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Conserving and Using Our Open Spaces

EVERYONE has a life interest in conservation. For

some, the stake is financial: farmers, commercial
fishermen and trappers depend upon conservation of

their resources for their livelihood. For others, the
reward is health and recreation. Both sorts of people

are concerned about preservation of our open spaces,

our parks, our woodlands, our mountains and our

streams.

Preservation of these is preservation of the basic

resources of the earth which men and animals must

have in order to live. Our physical environment

governs our lives to an extent that demands thinking

about.

It is time to think more earnestly than we have in

the past. The tendency of our machine civilization is

to wipe out every trace of what once was primitive

wilderness. Joseph Wood Krutch, well known writer

about nature, says in his book The Great Chain of Life:

"If the earth is still livable and in many places still

beautiful, that is chiefly because man’s power to lay
it waste has been limited. Up until now nature has

been too large, too abundant and too resistant to be

conquered." And there is more truth than poetry in

the remark by Havelock Ellis: "The sun, moon and

stars would have disappeared long ago if they had

happened to be within reach of predatory human

hands."

Though the history of exploiting natural resources

on this Western Hemisphere has been relatively short,

it contains many chapters of reckless waste and
appalling destruction. Entire species of animals have

been exterminated, or reduced to so small remnants
that their survival is doubtful. Forests have been

despoiled by uncontrolled cutting and by fire. Grass-

lands have been made desolate by over-grazing. Topsoil
has been washed away.

Even in Audubon’s time, in 1850, few birds or
mammals were in danger of extinction and our land

was still fertile. Then came what has been called the

"terrible sixty years". Land was torn up by the plough

without regard for its stability under cropping. Buffalo

were exploited for their hides and tongues. Eggs of
wild birds became objects of commerce, and bright-

plumed birds were shot for the millinery trade. Fish

were destroyed by removal of shade trees and the

pollution of their waters by silt and refuse.

During recent years there has been a slight stirring

toward good sense, but we are still full of inner con-

tradictions. We set aside wild areas and then "improve"
them out of all wildness. We spend in a profligate

way to advance our comfort and convenience far more

than people in other countries could ever afford, but
we destroy in the process the very basis of comfort

and life.

Point of no return
The wonders of the natural world, once destroyed,

can never be replaced. It is our job as conservation-

minded people looking to the future to maintain some

sort of balance between nature and the appurtenances

of our industrial age.

Conservation is the planned management and wise

use of nature’s resources. It aims, in co-operation with

science and nature, to increase their quality, quantity
and availability through the years. Conservation i~

not merely a subject for a school curriculum or for

attention of game wardens and departments of the

government: it is a way of life for all people.

Of course, the wise use of our limited resources
means restraint of the few persons who through

ignorance, folly, or greed try to satisfy their desires at
the expense of all the others. The protection of the

basis of physical life should not require enforcement,

but when enforcement is necessary we should have no

compunction about applying it.

Ontario found this out at the turn of the century.

As W. J. K. Harkness termed it in an article in the



Canadian Geographical Journal, "some nick-of-time legis
lation" had been passed in 1821 to protect fish am
wildlife, but it was not until 1890 that a Royal Corn
mission was appointed to make a comprehensiv
survey.

Atlantic salmon once abounded in Lake Ontari
and its rivers, the Don, the Humber and the Credit
after 1897 the salmon was not seen. The passenge
pigeons, once counted in the millions, and the wih
turkeys, were already on their way out, and could no
recover even under complete protection. The las
passenger pigeon died in 1914.

It is to our credit that during the past thirty year
we have become increasingly aware of the threat t
our welfare. Governments, industry and people hay
gained knowledge about the need for conservation
Associations on all levels- county, community, prov
ince and dominion- are dedicated to the protectiol
and improvement of forest and soil; of water, animals
birds and fish; of natural areas ranging in extent fron
watersheds to roadside parks.

The least we can do is to become informed abou
the problems and needs. We may go further bl
associating ourselves with organizations dedicated tq
one or other of the conservation efforts.

We need open spaces
What humans need for survival in a world containin3

powerful enemies, physical and mental, cannot b
summed up in the food, shelter and clothing formula
They need to be linked together in society and to b
able to break apart as individuals.

Open spaces provide fresh air and health, but the
also provide the restful inspiration that nature give
to most of us. When we are in her domain nature ha
a way of soothing our fretfulness and easing our worries

Hours in the woods or parks may write no excitin
saga. They may be eventless¯ There is nothing t
write home about except how the sunlight is green
filtered and cool with the breath of falling water
how the trail follows the stream up and up, over falle~
logs, with the summons of the hidden waterfall lurin
you on. Or you may tell how, when you were thirsty
you drank from cupped hands at a spring borderec
by trillium; and about the black bear that cam
begging as you ate your lunch at the broad rock tabl
near the falls, and the chipmunks that gambolled i~
the pine needles at your feet. And yet such a lette
home conveys the sense of a chain of life continuou
and rich with the ages.

If we confine ourselves to our buildings--ou
homes, theatres, shops and offices--we are losin
more than we know. The late Professor E. J. Urwich
head of the Department of Political Economy at th

. University of Toronto for ten years, wrote a book
1 which he called The Values of Life. He said in it: "We
¯ are losing the capacity for wonder, the power to see

and feel the miracles of life and beauty around us,
without which our souls are half-empty and real
fulness of life is denied us."

Our oldest resource
?

1 Canada’s oldest natural resource is her wilderness.
Some of it is being preserved; much more should bet

t set aside before it becomes over-run.

Visitors to older countries notice that they have a
greater respect for natural features than we have
hitherto shown. Perhaps it is because wilderness places
abroad are wisely protected by folk tales and beliefs.
In Ireland, for example, people do not meddle with
the "fairy rings" or "lone trees" that dot the landscape
any more than they would break down the bounds of
a fairy fort. Consequently, there is a haven on every
good man’s land for small wild creatures and gay
wild flowers.

Perhaps it is not modern to believe in fairies and
leprechauns, but if they and the little light elves that
inhabit the grassy verges of fields and the marshy
banks of streams persuade us by promise or threat to
preserve their homes they are doing us and our
children’s children a good turn.

On a larger scale, we need the spirit of conservation
in our forests and parks. This may mean that we cannot
gratify all demands for their use. Many of the things
we go to the open spaces to enjoy are endangered
because the facilities we demand for our comfort are

r crowding out the scenery.

In too many instances a big job of landscape de-
struction is undertaken to make the place more acces-
sible, or to change its character. Take the pond that
Thoreau made famous through his book Walden, or Life
in the Woods. The four families which once owned the

. surrounding property gave it to Massachusetts to
preserve for posterity. Today, instead of the peaceful
pool about which Thoreau wrote, there is a bathing
beach, and across the road there are trailer camps and
hot dog stands. It takes an effort of the imagination
to picture the tranquil solitude of Walden¯

Even in national parks, the pressures are great for
roads and tourist developments. To the south of us,
Yellowstone Park is an example. The original stipula-
tion that the area should be kept in its "natural
condition" has not prevented the construction of more
and more roads, the building of more lodges, the
provision of more parking space. Says a writer in
Vital Issues: "There are places in Yellowstone that look
as if they were trying to compete with an amusement
park.u




