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Not Wilderness

(In the book, On Wilderness: Voices from Maine, published by Tilbury House, 2003)


I’ve traveled extensively in what is called “wilderness” in Maine.  I’ve hiked on the Appalachian Trail, paddled down (or since it is North, is it up?) the Allagash, and cross-country skied the entire length of Baxter State Park.  While the physical landscapes of mountains and rivers have been awe-inspiring, most of the forests have not.  On the trail and on the river, I’ve sometimes see a bit too much light pouring in a few hundred feet away.  I’ve seen some woodlots in better shape than much of the forest in Baxter State Park.  Something inside me has an urge to see nature fully expressed, and the “wilderness” I’ve seen in Maine, except for tiny pockets of old growth, just doesn’t satisfy that urge.


Unlike Alaska, where huge, wild landscapes that were never exploited for timber are called “wilderness” and protected from development or cutting, “wilderness” in the East is made up of previously managed landscapes where cutting and clearing is no longer allowed.  Before it was bought by Percival Baxter (and even, in some cases, after his purchase), most of Baxter State Park was either cut or burned or both.  There is even an area in the park, New City, where I found remnants from abandoned farms.  When I hiked on parts of the Appalachian Trail in Southern New England, I went over many a stone wall in the middle of the forest.  


In the past, Maine’s unmanaged (or very minimally managed) forest land was the landscape context, and human settlements and intensively-managed lands were a content--a black dot in a white circle.  Now, a managed landscape is the context, and unmanaged lands are a content--a white dot in a black circle. According to the latest state forest inventory, “reserved” forest comprises only around 1.3% of Maine’s acreage. 


Society has changed its concepts of the white and black dots--the yin and yang of nature and the made/managed world.  Currently, nature is seen as a resource, serving the economy.  If there is to be wilderness, it has to pay its way-- it needs to be a form of development.  Some wilderness proponents assure the public that wilderness does create jobs and improve the economy, as if that is what is needed for justification.  As if the crowds needed to produce the biggest economic return are a good thing.


“Wilderness,” like God, freedom, and love, means different things to different people.  Often, when arguing about these concepts, people are talking past each other because they are not talking about the same things.  They are thinking about different scales, different uses, different managers, and different beneficiaries.  How people perceive the meaning of “wilderness” impacts how they treat the land.  


To the first European settlers, Maine’s forest was a “wilderness” because it was untamed.  It was “wild”--growing for itself and not for man.  It was also somewhat frightening, if not, perhaps, somewhat evil, with large, dangerous animals and “wild” Indians.  But it did have a wealth of resources ready to be exploited--furs and timber.


The modern perspective of “wilderness,” for some, is a green backdrop for recreation adventures.  It is a landscape that has no traces of permanent human habitations or factories or stores--though there can be huts or campsites.  Motorized vehicles are not permitted in this “wilderness,” although I do note that there is one type of camper/trailer called “Wilderness.” Apparently, some people see wilderness as something that can be attached to a car. 


With the official version of “wilderness,” however, people are visitors, not residents.  It is a place for nature, as the cities and suburbs are a place for people.  Ironically, the original “wilderness” found by the first settlers from Europe, was one that did have Native American residents who had tribal, clan, and family hunting territories.  These First Peoples lived in the woods seasonally, and used plants and animals for food, shelter, medicine, and tools.  


The native languages of Maine have no words for “wilderness.”  More than a decade ago, I asked a Penobscot friend what the word for “forest” was in Penobscot.  I wanted to contrast that to our conepts of the “industrial forest” and “wilderness.” Since there was only one living person left who was still fluent in the language, Madeline Shay, he went to her and asked.  Next time I saw him, he gave an answer, which sounded to me like “kcheegook.”  I asked what that meant literally.  Once again, he went to Madeline for the answer.  When next I saw him, he told me that she said “kcheegook” refered to the place, where, when in a camp, you go when you have to relieve yourself.


When Henry David Thoreau first proposed a park for Maine, his concept was not for a people-free landscape.  Instead, he envisioned a landscape, “in which bear and panther, and some even of the hunter race, may still exist, and not be ‘civilized’ off the face of the earth.”  Such a concept is foreign to current thinking about wilderness, perhaps because more recent “traditional uses” involve motor vehicles and guns, rather than canoes and bows and arrows.  


The exclusion of people in parks, however, has sometimes had insidious results in Third World nations.  Native peoples have been excluded from their subsistance hunting and foraging lands so that tourists from the industrialized nations can view the wildlife.  One sanctuary ranger in Thailand observed that “We have our ancestors to blame for our predicament.  If they had not protected these forests over so many centuries, we would not be threatened with eviction today.”


To others, wilderness is an unmanaged wasteland.  It is not producing anything useful.  It is a good place to site dumps or have military exercises.  Remote recreation is a single use that precludes all other uses, whereas logging (producing goods that everyone, everyone, everyone  needs) allows “multiple uses.” Multiple uses are “obviously” of greater benefit to society than a single use.


Maine has come up with a compromise--corridors and buffers around the Appalachian Trail and the Allagash where cutting is restricted, and working-forest easements over hundreds of thousands of acres, where timber harvesting and herbicide spraying can continue unabated, but development is restricted.  Some enthusiastic literature about these easements actually refers to the land as “wilderness” that is being “preserved” or “protected,”even though most of the forest can be roaded, clearcut, sprayed, and converted to softwood plantations.  


A key argument of those favoring such compromises is that society cannot afford to take more land out of production.  Indeed, the Land for Maine’s Future Board has in its guidelines that: “LMF is prohibited by statute to acquire land for which the primary use value has been or will be commercially harvested or harvestable forest land. This does not prohibit the acquisition of conservation easements on working forest lands which allow for timber production while securing public access and the conservation of other natural resource values."  


Part of the logic behind such policies is that we “need” to meet projected demands for timber products and paper.  If any land is taken from production, the wood will have to come from either more intensively managed land in Maine or from somewhere else.  That “somewhere else” might be another country with less environmental protections, so “protecting” land here, could cause even worse impacts to another region.  From this “environmental paradox” we end up with the dictum that  if we think globally, we have to cut locally.


A new concept has entered the debate: biodiversity.  Some environmentalists are arguing we need wilderness preserves to protect the full range of species.  Often the debate centers around large, “charismatic megafauna,” such a wolves, cougar, caribou, or lynx.  Some wildlife biologists, however, have pointed out that there are managed forests and developed regions in North America that support these species, without the need for wilderness.  Actually, the species most at risk from continued cutting are very uncharismatic lichens, mosses, fungi, and insects, which can survive in fairly small areas.  At least temporarily.  There is not, currently, a big constituency advocating for lichens or fungi.  It is easier to rally behind something big and furry than something small and slimy.


Biodiversity, however, does not just refer to species; it also refers to ecosystems.  What is lacking in the East, are complete ecosystems with all the habitats capable of supporting viable populations of all the native species over time.  While the charismatic megafauna may not require wilderness to survive, wilderness ecosystems require these animals to be complete.


“Over time” implies change.  Wind, fire, insects, and disease produce disturbances that change the structure and species ratios of stands and landscapes.  The protected landscape has to be big enough, therefore to incorporate such disturbances without losing either habitats or species over time.  


Reconstructions of the presettelement forest indicate that stands with trees hundreds of years old were the rule, rather than the exception as they are now.  When there were large fires or windthrow, biological legacies that survived within the disturbance and the vast older forests outside the disturbance ensured that over time, habitats could recover and species recolonize. Full recolonization of logged habitats does not occur, however, if rotations are too short for habitat recovery and there are no refugia (or sources of species for recolonization) near enough.  Indeed, the more intense the management (such as whole-tree clearcuts) the longer it takes to recover.  Yet, ironically, it is with such heavily-cut stands that some landowners are planning for the shortest rotations.


Even if we cease all logging, we cannot go back to the presettlement forests of hundreds of years ago that had these more “complete”ecosystems.  Species, such as wolves, caribou, and cougar have been extirpated from Maine.  Other species, such as passenger pigeons, will never return--they are extinct.  There are new species, such as the Gypsy moth, that have come in and do not seem to want to go away.  The climate has changed, and will continue to change, perhaps partly induced by human consumption of fossil fuels.  And we have introduced toxins over the landscape--from pesticides to heavy metals to acid precipitation--that are having an impact on soils, fish, and ecosystem health. One does not have to cut a forest to change it.


Because our forests are no longer “virgin,” that does not mean they have to forever be subject to rape.  While we cannot go back to what was, we can, to some degree, partly recover forests to have more old-growth characteristics. Perhaps some of the extirpated species could return or be reintroduced as the landscape recovers.  We have examples in the Adirondaks that such recoveries are possible, but they are certainly not instant.  The logging that preceded the creation of the Adirondaks a century ago was far less intense than the logging of today.  Recovery in parts of Maine will take much longer.


Beauty strips and management as usual are not sufficient to protect biodiversity for the long term.  Some have proposed setting up small reserves that protect samples of all ecosystem types.  The success of these smaller reserves, however, depends on how the land is managed around it.  Intensive management, for example, could isolate the reserves as fragments. The current policies for ecological reserves and for purchasing public lands, even at their best, could not, over the long run protect biodiversity--unless landowners spontaneously decided to act like Percival Baxter and set up their own large reserves and model forests.  Given the current mix of landowners, this seems unlikely in the short run.


More naturalistic management could buffer and extend the benefits of the reserves. Setting up a reserve system should not be seen as an either/or issue of lichens against loggers.  We need a forest policy that sets up ecological reserves and improves forest practices and improves the viability of industry and strengthens local communities.  It is entirely possible to cut fewer acres, but generate more value and create more jobs if we have a sensible forest policy.



Rewilding formerly managed landscapes takes time, perhaps hundreds of years.  Calling a newly “protected” landscape a “wilderness” does not immediately erase the roads, create old growth or restore extirpated species.  Parts of the forest, converted to large areas of balsam fir, will be susceptible to increased intensity, frequency, and extent of disturbances, such as the spruce budworm, for a long time, unless there is management to reverse such structures.


Which brings us to the key point of this essay--the value of wilderness depends on what is not wilderness. Outside the border of any wilderness is a landscape dedicated to serving perceived needs of an economy that must grow indefinitely into the future.  The environmental paradox, where protecting land in Maine could lead to more destruction globally,  is based on this ever-growing demand as a constant, and nature as the variable.  Those who posit this line of thinking do not carry it far enough--for a thousand years, for example.  Projecting our economy a thousand years ahead leads to totally absurd situations--where we have to expand our industries into outer space, because there would be no space left on Earth.  


If we really want a “wilderness” that functions to protect biodiversity for thousands of years, we will not succeed by cordoning off areas on the map to create nature museums, and assuming that everywhere else can be exploited to full extent indefinitely.  Nature does not start and stop by human dictate.  It is all around us and within us.  It is in the cities and suburbs.  It is our life support, not a mere economic resource.  We need to bring more wildness home, to where we live.


The idea that there is not sufficient land for wilderness is based on the assumption that it is OK for Americans to consume more than twice the forest products per capita as Europeans and six times greater than the world average. We are justified, under this line of thinking, to consume not only our forest resources, but those of other nations, if ours prove insufficient.  There is another assumption worth examining--that it is OK to create communities that are so unfulfilling that people need to travel thousands of miles, towing along expensive, synthetic clothing and equipment, just to see and experience a “natural” landscape.  


Unless we include our global consumption society in the debate, discussions about how much, if any, of “wilderness” we could have or can “afford” are absurd.  We can not have a society that has ever growing resource needs in a world of limited resources.  Words like “enough” need to enter into our vocabulary.  


In Beyond the Beauty Strip, I wrote:


“Maintaining wilderness implies restraint--restraint from exploiting or destroying every last acre of remaining forest.  There are limits to the expansion of exploitive management and forest conversion because there are limits to forests.  At some point society must choose if it will live within these limits in a sustainable way or if it will continue expanding its industrial capacity until the resource capacity shrinks to nothing.  Allowing the existence of wilderness may mean reaching the limits to growth sooner, but exploiting wilderness does not mean avoiding those limits.  A society living within limits and maintaining wilderness would be richer than a society living within limits with no wilderness.  As Thoreau once said, ‘A man is rich in proportion to the number of things he can afford to leave alone.’”



Although Maine’s Native Americans may not have had a word that corresponds to our concept of “wilderness,” they did have the tradition of the vision quest.  The vision quester leaves the cocoon of family, village, and society and goes alone to a remote and wild spot, seeking identity, inspiration, power, or guidance.  There he would fast and wait.  The vision quester, in such a remote location, is not shielded from nature--including the wind and rain, the black flies and mosquitoes, or the wolves and mountain lions--by technology or social distractions.  The quester becomes a very small dot in a very big circle--it is a frightening and humbling experience.  This tradition of entering the wilderness for inspiration is also shared by Judeo-Christians.  Moses went to the mountain and Jesus to the desert for their visions.


The Romantic Poets of 19th century England, felt the loss of that experience of wild, untamed nature.  Wordsworth wrote, “Getting and spending we lay waste our powers, little we see in nature that’s ours.  We have given our hearts away, a sordid boon.”  In another poem he wrote, “To her sweet works did Nature link, the human soul which through me ran, and much it grieved my heart to think what man has made of man”


We live in a society where the dot thinks that it is the circle.  Most of nature is tamed for the benefit of man.  We even call Maine’s woods a “working forest.”  In losing the wildness, we not only lose part of our “souls,” we also threaten the stability of the man-made systems we are creating. Anthropologist Roy Rappaport warned that “To regulate a general system such as a society or a forest in accordance with the narrow purposes of one of its sub-systems, such as a business firm or an industry [...], is to narrow the range of conditions under which the general system can survive.”


English poet Gerard Manly Hopkins saw the same violence from the taming of nature that Wordsworth saw: 

"Why do men then now not reck His rod? 

Generations have trod, have trod, have trod; 

And all is seared with trade; bleared, smeared with toil; 

And bears man’s smudge, and shares man’s smell; the soil 

Is bare now, nor can foot feel being shod." 

But he saw the hope of renewal in this destruction: “And for all this, nature is never spent; 

There lives the dearest freshness deep down things."


Even though much of Maine’s forest has been “tamed,” there is a capacity for rewilding.  This is something to encourage and celebrate.  We need complete, functioning ecosystems so we do not lose that which has sustained us. We need wilderness for our souls to be whole and complete.  As Hopkins said in another poem: 

“What would the world be, once bereft 

Of wet and of wildness? Let them be left, 

O let them be left, wildness and wet; 

Long live the weeds and the wilderness yet!"

