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Arthur Carhart’s centrist ideas about water and wilderness make him a good 
guide for some of the choices ordinary citizens must make today. Conservation 
politics have become polarized in ways that may benefit the blindly partisan 
but that will only harm our public lands. As we look to a future where climate 
change will dominate land management, we should give the past a vote by 
examining Arthur Carhart’s life. We should keep in mind Carhart’s prophetic 
way of linking water and wilderness.

Climate change is affecting our public lands—particularly the high-altitude 
areas we have designated as Wilderness.2 Which changes are good and which 
are bad? We will lose many species and ecological communities permanently. 
That is a great tragedy. But we are also gaining some surprises. Aspen (and 
the rich ecosystem aspen supports) is appearing at timberline sites where aspen 
did not exist in Carhart’s time.3 Meanwhile, lower-elevation aspen stands are 
suddenly dying.

It’s Our JOb, a JOb fOr all Of us

Perhaps I do seem aggressively radical to many of them but it is because I 
have to scrap continually and in a somewhat radical fashion to get any con-

sideration whatever. I am not done with recreation in National Forests when 
I leave. I will not be muzzled by censorship that exists in the department 
and while I am not going to do any “muckraking” I will be free to tell my 

ideas and views without restriction.

—arthur Carhart, �92��
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In a related development, the Trappers Lake watershed in northwestern 
Colorado, “the Cradle of Wilderness,” burned in 2002. As precipitation pat-
terns change and snowmelt occurs earlier and earlier, how will the 17,000-
acre “Big Fish Fire” affect the ecological health of this hallowed watershed? 
Scientists are predicting a 50 percent reduction in stream flow by 2050 in west-
ern Colorado.4 We will need to reconsider the tools we make available to land 
managers as we confront such changes. How can we learn to think beyond 
designated Wilderness to larger landscapes with buffer zones that will accom-
modate climate change?

One of the tools we need to reexamine is the Wilderness Act of 1964, which 
was not written in stone and genome. Partly with Carhart’s help, it evolved 
over the decades since he took his courageous stand against roads and cabins at 
Trappers Lake in 1919. And it has continued to evolve since then, as Congress 
adds more wilderness areas and we learn more about managing wilderness. But 
now we are facing change on a scale that challenges many of our assumptions 
about what we are protecting as wilderness and why we are protecting it. As 
wilderness changes, so should the Wilderness Act.

“The first rule of intelligent tinkering is to save all the parts.” Environ-
mentalists are fond of quoting Aldo Leopold. As ecologists try to understand 
climate change, they are learning that Leopold’s science has become outdated. 
Ecosystems often have redundancy built into them. Some parts are more 
important than others. As land managers deal with climate change, they need 
ecologists to guide them. Which parts are important and why?

Yet Leopold’s wisdom endures in another way. Which values should we 
preserve? As we tinker with the environment, one intelligent thing to do is 
to recover some key “parts” from our past. That is my goal in this biography 
of Arthur Carhart, wilderness prophet. We ignore his life story at our peril. 
Carhart’s thinking about wilderness offers a commonsense, nonpartisan, demo-
cratic approach to administering and—where necessary—changing the laws 
and the institutions that manage our natural resources. In 1961 Carhart wrote:

Those who have been lumping all types and concepts of wildlands together 
and calling them all “wilderness,” particularly those who insist that only 
where the natural environment is absolute, truly virgin, can there be “wil-
derness,” may protest these listings [of wildland recreation zones]. To argue 
that “wilderness” is anything less than physically “virgin” may be heresy. 
If so, I am a heretic. I do not argue that there can be any gradations of 
virginity. I do argue that there may be gradations in the physical attributes 
representing the wildness of wildlands which, as in other areas of human 
experience, may be as gratifying to those associating with it as absolute 
virginity—perhaps even more so.5
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Obscurity and ostracism became Carhart’s “rewards” for questioning the 
environmental orthodoxy of his times. Carhart never lacked courage. And 
it took courage for the “father of wilderness” to withhold his support for a 
Wilderness Act that fell short, in his eyes, of what America needed.

In the decade before its final passage in 1964, the Wilderness Act (PL 
88-577) went through sixty-six drafts and eighteen congressional hearings. 
President Lyndon B. Johnson signed it into law on September 3, 1964. As the 
horse trading progressed, Arthur Carhart became more and more dismayed 
with the results. There would be no buffer zones around wilderness, no attempt 
to place designated wilderness into a watershed-wide plan. Especially repug-
nant to him were the provisions that favored special interests, such as grazing 
and mining. Among many other problems, the final act compromised present 
and future wilderness designation, in Carhart’s mind, because it allowed the 
continuation of existing grazing permits, regardless of ecological condition. 
It also gave the mining industry until 1983 to make claims and then develop 
them at its leisure. And it did not allow for the integrated planning that should 
include buffer zones around wilderness.6

Ironically, Carhart the centrist became a heretic in the eyes of many in the 
wilderness movement. Carhart’s friend, Howard Zahniser of the Wilderness 
Society, had led the long, exhausting battle to hammer out a bill. In defer-
ence to many such friends in the wilderness movement, Carhart did not openly 
work against the final bill during the summer and fall of 1964. As the elec-
tion campaign ground on, it became clear that a wilderness bill would help 
the Democratic Party. Ever the maverick, Carhart was supporting Republican 
Barry Goldwater in that campaign while backing the reelection of Democratic 
Congressman Wayne Aspinall of Colorado. Carhart felt Goldwater, as a fis-
cal conservative, would be less likely to pursue an expensive ground war in 
Southeast Asia and more likely to cut funding for the Bureau of Reclamation. 
Carhart knew that, when the time finally came, only Aspinall could deliver 
a wilderness bill that would have broad public support. Meanwhile, many 
conservationists were opposing Aspinall, who was present at the signing of 
the Wilderness Act along with Mardy Murie, Alice Zahniser, and Interior 
Secretary Stewart Udall.

The bill included wording by Zahniser that did not fit Carhart’s sense of 
the place of humans in nature, not outside of nature: “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.” 
Carhart balked at this language because he knew too much about the place in 
nature that Native Americans had occupied. Zahniser’s eloquence outlived its 
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author. Exhausted, Zahniser had died four months before the bill was finally 
signed. Thus, he missed the signing event in the Oval Office, just as Carhart 
did.

Perhaps wilderness is best understood as the chief pillar of a secular 
twentieth-century religion, best articulated in Aldo Leopold’s Sand County 
Almanac. The religious are quicker to punish heretics than they are to pur-
sue unbelievers. Anonymity and suspicion have been Carhart’s posthumous 
“reward” for a lifetime of conservation advocacy. The touchstone for wilderness 
history, Roderick Nash’s Wilderness and the American Mind, has gone through 
many reprintings and four editions since its first appearance in 1967. Nash 
barely mentions Carhart. But Nash did go further in the Wilderness Society’s 
magazine, acknowledging Carhart’s true stature as a major conservation fig-
ure. Among environmental historians, Nash stands almost alone.7 This book 
tries to explain why.

PerhaPs I dO seem aggressIvely radICal

Carhart is a good guide to such questions—not because he was always “right” 
but because his long career provides us with examples of how to change and 
how to learn. He was there at the beginning, after all, before the big dams 
arose, before the United States had a wilderness movement, and before we made 
the fateful, flawed choices that contribute to the degradation of both the envi-
ronment and our politics.

Arthur Carhart (1892–1978) was one of the most significant conservation-
ists of the twentieth century. Wallace Stegner said: “I have been convinced for 
a long time that what is miscalled the middle of the road is actually the most 
radical and the most difficult position—much more difficult and radical than 
either reaction or rebellion.”8 Carhart belongs in the company of such giants as 
Stegner and Aldo Leopold. That is why an interagency consortium still main-
tains the Arthur Carhart National Wilderness Training Center in Missoula, 
Montana, along with the Aldo Leopold Wilderness Research Institute.9 And 
that is why Trappers Lake in northwestern Colorado and the Boundary Waters 
Canoe Area in Minnesota continue to inspire us. They should also inspire 
healthy debate about the idea of wilderness and the practice of wilderness man-
agement within the larger context of planning for America’s wildlands.

As a lifelong moderate Republican, Carhart felt federal resource manage-
ment bureaucracies were often the problem rather than the solution because 
they put their own welfare above the public good—and above the good of wild-
life.10 In contrast, Carhart’s sensible, balanced approach locates planning and 
democratic institutions at the scale of an individual watershed, much as John 
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Wesley Powell recommended when he reported to Congress about the West.11 
Carhart wrote:

The responsibility for water management rests in the hands of the fellow 
who puts a plow-share into the soil, and how he does it. It rests in the hands 
of the stockman—and he commits a crime against the community if in his 
greed he so over-grazes his range it becomes a tin roof to produce floods, 
mud and disaster below. Responsibility for sound water management also 
lies in the hands of the municipal water division of a community, in the city 
officials, in the chamber of commerce, in the national bodies of business and 
industry—it’s our job, a job for all of us.12

Carhart wrote about conservation issues for many business-oriented pub-
lications, and he specialized in addressing business conventions. He thought 
Powell’s ideas about watershed democracies should appeal to Americans of 
every stripe. In a 1952 talk, “The Future Course in Water Management,” to 
the Annual Conference of the American Water Works Association, he said:

I propose, now and here, that the organization directing inclusive manage-
ment of the water wealth, and the soil wealth with it, should not be imposed 
from the top, but developed out of the minds and actions of those on the 
ground and in the field. I propose an organization of what might be termed 
a water resources planning and policy board, for every minor watershed in 
the nation—every creek, if you please. . . . Not an imposition of what to do 
from the top, but a development of policy and broad planning rising up from 
the grass-roots citizenry.13

Not everyone sees centrism when they look at Powell and Carhart. Donald 
Worster, Powell’s most recent biographer, says:

The Achilles heel of American environmentalism is the fact that, despite 
all their calls for government activism and regulatory power, environ-
mentalists in their heart of hearts share the same ideology of liberty and 
self-determination that has created a degraded environment. The distance 
between the “wilderness freedom” of an Abbey or a Muir and the “economic 
freedom” of laissez-faire capitalism may at times not be very great. This con-
fusing overlap of a liberty seeking ideology with its enemies may constitute 
the greatest embarrassment the wilderness movement has, one that even its 
most thoughtful philosophers have never fully addressed or clarified.14

Worster conflates environmentalists with wilderness advocates, a mistake 
Carhart taught us to avoid by insisting that wilderness management was only 
part of watershed-wide wildlands planning. Then Worster assumes that all 
environmentalists favor a strong regulatory role for the government, some-
thing Carhart warned against as early as 1922 when he was preparing to 
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leave the Forest Service and begin his difficult relationships with the Bureau 
of Biological Survey and the Bureau of Reclamation. Finally, Worster carica-
tures liberty and self-determination, as if they inevitably lead to the excesses 
of capitalism and the degradation of the environment. But Carhart, who lived 
through the 1920s and endured the Depression and who actually worked in 
many different government bureaucracies, showed us how we might find a 
middle way.

One goal of this biography is to share with readers not just the social and 
political relevance of Carhart’s conservationist conscience but also his home-
spun artistry and eloquence. More than any other twentieth-century conser-
vationist, Carhart emphasized individual freedom and power within the rules 
of the game set by government to guide our conduct. His Iowa-based brand 
of rugged individualism may be repugnant to those who prefer restraint and 
humility based on knowing one’s proper place—and for whom such individual-
ism is dangerous, both morally and ecologically. Carhart’s father wanted him 
to be an Iowa bookkeeper. It was his mother, an artist, who insisted that he be 
free to choose. He chose wilderness—and the West.

Where does a man like Carhart fit within the history of the West? Although 
he was one of the primary fathers of wilderness, Arthur Carhart was not a dour 
wilderness philosopher but an accomplished landscape architect and an artful 
storyteller. With a twinkle in his eye, he constantly shuffled the deck, rein-
venting himself and the idea of wilderness as the century advanced and envi-
ronmental conditions changed. And yet his wilderness was always inhabited, a 
place both peopled and storied, not simply roadless and undeveloped.

Instead of the extremes represented by Edward Abbey and John Muir, 
Carhart bears comparison with Aldo Leopold. The two Forest Service employ-
ees met in Denver in December 1919. After Leopold had read of upstart 
Carhart’s wilderness initiative at Trappers Lake, he rode the train north from 
Albuquerque to meet the Forest Service’s first landscape architect, who bore the 
formal title “Recreation Engineer.” The two Iowans shared their ideas, based on 
Carhart’s remarkable proposal that the Forest Service should manage Trappers 
Lake for wilderness recreation instead of summer homes and the roads needed 
to access those homes. Both men shared a love for Teddy Roosevelt’s way—for 
hunting and fishing in wilderness settings like Trappers Lake, playing within 
“the rules of the game and the laws of the land,” as Carhart put it.

A few years later Carhart quit the Forest Service, disgusted with its fail-
ure to support adequate funding for recreation planning and its halfhearted 
effort to partner with local citizens’ groups in watershed-based wildlands plan-
ning. In contrast, acting through federal fiat, Leopold helped create the first 
Wilderness Reserve on the Gila National Forest in New Mexico in 1924. And 
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yet, as men of their time, both Carhart and Leopold struggled with deep ambiv-
alence about the roles of predators and wildfires in wildlands management.

From his position outside the federal resource management bureaucracies, 
Carhart continued to fight for fifty years on behalf of watershed-wide manage-
ment for places like Trappers Lake, Boundary Waters, and Echo Park. Over 
the course of a long life that was denied to Leopold, Carhart reinvented himself 
many times, for he wrote fiction, which Leopold did not.15 He lived to see Echo 
Park saved, which Leopold did not, only to see Glen Canyon Dam truss up the 
wild Colorado River. He lived to witness the unruly spirit of wilderness bound 
within the Wilderness Act of 1964, which Leopold did not. And after half a 
century of wilderness advocacy, Carhart, the father of wilderness, could not sup-
port the Wilderness Act as it finally emerged. This book explains the many rea-
sons why. From Carhart’s populist point of view, the Wilderness Act was deeply 
flawed for yet another reason that grates on the ears of some environmentalists: 
the act rewards special interests at the expense of true public interest.

Carhart wrote for the common people. At the end of one of his many books 
about hunting, published in 1946 when soldiers were readjusting to civilian life, 
he addressed his readers: “It’s something American that calls you back, the free 
America, where it is a birthright to bear arms, where you have the privilege of 
the sovereign to hunt without let or hindrance, except for the rules of the game 
and the laws of the land that you and your brothers have set up to guide human 
conduct. So you’re going out next season again? Fine. I may see you out there. 
Good luck, and I hope you get your buck.”16

As with his thinking about wilderness, Carhart’s writing appealed to a 
broad, popular audience. He was a “populist” in the best sense of the term. He 
knew how to reach ordinary people with his conservation ideas. His numerous 
books and articles made him America’s most widely read conservation writer 
in the mid-twentieth century.17

Part of Carhart’s appeal to the common reader was that he pioneered a then-
revolutionary aesthetic: if we plan and manage wisely, the beauty of America’s 
wildlands will make us not just better individuals but also better members 
of our local community—and even better Americans. By this he meant inde-
pendent people who do not rely on federal bureaucracies to subsidize their 
particular special interest, be it ranching or recreation. Seeking the middle 
way, so elusive today, Carhart knew when to compromise and when to take a 
hard stand, especially when it came to dealing with federal resource bureau-
cracies. Carhart’s decision not to support the Wilderness Act is no mystery. 
After a lifetime of trying to work with federal bureaucracies, he felt the act 
favored the special interests that had learned to manipulate agencies like the 
Forest Service through congressional budgetary procedures. Thus, wilderness 
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became whatever deal could be brokered among competing national interests. 
Carhart did not like generic, national approaches. He preferred the local.18

Although he considered reform of the Bureau of Reclamation a hopeless 
cause, Carhart tried, especially in his fiction, to imagine a better Forest Service 
that could be trusted to manage wilderness. In 1964, dismayed by the pro-
grazing provisions of the Wilderness Act, he told his old friend and fellow 
Republican Joe Penfold of the Izaak Walton League:

At the start, if you don’t know already, I can state flatly that I have the most 
thorough dislike for “burocracy” that one can have. I’ve been inside and 
outside and I don’t like the thing that is “burocracy.” I’ve tried to analyze it, 
to get my own definition as to where that pertains. A bureau starts out to do 
a public service. For a time that spirit dominates. The intent of the organiza-
tion’s being is dominant in its actions. At some point the perpetuation of the 
bureau becomes the guiding spirit, and then we have “burocracy.” Some day 
I hope to write a novel on this subject.19

Other aspects of the Wilderness Act that bothered Carhart were its failure 
to address the management of predators and wildfires. Carhart remained pro-
foundly ambivalent about these difficult issues. He could remember the great 
fires of 1910, when smoke from burning national forests in Montana darkened 
the skies of Iowa. He had an ear for old songs, and he remembered this one in 
1959:

Run Boys, Run, there’s fire in the mountains,
Fire in the mountains, fire in the mountains!

The song my father sang while I was still a little boy had folk ballad 
quality. It never was clear to me whether those lyrics commanded one to 
run from the fire or race to put it out. A touch of panic rode in the repeated 
phrase, “Run boys, run!”20

Similar ambivalence dogged Carhart’s writing about predators. Carhart 
was not infallible regarding every conservation issue. Instead, he was right 
about his faith in our democracy’s ability to experiment and to learn from the 
conservation failures he called “bunk.” In 1929, Mary Austin sent Carhart her 
strongly positive review of his Last Stand of the Pack, a book about how the 
federal Bureau of Biological Survey had systematically exterminated the last 
wolves in the West. Boldly speaking for himself—and not his coauthor, Stanley 
P. Young—Carhart replied, “My sympathy too was with the old renegades; and 
I think the hunters felt somewhat the same way. Personally, I feel that we are 
floundering dangerously and ridiculously with our wildlife. A lot of so-called 
conservation is bunk.”21
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How do we know the “bunk” from the wisdom that will guide us to a 
modestly successful future in land management? Carhart’s long career shows 
us how to learn new lessons and old—from others and from the land. He does 
what true conservation should do: he gives the past a vote.

Each of the chapters that follow begins with an introduction that summa-
rizes the chapter’s major themes. Subsequent sections examine those themes at 
greater length.
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