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Abstract 

 On March 22, 1958 David Brower’s film Wilderness Alps of Stehekin premiered 

to an audience of conservationists in Seattle, Washington. Almost two years in the 

making, the thirty-one minute film advocated the preservation of nature in Washington’s 

North Cascades through the creation of a national park. Over the next decade, Wilderness 

Alps of Stehekin became the most influential publicity tool in the struggle to preserve the 

North Cascades. Because of the region’s geographic isolation, the film was the first time 

many people throughout the nation were exposed to the scenic grandeur of the area. 

Images of craggy peaks and colorful alpine meadows resonated deeply with many 

Americans and persuaded them to join in the campaign. It was the voice of these citizens 

that led Congress to pass the North Cascades Act of 1968, which placed 674,000 acres of 

the North Cascades under the jurisdiction of the National Park Service.  

 In this thesis I tell the creation story of North Cascades National Park from a 

conservationist perspective and trace the influence of Wilderness Alps of Stehekin within 

this context. Although the film was never shown in movie theaters and never aired on 

national television, many thousands viewed it from its premiere to the signing of the 

North Cascades Act. The film first introduced the idea of a North Cascades National 

Park, and it was important in convincing conservationists to unite around a national park 

solution. Ultimately, Wilderness Alps of Stehekin changed the approach activists took in 

the North Cascades and helped to preserve a wild and scenic nature experience for future 

generations through the protection of old-growth forests and alpine meadows.  
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Introduction 
 

 
 

Figure 1. The North Cascades of Washington State1 
 
 In the late 1950s conservationist David Brower produced a thirty-one minute 

color film entitled Wilderness Alps of Stehekin. The purpose of the film was to attract 

widespread support for the preservation of a portion of the North Cascades as a national 

park. It targeted both conservationists and the public in general and, despite its low 

budget and amateur cast, proved an extremely persuasive and successful advocacy tool. 

The success of the film derived from its breathtaking alpine footage, lyrical narration, 

                                                        
1 Henry Underwood, “The North Cascades of Washington State,” Map, 2013.  
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clear focus, compelling soundtrack, and family-oriented storyline. Its message resonated 

with an increasing number of Americans who wished to protect and experience the 

nation’s wild and scenic beauty. From its premiere on the night of March 22, 1958 to the 

signing of the North Cascades Act on October 2, 1968, Wilderness Alps of Stehekin was 

shown many times around the country, reaching many thousands of people.2  The film 

not only gave many Americans their first glimpse of the region but also inspired them to 

donate their time, money, and voice in support of a North Cascades National Park. 

Wilderness Alps of Stehekin was the most important publicity tool conservationists 

possessed in the struggle to preserve the North Cascades.  

 In this thesis I demonstrate the critical significance of Wilderness Alps of Stehekin 

in the passage of the North Cascades Act of 1968 and the creation of a North Cascades 

National Park.3 I recount the history of the North Cascades conflict largely from the 

perspective of conservationists and examine the effect of the film within this context. 

This thesis focuses on a specific storyline from the North Cascades struggle and does not 

emphasize other important aspects of the fight such as natural resource politics and 

dynamics between private industry and government bureaucracies. It is not intended to be 

a comprehensive history of the conflict.  

                                                        
2 See Harvey Manning, Wilderness Alps: Conservation and Conflict in Washington’s North Cascades, ed. 
Ken Wilcox (Bellingham: Northwest Wild Books, 2007),108. 
3 Key publications on this controversy in the North Cascades include Kevin R. Marsh, Drawing Lines in the 
Forest: Creating Wilderness Areas in the Pacific Northwest (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 
2007), 38-60; David Louter, Contested Terrain: North Cascades National Park Service Complex, An 
Administrative History (Seattle: National Park Service, 1998), 9-57; Allan Sommarstrom, “Wild Land 
Preservation Crisis: The North Cascades Controversy” (PhD dissertation, University of Washington, 1970); 
Lauren Danner, “Cultural Values and Communication Content: The Environment and Washington State in 
the 1960s” (PhD dissertation, University of Oregon, 1999), 132-189; David Louter, Windshield Wilderness: 
Cars, Roads, and Nature in Washington’s National Parks (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2006), 
105-133; Harvey Manning, Wilderness Alps, 79-198. 



   

 

 

3 

 The North Cascades Act established a 505,000-acre North Cascades National 

Park, a 107,000-acre Ross Lake National Recreation Area, and a 62,000-acre Lake 

Chelan National Recreation Area under the jurisdiction of the National Park Service. 

Land under these designations gained increased protection from resource extraction and 

scenic degradation. Ultimately, the passage of the North Cascades Act of 1968 was 

significant to many Americans because it protected 674,000 acres of the North Cascades 

for the enjoyment of future generations.  

 

The North Cascades 

 The North Cascades are a mountainous region in Washington State 

geographically bounded in the south by Stevens Pass and in the north by the Canadian 

border. In terms of aesthetic appearance, the North Cascades look similar to the European 

Alps and therefore are often referred to as the American Alps. Although the absolute 

vertical elevation of the range rarely eclipses ten thousand feet, its location and climate 

have made it home to the greatest concentration of glaciers in the contiguous United 

States. The effect of glaciers on the landscape is significant. High cirque basins, craggy 

peaks, and deep U-shaped river valleys provide dramatic beauty. Moreover, the valleys 

offer not only incredible contrast to the high mountains but are also home to verdant old-

growth forests that sweep up onto the sides of formidable peaks and to a variety of 

animals such as porcupines, pine martens, and bears.  

 Like other North American mountain ranges that run north to south, a contrast in 

climate and vegetation exists between the western and eastern portions of the range. 

Because of effects from orographic lifting, the western slopes of the North Cascades 
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receive much more precipitation than their eastern counterparts. Consequently, stands of 

Douglas fir, western hemlock, and western red cedar are prevalent on the west side of the 

range, while drier tree species such as grand fir and ponderosa pine dominate the 

vegetation of the eastern side. Human settlement patterns have also influenced the 

region’s geography. High population density on the west side of the range provided the 

impetus for water development projects on the Skagit River, which created Diablo Lake 

and Ross Lake. Smaller settlements located on the east side of the range have also played 

a substantial role in shaping the geography of the area. The North Cascades Highway, 

which runs west to east across the region, was constructed to facilitate transportation 

between locations on both sides of the range.    

 

United States Forest Service vs. National Park Service 

 The idea for a national park in the North Cascades began in the 1950s when a 

group of conservationists became dissatisfied with the acreage the United States Forest 

Service was willing to designate as wilderness.4 Seattle-based conservationists had urged 

the Forest Service in the early and mid 1950s to designate nearly 800,000 acres of wild 

and scenic land in the North Cascades as wilderness.5 However, when the Forest Service 

released its Glacier Peak Wilderness Area proposal in February 1957, it proposed to 

designate only 434,310 acres as wilderness. Frustrated with the Forest Service’s refusal to 

                                                        
4 See Louter, Contested Terrain, 10-25. Multiple attempts at establishing a national park in the North 
Cascades were made before World War II. All of these attempts failed. This was the first attempt in the 
postwar era.  
5 See Marsh, Drawing Lines, 23-24. The Forest Service first began to institutionalize nation forest 
wilderness in 1929 with its L-20 regulations in response to urgings by Arthur Carhart and Aldo Leopold. 
Ten years later, it created its U-Regulations. These standards allowed the Secretary of Agriculture to 
designate certain areas larger than 100,000 acres in national forests as wilderness areas. Wilderness as a 
designation would not gain legal status until the passage of the 1964 Wilderness Act, which gave Congress 
sole authority to designate wilderness areas on all federal lands.  
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protect an adequate amount of land, three Sierra Club activists, David Brower, Grant 

McConnell, and David Simons, began to formulate a plan to preserve the North Cascades 

as a national park. These three men believed that National Park Service management of 

the area offered better protection. 

 Brower, McConnell, and Simons were proposing a radical idea. During the 1950s 

almost all land in the North Cascades was held in national forests. Since 1905, the Forest 

Service had managed these national forest lands.6 The authority to manage national parks, 

on the other hand, rests with the National Park Service.7 A national park in the North 

Cascades would require a land transfer between the Forest Service and the Park Service. 

Convincing Congress to transfer Forest Service land to the Park Service was a 

monumental task. The Forest Service stood to gain nothing from a land transfer, and 

historically the Forest Service had lost jobs and funding when Congress created national 

parks from national forest lands. Moreover, the Park Service did not have much interest 

in managing lands in the North Cascades in the 1950s. In order for a national park in the 

North Cascades to become a reality, Brower, McConnell, and Simons would need to 

convince other conservationists of its value, persuade the Park Service that portions of the 

North Cascades were worthy of national park protection, and convince Congress to pass 

legislation establishing a North Cascades National Park.  

  Many conservationists were wary of a national park solution because they did not 

believe the National Park Service was the best agency for preserving wild lands. 

                                                        
6 See Louter, Contested Terrain, 14-15. The Forest Reserve Act of 1891 gave the President of the United 
States executive privilege to establish forest reserves. On February 22, 1897 President Grover Cleveland 
established the Washington Forest Reserve covering much of the North Cascades. In 1908 the United 
States Forest Service split the Washington Forest Reserve into Chelan National Forest and Washington 
National Forest.  
7 On August 25, 1916 Congress passed an act creating the National Park Service.  
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Although known as a preservation-minded agency, the Park Service was mandated “to 

conserve the scenery and the natural and historic objects and the wildlife therein and to 

provide for the enjoyment of the same in such manner and by such means as will leave 

them unimpaired for the enjoyment of future generations.”8 Therefore, the Park Service 

was charged from its founding with the incompatible tasks of making its land accessible 

for the enjoyment of people yet leaving it “unimpaired.” In order to make national parks 

and monuments under its control enjoyable to the public, the Park Service developed 

miles upon miles of roads, visitor centers, gas stations, and general stores. Many Seattle-

based conservationists feared Park Service control of the North Cascades in the 1950s 

because they thought that the agency would destroy the wildness of the land through the 

construction of roads and accommodations for tourism. Thus, it was not faith in the Park 

Service’s ability to preserve wild land but a lack of faith in the Forest Service’s ability 

that persuaded conservationists to unite around the idea of a national park in the North 

Cascades.  

 In the years after World War II, Forest Service management in the North 

Cascades and across the nation began to change. A postwar economic boom saw both an 

increased demand for wood-based construction materials and the emergence of a growing 

middle class increasingly interested in enjoying America’s national parks and forests. As 

the price of timber increased and private timberlands were depleted, the agency 

responded by awarding more logging contracts in national forests, including those in the 

North Cascades. Conservationists concerned about the region’s natural integrity were 

becoming agitated over increased logging activity. The Forest Service’s failure in 

                                                        
8 Act of 25 August 1916. 39 Stat. 535. 
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February 1957 to allocate adequate territory to wilderness convinced Brower, McConnell, 

and Simons to push for a national park in the North Cascades. Their first priority was 

convincing other conservationists to change their position to favor Park Service control of 

the Glacier Peak, Eldorado Peaks, Lake Chelan, and Stehekin Valley regions of the North 

Cascades. 

 

David Brower and the film Wilderness Alps of Stehekin 

 David Brower understood the persuasive power of visual imagery and used 

Wilderness Alps of Stehekin to introduce the national park idea to conservationists in 

March 1958. When combined with David Simons’s June 1958 brief entitled “The Need 

for Scenic Resource Conservation in the Northern Cascades of Washington,” the film 

persuaded many conservationists to change their position and unite in favor of a national 

park. With a solidified base of support, Brower and McConnell were soon able to 

convince pivotal employees of the Park Service that portions of the North Cascades were 

worthy of national park status. After accomplishing these tasks, conservationists needed 

to convince Congress to pass legislation in favor of a North Cascades National Park. 

Wilderness Alps of Stehekin was the key tool in this effort. Although the film was shown 

to a handful of congressmen, its real power lay in its ability to convince the American 

public of the North Cascades’s scenic grandeur and the necessity of preserving that 

grandeur as a national park. 

  In the late 1950s most Americans were unaware of the incredible nature 

experiences available in the North Cascades because of the region’s geographic isolation. 

Consequently, visual imagery played an exceptionally important role in the preservation 
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of the region. Wilderness Alps of Stehekin proved extremely effective at influencing 

public opinion on both the local and national levels and uniting conservationists around 

the national park idea. A major reason for the film’s popularity was its timing. David 

Brower and the Sierra Club produced Wilderness Alps of Stehekin in an era when 

conservation issues were gaining greater attention. In order to strengthen popular 

enthusiasm for nature and capture support for wild and scenic protection, conservationists 

used color photography and film. The power of visual imagery was indispensable in 

mobilizing support for preservation. Whether through photographs or films, images of 

nature’s beauty resonated with Americans and persuaded them to act. Ultimately, it was 

the voice of these people that would convince congressmen across the United States to 

preserve a substantial section of the North Cascades as a national park.9 

 This thesis is divided into four parts. The first part explores the effect of Dinosaur 

National Monument on the postwar conservation movement and its role as an antecedent 

to the crisis in the North Cascades. The second part focuses on Wilderness Alps of 

Stehekin’s production and content. The third part deals with the formation of the national 

park idea in the North Cascades and the role of the film in this process. The final part 

examines the role of the film as a publicity tool from its premiere in March 1958 until the 

signing of the North Cascades Act in October 1968. 

 
 
  

                                                        
9 For the importance of color photography and film in the postwar conservation movements see Samuel P. 
Hays, Beauty, Health, and Permanence: Environmental Politics in the United States, 1955-1985 (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 37; Finis Dunaway, Natural Visions: The Power of Images in 
American Environmental Reform (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005), 117-147; Gregg Mitman, 
Reel Nature: America’s Romance with Wildlife on Film (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), 
85-131.   
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Part 1: The Antecedent: Dinosaur National Monument  
 

 While Seattle-based conservationists were urging the designation of a Glacier 

Peak Wilderness Area in the North Cascades, the most important conservation battle of 

the 1950s was occurring hundreds of miles away at Dinosaur National Monument. 

Although not a conflict between the United States Forest Service and conservationists, in 

many ways the battle over Dinosaur National Monument laid the groundwork for the 

production of Wilderness Alps of Stehekin and the strategy conservationists implemented 

in their North Cascades campaign.  

 Despite being the premier conservation organization in California during the first 

half of the twentieth century, the Sierra Club was primarily a small regional climbing 

club until its involvement at Dinosaur National Monument. David Brower, the Sierra 

Club’s first executive director, was one of the key conservation leaders in the struggle.10 

Brower’s passion for protecting natural landscapes was grounded in his experiences 

mountaineering in the Sierra Nevada. Known as one of America’s leading climbers in the 

1930s, Brower pioneered numerous routes up some of the range’s most challenging 

peaks. His most publicized climbing achievement occurred in 1939, when he and three 

climbing partners made a stunning first ascent of New Mexico’s Shiprock.11  

 As Brower became a professional conservation advocate in the early 1950s, his 

charisma, leadership, publicity skill, and gift for understanding the power of visual 

imagery proved indispensible. Brower played a major role in the production of two films 

about Dinosaur National Monument: Wilderness River Trail and Two Yosemites. The 

                                                        
10 David Brower became the Sierra Club’s first executive director in December 1952.  
11 John Dyer, husband of conservationist Polly Dyer, was one of the three climbing partners.    
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films were key publicity tools for conservationists and helped them create a great deal of 

public support against the damming of the Green and Yampa Rivers.  

 Aside from Brower’s emergence as a leader in the conservation movement, the 

growth in power and influence of the Sierra Club, and the development of David 

Brower’s filmmaking ability, Dinosaur National Monument was important because it was 

the first time conservationists had united on a major conservation issue and defeated a 

powerful government agency. The conservationist victory at Dinosaur National 

Monument over the Bureau of Reclamation signaled the arrival of a new political force 

and gave conservationists the confidence to take on the Forest Service in the North 

Cascades. Moreover, the victory at Dinosaur National Monument reaffirmed the sanctity 

of the national park system and gave it further legal protection from development.12 This 

victory for the national park system played a crucial role in David Brower’s decision to 

push for a national park in the North Cascades.  

 

The Context 

 In 1915 President Woodrow Wilson first created Dinosaur National Monument to 

protect 80 acres of dinosaur remains. More than two decades later, in 1938, President 

Franklin D. Roosevelt enlarged the area to over 200,000 acres.13 The new enlargement 

gave protection to “approximately one hundred miles of the deep, isolated canyons of the 

Green and Yampa Rivers plus the surrounding benchland” and “literally overnight, a tiny 
                                                        
12 The CRSP bill included explicit language “that the legislation would not permit any dam or reservoir 
from intruding into any part of the national park system” including Rainbow Bridge National Monument; 
see Mark W. T. Harvey, A Symbol of Wilderness: Echo Park and the American Conservation Movement 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1994), 278-283. Nevertheless, water from Lake Powell 
would later “intrude” on Rainbow Bridge National Monument (in clear violation of the bill). 
13 The Antiquities Act of 1906 gave the President of the United States the power to designate areas of 
public land as national monuments.  
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national monument in northeast Utah became one of the biggest areas in the national park 

system.” The National Park Service and local residents rejoiced at the expansion of the 

monument. Few people, if any, could have anticipated the prolonged battle over a dam at 

Echo Park that would be the definitive conservation issue of the 1950s and would set the 

tone for a future preservation battle in the North Cascades.14  

 

 

Figure 2. The Location of Dinosaur National Monument.15  

 The reason for the lack of foresight regarding Dinosaur was World War II. Before 

the war broke out in 1939, the upper Colorado basin did not have the population or 

industrial base to push for major dam projects. However, the war stimulated tremendous 

economic growth in the region, which placed “ever increasing attention on water and 

                                                        
14 First quotation: Nash, Wilderness, p. 209; Second quotation Harvey, Symbol of Wilderness, p. 14; for a 
brief description of the controversy over Dinosaur National Monument see Nash, Wilderness, pp. 209-219 
and Stephen Fox, The American Conservation Movement: John Muir and His Legacy (Madison, The 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1981) pp. 281-286; For the definitive history of Echo Park see Harvey, 
Symbol of Wilderness. 
15 Harvey, Symbol of Wilderness, 25. 
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power supplies, and elevated the value of the Colorado River.”16 Thus, in the years 

following World War II, Utah, Wyoming, Colorado, and New Mexico attempted to 

develop their legal right to the Colorado River using the largesse of the federal 

government.  

 The Colorado River Storage Project (CRSP) was the brainchild of the Bureau of 

Reclamation. As the most powerful unit of the Department of the Interior at this time, the 

Bureau of Reclamation had the clout and reputation to propose and undertake 

monumental projects. In the first half of the twentieth century, the Bureau of Reclamation 

built the two most iconic dams in the American West—Hoover and Grand Coulee. These 

dams gave the nation “proof that science, technology, and a dash of ingenuity could lift 

the country out of its doldrums.”17 In order to develop the upper Colorado River, Utah, 

Wyoming, New Mexico, and Colorado turned to the Bureau of Reclamation. The 

Bureau’s plan outlined in its 1946 report “A Natural Menace Becomes a Natural 

Resource” illustrated a combination of dams, power plants, and irrigation works to 

harness the great river and further industrialize these states. Grandiose in its ambition and 

breadth, the CRSP highlighted the power of the Bureau of Reclamation.18 Central to the 

CRSP were two dams within Dinosaur National Monument. The larger dam proposed 

near Echo Park was an ideal location in the eyes of dam proponents. The smaller dam 

located at Split Mountain Canyon would stand east of the Echo Park site and serve as a 

subsidiary dam.19   

                                                        
16 Harvey, Symbol of Wilderness, 36. 
17 Harvey, Symbol of Wilderness, 25. 
18 Harvey, Symbol of Wilderness, 42. 
19 Harvey, Symbol of Wilderness, 29. 
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 The population increase and economic boom created by World War II and its 

aftermath not only brought calls for development from upper basin states and the Bureau 

of Reclamation but also strengthened the voice of conservationists in the American West. 

Conservation organizations came to the defense of Dinosaur National Monument because 

the dam proposal symbolized “mounting pressures on the national park system.”20 This 

system, first established in the late nineteenth century, protected some of America’s finest 

landscapes.21  Conservation organizations saw water development projects as 

impediments in preserving the natural beauty of these areas. Consequently, these 

organizations opposed the building of dams at Echo Park and Split Mountain in Dinosaur 

National Monument.   

 

The Conflict 

 The controversy over Dinosaur National Monument began in earnest with 

Secretary of the Interior Oscar Chapman’s approval of the two dams slated for Dinosaur 

National Monument in June 1950. National Park Service director Newton Drury strongly 

opposed dams and reservoirs located within national parks and monuments. Drury had 

suggested alternative sites for the dams, but the Bureau of Reclamation had insisted on 

the dams within Dinosaur. Chapman’s approval frustrated Drury, and he “expressed his 

clear disappointment with Chapman’s leadership at the Interior Department.” Less than a 

                                                        
20 Harvey, Symbol of Wilderness, 51. 
21 The origin of the national park system can be traced to June 30, 1864. On that day, President Abraham 
Lincoln signed into law a congressional act protecting the area around Yosemite Valley and the Mariposa 
Grover of giant sequoias. Congressional protection of Yosemite Valley paved the way for America’s first 
national park. Established in 1872, Yellowstone National Park preserved 3,500 square miles of geological 
phenomenon. In 1890 Congress created Yosemite National Park, General Grant National Park, and Sequoia 
National Park in California. In 1899 Congress added over 200,000 acres encompassing Washington’s 
Mount Rainier to the system.    
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year later, in early 1951, Chapman requested Drury’s resignation, which “caused an 

uproar among conservation groups in the United States and brought the Dinosaur 

controversy into the public arena.”22  

 Although Drury’s resignation caused public outrage among conservation groups, 

Dinosaur needed more than the forced resignation of a government official to enter the 

public spotlight. Shortly after Chapman made his decision to approve the dams, an article 

appeared in the Saturday Evening Post entitled “Shall We Let Them Ruin Our National 

Parks?” The article, by Bernard DeVoto, brought the issue of Dinosaur to the attention of 

a far greater audience. As Mark W. T. Harvey writes,  

The article delivered a tremendous punch. While members of the 
Wilderness Society and the National Parks Association already knew 
about the proposed dam, generally conservation-minded Americans did 
not. It carried a strong sense of alarm that caught the attention of 
thousands of people who could help: the rank and file members of the 
Audubon Society, the Sierra Club, the Izaak Walton League and dozens of 
other organizations not yet aware of the controversy.23  

 
The mobilization and unification of conservationists in order to protect Dinosaur National 

Monument and the sanctity of the national park system had begun.  

 Despite Drury’s forced resignation and DeVoto’s article, many Americans still 

had no idea where Dinosaur was and why it would be worth saving. The Sierra Club and 

other conservation organizations embarked on a publicity campaign for the monument. 

Two Sierra Club films, Wilderness River Trail and Two Yosemites, helped to transform 

Dinosaur from a place hardly anyone knew into a well-known location of natural beauty 

in the American West. The Sierra Club, at the suggestion of its Conservation Committee 

Chair Harold Bradley, organized trips for its members and, under the leadership of its 

                                                        
22 Harvey, Symbol of Wilderness, 77. 
23 Harvey, Symbol of Wilderness, 95. 
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new executive director David Brower, took the lead in promoting Dinosaur’s scenic 

beauty through visual imagery. The club ran three river trips through the canyons of the 

Green and Yampa Rivers in the summer of 1953. Although historically an organization 

focused solely on Sierra Nevada conservation issues, the Sierra Club embraced a new 

challenge by helping to preserve Dinosaur.24 

 The most important outcome of the club’s 1953 river trips was not any personal 

memory or life-changing experience but footage professional photographer Charles 

Eggert shot for a film about Dinosaur. Heavily influenced by David Brower, Wilderness 

River Trail captured the wilderness qualities of the place. David Brower described the 

contents of the film as  

A joyful trip for people of all ages, two little lads exploring enticing places 
from riverside camps, spectacular colorful cliffs passing by, some exciting 
rapids, quiet camping, then a switch to the threat, with Clair Leonard’s 
music, composed and performed on the Bard College pipe organ, 
augmenting each section. 

 
 The Sierra Club made fourteen copies of the film, which were held by various 

conservation organizations throughout the nation. Moreover, the film was shown to 

thousands of “conservation and wilderness enthusiasts around the country,” and David 

Brower recounted that even the Bureau of Reclamation believed that Wilderness River 

Trail was “the most effective weapon we had in saving Dinosaur National Monument.”25 

 The 1952 election cycle saw a change of leadership in the White House. President 

Eisenhower appointed former Oregon governor Douglas McKay as Secretary of the 

Interior. Facing pressure from the Army Corps of Engineers and conservation groups, 

                                                        
24 Harvey, Symbol of Wilderness, 164-166.  
25 Brower, Work in Progress, 47-48; Harvey, Symbol of Wilderness, 167; David R. Brower, “Environmental 
Activist,” 113; see also David Louter, Contested Terrain, 31. 
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Oscar Chapman had rescinded his early approval of a dam near Echo Park in December 

1952 and left the decision up to his successor. The following December, Secretary 

McKay, acting on advice from his undersecretary Ralph Tudor, approved the first phase 

of the Colorado River Storage Project, which included a dam near Echo Park. McKay 

justified Echo Park’s inclusion based on its lower evaporation rates.26 

 Debate over the fate of Dinosaur National Monument soon turned to Congress. 

The House Subcommittee on Irrigation and Reclamation held hearings regarding the 

CRSP in late January 1954. At the hearings David Brower was able to shed doubt on the 

accuracy of the Bureau of Reclamation’s evaporation figures using his “ninth grade 

arithmetic.” After the hearings, with the help of Richard Bradley, Brower continued to 

question the estimated evaporation rate at the proposed Echo Park Dam.  In April 1954, 

three months after the hearings, Richard Bradley received a letter from Floyd Dominy, 

acting assistant commissioner of the Bureau of Reclamation, essentially stating that the 

Bureau had miscalculated the evaporation rate of alternative dam sites.27 

 The revised figures illustrated that the alternative option of a high dam at Glen 

Canyon was only a difference of 25,000 acre-feet per year.28 As a consequence of these 

revised figures, the Bureau of Reclamation was forced to change its argument for an 

Echo Park Dam from evaporation to hydroelectric power.29 Although the Colorado River 

Storage Project and the Echo Park Dam had the support of many Western congressmen, 

grave concerns about its three billion dollar price tag and the wisdom of adding more 
                                                        
26 Harvey, Symbol of Wilderness, 147, 182-183. 
27 Harvey, Symbol of Wilderness, 192-201. Richard Bradley was one of Harold Bradley’s seven sons, a 
Sierra Club member, and a physics professor at Cornell University.  
28 Harvey, Symbol of Wilderness, 201. The CRSP proposal that included dams at Echo Park and Split 
Mountain, and a low dam at Glen Canyon amounted to 621,000 acre feet of evaporation per year. The 
alternative proposal consisting of only a high dam at Glen Canyon amounted to 646, 000 acre feet per year. 
29 Harvey, Symbol of Wilderness, 218. 
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irrigated farmland to a country already yielding an unhealthy agricultural surplus arose 

amongst many other members of Congress.30 These concerns, combined with the ever-

growing voice of the conservationists, set the stage for a final congressional showdown in 

1955-56. 

 At the same time that Brower was challenging the evaporation calculations of the 

Bureau of Reclamation and congressmen from around the country were having doubts 

over the cost and agricultural wisdom of the CRSP, the film Wilderness River Trail was 

being shown across the country. The Sierra Club “circulated the film among community 

organizations, garden clubs, and church and school groups in northern California, and, of 

course, among its own chapters …. By the first part of 1955, the film was available in 

nearly a dozen cities, including Chicago, Boston, Portland, Denver, New York, and Los 

Angeles.”31 However, for David Brower one movie was not enough. Encouraged by the 

power of film to reach and influence an audience, Brower and Philip Hyde set off on the 

morning of May 15, 1955 to shoot footage for Two Yosemites.  Believed by Brower to be 

the lowest budget film on record, Two Yosemites was shot in one day on five rolls of 

Kodachrome film for a total of five hundred dollars. Although only six copies were made, 

it was still shown “in a good many places.” According to Brower, “It had quite an impact, 

showing what had been done to Hetch Hetchy, and all the claims that were made of how 

beautiful a lake it would be and how great a recreational resource. Of course it wasn’t, 

                                                        
30 Harvey, Symbol of Wilderness, 214-215. 
31 Harvey, Symbol of Wilderness, 237-38. 
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and isn’t; it wasn’t necessary. The parallel with Dinosaur was so beautiful that we 

worked on that constantly.” 32 

 The film’s greatest influence may have been exerted on the hearts and minds of 

congressmen themselves. According to Mark W. T. Harvey,  

Brower aimed the film at members of Congress, to remind them that the 
earlier battle had ended in tragedy and had caused anguish to John Muir 
during the last crusade of his life. Using still photographs of Hetch Hetchy 
Valley, taken early in the century, and contemporary pictures of its 
fluctuating reservoir, “Two Yosemites” sought to counter claims that Echo 
Park Dam would enhance the scenic backdrop by creating a beautiful lake. 
Hetch Hetchy Reservoir gave the lie to such claims, as the film revealed, 
with the raising and lowering of the water level leaving ugly mud flats 
around the rim.33  

 
The great promoter of the film to Congress was Howard Zahniser. The tireless executive 

secretary of the Wilderness Society would wheel in a projector to the House Office 

Building, and as “he was opening it up, Congressmen would be so interested in the 

mechanics… they wouldn’t resist it.” In perhaps the most emotional viewing of the film, 

Congresswoman and Interior Committee member Gracie Pfost of Idaho was brought to 

tears.34  

 On April 20, 1955 the United States Senate approved the CRSP bill including a 

dam at Echo Park, and attention turned to the House of Representatives. Opposition 

towards the Colorado River Storage Project and the Echo Park Dam was far greater in the 

House of Representatives thanks to the years of publicity work and letter writing 

campaigns spearheaded by conservationists. The lobbying bodies of the conservation 

organizations moved to oppose the entire CRSP. The move was just a tactic. 

                                                        
32 David R. Brower, “Environmental Activist,” 128; see also Kenneth Brower, interview by author, 27 
November 2012. 
33 Harvey, Symbol of Wilderness, 238. 
34 David R. Brower, “Environmental Activist,”; see also David Brower, For Earth’s Sake, 224-225. 
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television audiences, although the historical record is incomplete. Shortly after holding its 

first showing of the film, Appalachian Mountain Club Executive Director Fran Belcher 

informed David Brower that it was viewed “by officials of our local educational TV 

station, WGBH-TV Channel 2 and has been programmed for a showing over their 

network.”193 The film also made television appearances in Seattle. According to Patrick 

Goldsworthy, an opportunity to present an abridged version of it on one of Seattle’s 

“strongest TV channels as 1 of a series of 13 programs of an outdoor and adventure 

series” presented itself in the fall of 1961.194 Moreover, evidence suggests that the film 

had aired three times on two different Seattle television stations by the end of August 

1958, and six years later Goldsworthy and the North Cascades Conservation Council 

ordered two new copies of the film to “be used for a TV program that is imminent.”195 

These copies were shown three times on television during 1967-1968.196  

 After nearly five years of lobbying by various groups, a North Cascades Study 

Team was finally established in March 1963. The area of study to be covered was far 

larger than the primary region that concerned conservationists. As Lauren Danner writes, 

“The study area was enormous, covering a region about the size of Vermont. It included 

all federally administered lands in the Cascade Range north of what is now State Route 

12 to the Canadian border—about seven million acres, or nearly one-sixth of the total 

area of the state.”197 In order to hear the voice of Washingtonians, the North Cascades 

                                                        
193 Fran Belcher to David Brower, 3 June 1958, SCOEDR, carton 23, folder 33. 
194 Patrick Goldsworthy to David Brower, 15 September 1961, NCCCR, box 1, folder: David Brower 1961. 
195 NCCC News, July 1958, 2. Patrick Goldsworthy to Lee Schulman, 26 June 1958, NCCCR, box 1, folder: 
Miscellaneous Jan-July 1958; Patrick Goldsworthy to David Brower, 22 June 1964, NCCCR, box 1, folder: 
David Brower 1963-1964. 
196 Conservation Film Center: Operations Report, 1 September 1967 to 1 September 1968, NCCCR, box 6, 
folder: Conservation Film Center 1964-1966, 1968. 
197 Danner, “Cultural Values,” 152.  
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Study Team held public hearings in Seattle on October 10 and 11, 1963. Conservationists 

used the opportunity to make public their Prospectus for a North Cascades National 

Park.198  

 
 

Figure 5. Proposed North Cascades National Park.199 
                                                        
198 Danner, “Cultural Values,” 153-154. 
199 McCloskey, Prospectus. 
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Edited by conservationist J. Michael McCloskey, the document laid out the NCCC’s 

proposal for a national park. McCloskey’s proposal called for “a North Cascades 

National Park of 1,038,665 acres and a Chelan National Mountain Recreation Area of 

269,521 acres contiguous with the eastern boundary of the park.”200 

 Ostensibly, the McCloskey 1963 Prospectus was a reincarnation of David 

Simons’s 1958 brief. Both documents recommended a very similar area and means of 

protection. However, in reality McCloskey’s document served a much different purpose 

from Simons’s, and the two actually should be viewed independently. Simons’s brief was 

directed at conservationists and in tandem with the film played a crucial role in helping to 

unite them initially around the idea of a North Cascades national park. McCloskey’s 

Prospectus came at a time when they were already united and the park controversy had 

moved into the political arena. The Prospectus aimed at persuading politicians and the 

study team of the need for a national park and recreation area encompassing Glacier 

Peak, Eldorado Peaks, the Stehekin Valley, and Lake Chelan. Unlike Simons’s brief, the 

document provided specific legislation and an economic analysis of the effects of a 

national park.201 Two years in the making, the document clearly outlined the 

conservationists’ demands and offered a cogent argument to politicians and the study 

team on the need for a North Cascades National Park.202 

 

 

                                                        
200 J. Michael McCloskey, ed. Prospectus for a North Cascades National Park (Seattle: North Cascades 
Conservation Council, 1963), S-4. 
201 See McCloskey, Prospectus, Parts IV and V. 
202 For a more complete analysis of the Prospectus see Sommarstrom, “Wild Land,” 57-67. 
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The Home Stretch: 1964-1968 

 The study team took nearly three years to survey the area, make 

recommendations, and write a report which was submitted in October 1965 and released 

to the public in January 1966. It recommended several changes in the North Cascades, 

including the establishment of a 698,000 acre North Cascades National Park  

extending from Riddle Creek, a few miles below the head of Lake Chelan; 
northwestward generally along the Stehekin River to Cascades Pass and 
Cascade River drainage, including the Eldorado Peaks area, Thunder 
Creek and Granite Creek, including Ross and Diablo Lakes; crossing the 
Skagit River and including that part of the North Cascade Primitive Area 
west of Ross Lake, and Mount Shuksan. 

 
The report also recommended reclassifying the remaining North Cascades Primitive Area 

as the Okanogan Wilderness Area and expanding the Glacier Peak Wilderness Boundary 

in three places.203 

 Although the report proposed a national park far smaller than conservationists 

wanted and included far too much development, it gave them something to work with. As 

Mike McCloskey recalled, “When the Study Report came out, my first reaction was to 

express a great sense of grievance because it was so small. I was going to denounce it.” 

However, David Brower convinced him to remember the words of Oregon Senator 

Richard Neuberger and “get on a train that’s going somewhere. We can always try to get 

it to go further later on.... Let’s start moving in the right direction.”204 Although 

conservationists were savvy in not denouncing the study team’s report, they did question 

the wisdom “of including hydroelectric projects in national parks and the uniformly bad 

innovations of tramways and helicopters, as well as traditional roads, to open up the 

                                                        
203 North Cascades, Report, 14-15. For an in depth analysis of the Report see Sommarstrom, “Wild Land,” 
68-95. 
204 McCloskey, interview by author.  
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park’s high country.”205 In the event, North Cascades National Park would not suffer 

from the effects of tramway or helicopter access. 

 With the release of the North Cascades Study Report in January 1966, the national 

park campaign entered its final phase. Before introducing legislation, Senator Jackson 

wanted to confirm public support for the study team’s recommendation. He organized 

Senate Interior Committee hearings in Seattle on February 11 and 12, 1966. The hearings 

were very well attended and, according to Lauren Danner, the “committee members got 

an earful.” The Committee listened to testimony from over 250 individuals and received 

almost 1750 letters. The public response was strongly positive with more than 63 percent 

favoring a national park solution, and it prompted the drafting of Senate Bill 1321, 

introduced by Washington senators Henry Jackson and Warren Magnuson on March 20, 

1967.206 

 Since its premiere in 1958, Wilderness Alps of Stehekin had played a key role in 

showcasing the North Cascades and gathering support for a national park. The film was 

especially important in convincing the Washington State constituency and Senator Henry 

Jackson.207 However, despite the film’s central significance, the North Cascades 

Conservation Council’s distribution of it remained loosely organized until the 

establishment of the Conservation Film Center in April 1964. This center was the 

brainchild of Louis R. Huber. As a member of the film business and the NCCC, Huber 

had the combination of skills and desire necessary to “handle the inspection, repair and 

                                                        
205 Louter, Contested Terrain, 43.  
206 Danner, “Cultural Values,” 165.  
207 This thesis simplifies the political dynamics involving Senator Jackson and the rest of the Washington 
State delegation. There are many political factors involved with the passage of the North Cascades Act of 
1968 that are not directly related to the film and therefore are not mentioned in this account.   
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mailing of films.” Margaret Tjaden was recruited as co-director and oversaw “the 

booking, correspondence and contact work.” The Conservation Film Center helped to 

organize and increase film distribution. As Louis Huber stated, “Films don’t circulate 

themselves; they have to be circulated. Demand must be created.”208   

 The center had nine copies of Wilderness Alps of Stehekin by the end of 1964. 

These copies were pooled from Seattle-based conservation organizations and had largely 

been in circulation since 1958. The center’s records provide the most complete picture of 

the film’s viewership during the final years of the controversy. According to a 1968 

operations report, from April 1964 to September 1968 the nine copies were shown 498 

times to 29,617 people. Specifically, from September 1967 to September 1968 the film 

was shown 181 times to 10,000 viewers.209 Even ten years after its premiere, Wilderness 

Alps of Stehekin played a major role in influencing public opinion about the North 

Cascades.  

 The final chapters of the North Cascades story played out at the discretion of 

Congress. In April 1967 hearings were held in Washington D.C., followed by field 

hearings in Washington State in May. Public opinion and comments influenced the final 

version of the bill, and in late 1967 the Senate passed an amended version. All eyes 

focused on the House of Representatives in 1968 as the bill came into its hands. After a 

delay, Senator Henry Jackson and Colorado Representative  Wayne Aspinall—chairman 

of the House Interior Committee—reached a political agreement, and Aspinall sent the 

bill out of committee for a floor vote. Both chambers of Congress passed a final version 

                                                        
208 Conservation Film Center: Report on First Year of Operation, 27 March 1965, NCCCR, box 6, folder: 
Conservation Film Center 1964-1966, 1968.  
209 Conservation Film Center: Operations Report, 1 September 1967 to 1 September 1968, NCCCR, box 6, 
folder: Conservation Film Center 1964-1966, 1968.  
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of the bill in September 1968, and on October 2, 1968 President Lyndon B. Johnson 

signed the North Cascades Act into law.210 

 Wilderness Alps of Stehekin influenced public opinion regarding the North 

Cascades for over ten years. From its premiere in March 1958 to the passage of the North 

Cascades Act in September 1968, many Americans all across the country gained their 

first glimpses of the spectacular mountain landscapes and forested river valleys by 

watching the film. Because the North Cascades were so remote and largely unknown in 

the late 1950s, the medium of film provided the perfect opportunity to showcase the 

region’s grandeur. At the urging of the McConnells, David Brower seized this 

opportunity and created the single most influential publicity tool of the North Cascades 

campaign. As Harvey Manning so appropriately wrote, “For the nation, Wilderness Alps 

of Stehekin helped magnificently to win a wildland.”211 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
210 Danner, “Cultural Values,” 177-182.  
211 Manning, Wilderness Alps, 108.  
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Conclusion 

 

 

 

Figure 6: North Cascades National Park and Wilderness Areas (October 2, 1968).212 

  

                                                        
212 Henry Underwood, “North Cascades National Park and Wilderness Areas (October 2, 1968),” Map, 
2013. 
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 The North Cascades Act transferred almost 700,000 acres of land from the Forest 

Service to the Park Service, including a 505,000-acre North Cascades National Park, a 

107,000-acre Ross Lake National Recreation Area, and a 62,000-acre Lake Chelan 

National Recreation Area. The Forest Service remained in charge of the newly created 

520,000-acre Pasayten Wilderness Area and the Glacier Peak Wilderness Area, which 

received an additional 10,000 acres from the North Cascades Act. Although many 

conservationists were disappointed that the Glacier Peak Wilderness Area was left out of 

the national park, they rejoiced at the added protection national park status gave the 

Eldorado Peaks, Stehekin Valley, and Lake Chelan areas.213  

 The importance of Wilderness Alps of Stehekin cannot be overstated. Artistically 

and politically, it was the pinnacle of David Brower’s filmmaking career, even garnering 

an “Honorable Mention” from the Photographic Society of America Motion Picture 

Division in its “Ten Best Film” category at the 1960 International Cinema 

Competition.214 Although Brower would play a part in several Sierra Club films produced 

in the 1960s such as Island in Time, Glen Canyon, and The Grand Canyon: Living River, 

Living Canyon, his role in all these films paled in comparison to that of Wilderness Alps 

of Stehekin.215 Because of a combination of human error and sickness, Brower became 

the primary photographer, editor, writer, and narrator for Wilderness Alps of Stehekin. His 

                                                        
213 The Wilderness Act of 1964 placed Congress in charge of the country’s wilderness areas. Under the act, 
Congress added the Glacier Peak Wilderness Area to the National Wilderness Preservation System. 
However, the act allowed for existing mining claims to be developed in wilderness areas until 1984. 
Because the act did not protect the Miner’s Ridge area of Glacier Peak from mining exploration and 
development, conservationists urged its inclusion in the national park. For a fascinating discussion of 
Miner’s Ridge and the ramifications associated with its omission from North Cascades National Park, see 
John McPhee, Encounters with the Archdruid (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1971) 3-75. David 
Brower expressed his disappointment with the exclusion of the Glacier Peak Wilderness Area from the 
North Cascades National Park in his second autobiography. See Brower, Work in Progress, 54.  
214 David Brower to George Cushman, 7 September 1960, SCOEDR, carton 23, folder 33.  
215 See Brower, Work in Progress, 54-64.  



   

 

 

90

skill with the camera, command of language, and natural storytelling ability are evident 

throughout the movie. From Brower’s introduction to film in the late 1930s to the 

production of Wilderness Alps of Stehekin, he refined his filmmaking ability through 

advice from talented friends and practice. Brower’s earlier films advocating for the 

protection of Kings Canyon and Dinosaur National Monument gave him the necessary 

experience for making a quality film about the North Cascades. Ultimately, his talent and 

skill as a filmmaker was crucial in helping to protect one of America’s most spectacular 

landscapes.    
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