     Teddy Roosevelt and the Womb of Time

By Ken Barrett

Theodore Roosevelt, 26th President, naturalist, writer and hunter believed strongly in many things, but in nothing more strongly than America itself. He said, “We are not building this country of ours for a day. It is to last through the ages.” As a great champion of America and its people, he also believed and acted upon the principle of the greatest good for the greatest number. Furthermore, he knew that principle applied not only to the present moment but also far into the future. He called it “the womb of time.”

T.R. must have been acting with these thoughts in mind during his presidency when he set aside over 230 million acres of public land; places like the Grand Canyon, the first National Wildlife Refuges and many of our great National Forests. And he surely was acting with these thoughts in mind when he wrote of our nation’s “lonely lands” and the need to secure places to hunt, hike and roam for the “average man and woman.”

In the hundred years since T.R. was president, our nation’s population has nearly quadrupled. Places that once took days or weeks to reach can now be reached in hours or less. Where once there were extensive and seemingly endless rural lands, unencumbered by development pressures and sprawl, there are now suburbs, shopping malls and traffic congestion. Where once “getting away from it all” meant walking to the edge of town, where wood lots and fields abounded, it now often means taking a long and expensive trip. Automobiles, airplanes, the Internet, and more have changed America a great deal since T.R.’s time.

What has not changed, is American’s deep desire and need for open space; places where we can roam, with a sense of freedom for a few hours, a day or if we are lucky a whole week. And while T.R.’s public lands estate is still there, our private lands estate is shrinking or off-limits to the average person; lost to leasing, new ownership patterns and development.

That is why a new piece of federal legislation called “Open Fields,” recently introduced by Senators Kent Conrad (D) ND and Pat Roberts (R) KS is so important. It goes to the heart of the private lands access problem and addresses it with a time-honored and time-tested solution: voluntary incentive-based private/public partnerships. Specifically “Open Fields” calls for the expenditure of $50 million annually to increase access to private lands by at least 20 million new acres. By working with landowners and offering them modest financial or management incentives, each state’s fish and wildlife agency could provide much needed affordable and convenient access to hunters and anglers. And “Open Fields” could also go along way toward helping advance long-held American values like: fairness, neighborliness and sharing, while providing places where we can all go to enjoy time away from our work and daily cares.

The Theodore Roosevelt Conservation Partnership and over two-dozen of the nation’s premier conservation groups, like the Izaak Walton League of America, Pheasants Forever, Trout Unlimited, BASS/ESPN Outdoors and the Congressional Sportsmen’s Foundation support “Open Fields.”  Interested outdoor lovers can learn more about the proposed legislation by logging onto www.trcp.org and they can call or write their elected officials in Washington DC to ask them to co-sponsor “Open Fields.”

Were he alive today, there is little doubt that Teddy himself would lead the charge for “Open Fields” because it’s the right thing to do. It’s the right thing for America, its people and for those future generations who lie waiting in the “womb of time” for their chance to enjoy America’s spectacular natural gifts -- gifts which only we, the living, can bestow upon them.

