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The clearest way 
into the universe 

is through a forest 
wilderness. 
— John Muir

The mission of the 
John Muir Association 
is to celebrate the life, 
share the vision, and 
preserve the legacy 
of John Muir through 
education, preserva-
tion, advocacy and 
stewardship, in part-
nership with the Na-
tional Park Service at 
the John Muir National 
Historic Site.

e’re excited to share some 
fresh updates that reflect our 
ongoing commitment to

celebrating the legacy of John Muir and 
engaging our vibrant community. Our 
digital presence has received a thought-
ful refresh—including enhancements 
to our website and social media plat-
forms—designed to make it easier for 
you to stay connected, informed, and 
inspired.

Facebook
Explore the new features at https://john-
muirassociation.org and be sure to fol-
low us on Facebook for timely updates, 
fascinating insights, and upcoming 

Greetings, John Muir Association Members
By Carlos Olin Montalvo

W events that bring Muir’s spirit to life.

Instagram
We recently started using Instagram. 
You can follow us with the handle  
@johnmuirassociation.

In this issue, we’re also invit-
ing you to help shape the future of 
our newsletter. We’ve included a brief 
survey to gather your thoughts and 
preferences—your feedback will help 
us better serve you and tailor content 
that resonates with our shared mission.

Thank you all for being part of 
the John Muir Association. Together, 
we continue to honor a legacy of con-
servation, curiosity, and community.

Above: Procession and spectators at Birthday–Earth Day 2024, led by a mem-
ber of the Piedmont Highlanders Pipes & Drums. The next Birthday–Earth Day 
is scheduled for Saturday, April 18, 2026. Photo by Thomas Rimpel
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The President’s Corner
Mark Thomson, JMA President

’ve gotten to know 
quite a few of the 
staff at the Muir 

House over the years. 
They all seem so knowl-
edgeable and enthusiastic 
about John Muir and their 
jobs. There’s a certain 
esprit de corps with the 
organization. I feel we 
have been blessed to have 
such an excellent group of 
people associated with the 
Muir House.

I bring this up for a reason, though. The John Muir National Historic 
Site is facing challenges now that are unprecedented. Budget cutbacks 
mean less staff with less funding to keep the Muir experience going. In 
spite of all of this, the staff continues to put on a great set of programs at 
the Muir House and the Muir House continues to be well taken care of. 
To keep such a robust program going on takes a lot of special effort. It’s 
greatly appreciated by me. I encourage all of you to let the rangers know 
that they have our support.

I’m happy to report that another successful John Muir Birthday–
Earth Day event was held in April. We had just over 2000 visitors and 
50 exhibitor booths. The weather was spectacular and there was a happy 
feeling throughout the park.

The next John Muir Birthday–Earth Day will be Saturday, April 18, 
2026. You won’t want to miss it. We are also working to re-establish 
Mountain Day Camp for 2026. There are some challenges that we are 
working on now.

We’ve got an updated logo for the John Muir Association. Our 
thanks to Luther Bailey, the graphic designer for the John Muir House, for 
giving us a fresh new look while retaining the feel of our old logo.

This is my last column as President of the John Muir Association. I 
first became Co-president in 2016. I’ll be turning over the reins to Linda 
Vida, our current Vice President. I will be staying on the board and transi-
tioning to Vice President. 

In closing, I will leave you with a John Muir quote I found at a trail-
head into the Desolation Wilderness this summer:

Climb the Mountains and get their good tidings. Nature’s peace 
will flow into you as sunshine flows into trees. The winds will 
blow their own freshness into you, and the storms their energy, 
while cares will drop away from you like the leaves of Autumn.

I

Mark Thomson. Photo by Louis Thomson
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connecting Alhambra Hills, Briones Park, and Mount Wanda. 
He hopes to be back in the future and is extremely grateful to 
the JMA Board and members, whom he calls “an inspiring 
group,” for making his time on the Board meaningful.

Carlos Olin Montalvo
Although Carlos Montalvo’s tenure on the board was brief, 
he made significant contributions to “The View” newsletter, 
the John Muir Association brochure, and the Birthday–Earth 
Day celebration. Carlos brought a strong commitment to 
community engagement and a passion for the natural world 
as he was an enthusiastic outdoor advocate. JMA will miss 
his eagerness and passion for taking on challenging assign-
ments.We wish him well.

Welcome

Asal Bidokhti-Doyle
Asal joined the Board of Directors early this year. Her 
passion for environmental protection, social justice and 
nature has led her to volunteer with an array of nonprofit 
organizations in this field for many years. As a nature lover, 
avid hiker, and explorer she enjoys spending her time off 
outdoors. Having lived six houses away from the John Muir 
National Historic Site for the past decade, she has always 
been intrigued by the site and the legacy of John Muir. You 
can find her at the bonfires, story times, and house tours at 
the JMNHS with her young family, often snapping photos. 
Asal is looking forward to growing and connecting the JMA 
community via social media and sharing John Muir’s goals 
of conservation and preservation of the great outdoors.

Robin Spencer Holmes
We are happy to welcome Robin to the board of JMA. 
Robin is a near-lifetime resident of the East Bay and life-
time member of the Sierra Club. Together with her hus-
band, Dan, she has backpacked through the Sierra and led 
Sierra Club National Outings burro trips for many years. 
She is a retired Certified Hazardous Materials Manager 
and for upwards of 40 years has served on local and na-
tional boards for professional organizations. 

Farewell

Karen Najarian
Karen served on the John Muir Association Board (JMA) 
for over seven years. She staffed the JMA booth at many 
Birthday–Earth Day (BDED) celebrations, countless 
Beaver Festivals, and the Martinez Farmer’s Markets. She 
loved making tea towels monogrammed with John Muir 
sayings. Karen is an outstanding photographer and she 
donated many of her beautiful black/white or color pho-
tographs of Yosemite Valley at the BDED silent auction 
for many years to raise money for small projects for the 
National Park Service (NPS). She will miss these activities 
and fellow Board members, and is still committed to the 
JMA mission. We hope to see Karen at future JMA events.

Jamie Fox
After two years on the John Muir Association board, Jamie 
has decided to step away for a while. He hopes to continue 
working with the City of Martinez and the East Bay Regional 
Parks District to build the “John Muir Heritage Trail” 

JMA Board Members—Hello and Goodbye
By Linda Vida

The John Muir Association (JMA) is Seeking  
New Board Members!

the goals of the John Muir Association (www.john-
muirassociation.org) are to celebrate the life, share 
the vision, and preserve the legacy of John Muir. We 
accomplish this through education and advocacy of 
John Muir’s values in partnership with the National 
Park Service at the John Muir National Historic Site 
in Martinez (www.nps.gov/jomu). This house was the 
home of John Muir for the last 24 years of his life.

We need new Board members to help us con-
tinue current annual events: John Muir Birthday–
Earth Day; Mountain Day Camp; Muir Conservation 
Awards; and the Muir Native Garden. We want to ex-
pand grant writing and use of social media, increase 
membership, and develop new educational events.

We are a volunteer Board and want Board mem-
bers to:

•	 Commit to the goals of the organization
•	 Attend monthly Board meetings 
•	 Agree to serve on the Board for a minimum 

of two years
The Board continues to expand our impact on the 
local and regional community. The Board will meet 
with prospective candidates. Please send your letter 
of interest for consideration by December 31, 2025 
to: Linda Vida, JMA President at lindavida55@gmail.
com, or call (510) 917-8648. 
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eighty feet deep, my life was all but lost in deadly 
choke-damp, carbonic acid gas that had settled at the 
bottom during the night. Instead of clearing away 
the chips as usual when I was lowered to the bottom, 
I swayed back and forth and began to sink under the 
poison. Father, alarmed that I did not make any noise, 
shouted, “What’s keeping you so still?” to which he got 
no reply. Just as I was settling down against the side 
of the wall, I happened to catch a glimpse of a branch 
of a bur-oak tree which leaned out over the mouth of 
the shaft. This suddenly awakened me, and to father’s 
excited shouting I feebly murmured, “Take me out.” 
But when he began to hoist he found I was not in the 
bucket and in wild alarm shouted, “Get in! Get in the 
bucket and hold on! Hold on!” Somehow I managed to 
get into the bucket, and that is all I remembered until I 
was dragged out, violently gasping for breath.

One of our near neighbors, a stone mason and 
miner by the name of William Duncan, came to see 
me, and after hearing the particulars of the accident 
he solemnly said: “Weel, Johnnie, it’s God’s mercy 
that you’re alive. Many a companion of mine have I 
seen dead with choke-damp, but none that I ever saw 
or heard of was so near to death in it as you were and 
escaped without help.” Mr. Duncan taught father to 
throw water down the shaft to absorb the gas, and 
also to drop a bundle of brush or hay attached to a 
light rope, dropping it again and again to carry down 
pure air and stir up the poison. When, after a day or 
two, I had recovered from the shock, father lowered 
me again to my work, after taking the precaution 
to test the air with a candle and stir it up well with 
a brush-and-hay bundle. The weary hammer-and-
chisel-chipping went on as before, only more slowly, 
until ninety feet down, when at last I struck a fine, 
hearty gush of water. Constant dropping wears away 
stone. So does constant chipping, while at the same 
time wearing away the chipper. Father never spent an 
hour in that well. He trusted me to sink it straight and 
plumb, and I did, and built a fine covered top over it, 
and swung two iron-bound buckets in it from which 
we all drank for many a day.

fter eight years of the dreary work of clearing 
the Fountain Lake farm, father bought a half-
section of wild land about four to five miles to 

the eastward and began all over again to clear and 
fence and break up other fields for a new farm…

We called our second farm Hickory Hill, from 
its many fine hickory trees and the long gentle slope 
leading up to it. Compared with Fountain Lake farm 
it lay high and dry. The land was better, but it had no 
living water, no spring or stream or meadow or lake. 
A well ninety feet deep had to be dug, all except the 
first ten feet or so in fine-grained sandstone. When 
the sandstone was struck, my father, on the advice 
of a man who had worked in mines, tried to blast the 
rock; but from lack of skill the blasting went on very 
slowly, and father decided to have me do all the work 
with mason’s chisels, a long, hard job, with a good 
deal of danger in it. I had to sit cramped in a space 
about three feet in diameter, and wearily chip, chip, 
with heavy hammer and chisels from early morning 
until dark, day after day, for weeks and months. In the 
morning, father and David lowered me in a wooden 
bucket by a windlass, hauled up what chips were left 
from the night before, then went away to the farm 
work and left me until noon, when they hoisted me 
out for dinner. After dinner I was promptly lowered 
again, the forenoon’s accumulation of chips hoisted 
out of the way, and I was left until night.

One morning, after the dreary bore was about 

At the Bottom of the Well
By John Muir

A

Excerpted from an essay 
with the same name by John 
Muir. Published in The Wild 
Muir: Twenty-two of John 
Muir’s Greatest Adventures. 
Published by the Yosemite 
Conservancy, c. 1994. Il-
lustrations by Fiona King, c. 
1994. Originally excerpted 
from The Story of My Boy-
hood and Youth, Boston and 
New York: Houghton Mifflin 
Company, 1913, pp. 14–17.
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cycle we share where we truly depend upon each other. I 
encourage people to support conservation groups and local 
zoning and land trusts in their area. 

I am a creative person and I feel that people need 
places like forests, seashores and parks in order to quietly 
and peacefully connect with their creativity. In the 1980s, 
my wife and I moved 
back to her home state 
of Connecticut to settle 
in a small town. We 
are low-tech people by 
choice and that suits our 
lifestyle well. Like John 
Muir, we seek simplic-
ity. Life is so sweet, 
don’t miss it! Is there 
anything more breath-
taking than the gran-
deur of a giant sequoia 
or blue whale; or the 
splendor of a dark sky 
night? John Muir said 
that he saw God, the 
ultimate creator, in the 
natural world. We do, as 
well. We are all called 
to be caretakers of our 
beautiful home. There 
is none other like it. 

How did you become an artist and admirer of John 
Muir?
“The mountains are calling and I must go.” I share that 
sentiment with John Muir since I have enjoyed many years 
of hiking the backcountry, waterfalls and granite sentinels 
of Yosemite National Park. 

I grew up in Concord, California and studied illustra-
tion at the California College of the Arts, Oakland campus, 
in the 1970s. Since my semester ended in April, I was able 
to secure a job at Yosemite working for the Park Service. It 
was a wonderful experience to live, work and create art in 
that environment. 

Art is my passion and I especially love drawing 
images of Yosemite and John Muir. Years ago, I created 
a special piece that I entitled “John Muir’s Inspiration.” 
Since it was drawn with black ink and subject to fading, I 
made limited-edition prints to preserve the image. It is my 
way to honor John Muir and his vision. I am grateful to 
John Muir for being instrumental in helping to create the 
National Park Service and setting aside beautiful lands in 
our country for all to enjoy for generations.

What messages of John Muir resonate with you?
Our country needs to continue to preserve wild, natural 
lands through conservation efforts and even reclaiming 
developed lands and allowing them to fall back to their 
original natural states. We must remain mindful of de-
velopment worldwide and find a balance between human 
needs and those of animals and environment. It is a life 

Artist David Louen Talks about  
His Love of Yosemite and John Muir

Interview by Carlos Olin Montalvo

David Louen, a local artist before moving east, drew this 
composite image of Yosemite with John Muir as its central 
figure.  David has donated  25 prints to the John Muir 
Association that can be used as a fundraiser. The Board has 
yet to decide if the prints will be part of the silent auction at the 
annual Birthday–Earth Day celebration or if we will give them 
to members who join at the Family level or above. The image 
is printed on beautiful paper and is suitable for framing either 
at a frame shop or self-framed. The dimensions of the paper 
are 22 x 30 inches, and the image itself is 18.5 x 27.5 inches. 
Please contact Linda Vida (lindavida55@gmail.com) if you are 
interested in learning more about acquiring a numbered print.

David Louen. Photo by Paul 
Louen
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a great event was 
held on Sunday, 
September 14, 
2025, at the Veter-
ans Hall in down-
town Martinez. 
Barbara Pagni 
Denton presented 
a lecture about 
her recent book, 
Sweet Success: 
How Industry, 
Immigrants, and 
Working Women 
Shaped a Town. 
Sweet Success 
tells a vivid story 
of a California 
company town as 
it evolved in the 
20th century, and 
how Italian im-

migrants, women, and industry forged a vital community 
in Crockett, California.

This event was co-sponsored by the John Muir As-
sociation (JMA), the Martinez Historical Society, and the 
Martinez Public Library.

Barbara began by giving an overview of the early 
history of the Carquinez Strait, where Native Americans 
lived, and how the Spanish and subsequent Mexican land 
grants were established. 

Barbara told the story of John Muir’s connection to 
Crockett. John Strentzel, Muir’s father-in-law, owned land 
in Valona, on the west side of Crockett. Italians and other 
Southern Europeans settled there in the heyday of Crockett 
because they worked at the California & Hawaiian Sugar 
refinery (C&H). Strentzel’s property, upon his death, 
passed to his daughter Louisa, and upon her death, to John 
Muir. That is how, in 1913, a lot sold in Valona had a deed 
with John Muir’s signature on it, signing over the property 
to the new owner.

Barbara talked about George Morrison Rolph, first 
manager of the C&H refinery, from 1906 to 1914, and the 
ways that the refinery encouraged home ownership for its 
workers. Rolph wanted to create a reliable, healthy work 
force and decided that encouraging them to buy houses 

near  C&H would have profoundly positive effects on the 
families. The company loaned employees money to buy 
houses and provided other generous services including 
medical, hospital, and disability insurance, as well as legal 
advice for those wanting to become citizens. The company 
provided savings plans, Christmas bonuses, and a pension 
at retirement. Recreation and amusements around town 
were legendary, including parks, playgrounds, swimming 
pools, a clubhouse, company gardens and company green-
houses. Happy home lives for the workers became a core 
value of the company.

Barbara continued by telling her own experiences 
growing up in Crockett and shared stories of working 
women at the C&H Sugar refinery. She talked about her 
Aunty Lou, who had a forty-five year career at C&H in 
Crockett. (Aunty Lou’s father and mother emigrated from 
Northern Italy. She was born in Crockett.) Barbara worked 
at the refinery for two summers, saving money to attend 
the University of California at Berkeley. 

Barbara was close to her Aunty Lou and inherited 
Lou’s cake recipes that were carefully stored in an old 
binder in her aunt’s Victorian house on Crockett’s Fifth 
Avenue. Barbara fondly remembers the long conversations 
with Aunty Lou about life in Crockett and work at the 
C&H refinery. “In retrospect, these women were a bit like 
a secret culinary gang whose members enjoyed good food 
and friendships as they coped with the often-challenging 
work environment in the factory.”

For the event, five people volunteered to make a cake 
from over thirty recipes in the book. Each cake was deli-
cious and definitely an edible journey to the past.

This book by Barbara Pagni Denton is about the town 
of Crockett and family origin stories, but it is also a very 
readable history of Valona, Crockett, the East Bay, and the 
San Francisco Bay Area.

If you would 
like to read the book, 
check to see if your lo-
cal library has a copy, 
ask a local bookstore 
to order it, or you can 
order it on Amazon 
or Barnes and Noble 
websites. 

Happy reading 
and baking.

Barbara Pagni Denton, Author of Sweet Success
By Jamie Menasco and Linda Vida

Barbara Pagni Denton in Martinez, 
September 14, 2025. Photos by Jamie 
Menasco

Some of the cakes that volunteers 
baked for the event from recipes in 
Sweet Success
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Membership Survey
5.	 How would you rate the quality of articles in the 

newsletter?
£	Excellent
£	Very good
£	Good
£	Fair
£	Poor

6.	 To what extent do you look forward to reading the 
newsletter?

£	I eagerly anticipate each issue
£	I generally look forward to it
£	I'm neutral about receiving it
£	I rarely look forward to it
£	I don't look forward to it at all

7.	 How would you rate the length of the newsletter?
£	Much too long
£	Somewhat too long
£	Just about right
£	Somewhat too short
£	Much too short

8.	 What kinds of articles would you like to see includ-
ed or expanded in the newsletter? (Open response)

Name: 

Email: 

1.	 “The View” JMA newsletter is published twice each 
year: spring and fall. Do you read the newsletter?

£	Yes, twice per year
£	Yes, once per year
£	No, never

2.	 How do you typically read the newsletter?
£	I read ~100% of articles
£	I read ~75% of articles
£	 I read ~50% of articles 
£	I read 25% or less of the articles

3.	 If you select specific articles to read, which types do 
you typically choose? (Check all that apply)

£	Articles about JMA activities
£	Articles about NPS
£	Other (please specify): 

4.	 How informative do you find the newsletter?
£	Extremely informative
£	Very informative
£	Moderately informative
£	Slightly informative
£	Not at all informative

we would like your feedback on “The View,” a JMA 
newsletter published twice each year. This survey should 
only take 5 minutes to fill out. Please provide your name 
and email address to stay in contact. 

You can take the survey online at https://tinyurl.
com/JMA-News (for your convenience, there’s a QR code 
below for getting to the online form). OR you can fill out 
this paper survey and mail it in an envelope to John Muir 
Association, P.O. Box 2433, Martinez CA 94553.

If you have questions please email Linda Vida, 
lindavida55@gmail.com.

(The survey continues on page 8)

Scan this QR code to get a 
link to the survey if you’d 
like to fill it in online.



8 Fall/Winter 2025–26

P.O. Box 2433 
Martinez, CA 94553

Membership Survey (continued from page 7)

9.	 Are you aware that the newsletter is available on 
the JMA website?

£	Extremely aware
£	Slightly aware
£	Unaware

10.	 If we sent an email announcement when new issues 
are available, how likely would you be to read the 
newsletter on the website?

£	Very likely
£	Likely
£	Neutral
£	Unlikely
£	Very unlikely

11.	 If we replaced the newsletter with short monthly 
emails, would you find that more interesting?

£	Very likely
£	Likely
£	Neutral
£	Unlikely
£	Very unlikely

12.	Do you have any additional comments or sugges-
tions to improve the newsletter? (Open response)

Thank you for taking the time to 
complete this survey. Your feedback 
is valuable in helping us improve the 

newsletter and our organization.


