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The Great Land Grab
By William Carr (Part 1)

Reproduced by Ryna Rock from Arizona Wildlife Sportsman March 1947

When a small group of individuals
seek to grasp large tracts of public land
for private and commercial use, it
seems that the matter should be inves-
tigated by the persons who own the
property—the taxpayers of the affected
State and of the Nation.  There is a
move on foot in Arizona and in several
nearby regions to acquire millions of
acres of our national forest and other
federally supervised lands, ostensibly
for State possession.  Congressional
bills have been drafted to legalize this
procedure and proponents of the
measure have traveled throughout the
territory urging various organizations to
pass resolutions favoring it.  The vast
majority of the people, who would lose
tremendously by any such change,
have not been informed concerning the
real significance of the proposals.  As a
resident of Arizona I cannot stand by
and watch this acquisition program go
forward, in my state, without offering a
protest and a challenge.

PRIVATE OWNERSHIP REAL
ISSUE: I debated the issue, “Federal
versus State Ownership of Lands in
Arizona” on the University of Arizona
Round-Table Radio Forum in Tucson
on December 9, 1946.  My opponents
were the State Land Commissioner
and the Vice President of the State
Cattle Growers Association.  One thing
I soon learned was that the title of the
debate was in error.  The word “State”
should have been omitted.  I had been
led to believe that the movement to
acquire our public forests was a State
project; that the land, if ceded by
the Federal government, would revert
to the State of Arizona.  My belief

was entirely wrong.  The stockmen’s
representative admitted freely that the
proposed move was but the initial
step to private ownership.  A question
immediately flashed through my mind:
If the lands are to be privately owned,
what of the small land holders, grazing
permittees, sportsmen, picnickers,
and thousands of others involved in
endless ways in this scheme; what of
them? 

I moved to the microphone and
began to debate and ask questions –
keep in mind it was two against one.
The records repeatedly show that the
gentlemen who opposed me were
seeking not State ownership, but
ownership by the few—I emphasize
this statement for it should be clearly
understood.  This bold declaration
astounded me for I had considered that
State possession of these particular
lands would be bad enough!  The idea
of private ownership of some of the
most wonderful national forests in all
America was overwhelming and
unthinkable for numerous reasons.  

The Land Commissioner said, “We
only want the lands in the national
forests that are usable for grazing
purposes.”  As a matter of fact
practically every inch of the national
lands in Arizona from the highest
mountains to the desert are now
grazed.  Just where he would draw the
line he did not say, although he did
remark that “we do not want timber
lands.”  It would be interesting to know
exactly what he does want.  

STATE VERSUS FEDERAL
FUNDS: I asked the Commissioner
whether he thought the people of

Arizona, at their own expense, could
maintain for unique multiple use the
national forests and similar properties
as scientifically as the taxpayers of the
entire Nation.  I said I did not believe
that this State or any other State could
secure sufficient funds to adequately
support the necessary research,
operations, development, and mainte-
nance of these regions.  It could have
been added that tourists from the entire
country contribute more than 60 million
dollars annually to Arizona business
operations, largely thanks to Federally
sponsored improvements and facilities
in the various scenic and recreational
spots.  The Commissioner blandly
remarked that the State could do a far
better job.  However, he did not say
with what funds or how it could be
done, especially if the lands were
owned by a privileged few.

NO ROOM FOR SMALL
OPERATORS: Without hesitation, the
stockman said that large cattle
companies would eventually secure
the lands, once an acquisition bill had
passed in Congress.  He continued that
it had been demonstrated that small
operators could not make a living on
limited parcels of land.  He stated that
history had shown only the large cattle
outfits could make a “satisfactory
income” and, as a consequence, the
“little fellow” had been forced out while
the large groups had bought up or
otherwise used the lands.  I recalled
that cattle wars had been fought over
this very proposition.  I wondered what
assurance these individual cattlemen
may have that they will not be charged
more for the land, or that they can get
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it at all.  I was told that there were
“proposed bills to care for all of this.”
Would that all the proposed bills in the
world would “take care” of the things
they were intended for!

Thoughts of the desires or rights of
persons other than stockmen never
entered his head.  He seemed totally
unaware of the enormous stake that
the people as a whole have in this
problem—people from all over the
country as well as Arizonans.  Neither
he nor the Land Commissioner had
anything to say regarding the question:
Would the people of the State and
Nation be attracted to our outstanding
regions of scenic and recreational
value if the Federal government had
not developed them at great expense
and maintained them for public as well
as commercial use?

REAL RIGHTS: It was here that
the Commissioner put up considerable
of a smoke screen labeled “States’
Rights”.  We were all for States’ Rights;
there was not the slightest question
about this point, no argument at all.  We
wished the State to have all the rights it
could acquire and we knew that one
certain way to deny many of these
same vital rights would be to take over
the wholly impractical financial burden
of operating the public lands when we
are not able to obtain so much help
from all people.  It would seem that
Arizona has more financial headaches
than we can cure right now, and this
matter of securing added land without
machinery to operate it, and no funds
to obtain the machinery, is nothing
short of a fatal policy.  There is an
immensely practical as well as political
consideration in this brand of States’
Rights wherein the welfare of the public
is concerned.  States’ Rights, in this
instance, really mean more rights and
power and privilege in the hands of a
few.  This is especially true when
one considers that the ultimate goal is
private ownership.

There have been hungry eyes on
this public property for a long time.  The
great voiceless groups most affected
by any scheme to change ownership of
these lands are the majority of the
people.  They are not aware of all that
is involved.  To date they have been
informed only by highly vocal pressure
groups, men who wish to dictate the
land policy of the United States.
Stockmen have spearheaded this drive

and are the prime movers in the
entire matter, for they think they stand
to benefit greatly.

Representative of the special
interests have pushed this campaign
from the start in an effort to influence
various civic bodies to support the
proposals.  Many groups have gone on
record as endorsing this movement.
They have been unduly swayed by
prejudiced persons.  They have made
no effort in most instances to hear the
other side of the story, but have
permitted resolutions to be railroaded
through.  Organizations that now cry for
return of the public domain include
powerful interests from the East, only
too anxious to gain control for financial
“killings”. Arizona would lose its
birthright (speaking of States’ Rights) if
she gave up this land to a selfish few.  

An anguished howl was shortly
raised about “Bureaucrats, and more
Bureaucrats!”  We were able to agree
wherein this complaint was justly due
but we were not discussing bureau-
crats; we were talking about Arizona
public land, its condition, and who
should have the rights to it.  Then
the State-employed Commissioner
complained bitterly about “that  Foreign
Government in Washington.”  I remem-
bered that many boys and men
and women died in a war scarcely
concluded and many wars before that
for this same “Foreign government.”
His outburst did not set so well with me.
I also thought about the 16 million
dollars that the Government had spent
in national forests alone in this State, to
say nothing of the additional millions
for endless reclamation projects, for
reservoirs, and other objectives that
have so greatly aided in making the
State what it is and have resulted in
untold good to thousands.  I somehow
felt that the “States’ Rights” outcry
was dictated by more than regional
sentiment and independence of spirit.
In reality it was a case where the shout
for freedom from any and central
governmental management was
actually a bid for added personal power
for the few.

PAST, PRESENT, AND FUTURE:
The Commissioner had much to say
about past history and its bearing
upon the present problem.  I am also
concerned about the present and the
future.  With enormous, incalculable
forces of destruction now abroad in the

world we, the citizens of the United
States have little enough national
resources, thanks to prodigal waste in
the past.  It is unthinkable that we
should contemplate relinquishing some
of the potentially best land we possess,
in order to pad the pockets of private
interests.

Many who seek this Arizona land
have repeatedly demonstrated their
complete inability to husband it wisely.
The State official commented bitterly
upon the sum total of lands operated by
the government at Federal expense.
He referred to a comparison between
Eastern and Western states in this
respect.  The fact is that the Eastern
states have, of course, larger and
more diversified populations and have
been established far longer.  They are
inhabited by enough people and
enough interests to demand that State
governments heed the welfare of all
and not cater to the special requests of
the few.  This is particularly apparent
wherein the ownership of land is
concerned.  Steps have long since
been taken to prevent the very folly that
the Commissioner advocates hereby a
small, prejudiced group seeks to gain
large parcels of public property for
their own exclusive use.  To date the
Federal, not the State government has
prevented this abuse of the people’s
land rights in Arizona and in other
Western states.  As a matter of record,
the Federal government does own and
manage large areas in the East, in
regions where the population is not
great, for the same basic and sound
reasons that concern all states:  to
protect and guarantee the heritage of
all the people from the insatiable desire
for land on the part of the few who are
oblivious to public welfare and future
fundamental needs of America as a
whole.     

WILLIAM CARR, the writer of this
article, is a past president of the
Arizona Wildlife Federation (Arizona
Game Protective Association).  He was
formerly an Associate Curator of
Education, American Museum of
Natural History and jointly Park
Naturalist, Palisades Interstate Park
Commission.  He made his home in
Tucson for a period of time. His profes-
sion was writing and he was a special-
ist in Interpretive Land and Wildlife
conservation. (Part Two of this article
will appear in the next issue of AWN) 
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LAND IS THE THING
If private individuals or the “State” should succeed in getting
control of the national forests it would soon result in ruination,
now as in the past.  It should always be remembered that the
land itself is the thing; the land, the soil, the ground cover, and
all that it represents to all people.  There is nothing that will
destroy it more quickly than unrestricted grazing and general
overuse, especially the critically dry lands of our region.
Areas at present controlled by the State and given over to
grazing could scarcely be in more deplorable condition.  When
I pointed this out to the Land Commissioner, his only comment
was, “Oh that has been said before!”  Nothing concrete was
indicated about improving the disgraceful condition of this land,
except the pronouncement that “We have our plans for it.”  He
did not say what the plans were but repeated that the State
could manage far better than the Government.  The condition
of the terrain now controlled by the State hardly bears out this
contention nor could it offer a better example of what would
happen to the rest if it were to fall to similar auspices.  

The stockman on the opposite side of the microphone said
that private control would result in betterment of the land, this
despite the fact that the Government had first taken over
the ruined areas in order to rehabilitate them after they had
been almost irreparably damaged by destructive use in many
sections where there was private or unrestricted operation.
The Land Commissioner said that similar ruination could never
happen again.  How could he make such a statement in the
face of what is going on today is a mystery to me.  

The State representative attempted to brush aside any
further talk of land condition as of small consequence. I
emphasized the obvious fact that the Federal Government
through the employment of Civil Service assistance is the
best “going concern” to supervise the current and long range
management of the land, with the aid of trained scientists,
many of whom devote their lives to the work.  These men are
not forced to relinquish their jobs through constantly changing
national, State, or local politics.  Certainly our Department of
Agriculture has repeatedly demonstrated that it is by far a more
permanent and better equipped institution than any similar
agency possessed by individual States.  This great Department
is the best research group of its kind in the world and is so

recognized throughout the world; why not by those who would
acquire this land? 

What assurance will the people have that future State
politics will not permit graziers and timber operators to
permanently ruin the regions without a semblance of adequate
control and constant study that has resulted in so much good?
At least 80 percent of State-owned land today is in desperate
condition. 

Why haven’t the people been told about this?  There are
many places where the Federal land is in bad shape too,
largely through the fault of the certain Government
administrators who have permitted their work to be hampered
through the persistent, unwarranted influence of State politics
and Big Business (which amounts to the same thing).  

There has been entirely too much of this compromise and
appeasement on the part of responsible persons who have
yielded to the arrogant and often truculent demands of
cattle groups.  These compromises have resulted in heavy
overgrazing in many areas where, actually, there should be
little if any grazing at all, in regions where the value of the land
as a source of water for large communities and for agriculture
far out-distances its usefulness as grazing territory where
adequate watershed management is scarcely possible if cattle
are present.  The very same cattle organizations responsible
for bringing undue and willful pressure, to the detriment of
these lands, are the identical ones that now seek national
forest territory for their own exclusive use.  The people should
give solid support to conscientious administrators who
endeavor to manage the land in strict accordance with
scientific principles, regardless of political pressure.  The
position of Federal administrators is anything but enviable in
the face of constant efforts on the part of cattle minorities to
gain special privileges.  The unfortunate appeasement has
only served to embolden these cattle pressure groups in their
present attempt to gain permanent control of national forest
properties.  A great deal of strength and courage is needed on
the part of those who would properly administer this land.
WATERSHED DESTRUCTION

An outstanding example of the workings of undue influence
by pressure groups concerns the wonderful Tonto country of
central Arizona, where efforts of Federal supervisors to reduce
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overgrazing, in many areas where the
very topsoil has practically vanished
through overuse by too many cattle, has
only brought about an outburst from
politicians and resulted in continued
overgrazing in an area where it should
have been halted years ago.  And this
very land is the source of the Salt River
that supplies Phoenix with water.  If the
State or private individuals were to take
over this territory it would be nothing
short of a national calamity.

I asked about the Salt River Valley
Water Users Association.  I inquired
whether these people, who are
dependent upon water from this river,
know that the very source of their supply
is seriously jeopardized, or whether they
were aware that a very small group of
men is doing all in its power to have
these lands turned over to private
ownership.  I received scarcely any
answer at all.  If these water users,
among others, could hear the unbiased,
truthful conservation side of this story
alone, could see the results of the mis-
use of this land today, and know the
story thoroughly, they would be up in
arms in overwhelming protest against
the overgrazing of this country that is
forcing millions of tons of priceless
topsoil into the Salt River and filling the
Roosevelt Reservoir with silt.  The
increasing amount of damage in this
region is clearly visible to all who would
examine the land.  Overgrazing should
be stopped upon this watershed, despite
unreasonably indignant and hyper-sen-
sitive toes that may be stepped upon in
the process.  

Conditions would be a thousand-fold
worse if local politicians or private
owners acquired the Tonto as they are
trying to do now.  One answer to my
question about this Salt River land
related to a complaint by local persons
that there were “too many bushes
preventing water run-off!”  Here was an
anti-soil conservation statement if I ever
heard one.  The pitifully sparse ground
cover that now ho9lds the soil in some
degree, actually aids rather than hinders
the amount of water to reach the
reservoir.  It is this outmoded, incorrect,
and unscientific thinking that has caused
so much damage, yet the Land
Commissioner brought this old argument
forward triumphantly as though to deliver
a telling blow against my contention!
MAIN QUESTION

In reality there was one main question
here, one that should be asked again

and again, and that question is,” Would
the land, now and in the future, be
better cared for and more lastingly
preserved under the State or Federal
management?  Component parts of this
same inquiry would include two more
questions:  Would the great amount of
erosion and other forms of land
destruction be worse or better?  What
policy would result in the greatest good
to the greatest number of people?
There can be but one answer:  The only
adequate agency to operate these
priceless lands is the Government of all
the people, with its vast resources.
Could this State or any other State ever
hope to duplicate the advantages accru-
ing to it that would ever equal the aid
provided by our National Government?
Other States, east to west and north to
south, clamor for this aid.  Why should
we refuse it?  It is true that cattle organi-
zations in other western States are
making a supreme try, at this moment of
national unrest, when so many eyes are
turned in other directions, to also acquire
Federal lands.  They have made the
attempt before and now they should be
circumvented once and for all.
FEDERAL ACCOMPLISHMENTS

I asked my opponents the following
questions and again received highly
unsatisfactory answers:  How about the
construction of roads and other endless
improvements in the national forests?
The Government has spent $9.500.000
on 5,000 miles of road in these forests
along.  Would the State ever have been
able to build these roads and maintain
them, or the 2,000 miles of telephone
lines of vital use in rural districts at a
costs of $1,696,000; or some of the
largest reservoirs in the world; or great
recreational and range improvements
costing $4,166,000; and many other
types of necessary work costing the
taxpayers of the entire Nation millions
upon millions of dollars, and incidentally
providing employment for thousands of
Arizonans and future Arizonans?  Would
the State have been able to pay for all
this, for the tremendous reclamation
and irrigation construction, or for the
Colorado River project now advocated?
Could the slightly more than half million
Arizona residents pay for and support
all of these things that have helped to
bring the State to its present stage of
prosperity?  And yet it is urged that many
of these regions and consequently all
the expense involved in their upkeep,
maintenance, and future development

be turned over to the State!  It seems
incredible.

Among other considerations it is only
too apparent that the State is having
plenty of financial difficulty in paying
teachers and professors adequate
wages.  It has been declared that if all
these millions of acres of publicly owned
land belonged to private individuals, the
teachers would be better taken care of!
How?  Taxes that could be levied upon
these lands would not suffice to maintain
improvements extant, not unless the
present tax rates were greatly increased.
In addition to initial and other outlays, the
Federal government turns back to the
State large sums of money annually for
school districts, for maintenance of
schools within those districts, for
continued road and trail building, added
telephone line construction and mainte-
nance, fire fighting, the development of
winter sports areas, forest camps, soil
and water control, and other public
service projects in counties where
parcels of land are Government super-
vised.  Could the State obtain all of this
money and greatly added sums too in
order to raise teacher’s salaries or any
other salaries?  If this werer possible
there is no question about the fact that
local taxes would skyrocket and, inciden-
tally, grazing fees would rise correspond-
ingly.  A study of the present tax system
reveals this very clearly.  The economic
reasoning that is entertained by the few
who sponsor this land turn-over scheme,
is so completely unsound and unrealistic
that one wonders how their conclusions
were reached!  Their entire outlook in
this matter is unreasonable and imprac-
tical to the extent that basic common
sense is dealt a staggering blow.
TIMBER

I also wanted to know about the
timber as well as the grazing problem,
even though we hear that grazing is the
only interest at present.  Would the
timber land be taken over too, so that
logging would be unrestricted with the
right to cut every marketable log in
accordance with the custom that
prevailed before the territory was super-
vised and scientifically managed in order
to produce the most timber for the most
people?  These are fundamental nation-
al resources, not merely local political
pawns!  It is a fortunate thing that the
Federal Government controls as much
land as it does wherein timber is con-
cerned.  There would not be so serious a
housing shortage as there is now if the
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Government owned more forest lands,
and consequently the people had greater
access to productive timber regions.
The truth of the matter is that many
private owners have only too often
demonstrated their ability to ruin forest
areas and then, when the damage has
been done and the lands are all but
worthless, the Federal Government is
asked to step in, take over the wreck,
and rehabilitate the depleted regions
over long periods of years, at great
national expense.

If there is anything democratic about
this procedure, I fail to see it.  The
Federal Government took over the man-
agement of the areas originally when a
group of farseeing Americans, headed
by Theodore Roosevelt, saw what was
happening to the region through abuse
and stepped in to preserve it and make it
productive once again.  That was some
40 years ago.  Would all this work be
undone?  This is a vicious circle and
there is no sense in it, or justification
either, not the slightest.  This is a vital
matter and not one to be handled by
inexpert or seeking hands.
PUBLIC WOULD BE LOSERS

I also asked about the general tax
paying public in the event those same
national forest lands were allotted to
individuals.  I inquired about a number of
things:  How about Mount Lemmon, near
Tucson, for example, where the
Government has built a most expensive
road, with Federal funds, to enable all
the people to take advantage, freely, of
the endless opportunities for recreation
in those mountains?  What about the
thousands who travel away from the
summer-time desert heat to escape to
these and other mountains?  Will these
people be able or willing to pay for
services when the land is commercially
exploited?  Will they have any sense of
freedom in these forests at all?  Will they
be free, as they are now, to ski and to
picnic or just to stand and enjoy the
charm of the place, own it?  Will they,
when “Private” and other restrictive signs
dot the landscape?  And how about the
hundreds of other general recreation
areas in national forests of Arizona?  As
things now stand, sportsmen can hunt
and fish almost everywhere in the
national forests.  Demands of wildlife are
actively recognized as a part of the
range improvement program.  What will
happen here under private ownership?
There are few more discouraging things
than “NO Trespass” or “Keep Out” signs
in regions of great scenic beauty.

Everyone should be grateful that our
Government secured these lands for the
use and enjoyment of all of us.
In answer to these queries regarding the
status of the public upon forest lands, in
the event they are ceded, the stockman
replied that there are a number of poten-
tial bills intended to guarantee these
rights.  For my part, I failed to see how
any of these “bills” could apply if the
lands were privately owned.  Throughout
the length and breadth of this country
there is no “bill” that guarantees rights
and privileges to outsiders on private
lands; quite the reverse is true.  

I believe that Arizona is one of the
most fortunate of all States where, in
proportion to its relatively small number
of residents (in the fifth largest State in
the Union and the youngest), the
Nation as a whole has spent so very
much money in land reclamation
and preservation.  National financial
resources, far beyond the dreams of
anyone, have been lavishly poured into
this State to help make it what it is –one
of the most wonderful places to live
on this earth.  Those who plan to experi-
ment with this hard-won, established
Federal assistance in a senseless
attempt to secure public lands, should be
made to realize that they have tackled a
buzz saw!  There is no room for private
or “State” acquisition here, where there is
so much that involves public interest and
welfare.  Any private acquirement of our
national forests at this or any other time
would only be a first step toward a more
extensive property grab in the future.
CITIZENS SHOULD HAVE RIGHT TO
CHOOSE

I, for one, fail to see why the cattle
industry that now openly aims at private
ownership of public lands should be
favored over and above other groups.  I
do not believe that the individuals
who control the cattle organizations are
of more consequence to the community
than citrus growers, agriculturists in
general, or of hunters, fishermen,
miners, lumbermen, dwellers in cities, or
any others.  I am certain that the cattle
outfits are in no way deserving of the
special privileges they now demand, at
the expense of the people as a whole.  I
feel that all the people should make any
final decision that in any manner affects
our national forests.  Even though one of
my opposing debaters complained
about, “The Foreign Government in
Washington”, I am still convinced that we
are living in a Democracy and it is my
opinion that all parties concerned should

remember this fact when grasping for
special consideration, the granting of
which would result in lasting, irreparable
harm for the majority of our citizens.
The position of these land seekers is
indefensible.  
WILLIAM H. CARR, the writer of this
article, was a president of the Arizona
Wildlife Federation.  He was an
Associate Curator of Education,
American Museum of Natural History
and jointly Park Naturalist, Palisades
Interstate Park Commission.  At the time
of this writing, he had lived in Tucson for
two years.  

Mr. Carr’s profession was writing and
he was a specialist in Interpretive Land
and Wildlife Conservation. 

This article was written at the request
of Arizona Wildlife Sportsman after the
University of Arizona, Round Table
Discussion on the public lands question.
This debate was between O. C.
Willliams, State Land Commission;
Carlos Ronstadt, representing the cattle
industry; and William H. Carr for the
people of Arizona.
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WHADDA’ YA’ KNOW?
Answers

1.  Third highest in the United 
States.  

2.  Carp were originally brought 
to the US to feed a growing 
population.

3.  Immediately report it on the 
Operation Game Thief Hotline, 
1-800-352-0700.

4.  #1 Operator Inexperience; 
#2 Operator  inattention

5.  Arrowheads found in North
Africa date back almost 50,000
years

6.  Successfully catching all the 
legally fished trout species in 
the White Mtns.




