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From Ego to Eco: John Muir’s Legacy 

Petr Kopecký 

Abstract 

The essay examines the life and work of the leading figure of the American environmental movement 
as well as environmental literature, John Muir. It traces the remarkable evolution of Muir’s 
personality, which was largely driven by his encounter with the wilderness. The mechanic mind that 
won him respect in his early life gradually turned into one that was more preoccupied with the natural 
world. His largely anthropocentric worldview was transforming into an ecocentric one as he was 
familiarizing himself with natural sciences, especially Darwin’s evolutionary theory. Consequently, 
Muir became a preeminent personage of American environmentalism both on the practical and 
philosophical level.   
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     Thousands of pages have been written about Muir’s significance for the 
conservation/environmental movement. He has been commonly described as a mystic intent 
on preserving the wilderness. However, little attention has been devoted to his achievements 
in the sphere of mechanics. Contemporary staunch preservationists would probably be 
stunned by Muir’s obsession with machinery. Indeed, Muir’s youthful mind was largely 
preoccupied with technical inventions.2 In his adolescence, Muir applied his self-taught 
knowledge in the cellar of the family farm, where he set up a small workshop. There, he
perfected and even invented the machinery for the farm. Having assembled a set of tools 
made by himself, young Muir invented and built a self-setting sawmill which saved both time 
and human resources. Besides that, he invented original thermometers, barometers, a giant 
wooden clock, and a so-called early-rising machine which won him recognition and even a 
prestigious award at the State Fair in Madison. So, in his early twenties, Muir was seen as “a 
genius in the best sense” and the State of Wisconsin felt “a pride in encouraging him”, as the 
final report of the Fair Committee says (qtd. in Emanuels 48). Moreover, Muir was offered a 
job in a machine shop by a noted inventor and a place at the University of Wisconsin. Muir 
opted for the latter.  
     His curiosity about technical subjects was satisfied at the university. He was able to freely 
develop his natural propensity to innovation and even invention. His dormitory room served 
him well for these purposes. No wonder that it soon attracted the attention of university 
professors who took many an honorable guest to see Muir’s remarkable collection of 
inventions such as a rotating study desk and a loafer’s chair. The common feature of his 
mechanic inventions was efficiency. As Michael P. Cohen suggests in The Pathless Way: 
John Muir and American Wilderness (1984), the young Muir possessed what might be 
characterized as a “clockwork mentality” (7). That did not leave him even after he left the 
university and pursued his dream of self-reliance and self-made-manship in the tradition of 
Benjamin Franklin in a machine factory. However, his clockwork mind soon refused to obey. 
Paradoxically, it was an industrial accident when he was temporarily blinded by an awl that 
opened his eyes to the beauty of nature. As Muir himself noted later, “it was from this time
that my long continuous wandering may be said to have fairly commenced. I bade adieu to all 
my mechanical inventions, determined to devote the rest of my life to the study of the 
inventions of God” (qtd. in Bade 155). Though his sight soon recovered, his vision of the 
world was never the same again.  

Scientist 

As Muir’s biographers like to say, after leaving the university and the factory in Madison, he 
left the city to study the “university of wilderness”. Having acquired scholarly training in 
natural sciences, he decided to explore the natural world on his own. However, his methods of 
study were not exactly scientific. He did not consider knowledge and spirit as contradictory. 
He refused the cold objectivity and ‘angular factiness’ of professional science. It was 
especially after his arrival in California in 1868 that he began a serious exploration of the 
natural world. After all, California was then a more or less unknown territory for scientists. Its 
multiple plant and animal species did not even have English names.3
     Before settling in California, Muir wandered across the whole of the continent. While 
trekking in Canada, he encountered a rare species of orchid, Calypso borealis, which left a 
deep imprint on him spiritually. This unique botanizing experience also foreshadowed Muir’s 
unusual method of study in which the observer merged with the observed. It also launched 
Muir’s writing career, as it resulted in his first article entitled “The Calypso Borealis. 
Botanical Enthusiasm,” which was published in the Boston Recorder in 1866.  
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