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Reminiscences of John mu ir 
by 

Mrs. llicChesney 

Sep t ember 22, 1916. 

We had offered John -Mu:tr a room wi th us, and he stayed the r e a whole 
'~ ?-"''f 

wint e r (address 1364 Franklih St., Oakland . ) The year , I think, was 187i , but 

I cannot be certain -- at a ny rate it' was the first -¡;inte r he spent away from 

t he Valley. In those days he beca!re a very clase friend of ours. He wa s full 

of enthusiasm, and from hi s l etters he s e emed to p i ty us because we lived in 

tovv.n. He changed very much after he married and went i nto business. 

He was very simple i n his dress , but always exquisi tel y neat in 

his dress and pe rso n . He dressed generally in what we call now negligee , i. e . 

he wore a blue f lannel sh irt, but was never without a sp rig of sorne green 

p 1ant as a n ornament. 

He went 'to r e staurants for h is meals. The suit you s ee in t his 

p i cture [ t h e one for·t~arde d to :Bos t on] was, a grea t surprise to us. My daughter , 

Clar a McChe sney , is an a rtis t i n New York , and just .. after his l a st t rip 

s he wróte me a s follows: 11John Muir c arne t o s ee me t he other day , and I asked 

him to sit for a p ic ture before going back to Californ i a , but he did not find 

t h is p a ss ible. His account of h is trip to South .Ameri ca was ve ry interes t ing . u 

His daugh ter Hel en was of a very sp i ri tuelle and high strung 

temperament , and fond of nature -- a wonderful little creature , and John Muir 

was very much devoted to her . Mrs . Muir was very old-fash ione d - she had a 

great fear that t he ch ildren mi ght be in some accident, and never t r avelled . 

[Mrs. McChesney was o f t he op inion tha t Mrs. Muir never visited Yosemite Valley 

wi t h Muir, but I thinl{ 1 e t ters o f 1884 pro ve tha t she was there] . 

John Muir wr o te c onstantly during the time he spent with us . He used 

a cheap grade o f paper a nd wrote wi th enormous space s betvreen t he lines, and 

then filled in as he w~nt over h i s work . He vvas very stud i ous and only carne to 

{ t he f am ily circle when he was tired, and we often i nvited him to di nne r . He 

i 
\ was very l oya l t o his work. He never would agree to speak anywhere a t a 

lectm·e or talk, but was always wi lling to do h is part in a convers a tion. We 

introduce d him to t wo or t hr ee r a the r 1L"YJ.usual peop le. He woul d go on for hours 

wh en star t ed on such i .nteresting storie s a s "Stickeen. '' But he would not a ccep t 

e invitations to r eceptions. 

Miss Graydon c ould tell you much about John 11uir . She \~rent to live 

there when h i s g irls were qu i te small to be g overne s s. She understood t he 

e·? fv 



Mrs. McChesney's reminiscences , P • 2 

situa tion in the home. She appreciated him mi ghtily. 

Mr. Muir was very fond o f children. [:M iss Al ice McChesney has a 

( lit t le French do 11 which he gave her when she was a tiny child.] When the se 

French dolls were first coming in he said he wanted to get one fo r Alice . So 

he soon handed me the money iVi t h which to purcha se one . h e sum was absurdly 

small with which to purchase s uch a toy, but I made up the diff erence , and he 

never knew it. I made this s et o f clothe s for .t he doll. 

Mrs . Carr was a great friend of mine . It was through he r t hat J ohn Muir 

first carne to our home , for vmen he decided t o cooe t o Oakland for the wi nter her 

three sons were at home , and she had no room for him. So she asked me to take 

him int o our home. I feel very deep l y on this matter of her go i ng to Yosemite 

wi th h i m. Y:hile the re were t hose •Nho cr i tic ized ver;; s t r ongly t he se trips made 

alone wi th h im, I understood the matter, for I knew how like a mother she was to 

him. Mrs . Carr was hard pressed wi t..h li terar-.;r work and correspondence all over 

the world, so when she stated that Muir wished to spend t he winter in Oakland, 

we said we woul d be only too happy to have h im s ta;¡r wi th us . \Ve enjoyed having 

him very much, and he liked to be there after a ll the hardsh ips he had Q~dergone . 

He was a l ways very fond of j oking. He had no fear of a nimals . He had a f ine 

' oil paintL~ of Ke ith 's which he sa id was made on one of their tr i p s together . 

I vi s i ted a t Mr. l'.luir' s home only once. Huir had there a l a rga room 

called a den wh ich was a lso the family s i t ting-room. It contained an Dnmens e fire -

p l ace. Mi s s Graydon wa s then governess , and t hey had no servant and four other 

visi tors . A gr eat many would .have made pilgr images to his house i f he had been 

a t home much. There were several families , like oursel ves , wi th whom he had liveu 

for months at a time, and it had not occurred t o them ever to have h im pay 

anything for his room. But he was not g iven t o entertain i ng. We had , on t.'lis 

occasion I spoke o f , i nvi t ed ourselves, and were not anxious to stay more than 

a f ew hours. 
LPro f. Carr] 

1 
After Profe s s or Carr had t roubl e in the Univers i ty he/went to ~acramento 

and there Mrs . Car r was ve~' he l pful and r eally di d mos t of the work. He had been 

~ elected probably t hrough t he Grange. Then the Carrs went t o Pasadena at the time 

when the boon was beg inning . There they built a ver-.;r handsome house wit..h very 

l a r ge gr ounds €Hmtªh~.:i:ng all k i nds o f wonderful shrubs from all ov er the world. 

Then t he boom did mt contin.ue , but she was wise enough to go to keep i ng a boarding 

house . She had never liked hous ekeep ing . She used to say , 11 If women on l y wore 

o'7 t'!,-
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at a ll times and places the same sort of dress it would be such a relief not to 

have to follow fashions." Yet she, who had never cared for such work, had a 

very delightful boarding- h ouse for t ourists. The t able was p erfect, a nd all 

the a ppointments of t he house ve~T attractive. She car ried i t óf~ well. She 

had great ability, and was k ind hea rted a.nd hospitable t o the extreme. Pasadena 

never ha s recognized he r ability in making t he town as attractive a s she d id by 

her influence. 

Late r her mind becal'Ile affected, and she was in the old people ' s home 

in San Francisco. Then her mind failed al together a nd a bro t her-in-law took he r 

t o h is home . She was not the WJ.rs. Car r of old when Professor James got the 

letters from her . She was no more Mrs. Car r than a child would be. It was 

particularly r eprehensible i n him to tal{e anyth ing from her. 

But to return to J ohn Muir -- I always think of h i m as a na. tural 

g~;.'ltleman . He was ve ry gracious and thoughtful of old people as well as of 

children. 1-iy mother was a helpless inval id during t..r:te time he was wi th us. 

None of bar visitors a nd friends y;¡ere so apprecia tive of her fortitude in 

suf fe ring as he. He was devo ted to her and alv:.~ys expressed much sympa t~J.Y and 

considera t ion. 

[The matter contained herein and op inions expressed were g iven just as they 

s eemed to occur t o Mr s. McChesney~o questions b e i ng asked about a~y of the 

top ics referred t o above] . 

,e¡:· (l'j~ 
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