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As we mark the 50th anniversary of the Wilderness Act this year, much is being written about wilderness. Some challenge its relevance in a changing world; others wonder if it is an artificial construct of a particular point in our history. I have written about those things myself. But not today.   

I love wilderness. My worldview, my faith, my professional life have all been shaped by my experience in wild places.

The first wilderness I experienced was Breton Wilderness. Breton National Wildlife Refuge in Louisiana was the second refuge established by Theodore Roosevelt. It is the only national wildlife refuge he established that he actually set foot on. The 40-mile crescent of the Chandeleur Islands is one of the most magical places I have ever seen.
For the bird nations of the Gulf of Mexico, I have always thought that the Chandeleurs must be their capital city. Sandwich, royal and Caspian terns by the tens of thousands, along with black skimmers, lay their eggs on the beach. Magnificent frigatebirds from South America spend our North American summers wintering there. Reddish egrets, night herons, laughing gulls and others lend their voices to the cacophony of this wild place. Sharks plow the waters. What has happened at Breton through sea-level rise, from Hurricane Katrina, from God knows what saddens me. But the eons roll on, and they shape the land. I fear she is dying.

The Seney Wilderness in Michigan is a no man’s land. Its sedge meadows, pine-covered sand islands and patterned bogs at their southernmost range define her. Almost no one goes there. I did.  A few deer hunters who want to find a closer connection to the land do. It is a wet place. Most people don’t like exploring wet places. I am still trying to understand why that quiet, wet world mesmerizes me. I rode a bulldozer through her during a wildfire following a stupid and arrogant order that illustrates why we must study and be trained in wilderness stewardship. I hope the scars on the land are not still there, but I know better.

The Arctic Wilderness is the defining place in my professional life. Not just the Mollie Beattie Wilderness, but the entire Arctic National Wildlife Refuge and the lands that surround her. I worked hard to protect it as wilderness, I paid a price for those efforts, and I realize that tomorrow’s conservationists will determine whether any of it matters. They will determine whether the opportunity to explore the world that formed us continues to exist.  

Our species isn’t far removed from the forces that shaped us. The wild places of our planet that help us to feel small are important to our survival. They make us feel alive in the same way we did in our early evolution. They remind us we are not in control. They evoke humility. They kindle in us what we were at the beginning. They are more than pretty, so much more than fun.  They are our primeval past and our evolutionary destiny. A hawk owl on the Firth River told me that a long time ago. There is nothing we do that is more important than our stewardship of wilderness. Some of you will be around to celebrate the 100th anniversary of the Wilderness Act. I wonder what you will write.

