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WORD FROM THE SMOKIES

‘Ranger of the
Lost Art’
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The search for a vanished Smokies poster

Arthur “Butch” McDade Special to Asheville Citizen Times | USA TODAY NETWORK

he iconic adage “a riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma’

>

coined in 1939 by Winston Churchill, the famous British statesman,

has been used to describe all sorts of mysteries over the years. In fact,

there’s no shortage of mysteries in Great Smoky Mountains National

Park, where long-standing stories of vanished personsor the locations of old

cemeteries persist. One unsolved Smokies mystery involves an 80-year-old

piece of government art.

During the Great Depression, the Federal
Art Project, a Works Progress Administra-
tion program designed for unemployed art-
ists, created 14 beautiful posters featuring
iconic scenes from several national parks
and monuments. One of the posters fea-
tured Great Smoky Mountains National
Park and was entitled “Naturalist Service—
So That You May Enjoy the Smokies All the
More.” Estimates are that 50 to 100 copies of
each WPA poster were printed and shipped
to their respective National Park Service
sites years ago. Today, originals of most of
the WPA posters have been found, but not

the Smokies poster—not even in park ar-
chives.

“As to why we don't have a copy in the ar-
chives, it's impossible to say,” said Michael
Aday, librarian—archivist at the Collections
Preservation Center in Townsend, Tennes-
see. “Interpretive programming didn't begin
in the park until 1939, so if the posters were
received before the park was ready to con-
duct naturalist programs, they may have
been stored and lost, forgotten about, or de-
stroyed.”

See SMOKIES, Page 4A

PISGAH NATIONAL FOREST

Groups drop
lawsuit after

stopping logging

Christine Zhu NC NEWSLINE

Three environmental organizations have dropped
a lawsuit challenging proposed logging in North Car-
olina’s Pisgah National Forest after the federal gov-
ernment canceled the project.

Forest Service crews began a salvage logging pro-
ject near Poplar, North Carolina without undergoing
necessary permitting processes. The work violated
federal law and the agency’s own Nantahala-Pisgah
Forest Plan, plaintiffs claimed.

Prior to carrying out projects like this one, federal
law requires the Forest Service to notify the public
and to study environmental impacts.

The Center for Biological Diversity, Southern Envi-
ronmental Law Center and MountainTrue filed a law-
suit last month in the Western District of North Caro-
lina to stop the logging, arguing it would harm wild-
life and damage the ecosystem.

The proposed project was to take place in a desig-
nated North Carolina Natural Heritage Natural Area
containing rare plants and sitting above the Noli-
chucky River — a popular whitewater rafting desti-
nation.

Days after the lawsuit was filed, the U.S. Forest
Service cancelled the project and removed logging
equipment from the site, leading the groups to with-
draw their legal challenge, according to an an-
nouncement Monday.

“One of the country’s wildest gorges was spared
additional harm because local communities spoke
up,” said Will Harlan, Southeast director at the Cen-
ter for Biological Diversity. “They saved an excep-
tional forest, imperiled wildlife, and a world-class

See LOGGING, Page 6A

Brown University
shooting suspect
is found dead

Man also linked to MIT prof killing

Jeanine Santucci, N’dea Yancey-Bragg,
Katie Mulvaney, Michael Loria and Thao Nguyen
USA TODAY NETWORK

PROVIDENCE, RI - Though the suspect connected
to the deadly Brown University attack and the fatal
shooting of an MIT professor was found dead in New
Hampshire, the questions and fallout have only be-
gun.

Providence Police Chief Col. Oscar Perezidentified
the suspected shooter late Dec. 18 as Claudio Manuel
Neves Valente, 48, a Portuguese national who was a
former Brown student and whose last known address
was in Miami. Perez said Neves Valente died of self-
inflicted gunshot wounds in Salem, New Hampshire,
on Dec. 18.

Rhode Island’s attorney general said there would
be no prosecution.

Neves Valente was accused in an affidavit of the
Dec. 13 shooting at Brown University. At least two
people were killed and nine others were injured in the
attack in a classroom building. The exhaustive man-
hunt rocked the Ivy League school and the surround-
ing community.

Authorities in Massachusetts also accused Neves
Valente of fatally shooting MIT professor Nuno F.G.
Loureiro, 47, on Dec. 15 at his home in a Boston sub-
urb.

“We got him,” said Ted Docks, special agent in
charge of FBI Boston. Still, “even though the suspect

See SUSPECT, Page 6A
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GREAT SMOI
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Doug Leen holds his reproduction Smokies WPA poster in front of the Seattle

0

office of his business, Ranger Doug’s Enterprises. PROVIDED BY DOUG LEEN

Smokies

Continued from Page 1A

The mystery persists to this day.
However, a relentless sleuth has been
searching for missing posters from the
Smokies and Wind Cave National Park,
and he’s been at it since the 1970s. He’s
Doug Leen, 79, a retired dentist and for-
mer seasonal park ranger at Grand Te-
ton National Park. Leen has made it his
mission to find original specimens of all
14 WPA National Park Service posters
and donate them to the park service
while also making reproductions for the
public to acquire and enjoy as distinc-
tive “park art.”

Leen began his search when, as a
park ranger, he found an original WPA
poster featuring Jenny Lake Museum in
a Grand Teton National Park storage
building. Learning that it was headed
for the trash bin, he took it home, where
it has remained framed and displayed in
his residence ever since.

“When 1 first discovered the Grand
Teton print, I immediately suspected it
was part of a larger collection with more
parks,” he said. “But where were they?
The design and quality of printing was
unique, and I thought there must be
more to be found. [ immediately became
obsessed with this puzzle and began a
lifelong journey to find all the prints—to
rebuild this set of lost art.”

In the 1990s, Leen contacted the cu-
rator at the Jenny Lake Museum about
anunrelated anniversary event and
casually mentioned his old poster. The
curator promptlyinformed him that it
was rare indeed, part of the Depression-
era poster series. That information led
him to research how it had been made
and by whom. Through contacts with
park service archivists and searches of
federal records, Leen discovered that
the poster had been designed and pro-
duced in an NPS museum laboratory in
Berkeley, California, by WPA artists and
graphic illustrators. These artists sent
offers to park service locations to create
publicity posters for them. Fourteen
sites agreed.

Designers started work in1938, using
a silk-screening process that produced

rich colors and textures showcasing fea-
tures of the parks and monuments.
Upon completion, the posters were
shipped to each respective location be-
fore production ended during World
War II. Extra copies were shipped to the
US Mint in San Francisco, and around
1951, the remainder were sent to the par-
ticipating parks and monuments, be-
coming their last-known whereabouts.

Interestingly, the WPA posters were
never intended to be sales items; rather,
they were created to promote “ranger—
naturalist” talks, walks, and programs.
Most of them contained a blank area
where information about programs
could be added by hand. The posters
were silk-screened onto untreated card-
board, so they were subject to deterio-
ration, which no doubt contributes to
their scarcity today.

Armed with his research, Leen, then
still working as a dentist, began a na-
tionwide search for the posters, a pas-
sion project that has led him all over the
US. His efforts ultimately resulted in the
discovery of 13 black-and-white nega-
tives of the original WPA posters—in-
cluding a Smokies poster depicting
Newfound Gap Road and the Chimney
Tops—in the archives of the NPS Har-
pers Ferry Center in West Virginia. Leen
traveled there and got copies, realizing
that the negatives could help him repro-
duce some of the posters. He started a
business calledRanger Doug’s Enter-
prises in Seattle and hired staff skilled
in the silk-screening process the origi-
nal WPA artists used. His company then
embarked on making reproduction WPA
posters and modern replicas.

Inthe early1990s, Leen decided to re-
produce the Smokies WPA poster using
the black-and-white negative he’d
found at Harpers Ferry. He made a print
and then pondered how best to add col-
or to the image. Having never been to
Great Smoky Mountains National Park,
he finally decided he’d have to visit.

“So, I drove thousands of miles to the
Smokies to get a feel for the colors on
Newfound Gap Road with the Chimney
Tops in the background,” Leen wrote in
his 2023 book Rediscovering the WPA
Poster Art of Our National Parks. “I sur-
mised that the colors would be of a crisp
fall day with fog just lifting. I took pho-

Chester Don Powell, one of the artists employed by the Federal Art Project,
works on a WPA poster for Yosemite National Park.
PROVIDED BY NPS HISTORY COLLECTION

a ' R
e i

\_ - '\

; v % 1]
. e e
sl

Taa

Employees at Cole Graphic Solutions in Tacoma, Washington, print a
reproduction of the Everglades National Park historic poster. PROVIDED BY DOUG LEEN

tographs and, when I got home, used
them to select the colorization for my re-
production Smokies poster.”

Leen started by making a large print
from the negative.

“I needed to visualize how the colors
would balance and to see how many
silk-screens would be needed for the de-
sign,” he said. “I actually ‘finger painted’
the black-and-white print model as the
image developed. I would stand back
now and then and squint to see how the
image looked as I worked in the colors. If
everything clicked and the colors
worked, my staff and I would complete
the painting and write up a ‘recipe’ for
the inks to be used on six silk-screen ap-
plications. Then it was off to the races
with the printing.”

So, what happened to those original
Smokies WPA posters? Were they actu-
ally shipped to the Smokies? Did they
degrade through use, never get used at
all, or were they thrown away? Why
didn’t even one make it into the park ar-
chive?

Leen doesn’t know the answers, nor
does anyone else, it seems. Leen and his
staff created a stunning, blue-and-or-
ange-tinted copy of the Smokies poster,
but he’s still itching to find an original,
offering a $10,000 reward to any person
who can deliver a good-quality, authen-
tic Smokies or Wind Cave WPA poster.

That kind of dogged dedication has
earned Leen considerable attention.
He’s been profiled in numerous period-
icals over the years, and even The New

York Timesran a feature story about him
in 2020, dubbing him “The Ranger of
the Lost Art.” Today, his business cre-
ates and publishes over 65 poster de-
signs and other products, including the
reproduction Smokies poster, which is
available at park visitor centers and the
Smokies Life website.

And still, Leen keeps searching, fol-
lowing the advice of famous Smoky
Mountain writer Horace Kephart—him-
self a seeker—who, 112 years ago, titled
the first chapter of his classic book Our
Southern Highlanders: “Something Hid-
den; Go and Find It.” Ranger Doug is out
there trying.

Learn more about Doug Leen and
how to purchase his work at Ranger-
Doug.com . Two Smokies posters are
available at SmokiesLife.org . An earlier
version of this story was originally pub-
lished in the fall 2025 issue of Smokies
Life Journal, a twice-yearly magazine
that is the primary benefit of joining
Smokies Life. To read more stories like
this while supporting Great Smoky
Mountains National Park, visit Smok-
iesLife.org/Membership and become a
Park Keeper.

Arthur “Butch” McDade is a native
Tennessean, author, and retired Smok-
ies park ranger. He’s the author of Old
Smoky Mountain Days and The Natural
Arches of the Big South Fork and a prolif-
ic author of articles featured in a variety
of newspapers and magazines. McDade
lives with his wife and their rescued
dogs and cats in Sevierville, Tennessee.
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