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EDITOR’S NOTE

uring the f{irst shock wave of Ernie's death, four members of the Virginia

Wilderness Committee each wrote a quicle paragraph about Ernie, and sent

them out as a newsletter. It was the first VWC newsletter not reporting a
speci{'ic piece of news about wilderness. Good news, bad news, the VWC only
sends out a newsletter when there's something to say {one of Ernie's rules). But
we felt the wilderness community expected, and needed, an im_mediate comment
on the loss of Ernie; and in that newsletter we promisecl then to procluce a
"festschrift" later. Here it now 1s, with contributions 1ong and slmrl:, Jf‘unny and
sad, lig}lt-hearl:er.l and serious, from co]leagues, friends and fa.mily.

As well as teaching us to figh’c for wilderness, Ernie has somehow inspirecl us to
be articulate. I have been fascinated and impressetl at the prose of the contribu-
tions and loath to do more than the barest ecliting. So there will be some repeti-
tion of stories and events, but each time told in such a completely personal way
that I wanted to include almost everything that came in. Thanks to the generous
support of The Wilderness Society, 1 have been able to do so, and reprint most of
the photograp]as. I have started with the formal resolutions, passecl by The
Wilderness Society and the Sierra Club, and continued with the contributions, as
far as possible, in the chronological order in which the contributors knew Emie.

‘Emie would not have wanted us to do this. He would not have wanted us to waste

any time and money. He would have urgecl us to get on with the important stuff--
I can hear him saying it. And we have nearly always done whatever Ernie sug-

gested. '

Well Ernie, I'm sorry but we had to do this. You l)roug}:lt your life and work to a
closure that was as tidy as you could possiHy make it, but for some of the com-

munity you left laehincl, there were some raw, ragged eclges; and if this book does
anything to soften these, it will not have been in vain.

My cleepest thanks to everyone who contributed, and supported us, and in particu-
lar to Bob Dicleerman, ‘Ernie's oldest nephew, for his un£ai1ing help{:ulness, sup-
port and encouragement. My apologies to anyone who feels excluded, or misrepre-
sented, or feels that the book is too little, or too mucl-l, or poorly compiled. I have
done my best in as shorl:_ a time as possil:le. And yes, Ernie, we will now get on
with the important stuff; but we'll still be thinlzing of you.

Elizabeth Murray,
Ea'ii‘or, Vfce-Presia’enf, VW(C
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FOREWORD

indelible mark. For a great many of us, Ernie Dickerman was such a

one. Tireless crusader for the environment, accompl_ishecl political
activist, close fami[y friend, each of us knew Ernic in more than one of his
roles. His death leaves us diminished.

In everyone's life there will come along a few people who will leave an

Faced with the shock of immediate loss, some of us tried to put our
response into words. You may have seen our brief notes in the Newsletter of
the Virginia Wilderness Committee. It was alreacly apparent at that time
that somet_hing more was needed for us to come to terms with Ernie's pass-
ing, and to sum up the impact that he had on people, on institutions, and
on the future of our country. Therefore we decided to ask a number of
Ernie's friends and coﬂeagués to try to capture the essence of their life and
work with Frnie in a series of reminiscences, Here is the result.

We accepted that there would inevita]:ly be répe’cition and duplication. After
all we represent a set of overlapping circles with Ernie at the center. One
can think of these pieces as views from mariy angles.. If -they are successtul
they' should reveal Frnie in four climensidns, large as life and tln’ougl-l time.

Finauy let's lzeep' int mind what this is all about. Although he led a rich and
varied life Ernie was cornpletely single—mindecl about the Lig issue, -And we
should be, too. The question that this memorial should leave in the mind of
every one of you is the same question that Brnie asked at the l)eginning of
each clay: What can'] do today to further the cause of wilderness preserva-
tion? If that message comes through loud and clear, we will have given
Ernie his due Imeasure of honor.

Jim Murray
President
Virginia Wilderness Committee
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ERNIE DICKERMAN

Biogmphicai information in his own words 20 Aprr'l 19098

om December 22, 1910. Grew
B up as a boy in Richmond VA

and Roanoke VA. For 88 years
a bachelor, free and in(lependent. ‘
Graduated from Ol)erlin, Ohio in
1931 with an A.B., lla.ving rnajorecl in
Economics (a subject I understood,
unlike Chemistry and Physics in
which I racked up 16 hours of grade
D).

Moved to Knoxville, Tennessee in
December 1933 when I had been
hirecl, ]_3y ma.il, by the Tennessee.VaHey
Authority (newly created by the
Roosevelt administrations as of May
12, 1933) - leaving a job with White
Motors Corp. at Cleveland, Ohio. For
the next 35 years | lived at Knoxville,
except for 1943-46 when I was else-
where by invitation of the U.S. Army.

However, | remained with TVA for
only 3 1/2 years, not wishing to

ecome a permanent government
employee. Joined a local plastics mold-
ing.company with whom I remained
for nearly 20 years.

As a member of the Conservation
Committee of the Smolzy Mountains
Hiking Club at Knoxville, I became
an active conservationist. The
Committee was principally concerned
with management pro]olems of the
Creat Smoky Mountains National

Parl (the first Rangers arrived at the
recently established park in 1930} and
ditto with the Cherokee National
Forest. Harvey Broome, a native of
Knoxville and one of the half-dozen
founders of the Wilderness Society
along with Bob Marshall, was the real
leader of this Conservation
Committee; we became close friends
and worked together on a variety of
conservation issues until his death
about 1968 due to a heart attack.
Tllrough Harvey [ became acquaintecl
with most of th’e early leaders of the
Wilderness. Society; ultimately joined
the staff of the Society in 1966; and
for the next decade {1966-76) as a
staff member had {-requent contacts
with the governing Council members
(parl:icularly inclucling Sig Qlsen and
Olaus Murie).

Living at Knoxville, my principai
recreation was prowling the Great
Srnolzy Mountains on foot - a
500,000 acre mountain wilderness.
When [ {ou_n(l tl‘xe Smolzy Mountains
(within a month after arriving in
Tennessee), | knew [ had found what I
was ]oolzing for on this planet; and
which explains why I stayed at

Knoxville for so many years (only 50

miles from the Park). In fact I left
only when moving to Washington DC

to the Wilderness Society héaclquarters
in 1966,

ERNIE 7



Supplied by Bob Dickerman

_T]li[s photo of Ernie appeared in a clip-
ping from a Knoxville newspaper in
January 1947. The paper reported that
Emie had, in his wanderings in the .
Smokies, come across a pla:ne which
apparently had crashed in 1942 and

never l)een founcl.

What got me on the staff of the
Society was the stupia idea of the then
Director of the National Park Service
(George Hartzog) to build a new high-
way across the Great Smokies Park
tl'lrough the wilderness of the western
half of the Park - which intent he
announced at a meeting of all national
park superintendents at Gatlinburg,
Tennessee in September 1965,

8 ERNIE

Alreacly at that date the Conservation
Committee of the Hileing Club, under
its Chairman Harvey Broome, had
developed a Wilderness Plan for the
Great Smokies Park (fas’c action con-
sidering that the Wilderness Act had
only been passed in September 1964),
What got me hired by the Wilderness
Society in February 1966 was that the
Society wanted someone thoroug]::.ly
familiar with the Park as a natural
area and strongly wilderness-minded to
travel about the southeast promoting
the citizens' wilderness plan ancl
opposing the Director of the Park
Service's road proposal. It turned out
that people all over the United States
from Florida to Califomia, from
Maine to Washington, were opposed to
new roads }Jeing built in the national
pa.rlzs, i_ncluding this proposal for the
Great Smokies Park. Also we had
influential friends in Washington.
With us folks in Knoxville leading the
.fight and provicling the ammunition
(the facts for wilderness and against
the roacl), a vigorous campaign was
mounted and continuously Waged.

It took a seven-years fight to defeat
this stupid road proposal until in .
1971 Director Hartzog threw in the
towel. Meanwhile Secretary of the
Interior Stewart Udall had told him it
was "no go" and the North Carolina
Congressman most directly concerned
had recognized that even if the Park
Service persistecl_ the opposition was so
strong that Congress would not appro-
priate the money.

For a variety of pdlitical reasons and

despite that an overwhelming majority
of citizens testified for wilderness at
the official wilderness hearings held by
the Park Service in June 1966 at
Gatlin]aurg TN and Bryson City NC,
not a single acre of the Great Smokies
Park is yet in the Wilderness System.
However, in the mid-1970's then Park
Superin’cenden’t Boyd Evison drew up
a Master Plan for the Park which
essentia]ly incorporates the citizens
wilderness proposal and otherwise
severely limits any devel()pment in the
Park, which Master Plan to this day
determines the management of the

Park.

Moving to Washington DC in the f3ll
of 1966, I continued to cover the
eastern half of the United States
cloing considerable traveling to let
folks know of the bpportunity'the
Wilderness Act of 1964 offered to per-
manently preserve unchangecl choice
natural areas on the nation's national
forest, parlzs and wildlife re{-uges. And
in Washington to wrestle with the fed-
eral land managing agencies and lob-
.]:nying the Congress in favor of numer-
ous wilderness bills.

Retiring from the staff of the
Wilderness Society at age 65 in
January 1976, I moved to Virginia to
the little old mountain farm in the
Alleghenies on which [ have lived for
the past 22 years - near Buffalo Gap
in Augusta County, a dozen miles due
west of Staunton. No sconer had [
settled in than at its annual meeting
in June that year the Virginia

Wilderness Committee chose to eleg:t
me presiclen’c. This organization since
its founding in 1969 has initiated and
co-ordinated the state-wide action pro-
moting application of the Wilderness
Act to suitable areas on Virginia's
national forests, parl:zs and ref‘uges.
After several years as presiclent or vice-
presiden’c,'[ have ceased to be an offi-
cer but [con’cinued as] a highly active
member of the Committee. Over the
years the Committee has enjoyecl a
creditable measure of success.

Currently the Virginia Wilderness
Committee is wor]zing with numerous
local and regional groups see]zing to
Persuade the Forest Service in devel-
oping its new management plan for
the ]eﬂerson National Forest (locatecl
mostly in southwest Virginia) to rec-
ommend 7 or 8 new areas for wilder-
ness 'designation and by appropriate
official status to preserve numerous
roadless areas and old growtl'l tree
stands. Regrettal:vly due to the persis-
tent refusal of the incumbent
Congressman (Robert Goodlatte) for
the 6th Virginia Congressional
District to even consider wilderness
&esigna’cion for any federal area, we are
not actively pushing any wilderness
proposals on the George Washington
National Forest which mos_’cly lies in
the 6th District. However, we have full
descriptions written and detailed maps
drawn for half a dozen first class
wilderness proposals to spring when
the poli’cical climate improves with the
election of a new Representative.

ERNIE @
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BiLL MEADOWS

President of The Wilderness Society

Read at the Memorial
Service for Frnest
Dickerman on

October 3,1 008,

”aﬂ of you today pay-

I wish [ could be with

ing tribute to'a won-

cl_en‘.:ul man who gavé his

every waleing moment to
malzing_ the world a bet-
ter--and more natural--

: place .

When I think about
Errue, the first tlnng
that comes to rmncl are
his eyes. There was an
inquisitiveness that
struck me r1g11t away,
In his eyes, you could
also see wlsclom, he'd
seen a lot and uncler-_
stood even nore.

When taHeing with
Ernie, you could look
into his eyes and see
commitment, focus, and
the confidence that
comes from success.
Ernie's eyes conveyed
caring--and not just for
the person he was with.

The Wilderness Society

10 ERNIE

salutes our long time
friend for a life full of
dechcatlon to, and
enthusiasm for, wilder:
ness. Yesterday our
Governing Couneil
passe(l' the following res-
olution:_

WHEREAS, no one did
more than Ernje
Dickerman to protect
wilderness in the East;

‘and

WHEREAS, Ernie

Dicleerman was a pivotal

flgure in the passage of

the 1975 Fastern
Wilderness Act and the
1984 Virginia
Wilderness Act, which
left a priceless wilderness
legacy for futiire denera-
tions; and

WHEREAS, Frnie
Dickerman gave new
meaning to the word
"f:ireless"; and

WHEREAS, Ernie
Dickerman was a master
of persuasion; and

WHEREAS , Ernie
Dickerman enlisted hun-
dreds of citizens in the
£ght for land prbtechon
and taughi: them hOW to
succeed ‘and

WHEREAS, his ardent
effort to save nature's
greal creations never
robbed Ernie Dickerman
of his sense of humor
and his respect for oth-
ers' opinions; and

WHEREAS, Ernie
Dickerman gave marny
years to The Wilderness
Society, as charter mem-
l}er, employee, and dedi-
cated vqunteer,

THEREFORE, BE IT
RESOLVED, that the
Gov'ermng Council of
The Wilderness Society
salutes Emie Dickerman
for a life £tu lived and
endless natural glﬂcs N
bestowed upon’ all
Americans for genera-
tions to come.

4 ﬁhenér" jﬁ TENNESSEE j;p ‘g_L@kaul -

THE SIERRA CLUB

t its meetings on Septem]aer
A.%MY 1998, the Sierra Club
oard of Directors adoptecl a

resolution commemorating the life
and-accomplishments of Ernie
Dickerman. The resolution reads:

The Sierra Club notes, with a great
sense of Ioss, the recent death of
Ernest M. chlzerman at age 87 --
one of the nation's leadmg proponents
of wilderness preservation.

Ernie Dickerman was a charter mem-
ber and a full-time organizer for The
Wilderness Society and Presulent of
the Smoky Mountains Hiking Club.
A drafter of the Wilderness Act and

the father of the Hastern Wilderness
Act, he was a tireless campaigner for
wilderness everywl’xere.. He was of great
llelp to the Sierra Club in its cam-
paign to pass the Alaska National
Lands Conservation Act of 1980 and
in its efforts to see that the act was
not riddled 1)y anti-environmental
amendments. He was active in the
Sierra Club's Virginia Cl-lapter and
recéived a Club Certificate of
Appreciation in 1975 and a Special
Service award in 1993,

ERNIE
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BUFFALO Gap
August 4, 1oog

Dear Friends,

Some of vou wil} know what fhis note conveys, Some will nof,

1 L g
Ernfe's own sugoested announcement of my death" wes ag foltowss

On ldate} Ernect m "Ernie! Bickerman, a |

- tfeton h
died at age 87 By his own hand a3 he Ead tong oignszg,e;:r’
the Little old farm 1a the Alfeﬂhnnx Mountains where he
had I;vzd since retivtng in 1976, "Qyi¢ while vou are
ahead™ 15 sound phti&sophv, Both 1h peker and 1a tite,
For over sixty yeers, as an amateur or as 4 professional,
he was an active conservationist, #speclally In wilderness

Ernle had long anticipated thiss departing on his
asmuch a part of his auiding phifézgpﬁv 45 was |IV?:; g?;mfl:g‘
frugally, tuliy, and honarably, A} of us knewthat Fhis would
eveatvally happen, Aad vel we were surprised when 14 did: on
4 haltmoon-}if niaht, at the end of a3 beavtitul, beavdiful Shenan-
fzq? xa!;eg ?nv,du:der ? w?é?d cherry not far behind the hone

a e he ove ere in s auiet alschtien gap betw
Big and Litfle North Mountaing, AR % briyees

Ye were surprised, And yet many of us, when recilifng our Yast
moments wikh Ernte, can detect some special aspect, some special
‘taking of fond leave., Me was the {phobably bemused) producer
of this urtfolding 4inal act: Eenfe atone kndw how 1is end woutd
glve each oreceding scene 8 new richness, & speeial polgnancy.

lovers of Ernte’s letters through the vears may be able to
recognize, even throuvgh these unavoidable xerones, the tamousty
tdiosyncratic typetace of this, his 1945 {1462} Roya! Portable,
te use here wasn't Ernfe’s sudgestion, by fhe following was:

You will find with this lettersoome 20 already addressed
selt-adheslve labels which 1 will very myeh appreclate heing
vsed to notify conservatlan organtzations to which | belonged
o d personal frtends. To make the job as simple as possible,
may | svegest vou have the announcement photocapled from a
tvped original onto heavyppaper -~ perhaps 6 anrouncements
per sheet fo be put Into Indfvidual aoftlces sultable for

use as regular postcards., KINKO!'S st Harrisanburg and
probably other commercisl photocopters know how to de this,
Reasonably early malling of the announcements witl be
apprectated,

T

"
to "Dear Family, Each and Everyone," snd dated
}2:: ;fztfrwas neatly plecca atop 3 ::gc:9:+*;:eazizizg ;z;:uw-

d the next mernling, an (- H
;:c:zulgezz:hluq telse) was. ievs. What personal pape:sog}ﬁt:eud
be ot intzrest to envirommenfalisfs, and ?hcoprec!sf pcdsc‘*‘
to make those Judgments, And thoughts aboul his belove o

ith someone's help,
Tanqgerine and Butfd o Gap, whom he hoped, w *cevitrv ot L

ite In }h; A
would be able "to continue their 1 P ey Rt byt .
t tite they have ever known,
;23*::;:’k3?j geod Lton's Adutt Cat Food, about $7.00 tor an
18 Ib, bag."
Ernte's tetter began:

"{*n the captain of my ship

And the master of my tate,
l; the wilds of thils wild country”

Toe many minor

he sbove is no lTonger true.

E:Ii:icn:!cs have accumulated during the past c??ﬁl:v?*
years, phvsically asnd mentally, stowly, progres

| would have made a better Indian tbefore the Europeans?
arrivell than a whiteman,
L T AR o s
1 a € .
;;:nio::sa;:: ::z;?ngzd'to send {14) this week, stricfly on

s EW YORK TIMES
NEW ;
: g he wished, And evesn THE
Tl :;ug°$:5 ::o::n;o?:d the enor%ous tniluen?e‘:hliﬁs:hg:d
ﬂsn;?z unassuming, butaabselutely resolute Indlvidus
g§ hts,nuflon...dné on our awareness,

friends.
disciples, neighbors and
E:nfzcntiﬁizvihigtﬁf:“ﬁfﬁ:s be streu; on t¥is Buftato Gap tarm.

ber
ether —— on Saturday, Octoe ¥
of!?cﬁ Tegirlagetntl may be souaght from VOUE : r;::pﬁzdf:h;
::zbh: gob Dickerman, a?fzr lab?: E;;, vi:fdtgogt A o
; no whafz erclsa - 062
::pggaé’$:¢2:§on tane, Arlington, Virginia 22207.

g tal hike and a
We will assemble $o do so —— and to have a memaé ] it LY 4
4

1 { repeated In his
F hrase which Ernie himse!l Mg
e i et g g seend seller e petien
: ke . : diminish=
Eﬁ:t §§c§Z§:; :2gr::stnglv appa::?:;t:?zzzs::sm:;::2,35¥hou"stl o
'] tumor , 4 e
T h!: ::*:;|: ;;od enuironmcn}al fight ITI¥?; ?;ecﬁerv ;nd.
narpe? :::alcnin/win cutcomel, He remafned Errle
an eve

o, | F

Letter typecl on Ernie's typewriter l)y Bob Diclzenna.n,

and sent out per Ernie's instruction.

ERNIE 13
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Uncle Ernie by Bob Dickerman, nephew
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BoB DICKERMAN

Others repeatecl it. Each attributed an
important facet of their adult lives to

dixections, to focus our energies. Ed
this remarkable character.

So ended (maybe!) nearly 60 years of
All whe eulogizecl Ernie on October
3xd spo]ee of the remarkable power
that Ernie had to influence our lives,
to mold our thin]ging, to change our
Clark used the word "hooked.”

I)eing tantalized I)y Ernie's choices,
temptecl l)y his freedoms; and
intrigued by his accomplishments.

individual whom he chose to find hil_-n
under the wild cherry on August 1st.

omething inside of each of us, I

think, wants to be an Ernie:

free of mortgages, spouses, 8-to-
ents-in-law, urban living, monthly pay-
ments, Iess—than—essential possessions,
crabgrass, others, expectations...of all

that encumbers and confines. To be
It's a powerful temptation. But of the

5 joljs, ]:Ja])ysitters, co]lege hills, par-
beholden to no one...and thus al)le,
truly, "to be oneself." And even, with
luclz, to be oneself while 'doing what
one loves, and what one wants to do
50 or 60 of us who gathered at the

al)ove all else. N
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But for me, the temptation "to be like
Ernie" began in childhood. Several
years into the Depression, when I was
a toddler, and more than 35 years
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Ernie Diclzerman, off to the wilc],emess, Uinta Mountains,
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Utah, June 1956.
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Supplied by Bob Dickerman

Emiﬂ at "camp".

before Ernie himself was to move to
the neighborhood, hé and my dad
wrestled fallen chestnut through the
woods along D1y Branch. Tn a pretty
clearing below Crawford Mountain,
about an hour's stroll from what folks
would later know as "Ernic's farm",
they built a simple, wonder[ﬁ], singlé—
room log cabin. Family photos show
the two muscular brothers, Depression
gracluates of Obetlin College, laying
out the field-stone cotnerg, sawing,
stripping and notcliing the timbers;
then roc_)fing and caquing what my
parents feared migh’c, given the times,
become our family's only home.

The brothers had shared a difficult
: chilcﬂlood, but would approach adult
life quite differently. Sons of an MIT-
educated civil engineer, their mother
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had contracted tuberculosis soon after
Ernie's birth in 1910, It is part of
fami.ly lore - and speculation - that
tlis.ease prevented her from ever hold-
ing ot cuclrﬂing her children. Then,
when Ernie was five - and my Dad
seven - she died. Years of shu‘ctling
from pla.ce to plaee followed. Th.e ]:voys
spent tlﬁsir yout}lm i laoarcling schools,
eventually completing Gettysbur
Acaclemy before hea&ging o?'r{ to ¢
Oberlin. .

Dad played by the rules. Became a
physician. Married not just once, but
twice. Fathered five children. Worked
hard. Built a practice. Volunteered with
the Lions, t_lle Rﬁri’can, the osteopa.th-
ic association, and the Democratic
party. Took consecutive weeks off only

once in his life. Worked for all of us,

did us proud, "served his community,"
and fell to heart attacks at age 69
while still wor]eing full-time, with a
son still in college.

The contrast hetween the two brothers
was patt of our family's lore. Ernie
had decided early that Iiving' as he
wished was more important than ful-
fiﬂing others’ expectations. He hiked,
canoecl, hilzed, improvise& and wan-
dered...and when he discovered the
Great Smo]szies, llis course was set,
Being in the outdoors, the wilder the
Letter, and with or without kindred
spirits: this would be his life, and all

else would be seconclairy.-

He lived in YMCA rooms all ’chmug}l
his Knoxville years, until moving to a
Washington "efficiency” in the 1960's.
His work was at a button £actory, cho-
sen largely for its shoclcly manage-
ment: few noticed or cared if Ernie's
Smoky Mountain Hiking Club activi-
ties prevente& him from showing up
on a Friday, a Monday, a Tuesday, a
Thursc]ay, or even all week long.

Ernie's prowess as an outdoorsman;
his clown-on—tlle-lneﬁy hikes, plunging
through the lyriars, face-to-face with
snakes and bears, and ’tunneling
thmugh the 1aurel...impossi}31y ahead
of everyone even while carrying their
pacles as well as his, were the stuff of
Iegend. When the Selective Service in
1942, declared him 4-F - because one
leg turned out to be longer than the
other! - the a]asurdity made the local

paper's front page: "Renowned Hiker
4-F, Army Says."

To hear Emmie tell it, even World War
II was fun. Refusing officer training,
he "rose" to corporal (The Army
Chemical Corps having waived the
equal-l_eg requirement). He spent
months in the Englis}l countryside,
crossed the Channel some cla,ys after
D-Day, then tented for additional
months in a Parisian par]z. He made
lifelong friends both pla.ces, sailed

home, and returned to his Smokies.

Dad - raising a second family while
paying child support for his first, ush-
ering in church, teaching Sunclay
school, singing at charity benefits and
trying to farm as well as be an always.—
on-call country doctor - would some-
times deem Ernie's style "selfish." But
watching the two of them, as a teenag-
er and then as a college student, 1
thought Ernie's choices - in theory, at
least - almost irresistible, Who needed
the Great Philosophers? [ had, in my
own £arni1y, every relevant role model.
Sometime in the 1950's, Brnie
bought a car; his first. Until he was in
his 40's, accorcling to {amily lore,
Ernie had been adamant about only
renting, and then only for trips into
the mountains. As my Dad explained
it:

"Before, Ernie was always afraid that,
ifhe had a car, he might be leaving
the factory some evening...and it
would be raining...and gome woman
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from the office would be sta,ncling
there at the exit, Lating to step out
into the rain...and Emie, aving a car,
would have little choice but to take
pity on her and offer her a ride home
and...who know’s?...wincl up married!
So Luying a car at age 40-0dd was a
I)ig thing. By then he fel_t safe; his

future as a bachelor secure."

Within years, he was also Iiving in the
nation's capital: hardly the location of
choice for a lover of the wild and free,
As he had'cleclare& to me one time:
"One of our problems is that we don't

ave repregentative government in this
country.”

"How can you say that, Uncle Brnie?"
I'd said. "Of course we have repregen-
tative government: that's what this
country's all about.” "Nope. And here's
why: first, there are 80 many ]Jeautiful,
beautiful places in this country that
only a few really unrepresentative odd-
balls would ever think of Ieav-ing them
to move to this city. And tllen, realize
that these are types - unlike most of
us - that thrive on working 18 hour
clays, seven clays a week, and getting
mosﬂy criticized for it...while con-
stantly having to ]:)eg money from peo-
ple with their own agendas. No, Bob,
'representative’ is exactly what these
guys aren't."

I hacl, l)y then, and against every incli-
nation, fallen muc more into my
father's style than Uncle Ernie's. But
his wonder{:ully uncomprorhising indi-

vicluali’cy still tantalized: Although
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Ermnie had chosen to be without 80
much, he scemed to experience a level
of personal happiness that was
raze...while tru.Iy "maleing a differ-
ence." And helping others.

On one of the rare occasions at the
farm when 1 managed to get Ernie to
speak about his past, I was surprised
to learn that his first jo]:u, after
Oberlin, had been in a "settlement
house" in Cleveland. "Well, you know
that T didn't succeed very well in social
work," said Ernie. "'m just not that
social."

But of course he was - or could be - if
he also had his needed quotient of
solitude. All who spoIze of Brnie on
October 3d cited his influence on oth-
ers, his eﬂ:ectiveness as an activist, his
charm as a conversationalist, Lis flirta-
tions with every attractive fernale in
sight (once he Was, as an octogenari-
an, "safe'.'.’), his gentleness as a mentor,
his warmth ags a neighbor. But Frnie
was also a very, very private man: a
reader, a philosopher,- a wanderer, a
naturalist, a thinlzerj a tinlzerer, and a
(gifl:ecl.') writer. Ernie had had t_he

farm (which is actually my family's) to
himself for years when we'd been
abroad; when I retired I began to visit
two or three times each month, We'd
have dinner tog’ether but larealzfast and
lunc alone: socializing, Ernie Lnew,

is best when balanced with silence.

One-beautiful November morning in

1979, Ernie suggestecl hilzing from i
e house to Elliot Knol), atop Big

Phgla by Bob Dickerman

Ernie llarvesting' apples to take to the cider press,
Buffalo Gap 1977.

North Mountain, at 4,458 feet
Virginia's highest point north of the
James. We left after breakfast, crossed
a single man-made obstacle (our own
pasture fence), crawled tllrough the
rnan(latory laurel thickets, picniclzecl
on the summit, and headed back.
The last two hours were in total dark-
ness, stumbling over roclzpiles, fallen
trees and unseen obstacles of every
sort. At 44, T was bushed; Ernie
harged ahead, cursing louclly when his
crashes were especially spectacula.r.
And t]:lat, [ realize now, was Wl'lep he
was almost 70. Another decade would
pass before I was finally able to lzeep
up with him on walks througl'l the
local woods. And only in the past year
did we begin to worry about him wan-

dering a.lone.

Ernie's intellectual explorations,
tllough,. never slowed. His range of
reading was extraorclinary: all sorts of
history, I)iographies of virl:uaﬂy all of
the Foun&ing Fathers; books l)y or
about almost all of our Presidents; a
gpectrum of wilclerness, conservation

and ecology books (many written by
friends); The Wall Street Journal,
Technology Review, _Sierra, The
Amicus Journal, National Parks,
Virginia Wildlife, successive land use
proposals for Augusta County and the
Sllenancloal'l Va.lley ancl, of course, the

. heavy tomes - and the harcuy clecipher-

able pu]alic: notices - which indicated
what the Forest Service reaﬁy intended
in the George Washington, Jefferson

and other national forests.

There was rarely a day when there was-
n't at least one phone call to Ernie
about one or another wilderness pro-
ject, chaﬂenge, or campaign, The calls
cante from the Hiﬂ, from Ala.s]ga,
from the N orthwest, from
Hafrison])urg, from Roanoke...from
wherever in the country Ernie's
insights and uniquely long-term per-
spective could make a &iffere_nce.
Students from James Madison
University came to record "oral histo-
1y"; a regular stream of attractive
women (as well as men) came for
meals, interviews, insights and inspira-
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Ernie and his brother at “camp”,
December 1956.

tion...angl, in tl-u_a case of the ladies, for
complimgnts aplenty.

On a visit to Buffalo Gap some years
ago Michael Frome, a contemporary
of Ernie's and another of the earliest
members of The Wilderness Society,
said to me, while Ernie fetched anoth-
er glass of cheap Port in the kitchen:
"You folks in the farnily prol)al)ly can't
appreciate it, Bob; but there's not a
single nigl—ﬂ: in America t_hat, around
some campfire one place or another,
they're not telling stories about Ernie
Dickerman.” A legend, truly, "in his

own time." And now he's gone.

20 ERNIE

It's probably inevitable in the case of
suicide: people ask whether Frnie was
"depressed," ill, down_, or whatever.
The answer is No; his increasing phys-
ical frailties notwithstanding (trem-
laling hands-, poor hea.ring, ever-more-
frequent naps), he had a terrific finale:
starring at the Wilderness "mentoring”
conference in Arizona in May; hosting
family in early July; driving to
Arlington on the 22d to celebrate my
wife's birthday (and to deliver a terrific
speec]a in her honor), worlzing on still
more wilderness projects, and enticing
at least two more lovely ladies to pic-
nics in the orchard.

His last Sunclay afternoon was spent
with the neighbors, the Pedersons,
pic]zing wild blueberries in the woods
al:o_ve the or_chérd. Photos show them
au in great spirits; the weather was
]Jeauti{:ul, as it would be fbr the res{ of

tl'le Week d

We know now that those last few days
were also spent in ma]szing his final
pre-cleparture preparations: giving his
final giﬁs; canceling his WSJ sub-
scription; asseml:»ling, in neatly-orga-
nized Ijoxes, all that we would need in
the coming clays; composing his final
letter to "Dear Family, Each and
Every One"; lubricating, aligning, and
buying new tires for his '92 Geo
Prism, which would be left to the fam-
ily; cleaning thevhouse_, &oing the
laundry, and saying his farewells
(alt}lough none knew, of course, that
these would be our last moments with

him).

I arrived from Arlington rather later
than expected on the 31st - and will
a.lways wonder what we mig}lt have
discussed over supper that evening,
had T not been delaye&. Instead, [
found him at his desle, £inisl1ing his
usual bachelor meal of beans and
whatevers, and reacling something. We
greeted one another (he standing up to
do so, which surprised me a bit), and I
tl'xer_l fixed my own separate supper.

Ernie came, washed his tl'xings, and
sat dowm with me. We chatted a bit
about what we always chatted about:
The weather. Farm projects. The fam-
ily. The stock market. "The farm
check book."

It was about 9:30 when Ernie
announced, as he'd done scores of
times before, that his day was about
finished. I was ready to quit, too, and
assembled whatever it was that [ was
going to take with me to the trailer in
the orchard, where I generally have .
pre{erred to sleep. Ernie went to the
1iving room, and returned with his
friend Charles Little's The Dying of
the Trees: the Pandemic in America's
Forests. He had thought it an impor-
tant book, and suggested that I peruse
it as well - recommending that I read
the final, summarizing chapter first.
And he asked me whether he'd

remembered to show us a copy of
Chris Bolgiano‘s portrait of him in the
just-pul)lishe& summer issue of Wild
Earth.

He had. But I took the Trees book,
and left.

Sometime later that evening, Ernie
must have type& his final note, which
he care£uﬂy laid atop the various
things that we'd need: "You will find
Ty })ody under the wild chen’y tree in
the old garden. Emie 7/31/98"

Days later, T wondered what it was
about the Bolgiano article - of the sev-
eral that had been written about him
in the preceding several months - that
caused Ernie, in what was presuma]:ly
his very last comment to anyone here
on Earth, to draw attention to it.
Perhaps it was these concluding lines:

"In the simple, direct, yet pro£oundly
eloquent way that characterized him,
Ernie reduced all the palaver about
wilderness to a few basic concepts. ~1f
you can't get beyond yoursell, you're
pretty narrow, he said. *There is obvi-
ously a greater force l)eyoncl our com-
prehension, and we respect it Ly pre'—
serving the creation in which this

force is manifested.'"
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CHRIS BoLgiaNoO

Ernie Dickerman, Grandfather of Fastern Wilderness

Aalapted ﬁom the l)ook, The
Appalachian Forest, A Search for Roots
& Renewal. Sfac]epo]e BoaLs, 1908.

he Wilderness Act of 1964 was
Taimecl at western national

forests, and included on]y three
areas in the Bast: Great Gulf in New
Hampshire, and Shining Rock and
Linville Gorge in North Carolina.
The Forest Service resisted any addi-
tional wilderness areas in the East,
clairning that no place could meet the
criteria. Numerous easterners dis-
agreed, especially a thin bachelor near
retirement a'ge; then Iiving in
Knoxvi]le, Tennessee, named Ernest
Dickerman. From the day that he had
discovered the Great Smolzy
Mountains, Ernie committed his life
to the preservation of the wild. "I
knew," he said, "as soon as [ entered’
the Smokies thet I had found what |

was looleing for."

He was stancling in his yard when I
turned in the driveway of his retire-
ment home in Buffalo Gap, Virginja.
Wearing shorts and a plaid shirt, he
had dressed up for our interview in a
holo tie made from an unusua) shell
he found on a Florida beach. The slzin
of his arms was mottled with age, but
his face was clear, almost translucent.
Ernie had been born in linois in

1910, but spent his childhood years
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first in the Aclirondacles, then in
Roanoke, Virginia, within sight of
mountains. Iis parents enjoyed the
outdoors hut tlley weren't seriously
interested in it. Ernie's love of nature
came from within himself, "sfmply a
matter of my own temperament, of
Iileing best of all to be prowIing around

oui:doors," as he put it.

After gracluating from Oberin Couege
in Ohio, he was among the early
employees hired I)y the newly formed
Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA). It
]Jroug}ﬂ: him to Knoxville in 1933,
where he met his mountain mentor,
Harvey Broome. Broome was eight
years older and hat_:l been born in
Knoxville when it was still a provincial
vaHey town, with rutted lanes for
streets. The pa]_e blue band of moun-
taing forty mile_s distant filtered sl.owa
into Broome's early consciousness.
His parents took him there, by train,
on occasional picnics. A two week
camping trip into the Smokies in
1917, when Broome was fifteen, fixed
the mountains forever in his heart and
his life. With teenage labor at a pre-
mium during World War [, Broome _
worked at an apple orchard near Mt.
LeConte, and seized the opportunity
to Laclzpacle to its summit. It was the
Leginning of innumerable treks.
Broome wrote in later life that he
found "Bomething ]oeautiful, (lif'feren’t,

and intensely desirable” in the wild
Smokies. Even while he eamed a
degree from Harvard Law School, he
returned to Knoxville in the summers
to get into the mountains. He grew
skilled in Wooclcraﬂ:, hileing throug}l
deep snow and thxougl'i rains so soak-
ing that pocleets of moisture in his
firewood explodecl, dousing the flames.
He hiked "far past the last rough
Liomestead where visitors were so rare
that it was the prudent custom to
pause outside the fence and call hefore
approaching for fear of ]oeing shot."

It wasn't long before Broome saw
places he loved ])eing clestroyecl ]3y
careless logging and fires. He became
an ardent conservationist. He was the
driving spirit behind the Smoky
Mountains Hilzing Club, organized in
1924 to help promote the formation
of a national park. A few years later,
he led the mapping project for the
Appalac}lian Trail througll mazes of
remote Smokies ridges. [t was through
the hiking club that Ernie met Harvey
Broome, within a month of moving to

Knoxviue.

"It was customary in those days to
work Saturday mornings,” Ernie said.
"We'd leave in the afternoon and head
out over ﬁf'l:y miles of mostly clirt,
winding roads that got worse as you
got closer to the Smokies." On one of
those ou‘cings,_though without Ernie,
somewhere between Newfound Gap
anfi CIingman's Dome, Harvey
Broome, Bob Marshall and several
others founded The Wilderness

Society. A private, non-profit organi-
zation, its goal was and remains the
saving of whatever wild places are left
on pu]olic lands in America, {for the
sake of letting each wild place operate
on its own unique ec’:ological terms.
Ernie joined as a charter member. He
left TVA to work for a plastics mold-
ing fixm, but remained in Knoxville.
He couldn't get enough of the
Smokies. With his friends in The
Wilderness Society, he pioneerecl a new
vision of Appalachian forests. Their
efforts culminated in the Wilderness
Act of 1964.

Two years later, Ernie retired from
t]airl:y years in the plastics factory and
took a job with The Wilderness
Society. His position -clescription could
bhe summed up in one phrase: torapply
the Wilderness Act to the East. For
four years he covered the southeast
out of Knoxville, traveling widely to
awaken citizens to the opportunities
that the act offered. He mobilized peo-
ple to act within the political system,
and taugllt them how to legally protect
the places they loved. First he would
tramp around with peOple who knew
the area, assessing individual wilder-
ness possil)ilities. Under his direction,
they composecl and mailed out
brochures and talked to community
groups: With his a.clvice, they visited
their legislators 1o feel out which one
might be wi]ling'to sponsor a bill.
Ernie spolze at meetings of every kind,
spontaneously, volula]y, and with a
quiet passion that moved many people.
He gainer:l a reputation for ]aeing able
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to deal with many different persua-
sions, even his a(lver_saries, without
alienating them.

In 1969 he moved to the Washington,
D.C. Iieeuiquarters of The Wilderness
Socie‘cy to concentrate on ioi)i)ying‘ for
eastern wildernesses. He convinced
congressmen and senators ancl, possi-
iJiy more important, their st_ai:fs, about
the benefits of wilderness: the possibil-
ities for critical scientific lmowietige
gained i)y stuciy of natural processes;

e maintenance of wildlife habitat for
popular game as well as non-game ani-
mals; the protection of watersheds {or
pure supplies of clrinieing water; the
chance for the most chaﬂenging Lind
of outdoor recreation. He also pointeli
out that eastern wilderness areas would
compose such a small Percentage of
the national forests that tiiey could
iiarciiy threaten any extractive indus-
tries.

His major opponent in Washington
was the Forest Service, but as Ernie’
constantly reminded the congressional
stai'fers, citizens vote, and the Forest
Service doesn't. His work grew
increasingly intense in 1973 and '74.
In 1975, President Gerald Ford signed
the Eastern W’ildemess Act. It
aclmowiecigecl that eastern forests
could recover from previous human
abuse to regain a natural appearance.
Included in the act were sixteen
wildernesses totaling nearly 207,000
acres, and seventeen more to he evalu-
ated for inclusion.
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In 1976, Ernie retired from The
Wilderness Society to his nephew's
summer iiome in Buffalo Gap, '
Virginia, cradled between Big North
and Little N orth Mountains. The next
year, the Forest Service i)egan a road-
less area review and evaluation for
wilderness ciesigna.f:ion. Almost imme-

tiia’cely, Ermie was asked to lead a small

group Worizing for wilderness in
Virginia. I met Brnie when | joined
that group some years later. He was
hoth the inspiration and the steatiying
hand behind a campaign that resulted
in the 1084 designation of eleven
wilderness and four wilderness stu(iy
areas in the Virginia mountains. The
study areas became wilderness in
1988. Emie also helped wilderness
advocates in other states piot their
strategies, particuiariy in the concen-
tration of national forest lands in the
central and southern Appalachians.
By the late 1990s, when a conserva-
tive poiiticai climate I)rougiit wilder-
ness campaigns neariy toa stancistiﬂ,
there were forty—i:ive wilderness areas
from the George %shington National
Forest in Virginia to the
Chattahoochee National Forest in
Georgia. :

Together, tizey comprise a little more
than half a million acres, less than ten
percent of the federal lanr;is, which are
themselves less than twenty percent of
Appaiaciiia. Some four hundred thou-
sand acres proposed for wilderness (by
Ernie, naturally) in Great Smoky
Mountains National Park would neariy
double the total, but Congressionai

Fhalg lound In Emie’s desk

March 27, 1991. Ernie Dickerman by the creelz_ on t]iel p
farm, below the house and near the main poncl. Subtitle
Ly Ernie himself "Believe It or Not!".

a.pproval has been stymied for decades
i:y rigllt—wing Senator Jesse .Heirris,
who is Eiigiltiy younger than Emie.
Ernie is hoping to l)ury him. A new
generation, iiaving learned from Ernie,
bides its time for a awing in the poiiti-

cal penduium that will be favorable to

wilderness clesignation.

Many mountain peopie reacted strong-
ly against local efforts to designate
wilderness areas. Ti-iey saw that wilder-
ness meant a ban on logging, a.lthough
Appalacl’]ian wilderness areas tjfpica]ly
comprise tracts of oniy, six to eigi-it
thousand acres at lligl’l eleva’cions, and
don't have very gooci tim]oe_r. They saw
that wilderness designation i)rougi-it in
recreationists from outside.

Mountaineers who owned inhoiclings
in propose(i wildernesses feared restric-
tions on use of their own land. There
was a faise but unshakable belief that
}mn’cing and jEisiiing would be proi'liljit—

ed. Or that once a wilderness was
established, the next step would be to
outlaw iiun’cing. Most of all, the exclu-
sion of motorized vehicles enrage(l
mountaineers. "You put in it wilder-
ness," threatened a homemade piywooci
sign in the late 1970s in the .
Chattahoochee National Forest in
Georgia, "and we'll put it in ashes.

Ernie recognizeri that mountaineers
had none of the motives that drove
urban dwellers to support wilderness.
Patiently, clearly, he explainecl what
wilderness designation rea.iiy meant.
He never got rattled, even at meetings
so heated his friends worried they
would all get beaten up. Over the .
years Ernie never seemed to lose .ius
energy, eii:iier, i'iilaing up mountains
and sencling out letters to gaivanize
action. He still mowed his own lawn.

He showed me around his yarfl, point-
ing to trees he had transplantecl over
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the years. His house was as spare as he
was: the iiving room was furnished
with a coucli, a Woottstove, a cteste, and
a few cinairs, with tirapes strung across
the end of the room to wall off 2
downstairs bhedroom. He hated televi-
sion and got his news l)y Ptm‘ne from
is many contacts, as well as from the
Wall Street Journal. He subscribed in
order to see what the opposition was
up to. He had never married because
tie éiways knew what ke wanted to do
and feared it would cause too much
conflict with a spouse’s desires. On his
retﬂgerator was a sign: Age and

treactlery will overcome youth and
skill.

As we sat on his front porch taiizing, a
tiiumierstorm blew up. The ciay turned
ctari?er, as if nigiit was approac_tiing,
though it was still afternoon. I said,
"Ernie, I'm sure you're like me, you
watch the forest and see the cycie of
i)irl:t1, deatil, and ret)irth, and it l'lElPS

you consider your own death."
"Sure, at)soiuteiy," ke said.

"So do you have anything in mind for
your tombstone?"

Ernie ctluciaie(t, som-ettiing he did

often. He had decided years ago to be
crernate(t, he saict, and at first wanted
his ashes scattered in the Smoieies, as

he had scattered ttlose of his triemi

Harvey Broome years ago.

"But I've lived here near Buffalo Gap
for so iong now, more than twenty
years," he said, "that I've changed my
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mind." Ernie had rareiy elaborated on
the spiritual benefits of wiicterness, in
the way he spoize at iengttx of its other
ativantages. He saw no merit in orga-
nized religions. N onetl-ieiess, it was the
spiritual power he felt in nature that
gave meaning to his life. The wind
strengthened, t]ipping up the under-
sides of ieaves, whic gave off a
strange i)rigtlt glow in the slormy
gioom. Rain l)egan to spatter on the
root, and from the earth rose the
tangy smell of dust slaked. In the sim-
pie, clirect, yet profoun(ily eioquent
way that characterized tlim, Ernie
reduced all the paiaver about w-ii(ier—_
ness to a few basic concepts. "If you
can't get beyond yourself, you're pretty
narrow,” he said. "There is oi)viousiy a
greater force i)eyonct our comprehen-
sion, and we respect it i)y preserving
the creation in which this force is
manifested."
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Note from Chtis Boi_gr'ano submitted to
editor a)(ter Ernie's death:

] met Ernie in June ot 1984', at tl'le
annual meeting of the Virginia
Wilderness Committee at Jim and
Bess Murray's lovely farm near
Charlottesville. Ed Clark, whom I had
met not iong before, had invited me
there and asked me to become editor
of the group's newsletter. Ernie had
been typing and sencting out tour to
seven igsues a year mostly by himself
for the previous four or five years. He
was glact to have help. We talked on
the Phone often in the first year, set-
ting up _procedures for soliciting news,
photocopying, izeeping the mailing
labels up to date, etc. In the summer
of '85, I worked up a logo on my
brand new computer and put out my
first edition. A half a dozen issues or
so later, | heard ttirougtl Ed that
Ernie ttlougtlt the newsletter was too
oi)jective, too dispassionate.

"We're an advacacy organization,” he
told BEd. "We're suppose(i to inspire
People." [ was quite taken aback. I had
iaegun i'reela.ncing oniy a few years
i)etore, and at first I conceived of
myseit as a sort of science reporter,
clout)iy bound t)y science and journal-
ism to hallowed standards of ot)jectivi—
ty. It took me ten more years to start
realizing what Ernie knew protountiiy
well--that oi}jectivity is so often an
iliusion, and passion is what moves

peopie.
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