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Document 3 

Conservation 

 

In a speech delivered to an open meeting of the Women’s Club of Evansville, Wisconsin, Belle 

Case La Follette gave an impassioned speech in favor of the conservation of the nation’s natural 

resources. Her preservationist philosophy is in keeping with the progressive agenda as well as 

her admiration of pioneers like her grandmother who used, rather than abused, the resources of 

the wilderness.  It also reflects her disgust with the waste, greed, and heedless exploitation by 

her own generation, and her certainty that conservation was a cause that naturally appealed to 

women.  

 

The nation had recently been rocked by the Ballinger Affair, in which President Taft’s 

appointment to Secretary of the Interior, Richard Ballinger, was accused of acting improperly by 

opening Alaskan coal fields to private mining interests. The investigation exonerating Ballinger 

led to the dismissal of U.S. Forest Service Chief Gifford Pinchot, a respected conservationist, 

who testified against him. The controversy over the future of conservation caused a deep split 

within the Republican party and brought to the public’s attention the need for environmental 

protections.  

  

It gives me pleasure to be here today. Because of its dear friends and precious associations, 

Evansville has something of a call of the home town. I appreciate the courtesy of your club in 

having this an open meeting. I rejoice in the growing democracy of our women’s clubs generally. 

And my theme relates to a subject in which it is very important that women should be interested, 
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individually and collectively. Women’s organizations have been a most potent force in the 

conservation movement. Its objects and ideals as they relate to the preservation of the beauty of 

Nature, have strong appeal to women’s aesthetic instinct. The Appalachian reserve, the saving of 

Niagara and of the big trees of California, of our ocean and lakes shores, the making of parks, the 

planting of trees, have been supported by the women of America with tremendous enthusiasm. 

The experience of the race also makes the basic principle of conservation a part of women’s first 

responsibility. We are all more or less conscious of the enormous waste going on in our lives all 

the while. We provide too much, eat too much, dress too much, throw away too much. We all 

long for greater simplicity and better agencies of distribution of the earth’s abundance, so that 

what we do not need, others may have—so that none of the human race shall go hungry, naked, 

and cold, unhoused and neglected, while others squander extravagantly and uselessly the 

necessaries of life. In its final analysis the conservation movement is a great educational force, 

instilling the public and individual conscience with a sense of responsibility to prevent wanton 

waste, and to preserve for the welfare of humanity what is not needed for our own present 

comfort and largest growth. 

 

It was my good fortune to read [James] Fenimore Cooper when his stories made upon me the 

impression of reality, and my recollection of the Leatherstocking Tales are inseparably mingled 

with experiences in the wilderness which I have heard my own pioneer ancestors relate again and 

again. So that the hero of The Pathfinder, The Pioneers, and The Prairie, is one of the real 

people I have known and heard about. Cooper first introduces us to this beloved character as a 

youth in Deerslayer saying: “There is little manhood in killing a doe, and that too out of season; 

though there might be some in bringing down a wildcat or a panther.” And when we see him last 
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a lonely old man upon the prairie, escaping the fast growing civilization of the east, he stands 

watching a band of emigrants felling the precious trees whose growth and verdure a gurgling 

spring has protected: “As tree after tree comes whistling down he casts his eye upward at the 

vacancies they leave in the heavens, and with melancholy gaze finally turns away with a bitter 

smile like one who disdained giving more audible utterance to his discontent.” He seems to me 

the embodiment of the spirit of the first pioneers who loved the wilderness and lived in harmony 

with Nature; who, in the midst of plenty, destroyed nothing unnecessarily. Economy, thrift, and 

even a tendency to be a little “near” characterized the life of the Puritan and the emigrant 

homemaker. The disposition to save and accumulate prevented needless waste long after the spur 

of hard necessity was gone. 

 

In giving freely of its land, and in all its generous encouragement to the homesteader and 

emigrant, our country acted most wisely. The experience of the civilized world has shown that 

the highest citizenship and the best national growth have evolved from the small landowner and 

the maker of small homes. 

 

It could hardly have been expected that statesmen even of largest outlook should be able to have 

foreseen the vast potential wealth this government has given away in one hundred years. Our 

land was supposed to be illimitable; our soil inexhaustible. We assumed that our mineral 

resources would last forever, and that the faster they were taken from the ground, the richer we 

would be. Under the prevalence of this idea, great land grants were made to the railroads 

amounting in area and resources to six or seven states the size of Wisconsin, and in all the giving 

of land no reservation was made of mineral rights; the wealth of gold and silver, copper, coal, 
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and iron, and oil went with the deed. Thus the lucky ones built up enormous individual fortunes, 

whose combined power is almost equal to that of the government itself, and when wrongfully 

exerted becomes a menace to our social and political life. 

 

However, the people of the United States have accepted philosophically the consequences of this 

national freehandedness, and have never repudiated the legislation that so thoughtlessly gave 

away their patrimony. 

 

Suddenly, however we have awakened as a nation, just as an individual might who had a great 

fortune left to him—to find that after years of profligate use, our public domain is gone and our 

national wealth is disproportionately concentrated and monopolized by the owners of timber, 

coal, iron, steel, and copper, and oil. We are older and have gained wisdom. We are sobered and 

reflective. The foresters and the physiographers and geologists who, in their research work have 

taken an inventory, made estimates, and frightened us with the knowledge of our past 

extravagance and the necessity for greater care if we would not have the earth suddenly barren 

and without means of supporting the human race. 

 

Our first jolt came when we began to suffer the inevitable consequences of the reckless slashings 

of our forests. We should have known better. It is common knowledge that denuding the 

mountains of China, Spain, and France has left them without fuel to keep warm and has exposed 

the soil to the wash of the rains which have carried the debris to the lowlands and covered 

extensive areas of rich agricultural soil, causing the people in these overpopulated districts to 

starve as well as freeze. On the other hand, we have the example of Germany, who early 
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recognized the necessity of forest conservation: not of keeping them wild and intact, but of 

cultivating and making them the most valuable and productive crop the land affords. But in our 

eagerness to be multi-millionaires, we ignored the lessons of Nature and the experience of older 

nations. We cut down our trees withe out replacing them and allowed fires to burn and insects to 

destroy “God’s first temples.” 

 

With the development of the power of transmission of electricity over long distances it became 

evident that waterpower sites belonging to the government should not be allowed to pass into 

private ownership as their monopoly surely portends the control of our industrial future. So too, 

conscious of the rapid diminution and increasing scarcity of our precious minerals, especially 

coal and iron, the conviction naturally grew that the government in disposing of any of its 

remaining public lands should reserve the power to control and lease all mineral rights. Of great 

importance too, were our phosphate mines, a large proportion of which was being exported to 

foreign countries. As you know, phosphate is one of the indispensable ingredients of the soil not 

easily replaced. 

 

While Gifford Pinchot, as forester, was working in the Bureau of Forestry in the Department of 

Agriculture on the problems of forestry in its relation to water supply and for the Appalachian 

Reserve, in the Interior Department, particularly in the Geological Survey under the direction of 

Mr. [Francis] Newell and other devoted scientists, there was being worked out a plan of 

reclamation of millions of acres of arid lands, which necessarily involved as its first object the 

conservation in reservoirs of the head waters of the Rocky Mountains. 
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You can see how men imbued with these great ideas, working disinterestedly in the service of 

their country, might gradually evolve a larger and larger plan of the conservation of the nation’s 

natural resources. You all know of the notable White House Conference called by President 

Roosevelt to consider all these related questions with a view to their solution on the broad basis 

of national benefit, preservation, and uplift. As a result of the congress, a National Conservation 

Committee was appointed, consisting of forty-nine well known men, about one-third of whom 

are engaged in politics, one-third in the industries, and one-third scientific work. The 

Commission was divided into four sections, assigned respectively to minerals, the waters, the 

forests, and the soils. 

  

But in conflict with this unselfish and patriotic movement for national conservation were selfish 

private interests seeking greater and greater wealth, trying to circumvent and defy laws which 

thwarted their purpose, endeavoring to get possession of the rich mines and water power still 

owned by the people of the United States in common, for individual gain and exploitation. 

It had been discovered that Alaska had extensive coal fields of tremendous value. You all know 

of the most dramatic event in our recent political history brought about by the charges made by 

[Louis] Glavis, an employee of the Department of the Interior under Garfield, against Secretary 

[of the Interior Richard] Ballinger which was tried out in Washington last winter—familiarly 

known to us as the Ballinger-Pinchot Investigation. I was deeply interested in these hearings. It 

occurred to me a dramatization of the great conflict that is going on all the while between special 

interests and the public right. Glavis proved a very strong and effective witness and well 

established his case, but to me the most wonderful part in this drama as it unfolded from day to 

day, was taken by Mr. [Louis] Brandeis, Glavis’ attorney. It was not only his great legal acumen 
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and marvelous knowledge of details, and masterful handling of witnesses, but it seemed as 

though he had clearly in mind a complete map of all the events, with their interlocking legal, 

political, and social relations and ramifications, covering the continent from Washington to 

Alaska. He was the most potent, constructive force in disclosing the intrigue and plot, the 

scientific story underlying the complex use of facts. 

 

On the day that Pinchot was cross examined, as I stood outside of the Committee Room, waiting 

for the door to open, I recalled that just a year and a day before we were witnessing the 

impressive inauguration ceremony that took place in the Senate Chamber. Who would have 

thought that within twelve months Gifford Pinchot, the Chief Forester, and James Garfield, the 

Secretary of the Interior, both intimate personal friends of Taft and Roosevelt, would be on the 

witness stand giving testimony that struck at the very root of the integrity of the new 

administration. 

 

Unfriendly newspapers that gave meager, misleading, and altogether unsatisfactory reports of the 

investigation, always took pains to mention that the crowd which came to listen consisted largely 

of women.  But should not we be proud that many women were interested in this public question 

of such great practical, ethical, and national importance?  They were mostly intelligent women 

who came early and waited day after day outside the door for the privilege of gaining admittance 

and listening to the day’s proceedings. No sentiment intruded in to the discussion of the issues at 

hand…. 
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Everyone knows that Gifford Pinchot has had all the advantages in life that wealth, social 

position, and culture can afford. As a boy he may have had large imagination, loved fairy stories, 

and been fond of the woods. (I am only guessing.) As a youth, he may have been an idealist, 

loved poetry, and had dreams of helping humanity. As a man he has vision and enthusiasm. That 

he is clear brained and has a well-disciplined will, practical understanding, large executive 

power, was plainly disclosed to all who followed his examination on the witness stand. If, like 

Lincoln, he had worked himself up from the people, he could not better understand or embody in 

his work, the fundamental principles of democracy. It was plain that the whole object, the one 

point of view from which the national forests were administered by him was distinctly in favor of 

homesteading, of protecting the small land owner from the encroachments of the powerful 

ranchmen, and to help the small man to a living, instead of the big men to enormous profits. 

When the chairman (Senator Nelson), who took no pains to conceal his hostility to the Forester’s 

plans, sought to emphasize the fact that the service cost nearly two million dollars more than its 

receipts, Pinchot replied quickly, “Yes, but on the other hand we have saved in one year from 

fire, in comparison with the rate of loss on private lands, more than ten times that difference.” 

Think of it! Two million for conservation, which, as we know, has perpetually increasing and 

cumulative value. Compare that with ten or fifteen or even twenty million dollars for a single 

battleship that may be out of date before it is launched…. 

 

The best use of our national mineral resources, coal, oil, gas; our water—as a supply, for power, 

for navigation, and for irrigation; our forests—to prevent erosion, to hold moisture, furnish 

lumber and fuel, and keep the earth livable—their protection from forest and insects, 

reforestation, reformation of our tax law in order to encourage forestry; our lands—the keeping 
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of our phosphates for our own use, instead of for exportation, a wiser method of disposal and 

conservation of sewage, all these questions were presented in their various phases by experts in 

an authoritative way. Everyone who listened was not only thrilled with patriotic feeling for the 

principle of conservation, but was filled to the brim with enthusiasm for specific and definite 

lines of work. 

 

Conservation and health, conservation and education, and other allied topics were interestingly 

discussed. Conservation and country life, by Professor Bailey of Cornell University particularly 

appealed to me, perhaps because of my inherent interest in the soil and conviction of the 

necessity of direct contact with it for the highest development of character. 
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