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INTRODUCTION

For much of the twentieth century, environmental policy in the United States ad-
vanced through bipartisan coalitions. Major legislative acts dealing with natural 
resources conservation, public health, and pollution abatement were signed into 
law by Republican and Democratic presidents alike. Congressional champions 
of environmental causes sat on both sides of the aisle. Local and national envi-
ronmental organizations reflected a wide political spectrum and often set aside 
their differences to collaborate on projects with overarching appeal. Democrats 
and Republicans may have quarreled over the best approaches to conserve nat-
ural resources, reduce pollution, and protect public lands, but there was general 
agreement that the goals themselves represented the national interest.

The strength of this bipartisan consensus was tested repeatedly during 
the 1970s as Republican support for environmental causes waned. That trend 
accelerated after Ronald Reagan’s election in 1980, when the GOP’s conservative 
wing shifted the party further toward curtailing the size and power of the 
federal government, expanding economic development on public lands, and 
reducing environmental regulations. Although the measures undertaken by 
James Watt at the Department of the Interior and Anne (Gorsuch) Burford at 
the Environmental Protection Agency dominated press coverage and enflamed 
critics, the Reagan administration’s anti-environmental proclivities found 
expression across the executive branch. At first, the intensity of the public 
backlash caught the White House off guard. The president’s political advisors 
endured the unabated criticism until it threatened Reagan’s reelection, at which 
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point Watt and Burford were quickly dropped. Still, the administration refused 
to modify its environmental agenda, so the attacks continued.

In response, the new Interior secretary, Donald Hodel, launched a public 
relations initiative—an amiable, well-orchestrated bit of green persuasion 
directed toward changing the public’s image of the Reagan environmental 
choices. Sold to the nation via a sophisticated advertising campaign devised by 
the Ad Council, the patriotically themed program Take Pride in America called 
upon individuals to donate their own time and labor to care for and protect 
public lands. Appealing to the generosity of citizens to help meet the challenge 
of managing the roughly 700 million acres of federal lands was a reasonable and 
inspired approach, especially given the country’s rich tradition of voluntarism. 
Americans have long volunteered their time, energy, and money to all sorts of 
worthy causes, from food banks and clothing drives to watershed cleanups and 
neighborhood safety patrols. Take Pride in America’s call for volunteer assistance 
was meant to signal the administration’s environmental sensitivity, while the 
emphasis it placed on personal (rather than governmental) responsibility for 
looking after the nation’s commonly owned lands sought to deflect attention from 
the administration’s unaltered environmental policies and weak commitment to 
federal land management agencies.

The Take Pride in America program, and its various iterations under suc-
cessive presidents, took advantage of the appreciation Americans had for the 
beauty, diversity, and bounty of the country’s lands, an appreciation that drew 
on iconography and messaging derived from Native Americans’ reverence for 
nature. It also drew on the nation’s long-standing civic reliance on voluntarism 
and volunteer organizations. Whether in the nineteenth-century landscape 
paintings of Thomas Moran or twentieth-century advertisements for suburban 
housing developments, the value of a surrounding environment, both aesthetic 
and commercial, has long infused American culture. Those attitudes had been 
tapped before in government advertising programs like the Smokey Bear forest 
fire prevention campaign, and the Reagan initiative built on their techniques. 
The Take Pride program exploited the widespread fascination with Hollywood 
by recruiting three actors known for their tough-guy cinematic personas—Clint 
Eastwood, Charles Bronson, and Louis Gossett Jr.—to serve as the ad campaign’s 
celebrity spokespersons. And later iterations of the program developed friendly 
fictional icons to serve as mascots.
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Green Persuasion traces the evolution of this volunteer-based, public lands 
stewardship program from its initial development in the Reagan era through 
the ways it was revised, neglected, and readopted by subsequent presidencies. 
Take Pride’s role in federal environmental policy turned out to be fraught 
with problems, resulting in frequent shifts in its political support within the 
government. Nevertheless, its basic goal to engage citizens as volunteers on 
public lands survived across multiple administrations, and that history offers 
valuable insights into how (and why) Americans have expressed care of the 
nation’s landed inheritance in their collective political choices.





1

From colonial newspaper notices for salt, sugar, and soap to the signs and shin-
gles outside businesses today, advertising has permeated American culture, 
provoking interest and amusement, with its catchy slogans and songs later in-
corporated into our daily discourse. Long before the Internet’s pervasive pop-
ups, commercial and political enterprises used advertising to increase sales of 
goods and services, pique interest in new products, and persuade customers to 
adopt new styles or change behavior. As nineteenth-century industrialization 
produced more manufactured goods, the techniques for selling them became 
more specialized. Lighted signs, sparkling designs, clever jingles, and fictional 
characters turned heads, promoted innovation, and became ubiquitous parts of 
modern life, from Main Street department stores to City Hall, and eventually as 
essential tools in environmental and natural resources campaigns.1

In the early twentieth century, U.S. government entities increasingly em-
ployed advertising techniques to sell policies and shift public attitudes. The 
Woodrow Wilson administration, for example, created the Committee on Public 
Information (CPI) in April 1917, with the explicit goal of shaping Americans’ 
opinions on the European war. The federal government, observed journalist 
John Maxwell Hamilton, needed to persuade citizens “to serve in the military 
or, if they stayed at home, to conserve precious resources, pay higher taxes, buy 
war bonds and patriotically stick with the war as it dragged bloodily along.”2 
Toward this end, CPI seasoned its domestic propaganda with a liberal mixture 
of cultural references, iconography, and nationalism. The result was a banquet 
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of notable advertising campaigns, such as the posters promoting Liberty Loans. 
Those “unifying emblems” helped “to mobilize a disparate and contentious pop-
ulation,” historian Jackson Lears explains; World War I was the first time that 
government policies were “systematically promoted through commercial tech-
niques of mass persuasion.”3

Although the flood of government public service advertising subsided with 
the armistice, it was replaced in the mass media during the 1920s by insistent cor-
porate promotion, a tide somewhat slowed by the 1929 stock market crash. Com-
mercial and nonprofit entities continued to use advertising, even as the economic 
depression eroded public confidence in big business. Troubled by the profusion of 
deceptive claims and the unbridled entreaties to buy, buy, buy at a time of desper-
ate social hardship, consumer advocates lobbied Congress to regulate advertising 
firms and their practices.4 In reaction, industry leaders touted the singular utility 
of advertising to society at large. As Gerd Horten recounts, when representatives 
of the major advertising associations met in November 1941 to hammer out a col-
lective strategy to avoid unwanted government intervention, they concluded that 
“with little to sell or to advertise, advertising should sell itself, as well as American 
business and free enterprise.”5 The advertising industry realized it must prove that 
advertising could be a useful public service, not just a tool for selling goods.

THE WAR ADVERTISING COUNCIL

World War II presented the advertising industry with an opportunity to reas-
sert its social value in a tangible, patriotic, conspicuous manner and to offer 
a positive, nondefensive retort to the industry’s critics. President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt had created the Office of Facts and Figures (OFF) in October 1941 to 
facilitate “the dissemination of factual information to the citizens of the coun-
try on the progress of the defense effort and on the defense policies and activ-
ities of the Government” and appointed the Librarian of Congress, Archibald 
MacLeish, to head the initiative.6 Shortly after the 7 December Pearl Harbor 
attack and the U.S. declaration of war, the Association of National Advertisers 
and the American Association of Advertising Agencies offered their services to 
help the government. The OFF quickly embraced the idea, agreeing to oversee 
a new volunteer-based War Advertising Council created in February 1942.7 
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Three months later, the Office of War Information (OWI) absorbed OFF, 
MacLeish became assistant director to OWI’s head, and the War Advertising 
Council became a special external unit of OWI, charged with developing pub-
lic service advertising campaigns for the war effort. As coordinator of propa-
ganda and information campaigns, OWI reviewed and prioritized government 
agency petitions for media coverage, forwarding approved projects to the War 
Advertising Council. The council then assembled teams of volunteer managers 
and advertising agencies for the campaigns it deemed feasible.8

The council’s membership comprised advertising executives from across 
the country, all of whom donated their services. It initially represented six na-
tional organizations: the Association of National Advertisers, American As-
sociation of Advertising Agencies, National Publishers Association, Bureau of 
Advertising of the American Newspaper Publishers Association, National Asso-
ciation of Broadcasters, and Outdoor Advertising Association of America. The 
council thus served as a coalition of the industry’s three key groups—the adver-
tising agencies, their business clients, and the print and broadcast media—with 
the goal of showing how advertising benefitted the nation. Council campaigns 
employed established commercial advertising methods, but rather than selling 
merchandise or services, they sought to shape public opinion, encourage citi-
zen engagement, and change behavior.9 Their topics ranged widely—from war 
bonds and victory gardens to the conservation and salvaging of resources to the 
recruitment of millions of women workers.10

In an upbeat style befitting a Madison Avenue copywriter, the War Adver-
tising Council’s first annual report declared that the group had “one purpose 
and only one—to help win the war by using the power of advertising to inform, 
clarify, and persuade,” adding that “wars are won by a unified citizenry taking 
common action toward a common goal. Advertising can help secure that action.” 
Explaining that its task required “dogged, arduous spade work—the results of 
which will only be apparent during the months to come,” the report’s text exem-
plified the industry’s colorful imagery and metaphors: “A basic job of education 
has had to go on many fronts. Missionary work within government, within in-
dustry, and within the ranks of advertising itself has been necessary before ad-
vertising had a chance to flex its muscles. Mental handcuffs had to be removed 
from many minds.”11 The council’s patriotic rhetoric soared, buoyed by the claim 
that if advertising “plays the part it is capable of playing, fewer American men 
will die.” Advertising would be asked “to help recruit housewives by the millions 
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to leave their kitchens for the jobs men left behind” and to inspire Americans “to 
learn to conserve—to eat it up, wear it out, make it do.”12

The belief that home-front actions and attitudes could expedite military 
success permeated the Roosevelt administration’s decision-making. And yet 
Americans were independent thinkers. Civilian social, political, and financial 
support could not be commanded at will. The need to sell millions of dollars of 
war bonds, for example, made government officials eager to embrace the adver-
tising profession’s assistance. And the benefits flowed two ways. The War Adver-
tising Council kept corporate names before the public at a time when many of 
the nation’s largest firms had diverted their production lines from consumer to 
military goods. Advertising agencies also kept their own skills honed by creating 
innovative campaigns for war bonds, blood donations, scrap salvage drives, vic-
tory gardens, women’s war work, and forest fire prevention. Historian Roland 
Marchand argues that World War II “endowed postwar advocacy advertising 
with a threefold bequest: it enhanced advertising’s reputation for selling ideas; it 
schooled advertisers in subtle methods of infusing advocacy for greater business 
autonomy into public-spirited messages; and it passed on an institutional legacy 
in the form of the Advertising Council.”13

On 9 August 1945, as the world envisioned peace, the War Advertising Coun-
cil’s board of directors discussed an internal report titled “Plan to Sell the Post-War 
Council.” As advertising professionals, they knew a successful appeal would have 
to convince the federal government, business community, major public relations 
and advertising firms, mass media, and the public that their work had social ben-
efit. The council’s directors even weighed the merits of developing “a nation-wide 
[radio] broadcast, either open or closed circuits, in which the President and top 
national figures would participate,” with the goal of underscoring “the wartime 
information job and the part the people have played in speeding victory.”14

High-visibility, public service advertising was thus perceived as a way to 
reinforce both the industry’s social respectability and its economic sustain-
ability. The group removed the word War from its title, becoming simply the 
Advertising Council. Next, as Griffith explains, the council “sought to broaden 
its activities and to avoid any restraints that the government might impose on 
it,” no longer automatically accepting government proposals, but reserving the 
right “to accept or reject messages as they saw fit.”15 The council also entertained 
requests for public service advertising campaigns from both government and 
private nonprofit organizations.16
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The council repeatedly stressed that it was a nonprofit organization cre-
ated to bring American business, advertising, and communications industries 
together to promote voluntary citizen actions addressing national problems. 
Some campaigns, such as the first nongovernmental initiative, involved matters 
of life and death, like reducing traffic accidents. Begun in 1946, the National 
Safety Council–sponsored campaign was still going strong 16 years later, when 
the council’s annual report claimed credit for helping to change behavior: “Traf-
fic fatalities were expected to rise after the war, with unlimited gasoline supplies 
and millions of old, prewar automobiles on the highways. Instead, the death rate 
has been cut to less than half the rate of 1941.”17

The peacetime approach endeavored to secure assistance from “informed, 
judicious, and public-spirited leaders of opinion,” asking them to “decide wheth-
er campaigns considered by the Council were in truth in the interest of all the 
people.”18 Created in 1947, a Public Policy Committee—more than 30 members 
representing business, labor, education, medicine, law, banking, agriculture, 
and social services—advised the council’s board of directors on whether pro-
posed campaigns seemed sufficiently national, nonpartisan, and in the public 
interest. Acceptance of new campaigns required approval by both the board of 
directors and the Public Policy Committee, with the latter providing cover for 
the council’s ultimate decisions.19 Paul Hoffman, who chaired the Public Policy 
Committee for many years, described the goal as informing “the American peo-
ple that the means to many worthy ends are in their own hands, not in the hands 
of some agency of the federal government.”20 This combination of self-reliance, 
voluntarism, and private-sector initiative has remained the Advertising Coun-
cil’s operational formula ever since.

Another constant has been the Ad Council’s reliance on its constituent 
groups’ voluntary contributions. The council’s operating budget has always paid 
for staff salaries and office expenses but never the direct costs of the campaigns 
themselves.21 Campaign development costs (including the work of creating the 
ads—the writing, design, drawing, still photography, film and video editing, and 
the like—and distribution of materials) are provided gratis by each campaign’s 
volunteer advertising agency, whereas council staff arrange with mass media 
outlets for donated space or time for publishing, posting, and broadcasting the 
public service ads.

The American Association of Advertising Agencies and the Association of 
National Advertisers played a critical role by lending the Ad Council credibility 
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within the advertising industry as a whole. For each public service campaign, the 
American Association of Advertising Agencies appointed a volunteer advertising 
agency to provide the creative talent, while the Association of National Advertis-
ers assigned a volunteer coordinator (typically an advertising or communications 
executive chosen from the business corporations that fund the council) to super-
vise the volunteer ad agency and liaise with the Ad Council and campaign spon-
sor.22 At no time did the admen forget that “their weapons are words and pictures.” 
Thus, as the council explained, “Campaigns to gain public cooperation in highway 
safety or in forest fire prevention, or support for Radio Free Europe, [are] given 
the same advertising ‘know-how’ as a campaign to sell soap or washing machines 
or automobiles.”23

The council’s efforts to avoid offending any branch of government, politi-
cal party, or business community have inevitably influenced campaign selections 
and approaches, yet the council’s goal of promoting excellence in advertising has 

FIGURE 1. Organizational 
schematic of the Ad Coun-
cil’s public service campaigns 
as published in the council’s 
1952 annual report. Courtesy 
of Ad Council Archives, 
University of Illinois Archives, 
record series 13/2/202.
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meant that its products could be visually and conceptually daring, pushing bound-
aries to gain attention. Through the years, campaigns centered on a handful of 
themes, such as education, health, citizenship, anti-crime, highway safety, religion 
in American life, and economics. From the outset, perhaps because of the visual 
potential, environmental concerns have been popular topics, beginning with vic-
tory gardens and forest fire prevention during World War II. The number of en-
vironmentally oriented campaigns also increased during the 1970s and thereafter 
because of the interest of government sponsors like the Department of the Interior, 
Environmental Protection Agency, and Department of Energy, with support from 
private organizations like Keep America Beautiful, the Environmental Defense 
Fund, and the Alliance to Save Energy. The council’s board of directors likewise 
recognized the growing need to secure clean water supplies, curb pollution, check 
urban sprawl, and meet the expanding demands for outdoor recreational areas.24

SMOKEY BEAR AND THE FOREST FIRE PREVENTION CAMPAIGN

No Ad Council campaign subject proved more dramatic or durable than forest 
fire prevention. U.S. concern about wildfires grew during the early twentieth 
century, especially in the mountainous expanses of the West, where commercial 
forestry had established itself as a major industry, but a national fire preven-
tion advertising campaign did not emerge until World War II, when firefighting 
needs merged with civil defense goals. The strategic importance of woodland 
resources had elevated the priority assigned to protecting Western forests. As 
ever more trained firefighters joined the armed forces or went to work in defense 
plants, the state and federal forest agencies stepped up recruitment of volunteer 
replacements and began promoting civilian awareness of forest fire safety.25

National defense officials also feared that arsonous saboteurs might target 
forest preserves. When a Japanese submarine fired more than a dozen shells at 
a coastal oil depot near Goleta, California, and the Los Padres National Forest 
in 1942, direct enemy attack became an added concern. Apprehension of delib-
erately ignited wildfires had already aggravated the racism underpinning the 
government’s relocation of nearly 120,000 people of Japanese descent (roughly 
two-thirds of them U.S. citizens) from their homes near the Pacific Coast to inland 
internment camps.26 Although federal planners rationalized the unconstitutional 
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detention of Japanese Americans as a preventative measure to lower the risk of 
arson and other acts of sabotage, they knew that the nation’s timberlands faced 
a far greater threat from mundane carelessness, such as untended campfires and 
discarded cigarettes and matches.27

Defense-related fears were worsened when the Japanese military engaged in 
a scheme to pepper the U.S. mainland with balloon-delivered incendiary bombs. 
Released from Japan, the unmanned, hydrogen-filled, mulberry paper balloons 
ascended to more than 30,000 feet and rode the easterly jet stream winds 5,000 
miles across the north Pacific before dropping their payloads. In his history of 
this meticulously planned offensive, Robert Mikesh estimated that about 1,000 
of the 9,000 balloons launched in 1944 and 1945 reached North America.28 De-
spite their potential for igniting wildfires, the unguided devices ultimately inflict-
ed minimal damage on the forests. The most dangerous threat was the potential 
psychological impact of news about the bombing attempts. To avert panic, as well 
as deny the encouragement such information might give the enemy, government 
officials worked to muzzle the media.29 Meanwhile, print and broadcast outlets 
were pushed to persuade Americans to be vigilant about campfires and smoking.

To assist their response to such potential threats, the U.S. Forest Service 
and the National Association of State Foresters created the Cooperative Forest 
Fire Prevention Program in 1942 and petitioned the War Advertising Council 
for help. The council agreed, enlisted the Los Angeles office of Foote, Cone & 
Belding Communications to serve as the volunteer advertising agency, and made 
forest fire prevention its second public service advertising campaign.30 

Their first forest fire prevention posters leaned heavily on patriotic, war-
related themes, as exemplified by their early slogans “Careless Matches Aid the 
Axis” and “Your Match, Their Secret Weapon.” When Disney Studios released its 
animated film Bambi in August 1942, the War Advertising Council successfully 
sought the studio’s permission to incorporate the Bambi character (a fawn that 
had lost its mother to a hunter and later escaped the horror of a human-kindled 
wildfire) in family-oriented ads. Disney consented to a one-year loan, allowing 
Bambi to appear on numerous posters, with such taglines as “Please, Mister, 
Don’t Be Careless. Prevent Forest Fires. Greater Danger Than Ever!”31

The immediate popularity of the Bambi posters convinced leaders of the 
Cooperative Fire Prevention Campaign to develop a successor animal symbol 
once the Disney licensing contract expired. After internal debate over the most 
representative type of woodland creature to adopt, the Forest Service settled 
on a bear. In August 1944, campaign director Richard Hammett summarized 
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the group’s suggested features for the anthropomorphized mascot: “nose short 
(Panda type), color black or brown; expression appealing, knowledgeable, quiz-
zical; perhaps wearing a campaign (or Boy Scout) hat that typifies the outdoors 
and the woods.”32

For an illustration, the council turned to artist Albert Staehle, whose paint-
ings of cocker spaniels and other animals had long appeared in advertisements 
and on the covers of such mass-circulation magazines as the Saturday Evening 
Post. He accepted the volunteer assignment on behalf of the war effort and created 
one of the most iconic public service advertising symbols of all time: Smokey Bear. 
Staehle clothed his version of the bipedal ursine firefighter in blue jeans and a for-
est ranger’s hat. Campaign officials named the bear “Smokey” in honor of Joseph 
B. “Smokey Joe” Martin, who, as assistant chief of the New York City Fire Depart-
ment from 1919 to 1930, gained widespread renown for his firefighting skill and 
repeated willingness to risk his life to rescue people from burning buildings.33

FIGURE 2. The artist 
Albert Staehle in 1947 
holding the image of 
Smokey Bear he creat-
ed for the U.S. Forest 
Service. Courtesy of U.S. 
Forest Service.
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Basing its design work 
on Staehle’s painting, Foote, 
Cone & Belding developed 
the first Smokey Bear post-
er, which it printed in late 
1944 for distribution in early 
1945. Two years later, the 
admen crafted Smokey’s sig-
nature message, “Remem-
ber, Only You Can Prevent 
Forest Fires.”34 While Foote, 
Cone & Belding handled 
the creative work and fabri-
cation and the Ad Council  
distributed the public ser-
vice advertisements, the 
Forest Service began pro-
ducing supplementary ma-
terial featuring Smokey, 
most of it fashioned by two 
Forest Service artists, Ru-
dolph “Rudy” Wendelin 
and Harry Rossoll. The Ad 
Council campaign made use 
of the Foote, Cone & Beld-
ing artwork, leaving the Forest Service to undertake its own separate and com-
plementary effort to promote the forest fire prevention message. In this parallel 
exercise, Wendelin devoted himself to generating images for Forest Service post-
ers, publications, and licensed products, whereas Rossoll drew weekly Smokey 
comics for syndicated publication in the United States and Canada.35

The real test of the forest fire protection campaign came after World War 
II, when recreational use of woodlands surged. The Smokey Bear character be-
came an essential part of the government educational effort, and to control pos-
sible commercial exploitation of the symbol—as well as to avert perversion of 
his fire-fighting message—Congress passed the Smokey Bear Act in 1952, which 
required anyone wanting to manufacture or sell Smokey Bear products to ob-
tain a license from the secretary of Agriculture and pay a 5% royalty on each 

FIGURE 3. Poster depicting the National Zoo’s Smokey 
passing the forest fire prevention mantle to the rescued cub, 
Little Smokey, in 1971. Courtesy of Smithsonian Institution 
Archives.
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item’s wholesale price. Only 
products deemed in “good 
taste” and conveying a for-
est fire prevention message 
won approval. Unautho-
rized use of the character 
or name “Smokey Bear” 
would expose the offender 
to a fine not to exceed $250 
or imprisonment not to ex-
ceed six months or both.36

Over time, the Smokey 
icon merged in American 
culture with efforts to pre-
vent human-caused wild-
fires and to promote healthy 
forests as sources of water, 
recreation, timber, and 
wildlife. It also succeeded 
because the anthropomor-
phized bear resonated with 
children as well as adults. 
Ads for the Forest Service’s 
Junior Forest Ranger pro-
gram were pitched at kids in 

the hope that they would then press Smokey’s message on their parents. That deci-
sion proved to be an advertising gold mine when, in 1950, firefighters found an in-
jured black bear cub gripping the charred remains of a tree in the aftermath of the 
Capitan Gap Fire in New Mexico. State officials nursed the orphaned cub back to 
health, christened him Smokey, and relocated him to the Smithsonian’s National 
Zoological Park in Washington, D.C. Ad Council and Forest Service officials real-
ized that the real bear cub with its sympathetic backstory provided the advertising 
campaign with a ready-made creation myth for its cartoon bear. Newspapers from 
coast to coast snapped up the story, illustrating it with endearing photographs of 
the bandaged cub.37

Next, the admen commissioned a jingle to heighten the appeal of radio and 
television spots, choosing in 1952 “Smokey the Bear,” a song cowritten by Steve 

FIGURE 4. Rudolph Wendelin painting of Smokey Bear and 
family welcoming their new neighbors to the National Zoo 
in April 1972. The giant pandas Ling-Ling and Hsing-Hsing 
quickly eclipsed Smokey as the zoo’s most popular attraction. 
Courtesy of Smithsonian Institution Archives.
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Nelson and Jack Rollins, authors of such holiday compositions as “Here Comes 
Peter Cottontail” and “Frosty the Snowman.” The song’s soaring popularity lent 
added fame to both the living and animated Smokey. At the Smithsonian’s zoo, 
Smokey’s abode became the facility’s most visited animal display. Meanwhile, kids 
from around the country penned so many letters to Smokey that, in April 1964, 
the U.S. Postal Service assigned him his own ZIP code, 20252.38

To keep the hype rolling, Smithsonian and Forest Service publicists 
announced in September 1962 that the 12-year-old Smokey would be “married” 
to an 18-month-old black bear named Goldie, who was flown in from New 
Mexico to be his mate. Like Smokey, Goldie (later known as “Mrs. Smokey”) 
had been orphaned at a young age; a logger in the Cibola National Forest near 
the town of Magdalena found her in August 1961.39 Smokey and Goldie failed to 
produce offspring, leading Smithsonian and Forest Service officials to arrange 
for the ursine couple to “adopt” Little Smokey, another rescued black bear cub 
from New Mexico’s Lincoln National Forest, in 1971. Of course, like all living 
creatures, Smokey slowed down with age. When the Forest Service and zoo 
cohosted a gala retirement ceremony in May 1975 for the graying bear, radio star 
Jackson Weaver, the longtime broadcast “voice” of Smokey, served as master of 
ceremonies. Although the Smithsonian proposed returning the two elderly bears 
to New Mexico, Congress refused to fund the project, so Smokey and Goldie 
remained in Washington, where they were moved to low-key quarters, allowing 
their more prominent accommodations to be occupied by Little Smokey, who 
was rechristened Smokey Bear II.40

The original Smokey died of old age in November 1976, and the zoo, Forest 
Service, and Ad Council saturated the media with a carefully worded news 
release, resulting in obituaries in hundreds of newspapers across the country.41 
The symbolic character, though, lives on. Indeed, the animated Smokey has yet 
to cease delivering his forest fire prevention message. For the Ad Council, the 
Smokey Bear project provided a model for subsequent environmentally oriented 
public service advertisement campaigns, especially in a character that appealed 
across generations and communities. In the short term, children might sway 
their parents’ actions, whereas in the long run the values and awareness absorbed 
by young people might carry forth into adulthood. The forest fire prevention 
campaign had also demonstrated the expediency of combining advertising and 
voluntarism, especially when the goal is to encourage behavioral change for the 
public good via individual self-policing and self-regulation.42
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The Advertising Council’s volunteer-based operational structure and its emphasis 
on first-class public service announcements proved an effective model, building 
on the continuing support of the advertising industry and a steady influx of fresh 
talent. In general, the admen who bristled with creativity tended to be young, 
whereas the industry’s managerial leaders were seasoned veterans attuned to 
their profession’s long-term goals and political connections. Together, the two 
talent pools ensured that the council’s campaigns mirrored changes in American 
culture and social values while remaining sensitive to evolving media techniques 
and consumer patterns.

The evolution of the council’s Keep America Beautiful campaign exemplified 
how, over the course of two decades, advertising professionals responded to soci-
ety’s maturing environmental awareness. Post–World War II economic prosperity 
had intensified public concerns about quality of life. Concurrent with the baby 
boom population spike, there was an explosive growth in automobile ownership 
and use and a proliferation of consumer packaging and single-use products (epit-
omized by disposable diapers, paper towels, nonreturnable cans and bottles, and 
the ubiquitous plastic wrappings enveloping food, gum, cosmetics, and tobacco 
products), all of which contributed to an unprecedented rise in municipal trash 
and roadside litter, along with swelling numbers of complaints to local govern-
ments. Political divisions exacerbated the debate over solutions. Conservative crit-
ics blamed the problem on individual thoughtlessness, lack of public education, 
and declining social mores; liberal commentators pointed to inadequate provision 

CHAPTER 2

KEEP AMERICA  
BEAUTIFUL
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of public trash receptacles and the staunch opposition of major canning and bot-
tling companies to regulations requiring container deposits, reuse, and recycling.1

Seeking to avoid government intervention, corporations and industry groups 
representing canning, bottling, and packaging manufacturers—together with large 
businesses using and selling those products—formed the advocacy group Keep 
America Beautiful (KAB) in 1953. As a national nonprofit organization underwrit-
ten by an interrelated set of industries, KAB sought to shift public attention away 
from the production of “wasteful” packaging and toward littering, that is, to shape 
the perception of the discarded trash problem as being caused by individual behav-
ior, not industry practice. As Ad Council vice president George Ludlam explained, 
KAB was “financed in large part by glass, tin and paper container manufacturers 
who are aware that thoughtless disposal of their products is one of the most obvious 
causes of the Nation’s litter problem.”2 Keep America Beautiful’s focus on improving 
the aesthetics of public corridors in communities across the country (their streets 
and sidewalks, parks and playgrounds, parking lots and theaters) was highly ap-
pealing. Tidiness, if not cleanliness, tapped into the nation’s sense of self-worth. So, 
too, did the focus on personal responsibility, which helped KAB expand its sponsor-
ship base beyond business and industry, eventually to include labor unions, trade 
associations, government agencies, and professional groups.3

Keep America Beautiful gained broad public visibility thanks to the Ad 
Council’s clever anti-littering campaign. As it turned out, the council and KAB 
had much in common, from their creation by leading business interests to their 
cardinal philosophy of advancing social improvement through inspiring behav-
ioral changes in individuals. The two organizations even shared several corpo-
rate sponsors. Keep America Beautiful’s 1960 petition for the development of 
an anti-littering advertising campaign had proved irresistible to the Ad Coun-
cil. With a nod to the Smokey Bear ads, the council observed that “it isn’t fire 
alone that can waste and destroy natural beauty,” which is why it was working 
“to persuade Americans not to litter our cities and countryside with trash.”4 The 
advertising packet distributed to media outlets in June 1962 highlighted the 
campaign slogan “Every Litter Bit Hurts,” adding that “working together we can 
help keep America beautiful.”5

The 1961 television spot “It Happens in the Best of Places” became one 
of the KAB campaign’s most memorable ads. As the Museum of Television & 
Radio described it, “With the Statue of Liberty looking on, Susan Spotless, on an 
outing with her family to Liberty Island, reminds her dad, after he drops a paper 
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wrapper, not to litter because keeping America beautiful is a family affair. After 
he picks up his wrapper and drops it in a basket she sings the famous ‘Please, 
don’t be a litter bug.’”6 The 18-minute anti-littering film Heritage of Splendor 
reinforced the message. Produced in 1963 by the Richfield Oil Corporation 
for KAB, the film—narrated by actor (and future politician) Ronald Reagan—
extoled the majesty of America’s landscapes and stressed the obligation of 
individuals to handle their trash responsibly.7

Keep America Beautiful and the Ad Council were not alone in developing an-
ti-littering public service announcements, especially after the passage of the Highway 
Beautification Act of 1965, which had benefited from Lady Bird Johnson’s passionate 
promotion.8 When Boyd L. Rasmussen became director of the Bureau of Land Man-
agement in 1966, following a 31-year career with the USDA Forest Service, he sought to 

FIGURE 5. Public 
affairs officials at 
the Bureau of Land 
Management used 
the fictional charac-
ter Johnny Horizon 
to promote voluntary 
stewardship of pub-
lic lands. Courtesy of 
Department of the 
Interior.
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cultivate greater environ-
mental responsibility with-
in the agency. Attuned to 
the goodwill that Smokey 
Bear had generated for the 
Forest Service, he pressed 
the bureau to build sup-
port for the agency’s public 
lands stewardship mission 
by creating its own symbol. 
The result was another ap-
pealing fictional character, 
the square-jawed cowboy 
mascot Johnny Horizon, 
whose anti-littering cam-
paign—epitomized by the 
message “It’s your land, it’s 
my land—Keep it clean!”—
was introduced in 1968. 
Burl Ives became the vol-
unteer spokesperson for 
the Johnny Horizon cam-
paign, which was endorsed 
by a host of other celeb-
rities, including Johnny 
Cash, Arthur Godfrey, Eddie Albert, Dinah Shore, Johnny Carson, and Captain Kan-
garoo.9 With his eye on the nation’s upcoming bicentennial celebration in 1976, 
President Gerald Ford proclaimed the period 15 September through 15 October 
1974 as Johnny Horizon ’76 Clean Up America Month, an action he used to en-
courage organizations and private citizens to work together to promote environ-
mental awareness and beautify America for the yearlong events.10

At the time of the first Earth Day, the Forest Service had been loath to 
dilute Smokey Bear’s focus on forest fire prevention. So in September 1971, it 
unveiled another anthropomorphized mascot, the pollution-fighting Woodsy 
Owl, who enjoined everyone to “Give a Hoot—Don’t Pollute!” Like the era’s 
public service announcements for KAB and Johnny Horizon, the Woodsy Owl 
ads invited volunteers to help clean up the countryside.11

FIGURE 6. The U.S. Forest Service began using the pollution-
fighting mascot Woodsy Owl in 1971. Courtesy of Forest 
History Society, Betty Conrad Hite Papers.
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From the beginning, 
KAB encouraged Ameri-
cans to leave environmental 
politics and policy decisions 
to elected officials, govern-
ment agencies, and the af-
fected industries. The Ad 
Council’s anti-litter adver-
tisements bolstered this 
conservative goal by focus-
ing on the visual and the 
aesthetic and by fingering 
users of disposable items 
rather than producers and 
marketers of throwaway 
packaging. Waste per se re-
mained unaddressed, there-
by relegating it to out of 
sight, out of mind. Realizing 
that approach ran counter 
to growing environmental 
concerns in many parts of 
the country, the advertising 
team eventually convinced 
KAB of the advantages of 

morphing the anti-litter campaign into a broader antipollution campaign. Robert 
Keim recalled in his memoir of his 21-year tenure heading the Advertising Council, 
“When I came aboard as president in 1966 one of the campaigns I inherited was an 
anti-littering effort for Keep America Beautiful (KAB). It featured what I considered 
an obnoxious brat, a little girl called Suzy Spotless who skipped down the street lisping 
the jingle, ‘Don’t be, don’t be a litterbug’. She was either throwing paper litter around 
or picking it up, I don’t remember. Anyway I hated it.” Aside from the campaign being 
“an embarrassment,” Keim said, “the press had started to circle the wagons saying the 
campaign was a dodge by industry to cover up its pollution sins.”12

Recognizing that the campaign’s fixation on the reduction of roadside litter 
was too narrow and self-serving in light of the nation’s environmental crisis, 
the Ad Council turned to a new volunteer advertising agency, Marsteller, Inc., 

FIGURE 7. Forest Service illustrator Rudolph Wendelin 
emphasized the complementary messages of the agency’s two 
advertising icons. Courtesy of Forest History Society, Rudy 
Wendelin Papers.
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charging it with the task of broadening the campaign into an antipollution ef-
fort, one that implicated not just individuals, but society as a whole—business, 
industry, and government alike.13

THE CRYING INDIAN  
AND THE HELP FIGHT POLLUTION CAMPAIGN

In October 1969, the Ad Council’s Public Policy Committee advised holding the 
Keep America Beautiful campaign “in abeyance until the staff can explore the 
possibility of expanding it to include the total environment.” Committee members 
reasoned that “in the light of the [worldwide] environmental crisis we must get 
beyond litter.” The majority supported revising the campaign’s goals, although 
skeptics cautioned that the public service announcements should remain 
“personally meaningful.” The admen did not question the scale and complexity 
of the environmental challenges; instead, they believed that “people will be more 
concerned if it involved them as individuals.” The committee’s minutes recorded 
a strong “view that our country needs the ability of each person to identify with 
this problem. Not littering the highway will help the larger problem.”14

Progress proved halting, given KAB’s initial hesitancy to shift the advertis-
ing focus from littering to pollution. At its September 1970 meeting, the Public 
Policy Committee reiterated its skepticism, this time recommending that the 
initiative be suspended altogether, “pending a broadening of objectives.” Believ-
ing that the campaign needed to expand “to an overall environmental pollution 
effort,” committee members were pleased by KAB’s eventual willingness to in-
corporate the concerns of ecology. To advance that effort, the committee sug-
gested developing a booklet on “100 Things You Can Do to Stop Pollution.”15

The Ad Council and KAB settled the matter in 1971, agreeing to refashion 
the initiative into the Help Fight Pollution campaign.16 The council’s quarter-
ly Magazine Service Bulletin described environmental pollution as “a threat to 
everyone” and a subject of personal responsibility, thus the theme “People start 
pollution. People can stop it.”17 An ad in the bulletin titled “Pollution Can Be 
Taxing” implied that opposition to pollution-reduction measures often hinged 
on counterproductive resistances to pay for remedies like sanitary landfills, sew-
age treatment plants, and modern recycling facilities. Citizens, the ad declared, 
should “recognize that it costs money to fight pollution.”18
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Coming from the Ad Council, these were bold words. Yet their impact on 
the council’s products was minimal. Instead of addressing the actions of organi-
zations, businesses, corporations, or government agencies, the council’s updated 
campaign remained focused on individuals, encouraging citizens to combat the 
scourge of pollution through their own independent efforts. The campaign’s most 
potent image became the “Crying Indian,” portrayed by actor Iron Eyes Cody, who 
dressed in stylized Chippewa apparel—beaded moccasins, fringed leather pants 
and jacket, and a braided wig—and delivered the emotional tagline “Pollution: It’s 
a Crying Shame.” Released in April 1971 for the first anniversary of Earth Day, the 
public service ads struck a responsive chord with the American public and won 
two Clio Awards from the advertising industry. The Ad Council soon boasted that 
“Chief Iron Eyes Cody sheds a tear for America’s deteriorating environment.”19 The 
Help Fight Pollution campaign included a parallel set of public service ads titled 
“Daddy, what did you do in the war against pollution?” that drew on the general 
context of the Vietnam War and exemplified the emphasis on individual voluntary 
actions. A magazine ad featuring a photograph of a young, ponytailed girl read,

Of course you can always try to change the 
subject.

But one answer you can’t give is that you 
weren’t in it. Because in this war, there are no 4F’s 
and no conscientious objectors. No deferments for 
married men or teen-agers. And no exemptions for 
women.

So like it or not, we’re all in this one. But as the 
war heats up, millions of us stay coolly uninvolved. 
We have lots of alibis:

What can one person do?
It’s up to “them” to do something about 

pollution—not me.
Besides, average people don’t pollute. It’s the 

corporations, institutions and municipalities.
The fact is that companies and governments are 

made up of people. It’s people who make decisions 
and do things that foul up our water, land and air. 
And that goes for businessmen, government officials, 
housewives or homeowners.
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What can one person do for the cause? Lots 
of things—maybe more than you think. Like 
cleaning your spark plugs every 1000 miles, using 
detergents in the recommended amounts, by 
upgrading incinerators to reduce smoke emissions, 
by proposing and supporting better waste 
treatment plants in your town. Yes, and throwing 
litter in a basket instead of in the street.

Above all, let’s stop shifting the blame. People 
start pollution. People can stop it. When enough 
Americans realize this we’ll have a fighting chance 
in the war against pollution.20

The council’s spring 1972 magazine ads pursued a similar approach, with 
dramatic close-ups of Iron Eyes Cody’s face, a tear rolling down his right cheek. 
The version titled “The Environment: An American Tragedy” commented, “But 
it’s not too late to do something about it. Something as simple as acquainting 
yourself with local anti-pollution ordinances and abiding by them will help.” A 
sister ad, “Pollution: It’s a Crying Shame,” also suggested that there were actions 
readers could take, “something as simple as attending local community meet-
ings and inquiring about pollution control plans can be a big help.”21 The council 
released a second set of magazine ads that summer. “Clean Water: An American 
Dream” showed the bow of a canoe gliding through serene waters, with a tagline 
declaring “Our rivers don’t have to lose the fight with pollution. Not if we all help.” 
An image of discarded trash surrounding Iron Eyes Cody’s feet drove home the 
message of an accompanying ad that insisted that litter would not be “an Ameri-
can symbol” if people became “concerned enough to do something about it. Like 
carrying litterbags in cars. Or placing trash in receptacles. Or cleaning up after 
picnics.”22 The moral of the ads was simple: the solution to pollution rested with 
individual voluntary actions, not government intervention.

This theme continued throughout the KAB campaign. The March 1975 
television spot opened with a long-distance view of a person riding through a scenic 
forest. As the camera zoomed in on Iron Eyes Cody, the announcer stated that “the 
first American people loved the land. They held it in simple reverence.” The scene 
then shifted to horse and rider following paths lushly framed with evergreens 
and on gorgeous trails near still waters: “This is South Coast Botanic Garden in 
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California,” the announcer explained. “Once this was a dumping ground for trash 
and litter. Community volunteers cleaned, planted and reclaimed it. And there the 
land is good again.” When, in the next scene, horse and rider meandered through 
landscapes littered with trash, the viewers were reminded of “how far we still have 
to go . . . everyone must get involved. Now.” The ad concluded with the money shot: 
a close-up of Iron Eyes Cody, a tear falling from his eye. The emotional power of 
that image was embellished with dramatic music and the announcer’s final words: 
“People start pollution. People can stop it.”23

Print and broadcast ads for the Help Fight Pollution campaign ran through 
the early 1980s. By then, the campaign had acquired an eminent endorsement, one 
proudly highlighted in the Ad Council’s 1980–1981 annual report: a photograph 

FIGURE 8. Poster featuring Iron Eyes Cody, from the Ad Council’s Keep America 
Beautiful campaign. Courtesy of Ad Council Archives, University of Illinois 
Archives, record series 13/2/203, box 1.



22� GREEN PERSUASION

of Iron Eyes Cody embracing President Ronald Reagan in the Oval Office. The 
caption read,

President Reagan renews his ties with The 
Pollution Campaign during a meeting in the Oval 
Office with Iron Eyes Cody, the “Crying Indian” 
in the Ad Council’s public service advertising, 
and Keep America Beautiful president Roger W. 
Powers. President Reagan’s early involvement 
with KAB was as narrator of the film, “Heritage of 
Splendor,” filmed in the early 1960s. His affiliation 
with Iron Eyes Cody goes back even further; the 
two appeared in three Western movies together. 
More recently Iron Eyes rode in the President’s 
Inauguration Parade.24

FIGURE 9. President Reagan meeting with Iron Eyes Cody in the Oval Office on 28 July 1981. 
Courtesy of Reagan Presidential Library.



KEEP AMERICA BEAUTIFUL� 23

The Help Fight Pollution campaign reflected the Ad Council’s efforts to 
address a range of environmental challenges during the 1970s, from forest 
fire safety to pollution reduction to energy conservation, with each campaign 
emphasizing the role of voluntary work by individuals, not corporate or 
governmental actions. When Robert Keim retired as Ad Council president in 

FIGURE 10. Magazine advertisement from the Ad Council’s Environmental 
Defense Fund campaign. Courtesy of Ad Council Archives, University of 
Illinois Archives, record series 13/2/215.
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1987, he sent an open letter to his successor, Ruth Wooden. The “indelible lesson,” 
he advised, was that “doing good was not enough. You have to make people feel 
good about their doing good and you have to do it consistently and tastefully and 
often, if you’re going to go the distance. And for supporters and volunteers to feel 
good about doing good you have to let it be known that something positive has 
happened as a result of their labors, contributions or endorsements, and that 
results have been achieved.”25
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The Advertising Council’s public service campaigns have always contained 
powerful subtexts about voluntarism—the willingness of ordinary people to 
donate time, labor, and/or material goods to advance a collective activity or social 
purpose. The notion of volunteering for civic activities, although not original or 
unique to the United States, has flourished so readily and in such profuse and 
varied ways that it is often considered a signature characteristic of American 
society. The traditions and assumptions, in fact, long predated the establishment 
of the country. Native Americans had thrived and survived for centuries through 
mutual alliances and support. The continent’s early European settler-colonists 
cooperated among themselves in clearing land, planting crops, and erecting 
buildings. By the mid-eighteenth century, towns across the colonies had formed 
voluntary groups to provide an array of social welfare services supplementing 
those of government. British America’s first volunteer fire department appeared 
in 1736 when Benjamin Franklin cofounded the Union Fire Company in 
Philadelphia.1 Civilian volunteers supported the Revolutionary War by raising 
funds, organizing boycotts of British imports, and recruiting unpaid militia 
for the battlefield. In the 1830s, French diplomat and political scientist Alexis 
de Tocqueville marveled at the tendency of the new nation’s citizens to form 
voluntary associations to solve problems and reinforce their shared values. As he 
declared in his groundbreaking book, Democracy in America, “In no country in 
the world has the principle of association been more successfully used or applied 
to a greater multitude of objects than in America.”2

CHAPTER 3

VOLUNTARISM IN  
AMERICAN HISTORY AND CULTURE
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Voluntary organizations proliferated during the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, as exemplified by the establishment of the Red Cross, Young 
Men’s Christian Association (YMCA), Young Women’s Christian Association 
(YWCA), Volunteers of America, American Public Health Association, National 
Tuberculosis Association, National Society for the Prevention of Blindness, 
Goodwill Industries, Planned Parenthood, and scores of others.3 Scouting for 
both girls and boys came to involve thousands of volunteers across the country.4 
Explaining why the Boy Scouts of America blossomed into one of the nation’s 
largest volunteer-oriented organizations, historian Benjamin René Jordan found 
that more than 99% of adults overseeing the hundreds of scout troops during 
the 1910s and 1920s “remained unpaid volunteers, which made the organization 
cost efficient to run.”5

Having succeeded in coupling voluntarism to patriotism during World War 
I, the federal government sought to strengthen that linkage during World War 
II. Millions of women were enlisted as unpaid workers, donating their time and 
labor to the Red Cross, United Service Organizations (USO), Office of Civilian 
Defense, and other groups. They volunteered as nurses, collected blood and 
plasma donations, arranged social events for service members, and acted as 
air-raid wardens. They assisted with the cultivation of some 18 million victory 
gardens from coast to coast and—through the U.S. Department of Agriculture—
joined the Women’s Land Army to work on farms, which were in desperate need 
of labor to make up for the men siphoned in military service.6

The volunteer spirit remained fervent after the war, with donation of time 
and effort rewarded socially, perceived as an admirable expenditure of leisure 
time, especially for women who were not employed outside the home. Com-
mentators drawn to defining the American character often pointed to the strong 
current of voluntarism.7 Nonprofit organizations increasingly relied on volun-
teers, primarily to reduce their expenses and secondarily to cultivate potential 
financial donors. The Census Bureau’s 1974 survey of volunteers in the United 
States revealed “one out of four Americans over the age of 13 does some form of 
volunteer work” and that “a hallmark of American voluntarism is that all strata 
of economic, educational and social levels contribute their share.”8

The contours of American voluntarism have varied over time, as have the 
types of volunteer organizations, each of which reflected the values and circum-
stances of its associated community. The roles played by individual volunteers 
have been correspondingly diverse, engaging people from all walks of life, all 
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income levels, and all backgrounds, and incorporated into the agendas of all re-
ligious organizations from the national to local level. Given voluntarism’s broad 
appeal and its entrenched place in American society, no cause or partisan fac-
tion has been able to resist tapping into the impulse, converting “community 
service” into a tool for achieving a political goal.9

VOLUNTARISM AND SCIENCE

Voluntarism has also played an important role in the advancement of science. In 
the United States, the contributions of volunteers working under the direction of 
professional scientists has proven especially valuable in areas heavily dependent 
upon extensive observations and monitoring, such as archaeology, astronomy, 
and natural history. The Smithsonian Institution built on the volunteer spirit 
from its earliest years, engaging in outreach as a way to implement founder 
James Smithson’s bequest to further “the increase and diffusion of knowledge.”10 
A year after the institution’s establishment in 1846, its first head, the physicist 
Joseph Henry, launched an ambitious weather-monitoring initiative, the 
Smithsonian Meteorological Project. To assist with this large-scale undertaking, 
Henry recruited scores of volunteer observers, providing them with calibrated 
instruments and standardized blank forms to be filled out monthly. By 1860, 
the number of observers around the United States had grown to more than 
600. The Civil War disrupted the Smithsonian’s weather-monitoring efforts, 
which continued in a diminished fashion through 1870, when Congress 
transferred responsibility for taking meteorological observations to the U.S. 
Army Signal Corps. Like the Smithsonian, the Signal Corps relied heavily on 
volunteer observers. In 1890, the monitoring responsibility shifted to the newly 
established—and more robustly funded—U.S. Weather Bureau within the 
Department of Agriculture.11

The Smithsonian’s use of volunteers has continued, with individuals 
donating their time and talent to assist in myriad activities—from acquiring 
objects and specimens for the permanent collections to translating texts to 
interacting directly with the public as information providers, docents, and ed-
ucators. During the Cold War, Operation Moonwatch assembled an interna-
tional network of thousands of amateur sky watchers to track artificial Earth 



28� GREEN PERSUASION

satellites.12 The Friends of the National Zoo (FONZ) was founded in 1958 to 
raise private funds for the Smithsonian’s zoological park. Within a few years, 
FONZ had expanded its charge by recruiting volunteers. In 1965, zoo director 
Theodore Reed celebrated the dedicated FONZ assistants, who ranged from 
high school students to retirees, for having received “nothing in return” for 
their contributions “other than the satisfaction of having performed a public 
service.”13 By the early 1970s, hundreds of zoo volunteers were logging thou-
sands of hours of service each year, including as animal observers in the zoo’s 
popular “Preg Watch” program.14 Throughout the Smithsonian, volunteers 
eventually came to outnumber paid staff within the institution’s museums and 
research centers.

As many similar organizations have recognized, voluntarism allows people 
to contribute to causes near and dear to their hearts, regardless of their financial 
resources. The National Audubon Society, for example, inaugurated its Christ-
mas bird count in 1900, and annual counts (which are undertaken by tens of 
thousands of amateur birdwatchers) continue to this day, generating valuable 
long-term data sets for ornithologists. With the maturation of ecology in the late 
twentieth century, volunteer observers assumed increasingly important roles in 
other large-scale monitoring projects, leading public policy analysts to begin to 
label these volunteer participants “citizen scientists.”15

For environmental conservation, park philanthropy gained increased 
currency during the twentieth century, most famously publicized through the 
support of Laurance Rockefeller and other wealthy donors, but also through 
more modest private philanthropy.16 Private donations began supplementing 
the National Park Service’s congressional appropriations from the first decades 
of the agency’s founding in 1916. The Park Service’s first director, Stephen 
Mather, used his own money to purchase buildings, equipment, and tools 
and even subsidized the salaries of his assistant, Horace Albright, and other 
administrative staff members.17 Individuals and groups formed conservancies to 
acquire, manage, preserve, and (sometimes) deed to government agencies land 
for public enjoyment. The Nature Conservancy developed the largest portfolio, 
but legions of smaller, more tightly focused conservancies sprouted up across the 
country.18 Urban dwellers also became engaged in preserving and caring for local 
green spaces. During the 1980s, for example, individual donors underwrote the 
establishment of the Central Park Conservancy in Manhattan. This nonprofit 
organization worked to maintain and improve the high-visibility, internationally 
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significant park. A decade later, the Friends of the Hudson River Park organized 
as a nonprofit entity dedicated to expanding Manhattan’s second-largest park, 
Diller Island.19

By the time it merged with the Bureau of Fisheries in 1940 to form the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the Bureau of Biological Survey had accrued a 
successful record of using volunteers in the collection and organization of data 
on North American birds. In his history of the bureau’s work during the 1920s 
and 1930s, Etienne Benson found that information “from thousands of volun-
teers banding millions of birds helped ornithologists map migratory flyways and 
census bird populations on a continual scale.”20

The diverse and profuse contributions of volunteers to the scientific 
enterprise and natural resources conservation are but a small reflection of the 
incalculable types of assistance volunteers have rendered to virtually all sectors 
of society. Not every circumstance, however, proceeded smoothly. Given the 
complexity of motivations for (and benefits of) volunteering and the fact that 
volunteers decide to work on their own volition and often come to volunteer 
activities with strong opinions, contradictory objectives have occasionally led to 
conflict among voluntary organizations.21

VOLUNTARISM AND PUBLIC LANDS STEWARDSHIP

When he was secretary of the Interior Department during the Kennedy 
administration, Stewart Udall pointed to the indispensable assistance of 
volunteer organizations in preserving and caring for public lands. From its 
establishment in 1936, one of the nation’s largest conservation organizations, 
the National Wildlife Federation, had played a significant role in this effort, 
joined by groups like the Sierra Club, Garden Club of America, Resources for 
the Future, Desert Protective Council, and Conservation Foundation.22 By 
purchasing land, advancing research and education, or planting trees, Udall 
wrote in 1963, the groups “have broadened our understanding of the American 
earth, and together they can form a rising chorus for the conservation cause.”23 
Later, as President Lyndon Johnson’s secretary of the Interior, Udall worked 
with Lady Bird Johnson on various environmental initiatives, including those 
that encouraged voluntary neighborhood beautification projects.24
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Another source of human effort and generosity came from the hiking clubs 
that grew in number and popularity between the 1860s and 1940s. Club mem-
bers built and maintained trails, erected and repaired camps and shelters, and 
advocated for land protection. During the early twentieth century, volunteers 
constructed hundreds of miles of trails in New Hampshire’s White Mountains, 
opening the remote, rugged New England terrain to recreational hikers.25 Begin-
ning in the 1920s, the hiking community embarked on an even more ambitious 
project, the Appalachian Trail, which, when completed in 1937, stretched more 
than 2,180 miles from Maine’s Mount Katahdin to Georgia’s Springer Mountain. 
Beyond building and maintaining the trail, volunteers have through the years 
erected shelters, published maps and guidebooks, and worked with adjoining 
landowners to ensure ongoing permission to cross their properties. The Nation-
al Trails System Act of 1968 placed the Appalachian Trail within the National 
Park Service, but the agency continues to rely on volunteers in the complicated 
land acquisition process, as well as for trail maintenance and monitoring.26

As the number of conservation organizations increased in tandem with the 
rising popularity of outdoor recreation in postwar America, so did the need for 
volunteers. At the end of World War II, the Fish and Wildlife Service listed 56 
nongovernmental wildlife organizations; by the mid-1970s, the total exceeded 
300.27 Such growth had been fueled by the political energy surrounding the 
first Earth Day in April 1970, one of the largest demonstrations of any type in 
U.S. history and an event that sprang from the grassroots involvement of tens 
of thousands of volunteers across the country.28 In the months that followed, 
memberships of environmental organizations soared, and many groups turned 
to public service advertising to recruit new members, reinforce the loyalty of 
existing members, and frame the political debate on environmental matters. A 
decade later, environmental organizations expanded yet again in response to 
the election of Ronald Reagan, who was perceived as opposing many of their 
key tenets.29

Although less centered on political activism, public lands stewardship also 
tapped into the nation’s spirit of voluntarism. In 2014, Randall Wilson noted 
that in a country “more committed to commercial enterprise than any other in 
the world,” one that holds private property among its “most cherished national 
values,” Americans had chosen to set aside nearly a third of its total acreage 
for public ownership.30 With such vast holdings and the burgeoning appeal of 
outdoor recreation in the decades after World War II, the National Park Service 
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(NPS) faced a monumental task of caring for the lands and resources under its 
charge.31 When Elizabeth Cushman wrote her 1955 Vassar College senior thesis 
on the merits of developing a student conservation corps to recruit high school 
and college volunteers to aid the NPS during the summer months, her teachers, 
family, and friends encouraged her to pursue her idea after graduation. She 
did, wasting little time in securing financial support from the Garden Club of 
America and the National Parks Association. In 1957, Cushman convinced the 

FIGURE 11. Lady Bird Johnson (left), National Park Service Director George 
Hartzog (center), and secretary of the Interior Stewart Udall (right) lead a hiking 
party on Big Bend National Park’s Lost Mine Trail in April 1966. Courtesy of U.S. 
National Park Service.
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NPS to authorize demonstration projects in Olympic and Grand Teton national 
parks for what she called the Student Conservation Program. Under Park Service 
supervision, the student volunteers assisted with trail maintenance, building 
and renovating hiking shelters, and visitor information and interpretive services. 
The program proved an immediate success, and other park units soon opened 
their arms to the summer volunteers. In 1964, the program incorporated itself as 
the nonprofit, tax-exempt Student Conservation Association, which continues 
to this day to bring volunteers into the parks and to provide a model for other 
national youth conservation groups.32

Student volunteers were helpful, but their seasonal labors and limited dis-
persal were no match for NPS’s towering needs, which continued to outpace the 
agency’s federal appropriations. In 1967, when Park Service Director George Hart-
zog asked his special assistant, Ronald Lee, to assess the situation, Lee responded 
that “of all the conservation and management problems facing the National Park 
System . . . balancing the claims of rapidly mounting public use and the require-
ments of preservation is probably the most pervasive and difficult.”33 Two years 
later, following Hartzog’s recommendation, Interior secretary Walter J. Hickel 
requested congressional authorization for an expanded, NPS-administered vol-
unteer program. “Volunteer work is a traditional and basic value of American life” 

FIGURE 12. Volunteer laborers from St. Paul Lutheran Church in Fullerton, California, working on 
Kings Canyon National Park’s Grant Tree Trail in June 1974. Courtesy of U.S. National Park Service.
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and needed, he said, for assistance “in interpreting the parks and providing other 
visitor services.” Hickel assured Congress that the Park Service would be able to 
recruit teachers, conservationists, naturalists, historians, and outdoor enthusiasts 
to donate their time and expertise toward jobs that would complement—and not 
“diminish”—the tasks of the agency’s paid, career employees.34

Congress agreed, sanctioning the Park Service to develop its own 
Volunteers in Parks (VIP) program to supplement Cushman’s privately run 
Student Conservation Program.35 The new NPS initiative allowed the agency to 
accept and utilize a much larger and more experienced corps of volunteers. The 
program began experimentally in Washington, D.C., during fall 1970, before 
spreading out to other parts of the country. At remote parks and monuments, 
VIP participants undertook assigned tasks in exchange for temporary room and 
board. The program grew increasingly important after 1981, when a series of 
budget cuts forced a steady decline in park employees.36 Describing the work of 
VIP volunteers at Washington, D.C.’s most frequented memorials, park ranger 
Jason Cangelosi said, “Basically, they’re a docent like you’d expect at a museum—
someone to be there and greet visitors and give a little history and answer 

FIGURE 13. Citizen science volunteers studying frogs in Mount Rainier National Park in August 
2018. Courtesy of National Park Service.
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questions.”37 In her tribute to the national parks on the occasion of the Park 
Service’s centennial, author and conservation activist Terry Tempest Williams 
acknowledged “the 200,000 volunteers nationwide who are giving their time 
and hearts to our national parks. They are largely seniors, veterans, and young 
people. Without them, our national parks could not function.”38

From the very beginning, Hartzog had been careful to stress the signif-
icance of the VIP program to NPS’s field directors, telling them that “many 
other bureaus have indicated an interest in the results of Volunteers in Parks, 
and the use you make of the program will affect not only the National Park 
Service, but other agencies and departments as well.”39 His advice proved 
prescient. Encouraged by the success of the Park Service’s VIP program, 
Congress passed the Volunteers in the National Forest Act of 1972, which 
empowered the Forest Service to recruit and train volunteers to engage with 
such activities as campground management and archaeological digs. The 
popular summer-oriented program grew in size over the next two decades.40 
Noting that “budget and staffing cuts over the last decade have challenged 
the ability of professionals to meet recreation needs in a responsive way,” 
the President’s Commission on Americans Outdoors reported in 1987 that 
public lands agencies were increasingly turning to volunteers for needed as-
sistance.41 The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service exemplified that trend. Hav-
ing had long made use of citizen volunteers, it formalized its public-private 
initiatives under the Volunteer and Community Partnership Enhancement 
Act of 1998, further expanding them with the help of the National Wildlife 
Refuge Volunteer Improvement Act of 2010.42

VOLUNTARISM AND THE ADVERTISING COUNCIL

Such reservoirs of talent, good will, and government support were prime targets 
for Advertising Council public service campaigns, and the council excelled in 
channeling a similar spirit of donations of time, expertise, and labor by its mem-
bers. A small salaried staff has guided operations, but the burden of campaign 
development and execution has always been shouldered by individuals, adver-
tising agencies, businesses, media outlets, and celebrity spokespersons working 
pro bono. The council’s board of directors consists of volunteer members drawn 
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from advertising firms, media (newspapers, magazines, radio, television), and 
the business community. Acknowledging the extent to which its public service 
advertising initiatives have relied upon the generosity of others, the council has 
often portrayed itself as the “Volunteer Agency,” an emphasis that infused its 
public service advertising campaigns, which typically solicited involvement by 
individual citizens and community organizations.43

It was understandable, therefore, that the council’s successful track record 
captured the attention of the Nixon administration when it sought to follow 
through on a 1968 campaign promise to develop a wide-ranging voluntary action 
program.44 In 1969, the White House announced the establishment of the National 
Program for Voluntary Action, a low-cost federal program supported by the 
nonprofit National Center for Voluntary Action (NCVA), which was responsible 
for raising private funds and serving as a public clearinghouse. Nixon’s staff asked 
the Ad Council to undertake a national advertising campaign promoting the new 
program as a public-private partnership designed to appeal to all Americans, “be 
they rich or poor, urban or rural, young or old, black or white.”45

FIGURE 14. Since its founding, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has made extensive use of 
citizen science volunteers, such as this one collecting stream data at Pinnell Creek near Kodiak, 
Alaska. Courtesy of National Conservation Training Center, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.
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Many of the activities developed for the NCVA (later renamed ACTION), 
such as an annual volunteer awards gala and National Football League in-
volvement, resurfaced in the Reagan administration’s Take Pride in America 
initiative. The voluntary action campaign also represented a tightening of con-
nections between the Ad Council and potential White House political goals.46 
As Susan Ellis and Katherine Campbell explained in their historical overview of 
volunteerism in the United States, “The Nixon administration launched the first 
peacetime effort to stimulate a major American volunteer force.”47 Six citizen 
service volunteer agencies, which together counted for more than 24,000 vol-
unteers, came together to form ACTION. The groups included the Peace Corps, 
Volunteers in Service to America (VISTA), the Foster Grandparents Program, 
Retired and Senior Volunteer Program (RSVP), the Service Corps of Retired 
Executives (SCORE), and the Active Corps of Executives.48

The first national volunteer awards gala was held in February 1972 at the 
John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts.49 The advertising elements 
of the Voluntary Action campaign, with its tagline “We Need You,” hit markets 
in late summer 1972, with different media phased in through 1973. In terms of 
broad public exposure, the campaign’s big breakthrough came in January 1973, 
when televised public service announcements during the Super Bowl attracted 
more than 53 million viewers.50 During football’s regular season, the Voluntary 
Action television spots included 24 players from across the National Football 
League. For the championship game, which pitted the Miami Dolphins against 
the Washington Redskins, the public service announcements appearing during 
commercial breaks featured Washington players Jerry Smith and Brig Owens 
discussing volunteer service, followed by the voice-over plea “What we need, 
money can’t buy. We need you.”51 

As a complement to the Voluntary Action campaign, Nixon issued 
two presidential proclamations on 20 April 1974, which together linked 
environmental stewardship and voluntarism. The first designated the week 
beginning on 21 April as “Earth Week, 1974,” and the second designated the 
same period as “National Volunteer Week, 1974.” To commemorate Earth 
Week, the president asked “that special attention be given to personal voluntary 
activities and educational efforts toward protecting and enhancing our life-
giving environment.”52 The companion proclamation establishing National 
Volunteer Week declared that “the spirit of voluntarism, one of the hallmarks 
of American life, has rarely been stronger than it is today. It has been estimated 
that one out of every five Americans is contributing time and talent in some kind 
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of voluntary service,” and it claimed that more than 90,000 people were then 
serving in ACTION-sponsored programs.53

Quite unexpectedly, the Ad Council’s Voluntary Action campaign struck 
advertising gold in the wake of President Nixon’s August 1974 resignation, when 
Barbra Streisand—one of many prominent figures included in the infamous 
Nixon White House “enemies” list54—agreed to serve as the campaign’s celebrity 
spokesperson. Streisand drew on the continuing popularity of her rendition 
of “People” from the 1964 Broadway musical Funny Girl to produce several 
“People Who Need People” spots for the campaign. The high-visibility coverage 
continued in 1975, when the campaign succeeded in placing a television spot 
in association with Super Bowl IX, the most watched television event up to 
that time. The Ad Council had sent Volunteer TV packages to all stations in 
cities with NFL teams; at least 20 stations reported airing the public service 
announcements in the run up to the game.55

With the nation celebrating is bicentennial anniversary in 1976, volunteer-
ism offered a safe and popular theme for activities. The Ad Council convened 
a National Congress on Volunteerism and Citizenship as “an opportunity for 
all Americans to have a voice in determining ways in which individuals and in-
stitutions can most effectively contribute to the solution of major social prob-
lems in the next decade and beyond,” whether those problems concern jobs, 

FIGURE 15. The U.S. Postal Service’s 1983 commemorative stamp honoring 
the Ad Council’s Volunteer—Lend a Hand campaign. Courtesy of National 
Postal Museum, Smithsonian Institution.
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housing, crime, education, racial conflict, health, or the environment.56 At that 
stage, the NCVA was chaired by George Romney, former governor of Michigan 
(1963–1969) and secretary of Housing and Urban Development (1969–1973), 
who stressed the Republican Party’s focus on individual rather than government 
action: “The volunteer side of our nation should not wait for government to ini-
tiate such cooperative action.”57

For years, the Ad Council had maintained that the common thread running 
through all of its campaigns was “the promotion of independent volunteer actions 
to solve America’s problems,”58 and that message dovetailed with the new admin-
istration’s goals, as Ronald Reagan took office in January 1981. Reagan wanted to 
harness the growing dissatisfaction with federal programs to promote private sup-
port of public causes, so in December 1981, the Ad Council’s Public Policy Com-
mittee pitched just such an approach to the president’s staff and the Association 
of Junior Leagues. Although the administration did not join forces with the Ad 
Council on that project, the discussions contained the seeds for what became the 
Take Pride in America campaign during Reagan’s second term.59
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Prior to Ronald Reagan’s election in 1980, U.S. environmental policymaking 
tended to flow from bipartisan alliances.1 Legislation signed into law by Pres-
idents Johnson, Nixon, Ford, and Carter had reflected a consensus among 
concerned Democrats and Republicans about the need to decrease pollution, 
protect human health, and preserve natural resources, with minor quibbling 
over the administrative and regulatory strategies to achieve those goals. Reagan 
abandoned this approach. Striving to shrink the overall size of the federal gov-
ernment, accelerate the development of natural resources on public lands, and 
reduce regulation of business, his administration emphasized economic growth 
and the relaxation of health, safety, and environmental rules.2

Toward this end, Reagan sought to expand government reliance on market 
forces. Doing so, he contended, would meet more of society’s needs without 
causing undue harm to the natural environment and public health. In the absence 
of public or congressional approval, however, this shift in federal priorities and 
direction provoked considerable controversy and political outrage. Reagan’s 
aversion to direct confrontation with Congress led him to depend on administrative 
fiat rather than legislation. In addition to weakening the enforcement of federal 
regulations, he reorganized executive branch agencies, significantly trimmed or 
reallocated their budgets and personnel, and appointed like-minded loyalists to 
key positions throughout the bureaucracy. Resources for the Future analyst Paul 
Portney observed that “there is a price to pay for inattention to legislative change” 
because subsequent presidents could more easily reverse administrative policies. 

CHAPTER 4

RONALD REAGAN’S  
ENVIRONMENTAL RECORD
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“Fundamental change,” he said, “is much more likely if an administration takes 
the time to work closely with Congress in redirecting policy,” something the 
Reagan White House consistently avoided.3 Instead, the president promoted his 
agenda through positive publicity, working the levers of public relations like a 
Hollywood agent.

CALIFORNIA DREAMING

To understand the anger that greeted President Reagan’s environmental policies, 
it is useful to look back at his record as governor of California. Although his 
tenure in Sacramento, from 1967 to 1975, overlapped with the coming of age of 
the Golden State’s environmental movement, he never championed the causes of 
conservation and environmental protection. Buoyed by the rejuvenating solitude 
of his spacious properties in the Santa Monica Mountains north of Los Angeles 
(during the 1950s and 1960s) and the Santa Ynez Mountains northwest of Santa 
Barbara (after 1974) and informed by his travels throughout the West, Reagan 
came to view the United States as containing a superabundance of land, beauty, 
and natural resources. His environmental perspectives were also tempered by his 
innate political values, values that paralleled those of prodevelopment factions 
in the West, which chafed at government restrictions yet demanded government 
assistance in gaining access to public resources. Nevertheless, as governor of a 
state renowned for the strength of its citizenry’s environmental concerns, he 
charted a middle-of-the-road course, aided throughout his eight years in office by 
his proenvironmental secretary of Resources, Norman “Ike” Livermore Jr.4

Reagan was among a cohort of governors who were in office when the 
first big wave of federal environmental legislation took effect. But unlike 
Jimmy Carter, who led the state of Georgia from 1971 to 1975, Reagan did not 
initiate state environmental protection efforts. As long as he believed legislative 
proposals would not unduly burden the business sector, Reagan endorsed them. 
In this respect, his environmental policy approach resembled President Nixon’s.5 
Reagan’s gubernatorial record thus came to include breakthrough legislation 
associated with coastal zone protection and air and water pollution control. He 
signed into law the wide-ranging California Environmental Quality Act, whereas 
his fiscal conservatism and antagonism toward large federal projects led him to 
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oppose the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers’ massive Dos Rios Dam, which had 
been proposed for the middle fork of the scenic Eel River and which had ignited 
vigorous opposition from conservation organizations.6

When he vacated the governor’s mansion in 1975, however, Reagan left behind 
the associations he had forged with various proenvironment advisors in Sacramento. 
Now casting his politically ambitious gaze away from the environmentalist-leaning 
West Coast toward the nation as a whole, Reagan’s views on natural resources 
came to be increasingly influenced, as biographer Lou Cannon observes, by “pro-
development friends in business and industry” who opposed in principle federal 
environmental regulations and preservation programs.7

Reagan’s 1980 presidential campaign neither emphasized nor ignored en-
vironmental concerns. His platform stressed the goal of reducing the size of the 
federal government and taming the inflationary economy that had plagued the 
nation throughout Carter’s presidency. Reagan promised to cut taxes, limit fed-
eral domestic spending, and increase military expenditures. He also pledged to 
lighten the regulatory burden placed upon business and to transfer appropriate 
federal responsibilities to state and local government, an approach that worked 
against prioritizing environmental values. To the extent that Reagan discussed 
natural resources and environmental policy at all during the campaign, he 
placed them within the framework of his pragmatic political goals, not as social 
or ethical imperatives.8

This marginalization of environmental concerns persisted throughout the 
presidential race, with neither the Carter nor the Reagan campaign emphasiz-
ing environmental policy. In the face of rampant inflation and soaring interest 
rates, Reagan made the economy his top priority and criticized his opponent 
for not following suit. Carter focused on personal qualities, stressing his own 
honesty and integrity and, by implication, casting doubts upon Reagan’s trust-
worthiness. These campaign strategies, in fact, reflected leading polls, which 
consistently showed voters failing to list natural resources and the environment 
among their top 10 concerns.9

Hampered by tepid support among Democratic leaders, persistently high 
levels of unemployment and inflation, and the Iran hostage crisis, Carter suffered 
a landslide defeat. This defeat spurred Reagan to portray his decisive electoral 
victory as a mandate from the people, a ringing endorsement of his call for a 
thorough reorientation of public policy, which the new administration extended 
to environmental and natural resources decision-making.10
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SETTING A NEW COURSE

The 1980 election results stunned environmentalists. They were suddenly 
confronted with an administration hostile toward their core values. Political 
scientist Norman Vig has called Reagan “the first president to come to office with 
an avowedly anti-environmental agenda,” one based on a belief that conservation 
was “fundamentally at odds with economic growth and prosperity.”11 Lewis 
Regenstein of the Fund for Animals quipped at the time that he felt as if he 
had “one foot in the grave and the other on a banana peel.”12 These concerns 
became reality during the first months of Reagan’s presidency, as the White 
House announced its selections for the top environmental posts, moved to slash 
budgets and personnel at the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), and 
gutted the Council on Environmental Quality. Environmental regulations across 
the board appeared threatened by the administration’s drumbeat assertion that 
environmental protection and economic growth were incompatible.13

The White House pursued these goals by initially focusing on EPA and the 
Department of the Interior, even though authority to execute environmental policy 
also resides within such departments and independent agencies as the Tennessee 
Valley Authority, Army Corps of Engineers, Department of Agriculture, Department 
of Commerce, and Department of Energy. The Interior Department, created in 
1849, has served as the central player in the management of the nation’s natural 
resources, accumulating through the years a complex patchwork of duties and 
constituencies. Some of these responsibilities were preservationist in orientation, 
whereas others were developmental, resulting in internal bureaucratic tensions 
and competing public expectations. By 1981, the department’s preservationist 
side encompassed the National Park Service, Fish and Wildlife Service, and 
Wilderness Area activities, whereas the developmental side included the Bureau 
of Reclamation, Bureau of Mines, and Bureau of Land Management.14

The nomination of James G. Watt as secretary of the Interior buttressed 
Reagan’s standing within the right wing of the Republican Party, especially with 
those in the West. The 43-year-old Watt had been born and raised in Wyoming 
and earned both bachelor’s (1960) and juris doctor (1962) degrees from the 
University of Wyoming, before joining the staff of Senator Milward Lee Simpson 
(R-WY). From 1966 to 1969, he worked as a lobbyist for the U.S. Chamber of 
Commerce, opposing clean air and water legislation, until appointed by President 
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Nixon as deputy assistant secretary of Water and Power in the Department of 
the Interior. After three years in that post, he moved up the agency’s hierarchy 
to head the Bureau of Outdoor Recreation. President Ford appointed him to 
the Federal Power Commission in 1975, where he served for two years. In 1977, 
Watt became the first president and chief legal officer of the Mountain States 
Legal Foundation. That ultraconservative organization, founded and financially 
supported by beer magnate Joseph Coors, specialized in litigation challenging 
federal programs designed to conserve natural resources on public lands.15

Later, as Reagan’s Interior secretary, Watt brazenly advanced elements of 
the president’s proindustry, anti-regulation political agenda. His high-profile, 
confrontational style and his often-extreme official actions generated media cov-
erage and the ire of environmentalists. As a personality, he proved easy to rid-
icule, dislike, and even despise, and he came to symbolize the administration’s 
environmental insensitivity. Watt cultivated his bad-boy, in-your-face persona. 
As a self-designated lightning rod for the White House, he kept environmental 
criticism from directly striking Reagan, a strategy that seemed to work during 
the new administration’s opening months.16

Rather than pursuing a time-consuming legislative approach as Inte-
rior secretary, Watt worked internally, appointing trusted abettors to key ad-
ministrative positions, realigning strategic priorities, and reprogramming the 
agency’s budget to shape policy. When describing his emphasis on embedding 
like-minded civil servants within the department, he explained, “I will build an 
institutional memory that will be here for decades.”17

Reagan had entered office determined to give his cabinet secretaries a 
prominent voice in governing the nation, and he pursued that intent by estab-
lishing a system of cabinet councils. Questions of energy, environment, and 
natural resources fell under the Cabinet Council on Natural Resources and 
Environment, whose chairman pro tempore was the secretary of the Interior.18 
Heading this executive group expanded Watt’s influence, allowing him to cast 
his shadow over other agencies like EPA, the Department of Energy, and the 
Department of Agriculture.19

Watt’s first bundle of policy directives in spring 1981 triggered an avalanche 
of protests. Conservationists were particularly galled by the Interior secretary’s 
moratorium on new land acquisitions for the national parks, his push to open 
more federal land to mining and logging, his program to increase offshore oil 
and gas leases, and his proposal to transfer strip-mining regulations to the 
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states. These actions represented just the tip of the iceberg, for Watt went on 
to block the listing of new endangered species, promote the acceleration of oil 
and gas leasing in Alaska, reorient the Land and Water Conservation Fund, 
and oppose the creation of urban national parks. He replaced the Carter era 
directors of every agency within Interior except for one: the National Park 
Service. There he left in place Russell Dickenson, a career parks administrator 
selected in 1980 by Interior secretary Cecil Andrus. During Watt’s confirmation 
hearing, he told the Senate that he wanted to keep Dickenson as a sign of 
his intention to professionalize National Park Service leadership; he did not 
reveal that he had gotten to know Dickenson when they had worked together 
at Interior during the Nixon administration or that Dickenson had expressed 
his wholehearted agreement with Watt’s desire to freeze the acquisition of new 
park lands.20

Retaining the National Park Service’s director may have eased anxieties 
within that agency, but it did little to calm the swelling waves of public protest or 
congressional resistance. Arguing that the Park Service had grown too quickly, 
Watt sought to reallocate money earmarked for land procurement to upgrade 
and repair roads and hotels within existing parks. Congress, however, objected 
and restored funds into the agency’s land acquisition budget.21

Watt’s suspension of new parkland acquisitions paled in comparison to his 
talk of disposing of other federal lands—either through sale to the private sector 
or through transfer to the states—when it came to rubbing many outdoor rec-
reationalists, such as hunters and anglers, the wrong way. As political scientist 
Richard Ganzel observed in 1984, “The obvious glee experienced by James Watt 
in taunting environmentalists transformed their skepticism into angry resis-
tance.”22 Land ownership was one thing, but Watt also continued to downplay 
protection and to facilitate development of the vast public land holdings over-
seen by the Department of the Interior, knowing full well that this would further 
provoke environmental activists. In July 1981, the National Wildlife Federation 
(NWF)—the nation’s largest (at 4.5 million members) and most politically con-
servative environmental organization—called for Watt’s dismissal, something al-
ready being pushed by the smaller, more combative Sierra Club and Wilderness 
Society. Since its founding in 1936, NWF had never lobbied for the dismissal of 
a White House appointee, yet it now publicly opposed Watt, charging him with 
paying “lip service to environmental protection” while “working to undermine or 
circumvent many of our basic environmental protection laws.”23



RONALD REAGAN’S ENVIRONMENTAL RECORD� 45

Although the Reagan administration’s environmental and natural resources 
policies drew a wide range of objections, the most impassioned critiques were 
directed to actions on public lands. No federal office received more venomous 
criticism than the Department of the Interior. Its antagonistic secretary openly 
sympathized with the “Sagebrush Rebellion,” a loosely knit political movement 
whose adherents advocated that much of the federal land holdings (especially 
those in the West) be transferred to the states or sold outright. Recreational users 
of public lands were understandably apprehensive, especially in light of Watt’s 
action in February 1981 to abolish the Heritage Conservation and Recreation 
Service (formerly the Bureau of Outdoor Recreation).24

Watt also drew fire from opponents of offshore oil development. During 
his 1980 presidential campaign, Reagan had signaled his desire to expand oil 
exploration under the nation’s coastal waters. Soon after his installation as Interior 
secretary, Watt filed a proposal to designate 111 tracts, totaling 5,100 acres, in the 
Santa Maria Basin off California’s San Luis Obispo County coast. As a follow-up, he 
called for the additional lease of more than 150,000 acres farther north. National 
environmental organizations questioned the Outer Continental Shelf lease sales 
in Northern California, but their outcry paled in comparison to the protests raised 
by the state’s elected officials and congressional delegation, who complained that 
the administration’s heavy hand on this matter contradicted Reagan’s campaign 
promise to delegate more authority to state and local government. In March 1981, 
a bipartisan group of California members of the House of Representatives formally 
requested that the president reconsider the proposed sale.25 Meanwhile, the state of 
California, together with 19 local governments and several environmental groups, 
challenged Watt’s decision in court. Federal District Judge Mariana Pfaelzer 
blocked the oil leases in July 1981, ruling that the Coastal Zone Management Act 
of 1972 authorized the prohibition of such drilling if it conflicted with the state’s 
coastal management plan.26

In July 1982, Alaska and California and seven environmental organizations 
elevated their opposition of Watt’s five-year coastal oil and gas leasing program 
proposal to the U.S. Court of Appeals. In October, the court ruled in favor of 
the plaintiffs, ordering the Interior Department “to give greater weight to 
‘environmental and social costs’ in carrying out its offshore leasing program.”27 
Watt announced another plan that summer to develop almost a billion acres 
off both coasts. Faced with the well-publicized complaints of 28 members of 
Congress, the secretary retorted that “it is much easier to explain to the American 



46� GREEN PERSUASION

people why we have oil rigs off our 
coast than it would be to explain to 
the mothers and fathers of this land 
why their sons are fighting on the 
sands of the Middle East as might be 
required if the policies of our critics 
were to be pursued.”28

Environmental organizations 
made political hay from such con-
troversies. The Sierra Club, for ex-
ample, used a “remove James Watt” 
theme for its 1982 membership 
drive. As executive director Michael 
McCloskey stated in his widely dis-
tributed recruitment letter, “Unless 
you and I act immediately, we will 
surely see the destruction of lands 
needed for our national parks, the invasion of our irreplaceable wilderness 
lands, and the demise of habitat for our nation’s wildlife.” He described the club’s 
successful “Dump Watt” campaign and announced a new and similar “Replace 
Watt” petition. “As soon as we have the signatures of 1,000,000 more friends—
people like you—we will again take the REPLACE WATT petitions to Washing-
ton,” he said. “Imagine the effect a total of two million signatures will have on the 
Congress, the press, and on President Reagan. Nothing of this magnitude has 
occurred in recent years in the conservation movement!”29 Arguing that “Watt’s 
reign of environmental terror electrified and reinvigorated the environmental 
movement,” former National Park Service director George Hartzog believed that 
Watt was unquestionably “the most successful spur to increased membership 
ever to serve the citizen conservation organizations. Their memberships sky-
rocketed while he was secretary of the interior.”30

The political waves Watt so gleefully generated began to have a ripple effect on 
the whole administration. The increased revenues generated from their anti-Watt 
campaigns enabled environmental organizations to build their professional staffs 
to unprecedented levels, and Democratic Party strategists perceived the Interior 
secretary as a highly useful foil in the forthcoming election campaigns. As Philip 
Shabecoff of the New York Times observed, Democrats were publicly calling for 

FIGURE 16. Environmental button lampooning 
Interior secretary James Watt. Courtesy 
of National Museum of American History, 
Smithsonian Institution.
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Watt’s resignation, even while privately admitting “they have more political profit 
to make by having him remain in office.”31 An aide to House Speaker Thomas P. 
O’Neill Jr. joked, “Watt is the best thing we have going for us.”32

As the 1984 campaign season drew near, polls suggested that Watt’s mount-
ing unpopularity might harm the president’s prospects for reelection. Following 
his lifelong pattern of dissociating himself from unpleasant controversy, Reagan 
had not engaged personally in debates over his administration’s natural resourc-
es and environmental policies, preferring instead to let Watt take the lead—and 
the heat.33 As a pragmatist, however, Reagan understood that the time had come 
for him to compromise and retreat. The Interior secretary’s words and actions 
were alienating too many potential voters, endangering not only the president’s 
reelection but also the reelection bids of several Republican congressional mem-
bers. When the White House forced Watt to resign in October 1983, even the ed-
itors of the New York Times opined that it was Watt’s “indiscretions, not his—or 
Mr. Reagan’s—policies, that did him in.”34

Many commentators speculated that Reagan would choose a new secretary 
committed to advancing the same agenda. They were surprised when he selected 
someone with little experience in the areas encompassed by Interior. The choice 
of National Security Advisor William P. Clark showed that Reagan was not taking 
any chances. Unlike Watt, who had been recommended to him and whom Reagan 
barely knew, Clark was a longtime confidant who had served Reagan faithfully 
as both gubernatorial and presidential troubleshooter. The president completely 
trusted him to straighten out the controversies at Interior while keeping the agen-
cy’s basic policy orientation in line with the administration’s.35

Clark had proved himself up to tough administrative challenges, as he had 
had minimal foreign policy experience before being named national security 
advisor. Although his meager background in environmental and natural resources 
matters posed little concern for the White House, it did alarm the administration’s 
critics. Environmental Policy Institute president Louise Dunlap observed that 
Clark’s appointment “shows the White House understands they are in deep 
political trouble over the environmental issue.” Wilderness Society executive vice 
president William Turnage labeled the choice “a tragedy,” adding, “the President 
clearly doesn’t care about the environment and has delivered another insult to 
the environment.” Even House Republican Leader Robert Michel of Illinois called 
Clark’s nomination “incredible and baffling.”36 The New York Times editorialized 
about Clark’s lack of qualifications but concluded that he was likely to “take less 
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extreme positions on fundamental questions like how fast to exploit oil and coal 
resources on public lands.”37

THE 1984 PRESIDENTIAL CAMPAIGN

During the first two and a half years of Reagan’s presidency, the negative publicity 
and political animus engendered by James Watt’s direction of the Department of 
the Interior were exacerbated by the controversies surrounding another presidential 
appointee, Anne (Gorsuch) Burford, administrator of EPA.38 As media criticism 
of these two agencies (and the White House’s environmental policies in general) 
became more strident, Reagan and his advisors came to see the administration’s 
environmental record as a political liability that could hamper a reelection bid.39 
The environment had “emerged, if only temporarily, as a dominant feature on the 
nation’s political landscape,” wrote Philip Shabecoff; “it was an issue that captured 
and held the public’s attention for weeks and preoccupied the Government at its 
highest levels.”40 Such circumstances encouraged even more acrimonious criticism by 
environmental leaders. With polls indicating that the majority of Americans favored 
environmental protection, the administration’s detractors gained greater purchase 
within Congress and the news media.41 The political climate became so heated—
with the EPA administrator and 20 other senior officials at the agency resigning in 
the spring and Interior secretary Watt attracting relentless media scrutiny—that the 
environment remained a front-page story throughout most of 1983.

Andy Pasztor of the Wall Street Journal reported in March 1983 that “the 
White House is trying to project a new image as a tougher foe of polluters, hop-
ing to limit the political fallout enveloping the Environmental Protection Agen-
cy.”42 The shift in Reagan’s stance on natural resources and environmental policy 
was not so much a reconsideration of his basic priorities as it was an acknowl-
edgment of political realities. Some modest compromises and a softening of the 
administration’s image—made clear by a variety of deliberate messages relayed 
by the news media—seemed the least that was necessary for the White House 
to repair its relations with Congress and deny Reagan’s Democratic opponents a 
potentially explosive campaign issue.

On 11 June 1983, the president devoted his weekly radio address to a 
defense of the administration’s environmental track record. Claiming critics 
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had distorted his accomplishments, Reagan said America was becoming “more 
healthy and more beautiful each year” and that he personally favored “a sound, 
strong environmental policy that protects the health of our people and a wise 
stewardship of our nation’s natural resources.”43 However, rather than subduing 
the discord surrounding his administration’s policies, Reagan’s radio address 
merely stirred the embers of controversy, providing an opportunity for his 
critics’ views to be restated in the media whenever they countered the president’s 
assertions with harsh assessments of his record on wilderness issues, national 
parks, natural resources development, and air and water quality.44

Such criticism notwithstanding, the controversy ultimately had little effect 
on the presidential election. Confident that voters who placed the environment 
high on their list of political concerns would automatically lend him their sup-
port, the Democratic presidential nominee, Walter Mondale, did not elevate that 
issue in his campaign. During his televised debate with Reagan in October 1984, 
for example, Mondale eschewed the opportunity to criticize the president’s envi-
ronmental record, choosing instead to question Reagan’s political and economic 
sensibilities.45 Three out of four Mondale voters told pollsters that the environ-
ment was a key concern, yet those voters represented only 4% of all those who 
went to the polls.46 As Reagan’s landslide victory attested, Americans may have 
cared about the environment, but at that time, other matters carried more influ-
ence in the voting booth.47

REAGAN’S FIRST-TERM LEGACY

Environmental and natural resources policy had been thoroughly intertwined 
with broader policy concerns during Reagan’s first term. Despite his high hopes 
to redirect federal programs, Reagan had failed to achieve fundamental reforms 
in this area.48 Much of his inability to bring about long-term change can be 
attributed to his decision to follow an administrative rather than legislative 
approach, although other factors also played a role. One was the White House’s 
miscomprehension of the public’s growing appetite for environmental quality 
and amenities. As R. Shep Melnick has observed, “The public now expects the 
federal government to protect it from a wide variety of hazards.”49 Thus, although 
Reagan’s push to curb government expenditures had broad appeal, Americans 
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also considered safeguarding human health from environmental hazards a vital 
federal function.

Another major factor limiting Reagan’s lasting influence was the successful 
public relations efforts of environmental organizations, which reinforced pop-
ular concern for the environment. By providing contradictory interpretations 
of the administration’s actions and supplying colorful quotations and protests, 
they helped keep the issue on the front page. Media attention, in turn, fueled 
a climate of political opinion that constrained Reagan’s reforms, primarily by 
sustaining congressional opposition to White House policies and encouraging 
career bureaucrats to resist the radical reorientation of their agencies. Taken to-
gether, the public, the press, and congressional Democrats effectively moderated 
the administration’s influence. Reagan’s attempt to maneuver around existing 
environmental laws and soften the enforcement of protections enacted during 
the 1960s and 1970s was ultimately thwarted by deep-seated public support for 
such protection.

Asking how the administration justified “such a radical departure from the 
bipartisan consensus that had characterized environmental policies throughout 
the 1970s,” political scientist Michael Kraft concluded that Reagan and his aides 
were blinded by their overwhelming victory over Carter, which they misinterpret-
ed as legitimizing the entirety of their political agenda. Thus, they “seriously mis-
judged the public’s commitment to environmental policy.” Kraft then paraphrased 
William Ruckelshaus’s acknowledgment (made after his installment as EPA ad-
ministrator in 1983), stating that the Reagan White House had confused “the 
public’s wish to improve the way environmental and public health programs were 
administered with a desire to change the goals of the programs themselves. When 
it attempted to change some of those goals through deregulation, this caused the 
‘perception’ that the administration was hostile to environmental programs.”50

After the mounting controversies involving EPA, the administration soft-
ened its approach, and a kinder and gentler attitude toward environmental 
matters lasted through the 1984 presidential election and into Reagan’s second 
term. White House officials had learned that it made little sense to provoke envi-
ronmentalists on their basic values, and that knowledge permeated throughout 
the agencies. As a result, the administration adopted a less confrontational style, 
one that sought to achieve change through public relations and a new volunteer 
program called Take Pride in America.
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CHAPTER 5

TAKE PRIDE IN AMERICA

Ronald Reagan wasted little time in assembling his second-term cabinet. For 
the Department of the Interior, he selected Donald Paul Hodel, who had al-
ready served in the administration as James Watt’s under secretary of Interior 
(1981–1982) and, later, as secretary of the Department of Energy (1982–1985). 
He was also a long-standing friend of Watt. Hodel was a young, Portland-based 
attorney managing Oregon’s Reagan for President Committee when he and Watt 
first met in 1968, and the two Westerners immediately found common ground 
in their conservative politics and evangelical religious beliefs. Soon after Presi-
dent Nixon installed Watt as deputy assistant secretary of Water and Power in 
the Department of the Interior in 1969, Watt secured Hodel’s appointment as 
Interior’s Deputy Administrator of the Bonneville Power Administration (BPA), 
the agency responsible for marketing the electricity generated by 31 federally 
built hydroelectric dams on the Columbia River and its tributaries. Hodel flour-
ished in that job, eventually serving as BPA administrator from 1972 to 1977. 
He returned to the private sector during the Carter presidency, founding the 
energy consulting firm Hodel Associates, Inc. When Watt again recruited Hodel 
to government service in 1981, the duo focused on expanding energy exploration 
and development on federal lands, increasing leases for offshore oil drilling, and 
restricting wilderness designations.1

At the 1985 Senate hearing on Hodel’s nomination to head Interior, Hodel said 
that President Reagan had instructed him to pursue two main goals: “preserving the 
Nation’s national park, wilderness and wildlife resources” and “enhancing America’s 
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ability to meet our energy and mineral needs with domestic resources.”2 Senator 
Howard Metzenbaum (D-OH) asked Hodel how he planned to balance “the 
pressures for development” with “the national mandate to preserve those unique 
elements of our national heritage.” Reminding the nominee “we all remember too 
well the cynical and destructive reign of Jim Watt,” Metzenbaum emphasized that 
Congress and the public did not want “such a travesty to be repeated.”3

Hodel’s confirmation in February 1985 did not sit well with the environ-
mental community. Sierra Club executive director Michael McCloskey, who had 
been Hodel’s classmate at Harvard and the University of Oregon Law School, re-
called meeting with Watt and Hodel at Interior headquarters four years earlier, 
shortly after their installment as secretary and under secretary. “At Harvard he 
[Hodel] had been president of the Young Republicans, while I had been pres-
ident of the Young Democrats,” McCloskey wrote. “We always seemed to be on 
opposite sides, and this time was no exception. As I tried to get specifics from 
Watt and Hodel about what they planned to do, they blurted out that they were 
so clever that they planned to ‘fix’ things in the Interior Department so that their 
adversaries would never be able to reverse them.”4

Nevertheless, as Interior secretary, Hodel initially cultivated cordial rela-
tionships with the leadership of mainstream environmental organizations. His 
respectful, unassuming demeanor (Hodel’s stylistic yin to Watt’s yang) had been 
one reason Reagan had chosen him.5 William P. Clark’s leadership in the two 
years after Watt had not eased the political damage or repaired relations with the 
environmental community. Hodel thus found himself in a delicate position. To 
openly denounce his old friend’s reckless posturing would risk being perceived as 
disloyal and as criticizing White House policies—policies that he himself whole-
heartedly espoused.6 The real problem, he believed, rested with his predecessor’s 
abrasiveness. And so he adopted a cautious, nonconfrontational, under-the- 
radar approach. Barely two weeks into his Interior job, secretary Hodel told the 
National Conference of State Legislatures that he intended to follow the same 
low-profile course he had taken at the Department of Energy. Explaining why, 
he deadpanned, “If you’d been Jim Watt’s number two man for 21 months, you’d 
want to keep a low profile, too.”7 In an hour-long call-in interview on C-SPAN in 
April 1985, Hodel reiterated his adherence to Reagan’s contention that the United 
States could obtain adequate domestic supplies of energy, minerals, and natural 
resources while simultaneously improving the nation’s environmental quality. The 
nation, he asserted, did not face an either/or proposition.8
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When Hodel appeared before the Senate Committee on Energy and Nat-
ural Resources in February 1985, he stuck to that script until New Mexico’s 
Democratic Senator Jeff Bingaman raised a simple but unexpected question. 
Expressing dismay at “the theft of several large petrified logs from one of our 
wilderness areas because of lack of adequate monitoring,” the senator asked 
whether the administration’s budget request was sufficient to carry out Inte-
rior’s mandate to protect the public lands within its jurisdiction. Unprepared 
for that line of inquiry, Hodel improvised, testifying in a long-winded manner 
that he was “not particularly optimistic we can protect all of the time all of the 
resources that are under our management in the fashion that would always pre-
vent the situation that you described from taking place.” In light of Interior’s vast 
landholdings, he doubted “that there are enough people or enough money in the 
Federal Treasury always to protect all the resources.”9

Hodel later confessed how Bingaman’s question had stuck with him, caus-
ing him to reflect on the magnitude of the challenge to safeguard America’s pub-
lic lands. Troubled by the vagueness of his congressional testimony, he convened 
a series of meetings with his agency planners and other public land managers 
and users to explore ways to improve the federal government’s fulfillment of this 
obligation. Lacking consensus on how to proceed yet driven to demonstrate the 
administration’s responsiveness, he proffered a low-cost educational initiative 
that would implore citizens to volunteer their services on the front line of public 
lands stewardship.10

Hodel’s innocuous proposal, which avoided any need for budgetary or staff 
expansions, proved attractive to Interior’s political appointees and their White 
House superiors. It eventually evolved to become the Take Pride in America 
program. Although its modest aspirations and bare-bones assets ensured the 
program’s negligible impact on the management of public lands, Take Pride 
was welcomed by the administration’s public relations staff, who were always 
eager to parade positive examples in their ongoing efforts to ameliorate 
Reagan’s environmental image. By prioritizing civic over governmental action, 
the volunteer-oriented initiative eschewed federal regulations and increased 
expenditures. It played into conservative beliefs that the enlightened self-interest 
of the private sector offered the ideal approach to public lands stewardship. 
Hodel was confident that the president would embrace Take Pride’s emphasis on 
voluntarism because Reagan had repeatedly signaled his mistrust of government 
and his preference for private initiatives, themes memorably encapsulated in his 
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1981 inaugural address when he asserted “government is not the solution to our 
problem; government is the problem.”11

Voluntarism had already become one of Reagan’s recurring themes. 
Speaking before the National Alliance of Business in October 1981, he announced 
the creation of a Presidential Task Force on Private Sector Initiatives by extolling 
the virtues of voluntarism, calling it “a means of delivering social services more 
effectively and of preserving our individual freedoms.” Alleging that a reduction 
in the number of volunteers would be more disruptive than a reduction in the 
federal budget, he said his administration would work to “elevate voluntary action 
and private initiative,” endeavoring “to increase their influence on our daily lives 
and their roles in meeting our social needs.” As the president explained, “For 
too long, the American people have been told they are relieved of responsibility 
for helping their fellow man because government has taken over the job. Now 
we seek to provide as much support for voluntarism, without federalizing, as 
possible.” In calling for a “spirit of shared sacrifice,” Reagan declared that his 
administration was giving “government back to the people.”12

In December, the White House heralded the establishment of the Pres-
ident’s Volunteer Action Awards, which would “honor outstanding volunteer 
achievement by individual citizens and their organizations.” Recreation and 
the environment stood as one of seven award categories. “Throughout our his-
tory,” Reagan told the small gathering, “Americans have always extended their 
hands to neighbors in assistance. . . . I believe this program of recognition is 
vital to call attention both to what is being done by American volunteers and 
to what can be done through voluntary action.”13 In 1984, the White House 
launched the President’s Citation Program for Private Sector Initiatives, with 
one of the first awards going to the Advertising Council.14 At a Rose Garden 
ceremony honoring youth volunteers in April 1985, Reagan intimated his ap-
proval of Hodel’s plan by praising the “over 10,000 young people” of the new 
Touch America Project who had worked under the supervision of Forest Ser-
vice rangers “to improve the public lands by blazing trails, stabilizing streams, 
and cleaning mudslide damage.”15

Take Pride in America epitomized Reagan’s outward-facing political 
approach: positive, hopeful, oriented toward individuals and the private sector, 
and minimizing the role of government. The program demanded little federal 
accountability; responsibility rested with the public, whose members were being 
asked to act voluntarily on matters about which they presumably cared deeply. 
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And the benefits flowed in both directions. This modest government action 
would not burden business with additional regulations, whereas it allowed the 
administration to counter its critics by presenting an alternative environmental 
narrative—a symbolic initiative that elevated the patriotic role of American 
volunteers, the dignity and valor associated with citizen action, and an abiding 
faith in the capacity of individuals to make a difference.16

With a green light from the White House, Hodel asked the Advertising 
Council for help in promoting the new program, which the Department of the 
Interior would orchestrate on behalf of public lands agencies at the federal, 
state, county, and municipal levels. His September 1985 letter to the council 
emphasized how the growth in outdoor recreation compounded the difficulty 
of protecting and caring for America’s public lands. Interior was responsible for 
510 million acres of the nearly 700 million acres managed by the federal gov-
ernment. Pointing to the diversity of these resources, Hodel explained that “the 
great public estate includes vast stretches of public domain, the wildlife refuge 
system, more than 300 national parks and historic sites, a huge national forest 
system,” in addition to state-managed forests, parks, and preserves and munic-
ipal parks, playgrounds, and open spaces. As “owners” of these lands, he said, 
Americans “have a responsibility for their care.”17

Interior’s proposal highlighted the agency’s commitment to work with 
existing national, state, and community organizations to match conservation 
needs with available volunteers. National parks, it said, were receiving “over 326 
million visits per year with another 27 million visits on public domain lands, 
25 million visits on wildlife refuges and 50 million on reclamation lands.” The 
preceding decade had witnessed a 43% increase in national park attendance, as 
well as a spike in the use of motorcycles and off-road vehicles, especially in the 
deserts of the Southwest. With the swelling numbers of visitors came a surge 
in litter, vandalism, and harm to natural resources. Interior planned to moti-
vate groups and individuals to care for parks, refuges, and playgrounds through 
their donated time, goods, and services. Volunteers would also be encouraged to 
report “vandalism of public facilities, or the theft of prehistoric artifacts or the 
illegal taking of protected wildlife.”18

The Ad Council knew that such campaigns must convince people to think 
differently, that is, “mental handcuffs had to be removed from many minds.”19 
When the council agreed to take on the Take Pride in America campaign, the rel-
evant mental handcuffs involved assumptions of who was responsible for public 
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lands stewardship. The challenge was to persuade individual Americans that 
that job ultimately rested with them, rather than with government agencies.

	 Following the proposal’s quick acceptance, Hodel signed a $400,000, 18-
month contract with the Ad Council. He tasked Interior’s Office of the Assistant 
Secretary for Policy, Budget, and Administration with coordinating the agency’s 
initial efforts, including administering the contract, providing internal staff 
support, and seeding the program with $16,000 from its own operating budget.20 
Interior’s main public lands departments—National Park Service, Bureau of 
Land Management, Bureau of Reclamation, and Fish and Wildlife Service—
reprogrammed proportional amounts from their budgeted funds to launch the 
campaign. Deputy assistant secretary G. R. Riso described what was initially 
called the “National Education Campaign on the Public Lands,” stating that it 
“will assist the Department in its mission to care and promote the wise use of 
lands and resources of all kinds.”21

In October 1985, Interior issued a two-page brochure introducing “Take 
Pride in America: This Land Is Your Land” as a program encompassing all pub-
lic lands, “from national parks, recreation areas, seashores, and landmarks; to 
national forests and wilderness; to wildlife habitat and refuges; to rangeland 
and deserts; to reservoirs, dams and their recreation areas; to multiple-use lands 
which produce energy, minerals, and timber.” As the brochure stated, “If citizens 
could think of the public land as belonging to them and treat it as if it were their 
personal property, careless activity would diminish.”22

The campaign’s architects had banked on a high-profile unveiling in the 
president’s 1986 State of the Union Address, which was scheduled for 28 January. 
However, the televised explosion of the space shuttle Challenger that morning 
led Reagan to postpone his speech for a week.23 Although the president dropped 
the Take Pride announcement from his revised State of the Union Address, he 
included it in his “Message to Congress on America’s Agenda for the Future” 
submitted two days later. Asserting the need to “put our trust in people, rather 
than in the Government, to solve the problems before us,” he urged all Americans 
to “take pride in their outstanding public lands and historic sites that belong to 
everyone,” adding, “we must all work for a renewed awareness that these lands 
are our lands.”24

In March, Hodel promoted the new initiative on Capitol Hill by hosting a 
small congressional breakfast. His follow-up letters stressed the campaign’s appeal 
to various constituent groups sympathetic to the goals of the Sagebrush Rebellion.25 
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Take Pride, he told the congressional members, would recognize and expand 
existing volunteer activities in such areas as trail maintenance, litter collection, 
and support of ecological and archaeological research. He proudly enumerated 
the program’s early corporate support: a cruise ship company’s $43,000 donation 
to Alaska’s Glacier Bay National Park and Preserve to “help defray the cost of 
providing NPS naturalists on board the ships”; Honda Motor Company’s Team 
Clean Project providing “a trash compactor, three motorized all-terrain bikes, 
three double-vault toilets, and 50,000 trash/litter bags with the Team Clean 
label” to the Bureau of Land Management’s Idaho State Office; and an American 
Motorcycle Association family weekend at the Bureau of Land Management’s 
Johnson Valley Open Area near Barstow, California, where participants removed 
“an estimated four tons of glass, trash, junk cars, and other debris.”26

The Outdoor Writers Association of America invited Hodel to deliver the 
plenary lecture at its annual meeting in June. The Interior secretary spoke at 
length about Take Pride in America, assuring his audience of scribes that the 
program rested on the premise “that when people feel a real sense of ownership 
for and are involved in the care of [public] lands, there are fewer abuses.” The 
goal, he said, was “to heighten awareness on the part of all Americans that these 
lands are their lands to be protected for them, not from them.” Hodel insisted 
that Take Pride was not being created as “a massive federal program or to sup-
plement our budgets.”27 What he failed to say, however, was that White House of-
ficials expected that modest investments in the volunteer-based initiative would 
yield rich dividends in image improvement for the Reagan presidency.

Although presented as a nonpartisan, apolitical project, Take Pride’s un-
stated objective was to foster political passivity among the electorate and de-
crease negative perceptions of the administration. The Executive Office of the 
President’s Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) confessed that the Take 
Pride in America name was “unabashedly designed to tap into patriotic feelings 
to help protect our public lands and natural resources.”28 The council contend-
ed that littering and vandalism constituted the two most prevalent problems 
facing land managers and that they “are also the two problems most likely to 
be mitigated by a public awareness effort,” as neither of them were propelled by 
monetary incentives. According to the council, “Littering is usually attributed 
to laziness. Acts of vandalism are nearly as varied as they are common: shoot-
ing at signs, carving initials in backcountry cabins, breaking fixtures in public 
rest rooms, painting graffiti on a wall.”29 In detailing Take Pride’s philosophical 
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underpinnings, CEQ reported secretary Hodel’s stipulation that the campaign 
remain “consistent with two of the most prominent themes of the Reagan Pres-
idency, the first being voluntarism. Take Pride in America is not being forced on 
anyone. Participation is voluntary, from the highest levels on down.” The second 
major theme “is consistency with fiscal restraint. The campaign is being imple-
mented with minimal expenditure of taxpayers’ money.”30

ADVERTISING COUNCIL INVOLVEMENT

Not coincidentally, the Advertising Council shared the Reagan administration’s 
goals of minimizing the role of government, maximizing the responsibility of 
individuals, and defending corporate and business interests from criticism and 
attack. To strengthen Take Pride’s patriotic appeal, the council’s public service 
announcements focused on the connections between love of country and love 
of the outdoors, thereby transcending political, religious, and cultural orienta-
tions. The advertising industry was well attuned to the post-1950s growth in na-
tional voluntary associations, including those with environmental missions, and 
the council exploited this set of values to shield Take Pride from overt negative 
assessments.31

Celebrity spokespersons, long viewed as invaluable assets within commercial 
advertising, had been featured in Ad Council campaigns from the very beginning. 
Even the forest fire prevention campaign, with its renowned pitchman Smokey 
Bear, had secured endorsements and radio announcements from a star-studded 
cast that included Louis Armstrong, Vicki Carr, Ray Charles, Ella Fitzgerald, 
James Mason, Gregory Peck, Norman Rockwell, Rudy Vallee, and John Wayne.32 
The council adopted a similar game plan for Take Pride in America.

The council appointed Philemon N. “Phil” Hoadley, director of advertising and 
marketing for Citibank, North America, as the campaign’s volunteer coordinator 
and W. B. Doner and Company of Baltimore as the volunteer advertising agency.33 
Developing a pro bono, public service advertising campaign through the Ad 
Council presented a golden opportunity for practitioners, given the nationwide, 
multimedia exposure of those campaigns. Because Take Pride was W. B. Doner 
and Company’s first Ad Council project, the firm was highly motivated to showcase 
its talents. 
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As savvy marketers, Doner’s admen grasped the necessity of crafting messages 
that would resonate with a wide audience, including adult males who might not nor-
mally support environmental causes. Their solution was to use Hollywood “tough-
guy” movie actors to convey a sense of caring about, and taking responsibility for, 
the nation’s public lands. Associating macho film stars with Take Pride in America, 
they reasoned, would serve as a masculine branding of the campaign, heightening 
its appeal among men otherwise inhibited by “environmental-feminine” stereo-
types. Everyone agreed on the need to reach this demographic, as young males were 
the major perpetrators of vandalism and thefts on public lands. Department of the 
Interior officials offered to solicit the president’s direct assistance in recruiting the 
desired film stars.34 Reagan liked to frame his own engagement with wildlands in 
similar masculine stereotypes, as depicted in Hollywood’s classic Westerns. Com-
menting on the association of masculinity and conservative patriotism, Deborah 
Bright observed in 1985, “Like Philip Morris’ Marlboro Man, today a white-hatted 
Reagan rides his horse or chops wood for the camera on his Santa Barbara ranch, a 
rugged individualist drawn up to specs by Central Casting.”35

In June, secretary Hodel told presidential assistant Al Kingon that the Take 
Pride ads “will use a series of ‘tough, good guy’ celebrities to encourage American 
citizens to help stop abuses of our public lands.” Emphasizing the importance 
of selecting “the right entertainers” to pitch the campaign, Hodel argued that 
“if the request for participation were to come from the President, we would be 
assured that the top personalities would volunteer.”36 He recommended sending 
invitations to Clint Eastwood, Charles Bronson, Carl Weathers, Sylvester 
Stallone, Louis Gossett Jr., Telly Savales, Arnold Schwarzenegger, James 
Coburn, Chuck Norris, Ken Norton, and Burt Reynolds. His draft letter for the 
president’s signature read,

All over the country, abuses and misuses of 
public lands are getting out of hand. Historic sites 
are being looted, parks are being vandalized and 
just about everything from children’s playgrounds 
to wildlife refuges bear the savage scars of abuse. 
One cultural resources expert estimates that 80 to 
90 percent of the prehistoric ruins in the Southwest 
show signs of vandalism or looting. Such abuse 
must be stopped. . . .
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But before we can get the public involved, we 
have to make them concerned. In short, we need 
to touch a nerve. That is where you come in. The 
image you have in this country is one of a “good 
guy” seeking justice. Just as important, you are 
seen as a leader and as a proud American.

If you would speak out against these abuses 
of our public lands in national public service 
announcements, I feel that the public would 
respond positively. Your indignation would become 
their indignation, and your plea for help would 
become their cause. I feel that you are one of a 
handful of people who can get the job done.37

The campaign’s architects hoped that the president would be supportive, 
given his friendships with the actors, previous interactions with the Ad Coun-
cil, and belief in the capacity of celebrity-infused advertising to affect change.38 
The Ad Council’s Robert Keim recalled his warm reception in the White House 
during Reagan’s first year in office, explaining that the president not only knew 
about the council but had “delivered some of the War Advertising Council mes-
sages way back, and Nancy Reagan had done television and radio spots for the 
Peace Corps and Foster Grandparents quite recently.”39 Predictably, Reagan 
found the new initiative appealing, just as he found the intersection of celebrity 
and politics natural and desirable.40

Ultimately, Clint Eastwood, Charles Bronson, and Lou Gossett Jr. were 
persuaded to appear in Take Pride public service announcements, which the Ad 
Council launched in spring 1987 with the theme “Bad Guys abuse public lands. 
Good Guys save them.”41 By featuring this trio of macho movie stars, the ads drew 
on the actors’ film portrayals of stalwart individuals consumed by causes larg-
er than themselves—characters who pursued justice above all else, serving the 
good of the community in circumstances where government proved inadequate. 
All three actors had played self-reliant, idealistic tough-guy characters, and all 
had cultivated film personae as resolute individuals prone to take matters into 
their own hands, driven not by selfish motivations but by a sense of justice and a 
cynical assessment of the capabilities of government agencies and bureaucrats. 
Their fictional characterizations mirrored the Reagan administration’s political 
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conservatism. They also reflected the Ad Council’s long-running approach of 
emphasizing individual responsibility and simple, direct action.42

When the creators began considering spokespersons, Clint Eastwood 
came immediately to mind. Having accepted President Richard Nixon’s 
appointment to serve on the National Council of the Arts, the veteran actor had 
already demonstrated his willingness to engage with government initiatives 
compatible with his values. His film persona and broad fan base were what 
really mattered, of course. Eastwood was renowned for lone-wolf roles in 
various Westerns when he developed a more contemporary character in 
Dirty Harry (1971), a maverick San Francisco police inspector who packed an 
outsized .44 Magnum handgun and was unafraid to go above the law to bring 
down an elusive and psychotic serial killer. Eastwood reprised his portrayal 
of the antihero “Dirty” Harry Callahan in four sequels, cementing the actor’s 
standing as a libertarian icon.43

By choosing Charles Bronson, the campaign capitalized on the established 
actor’s career as a star in Westerns and then a hit vigilante film. In Death Wish 
(1974), Bronson had portrayed a liberal, mild-mannered New York City archi-
tect forced to confront the horror of his wife’s murder and his daughter’s plunge 
into a vegetative coma following a brutal gang rape. Driven by blinding fury and 
loss of faith in the criminal justice system, the character devolved into a mon-
strous avenger. Bronson appeared in four Death Wish sequels and found himself 
cast in similar law-and-order films during the 1970s and 1980s.44 Both the Dirty 
Harry and Death Wish film franchises gained notoriety for graphic cinematic 
violence and their protagonists’ unflinching, righteous vengeance. By the mid-
1980s, Bronson and Eastwood had become Hollywood’s undisputed poster boys 
for vigilantism.

Louis Gossett Jr. had enjoyed early theatrical success in New York with 
more serious dramatic roles, including the 1959 Broadway production of Lor-
raine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun and the 1961 film version of the play. 
Gossett’s Emmy Award–winning performance as Fiddler in the epic television 
miniseries Roots (1977) had brought star status, and he then won an Academy 
Award for his portrayal of a hard-nosed drill sergeant in An Officer and a Gen-
tleman (1982). During the 1980s, Gossett landed a series of cinematic roles as 
tough characters in various action-adventure films, most notably as aging fight-
er pilot Charles “Chappy” Sinclair in two box office successes, Iron Eagle (1986) 
and Iron Eagle II (1988).45
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Eastwood, Bronson, and Gossett were thus all known for playing movie 
characters imbued with moral certainty, unbreakable self-sufficiency, and cyn-
ical distrust of institutions, often deploying violence in a retributive pursuit of 
justice.46 The Ad Council envisioned channeling those film personae to combat 
the neglect and despoliation of public lands, to make volunteer-based public 
lands stewardship a moral cause, to sanctify individual action, and to impart a 
stigma to such careless, neglectful, and abusive behavior as vandalism, historic 
artifact theft, poaching, and littering.

The first three public service announcements screamed anger and action: 
“Clint Eastwood Is a Little Upset,” “Charles Bronson Isn’t Happy,” and “Lou 
Gossett Is Annoyed.” The script for the Eastwood spot read,

eastwood: It seems some misguided individuals 
out there are abusing our public lands. They’re 
vandalizing our public parks and playgrounds 
and they’re overrunning our wild areas. Real nice 
guys. Some clowns are even stealing artifacts from 
historic sites. Now, when I hear about things like 
that, it really bothers me. I find it unacceptable and 
I know you do, too. Because these lands are ours—
yours and mine.

Now, I know what you’re thinking—what can I 
do? Well, you can either sit there and do nothing 
or you can start by getting some information on 
how you can help stop land abuse. As I see it, these 
people who are abusing our public lands can either 
clean up their act or get out of town.

The Bronson script upped the ante: 

bronson: Sure takes guts to vandalize parks or beat 
up on trees. But that’s what some jerks are doing to 
our public lands. Only the land can’t fight back. But 
we can—we can save our lands—you and me. Let’s 
face it, someone who gets his kicks punching out 
flowers shouldn’t be too much of a match for us.
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The Gossett script did likewise:

gossett: Hey, y’know we’ve got some real bad guys 
in this country—abusing public lands, defacing 
parks, robbing historic sites. These are our lands—
yours and mine—you know, the good guys. Are 
you going to let a bunch of bad guys run us off our 
public lands? Or are you going to help save the 
lands? Let’s show these bad guys that the good guys 
always win.47

FIGURE 17. Take 
Pride in America ad 
featuring Charles 
Bronson. Courtesy of 
Ad Council Archives, 
University of Illinois 
Archive, record 
series 13/2/215.
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One magazine ad displayed Charles Bronson’s head under the quotation 
“Are you gonna let a bunch of half-wits turn our public lands into a public dis-
grace?” The hypermasculine text declared,

Vandalism of parks and playgrounds. Theft 
from historic sites. Killing endangered animals for 
profit. Litter and other thoughtless behavior. This 
is what’s happening to our public lands today. And 
that’s a public disgrace.

FIGURE 18. Take 
Pride in America 
ad featuring Lou 

Gossett Jr. Courtesy 
of Ad Council 

Archives, University 
of Illinois Archive, 

record series 
13/2/211.
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Some people, either through ignorance or spite, 
are abusing our recreation areas, wildlife, and our 
history. It’s more than a shame, it’s a crime.

And if we sit back and let it continue, we’re not 
much better than the bad guys. So we have to fight 
back.

Right now, in your area, there are good guys—
individuals and groups—who are dedicated to 
helping our public lands. And they’re tough. A lot 
tougher than the clowns who get their kicks out of 
scrawling their names in public areas.

If you write to us, we’ll tell you how you can 
help. Let’s keep the public lands something the 
public can be proud of.48

Newspaper advertisements showcasing Lou Gossett Jr. proclaimed, “Some 
real bad guys are wrecking the public land. Any good guys want to help save it?”49 
Each ad encouraged people to write to the Take Pride in America office to obtain 
additional information, including a booklet outlining 50 ways to get involved, 
along with particulars on public lands in the inquirer’s home state.50 The sample 
print ad sent to the business press in March 1988 featured a close-up of Gossett 
starring down the camera lens, his raised finger pointing to a quote hovering 
above his head: “I’d like to stop public land abuse by myself. But the bottom line 
is that I need your help.” Beneath his image, a hopeful reminder that “right now, 
in your area, there are good guys—businesses and corporations—who are dedi-
cated to saving our public lands.”51

The tough-guy/good-guy advertising campaign for Take Pride in America 
played out across the country in print ads and outdoor signage and in public ser-
vice announcements on radio and television. The Ad Council campaign succeeded 
in generating a heavy stream of requests for information packets. Promoting a 
program of volunteer conservation workers was one thing, of course; operating 
such a program was quite another. Responsibility for actually running Take Pride 
in America fell to the program’s staff within the Department of the Interior.
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Competing visions of appropriate public land management have long com-
plicated government deliberations over natural resources policy, and they 
eventually roiled the internal politics of the environmental movement. In the 
twentieth century, groups that had traced their origins to activities like nature 
hikes and birdwatching now had to contend with mechanized technology in 
the backcountry. The rising popularity of motorized recreational equipment 
intensified simmering conflicts, especially when some organizations and com-
munities began to adamantly oppose operation of motorcycles, snowmobiles, 
jet skis, powerboats, dune buggies, and other off-road vehicles in state and fed-
eral wildlands. Conservationists and traditional outdoor sportspersons found 
themselves increasingly at odds with machine-oriented recreationalists who 
vigorously pressed for unhampered use of public lands.1

The Take Pride in America initiative emerged at a time of soaring protests 
among off-road vehicle (ORV) owners upset about a series of earlier presidential 
directives that had limited their access to certain federal lands. The explosive 
growth of ORV use in the 1960s had caused significant environmental damage 
(including soil compaction and erosion, degradation of air and water quality, 
fragmentation of wildlife habitat, and elevated noise levels) wherever motorcy-
cle, dune buggy, four-wheel drive vehicle, and snowmobile activity was concen-
trated. Ironically, the “off-roading” craze coincided with the nationwide surge of 
people seeking quieter, more passive forms of outdoor recreation, such as back-
packing, cross-country skiing, nature photography, fly-fishing, river running, 

CHAPTER 6

TAKE PRIDE’S  
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and mountain climbing. The incompatibility of motorized and nonmotorized 
recreational activities exacerbated the challenges of public land management. 
President Nixon responded in 1972 by partially limiting ORV use on public 
lands. Five years later, President Carter strengthened those restrictions by clos-
ing federal lands to ORVs wherever their operation threatened environmental 
and cultural resources.2 The backlash generated by these executive orders con-
tinued to burn hot into the 1980s as Reagan took office. In addition to lobbying 
their state- and federal-level elected officials for expanded rights to use public 
lands, ORV organizations welcomed the Department of the Interior’s new Take 
Pride in America program, which offered them an opportunity to counter their 
critics by demonstrating their civic responsibility via voluntary service activities. 
By endorsing the demands of ORV operators, who tended to be politically con-
servative, the Reagan White House employed them as a wedge against environ-
mental opponents of the administration.3

Many of the first groups to endorse Take Pride in America were less concerned 
with promoting voluntarism on public lands than they were in expressing political 
support of Donald Hodel, who had earned their loyalty well before his installment 
as the 45th secretary of the Interior. Perceiving him as a potential advocate for their 
cause, several representatives of motorized outdoor recreational and commercial 
tourism interests testified on behalf of and/or submitted written statements in 
support of Hodel’s 1985 nomination to head Interior.4 The most enthusiastic 
champion of Hodel’s nomination—and, later, of Take Pride in America—was 
Derrick A. Crandall, president of the American Recreation Coalition, “a federation 
of some 100 organizations active in the recreation field.” The American Recreation 
Coalition’s endorsement of Hodel, Crandall said, was based on the recreation 
leaders’ “considerable contacts” with the nominee during his terms as under 
secretary of Interior and secretary of Energy, when he consistently “demonstrated 
an appreciation for the importance of recreation in the American lifestyle and in 
our Nation’s economy.” In what came to serve as a foundation for the Take Pride 
initiative, Crandall said that Hodel “helped nurture an attitude of partnership 
between Government land management agencies and private interests ranging 
from park concessioners to enthusiast member organizations seeking to volunteer 
their services on Federal lands.”5

The Take Pride in America initiative unfolded within this contested arena, 
where outdoor recreationalists with different proclivities often parted ways. The 
controversy over limiting snowmobile access in Yellowstone National Park, which 
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attracted national media attention in the 1990s when it erupted in the courts, 
exemplified the enduring schisms among public land enthusiasts, the divisions 
between those who perceived national parks and wildlands as refuges for solace 
and appreciation of nature and those who regarded them as destinations for 
exhilarating, machine-enhanced pastimes.6

Although all types of outdoor recreationalists cherished public lands as 
sites for their leisure quests, they could differ dramatically in their equipment 
preferences (e.g., skis versus snowmobiles) and their political attitudes toward 
land use, conservation, and wildlife.7 Some recreationalists placed a premium on 
protecting plant and animal life and ecological values so that they might treasure 
and learn from nature, to observe or photograph the nonhuman world. Others 
prized wide-open spaces in which to ride their off-road vehicles or motorboats, 
deriving special pleasure in pursuing this hobby as a family unit, taking their 
kids away from cities and suburbs and “bad” influences to appreciate natural 
landscapes and have fun with like-minded enthusiasts. Both groups were highly 
passionate and sincere. Passive recreationalists sought serenity and tranquility, 
engaging with nature for its own sake, whereas motorized recreationalists sought 
social comradery and competition centered on muscular, loud machines, with 
public lands serving as a scenic playground. Although they espoused opposing 
interpretations of public lands, they were linked by the attraction of spending time 
under an open sky, which engenders a sense of freedom and escape—a renewal 
of spirit. Such contrasting perspectives posed an understandable managerial 
challenge, especially when some land uses were incompatible with others.8

Even though many individuals considered themselves members of both 
camps, some matters generated constant friction, particularly in designated 
wilderness areas and among groups engaged in antithetical activities. In his 
classic text on outdoor recreation, Robert Manning analyzes the disagreements 
among such diverse outdoor recreationalists as “canoeists and motorboaters, 
hikers and motorcyclists, hikers and mountain bikers, cross-country skiers and 
snowmobilers, hikers and stock users/horseback riders, fishers and water skiers, 
hunters and non-hunters, and skiers and snowboarders.”9 He found that public 
land managers commonly (and, in Manning’s opinion, sensibly) addressed these 
incongruities by instituting zoning restrictions to segregate activities—ORV use 
allowed in this section but prohibited on that section.10

Exceptions abound, but it has not been uncommon for differences in 
outdoor recreational preferences to be associated with differences in political 
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orientation. Although more correlation than causation, some activities attracted 
adherents who strongly sided with environmental organizations, whereas other 
activities attracted adherents who loathed environmental organizations. Less 
discernable a generation or two earlier, these political divisions began to harden 
in the 1970s, with environmentalists increasingly trending liberal and motorized 
sports enthusiasts increasingly conservative. Contrasting political philosophies 
regarding public land management helped widen the divide between these 
groups. Off-road vehicle devotees, for example, generally opposed “locking up” 
federal lands through wilderness designation because that severely restricted 
permissible activities within the boundaries.

Motorized recreational groups worked harder to capture Take Pride in Amer-
ica than did most other organizations, often engaging with the program as part 
of their broader effort to shape public opinion. Their involvement helped to move 
the work of citizen volunteers away from conservation toward recreation. Indeed, 
reactions to Take Pride tracked closely with how individuals and organizations 
viewed environmentalism, public lands (and the federal agencies that oversaw 
them), and the Reagan administration in general. Mainline conservationists re-
mained skeptical. Other groups of outdoor enthusiasts—especially those that did 
not self-identify as environmentalists—tended to be more supportive. This situ-
ation enabled Take Pride to bring into the fold outdoor-oriented organizations 
not normally allied with environmental causes. The American Horse Council, for 
example, whose members consisted of recreational riders and industry represen-
tatives advocating the development of and access to trails on public lands, whole-
heartedly endorsed the Take Pride message. So, too, did recreational ORV users, a 
constituency the Reagan administration warmly welcomed.11

The United Mobile Sportfishermen also embraced Take Pride. This coa-
lition consisted of 18 East Coast mobile sportfishing organizations, several of 
them self-proclaimed beach buggy associations. Their members were anglers 
who drove their vehicles upon coastal beaches to prime locations for surf cast-
ing. They formed an interest group enraptured by the broad expanses of public 
beaches, especially along barrier islands. Because they drove upon those very 
shorelines, parking their vehicles on the sand, they often found themselves in 
conflict with traditional fishers and beachgoers.

In a December 1985 letter to secretary Hodel, United Mobile Sportfisher-
men executive director William Miller praised the newly announced Take Pride 
campaign and asked for stronger recognition of his constituents’ conservation 
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work. He pointed to the voluntary efforts his organization’s members had made 
to the upkeep of public seashores, including “beach grass planting, black pine 
planting, beach cleanup, snow fence installation, and assistance to agencies in 
preparation of educational slide presentations for indoctrinating ORV users in 
respectful beach use prior to issuance of their permits.” Mobile sportfishermen 
had been engaged in such projects for more than 25 years, Miller said, and thus 
represented “the major source of volunteer labor at most coastal areas.” As users 
of these lands, “they wanted to return something for the enjoyment they received 
and to protect for their children what they have come to love.” He observed that 
“the critics of mobile sportfishing access at Cape Cod and everywhere else are al-
ways notably absent when conservation projects need doing. It seems their only 
commitment to the environment is by mouth, pen and lawsuit.”12

Take Pride in America held its first big event in the summer of 1986 within 
the C&O Canal National Historical Park. The previous November, Hurricane 
Juan had inflicted heavy flood damage to the upper reaches of the Potomac River, 
destroying more than 16,000 homes in Pennsylvania, West Virginia, Maryland, 
and Virginia and inundating long stretches of the historic, 185-mile canal, which 
hugs the Potomac on its run from Cumberland, Maryland, to Washington, D.C. 
Besides seriously eroding the towpath, the deluge clogged the canal and its locks 
and culverts with tons of silt, debris, and uprooted trees. Floodwaters damaged 
campgrounds, footbridges, and lockhouses and forced the closure of nearly 70% 
of the park, which faced estimated cleanup and repair costs of more than $9 mil-
lion. With the National Park Service absorbing a 30% cut in its annual funding 
and Congress appropriating only $2 million in supplemental emergency funds 
in 1986, fully reopening the popular park without additional help would take up 
to seven years. Although skilled artisans were required to make infrastructure 
and building repairs, the massive debris cleanup depended more upon muscle 
than upon expertise, making it a task well suited for volunteer labor. Recogniz-
ing how this need for donated assistance matched the aspirations of Interior’s 
Take Pride in America program, Park Superintendent Richard Stanton and his 
staff worked with Boy Scout and Girl Scout officials in organizing a gathering to 
speed the project along.13

The National Park Service promoted the “Clean-up Camporee” with the tag-
line “The Canal Needs You,” directing its appeal to scout troops in Maryland, Virgin-
ia, West Virginia, Pennsylvania, and the District of Columbia. As a local newspaper 
reporter described the early planning, “Scouts under the supervision of their troop 
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leaders and park staff will work on clearing the towpath, cleaning up campsites and 
other projects as the need arises.” Noting that “nobody goes through firewood” like 
troops of Scouts, Stanton planned to provide the youthful volunteers with all the 
logs and timber they cared to burn—all of it flood-salvaged detritus.14

Hodel kicked off the summer-long event on 1 June 1986 at the Potomac 
Fish and Game Club near Williamsport, Maryland, site of one of the five camps 
set up to accommodate the Scouts. Special red, white, and blue banners pro-
claiming “C&O Canal Cleanup Camporee—Take Pride in America” flew over 
each campsite. Ultimately, more than 7,000 Scouts participated, most of them 
cutting brush, carting debris pulled from the canal bed, lugging tree limbs and 
logs sawed by Park Service maintenance workers, and piling everything up to be 
trucked away.15 Hodel praised the volunteer efforts in his invited address before 
the Outdoor Writers Association of America. Describing how “thousands of boy 
and girl scouts, 4-H-ers, and other volunteers from all over the Eastern Sea-
board are coming together for the C&O Canal Cleanup Camporee,” he predicted 
that the personal involvement of these young people in restoring the historic 
canal would mean “they will ‘own’ it when they are through. I pity any future 
Interior Secretary who fails to pay adequate attention to ‘their Canal.’ They will 
carry with them an attitude that assuredly will affect their reactions to similar 
areas wherever their futures take them.”16

Park Superintendent Stanton summarized the camporee in a widely dis-
tributed guidebook publicizing the event:

Most of the park is closed to visitors above Seneca, 
Maryland.
Debris is scattered everywhere. The park is a mess.
We don’t have enough money to clean up. We need 
you.
Come for a day, a week or as long as you can during 
June, July, and August.
We will have several large working camps set up, 
mostly “upriver”.
Individuals or groups will be assigned to a working 
camp near the Canal.
Primitive camping! You’ll love it. All we furnish is 
potable water, sanitary facilities and work . . . . . . so:



TAKE PRIDE’S POLITICAL CONSTITUENCIES� 73

Come fully self-contained. Food stores are not 
unreasonable distances away.
Please, minimum of four hours of hard work, per 
person, per day.
The Canal is mostly closed but hiking and biking 
are nearby.
Bring your canoes. The Potomac is runnable in 
most sections in Summer.
Volunteer hat and special pin for each volunteer.17

The camporee proved a boon for the C&O Canal cleanup, yet it failed 
to shield the Take Pride program from congressional scrutiny in spring 1987. 
Following his budget testimony before the House Appropriations Subcom-
mittee on Interior and Related Agencies, Hodel wrote to the chair of the 
Subcommittee on Interior and Related Agencies of the Senate Committee on 
Appropriations, Robert C. Byrd (D-WV), to elaborate on the points he had 

FIGURE 19. Pages from Jack Elrod’s 1987 coloring book, Take Pride in America with Mark Trail, which 
promoted voluntary stewardship of public lands among the nation’s youth. Courtesy of Department 
of the Interior.
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raised in the other chamber. Take Pride was not a new departure for Interior, 
he said, but “a natural extension” of its programmatic responsibilities as a 
land management agency. Beyond the high costs inflicted by vandalism, lit-
tering, and misuse of public lands, he noted “it is even more critical that the 
enjoyment of our parks, recreation areas, and the like is diminished for every 
visitor who comes behind the vandal until we have repaired the damage.” 
The voluntary nature of the Ad Council’s public service advertising campaign 
limited the federal government’s financial responsibilities to direct costs, 
he said, adding that Interior has been “fortunate to obtain the services of 
Clint Eastwood, Charles Bronson, and Lou Gossett, Jr., to serve as celebrity 
spokesmen for the Take Pride public service campaign. I have been told that 
were these celebrities available for commercial advertising, they would prob-
ably charge around $1 million each for their endorsement. The Advertising 
Council estimates that the free public service air time and TV and radio and 
the print public service ads in newspapers and consumer magazines, if pur-
chased, would cost between $20 to $50 million.”18

Sidney R. Yates (D-IL), who chaired the Subcommittee on Interior and 
Related Agencies of the House Committee on Appropriations, asked Hodel 
about the Take Pride campaign in May 1987. Yates acknowledged the pro-
gram’s value but had questions about its written description. Specifically, he 
“wondered where funds for the campaign were coming from inasmuch as the 
budgets before us make no request for it. Are all agencies in the Department 
being assessed for the campaign?” As Congress finalized the next fiscal year’s 
appropriation, he said, “it would be useful for us to know what your plans for 
the program in fiscal year 1988 are, so that, if appropriate, we can identify 
funding for the program. If we have a clearer picture of what you are trying to 
do in this regard, we can give the proposal every consideration.”19 Hodel replied 
that Interior remained “fully prepared to continue funding Take Pride in 1988 
using normal reimbursable procedures of pooling resources to accomplish our 
objectives in the most efficient manner consistent with provisions of the Econ-
omy Act.” He estimated that the program’s costs would remain unchanged: 
roughly $500,000, excluding salaries. Interior, he said, “will continue the 
public response mechanisms and that contract, and therefore, will continue 
production of the printed materials necessary for the response mailings. We 
also will be continuing the awards program, an integral part of the Take Pride 
initiative, and expending funds to support that aspect of the campaign.”20
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THE NATIONAL AWARDS PROGRAM

Although the Ad Council orchestrated the media promotional efforts, the 
Department of the Interior developed the annual Take Pride in America awards 
program, which became both a means of public encouragement and a platform 
for reinforcing political support. The awards recognized outstanding examples 
of volunteer land stewardship among various categories, such as individuals, 
youth groups, businesses and corporations, civic and citizen groups, public and 
private partnerships, state and local government agencies, and nongovernmental 
organizations. The first ceremony took place in July 1987 at the National 
Arboretum, a U.S. Department of Agriculture research and public education 
facility overlooking the Anacostia River in northeast Washington, D.C.21 The 127 
finalists—from 39 states and selected from more than 525 nominations—were 
all invited to participate in the ceremony.22 Seeking to maximize news coverage, 
Interior issued a press release under the headline “Celebrities to receive awards 
for serving as spokesmen for the Take Pride in America campaign,” stating 

FIGURE 20. President Reagan addressing Take Pride in America award winners at a 21 July 1987 
White House Rose Garden event, along with campaign spokespersons Clint Eastwood (center) and 
Louis Gossett Jr. (left). Courtesy of Reagan Presidential Library.
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that Vice President George Bush would be honoring Clint Eastwood and Louis 
Gossett Jr. for their civic contributions.23

Following the morning program on the arboretum’s resplendent grounds, 
where more than a thousand people gathered, Reagan presided over a smaller, 
winners-only ceremony in the White House Rose Garden. Three cabinet 
secretaries—Donald Hodel of Interior, William Bennett of Education, and Richard 
Lyng of Agriculture—joined the president that afternoon. Contextualizing the 
initiative’s emphasis on volunteering while attempting to give it a bipartisan ring 
and political legitimization, Reagan linked Take Pride with Lady Bird Johnson’s 
efforts in the 1960s to encourage community voluntarism on behalf of beautifying 
America. He both praised the award winners and trumpeted his administration’s 
oversight of the nation’s public lands and natural resources. Stating that “some 
of America’s greatest assets are, of course, the parks, national forests, and other 
public lands that have been set aside for the benefit and enjoyment of our people 
and for future generations,” the president commended those individuals who 
had taken the time to care for the citizenry’s landed inheritance. He added,

When Secretary Hodel came to me with the idea 
of a Take Pride in America campaign, I thought 
it was terrific. If we really rely—or totally rely on 
government, whether in conserving our public 
lands or in any other worthy endeavors, the job 
is not going to get done. Public land managers 
have a tough assignment, and they take their 
responsibility seriously, yet I’m certain they 
will verify that there can be no greater boon to 
the conservation and preservation of America’s 
national treasures than the active involvement of 
the American people. This is what the Take Pride in 
America campaign is all about.24

The awards ceremony was just the type of upbeat event that Reagan enjoyed. 
He lent his support the following year by designating May 1988 “Take Pride in 
America Month” and by again hosting the July awards program on the White 
House grounds.25 As the president congratulated that year’s 94 award winners, 
he repeated his praise of the Take Pride in America mission in overtly political 
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and cultural terms, criticizing people who mistreat public lands as “stealing 
from others, from their fellow citizens and from future generations.” He insisted 
“there’s no reason for us to tolerate that. Ask Lou Gossett, Clint Eastwood, or 
Charles Bronson if they get angry when people abuse our public lands. As these 
Take Pride spokesmen symbolize, there’s a code of conduct, a code of honor, that 
separates right from wrong; and part of that code guides how we care for our 
national parks and public lands.”26

Although the Interior Department ran the Take Pride program, working to 
ensure its long-run political support and providing interested individuals with 
information about volunteer opportunities on public lands in their home states, 
the Ad Council refined its public service advertising campaign in an attempt to 
expand the appeal to younger audiences. In May 1988, the council’s Campaigns 
Review Committee approved Doner’s recommendation to recruit Pee-wee 
Herman, host of a Saturday morning program on CBS that was “watched by 
9.3 million people—6.4 million from 2–17 years old and 2.9 million people 
18 and older.”27 Despite the committee’s enthusiasm for the creation of a Pee-
wee Herman Take Pride in America Club, Herman’s schedule fatally delayed 
negotiations.

Revisiting the portrayal of Take Pride in America made sense in light of 
Reagan’s pending departure from the White House in January 1989. Hodel, too, 
would be retiring from government service. The task of determining Take Pride’s 
future would be left to the next president and Interior secretary.28
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CHAPTER 7

GEORGE H. W. BUSH AND  
A THOUSAND POINTS OF LIGHT

In his bid for the White House, George H. W. Bush wrestled with the need to 
reconcile the advantages and disadvantages accrued from his eight-year stint 
as vice president. His goal, of course, was to align himself with those elements 
of Reagan’s presidency that had engendered the broadest public appeal while 
distancing himself from the political taint created by the most divisive aspects. 
This textbook strategy of political pragmatism strengthened Bush’s campaign 
platform and projected his capacity for independent leadership. He embraced 
Reagan’s support of voluntarism, for example, yet pledged to be a Teddy 
Roosevelt Republican, an “environmental president.” To lend symbolic credence 
to that claim, Bush fiercely attacked his Democratic opponent, Massachusetts 
Governor Michael Dukakis, for the repeated failures to clean up Boston 
Harbor, then among the country’s most polluted water bodies. Speaking to a 
choreographed assemblage of reporters aboard a Boston Harbor sightseeing 
ferry on 1 September 1988, Bush blamed Dukakis for the relentless torrent of 
filth contaminating the governor’s home port: “Half a billion gallons of barely 
treated sewage a day—into the harbor. Seventy tons of sewage sludge per day—
into the harbor. PCBs—into the harbor.” All this, Bush railed, because Dukakis 
had delayed construction of a desperately needed sewage treatment system until 
a federal court ordered him to proceed.1

The vice president’s campaign managers strove to balance the expediency 
of such hardball tactics against their candidate’s carefully cultivated persona of 
a public servant committed to gentlemanly, principled, statesmanlike behavior. 
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This political calculus succeeded, in part because Bush represented the mod-
erate faction of the Republican Party, one anxious about the erosion of its in-
fluence to more extreme partisanship. In this respect, Bush’s campaign rhetoric 
calmed latent anxieties among many voters that the former Texas oil company 
executive might harbor deep-seated anti-environmental sentiments. Mainstream 
environmental organizations, however, remained keenly aware of Bush’s role in 
weakening environmental regulations as chair of President Reagan’s Task Force 
on Regulatory Relief.2

Bush’s aggressiveness proved effective. His substantial winning margin 
made him the first incumbent vice president to be elected president since 1836, 
when Martin Van Buren channeled the popularity of President Andrew Jackson. 
Once in office, Bush held true to his centrist stance, drawing attention to serious 
environmental problems, making sympathetic appointments to key agencies, 
and generally avoiding political backlash. Although he never made environ-
mental quality a priority, Bush initially backed up his words with actions: work-
ing to curb acid rain and ocean dumping, setting aside designated wilderness 
areas, boosting the Environmental Protection Agency’s enforcement efforts, 
and planting millions of trees on public lands. Nevertheless, it was always clear 
that he would toe the conservative line, favoring economic over environmental 
goals while insisting that the nation could have both a clean environment and 
a healthy economy. Ever the pragmatist, Bush assured Americans that, if ever 
faced with a conflict between the environment and the economy, he would al-
ways side with the latter.3

Such an approach reflected Bush’s old-school Republican values rather 
than any notable shifts in his party’s political landscape. Prior to the 1980s, fed-
eral environmental legislation had routinely attracted bipartisan support, with 
congressional voting patterns often influenced more strongly by regional fac-
tors than by party affiliation.4 As questions associated with natural resources 
and the environment became increasingly partisan during the Reagan admin-
istration, Bush had to contend with churning crosscurrents within the GOP. As 
a candidate, Bush may have pleaded the case for responsible stewardship and 
environmental quality, but his overarching goals as president varied little from 
Reagan’s. In this respect (and as environmentalists suspected), Bush drew from 
his vice-presidential experiences chairing the Presidential Task Force on Regu-
latory Relief, an initiative to reduce the economic burden of federal regulations 
on American businesses. Animated by that anti-regulatory bias, Bush took a 
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page from his predecessor’s playbook by appointing his own vice president, Dan 
Quayle, to chair the new Council on Competitiveness, an office established to 
ensure that business considerations remained paramount in deliberations con-
cerning regulatory policies.5

Despite everything, Bush’s economic conservatism did not express itself in 
rigid, anti-environmentalism. And nothing exemplified his temperate approach 
more clearly than his selection of a well-respected conservation leader, William 
K. Reilly, to head the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). Before rising 
to the presidencies of the Conservation Foundation and World Wildlife Fund, 
Reilly had served as a senior staff member with President Nixon’s Council on 
Environmental Quality, which Russell Train had overseen prior to becoming EPA’s 
second administrator in 1972. Reilly was a political centrist who embraced Bush’s 
conception of voluntary action as a preferred alternative to regulation, believing 
that cooperation among government, industry, and environmental organizations 
could achieve mutually desirable results outside a regulatory framework.6 Speaking 
at Reilly’s swearing-in ceremony, Bush emphasized his commitment to uphold 
EPA’s mission by “finding ways to clean up the environment without stifling the 
economy.” He expressed his confidence in Reilly’s ability to find common ground 
and transcend the confrontations dividing the country.7

Perhaps as much for symbolic posturing as for any honest faith in its polit-
ical feasibility, Bush proposed creating a cabinet-level department of the envi-
ronment that would absorb EPA and the major agencies responsible for public 
lands.8 The impulse to rationalize the federal government’s administration of 
natural resources was nothing new. From Herbert Hoover and Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt to Richard Nixon and Jimmy Carter, presidents had periodically ad-
vocated grand reorganizations, and all of these efforts had fizzled. The reshuf-
fling of agency authorities so threatened the intricate and engrained complex 
of vested interests, lines of influence, and congressional jurisdictions that the 
political costs had been insurmountable.9

Bush outlined a pair of more easily achievable environmental initiatives in 
his 1990 State of the Union address. The first entailed expanding the national 
parks, forests, and wildlife refuges through an “America the Beautiful” program, 
with the aim of improving “recreational facilities on public lands.” The second 
called for planting “a billion trees a year” through a collective effort that would 
“keep this country clean from our forestland to the inner cities and keep Ameri-
ca beautiful for generations to come.”10
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These colorful—but ultimately insubstantial—objectives, along with his 
proposed department of the environment, attracted little media coverage, despite 
Bush’s frequent references to them in subsequent public addresses. Anticipating 
the likely attention to be lavished on the twentieth anniversary of Earth Day in 
April 1990, the president used the White House grounds in March for a tree-
planting ceremony and the unveiling of the National Tree Trust Act of 1990, his 
ambitious, nationwide program to blend public-private partnerships and volunteer 
efforts to plant one billion trees annually for ten years. Like Johnny Appleseed 
on steroids, this arboreal initiative sought to encompass rural and urban areas 
in all fifty states. The administration’s budget request included $175 million for 
the tree-planting endeavor, which would be facilitated by a private nonprofit 
foundation empowered to raise funds, recruit volunteers, and forge alliances 
among individuals, businesses, governments, and community organizations. 
The foundation would call “for each American to become a volunteer for the 
environment” and would use “state forestry agencies and private tree-planting 
organizations—volunteers helping thousands of new volunteers to learn not only 
how and where to plant trees but how to care for them, why we need them, and 
how they help the environment.”11

RELAUNCHING THE TAKE PRIDE CAMPAIGN

Bush’s signature domestic program became what he called the “thousand points 
of light,” a multipronged initiative to promote volunteerism in addressing 
such social problems as drug abuse, illiteracy, homelessness, hunger, and 
environmental decay. In his 1989 inaugural address, the president declared, 
“The old solution, the old way, was to think that public money alone could end 
these problems. But we have learned that that is not so. And in any case, our 
funds are low. We have a deficit to bring down. We have more will than wallet, 
but will is what we need.” The nation’s greatest resource, he said, remained “the 
goodness and the courage of the American people,” and with that, he turned to 
his volunteer-based idea: “I have spoken of a Thousand Points of Light, of all 
the community organizations that are spread like stars throughout the Nation, 
doing good. We will work hand in hand, encouraging, sometimes leading, 
sometimes being led, rewarding.” Reaching to inspire his fellow Americans, he 
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insisted, “The old ideas are new again because they’re not old, they are timeless: 
duty, sacrifice, commitment, and a patriotism that finds its expression in taking 
part and pitching in.”12 As a vehicle to implement his political goal, the White 
House established the nonprofit Points of Light Foundation.13

Even though the more sharply focused Take Pride in America initiative fit-
ted well philosophically with Bush’s vision of volunteerism, the president did not 
make the public lands stewardship program an explicit element of the Thousand 
Points of Light campaign. Nor did he mention Take Pride in his frequent Points 
of Light speeches. Nevertheless, Take Pride in America found an enthusiastic 
advocate in the new secretary of the Interior, allowing it to continue during the 
Bush administration as a separate—albeit lower-profile—program.

Since the Kennedy and Johnson administrations, Westerners had headed the 
Department of the Interior. Bush held with tradition by selecting Manuel Lujan 
Jr. of New Mexico. Having served in the House of Representatives from 1969 to 
1988, Lujan was a seasoned politician with a long record of engaging in issues 
of concern to the Department of the Interior, notably in his role as the ranking 
minority member of the House Committee on Interior and Insular Affairs from 
1981 to 1985, followed by three years as ranking minority member of the House 
Committee on Science and Technology. Lujan’s principal legislative interests had 
centered on Indian affairs, the expansion of nuclear power, and opening federal 
lands to commerce and recreation. In contrast to EPA Administrator William 
Reilly, who enjoyed the respect of environmental leaders, Lujan’s reputation 
among conservationists bordered on the dismal. He had unfailingly supported 
Interior secretary James Watt, and his voting record in the House had consistently 
placed him among the League of Conservation Voters’ lowest-rated congressional 
members. Unlike the pugnacious Watt, however, the mild-mannered Lujan was 
generally viewed as a nice guy, someone devoted to constituent service. Indeed, 
he had made several friends within New Mexico’s environmental community, 
more often than not supporting their local causes. On a personal level, Lujan and 
Bush had bonded when they served together as Republican freshman members 
of the House between 1969 and 1971. It also helped that Lujan shared Bush’s 
prioritization of pollution abatement over resource conservation.14

Take Pride in America captured Lujan’s attention from the outset. As he saw 
it, the public lands stewardship program offered an innocuous way to highlight 
Bush’s environmental and conservation goals and was an approach unlikely to 
offend anyone from steadfast environmentalists to natural resources exploiters.15 
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Soon after the announcement of Lujan’s selection, Frank Boren, president of The 
Nature Conservancy, wrote to the secretary-designate about the organization’s 
past successes in harnessing volunteer efforts, which he commended as a model 
for the Department of the Interior. Boren alerted Lujan to “the unbelievable 
amount of free labor that is available to conservation from the citizens of this 
country.” The wise use of volunteers, he emphasized, could significantly reduce 
the high costs of restoring public lands. “They are fantastic people,” he said. 
“I realize that you are swamped and don’t need a lot of free advice. However, 
I wanted you to be aware of this resource that is out there now and is doing 
good work now.”16 Lujan responded enthusiastically, telling Boren “President 
Bush and I have agreed to a 10-point agenda to direct the administration of the 
Department of the Interior, and the promotion of volunteerism on public lands 
is a key part of that agenda. This is a reflection of the President’s vision of a 
‘thousand points of light,’ the citizens of this great country of ours being actively 
involved at all levels of American life and American government.” He added,

The continuation of the Take Pride in America 
campaign, with its focus on the development of a 
national public lands stewardship ethic through 
education and volunteerism, is a prime example 
of our commitment to the involvement of citizens 
with their public lands. It is my understanding 
that during the last two years, a number of Nature 
Conservancy projects have been nominated to the 
Take Pride awards program. This undoubtedly is 
a result of the many years of fine leadership which 
The National Conservancy has provided in the area 
of conservation and public education.17

Lujan became the 46th secretary of the Interior on 8 February 1989. At 
the swearing-in ceremony, Bush emphasized the “great contribution being made 
by volunteers who participate in the many programs to keep America beautiful 
and to make it possible for more Americans to use and enjoy the outdoors.”18 
Although the president’s emphasis on nationwide community service extended 
beyond Interior’s portfolio, Lujan appreciated just how well Take Pride imbued 
the spirit and goals of the Points of Light initiative and how advancing one would 
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advance the other. Lujan instinctively grasped the support he could generate 
for the Interior-led program through allegiance with the Thousand Points of 
Light campaign, as well as the favor to be gained by heralding the White House 
initiative via his agency’s Take Pride public announcements. Thus, with Lujan’s 
commitment and Bush’s blessing, Take Pride in America retained its foothold 
within the executive branch.19

Ever the politician, Lujan was not beneath exploiting his rapport with the 
president. He invited First Lady Barbara Bush to serve as honorary chair of the 
Blue Ribbon Panel of Judges for the Take Pride awards. Flattered by the Interior 
secretary’s compliments of her leadership abilities and “personal commitment to 
education,” Barbara Bush accepted—reassured by Lujan that “this very exciting 
program embodies so much of what the Bush Administration stands for—
education, volunteerism, community spirit, protection of our natural and cultural 
treasures, and a deep love and devotion to the United States of America.”20

Lujan also understood the importance of the campaign’s celebrity spokes-
persons, and in May he invited Clint Eastwood to continue his involvement. 
Noting that “President George Bush has claimed volunteerism and education as 
two of his special emphases under his ‘thousand points of light’ program,” Lujan 
stressed his intent “to support the President in these efforts particularly through 
the Take Pride campaign, with its focus on public awareness and education, and 
the development of a stewardship ethic—which I believe can have a positive ef-
fect on all aspects of our society.”21

President Bush spoke publicly about the Take Pride program in his June 
1989 address to the Family Motor Coach Association at the Virginia state fair-
grounds in Richmond. Pointing to the wanderlust that compelled recreational 
vehicle owners to forgo “real estate for wheel estates,” Bush commented, “When 
this organization was founded by a handful of families in 1963, no one could 
have predicted that 26 years later you’d be 65,000 strong and still growing.”22 
Playing to the group’s love of sightseeing and the open road, he touted his ad-
ministration’s efforts to safeguard the national parks and expand scenic byways 
under Bureau of Land Management and Forest Service jurisdiction. It was a 
pleasure, he said, “to hear that so many of you are reaffirming the ethic of con-
servation by getting involved in the Take Pride in America program, promoting 
the careful stewardship of our public lands and resources.”23

Lujan’s tenure in the House of Representatives had sharpened his skills 
with constituents and led him to expand the size and diversity of the Blue 
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Ribbon Panel of Judges.24 The new panel charged with selecting Take Pride 
in America award winners included congressional members, governors and 
state legislators, federal and state agency heads, corporate and education 
leaders, celebrities, and representatives from conservation, hunting, youth, 
and outdoor recreation organizations. Environmental groups had a place at 
the table, but little more.25

The president and First Lady presided over the third annual Take Pride in 
America National Awards Ceremony, which took place on the South Lawn of 
the White House in July 1989. Country music entertainers Lee Greenwood and 
the Moody Brothers warmed up the crowd, with Greenwood serving as master 
of ceremonies. Lujan told the 3,000-person audience that the Take Pride award 
winners represented “104 points of light in America’s bright sky of volunteer-
ism.”26 President Bush’s impromptu remarks epitomized his clipped speech pat-
tern: “And now, as you may know, I, too, love the outdoors—always have. Love 
to hunt and hike and go fishing in the Keys or out West.” He then turned to his 
formal address:

Last month we celebrated the volunteer spirit, 
which is as timeless as America and as timely 
as today. For by launching the Points of Light 
Initiative, we sounded a nationwide call for each 
American to engage in community service. Well, 
this afternoon we renew that call in the cause of 
conserving our national and cultural resources and 
of enshrining our parks, forests, wildlife, waters, 
and monuments. For the great outdoors is precious, 
but fragile. To preserve it, we must protect it.27

In September 1989, Lujan wrote to Department of Labor secretary Elizabeth 
Dole and Department of Housing and Urban Development secretary Jack Kemp 
urging them to participate more actively in the Take Pride campaign.28 He later 
asked the same of the heads of the Tennessee Valley Authority; EPA; the Depart-
ments of Commerce, Agriculture, Education, and Transportation; and the Army 
Corps of Engineers, pointing to the initiative’s continued growth, which had recent-
ly added two new federal agency partners—the Department of Veterans Affairs and 
the Peace Corps—to join with the 48 partner states. Telling them the “program has 
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the full support of The White House as part of the President’s ‘thousand points of 
light’ initiative” and that it “embraces all the values of President Bush’s emphasis on 
national service,” he concluded by soliciting their “active participation.”29

THE ADVERTISING COUNCIL

In developing the Take Pride in America campaign, the Ad Council strove to 
build a broad coalition of sympathizers by targeting organizations committed 
to voluntary action in outdoor settings (such as scout troops and gardening 
clubs) but unaligned with environmental groups critical of White House policies 
and actions. It also began to expand the program’s demographic reach. In May 
1989, the Ad Council’s campaign coordinator, Harold Handley, pitched a youth-
oriented series featuring the television character ALF (aka “Alien Life Form”), 
the gruff, wild-eyed, furry extraterrestrial title character of a popular NBC 
sitcom. In the campaign’s effort to target younger audiences, Handley said, “We 
have been fortunate again to obtain the services of a celebrity recognized by 
young and old as our new spokesman—or perhaps I should refer to him as our 
‘spokesalien’ ALF. He is encouraging us to care for our planet. He says he doesn’t 
want to have to look for a new one.”30 In the public service announcements, the 
puppet ALF pled the case for Planet Earth:

Yo, Alf here.
I’d like to talk to you about your planet. I like it 

and you should too.
A lot of people aren’t taking very good care of 

it. For starters: they’re abusing our public lands, 
they’re littering the beaches, vandalizing the parks, 
trashing the playgrounds, and basically treating the 
planet like rental property.

Frankly, I don’t understand it. People like that 
are running loose and I’m the one who has to hide 
in the kitchen.

Look, folks, public lands are not like pizzas—
you just can’t pick up the phone and order more.
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I should know, my planet was really abused. 
The next thing we knew, it was gone.

Public land is our friend. If we don’t take care of 
it, it’ll be destroyed.

If you want to help me take care of our public 
lands, call me.

I’ll send you all kinds of neat stuff. Even a 
recent photo of myself.

Please let’s save the planet. I don’t want to have 
to look for another one.31

In summer 1989, Eisaman, Johns & Laws replaced W. B. Doner and Company 
as the volunteer advertising agency in charge of the Take Pride account. By then, 
Doner’s ALF idea had already paid off. During the first two months, ALF public 
service ads had generated more than 100,000 telephone inquiries.32 Eisaman, 
Johns & Laws, however, proposed an important redirection of the campaign, 
seeking to motivate action rather than awareness. The new target groups 
included college-educated, 25- to 54-year-olds making more than $30,000 
annually, promoting volunteerism along with a message that “an individual can 
make a difference.” The goal was to “give people something to do as opposed 
to what not to do.”33 The Ad Council approved the revised strategic plan and, 
in January 1990, considered creative concepts for a new television campaign 
featuring Linda Evans, the television actor best known for her central role in the 
ABC prime-time soap opera Dynasty, which aired from 1981 to 1989.34

That season, the Ad Council concluded its Take Pride in America cam-
paign, claiming that it had “successfully met its goals and is in the process of 
being completed.”35 Such termination was not unusual. Indeed, the majority of 
the council’s advertising campaigns lasted only a few years. Rather than contin-
ue with Take Pride, the council teamed with the White House to launch an al-
ternative series of public service announcements that hewed closer to President 
Bush’s priorities: the Points of Light volunteer initiative. The new campaign, 
which was sponsored by the Points of Light Foundation rather than the federal 
government, sought to steer “people to community service,” a goal that inspired 
the tagline “Do something good. Feel something real.”36

The loss of Ad Council involvement did not, however, spell the end of Take 
Pride. It merely shifted responsibility for promoting the public lands steward-
ship effort to the Interior Department’s staff. Although reduced in scale, Take 
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Pride endured throughout the Bush administration, operating side by side with 
the Points of Light initiative, each reinforcing the other in spirit, but working 
independently to address different objectives.37

Anticipating the eventual termination of the Ad Council’s assistance, 
Interior’s internal Take Pride in America Task Force published a special issue 
of its newsletter, National Campaign News, offering practical media advice to 
agency staff. For example, the newsletter stated that “articles or editorials in 
your local newspaper or on your local radio or television stations in support of 
Take Pride in America Month are among the most effective tools you can use 

FIGURE 21. Television storyboard for a 1990 Take Pride in America ad 
featuring the puppet ALF. Courtesy of Ad Council Archives, University 
of Illinois Archives, record series 13/2/207.
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to get attention and support for stewardship activities in your community. An 
editorial carried by a newspaper or broadcast by a television or radio station 
gives stewardship and volunteerism an important third-party endorsement.”38 
As far as next steps, it added, “Once you have identified your strongest media 
contact(s), call or sit down with that individual to discuss an angle on stewardship 
activities in your area. Use Take Pride Month as the ‘hook’ and identify activities 
that have taken place in your area or your State. Be prepared to identify some 
activities which will take place during Take Pride Month and bring them up-
to-date on the public service campaigns featuring the ‘tough, good guys’ (Clint 
Eastwood, Charles Bronson, and Louis Gossett, Jr.).”39

Lujan drew on his legislative experience and personal networks to secure bi-
partisan passage of the Take Pride in America Act, which President Bush signed 
into law on 28 November 1990.40 Senator Steve Symms (R-ID), who introduced 
the bill, said that Take Pride represents “a great example of how government 
can help, not by imposing burdensome regulations, but by recognizing those 
tireless individuals and groups who take it upon themselves to identify and solve 
problems.” Appealing to the conservative agenda of curtailing domestic federal 
expenditures, Symms asserted that “giving people the recognition they deserve 
is a simple act and one that makes government a partner with the governed in-
stead of an adversary.”41

The statute made Take Pride in America a permanent office within the De-
partment of the Interior, allowing for the direct allocation of federal funds to 
support it, largely in the form of facilities and administrative services. It also 
authorized Take Pride to raise private funds, accept gifts, and recruit volunteers. 
The program’s formalized mission changed little from its original conception 
to conduct a public awareness campaign, run a national awards program, and 
encourage public appreciation of the nation’s lands and resources, but the act 
increased the program’s perception of legitimacy and its chance for longevity 
by not having to rely on the pleasure of the White House for its existence. Such 
legislative authority made it more difficult for any future administration to elim-
inate the program.42

In spring 1991, Lujan impaneled the Take Pride in America Advisory 
Board, assembling a diverse, nationwide membership to help publicly validate 
the program, increase its visibility, strengthen its regional backing, and provide 
programmatic guidance. The board’s charter called for an annual operating 
budget of $100,000 and a two-year life span, unless “renewed by the Secretary 
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of the Interior in accordance with the Federal Advisory Committee Act.”43 Lujan 
used the board to bring new participants—or at least new supporters—into the 
fold. His appointment authority served as a subtle, if token, display of his ability 
to bestow public recognition, and he continued to favor representatives of the 
private (for profit) sector over those from environmental and conservation or-
ganizations. Befitting that strategy, he selected American Recreation Coalition 
president Derrick Crandall to chair the board.

Despite Take Pride’s espousal of personal sacrifice, volunteerism, and love 
of country, the program’s operation never acquired immunity from politics and 
patronage. In fall 1991, when Lujan needed to fill the unexpired term of a mem-
ber who had resigned from the Take Pride in America Advisory Board, he turned 
to a public affairs specialist with deep Republican ties and extensive experience 
in Washington, D.C., and New Mexico, including as director of congressional 
and media affairs in the White House Office of Telecommunications, political 
and fundraising consultant to the National Republican Congressional Commit-
tee, and political campaign director for a U.S. congressional campaign.44 In her 
December 1992 transmittal memorandum to the Interior secretary, Take Pride 
in America Director Anne House Quinn emphasized the program’s great po-
tential and strong presidential backing. It had 14 federal agency partners and 
the support of “numerous private sector organizations,” she said, and—in 1991— 
8 million Americans across all 50 states contributed more than 12 million hours 
of service through the program, while Take Pride’s seven full-time employees 
worked with a budget of $1.6 million.45

GREEN WASHING TAKE PRIDE

Thanks to Interior secretary Lujan’s administrative astuteness, Take Pride 
survived as an innocuous and symbolically compatible component of President 
Bush’s nationwide volunteer effort. From the White House’s perspective, the 
political calculus was simple: Take Pride gave the administration the appearance 
of being committed to environmental values without relying on regulations or 
the reorientation of natural resource policies—or without fully funding federal 
land management agencies. It also offered a “green washing” opportunity to 
participating organizations. Entities vilified by environmentalists (such as the 
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American Petroleum Institute) could assist the Take Pride program in the hope 
of earning recognition for their responsible treatment of public lands.46

To his credit, Lujan knew when to take advantage of an easy way to ingra-
tiate himself with the White House and how to do so without stepping on any-
one’s toes. Promoting the Take Pride program allowed him to distribute a few 
favors—as minor as they might have been—among a wide group of individuals 
and organizations. It also cast Lujan in the role of heading an effort extending 
beyond his agency, to the extent that Take Pride represented a coalition of feder-
al, state, and private entities.

Whereas President Reagan had issued a formal proclamation designating 
May 1988 Take Pride in America Month, Lujan took it upon himself to declare 
May as the perpetual Take Pride in America Month.47 In sending this news release 
to the nation’s governors, Lujan expressed his hope that they would issue similar 
state-based proclamations, adding, “Your recognition will provide a great boost 
to the many individuals and organizations conducting volunteer stewardship 
activities in your State.”48 The Interior secretary encouraged his staff to partic-
ipate in the various volunteer projects scheduled for May 1989, explaining that 
he and the president “share a commitment to the responsible stewardship of our 
natural, historic and cultural resources, and the development of a strong out-
door ethic among all Americans.”49 One of those May events would take place in 
Rawlins Park, which was situated just to the north of the Interior Department’s 
Washington, D.C., headquarters. In describing the “jamboree celebration” to the 
director of the Office of Personnel Management, whose headquarters building 
bordered the opposite side of the park, Lujan invited the agency’s staff to attend 
the event, noting “we will be entertained by The Moody Brothers, a country/
western group which has been very supportive of the Take Pride campaign.”50 
Lujan also asked Interior’s bureau directors to urge their staffs to join the out-
door festivities and to view the Take Pride in America exhibit and video installed 
in Interior’s famed art deco, mural-adorned cafeteria.51

In February 1990, Lujan reported to Ben Love, chief scout executive of the 
Boy Scouts of America, “on the joint scouting activities within the Department 
of the Interior,” especially those that would enable Scouts to fulfill their public 
service obligations.52 Lujan attached material from the National Park Service, 
which set forth the requirements for securing the Scouts’ new Take Pride in 
America patch by completing Park Service–managed projects.53 The Boy Scouts 
of America and Interior’s Take Pride campaign office jointly developed guidelines 



GEORGE H. W. BUSH AND A THOUSAND POINTS OF LIGHT� 93

for earning the patch. As Take Pride’s National Campaign News explained, 
“Take Pride projects must be educational, worthwhile and memorable, and 
also benefit the public lands. Each Scout may earn one Take Pride patch and an 
unlimited number of federal agency bars (one for each project completed). Take 
Pride patches and bars may be earned in conjunction with merit badges and in 
fulfillment of requirements for Star, Life and Eagle ranks.”54

The theme “We can make a world of difference” graced Lujan’s self-
proclaimed Take Pride in America month in 1990. The big event was capped 
on 31 May with an Oak Ridge Boys concert, to which news reporters were 
cordially invited.55 Although Clint Eastwood, Charles Bronson, and Louis 
Gossett Jr. were no longer participating in Take Pride, Lujan proudly stated that 
the campaign was “presently in the process of producing advertising featuring 
actress Linda Evans.”56 The Take Pride office issued a news release summarizing 
the initiative’s “public service awareness campaign using radio, TV and print 
media” and noting that Evans would be delivering “the message that there is 
something that everyone can do to Take Pride in America and help to protect 
our environment.”57 With the Evans public service announcements ready for 
distribution in July, Lujan explained to television public service directors that 
“Ms. Evans calls on all of us to take action on behalf of our environment. ‘After 
all, some pretty important people are moving in,’ she says, as giggling children 
surround her.”58

The nationally syndicated television program Entertainment Tonight ran 
a short interview with Evans in June 1990. Reporter Leeza Gibbons asked the 
star of ABC’s prime-time soap opera Dynasty about her role with the revamped 
public lands stewardship program. Setting up the piece, Gibbons stated that 
“Linda Evans has made headlines in her home state of Washington for speak-
ing out on environmental issues, now she’s added her clout to the Take Pride in 
America campaign adding her name to an impressive line-up of stars.” Gibbons 
elaborated that the new Take Pride spokesperson “is spreading the word about 
the environment. Of all the roles she’s been asked to play over the years, she says 
none has made her prouder than this one.” The camera then focused on Evans, 
who said, “I was pleased they chose me because I was someone who cared. I’ve 
been working in environmental causes for a few years and this gave me an op-
portunity to tell an awful lot of people something I think is very important.” She 
emphasized that “everybody has to do something and everybody can do some-
thing, and that’s what we’re trying to say to them.”59
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Take Pride’s new Linda Evans–endorsed ads gained little traction for the 
program—or for the president’s credibility. From the moment he entered the 
White House, George H. W. Bush pursued an environmental policy that was 
more sympathetic and activist than Reagan’s, yet it fell short of what many 
environmental organizations desired.60 Failing to garner the support he thought 
he had earned, Bush tempered the attention he paid to environmental matters, a 
shift that reflected the environmentally unsympathetic stance of the president’s 
senior staff, notably Vice President Dan Quayle, Chief of Staff John Sununu Jr., 
and Office of Management and Budget Director Richard Darman. Like Reagan, 
Bush remained committed to encouraging citizen volunteerism and promoting 
partnerships between the public and private sectors, rather than fully funding 
government initiatives. Toward that end, in December 1990 he signed an 
executive order establishing the President’s Commission on Environmental 
Quality, with the charge of advancing conservation, education, international 
cooperation, and pollution prevention through public-private partnerships. To 
encourage voluntary activities, he launched a program of presidential awards 
in conservation and environmental affairs.61 Despite these efforts, voluntary 
stewardship of the nation’s natural resources faded from Bush’s agenda as he 
prepared for his reelection bid.
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CHAPTER 8

GEORGE W. BUSH AND  
TAKE PRIDE’S REVIVAL

George H. W. Bush vigorously defended his environmental record during his 
reelection campaign but did so without listing Take Pride in America among 
his administration’s accomplishments.1 Advised by political strategists that 
the volunteer-based, public lands stewardship program lacked salience, Bush 
focused on what his team perceived as more substantive achievements. At his 
October 1992 campaign stop in Paducah, Kentucky, for example, he touted the 
signing of the Clean Air Act and his administration’s programs on wetlands 
protection, reforestation, and ocean dumping restrictions. He also attempted 
to portray his Democratic opponents (especially presidential candidate Bill 
Clinton’s running mate, Al Gore) as environmental extremists. Bush stressed 
the need for balance, quipping, “You’ve got a guy coming over here in Ozone 
Man, Gore, and he’ll shut down this country, I’ll tell you.” Pointing to Gore’s 
championing of the endangered spotted owl in Oregon and his advocacy 
of raising automotive fuel efficiency standards, Bush warned that “it is too 
much when you go and say that the owl is so important that you’re going to 
throw 30,000 people in the timber business out of work; or go up, as Mr. 
Gore’s book says, and say you want 40- to 45-miles-per-gallon standards, fuel 
efficiency standards. You’ve got some auto stuff in this State, and you’re going 
to throw those workers needlessly out of work by setting these strange and 
too far-out standards.”2

Thanks to lingering concerns over the 1990–1991 recession, however, 
political topics like environmental regulation found less traction. The economy 
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dominated the 1992 presidential election. Unable to rally support from 
environmental organizations and forced to shield himself from the harsh barbs 
launched by ultraconservative critics, Bush largely abandoned the environmental 
priorities that had animated the early months of his administration.3 The 
ecological calamity of the 1989 Exxon Valdez oil spill in Alaska’s Prince William 
Sound, combined with the administration’s efforts to open the Arctic National 
Wildlife Refuge to oil drilling, further strained Bush’s standing among the 
conservation community and led the Clinton campaign to feel secure that 
voters with strong environmental leanings would remain solidly committed to 
the Democratic ticket. This confidence intensified Clinton’s focus on economic 
matters, a strategy that ultimately proved successful and influenced the new 
administration’s agenda. Even if environmental matters had not registered at the 
top of the electorate’s priority list, Clinton’s transition team was well aware that 
membership in environmental and conservation associations remained high. 
Those numbers—combined with the passion felt toward their causes—would 
make environmental supporters a potent political voice, with implications for 
programs like Take Pride in America.4

BRUCE BABBITT AT INTERIOR

Following Bush’s reelection defeat, Interior secretary Manuel Lujan angled to 
ensure the programmatic longevity of Take Pride in America by burnishing its 
apolitical nature. On the eve of his departure, Lujan sent secretary-designate Bruce 
Babbitt the Take Pride Advisory Board’s recently prepared recommendations, 
stating that when he had begun his tenure at the Department of the Interior, 
“Take Pride in America was a rising initiative started by my predecessor Don 
Hodel. His idea was to educate all Americans that they own our public lands and 
urge them to volunteer to take care of our lands.” Lujan said he was impressed 
by the citizen involvement in all 50 states, which had prompted him “to expand 
the Take Pride effort into a broad-based, environmental program.” Soliciting 
Babbitt’s support, he emphasized that Take Pride “can never be measured by the 
tons of trash its volunteers remove from our lands or the millions of dollars it 
saves a state. It can, however, stand tall when it comes to bringing the citizens of 
our great nation together for the good of our country.”5
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Babbitt, who had served as Arizona’s attorney general (1975–1978) and 
governor (1978–1987) and unsuccessfully sought nomination as the Democratic 
presidential candidate in 1988, had other ideas. Because Take Pride had taken 
root during the notoriously anti-environmentalist Reagan presidency, it remained 
suspect among many people sympathetic to conservation ideals. Once in office, 
Babbitt asked Interior’s legal counsel whether the program could be discontinued. 
Acting solicitor Timothy Elliott submitted his findings in March 1993. He concluded 
that the Interior secretary had the requisite authority to terminate Take Pride, either 
ceasing it outright or reducing its operations, “despite the fact that the program is 
created by statute.” Moreover, the secretary could determine that “very little or none 
of the administrative services” for Take Pride are “necessary and appropriate.” Elliott 
then outlined the bureaucratic processes for shutting it down.6

In April, Babbitt ordered the immediate “cessation of the activity of the 
Take Pride in America Program.”7 Two months later, he asked the congressional 
appropriations committees to approve the reallocation of $400,000 in Take Pride 
funds to support President Clinton’s newly established Council on Sustainable 
Development. As the Interior Department told House subcommittee chairman 
Sydney Yates, “The President is committed to a national strategy that uses our 
natural resources to meet the needs of the present without compromising the 
future. To this end, the Council will develop and recommend an action strategy 
on sustainable development that will encourage economic growth, job creation, 
environmental protection, and the effective use of our natural and cultural 
resources.” Moreover, the agency assured Yates that the council “will encourage 
stewardship and promote public participation in a conservation ethic.”8

To signal his respect for the values and accomplishments of Take Pride in 
America, Babbitt explained his “difficult decision” in letters directed to more than 
200 of the initiative’s principal supporters. Aiming to appease the program’s po-
litically conservative backers, he argued that “Take Pride in America is a responsi-
bility that can likely be shifted to the private sector.” Babbitt assured them that the 
Clinton administration remained “solidly committed to increasing volunteerism 
and national service” and would make every effort to foster activities “at the local 
level” rather than directing funding toward “a huge national program.” He point-
edly emphasized that the White House was not abandoning support of volunteer-
ism on public lands; it had “simply chosen a different vehicle.”9

Rather than scrubbing Take Pride from the books, Babbitt simply mothballed 
it, leaving it dormant and defunded. With the national program in abeyance, 
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some state groups continued with their own recognitions of volunteers working 
on public lands, but coordination among the state-run efforts slumped with 
Babbitt’s disbandment of the Take Pride in America Advisory Board, an action 
he took in accordance with the administration’s effort to reduce the number of 
nonmandated federal advisory committees.10 Derrick Crandall, president of the 
American Recreation Coalition and chair of the Take Pride in America National 
Advisory Board during George H. W. Bush’s presidency, argued in vain for the 
program’s resurrection. The Interior Department even denied the coalition’s 
request to use the Take Pride slogan and logo.11

The Clinton administration conveyed its espousal of voluntarism in 
several ways, including through its support of the nonpartisan Points of Light 
Foundation. Ed Segal, who headed the White House Office of National Service, 
worked with the foundation to advance Clinton’s own ambitious national service 
initiative, AmeriCorps. Indeed, the president’s proposed 1994 federal budget 
earmarked $5 million for the Points of Light Foundation, the same amount 
allocated to it during the final year of Bush’s presidency.12

There was no denying the value Clinton placed upon voluntarism and 
the role of citizens in public lands stewardship. He merely chose a different 
mechanism to implement those goals. In 1993, the White House introduced the 
AmeriCorps National Civilian Community Corps (NCCC), which was modeled 
on the Civilian Conservation Corps, the New Deal organization founded 60 
years earlier. The NCCC was a nationwide program aimed at young adults, 
providing 10-month terms of service, sending teams of 8 to 12 people to assist 
with conservation projects, infrastructure improvement, urban and rural 
development, and disaster relief.13

GALE A. NORTON’S SECRETARYSHIP

Different occupants of the White House have stressed different aspects of volunteer 
service, but by the dawn of the twenty-first century, there was little doubt that 
voluntarism remained a valuable political tool for American presidents. After 
barely defeating Vice President Al Gore in the disputed November 2000 election, 
George W. Bush revived his father’s rhetoric promoting voluntarism as a way to 
lessen (symbolically, if not literally) the role of the federal government in addressing 
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social problems and needs. Rather than building upon Bush 41’s Thousand Points 
of Light program, Bush 43—like Clinton before him—established something 
new. The nature and timing of that creation were influenced by the coordinated 
terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001. President Bush harnessed the resulting 
surge in patriotism by urging Americans to serve their country as volunteers 
through the USA Freedom Corps, which incorporated the Clinton administration’s 
AmeriCorps program.14

Because Bush’s stance on environmental and natural resources policy 
aligned closely with the positions staked out by Ronald Reagan, it came as no 
surprise when Bush selected James Watt’s protégé Gale A. Norton to head the 
Department of the Interior.15 Norton was born in Wichita, Kansas, but moved to 
Colorado, earning both bachelor’s (1975) and juris doctor (1978) degrees from 
the University of Denver. After she finished law school, Watt hired her as a staff 
attorney at the Denver-based Mountain States Legal Foundation. When Watt 
later became Reagan’s Interior secretary, he recruited Norton to join the agency 
as an associate solicitor, a job she held until 1990. From 1991 to 1999, she served 
as attorney general of Colorado, where she solidified her reputation as a critic of 
federal regulations affecting public lands.16

Law professor Richard Lazarus has explained how Norton resolutely sought 
to redirect the Department of the Interior away from Clinton era values. Besides 
advancing Bush’s goal of allowing oil exploration and development in the Arctic 
National Wildlife Refuge, Norton eliminated “environmental regulations and 
bonding requirements applicable to mining on public lands; authorized oil drilling 
near national parks; barred the reintroduction of grizzly bears to the Northwest; 
reversed the Clinton administration policy to now reopen Yellowstone National 
Park to snowmobiling; and reduced a Clinton administration two-year mining 
moratorium on 1 million acres under consideration for national monument 
designation to a ban of new mining on only 117,000 acres of the land.”17 Just as 
Watt had done during Reagan’s first term, Norton’s emphasis on opening public 
lands to resource extraction ignited fiery opposition within environmental and 
conservation communities.18

Norton’s goals may have mirrored Watt’s, but her style was more in line 
with Donald Hodel’s. That low-key approach made Norton receptive to the 
idea of resurrecting Take Pride in America. Reactivating the public relations 
program, her senior advisors counseled, offered one way to shield the Bush 
administration from the anticipated criticism. It would also underscore 
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the president’s emphasis on personal responsibility and voluntary land 
stewardship.19 Norton heard from other interests as well. Derrick Crandall, 
the former Take Pride advisory board chair who had lobbied the Clinton 
administration to keep the program functioning, headed an effort to reinstate 
Take Pride. He was quick off the blocks, submitting written recommendations 
to the Bush 43 transition team in December 2000. Meeting face-to-face with 
White House and Interior staff in March 2001, Crandall emphasized how 
volunteerism could expand the productivity of federal public lands agencies and 
“address a troublesome decline in youth participation in traditional outdoor 
recreation activities.”20 Two weeks after the 11 September terrorist attacks, 
he implored Norton to consider the healing power “of outdoor activities on 
America’s public lands in helping the nation deal with the stresses of life.” The 
outdoor recreation lobbyist also pushed for a relaunching of “Take Pride in 
America and a high visibility campaign to encourage volunteerism on federal 
lands—an effort designed to capitalize on current patriotic fervor and the 
predicted steady increase in time by Baby Boomers, a generation of Americans 
with a special passion for the outdoors.”21

After consulting with her inner circle at Interior, Norton agreed to explore 
these matters.22 In October 2001, she summoned leaders of the recreation in-
dustry to a meeting, where she listened to their pleas for prioritizing the recre-
ational use of the public lands. To temper the widespread anxiety triggered by 
the 11 September attacks, they advised heightening security measures on the 
agency’s domains. They also recommended a new effort to introduce children 
to the fun of outdoor activities on public lands. Norton’s own staff urged her to 
focus on three groups: “today’s seniors; retiring boomers; high schoolers with 
service requirements for graduation.”23

By fall 2002, the White House and Department of the Interior agreed to re-
instate the Take Pride in America program, folding it into President Bush’s USA 
Freedom Corps initiative, which, they reasoned, would offer an appealing option 
for those wanting to direct their patriotic efforts toward the enhancement of the 
nation’s public lands. Explaining that the president would announce the move in 
early 2003, Interior’s Office of External and Intergovernmental Affairs informed 
the agency’s bureau and office heads that a revitalized Take Pride would allow 
Interior “to fulfill the President’s call to service in the public lands arena.” The 
program’s volunteer initiatives would be designed to “promote stewardship and 
conservation, while encouraging citizens to use and enjoy the great outdoors.”24
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Lynn Scarlett, Interior’s assistant secretary for policy, management, and 
budget, teamed with Kit Kimball, Interior’s director of external and intergov-
ernmental affairs, to coordinate the relaunching of Take Pride in America. Their 
briefing memo to Norton highlighted the program’s three main objectives: “Pro-
mote and recognize volunteer programs focused on restoration and stewardship 
efforts on public lands; Increase citizen awareness of the importance of wise 
use of public lands and natural and cultural resources; Encourage an attitude of 
stewardship and responsibility toward public lands and resources.” Rather than 
creating a new set of volunteer activities, the program would build upon existing 
restoration, recreation, and stewardship projects. Scarlett and Kimball told the 
secretary that, during the 1980s, Take Pride had “provided a framework that 
appealed to the traditional public land base, urban residents and moderate envi-
ronmentalists.” A renewed program, they said, would have the added attraction 
of providing conservation-oriented volunteer opportunities for people wishing 
to fulfill “the President’s call for service.”25

In January 2003, Scarlett and Kimball briefed USA Freedom Corps 
Director John Bridgeland and Council on Environmental Quality Director James 
Connaughton. They outlined the background of Take Pride and the newly added 
elements that would help expand the USA Freedom Corps through volunteer 
opportunities on public lands. They also urged that the president announce Take 
Pride’s revival in his State of the Union address. Special care would be taken, 
they said, to stress the benefits volunteers would bring to the nation as a whole, 
adding that “the New Take Pride will emphasize—and highlight—the President’s 
call to service and volunteers through new commitments and the integration of 
many projects and activities not in existence in the late 1980s.”26

Take Pride’s initial mission of curbing public lands abuses—such as theft, 
vandalism, and littering—was to be paired with the new goal of public lands 
restoration. Scarlett and Kimball said that the enlarged pool of volunteer labor 
would be especially helpful to underfunded state and local agencies. Take Pride 
would also be adding a “Master Volunteers” category. Highly specialized pro-
fessionals, such as engineers, landscape architects, biologists, carpenters, and 
hydrologists, would “bring extraordinary talent and high-level skill to the public 
lands arena” and would mentor younger volunteers. Many of these master vol-
unteers would come from the ranks of retired government employees. Scarlett 
and Kimball pointed to Take Pride’s intent to expand its outreach to Hispan-
ics and African Americans, as well as to unions and faith-based organizations. 
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Greater emphasis would be placed “on inner city and urban sites such as parks, 
trails, historical monuments, refuse sites, and playgrounds.” Moreover, the an-
nual awards program would be revamped by adding categories that recognized 
individual volunteers on the basis of their accumulated hours of service: the 
Presidential Level Volunteer would require at least 4,000 hours; the Secretary 
Level Volunteer, 3,000 hours; and TPIA Level Volunteer, 2,000 hours.27

News of the pending rebirth of Take Pride in America prompted the East-
ern Lands and Resources Council—a coalition of state offices of conservation, 
natural resources, and public lands—to pledge their endorsement. Noting that 
“many States are considering layoffs and budget reductions in natural resource 
management programs,” council president Ralph Knoll told secretary Norton 
that Take Pride would “provide some of the tools to assist management efforts 
within the natural resource agencies.” He assured her that the council “will do 
anything it can to make this initiative a success.”28

American Recreation Coalition (ARC) president Derrick Crandall reiterated 
his organization’s interest in participating, and he pressed Interior to grant ARC 
an instrumental role in Take Pride’s operation. As he explained to the agency’s 
deputy secretary, ARC was not proposing to serve “as a vendor seeking payments 
from the Department but as a partner willing to contribute our own time and 
resources.” Crandall’s support of the Take Pride program during the Reagan and 
Bush 41 administrations enhanced his and the ARC’s political visibility (allowing 
them to deal directly with federal land agency heads and members of Congress 
on matters of public interest) and giving them the opportunity to advance causes 
on public lands that benefited the outdoor recreation industry.29

TAKE PRIDE REDUX

Norton formally reinstituted Take Pride on 16 April 2003. Speaking before an 
audience of reporters at the National Press Club’s Newsmaker Luncheon, she 
said, “By working with volunteers, young and old, we lend our hands to heal 
our land, one acre at a time. And in so doing, we are celebrating the start of the 
national, grassroots, bipartisan Take Pride in America program.” Her failure to 
pay tribute to the earlier Take Pride initiative made it sound as if it was a new 
undertaking. During a media event later that afternoon, she joined Washington 
Mayor Anthony Williams and actor Rick Schroder to pose with a group of 
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student volunteers cleaning up debris and planting trees along the shores of 
Watts Branch, a tributary of the city’s long-neglected Anacostia River.30

On 28 April 2003, Norton and Crandall signed a memorandum of un-
derstanding that established the ground rules for the ARC to assist Interior in 
carrying out Take Pride–related events and activities.31 Explaining that the co-
alition’s membership included “the Recreational Vehicle Industry Association, 
Recreational Vehicle Dealers Association and the National Association of RV 
Parks and Campgrounds,” the trade journal RV Business reported that ARC 
would “coordinate voluntary fundraising for Take Pride.”32

The Marina Operators Association of America also joined the endeavor, 
as did the Family Motor Coach Association, Recreation Vehicle Industry Asso-
ciation, Recreation Vehicle Dealers Association, Motorcycle Industry Council, 
United Four Wheel Drive Associations, Good Sam Club, America Outdoors, 
Bass Pro Shops, and many others.33 Such a broad alliance reflected the strong 
interest among outdoor recreational industries reliant upon the use of public 
lands and waters. This economic sector was primarily concerned about the 
enhancement of visitor amenities, as opposed to land and biodiversity stew-
ardship.34 Michael Molino, president of the National RV Dealers Association, 
emphasized that his organization was “a strong supporter of responsible rec-
reational use of America’s Great Outdoors and the expansion of volunteerism 
on our public lands.” Anticipating Norton’s support, Molino said that his staff 
was preparing to distribute “Take Pride in America decals and posters to our 
members, with the goal of placing the Take Pride logo on thousands of RVs by 
this time next year.”35

Norton named Martha Phillips “Marti” Allbright executive director of Take 
Pride in America in June 2003. Allbright had worked closely with Norton on 

FIGURE 22. Take Pride in America bumper sticker sporting the campaign’s stylized insignia. Courtesy 
of Smithsonian Institution Archives.
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two previous occasions: as chief deputy attorney general of Colorado from 1997 
to 1998 and as transition chief of staff at the Department of the Interior from 
January to April 2001. At the time of her Take Pride appointment, Allbright 
served as senior counsel at Brownstein, Hyatt and Farber in Denver.36 To pub-
licize the relaunched program, Norton mandated that all the newly printed let-
terhead of the Department of the Interior and its constituent bureaus include 
the Take Pride in America logo on the top right corner, with the department or 
bureau logo appearing on the top left.37

Without Advertising Council assistance, the Department of the Interior 
had to create and implement the Take Pride media campaign on its own, and it 
met with some initial success. Norton and her staff pulled off a public relations 
coup by persuading Clint Eastwood to reprise his role as the program’s national 
spokesperson. The movie star’s willingness to promote Take Pride sprang from 
his personal commitment to the cause, which was exemplified by his unpaid, 
state-level position as a California State Parks Commissioner. The Interior De-
partment produced a set of widely distributed video clips of Norton and East-
wood in Carmel River State Park planting trees with student volunteers from the 
nearby Carmel River School.38

Interior’s promotional materials benefited from Eastwood’s celebrity en-
dorsement but lacked the polish, saturation distribution, and national impact of 
the Ad Council’s initial Take Pride public service announcements. Recognizing the 
department’s inability to generate an advertising campaign on par with those pro-
duced by marketing professionals, Interior officials decided to hitch the program 
to events guaranteed to attract their own widespread media coverage. Such an op-
portunity opened in September 2003 when the National Football League (NFL) 
held an oversized, four-day event on the National Mall before the season-opening 
game between the Washington Redskins and the New York Jets. In addition to 
Pepsi Vanilla and the NFL, the festivities were cosponsored by Coors Light, Ree-
bok, Verizon Wireless, AOL, and the Department of the Interior/Take Pride in 
America. Televised coverage of the game itself played on jumbotron screens erect-
ed along the Mall. The open-air festival, advertised as the “NFL Kickoff Football 
Festival Presented by Pepsi Vanilla,” concluded with a postgame concert offered 
free to members of the military and their families.39

Four days prior to the game, Darrell Green and Mark Moseley of the 
Washington Redskins and Steve Young of the San Francisco 49ers joined 
Norton and representatives of the Take Pride staff, Home Depot, the nonprofit 
organization KABOOM!, and local community members to build a football-
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FIGURE 23. The National Football League joined with five corporate sponsors and Take Pride in 
America in promoting the start of its 2003 season with the four-day “NFL Kickoff Football Festival 
Presented by Pepsi Vanilla” on the National Mall in Washington, D.C. Courtesy of Smithsonian 
Institution Archives.



106� GREEN PERSUASION

themed playground in an underserved neighborhood in southeast Washington. 
Interior aggressively publicized the attention-grabbing construction, boasting 
that the volunteer-built “Playground of Hope will be a lasting legacy of the 
NFL’s week-long 2003 season kickoff activities in Washington, D.C.”40

The festival’s main events took place on a 10-block-long stretch of the 
National Mall, midway between the Capitol and the Washington Monument, 
a viewscape flanked by Smithsonian museums. Corporate logos decorated the 
temporary structures, while a lone booth festooned with Take Pride in America 
banners offered festival information, along with sign-up sheets for volunteer 
work on public lands.41 Following the season-opening kickoff, public service 
announcements for Take Pride in America—narrated by football stars LaVar 
Arrington, Laveranues Coles, and Patrick Ramsey—played on jumbotrons and 
during broadcasts of the game on ABC television and CBS radio.42

Posters in Washington’s Metro subway cars publicized the festival, but there 
was no papering over the controversy generated by the flagrant commercialization 
of the Mall, America’s most renowned urban national park. On the eve of the 
game, the Washington Post devoted its lead editorial to a condemnation of 
this “marketing” of the National Mall.43 The Department of the Interior, as a 
cosponsor of the event, had a clear conflict of interest. Interior had originally 
ruled that the jumbotron screens could present the ABC broadcast only if all of 
the commercials were replaced by public service announcements. But as game 
day approached, agency officials reversed their decision, giving their approval 
for those assembled on the Mall to watch the same football coverage and the 
same commercials seen by television audiences. Drawing on her interviews with 
National Park Service representatives, Washington Post reporter Karlyn Barker 
explained that “rules prohibiting commercial marketing on the Mall do not apply 
to this week’s NFL extravaganza because the promotional aspects constitute 
‘sponsor recognition’ and not advertising.” Agency officials admitted to Barker 
that this hairsplitting to allow such commercials on the Mall was unprecedented, 
although they contended that “relaxing the rules is justified by the unique nature 
of the NFL program.” Seeking refuge under the aegis of patriotism, Interior 
spokesperson Mark Pfeifle told Barker that the festivities “will pay tribute to our 
fighting men and women who are securing our freedom at home and overseas, 
especially coming up on the second anniversary of the horrendous attacks of 
September 11. The event also pays tribute to tens of thousands of people who 
donate their time to preserve and protect public lands.”44
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In her scrutiny of the relationship between professional sports and the mil-
itary following the 11 September terrorist attacks, Samantha King observed that 
the NFL had chosen Times Square as the backdrop for its first season-opening 
kickoff festival in September 2002. Commenting on the second kickoff festival 
a year later, she wrote,

This time the Kickoff took place on the 
National Mall in Washington D.C. and included 
performances by Britney Spears, Aerosmith, 
Mary J. Blige, and Aretha Franklin, who sang 
the national anthem. The 300,000-strong crowd 
included 25,000 troops and their families shipped 
in for the event by the Department of Defense with 
the promise of a free t-shirt and prime concert 
viewing. Publicity materials noted that the purpose 
of this “new tradition” was to “celebrate the resilient 
and indomitable spirit of America” through a focus 
on veterans of the “Global War on Terrorism.” 
Although the Pentagon is officially prohibited from 
participating in corporate promotions, by folding 
the Kickoff into the Tribute to Freedom program, 
it was able to promote the event quite freely on 
its Web site and in communications with service 
personnel.45

King described Take Pride as an initiative that “encourages volunteerism on the 
nation’s rapidly diminishing public lands in lieu of the paid labor force and en-
vironmental regulations that have been so dramatically rolled back under the 
current administration.” She also decried the blatant linking of a public service 
program to commercial objectives.46

The appeal of associating Take Pride with the televised NFL event on the 
National Mall had been irresistible. The potential payoff—measured in viewer 
exposure—seemed substantial because professional football was then television’s 
most watched sport. Situating that event at the heart of Washington’s monumental 
core also added an air of patriotism. The images evoked messages of strength 



108� GREEN PERSUASION

and masculinity, harkening back to those first Take Pride announcements by 
Eastwood, Bronson, and Gossett. And association of Take Pride with the event’s 
commercial sponsors fitted with secretary Norton’s goal of expanding Interior’s 
partnerships with major corporations.47

SADDLING UP FOR THE ROSE PARADE

From the beginning, despite its themes and images celebrating the natural 
world, the Take Pride program had attracted little participation from environ-
mental and conservation organizations. Outdoor recreational groups and busi-
nesses had comprised the major boosters. Typical of these supporters was the 
American Horse Council, which urged its members to contact their state’s Take 
Pride coordinator “as soon as possible to increase the profile of the equine com-
munity” because the program presented a prime “opportunity for AHC mem-
bers and recreational riders to take part in a worth-while federal initiative that 
offer[s] benefits to the industry too.” Recreational riders could “show our federal 
officials, who make decisions about access to trails for riders, and the public how 
large the industry is, how active it is in volunteering and what we do to improve 
recreational opportunities.”48

Such enthusiasm from its members led the American Recreation Coa-
lition to sponsor an equestrian entry for the 2004 Tournament of Roses Pa-
rade in Pasadena, California. This horseback troop, jointly sponsored by the 
City of Los Angeles and the Walt Disney Company, celebrated a Los Ange-
les–based, inner city program called WOW (Wonderful Outdoor World; “an 
urban camping program designed to bring the great outdoors to children in 
their neighborhood parks”) and focused attention on the importance of out-
door experiences for America’s youth. The entry’s organizers invited secretary 
Norton and Take Pride executive director Allbright to ride in the nationally 
televised parade, accompanied by “eight young Los Angelinos who were first 
introduced to healthy fun outdoors through our overnight urban camping ad-
venture—and then accepted an invitation to explore the High Sierras as part 
of our WOW II program.”49

According to Interior’s press release, Norton’s participation in the Tourna-
ment of Roses Parade was intended “to highlight the nearly 400,000 volunteer 
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hours pledged to work on public lands devastated by this year’s forest fires in 
California.” Responding to the 730,000 acres consumed by wildfires, Take Pride 
in America worked with several California-based organizations to recruit vol-
unteers to “help plant trees, clean up recreation sites, restore trails and perform 
other tasks needed to rehabilitate damaged land.” The goal was to obtain the 
730,000 hours of promised volunteer time—one hour for every acre burned in 
the Southern California wildfires.50

To enhance the publicity, Norton wanted to coordinate her parade appear-
ance with an announcement of hours pledged to the restoration effort and en-
listed John Stewart, director of environmental affairs at the United Four Wheel 
Drive Associations, to assist. Stewart set out to measure the unreported hours 
already donated and to offer a commitment in an equal amount from “a vari-
ety of recreation interests from motorized to mechanized (mountain bikes) to 
non-motorized (equestrian).” On behalf of 15 recreation organizations, Stewart 
then presented Norton with a promise of 150,000 volunteer hours, bringing 
Norton’s total to 450,000 pledged hours on the eve of the parade.51 The Good 
Sam Club, another charter partner of the relaunched Take Pride program, vowed 
to provide an additional 100,000 volunteer hours to assist in the restoration of 
Southern California’s burned-over public lands.52

By then, the revived Take Pride program was gaining energy and new political 
support. J. Steven Griles, who had worked as a coal industry lobbyist before being 
tapped by the Bush administration to serve as deputy secretary of the Interior 
and who became Interior’s main representative to Vice President Dick Cheney’s 
energy task force, facilitated Clint Eastwood’s return as Take Pride in America’s 
spokesperson. In February 2004, Griles reminded Eastwood’s representative 
Anthony Lombardo of the personal connection: “As you know, during my recent 
golf game with Clint Eastwood, we discussed Take Pride in America and his 
possible [reprised] participation as spokesman for this volunteer stewardship 
initiative.” Griles emphasized that “Eastwood has served as a superb role model for 
stewardship and service, especially with his service as a state parks commissioner, 
and is still remembered for his trademark ‘make my day’ PSA’s [sic] for Take Pride 
in the 1980’s. Take Pride would be very grateful for his participation and support 
with the current effort.”53

Eastwood agreed to stand as the program’s sole celebrity spokesperson, 
and Marti Allbright arranged a photo op and press release announcing his in-
volvement. The 73-year-old filmmaker engaged briefly with a group of 30 fifth 
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graders volunteering on a trail maintenance project and the rehabilitation of 
picnic tables and benches in the Santa Monica Mountains National Recreation 
Area, a 20-minute drive from Beverly Hills, and delivered prepared remarks.54

In an effort to expand the program’s base of supporters and participants, 
the Take Pride website proclaimed that it “will work to dramatically increase the 
number of volunteers by expanding participation among youth, senior citizen, 
Hispanic- and African-American, faith-based and union organizations. Take 
Pride will also emphasize service to inner city and urban sites, such as parks, 
trails, historic monuments and playgrounds.”55 Norton spoke to that municipal 
orientation in her address to the U.S. Conference of Mayors by announcing In-
terior’s “Take Pride in America Cities” program. Communities hosting or spon-
soring two or more annual events—such as a cleanup or tree-planting or awards 
ceremony—could designate themselves Take Pride in America Cities and “use 
the Take Pride in America logo and service marks at their events.”56

The American Sand Association (ASA), a California-based organization 
of off-road motorsports enthusiasts with a special interest in riding on sand 
dunes clustered in desert, beach, and mountainous settings, represented 
another interest group seeking to influence public lands policy through the Take 
Pride program. American Sand Association members referred to themselves as 
“duners” and named their newsletter In the Dunes. On multiday outings, they 
typically engaged in motor home camping at or near their riding sites. Because 
the majority of large, dune-dominated ecosystems lie within state or federally 
owned lands, ASA focused its political efforts on advocating for open access to 
public lands, which often put them at odds with enforcement of the Endangered 
Species Act.57 Although ASA was not a charter member of the relaunched 
Take Pride in America program, in 2006 it began encouraging its members to 
participate.58 The goal was to demonstrate care and concern for public lands and 
to emphasize self-regulation, attempting to portray motorized recreationalists 
as part of the solution to—rather than the problem of—public lands misuse.

Although he did not mention Take Pride in his Earth Day campaign speech, 
President Bush made clear that he agreed with the program’s operational belief 
that responsibility for environmental conservation should rest above all with the 
private sector. With a scenic coastal marsh backdropping his prepared remarks, 
he announced a wetlands initiative at the Wells National Estuarine Research 
Reserve in southern Maine, near the Bush family compound. Noting that 2004’s 
Earth Day coincided with National Volunteer Week, the president acknowledged 
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the 64 million Americans who served as volunteers, adding that it was his duty 
“to call people to a higher calling. If you’re not volunteering, do so. It will make 
somebody else’s life better, including your own.” By way of example, he praised 
the 400 volunteers who helped maintain the beauty of the wetlands reserve in 
Wells, asserting, “good conservation and good stewardship will happen when 
people say, I’m just not going to rely upon the government to be the solution to 
the problem.”59

In summer 2004, Norton and Allbright led a “Take Pride in America 
Western States Tour” aimed at promoting volunteer events on public lands in 
Colorado, Utah, Oregon, and California. The Council on Environmental Quality 
reported that the tour’s cosponsor, Unilever, donated “100 percent recycled 
plastic lumber picnic tables to Estes Park [Colorado], as well as continuing their 
sustainable lumber donation to the National Park Service” and then listed all the 
Unilever activities as if a commercial for the company.60

Take Pride in America held its 2004 national awards ceremony in September 
at Interior headquarters, with secretary Norton, USA Freedom Corps director 
Desiree Sayle, and Take Pride executive director Allbright presiding. After 
Clint Eastwood greeted the attendees via a taped video message, Norton told 
the audience, “Cooperative conservation is essential to the long-term vitality 
of our nation’s most prized treasure—our public lands.”61 American Recreation 
Coalition president Derrick Crandall accepted the special “Spirit of Take Pride 
in America” award. The Walt Disney Company received the Take Pride in 
America Charter Partner award for including a Take Pride promotional flyer 
in its Brother Bear DVDs and video packaging and for hosting a brainstorming 
session involving Interior Department personnel and Walt Disney Imagineers.62

The Take Pride program played a subliminal role in the 2004 presidential 
election, to the extent that the attention it gave to the administration’s encour-
agement of volunteer efforts on public lands helped soften criticism of President 
Bush’s environmental record. Nevertheless, Take Pride’s political and monetary 
costs remained small. Voluntary public lands stewardship presented an ideal 
area where the private sector could assist, whether it be through individuals, 
corporations, or nongovernmental organizations. California and Florida, with 
their large populations and higher-than-average citizen concern for environ-
mental matters, became key battleground states in the election. In 2004, both 
were headed by Republican governors—Arnold Schwarzenegger in California 
and the president’s brother, Jeb Bush, in Florida—and in that year they both 
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pushed their states into high visibility involvement in Take Pride in America ac-
tivities, moves that were designed to signal their commitment to environmental 
stewardship, the Republican Party, and President Bush.

Natural disasters in the two states allowed Take Pride officials to empha-
size high-visibility volunteer initiatives: wildfire restoration efforts in California 
and hurricane recovery efforts in Florida. In announcing the new Take Pride in 
Florida project in October 2004, the Council on Environmental Quality report-
ed the unveiling of “the first of five mobile volunteer centers—trailers equipped 
with donated generators and filled with supplies that will be used to rehabili-
tate hurricane-ravaged areas in Florida and other public lands.” Among the Take 
Pride partners underwriting the Mobile Volunteer Depot Project were the Walt 
Disney Company, Cummins, Featherlite, NASCAR, ReserveAmerica, Unilever, 
and Zodiac.63

Bush defeated his Democratic opponent, John Kerry, by a slim margin 
in the November 2004 election, and that ensured Take Pride’s continuation. 
A year later, the program launched another ad campaign featuring Clint East-
wood. Since first lending them a hand in the late 1980s, Eastwood had become 
one of Hollywood’s most renowned directors. In terms of his political and pub-
lic service activities, he followed his 1986 election as the nonpartisan mayor of 
Carmel-by-the-Sea, California (serving a single, two-year term), by successful-
ly running again for the mayoralty of the picturesque coastal town in 2001. In 
that year, Governor Gray Davis (D) appointed Eastwood to the California State 
Parks and Recreation Commission, and Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger (R) 
reappointed him in 2004. This voluntary position allowed Eastwood to engage 
with matters associated with state-owned public lands while making clear his 
deep-seated sympathies with Take Pride’s objectives. The online newslet-
ter SeniorJournal.com ran a story proclaiming, “Senior citizens interested 
in finding a way to contribute something back to America may want to heed 
the advice from fellow senior Clint Eastwood and volunteer for Take Pride in 
America.” In a new set of public service announcements, Eastwood endorsed the 
campaign’s tagline “It’s Your Land, Lend a Hand,” declaring, “I am very happy 
to help further the mission of Take Pride in America. It was a cause I supported 
when it was first launched 20 years ago, and the message of caring for our public 
lands is one that I continue to support.” The newsletter reported that the public 
service announcement production took place in Carmel, where Eastwood, sec-
retary Norton, and Take Pride director Allbright “joined students from Carmel 
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River School in a wetlands restoration project. That school was named the first 
Take Pride in America School following its agreement to participate in public 
land projects several times annually. The wetlands restoration project also in-
volved the California State Parks staff and the California Conservation Corps.”64

At its national awards ceremony in September 2005, Take Pride in Ameri-
ca showcased its gardens initiative, which counted some 2,240 community and 
school gardens planted across all 50 states, thanks to the contributions of “more 
than 1,000,000 volunteers.” Allbright emphasized the concept of “cooperative 
conservation” while telling the audience, “The winners that we celebrate today 
truly demonstrate the mission of Take Pride. They all embraced the spirit of co-
operative conservation by working with other organizations and individuals to 
accomplish a shared goal.”65

Conservation organizations had long appreciated the meaningful work 
performed by volunteers, yet there were growing concerns about how the Bush 
administration was using Take Pride in America and other agency-associated 
volunteer programs to make more palatable the labor shortages created by the 
underfunding of public lands departments. With regard to the National Park 
Service (NPS), Bill Wade of the Coalition of National Park Retirees noted in 
2005 that “voluntarism has traditionally been viewed as a valuable, ‘free’ way 
for NPS to augment its staffing.” From its establishment in 1970, the Volunteers 
in Parks (VIP) program, for example, explicitly stated that volunteers were “to 
augment, not supplant, the services provided by NPS employees.” But rather 
than supplementing the work of uniformed, full-time employees, volunteers 
were, Wade reported, “replacing them through programs such as Take Pride in 
America and Volunteers in Parks.” Wade and his colleagues did not question the 
motives of the park volunteers; it was the steady attrition of well-trained and 
accountable NPS staff that was troubling, as the resources management work 
they performed sustained “the very heart of the NPS mission.”66

PASSING THE BATON

Both Norton and Allbright resigned in early 2006 and returned to the private 
sector. Even though Take Pride continued as a modest, low-profile activity 
projecting a sense of federal care and concern, the program no longer had an 
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enthusiastic, senior-level advocate within the administration.67 As the New York 
Times observed, Norton had shared the view of President Bush’s cabinet members 
that natural resources policy should not skew too heavily toward preservation. 
“As the cheerful, upbeat face of a retrograde public policy, she may have been 
the most successful of them all,” the newspaper wrote. “In public Ms. Norton 
spoke winningly of what she called her four C’s: ‘cooperation, communication 
and consultation, all in the service of conservation.’ But this was little more than 
comfy language diverting attention from her main agenda, which was to open up 
Western lands, some of them fragile, to the extractive industries.”68 In fact, High 
Country News reporter Paul Larmer noted that many conservationists had viewed 
Norton’s relaunching of Take Pride in America “as mostly talk.”69

Dick Kempthorne, Norton’s successor as Interior secretary, did little to alter 
the situation. The former Republican governor of Idaho, who had earlier cochaired 
the bipartisan Take Pride in America Governor’s Council with Arizona’s Democratic 
governor Janet Napolitano, continued the program, but with enhanced recognition 
of corporate participants. At the 2006 national awards ceremony, Clint Eastwood 
delivered words of encouragement via video broadcast prior to Kempthorne 
bestowing awards in 10 different categories and giving the Ford Motor Company 
special recognition for being the program’s “Outstanding Supporter.”70

Two years later, Take Pride received funding from Toyota to launch a 
three-week promotional tour of seven southern states. A series of road trips 
and festivities labeled “Voluntour Across America” began with a shoreline 
cleanup around Lake Grapevine in Texas as a way to introduce Take Pride’s 
new “voluntourism” program, in which individuals, families, and groups were 
encouraged to organize holiday outings around voluntary service on public 
lands.71 In coordination with the roving Voluntour Across America effort, an 
online travel service, Travelocity, sponsored a companion initiative offering 
small grants to “voluntourists” seeking volunteer opportunities near various 
vacation destinations. Travelocity also assisted in the development of a new 
portal on the Take Pride website describing options for “volunteer vacations” 
on public lands.72 A second rolling event, the “Heartland Voluntour” trip, fea-
tured Take Pride staff traveling in a Toyota Highlander to six states over 15 
days. According to the press release, by September 2008, Voluntour Across 
America had “already logged more than 5,200 miles.”73

During President Bush’s second term, a succession of directors—most of 
them White House staff alumna—cycled through the Take Pride in America 
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office. Given the diminishing emphasis placed upon Take Pride, the program’s 
executive directors were assigned expanded portfolios with more demanding, 
agency-wide responsibilities within the Department of the Interior.74 In the week 
before the 2008 presidential election, Interior secretary Kempthorne signed an 
order extending Take Pride’s authorization through 2010 and solidifying three 
programmatic priorities: “engaging youth in service, promoting voluntourism, 
and supporting beautification as an economic development strategy.”75

In truth, Kempthorne had been a caretaker rather than a champion of 
Take Pride. His half-hearted promotion of the program was enough to keep it 
afloat, and ironically, the resulting low-priority status of Take Pride may have 
increased its chances of survival in the Democratic administration of Barack 
Obama. It simply failed to register as a political target, despite the new presi-
dent’s disagreement with Bush’s environmental policies. Obama’s Interior sec-
retary nominee, Senator Ken Salazar (D-CO), faced questions about Take Pride 
at his January 2009 confirmation hearing. Senator Lisa Murkowski (R-AK) 
asked if he planned to “provide leadership and institutional support for seeking, 
managing, and recognizing volunteers on the lands and waters administered by 
Interior, whether through Take Pride in America or other programs.” Salazar 
replied, “Volunteerism is essential in Interior’s management and conservation of 
the lands and water we administer. I am a strong supporter of volunteerism, and 
will look for opportunities to take advantage of our fellow citizens’ willingness to 
give their time and energy to our natural and cultural resources.”76

Take Pride may have been promoted by Republican administrations for 
veiled reasons, but its public-facing advocacy of voluntarism resonated with 
Obama’s personal experiences, such as his earlier work as a community orga-
nizer, his volunteer-infused presidential election campaign, and the numerous 
volunteer activities the Obamas collectively undertook as a family. Once in the 
White House, Obama launched “United We Serve,” an umbrella program to ad-
vance voluntarism across the board.77 Unfortunately for Take Pride in America, 
it failed to catch that wave of support. Throughout Salazar’s four-year term as In-
terior secretary, Take Pride’s budget stagnated, its full-time staff dwindled to two 
people, and its director, Lisa Young, reported to a “nonpolitical” assistant secre-
tary rather than to a “political” assistant secretary, as had been the case during 
the Bush administration.78 Yet while teetering on its narrow foothold within the 
Department of the Interior, the program still managed to host an annual awards 
ceremony and to expand the digital resources available on its website.
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The economic downturn that gripped the country from 2008 through 2011 
eroded resource allocations for public lands at the federal, state, and local lev-
els, with ripple effects on volunteer organizations across the nation. Reductions 
in funds available for maintenance, information services, educational program-
ming, and scientific projects increased the reliance of public lands adminis-
trators on volunteers. States in particular found their budgets bruised by high 
unemployment rates and the depressed economy, forcing difficult decisions for 
how they managed state parks. Some states closed selected parks, others im-
posed new user fees, a few allowed oil and gas drilling, and most increased their 
use of volunteers.79 Take Pride in America did what it could to publicize the 
heightened need for donated labor, but because it functioned as a cheerleading 
operation rather than an organizer or supplier of volunteer help, it was unable 
to provide direct relief.

In assembling his second-term cabinet in early 2013, President Obama 
turned to Sally Jewell, the chief executive officer of the Seattle-based outdoor 
gear retailer Recreational Equipment, Inc. (REI), to head the Department of the 
Interior. Secretary Jewell retained Take Pride’s small office in Interior’s head-
quarters but suspended the program’s annual awards ceremony. Two years later, 
she quietly ended support of Take Pride and had its website archived, although 
leaving its legal basis—the Take Pride in America Act—intact.

This decision preserved the opportunity for the next president to revive the 
program, and the election of the Republican candidate, Donald John Trump, 
sparked hope that that might happen. Although every president during his life-
time had fostered volunteer-based initiatives, Trump showed zero interest in 
following suit. Indeed, his budget proposals consistently called for defunding 
the Corporation for National and Community Service, an independent agency of 
the U.S. government that supports several prominent volunteer organizations, 
such as AmeriCorps and Senior Corps.80 Unlike his three immediate Republi-
can predecessors, who had perceived Take Pride in America as a useful public 
relations buffer against criticism of their environmental policies, Trump brash-
ly flaunted his extreme anti-environmental policies. The Trump White House 
made no pretense of balance and no effort at subtlety and saw no reason to 
resuscitate Take Pride in America or promote any public lands stewardship proj-
ects. Thus, Take Pride in America, a Reagan era program that had encouraged 
citizen participation in caring for the nation’s landed inheritance, was left by a 
Republican administration to wither on the vine.
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CONCLUSION

Like the provision of national defense, the task of managing the country’s 700 
million acres of federal parks, forests, wildlife refuges, and other public lands 
is so large and complex that it stands as an inherent obligation of government. 
For well over a century, countless Americans have lightened some of the bur-
den on federal authorities by donating time, labor, and expertise to assist with 
the care and study of those commonly held lands. When the recreational use of 
public lands surged in the decades following World War II, the volume and type 
of challenges facing land managers also increased. To counter that escalating 
workload, the federal government sought to heighten levels of voluntarism by 
turning to commercial advertising experts, via the nonprofit Advertising Coun-
cil, and exploited popular culture for clever messaging, most notably through 
such icons as Smokey Bear and Iron Eyes Cody, aka the Crying Indian.

The tone and motivations of this government advertising effort shifted 
in the 1980s, modified to accommodate the Reagan administration’s political 
goals. In 1985, the Ad Council worked with the Department of the Interior in 
launching Take Pride in America, a direct appeal for voluntary help in looking 
after public lands. Whereas previous Ad Council campaigns had relied upon 
cartoon mascots or fictional characters to spread their messages, Take Pride in 
America was distinguished by imaginative use of three Hollywood stars—Clint 
Eastwood, Charles Bronson, and Louis Gossett Jr.—whose tough-guy screen 
personae pressed Americans to assume greater responsibility for stewardship of 
the public domain.
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Take Pride occupied a small programmatic niche within Interior. It neither 
created volunteer opportunities nor oversaw the work of volunteers. It essen-
tially functioned as a public relations operation, one that advocated voluntarism 
and publicized the contributions of individuals and groups via press releases, 
newsletters, and annual awards ceremonies. For those reasons, it is impossible 
to measure the program’s impact quantitatively. Thousands of conservation-ori-
ented volunteer projects had existed before Take Pride’s establishment, and only 
a handful ever associated themselves with the new government effort. Still, the 
national advertising campaign did drum home the need for, and significance of, 
voluntarism, and it created some notable pop culture moments.

The Hollywood glamour approach did succeed in motivating more people 
to pitch in. However, the impact of that volunteer labor pool was destined to be 
minimal without a commensurate increase in the strength and commitment of 
the federal agencies charged with overseeing the nation’s land holdings. A paral-
lel stream of substantive, coordinated government action would have made Take 
Pride in America more than a feel-good activity, but such a complementary effort 
was never a part of its intrinsic goal. Driven by an anti-regulatory ideology that 
called for reducing restrictions on how public land resources could be used, the 
White House was reining in conservation activities across the executive branch. 
Rather than buttressing larger efforts to improve public lands stewardship, Take 
Pride was exploited as a public relations vehicle to counter environmental critics 
and fend off calls for fuller funding of federal land management agencies.

Successive Republican administrations also found the Take Pride in Amer-
ica program a useful foil in the defense of their own political objectives of loos-
ening environmental protections, expanding development on public lands, and 
trimming conservation agency budgets. The capture of Take Pride by the out-
door recreation industry merely moved the program’s emphasis further away 
from environmental enhancement and toward private recreation.

The stated objectives of Take Pride—calls to curb littering, theft, and 
vandalism in public lands and encouragement of volunteers to assist with 
conservation, education, and maintenance programs—were easy for politicians 
on both sides of the aisle to embrace. Perhaps because the initiative appeared so 
innocuous, critics of Reagan’s anti-environmentalism neither openly opposed 
nor openly embraced it. By and large, they ignored it. Take Pride was initially 
perceived from the outside as an exercise in minimalism—a modest gesture 
toward conservation, one serving as a tepid, inconsequential action intended 
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to appease the public—even while the administration wielded this bit of green 
persuasion as a public relations cover for its efforts to advance economic 
development on public lands and to reduce federal environmental protections. 
The linking of public lands stewardship to personal responsibility and patriotism 
was also perfectly in tune with the administration’s conservative agenda of 
diminishing the government’s role in favor of the private sector.

The history of the Take Pride in America program, especially its use and 
marginalization by different administrations, ultimately reflected a widening 
partisan divide on environmental matters. Although the program’s volunteer 
participants deserve recognition for their contributions, Take Pride’s political 
trajectory raises deeper questions about what a nation’s citizens should expect 
of their government with regard to the lands held in public trust. How should 
those commonly owned lands and their resources be managed, used, and pro-
tected? What responsibilities do citizens and their government have for pre-
serving Earth? The answers to those questions are too important to be left to the 
clever slogans mouthed by cartoon characters.
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