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. To fully 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 referred to the FHS Web site, www.lib.duke.edu/forest/ to review comments on
wilderness made by Dr. William Cronon at the first Distinguished Lectureship in Forest and Conservation
History sponsored by the FHS and Duke University.

AH,
WILDERNESS!!
BUT WHY?

| 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 [of bison] were strewed upon the plains—they were flayed, and their reddened car-

casses left; and about them bands of wolves, and dogs, and buzzards were seen devouring them."”

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 beauty.”

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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this must necessarily be oversimplified and incomplete. But
the following may refresh the memory of some readers, and
for others introduce some different ways of looking at this still
relatively new thing called wilderness preservation.

ROMANTIC REASONS: ROMANTICISM, PRIMITIVISM,
MONUMENTALISM AND THE FRONTIER

The roots of romanticism are deep and complex. For our pur-
pose here, the definition by Perry Miller, from a 1955 article
in Harvard Theological Review, may suffice. Romanticism, wrote
Miller, was a doctrine posing “a fundamental opposition of
nature to civilization, with the assumption that all virtue,
repose, [and] dignity are on the side of ‘nature’. . . against the
ugliness, squalor, and confusion of civilization.™ That doctrine
was prominent among American writers and artists from the
mid-nineteenth century forward. The classic American roman-
tic writer, perhaps, was James Fenimore Cooper, whose books
like Last of the Mohicans and Leatherstocking Tales glorified
wilderness and people who lived in it.

The primitivist strain of romanticism is usually traced back
to the French “enlightenment” writer Jean Jacques Rousseau.
Rousseau’s name will forever be linked with the phrase “noble
savage,” or sometimes “the myth of the noble savage.” He was
also a very early critic of technology, applied science, and mate-
rial progress. According to Alfred Runte, in National Parks: The
American Experience,* romanticism and primitivism combined
with an American cultural inferiority complex to create mon-
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Bob Marshall and Ward Shepard at the foot of the Missions
around 1925.
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umentalism—the idea that whereas Europe had its great tra-
ditions of art, music, literature, and architecture, America too
had its “monuments” to greatness: those grand, stunning,
incomparable natural features not yet sullied by civilization.
Thus came about the national parks movement, which set aside
what many still call, not accidentally, the “crown jewels” of the
American landscape: Yellowstone, Yosemite, Glacier, and oth-
ers. Also informative is the word used in the title of the 1906
law that allowed either Congress or the President to set aside
certain areas having exceptional geological, scenic, or archae-
ological features: the Antiquities Act, an obvious reference to
ancient cultural treasures elsewhere. It was used by Theodore
Roosevelt to first set aside the Grand Canyon in 1908.

Also linked to romanticism, and to wilderness preservation,
is the American infatuation with the frontier. Two preserva-
tionists from the 1920s and 1930s come to mind. One is Bob
Marshall (1901-1939), who spent many months in the frontier
town of Wiseman, Alaska, in the Central Brooks Range, and
wrote a popular book, Arctic Village (1933),” extolling the stren-
uous but unrestricted lives of the region’s few residents. The
second is Aldo Leopold, who wrote in a 1925 article advocat-
ing wilderness that he dreaded the day when “the pack-train
will be dead, the diamond hitch will be merely rope, and Kit
Carson and Jim Bridger will be names in a history lesson.™

Also linked to romanticism,
and to wilderness preservation,
is the American infatuation
with the frontier.

WATERSHED PROTECTION

While Yellowstone was the first national park, established
in 1872, two states were also involved in early set-asides.
California set aside Yosemite Valley as a state park eight years
before Yellowstone was established, and New York, in 1884,
created the Adirondack Forest Preserve, later to become
Adirondack Park.

The Adirondack story is especially noteworthy in three
ways. First, it was declared “forever wild,” in 1894, in the state’s
constitution. That meant that only with permission from two-
thirds of the state’s voters could commercial timbering, road
building, mining, etc. be done on those lands. Very few areas
have ever been given such protection. Second, the biggest
champion of the “forever wild” clause in the state’s constitu-
tion was a lawyer named Louis Marshall, whose son Robert
would become a legendary wilderness proponent. And third,
the Adirondack forest was preserved for reasons that combined
the romantic with the very practical. Artists and writers played
a huge role in the movement to preserve the Adirondacks. At
the same time, the human population of downstate New York
was growing exponentially, and there was concern that its main
water source—the Hudson River, fed from the Adirondacks—
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be strongly protected. And so we find Louis Marshall repeat-
edly invoking the wild beauty and innocence of the region in
one sentence, then following up in the next with such appeals
to pragmatism as this:

But when it is considered that the destruction of the
Adirondack Preserve would affect the water supply of
the State, would diminish the flow of the Hudson River,
... and alter our climatic conditions, no punishment can
be too severe for those who [would] thus menace the
public welfare.”

HUMAN HEALTH REASONS (PHYSICAL,
MENTAL, AND SPIRITUAL)

The most common human use of wilderness is for outdoor
recreation. Romanticism and playing out frontier fantasies may
be part of the underlying motivation of backpackers, big game
hunters, and others. But whatever the psychological under-
pinnings, enough recreationists feel they get benefits from con-
tact with wild places that they have probably provided the most
tangible political pressure for preservation.

An all-time champion of the recreational perspective is Bob
Marshall, whose own marathon hikes in numerous areas were
legendary and whose wilderness writings expressed an exuber-
ant joy akin to that of a second-grade kid racing out of the
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People are oftentimes left out of wilderness photos, perhaps a comment on our conceptions of wilderness. Here, fifty-four wilderness hikers

schoolroom doors into summer vacation. As an undergraduate
forestry student, Marshall wrote a rather unlikely (for the time)
term paper titled “Recreational Limitations to Silviculture in
the Adirondacks,” in which he argued that future recreational
demand for wilderness recreation would be so great in that
region that it would supersede any commodity production.’
Later (in 1936), he wrote the Forest Service Chief his opinion
that “recreation is fully as important and valid a use of the
National Forests as is timber cutting, and that more Americans
directly benefited from recreation on the forests than from tree-
cutting.” As the first Director of Recreation and Lands, he
aggressively pressed home his recreational justification for
wilderness, and during the time of his intense campaign
(1932-1939), the Forest Service added some 5.4 million acres to
its “primitive area” system, the forerunner of today’s Wilderness
Preservation System."

Moving into a murkier, but related, realm, there have long
been appeals to the less tangible human benefits—psychologi-
cal and spiritual—of nature preservation. Practical-minded politi-
cians and resource professionals don't always relate to these, but
they've been so eloquently presented and so consistently appear
in every generation that they cannot be dismissed. These too
may stem partly from romanticism, but not entirely. Thoreau,
for example, was an early advocate of these less tangible values,
and he’s been categorized as a romanticist by some. But calling
Thoreau a romanticist is a bit like calling VanGogh a depressive

are crossing Bear Prairie on their “Gates of the Mountains Wilderness” hike in Montana’s Helena National Forest.
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