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1964, in part due to the efforts and influence of Bates Wilson, the first super-
intendent of Canyonlands and a lifelong booster of Southeast Utah. Bates, 
through sheer will of his personality, established a personal friendship with 
then-Secretary of Interior Stewart Udall in the early 60s. After countless pack 
trips and Washington visits, Canyonlands National Park was established by an 
act of Congress. The compromise bill created a park of 257,640 acres and was 
expanded in 1971 to 337,570 acres, or 527 square miles.

Local opposition to the new park had been fierce—ranchers and miners 
feared a national park would severely limit grazing and mineral extraction and 
the community feared such restrictions would adversely affect their economy. 
The Park Service presented a development plan that called for major develop-
ments at both the Needles District and in the Island in the Sky sections of the 
park, complete with scores of miles of paved roads, loop tours and on-site tour-
ist developments like lodges and cafes. In addition, a massive scenic highway 
along the west side of Canyonlands, all the way to the upper reaches of the 
Grand Canyon was proposed and under serious consideration. With some res-
ervations even Bates Wilson supported the new tourist highway. Grand and San 
Juan Counties accepted the park plans with a grain of salt but embraced the 
plans for a high profile park that called for dramatic increases in tourism. The 
local businesses prepared for the changes and the crowds. But neither came.

A decade after the park was established, few changes had occurred. The Is-
land in the Sky was still reached by dirt road and the Needles pavement ended 
at the district “visitor center,” a surplus tin trailer that the park had acquired at 
a government surplus auction. The remoteness of the Canyonlands was intact, 
and to the business community, its continued isolation and lack of amenities 
was the betrayal of a promise. 

ment of the park.
Cal Black was furious. So were, almost unanimously, the Grand and San Juan 

Commissions in their entirety. Pete could not recount the number of times 
he and Black squared off, but it was more times than he could count. He once 
found himself confronted by both Cal and Reagan’s Interior Secretary James 
Watt as they did an all day flyover of the park. “It was a very long day,” Pete 
recalled. “Besides,” Pete added, “I could never understand why Cal wanted that 
road so badly. Just look at the map. If tourists left the Needles by way of his 
Kigalia Highway, they would have bypassed both Monticello and Blanding and 
all the businesses that would have benefitted from the tourist traffic. It made no 
sense.” It was also why Parry avoided the construction of amenities inside the 
park as well.  He got very little argument from the Chambers of Commerce on 
that point.

Still the war of words and roads continued. He found himself confronted in 
his office one day by Congressman Gunn McKay who demanded Pete submit to 
the demands of his local constituents. In a voice that could be heard throughout 
headquarters, Rep McKay bellowed, “I’ll have your job for this!.” Pete, always 
the master of understatement replied softly, “You’re welcome to try.”  Two 
years later, McKay was defeated for re-election, though it was hardly the kind 
of defeat most environmentalists cheered. His opponent was Jim Hansen, who 
would become an anti-wilderness fixture in Congress for the next 20 years.

Meanwhile, Pete avoided the distractions when he could and moved forward. 
He resisted the paving of the Island in the Sky roads and came up with a novel 
alternative to pavement. He noticed that the park trail crews used a material 
called “soil cement”–the crew mixed the local soil with cement to create a hard, 
non-dusty surface for the walking trails. Pete wondered if it might work on 
vehicular surfaces as well and for two years, a test patch of soil cement was laid 
down on the Delicate Arch road at Arches. Unfortunately, the soil cement didn’t 
hold up as well as many had hoped and Pete was forced to consider paving at 
least part of the Island.  

Some kind of compromise was inevitable. The road was paved to Grand-
view Point but along much narrower rights-of-way than had been originally 
proposed. And where the old dirt road wound left and right, Pete insisted that 
the new road follow the same alignment. For the modern traveler who passes 
through Gray’s Pasture on his way to the Green River Overlook and encounters 
a series of tight curves, those are Pete’s handiwork. I still think the NPS should 
place a sign there that reads: “PETE’S CURVES.” It sure slows down the high 
speed traffic.

The Plan was implemented over the next decade. And as Pete says, “A quarter 
century later, that General Management Plan is still in place and essentially 
untouched..”  

But there was scarcely time to appreciate the accomplishment. In the late 
70s, rumors circulated in Moab that the Department of Energy (DOE) was 
seriously pursuing a location for the long-term storage of the country’s  high 
level nuclear waste. Locations adjacent to Arches and Canyonlands National 
Parks were rated among the top choices for the nation’s first nuclear repository. 
The plan was to hollow out huge caverns from the massive salt domes that lay 
thousands of feet beneath the surface in southern Utah, but after preliminary 
tests, the Arches site was deemed too unstable. DOE officials were disappointed 
because logistically the location was perfect–it was less than five miles from a 
major rail line and Interstate 70. 

The other sites, near the Canyonlands boundary in the Needles would be dif-
ficult to access. But DOE moved ahead with its tests and plans were announced 
to build a railroad spur from Moab to the site, via the table lands above the 
Colorado River in Lockhart Basin. One of the sites eventually became a top 3 
finalist.

Pete caught wind of the giant project long before the public did. In the begin-
ning, his concerns were not shared by the Park Service at the regional office and 
so Pete pursued information on his own, With resource management specialist 
Kate Kitchell, Pete regularly attended quarterly meetings of the DOE in Colum-
bus, Ohio. “We were there just to gather information, “ Pete explained, “so that 
when the right time came along, we’d be ready.”  Eventually, the NPS did see 
the threat and Pete became the Park Service point man. 

Again Pete found himself and the park at odds with the local population. 
By 1982, the economy was sputtering, the Atlas uranium mill was a year from 
shutting down, and locals, desperate for a ne economy to replace the one that 
was dying saw the repository as a godsend. They saw jobs, regardless of the en-
vironmental threats. A straw poll vote showed that almost two-thirds of Grand 
County citizens supported the repository. Commissioner ray Tibbetts argued 
that, since uranium was mined and milled in southern Utah, its citizens should 
be willing to accept the waste as well. 

(For a great story on the waste repository and the controversy it generated, 
follow this link to a 1982 Deseret News piece by Joe Bauman:  http://news.
google.com/newspapers?nid=336&dat=19820901&id=RzcpAAAAIBAJ&sjid=
H4MDAAAAIBAJ&pg=5287,790640 )

Armed with a stunning amount of information, Parry worked  to gain the 
support of the predominantly Republican Utah congressional delegation and 
the State of Utah.. “We ran VIP river trips a couple times a year,” Pete recalled, 

By 1976, Grand and San Juan Counties demanded action. In November, 
Utah’s only (and last) Democratic senator, Frank Moss, was defeated by new-
comer Orrin Hatch and congressional pressure to force massive development 
at Canyonlands intensified. Pete walked into the middle of all this, aware that 
when he arrived, “there was no General Management Plan at all for the park. 
There was nothing.” 

Canyonlands was adrift, with extreme pressure from local and state politi-
cians to embrace big money and big roads and, in the process, transform one 
of the most remote and pristine places in North America. It would have been 
easier, in the political climate of the time, to either support the expansion of 
roads and amenities, or at least take a bystander’s role, but he didn’t.  Pete had 
to choose between the future and the past. He opted for the future.

While many Utahns blamed the lack of development on an obstruction-
ist agency, few wanted to acknowledge that, in fact, the world was changing. 
A greater environmental awareness was replacing the growth at full-speed 
mentality of the post-war era. For the first time in its history, the National Park 
Service paused to re-evaluate its dual mandate. For daces the NPS had pursued 
two often conflicting goals, “to preserve and protect” national parklands, and 
“to provide for the enjoyment of the people.”   Clearly the two stated objectives 
were at crossed swords with each other. Until now, the “enjoyment” trumped 
the “preservation” almost every time they were put to the test. But now, more 
Americans weren’t so sure they wanted paved roads and concession stands cut-
ting the park to pieces in the process.

For the next several years, Pete moved quietly, and occasionally not that 
quietly, but deliberately  to include a scaled back option. The NPS offered the 
possibility of Canyonlands as a “backcountry” park. That management plan 
alternative proposed a limited park roads system that would scrap plans for the 
“Kigalia Highway,” the dream project of San Juan County Commissioner Cal 
Black. Black’s plan was to build a 40 mile highway that would wind its way out 
of the park via Bobby’s Hole to Elk Ridge, then pass between the Bears Ears 
and descend to its junction with Utah Highway 95 at Natural Bridges National 
Monument. Pete agreed to a short extension of the paved road to the edge of 
Big Spring Canyon, but as far as Parry was concerned, the road ended there. Cal 
Black called it the Road to Nowhere..  (In 1975 Cal would become the basis for 
the character ‘Bishop Love’ in Ed Abbey’s novel, ‘The Monkey Wrench Gang.’).

Public hearings were held in Denver, Salt Lake City, Phoenix, Moab and 
Blanding, Utah. Support for the backcountry park vision received enthusiastic 
support from citizens in the larger cities and split evenly in Moab. Only in Blan-
ding was public sentiment still strongly opposed to scaling back the develop-
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“and when the elected officials couldn’t come along, we’d always invite one of 
their staff members. In ways it was easier to talk to them and gain their sup-
port. Their recommendations were usually given serious consideration.”

In 1985, comments for the Draft Environmental Assessment were submit-
ted to DOE for consideration. (Here are links to comments from the Interior 
Department and the State of Utah:)  

http://pbadupws.nrc.gov/docs/ML0320/ML032050660.pdf
  http://pbadupws.nrc.gov/docs/ML0320/ML032050695.pdf

Later that year, President Reagan announced that three sites, at Yucca Moun-
tain, Nevada, Hanford, Washington, and Deaf Smith County, Texas, were still 
under consideration and in 1987, the DOE chose Yucca Mountain as its final 
choice. Almost 30 years later, the Yucca Mountain site is still being debated and 
the country’s growing pile of high level waste remains in “temporary” storage at 
various locations around the country.  But...Canyonlands was out of the compe-
tition. Pete’s years of hard work and gentle persuasion had paid off.

Pete retired from the Park Service in 1987. He and Joyce continued to live 
in Moab, in the same home they bought when they arrived in Moab a decade 
earlier. They both stayed active. Pete worked with his former political rival, Ray 
Tibbetts to create the “multi-agency information center” in downtown Moab. 
Instead of a mini-mall or another fast-food chain, the center of Moab, Utah is 
now a shady green visitor center, in part, thanks to Pete. 

And Pete publicly expressed alarm and offered a warning when the Bush 
Administration demanded “loyalty oaths” from its employees. In 2006, Pete 
wrote:

“Gone will be the days when the upper management of  this nation’s parks 
made decisions that were best for the parks and  their visitors, not for the po-
litical party currently in Washington.  Now, the political creep is moving down 
into the working ranks. A  long-held ethic of good, science-based decisions 
will be overturned for politically expedient solutions that last only until the 
results of the  next election. The National Park Service’s mandate “to preserve 
and  protect... for future generations” has no chance to succeed if civil servants 
swear to say yes to every political whim.”

(http://moabtimes.com/bookmark/66447-Pete-Parry-points-out-park-em-
ployees-oath-of-allegiance)

Joyce stayed busy with the League of Women Voters and for years served as 
director and co-director of the Moab Valley Voices. When Joyce died in Decem-
ber 2010, she and Pete had been married 53 years and had seen and served the 
country, from its most beautiful locations---from Natchez Trace to Isle Royal 
to Great Basin to Joshua Tree to Washington DC to Moab. It was a spectacular 
journey. 

From my own perspective, I’ll always be grateful for the big decisions Pete 
made, the ones that affected all of our lives for years and decades to come. 
What would Canyonlands National Park look like today, had Pete Parry not 
been there to slow down the development juggernaut that, at the time, seemed 
unstoppable?  For many of us, much of the SE Utah/Moab “Scene” has in the 
21st Century become the thing Pete detested the most–the Disneyfication of a 
natural area. Canyonlands, with its limited tourist infra-structure, remains a 
haven from much of that madness.

And imagine a nuclear waste repository, just a couple thousand yards from 
a national park boundary. Imagine a new 27 mile highway and a 37 mile train 
carrying millions of tons of nuclear waste, 24 hours a day, for decades. THAT is 
what Pete Parry helped stop.

Those are the BIG things.  But for me, I will also cherish the little gestures as 
well---the way I could stop by his office and always get a friendly hello. “Have 
a seat,” Pete used to say with a chuckle. “What kind of trouble have you got us 
into now?”  He was always patient. He always gave good advice. And best of all, 
I always thought he gave a damn. 

Quiet integrity...that’s Pete.
         

another FAKE ZEPHYR ENDORSEMENT

JOHN BOEHNER!
(SPEAKER OF THE HOUSE)

Speaker John...
You look ORANGE.

It’s OBAMA’s
Fault...!!!


