
A Bread Famine
by John Muir from My First Summer in the Sierra

John Muir was a famous naturalist who would later organize the Sierra Club as a conservation organization.
Prior to his fame, Muir went to California and was hired for the summer to travel with shepherds and their
flock to pasture in the Sierra Nevada mountains. He kepy a diary of his trip. In this passage from the diary,
the flock owner has not arrived with new supplies, and the group has nothing to eat but mutton.

---------------------------------------

July 6, 1869

Mr. Delaney has not arrived, and the bread famine is sore. We must eat mutton a while longer, though it
seems hard to get accustomed to it. I have heard of Texas pioneers living without bread or anything made
from the cereals for months without suffering, using the breast-meat of wild turkeys for bread. Of this kind
they had plenty in the good old days when life, though considered less safe, was fussed over the less. The
trappers and fur traders of early days in the Rocky Mountain regions lived on bison and beaver meat for
months. Salmon-eaters, too, there are among both Indians and whites who seem to suffer little or not at all
from the want of bread. Just at this moment mutton seems the least desirable of food, though of good
quality. We pick out the leanest bits, and down they go against heavy disgust, causing nausea and an effort
to reject the offensive stuff. Tea makes matters worse, if possible. The stomach begins to assert itself as an
independent creature with a will of its own. We should boil lupine leaves, clover, starchy petioles, and
saxifrage rootstocks like the Indians. We try to ignore our gastric troubles, rise and gaze about us, turn our
eyes to the mountains, and climb doggedly up through brush and rocks into the heart of the scenery. A
stifled calm comes on, and the day's duties and even enjoyments are languidly got through with. We chew
a few leaves of ceanothus by way of luncheon, and smell or chew the spicy monardella for the dull
headache and stomach-ache that now lightens, now comes muffling down upon us and into us like fog. At
night more mutton, flesh to flesh, down with it, not too much, and there are the stars shining through the
cedar plumes and branches above our beds.
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Questions

1. What are two examples Muir gives of people who have gone without bread or grain products for
extended periods of time?

2.  What is mutton?

3. Muir uses personification to explain his his stomach feels. Give the quotation from the passage where he
uses this personification and explain its meaning.

4. What does languidly mean here: “A stifled calm comes on, and the day's duties and even enjoyments are
languidly got through with”?
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 Vocabulary List

Each of the vocabulary words below are used in the reading passage. As you read the passage, pay
attention to context clues that suggest the word’s meaning.

1. Famine

2. Accustomed

3. Desirable

4. Offensive

5. Gastric

6. Doggedly

7. Stifled
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 Context Clues

Using context clues from the sentences in the passage, underline the correct meaning of the word in
boldface.

1. “Mr. Delaney has not arrived, and the bread  famine is sore.”

a. supply      b. order      c. loaf      d. shortage

2. “We must eat mutton a while longer, though it seems hard to get  accustomed to it.”

a. sickened      b. adapted      c. connected      d. averted

3. “Just at this moment mutton seems the least  desirable of food, though of good quality.”

a. enjoyable      b. unworthy      c. healthy       d. disgusting

4. “We pick out the leanest bits, and down they go against heavy disgust, causing nausea and an effort to
reject the  offensive stuff.”

a. overly salty      b. bitter      c. rancid      d. unpleasant

5. “We try to ignore our  gastric troubles, rise and gaze about us, turn our eyes to the mountains…”

a. stomach      b. food       c. physical      d. emotional

6. “…and climb  doggedly up through brush and rocks into the heart of the scenery.”

a. like a dog      b. slowly      c. quickly      d. with determination

7. “A  stifled calm comes on, and the day's duties and even enjoyments are languidly got through with.”

a. surprising      b. expected      c. overwhelming      d. smothered
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