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Pretace

Austin, which I thought was the heart of the American West,

to teach at the University of Texas. There I found people who
wore cowboy boots, but the male students were more likely to drive
a Buick Regal than a Ford pickup. The female students were more
likely to wear high heels and perfume than Levis. The typical Texan
student came not from a ranch, but from suburban Dallas or Hous-
ton. I had arrived in the urban West, where the influence of
mythology still prevailed. The school mascot was a longhorn steer,
but an oil well would have been more symbolic of the “real” Texas.
And although open spaces were plentiful, they were private,
fenced-off spaces. Public lands were scarce.

I was in the heart of the privatized modern West. It was a New
West, to which people were flocking from other parts of the coun-
try. There were many instant Texans, as people would declare by
wearing caps that said they were “Naturalized Texans.” Being West-
ern and Texan was critical to one’s identity. Remnants of an older
West remained even as people wore pinstripe suits, cowboy hats,
and boots to conduct their everyday business.

I arrived at a much different West when I moved to Idaho, the
state that outsiders think of as the home of the famous potatoes, but
that those who live here experience as a living reflection of the Old
West. Students wore boots (cowboy, logging, or hiking) and jeans,
and drove pickups. Most were from rural, not urban, areas. Atten-

Twenty years ago, armed with a Ph.D., I drove from Chicago to
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dance dropped every year when hunting season opened. In Texas,
as expected, controversies revolved around keeping energy prices
high and the consequences of rapid urban-suburban growth. In
Idaho and throughout the Old West, the issues were how public
lands were managed and what restrictions were either inappropri-
ate, unjustified, or just plain idiotic. The presence of public lands
and the agencies that managed them dominated the debates at local
and state levels.

The Old West also appeared to be under attack from both with-
in and without. An Old West rooted in conquest and the extraction
of resources was becoming more and more of an anachronism,
because a New West based on preserving the “wildness” of the Old
West was challenging the destruction of that “wildness.” An Ameri-
can West born out of wilderness needed to have federal legislation
enacted both to protect wilderness and to keep it from disappearing.

Once protected, the wilderness had to be managed. Ironically, it
has been managed by the very agencies that initially did not want it
designated as a protected resource. Despite the sometimes best
efforts of the managing agencies, the old management system root-
ed in the West of the past has not worked well. Until recently, most
Americans have not been well informed or have trusted too much
those who manage our national wildlands. Reform is overdue, and
simply updating old proposals for coordination or agency restruc-
turing will not work. I discuss some of the more innovative
approaches to reform and present my own proposals as well. Some
approaches, such as those to give the federal wildlands to the states
or to privatize them in the name of efficiency, I find both intellectu-
ally lacking and potentially destructive of the fabric and soul of the
American West.

The attitudes toward our wilderness lands and their value to us
has changed as we have matured as a nation. In the past, public
wildlands have been managed without consulting the American
public. This is apparent in the increasing number of conflicts about
how these wildlands should be used that are being reported by the
national media. Decisions that used to be made quietly—whether
they were about preserving wildness for spotted owls, opening up
wilderness areas in Alaska to oil drilling, or making wilderness more
“wild” by reintroducing grizzly bears and wolves to appropriate
habitats—have become part of a national debate.



Preface

People throughout the United States and in communities in the
West are becoming more supportive of keeping our federal lands
wild. New people have been moving into the American West in
record numbers, and they have changed the economies of their
adopted communities. This phenomenon has been called the New
West, and how and why it has come about is only beginning to
receive the serious attention that it merits. One reaction, though
clearly a minority one, is the rise of movements and even hate
groups who see the Old West as a refuge where they can hide.

I try to discuss what all these changes, reactions, and counterre-
actions mean for the American West, the people who live there,
other Americans, and people outside the United States for whom
the region represents the promise of what our country can be. To
my dismay, much of the discussion of federal land management
issues or of why the West is changing ignores the original settlers,
the Native Americans. I have tried, however imperfectly, to provide
some possible ways for us not to ignore our predecessors, but to
learn from them. How we choose to live with our wilderness in the
future will say a lot about the direction our society takes, and there
are forks in the road immediately ahead that will require us to make
important decisions.

To me, the American West is wilderness, yet wilderness and the
wild mean different things to different people. There is a capitalized,
majestic Wilderness and a wilderness that exists on a smaller scale,
but is no less valuable. I begin with the image of a raw wilderness
that presented itself to the Europeans who first encountered it, and
discuss the designation of a federally specified class of wilderness.
Despite this designation of an “official” wilderness, it is an artificial
distinction to argue that the other federal lands, however heavily
used to produce commodities are not, or cannot be, part of the
greater public lands wilderness. Fortunately, though wildness of
these lands may be diminished and abused, it has not totally disap-
peared. So, I hope to be forgiven for moving back and forth in refer-
ring to both “official” designated wilderness and the rest of the
federal estates as our wildlands.

The American West and its public wildlands is a region both
unique and easy to love. Though I concentrate on the Northwest
and the Northern Rockies because those are wildlands through
which T have trod the most and have become increasingly con-
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cerned about, the issues and the conclusions drawn should apply to
other parts of the West as well. Fortunately, the West is full of peo-
ple who, though they may disagree about many things, agree that
federal wildlands are perhaps the defining feature that gives their
lives meaning and characterizes a Western culture past, present, and
future.
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Chapter One

Wilderness and the
American West

Ay

a glimpse into the future of the United States. In the American

West, more so than in other regions of the country, that con-
troversy has a direct impact on the landscape, much of which is not
a private landscape, but a national one that belongs to all the citi-
zens of the country. What happens to the Western landscape reflects
how the mythical American past is forced to confront a present-day
reality and to form the outlines of a future American West.

A conversation in a cafe-bar in a small town in Northeast Ore-
gon expresses typical complaints about how and why changes are
taking place on the Western landscape. Mike, an employee of a
large corporation, is complaining that he was given two weeks’
notice to relocate to California or Georgia or lose his job. “I told
them I wouldn’t go, and so I sold my house and moved down here.
What gets me is the company lied to us for three years about not
moving and then just like that you get two weeks to get up and
leave. It is good old-fashioned greed. The company doesn’t give a
damn about us and our families.”

Dan, the owner of a local logging company, sympathizes with
Mike. “It used to be you could make a good living out here. Now
with all the restrictions on logging or, worse, not allowing us to log

The controversy over wilderness lands of the West can provide
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on large parts of our public lands . . . making a living is getting hard-
er and harder.” For people like Mike and Dan, pursuing other types
of jobs is undesirable because it would mean giving up a way of life
they would find hard to duplicate outside the inner West.

Conversations such as these can be heard all over small towns
in the West. They make clear that private, corporate, and federal
government decisions continue to have a major impact on the land-
scape of the West. This uncertainty is nothing new. Boom and bust
cycles, ghost towns, and controversies are an integral part of the
history of the region.

What is different about the hostility toward government man-
agement and ownership of Western lands is that it is being more
and more openly expressed. Often an implied threat lurks beneath
the surface: “Save the West or else.” Fear of job loss and change
drives the local hostility toward the federal government. Saving the
West really means “save our jobs.” The hostility is directed at the
federal government because most of the lands are in the public
domain. The frustration felt by the people is emphasized by journal-
ists and the media as well as by politicians hoping to use it for their
own purposes. And yet the anger is often misdirected, because it
ignores the inevitable changes or places the old West in a mythical
context.

There are federally designated wilderness areas in many states,
but most of them are in the American West. Originally these were
the lands that could not be used or developed commercially, and
therefore were set aside to be conserved or managed for people
mainly “back East.”! There were fears that, if public lands were not
set aside, the private timber companies would cut and run, creating
a vast denuded landscape. Such overcutting would create perpetual
timber shortages in the United States. To prevent this, a profession-
al government cadre of forest managers was established.

The timber shortage argument echoes through time right up to
the present. In the 1990s, overcutting on public lands, technological
change, and increased productivity—combined with past neglect of
environmental considerations and changes in public awareness and
attitudes—have all contributed to making less timber available from
public lands and temporarily driving up prices. A cyclical pattern for
timber and other resources in the region is an ongoing phenome-
non. This is all part of a changing American West. Some of the



Wilderness and the American West

changes are quite contentious, because they are forcing a reevalua-
tion of many of the myths that have been accepted as defining not
just the West, but the United States as well.

WHERE IS THE WEST?

What is the American West, and why do we hear about the Old and
the New or Changing West? To a nation raised on stories about pio-
neers, cowboys, and Indians, the American West is both a place and
a part of our history. It is a more exciting history than that of the
East, with its stereotypically elegant New Englanders, or of the
South, imbued with the remnants of slavery, plantations, and
racism. Contrary to some of the negative images in other regions,
the American West represents space, freedom, individuality, and
conquest—qualities idealized in movies and television programs.

Just where is the American West? When people are asked to
define it, a wide variety of responses are evoked, ranging from cli-
matic and other descriptions of the physical geography of the
region, to those rooted in an historical, cultural, or “the West as a
state of mind” rhetoric. There is some agreement on what has been
described as the “Unambiguous West” (Figure 1.1).2 At the heart of
the Unambiguous West are the Rocky Mountains. The eastern edge
is defined by the semi-arid farmlands from Montana to New Mexi-
co, while the Western edge is characterized by the Cascade and Sier-
ra Nevada Mountain chains stretching from Washington to
California.

The Unambiguous West is the “wild” cowboy West of the Madi-
son Avenue Marlboro Man imagination. It is the interior American
West, which historically has been perceived as a region dependent
on resource extraction. This is dramatically shown in Figure 1.2.
The Unambiguous West becomes “The Empty Quarter,” or “The
Marginal Interior.” For Westerners, regional designations such as
the “Empty Quarter” have a pejorative ring. This is not how they
see the land of mountains, rivers, arid lands, and the wide-open
spaces. But to outsiders this is the sparsely populated West, the
image of the Old West that was built on extracting mineral, forest,
and energy resources, and that was dependent on boom-and-bust
cycles as recent as the 1970s and 1980s. Today the “Marginal Interi-
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Figure 1.2 The Marginal Interior. Source: Modified from H.J. DeBlij and
Peter O. Muller, Geography: Realms, Regions, and Concepts, 7th ed., John
Wiley & Sons, 1994, p. 210.



