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1/What would you consider to be John Muir’s greatest accomplishments in regard to National Parks? 

Muir recognized the value of regulation of public lands early in life after witnessing intensive overgrazing 

and agricultural monoculture in Scotland and after seeing Wisconsin divided into fee-simple plots of 

farms and townships.  Once in California, he had the ideal opportunity to turn things around by 

advocating federal take-over of the State-owned Yosemite Grant.  Yellowstone had already been set 

aside in 1872 so there was a precedent that could be used to argue for Yosemite.  He had help in 

newspaper and magazine editors, professors, and fellow outdoor enthusiasts.  The NPS was not his 

creation but the culmination of forces during the Progressive Conservation Era. Still he should get credit 

as the most important provocateur in advocating federal status of wild places. 

2/ What obstacles did John Muir have to overcome to reach his goals? 

Natural resource extractive industries, especially mining and logging, but also promoters of commercial 

tourism and outfitters who did not leave the land as they found it. Ultimately his largest challenge was 

urban areas desiring water from Yosemite’s HetchHetchy Valley. 

3/ How and why was John Muir’s early life influential to his work? 

  In Dunbar he saw birds on the flyway from the Arctic to Africa, stopping over by the hundreds of 

thousands.  That was his first introduction to wild nature.  In Wisconsin, birds and aquatic life in the 

wetlands as well as deer and other forest creatures caught his interest.  He was also very astute at 

observing the minute—insects, amphibians, and the smallest of land animals. 

4/ Why were John Muir’s writings so important in accomplishing his goal of establishing National 

Parks? 

The power of persuasion is in the power of print.  Muir was reluctant to write at first but was convinced 

by 1880 that he needed to write books as well as articles in order to attract more readers.  Ultimately it 

worked even though many of his books were published posthumously.  He wrote over 300 short articles 

for newspapers and magazines, many of which were collated into his books. 

5/ Why was John Muir’s camping trip with Theodore Roosevelt influential in Roosevelt’s decision to 

promote the establishment of National Parks? 

Muir postponed his world tour in order to accommodate TR’s request to meet in Yosemite in 1903.  That 

meeting was a pivotal event in American history and convinced both the President and Muir that there 

was hope for the remaining forest and wild lands of the West in particular.  Muir disapproved of 

Roosevelt’s trophy hunting and told him so, but the two bonded and during the three day camp-out 

really understood each other.  Roosevelt should be credited, along with Lyndon Johnson as the two 

most important presidents in US History in regard to Preservation of federal lands. 


