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The placid stillness of water on an alpine lake at dawn. A view of the Milky Way, bright 

and glowing in a black sky. Crossing paths with a Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep on a rugged 

mountain trail. Drinking a warm cup of tea with a view of blood-red alpenglow on the San 

Juan Mountains at sunset. These are snapshots of wilderness experiences, moments of 

tranquility, direct connection of person to places “untrammeled by man.”  

The Rio Grande National Forest encompasses portions of four large Wilderness areas. 

These are the Sangre de Cristo Wilderness, the South San Juan Wilderness, the Weminuche 

Wilderness, and the La Garita Wilderness. Combined, these four areas cover over one million 

acres of public land. We are lucky to be surrounded by such an expanse of wild places so near 

our homes in the Upper Rio Grande Basin.  

But what does wilderness really mean? Wilderness can be a general term used to 

describe a tract or region of land that is relatively undisturbed by human activity. It is also a 

term assigned to public lands federally designated by law and, accordingly, have specific 

guidelines for how they are managed under the National Wilderness Preservation System.  

One of the legal aspects of federally designated wilderness management is that motorized 

transport and mechanized equipment are prohibited within wilderness boundaries. The Wilderness 

Act, passed in 1964, states "...there should be no temporary road, no use of motor vehicles, 

motorized equipment or motorboats, no landing of aircraft, no other form of mechanical 

transport..." As such, land managers to use traditional tools for on-the-ground projects in these 

areas. These traditional tools include the crosscut saw.  

Crosscut saws came into use in the 15th century. The saws were used in Colonial America, 

and they began to be produced in the USA in the mid-1800s. Today the saws are used by field staff 

and trained volunteers to fell standing hazard trees, as well as to buck up trees that have fallen 

across trails. The saws are quiet when in use, and are a tool that can be used without any detriment 

to the “wilderness character” of wild places.  

 Having the skills and resources to use crosscut saws is ever more relevant on our public 

lands as more dead spruce begin to fall across the trails we all love to use for hiking, horseback 



riding and hunting. US Forest Service (USFS) staff do what they can to help keep the extensive 

trails we have on our wilderness areas open, but federal staff do not have the capacity to tackle 

all of it alone. This is where partners and volunteers come into the picture.  

 Anyone using a crosscut saw on USFS land must be currently certified to use the tool. 

Agency staff can train partners and volunteers in this valuable skill set, but there is a need to 

train more people than agency staff can alone. Thus partner organizations, such as the Outdoor 

Stewardship Institute, are working through the process to become approved “cooperators” with 

the USFS to train and certify more people in crosscut saw use. One of their trainings will occur 

near Crestone on May 11-12 in order to train local volunteers, as well as staff from three 

outdoor stewardship organizations that work across the state.  

Some of these volunteer sawyers are your neighbors; specifically, the Crestone 

Wilderness Stewards, a volunteer group that cares for five trails in the Sangre de Cristo 

Wilderness. These dedicated locals perform a variety of tasks that range from simply hiking 

the trails and reporting back on conditions and the number of downed trees, to clearing the 

corridor with small hand saws that fit in your pack, to using full-sized crosscut saws to clear 

very large trees that block trails. The group is looking to recruit more active members and 

welcomes all participants, regardless of whether you want to learn to wield a big saw or not. 

If you are interested in learning more about joining this group, please reach out to 

sally@voc.org or 719-852-6234. 

Wilderness as a formally protected type of land is an American original, and we are 

lucky to be surrounded by it in the San Luis Valley. 

 

Sally Wier is the San Luis Valley Volunteer and Partnership Manager - a collaborative role 

managed by Volunteers for Outdoor Colorado, the Rio Grande National Forest and the Bureau 

of Land Management San Luis Valley Field Office. 
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