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By Ken Haigh  ■  Photographed by Mike Davis except where noted

I
n 1998, the publication of five letters found in the meaford museum caused quite 
a stir. The letters were addressed to members of the Trout family, who had once owned a 
local sawmill. What made the letters exciting was that their author was the famed American 
conservationist, John Muir. People knew Muir had a Meaford connection, but beyond that, much 

was speculation. The rediscovery of the letters led to an outburst of Muir- centred activity and 
research, and to one lasting legacy: Trout Hollow Trail, a 15-km loop following the banks of the Bighead 
River, visiting the place where Muir lived and worked during his two-year sojourn in Canada.  �

� Walk Trout Hollow Trail from Beautiful Joe Park in Meaford along the north bank of Bighead River.

spring 2015  •  Niagara Escarpment Views  19



Muir was only 26 when 
he left the United States for 
Canada on March 1, 1864. He 
had no idea what he was going 
to do with his life. Before 
his departure, he had been 
studying at the University of 
Wisconsin, but had run out 
of money before finishing 
his degree. Most biographers 
assume that Muir, a pacifist, 
left the States to avoid being 
drafted into the Union Army 
during the Civil War. Muir’s 
younger brother, Dan, had 
already skipped over the 
border and urged Muir to 
follow his example. In a letter 
written to his friend Jeanne 
Carr, Muir speculated about 
his future: he might study 
medicine, he might return to 
his ancestral home in Scotland, 
he might “invent useful 
machinery” or he might study 
nature like his hero, the South 
American explorer Alexander 
von Humboldt. What he 
did not want to do was to 
return to the family farm in 
Wisconsin where his sternly 
religious father had worked 
him like a slave. Fame as an 
author and environmentalist, 

as the founder of the 
Sierra Club, and as the 
father of the American 
national parks system all 
lay in the distant future. 

Rare Calypso Orchid 
Muir spent the first few 
months in Canada roaming 
on foot, collecting botanical 
specimens. He visited Niagara 
Falls, spent a sleepless night 
in a clearing north of Lake 
Erie surrounded by wolves, 
and was even mistaken for a 
deserter from the British Army 
and arrested. Somewhere in 
Holland Marsh, he discovered 
a rare Calypso orchid, and 
wrote to a former college 
professor about the experience. 
That letter, printed in the 
Boston Recorder, became 
his first published work.

Eventually, as spring passed 
into summer and winter 
drew on, Muir joined his 
brother in Meaford, where 
Dan had found a job working 
for William Trout and his 
partner Charles Jay in a saw 
mill producing broom and 
rake handles. The mill was 
located just upstream from 

the town in Trout Hollow. 
The Muir brothers lived a 
bachelor existence in a small 
cabin close to the mill, which 
they shared with Trout, Jay, 
and William Trout’s younger 
brother, Peter. William, at 
30, was the oldest of the crew. 
Later, in a family history, 
William wrote that the little 
cabin became a university 
in the wilderness, where the 
elder Muir led far-reaching 
discussions on topics like 
philosophy, religion, and 
natural history. The boys were 
frequently joined by William 
Trout’s sisters, Harriet and 
Mary. One of the recently 
discovered letters hinted at a 
romantic attachment between 

“Hattie” and Muir. In the 
spring of 1865, the partners 
offered Muir a contract to 
produce 12,000 rakes and 
30,000 broom handles, giving 
him a free hand to re-organize 
the production process. Their 
confidence was not misplaced, 
for Muir, who had a talent 
for mechanical things, soon 
had the mill turning out 
rake and broom handles 
at twice the original rate.

What had Muir thought 
of Canada? Letters to his 
sister are lighthearted. “We 
all live happily together,” he 
wrote, referring to his new 
circle as “our family.” On 
his days off, he roamed the 
Niagara Escarpment seeking 
new botanical specimens. 
He wasn’t always pleased 
with what he saw. The Civil 
War had raised the price 
for Canadian grain, and 
settlers were busy clearing 
land as fast as they could to 
cash in on the bonanza. “So 
many acres chopped is their 
motto,” he wrote to Jeanne 
Carr, “so they grub away 
amid the magnificent forest 
trees, black as demons.” The 
felled trees were not used, just 
burned. The activity was so 
intense that smoke blackened 
the sky above Meaford for 
a whole month in 1865.

The Civil War came to an 
end, and Dan returned home, 
but John lingered. His work at 
the mill was progressing well, 
and he was expecting a good 
return. But then on the night 
of February 21, 1866, disaster 
struck. The mill caught fire, 
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� Photo of John Muir by Carleton Watkins, circa 1875. 
University of the Pacific digital collections, courtesy Wikipedia.

� Trout Hollow Trail commemorates John Muir’s time in Meaford.



Muir spent the first few months in 
Canada roaming on foot, collecting 
botanical specimens. He visited 
Niagara Falls, spent a sleepless 
night in a clearing north of Lake 
Erie surrounded by wolves, and 
was even mistaken for a deserter 
from the British Army.

and all of his work, including 
the unsold tool handles, went 
up in smoke. Uninsured, the 
partners had no way to pay 
Muir for his work. Muir 
decided to return to the 
United States, accepting an 
IOU in lieu of payment. Years 
later, his fortunes restored, 
William Trout was able to 
repay his debt to Muir. The 
letters in the Meaford Museum 
show that Muir never bore 
a grudge towards Trout and 

Jay, and relations remained 
quite cordial. In fact, it’s safe 
to say that the time spent in 
Canada did the young Muir 
a lot of good. He escaped 
his father’s tyranny, had an 
opportunity to socialize with 
a group of amiable people 
his own age—perhaps even 
fall in love—and was given 
the responsibility of running 
an industrial operation, 
which must have helped his 
self-confidence no end.
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� A rare Calypso orchid, first noticed by John Muir. This was photographed in 
Bruce Peninsula National Park by Matt MacGillivray. Used with permission.
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� An interpretive sign 
at Epping Lookout, 
developed by The 
Canadian Friends of 
John Muir, provides 
highlights of Muir’s 
explorations of the 
Niagara Escarpment.

� A plaque honours John Muir at the Epping Lookout onto Beaver Valley.



John Muir on Nature
Man must be made conscious of his origin 
as a child of Nature.

Everybody 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.

None of Nature’s landscapes are ugly 
 so long as they are wild.

Only by going alone in silence, without 
baggage, can one truly get into the heart 
of the wilderness.

When one is alone at night in the depths of 
these woods, the stillness is at once awful 
and sublime. Every leaf seems to speak.

These quotations and many more by Muir, are at 
the Sierra Club’s site sierraclub.org.

Trout Hollow Trail

Today, if you come to Meaford you 
will find that the town Muir knew 
has grown fivefold, but it still 
retains its small town charm. Trout 
Hollow has reverted back to the 
forest, but if you wish to retrace 
Muir’s footsteps, park your car at 
Beautiful Joe Park and follow the 
Trout Hollow Trail along the north 
bank of the Bighead River. After 
a few km, you will reach Trout 
Hollow. The mill and cabin are 
gone, but you can still trace the 
path of the millrace through the 
undergrowth. Pause for a moment. 
Maybe the spirit of John Muir 
will whisper in your ear: “Of all 
the paths you take in life, make 
sure a few of them are dirt.” NEV

Ken Haigh author of Under the 
Holy Lake: A Memoir of Eastern 
Bhutan, previously wrote “Meaford’s 
Beautiful Joe Park: A Place for Joe” 
for Winter 2013–14.
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� John Muir’s brief residence in the area has made him 
a “man of Meaford.”

� The Epping-John Muir Lookout on County Rd. 7 in Grey County 
is a picnic area owned by Grey Sauble Conservation Authority 
with a vast view of Beaver Valley.


