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Jan Wilder-Thomas: Sylvan spirit
By Joel Bleif uss
Jan Wilder-Thomas recalls the "indiscriminate
killing of great numbers" that took place during the
Fairview massacre of Aug. 26,1990. She also recalls
her arrest that day. She had been trying to take a
photograph of her friend Dee Dokken who, having
planted herself in front of an oncoming lumber
company pick-up truck, looked headed for martyrdom. But seconds later a sheriffs deputy stepped in
to block Wilder-Thomas' camera and, "in a hysterical frame of mind," she recalls, "I flailed out and my
hand tapped his elbow."
Wilder-Thomas remembers the marshals dragging her off as she cried for the oaks, maples and
hickories she would never embrace again. The Fairview trees were sliced down as she languished in
Jackson County Jail, "sobbing away 10 pounds," she
says. Although she was arrested on a Monday
morning, it took 29 hours for her to be brought before a judge on a felony charge of aggravated battery. During that period, however, the county did
find time to spray her unventilated cell with a pesticide. At first she suspected that it was done in retribution for her helping in 1985 through 1987 to
successfully shut down the U.S. Forest Service's
pesticide spraying program in the Shawnee. Later
she was told by Sheriff Bill Kilquist that the spraying was a monthly "requirement." She has been the
victim, she says, of "malicious prosecution for the
outspoken stand I've taken over the years."
Jan Wilder-Thomas, a 40-year-old mother of three
who weighs in at 95 pounds, stands tall when she
talks about these trees she has hugged. She's not a
bit self-conscious. Photos of their healthy gray
trunks run throughout her photo albums, as do the
tombstone stumps. "We had hugged every one of
these hardwoods. That's a big responsibility—to
carry the spirits of these trees around in you," she
says, tears in her eyes. "1 had a very personal bond
with every hardwood out there. As they were ripping up these trees, they were breaking my heart."
But with their death, her resolve was strengthened.
For the past seven years, Wilder-Thomas has devoted herself to protecting one of the few remaining hardwood canopies in North America, southern
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Illinois' Shawnee National Forest. The battle to sa
the Shawnee has pitted Wilder and her fellow con
servationists against a symbiotic trio: the U.S.
Forest Service, the timber industry and their congressional agents. In the process, the Shawnee ha:
turned into the key battleground over the future t
the national forest system.
Wilder-Thomas describes the Shawnee as
"263.000 acres of upland deciduous hardwoods, in
credible bluffs and clear creeks that is a crossroac
for hundreds of plant and animal species—-norux
and southern species, and eastern and western."
She explains that the big trees—the giant oaks,
maples, beech, hickory, tulip poplars and sycamores that once grew in southern llliniois and
across the eastern woodlands—were felled in the
1800s and early 1900s. Only 300 acres of Illinois'
old growth survives.
Primal forest: In southern Illinois, where once
stood an ancient deciduous forest, now stands a rs
generated woodland of 80- to 120-year-old hardwoods that, even in this youthful formation, is one
of the finest forested growths east of the Rockies.
Left undisturbed for 600 or so years, some of the
Shawnee's young oaks could become mighty.
In the '30s, portions of this eastern woodland
habitat became part of the National Forest System.
Since then, public ownership has offered the Shawnee National Forest some measure of protection.
But that protection began to erode under Reagan
and then Bush—two presidents who have rarely.,
hesitated to sacrifice the public good for private
gain.
In 1988, it became apparent to Wilder-Thomas
that the Department of Agriculture's National Fore*Service was gearing up to increase the private harvest of publicly owned hardwood trees in the Shaw
nee. "The Forest Service harvests our trees like
crops of corn," says Wilder-Thomas.
Each year more than half of the eastern
hardwood trees harvested in the U.S. are used for
wooden shipping pallets, which are usually used
once and then discarded. The remainder of the har
vest consists of 10- to 12-inch oaks and hickories
that end up in paper mills and larger vanity timber:
that are exported to Japan, the Netherlands and
Germany, where they are made into wood veneer.

have gone to great lengths to, in Honey's words, "sitenee troth."

In southern Illinois, the amount of lumber sold
•ora the Shawnee shot up from 2 million board feet
11978 to 12 million board feet in 1987. And as the
•ees came down, the Association of Concerned Enironmentalists (ACE), the local environmental oranization of which Wilder-Thomas was a founding
lember, argued that clearcutting the Shawnee
•ould do irreparable harm to the last large tract of
ative hardwood forest in Illinois. In response to
ibbying by Wilder-Thomas and her cohorts, the
}unty commissioners of Pope, Alexander, Pulaski
nd Jackson counties voted to stop clearcutting in
le Shawnee national forest. They were joined in
le cause by a coalition of national and Illinois enironmental organizations.
After negotiating with the environmental groups,
le Forest Service lowered its harvesting goal to 10
lillion board feet per year. As part of that settlelent, the Forest Service promised to stop clearcutng the forests, opting instead for a harvesting pro;ss called "group selection." The only voices
lised against the settlement were those of ACE
members.
The other groups, says Wilder-Thomas, "didn't
sthom the point that group selection was bad."
anctioned by the nation's leading environmental
rganizations, the Forest Service had abandoned its
^arcutting policy for a method of tree harvesting
lat was worse.
Take the example of the timber harvest in the
hawnee's Fairview area. It was there that Wilderhomas was arrested in August 1991 for "battering"
county deputy as she tried to take a photo. In:ead of clearcutting 150 acres as originally planed, the Forest Service, using its group selection
rocess, created a 611-acre sale area throughout
'hich a patchwork of 166 total acres were harested—25 of those acres were clearcut and on
nother 141 acres, all the large trees were removed
nd hauled out, damaging the surrounding growth.
the big woods: Wilder-Thomas pulls out a
lap of southern Illinois on which she has shaded
i red that portion of the Shawnee National Forest
hat has not been cut—the portion with an intact
inopy. She points out the 21 acres on the edge of
he Shawnee on which she and her husband Randall
ive. In recent years the couple have watched as the
rees on neighboring private lands were clearcut.
Trey lead the back-to-the-land lifestyle of unrepenant bush hippies. They grow their own food and re•ycle everything. For their three children—Meadow
':.ge, 14, Mission Wilder, 12, and Will Mesa, 7—
;chooling is in the home and on the frontlines. And
is Wilder-Thomas says, "Grassroots organizing is a
jig part of our curriculum."
The children accompany their parents on lobbyng trips to Washington and on the college lecture
md slide show circuit. And they take part in the
J^monstrations. Dressed at a demonstration last
,ear as the Fairview Ninja Turtle, Will performed a
x>em that began, "Hands off our greenery, Take
lome your machinery." And the kids have watched
nom and dad get hauled off to jail
"it is good for the children," says Randall. "I think
t is making good people out of them. They are
learning the whole democratic process. We're changing our timber policy by just holding this position.
t¥e are not going to stop the Forest Service by over:oming the law but by changing it."
And, as "Tommy" Wynette might have said, Randall stands by his woman. "She keeps at it and is
devoted to do it, so I support her all I can," says
Randall. 'The forest work we're doing has become
the family life. Jan got us involved in it. I resisted at
first. I'm not so easily changed. And she changed
our lives from a self-sufficient farm family to putting a lot of energy into trying to get the forest
around us protected."
The family is different from some of their neighbors, but they are not outside agitators. Wilder-

Thomas is fourth-generation Pope County. Her folks
live in the nearby town of Brookport. It was there
that she went to high school. And it was from there
that she went across the Mississippi to the hills of
southern Missouri and to a Baptist college where,
as Wilder-Thomas puts it, "I just realized there was
a lot more to life than going to church."
Common concerns: The woman who returned
to Pope County eight years later with an out-ofstate husband was different from the girl who left it.
But a shared concern for the local environment has
bridged the differences in lifestyle between WilderThomas and members of the more traditional community of which she is a part.
Choosing her words carefully, Wilder-Thomas
says, "My parents have become educated—though
they thought I had gone a little too far when I was
seen on TV getting dragged off to jail."
Others don't quite understand her concept of
protest as performance art. Recounting her occasional forays into the material world, WilderThomas says, "I see people in the grocery store
when I stop in to get my recycled toilet paper, and
they come up and say, Thanks for what you're
doing.' Though sometimes they are surprised at our
rowdiness. We use lots of humor in our actions and
sometimes that gets misinterpreted. They don't
know quite how to take it when they see me on TV
dressed in an Indiana bat costume dancing around
and yelling, 'You're destroying my home.'"
"A crazy ding bat," is how some critics have described her. "Worse than hippies," editorialized one
newsroom cracker. On a roll he continued, "They
give hippies a bad name."
Others have taken Wilder-Thomas more seriously, like Rep. Sidney Yates, the north-side
Chicago Democrat who chairs the House Appropriations' subcommittee for interior. "He championed
the hardwoods," says Wilder-Thomas.
Last spring she paid him a visit in Washington,
armed with heartfelt sincerity and her photo albums of fallen forest. She convinced him. He won
her heart. She recalls, "He asked, 'Have you all
chained yourselves to the trees?' And when he said
good-bye, he raised his fist like an Earth First! fist
and he said, 'We'll see what we can do to get this
stopped.'"
With relish, she recounts how Yates interrogated
Forest Service Chief F. Dale Robertson. "This 85year-old.Jewish man grilled the chief for an hour.
He asked, 'Why are you destroying the beauty of
the Shawnee? Just let the 100-year-old trees get to
be 200-years-old."'
Through Yates' efforts, a bill passed the House of
Representatives last June that redefined the Forest
Service's "group selection" to mean "clearcutting."
That new definition would have stopped Forest
Service plans to use group selection as a substitute
for clearcutting in all of the eastern National
Forests, thus saving Fairview from the loggers.
For a time it looked like Wilder-Thomas and her
fellow environmentalists had the Forest Service on
the run. But when the bill went to the Senate, it
was a different story. Sens. Robert Byrd (D-WV),
John Danforth (R-MO) and Robert Dole (R-KS)
rushed to the aid of the timber industry. Sources
have told Wilder-Thomas, that Danforth and Dole
threatened to filibuster if the offending language
wasn't removed. In the end they prevailed.
Wilder-Thomas is now advocating fundamental
change in Forest Service budgeting. She believes
the best solution is to readjust the Forest Service's
priorities by immediately eliminating taxpayer funding for timber sale programs and logging road construction. She hopes Yates' subcommittee will do
just that, beginning with the subcommittee hearings
on the Forest Service budget that are scheduled for
February 26.
"The Forest Service is out of control," she says.
"It always has been."
fj

One of the most definitive examinations of fow the BeaganBush White House propaganda apparatus has attempted to control public perceptions of administration policy is a 1988 report
in Foreign Affairs. The report, "Iran-contra's untold story," was
written by journalist Robert Parry, then of Newsweek, and policy
analyst Peter Kombluh, of the National Security Archive.
Parry and Kornbluh examine a domestic propaganda campaign,
run from the National Security Council, aimed at fooling the public, the press and Congress about U.S. covert operations in Central America. They wrote in part: 'To win this war at home, the
White House created a sophisticated apparatus that mixed propaganda with intimidation, consciously misleading the American
people and at times trampling on the right to dissent. In short,
the administration set out to reshape American perceptions of
Central America; and the Orweiiian methods employed could be
one of the most troubling legacies of Reagan's presidency."
Two weeks ago in this column, I recounted a 1977 report by
Carl Bernstein that exposed the successful efforts of former CIA
Directors William Colby and George Bush to ensure that the ClA's
widespread infiltration of the mainstream press would not appear
in a congressional report that examined CIA misdeeds.
Ten years Jater, the intelligence community was equally successful at preventing information about the Reagan-Bush administration's covert propaganda operation frotijbeing included in the
final report of the congressional Iran-contra committees. As Parry
and KornWwh explained: "Congressional {Iran-contra} investigators did draft a chapter about the domestic side of the scandal for the Iran-contra report, but it was blocked by House and
Senate Republicans. Kept trorn the public domain, therefore, was
the draft chapter's explosive conclusion: that, according to one
congressional investigator, senior CIA covert operatives were assigned to the White House to establish and manage a covert
domestic operation designed to manipulate the Congress and the
American public."
But a troubling question remains; What if there had been no
manipulation? Would it have made a difference?
Get a life, not a lifestyle: There is no doubt that the American public prefers blissful ignorance to an exhumation of the
body politic's corporeal decay. People would rather pursue life's
pleasures than the gruesome particulars of social problems over
which they seemingly have no control.
Americans rationally know that human happiness doesn't come
from material consumption, but this awareness is overshadowed
by a consumer culture that derives its power through promises of
material satisfaction—promises that are actualized through the
medium advertising.
The Center for the Study of Commercialism, founded in
Washington in August 1990, has dedicated itself to "draw the public's attention to the "msidiousness of advertising."
I asked center spokeswoman Jill Savitt if she thought Brave
/Vetr World had a message relevant to today's readers. She did,
"Huxley was incredibly prescient." she said. "The metaphors
really play out very well. Too well. It's scary."
According to Savitt, Braoe New World's "feelies" (hyper-sensurround movies in which viewers plug themselves into the action)
can be taken as a metaphor for today's television. While "soma"
(the contentment drag that blunts the emotions and makes one
feel good), has its parallel in advertising.
"Advertising sells you an image of a lifestyle that makes you
feel really good," said Savitt, "A lifestyle that makes you happy
and carefree, if you use a certain product, if you drink the right
beer. And you wilt be even happier if you are more materialistic
and buy the best car and the most VCRs. As a culture, what advertising does to us is make us first and foremost consumers—a
much easier task than being citizens. Citizens need to struggle
with some of the problems that face our community, but what the
hyper-commercialism promoted by advertising does is blind us to
those needs and blunt our sensitivity to them."
More observably insidious is the influnce that corporate advertisers have over the corporate media outlets that depend on their
advertising. But while the public, like Huxley's "slaves who love
their servitude," can be seen as the complidt victims of advertisers, the media has no such excuse.
Next month, the Center for the Study of Commercialism will release a study that documents the pressure reporters are under
from media management not to report anything that reflects unfavorably on major advertisers.
"While ads make people feel very good about buying products,
these same ads silence reporters from talking about the problems
that we as citizens need to deal with," says Savitt. "The influence
of advertisers within the media is great and often oppressiveoppressive to the point of being silencing,"
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