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John Muir
John Muir was born in 1838 in Dunbar, Scotland. Whilst living here he learnt to climb on the walls of Dunbar Castle beginning his fascination in the outdoors. By the time he was 11 his family moved to a farm in Wisconsin where his Calvinist father made him work from dawn till dusk. To further his own education Muir took to reading at 1am to avoid his father’s suspicion of books. He then became in inventor, which in time granted him a place at Wisconsin university, however he did not get his degree. However he felt he was doing right saying that he was ‘leaving one university for another, Wisconsin University for the University of the Wilderness’. He escaped the American civil war by going to Canada where he spent his time learning to survive in and around forests and swamps. He returned to America in 1866 to Indianapolis to work in a waggon wheel factory, where in March 1867 he was to have an accident that changed his life. His usually steady hands slipped whilst using a file causing him to puncture his eye, which resulted in his other eye becoming blind from shock. This meant that Muir spent a month in a darkened room in an invalid’s bed. Once his sight returned Muir planned a 1000 mile walk to the Gulf of Mexico where he went the ‘wildest, leafiest, and least trodden way I could find’. Aged 30 Muir went on a walk to the Yosemite Valley, a place that he then spent 6 years travelling to and from. In 1871 he received much criticism after publishing “Yosemite Glaciers” however his later monthly publication, “studies in the sierra” in the Overland Monthly, gained him many followers to the extent that by 1876 he was taking them into Yosemite Valley whilst trying to get conservation legislation.  The New York editor of The Century visited Muir in California to attempt to recruit him as a writer; however they found themselves discussing the future of the Sierra Nevada. With Muir’s essays and Johnson’s lobbying in Washington they managed to get the establishment of the Yosemite National park in 1890, which was formed for conservation purposes. In 1892 the Sierra club was founded with Muir as president. He then joined the Forestry Commission who made recommendations to congress, which resulted in the creation of 13 new forest reserves totalling 21million acres. In 1903 he took Roosevelt camping showing him the natural beauty of Yosemite persuading him that the conservation of nature was key to keeping the park as it was. He died in 1914 of pneumonia. His legacy lives on through the work of the John Muir Trust, which owns land such as Ben Nevis and Schiehallion working on preserving them, and through the trusts educational work including the John Muir Award programme.
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