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What is wilderness? 
By Mike Blakeman
I’ll never forget my first wilderness adventure. I hiked off 
trail through a beautiful hardwood forest – the branches 
of oaks, ash and maples spread high overhead thick with 
leaves blocking out the sun. My feet noisily swooshed 
through dead leaves covering the ground, as I wandered 
among the giant trees.

After what seemed like hours, I came across a red maple 
covered with wild grape vines. The vines encircled the  
entire tree and formed a teepee. I worked my way between 
the vines into the “teepee” where a single vine hung down 
like a rope. I grabbed ahold of the vine and swung back and 
forth in the darkness. It was exhilarating! 

Eventually, I turned around and 
walked back to my home. I was six 
years-old and was exploring the 
woodlot in my backyard in Massachu-
setts. The next year, we moved to a 
small town in New Hampshire where 
we had an even larger woodlot in the 
backyard. At seven years-old, I knew 
my backyard was wilderness.

Wilderness means different things 
to different people and can mean 
different things depending on our 
age. I returned to see our old house 
in Massachusetts when I was in my  
early teens and I realized that it wasn’t 
a wilderness in the backyard, but a 
small woodlot surrounded by houses 
in a subdivision.

 By the time I graduated from high 
school my concept of wilderness 
had changed again. The 200 acres of  
forest in the backyard wasn’t nearly big enough, so right after graduation, three buddies and I grabbed our canoes and 
headed to real wilderness in northern Maine. We drove six hours to a series of lakes at the head of the Allagash Waterway. 
Probably 30 miles of the drive was on dirt roads through commercial timberland owned by International Paper Company. 
We paddled 15 miles through two lakes and then pulled our canoes three miles up a creek to Little Round Pond where we 
camped, fished and swatted black flies for five days.

Woodland stream.  
Photo courtesy Mark Prout, used with permission.

Continental Divide National Scenic Trail-Weminuche Wilderness.  
Photo courtesy Mike Blakeman, used with permission.
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USDA Forest Service l Rocky Mountain Region
Colorado: Arapaho Roosevelt NF & Pawnee NG l Grand Mesa, Uncompahgre, & Gunnison NFs 
Pike-San Isabel National Forests and Cimmarron-Comanche NGs l Rio Grande NF l San Juan NF  
White River NF l Nebraska: Nebraska & Samuel R. McKelvie NFs l South Dakota:  Black Hills NF

Wyoming:  Bighorn NF l Medicine Bow-Routt NFs & Thunder Basin NG l Shoshone NF

In 1978, between my junior and senior years at the University of Maine, I landed a summer job in Creede, Colorado. 
When I received the call that I got the job, I grabbed a map and saw that the Continental Divide made a horseshoe around 
Creede. I got excited as I knew that I would be near really, real wilderness. I spent my first weekend in Creede hiking in 
the La Garitas behind Creede. I knew for sure it was wilderness because I walked through snow and it was almost June.

Two college degrees and six years of 
working in Colorado later, I picked up 
a seasonal job in Wrangell, Alaska. 
Wrangell is located on an island in 
Southeast Alaska. There are no towns 
on the mainland across the channel, 
just the coastal range with glacier 
covered peaks reaching up to nine 
thousand feet in elevation. The only 
way in and out was by boat or small 
airplane. I knew this was really, really 
real wilderness.

Now, well into my fifth decade of 
life, I understand that it is difficult to 
define “true” wilderness. That said,  
Congress and the President took 
on that task fifty years ago. On  
September 3, 1964, a year after my 
first wilderness adventure, Presi-
dent Lyndon Johnson signed the Wilderness Act, which defined, developed policy for and designated 9.1 million acres of  
wilderness. One of most quoted sections of the act states:

A wilderness, in contrast with those areas where man and his own works dominate the landscape, is hereby 
recognized as an area where the earth and its community of life are untrammeled by man, where man himself 
is a visitor who does not remain.

Mike Blakeman is the public affairs officer for the San Luis Valley Public Lands Center. He spends much of his free time 
scrambling around the mountains with a camera in his hand.

Lake Ann in South San Juan Wildernes..  
Photo courtesy Mike Blakeman, used with permission.
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