
Wilderness preservation is as contentious an issue today as it was in 1964 when the Wilderness Act

passed. Arguments both in favor and against wilderness preservation often assume certain purposes for

such preservation. Tofully understand these purposes, an historical perspective is helpful. The following

article reviews some of the writings and thoughts leading to wilderness designation.

Readers are also refirred to the FHS Web site, www.lib.duke.edu/ forest/ to review comments on

wilderness made by Dr. William Cronan at the first Distinguished Lectureship in Forest and Conservation

History sponsored by the FHS and Duke University.
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n May of 1832,George Catlin, illustrator of Native American cultures, arrived at Fort Pierre

in what's now South Dakota, to witness a scene that disturbed him deeply: "Hundreds and

. thousands[ofbison]werestrewedupon theplains-they wereflayed,andtheir reddenedcar-
cassesleft; and about them bands of wolves, and dogs, and buzzards were seen devouring them. 1 "

Catlin soon learned that in fact some 1,400 bison lay dead
out there, as that was the number of buffalo tongues brought
in by the Sioux people who had been induced to slaughter
them for "a few gallons of whiskey." The event moved him to
write in his journal of the destruction of the Indian (a "noble
race"); the coming extinction of the bison; and the need, as he
saw it, for a new kind of land use:

A nation's park, containing man and beast, in all the wild
and freshness of their nature's beauty2

Historians thus credit Catlin with being the first to arrive
at the national park idea. His park vision was also essentially

what we today call a wilderness area, and his journal entry
contains several important intellectual currents that scholars
have since identified as having greatly influenced most future
preservationists. These include the closely related ideas of
romanticism, primitivism, and monumentalism; the concern
for endangered species; ethical considerations; and a concern
for saving indigenous cultures.

Catlin, therefore, is an excellent place to start if you're
exploring the reasons why something between three and five
percent of the u.s. land base has come to be preserved in the

wilderness system (almost 12% has been reserved from com-
mercial activity). The reasons, perhaps, are greater in number
than a casual observer might expect. Thus a short review like
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