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TO
Denise and Jim—
my companions in search of John Muir’s world


I would like to acknowledge my appreciation to Kathy Getz, who introduced me to the works of John Muir; to my husband, Bob—enthusiastic photographer of the beautiful places John Muir lived and loved; to Denise and Jim who shared with me the joy of discovery; to Helene Johnson who helped in our search for young John in Dunbar, Scotland; and to Dorothy Tinder, and Orilda and Paul for their assistance in California. I wish also to express my appreciation to John Jensen, Superintendent of the National Park Service at the John Muir home in Martinez, California; and Mrs. Plummer, granddaughter of John Swett; the Martinez, California Public Library; the Bancroft Library at the University of California in Berkeley; the Sterling Morton Library at the Morton Arboretum in Lisle, Illinois; and always my appreciation to the Downers Grove, Illinois, Public Library and the Inter-Library Loan Service.
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“How long will they be here?”

“Here are some keepsakes,” he said.

The family shivered around the stove.

They started to build a cabin. 98

A voice said, “Return to safety.”

“I am below and will help you.”

“Come on, Stickeen,” he called.

They stacked up stones.

They discussed a national park.

“I’ll do all I can to save them.”
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Seven-Year-Old Boy
in Scotland


SEVEN-YEAR-OLD Johnnie Muir leaped from one round red rock to another. He crouched down to wait for his brother David, whom he often called Davey, to catch up with him. He looked out at the wild, rolling waves of the North Sea. “Johnnie, wait for me!” cried David.

“Come on, then,” said Johnnie as he reached to help his younger brother over the tidal pool to the safety of the rock.

The wind blew shrill and loud through the rocks. Misty clouds rolled in the dark sky. David shivered in the chill of the bitter wind. He pulled his jacket collar up about his neck. “Johnnie,” he asked, “don’t you think we should start home out of the cold?”

Johnnie didn’t answer because he already had moved on. He had jumped across a tidal pool to see the crabs in the pool between the rocks.

John and David Muir lived with their father and mother and brothers and sisters in a big, three-story house in Dunbar, Scotland. Their father operated a feed store on the first floor and the family lived on the second floor above the store. John, whom everybody called Johnnie, had two older sisters, two younger brothers and twin baby sisters. Grandfather and Grandmother Gilrye, their mother’s parents, lived across the street.

Father had told the children not to leave the back yard, but Johnnie and David just couldn’t stay home. They loved to walk along the seashore and over the rocks and tide pools when the tide was out. They hunted shells and looked in the pools of water trapped between the rocks when the water was low. They watched the seaweed flowing back and forth in little streams of water. Sometimes they saw a wriggling eel or other interesting creatures.

Little wavelets rippled in the tidal pools, and the air tingled with a coming storm. Suddenly a flash of lightning streaked across the sky. “Look at the castle!” cried Johnnie. He pointed to the dark ruins of Dunbar Castle, which loomed up against the stormy sky.

David held tightly to a rock as he turned his head to look. “An awful storm is coming up, Johnnie,” he said.

“There surely is,” replied Johnnie. “Let’s go hide in the castle.”

The rough, rocky ruins of the empty castle clung to the cliff. The dark, cellar dungeons lay open on the beach at low tide. Johnnie ran to the first opening into the dark dungeon with David trying hard to keep up with him. A voice wailed down the tower of the castle. “Hey, Johnnie, down there! I dare you to climb up the tower!”

Johnnie leaned back and squinted his eyes to see who was calling. He could barely make out a shadowy figure against the gray sky. “Hey, Robert, is that you?” he asked.

“I dare you to climb that wall,” his friend Robert repeated. “I’ll bet you can’t.”

Johnnie looked at the wall with its sharp, jutting rocks. “Yes, I can!” he retorted.

David had scrambled up the cliff by the castle. From here he overheard the dares. “Johnnie, let’s go home,” he called.

“Not yet, Davey,” shouted Johnnie. “I must try to climb this wall first.”

Johnnie walked slowly through the dark cellars of the castle until he came to the high wall. He felt with his foot carefully until he could find a safe foothold. Then he scrambled up with his hands to find a rock to clutch. Slowly and carefully he lifted himself up the rocky wall. Below him the waves lashed in through holes in the dungeon and filled the pit with foaming sea water.
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Johnnie climbed on. His arms ached and his feet slipped on the uneven rocks. He could feel scratches on his face, and his hands were raw from clutching the stone wall. He could hear the waves below him rolling in and then pushing back out to sea. He knew he could not stop and he dare not fall.

It seemed that he would never reach the top, but finally Robert reached down to help him. Then he crawled out and sprawled on the floor of the turret.

The storm had worsened as Johnnie was climbing. Lightning flashed, thunder crackled, and the waves dashed higher and higher, pounding on the castle and the cliffs. David shouted, “Johnnie, come on or well get a thrashing when we get home.”

Johnnie nodded. He knew David was right. He climbed over the top and leaped to the cliff where David was waiting for him. They ran across the fields as fast as they could to get home. Quietly they tried to sneak in the back door and up the stairs without being seen. “John!” Father’s voice bellowed. “Why are you late for tea?”

Both boys stood still and looked down at their wet boots and dripping clothes. Father came up to them and grabbed them by the shoulders. “Get yourselves upstairs and change into dry clothes,” he said.

All that evening the storm wailed and lashed. Sheets of rain pelted against the house. The cold wind whistled around the windows. Johnnie sat still in his chair at the supper table listening to the noise of the storm. “This is a pitiful night for the poor sailors at sea,” said Father.

Mother nodded and sighed. “It must be a dreadful thing to be in a boat at the mercy of a storm at sea,” she said.

After supper Father held the family worship and prayed for the poor lads in the lap of the storm. Then all the children ran up to bed. The boys’ room flashed with lightning, followed by claps of thunder.

Johnnie wished he could slip outside into the storm. He closed his eyes and could imagine the angry waves clawing and pulling at the shore. Finally he fell sound asleep.

When Johnnie woke up the next morning the outdoors was clear and calm. “Johnnie! Johnnie! Get up!” called his sister, Sarah. “There was a shipwreck last night.”

Johnnie ran down to breakfast and heard his father and mother talking about the shipwreck. “The ship was driven onto the rocks by the storm,” said Father. “Thank God, all the crewmen were saved.”

“How did they get ashore in such rough water?” asked Mother anxiously.

“The lighthouse keeper and his son rowed a rescue boat to the helpless battered ship,” replied Father.

“Where are the seamen now?” asked Mother. “Do they need a place to stay?”

“As far as I know they are all at the lighthouse, drying out,” answered Mr. Muir.

Johnnie and David could scarcely finish their porridge, they were so eager to see the shipwreck. They hurried through the garden gate and started to run as fast as they could. Along the way they met some of their friends. “Did you know that there’s a ship wrecked on the rocks?” asked Willie excitedly.

“Yes,” Johnnie said. “Have you see it yet?”

“No,” replied Willie as he kept running.

At the same time another boy, Bruce, came running up to join them. “There’s a rumor that all the sailors on the ship have been drowned,” he said in an excited tone of voice.

“That’s not true,” retorted Johnnie. “My father says that all the sailors from the ship have been saved.”

When the boys reached the shore, they saw the battered ship hanging on a red rock with its side ripped open. The rushing waves washed crates and barrels of apples from the ship. Loose red apples bobbed along on the waves washing in to shore.

The boys ran into the gently rolling waves to get some of the red apples, which were floating about on the salty foam. Moments later they sat on the rocks and had fun eating them, even though they tasted salty and tart.



War Games
after School


LIFE WAS ALWAYS an adventure for Johnnie Muir. He learned many of his first lessons from his Grandfather Gilrye. For instance, his grandfather taught him how to tell time on the clock at the top of the town hall tower.

Usually after school Johnnie and David ran across the street to their grandparents’ house to study their lessons for the next day. Grandmother always had cookies for the boys, and the warm fire burned cheerily on the hearth. “Grandfather, did Cromwell really fight a battle at Dunbar?” asked Johnnie.

Grandfather shook his head as he told the stories of the battles that had taken place at Dunbar. “Two of the most important battlegrounds of all time are located here on these red cliffs of the North Sea,” he said.

Johnnie sat and dreamed of the courage and bravery of old Scottish heroes. He loved to hear the battle stories of William Wallace and Robert the Bruce. Suddenly he turned to his grandfather and asked, “Who once lived in Dunbar Castle? Tell me something about them and their lives, if you can.”

“It would take a book to tell all that went on in that old castle,” replied Grandfather. “King Edward fled to the castle after his defeat at Bannockburn by Robert Bruce.”

“Was that when Robert Bruce won Scottish independence?” asked Johnnie eagerly.

“That’s right, laddie,” Grandfather replied, “but that wasn’t the end of the fighting. Dunbar Castle has seen soldiers and kings matching swords up and down its stairs and turrets, across its lofty precipices, and even through its dungeons.”

Grandfather told Johnnie about Mary, Queen of Scots, coming to Dunbar Castle. Also he told about Cromwell, much later, defeating the Royal troops on the battlefield at the outskirts of Dunbar. Johnnie’s imagination soared as he listened to these battle stories. The minds of all Scottish boys were filled with the glorious tales of their war heroes. They had no doubt that sometime later they would all become soldiers themselves. Then they would win battles just as the other Scottish heroes had done in the history stories they read in school.

At Davel Brae School the boys often divided into two armies and played war. One afternoon after school Robert cried, “Let’s play a war game. I’ll be leader of one army.” He motioned to the boys on his side of the playground to come and join him.

Willie answered, “Johnnie, you be the leader of our army.”

Johnnie ran forward and called to his teammates to form an army behind him. They ran back to fill their caps with sand and pieces of sod. Then they formed a line facing the glaring faces of Robert’s army.

Johnnie waited for a moment to make sure that all of his boys were ready. Suddenly with his hand high in the air, he charged forward, shouting, “Bannockburn! Bannockburn!”

The rest of the boys ran up from behind him, shouting and screaming, “Bannockburn! Scotland forever!” Then they swung their caps fiercely, hurling the sand and the sod at Robert’s advancing army.
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