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by Basia Irland

Wilderness has always fed my soul and 
informed my artwork. Camping beside 
a stream, cooking over a fire (there is 
nothing like the taste of campfire coffee at 
dawn), and viewing the star-filled night 
sky while away from the ambient light of 
the city, fill me with joy and reverence. 

My art focuses on the environment, 
especially regional and international 
water issues. I have created projects 
connecting communities along the entire 
length of rivers in Canada, England, 
Colorado, and Washington State, but the 
one closest to my heart is A Gathering of 
Waters; Rio Grande, Source to Sea, which 
took five years to complete. Hundreds 
of participants were invited to put a 
small amount of river water into the 
Canteen, write in the Logbook, and pass 
these downstream to another person. 
Connections were made that have been 
lasting, and groups are still working 
together. In order to participate in this 
project, you had to physically be at the 
river and interact with someone else 
downstream, thereby forming a kind of 
human river that brought awareness to 
the plight of this stream that is always 
asked to give more than it has. The 
Backpack/Repository for this project was 
constructed from old recycled floorboards 
from a demolished Albuquerque church. 
It contains water samples, hydrology 
reports, a river-clay Canteen, a Logbook, 
photographs of the river, and maps.

From 1985 to 2007 I taught in the 
Department of Art and Art History at the 

University of New Mexico, where I estab-
lished an art and ecology curriculum, 
which provides an opportunity for 
students to get out into the field and to 
learn firsthand about wilderness regions. 
For many summers I also taught at the 
D. H. Lawrence Ranch near Questa, 
where we explored the Valle Vidal, 
camped at the Wild Rivers Recreation 
Area, and rafted the Rio Grande.

Trekking into wilderness areas 
sometimes means contracting waterborne 
diseases like giardia (as I know all too 
well), which is prevalent here in New 

Mexico. I began creating scrolls, upon 
which are enlarged images of pathogens, 
which kill a child somewhere in the world 
every eight seconds. The dark, destructive 
side of water is as fascinating and rich 
in history as its more sanguine side. 
If we had trained a microscope on the 
same bucolic lakes and serene streams 
portrayed in historic paintings, we would 
have discovered a rich soup of living 
organisms, most of which are harmless 
to humans, but some of which kill. The 
scrolls, which roll up to fit into their own 
carrying cases with shoulder straps, are 
made from handwoven fabric bought at 
local markets from specific communities 
in Ethiopia, Egypt, Nepal, or India.

Living in the arid high desert, I have 
created sculptural rain-harvesting 
systems for spaces on the UNM campus, 
the Pueblo of Isleta, and the Albuquerque 
Museum. When the museum asked me 
to make a fountain for them, I refused 
because I did not want to use the already 
depleted ground or aquifer water. Then 
I reconsidered and inquired if I could 
place a stock tank on the roof of the 
building, which now funnels rain into 
a set of three cast-bronze hands. Desert 
Fountain only works when it has rained, 
thereby demonstrating visibly the 
increasingly dry ecosystem where we live. 

My working process most often occurs out 
in the field, especially along rivers, creeks, 

and streams. For over twenty years I have 
created carved wooden books coated with 
earth and a “text” from specific sites.  The 
“words” are salmon bones found along 
the Salmon River in Oregon, or fool’s 
gold and rust picked up at the Molycorp 
molybdenum mine in Questa, or crocodile 
cranium shards left behind by hunters 
at Lago Enriquillo in the Dominican 
Republic. Each of these books speaks of 
abuse to the land and its inhabitants.
 
A recent project series, receding/
reseeding, emphasizes the necessity of 
communal effort and scientific knowledge 
to deal with the complex issues of climate 
disruption and watershed restoration by 
releasing seed-laden ephemeral ice book 
sculptures into rivers. (See the 2010 Wild 
Guide for my article about an ice book 
launch at the Rio Grande after a hike 
into the gorge.) The closed books have 
seed patterns on the covers, while the 
open books have rows of seeds forming 
a “riparian text.” I work with stream 
ecologists, biologists, and botanists to 
ascertain the best seeds for each specific 
riparian zone. When the plants regenerate 
and grow along the bank, they help 
sequester carbon, hold the banks in place, 
and provide shelter for riverside creatures. 

Basia’s book is Water Library, University 
of New Mexico Press, 2007, and her 
Web site is basiairland.com.

by Mary Lou Williams
Conservation activist and educator

Giving protection to wild places is one 
of the most important ideas that took 
root in the late nineteenth century. 
By creating Yellowstone and Yosemite 
National Parks, this  concept joined 
in importance, and I believe rightly 
so, that of another of this period, the 
equal protection of our citizens.  

The Thirteenth Amendment abolished 
slavery, but it was the Fourteenth 
Amendment that established the “equal 
protection” clause. These late-nineteenth-
century legal precedents have stood 
tall, like giants in an old-growth forest, 
taking deep root over time, expanding 
their influence, serving as nurseries for 
evolving ideas and a sense of justice, 
taking on their own critical mass of 
acceptance. With the creation of our 
national parks, an equally important 
precedent embedded itself in the public 
conscience and consciousness—the need 
for protection of the natural world.

As an outgrowth of the equal protection 
clause, federal agencies have struck down 
walls of discrimination, allowing for the 
full enjoyment of, and contributions to, 
our agencies and public lands. President 
Obama, our first African-American 
president, acted to undergird protection 
of wilderness during his first one hundred 
days in office. He signed into law the 
Omnibus Public Land Management 
Act of 2009, which added almost 2.1 
million acres, resulting in fifty-two 
new Wilderness areas and additional 
acreage for twenty-six existing ones.¹ 
We now have a National Wilderness 

Preservation system that encompasses 
close to 109.5 million acres.  And it 
began here …. in New Mexico! 

In the fall of 1922 Aldo Leopold, a U.S. 
Forest Service supervisor of Carson 
National Forest, submitted a report 
proposing a wilderness area of some 
755,000² acres that would preserve the 
headwaters area of the Gila River. Frank 
Pooler, Southwestern District Forester of 
the U.S. Forest Service, administratively 
designated this as the Gila Wilderness 
Area. This “recreational working plan” 
was to be simply that. But it did establish 
within the National Forest System in 1924 
the nation’s first protected wilderness. 
It included land west of the Black Range 
and land west of Forest Service Road 
150, called the Beaver Head Road.³

 A great deal of controversy swelled within 
as well as without the Forest Service as 
to how to protect this wilderness area 
properly while allowing enjoyment of 
it.4 Boundary changes contracted and 
expanded its acreage. Various decisions 
excluded the building of Forest Service 
roads but maintained old military 
wagon roads. Since no overriding laws 
or regulations were in force to guide the 
explicit dos and don’ts, vehicles such as 
jeeps were allowed into roadless areas, 
leaving deeply rutted and scarred tracks.

But with the signing into law of the 
Wilderness Act of 1964, the Gila 
Wilderness emerged legislatively 
protected with Section 3 (a). It declared 
all areas within the national forests 
previously classified as wilderness as 
Wilderness areas with very specific 
permitted usages and prohibitions. 

But Gila was not yet in its final form. 

Its final configuration began with 
hearings held by the U.S. Forest Service 
in compliance with the Wilderness 
Act, which required all federal agencies 
responsible for 5,000 acres or more 
to hold public hearings. Many of us 
prepared for one in early 1973, which 
would determine areas appropriate for 
the final wilderness recommendations. 
With more restrictive regulations, 
no areas with significant disruption 
to their natural character would be 
considered for Wilderness designation.

Knowing that the Forest Service had for 
such reasons excluded some beautiful 
areas from their proposal, we were 
determined to inventory these for possible 
inclusion. Thus, my husband and I took 
a group of Los Alamos High School 
students into the Black Range area during 
the 1972 Thanksgiving holiday. We found 
ourselves in forests where pristine creeks 
flowed, ultimately feeding the Gila River. 
A male bald eagle soared above us that 
Thanksgiving Day as if giving a blessing 
to our efforts. (Not too many years before, 
scientists had realized that DDT had 
negatively affected our national symbol, 
causing their eggshells to be unnaturally 
fragile and drastically reducing their 
populations.) Some very early mining 
roads had left barely discernible clues 
that mining had ever taken place. 

Back home we began preparing our 
testimony. Finally the day arrived for 
Truth or Consequences, where the hearing 
was being held. Camping and making 
ourselves look presentable for the hearing 
was a challenge in itself. But the students, 
with their young, glistening faces, dressed 
in clean Levis, each stood nervously 
before the microphone, and while 
describing their experiences in the Gila 
they seemed to stand a bit taller with the 
growing awareness that they were having 
a voice in this governmental process. 

We carefully listened to the impas-
sioned pleas of conservationists 
and environmentalists and felt the 
angst of those ranchers and regional 
residents who feared they would lose 
grazing rights and potential industrial 
development in an economy that 
barely provided a reasonable living.

 “I, like so many other people in New 
Mexico, took wilderness and wildness 
for granted because it was everywhere 
around,” I began my comments. “I 
grew up in a farming and ranching area 

which was time and again hit hard by 
drought. We all shared the accompanying 
economic miseries and longings for 
industrial deliverance through mining, 
logging, and building. From living 
elsewhere, I came to realize that our 
greatest economic assets are our clean air, 
Big Sky, open spaces, and untrammeled 
wilderness—assets timeless, and, if 
properly managed, never depleted. They 
are, above all, irreplaceable and priceless.” 

The Forest Service viewed many of the 
conservationists’ recommendations 
in light of its management experience 
and introduced for authorization a 
760,000-acre wilderness system       made 
up of the Aldo Leopold Wilderness, 
which included the Black Range to the 
east and the Gila Wilderness and its 
Mogollon Mountains to the west. Each 
of these two Wilderness areas, separated 
by Forest Road 150, had within it parts 
of the original Gila Wilderness of 1924.

As a nation, we can be proud of the 
results of our late-nineteenth-century 
ideals, that people of all hues and ethnic 
backgrounds have the right to pursue and 
enjoy their lives equally protected. We 
can be also take pride in the results of our 
other “giant.” Whatever the underlying 
reasons that prompted Leopold and Poole 
to introduce the concept of wilderness 
preservation, we now recognize it as one 
of the great visionary acts of all time. And 
it started right here—in New Mexico—
with the Gila Wilderness Preserve.

__________
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Equal Protection for the Natural World


