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Transcript of a Recorded Interview with 

Sigurd Olson 

May 27, 1976 

Interviewers:  John McKane, Robert Herbst, Newell Searle 

 
Olson was born in 1899, is a conservationist and a past president of the National Parks Association 
and the Wilderness Society. He is author of the books: The Singing Wilderness, The Lonely Land, 
Ruins of the North, Open Horizons and Wilderness Days.  

Among subjects discussed are childhood, education, early conservationist efforts, the BWCA, the 
importance of the wilderness and the interest of youth in the environment, Olson's writing, and 
Robert Herbst's work as DNR commissioner.  

This is a verbatim transcript of a tape recorded interview edited slightly for clarity. The original 
tape recordings are available in the Society's Audio-Visual Library.  

No release has been obtained, but the tape and transcript are open for research.  
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Mr. McKane:  It's May 27, 1976; I think that's our bicentennial year. We're at the home of Mr. 
Sigurd Olson, the nationally renowned conservationist at Ely, Minnesota, and this is 
John McKane, Information Director (I think that's my title), DNR, with 
Commissioner Robert L. Herbst, and with Nr. Newell Searle, who is representing 
today the Minnesota Historical Society and who has a doctorate in history but we 
shall not hold that against him.  

Now Commissioner, this is a rare treat for me. I hope before we leave here we shall 
have the opportunity to see - visit Sigurd's Listening Point cabin. We know of his 
great books - they've been an inspiration to me and I suppose the place to begin is at 
the beginning. This is an interview with Mr. Olson I've long looked forward to. I 
should say that Mr. Olson, as we all know, has been a champion of the wilderness. I 
don't know how better to put it, and particularly of the Boundary Waters Canoe 
Area.  

Sigurd, if you would - since we begin at the beginning - your birth date and your 
place of birth.  

Mr. Olson:  My birth date is April 4, 1899. Which gives me one foot in the past century and one 
foot in this one.  

Mr. M:  And the place of birth?  

Mr. O:  I was born in Chicago.  

Mr. M:  Chicago - what a contradiction. 

Mr. O:  I should have been born in a log cabin somewhere.  

Mr. M:  And your parents' names, sir.  

Mr. O:  Lawrence and Jean Olson.  

Mr. M:  Would you repeat please.  

Mr. O:  Lawrence and Jean.  

Mr. H:  O.K. Any brothers and sisters in your family?  

Mr. O:  I had a brother Kenneth who taught journalism at the University of Minnesota.  

Mr. M:  My old alma mater.  

Mr. O:  And then he was head of the Journalism Department at Northwestern and also Rutgers 
before he died.  

Mr. Herbst: What did your father do, Sig?  

Mr. O:  He was a minister - a Baptist minister.  

Mr. H:  Is that right? My grandfather was a minister for 47 years - Lutheran, though 
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Mr. O:  Ja, well, my dad didn't think much of the Lutherans. 

Mr. H:  I suppose. 

Mr. M:  Your parents' nationality, Sigurd? 

Mr. O:  Swedish. Both sides. 

Mr. M:  Swedish - 100%. You had one brother, you had no sisters. 

(Sigurd is pausing while we light up a pipe - matter of fact, Commissioner Herbst is 
lighting up a pipe. I don't know - I'm caught between two infernos here. Incidentally, 
Commissioner, as you're well aware, we have the most hazardous of forest fire conditions 
in 66 years at this moment in bicentennial time. So, please, with those pipes - ) [Laugh] 

Would you recite for us, Sigurd, your early education, your elementary - you went to 
elementary school in Chicago? 

Mr. O:  No, no. Dad was transferred out of Chicago when I was 4 ½ or 5 years old to a little town 
called Sister Bay on the Door County Peninsula. 

Mr. H:  Door County Peninsula in? 

Mr. O:  In Wisconsin. 

Mr. M:  In Wisconsin. 

Mr. Searle:  It's up by Green Bay area. 

Mr. M:  What was his occupation there? 

Mr. O:  He was a minister still. 

Mr. H:  Minister - still a Baptist minister. 

Mr. O:  One of my earliest recollections is watching the stage coach come in once a week. Kids 
would gather at the bottom of the hill. The driver would whip up the horses come dawn 
there a- hootin' and a- snortin' just like a wild western. He always had an apple or a piece of 
candy for the kids. That was our big time of the week. 

Mr. M:  Door County - you know Richard J. Dorer - is it spelled the same way - D-o-r- 

Mr. O:  No. D-o-o-r. 

Mr. M:  Door. What is there about that county that rings a bell? 

Mr. O:  Well, Door County was a very treacherous place for ships to go around. There's one place 
at the end called Death's Door. 

Mr. M:  Death's Door. 
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Mr. H:  It's quite a resort community now. 

Mr. S:  It's kind of a New England aspect to it. 

Mr. O:  It's very beautiful there. 

Mr. M:  Newell remarked on the New England - did you then go to grade school - elementary 
school in Door county? 

Mr. O:  I went to grade school there. Dad stayed there 3 years then we moved to Prentiss, 
Wisconsin. Do you know where Prentiss and Phillips and that area is? We were there about 
three years and then we moved up to Ashland. 

Mr. M:  Ashland, Wisconsin. 

Mr. O:  Ja. And that's where I went to high school. 

Mr. M:  You graduated? 

Mr. O:  No. I spent a couple of years there and World War II came along and I enlisted in the army. 

Mr. N:  World War II. How old were you at the time you enlisted in the army? 

Mr. O:  Oh, about 17 or 18. 

Mr. H:  You said World War II. 

Mr. O:  No - World War I. 

Mr. M:  World War I. You just made me 83 years old and I resent that. [Laugh] You enlisted in 
World War I at age 17. Where did you see service? 

Mr. O:  An officer's training camp. The Armistice came along before I really saw any service. I 
was booked to ship out, but didn't have to. 

Mr. M:  And how long were you - what was your rank in the service? 

Mr. O:  Just a plain, ordinary buck private. 

Mr. H:  Plain ordinary buck private. 

Mr. O:  No - I think I was a corporal before I got done. 

Mr. H:  Did you see any overseas action at all? 

Mr. O:  No - none then at all. 

Mr. M:  All right. I know somewhere along the line Mrs. Olson comes on the scene. 

Mr. O:  Oh, ja. 
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Mr. M:  How long were you in the service? 

Mr. O:  Then - just a few months. 

Mr. M:  Just a few months. You said then - does that indicate that you later had any military -?  

Mr. O:  Well, I was tied up in World War II for a year and a half or two years. 

Mr. M:  Oh you were? What doing in World War II?  

Mr. O:  Oh I had a strange assignment. By that time I had a Colonel rating.  

Mr. M:  Oh - corporal to colonel - I'm a little suspect here. [Laugh]  

Mr. H:  You were doing some training in World War II, weren't you?  

Mr. O:  World War II - I went over there right after the hostilities were over in May - they were 
over in April.  

Mr. M:  Over to?  

Mr. O:  Over to England. And the troops were being demobilized and they asked me if I'd help 
organize an army's university there - take charge of the biology department and geology 
department.  

Mr. M:  Well for heaven's sake. Biology and geology. Now we never got quite through high 
school. where did you graduate from high school?  

Mr. O:  Let's go back a little way. I graduated from Ashland.  

Mr. M:  From?  

Mr. O:  From Ashland High School. I went to Northland for a couple of years. Then the war came 
along.  

Mr. M:  World War I.  

Mr. O:  Ja. Then I went down to Wisconsin.  

Mr. M:  O.K. Now, I want to get back to World War II.  

Mr. H:  How about college before we get to World War II.  

Mr. O:  Let's go through my training.  

Mr. M:  All right.  

Mr. O:  World War I - from there I went to Wisconsin - took agriculture of all things.  

Mr. M:  Of all things - what year was that, Sigurd?  
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Mr. O:  1920.  

Mr. M:  1920. 

Mr. O:  I graduated in 1920.  

Mr. M:  Graduated the year before I was born. 

Mr. S:  Would you explain why you took agriculture?  

Mr. O:  You see, my life is very involved. Elizabeth's brother went to Northland College at the 
same time.  

Mr. M:  Elizabeth being Mrs. Olson.  

Mr. O:  Ja. And one day I walked into his room. I said, "Andy," (Andrew was his name). ''Who's 
that good- looking girl on your bureau?" He said, "She happens to be my sister." ''Well,'' I 
said, "I'd like to meet her some time."  

Mr. M:  There was a picture of her on his bureau.  

Mr. O:  Ja. So he said, "Come down and spend Easter with me." Which I did.  

Mr. M:  And this was in what year?  

Mr. O:  Oh, that must have been 1920. Well, we've had a love affair ever since. 

Mr. M:  Love affair ever since. How many years - 1920 - I'm 54 - that must be 55 years - a love 
affair for 55 years?  

Mr. O:  That's right. 55 years next year.  

Mr. M:  I don't want to embarrass you - do you remember your marriage date? 

Mr. O:  I sure do - August 8.   

Mr. M:  Do you remember your anniversaries, Sigurd?  

Mr. O:  Practically always. 

Mr. M:  I've been guilty, but I catch hell. August 8.  

Mr. O:  I've travelled around so much for many, many years I was always back in the bush 
somewhere - either in Northwest Territories or Alaska or Arctic somewhere. But we 
always carried a bottle around. On Elizabeth's anniversary we would celebrate it - with an 
extra ration.  

Mr. H:  This August 8, 1976 will be your what anniversary of your marriage?  

Mr. O:  54th. 
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Mr. M:  54th

Mr. O:  Right. 

 anniversary! Holy smoke! Now we are going to the School of Agriculture because 
you saw a picture of a beautiful girl on a friend's bureau and asked him who and he said 
that happens to be my sister and the love affair went on ever since. In that devious way 
you matriculated in agriculture. 

Mr. M:  This is an awfully pathetic excuse [laugh].  

Mr. O:  Elizabeth's father had a big farm between Cable and Hayward. 

Mr. M:  Between what, sir?  

Mr. O:  The town of Cable, Wisconsin and Hayward.  

Mr. M:  Her father had this large farm. All right. 

Mr. O:  I thought that gosh, farming was the most wonderful occupation in the world.  

Mr. M:  Your views were colored a little bit, I gather?  

Mr. O:  A little bit. Her father and I saw eye to eye and he liked trees - he had lots of pine trees, and 
so on. My own father said there were only two worthwhile professions in the world. One is 
the ministry and one is farming.  

Mr. M:  Oh, your own father his Baptist philosophy. I might expect that. 

Mr. O:  Back to the soil. 

Mr. M:  Back - either ministry or farming.  

Mr. O:  Right.  

Mr. M:  My father thought that I would be a minister one day, which was the greatest piece of 
sacrilege I've ever heard. But - back to the farm.  

Mr. O:  Right. Well -  

Mr. M:  And you were going to school? 

Mr. O:  That's right.  

Mr. M:  College.  

Mr. O:  Studying agriculture.  

Mr. M:  Where?  

Mr. O:  At Wisconsin.  

Mr. M:  University of?  
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Mr. O:  University of Wisconsin.  

Mr. M:  University of Wisconsin. At Madison.  

Mr. O:  That's right. 

Mr. M:  And you got your degree?  

Mr. O:  I got a degree, in agriculture.  But in the process I got tied up in geology. I probably took 
more geology and more biology and botany than agriculture.  

Mr. M:  Why did you do that?  

Mr. O:  Because there was just something inside of me - I was curious about rocks.  

Mr. M:  Even then you had this instinct - this feeling for the earth, the plants.  

Mr. O:  That's right. Always had that.  

Mr. M:  And you graduated what year?  

Mr. O:  Graduated in 1920 from Wisconsin.  

Mr. M:  University of Wisconsin with considerable number of courses in geology and in biology. 

Mr. O:  And I graduated in dairy husbandry.  

Mr. M:  Oh, my gosh! Can you milk a cow?  

Mr. O:  You darn right I can. I learned to do that on the farm because I worked on the farm for two 
summers.  

Mr. M:  You know, I'm an absolute failure at milking cows - maybe it's the size of my hands 
[laugh]. And then what happened after you graduated - you were married, of course.  

Mr. O:  We were married in 1922.  

Mr. M:  While you were going to school, sir - or did you graduate first?  

Mr. O:  I graduated first. Then I was offered a job as a agriculture instructor and county agent up at 
Nashwauk of all places - which I took. If there's anybody unsuited to a job as me -  

Mr. M:  In a county agent job?  

Mr. O:  Ja. I had charge of exhibits at the county fair and the big fair in St. Paul.  

Mr. M:  And I suppose that you immediately lost an intensive grainage program [laugh].  

Mr. O:  I learned a few things there, but I also had a summer's job - or 2 summers' job - with the 
Wisconsin Geological Survey because of my background. I've always been interested in 
rocks. So I gave up that job and went back to the University and Elizabeth got a job 
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teaching and I got some graduate work in geology.  

Mr. M:  Elizabeth got a job teaching. Teaching what?  

Mr. O:  Teaching kids, grade school.  

Mr. M:  She'd had a degree in - 

Mr. O:  No, she was a graduate of - oh, she'd been to Beloit.  

Mr. M:  Do you recall your salary as a county agent - in 1921?  

Mr. O:  I think it was about $2,000 a year.  

Mr. M:  That's pretty darn good salary in those days. 

Mr. O:  Ja, I would say so. Well, I went on with my geology work until I discovered that to the end 
of a geologist's life was mining. Development. And I discovered my interest in the earth, 
soils and rocks was an intellectual, conservation instinct. When I discovered that I left the 
University.  

Mr. H:  How did you discover that Sig? Did you just develop a love for the earth - was it that way 
- how did you come about with that kind of a philosophy?  

Mr. M:  Good question commissioner. Pardon my words - but I have to say, was it a gut instinct?  

Mr. O:  Sort of a gut instinct. When I started in on mining geology, structural geology and courses 
of that nature, paleobotany fascinated me.  

Mr. M:  Paleobotany. Educate me. 

Mr. O:  Paleo means past - historical botany.  

Mr. M:  I'm nearly illiterate, so I have to have these things explained. 

Mr. O:  I know that [laugh]. 

Mr. H:  That's preserved for all time, John. [Laugh] 

Mr. O:  Which is probably the reason I've been so interested in the Reserve Mining business. Well, 
then to continue my education - let's get through education. 

Mr. M:  What year are we in now? 

Mr. O:  We're in the year 1922 or '23. I was offered a job - I had taken a couple of canoe trips 
through here by that time. 

Mr. M:  To where? 

Mr. O:  I was offered a job at Ely in the newly established Junior College to be in charge of their 
biological and geological work. I didn't even ask the salary. I looked at the map and I saw 
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what it was like and I called (no, you don't call in those days, you write letters or wire) and 
accepted without even knowing how much I was going to get. 

Mr. H:  Primarily because if its location. 

Mr. O:  Primarily. I was in love with this country from the very start. This was 1922. I kept on with 
my studies here but in the summer times I guided and met very many interesting people.  

Mr. S:  One was Will Dilg, wasn't it?  

Mr. O:  One was Will Dilg who organized the Izaak Walton League and who swore by the grace of 
God that he was going to save this country if it took him all his life. Well, he didn't live too 
much longer.  

Mr. M:  Would you say that name again.  

Mr. O:  Will Dilg.  

Mr. M:  D-i-l-g?  

Mr. O:  That's correct.  

Mr. H:  Will Dilg and Preston Bradley and [unintelligible] had the sense of history as I well know.  

Mr. M:  You then began teaching students here in Ely in about 1922. And what was your salary 
that you didn't question?  

Mr. O:  I think it was $2200. It had gone up 200 bucks.  

Mr. M:  Ely Junior College. Was it a quarter system, a semester system?  

Mr. O:  Oh, I think it was a semester system then. Now it's known as Vermilion Community 
College.  

Mr. M:  Oh yes. It's a very fine college. Young fellows from Hastings - maybe you have some 
Commissioner. I know at least - I sent one young guy here. But in any event, here we are 
at Ely Junior College. How many years did you teach and what did you do in your 
summer periods?  

Mr. O:  I guided in the summer periods - I ran an outfitting station for about 10, 12 years.  

Mr. M:  An outfitting summertime job?  

Mr. O:  Ja. Canoe outfits.  

Mr. M:  Where was that based?  

Mr. O:  Winton.  

Mr. M:  Winton.  

Oral
 hi

sto
ry 

int
erv

iew
 w

ith
 S

igu
rd 

F. O
lso

n 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



11 
 

Mr. H:  Same place as our airplanes. 

Mr. S:  What was the name of your outfitting company?  

Mr. O:  Border Lakes Outfitting Company.  

Mr. M:  Could you describe, Sigurd, the mood in Ely - the times, the population, the people, the 
character of the region in 1922, '23 when you were teaching and spending your summer 
period outfitting - you said 12 years you outfitted at Winton - out of Winton. Could you 
describe the character of this country as you came to it then.  

Mr. O:  Well, when I first saw this country it was pretty well burned over and bog. These trees that 
you see around here now were not - it was an open field. Oh, an old German farmer 
decided that the mining camps down below needed potatoes for the men and they needed 
oats for the horses, and so on, and right below the hill here was a big beaver swamp.  

Mr. M:  We're sitting in your living room and you say right below the hill.  

Mr. O:  Ja. Right down here. At night you can see the lights of the town through the trees.  

Mr. M:  When you say right below does that imply that you lived here in the same house then:   

Mr. O:  No. We moved - a half a dozen - 

Mr. M:  Half a dozen. O.K.  

Mr. O:  Got here about 40 [unintelligible].  

Mr. H:  Sig, were they mining at that time?  

Mr. O:  They were mining at that time. That was the big occupation. There were three or four 
mines running full blast here all the time.  

Mr. H:  Was the town bigger than it is now?  

Mr. O:  The town population hasn't varied much in the last 50 years.  

Mr. M:  Is that right.  

Mr. O:  Roughly about 5,000 - a little bit below or a little bit above. It looks like a much bigger 
town now because it's spread out. But in those days there'd be half a dozen families living 
in one house on a 25 foot lot. 

Mr. H:  But mining and logging were the principal occupations then of the people in the area.  

Mr. O:  Ja. Mostly mining. And there were tremendous forest fires.  

Mr. H:  How about trapping in those days? 

Mr. O:  Oh, there was lots of trapping, lots of [unclear]. 
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Mr. M:  Why were there tremendous forest fires?  

Mr. O:  Because Smoky Bear hadn't been invented yet. 

Mr. M:  I see. Carelessness - not caring sort of approach? 

Mr. O:  Ja. Well, when the big logging was done between 1890 and 1910, say. 

Mr. M:  Lots of slash. 

Mr. O:  Lots of slash. When the lightning would strike why something would start - we didn't have 
the equipment we've got now - choppers and water-carrying planes and pumps and all that 
sort of thing. We were talking about that the other night.  

Mr. H:  Oh, we're far more effective now than we ever were.  

Mr. O:  The Forest Service is mobilized - every day.  

Mr. H:  We've got nine airplanes in the air right now.  

Mr. O:  I have the squawk box - "Come to the Center on the double. We've got one going. Make it 
fast." Then they've got standbys - they've got 2-300 men here ready to jump. 

Mr. H:  In those days, Sig, when you were guiding, what kind of use was there of the BWCA 
country? Was it a limited numbers of people that would come up here to canoe, and fish? 

Mr. O:  Yes. Very little - very few people came up - only men.  

Mr. M:  Only men. 

Mr. O:  Women - God, it's like having a woman on board ship - it was a bad business.  

Mr. M:  Of course, we've made a grave mistake (laugh). In those days - did you become active at 
all in the conservation movement in some of these areas when you were teaching then?  

Mr. O:  Ja. The first great threat was in the early 1920s when the Forest Service had a grant of 
unexpended money I think was $57,000.  

Mr. M:  The Forest Service. Was there Superior National Forest then?  

Mr. O:  It was created by President Roosevelt in 1909.  

Mr. M:  1909, Superior National Forest. But there was no BWCA then?  

Mr. O:  No, none then.  

Mr. M:  Was there any wilderness act at all?  

Mr. O:  Oh, no.  

Mr. M:  There was no protection for this beautiful pristine wilderness. 
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Mr. O:  No, no protection. That's right. 

Mr. M:  And just to be sure we have a matter of record when was the BWCA officially created?  

Mr. O:  The BWCA was officially created in - oh, much later - I think '43. But let's get back to the 
other. You were asking about the men.  

Mr. M:  The Commissioner asked about your interest - what stirred you up in this country? You 
were outfitting, teaching in the 1920s.  

Mr. O:  That's right. Well, I discovered that this wilderness experience was a very precious 
experience to - 

[Interruption for personal conversation with Mrs. Olson who served coffee.]  

Mr. O:  Well, this threat of the roads coming in to me was a personal threat. I thought, "Good 
God," and the men always win. I didn't know the first thing about how to organize a 
campaign.  

Mr. H:  So the roads were really the - the intrusion of roads was really the first threat that bothered 
you. 

Mr. O:  That was the big threat.  

Mr. H:  How about the impellments - the proposal of impellments? 

Mr. O:  That came later. But I was fortunate in having guided a lot of important people who knew 
their way around. Will Dilg was one of them.  

Mr. M:  What was his position?  

Mr. O:  He organized the Izaak Walton League.  

Mr. M:  Oh - he was the prime mover of the Izaak Walton League. What was his business?  

Mr. O:  I guess he was a journalist. Then there was Don Hough, a writer for the Saturday Evening 
Post also working as a fire ranger for the Forest Service.  

Mr. M:  How do you spell that?  

Mr. O:  H-o-u-g-h. 

Mr. M:  H-o-u-g-h - Saturday Evening Post and ranger for the Forest Service.  

Mr. O:  That's right. And then I remember that first trip I took [unintelligible]. Several fellows 
from St. Paul, one a good photographer by the name of Brown. 

 

Mr. M:  Photographer named Brown.  

Mr. O:  Ja. And several others whose names I've forgotten.  
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Mr. M:  Was this one of your outfitting trips?  

Mr. O:  No, this was a guiding trip - that was before I got into the outfitting. And I guided 
congressmen - both state and federal - and a lot of important people who knew their way 
around. And they said, "We feel about this wilderness canoe trip experience as you do and 
we'll do all we can to help."  

Mr. S:  Do you remember any of the congressman.  

Mr. O:  No.  

Mr. S:  Was Walter Newton one of them by any chance?  

Mr. O:  Probably.  

Mr. M:  This is remindful of John Muir, who not only felt a personal intensity but through his 
association with important people he began to build a clientele for the battle.  

Mr. O:  These men went to bat - they wrote articles and those in Washington appeared before 
congressional committees.  

Mr. M:  They wrote articles on the wilderness; in the Ely region.  

Mr. O:  Ja. And this developed into a rather furious national campaign because nobody had heard 
of this country before and all of a sudden they became aware that the wilderness character 
of this area was important.  

Mr. M:  This chemistry of concern - these articles began to evolve and to take place in the 1920s? 
Middle '20s?  

Mr. O:  Well, from 1922 on.  

Mr. M:  1922 on. So here we are. These people you're meeting.  

Mr. O:  A couple of other people I met was Arthur Carhart of the Forest Services. I met him up on 
Saganaga. I was practicing with my pistol - we could carry firearms then. And he 
wondered what in hell was going on. [Unintelligible] with old Gus Soderbeck, the old 
ranger from the Gunflint area and Art made a report to the Ely Chamber of Commerce 
when he got back saying this country is far too important to cut up with roads.  It will 
mean far more to this country, economically and otherwise, to be kept as a wilderness.  

Mr. M:  Cut up with roads for logging or mining?  

Mr. O:  No - they wanted a road into Basswood, a road into Crooked Lake, one into La Croix, one 
into Saganaga, one to Knife. It would be a network of roads.   

Mr. M:  All these beautiful lakes - they wanted to lace with a bunch of roads - accesses.  

Mr. O:  That's right. And the Chamber of Commerce was ballyhooing "playground of the nation". 

Mr. S:  Parenthetically, shouldn't we state that the National Forest didn't extend up to the 
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international boundary at this time. It stopped short by a few miles.  

Mr. O:  Then in 1927 the Forest Service outlined what is now the BWCA. Just drew a line around 
an area that they thought should be preserved. And the road business was stopped. In the 
meantime I also worked with Aldo Leopold.  

Mr. M:  Oh you did! The great conservationist. Author of the Sand County Almanac, et al.  

Mr. O:  Ja. And the Round River Drive.  

Mr. M:  He conceived the land ethic as the commissioner pointed out.  

Mr. O:  Ja. He was a great - well he came up on a canoe trip with a couple of his boys and I took 
care of him and showed him around. He wanted me to come down to Madison - he was 
then head of the wildlife department. He wanted, me to come down 'there and work with 
him, but I couldn't see it. I was too wedded to this country. 

Mr. M:  Did you have any boys of your own at that time?  

Mr. O:  Ja.  

Mr. M:  You had 2 sons, no daughters.  

Mr. O:  No daughters.  

Mr. M:  Your sons still living?  

Mr. O:  Ja.  

Mr. M:  Both still living. Their names are?  

Mr. O:  Sigurd, Jr. - he's in Alaska - Robert, State Department, Washington.  

Mr. M:  O.K. Now getting back to Aldo Leopold, the great conservationist - he wanted you to 
come to Madison. 

Mr. O:  To work with him. Especially to make a deer study. Well, I said, "Aldo, I'd love to do it, 
but I'm studying wolves.  I made the first study of the wolf back in the '20s.  

Mr. M:  For what reason - just a study or?  

Mr. O:  No, I was interested in wolves. I figured the wolf like the loon was the epitome of the 
wilderness.  

Mr. M:  I remember in the Singing Wilderness - one of your books - great books - you mentioned 
an encounter - I believe you were on snowshoes - I believe was it evening - and this wolf 
being close and that eerie spine-crawling feeling you expressed so beautifully. Can you 
recall any of that chapter?  

Mr. O:  I can recall it very clearly.  
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Mr. M:  Could you recite it for us?  

Mr. O:  Well, I was coming down Cacheway River on snowshoes (unintelligible). It was a 
moonlight night - a beautiful night for travel. I could hear the wolves howling. Pretty soon 
I became aware that on either side of the river I could hear them crashing through the brush 
- when you go through a waterfall I could hear the sound. And they were following me 
down the river. 

Mr. M:  Could you see them? 

Mr. O:  Oh, no. 

Mr. M:  Just hear them. 

Mr. O:  I didn't see - just heard them. Once and a while a yip and a little howl. They followed me 
down for 2 or 3 miles. And then ahead of me the river narrowed to a point where it 
probably wasn't over 150-200 feet wide. And I said to myself, "If those babies are going to 
get me, that's the place they'll have to close in. That's the ambush point." Although in my 
study of wolves - and I had made a rather extensive study - there was not a single instance 
in the United States where anybody had been hurt by a wolf. 

Mr. M:  Are you insinuating that Little Red Riding Hood isn't true?  

Mr. O:  That's right.   

Mr. M:  Here I've been deceived all these years.  

Mr. O:  But, as I approached the point in the bright moonlight - sure enough - two wolves came out 
- one on each side of the point and stood there. By that time I wasn't over - oh, a hundred 
yards from the narrows. I didn't have a gun with me. All I had was a pocket knife, and a 
packsack. And I was heading for a little cabin beyond the narrows. And I though t to 
myself, "If they're going to attack me that's the place to ambush me." They'd all close in 
and I wouldn't have a chance. So I stopped, stood still and they stopped and stood still. 
Then they started coming toward me. I thought, good god and dropped my pack on the ice. 
Then I thought what's the use, I've got a knife, I could probably slice one or two.  

Mr. M:  (Laugh) Get a couple before they get you.  

Mr. O:  About 10 or 15 of them pile on me and all there'd be would be a rack of bones and sink 
down to the bottom of the river and nobody would ever know what had happened.  

Mr. M:  Do you remember what year this was, Sigurd?  

Mr. O:  Oh, it must have been 19 - it was while I was doing my wolf study - oh, I'd say 1926 or 7. 

Mr. M:  1926 or 7. O.K. And then here you were nearing this -   

Mr. O:  That's correct. And I'll swear the hair on the back of my neck was beginning to bristle.  
They came toward me and in the bright moonlight they came close enough so I could the 
green of their eyes. That's pretty close. 
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Mr. M:  Yes. I suppose they looked big as horses. How big does a timber wolf' get? Pound-wise.  

Mr. O:  Oh - 100 pounds. There have been records up to 150. 

Mr. M:  Ja. You know a Black Lab at 80 pounds looks big.

Mr. O:  They looked at me and I looked at them at about 50 feet.  

  

Mr. M:  Kind of a staring contest?  

Mr. O:  Sort of a staring down contest. I didn't move - they didn't move for a while, they just stood 
there. Then they separated, one on each side of me. I thought - well, they're going to take 
me from the sides and wait for the rest of the gang to come in.  

Mr. M:  Were you edible at that time?  

Mr. O:  Oh, I was probably kind of stringy [laugh]. But they kept right on going - joined the rest of 
the pack. And I never saw them again.  

Mr. M:  Did you stop? 

Mr. O:  I stopped, and I thought to myself, while I was waiting for them to come, "The only trouble 
with these wolves, they probably haven't read my articles." [Laugh] If they had I'd have nothing to 
worry about, but there's always mavericks you know and you can never tell what any wolf or any 
man will do under a period of stress.  

Mr. M:  And this made an indelible impression in your mind.  

Mr. O:  Right.  

Mr. M:  And when did you write about that? When did you write that in your book?  

Mr. O:  I didn't write it in the book for a long time.  

Mr. M:  When did you write that book?  

Mr. O:  The book came out in 195 - when was it, Newell?  

Mr. S:  I think '59.  

Mr. O:  No, no - '55.  

Mr. M:  I remember it Sigurd - we had dinner. I believe it was the Athletic Club and you 
autographed the Singing Wilderness for me. And you recalled - why that would be 30 years 
that you retained that impression from 1926, 27 to 1955 - almost 30 years.  

Mr. O:  I had probably written it up as an article.  

Mr. S:  I think you also wrote it up in the North Woods the time Life did too. 

Mr. M:  O.K. 
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Mr. O:  Let me finish. Then I went through the narrows and got to my cabin and went in there and 
touched a fire to the kindling in the stove and slammed the door and I was so damn happy 
to be in there. [Laugh] Then I stood outside for a little while and I could hear that pack.  

Mr. M:  Did you have any number in the pack - did you see? No. All right.  

Mr. O:  Probably half a dozen is all.  

Mr. H:  When did you actually start writing, Sig? How did you get interested in writing?  

Mr. O:  Well, when I was a kid going to high school in Ashland I won an essay contest and they 
presented me with a $5 gold piece. And I looked at it in amazement and said to myself 
maybe I can write some day. I think that's the first time.  

Mr. H:  What was that essay on?  

Mr. O:  You'd laugh.  

Mr. H:  Well try it. 

Mr. O:  On the function of the Chamber of Commerce! 

Mr. S:  [Laugh] And since that time he's been fighting that function for a long time.  

Mr. M:  I know he's a man that bigger is better. He has a philosophy that bigger is better. He wants 
Ely to be 50,000 people. And no doubt the Chamber still feels about him today as it did 
then. How does the Chamber feel about you today - essay regardless?  

Mr. O:  Oh, I've got lots of friends downtown including the Chamber of Commerce.  

Mr. M:  How do the people of Ely feel about you today?  

Mr. O:  I think there's a small vitriolic group who would like to chase me out of here.  

Mr. M:  You know, I hate to put this down for posterity, but I have to tell you this, Sigurd. Tom 
Savage and myself stopped in an Ely bar in a watering spa and there was a lovely lady in 
there that weighed about 180 pounds, about 5 foot 4, and I asked - we were looking for 
your home, wondering if you were home. And I said to this sweet thing as she was 
drawing a draft beer - I said, "Do you know Sigurd Olson?" And she said quote: "Do I 
know him? He's the son of a bitch trying to build a wall around this town!" [Laugh] Well, 
back to the cabin. By the way, that cabin - is it still there? Is it your cabin?  

Mr. O:  Yup.  

Mr. M:  And you call that cabin?  

Mr. O:  Listening Point.  

Mr. M:  Listening Point - the book of the same name on Lake Burntside. Now then, I just had to 
hear you recount again that beautiful - those beautiful feelings, emotions with the timber 
wolves, and we're back in '26 and '27 at a point in time where they're doing something 
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congressionally about the BWCA.  

Mr. O:  Well, as Newell suggested, it was all privately owned land - homestead. And the Forest 
Service just drew a line around a section which was roughly BWCA and in 1927 declared 
it a primitive area. That was the first thing. Then the big job came to acquire some of those 
lands to consolidate their ownership. But during the time we fighting that battle this man 
Backus, M & O Paper Company, conceived the idea of building a huge reservoir.  

Mr. M:  Backus, the great timber baron? 

Mr. O:  That's correct.  

Mr. M:  And what is his first name?  

Mr. S:  Edward Wellington.  

Mr. M:  Edward Wellington Backus. B-a-c-k-u-s. 

Mr. H:  Richard Dorer was a foreman for him at one time.  

Mr. O:  Could have been. Most everybody worked for him.  

Mr. M:  All right. He did what?  

Mr. O:  He conceived the idea of a great storage reservoir. A dam at Kettle Falls, Crooked Lake 
and Basswood Falls, Silver Falls at the other end, Knife Lake. [Unintelligible]. Just a 
whole string. It would have resulted in making a big beaver flowage out of this whole area 
and if it had succeeded it would have inundated much of it, killed all the timber, some of 
the lakes would have been raised 80 feet.  

Mr. M:  80 feet above the?  

Mr. O:  Just exactly what we ran into on Palisades. 80 feet.  

Mr. M:  Apparently we're referring to Palisades and the battle ongoing with Reserve Mining of the 
last few years and their proposal to create the monstrous dams which Commissioner 
Herbst knows [laugh] a little bit about that battle. 

[End of Tape 1, Side 1]  

Mr. O:  Then a battle ensued to try and stop him. This was a decision of the International Joint 
Commission - combined both Canadians and Americans. And there were hearings in 
Washington, hearings in Duluth, St. Paul and trips up to the area and so on.  

Mr. M:  And this was in the period -  

Mr. O:  Right after - well, it actually started about 1925 before the [unclear] area was set aside. But 
that went on for nine years. But thank God the publicity on the road situation had alerted 
the country to what this was.  

Mr. H:  The va1ue of the area.  
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Mr. M:  There was national awareness. 

Mr. O:  There was national awareness and growing national awareness.  

Mr. M:  Ely had some identity - it was a place on the map. 

Mr. O:  That's right - a place on the map. 

Mr. M:  And it was the wilderness area, of course. 

Mr. O:  I won't go into the details of all the hearings, but there were lots of trips up along the 
border. I can tell you one instance though. The chief of the Canadian section of the 
International Joint Commission put me on the stand once - I don't know who financed me, 
probably stole the money to get [laugh]. But somehow I got to him - don't remember where 
it was either - I think it was St. Paul.  

Mr. M:  You believe it was St. Paul - the chief of the Canadian?  

Mr. O:  Ja.  

Mr. M:  Canadian what?  

Mr. O:  Canadian branch of the International Joint Commission.  

Mr. H:  For the record - the International Joint Commission is the body of Canadian and American 
officials that governs the water levels on the international border between Minnesota and 
Canada. 

Mr. M:  Does that still exist, Commissioner? 

Mr. H:  That still exists today.  

Mr. O:  Well, by that time there was a great coalition of people working on it. Hubachek worked 
on it, Charlie Kelly - both were attorneys in Minneapolis - Art McClure in Duluth, Ernest 
Oberholzer up on the Range.  

Mr. M:  Was he an attorney?  

Mr. S:  No, Ober was independently sustaining landscape architect, a student of Frederick Law 
Olmstead. 

Mr. M:  They were all working in this period - this national - 

Mr. O:  Ja. They organized what is known as the Quetico-Superior Council. They had a lot of 
important people on it. 

Mr. H:  Forerunner of the Quetico-Superior Foundation.  

Mr. M:  This Quetico-Superior Council - what period of time, roughly?  

Mr. O:  Between 1925 and 1934. 
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Mr. M:  During this nine year period. 

Mr. O:  Ja. About this hearing I started talking about, the head of the Canadian section - I forget his 
name - do you remember?  

Mr. S:  C.A. McGrath.  

Mr. O:  He called me to the stand and we had the usual 5 or 10 minutes - that's about all he said - no 
one can talk over 10 minutes. He got me up there and he said, "I understand you've been a 
guide in that country - traveled all over in it. Probably traveled up in the Hudson Bay 
watershed country. Well, it so happens that when I was a youngster I traveled all through 
that country, too." And we talked about portages, lakes and country Hudson Bay and so on. 
He kept me on the stand for 45 minutes. All we talked about was exchange reminiscences 
about our - 

Mr. M:  By association with mutual experiences he gained a friend.  

Mr. O:  I didn't say anything about preserving it, nor did he, but I knew darn well what his decision 
was going to be - he was a friend in court. Well, in 1934 International Joint Commission 
made a great decision. This country is far too beautiful aesthetically, geologically, 
naturally - it's one of the most beautiful lake countries in the world and it would be a crime 
for either country to desecrate it with a power proposal, and advising both countries to 
cooperate to preserve it in the public interest. Well, that was that. Then President Roosevelt 
created what is still known as the Presidential Quetico-Superior Committee. It's still in 
existence. That committee had the power to enlist the aid of various departments 
concerned - agriculture, interior, commerce, budget, and so on. During this period, too - 
and here's where Ernest Oberholzer came in - he organized, or really planned what became 
known as the Quetico-Superior Program and he conceived the idea of the Shipstead- 
Newton-Nolan Act which would set aside an area much larger than the Wilderness, but 
would stop the damming of water levels anywhere within - 

Mr. H:  Controls the water and management of the vegetation along all the waterways.  

Mr. O:  Right. From - what is it, 400 feet?  

Mr. H:  400 feet back.  

Mr. O:  And that's still in - 

Mr. H:  Still in effect.  

Mr. O:  Still in effect.  

Mr. H:  Right.  

Mr. O:  And then the State of Minnesota passed what's known as the Little Shipstead-Nolan Act in 
1933 - the first one was '31.  

Mr. S:  '30.  
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Mr. O:  '30? So we had both state and federal agreement of the Shipstead-Newton-Nolan area.  

Mr. S:  What do you think is considered the overall significance and importance of those two acts 
as far as wilderness is concerned?  

Mr. O:  Well, the first important thing is that it showed the state and the federal government could 
cooperate and work together on a unified plan. And since then the state and federal 
government have cooperated very successfully in preserving this area, and still are.  

Mr. H:  Well, its significance is that it has preserved the waterways and the scene area from the 
waterways.  

Mr. O:  That's right.  

Mr. H:  Sig, at that time, other than the forerunner of the Quetico-Superior Foundation and the 
coalition that got together and stopped Backus, was there any national conservation 
organizations formed at that time that came into play and were of assistance?  

Mr. O:  The Izaak Walton League - they were in from the very beginning and their hope was of 
course as they outlined in their newly proposed legislation to keep it a wilderness without 
damming and without logging it or mechanized use - no adverse uses of any kind.  

Mr. H:  The reason the Izaak Walton League was involved at that time was primarily, I think, 
because many of their founders were also people that you mentioned earlier that were 
associated with you on these trips and had an acquaintance and a love for the area - Will 
Dilg, and Preston Bradley and all these fellows.  

Mr. O:  That's right. It actually started in the Upper Mississippi Wildlife area. There was a senator 
then - Ambrose.  

Mr. H:  Ambrose - right. They were instrumental in getting the National Wildlife Refuge Act 
passed and the first one was the Upper Mississippi Wildlife Refuge.  

Mr. O:  That was really the thing that brought these people together as a unit and started to lead to 
thinking about preservation - whether it was the Mississippi or this area here.  

Mr. S:  Was Ding Darling ever up here?  

Mr. O:  Ding Darling - I don't think he was up here, but he wrote - sketched some beautiful 
cartoons. And remember the early issues of Outdoor America?  

Mr. H:  He was a cartoonist for the Des Moines Register.  

Mr. O:  Right.  

Mr. H:  He was quite an outstanding cartoonist. National repute.  

Mr. O:  When I look back at those old Outdoor America records and see the caliber of those who 
wrote -  

Mr. S:  Zane Grey. 
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Mr. O:  Zane Grey, Emerson Hubb, Don Hubb, you name -  

Mr . H:  Phillip Wylie?  

Mr. O:  No, I don't think he was on the staff at that time. 

Mr. H:  What have been some of your other - moving away from the BWCA and we'll come back 
to that later - but what have been some of the other Wilderness areas in the country 
because you've been, you know, recognized and active nationally - what are some of the 
other wilderness areas in this nation that you've been involved with?  

Mr. O:  I've been involved with most - during the process of this whole business I became involved 
with government and was offered a consultantship with the Department of Interior, 
National Park Service, Division of Wildlife, and so on. 

Mr. M:  You have served as a consultant?  

Mr. O:  Ja. I refused to take a civil service job because I wanted to keep my freedom of action.  

Mr. M:  Your ability to affect politicians. 

Mr. O:  Ja. But in that capacity I got involved with all practically all the Wilderness areas - all the 
parks, the whole United States. And also into Alaska long before the oil rush. 

Mr. M:  As a consultant? 

Mr. O:  Ja. 

Mr. M:  Did you testify in Congress? How many times? Any idea? Hundreds, dozens?  

Mr. O:  I couldn't even begin to tell you. Whenever there was anything up I was there. 

Mr. H:  Now in addition to being a wilderness consultant to the federal government you were also 
active and became active as a wilderness advisor to many of the national conservation 
organizations - The Izaak Walton League, you've been their wilderness consultant for 
years, and the Wilderness Society and Sierra Club, National Parks Association.  

Mr. O:  You see at one time I was president of National Parks Association and another stretch 
president of the Wilderness Society. An inevitably I got involved. And then due to my long 
trips up in the far north by canoe I got involved with the Canadians in the Yukon, and so 
my experience has covered the continent. Including the Caribbean, the Hawaiian Islands. 
I've seen practically every wilderness region in the United States and had something to do 
with it.  

Mr. H:  So your activities and your ability, Sig, to affect and save these areas has been through 
actual experience and doing, it's been through writing, it's been through the political 
process, testifying, it's been through speeches to youth, to adults and many kinds of 
organizations where you rallied support and it's been through working with the 
collectiveness of conservation organizations.  

Mr. O:  I became impressed very, very early with the importance of all the groups working 
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together.  

Mr. H:  Why is a conservation organization important in this country? Or is it important?  

Mr. O:  It is important.  

Mr. M:  It is?  

Mr. O:  It is.  

Mr. M:  Well, let's touch on that. I have a series of things. I am 1) awed by the number of young 
people that call me - as is - the Commissioner has his own book on the careers for young 
people - Commissioner Herbst. My living room is kind of a consulting room for young 
people who want to be a forester, or wildlife manager, wildlife fisheries are overloaded - 

[Break in tape] 

Mr. M:  The Commissioner and Mr. Olson were engaged in a dialogue on the youth of today - I 
don't want to leave this point - it's very dear to me. 

Sigurd, you had some 26 young people at your home yesterday and what about the mood 
now we went through a period in the '60s of violence, extremism, campus upheaval, 
political radicalism quote-unquote anti-establishment. Now how are the young people of 
today - is there still that anti, that cynicism contempt for government. Would you give us 
your views.  

Mr. O:  I would say the most encouraging thing that I have seen - and like Bob I've talked to 
universities, colleges, conservation groups all over the country, and there's a constant 
stream of them coming through here and they all feel the same way - that the environment 
is the important thing. They realize this is a crisis in environmental protection.  

Mr. M:  Is this a superficial or a deep… 

Mr. O:  It's a deep-rooted feeling that man has got to begin to conserve; he's got to live less 
affluently than he was. He must have goals beyond purely making money. And most of 
these young people have such a deeply engrained feeling that to me it's very encouraging.  

Mr. M:  How do they feel about their congress? Here we are with still no energy policy 
whatsoever.  

Mr. O:  Right. We talked about that yesterday. Well, I said we can all do a great deal by various 
conservation moves - geothermal energy, wind energy, building our houses differently, 
living less affluently. We are the affluent nation in the earth as well as most of the 
industrial nations and the hope in the end is disfusion, of course, hydrogen and oxygen, but 
probably will not come for 15 or 20 years. But when that comes I think our energy supplies 
will be exhausted and we'll have to spend the same kind of money on research now and 
we're beginning to do it then we'll be able to accomplish this fusion miracle using the same 
kind of energy as you see in the flares from the sun. But we'll have to spend billions of 
dollars to do it. We've got to get all the big governmental organizations working including 
the Natural Science Foundation, Ford Foundation, and all the rest. 
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The kids are interested in issues more than anything else. They've gone through this 
violence period which we all deplored, which they deplored. They realize now that what's 
got to be done is working with the government to try to correct what's been wrong, electing 
people to the government to represent them who feel as they do. They're all excited about 
young Brown out in California because he speaks their language.  

Mr. M:  And how do you feel about young Brown out in California?  

Mr. O:  He's great.  

Mr. M:  How do you feel about the other presidential candidates - I realize it's a large order at the 
moment. How about Mr. Udall, presidential candidate?  

Mr. O:  Udall's got a lot on the ball. I like his attitude toward environment.  

Mr. M:  How about Mr. Carter?  

Mr. O:  He has a wonderful smile and he's a glib talker. He's made great progress and he may come 
out as a candidate. But I'm not going to vote for him.  

Mr. M:  You're not going to vote for Mr. Carter. How about Mr. Ford? Let us suppose with Mr. 
Ford against Mr. Humphrey or Mr. Reagan against Mr. Humphrey - let us suppose. 

Mr. O:  Well, I'd vote for Ford.  

Mr. M:  Why?  

Mr. O:  Well, he's a stabilizing influence in spite of his bumbling approaches, he's gathered around 
himself a pretty sound staff. After all, his decisions are all not his own.  

Mr. H:  With some exceptions in that staff. I would venture an opinion. I thought Butz couldn't be 
outdone, but yesterday Kleppe was - or two days ago - I don't know if you heard what 
Kleppe did down there in the cities, but I couldn't believe it. Environmentalists were 
radical.  

Mr. H:  Do you have any comments of Mr. Kleppe or do you know him that well?  

Mr. O:  I don't know Kleppe except what I read in the papers and speeches and so on, but think he's 
largely inclined toward development and people in the west are tearing their hair because 
of what they're doing to coal, oil shale and the plateau business with the great big [unclear]. 

Mr. M:  Getting back, Sigurd, in this bicentennial year, it's very encouraging to hear you say that 
the youth have turned to the system - to make the system work for them. They're not 
anti-system. And you sense and you hear in them a recognition of political wisdom as to 
how this country must work.  

Mr. O:  The same thing is true up in Canada. I work with the Canadians, I belong to practically all 
the Canadian conservation groups. They've become politically astute; they're not naive any 
more. They realize they've got to work with their government and you get support through 
their elected representatives for the kind of program that they want.  
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Mr. H:  What you're really saying about the young people is that the next generation, there's going 
to be a greater percentage of people concerned about the environment. This generation.  

Mr. O:  Right. The big question that comes up, Bob, is this going to last? I say it's going to last. 
This is a change in philosophy.  

Mr. H:  It has to last.  

Mr. O:  It's got to last. This is the only Earth we've got.  

Mr. H:  Why do you think that change came about? Why do you think that we have more young 
people concerned now than we did let's say 25 or 30 years ago. You know, when I think 
back, Sig, in my few years of involvement, I could count on my two hands the real 
numbers of people that had been actively involved in the major conservation 
accomplishments in this state. Now you're getting more and more and more.  

Mr. O:  More and more - well as I said some time ago, they're springing up like mushrooms after a 
rain. New groups all over the country.  

Mr. M:  New groups and with new values.  

Mr. O:  New groups with these values we're talking about.  

Mr. M:  Are they lasting values?  

Mr. O:  They're lasting values. As I told that group yesterday - I said, "You're all in your teens or 
early 20s,"- I said, "In 10 or 15 years you'll be running this country - we oldsters will be out 
of the picture and it's your responsibility to meet these crises and if you can keep yourself 
clean and work as you have been doing with your dedication and your belief and cutting 
down on waste and doing the things that have to be done, there's hope for this country." 

Mr. S:  Do you think that the standard of living we've had since World War II has played a role in 
making people change the values by which they live and conserve the intangible features 
of their life?  

Mr. O:  Right. These kids - they're a lot smarter than we were at their age. There's an awful lot in 
the newspapers and magazines, on TV - you can hardly pick up a magazine today without 
something on environment.  

Mr. H:  Half the Duluth paper's on it. 

Mr. O:  Ja. 10-15 years ago - nothing. It really started in a sense with Gaylord Nelson's Earth Day 
business about 5 years ago.  

Mr. M:  Yes - I'm a little bothered by Earth Day in the sense that many young people think that 
Earth Day was the origin of all environmental concern and kind of forget John Muir and 
Yosemite in 1891 and General C.C. Andrews in 1905 and 1908 Minnesota, inspiration 
behind our forest service.  

Mr. O:  Resolution - wasn't it Andrews - we need a national park up there somewhere in the border 

Oral
 hi

sto
ry 

int
erv

iew
 w

ith
 S

igu
rd 

F. O
lso

n 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



27 
 

- you say '91? 

Mr. M:  1891, sir, that's right. And then of course the Jewell Lake - Itasca State Park was founded 
in 1891 coincident with Yosemite on the national level. Then of course we had Gifford 
founding the Yale School of Forestry. At first he was considered an idiot, you know. And 
Leopold, and Thoreau and Emerson - but Sigurd, excuse a shifting of gears - are you 
familiar - you are familiar, I think, and I have a selfish motive, with the Minnesota 
Volunteer magazine, the conservation Volunteer - how do you view that publication, from 
here, in your home in Ely? 

Mr. O:  I think it's a great publication because it keeps pounding these ideas home that 
environment is important.  

Mr. M:  Should we change the format - do you think we should go to a larger size or..?  

Mr. O:  I don't think so. I like the size it is.  

Mr. H:  People tend to keep it because of the size. Fits our pocket. 

Mr. O:  Ja. Great big gorgeous, illustrious magazines like - oh the Audubon magazine, the Wildlife 
- they're too big to carry around with you - they are gorgeously illustrated. If you could 
keep it that size - 

Mr. M:  Keep the Volunteer the way it is. 

Mr. O:  People will carry it with them.  

Mr. M:  Do you think we should - you know everything is contributed - we're very lavish in our 
payment of authors as you know personally [laugh] - even the covers are contributed - do 
you feel that we should go to a charge publication? Have you thought about that - 
sometimes the legislature will say why don't you charge? Our current circulation is 79,000 
and I hear this and I admit, confess, to fighting off charge - I want to keep the chemistry of 
stewardship, of contributing, of non-commercial tone if you will.  

Mr. O:  Well, I would say it would be better if you didn't charge - if you can get along without 
charging.  

Mr. H:  My feeling is that once you start accepting advertising, that somewhat influences what's in 
there, too.  

Mr. O:  That's right.  

Mr. M:  Commissioner - without advertising - if we charge, we're going to lose money because we 
have to add staff for billing, posting accounting and sales promotion - unless we really go 
out - and Michigan spends $25,000 a year promoting their Michigan Conservationist - and 
they have been quite successful, but it took them some time and still there's a flavor of 
commercialism and I was very eager and anxious to insert this - get Sigurd's observations 
on the Volunteer. Do you feel it's well-read by the young people and so on? 

Mr. O:  I think so. 
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[Interruption for conversation with Mrs. Olson] 

Mr. M:  [Speaking on article he is writing for Volunteer] I do get into this theme - the young people 
in the department, Sigurd - I'm speaking of hydrologists, geologists, foresters, wildlife 
managers, park people - a few of them if they encounter defeat in the political process - 
now I'm speaking of DNR people, career people, civil service type people, I note that some 
of them tend to become defeated, desk fixtures, cynicism - they have to go through a period 
- can you say anything to these people. The complexities of the legislature, oh, a shot from 
Senator Arnold, a snide remark or caustic undercutting when they're testifying - and they're 
just totally depressed. And it might take them a year or two to recover from some guy 
taking them apart. Do you have anything to say to these people? Except [laugh] get up off 
the ring bloody but unbowed - what do you tell them? [Bob] has a hide like an elephant. I 
notice his hide is thicker though since he's become commissioner. He is not as sensitive - in 
fact I'm a little worried it's getting so thick that he might, become too hard - Oh well.  

Mr. O:  I think that they're [young people] becoming aware of all this - far more aware than we 
think and while they might be slapped down, they might lose their balance; as one of them 
said not long ago, if we're slapped down and lose, we get up and fight again; we don't quit. 
And I always tell them that old Gabe told us one day - he said Sig, don't get discouraged 
when things don't happen tomorrow or yesterday. Remember the government has a broad, 
sound policy that will outlive you and outlive me. Those who want to exploit, and destroy 
are in their for the bucks - short term - they have got [unintelligible] whereas, we are 
working without money, we're working with our hearts, our minds, deeper emotions, we're 
not sentimental, although there's nothing wrong with sentimentality if used properly, but 
we don't forget because we're working for something bigger than ourselves - we're 
working for posterity.  

Mr. M:  Let me play this to you, Sigurd. In my [laugh] checkered career I have lost more than I 
have won. But I have won the significant ones, but I have resigned myself that I'm going to 
lose more than I'm going to win in this conservation-environmental business. This is a 
great year for me because I've just beat the Corps of Engineers after 19 years in Hastings 
on one little lake which they devastated when I was away from home with spoil - Lake 
Rebecca - and they just surrendered within the last two months. But it took a lot of doing. 
But getting to the point, whenever I get down, I have a formula - I pick up the phone, I call 
this guy on my left here, Robert Herbst, or I have a luncheon date with a savage, a ham, a 
loafer, and I draw from these people a kind of a revitalization - a renewal - and I think we 
do it from one another. 

Mr. O:  I think we gather strength just like in the early battles here. Our strength came from people 
getting together who felt the same way. They could knock us down individually, but as a 
group we had the strength and power.  

Mr. M:  Works kind of like Alcoholics Anonymous. 

Mr. O:  Right. [Laugh] 

Mr. S:  That's why we beat the British 200 years ago. 

Mr. H:  I think the point is - good always prevails eventually. Your battle with Backus spanned 
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nine years, your battle with the Corps spanned many years - I recall when I was a forester 
in 1956 at Cambridge is when I first approached the president of NSP to save all that land 
along the St. Croix River. It took from 1956 until in the - 1970 before we got that thing set 
aside and those lands donated for the public. I went through three different presidents of 
NSP - personal visits to sit down with them, but I never gave up.  

Mr. M:  That's 14 years - Commissioner that's 14 years I have you beat on the Corps by 5 years 
[laugh]. Now I want to get back to this Backus. Did we - in his colossal enpoundment that 
would have put some of these lakes under 80 feet of water above their normal surface level 
- did we take care of Mr. Backus? 

Mr. O:  Not quite. Not too many years ago Ontario Hydro came out with a statement that the 
decision made by the International Joint Commission back in 1934 was the right one 
because Craig Surveys water potential, power potential in this area indicated now that 
there never could have been a power complex and that their decision was correct. In other 
words, this country would have been destroyed for nothing. That takes care of Backus.  

Mr. M:  That takes care of Backus the infamous timber baron. I suppose doing what he had do in 
his day.  

Mr. O:  I can see Backus with tears rolling down his cheeks.  

Mr. M:  Literally?  

Mr. O:  Literally. Appearing before the International Joint Commission saying would you deny an 
old man his cherished dream?  

Mr. M:  How many years, Sigurd - Backus included - how many years have you been involved in 
this fight, and does it ever end, on this BWCA? This million-acres Boundary Waters 
Canoe Area? 

Mr. O:  I've been in on this fight since 1921 or 2. And now it's '76.  

Mr. M:  54 years. Will it ever end?  

Mr. O:  We have a great many problems right now.  

Mr. M:  Among them what?  

Mr. O:  Overuse, which is in a great [unintelligible]. 

Mr. M:  What about copper-nickel?  

Mr. O:  Copper-nickel is another which can be just as destructive or worse than almost any other.  

Mr. M:  Worse than almost any other problem.  

Mr. O:  Ja. We have the matter of motor routes, snowmobiles, virgin timber, which gets right back 
to my original hope - and that is, eventually we can eliminate all adverse uses, all 
motorized transportation - just like Canada's done. Quetico has done that.  
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Mr. M:  We haven't.  

Mr. O:  We haven't. I hope the old dream of the Quetico- Superior Council is being met by Will 
eventually include the Quetico and the BWCA so we will have in fact an international total 
wilderness administrated by their respective countries. 

Mr. H:  Before we leave that, this is a good point to ask the question and to get Sig's viewpoint - 
why is wilderness important?  

Mr. O:  Wilderness is important - you should read Judge Lord's - 

Mr. H:  I read it [laugh] many times, but I'd like to record you.  

Mr. M:  Judge Miles Lord.  

Mr. O:  But the thread running through all of my books and all of my writings, everything that I 
have done, has been that we as a people have been gradually divorcing ourselves from the 
earth and that a great many of the frustrations that moderns experience - a great deal of the 
hopelessness and division of the crises facing us, plus all of the business of CIA, Nixon, 
and all the scandals down there and the complex of bureaucracy and the growing 
bureaucratic business - it's all disillusionment - in young people especially. And there's a 
search for something solid, where they can put their feet on the ground and feel the old 
feelings that man has inherited and which is stored in his subconscious. As I say, many 
times in different ways we all listen to the song of the wilderness - it's inside all of us. We 
operate on the upper tenth of our brain power, but our subconscious, our base-level 
inheritance, goes back millions of years.  

Mr. H:  Man wants to be close to the earth.  

Mr. O:  Man needs to be close to the earth; he wants to be close to the earth. And if he can 
reestablish his contact with the earth somehow he'll be a happier, more contented 
individual. It's a deep philosophical ethic.  

Mr. H:  There's two sides of life - one is the economic side of life - the building of houses and the 
eating, and the working and all that - and the other side of life is the enjoyment of life - man 
needs to escape in order to communicate with his Creator and to escape from the pressures 
of the day and to be refreshed in his spirit and his mind - and that's what wilderness is all 
about.  

Mr. M:  Commissioner - I would say that my nature if I lived in Watts or in the ghettos of New 
York - I would be leading some revolution. I could not stand the crowding and I think a lot 
of our problems today are occasioned by huge metropolitan metropolises and the 
squeezing of people, and people really aren't aware what's happening to them. And some of 
the city problems - the unrest, the [unclear] is occasioned by the squeezing. 

Mr. H:  It has a psychological effect on them.  

Mr. M:  Yes. In other words, we need wilderness - not just to recreate, but to re-create. I recall the 
Volunteer 10 years ago approximately - we had a little pro/con debate on the wilderness 
area and many universities outstate, outside of Minnesota, get the Volunteer and I heard 
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from two professors, and I'll never forget they both said basically the same thing - I have 
never been in your Boundary Waters Canoe Area; I don't know that I ever shall have an 
opportunity to go there; but it is enough for me to know that it's there; it is a source of 
spiritual comfort they said - these two professors. They both said - almost eerie, as if they 
were talking to one another, but had not obviously, said basically the same thing - it's 
enough just to know that it's there. 

Mr. O:  That's right. Well, I think Bob said it probably better than I did. People do need this 
spiritual rejuvenation. Somebody asked me once, "Wasn't your father terribly disappointed 
when you didn't go into the ministry?" ''Well,'' I said, "He probably was, but," I said, "I 
probably saved as many souls as he. In a different way." My business is - or my belief is 
that conservation, wilderness, natural resources is as much a ministry. Conservation is a 
spiritual thing, ethical thing - it isn't just seeing trees, rocks, mountains, lakes, rivers and 
that sort of thing. Conservation is the human spirit - that's really what it is.  

[The following portion is not too clear]  

Mr. O:  …I said, "You young people," (this was some years ago), "Are too concerned with 
material things, fringe benefits, salaries, and so on. You should work for something above 
and beyond your salaries; not be concerned entirely with fringe benefits and security."  

Mr. H:  Much better that you feel that you're accomplishing something.  

Mr. O:  Right.  

Mr. H:  That you enjoy what you're doing.  

Mr. S:  That's the nice thing about the kind of work I do. I stand or fall on my own efforts and I 
think it's accomplishing something. It's a kind of education for me - I hope it accomplishes.  

Mr. O:  You're doing the same thing.  

Mr. S:  Well, I hope so. I've got an awful lot to learn.  

Mr. O:  Speaking of the Army Corps - last year when I flew down to I said, "The trouble with you 
at the moment is that the Army Corps has got you scared green. Just remember the Army 
Corps are working for us - we the people. And they're just as sensitive to the way we feel as 
they can be." 

They're beginning to realize - they've turned around completely. We can call the tune on 
the Army Corps. And should call the tune.  

Mr. S:  That turnaround of the Army Corps has been just very recently. I can remember when 
[unclear] put the dam on the St. Croix.  

Mr. M:  That's because of the young people getting into the Corps.  

Mr. S:  I also remember a proposal for a dam on the Root River. 

[End of Side 2, Tape 1] 

Oral
 hi

sto
ry 

int
erv

iew
 w

ith
 S

igu
rd 

F. O
lso

n 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



32 
 

Mr. H:  The change in leadership from a governmental side in these key positions where they make 
decisions, where one guy can make a decision and the next guy can come in and undo all of 
it - now I see it at the federal level - well for example the Secretary of Agriculture Butz 
where his is out preaching that you've got to farm. 

Mr. M:  Wall to wall farming. 

Mr. H:  Fence row to fence row and everything's got to go into crops. 

Mr. M:  A man made a fortune on these mistakes - his name is - the late John Steinbeck - who 
wouldn't have written The Grapes of Wrath were it not for the ignorant, stupid farm 
policies and we don't seem to have learned a thing, Commissioner.  But I want to get to 
Mr. Sigurd Olson's books. Sigurd, could you list your books. I know - we won't go into 
magazine articles you've authored - a great article in the Saturday Evening Post - countless 
others - but would you list your books for us. That capture this nebulae, this need for 
wilderness, this spiritual hunger - I don't know whether we'll ever be able to put this on 
computer, this need. Do you think we ever will? 

Mr. O:  No. There's some things that you can't computerize. And those feelings are - the deep 
feelings within you - you can't computerize love, love of land; you can't computerize 
beauty; you can't computerize any of the intangible values - they're all part of something 
that can't be explained 

Mr. M:  Well I'm very pleased that we can't computerize -  

Mr. O:  If  we get to the point where we can, why it's curtains -  

Mr. H:  We've lost control. 

Mr. M:  Would you list, sir, your books that you've authored, including your personal favorite. 

 
 

Mr. O:  That's impossible. 

Mr. M:  You don't have a personal favorite? Like having a family of children - you can't pick one 
favorite.  

Mr. O:  A mother always likes her first one best [laugh].  

Mr. M:  Which was what?  

Mr. O:  Well, there was The Singing Wilderness - Listening Point - The Lonely Land (the story of 
an expedition to the Far North) - Ruins of the North - Open Horizons, which was partly biographical 
- Wilderness Days - The Hidden Forest -  

Mr. M:  The Hidden Forest - with Mr. Les Blacklock, the great photographer. 

Mr. O:  That's right. And then Reflections. 

Mr. M:  Coming up - due out in the fall of '76, good Lord willing. 

Mr. O:  September. 
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Mr. M:  That would make eight books in all. Would you - 

Mr. O:  I've written introductions to a number of books the last couple of years. Once Wilderness 
U.S.A. by National Geographic - I wrote a long resume, and then I wrote an essay for a 
Japanese book called Eternal America which has got an essay by Justice Douglas. And I 
wrote an essay on John Muir [unclear]. Oh, I've consulted with Time-Life and Reader's 
Digest, the National Geographic, and several more. 

[Interruption for conversation with Mrs. Olson] 

Mr. M:  How long does it take you to write your average book in terms of months - weeks? 

Mr. O:  Well, that's kind of difficult. I've talked to a number of writers' conferences and that's the 
question that comes up all the time. "How long does it take to write a book?" Well, I 
always tell them it takes about 50 years. 50 years of storied experience. I'm lucky in a sense 
- I'm not a great note taker - I have a little shorthand of my own. But I have almost a 
photographic memory - like the wolves, for example. I probably didn't write about the 
wolves until long afterward. 

Mr. M:  You store up kind of a photo image and then you draw on that. But in getting to the 
sentence, the paragraph - how long will you work on a given sentence or a give paragraph? 
Now you have that sculptured down the way you want it. Can you give me an example? 

Mr. O:  Yes I can. I rewrite and rewrite - eliminate all the unnecessary - pare my ideas down to the 
bare bones. I may have to rewrite a chapter at least four or five times - sometimes ten times 
before I'm satisfied. You finally reach a point where you say I can't say it any better - just 
like this thing clicks off. This is the best I can do. 

Mr. M:  Do you use a dictionary? 

Mr. O:  Yes, I use a dictionary, and I use a thesaurus, and I quarrel over words and meanings - 

Mr. M:  Robert Penn Warren once made a statement to me. He said, when you are writing this idea 
- at midnight - get it down on paper and get it all down - never stop to search for a given 
word until you get your theme down because if you do it's like shifting from forward to 
reverse on the highway - you cannot leave the creative thought to go to analytical. Get all 
the creative down - never stop for the analytical. Is that right? Would you agree with 
Robert Penn Warren? 

Mr. O:  He's a much greater writer than I am, of course. 

Mr. M  That's an open question. All the King's Men has come and gone. The Wilderness is still with 
us.  

Mr. O:  Sometimes when you write, you can't do certain things that are good. You may not know it 
at the time, but they'll come to you at night sometimes. And the big job in writing is to save 
the pure gold from [unclear] and you've got to be very careful not to cut off the stuff that 
really is good and meaningful. As I say, it takes about 50 years of experience. I couldn't 
have written these books when I was a youngster. 
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Mr. M:  Do you feel as creative now - what age are you at this moment? 

Mr. O:  77. 

Mr. M:  At 77 - do you feel as creative as you did at 67, 57, 47? 

Mr. O:  Even more so. You just keep on going. 

Mr. M:  Well, that's an inspiration in itself. 

Mr. O:  The big mining man in Duluth - Warren? 

Mr. H:  Moore. 

Mr. O:  Warren Moore. He and I were on a plane going to Washington one day and he said, "Sig, 
are you ever going to stop writing?" I said, "Warren, are you ever going to stop looking for 
a gold mine somewhere?" [Laugh] He said, "All right, you've answered my question." 

Mr. M:  When you write, do you write compulsively - in a creative mood as opposed to your 
non-creative period - or isn't there such a thing? 

Mr. O:  There is no such thing. 

Mr. M:  You just sit down and go to work. 

Mr. O:  Ja. 

Mr. M:  How many hours a day do you write? 

Mr. O:  Oh - it varies. I have a tremendous amount of correspondence which I take care of. 

Mr. M:  Letters from all over the United States? Canada?  

Mr. O:  All over the United States - some foreign countries.  

Mr. M:  What do people say to you in these letters?  

Mr. O:  My God! That a wonderful writer you are! You said exactly what I want to say but 
couldn't. [Laugh] 

Mr. M:  Is that right? That's the theme. What is the most memorable letter you ever received?  

Mr. O:  I receive so many I stopped counting.  

Mr. M:  Any great person - you opened it up and said to your wife - gosh sakes, Elizabeth, look at 
this. It's the president or somebody like that?  

Mr. O:  Well, I've gotten lots of them. One of those I remember most vividly was a letter I got from 
a chap out in Boston I think it was. He said knowing that the greatest pleasures I have is 
playing - say - one of my favorite sonatas to your words - notice how the music seems to 
blend. Well, he runs a publishing house - it was a Beethoven sonata that he said 
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particularly. He said I play that to - not all of your things, but to some - it brings out the 
[unintelligible]. 

Mr. M:  Who is your severest critic of your writing?  

Mr. O:  Elizabeth.  

Mr. M:  That woman next door out here in the kitchen.  

Mr. O:  That's right. She has a rare quality of taking a look at my stuff. 

Mr. M:  Elizabeth does?  

Mr. O:  Ja. And saying, "You can't say this."  

Mr. M:  Nobody can get away with that but your spouse, you know that.  

Mr. O:  That's right. And I used to quarrel with her.  

Mr. M:  Did you get mad at her?  

Mr. O:  Oh, angry as hell. [Laughs] Until I finally discovered - 

Mr. M:  You didn't get divorced, I know - 57 years ago or something you married the girl, so - 

Mr. O:  Oh no. I finally discovered - my gosh - she's right most the time. Because a woman has an 
intuitive sense of what is right and wrong - we regressive chauvinists. 

Mr. M:  Were to you name your five or six - whatever - closest friends, in order - not in order, I 
wouldn't want to put 1, 2, 3 - but just randomly - your closest friends - [pause] Well, come 
on - somebody's got to be here the last days on earth. Who are you going to have to dinner 
- the last supper - I don't mean to be sacrilegious - but who would you invite. You have to 
pick five people - you have to do this. 

Mr. O:  I can't name them because I have friends all over the country. 

Mr. M:  I know - but you certainly must have - 

Mr. O:  But there are certain friends who see eye to eye with me. A close, spiritual empathy. 

Mr. M:  You don't have to talk, you can just be with them. 

Mr. O:  Ja. I'm not going to give you any names, but if it were possible to ask them to come to sit 
around this table, we wouldn't have to talk very much because we knew how we feel. 
They're the people who count - not the people with lots of money, property or anything 
else, but the people who have an empathy with how I think. 

Mr. H:  Sig, have you had any - you know, most people have somebody that they look up to or who 
has given them inspiration, help, advice, counsel - have you some of these kinds of people 
that have been an inspiration to you? 
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Mr. O:  Well yes. I remember in the early days before I published any books, I was writing for 
Field and Stream, Sports Afield - 

Mr. M:  Oh, you did write Field and Stream, Sports Afield - 

Mr. O:  Outdoor Life, Trails of the Northwoods -  

Mr. M:  Were you able to make a living doing this?  

Mr. O:  Oh, God no. Halter Wilwerding was editor of Sports Afield. 

Mr. M:  Great artist, too. Is that the same Wilwerding that's a cover artist?  

Mr. O:  No - he was in it. Bob Mueller worked with him - Bob became editor after awhile. But 
Wilwerding called me in one day - I'd written something that - oh, had too much of my 
philosophy in it and he threw it out the window. And he said, "I've got this article. There 
are places in it where your words sing. If you can write so that your writing sings, then 
you're on the way." Well, that little conversation changed my life because ever since then 
I've tried to make my words sing.  

Mr. M:  This is a conversation of Walter Wilwerding.  

Mr. O:  Walter Wilwerding. He was an alcoholic; he died - passed out of the picture, but I've never 
forgotten.  

Mr. H:  Changed your life.  

Mr. M:  Well - I'll turn the question around. You must have some favorite writers of your own. If 
you could list a few of your favorite books yourself - something on your shelf here - I see 
Borland over there.  

Mr. O:  This house is full of books.  

Mr. M:  If you have any writer you look to - or writers.  

Mr. O:  Well, Loren Leiseley is a great writer.  

Mr. M:  Loren?  

Mr. O:  Leiseley. He's professor of anthropology at the University of Pennsylvania.  

Mr. M:  How do you spell his last name Sigurd?  

Mr. O:  L-e-i-s-e-l-e-y. He and I were associated together on a governmental commission once and 
I know him pretty well. He doesn't know this, but his writings have been an inspiration to 
me because of his anthropological background, his interest in the evolution of mankind - 
mankind's brain especially.  

Mr. M:  Any others that you would - 

Mr. O:  Well, [unclear] has had a great influence on me. John Burroughs has had a great influence.  
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Mr. M:  John?  

Mr. O:  Burroughs. He wrote a series of books.  

Mr. H:  Emerson.  

Mr. O:  Emerson, Thoreau - I've got a little copy of Thoreau that I've carried around since I was in 
Europe. I remember being in Edinburgh, Scotland and hiking across the Pentland Hills and 
way up on top of the moor or a little rise I bumped into a Scotsman and he sat down to visit 
with me. He said,  "Have you ever heard of Thoreau?" I said, "Yes, I happen to have a 
copy in my pocket." And he said, "Of all the thousands of Americans I've seen over here 
during the war you're the only one who ever heard of Thoreau." 

Mr. M:  Isn't that something. Some people pronounce that differently - Thor´-eau. Which is 
correct?  

Mr. O:  It must be Thor-eau´
 
because Thor-eau´

 

Mr. H:  By the way, I was in Edinburgh about five months ago. I went up to St. Andrews.  

is French.  

Mr. O:  Is dear old Princes Street just as pretty as ever?  

Mr. H:  Yes. Yes. That's a very interesting place.  

Mr. M:  If the Commissioner - let's try to pin him down. If he had a month left to live and he were 
told - Sigurd Olson you have three wilderness areas to go to in these United States of 
America - I.here would these three places be? One, two, three.  

Mr. O:  For me or for Bob?  

Mr. M:  For you. For you, sir.  

Mr. O:  Well, I feel most at home in this kind of country.  

Mr. M:  That's number one. Right here in the Ely region.  

Mr. O:  Ja.  

Mr. M:  O.K.  

Mr. O:  This is my country . I'm so involved with it I know every rock and stone and tree. And 
there's some parts of the Canadian Northwest - 

Mr. M:  No - we have to stay in the United States.  

Mr. O:  Oh, you have to stay in the United States.  

Mr. M:  We're being very provincial - Alaska included.  

Mr. O:  Alaska included?  
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Mr. M:  Yes - you've already picked one place right here in your home, your adopted home area, 
1920, '21. You came in here. But no there's two more places you have to go to. 

Mr. O:  Newell, turn on the light over there.  

Mr. M:  He's asked Newell Searle to turn on a light on the other side of his living room and we're 
looking out on the trees and the rocks here and the bird feeder and the Norway pine out 
there.  

Mr. O:  That's a picture by a famous Alaskan artist showing the sunset over the [unclear]. 

Mr. M:  The picture over there that Newell's looking at. 

Mr. S:  By Sidney Lawrence. 

Mr. O:  Sidney Lawrence. 

Mr. M:  Sidney? 

Mr. O:  Lawrence. Beautiful, beautiful. 

Mr. M:  Kind of desolate-looking. 

Mr. O:  It means more to me because I've been there. 

Mr. M:  This is where? 

Mr. O:  In Alaska - just north of Anchorage. 

Mr. M:  North of Anchorage. All right, we have two places - 

Mr. O:  I like Alaska - I like the Hawaiian Islands, too. 

Mr. M:  Hawaiian Islands. How about our West? Is there any place in the West that stands out in 
your mind? 

Mr. O:  Oh, I know the West very well - there's so many beautiful places there. 

Mr. M:  If you were to pick one place in the West where would it be? 

Mr. O:  One place in the West. 

Mr. M:  You have to - you can't pick two places - one place. 

Mr. O:  It might be Point Raise. 

Mr. M:  Point? 

Mr. O:  Point Raise. 

Mr. H:  California? 
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Mr. O:  Ja. Santa Barbara coast. 

Mr. M:  O.K. Do you know Oregon? 

Mr. O:  Yes, I know Oregon. 

Mr. M:  Yosemite, Yellowstone, the Tetons? 

Mr. O:  I know them all. 

Mr. M:  Yet you pick this place in California? 

Mr. O:  I like San Francisco. There's a lot of pretty country in the east, too. Especially the Maine 
coast. 

Mr. H:  West Virginia has some beautiful places. 

Mr. O:  Darn right it has. North Carolina.  

Mr. H:  Sig, are there any politicians over the years that have stood out in your mind as really being 
- we all know about Roosevelt and so on - but in recent years - have there been any 
politicians now. 

Mr. O:  Recent years. 

Mr. H:  That have been what you would consider sound people in the environmental area.  

Mr. O:  Yes there have. Gaylord Nelson is one of them.   

Mr. N:  What was our greatest American president in your mind in conservation?  

Mr. O:  Teddy Roosevelt. Without any question. He and -  

Mr. M:  Of the recent era - is there any president - of course Ronald Reagan says if you've seen one 
tree you've seen them all.  

Mr. O:  That's right and that will kill him too. 

Mr. M:  What Secretary of Interior do you like?  

Mr. O:  Well, Udall had a very deep feeling for the environment. 

Mr. H:  Stewart.  

Mr. O:  Stewart. His brother served on the [unclear] Committee. 

Mr. H:  On the Land Commission too.  

Mr. M:  Mo Udall. 

Mr. O:  He's a good man - he has the same feeling.  
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Mr. H:  I was on the commission with him.  

Mr. O:  Were you? And Hickel - bless his soul - 

Mr. H:  Was better than everyone ever thought.  

Mr. M:  Walter Hickel - He was a paradox, a contradiction. According to first impression versus - 

Mr. O:  If he'd run for president I think I'd vote for him [laugh]. He had a real deep feeling for the 
earth and courage. He had so damn much courage that they kicked him out.  

Mr. M:  But you do think that the Corps of Engineers - my eternal protagonist - is changing for the 
better? The Bureau of Land?  

Mr. O:  Oh yes. 

Mr. M:  Why don't we have in this nation, a national land use policy. Why don't we?  

Mr. O:  We're hoping to get a national land use policy.  

Mr. M:  Seems to me this is the key isn't it?  

Mr. O:  Up in Alaska where I've spent a lot of time Governor Jay Hand - his dream is an Alaskan 
land use policy and he's going to keep fighting for it.  

Mr. H:  We're getting there here, too. We're not quite there yet.  

Mr. M:  Well the votes congress, Commissioner, was what? It was close wasn't it?  

Mr. H:  It was close, ja.  

Mr. M:  Do you think we'll achieve that?  

Mr. H:  He won't get it this session, but we'll get it next session.  

Mr. M:  Commissioner, how old are you at this juncture of time?  

Mr. H:  40.  

Mr. M:  40? I thought you were 83. [Laugh] 

Mr. H:  I'm getting there.  

Mr. M:  You feel we're - you gentlemen - one young great conservationist and one middle-age 
great conservationist, Sigurd Olson. 

Mr. O:  Well, now I'll just say this off the record.

Mr. M:  How long you going to live Sigurd?  

 
 

Mr. O:  Oh, until I'm 100 years old. I think we're so damn lucky to have Bob here as our 
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Commissioner. 

Mr. M:  You think we're so damn lucky to have this young guy, this - I don't want to say it. 

Mr. O:  I'm almost twice as old as he is - I watched Bob from the earliest days.  

Mr. M:  Did you sense he would be something then?  

Mr. O:  I knew he would be.  

Mr. H:  Nobody ever said that about me!  

Mr. O:  You haven't lived long enough [laugh]. But to have somebody in his position, the power 
and influence that feels as deeply as he does. 

Mr. M:  Especially with this Reserve Mining issue and the agricultural land use and the forest fire 
crisis. 

Mr. O:  I hope he can stay on this commission until he is as old as I am. 

Mr. M:  I don't want to embarrass him - pretend he isn't here - but how would you rate him against 
the Minnesota commissioners you've known.  

Mr. O:  Well, I would say he was tops.  

Mr. M:  Tops. That means number one?  

Mr. O:  Number one.  

Mr. M:  That takes in the Department of Conservation founded in 1931. 

Mr. O:  I know. I've known them all. 

Mr. M:  Do you favor the strong commissioner system as opposed to the commission system for 
the department?  

Mr. O:  Now you're talking about something that I really can't answer properly.  

Mr. H:  We've wrestled with that question, Sig - I guess it's always - in theory, of course I like the 
system we have where the buck stops with one person. Because you don't represent a 
region - you have to be an advocate for the total variety of resources, the total citizenry of 
the state. And you're accountable for your decisions - you can't be passing the buck around.  

Mr. O:  I like Truman's old statement, you know, the buck stops here. 

Mr. H:  That's right.  

Mr. O:  It's got to s top somewhere. 

Mr. S:  We used to have a commissioners system.  
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Mr. M:  We did in the 1930s - called the Department of Conservation then - we had a commission 
system. I read Dr. Julius Wolf's thesis very carefully and he's one of my favorite guys - a 
great conservation historian with his pioneer series and forest ranger diary, and he 
observed that there were more pots boiling, more banner headlines during the years of the 
commission system - each commissioner on that commission pulling- and tugging for his 
own bailiwick - it was a potboiler of an era. And they finally - disenchanted legislators said 
the hell with it, we're going to appoint one guy so we know who to blame. I just had to 
bring this out.  

Mr. O:  Well, then, that experience answers the question 

Mr. H:  If you get a weak head, of course, or some guy that isn't dedicated to the cause -
 

Mr. M:  Ja. I love Jarle Leirfallan as a person, even though he had a brain shaped like a 
snowmobile [laugh]. 

I'd rather 
have the commission.  

Mr. M:  When you canoe - what is the longest - how many hours a day do you spend the paddle - 
I'm speaking in the past, past history. How many hours a day would you paddle routinely? 
Or snowshoe? Five or six hours - how many miles would you cover? 

Mr. O:  Better say 20 or 30 miles if you're going somewhere. I once ran a river 90 miles long in 7 
or 8 hours. 
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