The Front: Beyond the Ordinary

  For thousands of years inhabitants of North America have traveled along Montana’s Rocky Mountain Front, following the rugged, waterless coastline, where mountains and rivers unfold, suddenly giving way to a seemingly endless sea of prairie and sky. Used as a string of reference points for travelers headed north and south across the continent, Montana’s mountain front has been a compass for countless generations of North American travelers.

  Today when people describe this relationship to landscapes, one of historic travelers using the landscape for guidance, they often reference the journey of Lewis and Clark – juxtaposing what we see today against what the Corps of Discovery saw then. On the Front this juxtaposition illustrates how little the area has changed, excepting bison – extirpated by overzealous market hunters in the mid 1880s.

  Using prominent points within a landscape to navigate long distances is a skill lost to many who have taken advantage of technology to guide them on their travels. Another skill lost to many is the ability to understand the importance of landscapes, and the systems they support, to our everyday lives.

  It is well understood that early North American cultures perceived no separation between themselves and the natural world and as a result perceived landscapes as both directional guides for travel as well as directional guides for living. In contrast European settlers would later describe these landscapes as places where one could easily be lost forever “in a vast inhospitable wilderness.”

  Today we know better. What the settlers feared as evil wastelands are now understood to be the irreplaceable sources of our clean water and air. It is understood that without protecting the sources of our basic requirements, clean air and water, the quality of life for future generations will be far below what we now take for granted. For many, these lands are also irreplaceable sources of personal direction. Without the protection of what for many are crucial components of a quality life - a wild-backcountry experience, unimpaired wildlife, hunting, fishing, and solitude - our culture would be forever changed. 

  As a result, and rightly so, public land conservation is most often focused on protecting public resources for tangible reasons like wildlife, recreation, and economics. But what is often neglected is the importance of protecting public lands for values that are far less easy to define such as social and spiritual values.

  Most people regard natural places as significant sources of personal revelation. It is this experience that is often hard for people to articulate – even impossible. These are abstract concepts that can not in anyway be tied directly to any one activity – it is different for each of us. But it is a common feeling of many a backcountry hunter that there is something to be gained beyond a tangible physical experience – something intimate and for some sacred.

  The Rocky Mountain Front is regarded by many as one of these sacred places, in addition to it being one of the last best pieces of wildlife habitat left unprotected in Montana. The latter is supported by objective data illustrating the unique wildlife diversity and the exceptional wildlife density found on public lands along the Front.

  But the more illusive experience afforded the open-minded traveler, one based on a value of the Front beyond the ordinary, underlies many people’s desire to protect the area. Still the hunter, horseback rider, and hiker all have different reasons for shedding the constraints of every day life in preparation for what is described by most as a recreational outing. And when they describe the landscape in which they have traveled, it is usually framed in the context of tangible values – open, wild country with plentiful wildlife, cold crisp streams, and the absence of roads and industrial development. 

  A resolution calling for a moratorium on natural gas exploration along the Front proposed by MWF at the 2004 National Wildlife Federation convention in St. Louis, Missouri and passed by 45 affiliate clubs representing individual states, reflects the ease with which the Front can be explained in terms that detail its core ecological values. At the same time the resolution illustrates the difficulty of incorporating nonmaterial values within the argument for protection. For obvious reasons the distinct and verifiable values will remain the core of any arguments made for permanent protection of the area. This will be required within the public dialogue in order to preserve it, as former Forest Service Chief and BLM Director Mike Dombeck stated after the resolution was passed. “This is one of the last great wild places. In my book the conservative approach is to save some resources and wild places for future generations.The greatest good for the greatest number of people over the long haul will be achieved by maintaining the quality waters and wildlife habitat rather than by the short-term gain from drilling for little energy that may only meet the needs of the U.S. for a few weeks or even days.”     

  What is more difficult to incorporate within any protection argument is the subtle, less concrete values of the Front. To use words like sacred and spiritual to refer to the nonmaterial, intangible aspects of a natural landscape while arguing for protection, send many people’s eyes rolling and generate cynical responses. But for those people who understand the importance of landscapes to our culture, the idea that a place of natural wildness can be a place for personal rejuvenation is their foundation, their reason for supporting public land conservation, and is often the core of their arguments. 

  Again and again when people describe the importance of the open, wild landscapes of the Front, they begin by describing the wildlife – the migration of elk, the butting Bighorn sheep or the grizzly roaming out on the plains. But then, they often shift to discussions of the roadless condition found on many pieces of the Front and the lack of motorized noise. Very slowly, with thoughtful deliberation, they drift further inward using words like spectacular, reverence, sanctity - spiritual. They reference the piercing bugle of elk, moonless nights lacking any urban glow, the wind in the trees and the vastness of skies filled with stars. They describe sunrises that set the mountain front aglow for just a fleeting moment on a clear morning. They talk about - touching the wild. This place is sacred.

  It is understood in these moments that a certain perspective has been afforded them by being able to experience an intimate contact with a timeless landscape. They feel fortunate to have been able to shed the weight of their everyday lives and to adjust their footing. Some even feel a responsibility to share these insights, so that others can better understand the importance of landscapes to our lives. They know that like countless travelers before them, the mountain front acts as a reference point to guide them along their way. 

  To limit the discussion for protection of the Front to those things which can be easily quantified is to miss the more broad value of the area. Some see value in the gas that is trapped below it. Others see value in the wildlife that thrive throughout it. And some see a value best described by the mare’s tail shaped clouds that regularly streak over it. But the value of the area as a blaze along the trail may be the most significant. Because without such blazes, we’re certain to be lost “in a vast inhospitable wilderness.” u
