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    Abstract 

   of 

FIELD TRIP CURRICULUM FOR THE 

JOHN MUIR NATIONAL HISTORIC SITE 

by 

Janice Kelley 

Statement of the Problem 

 A review of literature demonstrated the national significance of John Muir’s 

accomplishments to the conservation movement in the United State as well as the 

significance of the home site and ranch. Student field trips to the John Muir National 

Historic Site were conducted by focusing on a Victorian Home tour where John Muir 

lived and worked. The National Park Service (NPS) believed home tours overlooked key 

opportunities to tell the larger story of John Muir’s values and accomplishments, use the 

natural and cultural resources of the ranch, and demonstrate the relevance of both John 

Muir and the historic site to the needs of contemporary students.  

 Local area teachers advised the historic site interpretive staff of their interest in 

bringing classes on multiple field trips during the school year if the staff expanded the 

range of activities and experiences available at the site. 

 This project examined John Muir’s life, his connection to the Strentzel-Muir 

Ranch and the natural and cultural resources of the site itself. A field trip curriculum 
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guide is provided as the primary tool to expand existing thematic interpretation and 

education opportunities on the site. 

Sources of Data 

 Information was gathered through a review of literature on the following topics: 

1) significance of the site and its development as a national park; 2) how activities that 

occurred at the Strentzel-Muir Ranch helped to define and illustrate early California 

agricultural history and urbanization of the Alhambra Valley. A one-day teacher 

orientation workshop, numerous interviews with NPS site staff and literature reviews 

contributed to the creation of the total project.  

Conclusions Reached 

 The Field Trip Curriculum Guide developed through this project presents a series 

of guided tours, lessons, projects and field studies for 1) NPS interpretive staff and 

volunteers to use as tools for orientation to John Muir and the historic site, 2) creating 

opportunities to increase the range of age groups that can be served at the site through the 

use of expanded interpretive programming and 3) teachers to apply before and after the 

site visit and within and outside of the classroom. 
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Purpose of Study 

The John Muir National Historic Site (historic site, park) was established on 

August 31, 1964 as a public national memorial to commemorate the accomplishments of 

John Muir. “John Muir affected the quality of life in this country more profoundly than 

have all but a few Americans. Mountaineer, writer, scientist, athletic-philosopher, and 

framer of the conservationist ethic, he gave this country reason to cherish and protect its 

landscape at a time when, in Muir’s own words, ‘materialism ruled supreme’” (Engberg, 

1981, p. 11). 

The original Strentzel-Muir ranch encompassed 2,300 acres in the Alhambra 

Valley, located within an unincorporated area of north central Contra Costa County and 

just outside and south of the City of Martinez. Today, urban residential and commercial 

development, highway and railroad corridors encircle much of the park and the remaining 

326-acre ranch where John Strentzel (Muir’s father-in-law) and John Muir lived and 

worked.  

The John Muir National Historic Site consists of three areas: a ranch with the 

former of home of John Muir, the family cemetery and Mt. Wanda. (Killion and Davison, 

2005). 

Each year, more than 3,500 third and fourth grade students from Martinez Unified 

School District and those from neighboring communities take a school field trip to the 

historic site. With the completion of the Long-Range Interpretive Plan in March 2010, 
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National Park Service (NPS) staff at the Muir Site intended to increase the quality of 

interpretive programming to more effectively connect John Muir’s legacy and the story of 

the ranch with needs of contemporary students.  

NPS staff expressed several concerns to the researcher: 

 School field trips were not aligned with the third and fourth grade California 

“Content standards” for history, science and language arts.  

 The existing Victorian home tour was not an effective use of the historic site for 

this age group. This type of tour did not tell the multi-dimensional story of John 

Muir, the ranch and evolution of the landscape.  

 There were no post field trip educational activities for students that could provide 

opportunities to engage them in John Muir’s appreciation for the natural world 

and value of conservation. 

 Evaluation of the site student experience did not exist. 

 Local schools were minimally involved in the site as a whole. 

According to teachers from Martinez schools, many of their students knew little 

or nothing about the life and legacy of John Muir - their community’s own internationally 

famous resident. The students’ often did not understand the meaning behind the naming 

of such local institutions as Muir Health, John Muir Elementary School or the city’s own 

name. D. Prial (personal communication, May 27, 2011). Martinez teachers told park 

staff (before and during a two-day on-site teacher orientation meeting) that they were 

searching for ways to engage students in learning about conservation issues, agriculture, 

immigration and their own sense of place in the community. They hoped that visiting the 
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park could present an opportunity for students to forge a personal connection with the life 

and legacy of John Muir as conservationist, persuasive writer and scientist.  Teachers 

wanted students to learn that John Muir and the Alhambra Valley are an integral part of 

their own story and that of their community. Ideally, the park could build a connection to 

the students by using the site as a platform for teaching contemporary issues while about 

Muir and the Stentzel-Muir Ranch. D. Prial (personal communication, May 27, 2011) M. 

Holmes (personal communication, August 18, 2011). 

Therefore, the purpose of this study was to deepen the visitor’s understanding and 

contributions of John Muir to society, and the context that he lived within, through the 

following strategies: 

 Develop a thoughtful and concise knowledge base about John Muir’s life and 

accomplishments, home site and ranch, combined with general information about 

the immigrant farm workers, and the urbanization of the Alhambra Valley. 

 Provide, clear and concise talking points for interpretive National Park Service 

staff, docents and other volunteers on site to apply during guided tours. 

 Develop classroom curriculum based on the life and legacy of John Muir that 

includes applications for history, language arts and science for visiting Martinez 

third and fourth grade students. 

 Develop the following curriculum with content directed to meet the needs of area 

teachers: 1) pre-trip learning opportunities and information, 2) multi-dimensional 

site interpretation and educational activities, and 3) post program activities that 
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provide students with opportunities to follow up and model the values, beliefs and 

actions of John Muir.  

 Provide an evaluation component. 

Delimitations 

 The development of this project included developing California content standard-

based curriculum for third and fourth grade students in the areas of history, language arts 

and science. National Common Core Standards adopted by the California Department of 

Education in August 2010 were also included in planning the curriculum. Content was 

directed toward the interests and needs of area teachers (especially those who teach in the 

Martinez Unified School District) who visit the site each year. 

 A second delimitation consisted of discussing only the home site and ranch – 

labeled as one of the three parcels of land composing the park under the heading of 

“significance of site.” The home site and the ranch are the only areas of the park involved 

in the curriculum development part of this specific project. 

 Given the sheer volume of literature written about and by John Muir, the 

researcher researched a representatively small selection of authoritative and original 

work. During the process of creating the literature review, the researcher developed 

Muir’s biographical sketch as it supported the three themes stated in the NPS Long-

Range Interpretive Plan for the park. The sketch was designed to present insight into 

Muir’s character so the reader can follow the common themes of his life and how they, in 

turn, influenced the most public (and celebrated) times of his elder years. 
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Limitations 

A two-day teacher orientation and planning workshop occurred in August 2011; 

and was conceived and implemented by the Muir Site staff to invite teachers from 

Martinez schools. The information discussed during the teacher workshop became the 

central focus of curriculum development for this project. The extent of outreach to 

teachers was limited to teachers who were from Martinez and repeat visitors. Funding 

availability from the National Park Service limited additional outreach efforts to other 

Martinez teachers for the purposes of this study.  
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Key Definitions 

Biodegradable. When an object can be decomposed either by living organisms or 

naturally over time back into the earth (Lehrman, 1990). 

Biology. The area of science that deals with the origin, history, physical 

characteristics, life processes and habits of living organisms (Agnes, 2000). 

Botany. The branch of science that studies plants, their life, structure, growth and 

classification (Agnes, 2000). 

Climate. Weather patterns of a particular place that occur over a period of years, 

such as cloudiness, temperature, air pressure, humidity, rainfall and winds (Lehrman, 

1990; Dictionary.com, 2012). 

Conservation.  A complex term that addresses the careful use of natural 

resources to prevent injury, waste, decay or loss. Also refers to the official supervision of 

rivers, forests, and other natural resources in order to preserve and protect them through 

prudent management (Agnes, 2000; Dictionary.com, 2011). 

Deforestation. Cutting down (or clearing) massive amounts of trees so quickly, 

the forest has no time to grow back. This action often results in damage to the quality of 

the land (Lehrman, 1990; National Geographic, 2012).  

Ecology. The branch of science that examines the relationships organisms have to 

each other and to their environment. Scientists who study those relationships are called 

ecologists (National Geographic, 2012). 
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Ecosystem. A geographic area where plants, animals, and other organisms, as 

well as weather and landscape, work together to form a bubble of life (National 

Geographic, 2012). 

Environment. The physical world we live in, including all the circumstances that 

surround and influence life on earth, the atmosphere, food chain and water cycle (Agnes, 

2000). 

Garden. The area immediately surrounding the Muir House, where trees, shrubs 

and flowers are planted. This is separate from the ranch used for agriculture (Killion and 

Davison, 2005).  

Geology. The area of science that deals with the dynamics, physical history and 

structure of the earth; including the rocks and rock formations, and the physical, 

chemical, and biological changes that have occurred and continue to occur (Agnes, 2000; 

Dictionary.com, 2011). 

Glacial Moraine. A mass of loose rock, soil, and earth that sits in front of a 

glacier as it moves down a drainage or valley and then deposited by the edge of a glacier 

when movement has stopped. A terminal moraine marks the location where the glacier 

stopped (Agnes, 2000).  

Glacial Valley. A steep-sided, U-shaped valley formed by erosion when glaciers 

move through a drainage or river channel (Dictionary.com, 2011). 

Glacier. An extended mass of ice formed from snow falling and accumulating 

where the rate of snowfall exceeds the rate at which snow melts. The ice moves very 

slowly, either descending from high mountains, as in valley glaciers, or moving outward 
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from centers of accumulation, as in continental glaciers (Agnes, 2000; Dictionary.com, 

2011).  

Hetch Hetchy. Name of the reservoir formed when a dam was built that flooded 

the Hetch Hetchy Valley. The existence of the dam to this day remains controversial. The 

Restore Hetch Hetchy group continues its fervent advocacy efforts in favor of its 

restoration. The dam is located within the boundary of Yosemite National Park and 

provides water for San Francisco residents and businesses (Worster, 2008).  

Horticulture: The art or science of growing flowers, fruits, vegetables and shrubs 

in gardens or orchards (Agnes, 2000). 

Mt. Wanda and Mt. Helen. Mountain tops that John Muir named after his 

daughters (Killion and Davison, 2005). 

Muir Glacier. A glacier located in Southeast Alaska, in the St. Elias Mountains, 

flowing southeast from Mount Fairweather. Covers about 350 square miles (Worster, 

2008). 

Natural history. The sciences, such as botany, mineralogy, or zoology, 

concerned with the study of all subjects in the natural world (Agnes, 2000).  

Naturalist. A person who studies, or is an expert in, nature or natural history as a 

result of direct observation of animals or plants (Agnes, 2000).  

Strentzel-Muir Ranch. Refers to the orchard, hillsides and all agricultural areas 

belonging to John Muir and his father-in-law, Dr. Strentzel (Killion and Davison, 2005). 

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/natural+history
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Chapter 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

This review of literature is divided into three main sections. The first is a detailed 

explanation of the significance of the John Muir National Historic Site to the history of 

the United States and the conservation movement that Muir helped to establish and move 

forward. The first section also provides background on the park’s establishment and an 

overview of existing visitor services and school tour programs. The second major section 

describes the agricultural history of the Strentzel-Muir Ranch, including Muir’s role, use 

of immigrant workers and the progression toward urbanization of the Alhambra Valley. 

The third section is a historical profile on John Muir beginning with his boyhood in 

Scotland to his last battle to save Hetch Hetchy and a list of major lifetime 

accomplishments. The review of literature concludes with a series of reflections on his 

philosophy, concerns and work from those who knew Muir and those who engaged in an 

extensive study of the many different facets of his character. 

Significance of the Site 

“The property acquired under this Act [Public Land Law 88-547] shall be 

designated as the John Muir National Historic Site and shall be set as a public national 

memorial to John Muir in recognition of his efforts as a conservationist and a crusader for 

national parks and reservations” (Harpers Ferry Center, 2010). 

Scope of the historic site 

The John Muir National Historic Site in Martinez, California consists of three 

separate parcels: 1) The Muir House, where he lived from 1880 until his death in 1914, 



10 

 

 

and a 9-acre representation of the original 2,300-acre fruit orchard and oak woodlands 

where Muir lived, wrote and farmed. The Martinez Adobe built by Don Vincente 

Martinez in 1849 is considered a part of the ranch. 2) Mt. Wanda, a steep 326-acre grass 

and oak woodland open to hikers and horseback riders. 3) A small family cemetery 

situated in a small residential neighborhood at the foot of Mt. Wanda (Harpers Ferry, 

2010). 

Primary interpretive themes  

 The following three themes have been identified as central to the visitor’s 

experience. They were derived from a series of workshops consisting of stakeholders, 

volunteers, donors, educators, community leaders and members of the Muir family. The 

broad interpretive period of the park extends from 1849 to 1914 so the Martinez Adobe is 

included. The primary interpretive period of the home site and ranch is from 1890 to 

1914; the 24 years that John Muir lived on the Strentzel-Muir Ranch.  

1. John Muir, a self-educated immigrant from Scotland, became an eloquent, 

persuasive writer who championed the emerging conservation movement in 

late 19th- and early 20th-century America. His life story, including both its 

successes and conflicts, offers inspiring evidence that one individual can make 

a difference through thoughtful, determined actions over time. 

2. We can better understand how John Muir achieved national stature as an 

influential writer and conservationist by examining and understanding his 

home and family life in Martinez. 

3. The Strentzel-Muir estate and its surroundings illustrate the immigrant history 
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and changing landscape of the Alhambra Valley (Harpers Ferry Center, 2010, 

“Executive Summary”). 

National Historic Landmark recognition 

The John Muir House site was designated a National Historic Landmark in 

December 1962 and listed on the National Register of Historic Places in October 1966. 

These designations, in essence, laid the foundation for establishing the John Muir 

National Historic Site in August 1964.  

In order to be considered historically significant by the National Register of 

Historic Places, a district, site, building or structure is evaluated based on its ability to 

meet one of four criteria: 1) the property is associated with events that have made 

significant contributions to the broad patterns of American history; 2) the property is 

associated with the life of a significant person or persons in the American past; 3) the 

property embodies distinctive features of a type, period, method of construction, or high 

artistic values, or represents a significant and distinguishable entity whose components 

may lack individual distinction; or 4) the property and its site yielded or are likely to 

yield new important historical information in history or prehistory (Tyler, Ligibel and 

Tyler, 2009, pp. 136-7; National Register of Historic Places, n.d.).  

Each site is also surveyed and evaluated for historical integrity by using specific 

assessments, such as location, design, setting, materials or feeling. (Tyler, Ligibel and 

Tyler, 2009; National Register of Historic Places, n.d.). These assessments attempt to 

answer the question, “Would John Muir recognize his home if he were alive today?” 
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(Killion and Davison, 2005). Note: Part of the National Historic Register Survey form 

can be found in Appendix A. 

The National Historic Register identified three areas of national significance 

relevant to the Muir home site and ranch: conservation, social/humanitarian concerns 

and literature, and science.   

“Conservation” refers to Muir’s work with conservation leaders that set in motion 

the foundation to create national parks and monuments as well as his actions to 

“preserve” thousands of acres of forested lands and other natural resources.  

“Social/humanitarian concerns and literature” recognizes Muir’s extensive body of 

literature that brings his environmental experiences to the public eye.  

“Science” acknowledges Muir’s scientific studies and contributions to the 

knowledge of glacial origins in Yosemite Valley and Alaska. 

The National Register recognized the park’s landscape as regionally significant. 

Although only a fraction of the original ranch remains undeveloped, the National 

Register identified the landscape significant using three criteria: agriculture, 

conservation practices and landscape architecture.  

Concerning “agriculture,” the Strentzel-Muir Ranch was a distinctive example of 

the development of agriculture in the Alhambra Valley from the 1850s to 1900. The 

placement of the Strentzel (Muir) House, atop a knoll overlooking the Valley, its size and 

design, represented successful fruit ranchers’ homes of the era. The Martinez Adobe, as 

center of the ranch, sat alongside the main road to Martinez. The Adobe and other 
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structures, such as the corrals, barns and packing sheds that were placed around it, 

represented the valley’s earlier agricultural period (Killion and Davison, 2005 pp. 296-7). 

“Conservation practices” diverged into two opposing philosophies and both sides 

are reflected at the ranch. Muir believed in preservation, protecting resources for their 

beauty and intrinsic values. The contrasting viewpoint was conservation, referring to in 

this instance, the careful and effective use of natural resources. Mt. Wanda was left in its 

natural state so the family and visitors to the ranch could enjoy nature walks. The ranch, 

by contrast, was completely planted with crops. The orchards were arranged in such a 

way as to maximize fruit production. 

“Landscape architecture” referred to the diverse varieties of native and non-native 

plants that were a typical example of late nineteenth century Gardenesque design. Muir 

often brought non-native plants home with him from his travels to plant at the ranch or 

his garden (Killion and Davison, 2005, pp. 300-302).  

Establishing the John Muir National Historic Site 

Paying tribute to John Muir began at his gravesite in the 1930s when the Sierra 

Club arranged several field trips to the site featuring speakers and guests to address his 

accomplishments and celebrate his life. The Muir home site and ranch passed through a 

succession of owners between 1919 and 1955. Muir admirers preferred to gather at the 

family owned cemetery to celebrate his life. The Sierra Club began annual pilgrimages in 

1959 that lasted until 1974. The hike began at the Muir house, continued to his gravesite, 

the John Swett Adobe and finished at the Martinez Adobe (Killion and Davison, 2005).  
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After John Muir’s death in 1914, property ownership passed on to his daughters, 

Wanda and Helen. Tom and Wanda Hanna had been managing the ranch. In 1919, they 

sold all their remaining property except for the parcel containing the family cemetery. 

The Muir Home site and the Martinez Adobe were subdivided and sold separately. The 

land surrounding the two parcels was developed over time into a series of residential and 

commercial properties that currently sit adjacent to the historic site to the front and on 

one side. 

The home site passed through a succession of owners over the years. Finally in 

1955, Henry V. and Faire S. Sax purchased the Muir house to preserve it as a memorial to 

John Muir. The house, left vacant for most of the last 40 years (1914-1955), had been 

vandalized and seriously deteriorated. The Saxs spent many retirement years making 

extensive repairs to the home using their own funds and donations from the John Muir 

Memorial Association in cooperation with the Contra Costa County Historical Society. 

(Burt, 2008; Killion and Davison, 2005). 

The Saxs furnished the home with whatever of Muir’s furnishings Faire Sax was 

able to acquire and those representative of the period. While the home was still 

undergoing restoration activities, they opened it for public tours by appointment.  

The Parsowith family purchased the Martinez Adobe and retained ownership until 

1955 when Mrs. Parsowith died. Daniel Parsowith sold and further subdivided the land, 

selling a 3.8-acre parcel that included the Martinez Adobe to Louis and Mildred Stein. 

The Steins rented out the property in the early 1960s. One of the tenants refurbished the 
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interior of the Adobe and began giving public tours to interpret the Mexican period of 

California history (Killion and Davison, 2005, pp. 176-8). 

 Despite the numerous changes in ownership, formal efforts to preserve the John 

Muir House as a public landmark began as early as 1938. Several proposals to operate the 

home as a county or California State Park were submitted and failed. In 1960 and 1961, 

the owner of the Muir House, the owner of the Martinez Adobe, Contra Costa Historical 

Society, John Muir Memorial Association and a number of other prominent local 

individuals and groups (including the City of Martinez, Golden Gate Audubon Society, 

Wilderness Society and the Sierra Club) collectively launched a correspondence 

campaign to make the Muir House either a national park or monument (Burt, 2008; 

Killion and Davison, 2005).  

The Muir family cemetery was still owned by the family in the early 1960s.  By 

this time, the Muir House and Martinez Adobe were enveloped by residential and 

commercial development. The cemetery, situated in a residential neighborhood, was 

fenced off to protect it from vandals.  

The Department of the Interior responded to the requests from groups who were 

interested in preserving the home. The site was being studied as part of the National 

Survey of Historic Sites and Buildings. After the survey was completed (referred to 

earlier in the section describing the Significance of Site), the entire site was 

recommended to be included in the National Register of Historic Landmarks. The 

designation as an historic landmark prompted a feasibility report prepared by the National 

Park Service. Congressman William Baldwin from California introduced a bill that 
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recommended establishing the John Muir National Historic Site. The site was authorized 

in August 1964 under Public Land Law 88-547 and included both the home site and the 

Martinez Adobe. The family cemetery and Mt. Wanda were added in 1988 (Killion and 

Davison, 2005, pp. 172-4, 176-7, 180; National Park Service, 2007).  Note: The Public 

Land Law can be found in Appendix A. 

Since the National Park Service acquired the Muir Site in 1964, the home and 

ranch have continued to undergo a series of rehabilitation activities. Even with the many 

changes to the home and property over the years, the three units within the site still retain 

many of the same landscape characteristics and features that existed on the historic ranch 

(Burt, 2008; Killion and Davison, 2005). 

Visitor services 

In September 2011, an extensively remodeled and enhanced Visitor Center 

opened at the Muir Site. The Center features a multi-use auditorium with full audio- 

visual capabilities, new interpretive exhibits and slide programs describing Muir’s life 

and his involvement in Martinez, and an enlarged bookstore featuring a selection of 

books by and about John Muir. This coincided with opening the site seven days per week 

from 10 am to 5 pm, instead of the previous operating hours of Wednesday through 

Sunday.  

Staffing and funding sources 

For many years after the John Muir National Historic Site was acquired and 

named by the National Park Service, just two rangers staffed the house and grounds. 

Current funding and staffing levels have increased enough within the last few years to 
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bring in additional interpretive and education staff. M. Holmes (personal communication, 

August 18, 2011). 

 Staffing. The Muir Site is one of four San Francisco Bay Area units of the 

National Park Service operating as a single system. They function cooperatively and 

often share staff and other resources. The other three parks include: Rosie the Riveter 

National Memorial, Eugene O’Neill National Historic Site and Port of Chicago Naval 

Magazine National Memorial.  

Four full time rangers work in the office at the John Muir site. Of the four rangers, 

two work specifically at the John Muir site to provide public information, school and 

public grounds tours.  Two Park Guides work full time at the site. D. Prial (personal 

communication, May 27, 2011).  

As of August 2011, there were a total of fifty docents available to volunteer at the 

park. Seventeen docents were currently holding regularly scheduled hours at the John 

Muir house to greet visitors and provide information about Muir and the house. Usual 

hours were either 10 am to 1 pm or 1 pm – 4 pm. Fourteen docents came in three hours 

every other week. Three docents volunteered for three hours each week. The others 

attended special events, and came in as needed.  Some docents helped with grounds 

maintenance and assisted the park botanist. Ground keeping docents generally did not 

engage with the public. G. Bacigalupi (personal communication, May, 27, 2011).  

Interested docents completed their first training to give home tours at the end of 

May 2011. Training is ongoing. The focus of the tours varied depending on the interests 

and knowledge of the docent. Training docents how to lead formal school and grounds 
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tours was provided in Fall 2011 and is ongoing. D. Prial (personal communication, June 

9, 2011).  

 Funding. The National Park Service, as an agency of the Department of Interior, 

receives an annual allotment derived from the Department’s budget. The Park Service is 

divided into regions. The John Muir National Historic Site is located within the Pacific 

Southwest Region. Each fiscal year specific sites within a region apply for funding for 

both their base annual operating budget as well as a project budget. The annual budget is 

relatively stable from year to year. The project budget is very fluid and can vary in 

amount – from very small to large enough to fill gaps in the base annual budget. A 

project budget can provide for such items as renovations, upgrades and sometimes 

additional staffing.  

Parks are eligible to request a base increase every four years. The last increase 

was secured in 2009. The increase enabled the National Park Service to add two 

additional staff to enhance site maintenance, upgrade and expand the Visitor Center and 

remain open seven days a week. The $3 park admission fee was also waived when the 

park added extra days. Funding within the next fiscal year (2011-2012) is expected to 

level off or be reduced as a result of federal deficit reductions.  

Project funding for the site makes up 10 percent of the total budget for the next 

fiscal year. This funding will be used for additional site improvements and educational 

program development. Park staff expect to recruit an additional cadre of volunteer 

docents to supplement the hours and services provided by rangers at the Visitor Center. 

Although funding does not permit the park to increase the number of paid staff, the 
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linkage of four parks managed together provides opportunity to share staff and resources 

to help maintain current operations. M. Smith (personal communication, August 22, 

2011). 

School visitation 

 Existing school programs. School field trips occur only in the morning to allow 

for students to return to school before dismissal. Students usually arrive at 10 am (or 11 

am at the latest). One ranger leads a tour of up to 35 students. A full tour schedule is 70 

students and two rangers. Traditionally, a formal school tour lasts three hours. Tours 

begin by viewing a 20-minute movie about John Muir. A formal tour of the house follows 

that lasts 90 minutes.  

Students are traditionally given one hour for lunch. During that time they view the 

Martinez Adobe on their own. After the multi-dimensional tour program is put into place, 

interpreting the Adobe could be included as one of several program options. 

During Spring 2011 tours when the Visitor Center was being renovated, the 

movie was unavailable. The movie was sent to the school for viewing before the field 

trip. When students arrived, the rangers replaced the time they had allocated for the 

movie with an expanded tour of the ranch. The afternoon has traditionally been reserved 

for public tours at 2 pm or arranged in advance by phone. 

March, April. May and early June are peak school tour dates because students are 

studying the time period of California history between 1849 and 1900, when the life of 

John Muir fits in chronologically. School tours occur during September through February 
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in fewer numbers. Summer season is primarily walk-in visitors with few school tours. T. 

Shay (personal communication, June 9, 2011). 
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Area demographics. The John Muir National Historic Site is located within a 

highly urbanized area of the Alhambra Valley in Martinez. Martinez demographics have 

changed significantly since the “boom years” of the last half of the 1900s when the oil 

refineries first came to town. The workforce is no longer dominated by heavy industry. 

According to the City of Martinez Economic Development Department demographic 

data, the population was estimated to be 36,179 in 2007. At the time, the median income 

was nearly $75,000. The population was evenly split between males and females. Eleven 

percent of the residents were 65 and older. Thirty-two percent were 45-64; thirty-six 

percent ranged in age from 18-44 and 17 years and under made up the remaining 

seventeen percent.  

Owner occupied homes accounted for about two-thirds of the housing units. 

Caucasians made up 66 percent of the city’s population in 2007. The next largest ethnic 

group was Hispanic at 12 percent.  

Sales, office and professional occupations made up more than half of the city’s 

workforce. Martinez is the Contra Costa county seat. As a result, more than half of those 

employed worked in county government. Kaiser Permanente was listed as the second 

largest employer, with twelve percent of the workforce. Shell Oil was named a distant 

third, employing only eight percent of all workers.  

Nearly half of Martinez residents have either completed an Associate degree or 

some college by 2007. Roughly a quarter of the residents earned a Bachelor’s degree. 

Nearly ten percent have completed a graduate or professional degree (City of Martinez, 

2011).  
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To engage Martinez residents in park activities and stewardship opportunities, 

park staff chose to engage local students and teachers as their primary audience for field 

trip curriculum development. Students visit from schools located throughout Contra 

Costa County and outlying areas of the San Francisco Bay each year. M. Holmes 

(personal communication, June 9, 2011). 

As reported in the 2009-10 annual School Accountability Report Card, Las Juntas, 

Morello Park, John Muir and John Swett and are the four elementary schools located in 

Martinez. Originally built in mid-1950s to the early 1960s, each of them have been 

remodeled and upgraded to meet both technological and facilities needs of contemporary 

schools. Morello Park began as a small school house with modular unit expansions and 

later torn down and rebuilt.  

John Muir Elementary. Located in a residential area, this is a school wide Title 1 

school. The new principal during the 2010-11 year worked on improving academic 

performance, increasing opportunities for teacher communications and adjusting 

instruction to meet the needs of all 389 students. The school did not meet No Child Left 

Behind (NCLB) Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) in 2009-10 and their Academic 

Performance Index declined in the same year. The table indicates that this school enrolls 

a large percentage of socioeconomically disadvantaged students. The Accountability 

Report Card listed their scores lower than other students.  

John Swett Elementary. Located in a wooded setting in Alhambra Valley, this 

school educates 427 students.  The school enjoys a very active PTA and involved parent 
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community.  Student scores are 10 – 20 points higher on standardized tests than the 

district average.  

Las Juntas.  Located on the north end of town near established neighborhoods 

and light industry, Las Juntas serves 390 children. Las Juntas enjoys a long and rich 

tradition of high levels of academic achievement and character development. Professional 

learning communities drive a student-centered focus. Standardized test scores both meet 

and exceed district averages. The school did not meet No Child Left Behind (NCLB) 

Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) in 2009-10 because the “Percent Proficient in English-

Language Arts” was not high enough. The school district as a whole did not pass. 

Morello Park. An active PTA has consistently contributed to several academic 

programs each year as well as supplemental classroom materials. The school serves 510 

students, with 105 of those in the third grade. The number of third graders is significantly 

higher than the other three schools. Standardized test scores are consistently 10 points 

lower than the district average.  

 During an August 2011 teacher orientation and planning workshop at the Historic 

site, Martinez teachers reported several concerns. One concern was the one-dimensional 

focus of the existing tour program. They would be interested in returning to the site with 

their class more than once in a school year if they could choose from different programs. 

A second concern was the number of rangers at the site does not give each class enough 

time to visit the property and fully enjoy and learn from the whole Historic site 

experience. A third concern was transportation to the site. This was less of a problem for 
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local schools.  When outlying area schools plan their visit, they confront the high cost of 

bus transportation. 

Existing area field trip programs 

Students living in the San Francisco Bay Area can enjoy dozens of options for 

field trips. During the teacher orientation workshop, the researcher asked teachers where 

their classes visit on field trips. The names of the locations selected by those teachers are 

marked with an (*) asterisk. Teachers added that they also take students to area clean up 

day events and Earth Day at the John Muir National Historic Site. 

This is not an all-inclusive list of available tour opportunities within a full day 

school field trip.  Most of the sites listed present programs with either historical or 

environmental content.  

Antioch. Black Diamond Mines Regional Preserve is a two-hour field trip 

“Chaparral Nature Trek” for third grade and older.  

Brentwood. Brentwood Agricultural Land Trust works with farmers and the 

community so that future generations have a local food source.  

Crockett. Carquinez Regional Environmental Education Center is dedicated to 

habitat restoration for youth and adults.  

East Bay Regional Park District. The park district operates nine visitor centers 

throughout Alameda and Contra Costa counties. Three of those offer comparable 

naturalist programs.  The John Muir National Historic Site is located within the northwest 

region of the park ‘s geographic boundaries.  
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Fremont. * Ardenwood Historic Farm presents a series of four 45 - 90 minute 

interpretive programs for third or fourth graders, including farmyard, treasures of the 

Victorian trunk, Monarch butterfly program and Wonderful Wool. Coyote Hills Regional 

Park Naturalists present a 2-hour Coyote Hills Nature Walk or Garin Nature Walk for 

third grade and older. Can be tailored to meet science standards.  

Lafayette. Deer Hill Ranch is a family owned working ranch known as an 

experiential education center to teacher respect for nature and living things.   

Martinez.  * Martinez Museum chronicles the history of the city. Pictures of the 

John Muir National Historic Site are shown in the museum. Mt. View Sanitary District 

offers a wetland interpretive center as a free field trip destination. Features a classroom 

pollution prevention program.  

Richmond. The Watershed Project offers workshops, educational materials and 

information about creeks, wetlands and watersheds in Alameda and Contra Costa 

counties. 

Sacramento. * Sutter’s Fort State Historic Park, * California State Capitol and * 

California State Railroad Museum. 

San Francisco.  * San Francisco Ballet and Opera. 

Sausalito. * The Marine Mammal Center and Bay Model. 

Walnut Creek. 

 * Old Borges Ranch offers tours, classes and environmental programs. 

 Ruth Bancroft Gardens offer tours and educational opportunities for all ages. 
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 Gardens at Heather Farms offer free composting programs and other nature 

themed classes. 

 Historical Society presents a Living History Program and walking tours 

 Lindsay Wildlife Museum offers student experiences to connect with the 

natural world at the museum, the field or in the classroom.  

 * Lesher Center for the Arts 

Sources of curriculum for school-based activities 

During the orientation workshop, the teachers referred to the district’s staff 

development training programs as their primary way for learning about new materials. 

They also use curriculum from formally published program guides, such as Project 

Learning Tree to teach environmental education. The Sierra Club website offers 

extensive curriculum activities about John Muir’s life and legacy. The teachers did not 

refer to using these materials. The Sierra Club curriculum consists of a broad treatment of 

Muir’s life. However, the materials present little direct reference to the John Muir 

National Historic Site (Sierra Club, 2011). The researcher was advised that park staff do 

not use Sierra Club curriculum materials for onsite interpretation because of their broad 

nature and minimal inclusion of specific historical site information. D. Prial (personal 

communication, May 27, 2011). 

Meeting California content standards 

 As expressed in the Introduction, park staff expressed concern because they did 

not know how field trip information was being integrated into the classroom. There were 

no mechanisms for follow up or program evaluation. The teacher orientation packets 
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from the Historic site were filled with factual information about John Muir and little 

project oriented materials. Information did not connect back to any California Content 

standards. 

 This led to the joint effort of the Education Technician and Chief of Interpretation 

for the Muir Site to develop the two-day teacher orientation and planning workshop for 

teachers from Martinez schools. They were interested in soliciting feedback on teacher 

concerns and curriculum ideas, so the interpretive programming could become more 

relevant to the needs of students in elementary, middle and high school. The teachers 

were especially interested in connecting issues that engaged students in and out of the 

classroom with the work of John Muir. By developing projects that emerged from the 

park’s interpretive themes, the site became a platform for teaching contemporary issues 

and California history. Students gained the opportunity to build literacy, leadership skills 

and learn about civic engagement.  Learning of the science behind the ranch through 

hands on experience engages their cognitive problem solving skills with physical activity. 

Each of these opportunities connects the students to Muir’s legacy and the Stentzel-Muir 

Ranch.  

The Strentzel-Muir Ranch 

Agricultural history of California 

 Many new California settlers in the 1850s eventually turned to farming because 

they found it far more prosperous than the gold fields. They found land that was fertile 

and flat. California climate featured rainy winters with hot and dry summers. Some 

farmers were fortunate to find land with remnants of orchards already laid out from 
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abandoned farms of the Spanish missions. Wheat and barley were the primary crops and 

shipped to European markets, setting an early precedent for international exports. Large-

scale operations used laborsaving devices and needed the help of immigrant labor 

(Killion and Davison, 2005; Olmstead and Rhode, 1997). 

 By the 1890s, soils were depleted of nutrients. Because many of the farmers were 

former gold miners, they knew little about how to maintain the richness of the soil. They 

failed to use crop rotation, fertilizer and other commonly held best practices to maintain 

soil productivity. Grain production decreased in quality and the farmers eventually turned 

to intensive fruit cultivation in place of grain. Fruit orchards increased and grain 

production, once a staple crop for the state declined (Olmstead and Rhode, 1997). 

 Olmstead and Rhode (1997) reported that in 1889, orchards accounted for more 

than 20 percent of the value of all farm production. By 1909, the value was nearly even 

with grains. The production value of fruit orchards continued to increase to nearly four-

fifths by 1929.  

Explanations for the causes and timing of California’s structural transformation 

[during the period of 1850-1900] have long puzzled scholars. The traditional 

literature yields numerous causal factors, including: (1) increases in demand for 

income-elastic fruit products in eastern urban markets; (2) improvements in 

transportation, especially the completion of the transcontinental railroad; (3) 

reductions in the profitability of wheat due to slumping world grain prices and 

falling local yields; (4) the spread of irrigation and the accompanying breakup of 

large land holdings; (5) the increased availability of “cheap” labor; and (6) the 
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accumulation of knowledge about California’s environment and suitable 

agricultural practices. Yet a careful investigation of the transformation yields a 

surprising result: much of the credit for the shift to intensive crops must be given 

to exogenous declines in real interest rates and to “biological” changes as farmers 

learned more about how to grow new crops in the California environment. 

(Olmstead and Rhodes, 1977, p. 6) 

 During the 1880s farming became increasingly more complex because science 

merged with agriculture to study and treat pests and diseases. Insects were invading 

California farms because produce was being shipped in and out of state; and bringing 

unwanted insects. Eventually, this led to the origin of pesticides and insecticides.  Some 

farm workers used homemade solutions and had no protection when they sprayed the 

trees with a mix of dangerous chemicals. (Street, 2004).  

 Farmers learned through experimentation about soils, irrigation patterns and the 

yields of different varieties of fruits to maximize their profits. Each state established an 

Agricultural Experiment Station to conduct agricultural research and become a resource 

for farmers. California’s first station was located in Berkeley. The Agricultural 

Experiment Stations eventually became the California Agricultural Extension Service 

(California Native Grasslands Association, n.d.). The Alhambra Grange became a local 

source for knowledge of new technologies and science-based techniques for farmers. 

(Olmstead and Rhode, 1997; Johnson and McCalla, 2004; Killion and Davison, 2005).  

 California agriculture at the end of the 19th Century had already experienced 

several transformations, from mission agriculture to cattle, to sheep, to wheat. 
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Another transformation was under way that would forever shift California 

agriculture from extensive-dryland agriculture to intensive-irrigated agriculture.... 

The rapid growth of irrigated acres started in 1880 and tripled between 1900 and 

 1930 (Johnson and McCalla, 2004). 

 Farm irrigation that was both productive and cost effective became an issue that 

continued to challenge farmers into the next century and extends into contemporary 

farming practices (Olmstead and Rhode, 1997). 

 At the turn of the century commercial orcharding faced another important 

challenge. Industry was taking farm laborers away from the field. The cost of labor was 

rising. Working conditions were so poor on some farms that laborers walked away from 

their jobs. A series of farm worker labor laws demanding safe and humane business 

practices began making their way to the California Legislature (Killion and Davison, 

2005; Street, 2004).  

 Killion and Davison (2005) reported that census data from 1910 revealed that 25 

percent of bearing fruit trees were lost in the first decade because of the loss of laborers 

working the fields. By 1930, half of the trees were gone. The farms that survived were 

those who took advantage of new scientific techniques to improve productivity while 

reducing cost. During the era of experimentation in the 1870s, it was common to grow 

hundreds of varieties of fruit. By 1910, the numbers were in the tens. 

 Farmers applied what they learned about biology to understand how to handle the 

fruit during shipping and the impact of spoilage on appearance and their profits. Using 

newly conceived orchard management techniques meant shaping the tree canopy so it 
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was more resistant to wind. Shorter trees with lower branches made it easier for farm 

workers to prune, spray and pick fruit. Combining effective pruning techniques with 

orchard layout was far more productive than the “wild and untrimmed” trees of the late 

1800s. The study of horticulture reflected in California’s reputation for offering higher 

quality products (Killian and Davison, 2005; Olmstead and Rhode, 1997).  

 In 1910, “California emerged as one of the world’s principal producers of grapes, 

citrus, and various deciduous [annual] fruits (Olmstead and Rhode, 1997).” The access to 

the rail transportation, refrigerated cars, improved roads, the new focus on understanding 

biology of the fruit and the introduction of new industrial technologies such as canning, 

packing and machinery accelerated California’s agricultural standing to a position of 

global leadership. 

 Other major investments in research during the early twentieth century focused on 

how to make the ground more productive for growers. The next challenge was bringing 

water to the fields through land management - reshaping rivers, building levees and 

digging irrigation channels for thousands of miles. Farms across California were often 

subdivided to irrigate and manage more effectively (Olmstead and Rhode, 1997). 

 According to Olmstead and Rhode (1997), the distinguishing feature of current 

California agriculture in contrast to other regions is more than the sheer volume of 

output. The wide diversity of crops, the capital intensity, the high yields, and the special 

nature of the state’s agricultural institutions set California apart. 
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Dr. John Strentzel, the gentleman farmer 

 Dr. John Strentzel, a Polish immigrant, was one of many successful pioneers who 

began in the gold fields and left to become a farmer. He eventually arrived at the valley 

of Rancho Cañada del Hambre, a Mexican land grant (Killion and Davison, 2005).  

Written in a biography of Dr. Strentzel and excerpted from the Cultural 

Landscape Report, he described at first glance a vivid picture of beauty and opportunity 

for the future. 

Here was a lovely fertile valley, protected by high hills, from the cold winds and 

foggs [sic] of San Francisco, a stream of living water flowing through it, the hills 

and valleys partially covered with magnificent laurel, live-oak and white-oak 

trees…I knew at once that the valley was well adapted to fruit growing and 

thought, ‘here I can realize my long cherished dream of a home surrounded by 

orange groves, and all kinds of fruits and flowers…I immediately purchased 20 

acres of the richest valley land, two and half miles from town, paying $50 per 

acre, and at once removed my family to the new home, they arriving on the 4
th

 of 

April, 1853. (Killion and Davison 2005, p. 30) 

 Strentzel’s property included the site where the Vincente Martinez Adobe was 

situated. Mrs. Strentzel preferred the name “Alhambra” to Rancho Cañada del Hambre. 

From then on, the area was known as Alhambra Valley (Killion and Davison, 2005, p. 

31). For the next 25 years, Dr. Strentzel continued to acquire property and over time 

expanded the size of his holdings until reaching its peak at a total of 2,300 acres. In 

addition to his contiguous acreage, Strentzel owned a large and isolated parcel that 
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bordered the Strait of Carquinez several miles from his primary ranch (Killion and 

Davison, 2005). 

 Strentzel was considered a “gentleman farmer.” He lived in a time before science 

had entered farming in the United States. At the time, “American fruit orchards were part 

of a national identity and cherished for their unique tastes and appearance” (Killion and 

Davison, 2005, p. 63). 

  Dr. Strentzel was as interested in creating favorable conditions for farmers as 

much as he was in making a profit. Like other farmers of his day, he enjoyed 

experimentation to create many new varieties of fruits, and to improve shipping and 

production techniques. 

 He wrote informative farming articles and gave away cuttings to encourage 

farmers to establish new plantings. Dr. Strentzel helped establish the Alhambra Grange 

creating the opportunity for farmers to work cooperatively, get the best prices, and ship 

and store produce and grain. Later the Grange became an important resource for 

agricultural research. 

The Strentzel ranch produced hundreds of tons of produce every year. Fifty-five 

varieties of peaches and thirty-six varieties of apples were a small fraction of his total 

production. Strentzel was the first in California to grow Muscat and Tokay grapes as well 

as other select varieties. He produced the first raisins and made his own wine. By 1875, 

as a result of Dr. Strentzel’s influence, the Alhambra Valley was planted with more than 

70,000 fruit trees. He retired after Muir married his daughter Louise (referred to in 



35 

 

 

literature as Louie) in 1881. That is when Muir took over managing the very successful 

ranch (Killion and Davison, 2005). 

John Muir’s role at the ranch 

By the 1890s the agricultural trend was to produce fewer varieties of fruit and 

increase productivity. Muir, a shrewd businessman, followed suit. (Olmstead and Rhode, 

1997; Killion and Davison, 2005). Muir chose to grow only the fruits that were the most 

economically profitable. Applying his talent for efficiency and inventiveness to improve 

ranch operations, he invented a machine that helped ranch workers plant vines in a 

straight line.   

Muir worked alongside the Chinese immigrant workers to plant and harvest 

hundreds of tons of fruit each year. At age 50, Muir weighed less than 100 pounds from 

working so long and hard in the fields (Killion and Davison, 2005, p. 57). 

When the fruit arrived at either the train station or the harbor from Muir’s ranch to 

be shipped, Muir was always waiting for his workers to deliver it and talk to the buyer. 

He wanted to assure his produce was in the best condition so her could negotiate the best 

possible price.  

The days when Muir ventured into the wilderness, he revered in the sweet sounds 

of birds. However, when he caught birds landing on his fruit trees, he called them a 

nuisance because they ate his fruit. Muir was very specific about applying conservation 

practices to maximize his resources; never using poison on his trees and planted hillsides 

with vineyards to avoid erosion. (Killion and Davison, 2005, pp. 67-8).  
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 Under Dr. Strentzel’s supervision, the ranch grew a wide assortment of fruits and 

nuts including apples, cherries, figs, olives, oranges, pears, peaches, pecans, plum, 

pomegranate, quince, raisins and strawberries. By 1890, Muir had planted two-thirds of 

the ranch as vineyards with six varieties of grapes. Another part of the ranch was 

dedicated to cattle grazing and growing hay and grains. (Killion and Davison, 2005). 

 Muir had been steadily selling and leasing large chunks of the ranch for years. He 

used the money to support his family and provide the funding he needed to travel and 

write. In 1891, Muir immersed himself full time into his conservation work and writing 

and passed the ranch management to his son-in-law Tom Hanna, who married Muir’s 

eldest daughter Wanda. The Hannas continued to subdivide the ranch, although most of 

the lands were still being farmed (Killion and Davison, 2005).  The Hanna’s sold all their 

properties, except the family cemetery by 1919, five years after Muir’s death (Killion and 

Davison, 2005, pp. 58-60).  

Use of immigrant labor  

At the Strentzel-Muir Ranch, as on other farms and ranches across California, 

Chinese laborers as farm workers were common. Muir supervised as many as 15-40 

workers at a time. They worked in the fields to plant and harvest the produce, trim trees 

and miscellaneous other ranch duties. The ringing of a bell from the bell tower called 

everyone in for a meal. The sound was so loud Muir and his workers could hear it in the 

farthest reaches of the ranch. D. Prial (personal communication, August 18, 2011).  

Chinese immigrants arrived in California by the thousands and some raced to 

farms even before the gold fields. They supplemented white field hands and replaced 
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Native Americans who had left the farms. Many in this first wave of immigrants were 

neither interested nor suited for farming and chose to become merchants or engage in 

some other business instead. Immigrants arriving by ship after 1852 went straight to the 

fields. Over time, the number of Chinese who worked on farms continued to grow as 

production capacity increased. At one point, Chinese immigrants were responsible for 

harvesting two-thirds of all the vegetables in the state. They accounted for some twenty-

five percent of the labor force in neighboring Alameda and San Mateo counties (Street, 

2004). 

California agriculture was growing at such at a tremendous rate that by the early 

1860s, the state was ranked twelfth in the nation for farm production, and coming to close 

to overtaking mining as California’s leading industry. Owning orchards had become a 

very profitable enterprise. However, labor costs were always a concern. As production 

increased with a growing demand, farmers needed enough labor to pick the fruit at their 

prime. Farmers needed to balance the unpredictability of the weather with increased labor 

costs so they could earn the most profits possible (Street, 2004).  

By the end of the 1860s, growers were totally dependant on the Chinese as 

plentiful sources of cheap labor. However, people of color were generally considered 

inferior. A Chinaman’s daily wage was $1.25, while white workers earned $1.50 to 

$1.75. Ranchers perpetuated the notion of inferiority for all ethnic groups (Street, 2004; 

Wyman, 2010). 

Muir hired a Chinese immigrant to serve as his cook - another common role for 

the new California immigrants. The compensation and work conditions were generally 
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better for cooks and the job provided more stability. Some cooks took nicknames instead 

of using their real names to make it easier for their employers to say and remember, such 

as “Jim the Cook.” Others used the farm family’s last name in addition to one of their 

own. Chinese cooks learned how to prepare traditional American food and occasionally 

introduced their employers to their own cuisine. Through it all, they remained true to 

their culture, celebrating traditional holidays and wearing clothing representative of their 

home country (Street, 2004).  

Muir’s cook was Ah Fong and he ruled the kitchen. No one else was allowed in. 

D. Prial (personal communication, May 27, 2011). On family farms across California, 

Chinese cooks were the managers of the household and catered to the needs of the 

immediate family. They often became trusted family friends, exchanging gifts, caring for 

the children and making them toys. Some were given money to make farm purchases. 

The most fluent of the Chinese landed positions as managers, even taking care of ranch 

operations when their employers left town. On the larger farms, the cooks had their own 

quarters in a building outside the home. Chinese cooks remained an important part of the 

family farm well into the early 1900s (Street, 2004).  

Urbanization of Martinez and the Alhambra Valley  

The Alhambra Valley has long been recognized for its rural, agricultural character 

with gently sloping hillsides. By the 1950s and 60s farms vanished from the valley. 

Residential areas dotted the landscape in their place. 

A series of events that began during the Gold Rush set the stage for an insatiable 

thirst for development in Martinez and the Alhambra Valley. The first of these events 
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was a ferryboat crossing the Carquinez Strait between Martinez and Benicia that offered 

the only quick access to the gold fields from San Francisco and points south. Colonel 

William Smith recognized the tremendous value of a township located at the ferry 

crossing. (The ferry closed in 1962 when the George Miller Jr. bridge opened.) He 

entered into an agreement with the heirs of the Martinez family who owned the land to 

create a town. Martinez began as a trading post in 1849 and incorporated as a city in 

1876. The California Legislature named Martinez the county seat in 1851.  

Beginning in the 1870s, Martinez became an important shipping point for 

agricultural products. The gently sloping hillsides of the Alhambra Valley were filled 

with orchards producing peaches, pears, figs, apricots, cherries and walnuts for residents 

of the growing city of San Francisco and around the nation (Martinez Historical Society, 

2011).  

 The ranchers were already transporting their produce on the Central Pacific. The 

Santa Fe and San Joaquin Valley Railroad (later to become the Atchison, Topeka and 

Santa Fe Railway (referred to as Atchison, Topeka)) and Burlington Northern railroad 

were also interested in expanding their lines into Martinez. These two new rail lines 

needed to cross Muir’s property in the process. Muir took advantage of the opportunity to 

expand his markets by shipping them by rail. In October 1897, Muir transferred a right of 

way to the railways one-quarter mile south of the Muir and Martinez Adobe.  

Muir received a lifelong pass for his donation of the property. The railroad named 

the stop at the east approach to the tunnel, Muir Station. By 1906, there was a 1,680-foot 

wooden and steel trestle above the orchards on the north slope of Mt. Wanda, a 300-foot 
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tunnel and a railroad grade. The completion of the railroad opened up the area for future 

development to come (Killion and Davis, 2005, p. 115). 

During the last half of the 1800s, the Carquinez Strait supported an exceptionally 

productive fishing industry. Thousands of pounds of salmon were shipped to destinations 

around the world from two canneries operating in Martinez. That industry thrived until 

1957 when the San Francisco Bay was closed to commercial fishing (Martinez Historical 

Society, 2011).  

Other new businesses started in Martinez and the Alhambra Valley. Loron Lassell 

owned a 300-acre ranch in the valley and located a fresh water springs on his ranch. In 

1902, he began bottling his water and sold it under the name of Alhambra Water to San 

Francisco, Oakland and Contra Costa towns. The springs were abandoned in 1954 when 

the company was sold to Foremost-McKesson (Tatam, 1993). 

A major contributing factor to urban development came at the turn of the century. 

The desirable characteristics of deep water and rail connections attracted the attention of 

oil refineries. In 1895, Union Oil Company purchased land near Martinez. Other oil 

refineries and chemical plants followed through 1916 with the establishment of the Royal 

Dutch Shell. Shell Oil Company built homes for its managers and continued to expand its 

plant (Tatam, 1993).  

The arrival of the oil industry sparked a real estate boom. As early as 1912, street 

maps of Martinez showed residential development moving in the direction of the 

Strentzel-Muir Ranch. Martinez developed an economic base that departed from its 

agricultural roots and became recognized for employment in heavy industries: oil 
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refineries and chemical plants. County government has since surpassed heavy industry as 

the city’s largest employer (City of Martinez, 2011; Martinez Historical Society, 2011). 

Alhambra Valley agriculture remained the dominant characteristic of the area 

through 1914. By the early 1920s, the lower Alhambra Valley orchards and ranches were 

slowly changing into newly paved roads and residential subdivisions. During the Great 

Depression, land values plummeted and farms were devastated. California farms had 

fared better than most, since the state was on its way to becoming a national leader in 

agricultural production. 

As area population increased, more roads were built through the valley. By 1939 a 

two-lane road, called the Arnold Industrial State Highway was located adjacent to the 

Atchison, Topeka train trestle. The road split the Muir ranch’s hillside pear orchards on 

the lower slope of Mt. Wanda. The new highway opened up the Upper Alhambra Valley 

for development. (Killion and Davison, 2005). 

By World War II, California had emerged as a leader in citrus fruits, almonds and 

walnuts. Much of the Alhambra Valley was still used for farming. Post-war building in 

the 1950s introduced new residential housing subdivisions. Development continued to 

spread through the Alhambra Valley where farms had once filled the landscape. By the 

1960s, the farms of Alhambra Valley had vanished. The population of Martinez had 

grown from 875 in 1880 to an estimated 36,000 in 2011 (Martinez Historical Society, 

2011; City of Martinez, 2011). 

Urban development edged ever closer to the Muir House site and ranch. By 1964, 

where the expansive Muir ranch and other farms once stood, the Arnold Industrial 
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Highway, renamed State Highway 4, had become a six-lane freeway. The endless surge 

of urban development in Alhambra Valley continued while efforts to preserve the Muir 

House site and remaining acreage of the ranch were taking place in the background. 

The Strentzel-Muir Ranch today 

 The current ranch is 8.9 acres, a fraction of the original 2,300-acre ranch first 

owned by John Strentzel. The goal of Keith Park, the National Park Service horticulturist 

on site, is to rehabilitate the property so it looks as authentic as possible, with fruits 

planted in their original location. The existing pecans, figs and quince are grown on trees 

from the historic period of 1849-1914. Other current plantings include Elverta peaches, 

Gravenstein and Jonathan apples, English walnuts, pecans, ornamental olives, oranges, 

lemons, apricots, plums and Tokay grapes. Bartlett Pears were a substantial part of 

Muir’s product line. Park has grafted historic Bartlett pear trees at the gravesite to create 

new genetic material for trees to plant at the ranch. The ages of the trees vary. Some are 

under five years old. In order to replicate the farm of 1880-1890, some trees have been 

removed that don’t belong and replaced with period plantings. K. Park (personal 

communication, September 1, 2011). 

John Muir house 

The home of John Muir and his family is the foundation of the school tour 

program. Staff curators were in the process of adding and changing exhibits to tell a more 

comprehensive story of John Muir, his family and ranch life as this report was being 

prepared.  
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Several members of the park staff led the researcher on tours of the house to find 

out what students experience during traditional school field trips. Personal interviews 

with park staff were the researcher’s primary source of information about the Muir 

House. The current tours explained features of the house and information about how Muir 

used different rooms. Park rangers and guides expect to lead a variety of different 

thematic tours through the house (and ranch) as new docents are trained in the new 

curriculum that will be developed in combination with this research project and other 

future educational projects.  

Future interpretive opportunities will describe historically significant features of 

the home and its residents along with presenting information on a number of timely 

topics (e.g. land use and conservation, immigrant labor or civic engagement) that relate to 

the original purpose of a specific room. The curatorial staff has already added small, 

unobtrusive display cases for additional self-guided interpretation in some rooms. D. 

Prial. (personal communication, May 27, 2011 and June 9, 2011). T. Shay. (personal 

communication, June 9, 2011). G. Bacigalupi (personal communication, June 9, 2011.) 

V. Rodriguez (personal communication, June 9, 2011). 

The Muir House is a 10,000 square foot mansion built in 1882 by Dr. and Mrs. 

Strentzel. The formal Italian Villa design was popular with wealthy owners of homes 

during that era. Dr. Strentzel wanted the house to be above any possible flooding from 

Franklin Creek, so he built it on the top of a knoll 30 feet above the Alhambra Valley 

floor. The bell tower in the cupola on the third floor is 100 feet above the valley floor and 
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provides sweeping views. The bell signaled Muir and his farm workers to return to the 

house for meals. 

The house as it was originally built consisted of 14 rooms, a basement, several 

porches, a full attic, a large kitchen, East and West Parlors and the cupola. Muir added on 

when he and his wife Louie moved in. The house featured indoor plumbing and a reliable 

water supply. Phone service was installed 1884. Electricity was not installed until the 

early 1900s (Killion and Davison, 2005).  

John Muir and his family moved in after Dr. Strentzel’s death in 1890 (Killion and 

Davison, 2005). Descriptions of rooms are arranged in the order visited on a guided tour.  

West parlor. Muir held his business meetings in this room. The curatorial staff 

recently dedicated the West Parlor to Louie’s influence in John’s life. The interpretive 

opportunities in this room will change periodically as displays in cases revolve.  

Library. This room reflects the interests of Dr. Strentzel as a medical doctor, 

forty-niner and frontiersman, a viticulturist (one who understands the science of growing 

grapes). Interpretive messages focus on the business of ranch operations. 

Kitchen. The kitchen was the realm of Muir’s Chinese cook, Ah Fong. The house 

features the original coal burning stove, using coal from the nearby Black Diamond 

Mine. Ah Fong dominated the kitchen and did not allow women or children to come in. 

Interpretive opportunities for visitors can vary from describing the functions of a typical 

nineteenth century kitchen, to the life of Ah Fong and his responsibilities in the 

household or the use of Chinese immigrant labor on the farm. In future tours, visitors to 
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the kitchen may also engage in hands on learning opportunities (e.g. food preparation) as 

well as a narrative on the environmental consequences of using coal.  

Dining room. This was the gathering place for the family for dinner at precisely 6 

pm each day. This room represented Muir as the father. He loved to tell stories. He told 

stories one part at a time, so his daughters needed to be on time for dinner so they didn’t 

miss anything. Current plans for the dining room are to create a reading area. The dining 

room table and chairs are intended to be a relaxing place for visitors to sit and read 

selections of Muir’s articles or books. Visitors can review albums with information about 

John Muir and enjoy the opportunity to learn about him in a more personal way.  

East parlor. In Muir’s day, he used the East Parlor for his personal activities. This 

is where he entertained family and friends. The stone fireplace was rebuilt and enlarged 

after the 1906 San Francisco earthquake so Muir could enjoy a large mountain campfire, 

reminiscent of his days in the wilderness. Park rangers ask visitors for their own camping 

experiences to connect them to Muir’s experiences in the wilderness, his deep love for 

the beauty of nature and the value of national parks.  

Bedrooms. Future plans for the three bedrooms are to create displays depicting the 

three phases of Muir’s life: 1) Muir’s childhood to young adult, 2) Muir of the mountain 

wilderness and 3) Muir as father and conservationist. Current furnishings reflect the 

period when Muir lived in the house, although they are not original to the house. John 

Muir’s books featuring the places he visited provide a personalized touch to his bedroom. 

Articles of the family’s clothing and implements are planned to rotate every few months.  
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Scribble den. Muir needed quiet to write and his Scribble den was an upstairs 

bedroom claimed for his work. It is located away from the noise of the household, so he 

would not be distracted. Writing was difficult for Muir. In his mind, writing was an 

escape from the hard, physical labor of the farm. The room features Muir’s original desk 

and looks as if he stepped away for a moment, leaving his unfinished work sitting on the 

desk. Other prized possessions are placed around the room. Muir could see the Coast 

Ranges and the Carquinez Strait from the window.  

Future curatorial plans are to assure the room is a historically accurate reflection of 

Muir at work. This room is intended to be the final interpretive opportunity on tours - a 

culminating experience to explain the legacy of Muir through his persuasive writing and 

as champion of environmental causes. 

Annex / Study. This room is reserved as an exhibit space for themes that are not 

addressed elsewhere in the house, such as letters from one of Muir’s sisters that may have 

influenced his worldview or a display of Louie’s wedding dress. Exhibits will change 

every few months. 

Attic and bell tower. The attic and bell tower on the third floor are the last stop on 

a guided tour. The attic is used as a storage area for furnishings as they move about or out 

of the home. Students are invited to climb the stairs and enjoy the view from the tower 

and ring the bell.   
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Vincente Martinez Adobe 

 The Martinez Adobe, located in the southwest corner of the park site, is one of 

few adobe homes that remain in Contra Costa County (Killium and Davison, 2005; 

Tatum, 1993). The City of Martinez and a local school are named for the owner of the 

Mexican land grant (Rancho Cañada del Hambre) that encompassed nearly 18,000 acres. 

Vincente Martinez had the adobe built around 1849. He was the son of Don Ignacio 

Martinez, the commander of the Presidio of San Francisco in the 1840s. The house was 

built with a foundation of rough stones with walls made from sun-dried adobe brick. 

Vincente Martinez lived in the house only four years before selling it.  

 After it ceased to be used as storage area for farming equipment, Muir’s eldest 

daughter Wanda and her husband Tom Hanna modified the Adobe so they could live in it 

during the early years of their marriage. They needed to rehabilitate the building once 

again after it was severely damage during the 1906 San Francisco earthquake and fire 

(Killion and Davison, 2005). 

Who was John Muir? 

 The life of John Muir evolved into so many dimensions that the biographies and 

analyses of Muir’s life depend on what facet the writer was researching. Muir’s areas of 

involvement and expertise were so vast — ranging from the awe he experienced from the 

forces of nature to scientific studies and political challenges — that many researchers and 

writers about Muir have chosen to narrate either a specific phase or phases of his life, his 

involvement in a single conservation initiative, or elaborate on the essence of Muir’s 

articles, books or quotes. 
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John Muir at a glance 

During John Muir’s lifetime, he was an internationally recognized writer, speaker, 

teacher, scientist, naturalist, botanist, storyteller, guide, rancher and adventurer. He came 

to define and later to lead the American conservation movement (Engberg, 1981), 

established and became the first president of the Sierra Club, and was recognized as the 

father of America’s national parks. Muir was also a prolific inventor. His influence on 

two American presidents led to establishing seven national parks, 23 monuments and 

preserving millions of acres of forested land (Killion and Davison, 2005). 

The John Muir National Historic Site, Muir Woods National Monument, Muir 

Glacier in Glacier Bay National Park, John Muir Trail, wilderness areas, the California 

state quarter, two US postage stamps, schools, hospitals and numerous other places were 

named to commemorate the accomplishments of John Muir (National Park Service, n.d.). 

Leading by example, Muir’s influence shaped the way people around the world 

experience the outdoors and wilderness areas of the United States. Much of the world’s 

conservation philosophy has been shaped by John Muir’s influence. He proved the simple 

idea that one man can make a difference (Clark, Sargent, 1985). 

Muir is often regarded as the “son of the wilderness.” This characterization of 

Muir speaks to the second of three distinct phases in his life; the first is his boyhood and 

young adulthood; the second phase is his life as an explorer and wanderer; and the third, 

his final 24 years as a successful Martinez fruit rancher, conservationist and father. 

Muir’s boyhood and young adult experiences set the foundation for his decisions and 

beliefs in his later years.  
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He wrote many of his persuasive essays and traveled around the world to 

research, explore and speak while he lived at the ranch. Muir wrote more than 10 books 

and hundreds of articles, many of them written in the “scribble den” of his Martinez 

home.  He left the ranch from July to October before the work of the annual fruit harvest 

began. The profits from the eventual sales and leases of parts of the Strentzel-Muir Ranch 

made it possible for him to support his family and leave the ranch to become the 

champion of the environment (Killion and Davison, 2005; Worster, 2008; Wolfe, 1945).  

Reading Muir’s own words present the most vivid pictures, of not only the places 

he cared about and visited, but also the depth of Muir’s character and his thoughts and 

philosophies about life, his passion, excitement, and intense curiosity about the 

environment and humanity itself. According to Engberg (1981), the one recurring theme 

of Muir’s writing, was not simply a new idea, it was a major shift in consciousness. He 

described Muir’s referring to a system before such a term was actually used (Engberg, 

1981, p. 57).  

Overlaying the three phases of Muir’s life, the researcher observed several 

recurring themes or “guiding principles” from reading various authors about Muir and 

Muir’s own narratives. These seven themes present yet another perspective and provide 

further context for understanding Muir’s character, passion and motivation. Yet, even 

these seven areas may not be all inclusive.  

 Respect for all creatures and creation. “How many mouths Nature has to fill, 

how many neighbors we have, how little we know about them, and seldom we get 

in each other’s way!” (Muir, 1911, as cited by Browning, 1988, p. 9). 
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 A passionate and curious wanderer connected to the natural world. “One 

touch of nature makes the whole world kin” (Muir, 1868, as cited by Browning, 

1988, p. 61). 

 All creation is connected, recorded, beautiful and whole. “Nothing goes 

unrecorded. Every word of leaf and snowflake and particle of dew … as well as 

earthquake and avalanche, is written down in Nature’s book.” (Muir, 1872, as 

cited by Browning, 1988, p. 21). 

 The drama of the real experience cannot match reading about it or seeing 

photographs. “These beautiful days much enrich all my life. They do not exist as 

mere pictures… but they saturate themselves into every part of the body and live 

always. (Muir, “My first summer in the Yosemite Valley,” n.d. as cited by Bowen, 

1972, p. 20). 

 Nature is a good mother for nourishment and healing. Everybody needs 

beauty as well as bread, places to play and pray in, where Nature may heal and 

cheer and give strength to body and soul alike…” (Muir, 1907, as cited by 

Browning, 1988, p. 64). 

 Human and ecological destruction is driven by the relentless drive to make a 

profit. “Any fool can destroy trees. They cannot run away; and if they could they 

would still be destroyed — chased and hunted down as long as a dollar could be 

got out of their bark hides, branching horns, or magnificent bole backbones” 

(Muir, 1897, as cited by Browning, 1988 p.56). 
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 Nature is an everlasting chain. “This grand show is eternal. It is always sunrise 

somewhere; the dew is never all dried at once; a show is forever falling; vapor is 

ever rising…” (Muir, 1913 as cited by Browning, 1988, p. 73). 

John Muir as a youth and young adult  

From a very young age, John Muir was curious about nature and felt at home in 

wild places. Muir revered the natural beauty of the outdoors and treasured the creatures 

and the forces of nature that shaped the world, as he knew it. Young Muir did not know at 

the time that this curiosity and love of nature would become the guiding principles that 

led to his becoming internationally recognized as the founder of the American 

conservation movement and numerous other roles. 

“When I was a boy in Scotland, I was fond of everything that was wild and all my 

life I’ve been growing fonder and fonder of wild places and wild creatures …. Oh, the 

blessed enchantment of those Saturday runaways in the prime of spring!” (Douglas, 1961, 

pp. 11,18). 

John Muir was born April 21, 1838.  He had two brothers and four sisters. 

Beginning in his youngest days on the family’s farm, Muir would run to the seashore or 

pastures to hear birds sing and search for their nests. He enjoyed studying wildlife, 

exploring tide pools and climbed the ruins of the Dunbar Castle (Douglas, 1961; Graves, 

1973).  

His father was an especially stern parent, who insisted that John memorize most 

of the chapters and verses of the Bible; work from before dawn to well after dark doing 

hard labor on their farm. His work left him little time for outdoor pleasures. His father, 
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Daniel Muir, believed the only book anyone needed to read was the Bible and 

condemned John for reading others. Muir did not go to school after they arrived in 

Wisconsin. He borrowed books from neighbors and studied them very early in the 

morning or at night after his work was done and his family was asleep. He taught himself 

algebra, geometry and trigonometry by reading textbooks (Graves, 1973; Douglas, 1961). 

 “Strange to say, father carefully taught us to consider ourselves very poor worms 

of the dust … and devoutly believed that quenching every spark of pride and self-

confidence was a sacred duty, without realizing that in so doing he might at the same 

time be quenching everything else” (Douglas, 1961, p. 51).  

In 1849, the family immigrated to Wisconsin and established Fountain Lake Farm 

(Killion and Davison, 2005; Douglas, 1961). Muir had already studied the American 

wilderness while living in Scotland and was fascinated by it. He read books about land 

that had never been changed by man, trees that had not been cut, earth not plowed and 

trees that grew very tall. He was anxious to discover the treasures of the wilderness 

(Graves, 1973). 

 After exploring the area around Fountain Lake Farm, he found a beautiful 

meadow. This was the first time that Muir had considered the idea that beautiful land 

should be kept in its pristine condition. The owner refused his offer to buy the land to 

assure its preservation (Douglas, 1961, p. 33). This was his first exposure to his efforts to 

preserve the beauty of American landscapes many years later. 

As a young boy, Muir experienced many incidences of “improvements” to land 

near his Wisconsin home by way of an obliging Congress. By the time he was twelve 
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years old, he was already associating anything labeled progress or civilization as a 

“synonym for organized aggression, for everything that tended to crush individuality and 

stifle the aspirations of the human spirit.” Aside from his love of nature, the surge of an 

expanding population and the increasing manipulation of the environment that followed 

did more than anything else at the time to send him into the wilderness where he could 

seek beauty, harmony, and freedom on his own terms (Wolfe, 1945, p. 33). 

By the late 1850s, the economic base for Wisconsin and several other midwestern 

states was changing. The industrial age was emerging. Factories with machines populated 

cities and towns. Prime opportunities awaited men with imagination and ability to work 

with machines (Wolfe, 1945). Muir now in his teen years discovered he had a talent for 

inventing machines. In Scottish and Scottish American minds, one approved way to serve 

God and man was to invent laborsaving devices (Worster, 2008). Waking at 1 am, several 

hours before beginning his farm chores, Muir applied his lively imagination and 

insatiable curiosity to invent a series of mechanized objects. He worked in a cellar 

beneath his bedroom to keep his activities a secret (Douglas, 1961; Worster, 2008).  

His first invention was a full-scale model of a self-setting sawmill. Without a 

proper workshop, Muir whittled his own tools from wood. Soon he had developed water 

wheels, door locks and latches, thermometers, a barometer, a series of clocks, a lamp 

lighter, a fire lighter and other mechanical devices. All Muir’s devices were whittled out 

of scraps of woods and fastened together with pegs and rope (Wolfe, 1945).  

He invented a series of clocks. These were large, complex and freestanding 

devices using a series of cogs, wheels and levers. Muir designed them based on how he 
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thought a clock should operate. The family had no clocks in the house and he never saw 

the inner workings of a clock. Muir called these clocks his “early rising machine.” They 

featured special mechanisms that would light fires and a lamp. Each clock was specially 

made so it would tip a part of his bed to get him out of it in the morning (Douglas, 1961, 

p. 49).  

In 1860, Muir was just over 21 years old. With $15 in his pocket, Muir left his 

farm home for the first time to enter his inventions in the Wisconsin State Fair. He was 

excited, yet sad to be leaving his family behind. His father bid him goodbye and sent him 

off without a word of encouragement. To Muir, the state fair was his first step to 

advancing his career goals of securing a job either in a factory as an engineer or in 

medicine (Douglas, 1961; Worster, 2008).  

His inventions were the most popular displays at the fair, attracting huge crowds 

and a front-page feature story in the following day’s newspaper. Visitors crowded into 

the exhibit hall to see his grand inventions. He was awarded an honorarium of $15.  

While attending the state fair he met Jeanne Carr, wife of Professor Ezra Carr at 

University of Wisconsin. She encouraged him to apply to the university and from that 

day forward became his lifelong mentor. Muir entered the University of Wisconsin in 

1861, the same year the Civil War began. He lived in a dormitory room filled with his 

inventions. News spread across campus and his room became a showplace, overrun with 

visitors to see the labors of his inventive mind (Worster, 2008; Wolfe, 1945).   

In school, he studied chemistry and geology. This was the beginning of his 

involvement in the scientific study of nature – including botany and glaciology.  
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By 1863, the Civil War was growing in intensity. Muir was seriously opposed to 

any war and was concerned about being drafted. The town surrounding the University of 

Wisconsin was hardly recognizable his second year as a result of its involvement in the 

war. Where the state fair had been was now a training camp for military recruits. Many of 

his classmates had left for the battlefields (Worster, 2008). 

He and some friends left in late June for a “geological and botanical excursion 

that they hoped would last all summer.” Their first stop was down the Wisconsin River to 

the Mississippi River and then into Iowa. They were planning to travel from Iowa around 

the Great Lakes, into Wisconsin and then head home by way of the Fox River. As a result 

of a number of unexpected difficulties on the trip, it lasted only three weeks. They 

traveled as far as Iowa before heading back home (Wolfe, 1945; Worster, 2008). The 

excursion gave Muir an opportunity to experience the wilderness of North America, 

leaving all his personal turmoil and that of the nation behind him. He was finally 

enjoying himself in the midst of his adventure. 

This was a turning point in Muir’s life, Worster noted. “Above all on this 

excursion, Muir rediscovered the spontaneous beauty of wild nature, which had become 

almost obscured by his worries about the draft, career, and the growing violence of a 

wartime society” (Worster, 2008 p. 89).  

With his knowledge of science, Muir observed the rugged valleys and understood 

how they had been formed over the earth’s long geologic history. “Nature, he realized, 

was written in hieroglyphics that science could help him read, decipher, and appreciate in 

new ways” (Worster, 2008 p. 90). 
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Returning home after his excursion in the wilderness, Muir faced renewed 

concerns about his future. He left Wisconsin to seek refuge in Canada until the war was 

over, wandering, teaching and working with machines. He wandered through Toronto, 

meeting his brother Daniel at Niagara Falls. The two Muir brothers lived the Trout family 

for about a year and half working in the family mill to make harvest tools (Worster, 

2008). 

He returned to America in 1866 and eventually found work at a carriage factory in 

Indiana (Wolfe, 1945; Worster, 2008). In spite of his talents for inventions and working 

with machinery, Muir feared he had become “a wandering star, with no fixed object or 

trajectory.” He was filled with self-doubt and had no interest in accumulating wealth 

beyond what he needed to finance his education. Muir wrote to his sister Sarah telling her 

“he felt utterly homeless in the world of transient urban workmen.” He believed being an 

industrial worker was dehumanizing and endangered life and limb (Worster, 2008, p. 

105).  

Once again, Muir was feeling “tormented with soul hunger.” He was feeling 

pressured by his peers and his family to choose a career and marry. What interested him 

most was “wandering the earth to study plants and think his own thoughts” (Wolfe, 1945, 

p. 89) 

Now as an adult, he still thought no more of common society than he did as a boy 

in Wisconsin. “Civilization has not much to brag about. It drives its victims in flocks, 

repressing the growth of individuality” (Wolfe, 1945, p. 89).  
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In March of 1867, Muir was 29 years old. He was adjusting a machine when a file 

he held in his hand slipped and pierced the cornea of his right eye. Within hours he lost 

sight in both eyes (Wolfe, 1945, Worster, 2008). 

“The sun and the winds are working in all the gardens of God, but I-I am lost…. I 

could glad have died on the spot, because I did not feel that I could have heart to look at 

any flower again” (Worster, 2008, pp. 112-113). A few months later he recovered 

eyesight in both eyes. Muir forever abandoned plans for a career in industry or invention. 

He decided to seek his own way in the world, believing there was no joy in being 

separated from nature. 

John Muir the naturalist, adventurer and writer 

Muir decided to take a long walk and explore the wilderness on his own. He 

prepared for this 1,000-mile walk by inscribing in his journal, “John Muir, Earth-planet, 

Universe.” It was his way of saying that he had cut ties to any specific place and now 

belonged only to the planet. His journey was a rebellion against middle-class 

conventions, “searching for a sense of belonging, a meaningful occupation and 

humanity’s place in the natural world” (Worster, 2008, pp. 123-4). 

He started his walk in Kentucky 1867 and ended at the Gulf of Mexico about a 

year later. Worster noted it was not Muir’s intention to discover what the Civil War has 

meant to the winners or losers. He was opposed to war. He had been against slavery. 

Inevitably along his trail through the southern states, he would encounter both black and 

white southerners. Through the kindness of the people he met along the way, he would 
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eat at their tables, sleep in their beds, and listen to the dominant race’s views on the 

future of the South. (Worster, 2008, pp. 121-2). 

As he walked, he studied and gathered plants and sketched them in his journal. 

When Muir reached Florida, he contracted malaria and became seriously ill for months. 

As soon as he recovered, Muir was on a ship bound for Cuba intending to visit the Andes 

in South America. He was in Cuba for one month and found the climate intolerable. Muir 

was anxious to continue on his voyage to South America, but there were no ships. 

Instead, Muir found an advertisement in a New York newspaper for a ship sailing to 

California promising cheap fares. He expected that the cooler forests and mountains 

would improve his health.  

According to Worster (2008), Muir boarded a cargo ship and sailed as an illegal 

passenger with no formal papers and was left off the captain’s passenger list. He arrived 

in New York and stayed there several days until he boarded another ship bound for the 

coast of Central America. He then rode by rail through the isthmus at Panama (a narrow 

strip of land with water on both sides that connects two large bodies of land, (Agnes, 

2000)). The call of gold in California was such a strong motivator that workers quickly 

assembled to build a railroad alongside the river. The railroad made traveling along the  

isthmus easier for those on their way to the gold fields. Muir had no interest in searching 

for gold. What amazed him in Panama was the diverse and plentiful wildlife that had 

never seen anywhere else. Unfortunately, Muir had no time to stay because he was 

searching for the next steamer on its way to San Francisco (Worster, 2008). 
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In March of 1868, Muir passed under the Golden Gate Bridge. When he exited the 

ship, Muir saw only the commercial buildings of San Francisco. He met a workman at the 

waterfront and asked for directions to leave town. The man replied, “Where do you want 

to go?” Muir responded, “Anywhere that is wild.”  From that moment, Muir began his 

walk along the Coastal Range and then inward bound for Yosemite Valley. 

He discovered that he found a home in California. He could start his life anew. It 

suit him body and soul. Although he did not know it when he arrived, California was the 

only place he would ever live for the rest of his life (Wolfe, 1945; Worster, 2008).  

“California instantly appealed to Muir as a world where primeval innocence still 

could be found, despite its long human history, a world long protected by its mountain 

ramparts from modern destructive forces and offering peace, beauty, and independence” 

(Worster, 2008, p. 152). 

After one month of walking, he reached the first ridge of the Sierras - 300 miles 

of peaks covered in snow. The valleys were knee-deep in purple and yellow flowers. He 

marveled and wrote in his journal, “Looking eastward from the summit of the Pacheco 

Pass one shining morning, a landscape was display that after all my wanderings still 

appears as the most beautiful I have ever beheld. At my feet lay the Great Central Valley 

of California, level and flowery, like a lake of pure sunshine, forty or five miles wide, 

five hundred miles long .… Then it seemed to me that the Sierra should be called, not the 

Nevada, or Snowy Ridge, but the Range of Light” Douglas, 1961, p. 69-70; Wolfe, 

1945). 
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Muir arrived at Yosemite in early May 1868. (According to Worster (2008), 

President Lincoln had already signed a bill in 1864 to give California ownership of 

Yosemite Valley to preserve for public use and recreation.) He was so taken by the 

beauty of the Sierras, he decided to stay and look for work. Muir lived simply, carrying 

few supplies with him as he explored the mountains - a change of underwear and socks, a 

blanket tied in a roll, pieces of bread, a kettle, matches and a knife for whittling kindling. 

(Douglas, 1961). 

He found work as a shepherd in nearby hills. Although the job provided him 

nothing more than a dirty cabin for shelter, he rejoiced at the opportunity to live in the 

open spaces of California. “How deep our sleep last night in the mountain’s heart, 

beneath the trees and stars hushed by solemn sounding waterfalls…. Along the river, over 

the hills, in the ground, in the sky, spring work is going on with joyful enthusiasm, new 

life, new beauty, unfolding, unrolling in glorious exuberant extravagance — new birds in 

the nests, new winged creatures in the air, and new leaves, new flowers…rejoicing 

everywhere” (Douglas, 1961, pp., 75-6). 

He learned to despise sheep (one of few animals that Muir held in such contempt), 

and loved the landscape. “Almost every leaf that these hoofed locusts can reach with a 

radius of a mile or two from camp has been devoured. Even the bushes are stripped bare, 

and in spite of dogs and shepherds the sheep scatter to all points of the compass and 

vanish in dust”  (Jones and Watkins, 1976). 

While living in Yosemite, Muir grew a long beard, climbed rocks, scaled trees, 

and made maps of the mountains he explored. He believed that the mountains were a 
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place where people could be made well. The wildness had beauty and harmony. There 

was music in the water and the wind. He explored the Sierras for weeks and months 

discovering new flowers, plants, animals and birds that he had not seen before (Douglas, 

1961).   

Years later Muir wrote in a 1898 issue of Atlantic Monthly,  “Climb the 

mountains and get their good tidings. Nature’s peace will flow into you as sunshine flows 

into trees. The wilds will blow their own freshness into you, and the storms their energy, 

while cares will drop off like autumn leaves” (Muir, 1898, as cited in Browning, 1988, p. 

60).  

Muir later met James Hutchings, a businessman in Yosemite Valley, and worked 

for him as a sawmill operator for two years. Muir refused to cut any living trees, 

preferring to cut up those that had fallen naturally. Hutchings led the first tourist party 

into Yosemite, established the Hutchings’ California Magazine to popularize the Valley 

and bought a run down hotel near the base of Yosemite Falls (Worster, 2008). 

“Muir had entered Yosemite at a pivotal moment, when far reaching decisions 

were being made about its future, and indeed about the future of the American West and 

how to preserve its wonderful natural assets from unregulated self-interest.” Muir took 

little interest in the political side of the issue at the time. (Worster, 2008). 

When Muir was in Yosemite, he discovered that the Yosemite Valley was not 

carved by erosion from the Merced River, as theorized at that time by the scientific 

community. The valley was actually carved and polished by glaciers. He reached his 

conclusions by carefully observing the rocks, cliffs, ridges and domes of the Sierra. As 
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proof of glacial movement, he placed sticks into the ice and stretched a fish line across 

them. The Muir measured the movement of the sticks (Douglas, 1961).  

Muir prepared extensive technical reports of ice and rock movement, and how 

water collected above the moraines after the ice left to form glacial lakes. His research 

contradicted popular scientists of the time and remained controversial for many years. In 

1924, scientists finally validated his theory about the role of glaciers in forming Yosemite 

Valley (Wolfe, 1945; Worster, 2008). 

During his explorations, Muir wrote and illustrated hundreds of pages in his 

journals describing details of the animals and plants he encountered, his relationship with 

the mountains, forests and rivers, and precise scientific observations. When he returned to 

San Francisco from his long sojourn in the Sierras, he was asked to write for magazines 

and newspapers. He wrote to Jeanne Carr, his longtime friend, saying, “People are asking 

me to write and I don’t know how or what to say”  (Wolfe, 1945). 

Muir’s first articles were published in 1871 by San Francisco magazine, The 

Overland Monthly. His first series of articles on the findings of his research on glaciers 

appeared under a common title, “Studies in the Sierra.” He continued writing by 

developing persuasive stories for the tourists, advising them to “escape the bonds of 

urban labor by experiencing the refreshment of the mountains.” Muir admired the 

writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson and used some of his writing techniques in his own 

journals. They met briefly in Yosemite and kept in contact for several years until 

Emerson’s death in 1882. (Worster, 2008). 
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Muir stayed in the Sierras during bitter rain, cold and winds. He climbed to the 

top of a Douglas spruce to find out how trees behaved in a wild storm. Wolfe wrote, “The 

tree beneath him rocked and swirled, forward, backward, around and round. No bucking 

mustang ever gave him such a ride.” Wolfe also noted that Muir had often said, “The 

power of imagination makes us infinite.” From his position in the tree, Wolfe observed, 

“he heard in the winds the roar of the seas they had passed over, and breathed a thousand 

fragrances released from deep pine forests and blooming meadows” (Wolfe, 1945, p. 

178).   

When Muir told of his experience, people felt pity for him being soaked to the 

skin, dripping wet and freezing. To that Muir exclaimed, “Don’t pity me. Pity yourself. 

You stay here at home, dry and defrauded of all the glory I have seen. Your souls starve 

in the midst of abundance!” (Wolfe, 1945, p. 179). 

During the 1872 earthquake in Yosemite, he was excited to experience the whole 

mountain shaking. As the boulders tumbled around him, he watched the changes on the 

highest peaks and cliffs and the impact of the earth’s movement on a stream’s path 

(Douglas, 1961). It was a “noble earthquake,” as Muir described it. When he wrote in his 

journal, he described the action as “waving” and “fervid passionate throbbings. “ “As if 

God had touched the mountain with a muscled hand or were wearing them upon him as 

common bones and flesh” (Engberg, 1981). 

Lyon (1981) described Thoreau and Muir as sharing similar philosophies because 

they viewed the wild frontier not so much as a place, but as a state of mind. He believed 
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that Muir had the ability to understand the wilderness as a value, as ethics, health, 

discovery and instruction.  

“Like Emerson and Thoreau, but with much more enthusiasm and physical 

energy, Muir felt that man must go to wild nature to learn about beauty…His love of 

natural beauty led to his scientific studies on botany and geology, which in turn led to a 

deeper, clearer, more profound and comprehensive appreciation of natural beauty…Muir 

learned that wild beauty is the result of internal and external harmony. This was an idea 

that permitted him to see beauty in destruction and violence as well as tenderness and 

gracefulness of plants, animals and landscapes. He believed that everything fits—nothing 

is out of place, unneeded, wasted or irrelevant” (Weber, 1981).  

John Muir stayed in the Sierras to study and returned to San Francisco in fall of 

1873 with the firm resolve to “make all the wilderness better known and loved, that it 

might be cherished for generations." A letter to Jeanne Carr said, “I care to live only to 

entice people to look at Nature’s loveliness. My own special self is nothing”  (Wolfe, 

1945 p. 176; Worster, 2008, p. 181). 

Muir came to believe that if he indeed had a social purpose, it was to become a 

mountain naturalist and publish his findings to the public. This would open the public’s 

eyes to the natural world (Worster, 2008, p.181).  He believed to conserve the watershed 

forests was an economic necessity. If not, there would be no water supply and no 

agriculture in the valleys. “Wildness is a necessity; and that mountain parks and 

reservations are useful not only as fountains of timber and irrigating rivers, but as 

fountains of life,” thought Muir (Wolfe, 1945, p. 188). 
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Beginning in 1873, Muir lived in the luxurious San Francisco home of John 

Swett, the first superintendent of public instruction. For several years this was his home 

base while he traveled into the Sierras. (Wolfe, 1945; Worster, 2008).  He returned to the 

mountains in the summers to climb the highest peaks of the Sierras – Mt. Ritter (13,156 

feet), Mt. Shasta (14,162 feet) and Mt. Whitney (14,494 feet and the highest in 

California) – each climb giving him more confidence for the next one (Wolfe, 1945, 

Worster, 2008).  

Muir published his first comments on the need for conservation in 1874 after 

returning from the McCloud fish hatchery in Northern California. He was shocked at the 

condition of the rivers caused by gold miners. They clogged rivers with mud and gravel 

and choked them off for wildlife. Salmon died because the rivers had died.  

The landscapes were being devastated by a combination of hydraulic mining in 

the rivers and cutting down the forests. He protested the growing trend toward 

deforestation in the Sierras. Muir wrote, “God’s first temples: How shall we preserve our 

forests?” published in the Sacramento record-union in February 5, 1876. Contrary to one 

popular belief, Muir advocated saving the giant Sequoias because they “were not doomed 

to extinction.” Instead, they had successfully adapted to their Sierra habitat (Worster, 

2008).  

 Muir brought experience in the economics of logging, deforestation and the need 

to preserve forest habitats. He clearly understood the value of holding a vision that 

balanced being an idealist with practical views.  He began questioning state and national 
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political leaders “why the resources are so are little appreciated and so ruthlessly 

destroyed” (Worster, 2008) and continued to press the issue in future newspaper articles.  

 “Our government … is like a rich and foolish spendthrift who has inherited a 

magnificent estate in perfect order, and then has left his fields and meadows, forests and 

parks, to be sold and plundered and wasted…” (Muir, 1897, as cited in Browning, 1988, 

p. 55). 

During the 1870s, Muir saw disastrous effects in forest lands: overgrazing by 

sheep and cattle; forests burning uncontrollably; trees cut or dynamited and left in ruins 

with only a third remaining suitable for lumber; soil erosion washing tons of dirt into the 

river created by rain and snow water because there were no roots or plants to hold the 

ground in place; and water sold at such high prices, that farmers could not afford to pay 

for it (Douglas, 1981). 

When Muir first entered Yosemite Valley in 1868, he was a “nobody” in the eyes 

of the world and uninterested in the politics or philosophy of conservation. Only a few 

years later, he was in the center of a new political reform movement as a highly regarded 

public figure, a powerful writer, an authority on the Sierras and a passionate forest 

proponent (Engberg, 1981; Wolfe, 1945; Worster, 2008). 

John Muir the rancher, father and conservation leader 

Muir was now in his 30s and living in San Francisco. He noticed that many of his 

friends had settled into marriage and raising families. He thought too of establishing a 

real home for himself and a family. His good friends Jeanne and Ezra Carr were living in 

San Francisco by that time. In 1874, Jeanne decided to introduce Muir to one of her 
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dearest friends – the Strentzel family. Dr. John Strentzel was a Polish immigrant. He 

owned a fruit ranch in Martinez where he lived with his wife and daughter Louise. The 

Strentzels were excited to meet Muir, the prolific author and conservationist (Wolfe, 

1945; Worster, 2008).  

Muir married Louise (referred to as Louie) Strentzel in 1880. They moved to the 

Strentzel Ranch. Wolfe described Muir’s entry into living on the Strentzel Ranch as an 

acceptance of a hard truth, “He entered California’s still-wild environment dreaming of 

how he might throw aside the plow and live on native flowers, sequoia sap and pine 

needles. But the practical, hardheaded side of his character told him that he could no 

escape the burdens of physical labor; sooner of later he must live by the sweat of his 

brow…Although he found in writing a way to escape that kind of labor, he understood 

nonetheless that society could not live without farming.”  (Wolfe, 1945, p. 276).  

Louie encouraged him to travel because he was so weakened by the labors of the 

ranch.  “I am all nerve shaken and lean as a crow - loaded with care, work and worry,” he 

wrote in a letter to one of his brothers (Clark Sargent, 1985). She understood he needed 

time “to climb the peaks, sleep in alpine meadows and write books about the glories of 

what he saw and heard” (Killion and Davison, 2005, p. 126). His periodic trips to Alaska, 

Yosemite and other parts around the nation and the world revitalized both his energy and 

his resolve.  

After Dr. Strentzel died, John and his family moved into the Strentzel (now Muir) 

House with Louie’s mother. As the years passed, traveling became less appealing to Muir 

because he did not want to leave his family for such long periods of time (Douglas, 1981; 
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Killion and Davison, 2005). Muir continued his travels between July and October before 

each year’s harvest. When he was home, Muir wrote his most persuasive essays and other 

literary works in his Scribble den. Books that he called “booksellers bricks” (Killion and 

Davison, 2005). 

Muir was a loving father to his two daughters, Wanda and Helen.  His children 

gave him ever more reason to champion environmental causes. He wanted to preserve the 

wilderness for children in many generations to come.  He enjoyed sharing stories with 

them each evening – some real and some complete fiction. When he traveled, Wanda’s 

letters were filled with colorful details of activities on the farm and news of blooms 

forming on the trees. Each letter asked the question, “Papa, when are you coming home?” 

(Clark, Sargent, 1985).  

Writing required all of Muir’s concentration because he was easily distracted. He 

added a soundproof music room where his daughters’ had their music lessons. Louie was 

an accomplished pianist and waited until Muir was traveling to play the piano.  

Muir kept the hilltops in the south and west in their natural state. They were not 

grazed on or planted. Muir often took his daughters and other family members up the 

hills for nature walks. The family packed up fruits and vegetables and went into the hills 

for picnics.  

 When the hillsides were covered with wildflowers, Muir used the opportunity to 

present lessons in Botany to Wanda and Helen. He named a hilltop for each of his 

daughters. The girls spent their childhood playing with an assortment of animals the 
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family kept on the farm, including turkeys, guinea pigs, rabbits, a parrot and three dogs. 

All three dogs were named Stickeen in honor of the dog Muir traveled with in Alaska.  

 Muir invited family members to come live and work with him on the ranch when 

they experienced financial difficulties. His brother David accepted and eventually 

purchased and leased parts of the ranch.   

John and Louie Muir continued to sell off and lease parts of the ranch to finance 

his conservation efforts. By 1891 he had earned and saved enough to retire from the hard 

labor of the ranch and its daily management tasks. He could then dedicate the rest of his 

life to travel, study and champion environmental causes. Muir delegated management 

duties of the Strentzel-Muir Ranch to his new son-in-law, Tom Hanna (Killion and 

Davison, 2005).   

Shortly after Muir’s marriage, he joined a team going to Alaska (he made several 

trips) for additional studies about glaciers. During one visit, a man brought along small 

dog named Stickeen. The dog became Muir’s traveling companion and they experienced 

dramatic adventures hiking, measuring and jumping over huge expanses of Alaskan 

glaciers. Muir later wrote a book about his courageous canine companion (Douglas, 

1961). 

On May 28, 1892 Muir met with mountaineering friends in San Francisco to form 

the Sierra Club. The club’s formal purpose was “to explore, enjoy, render accessible the 

mountain regions of the Pacific Coast; to publish authentic information concerning them; 

and to enlist the support and cooperation of the people and the government in preserving 
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the forests and other natural features of the Sierra Nevada Mountains” (Killion and 

Davison, 2005). Muir served as founder and president until his death in 1914. 

After Louie died in 1905, part of Muir died with her. He felt deeply lost. Writing 

became more difficult without his lifelong editor and companion by his side. Muir 

published 10 books and 300 hundred articles and essays. He kept thousands of pages of 

journal entries. He had enough material for another 10 books if had lived long enough to 

write them. Muir continued to travel around the nation and around the world, engaging in 

scientific studies and speaking engagements. Within a few years after Louie’s death, 

Muir began the last big battle of his life - a dam in the Hetch-Hetchy Valley in Yosemite 

National Park (Wolfe, 1945). 

Muir fought for years to preserve wilderness areas. He often found that Congress 

could be easily swayed by “a sizable chunk of gold carefully concealed” (Douglas, 1961). 

The final 24 years of Muir’s life was when he saw the effects of his lifetime of 

public service. Muir had been a catalyst turning public concerns into meaningful actions. 

Highlighted below are a selection of his most important adventures, battles and 

accomplishments:     

 Camped out privately with President Theodore Roosevelt so they could experience 

the majesty of the park together. Muir used the camping trip to influence President 

Roosevelt’s decision to create Yosemite as a national park. 

 His influence on Roosevelt led to the establishment of five national parks, 23 national 

monuments and 148 million acres of national forest (Killion and Davison, 2005, p. 

94). 
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 Joined a US Forest Commission team in 1896 to survey forests and timberlands of the 

West Coast and Southwest. Findings in the report inspired President Cleveland to 

make changes in timber and mining laws. 

 Influenced President Cleveland to set aside an additional 21 million acres of land for 

preservation, 13 new reservations and two new national parks (Grand Canyon and Mt. 

Rainier) in addition to lands already set aside by President Theodore Roosevelt. 

 Became actively involved in the preservation of the Giant Sequoias in Sequoia and 

General Grant (later renamed to Kings Canyon) National Parks. Muir published the 

book, Our National Parks by combining all the articles he had written for the Atlantic 

Monthly into one volume. 

 A law passed two years after this death that placed all national parks under one 

director who was empowered to “conserve the scenery and the natural and historic 

objects and wildlife in the parks.” John Muir is considered to be the father of the 

national park system (Clarke, 1945; Worster, 2008). 

 Muir’s decade long quest to save Hetch Hetchy was his final battle and crushing 

defeat. The fight endured more than 10 years and enlisted the support of two consecutive 

presidents, assorted senators, prominent business leaders, newspaper publishers and many 

others. He believed the Sierra Club (based in San Francisco) failed him and never forgave 

them for their absence of support. The fight had taken a tremendous toll on his body and 

soul. He believed it was a life and death struggle for the preservation of Yosemite 

National Park. The Hetch Hetchy reservoir was to be a source for water and hydroelectric 

power for the residents of San Francisco hundreds of miles away. When President Wilson 
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was elected president in 1912, he appointed as his Secretary of the Interior Franklin K. 

Lane. Lane was a San Francisco lawyer and advocate for the Hetch Hetchy project. The 

president signed the bill into law within a few months after his election (Wolfe, 1945). 

Controversy over the need for the dam still remains to this date.   

 Muir was awestruck and thought Hetch Hetchy was likely to be his final battle, 

“That anyone would try to destroy such a place seems incredible; but sad experience 

show that there are people good enough and bad enough for anything” (“The Hetch-

Hetchy Valley,” Sierra Club Bulletin, 2008, as cited in Browning, 1988). 

Muir was devastated over such a tremendous loss. His health had severely 

suffered.  In the months that followed, he was thin, frail and exhausted. A persistent 

cough lingered. He decided to visit Helen at her home in Arizona for some relaxation. He 

packed up his Alaska manuscript and arrived in Arizona in bitter wind and cold. He 

caught pneumonia and was taken to a hospital in Los Angeles, where he died alone on 

Christmas Eve 1914. Muir was 76 years old (Wolfe, 1945). 

Reflections on John Muir  

In Wolfe’s biography of John Muir (one of the most highly regarded, 

comprehensive biographies written about Muir to date) she wrote, “He was in truth red-

blooded and intensely masculine; a mystic, yet a realist with his feet on the ground; a 

lover of solitude, yet gregarious and often a prey to bitter loneliness; frugal in supplying 

his own needs, but lavishly generous to others, a man of puckish humor and of stern, dour 

moods. Infinitely gentle and understanding in his friendships, and toward the young, the 
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old, and all defenseless creatures, he was blazingly intolerant of bigotry and every form 

of social callousness” (Wolfe, 1945, p viii).  

He became a self-described “tramp” because he wanted to grow in the heart of 

nature and be true to his own instincts. Once he entered the wilderness and learned of its 

beauty, power and healing qualities, he felt compelled to share its value with others. 

(Engberg, 1981; Wolfe, 1945; Worster, 2008). It was Muir’s total immersion in the 

beauty of nature that fueled his appreciation of the natural world and, in turn, led to his 

life’s work (Weber, 1981).  

 According to Wolfe, it was John Muir’s destiny to lead men back to a realization 

of their origins as children of nature. ‘In God’s wildness lies the hope of the world,’ he 

said. He dared to dream of a day, and to work for it, when our Government would cherish 

this wildness as a perpetual heritage of raw resources for all the people, and a source of 

healing for body and spirit (Wolfe, 1945, p. ix). 

 Muir believed that the work of saving American parks, forests and wilderness an 

endless battle. He knew “the wedges of development” would continue in spite of the 

forces of nature to prevent it (Killion and Davison, 2005). By the 1880s, the American 

Frontier had all but vanished. The idea that Americans could forge a fresh relationship 

with nature was also lost. The adventures of John Muir expressed vividly through his 

literary work created an opportunity to bring the wilderness experience back to the 

people. “Both Thoreau and Muir viewed the wild frontier, not as much a place, but a state 

of mind” (Wesling, 1981, p. 59).  
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 In an 1896 article in the Sierra Club Bulletin, he wrote, “The battle we have 

fought, and are still fighting … is a part of the eternal conflict between right and wrong, 

and we cannot expect to see an end of it” (Muir, 1896, as cited in Browning, 1988, p. 53). 

Muir also posed the question that is still being considered, “How long will the 

mountains last?” He asked, “What will man do with their utilizable, destructible 

garments? ... What is the human part of the mountains’ destiny? ” Wesling (1981) 

described Muir as a spokesman for the mountains and one of few Americans who was 

able to formulate the difficulties of a wilderness ethic.  

Lyon (1981) said that Muir believed everything was both unified and separate. 

Lyon added, “It was not until 1953 that Aldo Leopold concluded in a publication that the 

ecological concept of land as a complex system was ‘one of the outstanding scientific 

discoveries of the twentieth century.’ Muir was definitely ahead of his time.”  

Whether Muir’s deep faith in nature is still possible in our own time is a question 

that his admirers must continue to ask themselves and to find answers of their 

own. Can contact with nature inspire people to a higher ethic, a greater decency? 

Or is the human species by and large incapable of reverence, restraint, generosity 

or vision? Have we truly learned to respect a nature that we did not create, a 

world independent of us, or do we see only the hand of humankind wherever we 

look? Muir was a man who tried to find the essential goodness of the world, an 

optimist about people and nature, an eloquent prophet of a new world that looked 

to nature for its standard and inspiration. Looking back at the trail he blazed, we 

must wonder how far we have yet to go. (Worster, 2008, p. 466). 



75 

 

 

   Chapter 3 

METHODS 

The research and development for the project was a three-fold process. The 

researcher launched the study by conducting a series of interviews with park rangers, 

park aides and the Chief of Interpretation at the John Muir National Historic Site. The 

second phase was an extensive literature research using both print and Internet sources. 

The third and final phase of research was a collaborative effort with site staff and 

teachers from the Martinez Unified School District to focus on themes and how to create 

template project guides for each theme that could be shaped by grade level. 

After the initial discussion of project needs, the researcher conducted on-site and 

phone interviews with three park rangers, the education technician, and curatorial and 

horticultural staff beginning in May through early September 2011. The focus of these 

interviews was to learn more about John Muir, his home and ranch, future curatorial 

plans for the house and opportunities for change in the interpretive programming for 

schools. Park staff escorted the researcher through the home to share stories about how 

Muir used various rooms, described the depth of information presented during field trips, 

staffing for tours, and future exhibits for the house that will alter the content of home 

tours in the months and years ahead.  

Park staff also suggested authoritative books and resources to review containing 

information about John Muir’s life, family and ranch life. The researcher consulted books 

written by Muir to get a flavor for his own language and thinking. The researcher also 

found books with short essays about Muir as well as articles about the Sierras that refer to 
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his preservation efforts. Juvenile books written about Muir written in simple, 

straightforward and concise language assisted the researcher to quickly identify the 

highlights of Muir’s life. Books written for adults provided both the bigger picture and 

the details and nuances of his adventures, accomplishments and challenges that had been 

written about more briefly in juvenile literature.  

The researcher referred to two National Park Service publications and the park’s 

website. The comprehensive Cultural Landscape Report written by the National Park 

Service staff was an extraordinarily valuable source for information about the Strentzel’s 

role at the ranch, Muir’s family life, the evolution of agriculture at the ranch and 

urbanization of Alhambra Valley. The researcher found no other literature comparable in 

depth of information about the park itself to use as a resource. The Long-Range 

Interpretive Plan published by the National Park Service was the starting point for 

developing interpretive opportunities and curriculum projects. 

The Internet was an extraordinarily useful tool to locate information that would 

have otherwise been both inaccessible and undiscovered. National Historic Register and 

the Public land law documents were posted online. The researcher used the Internet to 

locate information about the history of California agriculture. Internet research was also 

vital to review the educational programs and events presented by other educational field 

trip sites located within the San Francisco Bay Area. Area historical information and 

community demographics were posted on the City of Martinez and the Martinez 

Historical Society websites. Area student information was posted on individual school 

websites.  
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The third and final part of gathering research was attending the teacher orientation 

and planning workshop presented in August 2011 by the National Park Service staff. This 

workshop discussed educational possibilities for their classroom on and off site. 

Secondarily, this workshop was to inform the staff and the researcher their barriers and 

their content standard desires and needs for their visits. This workshop served to directly 

inform the development and potential for measuring the impact of the educational 

project.  

Workshop participants collaboratively brainstormed topics and combined their 

ideas into three broad categories that, as it happened, aligned with the three themes of the 

Muir Site. Each of three categories represented a different perspective on Muir’s life and 

relevant applications for the students.  The first was environmental activism and nature 

writing. The second was Muir as an inventor, scientist and rancher. Another topic 

discussed was the historical aspects of Muir’s life and life on the ranch.  

Each of the three themes was crafted into a project template the teachers 

developed during the planning workshop. The template consisted of one primary 

objective, core skills to be used, a list of pre-site activities, onsite activities and post-trip 

classroom projects.  

In closing, the study encompassed a review of the events, circumstances, locations 

and literature that provided context for Muir’s life and actions, in addition to his life 

itself. The educational project will provide students the opportunity to follow in the 

footsteps of John Muir by learning to 1) be observant by increasing their sensory 

awareness and use scientific procedures, 2) take decisive action steps similar to what he 
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would take and 3) share through words and deeds the “good tidings” and 

“connectedness” of the earth with fellow students, family and the community.  
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Chapter 4 

FIELD TRIP CURRICULUM PROJECT 

 Purpose of the Project 

 One of the main concerns expressed by Martinez area elementary school teachers 

during the August 2011 one-day planning workshop was the need for students to 

experience multi-dimensional content and learning processes during field trips to the 

John Muir National Historic Site in place of the traditional 1-hour home tour. Teachers 

discussed with National Park Service (NPS) staff their interest in returning to the site 

multiple times during the school year if the site could feature a multi-dimensional 

program. 

 In response to this feedback, the researcher developed such a field trip program. 

The curriculum is based on the three themes that were developed in collaboration with 

NPS staff and Martinez area teachers during the workshop: John Muir the environmental 

activist, John Muir the scientist and John Muir’s life, a historical perspective.  

 This content standards-based interdisciplinary program blends history, science 

and language arts. Students begin preparing for their field trip(s) by learning about John 

Muir’s life and work through a series of language arts based, reflective lessons. The field 

trip program consists of either a single field trip or a series of visits over the course of the 

school year. The program also includes a series of activities to orient the students to John 

Muir and the historic site before the first visit and an assortment of follow up projects 

after the first visit.  
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 This approach gives students the opportunity to participate in a wide variety of 

learning experiences to assist them develop and refine the critical skills needed to be 

successful in school and make a positive contribution to their communities. The critical 

skills students will have the opportunity to develop include, but are not limited to, 

problem solving, reading, writing, comparing and contrasting, synthesizing and 

conducting oral presentations. 

  The field trip uses the John Muir National Historic Site as the setting for an 

outdoor classroom where students engage in hands on learning opportunities based on the 

natural and cultural resources of the site. Expanded ranger led tours feature a variety of 

subjects that complement student activities. This combination of hands-on workshops and 

student investigations with ranger led tours can also help reinforce the interpretive 

messages, about John Muir, his ranch and home, and early California history.  

 Once returning to school, the curriculum continues to be framed within the 

context of the three interpretive themes applied at the site. However, the role of the 

student becomes the focus of the lessons. They are presented with opportunities for 

students to make a difference in their own community. These learning experiences serve 

as a guide to follow the footsteps of John Muir as he explored, observed and cared for the 

natural world. The project curriculum also includes the opportunity to study and learn 

from the work of “modern day John Muirs” who carry on the values and work ethic of 

John Muir in a variety of professional fields and endeavors. 
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 This guide presents nearly three-dozen lessons covering a broad spectrum of topics: 

various aspects of John Muir’s life, California agricultural and immigrant history, urbanization of 

farmland, nature-based investigations, storytelling, what makes a healthy forest and more. It is 

important to pose the question, Why is John Muir singularly important to study within the context 

of history, social studies, studies and science? What makes him the connecting point in this 

curriculum that few others can do?  

 As a leading authority in his day, Muir understood and applied the connections between 

people, wildlife, the earth and the ecosystems that support life (in the days before the word 

“ecosystem” was officially used). He was deeply connected to each of the subjects addressed in 

this guide. His role as a rancher, scientist, writer and activist, are only some of his many talents 

and professions. As one person, through tireless and steadfast effort, he contributed to significant 

and positive changes in the United States and around the world. His influence, ideology and 

legacy of environmental activism continues on through the lives of countless others today in the 

United States and abroad nearly 100 years after his death. 

  “When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else in 

 the universe” (Muir, 1869, as cited by Browning, 1988, p.12). 

By learning about John Muir, students are likely to find themselves: as immigrants, 

gardeners, explorers or wanderers, as future inventors, entrepreneurs, scientists, naturalists, 

writers and/or activists. Students can hold John Muir as a role model to guide their own actions. 

A selection of Muir’s quotations are included in this guide, in addition to a link to the National 

Park Service website where teachers and students can read hundreds of other quotes. 

John Muir as an environmental activist was regularly in the center of controversy over 

difficult choices regarding the environment. Debates continue today over water resources issues, 

the logging of forests, the destruction of native habitats and the degradation of air and water 

quality. The lessons in this guide give students the opportunity to launch into exploring, 

researching and discussing the types of issues. Students will undoubtedly find themselves 

immersed in addressing these challenges of today and those that will be of concern in the predicta 

ble future. 

Through a study of Muir’s life, students can see that each of them can make a difference 

in their world. What students learn (and all those who study John Muir) is even more important 

than identifying his many accomplishments. Students can begin to understand they have both the 
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opportunity and the power to create the world they want to live in, to choose what is acceptable, 

and to take the actions for which they will be held accountable. Students can witness by studying 

the life of John Muir, and follow in his footsteps, that amazing things can happen to transform 

their communities and, in turn, the world into a better place for all. 

On Developing an Environmental Ethic 

 Although the scope of this guide is far more than environmental education alone, a 

significant part of John Muir’s life was as a champion for wild places. In respect for Muir’s 

legacy, it is important to consider that a modern study of environmental awareness and issues has 

become increasingly more complex and multi-layered.  

 Environmental messages are deeply rooted and influenced by individual experience, 

geography and culture (Corbett, 2006, p 6). These three factors contribute to the formation of a 

student’s environmental ethic - their behavior and actions in relationship to their environment. 

The practice of ethical behaviors is a common thread repeated throughout the study of John Muir, 

although the word ethics is not used specifically. As a consequence of the widely diverse cultural 

backgrounds of the student population in California classrooms - in native languages, cultural 

values and beliefs - creating the foundation for developing a shared environmental ethic that 

includes behaviors to promote long-term sustainability for the good of all people may be a 

challenge if it runs contrary to deep-seated cultural beliefs of the family.  

 Coupled with the long held cultural beliefs, is the widely documented notion of a 

student’s increasing disconnection from direct experience with the natural world. The unfortunate 

consequence of this disconnection is that the information students (and many adults) learn about 

the environment is not the result of direct experience. Information tends to be mediated by social 

institutions and social values (Corbett, 2006, p.6). 

“Environmental education can help foster greater understanding and appreciation 

of the environment. Maybe even more important is providing students with basic 

knowledge and experiences, a core of information to build up and use throughout 

their lives as they make choices and decisions that affect the environment...Teach 

them how to think about environmental issues, and not what to think about them” 

(Brown, 1998, p.17). 
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Purpose of the Field Trip Curriculum Guide 

 

 The attached field trip curriculum guide is designed to fit within the context of the John 

Muir National Historic Site Education Plan. The curriculum described in this guide is one part of 

the redirected and expanded interpretive and educational programming being introduced at the 

John Muir National Historic Site. 

 The guide provides a series of interdisciplinary activities based on the needs expressed by 

Martinez area teachers during the August 2011 planning workshop. Matthew Holmes, Education 

Technician for the John Muir National Historic Site, provided additional comments and 

suggestions regarding the development of activities and resources during several conversations 

and correspondence between August 2011 and January 2012.  

 The National Park Service interprets the life of John Muir by applying the following three 

themes: John Muir: A Historical Perspective, John Muir: The Scientist, and John Muir: The 

Activist. All programming included in this guide for the classroom and the historic site falls 

within the context of these three themes. 

 The natural and cultural resources of the historic site as an outdoor classroom present a 

wealth of opportunities for students to learn and apply new skills as they participate in site-based 

workshops and investigations. Classroom and field assignments require students to read, research, 

compare, contrast, synthesize, problem solve, work independently and collaboratively. Learning 

activities apply both oral presentation and writing skills.  

 Throughout this field trip program experience, students participate in a variety of learning 

opportunities to develop and refine the critical skills they need to be successful in school and 

make a positive contribution to their communities. Students can engage in activities that prompt 

individual and collective reflection on controversial topics that stir debate often based on 

ideology and personal backgrounds. They will learn to look at the how of an issue in addition to 

the what of an issue. These skills can help students engage in thoughtful debates that lead to 

informed decisions about a shared future on earth. 

Arrangement of the Guide  

 This guide is divided into three sections: 1) Field Trip Preparation, 2) Field Trip and 3) 

Classroom Projects to be conducted after the field trip. The content is arranged to be introduced 

in order, as students become more familiar with the life of John Muir and increasingly more 

aware of his or her own roles and responsibilities within the community where he/she lives. 
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 The guide features many different lessons, and often multiple activities within each 

lesson, in all three sections. A summary of lessons is included at the beginning of each section. 

 These lessons can help students understand the life and work of John Muir with the 

intention that they will continue in his footsteps to make a positive difference in their respective 

communities and work to conserve wild places for the benefit of all.  

 Field trip preparation. Orients teachers and students to John Muir and the historic site 

as they prepare for the field trip. Materials include classroom activities and a suggested reading 

list for students describing John Muir’s life. A list of YouTube videos and storyteller recordings 

of John Muir’s adventures are also included in the student bibliography. Teachers will find a 

comprehensive list of print, web and organization resources to supplement opportunities for 

student learning before and after the field trip.  

 Day of field trip. Presents a series of thematic lessons to be conducted at the site that 

create relevant connections for the students to John Muir’s actions and beliefs, and standard 

practices of his era. The natural and cultural resources of the site become the platform for 

learning.  

 Classroom Projects. Describes suggested activities and supplementary materials on 

historical, scientific and environmental topics for student research and discussion for use in the 

weeks following the field trip experience. Includes opportunities to involve guest speakers, 

engage the community and participate in real community problem solving. 

 John Muir wrote and illustrated extensively of his travels and adventures in a series of 

journals. Classroom projects involve a significant amount of writing. To continue in the spirit of 

Muir’s journal keeping, it is highly recommended that students keep all their work in one 3-ring 

binder with interior folder pockets and loose sheets of lined paper, if possible. Assembling all 

John Muir project work in this way will assist the student keep track of the projects in progress, a 

meaningful student reference when completed, and ease the teacher’s evaluation of student 

achievement and skill advancement as the student progresses through assignments.  

An evaluation component of this field trip experience and a project bibliography are 

included at the end of this curriculum guide.  
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Field Trip Preparation 
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Summary of Field Trip Preparation     Chapter One  

    
Background 

 Field trip preparation provides the opportunity to orient students to John Muir and the 

historic site. Students acquire and demonstrate a basic level of knowledge by completing a series 

of reading and writing activities. This section focuses on the value of his lifelong contributions to 

the conservation movement as well as specific features of the historic site the students will 

experience on a guided tour.  

 

 Field trip preparation activities include the following lessons: 

Reading Reflections 

 John Muir Biography 

 John Muir Quotations Reflections Project 

 Timeline: John Muir Discussion 

Puzzles and More 

 Story of John Muir Worksheet 

 “Who was John Muir?” Crossword Puzzle 

 John Muir: The Scientist Crossword Puzzle 

 Science Crossword Puzzle 

 John Muir National Historic Site Word Search 
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Introducing “Who Was John Muir?”    Chapter One  

 

Background 

 John Muir’s life was shaped by multiple influences and events that fed his passion for 

conserving wild places in America and around the world. His life is best understood in three 

distinct phases: as a child in Scotland through his early adulthood as a factory worker, his call to 

the natural world when he ventured on a 1,000 mile walk, and his arrival at Yosemite, and his 

final years as a rancher and activist.  

Goals 

 Read, view and discuss significant moments and influences in the life of John Muir that 

laid the foundation for his passion for wild places and his work as an activist. 

 Witness that a single person can make a world of difference. 

Objectives  

 By the time each student arrives at the John Muir National Historic Site, the student will 

be able to: 

1. Identify three major influences or events that shaped the life of John Muir. 

2. Discuss three or more reasons why John Muir’s life is and continues to be          

nationally recognized nearly 100 years after his death. 

3. Cite at least one quotation of John Muir and explain how it relates to the student’s life. 

4. Develop a class list of at least six questions to ask park rangers during the guided tour at 

the historic site. These questions can be developed during any lesson prior to the tour. 

Assignments 

1. The Reading Reflections Unit consists of reading, viewing, listening, discussion, writing 

and art activities. 

2. Puzzles and More includes activities that create an opportunity to focus on specific 

aspects of John Muir’s life and work. 
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Reading Reflections Unit      Chapter One  

Background 

 This unit presents a set of activities that orient students to the life of John Muir and the 

key influences in his life that shaped his actions.  

1. John Muir Biography is a reading activity paired with student study questions and class 

discussion. 

2. John Muir Reading Reflection Project uses his quotations as a basis for students to 

understand his passion and concern about the natural world. 

3.  Timeline is an opportunity to highlight important moments in the life of John Muir with 

important moments and activities in the student’s life.      

 

 

Lesson One: John Muir Biography           Ch. 1  Lesson One 

Background 

 Many authors before and since John Muir’s death have written about Muir. Since each 

author expresses a different aspect of this complex man, reviewing multiple selections provide 

even more insight into Muir’s values and philosophy. 

 

Objectives 

1. Complete a set of student study questions describing biographical information about the life 

of John Muir.  

2. Actively participate in a class discussion regarding reading material, movies or audio 

recordings. 

Procedures 

1. Assign students to read either or John Muir, America’s First Environmentalist by Kathryn 

Lasky or John Muir, Protecting and Preserving the Environment by Henry Elliot. Students 

may read alone or with a parent.  

2. Listen to audio recording of John Muir and Stickeen, as told by Garth Gilchrist in class. 

3. Watch a YouTube.com video during class. Encourage students to watch others at home with 

family members. 
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4. Encourage interested students to read other materials from the student bibliography as 

desired. Many selections are written for a high grade reading level and may require a parent’s 

assistance with reading. The parent may also aloud to the student. Listed selections are 

available for check out at public libraries. 

5. Encourage students to share their reading materials with their parents so they can begin 

discussions at home in the following areas: 1) the need for and importance of conservation 

and 2) how students can become involved in their own community. 

References  

Literature 

Elliot, H. (2009). John Muir, Preserving and Protecting the Environment. Crabtree 

 Publishing Company: New York, NY. 

Lasky, K. (2006). John Muir, America’s First Environmentalist. Candlewick Press: 

 Cambridge, MA. 

Audio recordings 

Gilchrist, G. (2000). My life of adventures. John Muir. On CD. Dawn Publications:  

 Nevada City, CA 

Gilchrist, G. (2000). Stickeen and John Muir’s other animal adventures. On CD. Dawn 

 Publications: Nevada City, CA. 

*Videos 

Biography of John Muir, No. 1 “A glorious journey” 10 min. view at 

 http://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=-CDzhIvugw8 

*A selection of additional videos are listed in Student Bibliography 

California Content Standards 

Third grade. Reading Comprehension. 2.2, 2.7 

Fourth grade. Reading Comprehension 2.3 

Common Core Standards 

Reading Standards for Literature 

Third grade. 1,3,4,7 

Fourth grade. 1,3,4,7 
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John Muir Biography Study Questions   Ch.1 Lesson One 

 

 On a separate sheet of paper write the question or statement and respond in 2 or 3 

complete sentences. Include details as needed so your answer is as complete and clear as possible. 

 

1. What was one of John Muir’s first encounters with nature as a young boy? 

2. Describe one or more of Muir’s inventions. 

3. List three places in the United States that he visited. 

4. What was the reason he went on his 1,000-mile walk to the Gulf of Mexico? Describe one or 

more of the experiences he shared about his journey. 

5. What did Muir discover about how Yosemite was formed? 

6. What else did Muir do in Yosemite? 

7. Describe one or more of his “high adventure” activities. 

8. Why was John Muir living on a ranch? 

9. Describe what motivated Muir to spend his life protecting the wilderness. 

10. Did John Muir act alone or did he have support to make changes happen? If so, name two 

people that helped John Muir make changes. 

11. What were the subjects that Muir wrote about in his articles, books and journals? 
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John Muir Biography Study Questions Answer Sheet 

 

What was one of John Muir’s first encounters with nature as a young boy? 

 He was with his brother searching tide pools for crabs and other interesting creatures of 

the sea near his childhood home in Scotland. He climbed the walls of the ruins of Dunbar Castle. 

Muir regularly visited the shore and the meadows where he could study the creatures.  

Describe at least one of John Muir’s inventions. 

1. Study desk  

2. Sawmill was used in a stream to cut wood      

3. Barometers 

What was the reason he went on his 1,000-mile walk to the Gulf of Mexico? Describe one or 

more of the experiences he shared about his journey. 

 John Muir knew he could not work in a factory again because there was so much to 

explore and learn about the outdoors. For the first time in his life, he saw tall trees and dense 

forests. He saw high mountains and deep valleys. Muir took note of flowering plants. There were 

kind families that offered him food and shelter. 

List three places in the United States that Muir visited. 

Yosemite National Park    San Francisco 

Alaska      New York 

Mt. Whitney     Niagara Falls     

Lake Superior     Kings Canyon 

What did he discover about how Yosemite was formed? 

 Glaciers had cut their way through the rocks to carve the Yosemite Valley. He measured 

the height and width of rocks and boulders as evidence. Many people disagreed with him at the 

time, although later he was proven to be right. 

What else did John Muir do in Yosemite Valley? 

 John Muir was a nature guide, leading visitors to his favorite scenic spots. As a guide, he 

pointed out the evidence of rocks carved by glaciers in several locations.  He was also a shepherd.  

He also met President Roosevelt to camp in Yosemite to convince him how important it was to 

establish Yosemite as a national park for the public good.  
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Name some of his “high adventure” activities. 

1. John Muir climbed Mt. Whitney when there was a severe snowstorm and it was 

extremely cold. His body was frozen and he decided not to keep climbing in that weather. 

2. He climbed Mt. Shasta. During his climb the weather changed and it started to snow 

heavily. 

3. A third high adventure activity was when he climbed to the top of a Douglas-fir during a 

windstorm to listen to the needles sing in the wind. 

Why did John Muir live on a ranch? 

 John Muir married John Strentzel’s daughter. Strentzel owned a large fruit ranch in 

Martinez, CA. When Muir married Louie, they lived on the ranch and raised their family. John 

managed the ranch after his father-in-law died. 

What motivated John Muir to spend his life protecting wild lands? 

 He believed that the wonders of nature in America should be preserved as national parks 

for people to visit and enjoy. He loved the wilderness and finding out more about nature. When 

Muir saw indications that man was destroying natural areas, he decided to share his experiences 

with others by writing articles and books. 

Did John Muir act alone or did he have support to make changes happen? If so, name two 

people who supported him? 

 No, John Muir did not act alone most of the time. He had support from Ezra and Janine 

Carr, John Swett and Teddy Roosevelt. Muir helped to form the Sierra Club. By working 

together, Congress passed laws that protected the wilderness and created national parks for people 

to enjoy, instead of being destroyed by logging. 

List some of the topics that Muir wrote about. 

Glaciers     Trips to Alaska  

His first summer in the Sierra   Stickeen  

Saving wilderness   Preserving Yosemite as a National Park 

Mountains of California   
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Lesson Two: John Muir Quotations Reflection Project      Ch 1   Lesson Two 

 

Background  

 Hundreds of quotes from John Muir are printed in books, magazine articles, websites and 

numerous collateral materials. The topics are vast – ranging from political challenges to the awe 

he experienced from the forces of nature. The quotations that follow are arranged within seven 

guiding principles (as interpreted by the author) to frame Muir’s perspective on the world. 

 

Objectives 

1. Discuss the relevancy and meaning of John Muir’s basic values of the natural world as 

expressed through his quotations. 

2. Create a tangible product, such as a poem, collage, journal illustration or narrative, 

photograph or short story that either describes or represents the essence of the quotation’s 

meaning. 

Procedure 

1. Identify a quote from the list provided in this guide or from the John Muir National Historic 

Site website, http://www.nps.gov/jomu/historyculture/stories.htm to discuss with class. 

2. Every week give students a new quotation and lead a brief class discussion by asking students 

what the quote means to them when you give the assignment. See the following discussion 

example. 

3. Allow 20-30 minutes to begin their project in class to complete at home and return on Friday. 

4. Distribute the John Muir Quotations Reflection handout that explains the project to take 

home. Invite them to share the assignment sheet with their parent(s) to review in case the 

student needs assistance for one or more of the projects.  

5. Each project needs the subject the quote is written about at the top of the paper. Older 

students can write the complete quotation. 

6. Students share their work the day they bring it back to school to post in the classroom. 

7. This weekly reflection can continue until they visit the John Muir National Historic Site or as 

many weeks after the site visit as desired. 

8. Encourage the student to choose different projects each week, so they are working in a 

different media instead of the same one every time. 
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Content Standards 

Third grade. Speaking and Listening. 1,2,4,6. Reading Comprehension 2.2, 2.5, 2.7   

Fourth grade. Speaking and Listening. 1,4. Reading Comprehension. 2.2 

Common Core Standards 

Third grade. Reading Standards for Literature. 1,3,4,6,7 

Fourth grade. Reading Standards for Literature. 1.3.4 
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John Muir Quotations Reflection Assignment Sheet 

 

 Our class will be studying a new quotation by John Muir every week. Following a class 

discussion, each student will complete a project that illustrates what that quote means to you. You 

will be given limited class time to think about and begin your project.  

 

Instructions 

1. Please write the what subject you think the quotation describes, such as “beauty,” 

“animals,” or “nature.”  

2. The assignment will be due on Friday of the same week. 

3. Please create any one of the following projects.  

 

Projects 

1. Poem 

2. Collage (words, pictures or objects) 

3. Photograph with a caption - the quotation (or first sentence) must also be written on the 

bottom edge of your project 

4. Illustration or paragraphs written as a journal page 

5. A different creative project with teacher approval in advance 
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John Muir Quotations Reflection Project  - Discussion Sample 

Procedure 

 Write the quotation on the board or project on a screen each week (or every other week). 

 Ask a student to read the quote with feeling as if John Muir were speaking it. 

 “These beautiful days must enrich all my life. They do not exist as mere pictures…but 

 they saturate themselves into every part of my body and live always.” 

 

Sample Discussion Questions 

 What do you think John Muir was talking about in this quote? Is a beautiful day 

something that exists in nature? 

 For those of you who have seen a waterfall or sunset in person, do you think seeing a 

photograph gives you the same experience as seeing it in person? What do you think you 

will remember most? 

 What sensory experiences do you miss in a photograph that you get in person? (e.g. the 

crash of a waterfall, the cool mist blowing on your skin, sun shining on the water and 

scent of the water as it tumbles over the cliff? Or, the changing colors of the sky and feel 

of the air getting cooler as the sun goes down) 

 What John Muir appears to be telling us through his words is that he thinks the natural 

world is so beautiful and so special that the experience gets inside of us. Seeing a 

photograph is not enough. He needed to be there in person to get the fullest possible 

experience of nature he could get.  

 He realized that his life was better because of being in nature. So, he cared a lot about it. 

 In just this one quotation, we find out why John Muir was so interested in caring for the 

natural world. The natural world became part of his body to nourish and heal it.  

 We need to ask ourselves, do we think our relationship with the beauty of nature makes 

our life better?  

 Are we content with seeing pictures of nature or do we want to experience it in person?  

 Do we want to care for nature so it remains beautiful? If so, what do we do to care for 

nature?  
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John Muir Quotations Reflection: Teacher’s List of Quotations 

 

 The phrase representing the guiding principle (as interpreted by the author) appears in 

boldface type. The quotations listed below are excerpted from the book, In His Own Words by P. 

Browning. For a complete alphabetical listing of John Muir’s quotes visit the John Muir National 

Historic Site website at http://nps.gov/jomu/historyculture/stories.htm 

 

Respect for all creatures and creation.  

 “How narrow we selfish, conceited creatures are in our sympathies? How blind to the 

rights of all the rest of creation!” 

 “Killed a rattlesnake that was tranquilly sunning himself in coiled ease about a bunch of 

grass. After dislodging him by throwing dirt, I killed him by jumping upon him, because no 

stones or sticks were near. He defended himself bravely, and I ought to have been bitten. He was 

innocent and deserved life.” 

 “How many mouths Nature has to fill, how may neighbors we have, how little we know 

about them, and seldom we get in each other’s way!” 

 

John Muir’s passion and connection to the natural world.  

 “God himself seems to be always doing his best here, working like a mean in a glow of 

enthusiasm.” 

 “In every walk with Nature, one receives far more than he seeks.” 

 

All creation is connected, beautiful and whole.  

 “The clearest way into the Universe is through a forest wilderness.” 

 “One learns that the world, though made, is yet being made. That this is still the morning 

of creation.” 

 “Nothing goes unrecorded. Every word of leaf and snowflake and particle of dew … as 

well as earthquake and avalanche, is written down in Nature’s book.” 

 “When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else in the 

universe.” 
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 “Reading these grand mountain manuscripts displayed through every vicissitude of heat 

and cold, calm and storm, up heaving volcanoes and down-grinding glaciers, we see that 

everything in Nature called destruction must be creation – a change from beauty to beauty.”  

 

The drama of the real experience cannot match reading about it or seeing pictures.  

 “Then it seemed to me the Sierra should be called, not the Nevada, or Snowy Ridge, but 

the Range of Light.” 

 “These beautiful days must enrich all my life. They do not exist as mere pictures . . . but 

they saturate themselves into every part of the body and live always.” 

 “I have a low opinion of books; they are but piles of stone set up to show coming 

travelers where other minds have been, or at least signal smokes to call attention … No amount of 

word making will ever make a single soul to know these mountains.”  

 

Nature is a good mother for nourishment and healing.  

 “In God’s wilderness lies the hope of the world – the great fresh unblighted, unredeemed 

wilderness. The galling harness of civilization drops off, and the wounds heal ere we are aware.” 

 “Camp out among the grass and gentians of glacier meadows, in craggy garden nooks full 

of Nature’s darlings. Climb the mountains and get their good tidings. Nature’s peace will flow 

into you as sunshine flows into trees. The winds will below their own freshness into you, and the 

storms their energy, while cares will drop off like autumn leaves.” 

 “Earth has no sorrow that earth cannot heal.” 

 “Nature is a good mother, and sees well to the clothing of her many bairns—birds with 

smoothly imbricated feathers, beetles with shining jackets, and bears with shaggy furs.” 

 “Everyone needs beauty as well as bread places to play in and pray in, where nature may 

heal and give strength to body and soul alike.” 

 

Human and ecological destruction is driven by the relentless push for profits.  

 “That anyone would try to destroy such a place seems incredible; but sad experience 

show that there are people good enough and bad enough for anything.” (referring to building 

Hetch Hetchy reservoir) 

 “I often wonder what man will do with the mountains—that is, with their utilizable, 

destructible garments. Will he cut down all the trees to make ships and houses? If so, what will be 
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the final and far upshot? Will human destructions like those of Nature—fire and flood and 

avalanche—work out a higher good, a finer beauty? … What is the human part of the mountains’ 

destiny?” 

 

Nature is an everlasting chain.  

 “I only went out for a walk and finally concluded to stay out till sundown, for going out, I 

found, was really going in.” 

 “This grand show is eternal. It is always sunrise somewhere; the dew is never all dried at 

once; a show is forever falling; vapor is ever rising. Eternal sunrise, eternal sunset, eternal dawn 

and gloaming on sea and continents and islands, each in its turn, so the round earth rolls.” 
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John Muir Timeline       Ch 1. Lesson Three 

 

Background 

 A series of events and people shaped the beliefs and the direction of John Muir’s life. His 

life is easily divided into three phases: first, childhood to young adult as a factory worker, second, 

explorer in the wilderness and third, fruit rancher, father and environmental activist. 

Goal 

 Stimulate class discussion and connect significant events in John Muir’s life listed in the 

timeline to student experiences.  

 

Discussion Questions  

 What are the important points in the student’s life? Students create their own life 

timeline. 

 In what ways did John Muir show perseverance - never giving up? Give an example of 

when a student has persevered and not given up. 

 What did John Muir accomplish as an inventor? Have you or anyone you know invented 

something new and different? 

 John Muir was recognized for doing a lot of great things, including establishing the Sierra 

Club to protect the wilderness and wildlife. What contributions has the student made to 

their classroom, their family, and their school? Who do they know that contributes 

something to their school? (e.g. a librarian, teacher or the janitor)  

 John Muir did not act alone. He created support for himself and relied on mentors. 

 Who does the student go to as a source of support or as a mentor? 

 Muir lost the battle to save Hetch Hetchy and it was his biggest defeat. Ask students if 

they have worked heard to achieve something very important and did not make it?  

 Once Muir had a family, he realized more than ever that preserving the wilderness was 

even more important for the future generations beyond his lifetime. What makes it 

important for you to be thinking about the future of the wilderness? 

 Stickeen was a special dog. Muir also developed relationships with squirrels. Does the 

student have a special relationship with an animal? If so, what activities does the student 
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and pet do together? Are there similarities between the student’s pet and Stickeen or the 

relationship between the student and their pet?  

Extended learning opportunity 

 Map John Muir’s travels across the United States as a class project. 

California Content standards 

Third grade. Listening and Speaking. 1.1, 1.2, 1.3 

Fourth grade. Listening and Speaking. 1.1, 1.2 

Common Core Standards 

Third grade. Speaking and Listening. 1.4.6 

Grade Four. Speaking and Listening 1
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Timeline - Selected Highlights of John Muir’s Life 

  

Year Event        

1838 Birth           

1849 Immigrates to America (Wisconsin)    

1860 Enters inventions into the Wisconsin State Fair  

1860 Meets Jeanne and Ezra Carr at the university 

1861 Enrolls in Wisconsin State University  

1867 Machine accident blinds John Muir temporarily 

1867 1,000-mile walk 

1868 Arrives in Yosemite 

1874  Publishes first article regarding conservation practices 

1880 Marries Louise Strentzel 

1880 Travels to Alaska with Stickeen 

1881 First child is born 

1891 Retires from farming and becomes an environmental advocate  

1892 Forms Sierra Club 

1903 Camps with President Theodore Roosevelt in Yosemite Valley 

1907 Hetch Hetchy Dam fight begins 

1914 John Muir dies of pneumonia 

 

For additional information and dates to add to the timeline, visit 

http://www.sierraclub.org/john_muir_exhibit/life/chronology.aspx 
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Puzzles and More Unit 

 

Background 

 Each of the following activities focuses on a different aspect of the life of John Muir. 

 

 Story of John Muir worksheet  

 Who was John Muir Crossword Puzzle 

 John Muir the Scientist Crossword Puzzle  

 Science Crossword Puzzle 

 John Muir National Historic Site Word Search  

 

 The word search can be used as both a field trip preparation tool and follow up activity 

after the site visit. Reviewing the Word Search after the visit reinforces what they remember 

about the experience.

 

California Content Standards 

Third Grade. Reading Comprehension. 2.3, 2.7 

Fourth Grade. Reading Comprehension. 2.3 

Common Core 

Third Grade. Keys Ideas and Details.1. Craft and Structure, 4 

Fourth Grade. Keys Ideas and Details.1. Craft and Structure, 4 
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Story of John Muir 

 Complete the sentences below to read the story by using words from the box. 

Words can only be used once. 

 Key Words  

Respect wandered observe 

treasure 

ancient 

active 

magnificent 

exploring 

risks 

Examine struggle defend 

Ambition reverse triumph 

Nation surveyed globe 

Ordeal opponent outcome 

Individuals journey solutions 

 

 John Muir learned to love and _________________ nature when he was a young 

boy at his family’s farm in Scotland. He _________________ through fields and forests 

to ________________ the birds, squirrels and other wildlife. Muir always 

______________ nature. “Climb the mountains and get their good tidings. Nature’s 

peace will flow into you as sunshine flows into the trees.” 

 Muir also had an _______________ imagination and a lot of ____________ that 

led to his becoming an inventor. However, Muir could not separate himself from 

______________ nature for long. He set out on a _______________ of 1,000 miles. 

 A few years later, Muir lived and worked in Yosemite Valley, among the 

___________________ and ancient redwood trees. He took many risks to 

_______________ the rocks in Yosemite to gather scientific evidence that glaciers 

carved the valley. Muir also climbed trees in wind and rainstorms to discover how they 

behaved.  
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 For more than 25 years, Muir struggled to ____________ the forest and 

wilderness areas. He had the _____________ to write persuasive articles so 

_______________ would be interested in finding _______________ to preserve 

wilderness for future generations to enjoy. He worked hard to _______________ the 

damage to forests and habitats as the ___________________ of too much logging. 

 One of his many _________________ was influencing President Roosevelt to 

create five national parks. Muir ______________ forests around the _______________ 

to help preserve them. Muir’s last battle was to prevent the construction of a dam in the 

Hetch Hetchy Valley. The _____________ lasted 10 years and in the end, his 

________________ won. 



110 

 

 

Story of John Muir: Answer Sheet 

 Key Words  

Respect wandered observe 

treasure 

ancient 

active 

magnificent 

exploring 

risks 

Examine struggle defend 

Ambition reverse triumph 

Solutions surveyed globe 

Ordeal opponent outcome 

Individuals journey solutions 

 

 John Muir learned to love and (respect) nature when he was a young boy at his 

family’s farm in Scotland. He (wandered) through fields and forests to (observe) the 

birds, squirrels and other wildlife. Muir always (treasured) nature. “Climb the mountains 

and get their good tidings. Nature’s peace will flow into you as sunshine flows into the 

trees.” 

 Muir also had an (active) imagination and a lot of (ambition) that led to his 

becoming an inventor. However, Muir could not separate himself from (exploring) nature 

for long. He set out on a (journey) of 1,000 miles. 

 A few years later, Muir lived and worked in Yosemite Valley, among the 

(magnificent) and ancient redwood trees. He took many risks to (examine) the rocks in 

Yosemite to gather scientific evidence that glaciers carved the valley. Muir also climbed 

trees in wind and rainstorms to discover how they behaved.  

 For more than 25 years, Muir struggled to (defend) the forest and wilderness 

areas. He had the (ability) to write persuasive articles so individuals would be interested 

in finding (solutions) to preserve wilderness for future generations to enjoy. He worked 
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hard to (reverse) the damage to forests and habitats as the (outcome) of too much 

logging. 

 One of his many (triumphs) was influencing President Roosevelt to create five 

national parks. Muir (surveyed) forests around the (globe) to help preserve them. Muir’s 

last battle was to prevent the construction of a dam in the Hetch Hetchy Valley. The 

(ordeal) lasted 10 years and in the end, his (opponents) won. 
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Student Bibliography  

  The additional materials listed below are available for check out at Contra Costa County 

and other public libraries. 

 
Audio recordings 

Gilchrist, G. (2000). My life of adventures. John Muir. On CD. Dawn Publications:  

 Nevada City, CA 

Gilchrist, G. (2000). Stickeen and John Muir’s other animal adventures. On CD. Dawn 

 Publications: Nevada City, CA. 

Books 

Archer, J. (1998). To save the earth: The American environmental movement. Viking: New York, 

 NY.  

Dunham, Montrew. (1998). John Muir, Young Naturalist. Aladdin Paperbacks: New York, NY. 

Dunlap, Julie. (2004). John Muir and Stickeen: An icy adventure with a no good dog. 

 Northword Press: Chanhassen, MN. 

Faber, Doris. (1991). Nature and the environment: Great Lives. Charles Scribner’s Sons: New 

 York, NY.   

Lasky, K. (2006). John Muir: America’s first environmentalist. Candlewick Press: 

 Cambridge, MA. 

Mcully, E. A. (2003). Squirrel and John Muir. First ed. New York, NY: Farrar Straus Giroux. 

 (suitable for younger readers) 

Muir, J. (1998). John Muir and the brave little dog. Dawn Publications: Nevada City, CA. 

Wadsworth, G. (1992). John Muir, Wilderness Protector. Lerner Publications: Minneapolis, MN. 

Wadsworth, G. (2009). Camping with the president. Calkins Creek: Honesdale, PA. 

Warrick, K. C. (2002). John Muir: Crusader for the wilderness. Enslow Publisher: 

 Berkeley Heights, NJ. 

Videos 

Biography of John Muir, No. 1 “A glorious journey” 10 min. view at 

 http://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=-CDzhIvugw8 

Biography of John Muir No. 2  12 minutes view at 

 http://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=Tpgx-LkvHGE&feature=related 
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John Muir and Yosemite 1:39 min. view at http://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=4M-

 Z12QRDwE&feature=related 

Lee Stetston, Keeping the spirit of John Muir. 7:10 min. view at 

 http://www.YouTube.com/watch?v=nVJ-RO8_v4c 

Websites 

Leave no Trace Center for Outdoor Ethics. Programs and principles. 

 http://www.lnt.org/programs/principles.php 
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Resources for Teachers 

 

 The resources listed below provide additional background on John Muir, environmental 

issues, curriculum ideas and other learning opportunities.  

Literature 

Brooks, P. (1980). Speaking for nature: How literary naturalists from Henry Thoreau to Rachel 

 Carson have shaped America.  

California Foundation for Agriculture in the Classroom. (n.d.) Gardens for learning: Linking 

 state standards to your school garden. http://www.cfaitc.org. 

Castella, K., Boyl, B. (2005). Discovering nature’s alphabet. Berkeley, CA: Heyday Books. 

“Conservation.” (2008, Apr.) 18(4). Kids Discover.  

Cornell, J. (1987). Listening to nature: how to deepen your awareness of nature. Nevada  City, 

 CA: Dawn Publications. 

“Ecology.” (2002, Feb.) 16(2). Kids Discover. 

Giono, J. (1995). The man who planted trees. White River Junction, VT: Chelsea Green 

 Publishing Company. 

Harwell, K. and Reynolds, J. (2006). Exploring a sense of place. Palo Alto, CA: Conexions. 

Kaye, C. B. (2004). The complete guide to service learning. Minneapolis, MN: Free Spirit 

Publishing, Inc. 

Leslie, C. W. (2003). Keeping a nature journal. (2nd ed.) North Adams, MA: Storey Publishing. 

“Maps.” (2000, October). 10(9). Kids Discover. 

Muir, J. (2011). My first summer in the Sierra. New York, NY: Houghton Mifflin 

  Harcourt Publishing Company. 

Muir, J. (1988). The mountains of California. New York, NY: Dorset Press. 

“Plants.” (2006, May). 16(5). Kids Discover.  

 Ravilious, K. (2009). Power: ethical debates about resources and the environment. Smart Apple 

Media: Mankato, MN. (From the series Dilemmas in Modern Science from NoveList). 

Righter, R.W. (2005). The battle over Hetch Hetchy. America’s most controversial dam and the 

 birth of modern environmentalism. New York, NY: Oxford University Press. 

Roa, M. (1993). Environmental science activities kit. San Francisco, CA: John Wiley &  Sons. 

Zwinger, A.; Tallmadge, J.; Leslie, C.W.; Wessels, T. (1996). Into the Field. A Guide to Locally 

 Focused Teaching. Great Barrington, MA: The Orion Society. 
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Organizations 

Acorn Naturalists. www.acornnaturalists.com (online source for science and 

 environmental education supplies)  

California Forest Foundation. http://www.calforestfoundation.org/ 

California State Parks. Adventures in Learning. http://www.parks.ca.gov/?page_id=735 

Children and Nature Network. www.childrenandnature.org 

Environmental storytelling. www.environmentalstorytelling.org and naturestory.org 

National Park Service. Explore Nature. http://www.nature.nps.gov/learningcenters/ 

National Storytelling Network. www.storynet.org 

National Wildlife Federation. www.nwf.org 

School Garden Wizard. http://www.schoolgardenwizard.org 

Sierra Club links to John Muir information, writing and educational materials. 

http://www.sierraclub.org/john_muir_exhibit/writings/default.aspx.  

http://www.sierraclub/john_muir_exhibit/educational_resources 

Storytelling Association of California. http://www.storysaac.org/ 
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Day of Field Trip Activities 
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Summary of Field Trip Program    Chapter Two 

Background 

 Each school field trip lasts about three hours and concludes with students eating lunch in 

the orchard picnic area after completing their tour. All school tours happen concurrently and 

begin about the same time in the morning.  

 Each of the three pre-selected activities that compose one standard field trip is scheduled 

to last from 45-60 minutes. The field trip program features a total of 17 choices.  Field trips will 

consist of one ranger led tour and two activity stations.  

Goals 

 Present an assortment of timely topics and hands on activities relative to the life of John 

Muir and the site that will excite students and meet content standards for history, 

language arts and social studies.  

 Inspire schools to visit multiple times during a single academic year. 

The field trip program includes: 

Park ranger guided tours of the John Muir home and ranch. 

 John Muir at Home 

 The Strentzel-Muir Ranch: Sense of Place 

 The Changing Nature of Agriculture 

 Role of Transportation in Agriculture 

 Use of Water on the Ranch 

 The Role of Immigrants on the Ranch 

 The Martinez Adobe 

 Impact of Urbanization on the Alhambra Valley 

Storytelling Workshops 

 Building Storytelling Skills 

 Story of the Proud Fox  

Agriculture: Past and Present 

 Agricultural Art 

 “From Farm to Table” Game 
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Nature Scene Investigations (NSI) stations 

 Meet a Tree 

 Explore a Special Place 

 Creek Study 

 Recipe for a healthy forest 

 What am I? 

 

Sample Tour Itinerary 

 Tour one  

1. Guided tour - “John Muir at Home”  

2. NSI “Meet a Tree” study 

3. Agricultural Art 

Tour two 

1. Guided tour - “Use of water on the ranch” 

2. NSI - “Recipe for a Forest” nature game 

3. NSI - Creek Study 

Tour three 

1. Guided tour - Strentzel Ranch: Sense of Place 

2. Building Storytelling Skills 

3. Agriculture: “From Farm to Table” Game 
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A Day in The Life . . . Guided Tours 

 
Background  

 “A Day in the Life” tells the diverse histories of people, events, land and places related to 

the Strentzel-Muir Ranch over time. Interactive student programming provides opportunities to 

emulate John Muir’s strength as a storyteller by learning and practicing basic telling techniques.  

Goal 

 Present a series of focused interpretive talks and activities that describe various aspects of 

the Strentzel-Muir Ranch, the life of John Muir and relate those talks to contemporary issues and 

problems that students study in their classroom. 

 

Guided tours 

 Park rangers and docents will create their own interpretive presentations, visual aids and 

activities for these subthemes based on their areas of expertise and interest. The key messages 

outlined on the following pages are guides to help the park staff and docents develop their 

individual presentations. 

 

1. John Muir at Home 

 Goal: Understand the dynamics of John Muir at home and with family 

 Key messages for interpretation 

 John Muir the storyteller (travels with John Muir) 

 The Scribble Den  

California Content Standards 

 Third grade: Continuity and Change. 3.3.1, 3.3.2, 3.3.3, 3.4.2 

 Grade four: California: A Changing State. 4.3.2 

2. The Strentzel-Muir Ranch: A Sense of Place 

Goal: To understand how the Strentzel-Muir Ranch is similar to or different  

from other locations in Contra Costa County and the San Francisco Bay Area (in terms of 

landforms, vegetation, weather patterns, development, proximity to water sources). 

 Key messages for interpretation 

 What are the distinctive landform characteristics of the ranch as compared to other 

places in Alhambra Valley, Contra Costa County and the San Francisco Bay Area? 
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 What is unique about this ranch’s geography than others in California? 

 How is the ranch situated in relationship to the City of Martinez, mountain passes, 

large bodies of water and other physical features of the area? 

 In what region of California is the ranch located and how does that affect what 

happens here in terms of human and animal activity? (can mountain goats or bears 

live near the ranch, for example) 

 California Content Standards 

 Third grade. Continuity and Change. 3.1.1 

 Fourth grade. California: A Changing State. 4.1.3, 4.1.4, 4.1.5 

 

3. The Changing Nature of Agriculture 

 Goal:  To understand the changing nature of agriculture from 1880s through   

 modern times  

 Key messages for interpretation 

 Who was John Strentzel? 

 What was John Muir’s role at the ranch? 

 What was John Strentzel’s influence on agriculture in Martinez and California?  

 Changes in farming and agricultural production from John Muir’s day to modern 

times 

 Keeping crops healthy with pest management 

 It’s all about soil: crop rotation 

 Seasonal nature of plants 

 California Content Standards 

 Third grade. Continuity and Change. 3.3.1, 3.3.2, 3.3.3, 3.5.1, 3.5.2, 3.5.3 

 Fourth grade. California: A Changing State. 4.4.2 

4. The Role of Transportation in Agriculture  

 Goal:  To understand both the role of transportation in food consumption and   

 basics economics of food production and distribution 

 Key messages for interpretation 

 John Muir’s use of the railroad and harbor to transport produce 

 Where food in today’s markets comes from 

 From food to table: the role of today’s farmer’s market 
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 California Content Standards 

 Third grade. Continuity and Change. 3.5.1, 3.5.2, 3.5.3 

 Fourth grade. California: A Changing State. 4.3.3 

 

5. The Use of Water on the Ranch  

 Goal: Compare and contrast the use of water in John Muir’s time and today.  

 Key messages for interpretation 

 Connecting the use of water in the house to irrigation of the ranch 

 Water conservation techniques of the day (e.g. rain barrels) 

 Differences in water use between 1880s and today 

 What water use practices were used in 1880s that could be successfully adapted for 

use today? 

 California Content Standards 

 Fourth grade. California: A Changing State. 4.4.7 

 

6. The Role of Immigrants on the Ranch 

 Goal:  Define the roles and shared values of immigrants working on the ranch   

 and their relationship to other immigrants in California. 

 Key messages for interpretation 

 Role of immigrants on the ranch in the kitchen and in the fields. 

 Who were they? What cultural traditions did they bring/share? 

 Was their culture honored? 

 What traditions, cultural influences or values did John Muir bring to life on the 

ranch? 

 What were their backgrounds and personal stories? (if unknown, general overview of 

immigrant histories coming to the Alhambra Valley) 

 Follow up 

 Exploring personal family histories and culture 

 Changing dynamics of farm workers in agriculture today 

 California State Standards 

 Third grade. Continuity and Change. 3.3.1, 3.3.2, 3.3.3 

 Fourth grade. California: A Changing State. 4.3.3 
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7. The Martinez Adobe  

 Goal:  Use the Martinez Adobe as a connecting point for exploring the history of  

 Alhambra Valley and founding of the City of Martinez 

 Key messages for interpretation 

 How did the City of Martinez get its name? 

 What was the role of land grants in shaping California? 

 How did Alhambra Valley get its name? 

 California Content Standards 

 Fourth grade. California: A Changing State. 4.2.3, 4.2.5, 4.2.8, 4.3.3 

 

8. The Impact of Urbanization on the Alhambra Valley  

 Goal:  Create a relationship between urbanization, changing food sources, impact 

 on habitat and environmental conditions 

 Key messages for interpretation 

 Changing landscape of the Alhambra Valley (as the ranch was also shrinking in size). 

 How sources of food and industries changed in Martinez and Alhambra Valley. 

 Changes in habitat for certain animals, plants, birds. 

 Change in worker skills, workplace and lifestyle 

 What used to be on the land where the students live? 

 What are the new technologies and industries in the Martinez and surrounding 

communities? What is the impact on lives of students and other local residents? 

California Content Standards 

 Third grade. Continuity and Change. 3.1.1, 3.1.2, 3.5.1, 3.5.2, 3.5.3, 3.5.4 

 Fourth grade. California: A Changing State. 4.4.6 



131 

 

 

Workshops, Investigations and Games 

 

Background 

 The natural and cultural resources of the John Muir National Historic Site create a wealth 

of opportunities for students to engage in outdoor classroom experiences. The place-based 

learning activities complement and can reinforce the interpretive messages presented during the 

ranger led guided tours described in this curriculum guide. Each one of the nine workshops, 

games and investigations described in this curriculum guide draw on the history and assets of the 

site itself as well as the life and expertise of John Muir.  

Goal 

 To engage students in fun, informative and hands on learning experiences that build 

reading, writing, oral presentation, problem-solving and analytical skills while they practice 

working both independently and in collaboration with a partner or group. 

  

Stories: Past and Present 

Background 

 John Muir was a gifted storyteller and writer. Two stations present opportunities for 

students to learn and practice the art of oral storytelling and create their own stories. 

 Hundreds, if not thousands, of people around the world tell stories. Stories can come 

from personal experience or combine real life experiences with things that could happen that 

never really did. Stories can come from faraway lands or instances that occurred long, long ago. 

Stories contain pieces of information that weave itself together.  

 The best stories grow as you tell them. The storyteller adds details to make the story 

come alive right before your eyes, even if it happened last year or 1,000 years ago. 

Goal  

 Present an opportunity for students to work collaboratively, exercise creativity, reflect 

and self-expression by learning and applying storytelling techniques. 

Building Storytelling Skills  

Objectives 

1. Create and present at least one 2-3 minute short story per group. 



132 

 

 

2. Identify why people tell stories 

Time: 45 minutes  

Procedures 

1. Introduce this activity by advising the students that John Muir was a good storyteller and 

the goal of this station is to learn how to tell stories.  

2. Refer to the storytelling background above to provide background on the art of 

storytelling. 

3. Engage students in a discussion of the following questions: 

 “Why do people tell stories?”  

Stories have been used in different cultures to teach, entertain and pass on family 

traditions and wisdom for hundreds and thousands of years. Anyone can tell a story 

and everyone has stories to tell. 

“What makes a good story?” 

Offer memory triggers by asking them to recall a favorite television show or movie. 

What made the story interesting? 

4. Describe the following parts that are necessary for creating a good story 

 Interesting and believable characters, a distinct setting and a plot 

 An engaging story, that features moments of suspense, adventure or humor (as an 

example) 

 Good stories have conflicts or problems that need to be solved 

Activity 

1. Pass out the Storytelling Decision Map with Story Starters on the reverse side.  

2. Review with students the basic structure of a story as described in the Storytelling 

Decision Map. 

3.  Review the Story Starters handout and how that approach can also be useful for 

developing a story. 

4. Next, the program leader tells a two-minute story of his or her choice demonstrating one 

of the techniques to develop a story as described in the handouts.   

5. Program leader identifies if students need additional examples or assistance.  

6. If no further examples are needed, ask students to form pairs to develop their own two-

minute story.  
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7. If students need additional examples, program leader can tell another story using a 

different technique. 

8. Pass out pens, markers and paper to each pair of students. 

9. Students may create drawings of people, objects to use as props to help the audience 

understand the story. 

10. Allow about 15- 20 minutes to develop the two-minute story.  

11. Call students to rejoin the group and share their oral stories. 

Follow up and Evaluation: Discuss at least two of the questions for each story told. 

 Ask the full group to identify the type of story that was told.  

 What was the underlying message that we were supposed to learn in the story?  

 Discuss cause and effect in one or two of the stories. Was the action predictable? 

 How did students learn about the character through details of the story? 

Advance Preparation 

 Print handouts for distribution to students: Storytelling Decision Map and Story Starters.  

Equipment and Supplies 

 Paper, pens, pencils or markers  

Extensions 

1. Build storytelling skills and practice story writing and telling during class  

2. Form a storytelling club at school 

References 

Herman, M.L., Passineau, J.F., Schimpf A.L. & Trener, P. (1991). Teaching kids to love the 

 earth. Duluth, MN: Pheifer-Hamilton. 

Sima, K. & Cordi, K. (2003). Raising voices: Creating youth storytelling groups and troupes. 

 Westport, CT: Libraries Unlimited. 

California Content Standards 

Third grade. Reading. Literary Response and Analysis. 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 3.6 

Fourth grade. Reading. Literary Response and Analysis 3.1, 3.2, 3.3 

Common Core Standards 

Third grade. Reading Standards for Literature. 2.5.6.7  

Comprehension and Collaboration. 1,2. Presentation of Knowledge and Ideas. 4, 6 

Grade Four. Reading Standards for Literature. 2,6,7 

Comprehension and Collaboration. 1. Presentation of Knowledge and Ideas. 4, 6 
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Story Starters 

 

 Use the sentence beginnings below as a way to develop your own story alone or 

as a group, one person at a time.  

There was once … an old man who was always thirsty.   

Everyday … the old man went to the river and drank his fill. 

But one day … the river was gone and the land was dry.  

Because of that … the old man had to wander for miles to find another lake.  

Because of that …the old man stopped to rest and leaned against an old oak tree with a 

thump!   

Because of that …the tree shook, an apple fell on his head and the tree branches spoke 

rudely to him. “Stop shaking me!” The man said, “I have been walking all day looking 

for water. Now I am here to rest. 

And finally … The tree said, open one of my apples and plant a seed. A tree will grow 

and water will come to you. Take an apple with you so you can always find water. 

Ever since then …the man had all the water he wanted to drink. 

 

Use these story starters to build your own stories. 

1. In the forest, a brown squirrel was storing nuts and seeds for the winter. Every day he 

checked his hiding spot to see how much food he had gathered. But one day, he 

discovered all his food was missing. What happens next? 

2. A raccoon raided a camper’s ice chest left out on a picnic table. The raccoon got 

terribly sick after he finished eating all six of the chocolate candy bars the family had 

brought with them to make S’mores. What happens next? 

3. A very hungry coyote searches the area for a tasty rabbit to eat. One day, coyote sees 

rabbit hiding in a cactus plant and intends to eat him for dinner. The rabbit has plans 

to trick coyote. What happens next? 

4. I will always remember the day a bear stole my backpack. What happens next? 
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Stories: Past and Present  - “The Proud Fox” 

 
Goal 

Engage student participation and creativity through the telling of a story. 

Objectives 

1. Engage in  “call and response” while listening to a story 

2. Stimulate creative thinking when re-crafting the same story 

3. Use action to participate and “hear” the story differently 

 

Time: up to 45 minutes, if leader decides to tell the story three times 

Procedures 

Background 

1. The attached story is a folktale and can be made a longer story by adding events or 

creating more details about the scene. A folktale is a story that is probably not real, yet it 

is based on facts that could be true. 

2. Describe to students that they will hear a story and there will be chances for them to help 

tell the story. The leader will tell a story and ask for students to “fill in the blank word” in 

the story. They will be calling out the word or name several times in the story. 

3. After the story is done discuss the important lessons they can learn from the story.  

4. Next, they can have fun with the basic story by changing the characters.  

Activity - First story 

1. Begin telling the story asking students to call out the word. The underlined word in the 

(attached) story is the one the students will need to call out as the story goes along. As 

they follow the story, filling in the right word will become obvious. 

2. If no one guesses right away, tell the students the word to fill in the blank and continue 

the story.  

 After you have completed telling the story, address the following three items before 

moving to the next activity: 

 Ask students, What important thing did fox forget? 

 Every part of our body contributes something important.  

 Fox thought he was tricking the wild dogs. Was he a winner in the end?  
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Activity - Change characters 

1. Ask the students to change the main characters for the next version of the story and 

decide what animal will be chased and which one(s) will be doing the chasing.  

2. Give them animal choices, such as lion and mouse, dragon and bear, squirrel and 

bumblebee or rabbit and toad if they need examples.  

3. The animal must have a “tail” or some kind so the story keeps the same ending. 

4. Advise students they can also change the setting during the telling of the story. 

5. Tell the story a second time to the end. 

Activity three - Story in motion 

1. This time, the students tell the story (either the fox and dog or other characters) and they 

move their bodies as the characters would in the story. For example: they stand up and 

run in place and stretch their arms to reach the animal being chased. 

2. Students use body movements as the leader tells the story.  

Follow up and Evaluation 

1. Did students participate in creating new versions of the story?  

2. Were they having fun? 

3. Was anyone not participating? Why? 

Preparation 

 Learn the story well enough that it can be told without looking at the paper 

Equipment and Supplies 

 none 

References 

DeSpain, P. (1994). Twenty-two Splendid Tales to tell From Around the World. Vol. 2,  3rd ed. 

“The Proud Fox.” Little Rock, AR: August House, Inc.  (adaptation) 

California Content Standards 

Third grade. Reading. Literary Response and Analysis. 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 3.6 

Fourth grade. Reading. Literary Response and Analysis 3.1, 3.2, 3.3 

Common Core Standards 

Third grade. Reading Standards for Literature. 1, 3, 6 

Fourth grade. Reading Standards for Literature 1,3
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Storytelling hints: Use hand and body motions to direct student attention to your words. Point to 

feet, point to eyes, hold hand up to indicate stop, etc. 

 

The Proud Fox 

 I have heard that foxes are very fast runners. Has anyone ever seen a fox run? Have you 

ever seen them up close? A long time ago, there was a fox that thought he was so fast, one day he 

challenged a pack of wild dogs to a race.  Fox was sure he could win and strutted about saying, “I 

am so fast, that not even the fastest wild dogs can beat me!”  

 The wild dogs did not like fox. They did not want to race. They wanted to chase fox 

down and eat him! So fox hid away in his den until the day of the race. Fox was also not so 

honest. He decided to get a head start to get ahead of those wild dogs. He leaped out of his cave 

and started running before the wild dogs began.  Fox was jumping around with such excitement 

thinking he was so smart! 

 Unfortunately for fox, those wild dogs spotted fox right away and were racing right 

behind him. They were running very fast and did not want to stop. Fox was not very far ahead.  

 He thought, I will trick those wild dogs. I will run in a big circle and back into my den. 

Then I will certainly be the winner. Unfortunately for fox, the dogs were too smart for him and 

cut off the path back to his den and forced fox to run out of the forest and into the open spaces.  

 Fox was running faster and faster to stay ahead of the wild dogs. There were six of them 

and only one of him. The wild dogs kept running fast and faster. They did not want to stop. Fox 

ran and ran looking for someplace to hide. The wild dogs were catching up and nipping at his 

bushy tail. 

 Then Fox found a river and SPLASH! He dove right in. The wild dogs did not stop. Fox 

kept running across the river and out the other side. Again, the wild dogs did not stop. Fox was 

getting very tired. Finally, across the meadow he saw a cave to hide in.  

 He dashed inside the cave just in time before the wild dogs could get a good grip on his 

tail. Fortunately for fox, the cave was so small the wild dogs could not get in.  Those wild dogs 

knew fox was in there and they kept pawing the ground, and whining and barking at fox. They 

did not want to stop.  Fox was shivering with fear inside the cave and completely exhausted from 

all the chasing. The race did not end up as he planned. 

 After a long while, the dogs finally quieted down. Fox calmed down and was feeling very 

proud of himself now. Fox thought those wild dogs had given up and gone away. He did not have 
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anyone else to talk to so he could brag about his great race. So he started talking to different parts 

of his body and thanking each one for their help in winning the race. 

 “Feet (point to your feet) what did you do to help me in the race?” asked the fox. 

 “We leaped into the air and carried you ahead of those wild dogs. We ran faster than we 

have ever run to help you get to this cave,” replied his feet.” 

 “You did a great job feet. I am proud of you. Ears, (point to ears) what did you do?” 

 “We heard the dogs coming and told the feet to start running,” said the ears.  

 “Nice job ears,” said the fox. “Eyes, what did you do to help me win this great race?” 

 “We searched for the best path through the forest, saw the river coming, and found this 

cave to hide in,” said eyes. 

 “You are wonderful, eyes! I am so lucky to have such a smart and fast body,” said fox. 

 Then fox’s tail spoke up. “Fox aren’t you forgetting me?  

 “I am sorry tail. I did forget about you. You were the one who almost let me get caught as 

the wild dogs were chasing me. Eyes saw you pointing straight out while the wild dogs were 

snapping at you. Is there anything else I have forgotten,” asked the fox. 

 Those remarks made tail angry. He did not want to be talked to in such a mean way, 

while the other parts of fox’s body were getting compliments on their fine job. 

 So tail said, “I was waving my tail to urge the dogs to keep on running, so they could 

catch you.” 

 The fox got angry with tail and said to him, “Enough from you tail. I don’t want you in 

here. You are not good enough to be in the safety of this cave.” 

 Unfortunately for fox, that was a BIG mistake. Fox was not so smart after all because he 

forgot that his tail is attached to his body. So when fox pushed tail out of the cave. The dogs 

were still waiting outside the cave for fox to come out, and saw his tail. Those wild dogs pulled 

him out and ……... What do you think happened? 

 Yes. That was the END of the proud fox!  

 

Reference: DeSpain, P. (1994). Twenty-two Splendid Tales to tell From Around the          

 World. Vol. 2. 3rd ed. “The Proud Fox.” Little Rock, AR: August House, Inc. 

 (Adaptation) 
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Agriculture: Past and Present 

 

Background 

 John Strentzel and John Muir were both agricultural pioneers on their ranch. The status of 

agriculture when Strentzel first established his ranch was more of a “gentleman farmer,” meaning 

he farmed more for pleasure, or to be self-sufficient, instead of to earn high profits. By the time 

Muir took control of the ranch, agriculture had changed and become an increasingly complex and 

competitive business that required sound management practices and constant attention.  

 

 Successfully managing an orchard included a number of considerations, including 

decisions such as the planting arrangement of fruit trees. Trees planted in uniform, straight rows 

made the best use of irrigation, and required less labor to prune and harvest the fruit. Labor costs 

were increasing and more uniform rows required fewer hours to maintain, to keep prices low 

when selling the fruit.  

 

Goal 

 Introduce students to the business and art of agriculture and create awareness of 

agricultural history and processes as it was practiced at Muir-Strentzel Ranch. 

 To create an understanding of where food comes from and the challenges and influences 

that affect production and consumption. 
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 Agriculture: Past and Present - “From Farm to Table” Game 

 

Background 

 The process of bringing food to the consumer’s table is a complex process involving 

multiple decisions, as well as controllable and uncontrollable factors. For the purpose of the 

game, students will choose between “hazards” and “helpers.”  

Goal 

 Students will understand the process of growing the foods they eat.  

Objectives 

1. Identify the sequence of events that occurs during the process of raising food on the farm 

and bringing it to the consumer. 

2. Identify what are the important things a farm needs to help crops grow. 

3. Explain why specific conditions can either help or hurt growing plants. 

Time: 45 minutes 

Procedure 

1. Explain that everyone is pretending they live on a farm during this activity.  

2. We will be playing a game to help you think about what happens to food from the time it is 

planted in the ground until you eat it at home.  

3. We will form teams (2-4 depending on size of class) to work with and then everyone will 

come back to share what happened. 

4. In this game, we are not competing, so there are no winners or losers.  

Activity  

Preparation 

1. Divide students into teams. 

2. Give each team one complete set of “Farm to Table” cards. Instruct the teams they may not to 

look at their cards yet. 

3. Divide the remaining cards (features and people) equally and pass to each team, so everyone 

has two stacks of cards.  
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Arrange the cards 

1. Instruct students to look at and layout on the table both stacks of cards, keeping the two 

stacks separated from each other.  

2. From the Farm to Table stack, students will arrange the cards in order to illustrate the process 

of getting food to the table. Students may add a card or two that is from their second stack if 

they see something important.  

3. When arranging the first stack is completed, students take a look at their second stack.  

4. The team needs to create two stacks. One stack is for “hazards” that could harm food at the 

farm. The second stack is for “helpers.” These cards represent what things help the food 

grow.  

5. Team members must agree where to place each of the cards and why the card is either a 

helper or a hazard, and share their reasons with the full group. 

Group sharing 

1. When all students have finished sorting, the group reconvenes for sharing.  

2. Each group in turn shares their sequence of events cards with a brief explanation. 

3. Program leader encourages student feedback for teams who arranged cards in the correct 

sequence. The leader assists students identify and understand the correct sequences, for those 

who did not answer correctly. 

4. Next, the groups share their “helper” and “hazard” cards. Student groups explain why each 

card was placed in its respective stack. 

5. Program leader provides final comments on the decisions of the student teams. 

Follow-up and Evaluation 

 Do students appear interested in the activity? 

 Were the instructions clear enough so they understand the purpose and process of the 

activity? 

 Do students present valid and thoughtful reasons for their choices for both the “helpers” 

and “hazards” stacks and the “Farm to Table” stack. 

Advance Preparation 

 Make at least six sets of “Farm to Table” game cards so each student group will have 

their own set to use during the game. 

 Make one set of the remaining categories and mix up the cards. 
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California Content Standards 

Third grade. Reading Comprehension. 2.7. Continuity and Change. 3.5 

Common Core Standards 

Third grade. Comprehension and Collaboration. 1, 2 

Fourth grade. Comprehension and Collaboration. 1. 

 

List of Cards

Farm to Table 

Seed 

Growing plant 

Harvest time 

Food packed in crates 

Train or Truck 

Grocery store 

Kitchen table 

People 

John Muir 

Ah Fong 

Louie Muir 

Immigrant field workers 

Tools & Supplies 

Rake 

Shovel 

Tractor 

Gloves 

Candles 

Matches 

Canvas bags 

Buckets 

Boots 

Umbrella 

Books & magazines 

Buildings 

Tool shed 

Barn 

Windmill 

Bell tower 

Water tower  

Garage 

Plants & Trees 

Seeds 

Fruit trees and vines 

Flowers 

Hazards 

Weeds 

Frost 

Birds 

Deer 

Squirrels 

Gophers 

Smoke 

Helpers 

Irrigation 

Rain 

Ladybugs 

Bees 

Butterflies 



144 

 

 

These cards are one-sided. To make two-sided cards, write the category name on the 

reverse side. 
 

 

 

 

 

  

  

Plants & 

Trees 
        Seeds 

 

 Plants & 

Trees 
   Fruit trees & vines 

  

 Plants & 

Trees 
        Flowers 

  

       Hazards 
        Weeds 

  

       Hazards 
         Frost 

  

       Hazards 
          Birds 

  

       Hazards 
          Deer 

  

       Hazards 
         Squirrels 
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These cards are one-sided. To make two-sided cards, write the category name on the 

reverse side. 

  

    Farm to 

Table 
  Growing plant 

 

    Farm to 

Table 
   Harvest time 

 

 Farm to 

Table 
   Seed 
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These cards are one-sided. To make two-sided cards, write the category name on the 

reverse side. 

  
  

      Buildings 
         Tool Shed 

 

      Buildings 
            Barn 

  

      Buildings 
         Windmill 

  

      Buildings 
         Bell Tower 

  

      Buildings 
        Water Tower 

  

      Buildings 
          Garage 

  

       Hazards 
           Gophers 

  

       Hazards 
           Smoke 
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These cards are one-sided. To make two-sided cards, write the category name on the 

reverse side. 

  

 

Tools & 

Supplies 
        Gloves 

 

Tools & 

Supplies 
        Candles 

  

Tools & 

Supplies 
      Matches 

 

Tools & 

Supplies               
    Canvas bags 

  

Tools & 

Supplies 
      Buckets 

  

Tools & 

Supplies 
         Boots 

  

Tools & 

Supplies 
      Umbrella 

  

Tools & 

Supplies 
Books & Magazines 
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These cards are one-sided. To make two-sided cards, write the category name on the 

reverse side. 

  
 

                Helpers 
        Ladybugs 

 

              Helpers 
           Bees 

 

              Helpers 
          Butterflies 

 

Tools & 

Supplies 
      Rake 

 

Tools & 

Supplies 
          Shovel 

 

Tools & 

Supplies 
        Tractor 

  

       Helpers 
          Irrigation 

  

       Helpers 
            Rain 
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These cards are one-sided. To make two-sided cards, write the category name on the 

reverse side. 

 

    Farm to 

Table 
      Grocery Store 

 

   Farm to 

Table 
Food packed in 
crates 

 

   Farm to 

Table 
     Train or Truck 

 

   Farm to 

Table 
     Kitchen table 

 

                 People 
       John Muir 

 

                 People 
         Louie Muir 

 

                 People 
Immigrant Farm 

Workers 

 

                 People 
            Ah Fong 
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Agriculture: Past and Present 

The Art of Agriculture 

 

Background 

 Fruit labels were developed in response to increasing competition to sell a farmer’s 

produce. Printing presses were able to produce colorful labels that set apart one farmer’s product 

from another. See attached Brief History of Fruit Labels for full story. 

Goal 

 Use creating student art projects as an opportunity to discuss the artistic side of 

California’s agricultural history. 

Objectives 

1. To design either a poster, crate label, postcard or logo that resembles the packing crates used 

during the early days of California agriculture. 

2. To draft a promotional slog to promote the produce described in the labels the student has 

created. 

Procedure 

1. Briefly discuss the role of art in agricultural history, as it was used posters, labels, packing 

crates, tickets, postcards, magazine advertisements and other sources. 

2. Show samples of fruit crate artwork as the method to start a discussion. Google Images 

showcases a wide variety of images to download.  Genuine fruit crate labels are available for 

purchase from www.thelabelman.com or www.asliceintime.com and other online sellers.  

Activity 

1. Students create one or more drawings to use as labels, postcards, etc for their imaginary 

produce ranch or the Strentzel-Muir Ranch. 

2. Students develop a slogan to be displayed with their product label as a promotional message. 

3. Colored printed samples are provided to give student ideas for creating their own images. 

4. Students share their completed drawings by identifying the food they illustrated and the 

rationale for the slogan they chose.  

Follow-up and Evaluation 

1. What skill level did the student demonstrate while drawing? 
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2. Does it appear that some students would benefit by tracing or coloring in a template instead 

of drawing freehand? 

3. Did students complete their drawings? Was time allocated to the activity a limiting factor? 

 

Advance Preparation 

 Writing and drawing supplies (pens, colored pencils, crayons or markers) 

 Stencils for tracing shapes of produce and other shapes (optional) 

 Sample clipart of crate labels 

 

California Content Standards 

Third grade. Speaking Applications. 1.8. 2.3 

Fourth grade. Speaking Applications. 1.7. 1.8, 1.9 

Common Core Standards 

Third grade. Presentation of Knowledge and Ideas. 4 

Fourth grade. Presentation of Knowledge and Ideas. 4 
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Brief History of Fruit Crate Labels 

 
 Fruit labels were originally created when produce was shipped by rail in wooden crates 

after the transcontinental railroad was completed. So many new markets opened up that farmers 

were competing for places to sell their fruits and vegetables. Crate labels were a way to identify 

the farmer’s products and create the impression that one farmer’s food was better than another 

one. 

 When John Muir began ranching in 1880, the country was already changing from a local 

market economy – where people either grow what they need themselves or purchase what they 

need in their own town- to a mass merchandise economy. In a mass-market economy, goods 

people need are produced in one place and sent across the country or the world for people to buy.  

 The railroad featured refrigerator cars that shipped produce on ice across country. John 

Muir agreed to have a train trestle built on his ranch and wanted his own train station. This was 

his way of being better than the competition because he traveled a very short distance to ship his 

fruit. There was less chance of it spoiling before his products reached the train. 

 People living on the East Coast loved getting California oranges during the winter. For 

them, it was like enjoying a ray of California sun with every bite. People across the country were 

hungry for California oranges. In 1893, the Southern California Fruit Exchange was born. You 

know the company now as Sunkist Growers.  

 Several other things were happening at the same time. 

1. The solder that seals metal cans together was improving. When cans did not leak, the 

food stayed fresh. Shipping food in cans helped meet the increasing demand for 

California foods. Canneries began to open in California. There were canneries in 

Martinez and Monterey to can seafood. There was also lot of canneries in Sacramento. 

The only cannery left now processes tomatoes. 

2. There were advances in printing presses. Printers could reproduce labels with colorful 

pictures of apples, oranges, flowers or farm scenes.  

3. The railroad opened up so many new markets for California goods, that competition 

increased. When farmers started looking for ways to identify their produce and separate 

themselves from other farmer’s products, labels began to be important. 

4. The fruit ranchers were the first to recognize the benefits of advertising to mass markets 

by using their labels. They understood that using a brand name meant a lot to consumers. 
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When consumers saw a farmer’s label, they associated the name with being a good 

quality product.  

 Today, we see brand names everywhere. We wear brand names on our shoes, our jeans 

and our shirts. We buy food at places with brand names like McDonalds or Jamba Juice.  

What happened to fruit labels? 

 Between 1885 and 1956 there were millions of labels printed. In the 1950s, farmers 

stopped using labels. Heavy-duty cardboard boxes featuring pre-printed pictures replaced wooden 

crates. The boxes were far less expensive to produce than crates. 

 Fruit labels are now things that some people like to collect. Some people collect stamps 

or bottle caps. Other people collect fruit crate labels.  

 

References 

http://tomfolio.pbworks.com/w/page22340546/ephemera. Retrieved May 31, 2012. 

The History of Fruit Crate Labels and Can Labels. Retrieved June 1, 2012. 

 http://www.thelabelman.com/history_label.php 

Evans, A. (2002, Feb.). A crateful of American folkart. Antiques and Collecting. (107)  

 pgs. 35-37, 63-65. 
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Nature Scene Investigations (NSI) 

 

Background 

 Two learning stations within this theme create a base for place-based learning 

opportunities. Each activity begins with the assessment of knowledge, followed by background 

information and preparation, the activity and follow up sharing and/or discussion as a tool for 

evaluation. 

1. Trailblazer is an inquiry based learning station that will present opportunities for field 

study, observation and decision-making. 

2. Nature games provide opportunities to observe and enjoy the natural world. 

Goal   

 To present a series of outdoor experiences that both inspire and engage students as they 

learn and apply concepts associated with the natural world in a way similar to how John Muir 

observed and described the world.  

  

Trailblazers Station: Meet a Tree 

Goal 

Students will observe and learn about the dynamic growth systems, structure and canopy of a 

single tree. 

Objectives 

1. Examine and take note of the tree bark, branches, canopy and structure to speculate on its 

age and evidence of disease. 

2. Compare and contrast the branches, trunk and canopy of the tree to their human form and 

function. 

3. Observe what lives in a tree and evidence of animals past or present. 

4. Create a detailed illustration or description of their tree.  

Time: 45 minutes  
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Procedures 

Assessment 

 Program leaders (park rangers or volunteers) identify the depth of knowledge 

 students possess about the living systems of a tree  

Background 

1. Leaders introduce the students to the idea of “meeting a tree” through careful 

observation. They describe the living systems of a tree (bark, sap, leaves, canopy) and ask 

students to consider and provide feedback on how their own living systems are the same 

or different than trees.  

2. Students are asked to examine both the “big picture” of the tree - size, structure and shape 

of the tree canopy and the small details that may include bark texture, signs of wildlife, 

disease or injury. 

3. Students are instructed to select their own tree and record their observations, based on the 

attached study questions, through illustrations, narrative, and/or data measurements in 

field journals.  

4. Leader shows a sample page or pages of Muir’s journals to demonstrate how he observed 

the natural world. 

5. Hand out study questions to students. Review the questions to assure that all students 

understand the questions and what they are expected to do. 

Activity 

1. Students may go individually or in pairs to meet their tree. Each student is responsible for 

recording individual observations in his or her own journal. 

2. Students are called to return to the station after 30 minutes of observation based on the 

questions in their handout in addition to observations of their own. 

Follow up and Evaluation 

 Leaders engage in a brief discussion of what students have observed and recorded in their 

journals 

Advance Preparation 

 Assemble field journals  

Equipment and Supplies  

 field journals or blank paper and clipboards 

 Pens, pencils or colored pencils  
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 Measuring tapes and hand lens (optional) 

Follow-up Activity 

1. Interview an Urban Forester to learn more about trees and how they live 

2. Plant a tree at school or in the neighborhood  

References 

Cornell, J. (1998). Sharing nature with children. Nevada City, CA: Dawn Publications. 

Linnea, A. “Meeting a Tree,” Retrieved from: PeerSpirit.com January 28, 2012. 

California Content Standards   

Third grade. Life Sciences. 3a, 3b, 3c, 3d 

Fourth grade. Life Sciences. 2c, 3b, 3c 

Common Core Standards 

Third grade. Text Type and Purposes. 2. Presentation of Knowledge and Ideas. 4, 6 

Fourth grade. Text Type and Purposes. 2. Presentation of Knowledge and Ideas. 4, 6 
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Meet a Tree Study Questions 

 

 The questions below are guides to help “meet the tree” and create an understanding of its 

life and habitat. Respond thoughtfully to as many questions as time permits. Do not feel pressured 

to answer every question.  

1. How does the tree receive and transport its nutrients to survive?  

2. Describe the tree bark. (using descriptive words such as density, texture, scent or color) 

3. What is the usual habitat of the tree? (such as forest, wetland or grassland) How has this 

tree adapted to its habitat? In what way? In what habitat(s) do you suspect it would not 

survive?  

4. Draw a leaf or needles from your tree. Describe how the leaves/needles arranged on the 

branch? 

5. Describe the role of the leaves or needles in supporting the life of the tree.  

6. Look at the ground near the tree for signs of decomposition. Describe the evidence. 

7. Describe the difference between humans and trees in the way food is transported through 

our respective “trunks.” 

8. How do you think this tree reproduces itself? 

9. Name three ways or living things that can harm this tree. (excluding being cut down by a 

saw) 

10.  Visit a second tree that has different characteristics. Compare the bark, tree canopy, 

leaves or needles and cones.  
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Trailblazers Station: Explore a Special Place 

 
Goal   

To carefully examine one microhabitat to discover what life forms live and travel through a 

confined space and their chance of survival in that habitat. 

Objectives 

1. Measure and mark a confined area of 1 square yard to examine as a work team. 

2. Use field study equipment (e.g. hand lens, measuring tools, tweezers) to identify, 

examine or analyze at least five living creatures, phenomenon or objectives situated or 

through a confined space.  

 

Time: 45 minutes 

Procedures 

Assessment 

 The leader asks the students if they have studied a square yard and watched creatures 

moving in and out. If so, what did they see? 

Background 

1. Explain to students they will be working in pairs or threes to observe a small, contained 

space to discover what creatures live there and what other activity takes place. Encourage 

students to look for certain objects or animals, such as ants crawling on a flower, or a trail 

left by a snail, or differences in soil color or texture. 

2. Special places must be somewhere that are close enough to see small objects clearly and 

can be marked off in some way. This does not necessarily need to be on flat ground. 

Students need to mark quickly because they only have a designated time (30 minutes) for 

their observations. 

3. Show a sample page or pages of Muir’s journals to demonstrate how he observed the 

natural world. 

4. Pass out the “Explore a Special Place” study questions and review with students to be 

sure they understand the questions and what they need to do. 

5. Distribute student field kits containing supplies to mark their area. 
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Activity 

1. Students select their special place to explore, measure one-foot square area. If they 

choose to mark the ground, they will use string small rocks or weights for the corners. If 

marking off the ground, they can use blue removable tape. 

2. After marking the site, students describe, draw, measure, identify and examine what they 

see in such a way that it would be possible for other student to understand the habitat 

3. Students are called to return to the station with supplies after 30 minutes of observation 

based on the study questions they received in addition to any observations on their own.  

Follow up and Evaluation 

  Leaders engage in a brief discussion of what they observed and recorded in their 

journals. 

Advance Preparation 

 Create NSI Field Journals, use clipboard and paper or pocket folders and paper 

 Secure stones as weights 

 Cut string to desired lengths 

 Secure rolls of blue painter’s tape from hardware store 

Equipment and Supplies 

 Field Journals 

 Pens, pencils 

 Small stones 

 String  

 Tape measure 

 Blue painter’s tape 

Extensions 

 Revisit their special place in another month or two to see if the area has changed, how it 

is different and what new objects they can find. 

 Identify a specific place at their school where they can monitor activity on a weekly basis 

 Engage in research in the classroom to identify on how a specific microhabitat 

experiences and adapts to seasonal change  
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Reference 

Herman, M.L., Passineau, J.F., Schimpf, A.L. Schimpf & Trener, P. (1991). Teaching kids to love 

 the earth. Duluth, MN: Pheifer-Hamilton. 

California Content Standards 

Third grade: Life Sciences. 3b, 3c, 3d. 

Fourth grade. Life Sciences. 3b, 3c. 

Common Core Standards 

Third grade. Text Type and Purpose. 2. Presentation of Knowledge and Ideas. 4, 6 

Fourth grade. Text Type and Purpose. 2 Presentation of Knowledge and Ideas. 4, 6 
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Explore a Special Place Study Questions 

 

 The questions below are guides to help begin your exploration of a microhabitat. 

Respond thoughtfully to as many questions as time permits. Do not feel pressured to answer 

every question unless you have time to consider each of them carefully. 

 

1. What life forms or evidence of life do you see in your special place? 

2. Is this place where living organisms can live or is this place where they eat and go back 

“home?”  

3. What changes can happen to this place that would change the life forms chance of 

survival? What adaptations would the organism need to make to survive in such an 

environment? 

4. Do you think a living organism’s size has any influence on its survival in this space? 

What do you think is the largest size a living organism could be?  
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Trailblazers Station: Creek Study 

 

Goal   

Study creatures that live in a creek habitat and develop a hypothesis for how their lives could be 

influenced by changes in their habitat. 

Objectives 

1. Identify creatures living in the creek. 

2. Identify the water source for the creek. 

3. Brainstorm ideas on what forces of nature and/or predators can change the habitat. 

4. Develop a hypothesis on the impact of change to the environment. 

5. Conduct investigations on a phenomena occurring at the creek. 

Time: 45 minutes 

Procedures 

Background 

1. Explain that creeks provide habitat for creatures living in and around the creek.  

2. Provide two or three examples, such as weather, pollution or erosion that influence the 

life of the creek and the creatures that depend on it for their survival.  

3. Advise students that they will be conducting an investigation of the creek in pairs or 

groups of three.  

4. Describe procedures for observing the creek using the hand lens, water sample cup and 

their own senses of hearing, sight, smell and touch. 

5. Advise students that they need to decide on an experiment to conduct where they can 

predict what will happen, record the data and repeat the experiment two three times to 

verify results.  

6. Pass out Creek Study Questions handout to guide students when developing and 

recording their experiments. Review the handout to be sure students understand 

instructions for the project. 

7. Describe methods for recording observations their NSI field journals based on the Creek 

Study questions. (tables, graphs, lists, narrative descriptions) 
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Activity 

 Leader or students form pairs or groups of three and select a spot on the creek to study.  

 Leader monitors activity, prompts and/or responds to questions as needed. 

 Leader calls students back after 30 minutes of investigation. 

Follow up and Evaluation 

 Leader engages in a brief discussion of student investigations, predictions, findings and 

challenges. 

Advance Preparation 

 Assure that the creek offers areas where students can make at least three or four 

meaningful investigations. 

Equipment and Supplies 

 Thermometer 

 Tape measure 

 Container to collect samples (e.g. plastic bag or clear cup with lid) 

 Hand lens or magnifying glasses 

 Field Journal 

References 

Roa, M. (2011). The Conifer Connection: A guide for learning and teaching about 

 coniferous forests and watersheds. California State Parks. Retrieve at 

 www.caltrees.org. 

California Content standards 

Third grade. Investigation and Experimentation. 5c, 5d, 5e 

Fourth grade. Investigation and Experimentation. 5b, 5c, 5d, 5e 
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Creek Study Questions 

 
 The questions below are guides to help begin your investigation. Develop an experiment 

where you can predict what will happen. Repeat your experiments two three times to verify your 

results.  

 

1. What do you notice about the water? What is its color and temperature? Do you see 

sediment in the water? If so, how much? What creatures do you see living in the water? 

What is the speed of the water and its level?  

2. Describe ways that you can estimate the speed of the water. Think about what you can 

hear, feel or see in the water that gives you clues to its speed. What clues can you find 

that might slow the speed of the water? 

3. After you have looked at the water with your eyes, pick up a hand lens or magnifying 

glass and check if you can see something else that you missed - something was too small 

to see with your eyes alone. 

4. Do you think this creek is the only place where the creatures in this habitat can survive? 

Do you notice any signs of creature adaptation? If so, what?  

5. How does the water temperature in one place compare to another place on the creek? 

What do you think is the reason for this difference? 

6. Where does the water in the creek begin?  

7. Develop a hypothesis about why or how this creek can change. What could happen to the 

surrounding environment if the condition of the creek changed? 

8. Develop a graph or table to record findings of your investigations. 
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Nature Games: Recipe for a Healthy Forest 

 

Goal  

Understand the interrelationships of elements that compose a healthy forest. 

Objectives 

1. Illustrate at least 6 parts that make up a healthy forest. 

2. Understand the importance and play the role of one element in the group’s forest.   

3. Recognize the problems that can occur when one or more elements are altered in a forest 

habitat. 

4. Engage creative thinking skills when student create their dream forest. 

Time: 45-60 minutes 

Procedures 

Assessment 

1. Identify students who have visited a forest. 

2. Ask one student who has visited to describe a forest and what lives there in a few words 

Background 

1. Instruct students to draw a picture of what they think a healthy forest looks like. 

Emphasize that healthy forests are an ecosystem and can include trees, animals, 

waterfalls, good soil, decomposers, producers and different types of weather. 

2. Tell students to be specific about the names of elements. Instead of saying decomposer, 

say the name of the decomposer, “ants.” 

3. Discuss with students the need to consider their behavior when they are inside a forest. 

Healthy forests depend on the actions people take inside and outside a forest.  

4. If time allows, conclude with a discussion of seven Leave No Trace principles. 

Activity 

Visioning a healthy forest 

1. Students work alone to envision their forest for 15 minutes. 

2. Leader stands by to answer questions and monitor individual progress. 

3. Leader calls students back into group. 

4. Ask all students to share their illustrations and say a sentence or two about them. 

5. Ask students what their drawings have in common with each other. 
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Preparation 

1. Ask individual students to choose one part of the forest they drew to use in a group game. 

2. Assure all the critical parts of a healthy forest are assigned to one or more students (trees, 

waterfall, rain, good soil, etc.) 

3. Discuss with students what is really necessary for a forest to sustain its health. One 

important element of a healthy forest is its diversity. A diverse combination of life forms (as 

part of a complex ecosystem) is vital to the well-being of a forest. The interdependence of the 

different species and processes that take place in a forest help to maintains forest health. 

Wildlife depends on healthy forests for their habitat and contributes to the interwoven world 

that keeps a forest strong. People depend on forests for food, fiber, recreation, water quality 

and economic stability. Unfortunately, when the air is filled with pollution, the bad air can 

harm the trees and make it unhealthy for everyone that lives and works in the forest. 

4. Give students a sign to wear around their necks naming the role they are playing 

5. Set aside four students to each wear one of the following signs: trail, person, fire and trash.  

6. Ask students to describe their role, then take their position in the forest. Students will be 

moving if their role (waterfall, rain, etc) dictates they do so. Other parts might be still, such as 

a tree or soil, so students need to act accordingly. 

Playing the game 

1. Advise students that they will be in character for two minutes. Then the leader will call 

“freeze.”  

2. Wait 2 minutes, tell students to freeze, add Trail. 

 Ask students if Trail will make a difference in the forest  

 Does it matter if it is short or long? Or where it is placed?  

3. Tell students to move again for 2 minutes, then freeze and add person next to trail. 

Ask students if Person will make a difference in the forest  

What if person is on the trail or off the trail? What’s the difference? 

4. Instruct students to move again for 2 minutes and freeze. Add trash to person 

Ask students what difference Trash makes in the forest  

5. Instruct students to move again for 2 minutes and freeze. Remove trail and add fire. 

Tell students that Person has gone off the trail and made a fire. What difference will 

make in the forest  

What if person is gone and lightning caused the fire. What can happen in the forest? 
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Follow up and Evaluation 

1. Call on individuals to identify one thing they learned about healthy forests. 

2. What things change the forest so it can become unhealthy? 

Preparation 

 Make hanging nametags in advance for forest elements. 

Equipment and Supplies    

 Paper, colored pencils, markers 

 String and card stock for hanging name tags 

References 

Cornell, J. (1998). Sharing nature with children. Nevada City, CA: Dawn Publications. 

Extensions 

 In classroom, use the same activity and create props, masks, antlers, etc instead of using 

hanging nametags.  

 Build the game into a play with a narrator and audience participation. 

 Create recipes for a healthy river, neighborhood, school or garden.  

 Discuss and do art project focused on seven Leave No Trace Principles for Kids, 

http://lnt.org/learn/7-principles 

 Know before your go  Choose the right path 

 Trash your trash  Leave what your find 

 Be Careful with fire  Respect wildlife 

 Be kind to other visitors 

“The member-driven Leave No Trace Center for Outdoor Ethics teaches people 

how to enjoy the outdoors responsibly. This copyrighted information has been 

reprinted with permission from the Leave No Trace Center for Outdoor Ethics: 

www.LNT.org” 

California Content Standards 

Third grade. Life Sciences. 3b, 3c 

Fourth grade. Life Sciences. 2b, 2c, 3a, 3b 

Common Core Standards 

Third grade. Presentation of Knowledge and Ideas. 1, 2, 3, 4, 6 

Fourth grade. Presentation of Knowledge and Ideas. 1, 2, 3, 4, 

http://www.lnt.org/
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Nature Games: What am I?  

 

Goal   

Encourage students to consider characteristics of natural elements in a playful way. 

Objectives 

1. Engage their imagination and spirit of fun 

2. Learn about objective characteristics in playful way 

Time: 45 minutes 

Procedures  

Preparation 

1. Program leader advises group they will be playing a “What am I?” guessing game.  

2. Leader divides students into two teams. Each team takes an outdoor related name such as 

the nature team, lion team or wild team. Leader may also assign team names. 

3. Leader decides what team will guess first; then selects a student volunteer (who is a good 

reader) from the second team who reads the clues. 

4. Leader shows the answer and the clues to the reader. 

5. Student reader advises the group in play to listen carefully to hints. Each team select a 

single student to answer when called after all the clues have been read. 

Activity 

1. Student will read the clues one by one. 

2. After student mystery reader has given all the clues, he or she asks for the answer from 

the team.  

3. Encourage students to work together and assign one person to give the answer. 

4. Teams switch places. Leader selects a mystery reader from the first team to read to the 

second team and the process repeats. 

Follow up and Evaluation 

 Who is paying attention? 

 Are all the kids taking a guess? 

 Are the clues too hard or too easy?  

Reference 

Cornell, J. (1998). Sharing nature with children. Nevada City, CA: Dawn Publications. 
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Oracle Thinkquest Educational Foundation. Retrieved from 

 http://library.thinkquest.org/J002415 March 5, 2012. “Giant Sequoia.” 

Common Core Standards 

Third grade. Comprehension and Collaboration. 1 

Fourth grade. Comprehension and Collaboration. 1 
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“What am I?” Clues 

 
Clues game one 

1. I am a carnivore and love to eat creatures when they are still living. 

2. My mother lays thousands of eggs in the water. 

3. During the cold winter I like to stay warm, so I hibernate. 

4. I use my long, sticky tongue to catch my food. 

5. My family likes to jump. We can jump up to 20 times the length of our body at one time. 

6. Do not believe it when someone tells you, I will give you warts. 

7. What am I? 

      Answer game one: Frog 

Clues game two 

1. I can smell and hear very well. My eyesight is not as good. 

2. I have a short tail. 

3. My mother and I are both great climbers. We often climb trees. 

4. My diet includes small mammals, insects, grasses, fruits, nuts, berries and sometimes 

garbage (or a camper’s food that is not stored properly) 

5. My color is dark and my mother is very big! She can weigh as much as 500 pounds. 

6. What am I? 

      Answer game two: Bear 

Clues game three 

1. I can be very cold in the winter. Sometimes I freeze because I cannot wear a coat. 

2. I grow when it rains. 

3. Farmers like me because I nourish their crops. 

4. When I am big, I can be really good at hiding things, so some people use me as a place to 

dump their trash. That makes me very unhappy. 

5. When I am very big, I can run across an entire state. When I am very small, you may not 

see me at all. 

6. People and fish love to swim in me. That makes me happy. 

7. What am I? 

      Answer game three: River 
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Clues game four 

1. I am the fastest growing of my kind in the world and the widest. 

2. My family has survived for 2,000 or 3,000 years and some even longer. 

3. My seeds are very tiny.  

4. The tallest one of me is 311 feet tall. 

5. We are usually called Giants. 

6. You can find a lot of my family growing in Sequoia National Park. 

7. What am I? 

        Answer: Sequoia Tree 

 

Clues game five 

1. Most of the time I live in a forest, but I can also live in your backyard. 

2. I am brown with sharp points. 

3. Native Americans have used me for food and medicine. 

4. Squirrels and woodpeckers like to eat me too. 

5. When I am full grown, I vary in size from two inches to twenty-four inches. 

6. I can weigh as much as 10 pounds depending on what conifer I come from 

7. The seeds inside of me release when there is a fire to fall to the ground and grow new 

trees. 

8. What am I? 

        Answer Game five: pine cone 

Clues Game Six 

1. I am covered with scales and each one is a single color. 

2. My life is short. My siblings live only four days to eleven months. 

3. I am one of 728 species in the United States. 

4. My family is found and flies all over the world. 

5. My life is filled with many changes. 

6. I am small enough to fit in the palm of your hand. But you need a net to catch me. 

7. I sip nectar from flowers through my tongue and pollinate plants. 

8. What am I? 

        Answer Game six: butterfly 
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Clues game seven 

1. I am a mammal. 

2. I am either brown or gray. 

3. My tiniest cousin is 5” long from nose to tail. 

4. I live either in a tree or on the ground all over the world in forests, parks or your 

backyard. You may have heard me arguing. I can be very noisy. 

5. My teeth never stop growing. No matter how much I chew they never wear down. 

6. My family’s favorite foods are nuts, seeds, insects, caterpillars, berries or bark. 

7. What am I?  

        Answer game seven: squirrel 

Clues game eight 

1. When I am full grown, I am 3-4 feet long. 

2. The desert and the mountains are my homeland. 

3. You may have seen my skin that I shed along a trail you were walking. 

4. When people hear me, they usually get out of my way fast! 

5. I am a predator that kills my prey by poisoning them with my sharp teeth. 

6. What am I? 

        Answer: rattlesnake 

Clues game nine 

1. Some people think of me as a good luck charm 

2. There are 5,000 species of me in the world 

3. Poems and stories have been written about me describing me as a grouch and that my 

house is on fire. All of these ideas are simply not true. 

4. My favorite food is aphids and other insects that eat plants. I have a very big appetite. I 

get so hungry that I eat 5,000 aphids during my life. 

5. My color may look pretty to you, but it warns predators to “Go away. I taste terrible.”  

6. Unfortunately, frogs, spiders and dragonflies often eat my family. 

7. I have seven black spots and a shiny red, round body.  

8. What am I? 

        Answer game nine: Ladybug 
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Clues game ten 

1. When I live in the ocean, I am a beautiful silver color. 

2. I live in both fresh water and sea water. That means I am Anadromous. 

3. Fish, seals and bears catch my family. Fishermen catch us in nets.  

4. I weigh about 25 pounds. Some of my family has lived a long time and grown very big. I 

know some of us have weighed more than 100 pounds. 

5. I lay my eggs in fresh water when I am between 2 to 4 years old and then I die. Most of 

us never make it back to our home water to spawn.  

6. I have many names. I am called Chinook, King, Coho or Alaskan. 

7. What am I? 

        Answer game ten: salmon 

Clues game eleven 

1. I am the largest rodent in North America. 

2. I am a herbivore. My favorite foods are bark, twigs, roots and aquatic plants. 

3. The house I build for my family underwater keeps us safe during the winter from 

predators. 

4. People call me “nature’s engineer” because of my great building skills. 

5. My teeth are so strong that I can chew right through a log. 

6. I change the course of rivers when I build a dam. 

7. What am I? 

        Answer game eleven: beaver 

Clues game twelve 

1. My feathers are black, red, white and yellow.  

2. I can live as long as 11 years. 

3. My tongue has sharp points to help me catch worms. I like to grab the side of trees and 

search for worms. 

4. Some people think I am very noisy and do not appreciate my music.  

5. You may have heard my song on a tree, a utility pole, a trash can or your chimney. 

6. People usually call my music pecking. My family calls it drumming in rhythm.  

7. What am I? 

Answer game twelve: woodpecker 
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Classroom Projects 
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Summary of Classroom Projects    Chapter Three 

Background 

 The field trip preparation and site visit sections of this guide are focused on the life of 

John Muir - including his passion for the natural world and his many accomplishments. 

This third part of the field trip program presents opportunities for students to follow in the 

footsteps of John Muir by learning from his current counterparts, exploring the student’s own 

heritage and cultural influences, and becoming involved in their own neighborhood and greater 

community. Students will study and/or meet the people, places, events and issues that shape their 

community and, in turn, the students’ own lives. 

 These activities are, in essence, culminating projects of the John Muir study experience. 

Projects range from simple one-day assignments to projects that may take place over a period of 

several days or weeks, and based on students working in teams. 

 John Muir described his travels and adventures through written narratives and 

illustrations in a series of journals. Classroom projects involve a significant amount of writing. To 

continue in the spirit of Muir’s journal keeping, it is highly recommended that students keep all 

their work in one 3-ring binder with interior folder pockets and loose sheets of lined paper. 

Assembling all John Muir project work in this way will assist the student keep track of the 

projects in progress, a meaningful student reference when completed, and ease the teacher’s 

evaluation of student achievement and skill advancement as the student progresses through 

assignments.  

Goal 

 Inspire students to become more aware of and actively involved with the human and 

natural resources of their neighborhoods and communities - through volunteering, stewardship, 

speaking or storytelling. 
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 Classroom projects are listed under the primary discipline of the assignment, although a 

project may cross multiple disciplines. 

1. History and Language Arts Unit 

– Who am I? Student researches personal history through interviews with family 

members. 

– People of the Past. Student compares food and toys from 1880s with those that 

children today enjoy. 

– Other People, Other Places. Student explores the stories and the heritage and 

culture of people from places outside the United States. 

– Our Changing Community: A Community Photo Album. Student researches 

urbanization and changing face of the student’s neighborhood. 

2. Science and Conservation Unit 

– Modern Day John Muir. Student learns about contemporary professionals working 

in conservation, environmental studies, advocacy or as a writer of conservation issues 

who carry on the legacy of John Muir.  

– My Role as a Community Steward. Student takes an active role in completing 

simple and short-term conservation projects in their community. 

– Role of agencies. Student identifies and researches local, state and/or national 

agencies whose mission is to care for wildlife and public lands. 

– My Role as a Community Advocate. Student takes an active role in addressing 

community-based conservation issues. 

– My Vision for the Future.  Student defines the actions he/she will take to help 

create a sustainable future. 
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History and Language Arts Unit     

Background 

 John Muir was born in Scotland and immigrated as a child to Wisconsin with his family. 

He met many people during his travels around the United States and the world. Muir came to 

understand and appreciate people of other cultures and the influences of those cultures in their 

homelands and as immigrants to America. Chinese immigrants worked with Muir on his ranch.  

 People remember John Muir for many reasons. One of those reasons is because he wrote 

his thoughts down in his journal. The journals later turned into books and magazine articles. He 

also illustrated what he saw during his travels. John Muir kept these journals because he believed 

that describing and illustrating where he visited was the best way to share the glory of his 

experiences and inspire others to care and appreciate the natural world as he did. 

 John Muir’s life was filled with many moments to remember that shaped and changed his 

life. Those moments included the first time he saw wildlife in the tide pools during his youth in 

Scotland, when he lost his eyesight in an accident in a factory where he worked, his first glimpse 

of Yosemite Valley, his adventures climbing Mt. Shasta and the day he clung to the top branch of 

a Douglas-fir during a rainstorm. 

 This section is designed to familiarize the student with his or her own family’s story 

(heritage, culture and traditions) and the story of people who are unfamiliar to the student and 

come to the United States from other places and other times. 

Goals 

 Explore the student’s own history by discussing stories, descendants, traditions and 

culture with their own families.  

 Increase student awareness of people, practices and places other than their own 

community or home country. 
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Who Am I?        Ch 3. Lesson One 

Background 

 Most people have at least one moment or experience in their life they consider 

memorable or significant, even though they may not understand the influence it had on their life 

at the time. For students this could be receiving their first pet, going on a special vacation or 

visiting a theme park, celebrating a birthday, getting a new pair of shoes, something funny that 

happened or something sad. For the student with no memory of positive experiences, or chooses 

not to, suggest they imagine a special day when they meet a favorite athlete or celebrity, or visit a 

place of their dreams.  

Goal 

 This lesson combines the journaling activity of John Muir with the student’s own 

reflection of a significant experience they write about and then present it to the class. 

Objectives 

1. Write a detailed account of an event or experience in their life in one or more paragraphs. 

2. Illustrate the event or experience or secure a photo of the experience to accompany the 

written account. 

3. Formally present the event of experience to the class. 

Procedure 

1. Introduce the concept of journaling to the students if they do not already use one in class or 

outside of class. 

2. Verify that all students have a designated 3-ring binder with interior folder pockets and single 

sheets of lined paper in their binder to write their lessons in. 

3. Ask students to think about a memorable event or experience in their lives including the 

written background information as desired. Advise students their memorable moment could 

be yesterday or at any time of their life.  

4. Students write and illustrate in their journals and include as many details as they can 

remember. 

5. Pass out the Storytelling Decision Map as a guide to give them ideas of what to write about 

and how to structure a paragraph.  

6. For older students: Ask them to write longer entries that contain more detail as well as 

creating additional illustrations. 



179 

 

 

7. Students turn in rough draft with illustrations and photos for comments and revisions. 

8. Students return a final draft. 

9. When final draft is submitted, students need to be prepared to deliver their oral presentation.  

10. Students may use the photos or drawings to complement their brief presentation (about 1-2 

minutes for younger students). 

Follow up and Evaluation  

 What challenges, if any, did the student encounter as they worked through the project? 

 Did students need additional time? 

 Were students able to articulate clearly orally and in writing? 

 Did the students need memory trigger materials (e.g. Storytelling Decision Map) or did 

they think of ideas and make connections for stories on their own? 

 What level of additional guidance did the students need? 

 Were students genuinely interested in writing about themselves? Why or why not? 

Advance Preparation 

 Students bring or are supplied with bring 3-ring binders, preferably including folder 

pockets for storage and loose sheets of binder paper. 

California Content Standards 

Third grade. Speaking Applications. 2.1, 2.2, 2.3 

Fourth grade. Speaking Applications. 2.1, 2.2, 2.3 

Common Core Standards 

Third grade. Presentation of Knowledge and Ideas. 4, 6 

Fourth grade. Presentation of Knowledge and Ideas. 4, 6 
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Ten Tips for Storytellers 

 

1. Make eye contact with the audience when you tell a story. Use exaggerated facial 

expressions and body movements to be sure the entire audience can see. 

 

2. Practice. Practice. Practice. Memorize your story well enough so you can focus on the 

delivery instead of remembering what words come next. 

 

3. Show emotions when you speak – happy, sad, angry, frustrated – when it works with the 

story. The audience enjoys seeing you as a living character. 

 

4. Engage your audience. Use call and response method so your audience can participate in 

the story. An example of call and response is when the teller says, “I say Old McDonald had 

a farm” and you (the audience) say “E-I-E-I-O” when it is time to add the chorus.” 

 

5. Talk loudly and say your words clearly. You can talk fast once in a while if it makes sense 

in the story. You are telling a story to be understood. 

 

6. Use visual clues to enhance the story. Help your audience follow the story by moving your 

body according to the story. Turn your eyes as a fly lands on your nose, move your body as if 

you are reaching for an object or lift your head as you pretend to look at a balloon that 

escaped into the sky.  

 

7. Wear clothes that match who you are pretending to be. If you are telling a tale about 

another culture, display an object or wear clothing to match that culture helps create a setting 

in the mind of the audience. 

 

8. You may bring along an instrument to play, a talking puppet or an object if they 

contribute to your story. If the story is from the point of view of an animal, let the animal 

talk and talk in a separate voice just for them. 

 

9. Keep your story moving. Add enough details to make your story come alive, but no so many 

details that your audience forgets the main ideas of your story. 

 

10. Know who your audience is in advance. Tell a story that interests your audience. 
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Telling Sensational Stories 

  

 Good stories begin with three things: 1) an issue or a challenge, 2) setting where the story 

takes place, and 3) the main character or object. In a typical story, after introducing the main 

character and the setting, something happens to cause the life of the main character to change or 

be seriously disrupted.  

Change 

 BIG change that affects lives of many people, such as a fire, earthquake or flood. 

 Little change such as your pet died or your best friend moved away, make you and your 

parents feel sad.  

Call to Action: The Challenge 

 Character starts their adventure or begins planning to solve the problem at hand. 

 Readers need hope that the problem can be solved successfully. 

 A friend of guide usually comes into the story to help the main character work through 

the problem. 

 The story can include more than one helper or guide  

 The helpers could be another person, a talking cat or tree,  or a magic wand 

Obstacles, Battles and Struggles  

 The main character and the helper work together to overcome obstacles and complete 

their adventure. 

Conclusion 

 The main character might celebrate at the end of the story.  

 Time to tie up loose ends and get a status report about all the people in the story 

 If the story has an unhappy ending, it is time for everyone to rest a while and feel sad 

Lessons learned 

 Most of the time, no matter how the story ends, there is a lesson to be learned from the 

adventure 

 What could the character have done better? What decisions were good? What decisions 

did not work? 
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People of the Past       Ch 3. Lesson Two 

 

Background 

 John Muir’s father was a significant influence on how Muir spent his childhood and the 

man he would become. The values, interests, expertise and cultural traditions of parents and 

grandparents often play a large role in shaping a child’s thoughts about his or her place in the 

world.  

 The activities in this lesson familiarize students with the lives and contributions of those 

who lived in John Muir’s day. The first activity looks at life in the 1880s - the first decade when 

Muir managed the Strentzel-Muir Ranch. The second activity is a family history research project. 

Goals 

 Students will learn more about themselves by learning more about their family history.  

 Students will learn the influence of family heritage on their lives. 

 Develop awareness for families of the past, including their inherent value, similarities and 

differences. 
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People of the Past - 1880s Child          Ch 3. Lesson 2A 

 
Background 

 Was life in the 1880s when John Muir lived so different? In the 1880s, there were no 

electronic toys, computers or mobile phones. People walked, rode horses and took carriages when 

they left home instead of taking a car, bus or train. What toys did 1880s children play with? What 

foods did the children love to eat? By comparing the products of 1880 to contemporary times, 

students can see obvious similarities and differences between the lives of the student and those of 

children from 100 or more years ago.  

 The 1880s Child Worksheet is an engaging way to introduce the concept that people of 

the past are valuable and their contributions continue to be meaningful in modern times. 

 

Objectives  

1. Identify all products they use today that were created during the 1880s. 

2. Observe striking similarities between children who lived in the 1880s and contemporary 

students. 

Procedures 

1. Introduce the lesson by asking students to raise their hand in response to the statement 

they agree with most. Record the number of hands raised for each answer on the board.  

a. Life today is pretty much the same as 1880s America. 

b. Life today is same in some ways and not the same in other ways in 1880s 

America. 

c. Life today very different than in the 1880s America. 

2. Pass out the 1880s Child Worksheet that lists popular foods and toys created in the 1880s.  

3. Read instructions on the worksheet to the students. Give students about 5 minutes to 

complete the worksheet. 

4. When students have finished, ask students to raise their hand to indicate what answers 

they have in common with the food of the 1880s. Record their responses on the white 

board as shown in the attached sample table. 

a. How many have 0-4 foods checked? 

b. How many have 5-8 foods checked? 

c. How many have more than 9-12 foods checked? 
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5. Discuss the similarities and differences in student responses. 

6. Move on to the responses for games the students marked. Label and mark responses on 

the white board as shown in the attached sample table. 

a. How many have 0 – 4 toys checked? 

b. How many have 5 - 8 toys checked? 

c. How many have 9 - 12 toys checked? 

7. Discuss the similarities and differences in student responses. 

8. Conclude remarks about this assignment by asking students if they were surprised about 

the number of contributions made by people of the past. Ask “Does that change their 

opinion of the value of people of the past?” 

Follow-up and Evaluation 

 Were students engaged in the activity? 

 Were students surprised at the number of items they use or eat regularly were invented by 

people of the past? 

 Did the activity create awareness that people of the past are valuable, that they made 

valuable contributions? 

Advance Preparation 

 Prepare 1880s Child worksheets. 

California Content Standards 

Third grade. Reading Comprehension. 2.7 

Fourth grade. Reading Comprehension. 2.7 
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Sample Table to Record Student Responses 
 

# Student  Food    Toys 

matching 

answers 

0 - 4  IIII    IIII 

5 - 8  IIII   IIII   III 

9 - 12  IIII   IIII  IIII  IIII    IIII   IIII   IIII  II  

 

Figure 
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The 1880s Child: What do you have in common? 

 

 Place an “X” next to the foods or toys you like (or have played with or eaten in 

the past). Add up the number of “X”s and write the number for each column on the 

TOTAL line at the bottom of the column. 

 

 Foods, Snacks and Sweets    Toys and Games 

_____ Ice Cream Sundae    _____ Marbles 

_____ Hamburger     _____ Chinese Checkers 

_____ Tomato And Cheese Pizza   _____ Crayons 

_____ Jell-O      _____ Board Games 

_____ Chewing Gum     _____ Playing Cards  

_____ Peanut Brittle     _____ Jumping Ropes 

_____ Milk Chocolate    _____ Toy Trains 

_____ Kellogg’s Corn Flakes   _____ Rocking Horse 

_____ Cream Cheese     _____ Wood Or Porcelain Dolls 

_____ Dr Pepper     _____ Doll Houses 

_____ California Oranges    _____ Spinning Tops 

_____ Coca Cola     _____ Toy Boats 

_____ Frozen vegetables    _____ Pick up Sticks 

_____ TOTAL      _____ TOTAL 
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Lesson Two: People of the Past: Family History Project  Ch.3 Lesson 2B 

Background 

 Students may learn a lot about themselves by interviewing family members: why their 

hair is red, they have a quick temper, a stubborn streak or the possession of a special talent. 

Students may substitute a neighbor or close friend if they do not have family members who are 

available for an interview. 

Objectives 

1. Interview a family member and write up a story based on the interview. 

2. Use one or more images, such as photographs or illustrations, with a caption to describe a 

significant object or place in the life of a close family member.  

Procedures  

1. Discuss with students the concept that an individual’s personal history, and often their 

future, is shaped by parents and other members of his or her family. 

2. Pass out the Student Personal History Assignment Sheet. 

3. Refer to the Storytelling Decision Map for ways to triggers ideas for building a simple 

story 

4. Pass out suggested Interview Questions handout. 

5. Pass out one sheet of colored construction paper, approximately 8-1/2 x 11 size to use for 

mounting the visual images the student collects related to their interview with a family 

member. 

Follow-up and Evaluation 

 What is the depth and significance of information that the student presents? 

 Are sentences written clearly? 

 Does it appear that the student has captured the essence of the person they interviewed? 

 What problems, if any, did students face when completing their assignments? 

 Was the assignment meaningful to the students? Does it appear that they gained insight 

from the assignment? 

Advance Preparation 

 Reproduce the Student Assignment Sheet, Personal History Interview Question 

suggestions and the Storytelling Decision Map. 
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California Content Standards 

Third grade. Writing Strategies. 1.1, 1.3, 1.4, 2.1. Written & Oral Language Conventions. 1.1-1.7 

Fourth grade. Writing Strategies. 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.10, 2.1 

Common Core Standards 

Third grade. Writing Standards. 2, 3 

Fourth grade. Writing Standards. 2, 3 
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Family History Assignment Sheet     Ch 3. Lesson 2B 

 

Select one of the assignments described below as your project.  

1. Interview one or more parents, grandparents, uncles or aunts and write a story about what you 

discovered. Use the Storytelling Decision Map if you need help to create the story. 

2. Draw a picture or make a copy of an old family photograph of an object of place described in 

the interview. Next, add a one or two sentence caption to your photo. Attach your drawing or 

photograph, along with your caption to the colored construction paper you received.   

3. After completing the interview, conduct research on what types of games and toys were used 

when your parents or grandparents were young. Write a summary on what you found and 

include photographs or drawings of the object.  

 

Family History Interview Questions 

1. When did student families arrive in the area?  

2. What is the birthplace of the student’s parents or grandparents? 

3. How did their parents or grandparents meet? Were there traditions concerning courtship? 

4. What work did their grandparents do? What was their mode of transportation? 

5. Did they live in the city, country or farm? 

6. What games did your parents or elder family members play? What did grandparents do for 

entertainment? Did they have leisure time? 

7. Where did elder family members go to school? What was their highest level of education? 

What challenges did they face getting an education? 

8. What work did your parents do earlier in their life? Did their work change after you were 

born? 
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Other People, Other Places    Ch 3. Lesson Three 

 
Background 

 Like John Muir, people have come to live in America from other places around the 

world. When families come, they bring their culture and family traditions with them. America has 

become what is called, a “melting pot” of many nations and cultures all living together. People 

from other lands have different stories to share than the ones we know in America. So people 

bring their stories here too.  

Goal 

 Experience the values, traditions and stories of other cultures beyond what is practiced in 

the student’s own home.  

 

Objectives: Storytelling Project 

1. Understand there are different types of stories that are both real and imaginary (e.g. folktale, 

tall tale, legend, news report). 

2. Tell a story in class that represents life in another country. 

3. Locate the origin of the story on a map, if possible. 

Procedures 

1. Introduce the storytelling project by discussing with students that cultures outside the United 

State have different ways of traditions and different stories. 

2. Explain the different genres of stories. Ask or provide a different example of each type.  

3. Read a folktale to class and describe what characteristics make that story a folktale instead of 

another type of story. 

4. Distribute Folklore, Legends, Myths and more handout. 

5. Students may go to the library and find a folktale they want to tell. Direct students that they 

can also visit the www.storyarts.org/library website and select a folktale from the list of 

stories. Click on the story they want to learn and print it out.  

6. Ask students to read the story aloud with their parents or older sibling several times so they 

learn what the story is about and practice telling it aloud. Encourage students to learn the 

basic story so they can tell it in their own words instead of trying to memorize the words 

printed on the page.  
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7. Set aside time in class to hear their stories and point out on a map where their story originally 

came from. 

  

Follow-up and Evaluation 

 Were stories delivered with clarity and enthusiasm? 

 Did students learn a story to tell? 

 Were students interested in the assignment? 

 What challenges did they encounter? 

 Did students struggle to identify and/or learn a story they enjoyed sharing? 

 What did students demonstrate that they learned from the story? 

 Were the stories meaningful to students? 

Advance Preparation  

 Locate a book of folktales to read 

 Review the StoryArts website to identify the scope of the stories within this site. 

References 

1. Twenty-Two Splendid Tales to Tell from Around the World, Vol. 1 or Vol. 2 by Pleasant 

DeSpain is filled with stories and illustrations for teachers to tell. 

2. Story Arts is located at http://www.storyarts.org/library. 

 

Objectives: Interview Project 

1. Research the traditions of a person from another country using primary sources. 

2. Write a short biographic profile about the person interviewed. 

3. Identify the country, state or city of origin of the student, the student’s parents and, if 

possible, grandparents and mark those sites of origin on a world map. 

Procedure 

1. Introduce the interview project by stating the purpose is to talk to a person from another 

country to learn about their culture first hand. 

2. Refer students to assignment sheet for project guidelines and interview questions. 

3. Ask the student to select a person of any age that was born in a country outside the 

United States. The person could be a classmate, a classmate’s parent or other family 

member, a neighbor or family friend. 
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4. Ask the student who they have chosen to interview. For students who need assistance in 

locating a person, suggest they contact a local senior center or a church in their 

neighborhood that represents another culture for assistance. 

5. Remind students they need to conduct their interview outside of class time.  

6. For younger students: write up of the interview can be in a Question and Answer format 

with one or two sentence answers. 

7. For older students: write up of the interview can be a one or two page biographical 

profile. Suggest to older students they supplement the interview with secondary sources, 

including library and Internet research on the country and its traditions. 

8. Post a flat map of the world on the wall. Use different colored push pins to indicate the 

place of origin for the student, parents and grandparents. 

9. Ask students to find the interviewee’s country of origin on a map. 

10. Give students time to present summaries of their interviews.  

Follow up and Evaluation 

 Does it appear that students enjoyed and learned something new and meaningful from their 

research? 

 What challenges did they encounter? 

 Did students demonstrate evidence they acquired or developed new skills? 

Advance Preparation 

 Secure source for supplies if not already in the classroom 

Equipment and Supplies 

 Hanging map of the world 

 Three colors of push pins (at least three times the number of students in class, to account 

for students who use three pins to indicate country of origin) 

California Content Standards 

Third grade. Writing Strategies. 1.1, 1.3, 1.4, 2.1. Written & Oral Language Conventions. 1.1-1.7 

Continuity and Change. 3.3. 

Fourth grade. Writing Strategies. 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.10, 2.1 

Common Core Standards 

Third grade. Writing Standards. 2, 3 

Fourth grade. Writing Standards. 2, 3 
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Extensions 

1. “Where am I,” a geography lesson to map California that includes drawing in the Sierra 

Nevada, mountain passes, valleys, coastline and lakes. Maps can mark the destinations and 

the routes of travel where the student and John Muir have visited.  

2. Class family history recipe book or community history recipe book. Compose the stories that 

go along with the food and culture.  
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Folklore, Legends, Myths and more 

 

Biography  

The story of a person’s life or his or her adventures as written by another person. An 

autobiography is a story the author writes about him or herself. 

Chronicle  

A true historical record or register of facts or events arranged in the order the event happened. 

Drama  

A story that involves serious conflicts or challenges. Actors seen in movies or plays can appear in 

a dramatic production. 

Fable  

A fictitious story meant to teach a lesson. The characters are usually animals that talk about a 

situation they are facing. Aesop is the most well-known author of fables. 

Fairy tale  

A story of legendary deeds, princes, dragons, giants and other creatures. Cinderella, Rapunzel and 

Beauty and the Beast are all fairy tales. 

Folktale 

 Includes different variations on stories and beliefs that are passed down through generations. 

This includes Native American stories, ghost stories, animal stories and campfire stories. Stories 

may be true or untrue. The author is usually unknown because the stories were passed to others as 

oral stories. 

History  

Historical stories include many different approaches that record historical events, people or a 

period of time. Stories can begin with actual observations or use information gathered from 

research to describe what happened. Usually the stories are presented in chronological order. 

Historical stories also record, analyze, look for relationships between and explanations of past 

events. 

Legend 

A story told verbally or in writing by many generations of people. The story cannot be proved as 

fact, although the story is considered to have started from facts. 

Often the story gets “bigger” as it is told over the years. So the listeners lose the ability to know 

what is real and what is imagined. 
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Myth  

Historical stories that took place in ancient Greece or Rome that describe gods, goddesses, heroes 

and champions. Usually myths focus on the creation of something in the natural world, or ideals 

and standards of society. Why does the camel have a hump is a creation myth. 

News  

A general term used to describe information found in newspaper or magazine articles, TV or 

radio news broadcasts, or on the Internet. The story may contain background information to make 

the news article longer than the “news” itself. Some news contains information that is a person’s 

opinion instead of facts. 

Parable  

A short, simple story, intended to express a religious lesson. Many parables are found in the 

Bible. 

Report  

This is used when an individual is describing or giving information about something they have 

seen or done and continues to do so over a period of time. If a person needs to be rescued and the 

process is a long one, then there may be several reports to describe the progress of the rescue and 

the person’s condition. 

Tall Tale  

A teller tells a story that intentionally stretches the facts about real events or people to entertain 

the audience or the reader. These stories often focus on the achievements of a hero or even a 

common person who does extraordinary things. Paul Bunyan and Pecos Bill are both tall tales. 

 

References  

Denning, S. What are the main types of stories and narratives?  Retrieved on 5-21-12 from 

 http://www.stevedenning.com/Business-Narrative/types-of-story.aspx  

Folklore definitions: Myths, Legends, Fables, and more. Retrieved on 5-21-12 from 

 http://americanfolklore.blogspot.com/2005/05/folklore-definitions-myths-

 legends.html 

http://www.americanfolklore.net Retrieved 5-21-12 
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Suggested Interview Questions  

 

 Ask the student to select a person of any age that was born in a country outside the 

United States. The person could be a classmate, a classmate’s parent or other family member, a 

neighbor or family friend. 

 For students who need assistance in locating a person, suggest they contact a local senior 

center or a church in their neighborhood that represents another culture for assistance. 

 Listed below are some suggestions for questions to ask the interviewee to help students 

begin a conversation. 

 

1. Do you have a favorite story from childhood you want to share? 

2. What special traditions or holidays did you celebrate in your home country? 

3. Does your home country prepare special foods?  

4. What toys did you play with? 

5. What were some of your favorite games to play? 

6. Was there a public park or square you could visit? 

7. Where did your family go to have fun? 

8. What work did your parents do?  

9. What kinds of things did you do with your parents, grandparents or other members of your 

family? 

10. Did you celebrate your birthday? What kind of parties did you have? 

11. Did you have a phone in your home? If you did not, how did you talk to people outside of 

your home? 

12. Describe the home you lived in. How many rooms? Did it have an indoor kitchen? Did it 

have bathrooms? Did you have a yard or a garden? 

13. How did you go places? Did your family have a car or ride a train?  

14. Were there books in your house? What did you read? Was there a library or a bookstore near 

where you lived?  
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Our Changing Community - Community Photo Album Project  Ch. 3 

Lesson Four 

 

Background 

 The Alhambra Valley and the City of Martinez were once a vibrant agricultural center 

dotted with barns, windmills and dirt roads. The original Strentzel-Muir ranch encompassed 

2,300 acres in the Alhambra Valley, located in north central Contra Costa County and just outside 

the City of Martinez.  

 Today, urban residential and commercial development, highway and railroad corridors 

encircle much of the park and the remaining 326-acre ranch where John Strentzel (Muir’s father-

in-law) and John Muir lived and worked. 

 

When John Strentzel first saw the land that he bought to establish as a his ranch, he said, 

“Here was a lovely fertile valley, protected by high hills, from the cold winds and fogs of 

San Francisco, a stream of living water flowing through it, the hills and valleys partially 

covered with magnificent laurel, live-oak and white-oak trees…I knew at once that the 

valley was well adapted to fruit growing and thought, ‘here I can realize my long 

cherished dream of a home surrounded by orange groves, and all kinds of fruits and 

flowers…I immediately purchased 20 acres of the richest valley land, two and half miles 

from town, paying $50 per acre, and at once removed my family to the new home, they 

arriving on the 4
th
 of April, 1853.” 

Goal 

 Understand the natural process of how communities change over time.  

 

Objectives 

 Identify 5 changes in the Alhambra Valley that have happened since 1880. 

 Read and understand written historical information about the development of Alhambra 

Valley and the City of Martinez.  

 Participate in class discussion to demonstrate an understanding of the reasons why and how 

the Alhambra Valley became urbanized. 
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Procedure 

Note: The attached 3-page narrative about the Alhambra Valley presents similar 

information as the guided tour at the Historic Site and provided as supplemental 

information. It can be used as additional reading in class or a study guide on the 

Alhambra Valley. 

Reading and Discussion 

1. Read and discuss The Little House by Virginia Lee Burton (or other picture book that depicts 

urban development) as lead in to explaining the development of the City of Martinez and the 

Alhambra Valley. 

2. Review the background of Alhambra Valley and read John Strentzel’s quotation. 

3. Discuss and compare the story of The Little House and the story Alhambra Valley’s growth.  

– Ask students if they have ever wondered what was on the land before their house or 

apartment was built.  

– After hearing the story, what do they think was there before? 

– Ask students if the story matches with what they know from what they have 

experienced where they live or what their parents or grandparents have told them.  

– Do they know any community or family history in the area they want to share? (for 

example, their grandparents ran a bakery or were the first people to work when a well 

recognized business first opened 60 years ago.)  

Community Photo Album Project 

1. Pass out Community Photo Album Assignment Sheet. 

2. Review the instructions.  

3. Pass out 5 x 7 index cards to students (1-5 at your discretion) 

4. When students return cards, display them in the classroom as a community photo album with 

a unifying title. 

4. Take class time to view and address what students noticed, found, questions and concerns. 

Follow-up and Evaluation 

 Were there student concerns about completing the project? Were there students who were 

unable to access a camera? 

 Were students able to travel safely through their neighborhood? 
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 What was the scope of the community that was covered by the neighborhood photos and 

captions? 

 Did the photos demonstrate a balanced view of the complete neighborhood? 

Advance Preparation 

 Duplicate Community Photo Album Project assignment sheets 

 Review the Read Aloud story to fit the attention span of your students and/or time 

available to read in your class 

Supplies 

 5x7 index cards 

California Content Standards 

Third grade. Continuity and Change. 3.3.3 

Fourth grade. Continuity and Change 4.4.6 

References: 

Martinez Historical Society  

Killion and Davison. Cultural Landscape Report of the John Muir National Historic Site. 

 (2005). 

City of Martinez 
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 Community Photo Album Project Assignment Sheet 

 

 This project involves taking a close look at your neighborhood. You will be looking for 

places that have changed since 1880 when John Muir came to the Alhambra Valley. Since nearly 

everything has changed, this will be an easy assignment!  

 Please take photos of places, houses and buildings, parks and open space or people that 

mean something to you. On a note pad that you or your parent brings along, write a caption that 

includes the address, name of the place or person, or a one-sentence description of the place you 

photograph. You will need this for this information for the project. So take photos only of what 

you can describe. 

 Attach one photo to each index card you have been given. Submit as many as five 

photographs. Write a caption in large letters at the bottom of the index card to label the photo. 

Choose your best one or two photos. In case all the photos cannot be displayed in class, your 

favorite one or two will be posted.  

 Please see the teacher if you have questions or concerns about completing this 

project. If you do not own a camera, you may draw a picture to fit on your index card. 
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The Changing Alhambra Valley  

 

  The Alhambra Valley and the City of Martinez were once a vibrant agricultural center 

dotted with barns, windmills and dirt roads. The original Strentzel-Muir ranch encompassed 

2,300 acres in the Alhambra Valley, located within an unincorporated area of north central Contra 

Costa County and just outside and south of the City of Martinez.  

 Today, urban residential and commercial development, highway and railroad corridors 

encircle much of the park and the remaining 326-acre ranch where John Strentzel (Muir’s father-

in-law) and John Muir lived and worked. 

 When John Strentzel first saw the land that he bought to establish as a his ranch, he said,   

“Here was a lovely fertile valley, protected by high hills, from the cold winds and 

fogs of San Francisco, a stream of living water flowing through it, the hills and 

valleys partially covered with magnificent laurel, live-oak and white-oak trees…I 

knew at once that the valley was well adapted to fruit growing and thought, ‘here I 

can realize my long cherished dream of a home surrounded by orange groves, and all 

kinds of fruits and flowers…I immediately purchased 20 acres of the richest valley 

land, two and half miles from town, paying $50 per acre, and at once removed my 

family to the new home, they arriving on the 4
th
 of April, 1853.” 

Managing the Strentzel-Muir Ranch 

 Managing such a large ranch was a huge responsibility for Muir. He was much more 

interested in spending the time he could spare between harvests to travel and work on 

conversation issues. He began selling and leasing parts the ranch to finance his conservation 

work. Over time the land was sold and subdivided, essentially “paving” the way to the urban 

development to come. 

 Muir was also a shrewd businessman. He gave a right of way to the Atchison, Topeka 

and Santa Fe in 1906 to build a railroad trestle and pass through his property. The Muir Station 

gave him easy access to shipping his produce. This decision also opened up the land for the urban 

development that followed. 

Fishing industry 

 During the last half of the 1800s, the Carquinez Strait supported an exceptionally 

productive fishing industry. Thousands of pounds of salmon were shipped to destinations around 
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the world from two canneries operating in Martinez. That industry thrived until 1957 when the 

San Francisco Bay was closed to commercial fishing. 

Alhambra Water 

 Other new businesses started in Martinez and the Alhambra Valley. Loron Lassell owned 

a 300-acre ranch in the valley and located a fresh water springs on his ranch. In 1902, he began 

bottling his water and sold it under the name of Alhambra Water to San Francisco, Oakland and 

Contra Costa towns. The springs were abandoned in 1954 when the company was sold to 

Foremost-McKesson. 

Oil refineries 

 A major contributing factor to urban development came at the turn of the century. The 

desirable characteristics of deep water and rail connections attracted the attention of oil refineries. 

In 1895, Union Oil Company purchased land near Martinez. Other oil refineries and chemical 

plants followed through 1916 with the establishment of the Royal Dutch Shell. Shell Oil 

Company built homes for its managers and continued to expand its plant (Tatam, 1993).  

Changing housing and employment trends 

 The arrival of the oil industry sparked a real estate boom. As early as 1912, street maps of 

Martinez showed residential development moving in the direction of the Strentzel-Muir Ranch. 

Martinez developed an economic base that departed from its agricultural roots and became 

recognized for employment in heavy industries: oil refineries and chemical plants. County 

government has since surpassed heavy industry as the city’s largest employer. 

Agriculture in the Alhambra Valley 

 Alhambra Valley agriculture remained the dominant characteristic of the area through 

1914. By the early 1920s, the lower Alhambra Valley orchards and ranches were slowly changing 

into paved roads and residential subdivisions. During the Great Depression, land values 

plummeted and farms were devastated. California farms had fared better than most, since the state 

was on its way to becoming a national leader in agricultural production. 

New roads serve increasing population 

 As area population increased, more roads were built through the valley. By 1939 a two-

lane road, called the Arnold Industrial State Highway was located adjacent to the Atchison, 

Topeka train trestle. The road split the Muir ranch’s hillside pear orchards on the lower slope of 

Mt. Wanda. The new highway opened up the Upper Alhambra Valley for development. 
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World War II and forward 

 By World War II, California had emerged as a leader in citrus fruits, almonds and 

walnuts. Much of the Alhambra Valley was still used for farming. Post-war building in the 1950s 

introduced new residential housing subdivisions. Development continued to spread through the 

Alhambra Valley where farms had once filled the landscape. By the 1960s, the farms of 

Alhambra Valley had vanished. The population of Martinez had grown from 875 in 1880 to an 

estimated 36,000 in 2011. 

 

References: 

Martinez Historical Society  

Killion and Davison. Cultural Landscape Report of the John Muir National Historic Site. 

 (2005). 

City of Martinez  
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Science, Conservation and Advocacy     Chapter Three 

 
Background 

 John Muir is considered America’s first environmentalist. He was an accomplished 

inventor and engineer, studied botany, geology and biology, and several other specialties. With 

such a multi-faceted knowledge base, his work encompassed many contemporary professional 

disciplines. It is likely that naturalists, biologists, botanists, geologists and writers around the 

world have been inspired by the principles and actions of John Muir.  

 This section is designed to engage the student in local conservation activities, encourage 

them to take responsibility for their own actions, and create a better understanding of what 

advocacy, conservation, environmental and wildlife protection is about, and the role of people 

and agencies that are concerned about wildlife and wild places. 

Goals 

 Engage students in local conservation and advocacy activities so they will understand 

how to take thoughtful actions to care for the environment.  

 Introduce students to a variety of conservation professionals and scientists that continue 

to build on the legacy of John Muir. 

 Create student understanding of the role of various public or private agencies that care for 

wildlife and wild places. 
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Meet a Modern Day John Muir    Ch. 3 Lesson Five 

Goal 

 Students discover what role a modern day John Muir play in caring for the environment 

and sharing that joy, appreciation and responsibility with others. 

Objectives 

 Research and write a letter to a “modern day John Muir” of their choice. 

 Listen and ask questions of a “modern day John Muir” speaker in class. 

 Apply research and creative thinking skills to design a poster describing the work of one 

“modern day John Muir” professional. 

 Understand the role of several different professionals who engage in work similar to John 

Muir. 

Procedures 

1. Explain to class that they will be studying a “modern day John Muir” so they can learn 

more about what the different professionals do today. Advise students the study of 

“modern day John Muir” will also include letter writing and creating a poster. 

2. Select one or more individuals from the list below to determine if they are available to 

speak to your class about their careers, job responsibilities and how what they do relates 

to what John Muir did in his day.

3. Ask students to research a “modern day John Muir” of their choice by searching the 

Internet, or school or public library resources.  

4. Inquire if there are parents of students in class working in the respective fields who are 

available to speak. 

5. Write a list of professionals on the board for students to verbally select for their research 

project.  

6. When two or more students select the same profession, those students will work on a 

team poster. All other students will create an individual poster.  

7. Ask students to write a letter requesting information from their chosen professional. 

Encourage students to create their own questions and suggest the following if they need 

assistance. 

a. What inspired the person to choose their profession? 

b. Describe their job responsibilities? 
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c. What is the location for most of their work? Do they work in an office, in the 

field or in a laboratory? Do they travel long distances for their work or is it 

mostly local? 

d. Name the special skills, interests and education needed to work in their job. 

e. Do they know about John Muir? Was he ever an inspiration for them? 

8. Set aside class time to write the letters.  

9. Ask students to bring a stamp and envelope with their home address written as the return 

address for a reply. Consider if you want students to also enclose a self-enclosed, 

stamped envelope for the reply from the professional.  

10. Use the completed and hung posters as an opportunity to host a “career open house” for 

your school.  

 
List of Professions   

Activist (volunteer leader of local 

environmental organization)  

*Arborist  

*Biologist  

*Botanist    

*Ecologist  

*Environmental educator  

*Field researcher  

 

*Geologist  

*Horticulturalist  

Lobbyist  

*Master Gardener  

Naturalist/Park Ranger  

Rancher / Farmer  

Sierra Club staff member  

*Urban Forester

*For assistance locating these professionals, contact local colleges, universities, city hall 

or county government office for possible referrals. 

Extensions: 

 Use artifacts, lab experiments, plant identification displays or other hands-on learning 

experiences to complement the poster exhibit. 

Follow-up and Evaluation 

 Did students complete the letters and posters? 

 Did the students exercise creativity and good judgment to design their poster? 

 Does it appear that the students could understand and synthesize the facts to present a 

clear, concise and informative poster? 
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California Content Standards 

Third grade. Written and Oral Language Conventions. 1.0 - 1.3. Writing Strategies. 1.1-1.3, 1.10 

Fourth grade. Written and Oral Language Conventions. 1.0 - 1.3 Writing Strategies. 1.1-1.3, 1.10 

Common Core Standards 

Third grade. Conventions of Standard English. 1, 2, 3 

Fourth grade. Conventions of Standard English. 1, 2, 3 
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Modern Day John Muir Poster Project Assignment Sheet 

 
 To learn more about “modern day John Muir,” create a poster that describes the careers 

of professionals who do work similar to that of John Muir.  

 

 Research the selected modern day John Muir professional to create a poster that describes his 

or her career, education and skills.  

 Title the poster with the name of the profession you have researched, such as “What does a 

Botanist Do?”  

 Use both primary and secondary sources, such as the Internet, parents, school books, 

materials found in the public library or the workplaces where the professional holds his job. 

 Use descriptive words, stories, illustrations, photographs or other materials, to create your 

poster. Be creative and add three-dimensional items to your poster, as available. 

 Posters can also compare the profession today to that of John Muir’s day. For example, 

“Careers in Botany: 100 years ago and today.”  
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My Role as a Community Steward     Ch 3. Lesson Six 

 
Background 

 Stewardship can take many forms. This lesson continues to reinforce the concepts that a 

healthy community depends on 1) personal responsibility and 2) maintaining healthy forests and 

healthy communities for everyone is a long-term commitment. 

Goal 

 Create awareness of the benefits of trees as one part of maintaining a healthy community. 

Objectives 

1. Identify the role of a community steward.  

2. Plant an acorn seed or participate in a tree planting in the student’s community 

3. List three or more benefits of trees. 

Procedures 

The value of a tree 

1. Introduce the lesson by writing the following quote from John Muir on the board: “When a 

man plants a tree, he plants himself. Every root is an anchor, over which he rests with 

grateful interest, and becomes sufficiently calm to feel the joy of living.” 

2. Ask the class to describe what the quote tells them about what John Muir thinks about the 

value of trees.  

3. What do the students think is valuable about trees? 

4. Refer to Background on Benefits of Trees to engage in a class discussion. 

5. Plan to show the movie, It’s Arbor Day, Charlie Brown. This video describes the benefits of 

trees as Charlie Brown and other Peanuts characters prepare to celebrate Arbor Day by 

planting trees. 

6. Discuss the movie’s main points about trees. Ask students if they can say what common 

messages they heard in the movie and how those messages related to Muir’s quote. 

Invite a Speaker 

1. Contact either the city where the school is located and ask for a referral to an urban forester 

or arborist to speak to your class about the benefits of trees. Cities or their recreation and park 

districts often hire these professionals to care for their trees.  
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2. The speaker may also be able to lead the class in a tree or seed planting activity at your 

school or offsite.  

3. Visit http://californiareleaf.org for additional assistance in locating an organization in your 

community whose mission is to plant trees and educate the public about the benefits of trees. 

Sample Benefits of Trees 

1. Improves our air, reduces air pollution by absorbing pollutants. 

2. Provides shade so houses and buildings use less energy to cool. 

3. Improves home values because the neighborhood is more attractive. 

4. Controls runoff from storms because trees absorb water into the leaves, bark, branches and 

soil. 

Reference 

Sacramento Tree Foundation Leading Education and Awareness in Urban Forestry (LEAF) 

 Program Leader’s Guide, Ch. 3 (2009). 

Extensions 

1. Contact Tree Musketeers at http://treemusketeers.org to learn how the class can become 

involved in a community-wide effort to plant trees. 

2. Walk through the neighborhood with an urban forester or arborist and conduct a “tree count” 

that includes a tree identification activity, and an inspection of trees to look for signs of good 

health and diseased trees. 

3. Invite speakers from a variety of professions to speak to the class or hold a special event in 

combination with Earth Day. Select from the following list of professions and ask each of 

them to address the benefits of trees in their work. Each one of them interprets the value of 

trees in different ways. 

 Arborist or urban forester 

 Home builder or developer 

 Park ranger 

 County tax collector 

 Architect 

 Landscape architect 

 Artist 

 Writer  
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Follow-up and Evaluation 

 Did the It’s Arbor Day, Charlie Brown movie help to reinforce the value of trees? 

 Were the students able to integrate the concepts from the movie with the information from the 

speaker? 

 Can students identify and understand the meaning of three main benefits of trees? 

 Did students ask thoughtful questions of the speaker? 

 Did students take an active part in planting trees or seeds? 

Advance Preparation 

 Contact either the city or local tree organization to find an urban forester or arborist. 

Supplies 

The leader of the tree planting will discuss if the class needs to provide any supplies. 

References 

Tree Musketeers at http://treemusketeers.org 

California Releaf at http://californiareleaf.org 

Sacramento Tree Foundation at http://www.sactree.com 

It’s Arbor Day, Charlie Brown video 

California Content Standards 

Third grade. Speaking Applications. 2.1, 2.2, 2.3 

Fourth grade. Speaking Applications. 2.1, 2.2, 2.3 

Common Core Standards 

Third grade. Presentation of Knowledge and Ideas. 4, 6 

Fourth grade. Presentation of Knowledge and Ideas. 4, 6 
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Agency Roles to Protect Wild lands and Wildlife  Ch.3 Lesson Seven 

 

Background 

 The federal government owns nearly half of all the land in California. Many different 

city, county, state and federal government agencies along with private land trusts and associations 

also own property in California and throughout the United States. All the water in the United 

States is also owned by government agencies. Who are these agencies and what do they do?  

 This section gives students an opportunity to find out who cares for the wild lands and the 

wildlife in California and the rest of the nation. John Muir is considered the father of the National 

Park Service. The National Park Service is the federal government agency and California State 

Parks is the state agency that protects wild lands, wildlife, cultural artifacts and provides visitor 

services. 

Goal 

 Create awareness that public and private agencies exist to care for wild lands and wildlife 

and understand the agency’s role in doing so. 

 

Objectives 

1. Conduct web-based and library research on one government agency that cares for wild lands 

and wildlife.  

2. Identify the mission of the agency.  

3. Identify at least 3 specific special features and/or wildlife the agency protects.  

4. Create a poster using both text and images to describe the agency’s role. 

5. Present findings during a class presentation. 

Procedure 

Class discussion 

1. Introduce topic of who cares for wild lands and wildlife.  

2. Write the following quote by John Muir on the board: “Any fool can destroy trees. They 

cannot run away; and if they could they would still be destroyed — chased and hunted down 

as long as a dollar could be got out of their bark hides, branching horns, or magnificent hole 

backbones.” 
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3. Discuss with the class what the quote means to them and why they think this quote could be 

important to organizations who want to protect wild lands and wildlife. 

4. Write on the board the names of government agencies involved in the effort to keep Muir’s 

vision alive. Refer to the following list for names of several agencies concerned with wild 

lands and wildlife. 

Student project 

1. Assign students to work in pairs and choose one agency from the list of agencies.  

2. Students must identify a single park site or project to research, although the mission may be 

described from the agency itself. 

3. Set aside class time for partners to work together to discuss how to divide up the work.  

4. Students will research and create a poster that combines writing completed paragraphs with 

two or more images. Images can be copied from Internet sites or published materials from 

magazines, agency brochures or other written information.  

5. Set aside class time for students to share presentations. 

Follow-up and Evaluation 

 Did the poster accurately reflect what the agency or site does? 

 What problems did the students encounter during their research? 

 Were the students able to work together and split the work evenly? 

Advance preparation 

 Secure poster board and art supplies 

Supplies 

 18 x 20 white poster board 

California Content Standards 

Third grade. Writing Strategies. 1.2, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 2.1  

Written & Oral Language Conventions 1.1- 1.7 

Fourth grade. Writing Strategies. 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.10, 2.1 

Common Core Standards 

Third grade. Writing Standards. 2, 3 

Fourth grade. Writing Standards. 2, 3 
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Suggested government agencies to 

research 

 Bureau of Land Management 

 Bureau of Reclamation 

 California Department of Fish and 

Game 

 California Department of State Parks 

and Recreation  (State Parks) 

 East Bay Regional Park District 

 Individual cities and counties 

 National Park Service 

 US Department of Fish and Wildlife 

 US Forest Service 

 US Army Corps of Engineers 
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Agency Role Assignment Sheet 

 

 This project involves working with a partner. One partner will conduct the research and 

the other partner will prepare the presentation. The partners will work together to write up the 

findings and create your poster. 

 

Examples: 

City government is Martinez or San Francisco 

County government is Contra Costa or Alameda 

Regional government is East Bay Regional Park District 

State government is California State Parks 

Federal government is National Park Service 

 

1. Identify and research one of the branches of government that is charged with caring for 

wild lands and wildlife. 

2. Using either the Internet or the library resources learn about the government agency you 

have selected.  Please select one park site to research. You can use the mission statement 

from the agency that manages the park site. 

3. You will create a poster about 18 x20 that includes descriptive paragraphs about the 

history of the site, special features and the wildlife that lives there. Your poster also needs 

to include two or more pictures of the wildlife and the site. You may use original photos, 

if you have visited the site, or pictures from brochures, magazines or the web page for 

that park site.  Examples of special features include: volcanoes, scenic trails, redwood 

trees, lakes, rivers or waterfalls.  
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My Role as a Community Advocate    Ch 3. Lesson Eight 

 
Background 

 John Muir proved by his actions that one person can make a difference. He was 

instrumental in saving millions of acres of wild lands across America. Muir is known as the 

“father of our national parks” in honor of his tremendous work to save millions of acres of 

forested land from destruction by commercial interests.  

 He convinced President Theodore Roosevelt to camp with him in Yosemite to share the 

grandeur of the park to persuade him that this wild place, and eventually many others, in America 

needed to be preserved for future generations to enjoy. 

 Muir wrote hundreds of magazine articles, and many books and illustrated journals as his 

way of sharing his outdoor experiences with the world. He hoped that by sharing the wonders of 

the natural world, people would appreciate and work to preserve it for years to come. 

Goal 

 Engage students in exploring contemporary environmental and conservation issues. By 

becoming involved in advocating for or against an issue, students will come to understand the 

influence of their individual and collective voices.  

 

Objectives 

1. Identify one contemporary environmental or conservation issue facing their community 

where an individual can take action to help minimize or resolve the problem.  

2. Write a one-page essay describing the problem and possible solution(s)to present to class. 

(one or two paragraphs for younger students) 

3. Identify and take action one individual to assist in solving the problem or issue. 

Procedures 

1. Introduce the concept of being a community advocate. Explain that being an advocate means 

sharing information about an issue or project the student cares about or joins others to take 

action to help solve a problem. 

2. Write the following quotation from John Muir on the board: “The battle for conservation 

must go on endlessly. It is part of the universal warfare between right and wrong.” 
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3. Review the attached assignment sheet with students asking them to research, write, comment 

on a solution and take action wherever possible. 

1. Encourage them to take action on their problem or issue (write a letter, attend a rally, 

participate in habitat restoration, etc.) 

2. Allow time for students to present their findings during class 

Follow-up and Evaluation 

 Did students understand the concept of “issue “ and “problem” related to the environment? 

 Was there parental support for researching issues? 

 Did students clearly articulate the issue?  

 Was there ample opportunity for students to become involved?  

 Did this activity create an awareness of the value of one individual’s contribution? 

Advance Preparation 

 Prepare handout assignment sheets 

Supplies needed 

None 

California Content Standards 

Third grade. Writing Strategies. 1.2, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 2.1  

Written & Oral Language Conventions 1.1- 1.7 

Fourth grade. Writing Strategies. 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.10, 2.1 

Common Core Standards 

Third grade. Writing Standards. 2, 3 

Fourth grade. Writing Standards. 2, 3 
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Extensions 

1. Form student teams to create a simple two or four-page newspaper or newsletter per team. 

The publication would describe the issues or problems the students researched and the actions 

they took to solve them. To share the issues the newspaper could be circulated throughout the 

school or posted on the school website.   

2. Debate of opposing sides of an issue or problem. 

3. A conservation issue fair in combination with Earth Day activities to display posters, essays 

or slide shows that explain benefits and consequences of “hot” issues involving the school, 

community, region or state. 

4. A blog or website that keeps track of issues many of the students at the school are interested 

in following. 

5. Participate fully in community engagement and outreach activities, such as coalition building 

or building partnerships with other student groups or grades to jointly address community 

issues. 
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Advocacy Assignment Sheet 

 

 This project is designed to help you identify and understand current environmental or 

conservation issues or problems.  You may need to ask your parents for assistance identifying an 

issue to research and take you to the library to find books and other reference materials that is not 

available on the Internet. 

  

1. Ask your parent to help you identify an important environmental or conservation issue from 

the newspaper, TV news or local magazine. You may also attend a city council meeting, 

county board of supervisors or park commission to get ideas. One idea could be writing a 

letter to the city council about playground equipment at a park that needs to be repaired. 

2. After you have selected an issue to study, discuss it with your teacher before starting the 

research. Be sure the issue or problem you are interested in provides an opportunity for you to 

take action.  

 

3. Go the library to read newspaper articles, magazines or search the Internet to find out more 

about the issue or problem. What agency or agencies are most likely to take care of the 

problem that you can contact for information and assistance to resolve the issue? 

 

4. When you have finished your research, write an essay describing what you found and what 

you think needs to be done about it.  

 

5. If possible, take the action you have identified you can do to resolve the problem.  

 

6. Present findings to your class. 
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My Vision for the Future    Ch. 3 Lesson Nine 

 
Background 

 This concluding activity is to wrap up the lessons presented in this guide and remind 

students that one person can make a world of difference. Ask students to create a vision for their 

future and what role they will take in sustaining a healthy community for themselves, family and 

friends and neighbors. 

Goal 

 To consider one or more actions that students will continue to follow and share with 

others. 

Objectives 

1. Create or adopt a personal slogan. 

2. Write and illustrate their vision for the future. 

Procedure - Personal Slogan 

1. Introduce the assignment of creating a personal slogan to wear and/or share with other 

students, family and friends. 

2. Explain what a slogan is and its purpose. Students may be able to connect with slogans by 

describing the slogans or images of the businesses they know (e.g. pizza, fast food, clothing) 

3. Use the attached slogan suggestions as a starting point for discussion to give students ideas. 

4. Set up tables with supplies to make slogans as buttons, stickers or decorated bookmark. 

5. Students receive a full sheet of paper to create their bookmarks. See instruction sheet 

attached. 

Procedure - Vision Statement 

Class discussion 

1. Explain what a vision is and introduce students to creating their personal “picture” for the 

future. 

2. Write the following quote on the board: “Thousands of tired, nerve-shaken, over-civilized 

people are beginning to find out that going to the mountains is going home; that wildness is a 

necessity; and that mountain parks and reservations are useful not only as fountains of 

timber and irrigating rivers, but as fountains of life.” 

3. Ask students to reflect on what this quote. Does this sound like the vision that John Muir? 



221 

 

 

4. Ask what else do they remember about John Muir, the speakers and activities that have 

informed the actions they can take now and into the future (next grade and so on).  

5. Write student ideas on the board to review and discuss. 

Vision statement project 

1. Introduce the student assignment to describe in their own words and drawings (they may also 

clip pictures from magazines or newspapers) their vision for the future and one more actions 

they will take to help sustain a healthy future for all people.  

2. Give students time in class to get started writing the vision statement or drawings. Students 

can search for pictures at home if you do not have an ample supply of old magazines to cut 

up. 

3. Students will deliver an oral presentation to class (at a later date) after all vision statements 

are completed. 

Follow-up and Evaluation 

1. Does it appear that the student’s behavior or attitude about creating a healthy future has been 

influenced by this activity or any that come before? 

2. Have the student’s actions to date, or during this activity, demonstrated a genuine interest in 

creating and following through on their action steps? 

3. What actions are the students saying they will do? 

4. Does the activity appear to be meaningful to the student? 

5. Do students have an understanding of sustainability when it comes to planning for the future? 

Advance Preparation 

 Secure supplies to make bookmarks or buttons for personal slogans 

Supplies 

 Heavy weight white paper, index card stock or construction paper in 8 1/2 x 11 sheets 

 Ribbon, yarn, other decorative art supplies and white or gel glue 

 One hole punch 

 Markers, colored pencils 

California Content Standards 

Third grade. Listening and Speaking Strategies. 1.8 

Fourth grade. Listening and Speaking Strategies. 1.8 

Common Core Standards 

Third grade. Presentation of Knowledge and Ideas. 4, 6 
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Fourth grade. Presentation of Knowledge and Ideas. 4, 6 

Extensions 

Create bookmarks or buttons to sell as a fundraiser for an environmental project at the school. 

 

 

Suggestions for Personal Slogans 

 

Be a friend to the earth! 

Keep exploring! 

Ask questions and wonder. 

Step lightly. 

Live simple. 

Care for the environment. 

Plant a tree (or a seed). 

 

 

Live by example. 

Take Action! 

Clean a place that is dirty. 

Share your passion for the earth with those 

you love. 

Make your own discoveries 

Go into the wilderness. 
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Instructions for Bookmarks 

 

 Write your personal slogan on a bookmark and decorate it by drawing a picture, or by 

gluing on ribbons or other art supplies. You can complete the bookmarks at home that you don’t 

finish during class. 

1. Use one sheet of paper to make four bookmarks. 

2. Fold paper in half across the short side and then in half again. 

3. Unfold the paper and cut on the fold lines.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Write your name and personal slogan on one or both sides before decorating the bookmark. 

5. Decorate using white or gel glue. Wait for one side to dry before turning over. 

6. Cut a strip of ribbon to about 9” in length 

7. Use a one hole punch to punch a hole in the top of the bookmark  

8. Thread the ribbon through the hole and tie the ribbon into a double knot, so the knot is tied 

tightly. 

 

 

Cut on all three 

dotted lines 
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Evaluation  
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Evaluation Strategies 

 
 Staff at the John Muir National Historic Site can use several approaches to evaluate 

student field trip experiences in order to reveal successes, challenges and opportunities 

throughout the school year. For this field trip experience, conducting evaluations includes both 

the impact of the field trip on the student and the overall effectiveness of the program. 

 Evaluating the influence of the field trip experience (preparation, site visit and follow-up 

activities) on a student can be assessed as it happens and over a period of time. Program leaders 

and teachers should be looking for any of the following clues during an activity: 

 Are students paying attention or staring blankly?  

 Do they retain eye contact (most of the time) with the program leader?  

 What about the students’ body language indicates to the leader about their level of 

interest? Does it appear that the students are fully engaged and enjoying themselves? 

 Are students asking relevant and meaningful questions? Do questions connect 

directly to the activity or a larger lesson that is being communicated by the activity 

leader? 

 After completing the activity and students return to the classroom, the teacher observes 

the student and summarizes those observations as feedback to site staff: 

 What evidence suggests a student has retained what they learned?  

 What evidence exists of a behavior or attitude change? 

 Other ways to measure the impact of the field trip experience on the audience can be 

done by assessing the work produced: 1) How closely the information or drawings relates to the 

main themes; 2) The clarity of expression, creativity and thoughtfulness, and 3) The sense of 

completeness in capturing the main themes.  



226 

 

 

 The second approach to evaluation is program assessment that breaks down further into 

qualitative and quantitative assessments. Qualitative assessments measure several key elements: 

1) Does the content and presentation meet the stated goals? 2) Is the content relevant and age 

appropriate for the student? 3) Does the content connect to an issue or event that creates a context 

for understanding (meaning) for the student?  

4) Can this curriculum material be successfully integrated into the current classroom 

environment? 5) Is the activity presented in a thematic way that employs a wise use of financial 

and human resources?  

Qualitative assessment strategies 

 Evaluation form. A “field trip preparation evaluation” form can be used to evaluate 

effectiveness of the pre-visit experience to be turned in the day of the first site visit.  A second 

form to evaluate on site activities can be distributed when classes arrive and collected when they 

leave. Verbal feedback from teachers during or after the site visit can supplement data collection 

on the evaluation form. 

 Periodic conversations. Hold regular and ongoing conversations with select teachers to 

discuss comments and concerns about past and future site visits. Another key assessment is to 

determine how frequently teachers are applying the prepared lesson plans in the classroom, the 

ease of integrating those lessons into the classroom.  

 Annual planning workshop. Host a formal planning workshop at the site, or a series of 

focus groups, during the summer (similar to the August 2011 teacher planning workshop) that 

creates an opportunity for staff, volunteers and teachers to assess the strengths, weaknesses, 

logistical challenges and new opportunities regarding the entire field trip experience (preparation, 

site visit and follow-up activities).  
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Quantitative assessment strategies 

 The quantitative assessment consists of recording the number of repeat visits to the site 

during a given school year. The purpose of this data collection is to identify the overall demand, 

visitor trends and emerging patterns regarding specific programs and “stations.” The data 

collected will indicate: 1) Name of schools visiting the site and the frequency of their visits; 2) 

Stations that are requested most often and least often; and 3) Stations that are the most effective 

and least effective.  

 Sample program evaluation forms follow this page.  
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John Muir National Historic Site - Field Trip Preparation Evaluation  

 

Circle the preparatory materials your students used or viewed. 

 Crossword puzzle / John Muir Story worksheet / Word Search 

 Video(s) 

 Student bibliography 

Was the information age appropriate?  Yes  ______ No _________ 

What materials did the students enjoy the most?  ________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

What materials did you and/or students find the most useful? ______________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

What materials did you and/or students find the least useful? ______________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

Did the materials provide ample opportunities to prompt meaningful discussion about John Muir?   

Yes _________  No __________ 

Comments ______________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

Suggestions how the information can be improved to better meet the needs of your students to 

prepare for the field trip? ________________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________ 
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John Muir National Historic Site - Field Trip Evaluation  

 

Name of teacher / grade: _________________________________________________ 

Name of school:  _______________________________________________________ 

Name of activity / station:  _______________________________________________ 

What did you like/dislike about this activity/ station? __________________________ 

  ____________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

Was there important content missing from the activity/station that needs to be added? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________ 

What do you consider the most valuable part of the activity or station to your students? 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

Suggestions to improve the content of the activity / station. (including length of activity, 

instruction and materials): _________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________
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Appendix C 

John Muir National Historic Site area map 

 

Photo courtesy of John Muir National Historic Site, General Printing Office, 1998. 
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 View looking west at Strentzel house and Adobe, c. 1985. 
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