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Land, Water and People; Wilderness: Our Gift to the Future
By Mike Blakeman, Public Affairs Officer, Rio Grande National Forest

On September 3, 1964 President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Wilderness Act into law. The Act was met with 
cheers and jeers by the people of the United States back then and I expect that there will be a similar reaction 
in this country next week on its 50th anniversary. 

One of the big criticisms of des-
ignating an area as wilderness is 
that it locks up resources that we 
could and should be using. Upon 
signing the Wilderness Act, Pres-
ident Johnson made an eloquent 
statement addressing that con-
cern:

 "If future generations are to 
remember us with gratitude rather 
than contempt, we must leave 
them something more than the 
miracles of technology. We must 
leave them a glimpse of the world 
as it was in the beginning, not just 
after we got through with it."

The original act established 9.1 million acres of wilderness in 13 states, including the La Garita Wilderness 
located east of Creede. Today, the United States boasts more than 109 million acres of designated wilderness 
in 757 wilderness areas. More than half of that acreage is located in Alaska.

In the upper Rio Grande Watershed, the Rio Grande National Forest manages parts of four wilderness areas: 
La Garita, South San Juan, Weminuche and Sangre de Cristo. The Great Sand Dunes National Park and Pre-
serve manages the Great Sand Dunes Wilderness Area and a portion of the Sangre de Cristo Wilderness.

Another criticism of wilderness areas is that motorized and mechanized equipment and vehicles are prohib-
ited. This makes taking care of these areas more challenging. For example, using a chainsaw to clear trees 
that have fallen across a trail is much more efficient than using a crosscut saw. Howard Zahniser, the principal 
author of the Wilderness Act spoke to this concern:

“I believe we have a profound fundamental need for areas of the earth where we stand without our mechanisms 
that make us immediate masters over our environment.”

The prohibition of motorized and mechanized vehicles means people cannot use OHVs or mountain bikes 
within wilderness areas. This is probably the most contentious issue surrounding designating areas as wilder-
ness. The writer Wallace Stegner wrote:

“We simply need that wild country available to us, even if we never do more than drive to its edge and look in. 
For it can be a means of reassuring ourselves of our sanity as creatures, a part of the geography of hope.”
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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
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Okay, the quotes above are nice, but really, what’s the purpose of 
wilderness areas? What do they do for the benefit of humans?

The second question will certainly be viewed by some people as hu-
man-centered arrogance, but let’s go with it.

Wilderness areas provide unique recreational opportunities that al-
low people to escape from the constant noise, commotion and stress 
of civilization. The people recreating in these areas fund a multi-bil-
lion dollar industry manufacturing and selling hiking boots, compact 
stoves, specialized clothes, light weight tents and backpacks.

Wilderness areas also provide clean air and water. The plants growing 
in these areas scrub the air of toxins and release clean, fresh oxygen. 
The organic material and soils act as fertilizer-free filters cleansing 
water.

Wilderness areas protect wildlife habitat and act as genetic banks to 
assist with maintaining a diversity of life. Wilderness areas also act as 
natural labs – areas that provide us a baseline to help us understand 
how human development and consumption impacts the ecosystems 
and their services that we rely on to survive and thrive.  
Aldo Leopold wrote: 

“The last word in ignorance is the man who says of an animal or plant, ‘What good is it?’ If the land mechanism 
as a whole is good, then every part is good, whether we understand it or not. If the biota, in the course of aeons, 
has built something we like but do not understand, then who but a fool would discard seemingly useless parts? 
To keep every cog and wheel is the first precaution of intelligent tinkering.” 

Wilderness areas help humanity keep every cog and wheel, which is why wilderness truly is our gift to the 
future.

Middle Fork of Conejos River is in the South 
San Juan Wilderness on Conejos Peak RD

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.




