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by George Duffy

Going to the wilderness is going home.
Anthropologists and others have been 

suggesting for a long time that we are still 
the wild creatures we were in the Pleis-
tocene. We haven’t changed. Only our 
circumstances have changed.

Paul Shepard, perhaps the most 
insightful scholar of the history and 
evolution of human ecology, has written:

“The discovery of the DNA by Watson 
and Crick was hailed for its implications 
for human health and well-being. Soon 
it is expected we will be able to create 
the perfect banana or the perfect cow 
and clone it forever. We may soon be 
able to change the order of genes in our 
chromosomes to make us taller, thinner, 
stronger—maybe even less maladapted to 
our current circumstances.”

But more important, the mapping 
of the human genome confirmed that, 
genetically, we are still wild, Pleistocene 
creatures. Finally—an answer to why we 
feel so at home in wilderness. 

Shepard declares that:
“The home of our wildness is both 

etymologically and biologically wilderness. 
Although we may define ourselves in 
terms of culture and language and so on, 
it is evident that the context of our being 
now, as in the past, is wilderness—an 
environment lacking domestic plants and 
animals entirely and to which, one might 
say, our genes look expectantly for those 
circumstances which are their optimal 
ambience.”

“The time is coming,” Shepard says, 
“to understand the wilderness in its 
significance, not as adjunct to the affluent 
traveler, to an educated, esthetic, appre-

ciative class, or to thinking of nature as 
a Noah’s ark in all of its forms, but as the 
social and ecological mold of humanity 
itself, which is fundamental to our 
species.”

To understand the significance of 
wilderness, we must take the time to 
separate culture from biology, learning 
from instinct, and search deep within for 
those ancient gifts that truly inform our 
humanness.

I have but one request of you: go to the 
wilderness. Go home. Let your genes once 
again find expression in the world that 
defined them. 

Rejoice in your humanness! You are 
a genetic library of gifts informed by 
centuries of life in wilderness. 

Gifts from the experiences of 
antecedent creatures ichthyian, reptilian, 
and mammalian, which still lie in your 
brainstem. 

Gifts from the struggles of the naked 
ape with neither fang nor claw who 
was able, not only to survive, but to 
flourish—simply and elegantly—in wild 
landscapes. 

When we first walk into wilderness, 
we feel like alien creatures, but if we stay 
a while, usually about a week, those gifts 
become apparent. 

We become aware that our eyes see 
better: we can pick things out in the 
landscape more keenly; we can measure 
distance more accurately; and shape, 
color, and contrast are vividly apparent.

Our noses discriminate and identify the 
odors on the wind: the smell of a bighorn 
is very different from that of a bear; and 
there is a marsh upwind. 

The sounds we heard on our first day 
came from a general direction but now 

The Wildness in Our Genes

our binaural senses are so keen we can 
almost pinpoint the source and distance 
of a sound—and identify it.

The awkwardness we first felt when 
moving over broken ground has been 
replaced by a fluid, economical rhythm of 
movement that seems almost effortless. 
Our spine flexes, gathering and releasing 
energy; our pelvis tilts; we keenly feel 
our center of gravity; and we are again 
those confident, primal animals on the 
landscape.

These are not new skills learned; they 
are ancient abilities recalled.

We sense our relationships with the 
other creatures with whom we share these 
landscapes. Relationships that reaffirm 
our humble role as members of the vast 
community of life.

As we peer into campfire flames, the 
comfort of thousands of fires in thousands 
of caves over thousands of years warms 
us from the inside as well as from the 

outside.
The diminuendo of the canyon wren 

and the raucous scolding of the Stellar’s 
jay invite our hearts to sing. 

The warmth of the sun and the snap 
of the cold affirm that we are alive, and 
vulnerable.

The mountains, the deserts, the storms, 
and the rivers challenge our cunning and 
demand our respect.

The vastness of the landscape humbles 
us and fixes us in scale.

As we lie on the Earth in the evening, 
the march of Orion across the heavens 
fixes us in time.

We are still those Pleistocene 
creatures—at home and full of the wonder 
of being.

This is the wildness in our genes, found 
manifest in a peace that transcends time 
and in a place we shall always need—
wilderness.

by John Olivas

The Wilderness Outdoor Connection 
Leadership Program (WOCLP) is made 
possible by a private grant from Sally Strong, 
the wife of the late Bob Langsencamp 
of Santa Fe, New Mexico. John Olivas, 
Northern Director of the New Mexico 
Wilderness Alliance has organized a group 
of students from the Mora Independent 
School District to participate in the WOCLP. 
John is looking to expand the program to 
the Questa Independent School District 
beginning in April 2009. It is essential that 
our students in rural America connect 
with the outdoors. The outdoors makes up 
a large part of rural youths’ surroundings 
throughout New Mexico. Programs like 
the WOCLP can help bridge some of those 
gaps and help to create responsible and 

productive youth within their communities 
and give them the exposure to the outdoors 
that they might not get otherwise.

On February 15, 2009, the WOCLP put 
together a snowshoeing expedition in 
Carson National Forest (FR161) at the top of 
Holman Hill in Mora County. Six students 
and three parents participated in the event. 
Cody Vasquez, a Mora High School student 
who participated in this event, commented, 
“What a beautiful place to be on a winter 
day in Mora! It was a perfect day to partic-
ipate in this snowshoeing activity. I look 
forward to future trips with the group this 
spring and summer.” None of the students 
or their parents had ever participated in a 
snowshoeing activity before. John Olivas 
was grateful to get some students and 
parents from Mora out into our public 
lands to participate in the event. The group 

looks forward to participating 
in future activities WOCLP 
will organize within our public 
lands system and in Wilderness 
areas. 

On April 5, the group plans 
to visit the 303,000-acre 
proposed El Rio Grande del 
Norte National Conservation 
Area in Taos County. This area 
encompasses the Wild and 
Scenic River Byway of the Rio 
Grande. We plan to visit the 
Wild Rivers Visitor Center on 
the trip. Sheeps Crossing is one area that is 
used by traditional community members 
during their biannual cattle drives. Sheeps 
Crossing allows for cattle to cross the Rio 
Grande Gorge during the spring and fall 
months. Without this traditional crossing, 
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ranchers would have to transport their 
animals across the gorge via trucks and 
trailers. This means of transportation would 
take up to three hours for the ranching 
communities that utilize the crossing. It is 
essential that this area remain protected. 

by Stephen Capra

It was money from the 1937 Pittman-
Robertson Act that placed taxes on firearms 
and ammunition (11% for long guns and 
ammunition and 10% on handguns) that 
began putting money into the restoration 
of big game species, after their close call 
with complete extirpation in the late 19th 
century. That game over time has become 
the food source of the wolves that are now 
free in the Gila Country of New Mexico. 
Across the West, hunting licenses pay 
for wildlife biologists, habitat and winter 
range purchases that support herds in 
northern states. Waterfowl stamps or 
duck stamps (hunting permits, not letter 
stamps) have allowed the purchase of more 
than 5.2 million acres of land that are now 
part of the federal wildlife refuge system. 
Together, the taxes combined with the 
duck stamps contribute an estimated $4.7 
million dollars to conservation everyday.

More than anything such numbers 
equal power in the halls of Congress. So as 
we move to create more wilderness areas 
and to protect species like the Mexican 
wolf, the environmental community, the 

non-hunting segment of it, which I’m 
personally one of, gives little in the way of 
direct revenue to the federal government 
or state government for habitat or species.

It is time that changes, not only for 
helping the environment, but for giving 
more clout to those who enjoy photo-
graphing wildlife, hiking, rather than 
shooting, trapping or putting arrows into 
wildlife. So despite the fact that groups like 
the Sierra Club, the Wilderness Society, 
Defenders of Wildlife and the New Mexico 
Wilderness Alliance have memberships 
in the millions, to the feds and states that 
control wildlife, we contribute little direct 
funding.

Some have called for the creation of a 
Carnivore stamp – something that could 
be used to highlight species and contribute 
funding. Frankly, I think the focus for 
now needs to be more direct. With the 
exception of Defenders of Wildlife, who 
over the past 22 years has given more than 
$1.2 million to compensate ranchers that 
have lost livestock to wolves, no money has 
come from the environmental community 
to compensate ranchers or purchase 
critical habitat.

Time for the Environmental 
Community to Pay Up

So the New Mexico Wilderness 
Alliance is moving forward with plans 
to create a Wolf Conservation Stamp. 
This would be in the vein of a duck 
stamp and money generated on a yearly 
basis from the purchase would be used 
to compensate ranchers and to buy 
critical habitat for wolf recovery. The 
beauty of such a plan, which will likely 
require state approval, is that it creates 
a funding source driven by the environ-
mental community and it continues a 
process of legitimizing the full recovery 
of the wolf here in New Mexico. Let’s be 
clear this would not be a stamp to mail 
letters with, rather it would be larger 
and would be designed by local artists 
to reflect the beauty and importance 
of this great creature in its natural 
habitat.

Plans are in the very early stages and 
lots of conversation remains. It is clear 
that creating a revenue stream from our 
community will help in getting agencies 
and elected officials to pay more attention 
to our concerns and indirectly the impor-
tance of creating more wilderness for 
endangered species across the state.

The bottom line is that this 
is one more tool to protect the 
Mexican Gray wolf.

by Joe Adair

Your photos of great places can help 
protect them too. NMWA needs your 
landscape shots, wildlife shots, and 
documentary shots of flora, fauna, archeo-
logical finds and damaged habitat.

Our lands are vast, and you may be 
the only witness to breathtaking beauty 
or great destruction. The places you visit 
may be completely unknown to most 
people, so they would not even know what 
they’d be losing if an oil well, or a mine 
destroyed them. You may see illegal and 
environmentally destructive behavior that 
nobody else knows about, much less tells 
anyone about. 

You don’t have to be an expert to take 
great photos …if you know a few tricks:

Make sure your camera is set to its 
highest quality settings. Photos that look 
great on a computer screen may have less 
than half the resolution needed to print a 
good image on paper.

If you’re like me when I started out, you 
have the urge to center everything, and the 
horizon splits every landscape shot, or the 
deer is dead center in your viewfinder.

That’s not always bad, especially when 
you’re doing documentary work.

But here’s a method to make your 

everyday photos much better though, 
called the Rule of Thirds.

Every time you get ready to take a shot, 
have a look at your subject, and pretend 
there’s a tick-tack-toe grid laid over it. 
Have a look at the illustration on the 
right: you want to align the best feature 
of the subject (like an animal’s eyes, or an 
unusual rock formation) with one of the 
four intersections in your imaginary grid. 
Your subject should lead into the image, 
not out of it; you don’t want an animal 
that’s looking right to be on the right-hand 
side of the image.

When shooting documentary photos, 
fill your view screen with the subject; you 
want to get as much detail as possible.

Lastly, make sure you understand the 
basic settings on your camera. You want 
to make sure the settings fits the situation, 
especially if it’s cloudy out. If you’re unsure 
what to do, use the full automatic settings, 
at the best quality.

Your photo may inspire the next 
wilderness area, or protect an existing 
one. Most importantly, take your camera 
with you on all of your outings, and have 
fun taking all kinds of photos. 

Who knows, your photo might end up 
on the cover of our next newsletter!

It only takes a second to learn thirds


