The Remarkable Lives of Joe
and Margaret Miller
by Sarah Gage, Central Puget Sound Chapter
Joe Miller (1915–2007) and Margaret McAlpine Miller
(1922–2015) lived long and full lives, leaving an extraordinary
legacy with their work and their persevering spirits. In January 2018, the Washington Native Plant Society received a
generous bequest from their estate. The following timeline and
the quotes it contains give just a taste of their work and their
character.
Year

Event

The Millers in 2005. PHOTO: NORTH CASCADES CONSERVATION COUNCIL

1915

Joe Miller is born in Kansas City, Missouri, where
he grows up.

1946

1922

Margaret McAlpine is born in Little Rock, Arkansas. She too grows up in Kansas City.

1936

In the depths of the Great Depression, Joe graduates with an English major from the University
of Kansas. He takes a job with the US Railroad
Retirement Board. He later described working for the federal government as “like peeing
in your pants while wearing a dark suit. It gives
you a warm feeling, but no one notices.” (Ehlert
2005–2006)

1947–1953 Joe is transferred to Denver. Margaret teaches general science at a junior high school. “Within two
years, the young former flatlanders had climbed
20 peaks higher than 14,000 feet.” (Porterfield
2002)

1941

Joe is drafted into the United States Army.

1943

Joe serves as an officer in the 20th Engineer Combat Battalion. On one of their first assignments
they provide site security for a meeting between
Franklin D. Roosevelt and Winston Churchill in
Casablanca.

1955–1956 Joe is transferred to Salt Lake City. Margaret
teaches high school biology and finds that the
evolution chapter has been razor-bladed out of the
textbooks.

Margaret completes an undergraduate degree at
the University of Missouri, with a double major in
math and biology. She teaches math in Missouri
for a year.
1944

After building roads, rebuilding bridges, clearing mines, and disarming bombs in North Africa
and Italy, Joe wades ashore on Omaha Beach on
D-Day under “savage artillery, mortar, rifle, grenade, machine gun, and small arms fire” (Ehlert
2005–2006). His men later recall him shouting,
“Come on you bastards! We’re all going to die if
we stay here!” (Ehlert 2007).

1953–1955 Joe is transferred to Reno. Margaret collects desert
fauna (lizards, snakes, pupfish) for the museum at
the University of Nevada.

1956

Joe sees action across Europe, enduring the Battle
of the Bulge, crossing into Germany and Czechoslovakia. He earns eight battle stars and ends the
war with the rank of Captain.
Margaret earns a Master’s Degree in math and
receives an award for teaching math and science.
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Joe is transferred to Seattle. Margaret takes several
courses at the University of Washington.

1956–1960 Joe and Margaret join the newly formed Northwest Chapter of the Sierra Club. Joe “soon
became chairman of the Northwest chapter, just
200 people scattered across four states and two
provinces.” (Porterfield 2002)
1958

Joe and Margaret move to Bellevue, Washington,
where they live for the rest of their lives.

1960

Joe and Margaret join the North Cascades Conservation Council (NCCC), then three years old,
to help advocate that the beauty and wildness of
the North Cascades should be preserved as a national park. They both serve on the NCCC board
for the next 34 years. Margaret starts teaching
general science and biology in Bellevue junior and
senior high schools.

1962

Joe becomes the treasurer for NCCC; he will stay
in that role for 32 years.

Margaret works on a zoology project, observing
tracks and collecting scat along the Missouri River.
1945

Joe and Margaret marry. They honeymoon in
the Rocky Mountains. Joe resumes work with
the Railroad Retirement Board. Margaret teaches
math at the University of Kansas City.

Joe prepares a North Cascades slide show and
outdoor films such as Family Camping in the
North Cascades. “It was quite a struggle,” Joe says.

Four Valleys of the North Cascades National Park
Complex” to the National Park Service.

“We started lobbying for a national park. It took
10 years, but we finally got it in 1968. . . . It was
really something to be happy about.” (Porterfield
2002)
1968

The superintendent of the newly formed North
Cascades National Park recruits the Millers to
work on Cascade Pass, which was “a real mess .
. . people had pooped, trenched around tents,
burned up the meadow.” (Porterfield 2002)

The federal government establishes the North
Cascades National Park Complex.

“The upshot . . . was that increased ranger patrols
and signing would try to halt the illegal camping,
and the Millers, invincible in our ignorance of
high altitude growing conditions, would try to revegetate it . . . with only native plants . . .” (Miller
1991)

Margaret Miller with large western red-cedar (Thuja plicata) in Big
Beaver Valley, North Cascades, 1969. PHOTO: JOE MILLER

1969

Seattle City Light releases a plan to raise the level
of Ross Lake, which would flood low-lying areas
of Big Beaver Valley. Joe Miller writes, “If any
conservationist felt he was honorably discharged
from the wars upon passage of the 1968 North
Cascades Act, he lacked knowledge of the history
of the American National Park system. He may
have said to himself, ‘Whew! I’m glad that’s over.
Now I can forge my pens into pitons—trade
my typewriter for a tent and start enjoying this
country I’ve been fighting for.’ To any such cat we
say, ‘Man, that was only an armistice, not a peace!
We just put you in the active reserve, and we need
you NOW!’” (Miller 1969)
Joe and Margaret start their work in Big Beaver
Valley: “In July and August of 1969 (we) spent
15 days in the valley. In June, July, and August
of 1970, 20 more days were spent in the valley,
and the entire drainage, from Beaver Pass to Ross
Lake, was examined.” (Miller and Miller 1971)

1970

Joe and Margaret retire. “They decided to retire in
1970 so that they could work as volunteers for the
National Park Service. Joe and Margaret made the
decision as partners, recognizing a shared obligation, retiring together, embarking on a new career
together.” (Ehlert 2005–2006)
They submit a 50-page report, “Phytosociological
Reconnaissance of Western Red-cedar Stands in

Joe Miller in the North Cascades. PHOTO: IRA SPRING

1971

Joe is one of the founders and initial directors
of the tax-exempt North Cascades Foundation,
formed to help raise funds for the High Ross Dam
fight. He serves as a member of the board and
treasurer for 32 years.
They campaign tirelessly to stop the raising of the
dam. “We got questioned by a lot of high-powered lawyers,” Joe says. “Margaret would come
home from those hearings and cry.” Joe shows
his slide show more than a hundred times. (Big
Beaver vs. High Ross; Porterfield 2002)
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Joe and Margaret distribute their typewritten
report, “A Preliminary Ecological Survey of Big
Beaver Valley, North Cascades National Park
Complex.”

tion of their efforts in conservation, education,
research, and advocacy on behalf of Washington’s
native flora. This is the highest accolade given by
WNPS (Wooten 1996).

1973

The Millers determine that using rooted cuttings
is more successful than direct seeding or transplanting plugs. They backpack plant starts to Cascade Pass and plant them in the highly impacted
areas.

Joe and Margaret celebrate their 50th wedding
anniversary by planting trees at a national park in
Arizona.

1974

Friends help them pack 340 pounds of greenhouse-propagated plants to the pass.

1975

They find that 85 percent of the greenhouse-propagated plants they had returned to the pass had
survived. The National Park Service builds a small
cold frame at Marblemount.

1976

Margaret serves on a steering committee prior to
the formation of the Washington Native Plant
Society and chairs the first nominating committee. She is a charter member and becomes the first
chair of the Central Puget Sound Chapter.
Joe signs the Washington Native Plant Society
Articles of Incorporation and becomes a member
of the first board of directors.

1977

The National Park Service puts in a small, plasticcovered greenhouse at Marblemount. Joe serves
on the publicity committee for WNPS.

1980s

Joe serves as president of WNPS, 1983–1985, and
is a member of the Survey and Inventory Committee. Hearing someone mention “The Holy
Land,” Joe comments: “I thought it was all holy.”
(Ehlert 2007)
Margaret serves on the Bellevue Park Board for
eight years.

Joe and Margaret Miller Greenhouse in Marblemount. PHOTO: STACY
MCDONOUGH

1999

Joe and Margaret continue to think ahead, and
they set up charitable gift annuities with the
Earthjustice Legal Defense Fund. They say “perhaps we can restore this country, the forests, the
streams and rivers, and the fish runs, to a semblance of what they were . . .” (Earthjustice Legal
Defense Fund 1999)

2002

Age starts taking a toll. At age 86 Joe falls from
his roof, fracturing his back, then suffers a broken
hip. Margaret, 79, is nearly blind from macular
degeneration (Porterfield 2002).

2003

Joe steps down from the North Cascades Foundation Board.

2005

Joe and Margaret attend the opening of the new
North Cascades Environmental Learning Center
at Diablo Lake in June and ride The Lady of the
Lake up Lake Chelan in July.

1989

Big Beaver Creek Research Natural Area is established, as the Millers had recommended 19 years
before.

1990

A celebration of the twentieth anniversary of the
Millers’ first revegetation efforts at Cascade Pass
includes planting 4,000 plants brought up from
Marblemount by helicopter.

1993

The North Cascades National Park dedicates a
new, larger greenhouse to the Millers and makes
them Honorary Employees of the National Park
Service (The Wild Cascades 1993).

In a Christmas card poem, Joe writes,

1994

Joe steps down from his roles as NCCC Treasurer
and Board Member, having shown that “like the
flowers and meadows he so loved, he could push
his way quietly through concrete.” (Ehlert 2007)

My legacy is that I restored wild lands,
With years of work with mind and hands.
(Miller 2005)

1996

Joe and Margaret Miller are named Fellows of
the Washington Native Plant Society, in recogni-
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. . . Though aging body keeps me now from the wilderness scene,
I visit these places still on memory’s screen.

2007

Joe dies a few weeks before turning 92. “It is
sometimes said of World War II vets that they

‘saved the world’. For Joe Miller, saving the world
was a life-long pursuit” (Ehlert 2005–2006).
2008

A military funeral is held for Joe at Tahoma National Cemetery.

2010

Margaret, though legally blind, hikes to Cascade
Pass to scatter Joe’s ashes, where “. . . event staff
and onlookers met her with applause and cheers.”
She hikes “through 33 switchbacks, thousands
of biting flies, and crowds of hikers . . .” between
family friends, the Buchanans, who use a dualpole system to help her keep her balance and
make the trek (Buchanan 2010).

2015

The Millers’ work on Big Beaver Valley is a focus
for an international scholarly paper: “The Millers’
. . . biodiversity accountings are demonstrated
examples of how capturing biodiversity information and combining it with informed argument
can mobilize the fight for our critical and delicate
ecosystems” (Khan 2015).
Margaret dies in December.

2016

Friends scatter Margaret’s ashes at Cascade Pass.
“Her legacy persists in those who she knew and
educated personally, and in all those who continue to seek the joy and solitude of the wild
Cascades” (Buchanan 2016).

2018

The Washington Native Plant Society receives a
generous bequest from the Millers’ estate.

We honor the memory of Joe and Margaret Miller and marvel at all they accomplished. The WNPS Board is thinking hard
about how best to use their bequest to further our programs
and honor the Millers’ passion for conservation and restoration
of our native flora.
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Sarah Gage has been active with WNPS since 1988. She never
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Seedlings of western red-cedar (Thuja plicata) growing in the Joe and
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