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"Wilderness Is A Necessity" 

John of the Mountains they called him, 
and rightly so. He lived and earned the 
title. Intimately linked, John Muir's life and 
writing championed American wilderness 
at a crucial point in history. He moved us 
to preserve exquisite samples of our natural 
heritage before it was too late, before the 
last remnants were gobbled up by the re
lentless wheels of industry. 

Muir spoke out for saving wilderness just 
when the frontier that molded our pio
neer character disappeared. The important 
change of national attitude this represented 
in the late 1800s is difficult to appreciate 
today. We now recognize our culture's close 
link to our environment's fate—thanks in 
large part to John Muir. He bridged the gap 
between earlier exploitive attitudes toward 
wildlands and today's environmental out
look. Nature does not exist solely to be 
exploited economically by man. It exists 
in its own right and, if protected, can bene
fit us in myriad ways. 

Forever footloose, Muir tracked the mean
ing of nature itself. Before he settled into 
this California house he had walked several 
thousand miles. On one walking trip alone, 
from Canada to the Gulf of Mexico, he 
chalked up a thousand miles. His long walks, 
"hikes," or even expeditions, we would 
call them, gave him time to formulate his 
thoughts about the role of nature in main
taining civilization and human values. 

California became his home and its moun
tains the dwelling place of his spirit, the 
setting for his influential writings. Ralph 
Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, and 
John Burroughs had also written of wild 
nature, but they had not lived it as Muir did. 
Muir's writing has the force of his personal 
experience and keen observations behind 
it. As a spokesman for nature Muir sup
ported his arguments with facts, wild, nat
ural facts that said, "Save the Wilderness." 

Professional geologists said glaciers did 
not create Yosemite valley. Muir suspected 

otherwise. Scrambling its mountainous val
leys and crests he discovered numerous 
active glaciers and abundant scars of an
cient ice sheets' massive sculpting. Muir's 
facts changed experts' minds about glaciers 
and the California mountains. His facts 
changed politicians'minds about how moun
tain forests save city water supplies. Facts 
on foot were John Muir's stock in trade. 

Even President Theodore Roosevelt lis
tened. Muir led him through Yosemite, 
camping and tramping at will as befitted 
both rugged outdoorsmen. They even slept 
out in a four-inch snowfall. Muir convinced 
Roosevelt that large tracts of forest lands 
should be protected from commercial ex
ploitation. He also chided the President 
about his "childish" big game hunting. 

All life is one, Muir believed. Human life 
is just one form of life and all forms have 
their significance and purpose. He pio
neered what we now know as an ecological 
viewpoint, arguing that wildlands and wild
life had values of their own apart from their 
usefulness to man. He publicized, pro
moted, urged, and thrust this view upon 
the nation in a barrage of magazine and 
newspaper articles. 

Muir traveled the wilderness in simplicity 
but publicized it with great sophistication. 
He once walked across Michigan and into 
Canada with a small knapsack containing 
only a change of underwear, pencil and 
notebook, bartering labor for food en route. 
Yet Muir also persuaded the Southern Pa
cific Railway to put pressure on Congress to 
protect wilderness. 

Muir saw America ready to change its idea 
of nature and determined to spearhead the 
change. "I care to live only to entice people 
to look at nature's loveliness," he wrote to 
a friend. Emerson's nature philosophy was 
then widely popular and the Darwinian 
revolution was giving increased weight to 
observed facts in science. Muir's writing 
combined cogent philosophical thought 

with hard observation of natural phenom
ena. He focused public concern until it 
sharpened into political action to protect 
the vanishing wilderness. 

Muir could not hold together the infant con
servation movement he helped generate. 
It soon split into two camps. At first, "con
servationists" included all who sought to 
prevent despoliation of wild lands. But Muir 
soon found that many simply advocated 
careful management for long-term eco
nomic use. Muir wanted large samples of 
wild nature preserved forever, unaltered. 
Man could consequently enjoy and be en
riched by them in perpetuity. This contro
versy within the conservation movement 
persists today. 

Muir successfully established preservation 
as a national land policy. Earlier preserves 
had been set aside to protect natural oddi
ties or timber and water supplies. At Muir's 
urging, Yosemite National Park was created 
in 1890, specifically to preserve its wilder
ness character. 

Muir's message was this: "Wilderness is a 
necessity. Mountain parks and reservations 
are useful not only as fountains of timber 
and irrigating rivers, but as fountains of 
life." For Muir taught us on two levels, as 
a nature philosopher and social critic. He 
held up the mirror of untamed nature to 
our mechanical culture. We are insecure, 
Muir believed, only because we fail to see 
nature's true bounty and our perfect secu
rity within the scheme of things. 

Muir's writing, largely accomplished in his 
study here, was highly influential. In part, 
its success can be measured by its wide 
acceptance. Henry Thoreau's audience had 
consisted of friends, family and a few curi
ous neighbors. Muir wrote for first rate na
tional magazines and his books sold widely. 
He helped establish conservation as an 
accepted outlook on our environment and 
its natural resources. It is an outlook which 
still requires championing today. 

About Your Visit 
The house and 
grounds are open 
daily except on 
Thanksgiving, De
cember 25, and Jan
uary 1. Tours are 
self-guiding. Groups 
should arrange in ad
vance for guided 
tours. A film about 
John Muir's life and 
philosophy is shown 
hourly. 

John Muir National 
Historic Site is ad
ministered by the Na
tional Park Service, 
U S Department of 
the Interior. A super
intendent, whose ad
dress is 4202 Alham-
bra Ave., Martinez, 
CA 94553, is in im
mediate charge. Tele
phone: 415-228-8860, 

For those who need 
assistance up the 

,'.GPO 1978-261-212/41 

Please be extra cau
tious while visiting 
the park. Your best 
defense against acci
dents is common 
sense. 



A very different man, seen now and then at long intervals but 
usually invisible, is the free roamer of the wilderness.... 

Bancroft Library. University of California 

Lithe and sinewy, he walks erect, making his way with the skill 
of wild animals, all his senses in action, watchful and alert,...his 
imagination well nourished in the wealth of the wilderness.... 
and all the wilderness is home. John Muir, Steep Trails 

On almost any Saturday in the early 1840s, 
a small lad named Johnny Muir could be 
found wandering joyously in the fields and 
along the seashore near his home town of 
Dunbar, Scotland. "I was fond of everything 
that was wild, and all my life I've been grow
ing fonder and fonder of wild places and 
wild creatures," Muir later recalled. He 
never really changed, but as he matured his 
goal in life became one of sharing that love 
of wildness with others so that a portion 
of America's once-great wilderness could 
be saved for future generations. 

In 1848, when he was ten, John Muir immi
grated with his family to the Wisconsin fron
tier. Under the stern hand of his father, who 
was a preacher and a farmer John was 
forced to turn his energies to clearing trees, 
planting crops, and building —to taming 
the American wilderness he would later 

struggle to preserve. After attending the 
University of Wisconsin, John eventually 
turned to the "university of the wilderness", 
a lifelong course of study. He set out on 
foot, crossing the country from North to 
South, and ended up finally in the High Sier
ras of California—ever after to be the center 
of his quest for wild nature's meaning. 

In the 1880s, he married Louie Strentzel 
and had two children. During the same 
period, he secured a modest fortune in 
fruit-ranching here in the Alhambra Valley. 
Having provided for his family, he resumed 
his wilderness travels and studies in areas 
scattered around the globe from Alaska to 
Africa, but concentrating in the nearby 
Sierras Returning home periodically, Muir 
did a great deal of writing in his study, 
pointing out the urgent need to save Ameri
ca's vanishing wilderness. 

Muir made his most valuable contributions 
to scientific knowledge in the field of gla-
ciology. He personally discovered several 
glaciers, including the one in Alaska that 
bears his name. 

In addition to publishing prolifically in im
portant American magazines and news
papers to publicize the preservation ethic, 
Muir was one of the founders of the Sierra 
Club in 1892, and served as its president 
until he died. His books began coming out 
in 1894, and are republished today. For 
all his literary and political activity, how
ever, Muir tended to become physically 
ill when he stayed too long confined by 
civilization. He remained a man of the wil
derness until his death in 1914. His words 
in a letter to his sister in 1873 summarize 
his life: "The mountains are calling and I 
must go." 

The Martinez adobe 
(right) became the 
home of Muir's daugh
ter Wanda and her 
husband,Thomas Han-
na in 1906. Muir 
often dined here with 
the Hannas. Muir and 
his wife and daughters, 
Wanda (left) and Helen, 
are shown seated 
on the front porch of 
the main house about 
1904. 

As a young inventor, 
Muir built this student 
desk (left). It has a 
clock-type mechanism 
for opening and clos
ing books automati
cally. 

After 1866, Muir de
voted himself to the 
study of "wild na
ture" and its preser
vation. He is shown 
here at his desk 
working on one of 
the many articles 
and books that came 
from his pen urging 
conservation. As 
Muir and Theodore 
Roosevelt (right) 
explored Yosemite, 
Muir pled for 
favorable legislation. 

Muir points out valua
ble natural features 
of Hetch Hetchy to 

Sierra Club members 
(below) during his 
presidency. 

John Muir House 
The John Muir house 
(built in 1882), was 
originally the home 
of John and Louisiana 
Strentzel, parents of 

Muir's wife, Lottie. 
When Dr. Strentzel 
died in 1890, the 
Muirs moved into the 
"big house." In his 

study, on the second 
floor of the house, 
Muir did much of his 
writing when he was 
not in the mountains. 

Through the efforts 
of the John Muir Me
morial Association, the 
Muir home was de
clared a national his

toric site in 1964. The 
National Park Service 
is restoring the build
ing and grounds to 
reflect as nearly as 

possible the period 
between 1906 and 
1914. The exterior of 
the house is now his
torically accurate. 
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