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“Today, John Muir is considered by many to be the spiritual leader of the American environmental movement, the father of our national parks, and one of our most revered writers on behalf of wilderness. The story of how he earned those accolades began and ended in the very same place: the exquisite granite valley in Northern California whose towering trees, pewter-colored cliffs, and ethereal waterfalls captivated Muir upon his arrival in the High Sierras in the summer of 1868, and whose treasures he was still battling to protect when he went to his grave almost a full half century later. In the long arc of Muir’s life, no place was more sacred to him than Yosemite—and in the fight to protect that space and its many wonders from the ravages of commercial loggers, rapacious tourism developers, and municipal water thieves, no alliance mattered more than his friendship with Robert Underwood Johnson, the gifted magazine editor who first helped Muir to find his voice, later goaded him to hone it to a keen edge, and eventually gave him the means to draw that sword and begin swinging it on behalf of nature. In Guardians of the Valley, Dean King has forged a flaming tribute to the perhaps greatest knight of American conservation and to the extraordinary landscape that was his paramount source of inspiration.”

—Kevin Fedarko, author of The Emerald Mile

“An important, rip-roaring story, thoroughly researched and beautifully written; a vivid presentation of the key battles at the dawn of nature conservation in the United States. Muir, Johnson, Emerson, Pinchot, Roosevelt—all are alive in new ways on the pages of Guardians of the Valley. Dean King once again proves himself a powerful storyteller, more than equal to this timely tale of adventure, discovery, enlightenment, and John Muir’s iron will to protect some of North America’s most important places.”

—James A. McLaughlin, author of Bearskin: A Novel

“Guardians of the Valley propels Dean King to the first rank of writers on nature, letting us discover as if for the first time the beauty and majesty of Yosemite. And in his equally enthralling parallel story of John Muir’s partnership with editor and power broker Robert Underwood Johnson, King demonstrates how passion and politics, in support of noble causes, can unite rather than divide a nation. In that sense, this extraordinary book is more than great history. It just might be a blueprint for our own times.”

—Charles Slack, author of Liberty’s First Crisis

“Read Guardians of the Valley and get swept up in the rousing and inspiring story of John Muir. In these challenging times, this riveting book reminds us of the importance of life beyond the human and gives us a template for the climate fight ahead in the marriage of Muir’s passion and Robert Johnson’s political savvy…. A fascinating chronicle of the man who changed the way we think about nature.”

—David Gessner, author of All the Wild That Remains

“In Guardians of the Valley, Dean King chooses Robert Underwood Johnson as the perfect cornerstone to trace John Muir’s passion to preserve natural spaces. Much like Muir found paths among the giant sequoias, King found a path among these late-nineteenth-century literary giants’ archives to trace their relationship and the early American conservation movement. King starts with their historic campfire in 1889 that prompted the preservation of Yosemite and the birth of the Sierra Club and concludes with the damming of Hetch Hetchy. He tells the story so well that the reader may think that this time the valley will be preserved.”

—Mike Wurtz, head of the University of the Pacific Special Collections and the John Muir Papers and editor of John Muir’s Grand Yosemite: Musings and Sketches

“Flush with successful conquest, in the second half of the nineteenth century, growth-obsessed US culture undertook the systematic pillage of the American West. Capitalists accrued gargantuan fortunes as forests fell before the industrial ax, hydraulic miners dissolved mountains, and dams stilled free-flowing rivers. In Guardians of the Valley, Dean King tells the rousing tale of how muscular outdoorsman John Muir and the bookish Robert Underwood Johnson, Muir’s editor at the Century Magazine, forged a friendship that marshaled the nascent forces of conservation, created the modern environmental movement, and, against all odds, saved Yosemite from the maw of industrialization and birthed the national parks—the best idea we’ve ever had.”

—Gregory Crouch, author of The Bonanza King

“I immensely enjoyed this deeply personal, behind-the-scenes dive into John Muir’s love affair with Yosemite and his desperate mission to save it at all costs.”

—Scott Stillman, author of Wilderness, The Gateway to the Soul

“With a poet’s eye for vivid imagery and a novelist’s grasp of complex characters, Dean King masterfully spins a magical story of a friendship for the ages, one that helped protect one of America’s greatest natural treasures—the Valley of Yosemite—and inspired the modern-day environmental movement. Like the rushing waters and towering trees that spoke so deeply to John Muir, King writes with a power and clarity that crackles like a campfire where the stories never grow old.”

—Chip Jones, author of The Organ Thieves

“There have been many books written about John Muir, but no one has so keenly identified the transformational nature of the faithful friendship between Muir and Robert Underwood Johnson. The charming, wily, and eloquent Johnson was an Eastern aesthete and Muir a rough-hewn naturalist, daring outdoorsman, fierce conservationist, a man of science, but also a poet and philosopher, who, with Johnson’s impassioned guidance, became a crusading political activist. Their unlikely friendship was forged in the maelstrom of the Gilded Age and in two bitter and influential battles over places both men considered hallowed—Yosemite, a battle they won, and the remote Hetch Hetchy Valley, one they lost after a long, ugly war waged in the pages of newspapers and magazines and in halls of power in San Francisco and Washington. King has written a stirring tribute to the power of an alliance that transformed environmentalism in the United States, a psalm to the radiant beauty of Yosemite, and an homage to John Muir, whom, as King assiduously sands away the polish of legend, emerges as a visionary, a mystic, and a reluctant but surprisingly accomplished political brawler dedicated to preserving the ‘temples of Nature’ for all Americans to cherish.”

—James Campbell, author of The Final Frontiersman and Braving It

“From the heights of Yosemite to the halls of Congress, Dean King vividly illuminates the bond formed between John Muir and Robert Johnson on their quest to save endangered American landscapes. A haunting forerunner of today’s planetary crisis, Guardians of the Valley brings to life the battles won then lost and fought again, with irreplaceable ecological treasures at stake.”

—Andrea Pitzer, author of Icebound
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For Jessica and for our daughters, Hazel, Grace, Willa, and Nora, who are collectively ablaze with creativity, empathy, wanderlust, and curiosity. May the mindfulness, spirit, and friendship of Muir and Johnson inspire your efforts and innovations in protecting the globe we live on and cherish.






My dear Mr. Johnson,

I began that confounded letter a dozen times & could never make anything satisfactory out of it. It now lies & has lain on my table for more than a month, a scrawny orderless mass of fragments. You would have written such a letter in half an hour & no doubt would like to see me hanged for not being able to write it in a month. But I will send that letter yet & when you see it you will agree with me that it is worthless.

—John Muir, October 29, 1889

My dear Muir,

Why don’t you start an association for preserving California’s monuments & natural wonders—or at least Yosemite? It would be a good influence. How timid you Californians are, anyhow!

—R. U. Johnson, November 21, 1889

Dear Mr. Johnson,

All the world is indebted to you for your work in saving so fine a section of the Sierra from cheap vulgar ruin.

—John Muir, September 12, 1890








My dear Mr. Muir,

When can you come East? Your Yosemite articles have made you many new friends in this region, and I wish you could come East and deliver a few lectures before geographical societies or Columbia College—or we could let you give an open-air reading in Central Park, which is now looking its best.

—R. U. Johnson, October 24, 1890

Dear Muir,

Hurray for you! Yosemite is saved, and the Lord must be happier. I congratulate you with all my heart, my dear Muir, for you have been the heart—the fons et origo—of this movement.

—R. U. Johnson, February 24, 1905

Dear Mr. Johnson,

I want everybody to know that in particular you invented Yosemite Park.

—John Muir, January 26, 1911
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A diagram of Yosemite Valley from “The Story of the Yosemite Valley (Guide Leaflet No. 60),” by François E. Matthews, produced by the American Museum of Natural History in 1901. Entering the valley from the southwest along the Merced River (MR) and leading to Yosemite Village (YV), Mirror Lake (ML), and Tenaya Canyon (TC).
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Author’s Note

When the California nature savant John Muir and his urbane Century Magazine editor Robert Underwood Johnson, based in New York City, decided in 1889 to take their case for the formation of a national park not just to the pages of one of the nation’s most influential magazines but to the corridors of Capitol Hill, they ignited a quarter century of legislation and environmental activism that would change the shape of the nation and of stewardship of nature everywhere.

Guardians of the Valley is the true story of the unlikely partnership of two men who helped shape the way we perceive and appreciate nature to this day. Not only did Muir and Johnson create, improve, and fight to preserve Yosemite National Park, but they also helped found and guide the Sierra Club, enlightened and vastly broadened the base of citizens concerned for the country’s natural grandeur, and ran herd on the nation’s most powerful change agent and friend of the wilds, President Theodore Roosevelt.

This book traces the central vein of Muir’s rich and varied career as he became America’s greatest mountaineer and nature bard and eventually its principal wilderness advocate, earning him the sobriquet “father of the national parks.” But without the instigation, cunning, and cajoling of the author-whisperer Johnson, himself a notable poet and man of letters, Muir would never have made the impact that he did.

Relying on the power of the press and on their own grit, Muir and Johnson waged an epic battle against the headlong rush of the globe’s most ambitious, yet still formative, nation. Muir, a rugged explorer who thrived on hardship, deployed wisdom, faith, and an uncanny ability to observe nature and inspire reverence for it. The refined Johnson, who would later become the US ambassador to Italy, brought both moxie and diplomacy. Their campaign for nature and the environment navigated the administrations of seven presidents (with their changing personalities, policies, and secretaries of the interior) and ten mayors of San Francisco, their adversary in the fight to keep a reservoir out of Yosemite National Park and thus to establish the sanctity and permanence of all national parks—the nation’s first great environmental war.

Even as we grapple with the global environmental crisis today, the founders of the modern conservation movement are rightly being scrutinized for their racial views and the implications of those views, leading to much thoughtful commentary both critical and supportive of Muir. He and Johnson operated in a world tinged with racism, and they themselves occasionally failed to transcend negative stereotypes. But they were both socially progressive, and Muir would ultimately reveal that he believed in the equality of all people. Like all of us, he was a person of his time and place—and yet he was dramatically ahead of his time. It is my hope that this book will provide a framework for understanding Muir’s life of service and the powerful message of his passion for nature.

And if it encourages some readers to visit Yosemite National Park, particularly Tuolomne Meadows, where 133 years ago Muir and Johnson hatched their partnership for nature, it will attest to Muir’s legacy once again.

—Dean King

Savage’s Trading Post, California

October 2022






A Note on the Text

The tale of these two men takes place across the latter half of the nineteenth century and into the early twentieth, and I have quoted from many sources, including letters—handwritten and typed—newspapers, magazines, and hearing transcripts, which employed a wide range of punctuation and spelling. I have taken certain small liberties with these texts for the convenience of the modern reader in regularizing spellings, editing punctuation, correcting obvious errors, and compressing (but never inventing) dialogue in quoted material. For example, Muir wrote grip for grippe; I have used the latter, more common, spelling throughout. I have eliminated the diacritic in the word cañon, which Muir and Johnson used, opting for the current spelling, canyon. Since 1890 the US Board on Geographic Names has discouraged the use of apostrophes in geographical names. Muir spelled Kings Canyon with an apostrophe (King’s), but I have used the modern standard spelling. The disputed valley in Yosemite National Park, Hetch Hetchy, was often hyphenated (Hetch-Hetchy); I have standardized this too. I have also regularized and italicized publication titles for ease of reading and occasionally filled out shorthand that appears in Muir’s letters.






PROLOGUE The Photo


— May 17, 1903 —

Whether the photographer, who would forever remain anonymous, felt the conceivably immense pressure we will never know. But with the head of the nation and the soul of the nation’s preservation movement, both rugged, demanding, and outspoken men, paired together for a brief time, posed against arguably the nation’s most transcendent and iconic landscape, a long journey by train, horseback, and boot from any major city, the stakes in making a good image were high.

The photo—the official portrait of John Muir, age sixty-five, and Theodore Roosevelt, age forty-four, at Overhanging Rock—would come to symbolize the young president’s love of nature and serve as a memorial to the meeting of the two indomitable men who had camped there together the night before. Yet all might not have been as copacetic as it appeared, or as Roosevelt, who was laying the groundwork for election to a second term, would later lead us to believe. Were these two pillars of American conservation, these two headstrong men, truly in accord that day, or had they, representing two very different and irreconcilable visions, clashed? Did they themselves even know?

The Roosevelt-Muir photo op took place five decades after the California Gold Rush, when the first white men to enter the magnificent valley, the Mariposa Battalion—a volunteer army of prospectors, ranchers, and roughnecks—led by the trader James Savage, who had quarreled with the Miwuk, went there in the spring of 1851 to rout the tribe from its stronghold, a remote valley and bear den they called Yosemite. Reaching what became known as Inspiration Point, at least one of them, the gold miner L. H. Bunnell, realized the specialness of the place. “Haze hung over the valley—light as gossamer—and clouds partially dimmed the higher cliffs and mountains,” he later wrote. “This obscurity of vision but increased the awe with which I beheld it, and as I looked, a peculiar exalted sensation seemed to fill my whole being, and I found my eyes in tears with emotion.”1

Four decades had passed since President Abraham Lincoln had signed a bill granting Yosemite (Miwuk for “those who kill”) Valley and the Mariposa Grove of Big Trees to the State of California to preserve and protect “for public use, recreation and enjoyment, inalienable for all time.” Lincoln’s Yosemite grant—preceding the creation of Yellowstone National Park by eight years—was the first to establish government protection of any land. This little-observed act, in the midst of the Civil War, would become the fountainhead of the nation’s conservation movement, and Muir, its champion, the embodiment of the nation’s passion for its wilderness. It was not by accident that Roosevelt, on a two-month, twenty-five-state, two-hundred-speech whistle-stop tour of the West that was meant to boost the electoral viability of the youngest president ever, came to meet Muir at this time and in this place.2



One can almost imagine the pulse of the still inchoate nation beating in the veins of the two men—the backcountry immigrant and the Ivy League president—in this moment. Theirs was a country enthralled with itself and its unknowable potential even after thirteen decades of independence on top of seventeen of colonial expansion. It lacked introspection or remorse at brutally driving the native peoples off their lands—from Jamestown in 1607 to Manhattan to the Black Hills and to this valley before the Civil War—in part because in the wake of the war, it was simultaneously redefining its borders and relationships and struggling with its complexities and paradoxes while dizzyingly hurtling into the future; it lacked hindsight because it had not yet arrived to look back. That reckoning lay in the distant future. But these two men, for very different reasons, at least had the insight to know that they must put a stop to the devastation that white men had brought to the land. That was their fight. This was their summit. There was a real sense that Yosemite Valley, where they now met, represented the nation’s natural beauty and that its fate would somehow define the nation’s future.



The night before the photo was taken, Muir and Roosevelt camped with their guides near the upper end of the valley, a couple miles from Glacier Point, where Overhanging Rock juts out and gives a spectacular view of the mile-deep Yosemite Valley and the panoramic Sierra Nevada. Roosevelt was already well into his cross-country tour and eager to escape the coffin-like luxury of his plush Pullman railcar, the ever-present phalanx of reporters, and the pressure to perform and please at every stop. Since his years as a Dakotas rancher and lieutenant colonel leading the Rough Riders cavalry regiment in the Spanish-American War, Roosevelt preferred horseback to a reclining cushioned seat. After a satisfying day of riding their mounts through deep snowdrifts, the men lay beside the campfire on beds made from the bent boughs of a fir tree and, both being capital storytellers, rattled away at each other, neither afraid to speak his mind.3

Muir found much to like in the “interesting, hearty, and manly” Roosevelt, but he mistrusted his motivations for preserving nature and his interpretation of what might constitute “the greatest good for the greatest number,” the mantra of his forestry chief. When Roosevelt bragged about his hunting, Muir, angered by America’s heedless eradication of the passenger pigeon and the American buffalo, chastised him for killing animals for sport: “Mr. Roosevelt, when are you going to get beyond the boyishness of killing things?” he blurted out. “It is all very well for a young fellow who has not formed his standards to rush out in the heat of youth and slaughter animals, but are you not getting far enough along to leave that off?”

Though Roosevelt lacked any remorse when it came to slaying animals, he was a consummate diplomat when he wanted to be, and he considered the point. “Muir,” he responded at last, “I guess you are right.”4

It was a dubious concession. Roosevelt had collected and stuffed more than a thousand birds by the time he went off to college. He had left his pregnant wife to rush out to the Badlands to shoot a buffalo, a species on the brink of extinction, before it was too late to bag one, and on this train tour, he was barely persuaded by his handlers not to dog-hunt cougars in Yellowstone, where hunting was forbidden, for fear of a public outcry. While Roosevelt would never escape his chest-thumping glee of the kill, Muir, a hunter in his youth in Wisconsin, had long ago rejected the notion that wild animals were created solely for food, recreation, and “other uses not yet discovered,” and had once declared in his journal that if a war broke out “between the wild beasts and Lord Man, I would be tempted to sympathize with the bears.”5

Perhaps they would not see eye to eye on hunting, but Muir had trees and whole ecosystems to save. Blinded by its own hubris, the nation was grotesquely cannibalizing itself, felling giant sequoias, some of the planet’s oldest and largest living organisms, thousands of years old, and even shipping them off to be exhibited in monstrous fashion, like circus spectacles. The irony was that they would have to undo Lincoln’s grant in substance to save it in spirit. Muir and his coconspirator, his editor at the Century Magazine, Robert Underwood Johnson, felt in their hearts that this bold, and in many circles unpopular, maneuver was necessary.

Muir took a torch from the fire and with his face and his shaggy salt-and-pepper beard flickering in chiaroscuro ignited a brown pine tree nearby. He loved the drama of fire at night, how it brought the trees to life and drew them into the conversation. He had built bonfires for such eminent naturalists as Asa Gray and Sir Joseph Hooker and had once attempted to build one for Ralph Waldo Emerson. The glow of Muir’s immense fires transformed the surrounding firs into “enormous pagodas of silver,” recounted his friend Annie Bidwell, while Muir would wave his arms ecstatically, shouting, “Look at the glory!”

Now as Muir and Roosevelt watched in awe, like tenderfooted boys, the dead tree roared to life, shooting stars into the sky. “Hurrah!” Roosevelt shouted, the exclamation leaping from his gut. “That’s a candle it took five hundred years to make. Hurrah for Yosemite!”



With its spectacular scenery and well-heeled tourists, Yosemite had attracted some of the country’s most skilled photographers. Though this one—a hired hand sent by Underwood & Underwood, the world’s largest publisher of stereoviews—would go unnamed, perhaps it was Arthur Pillsbury, a company stringer, who had taken a shot of them two days before in front of the immense sequoia Grizzly Giant. Whoever it was clearly knew the precise place and time to produce a memorable image. “Sunrise from Glacier Point!” Muir’s late friend and geologist Joseph LeConte had once exclaimed. “No one can appreciate it who has not seen it…. I had never imagined the grandeur of the reality.”6

Before breakfast, in the soft morning light, Roosevelt and Muir took their places by the cliff’s edge at Glacier Point, with a view across the valley as a backdrop. Though neither cared much for sartorial splendor, they both looked kempt in their hats and jackets. Roosevelt wore jodhpurs and boots, Rough Rider–fashion, with a kerchief around his neck. Muir wore a simple broadcloth suit.


[image: Image]
A photograph for the ages: Theodore Roosevelt and John Muir at Glacier Point, Yosemite Valley, one of the most enduring images of the early conservation movement in the United States. Underwood & Underwood.



In the photograph, there’s no hint that they had refused tents to sleep by the campfire and that five inches of snow had dropped on them overnight, a Sierra Nevada baptism verifying that the President had indeed escaped pampered civilization and the claws of his handlers to be immersed in the bosom of nature. At dawn, he had emerged from a thicket of forty army blankets, shaken off the additional blanket of snow, and shaved by the light of the campfire.

Overhanging Rock jutted out precipitously and from certain angles looked only a footstep away from Yosemite Falls all the way across the valley. Half Dome stood stark against the sky. To Muir, it looked “down the valley like the most living being of all the rocks and mountains,” such that one could “fancy that there were brains in that lofty brow.” The promontory provided just the right perspective on the Giant Staircase, the impressive drop of the Merced River into the valley over the 594-foot Nevada Fall (Wowywe, or “twisted current,” to the Miwuk) and just downstream the 317-foot Vernal Fall (Yanopah, “little cloud”). The view stirred the President. On his tour he had seen the Grand Canyon for the first time and declared it “beautiful and terrible and unearthly.” Casting his eyes now on what many believed was the most spectacular panorama in the nation, the nation that he led, Roosevelt felt a welling of emotion. Not only was it a sight of awesome beauty and grandeur, it was an immense responsibility. Though if tears streaked his face, as was reported, you would never know it from the photo. The photographer, who took two shots of the pair and two of Roosevelt alone, made sure of that.7

The photographer oriented the distant Yosemite Falls—a flowing white streak—on the left-hand side of the frame, below the President’s right shoulder. Nature was the great equalizer, but he placed Roosevelt, who was five feet, eight inches tall, on the higher part of the boulder with his broad shoulders square to the camera. He positioned Muir, who was a few inches taller (and with his thin build looked even more so), at an angle a little lower on the right. The men were thus as evenly matched in height as in stature, each being master of his own realm.

Roosevelt looked boldly into the lens, as if daring the viewer to question him. Muir, lithe and erect of posture even in his seventh decade, bushy bearded, gazed pensively, hands deferentially clasped behind his back, as if he were pausing in the middle of a conversation with the President. He had embellished himself, as he liked to do, with a botanical spray as a boutonniere. (A perhaps not altogether innocent gesture: “There is that in the glance of a flower which may at times control the greatest of creation’s braggart lords,” he had written.) The sun cast his shadow onto the President. Roosevelt was the last best hope to prevent the American wilderness from being swallowed whole by a voracious nation whose appetites and aspirations were fueled by its natural resources.8

Muir, who believed that not everything was put on earth to save man, had one more night in the majestic valley to bring the President around.






PART I COMING TO CALIFORNIA [image: ]



I often wonder what man will do with the mountains—that is, with their utilizable, destructible garments. 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 and flood and avalanche—work out a higher good, a finer beauty? Will a better civilization come in accord with obvious nature, and all this wild beauty be set to human poetry and song? Another universal outpouring of lava or the coming of a glacial period could scarce wipe out the flowers and shrubs more efficiently than do the sheep. And what then is coming? What is the human part of the mountains’ destiny?

—John Muir, August 1875
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Yosemite Valley from Inspiration Point, with El Capitan on the left, Bridalveil Fall on the right, and Half Dome in the distance. George Fiske, ca. 1883.






CHAPTER 1 Discovering the Range of Light


Most of the men who arrived in San Francisco during the 1849 Gold Rush, eager to get rich, stayed in town for only a few nights before pushing on to Oakland and the journey east toward the Sierra Nevada mines. And most soon learned that searching for gold was a largely futile and frequently treacherous pursuit in such a lawless land. While a few of the forty-niners would get rich, the majority came a long way only to find hardship and despair, as well as to see the city of their arrival burn to the ground seven times in eighteen months. John Muir, who that same year had migrated with his father and several siblings (his mother and the rest would follow) from Scotland to southern Wisconsin, where they plowed the earth for crops, not gold, landed in San Francisco two decades later at the age of twenty-nine and did not give the place even a single night.

When the Muirs settled in Wisconsin, the country, under President James K. Polk, was just finishing up a massive expansion, adding California, the Oregon Territory, and Texas. Now the nation had just expanded again with the purchase of Alaska from the Russians for $7.2 million. Muir seemed intent on exploring it all. Before reaching the West Coast, he had trekked through the Midwest and across the Deep South, finding ample opportunity to indulge his passion for nature, but it was California and Alaska that would ignite his soul, drive his intense curiosity, and compel him to fight to save nature from man.1

Like San Francisco, Muir was well acquainted with fire—not to mention brimstone. While carving a farm out of the Wisconsin wilderness, his father, Daniel, had used bonfires to clear the land. One day while Muir stood before a fire so hot he could not approach it to toss on more branches, Daniel bade his son to study the flames: “Now, John, just think what an awful thing it’d be to be thrown into that fire,” he said, “and then think of hellfire, which is so many times hotter. Into that fire all bad boys, sinners of every sort who disobey God, will be cast just as we’re casting branches into this bonfire, and although suffering so much, their sufferings will never, never end because neither the fire nor the sinners can die.” As a Disciples of Christ evangelist, Daniel believed in the literal truth of the Bible—the only book welcome in his house—and austere living. Muir learned his Bible verses at the threat of the whip, worked in the fields from dawn to dusk, and for a time, like the rest of the family, survived on gruel dished out once a day, thanks to his father’s interpretation of the “wholesome” and trendy Graham Diet, the brainchild of the evangelist Sylvester Graham, who believed that a sparse, meatless, and bland diet of whole grains, fruits, and vegetables would lower sexual desire and thus improve morality and health.2

Intensely smart and curious, the boy, who loathed bullies, caught glimpses of Wisconsin’s fleeting native peoples in the woods and felt the injustice of their being “robbed of their lands and pushed ruthlessly back… by alien races,” in a cruel case of “the rule of might with but little or no thought for the right or welfare of the other fellow if he were the weaker.” The teenager smuggled books of poetry and adventure into the house and read them in the wee hours of the morning, awakened when his early-rising machine—a clock-based invention that he had whittled out of wood—collapsed the foot of his bed and dumped him feetfirst into a pan of cold water. A series of clashes with his father propelled young Muir from the nest in 1860, at the age of twenty-two. By then he was a devout but restless spiritual seeker with a fierce independent streak, a stout work ethic, a knack for innovation, a photographic recall of Scripture, and a wry sense of humor. His knowledge of Wisconsin’s plants and animals was encyclopedic, and his uncanny ability to endure peril and hardship, as well as to scamper over mountain terrain, would become legendary.



Fire played a role in the next chapter of Muir’s life too. During a furious blizzard, a freak gust of wind shot down the chimney and sucked smoldering embers up onto the roof of the factory deep in the Canadian woods where he and his younger brother Dan worked during the Civil War. Thirty thousand broom handles and six thousand rake handles went up in smoke. It was a crushing blow, as Muir had not only reengineered the factory, greatly improving its efficiency and profitability, but had also found a new family of sorts among its owners, who were devout and nature loving and who had offered him a partnership in the business.3

The blaze cost Muir his savings and his hopes of returning to the University of Wisconsin, which he had attended for two years before running out of funds. In Madison he had met his soul mate and muse, Jeanne Carr, a botanist and the wife of Ezra Carr, a medical doctor and professor of natural sciences. Jeanne would serve as a mentor to Muir and introduce him to a number of the brilliant minds of their day, along with the woman who would become his wife. Muir, sporting a neat beard and mustache below piercing gray-blue eyes, had been an outsize personality at Madison, where his room full of plant specimens and his mechanical clock-based inventions, including his early-rising machine and a hand-carved desk with a rotating book carousel, were a campus attraction. He had gained recognition for both his creative genius and his folksy vernacular. He was a shy but outspoken self-taught nature zealot with big hands powerful from farmwork and a penchant for moralizing.

Penniless after the fire, he took a job in a wagon factory in Indianapolis, where he invented a state-of-the-art process for making wagon wheels. But one day as he was repairing a machine belt, a wayward spike punctured his right eye and left him temporarily blind in both eyes due to a sympathetic reaction. Confined to a dark room, he lapsed into melancholy. “I have often in my heart wondered what God was training you for,” Carr wrote him while he was recuperating. She had been amazed by Muir’s handmade inventions, his Scots-inflected poetic observations and insights, and his knowledge of and devotion to the natural world, and now she reassured her young friend with Emersonian verve: “He gave you the eye within the eye, to see in all natural objects the realized ideas of His mind. He gave you pure tastes, and the sturdy preference of whatsoever is most lovely and excellent. He has made you a more individualized existence than is common, and by your very nature, removed you from common temptations…. He will surely place you where your work is.”4

While convalescing for a month, as his eyesight gradually recovered, Muir reflected on his purpose in life and decided to return to his most cherished pursuit—the study of nature. He resolved to travel to South America to follow in the footsteps of the German explorer and naturalist Alexander von Humboldt, whose writings about the interconnectedness of nature he admired. In the fall of 1867, Muir took a train from Indianapolis to Jeffersonville, Kentucky, then set out on foot through the Southern wilderness to the Gulf Coast of Florida, carrying little more in his rubber travel bag than a change of undergarments, his plant press, and copies of the New Testament, Paradise Lost, and Robert Burns’s Poems. In the course of a thousand miles, he met people even more isolated from the rest of the nation than he and his siblings had been on their remote Wisconsin farm and narrowly escaped a confrontation with a band of ex-Confederate marauders. He was mauled by mosquitoes, chased by an alligator, and suffered the fever spasms of malaria. By the end, in Cuba, he was delirious from hunger and disease, but his walk in the wilderness had provided some clarity. He had seen life rugged and raw, nature broad and powerful. He had been reduced, stripped bare, and separated from a world ruled by the desire for material success.5



Haunted by malarial fevers, Muir postponed retracing Humboldt’s route. He decided instead to pursue nature in the American West and booked passage from New York to California, via the Isthmus of Panama. By the time he had disembarked from the steamship Nebraska in San Francisco, in March 1868, he was already eager to escape the brawl of humanity—the whiskey, gambling, and prostitution dens of the city’s notorious Barbary Coast—and to head for the vast forests, mountains, and wilderness that he had heard so much about. He stopped a man on the street carrying a carpenter’s kit on his shoulders and asked him for “the nearest way out of town to the wild part of the State.” Surprised, the man set down his kit and inquired, “Where do you wish to go?” “Anywhere that’s wild,” Muir responded. He and another passenger from the voyage, Joseph Chilwell, a world-wandering cockney, who called Muir “Scottie,” took the ferry to Oakland, as directed, and set out for Yosemite Valley, not by the usual route—a river steamer to the town of Stockton and then on by stage and horseback—but on foot, “drifting leisurely,” as Muir proposed, paying little heed to roads or time and camping in their blankets wherever nightfall overtook them.6

Muir was soon smitten by California’s sun-drenched lowlands and coastal ranges, where larks sang amid hills so blanketed with flowers “they seemed to be painted.” Happy and relaxed, he wanted only to take his time crossing the 250 miles to Yosemite in the Sierra Nevada. “Cattle and cultivation were making few scars as yet,” he later wrote, “and I wandered enchanted in long, wavering curves, aware now and then that Yosemite lay to the eastward, and that some time, I should find it.” Muir and Chilwell walked down the Santa Clara Valley, and on a bright morning at the head of the remote fourteen-mile Pacheco Pass through the Diablo Mountains of the Coast Ranges—a place once known as Robber’s Pass—Muir was stunned by his first view of the Sierra. In the foreground, at his feet, lay the San Joaquin and Sacramento Valleys, “the great central plain of California, level as a lake thirty or forty miles wide, four hundred long, one rich furred bed of golden Compositae,” some of them taller than he was, a floral landscape that he called “the most divinely beautiful and sublime I have ever beheld.”

In the distance, on the eastern edge of this “lake of gold,” the “mighty” Sierra rose “in massive, tranquil grandeur”:


…so gloriously colored and so radiant that it seemed not clothed with light, but wholly composed of it, like the wall of some celestial city. Along the top… was a rich pearl-gray belt of snow; then a belt of blue and dark purple, marking the extension of the forests; and stretching along the base of the range a broad belt of rose-purple, where lay the miners’ gold and the open foothill gardens—all the colors smoothly blending, making a wall of light clear as crystal and ineffably fine, yet firm as adamant. Then it seemed to me the Sierra should be called, not the Nevada or Snowy Range, but the Range of Light.



Muir had not come to the Gold Rush hills looking for gold, but he had found it anyway. “It was all one sea of golden and purple bloom, so deep and dense that in walking through it you would press more than a hundred flowers at every stop,” he recounted. At sunset each day, he and Chilwell threw down their blankets “and the flowers closed over me as if I had sunk beneath the waters of a lake.” When he opened his eyes in the morning, his gaze fell on plants he had never before encountered, and his botanical studies began before he got up. “Not even in Florida or Cuba had I seen anything half so glorious,” he said.

Change was about to come fast to Central California amid rampant farm expansion and the consequent water wars. “I have always thanked the Lord that I came here before the dust and smoke of civilization had dimmed the sky and before the wild bloom had vanished from the plain,” he would tell an audience almost three decades later. But in that moment, he and Chilwell felt enthralled and awakened by the fresh and varied scents in the air—the sweetest air there is to breathe, Muir hailed it. “The atmosphere was spicy and exhilarating,” he recalled. “This San Jose sky was not simply pure and bright, and mixed with plenty of well-tempered sunshine, but it possessed a positive flavor, a taste that thrilled throughout every tissue of the body.” Muir and Chilwell, having lived only on “common air” all their lives, now discovered “multitudes of palates” and a much vaster “capacity for happiness” than they knew existed. “We were… born again; and truly not until this time were we fairly conscious that we were born at all,” Muir enthused. “Never more, thought I as we strode forward at faster speed, never more shall I sentimentalize about getting free from the flesh, for it is steeped like a sponge in immortal pleasure.”7

They crossed the San Joaquin River at Hill’s Ferry, then headed east along the Merced River toward Yosemite Valley, a former Ahwahnechee stronghold and sanctuary. After ascending the foothills from Snelling Ranch, the Merced County seat, which simplified its named to Snelling two years later, to the gold mining town of Coulterville, nearly fifteen hundred feet higher in elevation, they bought supplies—flour, tea, and a shotgun—and asked the Italian storekeeper about the route into the valley. He described forests of pines up to ten feet in diameter but warned that it had been a severe winter and the Yosemite Trail was still buried in snow up to ten feet deep. He advised them to wait a month to avoid getting lost in the snowdrifts. “It would be delightful to see snow ten feet deep and trees ten feet thick, even if lost,” Muir replied, “but I never get lost in wild woods.”

Surviving on tea and unleavened flour cakes toasted on coals—though he had been a crack shot as a youth, Muir had given up hunting—the pair followed a rough wagon road, shunning lodging of any sort. The road ended at a trail that climbed up the side of a ridge dividing the Merced and the Tuolumne to Crane Flat, at six thousand feet. Here they found the promised great pines, towering firs, and six feet of snow. Muir considered it “a fine change from the burning foothills and plains.” Coming to an abandoned cabin, they decided against wading on through the snow. Although Muir preferred to sleep under the stars, regardless of the snow, Chilwell, who was eager for even a semblance of a roof overhead, swept away the snow on the cabin floor and made a bed out of silver-fir boughs. He had asked Muir to teach him how to shoot and had pinned a target to the outside of the cabin for Muir to test the gun. As Muir prepared to shoot at it from thirty yards away, Chilwell disappeared. Muir, unaware that he had gone back inside the cabin, fired, and Chilwell came running out, hollering, “You’ve shot me! You’ve shot me, Scottie!” The lead shot had penetrated the soft pine wall and Chilwell’s several layers of clothing and embedded in his shoulder. Muir had to pick out the pellets with a penknife.

They set out again the following day through the snow, Muir guiding them by the topography. Just as they reached a trail on the Yosemite Valley rim, Bridalveil Fall came into sight. “See that dainty little fall over there, Joe?” Muir said. “I should like to camp at the foot of it to see the ferns and lilies that may be there. It looks small from here, only about fifteen or twenty feet, but it may be sixty or seventy.” Later, after observing the six-hundred-foot fall up close, he laughed. “So little did we then know of Yosemite magnitudes!” As they camped in the Bridalveil Meadow, a grizzly bear approached to within thirty feet, though on the other side of their fire. Muir added buckshot to the bird shot in the gun and waited silently, hoping the bear would not come closer, as Chilwell trembled beside him. Fortunately, the grizzly finally ambled off.8
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Bridalveil Fall by Herve Friend, ca. 1906.





For ten days the two explored the falls and the views from the valley walls, sketching and collecting ferns and flowers. Muir had seen enough to know he had to return. In the meantime, although low on provisions, the pair headed down the south fork of the Merced River to see the famous trees. After a few days, they reached Wawona—“big tree” in the Miwuk language, derived from the sound of the hoot of an owl, the guardian spirit of the sequoias—and the nearby Mariposa sequoia grove. Here they met a woodsman who more than a dozen years earlier had built his cabin at a river ford near the trail that led to the sequoia grove and to the valley. Galen Clark, a Canadian-born former gold miner, who had been made the Guardian of the Valley by the park commissioners in May 1866, gave them a supply of flour and fresh meat. They reached the grove after dark, built a great fire from the fallen brush buried beneath the snow, and roasted the meat, neither having ever tasted bear before. Chilwell, famished, gobbled his down (he would later also eat owl soup), but Muir, as deprived as he was, found the pungent, oily meat inedible. He would prove on this and many occasions to have an unusual ability to thrive on the most minimal intake. Camping in the Mariposa Grove, amid “the greatest of trees, the greatest of living things,” was nourishment enough for him.
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Galen Clark in front of the Grizzly Giant in Mariposa Grove.

Carleton Watkins, ca. 1858–60.



Little could Muir know that he and Clark would eventually spend much time together. Four years after this first meeting, in 1872, Clark would assist Muir in setting stakes in a Mount Maclure glacier as Muir tested his hypothesis that glacier motion shaped Yosemite Valley and all the Sierra Nevada. They were two of a kind. Muir, known for his swift pace over steep and rough terrain and his unconcern for hardship, admired Clark’s ease in passing through the dense chaparral and his ability to sleep “anywhere on any ground, rough or smooth, without taking pains even to remove cobbles or sharp-angled rocks.” These two single-minded men would later find themselves essential companions in the fight to save Yosemite.9



After their adventure Muir and Chilwell headed west to Snelling Ranch, on the San Joaquin plain, and took jobs as hired hands on a farm. While Muir had found farming under his father grim and debasing at times, he now discovered a renewed appreciation for agricultural pursuits and decided to stay on after Chilwell left and help the other hands—a mixture of Spaniards, Britons, and Native Americans—harvest wheat, shear sheep, and break Arabian mustangs. As the summer of 1868 gave way to fall, he abandoned his idea of traveling in the footsteps of Humboldt to stay in California for another year, or perhaps two. The beauty of the Sierra Nevada had surpassed his expectations, and he wanted to explore it.

In the spring, he found an undulating flower-filled depression between the Merced and Tuolumne Rivers, which he dubbed Twenty Hill Hollow. He calculated that every square yard of the hollow held from a thousand to ten thousand flowers. “The earth has indeed become a sky,” he enthused, “and the two cloudless skies, raying toward each other flower-beams and sun-beams, are fused and congolded into one glowing heaven.” From one of the surrounding hills, he could see Mount Diablo and Pacheco Peak, far away but not distant. “Their spiritual power and the goodness of the sky make them near, as a circle of friends,” he wrote. “Plain, sky, and mountains ray beauty, as if warming at a camp-fire. Presently you lose consciousness of your own separate existence; you blend with the landscape, and become part and parcel of nature.”

Before long, an Irish sheepherder named John Connel, who liked the inquisitive, poetic, hardworking Wisconsin Scot, approached Muir and asked him to watch his flock. Once a shepherd with only a couple dozen scruffy ewes, Connel, who went by the name Smoky Jack, was a well-known success story, now “sheep rich,” with a flock of thousands in three bands. Smoky Jack offered Muir $30 a month plus room and board and assured him the sheep would show him the range and “all would go smooth and aisy.” For that lie, Muir would skewer Smoky Jack with a Twain-worthy humorous description:


[Smoky Jack] lived mostly on beans. In the morning after his bean breakfast he filled his pockets from the pot with dripping beans for luncheon, which he ate in handfuls as he followed the flock. His overalls and boots soon, of course, became thoroughly saturated, and instead of wearing thin, wore thicker and stouter, and by sitting down to rest from time to time, parts of all the vegetation, leaves, petals, etc., were embedded in them, together with wool fibres, butterfly wings, mica crystals, fragments of nearly everything that part of the world contained—rubbed in, embedded and coarsely stratified, so that these wonderful garments grew to have a rich geological and biological significance.



All Muir had to do was find his way to the shepherd’s cabin, about five miles away on Dry Creek. “You’d better go right over tonight, for the man that is there wants to quit,” Smoky Jack said. “You’ll have no trouble in finding the way. Just take the Snelling road, and the first shanty you see on a hill to the right—that’s the place.”

As Old World traditions and British Romantic poetry still colored Muir’s notion of shepherding, Smoky Jack’s offer seemed to provide an ideal opportunity to observe and explore nature on the wild hillsides. Although Muir had grown up around beasts of all sorts, he had no idea what he was getting into. He arrived at the Dry Creek cabin at dusk the next day to find Smoky Jack’s young shepherd fixing his supper. A quick look around the defiled place hinted at a long, slow descent to its hellish state. “I’ve tried many kinds of work,” the shepherd wasted no time in informing him, “but this of chasing a band of starving sheep is the worst of all.” He then launched into a recitation of his grievances and admonitions, liberally cursing sheep in general and this flock in particular, while preparing to depart. Taken aback, Muir begged the brusque shepherd to stay the night and show him the ropes in the morning.

“Oh, no need for that!” the shepherd chided. “It’d do you no good. I’m going away tonight. All you have to do is open the corral in the morning and run after them like a coyote all day and try to keep in sight of them. They’ll soon show you the range.” With that, he departed, leaving Muir to explore his new home for himself. A closer look did not reassure. The layers of filth and detritus showed that previous shepherds had left the place in shambles and the most recent had merely augmented it. Among the Boschian heaps of ashes, rancid old shoes, and other rubbish strewn around the dirt floor were sheep jaws and skulls, some with ram horns, skeletons with attached tendons, and “other dead evils.” Though pervious to rain, wind, and light, the hut reeked of charred grease, mold, and sweat. It took little imagination to picture small demons dancing here with fiendish glee. Inclined to sleep outside under the stars, Muir discovered that, despite the two sheepdogs he had inherited, aggressive wild hogs rooted and ruled at night. He opted for the rickety bed-shelf in the corner of the shack, its mattress a wool sack stuffed with straw and old overalls, and gazed at the stars through the gaps in the roof while drifting off.10

It was a cloudless morning, and when he opened the corral gate, eighteen hundred sheep burst out, “like water escaping from a broken flume,” as he put it, trampling through Dry Creek and scattering across a dozen hills and rocky banks. He went in pursuit, not quite sure what to do and feeling “that like spilt water they would hardly be gathered into one flock again.” While the old and lean soon tuckered out, a thousand or so pushed on until they at last homed in on their own suitable grazing patch. But five hundred or thereabouts, whom Muir dubbed “secessionists,” bolted off, halting only occasionally to pluck green shoots, seemingly more interested in escape and adventure or quite possibly in testing and hazing their new sitter. Muir dashed ahead to try to cut them off, and they soon discovered that he was even more fleet-footed and stubborn than they were. With the hot afternoon helping to tire out the runners, he slowly managed to turn them back toward the herd and create a semblance of order. About two hours before sunset, he started driving the flock the two miles back to the corral. They reached Dry Creek at dusk, where to his surprise his charges obediently formed parallel columns and streamed back into the pen.11

It turned out to be an unusually bitter winter. Through the solitary months, Muir came to understand the previous shepherd’s desperate need to leave the place. With California’s free pasturage and favorable climate, sheep owners might double their wealth every other year, but while the owners got rich, their shepherds toiled away in harsh isolation and rarely managed to become owners themselves. In Scotland, a shepherd usually came from a line of shepherds, inheriting a love and aptitude for the life. He had only a small flock to tend, supported by his collies, saw family and neighbors regularly, and often had time to read books in the field and thus “to converse with kings.” But the California shepherd, alone in his dingy hovel, stupidly weary, had no balance in his life, leading to dejection, poor health, and in a few cases even insanity.

For five months Muir observed the life cycle of sheep with all its complications and pleasures. He participated in the arrival and departure of life over and again. Hundreds of ewes lambed that spring, only for the newborns to be exposed to the unseasonably frigid weather. He carried many of them into the hut to keep them warm by the fire and bottle-fed more than two hundred. But he could not protect the entire flock, and one icy morning he woke to find that about a hundred sheep, huddled together against the cold, had frozen to death overnight. One day out on the open plain, he discovered two little black piglets, “lying dead in a small bed which they had dug in the sand just the length of their bodies. They had died without a struggle side by side in the same position. Poor unfriended creatures.” And it dawned on him: “Man has injured every animal he has touched.”

Indeed, Muir had recently been wrestling with the hypocrisy of “civilized man,” as he recorded in his journal, in no uncertain terms, while walking across the South:


Let a Christian hunter go to the Lord’s woods and kill his well-kept beasts, or wild Indians, and it is well; but let an enterprising specimen of these proper, predestined victims go to houses and fields and kill the most worthless person of the vertical godlike killers,—oh! that is horribly unorthodox, and on the part of the Indians atrocious murder! Well, I have precious little sympathy for the selfish propriety of civilized man.



Muir saw how the shepherds preceding him had had their spirits crushed, living like hapless beasts themselves. He seethed at the greed and cruelty of California’s industrial sheep farming, where as long as resources were unlimited and cheap, animal life was taken for granted. Despite the hardships, Muir later valued his time tending Smoky Jack’s flock, some of the most trying work he ever did.12

Yosemite, First Blush, Summer 1869

At the beginning of June, after seeing some of Muir’s sketches and hearing that he wanted to study the higher regions of the Sierra, Smoky Jack’s neighbor Pat Delaney offered him a job overseeing his shepherd. Delaney, whom Muir described as “bony and tall, with a sharply hacked profile like Don Quixote,” assured Muir that his main duty would be to keep an eye on the shepherd, Billy Simms, who would do the actual herding, and that Muir would be otherwise free to collect plants, sketch, explore, and observe the wildlife. Delaney, or “the Don,” as Muir called him, said he would travel with them to the first mountain camp and then periodically return with mail and provisions as they moved higher up the mountains. Muir would only be needed in case of accidents or other emergencies. Eager to return to the highlands, he agreed.

He would not be alone this time. The traveling party included a Chinese workman, a Native American herder, and a new companion: Carlo, a Saint Bernard whose owner had asked Muir to take him along for fear that the valley’s summer heat might be too much for the shaggy creature. As the group began the climb, Muir gazed at the snowy peaks above them and prayed that he would get to explore them.13

Delaney and the others left Muir and Simms, the shepherd, in a place that could not have been more unlike Smoky Jack’s hut. Muir found enchantment and peace in the camp grove. He was now acquainted with the art of tending sheep, and Simms, an experienced hand, was responsible for them, allowing Muir to explore the wilderness, making keen observations on ferns, black ants, and sugar pines. “Life seems neither long nor short,” he observed, “and we take no more heed to save time or make haste than do the trees and stars. This is true freedom, a good practical sort of immortality.”

One morning while Muir was absorbed in his journal, he looked up and was surprised to see a Miwuk man only steps away. The moment resonated with Muir. “All Indians seem to have learned this wonderful way of walking unseen,” he would write. He thought this skill had probably been acquired over generations of hunting and fighting and survival against enemies. Muir admired how Native Americans had long lived in harmony with nature. “Indians walk softly and hurt the landscape hardly more than the birds and squirrels,” he wrote. Their trails were barely noticeable and their brush and bark huts ephemeral. Their most lasting impact was caused by the fires they made in the forests to improve their hunting grounds. In contrast, white men blasted roads in the solid rock, dammed and tamed wild streams, and washed away hills and the “skin of the mountain face” while searching for gold. Even worse, the white man had debased the Native Americans, until they were no more harmonious with nature than he was.

“This June seems the greatest of all the months of my life,” Muir wrote in his journal, “the most truly divinely free, boundless like eternity, immortal.” But in early July his and Simms’s rations dwindled until the only thing they had to eat was mutton, which was soon almost inedible to Muir. They began to feel weak and lethargic. Muir’s stomach ached to a degree he found difficult to bear. “We dream of bread, a sure sign we need it,” he wrote. “Like the Indians, we ought to know how to get the starch out of fern and saxifrage stalks, lily bulbs, pine bark, etc.” He admired their ability to live off the land on berries, roots, birds’ eggs, bee larvae, and ants. “Our education has been sadly neglected for many generations.” Finally, Delaney returned with fresh supplies, and Muir and Simms quickly recovered. It was time to move the sheep higher into the mountains, and while they did, Muir noted that the Native American who worked for Delaney was calm and alert and “silently watched for wanderers likely to be overlooked.” At night he needed neither fire nor blanket to stay warm. “A fine thing,” thought Muir, who would push the bounds of wilderness survival, always striving to do more and stay longer with less, “to be independent of clothing where it is so hard to carry.”14

On July 11, they camped at seven thousand feet beside ice-cold Tamarack Creek, which flowed swiftly through a high green meadow. Only a few hundred yards below them, the ground was rocky with sporadic stunted trees growing from seams and fissures. Here and there were massive boulders that had somehow traveled from afar—as their color and composition showed—and been left in this spot eons ago. Muir wondered how they had gotten here. He examined them closely and found the answer written on the stone itself. The most resistant and unweathered surfaces showed parallel scoring and striation, suggesting that the region had been swept by a glacier, grinding down the mountains, wrenching and scraping and carrying great fragments of the landscape with it. When the ice melted, it deposited the boulders where Muir now found them.



With Chilwell, Muir had only whetted his appetite for Yosemite Valley, a place of enchantment considered sacred by the now displaced Ahwahnechee, and he was eager to experience it more deeply. He was granted his wish after only a few days, when snow in the high mountains forced Simms to move the flock to lower elevations. As they approached the great valley—which had in the two decades since its “discovery” and the brutal expulsion of the Ahwahnechee achieved an almost mythical status across the nation—a party of tourists passed nearby on horses. They seemed to care little for the scenery, and Muir felt no need to talk to them. Though he had many close friends, male and female, he missed society little and looked forward to studying and sketching the plants and rocks in solitude and to scrambling with Carlo along the spectacular valley rim.15

As they pushed east over the rim into the Yosemite Creek basin, Muir marveled at the clear evidence of the former presence of ice in the glacier-polished granite. “How raw and young this region appears!” he wrote. “Had the ice sheet that swept over it vanished but yesterday, its traces… could hardly be more distinct than they are now.” Horses, sheep, and men all slipped on the smooth stone.

They reached Yosemite Creek about two miles before it plummeted into the valley. Delaney and Simms and their helpers plunged into a slippery battle with the flock, which was determined not to cross the swift forty-foot-wide and four-foot-deep creek and responded like a force of nature. As each group was pushed into the stream, it returned at its soonest opportunity to the flock waiting on the creek bank. In vain Delaney heaved sheep after sheep into the current and even leaped in himself to lead a surge. The effort was not won until it was abandoned. The famished sheep then suddenly decided on their own to cross the stream and search for new forage, and their scramble to get to the other side created a new crisis. “The Don jumped into the thickest of the gasping, gurgling, drowning mass,” Muir reported, “and shoved them right and left as if each sheep was a piece of floating timber.” Although Muir “expected that hundreds would gain the romantic fate of being swept into Yosemite over the highest waterfall in the world,” none did, and all were soon happily munching and baaing on the far bank, as if this tumultuous minor miracle—their safe crossing—had never happened. “A sheep can hardly be called an animal,” he concluded, with rare disdain for the natural world. “An entire flock is required to make one foolish individual.”

The next day Muir set out on his own with Carlo, climbing a fragrant steeply rising slope on the valley’s east rim. Before they reached the top, they veered south into a shallow basin, and Muir set up a bivouac. After lunch, they explored Indian Canyon’s western ridge and, as they gained the top, looked out on a stunning panorama of the upper basin of the Merced River—the mountains above Yosemite Valley—snowcapped peaks kissing a cobalt sky above domes, canyons, and upsweeping dark forests, windless and still, all radiant with sunshine. Overwhelmed by “so boundless an affluence of sublime mountain beauty,” the likes of which he had never before seen, Muir felt himself swell with spirituality and joy. A spontaneous shout escaped his lips, and his core and limbs shook “in a wild burst of ecstasy.”

He took several strides but was brought up short, as a massive grizzly rose from its hiding place. The bear shook free of a thicket of brush, sucked in wind, and roared off, trampling the twisted manzanita bushes in its desire, Muir imagined, to escape the human lunatic. Carlo, his ears pinned back in fear, shook feverishly, waiting for the command to hunt.

The glorious sight below him was what Muir had wandered so far—the distance hardly seemed possible—to discover. He was like a drop of blood propelled unwittingly through the circulatory system of the war-ravaged country to its very heart chamber: the valley of Yosemite. Before him he saw the grandeur that the nation, so recently smothered in its horrible bloodshed, possessed. The heights to which it could soar. He saw redemption. This was the place where his enthrallment with nature, which had caused him to spurn all reasonable and worldly pursuits—his belief in its worth, power, and sacredness—would crystallize. He felt the warmth of his friend Jeanne Carr’s approving gaze, and a yearning for her presence.



Under this spell, with Carlo at his heels, Muir followed the ridge as it gradually fell to the south, and between Indian Canyon and Yosemite Falls, they made their way to the cliff’s edge. Here, again, the view brought him up. They were on top of the world. The entire valley stretched out before them, and below, the majestic river of mercy, the Merced, sparkled as it swept through an Eden of sunlit meadows and oak and pine groves. At the upper end of the valley, Tissiack, or Half Dome (also known as South Dome), presided over this landscape, thrusting nearly a mile into the sky, so well proportioned that it drew the eye like a magnet away from the beauty around it, absorbing and magnifying the falls, the meadows, the cliffs, and the distant mountains.

Eager to see the long view right down to the valley floor, Muir jogged along the rim, but its sloping edge made it difficult to find a vantage point. He searched for a slot or a sheer ledge. When he finally found a jutting shelf, he shuffled to the very edge, set his feet, braced his legs, drew his body up tall, and craned into the air. Muir had no fear of heights, perhaps dangerously, and after four years on the move, roved over the terrain like a billy goat, trusting his legs absolutely. For a moment, though the rock was solid, the notion of its breaking off and sending him on a half-mile plummet gave him a frisson. But the feeling soon passed, and his nerves grew steady again. Over the next hour, in the grasp of something more powerful than his own will, he took yet more risks to see this spellbinding view, each time swearing not to venture so close to the edge again.16

Eventually, he and Carlo arrived at the now-narrow Yosemite Creek rushing over twinkling granite on its way to the precipice. Just before the drop, it gathered in a basin and relaxed, the boil of the rapids calmed, the water a somber gray. Then it slowly glided over the lip of the pool, onto the last slope, accelerating swiftly to the brink. Finally, with—as Muir saw it—“sublime, fateful confidence,” it flew into the air, where it levitated momentarily, as if resisting gravity, before it escaped to another world. In its departure from the raw mountaintop to the green valley, it burst into particles, and a shimmering rainbow—a spray bow—marked this transformation from caterpillar to butterfly.


[image: Image]
Yosemite Falls from a stereograph. Muir wrote that the fall was “crowned in glory above its fellows” and “comes to us as an endless revelation—mysterious, unreadable, immeasurable, yet holding its hearers spellbound with the divine majesty and loveliness of its forms and voices.



Wishing to be part of this God-work as nearly as possible, Muir took off his shoes and stockings and, pressing his feet and hands against the slick granite, worked his way down until his head was near the booming, rushing, energizing stream. Noticing that it leveled before its dive, he hoped he could lean out over the edge and see down into the falling water and through it to the bottom. But when he reached the edge, he discovered it to be false. Another, steeper, ledge lay below. It appeared too steep to allow him to reach the brink. However, once again, he could not convince himself to abandon the effort. He could see the cliff fully now and spied a narrow rim, just wide enough to hold his heels. Studying the polished surface of river wall, he noticed a rough seam on the steep rock face, a fault line that might provide him the needed fingerholds to reach the cliff’s edge. His nerves tingled as he considered his next move. The reverberation of the water enveloped him, and he began to feel a part of it. A giddy mix of emotions—elation, wonder, fear—swam in his head. He decided again not to move forward. But then he did.

Some inner wildness had taken over. As he advanced, choosing his steps carefully, tufts of artemisia dangling from the clefts caught his eye. He plucked a few leaves, bit down on them, and soon felt the sedative effect of their bitter juice. Time slowed. The slope was not his enemy. He was a part of it. He crept forward and, when he reached the small ledge, about three inches wide, planted his heels on it. Then he shuffled sideways, like a crab, toward the precipice—thirty feet to go, twenty feet, the water beside him now white and agitated as it sped to its threshold, ten feet. At last the edge was right in front of him. Legs firm, body stiff, arching, he peered over. His eyes bored into the billowing free fall, and he watched the spill separate into streamers, comets of water whose tails refracted the sunlight.

As the creek flowed past him on its grand adventure, his body and soul seemed to hang there, somewhere in between terra firma and air infinitum. Another current—Emerson’s words—he well knew: “In the woods, we return to reason and faith. There I feel nothing can befall me in life—no disgrace, no calamity (leaving me my eyes)—which nature cannot repair. Standing on the bare ground—my head bathed by the blithe air, and uplifted into infinite space—all mean egotism vanishes. I become a transparent eyeball.” Muir was nothing; he saw all. He lost any sense of the passage of time and later could not remember his retreat from the ledge. Although a slip of the heel could have sent him over with the powerful creek, the magnificence of the fall—its ever-active and changing form, its rumble and sudden silence, its action and refraction, its immediacy and its distance—had him spellbound.

So many stimuli bombarded his senses that there was no room for fear. Instead, where earth and water met air and light, Muir, with the religious fervor of his upbringing, saw God. He saw God in the fragmentation of the stream and in the rays of the sun passing through to make vivid rainbow beads. He saw God in the rebirth of the stream suddenly expelled from earth, as death and a new life, a new journey, were simultaneously manifest.17



Around dark, Muir and Carlo returned to camp. The exhilaration of the afternoon ebbed, and a deep exhaustion settled in. It had been “a most memorable day of days.” Muir had had “his first view of the High Sierra, first view looking down into Yosemite, the death song of Yosemite Creek, and its flight over the cliff,” each a lifetime moment, and all in all “enjoyment enough to kill if that were possible.” He felt he had been admitted to a place of divine beauty, and it was already reshaping the way he perceived the world and existence, just as Emerson had said it would in his essay “Nature.” That night while Muir’s tired body slept soundly, his mind raced. The mountain he was on crumbled in his restive dream, and an avalanche of water and stone swept him into the sky. He tumbled and free-fell into the valley, not from the mountain but with it. They were one.

In the days that followed, Muir’s mind was ablaze with new sensations and thoughts. On July 27, he would write in his journal, “When we try to pick out anything by itself we find that it is bound fast by a thousand invisible cords that cannot be broken, to everything in the universe.” It was a line echoing and perhaps inspired, whether consciously or subconsciously, by his literary hero, Emerson, who had written, “Nothing is quite beautiful alone; nothing but is beautiful in the whole.” And Muir would later rewrite the line, as it appears, famously, in his book My First Summer in the Sierra: “When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else in the Universe.”18

While Muir was getting “hitched to everything” in the metaphysical sense, the nation was actually getting hitched. Just two months before Muir peered into Yosemite Valley, Leland Stanford had hammered in a golden spike at Promontory Summit in the Utah Territory, completing the transcontinental railroad after a seven-year rail-laying frenzy ignited by the 1862 Pacific Railroad Act, passed for that purpose. This feat spawned the Gilded Age and its explosive economic growth, political and market upheaval (including depressions following panics in 1873 and 1893), and unprecedented tourism. Now passengers, mail, and freight could zoom from coast to coast in six days, while the cost of crossing the country fell from $1,000 to $150. The railroads hyped the West to drum up traffic, and a new wave of settlers—farmers, ranchers, loggers, and miners—poured in from the East Coast and Europe to seek their fortunes.19

They came to be transformed. But they would do the transforming, and the quantum leap in the nation’s ability to extract and transport natural resources would help them ravage the landscape at a record pace and on an industrial level—right before the eyes, so recently returned to sight, of John Muir.






CHAPTER 2 The Brag About the West


Ralph Waldo Emerson with his posse of Eastern intellectuals and socialites rode into Yosemite in the spring of 1871 like a prophet followed by his apostles. On their journey from San Francisco—where Emerson had delivered speeches to packed houses, wowed the socialites and cognoscenti in his usual way, and been urged to seek out a certain backwoods prodigy in the valley—they had suffered both unseasonable heat, over a hundred degrees, and shocking cold, on top of the nagging altitude fatigue and constant jolting. Riding in a buckboard, the Sage, as the poet’s coterie sometimes called him, went from sweating profusely in the valley heat to shivering beneath buffalo skins in the mountains, all the while showering his fellow travelers with fulminations one minute and keen witticisms the next.

Before reaching San Francisco, the party had crossed the country on a sightseeing trip organized by railroad magnate John Murray Forbes, a close friend of Emerson’s. They had traveled on Forbes’s private train on the new transcontinental railroad. The excursion was meant to be a restorative journey for Emerson, who was about to turn sixty-eight and whose health and memory were said to be slipping. George Pullman himself had seen the party off from Chicago in his best car, Huron. The accommodations were lavish, but they had been disappointed by what they had seen from the windows and during their stopovers. Wild Bill Hickok’s mythological West no longer existed, if it ever had. The plains were bereft of buffalo, except for a few sad specimens in pens. At one stop there was a miserable caged grizzly, and everywhere impoverished Native American mothers begged at the stations. Unimpressed in general, Emerson specifically deemed the Mormon leader Brigham Young, whom he met in Salt Lake City, “a sufficient ruler, & perhaps civilizer of his kingdom of blockheads.”

From a voyage of utmost luxury and modernity, Forbes’s party, accompanied by seventeen horses, three wranglers, two guides, and a cook, had then tumbled into the past. Whether on foot or horseback, the three-day journey through primitive mountain terrain to Yosemite was rugged, often precarious, and at times downright death-defying. At Crane Flat, which was six thousand feet high and sixteen miles from the valley, bullfrogs bellowed from the snow-rimmed pond in front of the hotel where they were to stay. The owners were absent, leaving service in the hands of one simple man, and at meals guests had to provide their own silverware. Still, once the party began the harrowing descent into the valley, all the discomforts that had preceded seemed as nothing. The trail was little short of terrifying. Leaving Tamarack Flat, about five miles from the valley and at sixty-three hundred feet the highest point on the trail, a stony defile formed a plunging stairway to another world, a drop of more than a mile over five miles, across loose boulders and scree. The ersatz path rounded points of shelving rock, where a misplaced step could send a horse over the edge. Even intrepid riders blanched here, before proceeding, nerves inflamed, muscles rigid, leaning into the mountain, ready to leap if the mount slipped or the ledge crumbled.

And then it got worse. Over a treacherous two-thousand-foot stretch, the trail plunged five hundred feet down an infamous stairway of stone. Riders had to dismount and rope their horses down. Some, hugging the cliff, refused to lead their animals for fear of being pulled over the side with them if they tumbled.

This passage was followed by a gentler slope, leading to a crystal-clear spring and a dense grove of trees. On his mount, Pegasus, a pied mustang, Emerson deliriously praised the landscape he had heard so much about, the nearly pristine wilderness before his eyes: alligator-skinned sugar pines thirty-feet around and soaring hundreds of feet into the sky, with pine cones as long as a man’s arm; giant cedars covered in golden moss, glowing as if lit by streetlamps; and clear rushing streams. Entering the nearly eight-mile valley, with its talus-free clean lines and vivid waterfalls—so alien and otherworldly in appearance that the Easterners half expected to see dinosaurs roaming there—he surrendered to the grandeur, releasing the leather reins, trusting Pegasus to carry him the rest of the way down the hair-raising path. If the horse was not up to the task, God help them both.1



Ever since Professor James Butler had encouraged Muir and his fellow University of Wisconsin students to keep a commonplace book, as Emerson did, and to collect trifles and ideas and put them down “stamped in Nature’s mint of ecstasy,” Muir had maintained the practice. Emerson’s essays had in many ways defined nature for Muir, and his journals mimicked Emerson’s writing as much as possible. Emerson’s essay “Nature,” which Muir had originally read under the guidance of Professor Carr and studied by the fireside many nights since, was one of his dearest possessions. It fed him when he was hungry, soothed him when he was lonely, and directed him when he was lost. “Nothing can befall me… which nature cannot repair.” These were words, echoed by Thoreau—“While I enjoy the friendship of the seasons I trust that nothing can make life a burden to me”—that he lived by. But the prospect of meeting Emerson in person was another matter. He had idealized the man for so long that in some ways it was mortifying. What if Emerson found him unworthy and despised him?

Wrestling with philosophical quandaries and conflicting interests, Muir, now thirty-three, still lacked direction—or rather, was pulled in too many. James Hutchings, a Yosemite Valley promoter and hotel owner, owed him money and had reneged on a promise to lend him a cabin—a cabin Muir himself had built the year before—but nonetheless begged him to return to work for him because no one could keep his sawmill buzzing like Muir, even if he insisted on cutting only fallen wood. That winter, Muir had debated going with the Carrs’ son Ned on an expedition to the Amazon to check on land claims. While this would have satisfied his long-held desire to travel in Humboldt’s footsteps, he had decided against it. (“We shall go, I am sure of it,” Jeanne later consoled Muir.) Hutchings owed him money but had none. The only way to get his back wages was to run the sawmill so that Hutchings could pay him out of the profits.

Ezra Carr was now at the newly established University of California, where he had been one of the first professors hired, and from Berkeley, Jeanne, who knew everybody who needed to be known, had written Muir that she had been corresponding with Emerson. Emerson had sent a letter suggesting that Ezra edit Thoreau’s journals for publication, and in her reply she had told him that he must find Muir when he reached Yosemite. She also told Muir that his recent “moonlight letter was a beam from the upper sky,” which she had been taking “out into the dewy moonlights—where the large oaks are looking their beautifulest”—to sit on a root and mull over.

Muir had written Jeanne, who had taken a job teaching botany at a girls’ high school in San Mateo, to tell her about his perilous adventure on Fern Ledge. One afternoon in early April, he had gone to the Middle Cascade of Yosemite Falls with a blanket and a piece of bread to spend the night in prayer. As the creek soared over the cliff, its spray levitated in the light of the moon to create a double prismatic lunar spray bow—an immense arc reaching to the fall’s base with glorious colors as clear as those of a rainbow but softer—one of the evangels of the place, he told Carr. This mesmerizing scene beckoned him onto Fern Ledge, a shelf behind the fall. He edged out to a spot where he could almost touch the fall’s delicate moonlit outer veil, as ephemeral as spent clouds. Eager to see the moon through the denser flow in the center, he crept farther along behind the fall, then crept farther still, unaware that the only reason he could do so was that the wind had swayed the fall out and that it would inevitably swing back again. The effect was enchanting. He was in an alcove of granite and water lit by the moon. Sound and energy roared down the cliff and resonated inside as if he were in the sound box of a mighty musical instrument, ferocious notes playing above, beneath, and around him. The moon hovered over the column of water, its beams dancing and flashing, and the space between the rock face and the wild illumined fall was a fairyland.2

As Muir stared past the edge of the fall into the five-hundred-foot precipice, the wind changed, and suddenly a torrent of frigid water struck him like a club, knocking him down. The enchanting curtain of water, harmless at a distance, was now upon him, hammering his shoulders and filling his lungs with a choking spray. On his knees, he clung to the ledge and struggled for breath, frozen in the icy stream. He rolled into a ball, pummeled as if by cobblestones, his ears filled not with water music but a confusion of hissing, gurgling, and clashing. As his head exploded with pain, he weighed his chances. With the next blast of wind would the column sway away from him or hit him even harder? The fall was in flood, and its weight would not be budged lightly. His fate depended on the vagaries of the wind.

It moved out. The pounding mercifully ceased, and the moonlight returned. As feeling burned back to life in his skin, his muscles remained achingly dumb, and he teetered and nearly fell. Then his limbs too throbbed to life, and when the steadiness of light told him it was safe, he rose and scuttled off the ledge.3

He built a fire in a sheltered place and around midnight wrote the letter to Carr: “I am in the Upper Yosemite Falls and can hardly calm to write, but, from my first baptism an hour ago, you have been so present that I must try to fix you a written thought….” He told her what had happened. “How little do we know of ourselves, of our profoundest attractions and repulsions, of our spiritual affinities! How interesting does man become, considered in his relations to the spirit of this rock and water! How significant does every atom of our world become amid the influences of those beings unseen, spiritual, angelic mountaineers that so throng these pure mansions of crystal foam and purple granite!”

“I suppose if you are gone over the fall, John,” she responded, “some button or rag would have told the story, but I should have felt that you were safe and always to be found in those parts.”4



Among Emerson’s party of family and friends who had come to see the valley and—it was clear—to hover around him, were not only Forbes but his wife, three daughters, and son, Colonel William Forbes, along with his wife, Edith, Emerson’s daughter. Emerson’s cousin Sophia was on the trip with her husband, Jim Thayer, a Harvard-educated Boston attorney. Another member of the party was the twenty-six-year-old son of Henry James, Wilkie James, who as an officer in Shaw’s Fifty-Fourth Massachusetts Regiment, the Civil War’s first black regiment of a free state, had been shot during a charge in South Carolina and now walked with a limp.

The party much preferred Leidig’s Hotel—the new and, for these parts, grand establishment with serviceable mattresses, palatable food prepared by the attractive, dark-eyed Mrs. Leidig herself, and porches facing Yosemite Falls—to their Crane Flat lodging. Still, several of them chose to camp, at least until the rain drove them inside. Emerson, meanwhile, puffed on cigars in the parlor, where despite the halo of smoke, his wit and habitual smile ensured that he was constantly surrounded by admirers. Hearing Leidig’s staff whisper in reverent tones, “Emerson is here,” Muir later said: “I was excited as I had never been excited before, and my heart throbbed as if an angel direct from heaven had alighted on the Sierran rocks. But so great was my awe and reverence, I did not dare to go to him.” And despite Carr’s efforts at making an introduction, he received no message. With his rough-hewn attire and calloused hands, he hesitated to penetrate the literary titan’s assembly and instead “hovered on the outside of the crowd of people that were pressing forward to be introduced to him.”

No one could blame Muir for being wary of the intrusion. The last celebrity to visit Yosemite, the previous November, was the English actress, author, and adventuress Theresa Yelverton, Viscountess Avonmore. Known worldwide for the sensational trials of her husband for bigamy, she had befriended Muir and fictionalized him (though barely) in a romance novel. “Kenmuir” first appears in the novel as a “singular creature” perched on the brim of Glacier Point. The heroine, Sylvia Brown, wonders, “Is it a man, or a tree, or a bird?” When Kenmuir later approaches, she observes the “rhythmic motion of his flexible form” and the “active grace which only trained muscles can assume.” Kenmuir’s “bright intelligent face” holds “open blue eyes of honest questioning,” and his “glorious auburn hair might have stood as a portrait of the angel Raphael.” Yelverton’s sensual descriptions caused much speculation, if not scandal. When Muir left the valley alone to study the Merced River’s formation, some spread what would turn out to be a stubborn rumor that it was to escape her attentions.5

During the day, Emerson and his party made minor excursions on horseback. They went to Mirror Lake to gaze up at Half Dome, whose extraordinary shape and scale they acclaimed. They believed that its other half had cracked and crumbled in an earthquake, as Josiah Whitney, a Harvard professor and chief of the California Geological Survey, had wrongly claimed, and that the surviving half was unclimbable. They were disappointed to arrive at Mirror Lake after the breeze rose, ruffling it and distorting the glassy reflection. Another day they went to the Emerald Pool, where the Merced rests at the bottom of Nevada Fall before completing its journey in Vernal Fall. They lauded Vernal Fall’s “thick, milk-white, exquisite fleece of descending foam,” as Thayer described it, which had prompted someone to quote from Longfellow’s “Wreck of the Hesperus”: “She struck where the white and fleecy waves / Looked soft as carded wool.”6

Emerson, whose spirit and philosophy were said to have hardened owing to age and personal crises, was finally impressed, calling these mountains “perhaps unmatched on the Globe.” “This valley,” he declared, “is the only place that meets the brag about the West, and, in fact, exceeds it.”



Not until May 8, when Muir received Carr’s letter of May 1, telling him that she was about to send a note to Emerson about him, did Muir overcome his shyness. “I am feeling as glad for you as possible,” she had written, “since Mr. Emerson will be in the Valley in a few days—and in your hands I hope and trust, the dear old singer in the places where we have sung his song.” Muir could not let her down.

As Emerson’s party prepared to leave the valley, Muir carefully crafted a note. “While the spirits of these rocks & waters hail you after long waiting as their kinsman & persuade you to closer communion…, I invite you to join me in a month’s worship with Nature in the high temples of the great Sierra Crown beyond our holy Yosemite. It will cost you nothing save the time & very little of that for you will be mostly in Eternity.” Suggesting a month’s stay was audacious, but Muir had supreme confidence in the worthiness of Yosemite, if not of himself, and to his way of thinking, it took at least that long to know the place better than a passing tourist. He walked over to the hotel, where Emerson’s party, having just returned from sightseeing, had retired to the veranda to watch the sunset. As always, a small crowd hovered around Emerson. Muir handed the note to a member of the entourage and left. It concluded, “In the name of Mts Dana & Gabb, of the grand glacial hieroglyphics of Tuolumne Meadows & Bloody Canyon, in the name of a hundred glacial lakes, of a hundred glacial daisy-gentian meadows, in the name of a hundred cascades that barbarous visitors never see, in the name of the grand upper forests… and in the name of all the spirit creatures of these rocks & of this whole spiritual atmosphere: Do not leave us now.” He had signed off, “I am yours in Nature.”


[image: Image]
Nevada Fall. “With what deep enthusiasm it goes to its fate!” wrote Muir. Pillsbury Picture Co., ca. 1907.
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Vernal Fall. “The Vernal is the greenest, most rectangular fall in the valley,” wrote Muir. “It is a sheet composed of five or six united parallel falls.” Pillsbury Picture Co., ca. 1908



The following morning, Muir was at work in Hutchings’s mill cutting timber to build cottages when, above the whining of the saws, he heard a voice calling his name. He walked out, and there was Emerson, sitting on his horse, basking in the sunlight with Thayer by his side.7

“I am Mr. Muir.”

Thayer took a closer look. “Then Mr. Muir must have brought his own letter.”

“Yes, that was me.”

Emerson looked Muir up and down but with a kindly smile that put him instantly at ease. “Why did you not make yourself known last evening? I should have been very glad to have seen you.” His voice was softer than Muir had expected. The three men entered the mill, which was fragrant with fresh-sawn pine.

Since Hutchings’s cabin had never materialized, Muir had built an unlikely aerial appendage onto the mill’s upper level, a room jutting out fifty feet above the valley, which everyone called the Hang Nest. Reaching it required climbing a precarious series of henhouse ladders. “Fortunately the only people that I dislike,” Muir had recently told his sister Sarah in a letter, “are afraid to enter it.” Despite his age, Emerson boldly mounted the ladders. The views from Muir’s observatory, Emerson soon found, were worth the trouble and somehow managed ingeniously to heighten the God-given drama of the place. They were like daguerreotypes, only live. One window framed the valley to the west. Another provided a pinhole view of Yosemite Falls. On clear nights the central skylight revealed a heaven full of the brightest stars visible to man. In “Nature,” where Emerson had laid down the tenets of transcendentalism—the belief that God is found in nature and nature defines reality—he said that to truly experience nature, we must separate from the distractions of society and find solitude. “If a man would be alone, let him look at the stars,” Emerson had written. “The rays that come from those heavenly worlds, will separate between him and vulgar things.” Muir’s Hang Nest, with its portal on the stars, was an astonishing embodiment of that.

From another hole in the roof, Half Dome loomed five thousand feet above. If Emerson had been there in winter, he might have seen “this grand gray dome” as alive as Muir once had, standing “like a god, a real living creature of power and glory, awful, incomprehensible,” clad in “feathery pines… dazzled by snow”—a divine ornamental work “in its first winter mantle woven and jeweled in a night.” But then that was Muir, who in his copy of Emerson’s “Nature”—in the margin by the line “There is in the woods and waters… a failure to yield a present satisfaction, a disappointment… felt in every landscape”—would scrawl, “No, always we find more than we expect.”8


[image: Image]
Yosemite Valley in winter by George Fiske.



Muir showed the two men his plant specimens. Emerson began to fire questions at him, and Muir rattled off botanical names and details. Emerson’s desire to know more about each one inspired Muir to produce more. Emerson showed such interest in Muir’s pencil sketches of peaks, forests, and trees that Muir pulled out even more and begged him to take any he wanted. Emerson asked only that he be permitted to bring the others to see them.

Emerson had recently abandoned what he thought was to be his masterpiece due to the demands of a lecture series that he was giving at Harvard. Even here in the valley, his Harvard life loomed, with most of his caretakers being alumni and Thayer following him around noting everything he did and said. With essentially no independence, no escape from the intellectual world that had contributed to his stressful condition, Emerson was hemmed in and observed like the captive buffalo. Muir, if nothing else, was free in nature, fiercely free. For the next few days, Emerson visited Muir whenever he could and, when his party was preparing to depart, invited him to accompany them out to Clark’s Station and the Mariposa Grove of Big Trees. By this time, they had achieved sufficient intimacy to be forthright. “I’ll go, Mr. Emerson,” Muir said, “if you promise to camp with me in the grove. I’ll build a glorious campfire, and the great brown boles of the giant sequoias will be most impressively lighted up, and the night will be glorious.”

Emerson beamed. “Yes, yes, we will camp out, camp out.”

The next day they all rode off together, covering twenty-five miles through the stately Sierra forests to the Mariposa Grove. Emerson kept Muir talking as they rode, but it was different now among the Bostonians. The glee had vanished. Returned to his attendants, Emerson was subdued and testy. He sounded Muir out on his literary tastes, the au courant Easterners snickering at his preference for the prolific Ohio-born poet Alice Cary over Lord Byron, whom Emerson praised. But Muir was on sound footing here and objected to a certain infelicitous word in a remembered Byron passage. “Yes,” Emerson conceded. “I hadn’t thought of that particular word. I read it for the first time younger, perhaps, than you did. But he doesn’t delay you on that. There is a certain scenic and general luck about him.” Emerson also praised the nature poet William Cullen Bryant, saying, “He has a cold, clear eye and writes in a manner very different from our other rhymers. He has a right to talk of trees and nature.”

It was apparent, however—and Muir was pleased to see—that the colossal silver and Douglas firs, cypresses, and sugar pines, the kings and priests of the conifers, delighted Emerson. On a ridge of sugar pines, Muir’s favorite of all the trees, he drew the poet aside and quoted him, “ ‘Come to me,’/ Quoth the pine-tree, / ‘I am the giver of honor.’ ”9

“They spread their arms with majestic gestures,” Muir continued, “addressing the surrounding trees like very priests of the woods.” Emerson, gazing long, said, “No other forest has so fine a preacher or so well-dressed and well-behaved and devout a congregation…. Oh, you Gentlemen Pines!” Muir had been put through the great man’s paces, and he, like the trees, had passed the test.



That afternoon they reached Clark’s Station, where the same woodsman who once shared his bear meat with Muir and Chilwell, Galen Clark, had built his cabin beside the South Fork of the Merced and the trail to the valley. Already the place had changed much since Muir’s first arrival. Now known as Wawona Tavern, it doubled as the headquarters of Yosemite Stage & Turnpike and a guesthouse for tourists and travelers. Clark, who had been stunned by the beauty of Yosemite when he first saw it in 1855, at the age of forty-one, had discovered the Mariposa Grove of Big Trees eight miles from his cabin and then built a horse trail to it and devoted his life to studying and serving the valley and the trees. His letter to California senator John Conness and President Lincoln had spurred the former to introduce a bill to grant Yosemite Valley and the Mariposa Grove to the State of California to preserve and protect and the latter to sign it. Clark had been appointed one of the eight commissioners to oversee the park, and in 1866, the commission, chaired by Frederick Law Olmsted, the designer of New York City’s Central Park, had wisely tapped Clark to serve as the official Guardian of the Valley and Big Tree Grove.10
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