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On the 1896–97 National Forest Commission:


John Muir (1838–1914), (nonvoting) naturalist, wanderer, writer, activist, evangelist. Defender of Yosemite National Park, cofounder of the Sierra Club.


Gifford Pinchot (1865–1946), (secretary) forester, politician, administrator. Founder of the U.S. Forest Service, advisor to Theodore Roosevelt.


Charles Sargent (1841–1927), (chair) horticulturalist, botanist, head of Harvard’s Arnold Arboretum. Friend of Muir, mentor to Pinchot.


Arnold Hague (1840–1917), geologist, Yellowstone expert. Imagine John Muir crossed with a Washington, D.C., insider. Ally of Pinchot.


William Brewer (1828–1910), botanist, proto-forester, taught Pinchot at Yale.


Henry Abbot (1831–1927), civil engineer, streamflow and reservoir expert, ally of Sargent.


Alexander Agassiz (1835–1910), zoologist. Did not participate.


O. Wolcott Gibbs (1822–1908) (ex officio), chemist. President of the National Academy of Sciences.


Magazine editors:


Robert Underwood Johnson (1853–1937), associate editor of The Century. Muir’s close friend and political collaborator.


William Stiles (1837–1897), editor of Garden and Forest. Charles Sargent owned the magazine, but Stiles was chief writer and lobbyist.


George Bird Grinnell (1849–1938), editor of Forest and Stream. Aristocratic hunter-conservationist and friend of Theodore Roosevelt.


Supporting players:


Frederick Law Olmsted (1822–1903), landscape architect, park planner, mentor to Pinchot.


Bernhard Fernow (1851–1923), forester, Pinchot’s predecessor as chief government forester.


William Kent, (1864–1928), philanthropist, congressman, donor of Muir Woods National Monument.


William Holman (1822–1897), Indiana congressman. Rural cheapskate and anti-monopolist.


Relevant U.S. presidents:


Benjamin Harrison (R), in office 1889–93. Created first Forest Reserves.


Grover Cleveland (D), 1893–97. Convened the National Forest Commission.


William McKinley (R), 1897–1901. Little interested in the natural world.


Theodore Roosevelt (R), 1901–09. Nature lover with charismatic personality.


William Taft (R), 1909–13. More timid than Roosevelt but charged with carrying on his legacy.


Woodrow Wilson (D), 1913–21. Little interested in the natural world.
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Before Muir and Pinchot meet:










	1838: John Muir is born

	1864: Yosemite Valley: California state park

	1865: Gifford Pinchot is born






	1868: Muir arrives in the Sierra

	1872: Yellowstone: national park

	






	1880: Muir marries Louie Strentzel

	

	1889: Pinchot graduates Yale






	1889: Muir and R.U. Johnson in Yosemite

	1890: Yosemite, Sequoia, and General Grant: national parks

	






	

	1891: Forest Reserve Act (Section 24)

	1891–93: Pinchot at Biltmore






	1892: Muir organizes Sierra Club

	

	1893–94: Pinchot–Laura Houghteling romance











Muir-Pinchot collaboration (climax of this book):


1893: Pinchot and Muir first meet in New York








	

	

1895: Century symposium, “A Plan to Save the Forests”






	

	

1896: National Forest Commission trip

	






	

	

February 1897: Washington’s Birthday Reserves

	






	

	

March 1897: Civil Sundry Appropriations Bill

	






	

	

June 1897: Forest Management Act (Pettigrew amendment)

	






	1897–98: Muir’s Harper’s and Atlantic articles

	

	






	

	

	

June 1897: Pinchot offered federal job












Later events:








	

	

	1898: Pinchot becomes chief forester






	

	1901: Roosevelt becomes president

	






	1903: Muir and Roosevelt in Yosemite

	

	






	

	

	1905: Pinchot founds U.S. Forest Service






	

	1906: Yosemite Valley added to national park

	






	1907: Muir and Pinchot at Sierra Club board meeting






	

	

	1910: Pinchot is fired






	

	1913: Hetch Hetchy dam is approved

	






	1914: Muir dies

	

	






	

	

	1946: Pinchot dies























PROLOGUE
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On a springtime drive from my home near Yellowstone to Glacier National Park, I tumbled across rolling green foothills and then crested a snowcapped mountain pass where evergreens blanketed bustling creeks. As my eight-hour route spooled along rural two-lane roads, I enjoyed changing patterns of landscape: varied geology of mountains and plains, varied ecology of woodlands and grasslands, and varied land use of ranches and small towns. Behind those patterns, visible only on specialized maps, was the fact that some of this land was privately owned and some was public.


My house looks out on public land managed by the U.S. Forest Service. Glacier is public land managed by the National Park Service. Between the two, I drove through lots of public land administered by the federal Bureau of Land Management.1 I also drove within view of national wildlife refuges, dammed reservoirs, an air force base, designated wilderness areas, and lands administered by the state of Montana. In effect I was on a tour of public lands: different uses—such as recreation, habitat, or economic development—managed by different agencies, reflecting different sets of societal values. An extreme example came during the hour I spent driving across the Blackfeet Indian Reservation. On these lands, a sovereign nation sets the public-land priorities—a Blackfeet nation that for centuries did not concern itself with “ownership” of land. In the late 1800s, whites demanded that Blackfeet recognize property rights and organize their lives around private land. Then whites also started talking about “public land.”2


When I was growing up in Massachusetts, most public lands were recreational destinations, such as a beach, a woodsy trail, a city park, or an athletic facility. In 1990, I moved to Montana, where public lands are both ubiquitous and multifunctional. In addition to recreational destinations such as Yellowstone and Glacier, Montana has public lands managed for a variety of purposes by the Forest Service and Bureau of Land Management. Indeed these multiple-use agencies seek to balance logging, grazing, habitat, recreation, and other uses—on acreages twenty times greater than that of the Park Service.3 Their processes to achieve that balance aim to give all members of the public a voice in decisions. Those decisions affect Western landscapes’ magnificent wide-open spaces—and the economic livelihoods of ranchers, loggers, guides, and others who work the land, as well as the self-identity of hikers, hunters, bikers, Jeepers, skiers, snowmobilers, and others who play on the land.4


Managing public lands is thus complicated. Each interest group pursues a different deep-rooted passion, but furthermore each stretch of land boasts different characteristics. Matching everything up is like putting together a jigsaw puzzle—except that ongoing political developments keep changing the sizes of the pieces. Furthermore, although assembling a jigsaw puzzle is a fun family activity that merges interests to assemble a beautiful vision, on public lands the puzzle-work is a tedious prerequisite for people’s true interests, which are the activities that take place on the land.


My drive to Glacier in the spring of 2017 followed a series of controversies suggesting that the nationwide public-lands jigsaw might get entirely swept off its table. The reigning Republican party platform called for federal lands to be returned to states. Congress changed accounting rules to make such land transfers easier. The administration of President Donald Trump began a review designed to shrink national monuments. All this developed soon after the acquittal of militants who took over Oregon’s Malheur National Wildlife Refuge to protest the very idea of federal land ownership. In opposition to these trends, public lands became a major wellspring of the 2017 #resistance to Trump. A popular rallying cry held that these lands were our citizens’ shared inheritance, which the corrupt administration intended to destroy.5


I had trouble with both sides of the debate. The arguments for federal land transfer relied on naïve fantasies in which well-paying rural jobs would magically appear and litigation would magically vanish, despite everything we know about our economic and legal systems. Meanwhile, many defenders of public lands ridiculously overstated the bogeyman, acting as if America’s crown jewels were already on the chopping block.6


To alleviate my frustration, I asked whether deeper values were fueling the clash. And I realized that when people talk about public lands, what they really want to talk about is lands that demonstrate our society’s relationship with nature.7 That’s why people care so much about these issues: they’re fighting not only over acreage but also over a relationship. Indeed, the relationship contains spiritual components—some people’s almost-religious faith in nature and its systems is conflicting with others’ faith in technology, enlightened bureaucrats, or free markets.8


Antagonism toward Trump’s interior secretary, Ryan Zinke, provided a simple example of the intertwining of public lands and attitudes toward nature. Zinke favored large increases in drilling, mining, and other development on public lands. In other words, he wanted public lands to reflect a more resource-extractive relationship to nature. Personally, I disagreed; I even saw his position as a betrayal of the public trust. But I couldn’t call Zinke an enemy of public lands, because he did believe in federal ownership of the lands to be drilled. He even resigned as a delegate to the 2016 Republican convention over its public lands disposal platform. Indeed, there’s no reason for public lands to be exclusively associated with nature-friendly outcomes. Actions on private lands can benefit nature, as when Ted Turner runs herds of bison, the Nature Conservancy funds conservation easements, or Michael Bloomberg proposes business stances to fight climate change.9 And some public lands have little explicit effect on nature, as when they are used for streets, plazas, libraries, military facilities, rodeo grounds, or museums.10


The real wonder of public lands is less about outcomes than it is about process. On public lands, we as a democratic society get to decide collectively what happens. We can come together to articulate our relationship to nature. Bike trail here, elk habitat there. Logging here, grazing there. Scenic pullout here, oil rig out of sight behind a hill. Even if putting together the jigsaw puzzle can feel like a tiresome chore, it’s a privilege. And its results, though far from perfect, are almost always better than a pile of jumbled pieces. In short, although we often speak of public lands as if they’re nature’s lands, what makes them profound is that they’re democracy’s lands.


That’s why the public land debate was resonating so deeply: it captured both conflict about America’s relationship to nature and conflict about the structure of America’s democracy. Although those conflicts felt as in-the-moment as a Trump tweet, they had deep metaphysical roots. Does nature provide humans with essential resources, or is it bigger and more holy than corrupt human society—and what process do we use to find a balance?


When phrased as such a philosophical conflict, the divide might seem impossible to bridge. Yet the historical evidence says otherwise. We bridged the divide, once. America embraced public lands throughout the twentieth century. America created the varied land-management agencies whose work I had witnessed on my drive. Americans started calling public lands a birthright. I’d seen—and even taken for granted—the results on the landscape: somehow America once established a public land ideal. Why didn’t I know more about how that had happened?


I was driving to Glacier to research a story. On the shores of fjord-like Lake McDonald, where unending forests spill from bare pointed peaks all the way down to impossibly clear waters, two renowned individuals had once taken an unheralded camping trip. In 1896, when they visited, Glacier was not yet a national park, and part of the purpose of their visit was to decide its fate.


One of the men was John Muir, the most well-known naturalist in American history, often called the “father of the National Park Service.” In part through his successful efforts to enshrine Yosemite, Muir brilliantly articulated the principles of protecting national parks as places where nature can provide people with spiritual renewal. The multitalented Muir was also a groundbreaking scientist, much-lauded author, and founder and longtime president of the Sierra Club, one of America’s first environmental advocacy organizations.


Staying with Muir at Lake McDonald was Gifford Pinchot. Today Pinchot’s name isn’t as widely known as Muir’s. But many who know it hold him in similar regard. In 1905, Pinchot founded the U.S. Forest Service to chart a sustainable course for America’s timber while also yielding benefits such as clean water and forest recreation. Pinchot’s principles and leadership were almost singlehandedly responsible for the organization’s success. Meanwhile, Pinchot served as President Theodore Roosevelt’s chief advisor on environmental issues, including the massive expansion of public lands that may be Roosevelt’s greatest legacy.


In some circles, Pinchot is also famous as a counterpoint to Muir. Many historians use the two men to embody opposing philosophies. The romantic Muir is preservation: leaving nature alone so as to benefit from its holistic wonder. The practical Pinchot is conservation: using natural resources sustainably to serve what Pinchot called the “greatest good for the greatest number in the long run.”11 To regular folks, preservation and conservation may seem like similar ideas, especially in contrast to wanton exploitation of natural resources for short-term gain. But to some scholars, the difference between these near-synonyms helps explain America’s twentiethth-century environmental history.12


From 1905 to 1913, the two philosophies clashed over plans to dam a remote Yosemite valley called Hetch Hetchy. Because the dam would provide drinking water to a great number of people in San Francisco, Pinchot saw it as good conservation. Because it would devalue natural conditions in a national park, Muir saw it as an affront to preservation. Muir lost that battle, but his disciples used it to inspire a crusade.


Ever since, almost every dam, mine, grazing allotment, timber sale, proposed wilderness area, national park, or national monument—every decision about priorities on public lands—has been argued as an expression of this preservation-versus-conservation divide. How much use is necessary for human needs, and how much degrades the sanctity of nature? Although each situation differs slightly, each is fueled by that same basic question. Each thus plays out predictably. Conservationists get accused of too much compromise with short-term extraction; preservationists get accused of elitist and out-of-touch disdain for human society. As the battles rage within bureaucracies, on election days, and in courthouses, the negativity stymies meaningful action. The preservation-versus-conservation stalemate leads to outcomes bad for nature and society both.13 When experts try to explain why this happens, the easiest way to illustrate the divide is to describe Muir and Pinchot at Hetch Hetchy. But the danger in telling a story like that is that it can end up implying that Muir and Pinchot themselves caused the stalemate, that their actions split the environmental cause. That was the lesson I’d taken from college classes, occasional readings in environmental history, and popular treatments such as Ken Burns’s documentary The National Parks: America’s Best Idea—the two men were implacable enemies.14


Under that assumption, once I discovered that the men had spent time together on the shores of Lake McDonald, I could imagine their interactions making for good drama. Lots of bickering. Maybe Pinchot would point out the first trees to cut and the first valleys to dam. Maybe Muir would fulminate that none of it should be touched, for any reason, ever. I could write a book titled Natural Enemies, with a plot in which the heat of their arguments grew to a boiling point.


But by the time I drove to Glacier, that vision was already in trouble. In real life, my research showed, Muir and Pinchot didn’t argue very much. For example, both men used the same word to describe their interactions at Lake McDonald: delight.15 Living on opposite sides of the country, they wrote many letters—and most of those letters were warm, enthusiastic, affectionate, and supportive. One of their most famous arguments, at a Seattle hotel in 1897, was later shown to have never happened. And even Hetch Hetchy is often misunderstood: it was not a straightforward clash between preservation and conservation, nor were Muir and Pinchot its primary antagonists.


How would I come to terms with fact that Muir and Pinchot didn’t act like enemies? I achieved a breakthrough when I came to think of them as rivals, the way 1980s basketball players Larry Bird of the Boston Celtics and Magic Johnson of the Los Angeles Lakers were rivals. Bird and Magic exhibited different playing styles that embodied different philosophies about basketball. When they competed against each other, the rivalry challenged both to greater heights. But they weren’t mortal enemies. Growing up in Massachusetts, I’d been a huge Bird fan, but I didn’t see Magic as evil. I knew that Magic’s talents were equally deserving of triumph—that’s what made it a great rivalry.


If Muir and Pinchot were rivals rather than enemies, then they simply offered alternative paths to articulating a constructive societal relationship to nature. The paths were like different approaches to the summit of a mountain: like Charlie Chaplin and Buster Keaton making funny movies, Ernest Hemingway and William Faulkner writing fiction, the Beatles and the Rolling Stones making rock ’n’ roll, Betty Friedan and Gloria Steinem fighting for feminism, or Malcolm X and Martin Luther King Jr. advancing civil rights. The rivalry of Muir and Pinchot offered different reasons to move beyond short-term exploitation. If different people preferred one to the other, that was a productive expansion of the audience for their shared passion.


Then I remembered the climax of the Bird-Magic rivalry, in 1992. They joined together on the U.S. Olympic Team, the “Dream Team.” Their styles turned out to be complementary. They delighted in each other’s skills and character. They took basketball’s beauty and joy to an international stage. Their legacy: basketball was propelled from an American-only sport to one of the world’s most popular.16


What if John Muir and Gifford Pinchot had likewise been collaborators who created a useful legacy? What might that look like?


This book tells how the Dream Team interactions of rivals John Muir and Gifford Pinchot contributed to establishing the public lands ideal. We start with the moment the two men met, at a Pinchot mansion on a private park in New York City. To understand their rivalry, we then look at Muir’s life, the way his prophet-like ambitions turned him into a political activist—and led to disappointment over Hetch Hetchy. A similar narrative of Pinchot’s life shows how his statesmanlike ambitions led to similar sorrow. Then we return to the late 1800s. We bring in additional characters to examine not only individual ambitions but also societal ones: the need for new expressions of Americans’ collective relationship to nature. As we watch Muir and Pinchot share outlooks with each other at Lake McDonald, and then communicate and enact that shared vision, we see how they convinced Americans to embrace public lands.


This angle on Muir and Pinchot is unusual. It doesn’t talk much about wilderness, nor about their individual activities with the Sierra Club or Forest Service. Without diminishing the importance of those angles—certainly wilderness is central to Americans’ ideas of nature—this book is telling a different story, one about public lands in general.17 Notions of a Forest Service, a Park Service, a Bureau of Land Management, or a government-designated wilderness area depend on a broader ideal of public land. Public lands are, in essence, a prerequisite to most of today’s perspectives on environmental issues. These perspectives, and the agencies charged with implementing their results, exist only because Americans understood the purpose of public land far differently in the 1910s than they did in the 1880s. The collaboration of Muir and Pinchot helped make that change happen.18


Muir and Pinchot did not invent public lands any more than they invented a preservation-versus-conservation divide. Indeed they were just two of many individuals involved in this culture-wide change, and any attempt to rank those individuals’ contributions would be both impossible and foolish. Maybe the role of Theodore Roosevelt was more important, or Frederick Law Olmsted, Robert Underwood Johnson, Charles Sargent, Bernhard Fernow, or George Bird Grinnell—either as individuals or while engaged in rivalries of their own. Or maybe if none of these people had existed, wider forces of economics, demographics, and technological development would have elevated others to play their roles.


However, there are three good reasons to look at these changes through the lens of John Muir and Gifford Pinchot. First, we’ve already told so much environmental history through these two men—projecting back onto them so many of our own assumptions about wilderness and spirituality and economic development—that it’s worth looking at their relationship in a different light. Second, in the current moment, as our longstanding debates about the environment intensify around issues of climate change, we are also having debates about how our democracy functions: about how people relate to each other, as well as to nature. As ever-more-divisive rhetoric threatens to split the public, it’s worth looking back at how Muir and Pinchot saw “the public” in “public lands,” and whether rivalries such as theirs can sometimes be productive rather than divisive.


Third, and most fascinating, is the way the Muir-Pinchot rivalry mirrors the deeper rivalries that fuel the American character. Americans love to see life through nature-versus-civilization contrasts: country versus town, spontaneity versus planning, heart versus head. We are relentlessly practical innovators who are also among the most religious people in the developed world. We pride ourselves on classlessness but honor inherited wealth. We claim to be outsiders and self-made even when our success relies on insider networks. We crusade for fairness even while hopelessly entangled with self-interest. We hate elitists unless they agree with us. We admire statesmen until they are vilified by our favorite prophets. Our hunger for community is second only to our individualism. Our values are always coming into conflict—sometimes in the form of a person such as Muir versus a person such as Pinchot, and often within our own individual souls.


[image: images]


My visit to Glacier was memorable. I took the official Lake McDonald boat cruise on a perfectly still blue day without a single other craft on the water. Early one morning, avoiding the crowds, I followed Muir’s steps to the stunning, glacier-fed Avalanche Lake. I dug through old documents to learn about Lake McDonald in 1896. I camped on the lakeshore and watched the sunset the same way Muir and Pinchot had. I found the joint legacy I had hoped to.


But the story of that legacy ended up bigger than I expected. Where Natural Enemies would have been a sometimes-depressing story of two men’s lives and the enduring quarrels they spawned, with Natural Rivals I instead discovered the birth of public lands. I hit upon the story of a country founded on seemingly unlimited natural wealth bumping up against those limits, and finding its character in how it responds. I saw it as the story of a society maturing into adulthood, learning to appreciate and balance its profound blessings. It was the story of America, told on and through the lands we collectively own.




NATURAL RIVALS





PART I
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NATURAL PROPHET, NATURAL STATESMAN




1


Gramercy Park
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When they first met, at an 1893 dinner in a New York City mansion, John Muir and Gifford Pinchot would have struck anybody as almost comically mismatched. The fifty-five-year-old, five-foot-nine Muir had graying, untrimmed hair and a huge, unkempt beard. Sensitive lines surrounded deep-set, kind-looking eyes. He had a gentle, firm self-possession. But he rarely gave much thought to his clothes or grooming, and could almost look like a wayward scrap of the wild frontier.1


By contrast, the twenty-seven-year-old Pinchot was six-foot-two and gaunt, barely over 150 pounds. He wore a brushy, well-groomed mustache under a patrician nose and high forehead. At Yale, where he was nicknamed “Apollo,” he’d been voted most handsome. He had the cockiness of privilege, but was often quiet, a good listener.2


Those differences in appearance represented a genuine gulf in wealth and class. Muir had grown up a poor immigrant. His family moved from Scotland to a farm on the Wisconsin frontier when he was ten years old. His father, Daniel, an itinerant preacher, made John work hard to clear forests and raise crops, while discouraging John’s interests in science and literature. By contrast, Pinchot had been raised a blueblood, in New York City and in Europe. He attended Phillips Exeter, the New Hampshire boys’ boarding school. At Yale, he joined Skull and Bones, the elite secret society.


They were raised in different religious traditions: Muir evangelical, Pinchot pious. Daniel Muir was a Campbellite, a sect that later evolved to the Disciples of Christ and Churches of Christ. He took an impossibly strict approach to salvation. To get to heaven, he preached, you needed endless discipline, relentless toil on the farm, and free time devoted solely to Bible study. Stern and humorless, Daniel saw non-religious books or music as frivolities. By contrast, Pinchot’s devout mother was descended from Puritans, who saw the individual as less important than God and community. To glorify God, you should live a useful life. Your purpose on Earth wasn’t so much about achieving individual salvation—for yourself or others—but about driving yourself to improve others’ material conditions.3


Muir and Pinchot both led lives shaped by intense relationships with their fathers. In Muir’s rebellion, he escaped the farm and rejected Daniel’s joyless, workaholic approach to spirituality. John not only embraced science and books, but also spent years performing no visible work at all. By contrast, Pinchot’s choices were shaped by his public-spirited father. When Gifford was a teenager, the two of them together decided that he would be a forester, and that they would use the family fortune to help achieve his aims.


Muir’s work life was driven by individualism, Pinchot’s by community. A self-made man, Muir in his twenties forged a promising career as a solo inventor of machines in factories. Then he became a self-unmade man: in his thirties he tossed all that aside to instead wander in nature. In contrast, Pinchot was a systems thinker who saw how people and organizations fit together. He moved among the rich and powerful—over the course of his life, he would be personally acquainted with every president from Ulysses Grant to Harry Truman.4 In his circle, it was expected that he would build a career by building networks and systems—and then would continue that career in order to share his expertise and extend the privilege to others.


Muir and Pinchot moved differently across the introvert/extrovert scale. Muir, the self-taught boy from the remote frontier, was at first painfully shy, overwhelmed by society. But gradually he found his voice and became a champion talker. By contrast, Pinchot started out popular and self-confident, engaged in dozens of athletic and social activities in school. But as he aged, he would come to prefer fly-fishing and other solitary pursuits; colleagues would sometimes complain that he could be socially stiff, prone to staring off into the distance.


They had opposing relationships to power. Muir had no interest. He rarely joined institutions or sought prestigious positions, rarely put himself in situations where social status mattered. To the extent that he sought to influence other people, he wanted to do so by telling them stories, inducing rather than commanding them to change. By contrast, Pinchot was ambitious. He wanted to change the world, and wanted to be known for doing so. If that involved emphasizing social status and pursuing powerful jobs—even president of the United States—he would relish the challenge.


There’s no end of ways to describe how they differed: Muir was an outsider, Pinchot an insider. Muir had the heart of a poet, Pinchot of a missionary. Muir was the West, Pinchot the East. Muir embodied the amateur tradition, Pinchot the professional. Muir was still stumbling into his life’s calling in his fifties, Pinchot had known his since his teens. If not for his boundless charm, Muir’s passion could seem self-absorbed and thoughtless; sometimes forgetting to turn on his charm, Pinchot’s dedication could seem calculating and egotistical.


But for all their contrasts, they did share one great love: nature. Even here, however, they came from opposite perspectives. Muir saw nature as an expression of divinity, with possibilities to change people’s relationships to their God and their inner selves. Pinchot saw nature’s resources as a potential source of wealth that, if distributed fairly, could change people’s relationships to their outer world.


What happens when two such rivals meet? One might expect that they would fail to connect. Instead, at that dinner, they formed an auspicious bond.
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A normal person in John Muir’s shoes might have been nervous, on that evening in June of 1893, as he approached the mansion at 2 Gramercy Park with his odd shuffling gait.5 One of the most prestigious addresses in Manhattan, it was not Muir’s world. Granted, Muir often demonstrated fearlessness: He once scaled to the top of a 100-foot Douglas fir tree to rock back and forth in a windstorm. He once slept six nights in a Savannah graveyard, broke, hiding from prowlers, waiting for a packet of money to arrive in the mail. He once lived for three full years in the wilds of Yosemite, spending most of his time on solo journeys through the mountains. But fearlessness in nature doesn’t necessarily lead to fearlessness in high society.


The four-story Italianate house near 21st and Lexington was part of America’s highest society. It featured a redbrick facade punctuated by floor-to-ceiling parlor windows with elegant cast-iron balconies. The windows looked out on a two-acre park, its trees, shrubs, and flowers now exploding in springtime glory. Unlike most city parks, Gramercy Park was encircled by an eight-foot iron fence. It was private property. Only residents could unlock its gates, using keys of gold.


Even 120 years later, an aficionado defended Gramercy Park’s fence as defining “a Ralph Waldo Emerson sort of world.”6 Emerson believed that nature was a philosophical ideal, a contrast to human society, deserving of protection and study. Thus Gramercy Park residents saw their park as the equivalent of an estate’s garden—nature as an idealized sanctuary, controlled and protected from the degraded humanity that might walk by. This definition of nature differed greatly from that of John Muir. In the vast Sierra Nevada mountains around Yosemite, Muir’s nature was a place of frontier adventure, vast geological forces, and webs of wildlife and habitat.


However, one of Muir’s most underappreciated skills was his ability to transcend class differences. During his years of wandering, he’d developed a sort of patronage network across California. Although technically homeless, he never lacked for a place to stay because wealthy people were always inviting him home. They admired his intellect and spirit. They wanted him to write. Indeed in his forties he married into one such family, gaining a permanent home. Now in his fifties he was in charge of their orchard estate. To feed his soul, he returned as often as possible to Yosemite and other places where nature’s presence was overwhelming. Although he often did so alone, he was happy to share those experiences with anybody, of any class.


In 1893, Muir was visiting New York on his way to Scotland, his first trip to his birthplace since he’d left more than forty-four years previously. During a lengthy East Coast stopover, the editor who was publishing his best essays, Robert Underwood Johnson of The Century magazine, was parading him around like a VIP. In Boston, Johnson took Muir to visit Emerson’s grave and meet Emerson’s family, to visit sites of cultural history such as Harvard University and Walden Pond, and to stay at the mansion and gardens of the brilliant horticulturalist Charles Sargent. In New York, Johnson introduced Muir to scientists, writers, other intellectuals, and wealthy patrons. Everywhere Muir was treated as an honored guest.


The treatment surprised Muir, who had not yet published any books, only magazine articles. He wrote to his wife, “Almost every day in town here I have been called out to lunch and dinner at the clubs and soon have a crowd of notables about me. I had no idea I was so well known, considering how little I have written.”7


James Pinchot, Gifford’s father, invited Muir to 2 Gramercy Park as part of this tour. After inheriting a fortune and marrying into a bigger one, James chose to center his identity around art, culture, and intellectual pursuits. He collected paintings, especially those of the Hudson River School, a group of painters who loved to depict the American countryside. James and his wife, Mary, named Gifford after the Hudson River painter Sanford Gifford, a family friend. The Pinchots participated in literary, scientific, and cultural clubs, and especially welcomed dinner guests who could discuss James’s passions for forests, plants, and wildlife.8


James especially wanted to hear Muir’s dog story. Everywhere Muir went on the East Coast, people asked him to tell it—even people who had heard it just a few minutes previously. Muir told stories magnificently. His  Scottish brogue gave his voice a musical lilt. As a child he had absorbed rich, churchy language from his father, and then rich, romantic language from authors such as Robert Burns. Now complex sentences cascaded out of him, one on top of another, filled with extraordinary vocabulary in perfectly elegant form. Muir had developed a rare gift for holding an audience in his hand, keeping them spellbound in his adventures and descriptions. Yet he was humble and curious enough that audiences would rarely find him domineering or tedious. Muir was fluid and charming, humorous and thoughtful, and utterly consumed with the story he was telling. He would forget to eat the food in front of him, and barely notice it being taken away. This sort of small dinner party was peak Muir—in more formal situations, such as delivering a lecture or writing an essay, his inhibitions rose, and he had to work to make his words not sound stilted.9


Muir’s style offered a contrast with the era’s other famous frontier storyteller, William F. “Buffalo Bill” Cody. Buffalo Bill was more performative, flashy, and vulgar; his tales of exploits in nature usually featured horses, Indians, and thundering gunfire—thus he spoke in theaters, to the masses. Muir’s stories were more quiet and philosophical, with bigger themes, better suited to the intimacy of an exclusive setting. Which is not to say that lower-class people didn’t find Muir’s dog story fascinating. As he wrote to his wife, likely referring to the night at Gramercy Park, “When I am telling it at the dinner-tables, it is curious to see how eagerly the liveried servants listen from behind screens, half-closed doors, etc.”10


The story had a vivid, remote setting: a glacier on the Alaska panhandle, in what is now Glacier Bay National Park. It had a quirky protagonist: Muir himself, setting off to hike the glacier, alone, with no trail and little food or equipment, in the middle of a wild storm. It led to an insight, a firm philosophical conclusion about how the world worked, presented through an exciting narrative with an undeniable moral. And best of all, its true hero was a dog.


Stickeen was a two-year-old mutt with short legs, a huge tail, thin ears, and sharp eyes. His long, silky hair had the black, white, and tan markings of a shepherd dog, though he was only half that size. Muir’s friend S. Hall Young, a Presbyterian missionary stationed on the Stikine River, brought Stickeen on their boat trip north. Muir told Young it was a terrible idea: “This trip is not likely to be good for toy-dogs. The poor silly thing will be in rain and snow for weeks or months, and will require care like a baby.” Instead, Stickeen turned out to be a dog version of Muir: independent and contrary. Stickeen wasn’t a hunting dog nor one that enjoyed affection; the dog didn’t even seem to express much joy, only stubborn determination. For example, Stickeen hated to return to the ship after a land exploration. “When we were ready to start he could never be found, and refused to come to our call,” Muir wrote in a version of the tale that he eventually published. Then “as soon as we were fairly off he came trotting down the beach, plunged into the surf, and swam after us, knowing well that we would cease rowing and take him in. . . . We tried to cure him of this trick by compelling him to swim a long way, as if we had a mind to abandon him; but this did no good; the longer the swim the better he seemed to like it.”11


One day, amid a terrible storm, Muir tried to sneak away before breakfast. To his dismay, Stickeen followed. They hiked three miles upstream along the glacier’s edge, then seven miles across the glacier’s surface. They continued another few miles uphill along the far edge, then followed a side-glacier to an iceberg-filled lake. It was gorgeous and fascinating and Muir wanted to keep going. But by now the day was waning, the storm was threatening to kick up again, and given the danger of falling into a deep crevasse on top of the ice, he faced an imperative to get back across the main glacier before dark.


Telling the story, Muir took his time to insert plenty of scientific details. In his wanderings through the mountains above Yosemite, he’d studied glaciers and their effects. He came to know more about that science than anyone in the country, and conveyed it in this story. As naturalist John Burroughs later commented, “You ought to hear him tell his dog story. It is one of the few really good dog stories. But you don’t want to ask him to tell it unless you have plenty of time. He takes an hour to go through it, and you get the whole theory of glaciation thrown in.”12 Muir was not merely a storyteller, and not merely a scientist, but that rare person who could seamlessly and joyfully merge the two. The written version of the Stickeen story is also full of religious imagery and phrasings that recall the King James Bible. Muir’s audiences would expect stories told in that style to have a deep philosophical point, so he was setting them up for his message.


The story then followed Muir and Stickeen on their return journey. Re-crossing the glacier at a different location, they encountered crevasses. At first the gaps were about a foot wide, jumpable. Then the gaps got bigger, requiring a search for a narrow place to cross. Then Muir lost sight of the forests on either side of the glacier. Then it started snowing. He was hungry, his clothes were soaking wet, and each crevasse proved more trying than the last. As a storyteller, Muir ramped up the suspense. Nevertheless, this was not a story about conquering nature. Muir did not see natural conditions as a challenge that could prove his worth. Instead nature could offer spiritual insights.


After jumping his biggest crevasse yet—slightly downhill, making it hard to backtrack—Muir realized that he was on an island. The only way off was across a seventy-foot sliver of an ice bridge. The middle of the bridge’s span drooped about fifteen feet below its ends, and those ends were secured to the walls about ten feet below the surface. Muir pulled out his ice-axe and leaned over the cliff-edge to build stairs. Then he edged down those stairs and inched across the bridge. As he went, he smoothed its knife-edged top to a flatter surface for foot- and paw-holds. He believed that he got across thanks not to skill or strength but a “power beyond our call or knowledge.” He could never recall how exactly he got up the cliff on the other side. “The thing seemed to have been done by somebody else.”


For once, Stickeen did not follow. As Muir embarked on the crossing, the dog “looked me in the face with a startled air of surprise and concern.” Stickeen seemed to recognize danger. “His looks and tones of voice when he began to complain and speak his fears were so human that I unconsciously talked to him in sympathy as I would to a frightened boy, and in trying to calm his fears perhaps in some measure moderated my own,” Muir said. Finally, when Muir reached the other side, the once “silent, philosophic Stickeen” was “moaning and wailing as if in the bitterness of death. . . . His natural composure and courage had vanished utterly in a tumultuous storm of fear.” Finally, breathless with despair, Stickeen edged down the steps. Slowly, steadying against the wind, the dog moved across the bridge. Then in a brave rush, he tore up the cliff to join Muir.


As Stickeen reached safety, Muir said, “Never before or since have I seen anything like so passionate a revulsion from the depths of despair to exultant, triumphant, uncontrollable joy. He flashed and darted hither and thither as if fairly demented, screaming and shouting, swirling round and round in giddy loops and circles like a leaf in a whirlwind.” Stickeen still didn’t want to be petted or held, but would run from 200 yards away and launch himself at Muir’s face. Finally they walked onwards, fortunately encountering no more large crevasses. They made it back to camp before midnight, and Muir silently consumed several bowls of chowder before telling the story for the first time. “Yon’s a brave doggie,” he began.13


Stickeen, lying exhausted on a blanket, wagged his tail.


To Muir, the story disproved mainstream Christians’ claims that animals lacked souls or emotions. Although Stickeen was only a dog—and an aloof one at that—in the moment before crossing the bridge, “His voice and gestures, hopes and fears, were so perfectly human that none could mistake them.” If animals had emotions, maybe they too were moral beings. Maybe every element of nature was not simply placed there as a resource for people to take advantage of, planted either by a human gardener or a heavenly one. Maybe all elements of nature—even the apparently random and useless elements—were expressions of God. In Muir’s Christianity, nature was God, and God was nature. To the extent that people were abusing nature, we were abusing God. And to the extent that we alienated ourselves from nature, we alienated ourselves from God.


It was a message after James Pinchot’s own heart. James had grown up in Milford, Pennsylvania, on the Delaware River at the New York–New Jersey border. His family fortune had come from cutting down all the forests in the area. James’s father would buy a virgin woodland, clear-cut it, float the logs downstream to market, and then dispose of the useless, denuded acreage of stumps. As a child, James joined the logging crews. Since then, he’d come to feel terrible about it, as if he’d murdered these living, wondrous forests. James wanted to use some of the family money to assuage that guilt. He built a mansion in Milford, called Grey Towers, and used it as a philanthropic base. He joined the American Forestry Association, among other groups promoting science and rational politics. And like an overzealous sports dad, James hoped to fully realize his forestry dreams through his oldest son, Gifford.


Gifford was present at the dinner table that night in June 1893, listening to Muir’s story. And a normal man in Gifford’s position might have been nervous. Yes, Gifford was in his native milieu, at his parents’ home. Yes, they were talking about his favorite subjects, outdoor life and natural science. Yes, Gifford often approached knowledgeable older men as potential mentors. But John Muir was beyond the webs of obligation in Pinchot’s social circle. He arrived from California like Superman arriving from the Fortress of Solitude.


Furthermore, Gifford was at a difficult point in his relationship with his parents. They had funded him at Exeter and Yale. Then they funded his postgraduate study in Europe. When Gifford returned stateside in 1890, they funded further travel and study. The following year, Gifford landed a good job, preparing a forestry management plan for millionaire George Vanderbilt’s grand Biltmore estate in the mountains of North Carolina. It should have been a short gig, a stepping-stone to something greater—but Gifford wasn’t making that next step. Indeed, when Muir summarized the dinner for his wife, he didn’t mention Biltmore, which was arguably the largest, most ambitious formal forestry project in the nation’s history to that date. He said only that the Pinchots’ “son is studying forestry.”14 Why didn’t James brag about Gifford to the visiting naturalist? Perhaps because he was disappointed in Gifford. James could be as exacting a taskmaster as Daniel Muir was for John—and he always told Gifford that their interests were identical. If Gifford was quiet or sullen during the meal, the pressure of James’s expectations may have explained why.15


Indeed, the tension between Gifford and his parents that night was heightened by a secret. Gifford was in love—and sure that his parents would not approve. Although his girlfriend Laura Houghteling was beautiful and kind, with an impeccable family background, she was suffering from tuberculosis. The disease had no cure. Once they learned of his love, his parents would naturally be concerned: even if being in her presence didn’t infect Gifford, the relationship was likely doomed to an early, unpleasant death. Three months previously, he’d written a letter to his mother that described Laura as a friend: “I have seldom met so sane and straightforward a girl or one with so little foolishness about her.”16 But it would be another four months before he formally revealed the depths of his emotions.


It’s hard to know exactly how Gifford acted at the dinner, because his diaries for 1893 later vanished, along with letters to and from Laura.17 Presumably he didn’t say much, or Muir would have remembered him as more than a student. But after the dinner, it was Gifford, not James, who became the main point of contact between Muir and the Pinchots. A few days later, Gifford supplied Muir with letters of introduction to his European friends, for Muir to use in his post-Scotland tour of continental glaciers. And a lengthier letter in September indicates how much the dinner affected Gifford, how much he liked the older man and hoped to learn from him. “Your advice has never gone out of my mind,” Gifford wrote.18


Muir often advised young men to “get rich”—by which he meant the opposite of accumulating money. Rather, he preached filling the mind and spirit with observations of nature. Gifford told Muir he intended to follow this advice. “This coming winter I hope to do much more ‘getting rich’ than I have done for several winters past. Especially I want to get into the lumber camps in the Adirondacks and in Michigan.”19


A lumber camp doesn’t quite sound like Muir’s natural ideal. Then again, Gifford Pinchot always took his own road. For example, even though he’d been offered a position two years previously in the tiny federal forestry office, he was instead hanging up a shingle as a “Consulting Forester” to private landowners. In Europe, even though everyone had advised him to enroll in a formal two- to five-year graduate program, he had instead dabbled in some courses and interned with leading foresters. Even though the Europeans taught a discipline of scientific forestry that created a highly controlled tree plantation, Pinchot instead believed in a yet-to-be-invented American practical forestry that wouldn’t have so much sterile landscape or top-down structure. So if Pinchot wanted to “get rich” by observing nature in a lumber camp, this was not a rejection of Muir’s ideas but an expansion of them. In remixing Muir’s advice, he was honoring the original.


Clearly that’s how Muir saw it. Upon returning to New York in September, he responded to Pinchot’s lumber camp letter with another story, his version of additional advice. Although he enjoyed Europe, Muir reported, it was “so unlike the calm solitudes of nature however that I became very nervous and tired . . . London seemed a desperately lonely and dangerous wilderness to me. The only kind of wilderness I ever feared.” Although Pinchot’s letter offered him an opportunity to rail against lumber camps, Muir instead railed against a city. His fight was not so much against lumberjacks as against soul-deadening urban life. Nature provided a counterpoint, Muir believed, which was why it needed to be saved. He believed that Pinchot could be an ally in that battle. Pinchot too felt at home in forests and wanted to save them. The following spring, after Pinchot summarized some of his lumber camp experiences as helping him get rich, Muir commended him. “You are choosing the right way into the woods . . . I only regret I cannot join you in your walks.”20


What made Muir so open to this relationship, so tolerant of Pinchot’s alternate view of nature? Why did Muir hate cities more than lumber camps? What did he want from Pinchot? To answer these questions, one must dig more deeply into Muir’s life.




2


“Radiate Radiate Radiate”


[image: images]


Given his talent and complexity, given his remarkable effects on so many aspects of society, John Muir’s story can be told in many ways. Politically, one might focus on Yosemite and the principles of national parks, plus his founding of the Sierra Club. Science buffs might prefer details on how his observations overturned geologists’ theories about the formation of mountain valleys. In literature, his enthusiastic landscape descriptions and unadorned style of conveying science and emotion shaped the very genre of nature writing. His overall biography—the poor immigrant child of a cruel, distant father who grows into a much-loved leader with a successful family and a rich emotional life characterized primarily by joy—suggests a template for everyone to emulate.


But to a biographer the key question about any individual is: What did he or she want? And with Muir the evidence shows that he wanted to bring people to a richer spiritual life through appreciation of the natural world. Activist, scientist, writer, and wanderer were all offshoots. At his core, he aspired to be a prophet.


In autumn of 1860, aged twenty-two, Muir lived for a few months in Prairie du Chien, Wisconsin, a tiny town on the Mississippi River. He found it pretty, with woods and prairies and limestone hills. He came for an internship with an acclaimed inventor who was about to debut a steam-powered vehicle that ran atop the river’s winter ice. But the device quickly proved mechanically faulty, the inventor perhaps a fraud. Meanwhile, in exchange for rent, Muir did chores at a boardinghouse. This was the first time he was living away from home, and he struggled emotionally. He thought a lot about death, and about the dreariness of the career he expected: inventing mechanical devices on factory floors, “in a great smoky shop among devilish men.” Muir was moving slowly away from his evangelical upbringing. He had rejected his family’s farm as the source of salvation through backbreaking misery—but he still expected misery; he had not yet shed his father’s dour judgmentalism.1


With irrepressible mechanical genius, Muir spent a lot of time inventing things, including an alarm clock that would automatically light a candle and woodstove before tipping him out of his cot. He felt homesick and lonely, “adrift on this big sinning world,” he wrote. Socially, a friend called him “clumsy looking.” Although Prairie du Chien was a small town that had failed to boom as expected after the railroad arrived, it felt almost urban compared to the remote Muir family homestead. The boardinghouse residents included several schoolteachers and a lawyer, as well as the innkeeper’s orphaned niece, Emily Pelton, who was about Muir’s age and single. Every week they gathered in the parlor for an intellectual discussion; although Muir occasionally attended, he almost never spoke. He went on long walks with Emily, but was painfully shy. He felt more comfortable interacting with the innkeeper’s wife and her infant. He did find himself whistling while doing chores and tried to figure that must mean he was happy.2


At the boardinghouse’s 1860 Thanksgiving celebration, the rich meal centered on turkey, which Muir ate only reluctantly. (Throughout his life, he had a famously small appetite—he could hike for days on a few crusts of bread.) After dinner, almost everyone played parlor games, such as blindman’s buff. These were not risqué games, merely frivolous, although there may also have been dancing, kissing, or other public displays of relatively chaste affection. Prudish Muir refused to participate in any of them. Indeed, he expressed disappointment that a normally dignified Bible salesman joined in the silliness. When others tried to get Muir to lighten up, he quoted Proverbs 1:10 to them: “If sinners entice thee, consent thou not.” He later reported to his sister and brother-in-law, “It was taken very gravely and caused an apology next day. I have a great character here for sobriety.”3


He made that claim with some pride, as if he saw his presence in Prairie du Chien as bearing witness to right living. He was demonstrating the power of spiritual discipline to the folks of this small village with its reputation for feverish swamps and lousy churches. In other words, he was offering unsolicited spiritual advice—preaching. And like his uncompromising father, who gloried in misery more than love or forgiveness, Muir would happily scold those around him when they didn’t live up to God’s standards. A few years later, chastened, he wrote to Emily about the days “when I used to hurl very orthodox denunciations at all things morally or religiously amiss in old or young. It appears strange to me that you should all have been so patient with me.”4


They likely saw a gentle soul making his first forays into the wider world, learning the hard way about the folly of his father’s grim approach. Responding to Muir’s letter describing Thanksgiving, his brother-in-law encouraged him to relax into the realization that he would someday grow and love. “I guess you have not yet felt that inexpressible something, or you would never call those sinners who play at blind man’s buff, or who so far cast off all natural coldness and sullenness to kiss each other promiscuously,” he wrote—and then showed Muir how to turn Christian principles into real-life forgiveness. “I will not at this time censure you for your stiffness for I know you are bashful and I spare you.”5


In the coming years Muir became less sullen and judgmental. He rejected the joyless faith of his father, with its insistence that the only rewarding life was one of unrewarded toil. He became far better at expressing ideas in his own words, rather than those of the Old Testament—and he learned to express those ideas as stories, rather than slinging quotes like daggers. But he never lost a core insistence that spiritual quests were more worthy than flirty games. He eventually reached a key insight about himself—that he would be most fulfilled when he could appreciate God through the wonders of nature—and so he lived to bear witness about that insight to the rest of the world. He may have replaced his father’s brutal dogma with a gentler, more modern one, but he retained the evangelical attitude. An individual’s purpose here on earth, he believed, was to show other individuals how to rise to a higher spiritual plane.


Over the next six years Muir rejected a great deal. He enrolled at the University of Wisconsin, denying his father’s creed that farm toil was more worthy than education. Soon he departed for Canada, refusing to enroll in the Union Army for the Civil War, rejecting war itself. In a remote Ontario village, he invented a machine to make broom handles, turning away from the university-based life of the mind to instead favor the hands-on engineering of a millwright. Although he lived in a small cabin with four young adults, including a single female, he found his most rewarding experiences walking alone in the woods—you might say that he rebuffed the possibility of romantic love, substituting nature for sex. And he was still trying to reject the formal structures of his religious upbringing, substituting nature for church.


In 1866 the broom-handle factory burned down, and Muir moved back to the United States. He eventually found a job at an Indianapolis wagon-wheel factory, where he vowed to make his mark as an inventor—but refused to patent his inventions, believing they should be given freely to mankind. He boarded with devout Christian families and befriended children. He was gentle and trustworthy and inspired people’s generosity, but even at age twenty-eight he seemed lost, adrift in the world. Then came the blindness.


In March 1867, while Muir was engaged in routine belt maintenance on one of the factory’s circular saws, a file slipped and flew into his right eye. When he opened his eyelid, goop dripped into his hand. Soon the eye went blind. Then, in sympathy, so did the other one. For a man who had received so much joy from looking at flowers and plants, from reading, from sketching, and from inventions whose design required visual acuity, blindness was devastating. It turned out to be temporary—after a few weeks his sight was restored. But the incident caused Muir to forsake his career in industry, to reject living in cities and accepting societal expectations. He vowed to instead devote himself fully to the study of nature.


Why so many rejections? Muir’s personality involved polarities, and constant switching between them: from bashful to gregarious, from industrial inventor to nature-lover, from solitary wanderer to child-loving family man, from forgiving soul to opinionated rabble-rouser, from scientist to mystic. Thus he continually made wholesale rejections and then walked them back. He gave up on organized religion but later tried to attend church. He moved away from his family but throughout his life offered them profound support. He renounced farm life but would later own an orchard, derided cities but would almost always winter near them, frowned on book-learning but wrote books, didn’t care for politics but would become an activist. Biographer Stephen Fox says that although Muir, especially late in life, liked to portray himself as driven by an insatiable hunger for wilderness, in fact he “neither loved wilderness nor hated civilization as much as he claimed.” Rather, he was driven by tensions in his personality, “between people and nature, civilized constraints and wild freedom, love and loneliness. . . . The recurrent alternation of freedom and restraint made each seem all the more vivid by contrast.” And because American society as a whole mirrored these tensions, Muir’s attempts to work them out for himself became his greatest form of bearing witness.6
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