine description of the fish hawk and the bald eagle by the Scotch ornithologist Wilson, who had the good fortune to wander for years in the American woods while the country was yet mostly wild. I read his description over and over again, till I got the vivid picture he drew by heart – the long-winged hawk circling over the heaving waves, every motion watched by the eagle perched on the top of a crag or dead tree; the fish hawk poising for a moment to take aim at a fish and plunging under the water; the eagle with kindling eye spreading his wings ready for instant flight in case the attack should prove successful; the hawk emerging with a struggling fish in his talons, and proud flight; the eagle launching himself in pursuit; the wonderful wing-work in the sky, the fish hawk, though encumbered with his prey, circling higher, higher, striving hard to keep above the robber eagle; the eagle at length soaring above him, compel him with a cry of despair to drop his hard-won prey; then the eagle steadying himself for a moment to take aim, descending swift as a lightning-bolt, and dog the falling fish before it reached the sea.


Not less exciting and memorable was Audubon’s wonderful story of the passenger pigeon, a beautiful bird flying in vast flocks that darkened the sky like clouds, countless millions ambling to rest and sleep and rear their young in certain forests, miles in length and breadth, fifty or a hundred nests on a single tree; the overloaded branches bending low and often breaking; the farmers gathering from far and near, beating down countless thousands of the young and old birds from their nests and roosts with long poles at Bight, and in the morning driving their bands of hogs, some of them brought from farms a hundred miles distant, to fatten on the dead and wounded covering the ground.


In another of our reading-lessons some of the American forests were described. The most interesting of the trees to us boys was the sugar maple, and soon after we had learned this sweet story we heard everybody talking about the discovery of gold in the same wonder-filled country.


One night, when David and I were at Grandfather’s fireside solemnly learning our lessons as usual, my father came in with news, the most wonderful, most glorious, that wild boys ever heard. ‘Bairns,’ he said, ‘you needna learn your lessons the nicht, for we’re gan to America the morn!’ No more grammar, but boundless woods full of mysterious good things; trees full of sugar, growing in ground full of gold; hawks, eagles, pigeons, filling the sky; millions of birds’ nests, and no gamekeepers to stop us in all the wild, happy land. We were utterly, blindly glorious. After Father left the room, Grandfather gave David and me a gold coin apiece for a keepsake, and looked very serious, for he was about to be deserted in his lonely old age. And when we in fullness of young joy spoke of what we were going to do, of the wonderful birds and their nests that we should find, the sugar and gold, etc., and promised to send him a big box full of that tree sugar packed in gold from the glorious paradise over the sea, poor lonely Grandfather, about to be forsaken, looked with downcast eyes on the floor and said in a low, trembling, troubled voice, ‘Ah, poor laddies, poor laddies, you’ll find something else ower the sea forbye gold and sugar, birds’ nests and freedom fra lessons and schools. You’ll find plenty hard, hard work.’ And so we did. But nothing he could say could cloud our joy or abate the fire of youthful, hopeful, fearless adventure. Nor could we in the midst of such measureless excitement see or feel the shadows and sorrows of his darkening old age. To my schoolmates, met that night on the street, I shouted the glorious news, ‘I’m gan to Amaraka the morn!’ None could believe it. I said, ‘Weel, just you see if I am at the skule the morn!’


Next morning we went by rail to Glasgow and thence joyfully sailed away from beloved Scotland, flying to our fortunes on the wings of the winds, carefree as thistle seeds. We could not then know what we were leaving, what we were to encounter in the New World, nor what our gains were likely to be. We were too young and full of hope for fear or regret, but not too young to look forward with eager enthusiasm to the wonderful schoolless, bookless American wilderness. Even the natural heart-pain of parting from Grandfather and Grandmother Gilrye, who loved us so well, and from Mother and sisters and brother, was quickly quenched in young joy. Father took with him only my sister Sarah (thirteen years of age), myself (eleven), and brother David (nine), leaving my eldest sister, Margaret, and the three youngest of the family, Daniel, Mary, and Anna, with Mother, to join us after a farm had been found in the wilderness and a comfortable house made to receive them.


In crossing the Atlantic before the days of steamships, or even the American clippers, the voyages made in old-fashioned sailing-vessels were very long. Ours was six weeks and three days. But because we had no lessons to get, that long voyage had not a dull moment for us boys. Father and sister Sarah, with most of the old folk, stayed below in rough weather, groaning in the miseries of seasickness, many of the passengers wishing they had never ventured in ‘the auld rockin’ creel,’ as they called our bluff-bowed, wave-beating ship, and, when the weather was moderately calm, singing songs in the evenings – ‘The Youthful Sailor Frank and Bold,’ ‘Oh, why left I my hame, why did I cross the deep,’ etc. But no matter how much the old tub tossed about and battered the waves, we were on deck every day, not in the least seasick, watching the sailors at their rope-hauling and climbing work; joining in their songs, learning the names of the ropes and sails, and helping them as far as they would let us; playing games with other boys in calm weather when the deck was dry, and in stormy weather rejoicing in sympathy with the big curly-topped waves.


The captain occasionally called David and me into his cabin and asked us about our schools, handed us books to read, and seemed surprised to find that Scotch boys could read and pronounce English with perfect accent and knew so much Latin and French. In Scotch schools only pure English was taught, although not a word of English was spoken out of school. All through life, however well-educated, the Scotch spoke Scotch among their own folk, except at times when unduly excited on the only two subjects on which Scotchmen get much excited, namely, religion and politics. So long as the controversy went on with fairly level temper, only gude braid Scots was used, but if one became angry, as was likely to happen, then he immediately began speaking severely correct English, while his antagonist, drawing himself up, would say: ‘Weel, there’s na use pursuing this subject ony further, for I see ye hae gotten to your English.’


As we neared the shore of the great new land, with what eager wonder we watched the whales and dolphins and porpoises and seabirds, and made the good-natured sailors teach us their names and tell us stories about them!’


There were quite a large number of emigrants aboard, many of them newly married couples, and the advantages of the different parts of the New World they expected to settle in were often discussed. My father started with the intention of going to the backwoods of Upper Canada. Before the end of the voyage, however, he was persuaded that the States offered superior advantages, especially Wisconsin and Michigan, where the land was said to be as good as in Canada and far more easily brought under cultivation; for in Canada the woods were so close and heavy that a man might wear out his life in getting a few acres cleared of trees and stumps. So he changed his mind and concluded to go to one of the Western States.


On our wavering westward way a grain-dealer in Buffalo told Father that most of the wheat he handled came from Wisconsin; and this influential information finally determined my father’s choice. At Milwaukee a farmer who had come in from the country near Fort Winnebago with a load of wheat agreed to haul us and our formidable load of stuff to a little town called Kingston for thirty dollars. On that hundred-mile journey, just after the spring thaw, the roads over the prairies were heavy and miry, causing no end of lamentation, for we often got stuck in the mud, and the poor farmer sadly declared that never, never again would he be tempted to try to haul such a cruel, heart-breaking, wagon-breaking, horse-killing load, no, not for a hundred dollars. In leaving Scotland, Father, like many other home-seekers, burdened himself with far too much luggages as if all America were still a wilderness in which little or nothing could be bought. One of his big iron-bound boxes must have weighed about four hundred pounds, for it contained an old-fashioned beam-scales with a complete set of cast-iron counterweights, two of them fifty-six pounds each, a twenty-eight, and so on down to a single pound. Also a lot of iron wedges, carpenter’s tools, and so forth, and at Buffalo as if on the very edge of the wilderness, he gladly added to his burden a big cast-iron stove with pots and pans, provisions enough for a long siege, and a scythe and cumbersome cradle for cutting wheat, all of which he succeeded in landing in the primeval Wisconsin woods.


A land-agent at Kingston gave Father a note to a farmer by the name of Alexander Gray, who lived on the border of the settled part of the country, knew the section-lines, and would probably help him to find a good place for a farm. So Father went away to spy out the land, and in the meantime left us children in Kingston in a rented room. It took us less than an hour to get acquainted with some of the boys in the village; we challenged them to wrestle, run races, climb trees, etc., and in a day or two we felt at home, carefree and happy, notwithstanding our family was so widely divided. When Father returned he told us that he had found fine land for a farm in sunny open woods on the side of a lake, and that a team of three yoke of oxen with a big wagon was coming to haul us to Mr Gray’s place.


We enjoyed the strange ten-mile ride through the woods very much, wondering how the great oxen could be so strong and wise and tame as to pull so heavy a load with no other harness than a chain and a crooked piece of wood on their necks, and how they could sway so obediently to right and left past roadside trees and stumps when the driver said haw and gee. At Mr Gray’s house, Father again left us for a few days to build a shanty on the quarter-section he had selected four or five miles to the westward. In the meanwhile we enjoyed our freedom as usual, wandering in the fields and meadows, looking at the trees and flowers, snakes and birds and squirrels. With the help of the nearest neighbors the little shanty was built in less than a day after the rough bur-oak logs for the walls and the white-oak boards for the floor and roof were got together.


To this charming hut, in the sunny woods, overlooking a flowery glacier meadow and a lake rimmed with white water-lilies, we were hauled by an ox-team across trackless carex swamps and low rolling hills sparely dotted with round-headed oaks. Just as we arrived at the shanty, before we had time to look at it or the scenery about it, David and I jumped down in a hurry off the load of household goods, for we had discovered a blue jay’s nest, and in a minute or so we were up the tree beside it, feasting our eyes on the beautiful green eggs and beautiful birds – our first memorable discovery. The handsome birds had not seen Scotch boys before and made a desperate screaming as if we were robbers like themselves, though we left the eggs untouched, feeling that we were already beginning to get rich, and wondering how many more nests we should find in the grand sunny woods. Then we ran along the brow of the hill that the shanty stood on, and down to the meadow, searching the trees and grass tufts and bushes, and soon discovered a bluebird’s and a woodpecker’s nest, and began an acquaintance with the frogs and snakes and turtles in the creeks and springs.


This sudden plash into pure wildness – baptism in Nature’s warm heart – how utterly happy it made us! Nature streaming into us, wooingly teaching her wonderful glowing lessons, so unlike the dismal grammar ashes and cinders so long thrashed into us. Here without knowing it we still were at school; every wild lesson a love lesson, not whipped but charmed into us. Oh, that glorious Wisconsin wilderness! Everything new and pure in the very prime of the spring when Nature’s pulses were beating highest and mysteriously keeping time with our own! Young hearts, young leaves, flowers, animals, the winds and the streams and the sparkling lake, all wildly, gladly rejoicing together!


Next morning, when we climbed to the precious jay nest to take another admiring look at the eggs, we found it empty. Not a shell-fragment was left, and we wondered how in the world the birds were able to carry off their thin-shelled eggs either in their bills or in their feet without breaking them, and how they could be kept warm while a new nest was being built. Well, I am still asking these questions. When I was on the Harriman Expedition I asked Robert Ridgway, the eminent ornithologist, how these sudden flittings were accomplished, and he frankly confessed that he didn’t know, but guessed that jays and many other birds carried their eggs in their mouths; and when I objected that a jay’s mouth seemed too small to hold its eggs, he replied that birds’ mouths were larger than the narrowness of their bills indicated. Then I asked him what he thought they did with the eggs while a new nest was being prepared. He didn’t know; neither do I to this day. A specimen of the many puzzling problems presented to the naturalist.


We soon found many more nests belonging to birds that were not half so suspicious. The handsome and notorious blue jay plunders the nests of other birds and of course he could not trust us. Almost all the others – brown thrushes, bluebirds, song sparrows, kingbirds, hen-hawks, nighthawks, whip-poor-wills, woodpeckers, etc – simply tried to avoid being seen, to draw or drive us away, or paid no attention to us.


We used to wonder how the woodpeckers could bore holes so perfectly round, true mathematical circles. We ourselves could not have done it even with gouges and chisels. We loved to watch them feeding their young, and wondered how they could glean food enough for so many clamorous, hungry, unsatisfiable babies, and how they managed to give each one its share; for after the young grew strong, one would get his head out of the door-hole and try to hold possession of it to meet the food-laden parents. How hard they worked to support their families, especially the red-headed and speckledy woodpeckers and flickers; digging, hammering on scaly bark and decaying trunks and branches from dawn to dark, coming and going at intervals of a few minutes all the live-long day!


We discovered a hen-hawk’s nest on the top of a tall oak thirty or forty rods from the shanty and approached it cautiously. One of the pair always kept watch, soaring in wide circles high above the tree, and when we attempted to climb it, the big dangerous-looking bird came swooping down at us and drove us away.


We greatly admired the plucky kingbird. In Scotland our great ambition was to be good fighters, and we admired this quality in the handsome little chattering flycatcher that whips all the other birds. He was particularly angry when plundering jays and hawks came near his home, and took pains to thrash them not only away from the nest-tree but out of the neighborhood. The nest was usually built on a bur oak near a meadow where insects were abundant, and where no undesirable visitor could approach without being discovered. When a hen-hawk hove in sight, the male immediately set off after him, and it was ridiculous to see that great, strong bird hurrying away as fast as his clumsy wings would carry him, as soon as he saw the little, waspish kingbird coming. But the kingbird easily overtook him, flew just a few feet above him, and with a lot of chattering, scolding notes kept diving and striking him on the back of the head until tired; then he alighted to rest on the hawk’s broad shoulders, still scolding and chattering as he rode along, like an angry boy pouring out vials of wrath. Then, up and at him again with his sharp bill; and after he had thus driven and ridden his big enemy a mile or so from the nest, he went home to his mate, chuckling and bragging as if trying to tell her what a wonderful fellow he was.


This first spring, while some of the birds were still building their nests and very few young ones had yet tried to fly, Father hired a Yankee to assist in clearing eight or ten acres of the best ground for a field. We found new wonders every day and often had to call on this Yankee to solve puzzling questions. We asked him one day if there was any bird in America that the kingbird couldn’t whip. What about the sandhill crane? Could he whip that long-legged, long-billed fellow?


‘A crane never goes near kingbirds’ nests or notices so small a bird,’ he said, ‘and therefore there could be no fighting between them.’ So we hastily concluded that our hero could whip every bird in the country except perhaps the sandhill crane.


We never tired listening to the wonderful whip-poor-will. One came every night about dusk and sat on a log about twenty or thirty feet from our cabin door and began shouting ‘Whip poor Will! Whip poor Will!’ with loud emphatic earnestness. ‘What’s that? What’s that?’ we cried when this startling visitor first announced himself. ‘What do you call it?’


‘Why, it’s telling you its name,’ said the Yankee. ‘Don’t you hear it and what he wants you to do? He says his name is ‘‘Poor Will’’ and he wants you to whip him, and you may if you are able to catch him.’ Poor Will seemed the most wonderful of all the strange creatures we had seen. What a wild, strong, bold voice he had, unlike any other we had ever heard on sea or land!


A near relative, the bull-bat, or nighthawk, seemed hardly less wonderful. Towards evening scattered flocks kept the sky lively as they circled around on their long wings a hundred feet or more above the ground, hunting moths and beetles, interrupting their rather slow but strong, regular wing-beats at short intervals with quick quivering strokes while uttering keen, squeaky cries something like pfee, pfee, and every now and then diving nearly to the ground with a loud ripping, bellowing sound, like bull-roaring, suggesting its name; then turning and gliding swiftly up again. These fine wild gray birds, about the size of a pigeon, lay their two eggs on bare ground without anything like a nest or even a concealing bush or grass-tuft. Nevertheless they are not easily seen, for they are colored like the ground. While sitting on their eggs, they depend so much upon not being noticed that if you are walking rapidly ahead they allow you to step within an inch or two of them without flinching. But if they see by your looks that you have discovered them, they leave their eggs or young, and, like a good many other birds, pretend that they are sorely wounded, fluttering and rolling over on the ground and gasping as if dying, to draw you away. When pursued we were surprised to find that just when we were on the point of overtaking them they were always able to flutter a few yards farther, until they had led us about a quarter of a mile from the nest; then, suddenly getting well, they quietly flew home by a roundabout way to their precious babies or eggs o’er a’ the ills of life victorious, bad boys among the worst. The Yankee took particular pleasure in encouraging us to pursue them.


Everything about us was so novel and wonderful that we could hardly believe our senses except when hungry or while Father was thrashing us. When we first saw Fountain Lake Meadow, on a sultry evening, sprinkled with millions of lightning-bugs throbbing with light, the effect was so strange and beautiful that it seemed far too marvelous to be real. Looking from our shanty on the hill, I thought that the whole wonderful fairy show must be in my eyes; for only in fighting, when my eyes were struck, had I ever seen anything in the least like it. But when I asked my brother if he saw anything strange in the meadow he said, ‘Yes, it’s all covered with shaky fire-sparks.’ Then I guessed that it might be something outside of us, and applied to our all-knowing Yankee to explain it. ‘Oh, it’s nothing but lightnin’-bugs,’ he said, and kindly led us down the hill to the edge of the fiery meadow, caught a few of the wonderful bugs, dropped them into a cup, and carried them to the shanty, where we watched them throbbing and flashing out their mysterious light at regular intervals, as if each little passionate glow were caused by the beating of a heart. Once I saw a splendid display of glow-worm light in the foothills of the Himalayas, north of Calcutta, but glorious as it appeared in pure starry radiance, it was far less impressive than the extravagant abounding, quivering, dancing fire on our Wisconsin meadow.


Partridge drumming was another great marvel. When I first heard the low, soft, solemn sound I thought it must be made by some strange disturbance in my head or stomach, but as all seemed serene within, I asked David whether he heard anything queer. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I hear something saying boomp, boomp, boomp, and I’m wondering at it.’ Then I was half satisfied that the source of the mysterious sound must be in something outside of us, coming perhaps from the ground or from some ghost or bogie or woodland fairy. Only after long watching and listening did we at last discover it in the wings of the plump brown bird.


The love-song of the common jack snipe seemed not a whit less mysterious than partridge drumming. It was usually heard on cloudy evenings, a strange, unearthly, winnowing, spiritlike sound, yet easily heard at a distance of a third of a mile. Our sharp eyes soon detected the bird while making it, as it circled high in the air over the meadow with wonderfully strong and rapid wing-beats, suddenly descending and rising, again and again, in deep, wide loops; the tones being very low and smooth at the beginning of the descent, rapidly increasing to a curious little whirling storm-roar at the bottom, and gradually fading lower and lower until the top was reached. It was long, however, before we identified this mysterious wing-singer as the little brown jack snipe that we knew so well and had so often watched as he silently probed the mud around the edge of our meadow stream and spring-holes, and made short zigzag flights over the grass uttering only little short, crisp quacks and chucks.


The love-songs of the frogs seemed hardly less wonderful than those of the birds, their musical notes varying from the sweet, tranquil, soothing peeping and purring of the hylas to the awfully deep low-bass blunt bellowing of the bullfrogs. Some of the smaller species have wonderfully clear, sharp voices and told us their good Bible names in musical tones about as plainly as the whip-poor-will. Isaac, Isaac; Yacob, Yacob; Israel, Israel; shouted in sharp, ringing, far-reaching tones, as if they had all been to school and severely drilled in elocution. In the still, warm evenings big bunchy bullfrogs bellowed, Drunk! Drunk! Drunk! Jug o’ rum! Jug o’ rum! and early in the spring, counts less thousands of the commonest species, up to the throat in cold water, sang in concert, making a mass of music, such as it was, loud enough to be heard at a distance of more than half a mile.


Far, far apart from this loud marsh music is that of the many species of hyla, a sort of soothing immortal melody filling the air like light.


We reveled in the glory of the sky scenery as well as that of the woods and meadows and rushy, lily-bordered lakes. The great thunder-storms in particular interested us, so unlike any seen in Scotland, exciting awful, wondering admiration. Gazing awe-stricken, we watched the upbuilding of the sublime cloud-mountains – glowing, sun-beaten pearl and alabaster cumuli, glorious in beauty and majesty and looking so firm and lasting that birds, we thought, might build their nests amid their downy bosses; the black-browed storm-clouds marching in awful grandeur across the landscape, trailing broad gray sheets of hail and rain like vast cataracts, and ever and anon gashing down vivid zigzag lightning followed by terrible crashing thunder. We saw several trees shattered, and one of them, a punky old oak, was set on fire, while we wondered why all the trees and everybody and everything did not share the same fate, for oftentimes the whole sky blazed. After sultry storm days, many of the nights were darkened by smooth black apparently structureless cloud-mantles which at short intervals were illumined with startling suddenness to a fiery glow by quick, quivering lightning-flashes, revealing the landscape in almost noonday brightness, to be instantly quenched in solid blackness.


But those first days and weeks of unmixed enjoyment and freedom, reveling in the wonderful wildness about us, were soon to be mingled with the hard work of making a farm. I was first put to burning brush in clearing land for the plough. Those magnificent brush fires with great white hearts and red flames, the first big, wild outdoor fires I had ever seen, were wonderful sights for young eyes. Again and again, when they were burning fiercest so that we could hardly approach near enough to throw on another branch, Father put them to awfully practical use as warning lessons, comparing their heat with that of hell, and the branches with bad boys. ‘Now, John,’ he would say – ‘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 nor the sinners can die.’ But those terrible fire lessons quickly faded away in the blithe wilderness air; for no fire can be hotter than the heavenly fire of faith and hope that burns in every healthy boy’s heart.


Soon after our arrival in the woods someone added a cat and puppy to the animals Father had bought. The cat soon had kittens, and it was interesting to watch her feeding, protecting, and training them. After they were able to leave their nest and play, she went out hunting and brought in many kinds of birds and squirrels for them, mostly ground squirrels (spermophiles), called ‘gophers’ in Wisconsin. When she got within a dozen yards or so of the shanty, she announced her approach by a peculiar call, and the sleeping kittens immediately bounced up and ran to meet her, all racing for the first bite of they knew not what, and we too ran to see what she brought. She then lay down a few minutes to rest and enjoy the enjoyment of her feasting family, and again vanished in the grass and flowers, coming and going every half-hour or so. Sometimes she brought in birds that we had never seen before, and occasionally a flying squirrel, chipmunk, or big fox squirrel. We were just old enough, David and I, to regard all these creatures as wonders, the strange inhabitants of our new world.


The pup was a common cur, though very uncommon to us, a black and white short-haired mongrel that we named ‘Watch.’ We always gave him a pan of milk in the evening just before we knelt in family worship, while daylight still lingered in the shanty. And, instead of attending to the prayers, I too often studied the small wild creatures playing around us. Field mice scampered about the cabin as though it had been built for them alone, and their performances were very amusing. About dusk, on one of the calm, sultry nights so grateful to moths and beetles, when the puppy was lapping his milk, and we were on our knees, in through the door came a heavy broad-shouldered beetle about as big as a mouse, and after it had droned and boomed round the cabin two or three times, the pan of milk, showing white in the gloaming, caught its eyes, and, taking good aim, it alighted with a slanting, glinting plash in the middle of the pan like a duck alighting in a lake. Baby Watch, having never before seen anything like that beetle, started back, gazing in dumb astonishment and fear at the black sprawling monster trying to swim. Recovering somewhat from his fright, he began to bark at the creature, and ran round and round his milk pan, wouf-woufing, gurring, growling, like an old dog barking at a wild-cat or a bear. The natural astonishment and curiosity of that boy dog getting his first entomological lesson in this wonderful world was so immoderately funny that I had great difficulty in keeping from laughing out loud.


Snapping turtles were common throughout the woods, and we were delighted to find that they would snap at a stick and hang on like bull-dogs; and we amused ourselves by introducing Watch to them, enjoying his curious behavior and theirs in getting acquainted with each other. One day we assisted one of the smallest of the turtles to get a good grip of poor Watch’s ear. Then away he rushed, holding his head sidewise, yelping and terror-stricken, with the strange buglike reptile biting hard and clinging fast – a shameful amusement even for wild boys.


As a playmate Watch was too serious, though he learned more than any stranger would judge him capable of, was a bold, faithful watch-dog, and in his prime a grand fighter, able to whip all the other dogs in the neighborhood. Comparing him with ourselves, we soon learned that although he could not read books he could read faces, was a good judge of character, always knew what was going on and what we were about to do, and liked to help us. We could run nearly as fast as he could, see about as far and perhaps hear as well, but in sense of smell his nose was incomparably better than ours. One sharp winter morning when the ground was covered with snow, I noticed that when he was yawning and stretching himself after leaving his bed he suddenly caught the scent of something that excited him, went round the corner of the house, and looked intently to the westward across a tongue of land that we called West Bank, eagerly questioning the air with quivering nostrils, and bristling up as though he felt sure that there was something dangerous in that direction and had actually caught sight of it. Then he ran toward the Bank, and I followed him, curious to see what his nose had discovered. The top of the Bank commanded a view of the north end of our lake and meadow, and when we got there we saw an Indian hunter with a long spear, going from one muskrat cabin to another, approaching cautiously, careful to make no noise, and then suddenly thrusting his spear down through the house. If well aimed, the spear went through the poor beaver rat as it lay cuddled up in the snug nest it had made for itself in the fall with so much far-seeing care, and when the hunter felt the spear quivering, he dug down the mossy hut with his tomahawk and secured his prey – the flesh for food, and the skin to sell for a dime or so. This was a clear object lesson on dogs’ keenness of scent. That Indian was more than half a mile away across a wooded ridge. Had the hunter been a white man, I suppose Watch would not have noticed him.


When he was about six or seven years old, he not only became cross, so that he would do only what he liked, but he fell on evil ways, and was accused by the neighbors who had settled around us of catching and devouring whole broods of chickens, some of them only a day or two out of the shell. We never imagined he would do anything so grossly undoglike. He never did at home. But several of the neighbors declared over and over again that they had caught him in the act, and insisted that he must be shot. At last, in spite of tearful protests, he was condemned and executed. Father examined the poor fellow’s stomach in search of sure evidence, and discovered the heads of eight chickens that he had devoured at his last meal. So poor Watch was killed simply because his taste for chickens was too much like our own. Think of the millions of squabs that preaching, praying men and women kill and eat, with all sorts of other animals great and small, young and old, while eloquently discoursing on the coming of the blessed peaceful, bloodless millennium! Think of the passenger pigeons that fifty or sixty years ago filled the woods and sky over half the continent, now exterminated by beating down the young from the nests together with the brooding parents, before they could try their wonderful wings; by trapping them in nets, feeding them to hogs, etc. None of our fellow mortals is safe who eats what we eat, who in any way interferes with our pleasures, or who may be used for work or food, clothing or ornament, or mere cruel, sportish amusement. Fortunately many are too small to be seen, and therefore enjoy life beyond our reach. And in looking through God’s great stone books made up of records reaching back millions and millions of years, it is a great comfort to learn that vast multitudes of creatures, great and small and infinite in number, lived and had a good time in God’s lose before man was created.

OEBPS/Images/Journeys__in__the__Wilderness.png
A JOHN MUIR READER





OEBPS/Images/Birlinn_ebook_logo_small.png
BIRLINN





