
University of the Pacific University of the Pacific 

Scholarly Commons Scholarly Commons 

Reminiscences about John Muir John Muir Papers 

July 2021 

Reminiscence of John Muir by Merriam, C. Hart Reminiscence of John Muir by Merriam, C. Hart 

C. Hart Merriam 

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarlycommons.pacific.edu/muir-reminiscences 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Merriam, C. Hart, "Reminiscence of John Muir by Merriam, C. Hart" (2021). Reminiscences about John 
Muir. 25. 
https://scholarlycommons.pacific.edu/muir-reminiscences/25 

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the John Muir Papers at Scholarly Commons. It has been 
accepted for inclusion in Reminiscences about John Muir by an authorized administrator of Scholarly Commons. 
For more information, please contact mgibney@pacific.edu. 

https://scholarlycommons.pacific.edu/
https://scholarlycommons.pacific.edu/muir-reminiscences
https://scholarlycommons.pacific.edu/muir
https://scholarlycommons.pacific.edu/muir-reminiscences?utm_source=scholarlycommons.pacific.edu%2Fmuir-reminiscences%2F25&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarlycommons.pacific.edu/muir-reminiscences/25?utm_source=scholarlycommons.pacific.edu%2Fmuir-reminiscences%2F25&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:mgibney@pacific.edu


. · 

/ 

r , 
' ( 

l ' 

/ ./ 
' 1 

TO 'L'lL, ¡.J..:i:\IORY OF JOifrJ !• .• UIR 

by 

c;. Hart 1' 1erriam 

John Muir vras doubtless more \'lideJ.y lmovm. and more gone r a l ly loved 

than any other Ualif ornian. He left a trail that is vrorth follo.ving . It leads 

t o the mountains and forests , to heal th and happiness , and to a better apprecia -

tion of na ture . \/hile he loved the mountains and everythi ng in them , his ch ief' 

interests céntered about the dynami c f or ces tha t shoped their feattu·es , and the 

vegeta t ion tha t c l othed their slopes • 

But of a l l the objec ts in nat ure , trees appealed to him most strongly. 

These he lmew as no other man has lmown them . They were ev¡;¡r- presen t in his 

mind and formed an inex.hausti bl e theme of' conversa tiono On his walks and in his 

study he delighted to talk of their indiv idual peculiarities , and wi th his penc il 

he would make rough bu t chara c ter i s tic slm tche s show ing the domi nant dis tinc t i ve 

f eatures o:f each species . He lmew the dates of flower i ng· ancl the differences 

of the sexos , and coul d tell o f:fhand the ti me requirect by t he several pines for 

maturing the i r eones . I n nearl y ever.y cas e he could rocognize a tree a t a 

di stan ce by i ts general h.ab i t , and when specimens were shown him he could 

. 
identify them at a B'lance by the bran ches , :flowers , fruit or barl~ . 

To gratify his love of forests and increase his lmowledgo of them he 

traveled far , s tudying· not only those o f the Pacif'ic coas t :from ~üaska and. 

Brit i sh Columbia to southern Cal iifomia, t hose of the Roclty Mountai ns from 

Montana to A"r izona , t hose of the ea stern stat es in both the northern and. 

southern Al leghani es and in the p ine barrens and everg l ades o f Florida , but a lso 

tru.verrHntt; Rus sifl. ~ Siberi a , and India, visiting Australia, New Zeal and , and. the 

Ph:ilipp ines , and l a te ín life even journey i ng to South A.morica to see for hiJ'Y'.self 

t he grea t tropical f orests of the 1\.mazon , and. the remar kable Araucaria of westem 

Patagonia . Has any other hum'Jn eye seen so many and. diverse types of arboreous 

-
0 th · 1 1 d h .o t.he vee;eta t ion , or any o er rtnnc earne so mue . o J. grca t f'o :r.ests of the worJ.d? 
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One orten hears Luir spolmn of as an authority on the animal life of 

t he mounta ins. This i.s an error . For wh ile he liked to see birds and mammals 

in the wi ld.erness and about h is crunps , he never troub l ed himsel f to learn much 

about them . Now a nd then a l)S. rticular spec i es impressed i tself sufficiently 

upon h is a ttent ion t o appear in his wri ting s , and in a fow instances to form the 

subject of a spec ta l a rticl e or chap ter , as in the case of the \'la ter Ouzel and 

the Sierra Red Squirrel - - V'!.h ich latter he :pe rs~stently confused v1ith the Doug las 

Squirrel of t he coa s t. But of th e grea t army of small b i rd.s and !1Rmmals he lmew 

and cared li ttle. Plan ts , on the other hand, vrere alv;ays dear to him; he knew 

the name of hu.ndreds of' species and could tell a t wha t al titude and. i.n w.ha t 

situa tion each was likely to be found . 

He had a strong me chanical bent , vvas fond of :ma. chinery , quick to grasp 

princ i p l es of me chanics , and was familiar wi th tJ¡.o various applica tions of powe r . 

He loved to study t ho forces of nature , aud was one of the first to recognize the 

part p l ayed by ice in s cul:pturing mountains , canyons , and val l ey s . 

I n 1870 or 1871 Muir took my father to Clouds Rest , from which lofty 

outl ook he pointed wi th en t husiasm and conv iction to the severa l c.hannels throue;h 

whi ch deep r i ve rs of ice had found their way before uniting to form the glacier 

t hat had p l owed out and shaped Yosem ite Valley . A:nd l a t er , when tra veling 

t ogether in the upper ~[luolunme and !dokelunme regions, he ofte:n surprised. me by 

the extent of h is knowledge of the depth o f the former glaciers and the details 

of i ce actio:n in those par t s . I t i s a pity that his early studies of' the ancient 

gl a ciers of tho Sierra VIere not recorded in perma:ne:n t form , but a ma. t t er of 

co:ngratulation tha t h is o·bservations on thos e of Alaslm have finally been published.
1 

l . A fo o tnote should be added , g1vmg references to Huir ' s Al a ska book V'ihicb 
you edited , and to his a rticlo on gl ac :i.ers i n the Harrii'IR:n .Al aska Expedition 
volmnes (Vo1 . 2 , if I remomber correctly ). As I have ne i ther of the se works 
he re , I am unab le to supp ly the re ference s . 
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Muir was a g rea t talker , but not a l oud t a l ker. And al tho he usuaJ.ly 

monopolized t he conversa. t ion , he was li s tened to wi th a tten tion and often v1i t h 

del i ght . Lilre most men wh o ha ve sp ent much of their livos in t he motmt a ins , he 

was a n inclependent thinke r and had wel l-digested op inions on a surprising ly l a r ge 

numb er of top ics . He was ar gumentativa by na ture , and his Sc otch blood showed 

in tb.e persistence and tenac i t".t with V7h ich he uphe l d his p oi nt o f view. On the 

other ha nd , he wa.s rarely a ggressive or disagreeabJ.e . I n f a ct he was one of the 

most charmi ng compa nions I have ever known. In a ddi tion t o a kindly and generous 

nature h e p osse s sed a ke en s ense o f humor and wa s some thing of a tease . V/hen 

walldng the deck of the steamer on t he Harri rran .Al a sk:a Expedi tion. , his most constant 

compa n ion was t he eminent geo grapher , the late Henr y Gannett . Speák:i:ng of t h is 

friendship h e e xp l a ined t hat wh en h e fir s t saw Ga1mett he was i mpressed by w.ha t 

he ca lled the npreter na tura l so l emnit-y" of his expressi on . This , h e a ssert ed , with 

a merry look in h i s eye , had convince d him t hat Gannett , lilte himself, was fond of 

h umor , and he was not long in l earni:ng t hat Gannett , thot¡gh not a Sco tcbman , also 

l ove d an argu.ment. The r esu lt was that the two were a l ways happy t oge th er . 

Muir abh ored politics , and once wh en s-p ealüng of a rra:n wh om h e r egarded 

as .having fall en f rom gr a ce , remar lced: "This p l ay i :ng a t p ol i tips saps the 

ve r y fou.nda t ions o f r i gh teou.sne ss . " 

s a woodsman he was peculia r , c ombining a n u.nu.su.a l knowJ. edge of forest 

and mountai:n wi tb. a remarkably sl ender fund of' wha t i s commonly cal l ed woodcr a ft . 

Fo:r in sp ite o f his ha v i ng ~ ent a l ar ge part of hi s U fe in t he wilderness, 

1 h e knew le s s a bout camping than a lmo s t any man I have ever campe d wi th . He cou.ld 

choos e a shel tere d s pot fo r the n i ght , was an a dep t i n bui ldi ng a small f ire in a 

safe p l a ce , and could make an excellent cup o f co ffee in h i s tin c u.p . But of the 

a r t a nd con ven i ences of camp ing as ordinarily m1derstood. , h e was as innocent as a 

ch ild . Hi s ea rlier tri ps in the mounta ins ha d been made afoot . He ha d ca rried no 

b ed or bl ank:et , a nd i n t he way o f food only bread a nd tea , so tha t his ma in concern 
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was in finding a protected p l ace , usually a hollow beside a log, where he could 

spend the night wHh a mínimum of dis comfort from the cold. The heat of a small 

fire , requiring frequent replenishment , served instead of the usual sleeping-bag 

or blanketse 

In after years hj.s visi ts to the mountains were rode wi th others who 

looked after the camp ing . I shall never forget the equipment he brought on his 

f'irst trip with me into the Hi gh Sierra. It was in the late fall , when we were 

likely to meet a snow-storm a t any t:irne. And in f'act two such storms over took 

us -- one in 1\ilolcelurnne Pass , the other in Mono Pass . Otll' route lay in the high 

mountains from Lake Tahoe to Bloody Canyon . The outfit he brought consisted of 

the e lothes he wore and a snall lea ther grip containing a clean shirt, a change of' 

underclothing , and some extra socks • In spite of the lateness of the season , 

the high altitude , the i cy nights , t he almost certainty of snow- storms- in 

spite o f' all these , he carried not so much as a single blanket J 

In reply to my inquiry as to the w'11ereabouts of his bed , he replied that 

he hacl tramped the mount ains f'or years , but had never carried one. I was amazed, 

but the condition confronting us permitted no compromise. I told him therefore 

that altho he had fre quently slept on the ground v1ithout covering in sumrner when 

many years younger , he was too old to do so now, par ticula r l;y at this late season 

of the year. I t ol d him also that I had a good sl eeping-bag , just big enough for 

one , wi th no extra blankets for two , and further tha t H was out of the question 

for me to set out on such a trip with a companion who had no bed. This led .to my 

ultimaturn , which was: "Get a bed or go back horre . " Recognizing the justice of my 

argument he compromised by a sldng: "Where can 1 buy a bed in the mountains?" This 

probl em was soon so lved and the trip was carried out as had been p l anned. It roy 

be added that altho my ground canvas was a J.arge one and did duty f'or us both, as 

we slept close together, yet the severity of the weather was such that he suffered 

nearly every night from cold. He made no comp:l a int, but was always up and had a 
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sm:tl l fire burning and coffee brewing bofore full claylight. The incident is 

mentioned merely to er~hasize a peculiarity of his cha r aoter, that he rarely macle 

any provision beforeha ncl for his ovvn comfort. 

Another marked peculiarity for a wo odsma.n was that he never carried a gun 

or lcilled game e i ther f or sp ort or mea t , preferri:ng to ea t clry bread . 

He was a li.<':;h t eater ancl never seeme d really hungry . Even when tired 

after a long trar~ or a rduous horseback r ide he would ra ther t a lle than ea t , and , as 

many wb.o b.a ve camped with him lmow, he often had to be urgecl to eat in or cler that 

the camp dishes migh t be packed to move on. And more than once his oompanions a t 

the table have quietly taken what was on h i s plate wh ile he , wHhout noticine; wha t 

had been done, kept ri gh t on talking. I remember an oc casion wh en a plate of fried. 

trout was s e t befare him. I t was we1l in the a fternoon and he had had. no thi:ng to 

ea t since a six o ' olock breakf as t ; he had wallced many miles and was tired. Never­

theless he talked continuously of the forest and mountains thro ugh which he had 

gone , ancl was utterly oblivious to the fact tha t h is p l ate was filled and emptied 

three times by his neighbors , whi l e a ll he had taken was a pieoe of bread and a cup 

of co ff'ee. I finally t olcl him that it was time to go , and. that if he would stop and 

eat I woul d do the talking f or a few minutes until he had finished. 

Muir was a worker. He fel t that he had a taslc to perform and li ttle time 

for i dling . \Vhen i n the VTild.erness he was continually maki:ng observations and re cord­

:ing them in his journals. These were usually , sometirres lavishly , illustrated by 

ske tches t hat served to e:x:plain or e1~hasize the text. \iJ'Jlen at home he was busy 

looking after his frui t ranoh or engaged in wri ting; and as the years went by, the 

la tter ocoupa t ion cons1..1med mos t of hi s tirre . \'/hile he did much wri ting , as shown 

by h is boolm and manuscri pts , he never did i t easily or wi th p leasure , but from a 

sense of duty. More than once he spoke to me of the difference in this respect 

between Jolm Burroughs and himself. Burroughs , he said , never would wri te except 

when the mo od was on him: then he wrote r a:p idly and sent his manuscript to the press 

with little or no revision , whil e he (Mui r ) made it his business to write every day , 
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wheth.er in the mood or not. To h i m, writing was laborious if not irksome , and much 

time was spent in smoo thing, balancing, paragraphing, and arranging i t fbr the press . 

He p ossessed a surprising amount of literary acumen , and usually cut out and trimmed 

down much tha t he had wr i tten , sayi:ng it was a serious error to dwell too long on 

one detail; tha t the reader wearied of a single theme and should be led along by 

frequent changes. He had never used a stenogTapher until a few years before his 

death. When visiting the l ate E. H. Harriman a t .his Pel ican .Bay camp on Klams.th 

Lake , Mr. Harriman had urged .him to dicta te an outl ine of his life. This he finally 

consented to a ttempt , dictating to one of Mr. Harril1k'1-n ' s stenographers . The resul t 

formed the basis of his autobiography , since published. 

Vvhile Muir was a man of marked individuality and pronounced tastes, and 

wh iJ.e at one period of b.is life he was much alone, he neverthe less prized congenial 

companionship and numbered among lüs friends men eminent in constructiva enterprise 

as well as in art , literatm"e , and science. His most intimate friends perhaps , 

\ 

outside his own family , wero the educa tor John Swett and the painter William Kei th . 

Kei th , like himself , was a Scotc.bman and the tv1o were gTeat cronies. To hear t.hem 

spar in their native d.ialect was a real treat . 

How much Muir's life work was influenced by his family ·woul d be hard to 

say. His wife , who died a few years before he did , was a woman of more than ordinary 

charae ter and ability. For years she relieved. him of most of the cares of the home 

ranch at Mar tinez , anda thousand and one little things that would have worried him 

or interrupted his worlr. She was a clever and noble woman , but so retir.i11g that she 

was known to only a few . He owed much also to the sympathetic loyal ty of his two 

daughters, He len and Wanda , who, like their Jnother , were devoted to him and the work 

he was do ing. 

Muir ' s influence ha:s been a str.o:ng factor in the development of our Na tional 

Parks and l!' orests a:nd in their utilization as carrrping and recreation ground_s; wh ile 

to the people who coul d not go , his writings have brought an inSiliration and message 

of happiness o 
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