
NTI DAY 4 
INSTRUCTIONS: READ THE PASSAGE AND ANSWER THE QUESTIONS THAT 
FOLLOW. 

Stickeen 

 

by John Muir from Stickeen 

Naturalist John Muir went to Alaska in 1879 to explore the area. He was joined by Rev. 
Young who had a small black dog named Stickeen. Stickeen was a quiet, independent, and 
intelligent dog.  
 
Early one morning Muir went to explore a nearby glacier. Stickeen followed him, and 
together they went upon the glacier. Later, Muir discovered that they were caught between 
two very deep cracks, called crevasses, in the glacier. They only way across was a very thin 
sliver of ice that bridged one of the crevasse. Muir made a path across the "bridge" and got 
to the other side. As this passage starts, Muir is encouraging Stickeen to cross the bridge. 
 
----------------------------------------------- 
 
But my sermon was far from reassuring him: he began to cry, and after taking another 
piercing look at the tremendous gulf, ran away in desperate excitement, seeking some other 
crossing. By the time he got back, baffled of course, I had made a step or two. I dared not 
look back, but he made himself heard; and when he saw that I was certainly bent on crossing 
he cried aloud in despair. The danger was enough to daunt anybody, but it seems wonderful 
that he should have been able to weigh and appreciate it so justly. No mountaineer could 
have seen it more quickly or judged it more wisely, discriminating between real and apparent 
peril. 
 
When I gained the other side, he screamed louder than ever, and after running back and 
forth in vain search for a way of escape, he would return to the brink of the crevasse above 
the bridge, moaning and wailing as if in the bitterness of death. Could this be the silent, 
philosophic Stickeen? I shouted encouragement, telling him the bridge was not so bad as it 
looked, that I had left it flat and safe for his feet, and he could walk it easily. But he was 
afraid to try. Strange so small an animal should be capable of such big, wise fears. I called 
again and again in a reassuring tone to come on and fear nothing; that he could come if he 
would only try. He would hush for a moment, look down again at the bridge, and shout his 
unshakable conviction that he could never, never come that way; then lie back in despair, as 
if howling, "O-o-oh! what a place! No-o-o, I can never go-o-o down there!" His natural 
composure and courage had vanished utterly in a tumultuous storm of fear. Had the danger 
been less, his distress would have seemed ridiculous. But in this dismal, merciless abyss lay 
the shadow of death, and his heartrending cries might well have called Heaven to his help. 
Perhaps they did. So hidden before, he was now transparent, and one could see the 
workings of his heart and mind like the movements of a clock out of its case. His voice and 
gestures, hopes and fears, were so perfectly human that none could mistake them; while he 
seemed to understand every word of mine. I was troubled at the thought of having to leave 
him out all night, and of the danger of not finding him in the morning. It seemed impossible to 



get him to venture. To compel him to try through fear of being abandoned, I started off as if 
leaving him to his fate, and disappeared back of a hummock; but this did no good; he only 
lay down and moaned in utter hopeless misery. So, after hiding a few minutes, I went back to 
the brink of the crevasse and in a severe tone of voice shouted across to him that now I must 
certainly leave him, I could wait no longer, and that, if he would not come, all I could promise 
was that I would return to seek him next day. I warned him that if he went back to the woods 
the wolves would kill him, and finished by urging him once more by words and gestures to 
come on, come on. 
 
He knew very well what I meant, and at last, with the courage of despair, hushed and 
breathless, he crouched down on the brink in the hollow I had made for my knees, pressed 
his body against the ice as if trying to get the advantage of the friction of every hair, gazed 
into the first step, put his little feet together and slid them slowly, slowly over the edge and 
down into it, bunching all four in it and almost standing on his head. Then, without lifting his 
feet, as well as I could see through the snow, he slowly worked them over the edge of the 
step and down into the next and the next in succession in the same way, and gained the end 
of the bridge. Then, lifting his feet with the regularity and slowness of the vibrations of a 
seconds pendulum, as if counting and measuring one-two-three, holding himself steady 
against the gusty wind, and giving separate attention to each little step, he gained the foot of 
the cliff, while I was on my knees leaning over to give him a lift should he succeed in getting 
within reach of my arm. Here he halted in dead silence, and it was here I feared he might fail, 
for dogs are poor climbers. I had no cord. If I had had one, I would have dropped a noose 
over his head and hauled him up. But while I was thinking whether an available cord might 
be made out of clothing, he was looking keenly into the series of notched steps and finger-
holds I had made, as if counting them, and fixing the position of each one of them in his 
mind. Then suddenly up he came in a springy rush, hooking his paws into the steps and 
notches so quickly that I could not see how it was done, and whizzed past my head, safe at 
last! 
 
And now came a scene! "Well done, well done, little boy! Brave boy!" I cried, trying to catch 
and caress him; but he would not be caught. Never before or since have I seen anything like 
so passionate a revulsion from the depths of despair to exultant, triumphant, uncontrollable 
joy. He flashed and darted hither and thither as if fairly demented, screaming and shouting, 
swirling round and round in giddy loops and circles like a leaf in a whirlwind, lying down, and 
rolling over and over, sidewise and heels over head, and pouring forth a tumultuous flood of 
hysterical cries and sobs and gasping mutterings. When I ran up to him to shake him, fearing 
he might die of joy, he flashed off two or three hundred yards, his feet in a mist of motion; 
then, turning suddenly, came back in a wild rush and launched himself at my face, almost 
knocking me down, all the time screeching and screaming and shouting as if saying, "Saved! 
saved! saved!" Then away again, dropping suddenly at times with his feet in the air, 
trembling and fairly sobbing. Such passionate emotion was enough to kill him. Moses' stately 
song of triumph after escaping the Egyptians and the Red Sea was nothing to it. Who could 
have guessed the capacity of the dull, enduring little fellow for all that most stirs this mortal 
frame? Nobody could have helped crying with him! 
 
Thereafter Stickeen was a changed dog. During the rest of the trip, instead of holding aloof, 
he always lay by my side, tried to keep me constantly in sight, and would hardly accept a 
morsel of food, however tempting, from any hand but mine. At night, when all was quiet 
about the camp-fire, he would come to me and rest his head on my knee with a look of 
devotion as if I were his god. And often as he caught my eye he seemed to be trying to say, 
"Wasn't that an awful time we had together on the glacier?" 



Questions 

 

1. Muir uses personification multiple times in the passage. Give one example of this. 
 
 

2. Muir and Stickeen were definitely in danger. What are three different words Muir uses to 
convey this to the reader. 
 
 

3. Stickeen went from terror to joy. What are three different words Muir uses to describe the 
dog's joy? 
 
 

4. Stickeen changed after the event on the glacier. In one sentence, explain this change.  
 

	
  


