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    This collection brings together two closely related facets of John Muir’s voice: a sustained autobiographical narrative and a selection of personal correspondence. By pairing The Story of My Boyhood and Youth with Letters to a Friend, it offers readers a coherent portrait of the formative experiences and developing ideas that shaped one of the most influential nature writers and conservation advocates. The inclusion of original drawings underscores Muir’s habit of seeing with both scientific care and artistic sensitivity. The aim is not a complete works edition, but a focused gathering that illuminates the foundations of his thought, craft, and enduring public significance.

The volume presents two primary text types: autobiography and letters. The Story of My Boyhood and Youth is a sustained narrative recalling early life, family, work, and first encounters with the living world. Letters to a Friend preserves private communications written across pivotal years, revealing the quick, unguarded register of observation that animates his published prose. The drawings introduce a third mode of expression, a visual counterpart to the written line. Together, these genres allow readers to experience Muir’s voice as it moves from reflective recollection to spontaneous field note, and from description in words to form captured by hand.

The Story of My Boyhood and Youth follows Muir from the rigors and routines of his early years into the awakening of a mind attuned to wild nature. It recalls the discipline and ingenuity of farm work, the self-education of a curious mechanic, and the gradual enlargement of attention that would characterize his mature writing. The book is neither a catalogue of later achievements nor a dramatic chronicle of events; rather, it is a carefully observed account of how habits of looking, patience, and wonder are formed. Its tone is measured and intimate, grounded in memory and shaped by gratitude.

Letters to a Friend complements that reflective narrative with the immediacy of lived experience. In these private communications, Muir writes from places of study and travel, capturing the freshness of discovery while thoughts are still taking shape. The letters reveal a mind testing ideas against the evidence of creeks, trees, stones, and weather. They also register the pressures and consolations of friendship, the give and take of intellectual companionship, and the impetus that a receptive reader provides to a developing writer. The result is a candid record of voice in motion, less polished than published essays yet full of energy.

Read together, these works form a continuous line from formation to articulation. The autobiography offers context: family discipline, early work, and the allure of field and forest that trained Muir’s senses. The letters provide texture: the quick turn of thought, the detail that a notebook might hold, the way a day’s walk becomes a paragraph of insight. The drawings join both, translating perception into line. The combination allows readers to witness not only what Muir saw and remembered, but how he learned to see and remember. It is a portrait of apprenticeship to nature and the tools that supported it.

The original drawings gathered here are more than ornament. They register a disciplined eye, attentive to structure, proportion, and movement. Whether sketching a plant, a rock form, or a simple device, Muir records relationships that words alone cannot fully convey. The images speak to a training that is at once practical and contemplative: exact enough for inquiry, expressive enough for delight. In concert with the prose, they invite readers to pause and look again, to follow the lines that guided his attention. As visual documents, they affirm the unity of observation across art, science, and daily practice.

Several themes unify the collection. Foremost is the conviction that careful observation yields not only knowledge but character. The pages are filled with an ethic of attention learned in daily labor and refined outdoors, where patience meets surprise. Another persistent theme is kinship with nonhuman life, a sense of relation that refuses to isolate human purpose from the wider community of beings. There is also the matter of self-education: books, tools, and landscapes serve as teachers, and curiosity becomes a discipline. The result is a body of writing that makes seeing an act of respect and responsibility.

Stylistically, Muir’s prose blends clarity with cadence. Descriptions build from precise particulars to broad, resonant statements, yet remain anchored in things seen and felt. The imagery often draws from geology and botany, forging metaphors that carry both beauty and exactness. Humor appears in flashes, as does a modesty that keeps attention on the subject rather than the self. The letters share these qualities in a freer, more improvisational key, where the draft of a thought and the sketch of a scene coexist. Across both modes, the voice is steady, hospitable, and animated by a fundamentally hopeful curiosity.

Historically, these writings occupy a crucial place in the cultural turn toward conservation. Muir’s later public influence arose in part from the moral and descriptive authority evident here. The autobiography shows how that authority was cultivated long before formal advocacy, while the letters reveal the private testing of ideas that would enter broader debates about land, use, and preservation. Without rehearsing later campaigns or outcomes, this collection highlights the sources of a persuasive voice: attentiveness to place, fidelity to evidence, and a capacity to communicate wonder without romantic excess. It offers origins rather than conclusions.

Readers approaching this volume may find it helpful to move attentively between genres. Let scenes from youth inform the quickened perceptions of the letters, and let the letters, in turn, illuminate the autobiographical portrait. Notice how routine tasks prepare the mind for discovery, and how a day’s walk becomes a method for thought. Attend to the seasonal rhythms that structure observation and to the quiet confidence that grows as the familiar becomes newly seen. In this way, the collection functions as a guide to reading and looking, encouraging a pace suited to the subjects it celebrates.

The letters also foreground the social fabric within which ideas mature. The presence of a trusted correspondent shapes Muir’s sentences, drawing out explanation, clarifying emphasis, and inviting reflection that might otherwise remain private. Through this exchange one sees the role of friendship in the making of literature and the formation of public thought. The correspondence shows that even solitary walks can produce shared insight, and that conversation is a form of stewardship. By preserving these communications, the collection honors not only a writer’s voice but also the relationships that helped bring that voice into fuller expression.

Ultimately, this edition brings together complementary windows onto a single, continuous endeavor: learning to attend to the world and to speak of it with integrity. Autobiography, letters, and drawings combine to yield a portrait of John Muir that is at once personal and emblematic, a life grounded in particulars yet resonant beyond its time. As a whole, the collection offers literary pleasure, historical context, and practical inspiration for readers interested in nature, observation, and the craft of description. It invites a slow, companionable reading, in which seeing, thinking, and caring are never far apart.
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    John Muir was a Scottish-born American naturalist, writer, and preservation advocate whose work helped shape the United States’ national park system in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Celebrated for vivid, reflective prose that joined close observation with spiritual awe, he introduced broad audiences to the Sierra Nevada, Alaska, and other wild landscapes. His articles and books, coupled with strategic activism, made wilderness protection a public concern rather than a specialist cause. Muir’s name remains closely associated with the Sierra Club, which he helped found, and with the idea that wild nature possesses intrinsic value worthy of permanent preservation.

Raised in Scotland and the American Midwest, Muir grew up amid hard farm work and a burgeoning mechanical ingenuity that led him to tinker with clocks and devices. In the early 1860s he attended the University of Wisconsin–Madison, studying informally and without completing a degree, while developing enduring interests in botany and geology. Teachers and friends, including the educator Jeanne Carr, encouraged his reading and introduced him to literary and scientific circles. Muir drew on the era’s Romantic and Transcendentalist currents, while grounding his love of wilderness in careful field observation, a blend that would define both his literary voice and his conservation philosophy.

A workplace accident in the late 1860s temporarily blinded Muir, a crisis that redirected his life toward exploration and study of the natural world. After his sight returned, he undertook an extended walking journey across the American South, later recounted in A Thousand-Mile Walk to the Gulf. He soon made his way to California and the Sierra Nevada, where Yosemite Valley became his field laboratory and spiritual touchstone. He spent seasons herding sheep, building a sawmill, and keeping extensive journals. During this period he met Ralph Waldo Emerson in Yosemite, an encounter that affirmed Muir’s sense of nature as a source of moral and intellectual insight.

Muir’s early essays in nationally read magazines introduced readers to glaciated valleys, giant sequoias, and alpine ecosystems. His descriptive powers and patient explanation of geologic processes helped demystify wilderness for urban audiences. The Mountains of California presented a sustained portrait of Sierra landscapes; Our National Parks gathered arguments and narratives that supported federal protection; and the short masterpiece Stickeen drew on his Alaskan travels to dramatize courage and companionship in harsh conditions. Later works included My First Summer in the Sierra and The Story of My Boyhood and Youth, which combined memoir with field notes. Critics and general readers alike praised his lyric clarity and authority in natural history.

As a strategist and organizer, Muir paired writing with institution-building. In 1892 he co-founded the Sierra Club and served as its first president, using the organization to mobilize public sentiment and inform policy. His collaboration with editors and allies, notably at The Century Magazine, aided congressional actions that created or expanded parks in the Sierra Nevada, including Yosemite and Sequoia in the 1890s. In the early 1900s he camped in Yosemite with President Theodore Roosevelt, helping elevate preservation to a national priority. His fieldwork in Alaska informed accounts of glaciers and boreal ecosystems, reinforcing his view that wild places were living temples deserving protection for their own sake.

Muir’s most consequential political defeat came with the Hetch Hetchy controversy, in which he and the Sierra Club opposed a plan to dam a valley within Yosemite National Park for San Francisco’s water supply. Despite a sustained national debate, the project was approved in the early 1910s, a loss that crystallized the divide between preservationist and utilitarian conservation philosophies. Muir continued to write and travel, and additional collections from his journals appeared after his death, including Travels in Alaska and A Thousand-Mile Walk to the Gulf. In the same era, a redwood grove north of San Francisco became Muir Woods National Monument, named in recognition of his influence.

Muir died in California in the mid-1910s, leaving a body of work that still anchors American nature writing and environmental thought. Often called the “Father of the National Parks,” he helped establish preservation as a durable cultural value and a federal responsibility. His books remain widely read for their lyric precision and capacity to connect scientific insight with wonder. Contemporary scholars and institutions also reassess aspects of his legacy, including prejudiced language in some early writings, while acknowledging his formative role in conservation. Today, Muir’s essays and journals serve readers, educators, and advocates seeking to understand wild landscapes—and the ethical claims those places continue to make.
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    John Muir’s life, spanning 1838 to 1914, unfolded alongside the transformation of the United States from a rural republic to an industrial and reform-minded nation. The Story of My Boyhood and Youth and Letters to a Friend together frame that sweep, from immigrant childhood through the forging of a public voice. Across both works lie the currents of westward expansion, post–Civil War Reconstruction, the rise of popular science, and the birth of the conservation movement. They reveal how personal experience in Wisconsin fields, Southern swamps, Sierra canyons, and Alaska’s ice knit into national debates about public lands, scientific authority, and the moral authority of wild nature.

Muir’s early years in Dunbar, East Lothian, on Scotland’s North Sea coast, unfolded under stern Presbyterian discipline and amid a culture still marked by the Scottish Enlightenment’s esteem for empirical inquiry. The Disruption of 1843 and wider religious ferment shaped his father’s strict Sabbatarianism, recalled in later writings as both bracing and oppressive. Coastal cliffs, storm light, and hedgerow natural history formed a vocabulary of wonder that Muir carried into adulthood. This transatlantic inheritance—reverence for learning, austerity of conscience, and sensibility for sublime landscapes—helped make his American advocacy intelligible to readers steeped in Romantic and moral reform traditions.

The Muir family emigrated in 1849, joining a broad Scottish diaspora bound for the American Midwest. They settled near Portage, Wisconsin, at Fountain Lake Farm and later Hickory Hill, in a region of oak openings, prairies, and wetlands then being rapidly converted to farms. The federal survey grid, canal and railroad projects, and market access through the Great Lakes corridor framed daily labor. Pre–Civil War Wisconsin combined New England reform currents with frontier pragmatism. In this setting Muir learned handcraft, animal husbandry, and seasonal rhythms, while also encountering the new state’s schools, fairs, and societies that encouraged inventive ambition and self-improvement.

Between 1860 and 1863 Muir attended the University of Wisconsin–Madison as a “special student,” studying chemistry, geology, and botany without pursuing a degree. He came under the influence of Ezra S. Carr, a natural sciences professor, and, crucially, Jeanne C. Carr, a botanist and literary mentor who recognized his talent and became a central correspondent. This was a period when American science took shape through state universities, agricultural societies, and field clubs, often in conversation with figures like Asa Gray and Louis Agassiz. The Civil War overshadowed campus life, but Muir’s intellectual horizon widened toward the natural history of the broader continent.

Muir’s youthful inventiveness flowered in an industrializing culture fascinated by mechanism. Exhibiting homebuilt clocks and labor-saving contrivances at the Wisconsin State Fair in 1860, he embodied the self-taught “Yankee ingenuity” ideal. The era’s workshops, mills, and fairs created channels for ambitious young mechanics to gain notice. Yet the same mechanization intensified extraction of forests and soils, a paradox Muir later parsed in essays and letters. His development as both tinkerer and botanist mirrored a national tension: whether the machines marshaled after 1840 would render nature subordinate to production, or could be harnessed in service of wider knowledge, public health, and contemplation.

In March 1867, while working in a factory in Indianapolis, Muir suffered a blinding eye injury that precipitated a profound redirection toward field natural history. Upon recovering, he undertook his Thousand-Mile Walk to the Gulf during Reconstruction, tracing a pedestrian transect through Kentucky, Tennessee, Georgia, and Florida. He noted freedpeople’s communities, war ruins, and the persistence of plantation economies even as he cataloged magnolias, pines, and sedges. At Cedar Keys he fell ill, then sailed for Cuba before turning north to New York and west by way of the Isthmus of Panama to San Francisco in 1868, stitching together hemispheric botanical zones.

Arriving in California just before completion of the transcontinental railroad in 1869, Muir entered a state shaped by the Gold Rush, land grants, and the 1864 Yosemite grant to California, the first American law to reserve a scenic landscape for public use. San Francisco’s bustling port, scientific societies, and literary salons offered access to publishers and patrons. The Sierra Nevada, rising east of the Central Valley, presented a living laboratory. When Muir reached Yosemite in 1868 he joined a growing flow of travelers—artists, geologists, tourists—seeking the West’s visual and scientific marvels in an era hungry for both spectacle and science.

From 1869 to 1871 Muir worked in and around Yosemite Valley, herding sheep in the high meadows and operating a sawmill for James Mason Hutchings. These experiences sharpened his critique of overgrazing and timber cutting, which he later called the hoofed locust problem. Photographers such as Carleton Watkins, painters like Albert Bierstadt, and guidebook authors transformed Yosemite into a cultural icon. Hutchings’s legal fight over control of the valley, set against the 1864 grant’s ambiguities, foregrounded questions of stewardship, private concession rights, and state versus federal responsibility—issues that later informed Muir’s writings and organizational strategies for protecting wild places.

Scientific controversy animated Muir’s Yosemite observations. Against the eminent state geologist Josiah Whitney, who favored catastrophic subsidence to explain the valley, Muir argued for glacial excavation and postglacial stream modification, based on close study of moraines, striations, and perched boulders. The national consolidation of geology through the creation of the U.S. Geological Survey in 1879, under Clarence King and later John Wesley Powell, lent institutional weight to glacial theory in the Sierra. Joseph LeConte of the University of California became a key ally. This terrain of debate situated Muir’s letters and essays within a dynamic, sometimes contentious, scientific republic.

Muir’s travels north to Alaska in 1879, 1880, and subsequent years linked the Pacific world to continental conservation. Voyaging among the Alexander Archipelago, he observed calving tidewater glaciers in Glacier Bay and corresponded about ice dynamics with scientists and editors. Encounters with Tlingit communities and missionary companions such as S. Hall Young shaped his ethnographic remarks, reflecting both admiration and period biases. The naming of Muir Glacier signaled recognition by the scientific and cartographic establishment. Reports from Sitka and Fort Wrangell entered national print culture, integrating northern ice, coastal rainforests, and indigenous knowledge into the moral and ecological horizons of his readership.

In 1880 Muir married Louisa Wanda Strentzel and settled at her family’s fruit ranch in the Alhambra Valley near Martinez, California. The ranch thrived amid the railroad-enabled rise of commercial horticulture, refrigerated transport, and experiment-station agriculture on the Pacific slope. This domestic base supported extended writing campaigns and periodic expeditions, and it placed Muir amid debates over irrigation, property, and agricultural science. Letters written from Martinez knit together far-flung networks of editors, scientists, and reformers. Even as he pruned orchards and negotiated fruit prices, Muir refined a public language asserting that economic vitality depended upon intact watersheds and mountain forests.

Muir’s ascent as a national writer owed much to the periodical press. After early essays in the Overland Monthly in the 1870s, his alliance with Robert Underwood Johnson at The Century Magazine in the late 1880s proved decisive. Campaign articles on the Sierra’s forests and the value of parks appeared as Congress expanded the national park idea beyond the 1872 creation of Yellowstone. In 1890 Yosemite National Park was established around the state-granted valley. The 1891 General Revision Act empowered presidents to create forest reserves, a tool used by Benjamin Harrison and Grover Cleveland. Publishing, policy, and field observation converged to reshape American land governance.

Institution building followed. In 1892 Muir co-founded the Sierra Club in San Francisco with academics, attorneys, surveyors, and mountaineers, and served as its first president until his death in 1914. The club blended clubby sociability with powerful advocacy, organizing outings, educating urban constituencies, and litigating when necessary. It intersected with university communities at Berkeley and Stanford, reflecting Progressive Era alliances among professionals, journalists, and reformers. Through circulars, public meetings, and letters to officials, Muir and colleagues framed forests as reservoirs and sanctuaries, aligning scenic protection with utilitarian arguments for municipal water, soil stability, and public health in growing Western cities.

A 1903 camping trip in Yosemite with President Theodore Roosevelt symbolized the entanglement of executive power and preservation rhetoric. Muir counseled Roosevelt away from permissive grazing and toward strict protection of remaining wild reserves. At the same time, Gifford Pinchot’s utilitarian conservation philosophy, shaped in the U.S. Forest Service, championed scientific management of resources for the greatest good. The 1906 Antiquities Act gave presidents authority to proclaim national monuments, expanding federal reach. That same year, Yosemite Valley and the Mariposa Grove were transferred from state to federal control, a victory for Muir’s network of editors, attorneys, and sympathetic officials.

The Hetch Hetchy controversy, intensifying after the 1906 San Francisco earthquake and fire, pitted Muir and the Sierra Club against city engineers and the U.S. Reclamation Service over damming a glacial valley within Yosemite National Park. Hearings, editorials, and congressional lobbying culminated in the Raker Act of December 19, 1913, authorizing the reservoir. The defeat galvanized a nationwide preservation constituency and clarified the philosophical divide between development within reserves and inviolate protection. It also influenced subsequent park policy, steering advocates toward stronger statutory shields. Muir’s final public letters emerged from this struggle, their tone both elegiac and resolute about the remaining wild.

The intellectual climate that shaped Muir drew on Romanticism, Transcendentalism, and evolutionary science. Ralph Waldo Emerson, who visited Yosemite in 1871, embodied the moral-aesthetic framework that linked nature to self-culture, while Charles Darwin’s 1859 theory provided a dynamic, historical view of life that Muir adopted in his plant and glacier narratives. The Humboldtian tradition united measurement and wonder. Photography by Carleton Watkins and others furnished persuasive evidence in public debates, while wood-engraved illustrations carried mountain imagery into parlors and lecture halls. Muir’s own field drawings, appearing with his texts, exemplified the period’s faith that precise depiction could advance both science and civic virtue.

The Story of My Boyhood and Youth appeared in 1913, distilling immigrant farm memories into a national parable of curiosity and conscience. Muir died on December 24, 1914, in Los Angeles. Letters to a Friend, written mainly to Jeanne C. Carr between 1866 and 1879, were published in 1915 by Houghton Mifflin under the editorship of William Frederic Badè, Muir’s literary executor. Within two years, the National Park Service was established in 1916, institutionalizing the ethic he had argued for across decades. Together these volumes speak from a moment when personal narrative, scientific correspondence, and public policy converged to reimagine America’s relation to its lands.
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    THE STORY OF MY BOYHOOD AND YOUTH
Muir recounts his childhood in Scotland and on the Wisconsin frontier, depicting strict religious schooling, relentless farm work, and his self-taught inventions and rambles that awakened a lifelong devotion to nature and science.
LETTERS TO A FRIEND
A selection of candid letters—primarily to his mentor Jeanne Carr—chronicling Muir’s early wilderness years in Yosemite and the Sierra Nevada, blending detailed natural observations and glacial theories with personal reflections that reveal the emergence of his conservationist voice.
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Earliest Recollections—The "Dandy Doctor" Terror—Deeds of Daring—The Savagery of Boys—School and Fighting—Birds'-nesting.




When I was a boy in Scotland I was fond of everything that was wild,[1q] and all my life I've been growing fonder and fonder of wild places and wild creatures. Fortunately around my native town of Dunbar, by the stormy North Sea, there was no lack of wildness, though most of the land lay in smooth cultivation. With red-blooded playmates, wild as myself, I loved to wander in the fields to hear the birds sing, and along the seashore to gaze and wonder at the shells and seaweeds, eels and crabs in the pools among the rocks when the tide was low; and best of all to watch the waves in awful storms thundering on the black headlands and craggy ruins of the old Dunbar Castle when the sea and the sky, the waves and the clouds, were mingled together as one. We never thought of playing truant, but after I was five or six years old I ran away to the seashore or the fields almost every Saturday, and every day in the school vacations except Sundays, though solemnly warned that I must play at home in the garden and back yard, lest I should learn to think bad thoughts and say bad words. All in vain. In spite of the sure sore punishments that followed like shadows, the natural inherited wildness in our blood ran true [2q]on its glorious course as invincible and unstoppable as stars.

My earliest recollections of the country were gained on short walks with my grandfather when I was perhaps not over three years old. On one of these walks grandfather took me to Lord Lauderdale's gardens, where I saw figs growing against a sunny wall and tasted some of them, and got as many apples to eat as I wished. On another memorable walk in a hay-field, when we sat down to rest on one of the haycocks I heard a sharp, prickly, stinging cry, and, jumping up eagerly, called grandfather's attention to it. He said he heard only the wind, but I insisted on digging into the hay and turning it over until we discovered the source of the strange exciting sound,—a mother field mouse with half a dozen naked young hanging to her teats. This to me was a wonderful discovery. No hunter could have been more excited on discovering a bear and her cubs in a wilderness den.

I was sent to school before I had completed my third year. The first schoolday was doubtless full of wonders, but I am not able to recall any of them. I remember the servant washing my face and getting soap in my eyes, and mother hanging a little green bag with my first book in it around my neck so I would not lose it, and its blowing back in the sea-wind like a flag. But before I was sent to school my grandfather, as I was told, had taught me my letters from shop signs across the street. I can remember distinctly how proud I was when I had spelled my way through the little first book into the second, which seemed large and important, and so on to the third. Going from one book to another formed a grand triumphal advancement, the memories of which still stand out in clear relief.

The third book contained interesting stories as well as plain reading-and spelling-lessons. To me the best story of all was "Llewellyn's Dog," the first animal that comes to mind after the needle-voiced field mouse. It so deeply interested and touched me and some of my classmates that we read it over and over with aching hearts, both in and out of school and shed bitter tears over the brave faithful dog, Gelert, slain by his own master, who imagined that he had devoured his son because he came to him all bloody when the boy was lost, though he had saved the child's life by killing a big wolf. We have to look far back to learn how great may be the capacity of a child's heart for sorrow and sympathy with animals as well as with human friends and neighbors. This auld-lang-syne story stands out in the throng of old schoolday memories as clearly as if I had myself been one of that Welsh hunting-party—heard the bugles blowing, seen Gelert slain, joined in the search for the lost child, discovered it at last happy and smiling among the grass and bushes beside the dead, mangled wolf, and wept with Llewellyn over the sad fate of his noble, faithful dog friend.

Another favorite in this book was Southey's poem "The Inchcape Bell," a story of a priest and a pirate. A good priest in order to warn seamen in dark stormy weather hung a big bell on the dangerous Inchcape Rock. The greater the storm and higher the waves, the louder rang the warning bell, until it was cut off and sunk by wicked Ralph the Rover. One fine day, as the story goes, when the bell was ringing gently, the pirate put out to the rock, saying, "I'll sink that bell and plague the Abbot of Aberbrothok." So he cut the rope, and down went the bell "with a gurgling sound; the bubbles rose and burst around," etc. Then "Ralph the Rover sailed away; he scoured the seas for many a day; and now, grown rich with plundered store, he steers his course for Scotland's shore." Then came a terrible storm with cloud darkness and night darkness and high roaring waves, "Now where we are," cried the pirate, "I cannot tell, but I wish I could hear the Inchcape bell." And the story goes on to tell how the wretched rover "tore his hair," and "curst himself in his despair," when "with a shivering shock" the stout ship struck on the Inchcape Rock, and went down with Ralph and his plunder beside the good priest's bell. The story appealed to our love of kind deeds and of wildness and fair play.

A lot of terrifying experiences connected with these first schooldays grew out of crimes committed by the keeper of a low lodging-house in Edinburgh, who allowed poor homeless wretches to sleep on benches or the floor for a penny or so a night, and, when kind Death came to their relief, sold the bodies for dissection to Dr. Hare of the medical school. None of us children ever heard anything like the original story. The servant girls told us that "Dandy Doctors," clad in long black cloaks and supplied with a store of sticking-plaster of wondrous adhesiveness, prowled at night about the country lanes and even the town streets, watching for children to choke and sell. The Dandy Doctor's business method, as the servants explained it, was with lightning quickness to clap a sticking-plaster on the face of a scholar, covering mouth and nose, preventing breathing or crying for help, then pop us under his long black cloak and carry us to Edinburgh to be sold and sliced into small pieces for folk to learn how we were made. We always mentioned the name "Dandy Doctor" in a fearful whisper, and never dared venture out of doors after dark. In the short winter days it got dark before school closed, and in cloudy weather we sometimes had difficulty in finding our way home unless a servant with a lantern was sent for us; but during the Dandy Doctor period the school was closed earlier, for if detained until the usual hour the teacher could not get us to leave the schoolroom. We would rather stay all night supperless than dare the mysterious doctors supposed to be lying in wait for us. We had to go up a hill called the Davel Brae that lay between the schoolhouse and the main street. One evening just before dark, as we were running up the hill, one of the boys shouted, "A Dandy Doctor! A Dandy Doctor!" and we all fled pellmell back into the schoolhouse to the astonishment of Mungo Siddons, the teacher. I can remember to this day the amused look on the good dominie's face as he stared and tried to guess what had got into us, until one of the older boys breathlessly explained that there was an awful big Dandy Doctor on the Brae and we couldna gang hame. Others corroborated the dreadful news. "Yes! We saw him, plain as onything, with his lang black cloak to hide us in, and some of us thought we saw a sticken-plaister ready in his hand." We were in such a state of fear and trembling that the teacher saw he wasn't going to get rid of us without going himself as leader. He went only a short distance, however, and turned us over to the care of the two biggest scholars, who led us to the top of the Brae and then left us to scurry home and dash into the door like pursued squirrels diving into their holes.

Just before school skaled (closed), we all arose and sang the fine hymn "Lord, dismiss us with Thy blessing." In the spring when the swallows were coming back from their winter homes we sang—

"Welcome, welcome, little stranger,

  Welcome from a foreign shore;

  Safe escaped from many a danger ..."


and while singing we all swayed in rhythm with the music. "The Cuckoo," that always told his name in the spring of the year, was another favorite song, and when there was nothing in particular to call to mind any special bird or animal, the songs we sang were widely varied, such as

"The whale, the whale is the beast for me,

  Plunging along through the deep, deep sea."


But the best of all was "Lord, dismiss us with Thy blessing," though at that time the most significant part I fear was the first three words.

With my school lessons father made me learn hymns and Bible verses. For learning "Rock of Ages" he gave me a penny, and I thus became suddenly rich. Scotch boys are seldom spoiled with money. We thought more of a penny those economical days than the poorest American schoolboy thinks of a dollar. To decide what to do with that first penny was an extravagantly serious affair. I ran in great excitement up and down the street, examining the tempting goodies in the shop windows before venturing on so important an investment. My playmates also became excited when the wonderful news got abroad that Johnnie Muir had a penny, hoping to obtain a taste of the orange, apple, or candy it was likely to bring forth.

At this time infants were baptized and vaccinated a few days after birth. I remember very well a fight with the doctor when my brother David was vaccinated. This happened, I think, before I was sent to school. I couldn't imagine what the doctor, a tall, severe-looking man in black, was doing to my brother, but as mother, who was holding him in her arms, offered no objection, I looked on quietly while he scratched the arm until I saw blood. Then, unable to trust even my mother, I managed to spring up high enough to grab and bite the doctor's arm, yelling that I wasna gan to let him hurt my bonnie brither, while to my utter astonishment mother and the doctor only laughed at me. So far from complete at times is sympathy between parents and children, and so much like wild beasts are baby boys, little fighting, biting, climbing pagans.

Father was proud of his garden and seemed always to be trying to make it as much like Eden as possible, and in a corner of it he gave each of us a little bit of ground for our very own in which we planted what we best liked, wondering how the hard dry seeds could change into soft leaves and flowers and find their way out to the light; and, to see how they were coming on, we used to dig up the larger ones, such as peas and beans, every day. My aunt had a corner assigned to her in our garden which she filled with lilies, and we all looked with the utmost respect and admiration at that precious lily-bed and wondered whether when we grew up we should ever be rich enough to own one anything like so grand. We imagined that each lily was worth an enormous sum of money and never dared to touch a single leaf or petal of them. We really stood in awe of them. Far, far was I then from the wild lily gardens of California that I was destined to see in their glory.

When I was a little boy at Mungo Siddons's school a flower-show was held in Dunbar, and I saw a number of the exhibitors carrying large handfuls of dahlias, the first I had ever seen. I thought them marvelous in size and beauty and, as in the case of my aunt's lilies, wondered if I should ever be rich enough to own some of them.

Although I never dared to touch my aunt's sacred lilies, I have good cause to remember stealing some common flowers from an apothecary, Peter Lawson, who also answered the purpose of a regular physician to most of the poor people of the town and adjacent country. He had a pony which was considered very wild and dangerous, and when he was called out of town he mounted this wonderful beast, which, after standing long in the stable, was frisky and boisterous, and often to our delight reared and jumped and danced about from side to side of the street before he could be persuaded to go ahead. We boys gazed in awful admiration and wondered how the druggist could be so brave and able as to get on and stay on that wild beast's back. This famous Peter loved flowers and had a fine garden surrounded by an iron fence, through the bars of which, when I thought no one saw me, I oftentimes snatched a flower and took to my heels. One day Peter discovered me in this mischief, dashed out into the street and caught me. I screamed that I wouldna steal any more if he would let me go. He didn't say anything but just dragged me along to the stable where he kept the wild pony, pushed me in right back of its heels, and shut the door. I was screaming, of course, but as soon as I was imprisoned the fear of being kicked quenched all noise. I hardly dared breathe. My only hope was in motionless silence. Imagine the agony I endured! I did not steal any more of his flowers. He was a good hard judge of boy nature.

I was in Peter's hands some time before this, when I was about two and a half years old. The servant girl bathed us small folk before putting us to bed. The smarting soapy scrubbings of the Saturday nights in preparation for the Sabbath were particularly severe, and we all dreaded them. My sister Sarah, the next older than me, wanted the long-legged stool I was sitting on awaiting my turn, so she just tipped me off. My chin struck on the edge of the bath-tub, and, as I was talking at the time, my tongue happened to be in the way of my teeth when they were closed by the blow, and a deep gash was cut on the side of it, which bled profusely. Mother came running at the noise I made, wrapped me up, put me in the servant girl's arms and told her to run with me through the garden and out by a back way to Peter Lawson to have something done to stop the bleeding. He simply pushed a wad of cotton into my mouth after soaking it in some brown astringent stuff, and told me to be sure to keep my mouth shut and all would soon be well. Mother put me to bed, calmed my fears, and told me to lie still and sleep like a gude bairn. But just as I was dropping off to sleep I swallowed the bulky wad of medicated cotton and with it, as I imagined, my tongue also. My screams over so great a loss brought mother, and when she anxiously took me in her arms and inquired what was the matter, I told her that I had swallowed my tongue. She only laughed at me, much to my astonishment, when I expected that she would bewail the awful loss her boy had sustained. My sisters, who were older than I, oftentimes said when I happened to be talking too much, "It's a pity you hadn't swallowed at least half of that long tongue of yours when you were little."

It appears natural for children to be fond of water, although the Scotch method of making every duty dismal contrived to make necessary bathing for health terrible to us. I well remember among the awful experiences of childhood being taken by the servant to the seashore when I was between two and three years old, stripped at the side of a deep pool in the rocks, plunged into it among crawling crawfish and slippery wriggling snake-like eels, and drawn up gasping and shrieking only to be plunged down again and again. As the time approached for this terrible bathing, I used to hide in the darkest corners of the house, and oftentimes a long search was required to find me. But after we were a few years older, we enjoyed bathing with other boys as we wandered along the shore, careful, however, not to get into a pool that had an invisible boy-devouring monster at the bottom of it. Such pools, miniature maelstroms, were called "sookin-in-goats" and were well known to most of us. Nevertheless we never ventured into any pool on strange parts of the coast before we had thrust a stick into it. If the stick were not pulled out of our hands, we boldly entered and enjoyed plashing and ducking long ere we had learned to swim.

One of our best playgrounds was the famous old Dunbar Castle, to which King Edward fled after his defeat at Bannockburn. It was built more than a thousand years ago, and though we knew little of its history, we had heard many mysterious stories of the battles fought about its walls, and firmly believed that every bone we found in the ruins belonged to an ancient warrior. We tried to see who could climb highest on the crumbling peaks and crags, and took chances that no cautious mountaineer would try. That I did not fall and finish my rock-scrambling in those adventurous boyhood days seems now a reasonable wonder.

Among our best games were running, jumping, wrestling, and scrambling. I was so proud of my skill as a climber that when I first heard of hell from a servant girl who loved to tell its horrors and warn us that if we did anything wrong we would be cast into it, I always insisted that I could climb out of it. I imagined it was only a sooty pit with stone walls like those of the castle, and I felt sure there must be chinks and cracks in the masonry for fingers and toes. Anyhow the terrors of the horrible place seldom lasted long beyond the telling; for natural faith casts out fear.

Most of the Scotch children believe in ghosts, and some under peculiar conditions continue to believe in them all through life. Grave ghosts are deemed particularly dangerous, and many of the most credulous will go far out of their way to avoid passing through or near a graveyard in the dark. After being instructed by the servants in the nature, looks, and habits of the various black and white ghosts, boowuzzies, and witches we often speculated as to whether they could run fast, and tried to believe that we had a good chance to get away from most of them. To improve our speed and wind, we often took long runs into the country. Tam o' Shanter's mare outran a lot of witches,—at least until she reached a place of safety beyond the keystone of the bridge,—and we thought perhaps we also might be able to outrun them.

Our house formerly belonged to a physician, and a servant girl told us that the ghost of the dead doctor haunted one of the unoccupied rooms in the second story that was kept dark on account of a heavy window-tax. Our bedroom was adjacent to the ghost room, which had in it a lot of chemical apparatus,—glass tubing, glass and brass retorts, test-tubes, flasks, etc.,—and we thought that those strange articles were still used by the old dead doctor in compounding physic. In the long summer days David and I were put to bed several hours before sunset. Mother tucked us in carefully, drew the curtains of the big old-fashioned bed, and told us to lie still and sleep like gude bairns; but we were usually out of bed, playing games of daring called "scootchers," about as soon as our loving mother reached the foot of the stairs, for we couldn't lie still, however hard we might try. Going into the ghost room was regarded as a very great scootcher. After venturing in a few steps and rushing back in terror, I used to dare David to go as far without getting caught.

The roof of our house, as well as the crags and walls of the old castle, offered fine mountaineering exercise. Our bedroom was lighted by a dormer window. One night I opened it in search of good scootchers and hung myself out over the slates, holding on to the sill, while the wind was making a balloon of my nightgown. I then dared David to try the adventure, and he did. Then I went out again and hung by one hand, and David did the same. Then I hung by one finger, being careful not to slip, and he did that too. Then I stood on the sill and examined the edge of the left wall of the window, crept up the slates along its side by slight finger-holds, got astride of the roof, sat there a few minutes looking at the scenery over the garden wall while the wind was howling and threatening to blow me off, then managed to slip down, catch hold of the sill, and get safely back into the room. But before attempting this scootcher, recognizing its dangerous character, with commendable caution I warned David that in case I should happen to slip I would grip the rain-trough when I was going over the eaves and hang on, and that he must then run fast downstairs and tell father to get a ladder for me, and tell him to be quick because I would soon be tired hanging dangling in the wind by my hands. After my return from this capital scootcher, David, not to be outdone, crawled up to the top of the window-roof, and got bravely astride of it; but in trying to return he lost courage and began to greet (to cry), "I canna get doon. Oh, I canna get doon." I leaned out of the window and shouted encouragingly, "Dinna greet, Davie, dinna greet, I'll help ye doon. If you greet, fayther will hear, and gee us baith an awfu' skelping." Then, standing on the sill and holding on by one hand to the window-casing, I directed him to slip his feet down within reach, and, after securing a good hold, I jumped inside and dragged him in by his heels. This
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