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The first burst of roadless areas as a national forest issue 

in 1971 made me a conservationist.  Today, national forest 
roadless areas are part of the daily meat-and-potatoes for the 
conservationist, and it has been so for at least a generation of 
wilderness lovers.  Only a handful of still-working 
conservationists remember the days before roadless areas 
came to steer our work with the Forest Service (Polly Dyer and 
Brock Evans would be two).  Even fewer, if any, Forest Service 
employees are still on the job from that era. 

Understanding how the national forest roadless area issue 
came into being is a must-have for today’s generation of 
wilderness campaigners.  Truly safeguarding all roadless areas 
on the national forests is the quickest way to keep alive the 
room to roam that so many wildlife species need.  National 
forest roadless areas are key shards of the Pacific, Spine of the 
Continent, and Appalachian Wildways for the North American 
Wildlands Network in the United States. 



To be sure, keeping the backcountry roadless and out of 
bounds for threatening motor-cars shoved the wilderness area 
movement into life after World War One.  And, yes, Bob 
Marshall sketched out a tally of million-acre blocks without 
roads in 1926 and a more refined catalog in 1936 for roadless 
areas of 250,000 acres and more.  But in those days, national 
forests were nearly all roadless; it was the roaded areas that 
stood out.  In picking places to put forward for primitive area 
rank, forest rangers and citizen conservationists went for the 
cream of the western mountains.  The areas they chose were 
roadless, but nearly all primitive areas picked in the 1920s and 
1930s had tens or hundreds of thousands of roadless acres 
more that were not added to the primitive area.  (The last 
primitive area, the Blue Range in Arizona, is a case in point: the 
primitive area was 216,000 acres, but it was surrounded by 
another 300,000 acres of roadlessness for a total roadless 
area of over 500,000 acres.  It was not until well into the 
1970s that some of us began to think that all lands still 
roadless around “The Blue,” even if they were not part of that 
geographic, ecological, or cultural entity, should be part of our 
wilderness proposal, too.) 

The 1964 Wilderness Act blazed several new trails, one of 
which was making “roadless area” a meaningful term and 
concept while defining it as a unit of contiguous federal land 
without roads and at least 5,000 acres in size or of a size 
practicable to manage.  Leopold, Marshall, and other old trail-
wolves had looked for bigger areas—enough for a two-week 



pack trip without crossing your own tracks; just about any 
hiker can cross a 5,000-acre wilderness in a day.  Under the 
Act, however, these legalistic roadless areas existed only on 
National Park Service or US Fish & Wildlife Service land (national 
wildlife refuges); those two agencies were mandated to identify 
and study for wilderness suitability all roadless areas of 5,000 
acres or of a practical size in the units they managed—from Mt. 
McKinley National Park in Alaska to the Great Swamp National 
Wildlife Refuge less than an hour from Manhattan. 

Of the national forests, nothing was said.  The mandate 
areas for the Forest Service were the still outstanding three-
dozen primitive areas.  That was all.  Also unsaid, however, was 
any prohibition for citizen conservationists or the agency itself 
to look at other areas for possible recommendation as 
wilderness to Congress.  When the final Wilderness Act was 
done up with wrapping paper and a bow, I doubt anyone in the 
Forest Service thought about this hazard. 

So.  How then did roadless areas come to stand over the 
Forest Service like the Colossus of Rhodes these past four 
decades? 

All agencies got off to a slow start in their studies 
mandated by the Wilderness Act (the areas the Park Service, 
Fish & Wildlife Service, and Forest Service were required to 
study were called mandate areas).  The Forest Service, despite 
overwhelming public backing for large wildernesses, continued 
their game of handing up pared-away primitive areas for 
protection.  In general, parts with trees were cut out, and 



boundaries were drawn around “rocks and ice.”1  In fact, the 
Forest Service willfully laid out timber sales and access roads 
on the edges of primitive areas in order to thwart the addition 
of neighboring roadless lands (de facto wilderness, in the words 
of conservationists2).  A case in point is East Meadow Creek 
next to the former Gore’s Range-Eagle Nest Primitive Area 
north of Vail, Colorado.  In the 1960s, the White River National 
Forest rolled out plans to log the virgin forest of East Meadow 
Creek.  Conservationists in Vail wanted to stop the timber sale 
and talked to Clif Merritt, Western Regional Director of The 
Wilderness Society in Denver.  Clif, a bulldog defender of 
wilderness, far-sighted strategist, and peerless organizer, saw a 
chance for protection and roped in young Denver lawyer Tony 
Ruckel.  In April of 1969, flying in the face of legal orthodoxy 
that “the United States cannot be sued without its consent,” 
Ruckel, with Merritt's guidance, sued on the grounds that the 
Forest Service's logging next to the primitive area would 
violate the Wilderness Act's provision allowing the President to 
recommend “the addition of any contiguous area of national 
forest lands predominantly of wilderness value.”   

Federal Judge William E. Doyle first allowed the 
conservationists to sue the government and then enjoined the 

                                     
1 I base this on my review of the original USFS Primitive Area reclassification studies in 
my library.  I have copies of all of them, along with copies of nearly all of the Park Service 
and Wildlife Refuge Wilderness suitability studies.  
2 De facto means “in fact.”  De jure Wilderness is legally protected Wilderness, or “Big 
W” Wilderness.  De facto wilderness is wilderness in fact, but not in law.  It's also called 
“little w” wilderness. 



timber sale.  Forest Service historian Dennis Roth writes that 
Doyle “interpreted the language of the Wilderness Act to mean 
that the Forest Service must refrain from developing a 
contiguous area which was potentially of wilderness value until 
the President and Congress had acted on the agency's 
recommendations.”3  This so-called “Parker Case” was the first 
judicial decision to protect wilderness.  It gravely shook the 
Forest Service. 

Basing their recommendations on careful field studies, 
conservation groups proposed wilderness area designation for 
nearly all the acreage in existing primitive areas and for much—
but not all—of the roadless lands alongside them.  In the late 
1960s and early 1970s, Congress almost always designated 
wilderness areas closer to the conservationists' proposals than 
to the Forest Service's.  

 
De facto wilderness 
As I’ve explained, the Wilderness Act did not require the 

Forest Service to inventory all its roadless areas, as it did for 
the Park Service and Fish & Wildlife Service.  Immediately 
placed under the protection of The Wilderness Act were 54 
areas already designated by the USFS as Wild, Wilderness, or 
Canoe Areas, totaling 9.1 million acres.  The Forest Service had 
only to finish up the studies on 34 remaining areas still 
designated as Primitive, totaling 5.5 million acres, as originally 

                                     
3 Dennis Roth, The Wilderness Movement and the National Forests: 1964-1980 , 19-22.   



called for in the U Regulations 25 years earlier.  I would bet 
that national forest district rangers up to the Chief believed 
that the primitive area studies would end the “wilderness 
problem” for the national forests.  Hunters, hikers, horse 
packers, and biologists, however, thought differently.  They 
knew there were many millions of acres of de facto wilderness 
in the national forests other than the primitive areas.  Based on 
the research Howie Wolke and I did for The Big Outside,4 I 
would hazard that in 1964, 100-120 million acres of the then-
187 million-acre National Forest System qualified for wilderness 
area designation.  But the Forest Service was bound and 
determined to keep the total amount of wilderness protected 
below 20 million acres—and to make sure that very little 
marketable timber was in that acreage.  Deputy Chief Art 
Greeley had told the Regional Foresters in 1964, “It seems we 
have the choice—Maybe 16-18 million acres of pure 
wilderness—or 2 or 3 times as much half-baked wilderness, all 
with an encumbrance on truly multiple-use management.”5  
Multiple-use management meant logging. 

Between 1926 and 1961, the Forest Service had 
managed to break up most of the big roadless areas with new 
roads; nonetheless, there was still a large total acreage of 
roadless and undeveloped areas.  For example, in 1926 there 
had been 74 roadless areas bigger than 230,400 acres, 

                                     
4 Dave Foreman and Howie Wolke, The Big Outside (Harmony Books, Crown Publishers, 
New York, 1992). 
5 Roth, The Wilderness Movement and the National Forests: 1964-1980,  p. 6. 



totaling 55 million acres; an independent study by the 
University of California in 1961 found only 19 areas of that 
size, totaling 17 million acres.6  Keep in mind that there were 
tens of millions of acres of smaller roadless areas, too. 

Typical was the dismemberment of the big guy—the 
7,668,480-acre central Idaho roadless area.7  In 1935, retired 
Lolo NF Supervisor Elers Koch lamented: 

Only a few years ago the great Clearwater wilderness 
stretched from the Bitterroot to the Kooskia; from the Cedar 
Creek mines to the Salmon River and beyond.  No road and no 
permanent human habitation marred its primitive nature…. 

The Forest Service sounded the note of progress.  It 
opened up the wilderness with roads and telephone lines, and 
airplane landing fields.… 

Has all this effort and expenditure of millions of dollars 
added anything to human good?  Is it possible that it was all a 
ghastly mistake like plowing up the good buffalo grass sod of 
the dry prairies?8 

After the triumph of the Wilderness Act, outdoorsmen 
and –women looked at some of their favorite areas where they 
hiked trails, fished high tarns, or stalked elk and saw that such 
places were not among the primitive areas to be studied—
                                     
6 Foreman and Wolke, The Big Outside, 4-5.  Also see Michael Frome, Battle for the 
Wilderness, 20.  Why the strange 230,400-acre figure?  A square mile is 640 acres.  The 
United States survey mapped the land by section: squares six miles on the side, or 36 
square miles.  Ten sections are 360 square miles, which are 230,400 acres. 
7Foreman and Wolke, The Big Outside, 470. 
8 Elers Koch, Journal of Forestry, February, 1935, quoted in The Living Wilderness, 
September 1935, 9. 



places such as the White Clouds in Idaho, Mt. Baker in 
Washington, and the Sangre de Cristos in Colorado.  In the late 
1960s, conservationists asked the Forest Service to consider 
additional roadless areas for wilderness recommendation.  They 
got the cold shoulder—Forest Service Director of Recreation 
Dick Costley sneered at “wildcat wilderness proposals.”9   

The first of the wildcats to claw the Forest Service was 
the Lincoln-Scapegoat area in Montana, adjacent to the Forest 
Service's flagship wilderness area—the Bob Marshall.  The 
Lincoln-Scapegoat wasn't spectacular; it was just milk-and-
honey country for pack trips, hiking, and big game hunting.  
Local redneck shopkeeper Cecil Garland and The Wilderness 
Society's Western Regional Director, Clif Merritt (a Montana 
native), led a grassroots citizens' campaign against Forest 
Service plans to log the area.  Montana's Republican 
congressman, “Big Jim” Battin introduced a 240,500-acre 
Lincoln-Scapegoat Wilderness Area bill in 1965, which threw 
the brass of the Forest Service into a tizzy.  Significantly, this 
was the first Wilderness bill in Congress after the passage of 
the Wilderness Act.10  Lincoln-Scapegoat came before 
legislation for any mandate areas (FS primitive areas, and NPS 
and FWS roadless areas).   

Although the Lincoln-Scapegoat bill did not become law 
until 1972, it inspired other conservationists.  For example, in 
                                     
9 Roth, The Wilderness Movement and the National Forests: 1964-1980, 7. 
10 Montana's Democratic senators Lee Metcalf and Mike Mansfield had introduced a 
smaller Lincoln-Scapegoat bill before Battin's, but endorsed his after it was introduced.  
Roth, The Wilderness Movement and the National Forests: 1964-1980, 24-35. 



1969 with the prodding of Sandia Lab electrician Milo Conrad, 
New Mexico conservationists proposed national forest areas for 
wilderness that were not primitive areas.11  Conservationists in 
the East, where the Forest Service claimed no potential 
wilderness areas lingered, also began to propose areas.  By July 
1971, Wilderness bills had been introduced in Congress for de 
facto Forest Service areas in Montana, Washington, Wyoming, 
Idaho, Oregon, Colorado, California, West Virginia, and North 
Carolina.12  These were the first trickles off a mountain 
snowbank; a flood was about to follow.   

President Nixon's Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ), 
with his support and especially that of his aide John Ehrlichman, 
prepared an executive order to agencies to protect candidate 
wilderness areas until Congress could act, and ordering the 
Forest Service to inventory all de facto roadless areas and to 
protect them from impairment until Congress considered them 
for Wilderness designation.  Needless to say, the Forest Service 
did everything in its power to keep the Executive Order from 
being signed.13  In the end, Nixon did not sign it. 

 
RARE 
The Forest Service's professional haughtiness suffered 

                                     
11 Milo Conrad, “New Mexico Wilderness Fact Sheet” and letter “To Proponents of 
Wilderness in New Mexico,” September 24, 1969. 
12 Stewart M. Brandborg, “The Wilderness Society Memo to Conservation Cooperators,” 
July 2, 1971. 
13 Undated (1971) alert from the Montana Group of the Sierra Club and the Montana 
Wilderness Association. 



three heavy blows between 1965 and 1971: 1) the Parker 
Case; 2) conservationists proposing areas for wilderness that 
had not been primitive areas; and 3) Congress approving bigger 
wilderness areas than the Forest Service had proposed.  Chief 
Cliff said, “Every time we made a move into a roadless area we 
ran into opposition which generally materialized in the form of a 
lawsuit or a wilderness proposal by a congressman.”14  These 
blows were also mighty ax swings at the timber program and at 
the Forest Service vision of establishing its managerial will over 
the entire National Forest System.  The Forest Service reacted 
against these developments as the greatest threats it had 
encountered since the days of Pinchot.   

Nonetheless, in 1971, the United States Forest Service 
dutifully agreed to inventory all roadless areas on the national 
forests and evaluate them for suitability for wilderness 
designation.  At least that was the official line.  In reality, the 
Roadless Area Review and Evaluation (RARE) was a preemptive 
strike by the USFS brass against new wilderness areas—
particularly those with trees.  The inventory was inconsistent, 
capricious, sloppy, and sometimes dishonest; the evaluation 
was designed to recommend the fewest possible areas.  The 
goal was to prevent “wildcat” wilderness area proposals from 
tying up the Forest Service's logging and road-building 
programs. 

Indeed, the Forest Service had quietly (secretly?) planned 

                                     
14 Roth, The Wilderness Movement and the National Forests: 1964-1980, 36. 



such a review as early as May 1969.  In their manual appeared 
“New Study Areas.  By June 30, *-1972,-* Regional Foresters 
will identify and submit a brief report on unclassified areas 
which seem to warrant further and more intensive study.”15 

Two years later, on August 11, 1971, Forest Service 
Chief Cliff ordered National Forests “to inventory all roadless 
areas and to make recommendations by June 30, 1972 on 
areas that should later be studied intensively for possible 
wilderness designation.”  However, the Sierra Club reported, 
“Few conservationists even learned of the expanded scope of 
studies until mid-November 1971.”16  This stealth inventory 
hampered conservationists from doing their own field studies.  
Jerry Mallett of The Wilderness Society wrote that “there is not 
time for [conservationists] to do groundwork of their own, and 
make good informed comments on the areas involved.  They 
have only a matter of weeks in the dead of winter to study 
over a hundred areas in Colorado alone.”17  In New Mexico, I 
organized dozens of University of New Mexico students to do 
whirlwind field studies of roadless areas, while scientists at 
Sandia and Los Alamos labs, organized as the New Mexico 
Wilderness Study Committee, did likewise. 

The Forest Service studies were tilted against wilderness.  
In the Southwest Region (New Mexico and Arizona), roadless 
areas had to be “truly unroaded.”  Regional Forester Bill Hurst 
                                     
15 Forest Service Manual.  Amendment No. 35.  May 1969.  (Odd punctuation in the 
original copy in my files.) 
16 Sierra Club Bulletin, March 1972. 
17 Jerry Mallett, The Wilderness Society, undated alert (1971/72). 



ordered, “Exclude all areas where parallel wheel tracks or rut 
roads remain plainly visible the season following their 
occurrence.”18  In other words, if an elk hunter drove into a 
wet meadow just before snowfall, and his tracks were visible in 
spring after the melt, an entire roadless area would be 
disqualified from the inventory.  (Under more reasonable 
criteria, the Forest Service inventoried three times the roadless 
acreage in New Mexico and Arizona in 1977-79.) 

The Forest Service's love for classic Alpine scenery and 
horse-based, rod-and-gun recreation came through in the 
“Quality Index” used to numerically rate roadless areas for their 
wilderness quality.  An area with “numerous lakes” got a 6, 
while an area with “no lakes and few streams” got a 1.  An area 
with lots of campsites got a 4, while an area with limited 
campsites got a 1.  “Numerous access points and trails” rated 
a 3, while an area with only a few trails was slapped with 
zero.19 

Roadless areas were to be given higher ratings for size.  
However, in many cases the Forest Service chopped large 
roadless areas up into several smaller inventory units—and 
based the unit ratings on their smaller size!  For example, 
managers of the Nezperce NF in Idaho divided the 300,000-
acre Gospel Hump roadless area into nine individual units and 
rated them separately.20  Gospel-Hump had scads of big trees 

                                     
18 Roadless Inventory procedure, Southwestern Region, Forest Service, 1971. 
19 Scenic Quality Rating Criteria worksheets, U.S. Forest Service. 
20 Roth, The Wilderness Movement and the National Forests: 1964-1980, 51-52. 



and was easy country overall in which to build roads. 
A significant measure for selecting areas for wilderness 

area study was the “opportunity cost”—“the estimated dollar 
loss if the area was designated as wilderness.”  If, for example, 
the local forest supervisor made an optimistically high guess 
that two million dollars worth of timber could be pulled out of 
an area annually, then the opportunity cost would be two 
million dollars.  But the Forest Service guesstimated only a high 
gross opportunity cost, not a net, which would have been “the 
values of the timber minus road construction and maintenance, 
construction and maintenance of developed campgrounds, fire 
protection, reforestation, etc.”21  Even in those days, many, if 
not most, national forest timber sales lost money for the 
government.  Also not calculated in any way were the potential 
economic values of designating an area as wilderness—
recreation, wildlife, watershed, and so on.  Talk about juggling 
the books!  An auditor for a private company who pulled such 
shenanigans would be in jail or lynched by the shareholders, I 
would think.  But this has been the way the Forest Service has 
operated since World War Two.   

Despite the short time to organize, conservationists 
turned out in droves at public hearings, although most were 
held in small rural towns in the West, not in population centers.  

                                     
21 Dick Gale, Untitled memo on how to respond to USFS EIS on Roadless Area Inventory, 
in author's files.  Other conservationists also wrote detailed critiques of RARE.  In my 
files, I have an anonymous memo “Analysis of Selection Methodology Used for Roadless 
Areas Inventory,” “A Short Review of RARE,” by Colorado State University forestry 
student Henry Carey, and an analysis from Colorado wilderness outfitter Bill Mounsey. 



Conservationists also flooded the Forest Service with letters. 
In October 1973, the Forest Service announced its “New 

Wilderness Study Areas” (NWSAs)—274 areas totaling 12.3 
million acres out of 1,449 roadless areas totaling 55.9 million 
acres.  Even the 12.3 million-acre NWSA figure was fudged.  
Forty-six of the areas totaling 4.4 million acres were already 
under study for wilderness recommendation by the Forest 
Service because they were adjacent to primitive areas or “had 
already been officially committed to study by prior Forest 
Service decisions or Congressional action.”22  So, really only 
238 areas totaling 7.9 million acres were picked for new study.  
The areas dubbed as NWSAs were predominantly “rocks and 
ice.”  Lots of alpine lakes and peaks above timberline.  Damn 
little forest.  Input from conservationists was thoroughly 
ignored. 

Having been flimflammed by the agency, we used our 
anger and the evidence of dirty dealing on the Forest Service’s 
part to organize wilderness lovers to get out into roadless 
areas, find areas overlooked by the agency, and build public 
support.  RARE in no way laid to rest wildcat wilderness 
proposals—instead they multiplied like cats in heat. 

So began the great battles to protect national forest 
roadless areas.  Thirty-five years and a new conservation 
generation later it is not over.  Much “wildcat” wilderness on 
the national forests has been protected, but much yet remains 
                                     
22 CI Report No. 11, “New Wilderness Study Areas,” Forest Service USDA, October 
1973. 



to be protected.   
The Roadless Area Rule at the close of the Clinton 

Administration would have done a good job of protecting the 
remaining national forest roadless areas, but the Bush Junior 
Administration has done everything it could to upend it.  
Legislation to put the Roadless Rule into law, the Roadless Area 
Conservation Act, has strong bipartisan support.  It would 
protect 58.5 million acres of national forest roadless areas, 
including 9.3 million acres in the Tongass National Forest in 
southeastern Alaska.  Wilderness groups from the national to 
the local should make passage of this legislation a major 
national priority.  

 
Dave Foreman 
Camped in my recliner chair with a cat in my lap and a 

broken leg 
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