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In a state-of-the-field essay published in the wake of an environmental history 

conference in 2001, historian Richard White noted the rise in cultural approaches to the 
maturing field of environmental history.  But on the topic of gender analysis, White 
spoke a word of caution against the specter of “predictability, or the endless rediscovery 
that people have often made nature female.”  “Gender,” White wrote, “has more work to 
do than that.”1  In fact, a big part of the “work” gender has to do in environmental history 
involves challenging such the widely shared assumptions about gender.  The reflexive 
superimposition of the twin constructs of gender and nature, along with the false 
equivalencies concerning nature and femininity that often result from it, only serve to 
magnify the indeterminacies of each concept.2  Separating nature from gender is a 
difficult task, and one that requires more attention.   

This paper considers some of the ways in which gender and women, related and 
distinct, influenced Colorado’s homegrown conservation movement during the 1960s and 

                                                
1 Richard White. 2001. Afterword Environmental History: Watching a Historical Field Mature. Pacific 
 
2 The same taxonomical disagreements in post-second wave women’s history which eventually led to the 
advent of gender as a category of analysis have become increasingly visible in environmental history over 
the past decade or so.   Scholarly exchanges over the meaning, usage, and politics of terms like 
“wilderness” and “nature” have occasionally gotten quite heated.   The question of whether or not 
wilderness was a cultural construction was a particularly thorny one during the 1980s and 1990s, when 
preservationist-oriented environmentalism was attacked from the right. “If historians continue to treat 
wilderness only as an idea,” worried historian Morgan Sherwood in 1985, “…[then] reductio ad absurdum, 
“wilderness” will become a city park or perhaps a suburban lawn.”2  Well, yes, replied William Cronon in 
his 1994 essay, “The Trouble with Wilderness,” which appeared in his edited volume, Uncommon Ground: 
Toward Reinventing Nature.2  Perhaps after years of gingerly side-stepping the potential ramifications of 
accepting wilderness as a human abstraction, it was finally time to confront and even embrace the notion.  
That way, Cronon suggested, Americans could begin to think of wilderness as their literal backyard, and to 
tend to it as they might tend their own backyard gardens.  Cronon’s “garden essay” was met by angry 
accusations from other environmental historians (particularly those with activist backgrounds) that he was 
undercutting the importance of preserving wilderness for its own sake, trivializing the accomplishments of 
earlier conservation activists, and worst of all, offering ammunition to the anti-environmentalists who never 
saw anything great about wilderness in the first place. Among those who bristled was well-known 
environmental historian and activist Samuel P. Hayes. “Cronon’s wilderness,” Hays wrote acidly, “is a 
wilderness of abstracted ideas, real enough to those who participate in it, but divorced from the values and 
ideas inherent in wilderness action.”2  The testy exchange only underscored the indeterminacy of 
wilderness as a concept, term, and human value. 
Morgan Sherwood. 1985. The End of American Wilderness. Environmental Review 9 (3):197-209. 
William Cronon. 1996. “The Trouble with Wilderness: Or, Getting Back to the Wrong  
Nature.” Environmental History 1 (1):7-28. 
Samuel P. Hays. 1996. Comment: The Trouble with Bill Cronon's Wilderness. Environmental History 1 

(1):29-32. 
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1970s.   It stems from my work on the cultural history of Denver, Colorado during the 
1960s and early 1970s.  During these years, Colorado conservationists forced an 
extensive debate over whether the state’s open space ought to be revalued as a public 
resource rather than a fungible commodity.  Although conservationists focused on 
environmental matters, their most significant legacy may well have been cultural and 
political in nature.  

Conservationists leavened the endlessly sunny boosterism that was endemic to the 
Mountain West with a fundamentally new outlook that recognized “natural limits.”3 
Never again would the region measure its progress using “growth” as the sole metric. 
Never again would Colorado’s elite enjoy quite the same influence over their state’s 
character or its affairs.  Conservationists created a new economics of land that eschewed 
monetary measures of land value, and made the cultural “ownership” of public land a 
right of citizenship.  “Wilderness” thus became an accepted and legitimate “use” of 
public land, and environmental protection became an acknowledged responsibility of 
government.  The conservationists’ cultural re-valuation of landscape forced a 
corresponding renovation of place identity, and changed what it meant to be a 
Coloradoan and a Westerner.  And finally, the conservation movement became the voice 
of Denver’s politically neglected middle class, whose ascendance revised, and re-
gendered, the cultural and political power structures of the state.4   

At first glance, wilderness preservation seems an awfully narrow platform upon 
which to launch an effective reform movement.  And Colorado’s leading conservationists 
could hardly be called rabble-rousers.  Most belonged to the so-called “G.I. generation,” 
were conservative in their politics, and did not see their movement as a vehicle for 
anything resembling progressive reform.  But in effect, that is exactly what it became. 5   
Why?   

I argue that Colorado’s conservation movement was driven by the expansion and 
increased prosperity of Denver’s middle class.  These urbanized newcomers quickly 
came to regard Colorado’s mountains as sites of consumption and leisure rather than 
production or income.  Of course, Americans had imagined and idealized “wilderness” as 
the antithesis of the “oppressive city” long before the 1960s.    But this ethos, when 
combined with the postwar explosion in Denver’s population, affluence and access to the 

                                                
3 By “natural limits,” conservationists referred both to the finitude of natural resources, and also the 
physical irreversibility of human development.   
4 Most conservationists during the 1960s conceptually isolated government and industry as the worst 
enemies of wilderness and environmental quality.  The irony, of course, was that even as the conservation 
movement blamed economic producers for environmental problems, human consumption in its many 
guises was probably already having more of an effect on land use.  Denver’s population growth, of which 
conservation itself was arguably an outgrowth, demanded the same dams, roads, and residential 
developments that conservationists so vigorously opposed.  In Colorado, this realization began to sink in 
during the early 1970s, introducing an element of cynicism and misanthropy (such as in the zero population 
growth movement) to what had been, up until that point, a movement of resilient idealism.  
5 The conservation movement of the 1960s and early 1970s was arguably one of the largest and most 
important “outsider” political insurgencies in Colorado’s history.  The electoral defeat of the 1976 Olympic 
Winter Games, which Denver had already won, and which had been backed to the hilt by Colorado’s 
economic elite, was a good indication that the state’s priorities were changing.  The leader of the anti-
Olympics movement,  Dick Lamm, went on to become a popular two-term governor, and Senators Tim 
Wirth and Gary Hart also rode conservationist sentiments into Congress.  Numerous state congressional 
officials also hailed from the ranks of the conservation movement.  
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high country, stoked high the fires of cultural affinity for Colorado’s open spaces and 
vast public lands.  In late 1964, following hard on the heels of the passage of the 
landmark Wilderness Act in Washington, Colorado conservationists organized 
themselves into a new statewide advocacy and lobbying organization, the Colorado Open 
Space Coordinating Council, or COSCC.  COSCC’s founders imagined it as a science 
and policy-savvy advocacy organization that would use the expertise of its members to 
negotiate with industry and government on equal footing.  Despite its inelegant acronym, 
COSCC captured the spirit of its time and place.  It celebrated its status as a “true” 
grassroots movement with no ties to any aspect of Colorado’s power structure.  Its 
popularity soared from takeoff, and suddenly, conservationists had the institutional and 
political strength to demand that Colorado’s “quality of life” be weighed more equally 
against economic growth in future land use decisions.6  

Despite the inherent difficulties, environmental historians have begun to apply 
gender to their work, and to join environmental with women’s history, in ways that both 
surprise and reveal.  The first part of this essay examines the Colorado conservation 
movement from the standpoint of women’s history, using the personal experiences of 
women conservationists themselves.  I also offer some thoughts in response to Susan 
Schrepfer’s book, Nature’s Altars, which represents a great stride in the restoration of 
both women and gender to the history of American environmentalism.7  Schrepfer puts 
forth a chronology of women’s involvement in the Sierra Club that in many ways 
corresponds with that of Colorado’s conservation movement, but diverges significantly in 
others.  In addition, Schrepfer uses textual analysis to argue for the existence of 
fundamental differences in attitudinal and interpretive frameworks of men and women 
regarding the concept of nature. But did these differences remain static in the postwar 
years, when so much else was changing?  Did they exist in the same degree and form 
outside of the Sierra Club, or outside of California?   Speaking critically, should 
historians try to avoid essentializing sexual difference with respect to nature?  Can we, 
and should we, attempt to sever the ties that seem to so tightly bind nature and sexual 
identity together?     

The second section examines some of the conceptual difficulties that I have 
encountered and lessons that I have learned as I try to incorporate a sustained gender 
critique of this complex and fast-changing place and era in my dissertation.  “Petunia 
planter” and “destroyer” were not epithets hurled back and forth among antagonists, but 
rather ways in which conservationists, and their opponents, described themselves.  In 
1968, a leading male conservationist referred to his movement as a “bunch of petunia 
planters,” seeing in its imputed femininity a possible point of pride; evidence of his 
movement’s essential “outsider” and “grassroots” status.8  One year earlier, a prominent 
                                                
6 On the federal level, the best evidence of this emerging trend in public policy was the passage of the 
landmark Wilderness Act in 1964, after eight trying years of legislative wrangling.  Some leaders of the 
Colorado conservation movement, particularly Colorado Open Space Coordinating Council (COSCC) 
founder and Denver industrialist Edward Hilliard, were instrumental in this effort.   
7 Susan Schrepfer. 2005. Nature's Altars: Mountains, Gender, and American Environmentalism. Lawrence, 

KS: University Press of Kansas. 
 
8 Roger P. Hansen. 1968. History of COSCC: speech given at Wilderness Leadership Conference at 

Blackwater Falls State Park. In CONS 137 Colorado Environmental Coalition. Denver: Denver 
Public Library Western History Collection. 
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most eclectic social clubs in the city.  For most of these decades, women consistently 
accounted for nearly half of the CMC’s membership.   

But Schrepfer’s history is less useful for understanding 1960s-era 
conservationism in Colorado.  Although conservationists in Colorado maintained 
institutional and personal ties with the leadership of the Sierra Club, instead of shedding 
women members or turning away from the ecological view of nature, Colorado’s 
particular strain of conservationism embraced both.  The movement came to rely 
increasingly upon the scientific expertise and organizing savvy of its female members.  
Based in large part on their efforts, Colorado became a nationally-known intellectual 
wellspring for lay ecology.  The fact that the Sierra Club, and COSC and other Colorado 
groups went in different directions in this regard is partially explained by the institutional 
history of the national Sierra Club itself.  By the mid-1960s, the organization was pulling 
in enough money to make what had been volunteer staff jobs into salaried positions.  At 
the behest of David Brower, the Sierra Club’s controversial and charismatic leader, these 
positions were usually filled by men.  Conservation in Colorado, meanwhile, remained 
volunteer-driven, never raising enough money to create a large number of paid staff.   

The personal histories of prominent women conservationists in Colorado reveal 
perhaps better than anything else the discrepancies between the Colorado conservation 
movement and the Sierra Club in the decades following World War II.   Far from fading 
into the background, the 1960s saw women surge into positions of power and authority 
within the Colorado movement.  Some of the top women leaders had advanced degrees in 
science, and were able to leverage their expertise in exchange for acceptance, however 
grudging, from both their male counterparts within the conservation movement and their 
male adversaries in industry and government. As the conservation movement in Colorado 
rapidly grew in stature and influence, the institutional power within the movement began 
to translate into unofficial “community power” of a distinctly political dimension.  The 
mere presence of women in the movement ensured a more open gender regime within 
Colorado’s conservation movement—one that contrasted starkly with that of opposing 
industry and government groups, which in some cases remained inhospitable to women 
until well into the 1980s.   

Two caveats are in order, however.  First, there is nothing to indicate that sexism 
was naturally any less prevalent within the movement than it was outside of it, or that the 
conservationists’ looser gender formation was the result of anything other than 
expediency.  Second, women conservation leaders in the 1960s were not, feminists in any 
modern sense of the term.  Although they pushed back hard against sexual 
marginalization, their primary loyalty was to the cause of conservationism.  Their 
emotional and intellectual investment in it made it difficult for them to do the work that 
would have been required to mount a sustained feminist critique of their movement.  Still, 
the disparities in the gender regimes of conservationism and those of industry and 
government were real.  And although it went largely unremarked at the time, the 
conservationist approach of “activism by consultancy” offered women a point of entry 
into the centers of political power in Colorado that at the time did not exist anywhere else 
in Colorado.  

Estella Leopold’s experience in the conservation movement highlights the instant 
credibility that accrued to women who had a PhD. in the hard sciences.  As the youngest 
daughter of the revered conservation writer Aldo Leopold, her conservationist bona fides 
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were inbuilt.  After graduating from Yale in 1955 with a doctoral degree in botany, she 
found her first job at the Denver-based Paleontology and Stratigraphy Branch of the U.S. 
Geological Survey, as a research botanist.  Despite her conservationist pedigree, Leopold 
did not feel immediately compelled to involve herself in conservationism, and remained 
aloof from it for her first eight years in Colorado.  The publication of Rachel Carson’s 
Silent Spring in 1962, followed two years later by the passage of the landmark 
Wilderness Act, along with the public announcement by the Department of the Interior 
that it planned to build two dams bracketing the Grand Canyon as part of the massive 
Central Arizona Project moved her to take action.  Angered particularly by the proposed 
dams, Leopold joined the fledgling Colorado Open Space Coordinating Council to help 
stop them.  Under their aegis, she began what became known as the Grand Canyon 
workshop in 1965.  But because Leopold worked for a branch of the Interior Department, 
she had to be circumspect in her activism.  Letting others, like friends and fellow COSCC 
members Ruth Weiner and Amy Roosevelt (niece of FDR) press their case in public, 
Leopold focused on the science of the dams.  In her spare time, and with the help of 
friends in the Colorado’s scientific community, Leopold assembled a stratigraphic and 
economic argument against the dams.  Her work would play a key role in their eventual 
demise.11  In 1969, she served a term as president of COSC.12 

Ruth Weiner and her husband Robert moved to Colorado in 1964, after they 
graduated from Johns Hopkins with doctorates in chemistry.  With four children and a 
mountain of school debt, cheap family entertainment was the order of the day, and the 
Colorado Mountain Club fit the bill.  Through it, she met Estella Leopold and others who 
were already active in the conservation movement, and along with her husband she joined 
COSCC shortly afterward.  Although her interests in conservationism were not as 
focused as were Leopold’s, Weiner approached environmental issues with the same 
intense commitment that had propelled her through graduate school, despite the extreme 
sexism that was then endemic to most academic sciences.  The biggest problem she 
encountered among her peers, she would later recall, had nothing to do with her 
professional merits:  “Being married put you one step below women who were not…  I 
was supposed to be wifey and mother first.”  Shrugging off such criticism, Weiner 
became of COSCC after only a few months’ membership.   In 1967, at the height of the 
legislative battle over the Central Arizona Project, COSCC sent her to Washington, D.C. 
for three months to lobby and offer scientific testimony before Congress in opposition to 
the Grand Canyon dams.  She often testified together with well-known Sierra Club leader 
David Brower.  “His trip,” she later recalled, “must have cost the Sierra Club about 
twenty times what my trip cost (COSCC), because I stayed with friends.  If somebody 
took me out for a meal, I would eat everything in sight.”  The gender implications here 
are hard to avoid, and point to the differences between the status and regimes of COSCC 
and the Sierra Club.  Still, the collective effort paid off, as the dams were stricken from 
the Central Arizona Project a year later.  

Beatrice (Betty) Willard was a decade older than Leopold and Weiner.  An alpine 
ecology, in 1967 Willard put her expertise and penchant for organizing to work in order 
to start a summer learning program for adults, which she called the Seminar for the 
                                                
11 Estella Leopold, interview with author, Denver, CO, October 26 2007. 
12 Estella Leopold. 2008. Environmental Movement History--focus on Colorado: personal notes given to 

author by the subject. 
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Environmental Arts and Sciences.  The SEAS conferences, held in Aspen Colorado, 
lasted for the next eight years.  Willard believed that one of the most important functions 
of conservationism was to introduce the concept of ecology into mainstream American 
thinking about public land and natural resources.  SEAS was technically open to the 
public, but in the spirit of environmental consultation, the program catered specifically to 
business and public leaders, who wished to learn more about how to deal with the 
environment, and more obliquely, environmentalists.    Capitalizing on Colorado’s 
growing reputation as a hotbed for scientifically oriented environmental activism, Willard 
invited high profile guests from the highest realms of politics, business, academia and the 
arts, many of whom were outspoken in their skepticism of environmentalism.13   

Willard turned to the many experts in the Colorado movement, including Estella 
Leopold and Ruth Weiner, for help in organizing and running the event.  Although the 
SEAS seminars were meant for laypeople, its themes, presentations, and discussion topics 
were intellectually rigorous and advanced by even today’s academic standards.  SEAS 
workshops discussed everything related to the environment, covering hard science, 
aesthetics, psychology, spirituality, and engineering.   One workshop, moderated by 
Margaret Meade, had a title that could easily have come from the program of next year’s 
Environmental History Conference: “The Cultural Dimensions of Environmentalism."  
Between workshops, participants were encouraged to go on field ecology trips ,which 
were guided by Betty Willard and other local experts, in order to develop a sense of the 
ecology of mountain ecosystems.  The first SEAS program was comprehensive, 
provocative, and well executed, gaining the attention of industry and government heads, 
who continued to attend until the programs eventual demise in 1976.  It was a textbook 
example of the “Colorado” approach; educating, rather than chastising the powerful.   

This list barely scratches the surface of these particular women’s experiences and 
activities as part of the Colorado conservation movement.  And there were many others.  
Amy Roosevelt, mentioned previously, became the chair of COSCC’s Outdoor Education 
workshop, tasked with finding ways to education Colorado’s children, particularly those 
in Denver’s underprivileged areas, about the outdoors and conservation.14  Vim Wright 
filed suit against the development of the Florissant Fossil Beds in 1969, and held off a 
developer’s bulldozer by lying in front of it as she waited for an injunction to be 
delivered from the district federal court in Denver.15  The site became a national 
monument soon afterward.     

Although Leopold, Weiner, and Willard came to conservationism by way of the 
Colorado Mountain Club, there were other points of entry for women interested in 
environmentalism.  The conservation movement in Colorado overlapped considerably in 
personnel and in scope with historic preservation organizations, and the prominent 
Colorado Federation of Women’s Garden Clubs, which was active in highway 
                                                
13 The list of famous personalities on the 1967 SEAS program is nothing short of remarkable in its 
eclecticism:  I.M. Pei, Margaret Meade, Robert McNamara, Sen. John Saylor, Mich. Gov. George Romney, 
Sen. Lee Metcalf, William White, Ansel Adams, David Brower, Laurance Rockefeller, Stewart Udall, and 
Walter Reuther each gave addresses and participated in various workshops during the five day gathering.   
14 Amy Roosevelt. 1967. Activity Highlights 1965-66: Future Goals. Colorado Environmental Council 
collection. Denver: Denver Public Library Western History Collection. 
 
15 Estella Leopold, interview with author, Denver, CO, October 26 2007. 
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beautification and anti-billboard advocacy.  It was not hard to see the institutional 
strength of Colorado’s powerful League of Women Voters chapter behind each these 
efforts.  Estelle Brown and Ruth Newlon, two other notable conservation leaders, came to 
the movement by way of these more civic-oriented organizations.  Both had been active 
in anti-billboard and highway beautification efforts in Colorado since the late 1950s.16  
There may have been some resentment on the part of women conservationists who did 
not have doctorates for their more accredited peers.  Because the Colorado conservation 
movement so privileged science, and fetishized the “expert,” women with advanced 
degrees almost certainly enjoyed higher status within the movement, and more name 
recognition outside of it.  Ruth Weiner certainly noticed:  “There were a lot of women in 
the environmental movement [who] weren’t working and didn’t have advanced degrees.  
And it became their lives.  For a professional person, it wasn’t.  They may have felt a 
little left behind.”  

How are we to interpret the experiences of these women in the swirl of changes 
taking place in American society?  From the standpoint of women’s history, the years 
between the end of World War II and the emergence of the women’s movement lack the 
rigorous interpretive frameworks of earlier and later eras.  “Whatever the reasons,” writes 
Nancy MacLean, “women’s historians of the postwar period have not yet generated 
interpretive frameworks that go beyond looking backward, forward, or sideways from the 
women’s movement.”17  Interpretive framework or no, one may note the ways in which 
the interrelated changes taking place in the American sciences and the professional wage 
structure combined to inform the experiences of the women in Colorado’s 60s-era 
conservation movement.  Of the seven or eight most prominent women leaders, a slight 
majority had acquired science doctorates during the 1950s, each from top schools, just 
when the barrier restricting women’s access to graduate-level science programs was 
beginning to crumble.  With the notable exception of the academy itself, these women’s 
degrees offered them access to fields of work in which they could hold the same titles and 
do the same work that men did.  Although they were occasionally criticized as neglectful 
wives and mothers, their accredited expertise and professional status could not be 
gainsaid.  And although they were “only” volunteers in a cause that outwardly had little 
to do with the advancement of women, conservation brought them to the proverbial tables 
of civic and state power that had long been the exclusive preserve of men.  Viewing these 
accomplishments in light of what had come before, rather than what would come after, 
magnifies their significance.  After all, they were contemporaries of the activists in 
Women Strike For Peace, which organized against nuclear testing and war.  But while 
WSP couched their appeals in the language of domesticity and maternalism (a tactic with 
roots tracing back to “republican motherhood”) women conservationists pointed to their 
diplomas.  There were major differences in the two movements aside from this, of course.  

                                                
16 Dick Lamm, who would become the state’s governor in 1974, was still a young and unknown lawyer, 
Estelle Brown hired him on behalf of the Colorado Federation of Women’s Garden Clubs to lobby the 
Colorado statehouse against billboards.  It was his first foray into politics. (Governor Richard Lamm, 
interview with author, Institute for Public Policy Sciences at the University of Denver, July 18 2006.)   
17 Nancy MacLean. “Postwar Women’s History: The “Second Wave” or the End of the Family Wage?”, in 
A Companion to Post-1945 America, ed. Jean-Christophe Agnew and Roy Rozenzweig (Malden, MA: 
Blackwell, 2006), 235-259.   






