
THE HISTORY OF 

JOHN MUIR HIGH SCHOOL

1926-2021

By Pablo Miralles - Class of 1982
Curator, John Muir High School Alumni Museum

Edited by Michele Zack- Class of 1969
Award-winning writer, journalist, and historian

This history relied heavily on the original “History of John Muir 1926-2002” written by 
John U. Zweers, Bob Barnes and Chuck Malouf. 

Mr. Zweers attended John Muir College, graduating in 1952. He joined the John Muir High faculty 
in 1958 and retired in 1991. Mr. Zweers was the founder of the John Muir High School Alumni 

Museum and passed away in 2004. Mr. Barnes was a student at Muir during its first days as a 
modern-day high school, graduating in 1956. He joined the faculty in 1970, leaving in 1993. Mr. 

Malouf joined the faculty in 1972, retiring after 33 years in 2005. 

Additional information from over 70 interviews recorded for Pablo Miralles’ Documentary 
“Can We All Get Along? The Segregation of John Muir High School” (2019)



FIRST INHABITANTS

In the late 1700s, the Spanish arrived in the region of Southern Califor-
nia that would become known as the West San Gabriel Valley. It was inhabited 
by the Hahanog-na (Hahamongna) tribe of the Tongva people. The native people 
lived in villages scattered along the Arroyo Seco, from the mountain canyons 
down to the Los Angeles River.  In 1771 the Spanish established the San Gabriel 
Mission and began to convert the enslaved Tongvan to Christianity. The mission 
was prosperous, surrounded by orchards, vineyards, and livestock.

When the land passed from Spain to 
Mexico in 1833, the vast lands of California 
were granted to Mexican citizens and divided 
into ranchos. The area that would later become 
Pasadena and Altadena was named the Ran-
cho del Rincon de San Pascual. The last Mex-
ican owner of the 14,000-acre land grant was 
Manuel Garfias who was allowed to keep the property after California became 
a state in 1850. However, over the next three decades, portions of the Rancho 
were sold off to new white settlers, many of whom had recently arrived from the 
American Northwest. Most of these new arrivals had owed their allegiance to the 
Union during the Civil War. Pasadena, and neighboring Altadena, became home 
for a community of former abolitionist activists, these included several children 
of the famed John Brown.

EARLY PASADENA SCHOOLS

Originally a holiday destination, Pasadena was soon planned as a 
“Garden City’’. Its tree lined avenues and lack of heavy industry drew many of 
the region’s and nation’s wealthiest families. Pasadena historically has had a large 
percentage (20%) of school age children attend the many private schools in the 
area. Even with this large social division, the city fathers took pride in creating 
one of the most elite and respected public school systems in the country.  Pasade-
na schools hosted almost all of the neighboring communities including Temple 
City, La Caňada, Sierra Madre and unincorporated Altadena.  

The early Pasadena Unified School District (PUSD) had six years of 
elementary school education, followed by four years of junior high. The Pasadena 
Junior College offered grades 11 and 12 as its “lower division,” and the first two 
years of college, known as grades 13 and 14 (or “upper division”). A bit confusing 
at first, perhaps, was the terminology used by classes: PJC freshmen were what 
we know as high school juniors in this 6-4-4 plan and many students would 
consider their Jr. High diploma enough for entry level and unskilled work.  More 
still would not complete the 11th and 12th grades, opting for the labor market 
or forgoing the 13th and 14th grades and choosing to go to a 4 year college. The 
Pasadena Junior College was so well respected that, a diploma from PJC’s upper 



division was sufficient for automatic admission into Stanford University. 
In the early 20th century, California elected several progressive gov-

ernors and legislators who devised robust public school funding mechanisms 
leading to the creation of the country’s best K-12 and Junior College campuses. 
In addition they made a world-class 4 year State University and UC system, 
ensuring that California would be a leader in public education for generations.

JOHN MUIR AND PASADENA

Scottish born John Muir (April 21, 1838 – December 24, 1914) was 
a renowned naturalist and author. In 1892, he became the first president and 
founding member of the Sierra Club, a group of 
influential Californians, including many from 
Pasadena, who wished to sponsor wilderness 
outings in “the mountain regions of the Pacific 
Coast.” Soon the club became involved in politi-
cal action to further nature conservation. Among 
its first successes was the defeat of efforts to con-
strict the size of Yosemite National Park, which in 
1905 was transferred from state to federal control. 
Due to his advocacy for preserving public lands, 
Muir became known as “John of the Mountains” 
and “Father of the National Parks”.

One of the more popular creations of the Sierra Club in Southern Cal-
ifornia was the renowned Muir Lodge in the foothills of the San Gabriel Moun-
tains near Pasadena, which John Muir visited in 1913. Indeed Muir, much more 
associated with Northern than Southern California, had many close friends and 
associates in the Altadena-Pasadena-South Pasadena area, where he often visited. 

JOHN MUIR JR HIGH & NORTHWEST PASADENA

The same year John Muir 
toured the Muir Lodge, the PUSD 
opened a new Junior High School 
near downtown on Walnut Street 
and named it for him. Muir died 
the following year without ever 
visiting. The ornate classical 
building would suffer severe dam-
age from the 1921 earthquake. 

Rather than rebuild, the school district decided to enlarge the existing McKinley 
Junior HIgh and begin plans for a larger campus just to the north, what would 
become Washington Junior High.



 The early 20th Century was a time of amazing growth in Southern Cal-
ifornia.  Employment was plentiful in the domestic, hospitality, and agriculture 
sectors of the burgeoning economy of early Pasadena.  Immigrants from every 
corner of the United States, Europe, and Asia came to work and enjoy the mild 
climate. 
 Both families from Japan, and Blacks fleeing the Jim Crow South arrived 
at this time. These two ethnicities merged with an existing Mexican population in 
the Pasadena area to create an integrated community unique to this part of Los 
Angeles County. Sandwiched between wealthy mansions lining the Arroyo Seco 
and the hotels and businesses of downtown Pasadena, a “mixed” neighborhood 
gradually evolved, bisected by Fair Oaks Blvd and stretching south of Colorado 
Blvd. up to Altadena’s border. While its southern end evolved more into a busi-
ness and rail district, its upper reaches became known as “Northwest Pasadena.” 
 This “redlined” sliver of Pasadena was not covered by the restrictive 
housing covenants in place in the rest of Pasadena and Altadena, and became 
home to the vast majority of minorities. The few schools that serviced this com-
munity become resource poor and highly segregated over time.

JOHN MUIR TECHNICAL HIGH SCHOOL

 Due to dwindling capacity at PJC and the growth in Northwest Pas-
adena, and neighboring unincorporated Altadena and La Cañada, the PUSD 

planned to build a new Secondary school 
in the area. As was becoming common 
near large Black neighborhoods in 
Southern California (Long Beach Poly 
and Manual Arts in LA), PUSD decided 
the new school would be a “trade school”.  
In the fall of 1926 the new John Muir 
Technical High School was opened fea-
turing state of the art industrial education 
facilities. 

 Led by it’s one and only principal, Rufus Mead, the new school started 
with only grades 11 and 12.  Though focusing on a wide range of trade classes, 
a solid academic program was developed. Mead hired excellent faculty from 
around the country, many with Ivy League credentials. Muir Tech graduated its 
first class in June 1929, just in time for the onset of the worldwide depression, 
which culminated in World War II. In those years, many interested in a college 
education could not afford one. The opportunity to learn a trade at Muir Tech, 
while also acquiring an excellent education, often made the difference between 
poverty and a career. Those wishing to continue their education could transfer to 
PJC upon graduation or enter a four year college.
 John Muir Technical High School adopted as its mascot the Terrier. 
This was a nod to “Stickeen”, a dog that shared some adventures with Muir on an 



Alaskan glacier in one of his most famous semi-autobiographical stories. A won-
derful student made sculpture depicting the “Tech Terrier” stood in the library 
on a pedestal. Today, it resides in the Muir Alumni History Museum. The school 
colors were orange and gray. There were fight songs, yells and an Alma Mater. 
The year that the first class gradu ated, an Alumni Association was formed and 
actively pro moted contact between the graduates and the school, to the great 
benefit of the latter. 
 The school was, despite its relatively small 
size, an athletic powerhouse, producing world-class 
athletes like Jackie Robinson. This athletic excellence 
was matched by academic honors, all while being 
populated by a student body that was as diverse as the 
community that it supported. As the depression came 
to an end, many out of work people returned to college 
to get new skills. This led to an overcrowding at Pas-
adena Junior College.  To answer this need, Pasadena 
decided to create an 11th grade to 14th grade (AA) 
school like the one at PJC at the old Muir Tech campus. 
So despite the success and proven need for John Muir 
Tech nical High School, the powers that be decided to do away with it.  The last 
class of Tech Terriers graduated in June 1938. 
       

PASADENA JUNIOR COLLEGE -  WEST CAMPUS

 John Muir Technical High School was renamed Pasadena Junior College 
- West Campus.  Gone were the colors and mascot, replaced by those of Pasadena 
Junior College. Fac ulty consolidation meant a break-up of the Muir community 
of educators and administrators. Rufus Mead became “Assistant Principal” to PJC 
President Dr. John Wesley Harbeson. While Harbeson had two pages in the PJC 
yearbook, there was no mention of Mead. No faculty list was printed and there 
was no index — the school was demoted to second-class status.
 World War II officially started on September 1st, 1939. While the Unit-
ed States of America was not directly involved, recruitment went into effect. With 
the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7th, 1941, male enrollment in 
Pasadena Junior College’s upper division declined to the point that there was no 
need for the “West Campus” on the old Muir Tech site. In 1942 the school was 
closed and transferred to the military.

Jackie Robinson Class of 1936



WW2 - US ARMY - TRAINING SCHOOL

 During the war, the United States Army moved onto the Muir campus 
and used the science classrooms and laboratories to train men as medical techni-
cians. The military expanded capacity with quick-build wooden buildings. They 
also brought simple, but sturdy, wooden desks and chairs. When the army moved 
out, the buildings and furniture were left behind. Briefly at the end of the war, 
the California Institute of Tech nology and nearby Jet Propulsion Laboratory had 
some projects taking place on the campus. However, by V-J Day, the campus was 
basically aban doned, again. 
 As the war progressed, thousands of young men and women poured 
into Southern California for military training and work in defence facilities. En-
thralled with the climate (already polluted by smog), open-air style of living, and 
the glamour of near by Hollywood, a sizable percentage of the new arrivals opted 
to make Southern California their new home. Many of these men and women 
sought to finish their interrupted educations, or to set their sites higher with 
the help of the new GI Bill. Add in returning local veterans and graduating high 
schoolers, and PJC was overcrowded. There were too many students and too few 
classrooms. Desperate for a solution, school officials turned to the abandoned 
Lincoln Avenue facility. PUSD selected Dr. Archie Turrell for the job of principal, 
and renamed the campus John Muir College.

JOHN MUIR COLLEGE

 John Muir College opened in September 1946 on a neglected site with 
run-down facilities. The U.S. Army buildings became major assets and housed 
numerous classrooms, though many were in need of repair. These “temporary” 
structures would last well into the 1980’s. Military furniture, desks and the like 
were still in use at the turn of the 21st Century. It was reported that faculty was 
forced to beg for textbooks and equipment from PJC. Working together, faculty 
and students came up fast with new school yells, Alma Mater, fight song, college 
colors (blue and gold), and all of the other things needed to establish school 
morale and spirit. John Muir College’s new emblem became the Mustang.
 Like Rufus Mead before him, Dr. Turrell selected his faculty with care. 
Eight years had passed since Tech had closed; nothing remained of the Terrier 
traditions, emotional associations, or school spirit. Many local students gravitat-
ed, naturally and understandably, to the larger and more established PJC. After 
all, when the military had taken over, the students attending the campus were 
Bulldogs and the colors were red and white. As with PJC, John Muir College 
(JMC) would offer a lower division (11th and 12th grade) and an upper division 
(13th and 14th grade).
 A fierce rivalry between the two colleges in Pasadena was immediately 
created. All understood that it was “us” vs “them”; with Muir being re garded as 
“the second JC”, the lesser of the two schools. It is not clear how much of this 



perception was based on the fact that Muir was, 
again, the school serving the minority communi-
ties of NW Pasadena. But it is true that this opin-
ion would persist for years longer than the college 
itself. Nowhere was this rivalry on better display 
than the annual football game between the two 
Pasadena Colleges, played at the world-famous 
Rose Bowl. Taking place every Thanksgiving 
and featuring a ‘Victory Bell”, the game became 
known as the Turkey Tussle and would attract 
tens of thousands of spectators cheering for each 
side.
 Pasadena, like all of America, was segre-
gated in this post-war period of great demograph-
ic change and economic growth. With the exception of a few elementary schools 
and Washington Jr. High on the west side, the public schools in Pasadena were 
overwhelmingly white. Japanese Americans, most of whom had only recently 
been released from the concentration camps dotting the Western United States, 
moved back to the relative safety of NW Pasadena and West Altadena. They were 
joined by more Blacks fleeing both the Jim Crow south and the crowded indus-
trialized squalor of the Los Angeles Basin.
 School busing was common in Pasadena during the post-war years, but 
it was busing for segregation, not integration. White children graduating from 
wealthier “whites only” neighborhood elementary schools in San Rafael, Linda 
Vista, and La Cañada were bussed past Washington Junior High School, and its 
minority heavy demographics, to all white Junior High Schools Eliot, in Altadena 
and McKinley, in Central Pasadena. It wouldn’t be until these students attended 
Muir, that a natural integration was established.  Even as the national Civil Rights 
movement was still in its infancy around most of the country, JMC’s relative ra-
cial diversity and inclusion allowed for feelings of brotherhood and progress not 
seen in many public schools of the time. 
 In a move unique to JMC, the student body created a student run 
organizational plan for each of the two divisions and a system of campus clubs 
separate from the Associated Student Body government, known as the Inter-Club 

Council. By an almost unani-
mous vote, students approved 
the plan, which established only 
non-restrictive clubs, unlike PJC. 
Any club on campus (at one time 
over 60!) was open to all students 
regardless of race, creed or color, 
provided the student met the sub-
ject-oriented requirements. These 
were separate from service clubs 
and academic achievement organi-



zations, which did have specific qualifications.  
 California’s future Attorney General and 
Democratic candidate for Governor, John Van De 
Kamp attended JMC at this time and was greatly 
affected by the special nature of self-determination 
and relative equity found on the Muir Campus.
 But this period was not without challenges. 
The school faced an influx of hundreds of former 
Gls, eager to turn their backs on the challenges of 
war and a return to civilian life. Along with these 
veterans (in their 20s and 30s), hundreds of boys 
and girls enrolled in the 11th grade from local 
junior high schools as freshmen of the college’s lower division. The mix of 11th 
graders (aged 16 or 17) with grizzled old vets created a clash of cultures, which 
many point to as the reason John Muir College’s existence was cut short.
 Probably no community college lasted a shorter period of time and yet, 
accomplished as much good as John Muir College. The end came quickly. There 
had always been resentment in Pasadena over the creation of a second junior col-
lege on North Lincoln Avenue, which clashed with the perceived, coming need 
for more high school classrooms for baby-boomers — the swelling tide of kids 
produced by returning WWII servicemen. JMC was put out of business on 30 
June 1954, when the first boomers were not yet 10 years old, and causing a build-
ing boom in new elementary schools. John Muir College’s last class graduated in 
sorrow rather than joy, marching through the Rose Bowl graduation ceremony 
into forgotten history. A month earlier the Supreme Court ruled to overturn 
“separate but equal” in public education. Integration would have a greater and 
greater impact on how public schools were to be run in the US as a whole, and in 
Pasadena in particular.

JOHN MUIR HIGH SCHOOL

 In the summer, change came quickly and silently. Signs which once read 
“Men” and “Women’’ were replaced with signs reading “Boys” and “Girls.” The 
adult student body government was ignored as it was not considered suitable 

for “boys and girls”. 
The PUSD made things 
easier by naming the new 
institution John Muir 
High School (JMHS) and 
would retain the colors 
of blue and gold, the 
Mustang mascot, and the 
same Alma Mater, which 
was slightly rewritten to 
remove the word “college.”   

John Van Kamp Class of 1952



The Turkey Tussle remained, but with a different, smaller, Victory Bell. 
 Much had changed, and yet Muir found herself still “the other school,” 
in a commu nity where the arch-rival bore the city’s name. It was a difficult time 
for some faculty as a few professors transferred to PCC (formerly PJC), and many 
others found themselves demoted to high school teachers. For the first time since 
Tech closed in 1938, Muir’s seniors would be in the 12th grade. A new PHS was 
formed, though it shared a campus with PCC. Both JMHS and PHS began with 
only 11th and 12th graders. In short order, 10th graders were added and later, 9th 
grad ers. As with the change in 1938 - books and au dio-visual teaching materials 
were divided, with PCC get ting the first choice. Muir was close to being back to 
square one. Trophies and similar college items disappeared or were relegated to 
forgotten corners of storage areas, not to be rescued for a number of years. 
 What didn’t change was Muir’s embrace of racial equality and harmony, 
though by today’s standards it seems hopelessly paternalistic. At the old JMC, the 
lower division had elected a Black ASB President in 1952, even though Blacks ac-
counted for less than 10% of the student body. Of the 609 Muir seniors pictured 
in the 1956 Hoofbeats, 526 are White, 10 are Hispanic, 56 are Black and 17 are 
Asian. Each year, for over a decade and a half, those non-white numbers would 
grow.  And almost every year’s student government would include officers of 
Black, Asian, and Hispanic descent. At a time when racial violence was escalating 
across the United States, few can recall racial conflict or hostility when at Muir.  
This, more than anything, was the legacy of Muir Tech and College - a legacy that 
continued and flourished as the High School evolved. 

 
 
 

           To many, this legacy may be summed up as “The John Muir Spirit’’ - a 
conscious sense of pride among students and faculty of all races in their school’s 
status as the only integrated high school in Northeast Los Angeles County. At 
every athletic event, the chant “We are John Muir” was yelled proudly by the 
rainbow coalition of Muir student body, often in stark contrast to the often 
monochrome and occaisionally intimidated fans on the other side of the field. 



 The state of the facilities’ dilapidation at JMHS was in stark contrast to 
the new state-of-the-art PHS campus which opened on Pasadena’s far eastern 
edge in 1961. The district redrew the school boundaries so that students from 
almost all-white East Altadena were moved from Muir to the new PHS. The next 
year La Cañada voted to secede from the PUSD and form its own school district, 
planning a new La Cañada High School less than a mile from Muir.
 In the summer of 1964, President Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act 
making the school integration in the de jure segregated South a national priority. 
Few imagined the battle over school integration would soon be focused squarely 
on the de facto segregation in Pasadena, with Muir at its center. The demographic 
peak of the “baby boom” had  reached high school age, and these students began 
overcrowding both PHS and JMHS. The PUSD planned a new high school on 
Pasadena’s south side to alleviate this. Soon, large numbers of white parents in 
the affluent neighborhoods of San Rafael and Linda Vista petitioned to get their 
kids into the new Blair High School to avoid the overcrowded, quickly deteriorat-
ing, and increasingly “negro” Muir. 
 The 1964 event that put an end to the perceived racial balance (ie white 
majority) at JMHS was the completion of La Cañada’s new high school. Over 
the next 3 years, in stepped progression, La Cañada’s white students stopped 
attending Muir. When the Watts Riots kicked-off just 20 miles to the south in the 
summer of 1965, many families went so far as to move to La Cañada, Arcadia, 
or other white majority places in what has been called “White Flight.” Others 
enrolled their children in private schools, or lied about their addresses to get 
their kids into PHS, La Cañada, or Arcadia High. Up until that time, whites were 
the majority at Muir as well, but from 1964 to 1967, the white student popula-
tion was halved. Losing 800 white students at Muir had the effect of doubling its 
percentage of minorities, though their numbers were relatively unchanged.
 The 60’s was a time of international and national reckoning concerning 

race, with high pro-
file political assassi-
nations that radical-
ized a generation of 
students. Perhaps 
because of its unique 
environment, Muir 
became a center of 
activism — among 
faculty as well as 
students. 
 In 1967 civics 
and history teacher 
Paul Finot came 
back from spring 
break with a neatly 
trimmed beard. At 



the time, facial hair on educators was forbidden. He was ordered off the campus 
and took up duties as a “home teacher” for students who couldn’t attend during 
normal hours. Finot sued. The case went all the way to the Federal Courts, where 
he won. A landmark decision, Finot v PUSD is the foundation of all teacher’s 
rights in the nation and indicative of the rebellious nature of both the faculty and 
students attending the school.  
 For the Black students at Muir, the 60s was not only a time of great-
er demographic power, but also an opportunity to affect the culture of one of 
Pasadena’s most important institutions. When PHS announced that their band 
was to be named “The Spirit of Pasadena”, Muir students were quick to assert that 
The Mighty Mustang Band, already well known for their signature “Rear Back” 
stance, was now “The Soul of Pasadena”.  The band’s drumline, with signature ca-
dences written by the students themselves, broke off and became the semi-auton-
omous Muir Drum Corp, with a lot more funk and soul. Their unique booming 
beats could be heard across the westside of Pasadena and Altadena, creating the 
back beat of the entire community.

 Changing demographics and the Civil Rights Movement did not seem 
to engender empathy or even-handedness from PUSD’s leadership, which 
feigned poverty when plans were drawn up to upgrade Muir’s campus. The decay 
went beyond facilities to educational equipment, such as microscopes, some 
relics of the Tech years. The impression that this neglect was due to the school’s 
demographics did not escape many parents, and in 1968 two Muir families, 
the Spanglers and Clarkes, and one PHS family (the Rostkers) filed a lawsuit 
charging racial discrimination in resources allocated by the Board of Education 
to its three Pasadena high schools. They also demanded that East Altadena kids 
return to Muir, to bolster the number of white students attending. Soon, the 
United States Department of Justice intervened on their behalf. 
 The PUSD scrambled to head off a Federal Desegregation Order by 
creating its own integration plan. A “one-way busing” scheme allowed for a small 
number of Backs to volunteer to be bussed east to the new PHS campus, in the 
hope it would assuage complaints about the racial imbalance among Pasadena’s 
high schools. An unfortunate result was that an arguent about racial reresenta-
tion on a cheerleading squad led to a race riot that shut PHS down and galva-
nized opposition to integration by some white residents of the district. 



 The year after the riot Pasadenans were stunned when, in early 1970, a 
Federal Judge ordered the PUSD to devise a plan to integrate, the first such order 
outside of the south. The biggest surprise was that the order covered not just the 
high schools, but all PUSD schools from kindergarten to 12th grade. The school 
board moderates, working in concert with Superintendent Ramon Cortines, de-
veloped an integration program that would require a massive busing effort. Muir 
had already demonstrated both the possibilities and advantages of integration, 
now the entire community would follow its lead. And follow it they did, many 
kicking and screaming. However, more than 1,000 community volunteers wel-
comed integrated schools, and helped PUSD to make it a peaceful and relatively 
positive transition.

 Opponents of 
“forced busing,” in the 
meantime, mount-
ed a citywide re call 
effort against the 
three school board 
moderates; Joeseph 
Engholm, LuVerne 
LaMotte and Al Lowe. 
Three decent people, 
vilified as radicals and 
worse. Many of the 
thousands of volun-
teers that walked the 

streets of Pasadena to fight the recall were Muir students and faculty. The recall 
was narrowly defeated. In its lead editorial on October 15, 1970, the Los Angeles 
Times said, “The Pasadena Unified School District has chosen to look with bold-
ness to the future instead of in confusion to the past ... the failure of the recall 
now opens the way to the recon ciliation and the community stability upon which 
Pasadena’s future depends...“ 
 The early 1970s was a time of instability at Pasadena schools; while 
some citizens moved away and put their kids in private school, a great many 
people, some without any children of school age, determined to fight integration 
by defeating busing. It would take these reactionaries a few years to come up 
with a strategy, in the meantime, a new generation of integrated students came 
together.  No longer would 
the students at Muir be 
coming from a segregated 
elementary and junior 
high school. Several long-
time faculty and adminis-
trators would refer to the 
70s through the mid 80s 
as “Muir’s Golden Age.”



 The activism of the 60’s carried over into the 70s. In 1971 a group of 
Muir students in the Conservation Club spearheaded an effort to buy a piece of 
land in the foothills of Altadena called the Cobb Estate. The parcel of land was 
located at a popular trailhead for hikers and access was threatened by a land de-
veloper. Students helped raise the money to purchase the land at auction, thereby 
ensuring public access. 

 In 1973 the Republican 
National Committee got involved 
in a local school board race and 
supported an “anti-busing” slate 
of Richard Vetterli, Henry Myers, 
and Lyman Newton.  They easily 
defeated the school board’s mod-
erates. In its lead editorial, five 
days before the March 7 election, 
the Los Angeles Times warned, “a 
community suffers from separa-
tion, whether it is a separation of 
Blacks from whites or rich from 
poor. Sometimes there is no ready 
solu tion to the separation. In 
Pasadena there is. That has been 

demonstrated ... citizens would take an awesome risk in abandoning their ad-
aptation to the present in an effort to return to the past that can never be again.” 
Vetterli, Myers and Newton were determined to return to the past. 
 It would take over 15 years for the PUSD to come out from under the 
Federal Integration order. The attack on integrated public education, led by the 
conservatives on the school board, was achieved via three strategies; school 
choice, standardized testing, and anti-taxation. 
 Citing lack of “discipline” in its schools, the new conservative board 
established a few “Fundamental Schools” in 1975. These were precursors of the 
charter schools that have become commmonplace in the PUSD as well as much 
of the naiton. The Fundamental schools would focus on academics at the expense 
of electives, and require uniforms. Parents must provide these uniforms, as well 
as transportation to school. Providing the gloss of equal opportunity was the fact 
that the schools would have no set attendence zone, parents from all over the dis-
trict could apply to have their children attend a fundamental school, though not 
all would be accepted. This was the genisis of PUSD “Open Enrollment” policy, 
which is now district wide.
 In 1976 the PUSD added, as part of a graduation requirement, a 
Proficiency Test. Almost immediately it was pointed out that many high school 
seniors were failing the test, not just at Muir, but all the PUSD campuses. Mar-
shall, with its emphasis on academics and selective admissions had the top scores 
in the district. At Muir the number of students moving onto college was no lower 
than previous years, but the fact that 100% of the seniors were lumped together 



for a collective score created an impression that they all, and their school, were 
“failures”. 
 The proficiency test was followed up on with policies to emphasize 
college prep courses and even more standardized tests, all at the expense of tradi-
tional technical electives. Such classes had once been Muir’s core strength, thanks 
to its existing workshops, since its Tech days. But every year traditional elective 
faculty were let go. With them went many outstanding academic, athletic, and 
extra-curricular programs.  In 1980 there were 25 technical courses (business, 
consumer education, homemaking, print shop, wood shop, auto shop, metal 
shop) taught by 15 teachers. By 1986 only auto shop, print shop, typing, and basic 
business classes were taught by 4 teachers. 
 Two years later a huge blow to public schools came when, in 1978, 
Californians passed Prop. 13. The anti-tax 
initiative, led by the firebrand Howard 
Jarvis who had entered politics as a 
founding member of the Los Angeles 
based anti-bussing group Bus Stop, was 
promoted as a way to stabilize property 
taxes and stop old people from losing 
their homes. But the end result of Prop. 
13 was the dimantleing of the very reve-
nues used to support public schools. This 
catastrophic effects were compounded 
because they arrived just as federal courts 
and legislatures were passing un-funded 
mandates to address past injustices in the 
areas of sex and disability discrimination. 
Every public school system in the state 
was thrown into a financial crisis by this 
one-two punch.  
 Muir’s legendary school plays became a thing of the past -”The Sound of 
Music” in 1980 would be the last major production staged by the music and dra-
ma departments in Rufus Mead Auditorium until the late 90’s. The choir, school 
newspaper and yearbook had to meet before or after school or at lunch as there 
was no time allotted for these electives to have dedicated faculty during a normal 
class time. Additional cuts from the state led to the elimination of all Drivers 
Education courses. For alumni from the 50s through to the early 80s, the changes 
to the school’s curriculum would make it almost unrecognizable. 
 By the late 80s, the PUSD had convinced a more conservative Federal 
government and judiciary to ease the Desegregation Order imposed in 1970.  
Schools across the district began to return to the segregated conditions not seen 
since 1969. At Muir, the changes were felt immediately. A new focus on gang vio-
lence, drugs, and lack of any national civil rights leadership meant that the “black 
school” on the westside was becoming the campus to avoid within the district.  
 In 1988, the Pride Task Force was started under the di rection of Mildred 



Turner. An important new project was the John Muir Alumni Hall of Fame. Each 
year, several Muir alumni who have shown outstanding work in their chosen 
fields are selected for induction. These inductees include, Mack Robinson, 
Jackie’s older brother, who ran in the 1936 Berlin Olympics getting the silver 
medal behind Jesse Owens in the 200 meter race. Ground breaking science fic-
tion writer Octavia Butler, the first woman to win a Hugo Prize and MaCarthur 
Genius Award. Dennis Muren, who as George Lucas’ special effects wizard has 
won 9 Oscars, more than any living person. Musical greats like rock star David 
Lee Roth, classical impressarios Nathaniel Rosen and Jennifer Frauchi, and jazz 
great Bobby Hutcherson. In addition to Jackie Robinson, Muir has been the alma 
mater for other “firsts” like Darlene Anderson (first Black professional team ath-
lete) and Ko Nishimura (the first Asian CEO of a Fortune 500 company). Today 
there are alumni from every decade and nearly every graduating class of the 20th 
century inducted into the hall. But pride in the school would not be resurrected 
so easily.
 It was also the late 80’s which saw the beginning a huge increase of Lat-
inX to the Muir community and region that has reshaped PUSD’s demographics 
until today. Led by a wave of immigrants leaving war, poverty, and crime of Cen-
tral America, the LatinX population would grow steadily. Hispanics accounted 
for 1% of the Muir student body in 1961, 40% in 2001, and almost 70% in 2020. 
This growth of recent immigrants was especially apparent at the recently resegre-
gated schools on the westside, where english learners often outnumbered native 
english speakers, thus driving down the newest, cruelest challenge for schools — 
the API (Academic Performance Index) rating. 
 This wasn’t just in 
Pasadena, across the entire 
state immigration boomed, 
and it led the Republican 
Governor to support a ballot 
initiative that would exclude 
immigrants from public 
services, including schools 
in 1994.  The proposition 
passed, but was ruled uncon-
stitutional in Federal Court. 
The damage had been done, 



however, and public schools were perceived to be immigrant-filled, low-perform-
ing, and dangerous.
 In addition to the racial demographic shift that occurred as busing 
ended and the perception of poor public school quality increased, Muir and the 
PUSD system as a whole was experiencing an increasing wealth gap. All privi-
leged families, regardless of race, were leaving the public schools. Year after year, 
the percentage of students who qualified for free or reduced lunch assistance 
grew, reaching almost 90% by the end of the 90s at Muir. 
 Despite these financial setbacks and demographic changes, Muir contin-
ued to produce scholars, winning the Pasadena Academic Decathlon in 1989. In 
1991, the PUSD implemented two academies: Busi ness & Finance and Geospace 
at the Muir campus. The academies were ‘schools within a school’ that worked 
with 100-120 students. Academy courses (math, science, English, social science, 
and computers) were offered in the mornings. In the afternoon, students take 
other courses in the regular school. These academies were the  precursors to 
the wall-to-wall academic academies available at Muir today. In the mid-90’s, 
Muir set up, in addition to the Academies, the Arts and Entertain ment Industry 
Magnet School. Focusing on developing music, dance, drama and visual arts 
education at the school which had not had well funded arts for almost 20 years. 
For a decade the Muir’s choir, band, music ensemble, and renowned drumline 
programs were revamped. The improved Drama Department presented at least 
one major well-known and popular stage produc tion a year. Unfortunately, by 
the mid 2000s, the funding for the Magnet School ran out, and soon Muir’s arts 
and music programs fell back into decay.
 In 1992, the mass protests in reaction to the aquittal of police in the 
Rodney King beating was not ignored by the Muir students. In a continuation of 
Muir’s culture of social protest, hundreds of students representing every ethnicity 
marched to Pasadena’s City Hall and voiced their outrage at the events of the day. 
Few realized that the man at the center of the protest, Rodney King, had himself 
been a Muir alumnus in the class of 1984.  

 The last two decades of the 
20th century saw a steady decline 
in enrollment at Muir. During 
the height of the baby boom of 
the late 60s the school had over 
3,000 students.  The student body 
would be in the 2000s throughout 
the 70s. The 90s saw the double 
effects of lower birth rates and 
persistent down-grading of the 
public schools by the whole 
community, with more families 
choosing private schools. Another 
significant factor in the decline in 
enrollment was the rising housing 



costs in and around Pasadena, which resulted in less housing for young families. 
The Muir population ended the 20th century with half the number of students as 
had attended in the mid-60s. All of these external forces continued into the 21st 
century. 

 Muir’s reputation of being an over-achiev-
ing underdog was highlighted when a com-
bined John Muir Technical High School, JMCs 
lower division, and JMHS were listed as hav-
ing received the highest average scores at the 
California State Track and Field Finals over the 
course of the 20th Century. For many of those 
championship years, the track team was coached 
by the renowned Walter Opp. During his tenure 
Muir would produce three women Olympic 
Gold medal winners and a winning streak of 120 

straight dual meet wins. This track powerhouse record was capped off in 1996 
when the Mustangs won an International Prep Championship with their 4x100 
team, defeating the previous record breaking  school from Jamaica during a 
nationally televised race at the Penn Relays. Muir produced state champions in 
every decade - even though it was never one of the largest or oldest high schools 
in California and was not even in existence from 1938-1946. In addition Muir 
has, despite having a fraction of the student body year over year, made the Rose 
Bowl the “Stangs House”, losing or tieing only four times in the Turkey Tussle 
since 1982. 
 Though Jackie Robinson is Muir’s most famous athlete, football, not 
baseball, is its most popular sport. The school has produced college and NFL 
stars with regularity over the years. And it’s James Brownfield who will be 
remembered as Muir’s greatest coach. Leading the Muir team to back to back 
CIF championships in the mid 1980s. At that time Muir also had the nation’s #1 
ranked girls basketball team during the 1986 season. 
 For over 60 years, Muir’s  athletic teams showcased the school’s diversi-
ty.  This was especially true when it came to Muir’s excellent swim and water polo 
teams. At large multi-school meets and championship tournaments, it was not 
difficult to find Muir, as they were likely the only team featuring Black, White, 
and Asian players. 
For 35 years, under 
the leadership of Walt 
Culbertson, Muir 
were, as often as not, 
league champions.  
In 2008 the program 
was shut down as 
participation whith-
erd. It took a decade 
for it to return.



 The 21st century started with the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 
2001. Schools deemed to be underperforming on state and national standard-
ized tests could have their funding cut and put under state administration. With 
district-wide enrollment continuing to drop, “school choice” advocacy rising, and 
a new move toward “privatization” where public monies could be used on private 
school tuition; Muir’s future looked bleak. PUSD has closed 11 school campuses 
over the past 20 years, most having been leased to charter and private schools. 
Because of its reputation and location on “the bad side of town,” Muir seemed, to 
some, to be an obvious choice for closure.
 A band of Muir alumni from the 1950s, 60s, 
and 70s decided to do something about it. They formed 
the non-profit John Muir High School Alumni Associa-
tion (JMHSAA) in 2004. Wearing matching shirts, these 
dedicated men and women showed up at every school 
board meeting when school closures were discussed. 
They made it clear that any attempt to close Muir would 
be met with fierce opposition. Using fundraisers, schol-
arships and grants the JMHSAA became an important 
force in the fight to reinvigorate the school’s historic 
traditions and support the new educational programs 
with volunteer and financial assistance. 
 John Zweers, a longtime Muir history teacher, himself a graduate of 
JMC, proactively created a small JMHS Alumni Museum. With the help of other 
graduates of his era, the museum would eventually grow to two rooms in the 
main administration building of the school. The JMHSAA took control of the 
museum in 2004 upon the death of Mr. Zweers.
 Through some of the school’s most challenging times, from 1996-2003, 
Muir was led by Dr. Eddie Newman. Muir’s first alumni principal, graduate of 
1966, Dr. Newman had also been a counselor at the school during the “good 
years” of busing. She was removed in the wake of the NCLB sanctions. Muir 
would have no less than six principals between 2003 and 2012.  
 Promoted from Assistant Principal, Tim Sipple turned the three 
academies (Arts Entertainment Media, Business and Entrepreneurship, and 
Environmental Science) from half-day to full-day in 2013. No longer would kids 
have general classes, all school work would be encapsulated within a wall-to-wall 
“small school” setting. Grades improved, but some of the traditional student 

groups, like clubs, music and athletics were 
hit by a lack of enthusiasm and participation.  
Sipple helped secure funding to build a state of 
the art TV studio and refurbish the auditorium 
and stage. The Los Angeles Dodgers rebuilt the 
Muir baseball field, renaming it “Stadium 42” 
in honor of alumnus Jackie Robinson. 
 When Sipple went off to Harvard University 
to get an advanced education degree in 2017, 



Muir was taking giant steps toward improvement. His replacement was the sec-
ond alumnus to take the helm at Muir, Dr. Lawton Gray graduated Muir shortly 
after the end of busing in 1993. Under his leadership, Muir would return college 
classes back to Muir’s campus.

JOHN MUIR HIGH SCHOOL EARLY COLLEGE MAGNET

 In the fall of 2018, John Muir High School was rechristened the John 
Muir High School Early College Magnet. As in 1938, Pasadena City College 
established classrooms located on the John Muir High School campus, but this 
time Muir would not lose its colors, mascot, or identity. 
 Today’s Muir students have the 
opportunity to take rigorous college-lev-
el courses in the “D” building.  These 
students can earn up to two years of 
transferable college credit while in high 
school, for free.  Early College students are 
still enrolled in one of the three career-fo-
cused academies. Upon graduation, these 
students can enter a four year university as 
a Junior, saving a family tens of thousands 
of dollars in tuition.  
 Good news is spreading about 
Muir students graduating with college 
credits, the school’s steadily improving academic outcomes, and the rising en-
rollment numbers.  For the first time in decades, public opinion of Muir, and the 
PUSD as a whole, is getting better. Stories of students transferring from charter 
and private schools to become Muir Mustangs has become common. White 
enrollment has increased two-fold, and students on food assistance have dropped 
to under 80%.
 Still a long way from the proportional representation of white and privi-
leged families that have historically attended Muir and live in its attendance zone, 
more and more families are recognizing the benefits of a diverse education for 
their children in this increasingly diverse country. Dr. Gray, like Mr. Sipple before 
him, has partnered with the growing Alumni Association and together the school 
has seen a reinvigorated music program, a re-established aquatics program, and a 
rise in participation in all areas of culture and sport on the campus. 
 As the Muir campus closed at the start of the Covid-19 pandemic, there 
was hope. Hope that soon the sound of drums reverberating against the San Ga-
briel mountains would return. That the Rose Bowl will once again be filled with 
the sound of the Mustang nation cheering as one,

WE ARE JOHN MUIR!



NOTABLE ALUMNI -
 Jean Parker   1932 Film Star
 Dr, Willard Goodwin  1933 Pioneer in Medicine 
 Mack Robinson  1935 Olympic Silver Medalist
 William Garnett  1937 World Renowned Photographer   
 Jackie Robinson  1938 National Hero
 Joe Hayashi   1939 Medal of Honor Winner
 Gen. Daniel Hernandez  1952 Highest Ranking LatinX in the National Guard
 Helen Pashgian  1952 Internationally Known Artist
 John Van De Kamp  1952 California Attorney General
 Dr. Alexander Goetz  1955 Pioneering Scientist
 Ko Nishimura  1956 Fortune 500 CEO
 Darlene Anderson  1957 First Black female Professional Team Athlete
 John Hora   1958 Noted Cinematographer
 Bobby Hutcherson  1958 Renowned Jazz Musician
 Robert Lynn  1958 Champion Gymnast
 Sylvia Martin Walker  1960 Nationally Known Illustrator
 Rod Sherman  1962 Professional Athlete
 Sirhan Sirhan  1962 RFK’s Assassin
 John Calmore  1963 Civil Rights Leader
 John Beal   1964 Award-Winning Film Music Composer
 Dennis Muren  1964 9 Time Oscar Winning Special EFX Wizard
 Darryl Evans  1965 Professional  Athlete and Coach
 Nathaniel Rosen  1965 Award-Winning Musician
 Octavia Butler  1966 Ground Breaking Author 
 Molly Munger  1966 Civil Rights Leader
 Nolan Shaheed  1967 Respected Jazz Musician and Senior Olympion
 Jeffery C. Stewart  1967 Award-Winning Author
 Miriam Cutler  1969 Award-Winning Film Music Composer
 Ken Davis   1969 Award-Winning TV Producer
 Pauletta DeVaughn  1969 Opera Diva
 Jeffery Spencer  1969 Olympic Athlete
 Robert Lowe  1970 Pulitzer Prize Winning Journalist
 Juiana Gondek  1971 Respected Singer
 Christopher Devore  1972 Award-Winning Screenwriter
 David Lee Roth  1972 Legendary Rock Star
 Johnnie Lynn  1975 Professional Athlete and Coach
 Jeff Ettinger   1976 Fortune 500 CEO
 Danny Pittman  1976 Professional Athlete
 Renee Tajima  1976 Award Winning Filmmaker
 Brian Fennessy  1977 Orange County Fire Chief
 Ken Whittingham  1977 Award-Winning TV Director
 Gerald Freeny  1978 First Black President of Tournament of Roses
 Alice Brown  1978 Olympic Gold Medalist
 DeWayne Walker  1978 Professional Athlete and Coach
 David Takemura  1982 Award-Winning Special EFX Creator
 Rodney King  1984 Cultural Icon
 Linetta Wilson  1985 Olympic Gold Medalist
 Stacy Augmon  1986 Professional Athlete and Coach
 Ricky Ervins  1987 Professional Athlete
 Marcus Robertson  1987 Professional Athlete and Coach
 Chad Brown  1988 Professional Athlete
 Darick Holmes  1989  Professional Athlete
 Dr. Ayanna Howard  1989 World Famous Robotics Scientist
 Inger Miller  1990 Olympic Gold Medalist
 Jennifer Frautschi  1991 Internationally Known Musician
 Jacque Vaughn  1993 Professional Athlete and Coach
 Waraire Boswell  1993 Nationally Known Fashion Designer


