
Hikers enjoy the sunrise view from the  

Continental Divide Trail just to the south of Cuba,  

New Mexico. Photograph by Sherman Hogue/ 

Bureau of Land Management, New Mexico.
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What’s the longest hike you’ve ever been on? A few 

hours, maybe a day or two? How much ground did 

you cover? Did you enjoy the scenery? 

Now imagine a hike that’s a bit longer. Perhaps 

twenty to thirty miles—in one day. Now repeat—

every day—for five months. Add in about 450,000 

feet of elevation gained and lost, plus unpredictable 

bouts of dangerous weather, rattlesnakes, grizzly 

bears, scarce drinking water, thin air, and some 

of the most spectacular views on the planet. Now 

you’re beginning to have a sense of what it’s like to 

hike the Continental Divide Trail (CDT).

Stretching 3,100 miles along the spine of the 

Rocky Mountains and traversing five US states 

between Mexico to Canada, the CDT is one of the 

world’s most challenging hikes. As the highest, 

longest, and remotest of the nation’s three long-

distance hiking trails, it’s the most coveted jewel in 

hiking’s fabled Triple Crown, a prize only 400 or so 

people have claimed since the early 1990s: hiking 

the full lengths of the Appalachian, the Pacific 

Crest, and the Continental Divide Trails.

Luckily, you don’t have to hike the entire CDT 

to appreciate what this formidable national treasure 

has to offer. That’s because the CDT, as part of the 

National Trails System, benefits from ongoing, 

dedicated public and private support to provide 

outdoor recreation, education, and opportunity for 

elite hikers and ordinary human beings alike. 

The National Trails System Act (NTSA) turns 

fifty this year, alongside the Wild and Scenic 

Rivers Act (WSRA). President Lyndon B. Johnson 

signed both landmark conservation laws on 

October 2, 1968. In New Mexico, both laws have 

created new jobs, boosted tourism, attracted 

public and private financial resources, and gener-

ated important scholarly research into the state’s 

rich past and present physical, biological, social, 

and cultural landscapes. 

Over the past decades, these changes helped 

transform mid-twentieth-century New Mexico 

from one of the nation’s best-kept secrets to a 

world-class home for its residents and a destina-

tion for visitors and people who aim to move here. 

One of the most notable people from the latter 

category was former US Secretary of the Interior 

Stewart L. Udall, who moved to Santa Fe from 

Arizona in 1989. He spent his final two decades 

here, working—with increasing conviction and 

urgency—to educate others about local and global 

environmental problems, activism, and justice. (His 

son Tom is currently the state’s senior US Senator.)  

[Read more in Jack Loeff ler’s El Palacio article 

“Remembering Stewart Udall”: bit.ly/udall_loeffler]

During his service for the durations of both the 

Kennedy and Johnson administrations, Udall posi-

tioned himself as a consistent—and persistent—

champion for conservation ideas. He played a key 

role in the story about how the National Trails 

System and Wild and Scenic Rivers Acts became 

laws, together with a veritable cascade of related 

proposals, including the Wilderness Act and the 

Land and Water Conservation Fund (both of 1964). 

Over the ensuing decades, the consequences of 

those achievements reshaped our understanding of 

and relationship with the environment.

Udall’s conservation values were distilled from the 

principles of natural resources stewardship espoused 

by rugged big-game hunters and the Boone and 

Crockett Club, which Theodore Roosevelt founded 

in 1887. The traditional American conservationist 

believed in responsibly managing natural resources 

and harvesting them sustainably to ensure ongoing 

supplies and long-term human use.

Sierra Club founder 
John Muir, 1912.  
Library of Congress  
LC-USZ62-55012.

President Lyndon 
B. Johnson, ca. 1964.  
Library of Congress  
LC-USZ62-13036.

A half-century ago, savvy political and ideological alliances 
forged two federal conservation acts that transformed  
New Mexico. By Catalina Vicente Archer with PW Chattey
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At the other end of the spectrum, preservation-

ists, such as Sierra Club founder John Muir, argued 

that natural resources need protection from human 

interference. Muir and other preservationists also 

argued that the aesthetic value alone of certain 

landscapes merited their preservation. For example, 

nineteenth-century photographs helped transform 

the land in Yosemite into a landscape—an object to 

be looked at. Distributed widely, these spectacular 

photographs helped pave the way for Yosemite 

National Park in 1890. 

Broadly speaking, throughout the first half of 

the twentieth century, the progressive conservation 

philosophy won the day, not least due to Theodore 

Roosevelt’s newly established Bureau of Forestry 

and his robust expansion of federally protected 

lands and monuments, including the El Morro, Gila 

Cliff Dwellings, and Chaco Canyon monuments in 

New Mexico Territory. In the 1930s, Franklin Roos-

evelt’s Works Progress Administration harnessed 

natural resources through infrastructure devel-

opment, building enormous dams for irrigation, 

flood control, and hydroelectric power for booming 

Western cities. 

After World War II, so the standard narrative 

goes, America’s rising middle class bought homes, 

appliances, and cars with powerful, gas-guzzling 

engines. They lived in tidy, suburban neigh-

borhoods, and they took long weekend drives 

for pleasure. The US highway system provided 

mobility and access to remote lakes, mountains, 

rivers, beaches, and trails. But existing national 

parks and recreational sites strained under 

increased use. 

As part of a nationwide initiative to satisfy the 

nation’s growing recreational appetite, Congress 

passed the Outdoor Recreation Act (1963), which 

in turn led to the establishment of the important 

1965 Land and Water Conservation Fund (LWCF). 

Udall was instrumental in shepherding both into 

existence. The LWCF’s broad purview still provides 

crucial funding for major recreation sites, as well as 

for protected parks and wilderness areas. However, 

by the end of the decade, unchecked toxic indus-

trial waste, dangerous pesticides, radioactive fallout 

from nuclear weapons testing, and simple garbage 

had so polluted the environment that the federal 

government could no longer insist that it was 

merely a state or local problem. The detrimental 

effects of these pollutants were making their way up 

the food chain, and mainstream Americans began 

to recognize the importance of ecology, the relation-

ship between living things and their environments.

At around the same time, marine biologist 

Rachel Carson’s three books about ocean conser-

vation and ecology caught Udall ’s attention. 

Senator John F. Kennedy, whose own love for the 

sea helped shape his environmental conscious-

ness, read them as well.

In what was to become her final book, the 1962 

bombshell Silent Spring, Carson threw down the 

gauntlet against the unregulated, widespread use 

of the pesticides as well as radioactive fallout. 

Carson’s hauntingly persuasive argument became 

the crucial link that irrevocably tied conserva-

tion to public health. Both Udall and Kennedy 

anticipated the backlash, but nobody was better 

prepared for the it than Carson herself, who rallied 

hard despite suffering from terminal cancer. The 

chemical industry launched a vicious counter-

attack on Carson’s research, her character, and her 

gender, but she retaliated by using her substantial 

Democratic Party connections to work directly with 

Udall and Kennedy to defend her findings. Kennedy 

was cautious to appear neutral and instructed his 

Presidential Science Advisory Committee to launch 

an investigation into Carson’s claims. By May 1963, 

the resulting report was very carefully worded: 

Until the publication of Silent Spring by Rachel 

Carson, people were generally unaware of the 

toxicity of pesticides. The government should 

present this information to the public in a way that 

will make it aware of the dangers while recognizing 

the value of pesticides.

Congressional hearings on federal pesticide regula-

tion began literally the next day. A week later, Udall 

President John 
F. Kennedy, ca. 1960. 

Library of Congress  
LC-USZ62-13035.

Author Rachel Carson, 
1951. Smithsonian 

Institution SIA2008-0392.



A fisherman takes in some early morning  
fly fishing as the waters of the Rio Chama weaves  
its way through the scenery on the north side  
of Gallina Peak. Photograph by Sherman Hogue/
Bureau of Land Management, New Mexico.



El Camino Real, just north of Socorro, New Mexico. 
Photograph by Sherman Hogue/Bureau of  

Land Management, New Mexico.
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testified before a senate subcommittee: “Carson 

has awakened the nation and has reminded us 

with compelling urgency that man is part of the 

balance of nature, and no matter how much we alter 

that balance, we still are a part of it.” By late 1963, 

momentum had shifted toward a more aggres-

sive federal response to growing environmental 

problems. But with Kennedy’s assassination in 

November and Carson’s death the following April, 

Udall tragically lost both members of his environ-

mental team. 

Luckily, beginning in 1964, Udall found in 

First Lady Claudia Taylor “Lady Bird” Johnson a 

potent conduit to the president’s ear. They shared 

an unabashed love for the outdoors and the beauty 

of the natural world. A series of trips to federally 

protected sites—including a photo-op float trip on 

the Snake River, during which Udall pitched what 

became the National Trails System Act—created a 

personal and political bond between them. Their 

alliance helped keep the president focused on 

making measurable, visible progress toward his 

Great Society dream, even as Vietnam, domestic 

unrest, racial tensions, and the anti-war movement 

reached new levels of intensity.

As First Lady, Johnson actively shaped and 

promoted administration policies. She helped 

create and lobbied Congress for the Highway 

Beautification Act of 1965, which sought to 

reduce blight from billboards and junkyards on 

highway landscapes and replace them with native 

wildflowers. In this sense, Lady Bird reiterated 

John Muir’s advocacy for the natural landscape’s 

aesthetic value by including visual pollution with 

environmental pollution. 

Udall’s ideological and political alliances with 

Kennedy, Johnson, Carson, and Lady Bird, together 

with a remarkably bipartisan Congress, helped shift 

environmental policy and mainstream values. The 

resulting legislation created a major legacy and 

opportunity for New Mexico and the country.

As we mark the golden anniversaries of the 

NTSA and WSRA, fierce debates over how to 

respond to today’s environmental challenges, 

as well as proposals to severely cut or eliminate 

the very agencies tasked with conservation and 

environmental protection programs, have led 

to an unprecedented ideological standoff. It’s 

unclear what this legislation’s legacy will look 

like in another fifty years, but this anniversary 

is perfectly timed to remind us of what we have 

gained, what we have to lose, and the importance 

of preserving America’s landscapes.  

Catalina Vicente Archer is a writer and historical consultant.  

PW Chattey retired from the National Park Service to pursue the 

light as a part-time photographer and writer.
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This anniversary is perfectly timed to remind us  
of what we have gained, what we have to lose,  
and the importance of preserving America’s landscapes.
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THE NATIONAL TRAILS SYSTEM ACT 
IN NEW MEXICO
The 1968 NTSA established the Appalachian and Pacific Crest 
Scenic Trails, as well as various other recreational trails, and 
gave Congress the authority to designate additional trails over 
time. In 1978, an amended law added the category of National 
Historic Trails, and later amendments provided for rails-to-
trails projects. 

The Bureau of Land Management, the National Park Service, 
the US Forest Service, and the US Fish and Wildlife Service 
variously manage trail system components. Together with 
these federal agencies, the Partnership for the National Trails 
System (PNTS), a nonprofit coalition of other trail-focused 
nonprofits, provides crucial advocacy, management, planning, 
outreach, and education services. 

Combined, the National Scenic and Historic Trails cover 
55,000 miles in forty-nine states that range over undeveloped 
land, suburbs, and even dense urban areas. They provide 
access to seventy wildlife refuges, eighty national parks, 
ninety national forests, and over 120 wilderness areas, as well 
as state and local parks. They require over one million hours 
per year to build and maintain.

Additionally, the system includes over 1,200 recreation trails 
that encompass 26,000 miles. The rail trail system, which 
began in 1983 and converts old or temporarily out-of-service 
railroad tracks to hiking trails, comprises over 2,000 trails that 
cover approximately 30,000 miles.

Continental Divide National Scenic Trail
The Continental Divide National Scenic Trail is one of eleven 
national scenic trails. It spans the length of the Rocky 
Mountains and ranges over approximately 3,100 miles,  
from the Mexican border to Canada, through five states:  
New Mexico, Colorado, Wyoming, Idaho, and Montana. 
According to its managing agency, the US Forest Service,  
the trail’s “nature and purposes are to provide for high-quality 
scenic, primitive hiking, and horseback riding opportunities.” 
Established in 1978 as part of the National Parks and 
Recreation Act, the Continental Divide National Scenic Trail  
is partially incomplete; portions of the trail remain unmarked 
or follow established roadways. 

Each year, hundreds of thousands of people travel to the trail 
from all over the world to hike, ride horses, cross-country ski, 
snowshoe, fish, hunt, sightsee, and view wildlife. 

NATIONAL HISTORIC TRAILS  
IN NEW MEXICO
There are currently nineteen National Historic Trails,  
the purpose of which is “the identification and protection  
of the historic route and its historic remnants and artifacts  
for public use and enjoyment.” Three Historic Trails cross 
through New Mexico, meeting in Santa Fe.

El Camino Real de Tierra Adentro National  
Historic Trail Co-administered by NPS and BLM
El Camino Real de Tierra Adentro National Historic Trail, 
founded in 2000, passes through New Mexico from the 
Mexican border, though Santa Fe and on to Ohkay Owingeh 
Pueblo. The former Royal Road of the Interior Lands originated 
in Mexico City and extended 1,600 miles north, through what 
is now New Mexico. 

The trail, managed by the BLM and the NPS, follows ancient 
Native American footpaths and became a primary 
transportation corridor for the Spanish colonies. Coronado 
and other Spanish explorers used this trail; it is adjacent  
to Coronado Historic Site in Bernalillo. It also linked the 
American territory with the new nation of Mexico, and was  
a thriving international highway of commerce, culture,  
and people. Read more about New Mexico Historic Sites 
involvement with El Camino Real de Tierra Adentro in Division 
Director Patrick Moore’s recent El Palacio article, “Blazing 
New Trails”: bit.ly/hist_sites.

Santa Fe National Historic Trail Administered by NPS 
The Santa Fe National Historic Trail, established in 1987, 
commemorates the various routes by which traders and freight 
wagons transported goods back and forth from Missouri  
to New Mexico between 1821 and 1880. Managed by the NPS,  
it winds its way through five states: Missouri, Kansas, Colorado 
(or Oklahoma, depending on the route), and New Mexico. 
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This section of the  
Rio Chama River, 
tributary of the Rio 
Grande, is located  
about six miles north  
of Abiquiu, New Mexico, 
and flows through the 
Carson National Forest. 
Photograph courtesy  
of NPS.

Through a cost-sharing program, the National Park Service 
encourages research that aims to protect, preserve,  
and commemorate the history and historic properties 
associated with national parks, trails, and wild/scenic river 
sites. Past research projects for this trail have focused on  
the history and archaeology of Fort Marcy, and a joint project 
with the Department of Transportation helped build a National 
Scenic Byway along the Santa Fe Trail. Read more about the 
history of the Santa Fe Trail in Frances Levine’s recent  
El Palacio article “Trading Places”: bit.ly/osft_mo.

Old Spanish Trail Co-administered by NPS and BLM
The Old Spanish Trail, officially recognized as a National 
Historic Trail in 2002, follows ancient Native American routes 
and covers 2,700 miles over six states as it traces a route from 
Santa Fe through Colorado, Arizona, Utah, Nevada, and ends 
in Los Angeles, California. 

The Old Spanish Trail was—and still is—the most arduous 
commerce trail in the United States. Antonio Armijo led the 
first round-trip journey, from Abiquiu to Los Angeles and 
back, in 1829. In 1848, following the end of the Mexican-
American War, trade along the route closed as more direct 
routes became available. 

Along this route, traders transported locally produced woolen 
goods, furs, and hides to Los Angeles via mule pack trains,  
as the terrain was too rough for wagons. The Old Spanish Trail 
was also notorious as a human trafficking route, and the NPS 
and BLM recognize the genízaros (captured and enslaved 
Native people who worked in Spanish households and later 
intermarried with the Spanish families) and their descendants, 
who populate communities along the four main routes through 
northern New Mexico and southern Utah.

THE WILD AND SCENIC RIVERS ACT 
IN NEW MEXICO
Congress created the National Wild and Scenic Rivers system 
in 1968 “to preserve certain rivers with outstanding natural, 
cultural, and recreational values in a free-flowing condition for 
the enjoyment of present and future generations.” The Act 
classifies rivers, or sections of rivers, as wild, scenic, or 
recreational. The Bureau of Land Management, the National 
Park Service, the US Fish and Wildlife Service, and the US 
Forest Service protect and manage wild and scenic rivers.

Currently, the system protects 12,734 miles of 208 rivers  
in 40 states and Puerto Rico. That’s less than one-quarter  
of 1 percent of the nation's rivers. In contrast, more than 
75,000 large dams across the country have modified at least 
600,000 miles, or about 17 percent, of American rivers.

New Mexico has approximately 108,014 miles of river,  
of which 124.3 miles are designated as wild and scenic—
approximately one-tenth of 1 percent of the state's river miles. 

Rio Grande (and lower four miles of the Red River) (1968)
Originating in Colorado’s Rocky Mountains, the Rio Grande 
flows 1,900 miles south through New Mexico and the Texas-
Mexico border to the Gulf of Mexico. Its designation makes 
special mention of the river’s role in ancient history and 
culture, its diverse wildlife, geologic features, recreational 
value, and spectacular scenery. Its designated status also 
paved the way for the BLM-managed Rio Grande del Norte 
National Monument in 2013. In 1994, Congress added 
additional Scenic protected miles. The Rio Grande flows  
past Coronado Historic Site.

Wild: 54.9 miles; Scenic: 12.5 miles;  
Recreational: 0.8 miles; Total: 68.2 miles.

Rio Chama (1988)
The Rio Chama is a major tributary of the Rio Grande in 
northern New Mexico. It flows through a 1,500-foot deep, 
multicolored sandstone canyon and passes through a 
designated wilderness and wilderness study area. Its cultural 
and archaeological value stems from the area’s indigenous 
population, which lived there for over three centuries 
beginning ca. 1250 AD. It’s characterized by diverse ecology, 
geologic features, recreational offerings, and beautiful scenery.  

Wild: 21.6 miles; Scenic: 3.0 miles; Total: 24.6 miles.

Jemez River (East Fork) (1990)
The East Fork of the Jemez River originates in Valles Caldera 
as a meandering stream in a vast crater. On its way to its 
confluence with the Rio San Antonio, the river passes through 
the heart of the Jemez Mountains’ most popular recreation 
area. The Jemez Historic Site is 38 miles from the east fork  
of the Jemez River.

Wild: 4.0 miles; Scenic: 5.0 miles;  
Recreational: 2.0 miles; Total: 11.0 miles.

Pecos River (1990)
The Pecos River flows through rugged granite canyons and 
waterfalls and passes high-mountain meadows. The wild 
segment is entirely in the Pecos Wilderness within the Santa 
Fe National Forest. The recreational segment is located along 
State Highway 63 and offers a range of day and overnight 
activities north of the town of Pecos, from Terrero to Cowles.  
It flows past Fort Sumner Historic Site and Bosque Redondo 
Memorial, and into Mexico.

Wild: 13.5 miles; Recreational: 7.0 miles; Total: 20.5 miles.


