
BOOK REVIEW: 
A PIONEER IN COI'SERVATION 

The Life and Adventures of John Muir. Jam es M . Clarke . 1980. Sierra Clu b 
Books, 530 Bush Street, San Francisco , CA 94108. 324 pages. $7 .95 (paper). 

T his book is a narrative account of the life of John M uir , the man who 
Freeman Tilden has called the "Western Thoreau" and "press-agent of the 
Sierra ." To introduce his subject, the autho r notes in the preface th at the 7 ,000 
mem bers of the Californi a H istorical Society recently voted Muir the greatest 
figure in Californ ia history. This lofty int roduction elevated m y expectati ons from 
the book, and I was not to be disappoint ed . 

The book consists of 58 short chapters grouped , somewhat arbitrarily I 
thought, into seven intervals in the life of John Muir: boy, wanderer, geologist , 
ecologist, explorer, husbandman , and activist. Such a grouping betrays the im­
mense diversity of the man but. fortunately. it is not a major shortcoming. 

A brief opening chapter describes the life of the Muir family in Scotland in the 
1840 's ; it portrays John , born there in 1838 , as an "advent ure-loving boy" and 
ends with the father bursting into a room to announce: " We're gan.g to America 
the mom !" The Muir family settled in Kingston , Wisconsin, where they 
engaged in farming , which left John little time for other interests. His evenings 
and early mornings were spent working on inventions (clocks , barometers, and a 
desk that " turned a book's pages for easy reading" ), and his interest in nature , at 
first encouraged by his mother, grew with observations he madewhile performing 
his farm duties. 

In 1861 Muir enrolled briefly at the University of Wisconsin , but after the un ­
settling effects of the Civil War and its military draft , he went north to explore the 
Canadian bogs and pu rsue his int erests in botan y. Other tri ps followed , and at 
times it was difficult to say where , if anywhere, was the man'5 home. Perhaps this 
narrative is a deliberate (and success ful) atte mpt by the author to portray M uir as 
an adventurist who, after a move to Indianapolis, a walk to Florida, and a brief 
stay in Cuba, finally in 1868 , found a home in Californ ia, where he com ­
plimented his keen interest in natural history with more scientific observat ions on 
the Sierra Nevada. 

Muir spent seven years exploring the Sierra, and the book accounts many of 
his expeditions in detail, capturing the personality of John Muir , naturalist. 
Illustrations, mostly from the Muir journal, enhance the text , but this man also 
was a talented writer, and I would like to have seen more excerpts from his works 
incorporated into the book. I sensed a struggle within Muir as he failed at first to 
establish himself as a scientist, in part because of his disregard for academic con­
ventions. Surely a man of such immense talent and ambition could have ordered 
his prio rities differently , but Muir evidently chose to explore rather than publish 
in national journals. In time, a series of trips to Alaska and articles on the glacial 
history of that region would "increase his fame by a leap," thus setting the stage 
for the most political - and probably the most important - years of Muir 's life . 

The final part of th e book , 56 pages in all, is a m uch too brief and fragm ented 
account of Muirs battles to preserve his first love : the "sun-drenched, shower­
refreshed Sierra Nevada." Result s of Muir 's efforts extended beyon d the West 
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Coast ; his attempts to preserve the California redwoods, for example, resulted in 
millions of acres being set aside as the White River , Shoshone , and Teton 
National Forests, and led to creation of the Nat ional Forest System. Later , Muir 
helped organize the Sierra Club, becoming the club's first president and standard 
bearer in the fight to preserve and enlarge Yosemite National Park. 

I especially enjoyed the book's accounts of Muir's dealings with other prom ­
inent conservationists such as Joseph leConte and Asa Gray . One of Muir ' s 
many trips to Alaska led to a friendship with C. Han Merriam , who recommend­
ed Muirto President Theodore Roosevelt asan authority on the "grim realities of 
wilderness destruction." Muir's meeting with the President contributed to the 
designation of 148 million acres as new National Forest lands, the "Monument 
and Antiquities Act , " and 23 National Monuments. 

The fight against a proposed dam on the valley in Yosemite was, despite its 
ultimate failure , one of Muir 's greatest strugg les. Then President Taft spent a day 
in Yosemite with Muir as his guide; this led to a long series of postponements in 
the project before it was finally approved by President Wilson in 1919. Mean ­
while , Muir worked with others toward establishment of a Nati onal Park Service. 
A bill creating the Service was introduced in 1916 , not quite 2 years after Muir's 
death from pneumonia on Christmas Eve, 1914 , " . . . with proof sheets of 
Travels in Alaska spread out on his bed." 

Although this informative book is particularly appropriate for persons in­
terested in the Yosemite Nat ional Park region and the Sierra Club, I recommend 
it as a well-written and inspirational biography of one of the West's most in­
fluential pioneers in conservation. 

Ben Pinkowski 
Fort Berthold College Center 
New Town , North Dakota 58763 
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