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Perry Brown, Interviewed by Steve McCool, August 2018
 Steve McCool: Perry, what early experiences contributed to an interest in research that has implications for Wilderness?
Perry:  When I was growing up, our family had a cabin at Mammoth Lakes on the east side of the Sierra. I used to hike out of there almost every day. You get back into what's now the John Muir Wilderness. It didn't take very long, so I was back there just poking around, not necessarily staying overnight but poking around. I did some horseback trips further back into the country there. That was a big part. I grew up going to the mountains every summer. We also would go across Yosemite. Those days when I was young, it was the old mining road. It was not the 45‑mile an hour road. It was a little mining road.
Steve:  Are you talking about the Tioga Pass?
Perry:  Over Tioga Pass. I saw all that backcountry in a very rough, raw nature. Then when I was in high school, I went with a guy that worked with my dad, and another young man ‑‑ we went into the backcountry in Yosemite, what would have been the northwest corner. We went in for four, five days. That was a great wilderness trip.
That got me interested in that kind of thing. Then in terms of research, when I was an undergraduate student at Utah State University, Ross Tocher, who I would say was a primary mentor for me, hired me in the summer after my second year in the program to collect data on a research project. I spent the whole summer in Logan Canyon and other places collecting data.
Steve:  About recreation.
Perry:  About recreation and getting my feet on the ground dealing with research. It gave me the early experiences of being in backcountry. Then the experience of getting into research sort of whet my appetite.
Another thing that was in my background--when I first went to Utah State to interview thinking about going there, I had already had a year of college in California. I was looking at schools to go into forestry, so I went to Utah State. They arranged for a faculty member to meet with me.
It was Ross Tocher. He was just looking at my records, and he said, "Have you thought about going on to graduate school?" I had only had one year of college under my belt. He was saying, "Yeah, you gotta go to graduate school." That got me thinking about it. Then I end up working for him, conducting his research. Actually, after that summer he went back to Michigan to finish up his own PhD and left me in charge of all his projects. I was running his research projects as an undergraduate...
Steve:  Oh, wow.
Perry:  ...and having a ball doing that. Then, there were a number of other things happening because right at the time that I was in school, as you were, is when the Wilderness Act was passed. This made a big impression on all of us, I think, because something was happening that was different. This thing had been gestating for a number of years, but all of a sudden it's passed, we've got something new and the proclamation of new wilderness areas out of old primitive areas. That tickled my interest.
Steve:  You were at Logan, right?
Perry:  Right.
Steve:  I was at Moscow and we debated the Wilderness Act on and off. It was a big deal.
Perry:  Then in the late '60s--maybe when I was doing my master's research--for some reason, I got hooked up with Bob Lucas. Met him, and of course, he was just getting started with the Wilderness Research Unit in Missoula. Then when I joined the faculty at Utah State, George Stankey joined Bob’s research group. One time George came to me and said, "Have you got a couple of students down there that can help us in the High Uintas?" I said, "Sure, I got a couple of students. We can do that," because I was working then with John Hunt in the Institute for Outdoor Recreation and Tourism.
We gave George Stankey a couple of students to do some of his social work up in the Uinta’s and I said, "OK, I got to see what this place looks like, too." Got me more interested in the wilderness. It just sort of was this evolving set of things.
After I got on the faculty--I don't know if it was George or Bob who called me and said, "Hey, we've got a little project in the Spanish Peaks that we would like to do, and that is to try to figure out what makes a good campsite." I hadn't thought much about that before, but I thought, "Well, I'll go look around." I got John Schomaker to help me with that project in the Spanish Peaks in Montana. We were looking at all the campsites that we could find, measuring all kinds of physical features.
Another project I got that was wilderness‑related was with Jim Kennedy. We did a thing on fishing in the High Uintas.
Steve:  Well, this addresses the questions of how you got your start working with the Forest Service and how you picked your first wilderness‑related topic. Basically, you got picked. You didn't pick so much.
Perry:  Yeah, I got picked to be part of it and of course I'd had some Forest Service connections before that because at Utah State they had one of the first Forest Service research units on a campus. Alan Wagar was the Forest Service person and then Wendell Beardsley joined him. Wagar was worried more about the physical effects of recreation, on the plants and the ground and stuff like that. Of course, his Dad had been at Colorado State where he ran the ranger factory that produced all those Park Service employees.
With Al Wagar, I had this Forest Service connection that was pretty good. There was a nice connection with the Intermountain Research Station in Ogden. Ross Harrington was there. He'd been doing some work with Ross Tocher in the High Uintas and doing early work with aerial photos on recreation impacts around the lakes.
It was just part of getting caught up in all those things that people were doing that triggered my interest, that built upon when I was a kid, the things that we did there, going to these kind of places.
Steve:  You had that early interest. That's very parallel to what I did. It was basically Boy Scouts and then the family going camping on the east side of the Sierras,
You collaborated with several scientists initially in your academic career, both as an undergraduate and graduate student, and then as a new faculty member at Utah State. That would have been in the late 1960s?
Perry:  Late '60s and the early '70s.
Steve:  That's before I got there. You were gone at the time.
Perry:  You and I overlapped for six months at Utah State.
Steve:  Right. There was this interest in...I think all of academia was really interested in wilderness at the time because of the passage of the Wilderness Act. Then the Forest Service realized it had to do something, start a research program.
You got caught up in that. Did you get monetary support for doing this work...?
Perry:  Yeah, from the Wilderness Research Unit in Missoula.
Steve:  For a decade or two, it was a real stimulator for academic scientists to do work with them.
Perry:  Yeah, and when I first came to Missoula to sit down with Bob (Lucas) and George (Stankey), I also met Bob Ream at the University. He was excited because they were going to develop a wilderness institute on campus. It just was part of that whole era of excitement and energy around the idea of wilderness.
Steve:  How did you choose a place to study for your undergraduate and graduate degrees? What was the importance of wilderness to those decisions?
Perry:  Choosing a place to study was really a matter of finding a place in the mountains where I thought you could get to the mountains pretty quickly and thinking, "Well, if this place has got a reasonably good reputation, I'm going to go there."
Like a lot of people, I said, "OK, I can go someplace away from home. That's all right," but I wanted to go into the mountains. When I went and visited Utah State, I said, "Oh, this is exactly what I'm looking for." Logan Canyon goes right onto the campus, so I said, "This is perfect." Of course, I met people like Ross Tocher and Phillip Floyd when I just went there to visit. I said, "Oh, these people are really good."
I'll tell you another thing. My first year of college I was playing football. I thought, "Oh, Utah State's really doing well in football." That made an impression on me because that was the era of the Olsen boys. They had Clark Miller and all those people that had been there, the big stars that ended up in the NFL.
I knew about Utah State from that standpoint, but then being in the mountains was perfect. The mountains are even closer than they are to Colorado State, so what a deal. That's how I chose that. The idea, I guess, of studying in the wilderness was not on my mind, but I certainly wanted to be in a mountain environment.
Steve:  And into wildlife.
Perry:  ...into wildlife. That was my interest. I had spent a lot of time in the wilderness. When I was in high school I used to drive all the way up to Northern California to go fishing. I'd drive up north, up to Redding and then cut across to the coast just below the Trinity Alps. Or I'd go up the west slope of the Sierra in order to go fishing when I was in high school. When I graduated from high school, I went up to Mammoth. Didn't stay in the cabin then, but I went up to Mammoth, camped by myself, and fished for a week or something like that, and hiked. That's the kind of thing. I wanted to be in wild lands anyway. That was the real key.
Steve:  What about when you went to get your PhD? Was that more explicit?
Perry:  For my master's degree I'd been working on a tourism project, a marketing project, and I had funding for that. If I wanted to continue to work in the area of tourism, I could have more money in Utah. It seemed like, "Well, I've got money. I might as well stay here." 
But Ross Tocher had already gone off to Michigan as a faculty member. He'd left Utah State. Ross Whaley had been at Michigan for his PhD and he was our department head. Both of them said, "You need to come to Michigan to do some of your course work and to have some experiences beyond what you have had at Utah State." I said, "Fine," because I had already developed an interest in the social science aspects of natural resources.
For my PhD work, I spent a summer and then a whole academic year at the University of Michigan. In the summer, I was taking survey sampling and things like that from the people that did that kind of work at the Survey Research Center at the University of Michigan. Then, during the year, I was taking...Let's see. I had Attitude from Daniel Katz. I had Social Psychology from Daniel Katz. I had Consumer Behavior from George Katona. I had Perception and a brand new field of Environmental Psychology with Steve Kaplan. These were great experiences. Going to Michigan was a great thing.
I came back to Utah to finish my dissertation project and the next thing I know I was interviewing for jobs at Cal Poly, Idaho and Utah State. Larry Davis was the department head at Utah State at that time. He told me that he had called Bob Lucas to ask, ''who in the country should I hire?'' Bob said, ''You already have the person on your faculty there, so just hire him.'' He did and I stayed at Utah State. 
Steve: What about other people?
Perry: When I went back to Michigan, Bev Driver had just joined the faculty. I had met Bev before when he was a graduate student. We stayed with him when we first got there--before we got into our apartment. I had Bev Driver. I had Ross Tocher. Then I ended up with Steve Kaplan and Rachel Kaplan, his wife. I introduced her to Ross and other people. He wanted another person in natural resources so she got a position. The Kaplans bridge the gap between natural resources and psychology and environmental psych. It was fun.
Steve:  What a group of people.
Perry:  What great experiences I had. Those just whet my interest more. When I took the doctoral level Perception class from Steve Kaplan, I was the only non‑psychology major in the class.
He recognized that I was different because my questions were quite different. He called one day and said, ''You're from natural resources, aren't you?'' I said, ''Yes.'' He said, ''Will you teach class next Thursday?'' I said, ''What do you want me to teach?'' He said, ''Talk about the world of natural resources, what people are doing there because these students want to work in environmental psychology and they need to know what goes on.'' I just sat up in front of the class on the table and started talking about working with the Forest Service and the BLM and how this all fit together. That experience spurred the whole thing. That day I was really good. It helped...
Steve:  Sharing some ideas.
Perry:  Sharing ideas. They kept asking things. I can remember one of those guys ‑‑ I don't remember what his name was right now ‑‑ he ended up at the little school down in Durango, Colorado, Fort Lewis College. He ended up down there as an environmental psychologist. He had the Weminuche Wilderness right in his backyard. 
Steve:  What lead you to pursue the social science aspect of wilderness research rather than the biophysical aspect?
Perry:  There were a number of things. One is that I'm a people watcher. I had taken all this anthropology in my undergraduate program. I got interested in that….really interesting stuff. If I had started at a different time, I might have been an archeology major. It's fun stuff. In my master's program I took mostly sociology courses. I found that really intriguing, but it didn't answer the questions I had about why people are coming to the forest? What are they looking for?
That's why I got into social psychology—to deal with motivation, attitudes, cognition, and perception kinds of questions. I was more interested in people and to tell the truth I was not as good at the biology stuff. 
When I got on the faculty at Utah State--because I had these social interests--the first things they asked me to teach were policy, interpretation and those kinds of things. It's all people stuff. 
One of the reasons that wilderness became of interest to me was I perceived it to be a simpler environment in which to do research because there was a more limited and more controlled clientele. There weren't the complexities of the mix of people coming in with all different kinds of transportation modes. It's a place where you can study things in a cleaner environment without quite as many external problems. That was an intriguing thing about wilderness as a place to do research besides the fact that it's a wonderful place to do reconnaissance.
Steve:  About when did you begin to think about wilderness as a simpler kind of place to do social science research?
Perry:  I think a lot of that germinated when we were doing the project in the Spanish Peaks. Then when I went to Colorado State, Bev Driver came there at the same time to work in Forest Service Research. We immediately started working in the Rawah Wilderness, which was close. Then we branched out to work in the Popo Agie Wilderness. Then we started having study after study in different Colorado wildernesses. We worked in the Flat Tops. We worked in the Maroon Bells‑Snowmass. We worked in the Weminuche. 
I don't know if you remember or even met Chuck McConnell who worked recreation in region two. His first reaction was, ''You guys are crazy. We're trying to manage this place. What are you asking these silly questions about people's motives and things like that?'' He came around and funded some of the things we were doing.
The BLM really needed our help because they had no concept of managing a primitive area. Their policy was to get cattle up in the wilderness. We said, ''That's not what wilderness is about. That's not what a primitive area is about.'' We got them to change their mind in Colorado about that.
Steve:  How did you decide what wilderness research topics to cover? I think it was more than just, "OK, we would like you to do this. Here's some money."
Perry:  Oh no. I had two fundamental questions that I asked sometime really early on. One question I had was why do people come to the forest. What are they looking for? What are they trying to achieve?
The other question was – once we know what they're looking for and trying to achieve -- how can management facilitate them realizing their expectations? There are two sides of that thing.
My interest in what people are looking for led me to the question of motives. Then, how do people build expectations? It was the behavioral stuff that Bev and I did a lot of. We worked on building measurement scales. That was work we decided was necessary and wilderness was a good place to do it. I had a really great partner in Bev because he was particularly interested in behavioral questions, having worked in the Mental Health Research Institute in Michigan. He got all caught up in that. We worked on that but then we tried to make these applications by working with managers.
Steve:  That's what they really wanted to hear was the application.
Perry:  "What does it mean? What can I do then?" We worked with people like the ranger in the Aspen ranger district or the people there on the Roosevelt National Forest, on the Rawah, Chuck McConnell in the regional office, or Paul Winegart. Recreation director in Albuquerque, region 3. These people wanted to know, "OK, what does this mean? What can I do?" We were able to work the research and try to understand these people. But then we were able to also build models of management and planning. You know about that because you were doing some of the same things.
Steve:  What about working with the Wilderness Management Research Unit here in Missoula? What did you think of the atmosphere it had with respect to working with academic colleagues?
Perry:  For me, it was really good. I made a friendship with Bob Lucas and George Stankey. Of course, I was detached. I wasn't here day in and day out with them. We could talk on the phone. We would see each other in meetings. We could travel to Missoula or they could travel down to Logan because the Forest Service research headquarters was in Utah.
That early part worked. Then when I went over to Colorado it was a little bit different but it wasn't hard, it's still close.
Steve:  Let me restate this in terms of my feelings. The way the Wilderness Management Work Unit operated was fundamental to the advancement of the field because they had a very collegial way of working. If they liked what you did, they'd say, "Here's some money, let's work together. Here's a problem, we've got the funding to support..."
Perry:  "Let's figure out how to do it."
Steve:  That stimulated a lot of research and many people. If they hadn't done it, it would've just been those two people.
Perry:  That's right. You said that well and I agree with that. They were really good at figuring out how they could make their unit bigger and more influential by working with other people and they did that.
Bev Driver did the same thing at the Rocky Mountain Station. He funded projects all over the country the same way that they did. Those guys were really good at that, Bob and George, because whoever was interested in wilderness, they hooked up with.
I agree 100 percent. That's what I found. It was really great. Even when I didn't have a project with them, we were still talking about Wilderness, what was going on, what we were doing, and sharing information because they were collegial.
Steve:  I'm going to go back to an earlier question that we didn't really cover. After you got your start, how did subsequent work build on earlier wilderness‑related research? You addressed this with respect to the two questions that were driving your particular interest.
Perry:  Because we lived in the west, opportunity after opportunity became available to us. Daryl Lusk in the BLM was all the time saying, "Hey, can you help me figure this out? and stuff like that. It was really nice. Because of our interest in management, we got to know managers who kept opening opportunities for us. 
Paul Winegart, in the southwest, was interested in these topics and one of the quickest learners that I ran into. As I said, Chuck McConnell and the regional office were right there asking us questions and opening doors for us. Gene Miller the head recreation planner for the BLM, same way. He was one of Chilman's students out of Southern Illinois. We hit it off and the next thing I know, we're doing studies for the BLM. It just built because we had these questions, we were engaged with management people and we were engaged with research colleagues. Both kept fueling this stuff for us. We were at the right place at the right time meeting the right people. They were great people to work with, really great.
Steve:  You work with your friends, people you get along with who are mutually supportive and reinforcing. When you do that, what can be done by two people working together is much more than each person working individually.
Perry:  Absolutely. I knew John Hendee from other things. He and I talked a lot and he introduced me to Roger Clark, who's a good friend of George's. He became another friend. The next thing I know I'm a friend with Warren Bacon in the regional office because they're working with him. Warren got me into aesthetics things, some of which are in Wilderness. It's a snowball kind of a thing.
You're right, you're working with people who are friendly, congenial, collegial and the next thing you know, things get bigger and they work. Of course, we were at a heady time because most of this field had nobody in 1960. All of a sudden, we came on the scene and people were interested. They became interested in social issues. All of a sudden there was a recognition, amongst a few people anyway, that most of our problems are people problems. We came on the scene at the right time to build something brand new. That's true of Bob, George, and other people. We built a community of people working on these things. 
Steve:  One last question here. If you stopped doing wilderness work, why did you?
Perry:  I'm going to give you a couple answers. One is I don't think I ever stopped. In fact, I'm actually working on a paper right now -- "What is it about Montana and Montanans that makes them so interested in wilderness"? If you look at polling, people say, "Add more wilderness here. Add more wilderness study areas." Why? I'm working on that right now. I haven't stopped.
Steve:  That's the answer I expected.
Perry:  Beyond that, I had to lessen my engagement because of two things. One is we were building a whole field of natural resource human dimensions and there were lots of other questions that came up. Our agency contacts said, "Can you help with this now?" And it wasn't wilderness, it was other things. Even back in 1971 I think it was, we were doing a social study of the Toiyabe National Forest, the people in the communities. That wasn't wilderness. 
Then, in my own case, I got heavily involved in administrative things in universities so it lessened the amount of time I could spend on wilderness. I still had graduate students who were messing around with wilderness.
Steve:  You really haven't stopped. Thank you for not stopping. The relationship of your work has changed as it always does. It's dynamic.
Perry:  There's a long list of people I enjoyed working with. I have talked about Bob, George, Bev, and you. Then there were the graduate students I worked with. I had half a dozen graduate students working on wilderness issues. John Schumacher, Mike Manfredo, Glenn Haas, Debbie Allen, Wes Henry in Africa. We were all working on wilderness issues.
Those are all colleagues that were great to work with and there's a whole bunch more. You can just start going through the whole list of people that you work with and saying, "Boy, what a team. What a team." George Peterson was another. Dave Lime was a good friend of all of ours. Of course, Dorothy Anderson was a student of mine so that's another one. 
Then, of course, when I came to Missoula, you were here. Wayne Freimund had an interest. Bob Ream was still here. We had Alan McQuillan and crew working with the Wilderness Institute. You had Dave Parsons with Aldo Leopold Research and you had Connie Myers over at the Carhart Training Center. 
All of a sudden, we're the catalyst. That allowed us to continue to build this as the place to focus on wilderness. There's some good talent over at Idaho too, but they never could build quite the same thing that we could in the '90s and early part of this century.
Steve:  Yeah, it was really great all that time that you were here, Perry.
Perry:  Yeah, but that is because of the people that were here.
Steve:  Yes, exactly. That group of people. The central feature that brought everyone together was this notion of wilderness. That may be one reason a lot of Montanans are interested in wilderness. A bunch of them graduated from here.
Perry:  There are other people too. Stewart Brandborg was Director of the Wilderness Society for seven or eight years at the time that the Wilderness Act was passed. Cliff Merritt opened the first Wilderness Society field office in Denver. Then you have people like Doris Milner in Hamilton and Cecil Garland in Lincoln.
Steve:  Fighting for the Scapegoat Wilderness.
Perry:  Then you look at the congressional delegation. You've got Metcalf. Mansfield even jumped into wilderness things at times. Max Baucus was there early on. Melcher was there some of the time. Pat Williams was right there. 
Steve:  Arnie Bolle.
Perry:  Arnie was a council member for the Wilderness Society. It just says something about Montana. Plus, the mystique of Montana is built upon wildlands. People elsewhere think of this place, "Oh, you've got mountains. You've got wildlife. You've got something special." The Montanans, or people that move to Montana, have that in them. Yeah, we are special. We've got something out here. They perpetuate that despite all of the developmental pressures that are here.
Steve:  The ranchers are often criticized but the notion of wildlands is in their culture. They're directly related to it in the sense of their cows grazing on either their own land or adjacent.
Perry:  Leased lands, yeah. I agree. It is a cultural artifact here. That's part of the thesis I'm developing. I've been asked to give a talk in the Wilderness Civilization class on this topic. That'll help me to hone it a little bit more. I haven’t quit on wilderness.
Steve:  Thank you, Perry, very much.




