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Smoke and Thelma Elser were selected as the 19th Sargent 

Stewardship Awardees for literally introducing generations 

of happy campers to the breadth and depth of the Bob 

Marshall Wilderness and inspiring them to become lifelong 

wilderness advocates.  

Smoke has always had a story to tell and, more often than 

not, it’s a tale about the Bob Marshall Wilderness. In 1964, 

Smoke and Thelma celebrated the passage of the 

Wilderness Act by launching their business Wilderness 

Outfitters. Using the Bob Marshall Wilderness as their 

classroom, they made it their life’s mission to promote wild 

places, interpreting the land, the wildlife, and the values of 

Wilderness for more than 5,000 guests and, occasionally, for members of Congress. 

Learning the outfitters’ trade from old-timers, they successfully shared their skills and wilderness ethic with a 

broader public. Early on they saw the impact of large parties and large pack strings carrying the heavy 

equipment needed to set up camp. Instead, they developed low-impact camping techniques and designed 

lightweight tents and compact camp kitchens that required fewer pack stock. For more than 50 years, 

Smoke and Thelma taught the principles of Leave-No-Trace to more private horsemen, other outfitters and 

government agency personnel through their winter packing classes. 

As a member of the Montana Council of Elders, Smoke has spent the better part of the last decade working 

side by side with other honest, thoughtful, hardworking Montanans to develop a landscape-scale solution to 

public land issues in the Blackfoot and Clearwater valleys. The Blackfoot-Clearwater Stewardship Project is 

testament to their belief in thoughtful and respectful collaboration. Wilderness could not have better friends 

than Smoke and Thelma. 

Smoke and Thelma’s recognition for outstanding environmental stewardship within Montana and the 

Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem was accompanied by a special grant of $5,000 from the Cinnabar 

Foundation, which they designated to be shared by Montana Conservation Elders, Bob Marshall Wilderness 

Foundation and the Montana Outdoor Hall of Fame.

Smoke and Thelma Elser display their award as Jim 
Posewitz, Cinnabar Foundation emeritus director (right) 
look on.


