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DEFINITIONS 
 

What is a "cultural landscape"? 

 
The following document is based on concepts and techniques developed by the National Park 

Service. The NPS has produced a series of manuals for identifying, describing, and maintaining 

culturally significant landscapes within the national park system.
1
 

 
The National Park Service defines a cultural landscape as 

 
éa geographic area, including both cultural and natural resources and the wildlife or 

domestic animals therein[,] associated with a historic event, activity, or person, or [one] 

that exhibits other cultural or aesthetic values.
2
 

 
In 1925, geographer Carl Sauer (1889-1975) summarized the process that creates cultural 

landscapes: ñCulture is the agent, the natural area is the medium, the cultural landscape the 

result.ò
 3
 Similarly, the writer J. B. Jackson (1909-1996) looked upon the landscape as a 

composition of spaces made or modified by humans ñto serve as infrastructure or background for 

our collective existence.ò
4
  

 

What is a "cultural l andscape inventory"?
5
 

 
This cultural landscape inventory for John Muir Park is one of eight such studies produced for the 

UW-Madison Cultural Landscape Resource Plan. Each inventory defines the boundaries of a 

distinct cultural landscape on campus, summarizes its history, describes its current condition, 

assesses its integrity, and makes recommendations about its treatment. In addition to these eight 

cultural landscape inventories, two companion documents round out the resource plan; they cover 

the archaeology and overall history of the campus. This collection of documents is collectively 

entitled, ñCultural Landscape Report for the University of Wisconsin-Madison.ò Within the 

national park system, a cultural landscape report (CLR) serves as the primary guide to the 

treatment and use of a cultural landscape. 

 

Overleaf: Muir Knoll dedication, 1918. Judge Milton Seward Griswold is the speaker at the 

podium. The bronze bust of Muir was sculpted by C.S. Pietro, and dedicated in1916 (also figure 

6). 

                                                 
1
 The most recent and comprehensive of these publications is A Guide to Cultural Landscape Reports: 

Contents, Process, and Techniques, published in 1998. Its lead author, Robert R. Page, is director of the 

Olmsted Center for Landscape Studies, based at the Frederick Law Olmsted National Historic Site in 

Charlestown, MA: http://www.nps.gov/oclp  
2
 U. S. Department of the Interior, National Park Service, A Guide to Cultural Landscape Reports: 

Contents, Process, and Techniques, by Robert R. Page, Cathy A. Gilbert, and Susan A. Dolan 

(Washington: 1998), 129. 
3
 Carl Sauer, ñThe Morphology of Landscape,ò in Land and Life: A Selection from the Writings of Carl 

Ortwin Sauer, ed. John Leighly (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1969), 343. 
4
 John Brinckerhoff Jackson, Discovering the Vernacular Landscape (New Haven, CT: Yale University 

Press, 1984), 8. 
5
 The term "cultural landscape inventory" is not to be confused with the NPS Cultural Landscapes 

Inventory, a computerized database of cultural landscapes within the national park system. 

http://www.nps.gov/oclp
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NATIONAL REGISTER CRITERIA 
 

The U.S. Congress created the National Register of Historic Places in 1966, launching an 

ongoing census of historic properties. To be eligible for the National Register, a property 

must meet specific requirements. First and foremost, an eligible landscape must have 

significance:  in American history, in architecture (including landscape architecture and 

planning), in archaeology, in engineering, or to specific cultures.  

 

Understanding the historic context in which a landscape developed is key to determining 

its significance. To qualify for the National Register, a cultural landscape must be shown 

to be significant according to one or more of the four Criteria for Evaluation: 

 

A. Associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the 

broad patterns of our history, or 

B.  Associated with the lives of persons significant in our past, or 

C.  Embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or method of 

construction, or that represents the work of a master, or that possesses 

high artistic values, or that represents a significant and distinguishable 

entity whose components may lack individual distinction; or 

D.  Has yielded, or may be likely to yield, information important to 

archaeological or historical knowledge. 

 

Properties listed on the National Register of Historic Places are primarily of state or local 

significance. Nationally significant propertiesðsuch as UW-Madisonôs Dairy Barnð

may be designated National Historic Landmarks (NHL) by the Secretary of the Interior. 

NHLs also are listed on the National Register. 
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GENERAL INFORMATION 
 

Inventory unit name: John Muir Park 

 

Current name: John Muir Park, Muir Knoll, Muir Woods 

Historic names: Bascom Woods, Storytellerôs Hill,
6
 Black Hawk Knoll

7
 

National Register status: John Muir Park is part of the Bascom Hill Historic District, 

which was entered on the National Register of Historic Places in 1974.  

 
TABLE  1: KEY TO PLACE NAMES  

Extant features 

Official name
8
 Location Other or former name(s) 

47 DA-1208, Archaeological 

Site Inventory (ASI) 

Muir Knoll  Muir Knoll, workshop site 

Arthur D. Hasler Laboratory 

of Limnology 

680 N. Park St. Hydrobiology Laboratory, 

Limnology Laboratory 

Black Hawk Knoll Site of Carillon 

Tower 

Name no longer in common usage 

Carillon Tower 1160 Observatory Dr.  

Helen C. White Hall 600 N. Park St. Undergraduate library  

Howard Temin  

Lakeshore Path 

Parallels shore  

of Lake Mendota 

Lakeshore path, Loverôs Lane 

(eastern segment of path) 

John Muir Park  Bascom Woods, Muir Woods, 

University Woods 

Muir Knoll  Storytellerôs Hill 

Water Science and 

Engineering Laboratory 

660 N. Park St. Hydraulic Laboratory, Hydraulic and 

Sanitary Laboratory 

William H. Sewell Social 

Sciences Building 

1180 Observatory Dr. Economics-Sociology-Anthropology 

Building, Social Studies, Social 

Science, Social Sciences Building 

 

                                                 
6
 Charles E. Brown, Campus Landmarks; Prepared for the Use of Students, University of Wisconsin 

Summer Session (Madison: Wisconsin State Historical Museum, 1926), 5; John Hunter, ñFamed locust may 

yet be lasting memorial to Muir,ò Madison Capital Times, 16 October 1953.   
7
The hill at the western end of Muir Woods, just outside the proposed boundaries of the John Muir Park 

cultural landscape, formerly was called Black Hawk Knoll. The class of 1888 dedicated a memorial to 

Black Hawk on the knoll in June 1913. Reports on the construction of the Carillon Tower in 1934-35 

identify the site as Black Hawk Knoll. The name continued to be used as late as 1950.  
8
 As listed on Facility Name Registry, Space Management Office, University of Wisconsin-Madison: 

http://www2.fpm.wisc.edu/smo/  (accessed May 2009) 

http://www2.fpm.wisc.edu/smo/
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Non-extant features 

Name                                                                     Status 

Class of 1961 terrace Demolished 2009 

Ski slide (wood) Built 1919, burned 1930 

Ski slide (steel) Built 1932, relocated to Hoyt Park 1957 

John Muir Locust Designated 1919, cut 1953 

Water Reservoir Demolished 2009 

 
Commemorative objects

9
 

Name Location 

Academic Staff rustic bench Along trail between Muir Knoll overlook and 

lakeshore path, installed 2008 

Anderson boulder Western edge, Muir Knoll  overlook 

Bascom Hill Historic District marker: 

ñNatural Wondersò (honoring Muir) 

Near sidewalk leading to overlook; marker 

installed 2001 

Black Hawk boulder Eastern edge, Social Sciences Building plaza
10

 

Brittingham rune stone South of Muir Knoll overlook 

Brittingham plaque Next to Brittingham rune stone 

Class memorials, aka ñtombstonesò 

(Class of 1889, 1891, 1893, 1897, 

1899, 1905) 

Along northern edge of Observatory Drive 

Minji Kim bench Along sidewalk leading to overlook; memorial 

Minji Kim, student 

Muir Knoll boulder John Muir Park; northeast of North Hall 

Robert E. Gard Storytellerôs Circle Muir Knoll overlook, dedicated 2010 

 

 

                                                 
9
 Daniel Einstein, ñUW Commemorative Objects, version 9, February 2010ò (Facilities Planning and 

Management, UW-Madison). 
10

 Although the Black Hawk boulder lies just outside the proposed boundary of the John Muir Park historic 

landscape, itôs included on this list due to its historical significance, proximity to the park, and status as a 

class gift (donated by the Class of 1888; dedicated June 1913). 
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Location Map: 

 

Figure 1: Location of John Muir Park  on campus, 2004. 

 

 

Figure 2: Component landscapes of the Bascom Hill Historic District. 
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Existing boundary description: The National Register nomination for the Bascom Hill 

Historic District (which includes John Muir Park) does not provide a written boundary 

description. However, a drawing in Appendix A of the nomination shows the boundary 

indicated in figures 1 and 2.
11

 The nomination indicates that the John Muir Park site 

contains seven acres of land. A proposed boundary description is provided below and 

illustrated in figure 3. 

 

Proposed boundary description: The proposed boundary of the John Muir Park historic 

landscape encompasses the entire wooded area that lies north of Observatory Drive 

between Charter Street and Helen C. White Hall, and south of the Howard Temin 

Lakeshore Path, the Arthur D. Hasler Laboratory of Limnology, the Water Science and 

Engineering Laboratory, and the parking lot and driveways associated with these 

buildings (figure 3). This area is roughly 0.7 acres larger than that indicated in the 

National Register nomination, resulting in a total area of approximately 7.7 acres.

                                                 
11

 State Historical Society of Wisconsin, "Bascom Hill Historic District," National Register of Historic 

Places Inventory-Nomination form, prepared by Jeffery M. Dean, 1974. 
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Figure 3: Proposed boundary of the John Muir Park Historic L andscape, 2005. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Aerial v iew after construction of Social Sciences Building, 1964. 
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CHRONOLOGY: 
 

12,000 B.P-present: Native American  

¶ For at least 14,000 years Native Nations have lived in the area that we now 

refer to as the main university campus. Ancient cultural materials, including 

projectile points, ceramics and burial mounds attest to this long occupation. 

An ancient workshop site (ASI 47 DA-1208) is located on Muir Knoll. 

1830s-1850s: Early European Settlement 

¶ Wild berries gathered from bushes on slopes. 

1861-1863: John Muir on the University Campus 

¶ Feb. 1861: John Muir takes up residence in North Hall. 

¶ Spring 1861: Muir has his first informal lesson in botany beneath a black 

locust near North Hall. 

¶ 1863: Muir departs the University of Wisconsin for the ñUniversity of the 
Wilderness.ò 

1860s ï 1920s: University Woods 

¶ The wooded slope northwest of North Hall is used for firewood gathering, 

recreation, and outdoor instruction. 

¶ 1914: Water reservoir constructed for use by Hydraulic Laboratory; parapet 

walls designed to create student gathering place. 

1918 ïpresent: Muir Knoll  

¶ 1918: Muir Knoll designated as a memorial to John Muir; red granite ñMuir 
Knoll boulderò placed. 

¶ 1919-1955: Wooden ski jump (replaced by steel in 1932) constructed from 

Muir Knoll down to Lake Mendota; ski jump tournaments held on site. 

¶ 1940: 800 black locust trees planted on the knoll to help prevent erosion. 

¶ 1941-45: Muir Knoll and ski jump used for military training exercises. 

1920s-present  Bascom Woods 

¶ In  1920, the main administrative building on campus, named Main Hall or 

University Hall, was given the new name of Bascom Hall.  In the following 

years the wooded area to the north of the building gradually took on the 

informal name of Bascom Woods. 

¶ Class memorials markers are moved to an area adjacent to Observatory Drive, 

near Muir Knoll, formererly located around Bascom Hall.   

1958 ï present: John Muir Park 

¶ 1958-66: Construction of Social Sciences Building destroys one-third of 

Bascom Woods.  In response to faculty protests regarding the loss of the 

woods, the administration agrees to protect the remaining natural area from 

future development.   

¶ 1962: Three-level terrace constructed with funds from Class of 1961. 

¶ 1964: Seven-acre ñJohn Muir Parkò officially dedicated as a natural botanical 

laboratory not to be disturbed by future university development. 

¶ 2009: Water reservoir and Muir Knoll overlook demolished.  Former Class of 

1961 terrace replaced with the Robert E. Gard Storytellers Circle, a stone 
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seating area.  The concrete debris from the demolitions was buried in the 

cavity formed by the former reservoir.  2010: Dedication of Robert E. Gard 

Storytellers Circle, September 24. 



University of Wisconsin-Madison       

Cultural Landscape Inventory                                                      

 

 
John Muir Park  (rev. 2015)                                                                                       Page 14 of 55 

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 
 

Cultural landscape type: Historic site 

Current use/function: Overlook, passive recreation, woodland preservation, 

commemoration of individuals and classes 

Historical functions: Ski jump (recreation), outdoor laboratory for learning, ROTC 

training, natural area, site of water reservoir for Hydraulics Laboratory, commemoration, 

National Geodetic Survey station (Wisconsin OM 1102) 

 
 

Historical  significance  
John Muir Park is a portion of the Bascom Hill Historic District, which is listed on the 

National Register of Historic Places for its significance according to Criterion A
12

 as the: 
 

émost historic cluster of institutional buildings in Wisconsin. Even beyond this 

it is a sensitive mix of urban and natural spaces comprising a memorable and 

coherent whole significant in itself. The buildings themselves are of major 

statewide significance, but together in their interrelationships and their relation to 

óCollege Hillô and Madisonôs natural environment they become part of the 

greater identity that is the Bascom Hill Historic District.
13

 

 

The nomination describes John Muir Park as a: 

 
éseven-acre wooded area, formerly known as Bascom Woods, [that]was named 

in honor of naturalist John Muir by the regents in 1959. A three-level overlook 

surveying the waters of Lake Mendota was constructed on the parkôs knoll in 

1962. Official dedication of the park as a laboratory for the study of plants and 

animals took place in 1964. At the dedication, botany professor Grant Cottam 

described the park as ñone of natureôs history booksé. We have here a living 

document that serves as a primer for those students just beginning to read biology 

and as a technical encyclopedia for the more knowledgeable.ò Muir Knoll, 

formerly a campus ski jump, is marked by a red boulder dedicated to Muir in 

1918.
14

  

 

In addition to its significance according to Criterion A, John Muir Park is potentially 

significant according to Criterion B for its association with John Muir. The site 

commemorates Muirôs ties to the campus. "No University, it seemed to me, could be 

more admirably situated," Muir recalled shortly before his death. As Muir "sauntered 

about" the campus, he was "charmed with its fine lawns and trees and beautiful lakes."
15

 

While living in North Hall, Muir received his first informal botany lesson under a black 

locust tree near the knoll. He eventually left the University of Wisconsin for the 

                                                 
12

 See box, ñNational Register Criteria,ò p. 7. 
13

 Statement of significance, ñBascom Hill Historic District.ò 
14

 Ibid. 
15

 John Muir, The Story of My Boyhood and Youth (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1913; San Francisco, 

Sierra Club, 1989), 160. 
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ñUniversity of the Wilderness.ò
16

 Later, Muir went on to foster the national park system 

and the Sierra Club. Additionally, John Muir Park is significant for providing recreation 

and outdoor education opportunities. Today, it continues to serve as an outdoor 

laboratory for students at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. 

 

John Muir Park also is potentially significant according to Criterion D. Native American 

burial mounds were present between North Hall and Lake Mendota before the area was 

developed. Although above-ground features are no longer extant, archaeological deposits 

have been documented in the area. It is possible that other archaeological resources have 

remained intact.
17

  

 

Periods of significance 
The period of significance for the Bascom Hill Historic District is 1851ï1969. Significant 

dates/periods in the history of John Muir Park include: 1861ï1863, when John Muir lived 

and studied on campus; the dedication of Muir Knoll in 1918; the designation of Muir 

Woods in 1959; and the dedication of John Muir Park in 1964.  

                                                 
16

 Ibid. 
17

 Wisconsin Historical Society, Office of the State Archaeologist, A Phase I Archaeological Survey of 

Muir Knoll, University of Wisconsin-Madison, Dane County, Wisconsin (Madison: State Archaeologist, 

2003), 5. 
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LANDSCAPE HISTORY 
 

John Muir (1838-1914) 
John Muir was born in Dunbar, Scotland, on April  21, 1838 (figure 5). While still a 

young boy, he showed an interest in the natural beauty and wildlife of the surrounding 

countryside. In 1849, when Muir was eleven years old, he and his family emigrated to the 

United States to establish a farm in Marquette County, Wisconsin. During Muirôs early 

years in America, intense manual labor was required of all the family members for 

survival. Although Muir worked hard on the family farm, he also arose early in the 

morning to study, before tackling his chores.
18

   

 

In addition to studying, Muir enjoyed inventing. At the urging of a neighbor, Muir took 

several of his inventions to the state fair (held at what is now Camp Randall on the 

University of Wisconsin-Madison campus) for exhibition in September 1860. His 

inventions were well received by the press and he was offered a job in a small machine 

and foundry shop in Prairie du Chien. Within a few months, however, Muir moved to 

Madison and began to dream about a life at the University of Wisconsin. Later, Muir 

recalls, ñI was desperately hungry and thirsty for knowledge and willing to endure 

anything to get it.ò
19

 

 

 

Figure 5: John Muir, 1863. 

                                                 
18

 Muir, Story of My Boyhood, 138 ff. 
19

Ibid, 153. 
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Muir at the University of Wisconsin, 1861-1863
20

 

Muir was able to enroll in the second term of the 1860-61 academic year, beginning in 

February 1861. Initially he was assigned to the preparatory department, but he was 

quickly transferred into the regular academic program once he demonstrated proficiency 

in basic subjects. He received his first informal lesson in botany under a black locust tree 

near the steps of North Hall f rom Milton S. Griswold, a classmate, probably in the spring 

of 1861. Muir was ñcharmedò by the lesson and went: 
 

éflying to the woods and meadows in wild enthusiasméI wandered away at 

every opportunity, making long excursions round the lakes, gathering specimens 

and keeping them fresh in a bucket in my room to study at night after my regular 

classes were learned; for my eyes never closed on the plant glory I had seen.
21

 
 

John Muir left the university in 1863. He became one of the most famous naturalists in 

the United States, co-founding the Sierra Club and playing a major role in the 

establishment of the national park system. He wrote of leaving Madison:   
 

From the top of a high hill on the north side of Lake Mendota I gained a last 

wistful, lingering view of the beautiful University grounds and buildings where I 

had spent so many hungry and happy and hopeful days. There with streaming 

eyes I bade my blessed Alma Mater farewell. But I was only leaving one 

University for another, the Wisconsin University for the University of the 

Wilderness.
22

 
 

In 1897, the regents recognized Muirôs achievements by conferring an honorary doctor of 

laws degree upon him.
23

 

                                                 
20

 The dates for Muirôs residency on campus have been reported in numerous articles and biographies.  

Frequently these dates conflict with each other.  Muir did not help matters with his composite  recollections 

in his autobiography, where he casually lumps experiences in a manner not supported by university records 

or his letters from this period.  A review of records in the UW Archives in 2013 indicates that Muir spent a 

total of six terms on campus during the period February 1861-June 1863. During this time the university 

moved from an academic year of two 38-week terms to three 13-week terms. His 85 weeks of academic 

attendance are equal to 2.6 years in the current university calendar. 
21

  Muir, Story of My Boyhood, 157-158.
 

22
  Ibid, 159-160. 

23
 Record of the meetings of the Regents of the University of Wisconsin, 1848-1971, University of 

Wisconsin-Madison Archives; Series 1/1/1, Vol. E. 23 June 1897. 
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Dedication of Muir Knoll  
Professor Julius E. Olson, long-time coordinator of the universityôs commencement 

activities, originally asked the regents to consider naming the knoll near North Hall the 

ñMuir Knoll.ò Olson offered to arrange for a ceremony on Alumni Day. Muir Knoll was 

officially dedicated on June 18, 1918. Dr. Charles H. Vilas delivered the dedication 

address. Judge Milton S. Griswold and Muirôs North Hall roommate, Charles E. Vroman, 

also spoke (figure 6).
24

 

 

In June 1919, the annual alumni ñzigzag paradeò ended on Muir Knoll, where Prof. Olson 

asked the assembled party to decide which of several trees on the hill was to be 

designated the ñJohn Muir Locust.ò The group ñunanimously found that the locust tree 

nearest North Hall was the one to which John Muir refers in his writings,ò and authorized 

Olson ñto have the same suitably marked.ò
25

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Muir Knoll dedication, 1918. Judge Milton Seward Griswold is the speaker at the 

podium. The bronze bust of Muir was sculpted by C.S. Pietro, and dedicated in 1916. 

 

                                                 
24

Record of the meetings of the Regents of the University of Wisconsin, 1848-1971, University of 

Wisconsin-Madison Archives; Series1/1/1, Vol. J, 17 April 1918;  ñThe Committee on Public Functions,ò 

Wisconsin Alumni Magazine 19, (August 1918), 246-249. 
25

 ñVictory commencement,ò Wisconsin Alumni Magazine 20 (August 1919): 273-74.  












































































