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Caught Between Crises
How one Indigenous family is navigating 

two very different housing problems

By Julian Brave NoiseCat
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On the cover
Fannie Mae Sandoval 

and her sister, Grace 
Pedro, return to one 

of the two hand-built 
homes on their family 

homestead, on the 
Navajo Nation near 

Torreon, New Mexico. 
Sandoval, who speaks 
only Navajo, has lived 

and herded sheep here 
all her life, and has 
watched her family 

and community 
members move from 

the reservation to the 
city and back again.

Donovan Shortey
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The blood-orange January 
sun is just dipping below the 
Uncompaghre Plateau as I 
pull up to a stoplight in Delta, 
Colorado. On the shoulder, a 
bearded man about my age 
dances a little jig in the cold, 
holding a cardboard sign that 
reads: “Homeless, anything will help.”

He is one of a half-dozen people I’ve seen 
panhandling around town today. “We usually see an 
increase in the homeless and transient population 
in the winter,” says LaDonna Gunn, the regional 
manager for Delta County Libraries. Many visit the 
library to get warm, use the restroom and get on the 
internet while waiting for the town’s sole shelter to 
open for the night.

The library serves everybody who comes in, but 
its small staff is ill-equipped to deal with the mental 
and physical health issues of some of its homeless 
patrons, Gunn says. What Delta really needs is 
on-call social workers and physicians, but this 
community — population less than 10,000 — lacks 
the resources of cities like Denver.

Gunn suspects that the problem is growing in 
rural areas due to the cost of housing in rapidly 
gentrifying cities, a theory backed by the U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development. 
HUD — which counted more than half a million 
homeless in the country in 2017, up nearly 
1 percent from 2016 — says there’s been a surge in 
the number of people living on the streets in Los 
Angeles and other West Coast cities, where rents 
have soared beyond affordability for many lower-
wage workers. The overall homeless population in 
California, Oregon and Washington has grown by 
14 percent over the past two years, and the number 
of those considered unsheltered climbed 23 percent 
to 108,000.

The problem is especially acute for our country’s 
more than 5 million Native Americans, 70 percent of 
whom live in urban areas. As Julian Brave NoiseCat, 
a member of the Canim Lake Band Tsq’escen, 
writes in this issue’s cover story, the struggle to find 
adequate housing, whether in Oakland, California, 
or on the Navajo Nation, is an intergenerational 
one whose roots go deep into the country’s troubled 
relationship with its Indigenous people.

NoiseCat’s intimate portrait of a Navajo family, 
whose members live in both the urban and rural West, 
provides a glimpse into a reality most of us rarely 
consider. And it points to the immense challenges 
involved in helping the millions who have been 
sidelined in our brave new wealth-tilted economy.

In Delta, Gunn is trying to pull together a 
coalition — from the school district and the hospital, 
to the city and the shelter — to find fresh solutions. 
Her enthusiasm gives me hope. As I hand the 
bearded homeless man a few dollars, he smiles and 
points eastward, where an immense harvest moon 
has just cleared the West Elk Mountains. “Can you 
believe that?” he asks. “That’s why I love it here.”
Me, too.         

—Paul Larmer, executive director/publisher

Editor’s note

Homeless in the West

Joe Waukazoo in Oakland, California, outside the Intertribal Friendship House, established in 1955 as one of 
the country’s first urban Indian community centers. Julian Brave NoiseCat
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4 Number of Filipino educators in 
Montana’s Shelby School District, which 

employs 39 full-time teachers.

2.2      Percent of Montana’s 
labor force who 
are immigrants.

  223,000
Shortfall in number of workers in STEM fields 
(science, technology, engineering, math) the 

United States will face by 2018.

Employers in Montana are facing a shortage 
of qualified workers in rural areas, especially 
in the education and health-care industries. 
To cope, some schools and hospitals have 
partnered with organizations to bring qualified 
professionals in from other countries, as 
Northern Rockies Medical Center in Cut Bank, 
Montana, which employs four Filipina nurses, 
has done. “It could save a hospital hundreds 
of thousands of dollars, compared to having 
to use traveling (registered nurse) companies,” 
says CEO Cherie Taylor.  
LeAnne Kavanagh/Cut Bank Pioneer Press 
Read more online: hcne.ws/worker-shortage

t The March for Immigrant Rights  
last September in Los Angeles.  

The West’s Dreamers
At 11 months old, Daniela Benitez was 
brought to the U.S. illegally from Mexico. 
In high school in Phoenix, Benitez dreamed 
of college, but couldn’t accept any state 
or federally funded scholarships because 
she was undocumented. Now 18, she 
hopes to enroll in the Deferred Action for 
Childhood Arrivals program. While not a 
path to citizenship, DACA would allow her 
to live and work for two years without fear 
of deportation, and would qualify her for 
in-state tuition. DACA was established by 
then-President Barack Obama in 2012 and 
has more than 296,100 recipients in the 
West. As of Sept. 5, the Trump administration 
stopped accepting new applications and 
began phasing out the program. Some 
lawmakers want to pass comprehensive 
immigration legislation, while others are 
pushing for a Dream Act that does not 
include other reforms like border wall 
funding or immigration restrictions. While the 
White House, Democrats and Republicans 
negotiate, the fate of Dreamers like Benitez 
hangs in the balance.  Maya L. Kapoor
Read more online: hcne.ws/western-dreamers

Podcast

“They really 
understand 
well what 
regulations 
are out there 
that industry 
doesn’t like,  
and they are,
with incredible 
precision, going 
after these rules 
across many, 
many agencies.”

—D.C. Correspondent 
Elizabeth Shogren, 

speaking about the 
Trump administration, on 

West Obsessed.

How Trump has affected the region so far
Since President Donald Trump was inaugurated in January 2017, he and 
his administration have been steadily undoing Obama-era environmental 
protections, including designations of national monuments and regulations 
designed to mitigate climate change. More on the latest episode of West 
Obsessed. Brian Calvert  Listen online: hcne.ws/region-deregulation

$1.5 million
Amount the Cherokee Nation spent on 
substance abuse treatment in 2016. The tribe 
sued some of the largest drug distributors in 
the U.S. in an attempt to decrease the flow of 
opioids into its 14 counties in northeast Okla-
homa, but a judge has ruled that the lawsuit 
can’t go forward. Graham Lee Brewer
Read more online: hcne.ws/opioid-litigation 

Sign up for our Indian Country Newsletter 
at www.hcn.org/icn

Gage Skidmore/cc via flickr

Trending

In Montana, 
houses are 
replacing 
farmland
A coalition of local 
farmers in Missoula 
County, Montana, is 
striving to slow the 
alarming trend of sub-
divisions gobbling up 
rich farmland. Only 8.9 
percent of the county’s 
prime agricultural soil 
is left — out of land 
that has been farm-
land since the 1890s 
— in part due to the 
growing cost of land in 
the area. Without clear 
mechanisms or state 
policies to save what 
remains, Montanans 
are looking to emulate 
Vermont, which has 
a thriving small-farm 
community, assisted by 
land trust organiza-
tions and state policies 
to keep agricultural 
land in farmers’ hands.
Erika Fredrickson/
Missoula 
Independent

You say

Michael Stiehl: “It 
would be nice if the 
developments were 
on the dense side, 
but the real impacts 
are the trophy homes 
and other dispersed 
development that 
affects habitat and 
environment.” 

Dick Creed: “We 
need an education 
system, which teaches 
where our basic needs 
come from (air, water, 
food and shelter), 
so people recognize 
what is lost when 
we transition from 
farms and ranches to 
subdivisions.” 

Dale Lockwood: 
“Good ranch land, like 
good farmland with 
black dirt, should stay 
that way. It is stupid 
to take the best land 
and pave and build 
houses, which forever 
will take the best 
out of production for 
future generations.” 

Read more online: 
hcne.ws/farmland-
supplanted and 
Facebook.com/
highcountrynews 

From our website: HCN.ORG

Never miss a story. Sign up for the HCN newsletter at hcn.org/enewsletter.

DACA recipients in the West
Arizona
25,500

California
197,900

Colorado
15,500

Nevada
12,400

Oregon
10,200

Utah
8,900

Washington
16,300

U.S.
689,800

Note: Only Western states with sufficient sample sizes are shown. Source: Migration Policy Institute, Sept. 4, 2017 

When you’re on permanent hold,
at some time you’ve gotta hang up. ... By nine of us resigning, we 

felt we’d be able to get the microphone briefly to at least talk to 
the American people about climate change, about preserving the natural 

diversity of wildlife, about making sure underrepresented minorities 
not only come to the parks but are employees there.

—Tony Knowles, chairman of the National Park System Advisory Board, 
explaining board members’ resignation following months of unsuccessful attempts 

to meet with Interior Secretary Ryan Zinke.  Krista Langlois
Read more online: hcne.ws/advisory-resignations
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Bundy’s ‘Wild West’

Ryan Bundy thinks 
that he still lives in the 
Old West of “make your 
own laws and bring a 
gun to enforce them” 
(“Ryan Bundy’s West,” 
HCN, 12/25/17). Thank 
goodness we had level-
headed people years 
ago who decided that 
in order to have a civil 
society, we needed some 
boundaries and guide-
lines. Bundy said the 
trial is about property 
rights, and the Bureau 
of Land Management 
should make the same 
case. Some time ago, 
these lands were desig-
nated public, owned by 
the federal government. 
They are cared for with 
taxes from everyone, 
and Mr. Bundy should be grateful he 
can use them for a small fee for his own 
gain. If he wants to live in the “Wild 
West,” maybe he would like Colombia or 
El Salvador, where it’s easier to be your 
own lawman. I’m completely baffled 
by the Bundys and their friends, who 
don’t seem to understand that laws help 
people get along. The law makes a more 
level playing field, where each person 
is afforded some semblance of equal-
ity. If they don’t like the current legal 
situation, they can change it by finding 
enough people who agree with them and 
having a vote.  I don’t care for a lot of 
what goes on in the United States, but 
I’m grateful we have a system to change 
things we don’t like, so we don’t have to 
resort to guns and violence. I hope the 
prosecutors do the very best job they 
can so that we won’t have more people 
taking the law into their own hands. 
People get killed that way.    

Karen Jaeger 
Longmont, Colorado  

Wrong charge

I understand that the case against the 
Bundys — or any other defendant, for 
that matter — can be dismissed for 
prosecutorial misconduct if the judge 
determines that prosecutors egregiously 
violated the rights of the defendants, 
preventing them from being able to con-
duct his or her defense, (“Cliven Bundy 
walks,” HCN, 1/22/18). That is a matter 
for the U.S attorney to address with his 
staff.

What I do not understand, however, 

is why the Bundys have been allowed 
by the federal authorities to violate the 
law for years by illegally grazing their 
cattle on federal land. You don’t need to 
charge them with criminal conspiracy. 
Whatever happened to simple trespass? 
I’m pretty sure I know what would 
happen if I decided to deny the rights 
of the federal government and brought 
in a truckload of cattle to graze in the 
meadows of Yosemite Valley. 

Scott Finley
El Dorado Hills, California

Pay to play

While the prospect of higher access fees 
to public lands — particularly national 
parks — is a valid concern, as a fre-
quent park visitor, I see the two most 
pressing concerns as being: (1) The cost 
of the immense backlog of maintenance 
to the infrastructure of the parks, and 
(2) the daily damage being done to the 
parks and the park experience by more 
visitors than the parks can handle on 
any given day (“Who should pay for pub-
lic lands?” HCN, 12/25/17).  The popular 
trails are chock-full of families with 
screaming kids and adults, which drives 
off any chance of wildlife encounters, 
and in parks such as Rocky Mountain 
and Yosemite, the park-and-ride lots are 
routinely full before noon on weekends, 
and visitors are being turned away. It 
isn’t much better on weekdays during 
high season.

The thought of raising the price of 
admission, both to control crowd size 

and to pay for 
the maintenance 
background, is sad, 
but we are loving 
our parks to their 
demise. Congress 
is not going to give 
the parks more 
money — people 
don’t want to pay 
more in taxes — 
so raising fees 
remains the only 
option, other than 
doing nothing, 
which ensures 
failure. In fairness, 
the National Park 
Service could then 
offer free admis-
sion on a couple 
more dates than 
they already do.

The Park Ser-
vice really should 
consider admission 

on a per-person (versus per vehicle) 
basis. I am a Golden Eagle Passport 
holder, but I would gladly pay an annual 
renewal fee and see all the free lifetime 
passes done away with. The entrance 
fees to me seem unreasonably low 
compared to other entertainment op-
tions, such as $200 for one Taylor Swift, 
Eagles or similar concert ticket.

John W. Thomas
Fort Collins, Colorado  

Cases to consider

In addition to the case at point in 
Gloria Dickie’s article, (“A precedent 
for species recovery?” HCN, 1/22/18), 
the D.C. Circuit Court of Appeals has 
made two other rulings in the Great 
Lakes wolf case that deserve mention. 
First, it ruled that the Fish and Wild-
life Service has the authority to delist 
a distinct population segment. Second, 
and most important, when it does delist 
that distinct population, the agency 
must also consider the effects of that 
delisting on both the distinct population 
and on the remaining population that 
remains listed. This latter point is the 
one that poses the biggest problem with 
the delisting of Yellowstone’s grizzlies. 
If the Fish and Wildlife Service were to 
consider the effect of delisting the Yel-
lowstone population on bears elsewhere, 
it would have to conclude that it sets 
back overall grizzly bear recovery. 

Dave Knibb
Bellevue, Washington

Send letters to editor@hcn.org or  
Editor, HCN, P.O. Box 1090, Paonia, CO 81428. 
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Atmospheric river 
storms swelled 
the American 
River in January 
2017, inundating 
a footbridge near 
Sacramento, 
California.
Dale Kolke / California
Department of Water 
Resources

A tmospheric rivers are ribbons of mois-
ture-laden air that can ferry water 

thousands of miles across oceans. While 
they can cause dangerous deluges — con-
tributing to the mudslides that recently 
killed more than 20 people in Southern 
California — they also provide up to half 
the West Coast’s annual precipitation.

When a massive atmospheric-river 
rainstorm slammed California’s Russian 
River watershed in December 2012, water 
rushed into Lake Mendocino, a reservoir 
north of San Francisco. The state was on 
the brink of drought, but the U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers had to let the surge run 
downstream in order to leave storage room 
in the reservoir, so that if another storm 
came, there wouldn’t be flooding below. 
But the rainy season essentially ended 
after that downpour, and water managers 
estimate that more than $2 million slipped 
down the river. The loss might have been 
prevented if the Corps had known it could 
safely store the water. “We lose millions 

of dollars of water if we don’t have better 
forecasting,” says Shirlee Zane of the board 
of the Sonoma County Water Agency. 

Now, researchers are improving fore-
casts of atmospheric rivers using com-
puter models, weather balloons and in-
struments dropped from airplanes. This 
knowledge could help reservoir managers 
stockpile more water for dry periods with-
out sacrificing the safety of downstream 
communities. And as climate change in-
tensifies both floods and shortages in the 
coming decades, meeting that balance will 
become even more critical.

“We’re good at seeing (atmospheric 
rivers),” says Anna Wilson, a researcher 
at the Center for Western Weather and 
Water Extremes, part of U.C. San Diego’s 
Scripps Institution of Oceanography. 
“But we are not yet good at telling exactly 
where they’re going to land, exactly how 
strong they’ll be, and, in certain instances, 
whether precipitation is going to fall as 
rain versus snow.” Wilson and a team of 
researchers plan to drop dozens of para-
chute-carried sensors measuring mois-
ture, temperature and wind data through 

several atmospheric rivers early this year. 
Working with the National Weather Ser-
vice, they hope to advance storm-location 
forecasts and provide other data.

Better forecasts could also help water 
managers deal with the increasingly in-
tense atmospheric rivers climate change 
will likely cause. According to the latest 
National Climate Assessment, because 
warmer air can hold more moisture, by 
the end of this century individual atmo-
spheric rivers could drop substantially 
more precipitation on the West Coast than 
they already do.

‘Atmospheric rivers’ aid and imperil
Improved storm forecasts could help reservoir managers  

store more water while avoiding floods
By Emily Benson

CURRENTS

In 2007, the Canadian company Veresen Inc. applied for a U.S. 
permit to build a natural gas terminal in Coos Bay, Oregon, 

and a 229-mile pipeline connecting gas-rich basins in the Interior 
West to the coast. The proposed pipeline, branching off the 
existing Ruby Pipeline, raised both job prospects and alarm bells 
for tribal communities and towns in Oregon, while encouraging 
export hopes for Colorado, Wyoming and Utah. The Obama 
administration denied the permit several times, but President 
Donald Trump’s vision of U.S. energy dominance has given the 
Jordan Cove LNG project another chance. Veresen reapplied last 
year and is now undergoing the permitting process under a new 
Federal Energy Regulatory Commission board. This has renewed 
concerns over the use of eminent domain, as well as construction 
impacts on ancestral tribal territory, fragile salmon habitat and 
forestland. While it’s unclear whether FERC will approve the 
application (it denied a proposed Energy Department coal policy 
earlier this year, partly because of climate change concerns), 
Pacific Northwest tribes have been vocal and actively involved, 
setting the stage for future battles if the pipeline is approved. 
With the exception of coastal Oregon tribes, who have remained 
neutral, most tribes near the proposed route are opposed to it.  
Anna V. SMith

Pipeline support 

Undecided 
or neutral

No

OR

CA NV

DETAIL

Medford

Redding

Eureka

The Confederated Tribes of Coos, Lower Umpqua 
and Siuslaw Indians have not taken a position on 
the project.

The Cow Creek Band of Umpqua Tribe of Indians 
says it has just begun to review the specifics of the 
pipeline’s latest iteration.

The Klamath Tribes oppose the pipeline because 
of concerns about global warming and construction 
impacts on salmon, water quality and cultural sites in 
the Klamath Basin.

The Coquille Indian Tribe supported a 2009 
application to build the pipeline. It’s now neutral 
and acting as a “cooperating agency” to the 
federal authorities working on permitting the 
pipeline.

The Karuk Tribe sees the project at odds with its 
goal of restoring depleted Klamath Basin fisheries. 
Tribal authorities are worried about its contribution 
to climate change as well as construction impacts.

The Yurok Tribe, the largest in California, has said it 
opposes the pipeline because of negative impacts on 
fish like chinook salmon and steelhead, a mainstay of 
the tribe’s economy.

Round Valley Indian Tribes say the project proposal 
ignored tribal sovereignty, threatens tribal resources and 
will affect 400 waterways in southern Oregon. 

What tribal nations say about Jordan Cove LNG
Snapshot

Pipeline gets a third chance
But tribes worry over its impacts

Emily Benson is an HCN editorial fellow who 
covers water issues.   @erbenson1
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A fter intense rainstorms in February 
2017, two spillways at Northern 

California’s Oroville Dam began to dis-
integrate under the force of the water 
rushing down them. Officials, concerned 
that erosion might undermine the side of 
the reservoir itself, evacuated more than 
180,000 people. The reservoir ultimately 
held, but the spillways required extensive, 

ongoing reconstruction. 
In early January, an independent 

group of dam experts tasked with deter-
mining what went wrong released its fi-
nal report. It describes the physical fac-
tors that caused the spillways to crumble, 
problems like unstable rock foundations 
and cracked concrete that allowed water 
beneath the main spillway. 

The report also highlighted human 
and organizational errors, including 
faulty design details, shortsighted inspec-
tions and “overconfident and complacent” 
management by the California Depart-
ment of Water Resources. The depart-
ment “take(s) the findings very seriously,” 
said then-director Grant Davis in a state-
ment. “We will … incorporate the lessons 
learned going forward.” 

So what can Western dam owners and 
regulators learn from Oroville? One lesson, 
according to the report, is simply to pay 
more attention to the dangers of deteriorat-

ing spillways, which can be overlooked dur-
ing dam-centric safety assessments. Dam 
failures are clearly catastrophic, but other 
emergencies — like a spillway collapse — 
can also be dangerous and expensive. 

Another lesson is the need for inspec-
tions that go beyond mere physical check-
ups. For example, reviews of original design 
records are necessary to help inspectors de-
termine whether spillways are too outdat-
ed to be safe. And those reviews should be 
independent, not cut-and-paste insertions 
from previous reports. That could help pre-
vent errors from propagating, an issue at 
Oroville that led officials to underestimate 
the risks of spillway erosion.

Oroville’s spillways failed despite state 
oversight, regulation by a federal agency 
and repeated evaluations by outside inspec-
tors. That, the report notes, “is a wake-up 
call for everyone involved in dam safety.”

Here’s a look at some of the report’s 
conclusions. 

What went wrong 
at Oroville?

Lessons of the spillway disaster 
at a California dam

By Emily Benson

Emphasis on water 
delivery 

No single person or 
organization caused the 
disaster, the report said, but 
California’s Department 
of Water Resources “gave 
insufficient priority to dam 
safety,” and the department 
had a “well-intentioned 
desire” to keep water flowing 
through its canals and 
reservoirs. Still, “during the 
incident, our sole focus was 
protecting public safety,” 
Joel Ledesma, a department 
deputy director, said.

Dam-focused disaster 
discussions

Formal safety reviews of 
Oroville Dam conducted 
every five years included 
discussions of hypothetical 
disaster scenarios and how 
to deal with them. But the 
sessions focused largely on 
the dam and its headgates, 
with little attention paid to 
the facility’s two spillways. 

Increasing 
vulnerability 

In 1997, the main spillway 
handled flows much larger 
than those that broke it 
apart in 2017. So what 
changed to make it more 
vulnerable? Probably a 
combination of factors, 
including new concrete 
damage, corrosion of 
steel reinforcing bars and 
growing holes in the earth 
beneath the spillway.

Rejected potential 
causes

The investigation team 
ultimately ruled out several 
potential causes of the 
main spillway collapse, 
including earthquakes, 
drain-plugging tree roots 
and springs bubbling up 
from below. There were 
reports of an abandoned 
mineshaft, but that turned 
out to be nothing more 
than the harmless remains 
of an old privy pit. 

Weak bedrock

The emergency spillway is 
a lip of concrete above an 
earthen slope. Extensive 
erosion of the hillside — 
the factor that triggered 
evacuations — caught 
officials by surprise. Though 
mid-century studies showed 
that sections of bedrock 
there were weathered 
and weak, a 1970 report 
suggested otherwise, a 
misunderstanding that 
persisted for decades.

Damaging drainpipes

Cracks appeared in the 
main spillway as early as 
1969, just a year after the 
dam and spillways were 
completed, forming where 
concrete was thinned and 
weakened by drainpipes 
that protruded into the 
structure instead of sitting 
below it. The cracks let 
too much water leak 
through, with catastrophic 
consequences.   
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Emily Benson is an HCN editorial fellow who 
covers water issues.   @erbenson1



The Trump administration has been 
making it easier for oil and gas com-

panies to drill wells in prime habitat for 
greater sage grouse. At the end of the year, 
the Bureau of Land Management officially 
rewrote important guidelines for field staff 
in charge of leasing parcels of federal land 
for future oil and gas drilling. But the 
agency’s staff had already gotten that mes-
sage:   Leasing in sage grouse habitat in-
creased dramatically in Wyoming last year 
and likely will expand further this year.

The BLM plans to offer seven times 
more acres of sage grouse habitat in its 
first-quarter lease sale in Wyoming this 
year than it did in its first-quarter lease 
sale last year, according to BLM data 
analyzed by The Nature Conservancy and 
confirmed by the BLM. “Once the lands 
are leased, that limits options for protec-
tion of this habitat,” says Holly Copeland, 
the conservation scientist who analyzed 
the data. Last year, in March and Septem-
ber, environmental groups filed protests 
against leasing in key sage grouse areas 
in Wyoming. But the BLM rejected them, 
instead emphasizing President Donald 
Trump’s March executive order on energy 
and economic growth.

As Trump pushes for greater energy 
production, his administration is alter-
ing the delicate balance between energy 
development and grouse protections that 
had been established as a result of an 
unprecedented 2015 agreement between 
Western states, conservation groups, in-
dustry and the federal government. That 
collaborative effort had kept greater sage 
grouse from being listed as an endangered 
species and thereby requiring much more 
stringent protections.

But in late December, the BLM re-
wrote Obama-era instructions for oil and 
gas leasing in sage grouse habitat. The 
original instructions prioritized leasing in 
areas that do not offer good sage grouse 
habitat. As a result, since 2015, the BLM 
had refused to offer many leases request-
ed by industry because of concerns for 
sage grouse. (For example, the first-quar-
ter 2017 lease sale, prepared under the 
Obama administration, withheld 46 par-
cels of federal land from future drilling.)

By contrast, the new version of the 
instructions states: “In effect, the BLM 
does not need to lease and develop outside 

of (greater sage grouse) habitat manage-
ment areas before considering any leas-
ing and development within (greater sage 
grouse) habitat.” Wyoming has the most 
and best sagebrush habitat of any state 
and nearly 40 percent of the remaining 
birds, but in its December lease sale, BLM 
Wyoming withheld only three parcels be-
cause of sage grouse. Thirty-eight of 41 
parcels sold were in sage grouse habitat.

Under the old instructions, energy com-
panies were often frustrated, says Kath-
leen Sgamma, president of the Western 
Energy Alliance, an industry trade group. 
“What’s important is the previous instruc-
tion memorandum put leases and permits 
at the bottom of the pile if they were in pri-
ority habitat,” she says. “This does not.”

But advocates for the bird’s conser-
vation say the Trump administration is 
ignoring the science that drove the 2015 
sage grouse agreement. “That was the 
biggest landscape-scale conservation plan 
we’ve ever done,” says Brian Rutledge, a 
biologist with the National Audubon So-
ciety who has worked on sage grouse con-
servation for 14 years. Although changes 
should be expected, he says, “the changes 

need to be done with science in mind. The 
Department of Interior is trying to do as 
little as possible for the land and animals 
in their care, placing at risk the future of 
that landscape and that ecosystem.”

State officials, however, downplay the 
new guidance. “We didn’t have any issues 
with it,” says John Swartout, energy advi-
sor to Colorado Gov. John Hickenlooper, 
a Democrat. “The change in guidance 
means little compared to any potential 
change in the plans.”

Oil and gas leases in key sage grouse 
habitat will still come with protective re-
strictions, notes Bob Budd, who chairs 
Wyoming Republican Gov. Matt Mead’s 
sage grouse implementation team. For in-
stance, permits prohibit companies from 
disturbing the ground on or near a lek, 
where sage grouse gather for mating dis-
plays. “We were leasing in core areas be-
fore this,” he says. “It’s how you do it, not 
where you do it.” Industry officials agree, 
saying there is no need to limit leasing 
because modern drilling techniques allow 
companies to access oil and gas deposits 
from a mile or two away.

However, scientists are finding many 
negative impacts on the birds’ survival 
even when companies follow conservation 
rules, such as building roads at least .6 
miles away from leks and refraining from 
drilling during mating and nesting sea-
sons. In Energy Development and Wildlife 
Conservation in Western North America, 
a 2011 book, several scientists assert: “It 
has become apparent that sage-grouse 
conservation and energy development are 
incompatible in the same landscapes.”
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Backstory
California’s Salton 
Sea, a land-locked 
agricultural drainage, 
was formed in 1905 
and sustained by 
irrigation waters from 
the nearby Imperial 
Valley and Mexico. It 
has become important 
habitat for migratory 
birds, despite 
increased pollution 
and salinity. Recent 
droughts are causing 
more problems: As 
the shrinking water 
exposes a lakebed 
of toxic sediment, 
dust storms threaten 
public health (“The 
People of the Sea,” 
HCN, 3/3/08).

Followup  

At the end of 2017, a 
15-year-old agreement 
that brought regular 
water deliveries to 
the Salton expired, 
exacerbating its issues. 
California agencies 
have failed to 
complete restoration 
projects, despite the 
state Legislature 
allotting $80.5 
million for the sea in 
2016. In mid-January, 
Riverside County 
Supervisor Manuel 
Perez proposed a 
$400 million taxpayer-
funded solution that 
involves building a 
berm and forming a 
new freshwater lake 
from the Whitewater 
River. That would 
both tamp down 
toxic dust storms and 
provide taxes from 
new recreational 
opportunities. The 
commission will vote 
on the plan in the next 
few months.  

Anna V. Smith

Dead fish on the shore 
of the Salton Sea.  
Bob Morris/CC Flickr

More prime sage grouse habitat  
is open for drilling
The Trump administration will allow  

oil and gas leasing in key sagebrush lands
By Elizabeth Shogren
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Correspondent Elizabeth Shogren writes HCN’s 
DC Dispatches from Washington.   @ShogrenE



F rom the top of a dry mesa in southern 
New Mexico, the Chihuahua Desert 

looks like an ocean, a vast stretch of sand 
and mesquite that fades away into hazy 
light. Southward, the land appears unbro-
ken, as if the border between the U.S. and 
Mexico does not exist.

When Jerry Pacheco, a 52-year-old 
business developer from northern New 
Mexico, first came here almost three 
decades ago, the town of Santa Teresa 
was little more than a few buildings 
surrounded by empty desert. But Pacheco 
saw opportunity: With a new border cross-
ing, Santa Teresa could link New Mexico 
with the booming manufacturing industry 
in nearby Ciudad Juárez, Mexico — and 
grow into a city spanning the border.

These days, in the wake of President 
Donald Trump’s threats to seal the border 
and pull out of the North American Free 
Trade Agreement, or NAFTA, Pacheco’s 
vision might seem unrealistic. But since 
the early ’90s, trade between U.S. and 
Mexico has grown steadily, and cities and 
towns throughout the border region have 
grown closer as well, their economies 

more dependent on each other than on 
the geographic line dividing them. This is 
the future that Pacheco sees for Santa Te-
resa: a binational community, instead of a 
concrete wall.

Pacheco was in business school at the 
University of New Mexico in the late 1980s 
when a friend told him about the ongoing 
NAFTA negotiations. The agreement be-
tween the U.S., Mexico and Canada would 
eliminate tariffs on goods shipped among 
the three North American nations. For the 
soon-to-be graduates, the horizon filled 
with the prospect of new business oppor-
tunities. “NAFTA is the future,“ Pacheco 
remembers a friend telling him.

When Pacheco graduated in 1991, he 
took a job under then-New Mexico Gov. 
Bruce King, D, deciding where to build a 
new border crossing. Santa Teresa, he be-
lieved, was the ideal location from which 
to launch New Mexico’s pivot to Mexico: 
It was the easternmost land connection 
between the two countries, eliminating 
the need for expensive bridges over the 
Rio Grande. And it was mostly undevel-
oped — a blank slate for new ideas and 
economic solutions for a state that had 
long been hampered by its dependence on 
government spending and the oil and gas 
industries.

Pacheco was not the first to see 
potential in Santa Teresa. Three decades 
earlier, when northern Mexico’s maquila-
dora industry was just taking off, Charles 
Crowder, a savvy land trader, envisioned 
a thriving industrial community strad-
dling the U.S. Mexico border with schools, 
shops, a country club and modern housing 
for Mexican workers. But when a planned 
border crossing stalled, Crowder’s plans 
faltered. By the early 1990s, he was court-
ing bankruptcy and The New York Times 
declared the Santa Teresa experiment “a 
flop.”

At least one person still believed in 
it: Pacheco. After a stint establishing 
New Mexico’s first foreign trade office in 
Mexico City, he returned to Santa Teresa 
in 1995. The new port of entry had finally 
opened, and NAFTA was a year old.

Pacheco started a company called 
Santa Teresa Real Estate Development 
Corporation and began to buy the land 
once owned by Crowder, building ware-
houses, recruiting new businesses to 
the border region and lobbying the state 
Legislature on their behalf. In the begin-
ning, Santa Teresa was a hard sell. Where 
Pacheco pictured a thriving hub of global 
trade, others saw sand and a few cattle 
trails. For many years, Pacheco said, he 
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A good portion 
of Santa Teresa’s 
success can be 
credited to the 
growth in trade 
between the 
U.S. and Mexico 
fostered by 
NAFTA and the 
accompanying 
cross-border 
cooperation.

How NAFTA built a bustling border city
In southern New Mexico, a dream of a binational community, not a concrete wall

By Sarah Tory

Correspondent Sarah Tory writes from  
Paonia, Colorado.   @tory_sarah

t  A crane unloads 
a shipping container 
from a Union Pacific 
train at the Santa 
Teresa Intermodal 
Ramp.
Courtesy of Jerry Pacheco

u  Jerry Pacheco in 
his office in Santa 
Teresa, New Mexico. 
He has brought 82 
companies to Santa 
Teresa in the span of 
more than 25 years. 
Jorge Salgado/ 

El Paso Inc.



felt “like this crazy guy in the desert with 
a camel hair coat.”

But slowly his efforts began to pay off: 
In 2008, Taiwanese computer manufac-
turer Foxconn built a new plant adjacent 
to the Santa Teresa border crossing. Ev-
ery day, the plant churns out 55,000 Dell 
computers and HP tablets, assembled 
from parts delivered by suppliers in Santa 
Teresa. Pacheco succeeded in negotiating 
a special overweight truck zone around 
Santa Teresa so that weight limits would 
be consistent on both sides of the border. 
Aligning those standards, Pacheco esti-
mates, brought 12 companies to Santa 
Teresa — creating 606 jobs. Three years 
ago, the Union Pacific Railroad opened a 
sprawling train yard, further expanding 
the flow of goods from Asia, across the 
U.S., and south into Mexico, transporting 
everything from giant wind turbine blades 
to tiny copper wires and tankers full of 
glucose and sucrose.

In November, I met Pacheco at his of-
fice in one of Santa Teresa’s industrial 
parks. Colorful maps showing various de-
velopment plans were taped to the walls. 
“I love this!” Pacheco said, pointing to a 
PowerPoint graph showing the growth of 
trade from New Mexico to Mexico. Since 
1999, it has jumped 3,271 percent — the 
highest increase in the nation.

A good portion of Santa Teresa’s suc-
cess can be credited to the growth in trade 
between the U.S. and Mexico fostered by 
NAFTA and the accompanying cross-bor-
der cooperation. The agreement allowed 
the U.S. and Mexico to build things togeth-
er through supply chains that crisscross 
the border, from a factory in the U.S. to an 
assembly plant in Mexico, combining their 
comparative advantages into a single re-
gional system.

Over the last decade, all four U.S. bor-
der states have increased their trade with 

Mexico, especially New Mexico, which now 
exports almost $1.5 billion worth of goods 
to its neighbor, a 350 percent rise. Most of 
that growth can be traced to the expansion 
of Santa Teresa, says Christopher Wilson, 
an expert on the economic relationship be-
tween the U.S. and Mexico at the Woodrow 
Wilson Institute, a D.C.-based think tank. 
“Lots of places have benefited, but border 
communities have benefitted more than 
most,” Wilson says. “They are NAFTA 
communities. For all four border states, 
Mexico is their number-one market.”

Still, outside the border region, many 
Americans are skeptical of NAFTA and 
blame it for stealing U.S. manufacturing 
jobs. It’s true that the trade agreement 
had a negative impact on some communi-
ties, says Wilson. But much of the blame is 
misplaced or overblown. Most economists 
agree that the majority of job losses were 
not due to NAFTA, but to technological 
changes — especially automation — in the 
manufacturing industry.

Even when companies chose Mexico 
for their new factories, American busi-
nesses still won, according to Wilson. Hon-
da CRV cars, for instance, are assembled 
in Mexico, but 70 percent of the material 
going into each car is made in the U.S. Or 
take ACME mills, a Detroit-based textile 
maker, which opened a plant in Santa Te-
resa in 1989 to distribute textiles used in 
upholstery for cars made in Mexico. Every 
day, the plant welcomes five or six trucks 
bringing in materials from U.S. suppliers 
and managed by U.S. logistics firms. “Most 
people don’t realize how many U.S. jobs 
are tied to NAFTA,” Alex Sierra, the plant 
manager, told me.

Keenly aware of the cross-border ben-
efits of NAFTA, Pacheco was understand-
ably frustrated in August, when Trump 
tweeted that it was “the worst deal ever 
made” and threatened to terminate the 

agreement. Just before Thanksgiving, 
negotiators from the U.S., Canada and 
Mexico finished their fifth round of talks 
on how to re-tool NAFTA, with another 
informal round of meetings beginning in 
December. So far, says Wilson, discussions 
have not gone well due to U.S. insistence 
on certain trade measures that are “non-
starters” for the other two partners.

For Pacheco, Santa Teresa’s success is 
a testament to how the president’s “Amer-
ica First” ideology fails to consider the 
benefits of international collaboration and 
partnership: “I tend to promote the Mexi-
can side even more because I know that in 
developing the other side of the border, we 
get a piece of it here (in the U.S.) as well.”

Elsewhere along the border, the spirit 
of cooperation has only strengthened in 
recent years, a phenomenon that Law-
rence Herzog, a professor of city planning 
at San Diego State University, calls the 
“transfrontier metropolis.”

In March, the mayors of San Diego 
and Tijuana pledged to collaborate on eco-
nomic promotion, cultural programming 
and law enforcement training. And last 
year, officials in the sister border cities of 
Nogales, Arizona, and Nogales, Sonora, 
outlined new joint initiatives to boost lo-
cal tourism, including a combined Cham-
ber of Commerce. “These cities know now 
that they will be better off if they think of 
themselves as part of a single cross-border 
region,” Herzog says.

Meanwhile, despite all the negative 
rhetoric, Pacheco has been forging ahead 
with his dream: a city named Los Santos. 
In 2013, New Mexico Gov. Susana Mar-
tinez, R, signed an agreement with the 
former governor of Chihuahua, Mexico, 
Cesar Duarte, to cooperate on water man-
agement, energy, and even education 
and health care for the future city. Every 
month, Pacheco and a group of Mexican 
and American partners meet to coordinate 
planning efforts for Los Santos.

Before I left, Pacheco showed me a 
video prototype for his border city of the 
future, designed by Mexican architect 
Fernando Romero. We zoomed down walk-
able streets lined with trees and shops 
converging at a central plaza located right 
on the border. At one point, Pacheco inter-
rupted the video to explain how the cus-
toms clearance would be located outside 
the plaza, so that in the middle, people 
could mingle freely.

In some ways, it seemed impossibly 
futuristic, a utopia dreamt up by a bunch 
of idealists in a design studio. Yet the con-
cept behind Los Santos is actually quite 
old, rooted in the long history of cities 
where cultures meet and the boundaries 
between them blend together — places 
beyond borders. It might take 10 years 
or more, but one day, says Pacheco, a bi-
national city will happen. “It makes too 
much sense not to.”  
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Backstory
In 2009, bird 
researcher Clint 
Francis found 
that natural gas 
well pads and 
compressors in 
Rattlesnake Canyon 
Wildlife Area in 
northern New Mexico 
were affecting the 
way birds nested. 
Thirty-two species 
chose to nest away 
from the constant 
hum of compressors, 
though 21 others 
nested near the noise. 
Some, like house 
finches, apparently 
used it as a cover to 
keep away predators 
that could not 
withstand the sounds. 
“Noise alone changes 
avian communities,” 
Francis said. “That’s 
definitive” (“Sound 
Science,” HCN, 
8/18/10).

Followup  

Now, new noise-
pollution research in 
Rattlesnake Canyon 
has found that, 
as researcher Rob 
Guralnick told the 
Washington Post, 
“acoustic degradation 
of the environment” 
has a clear physical 
impact on birds. The 
study, published in 
January, is the first to 
link noise pollution 
with stress hormone 
levels and survival 
rates for birds.  Stress 
physiologist Christo-
pher Lowry said that 
a bluebird nesting 
near a well pad 
“showed the same 
physiological symp-
toms as a human 
suffering from post-
traumatic stress 
disorder.”

Anna V. SMith

A gray flycatcher, 
a type of bird 
that is affected by 
industrial sound 
pollution. Bettina 

Arrigoni/CC Wikimedia
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The Spiral Jetty, made from basalt rocks and earth found onsite  
on the Great Salt Lake in Utah. Robert Smithson, Collection MuseÉ National d’Art Moderne
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DEAR FRIENDS

Marjory M. Musgrave | Aspen, CO
James Nelson | Magdalena, NM
Pamela Nelson | Warner Springs, CA
Jeff Nichols & Cheryl Henley | Morgan, UT
Joanna Nicolini | Phoenix, AZ
Joanne Nissen | Soledad, CA
James Nystrom | Elk River, MN
Kathleen M. O’Reilly-Doyle | Anchorage, AK
Matt Overeem | Glenview, IL
Russell Owen | Choteau, MT
Patricia Owens | Chickaloon, AK
Donald Paine | Glenwood Springs, CO
Barbara E. Patten | Grand Junction, CO
Maria Pelayo-TerHark | Yuma, AZ
Kathy Peterson | Longmont, CO
Diane Phelps | Sedona, AZ
Barbara Pierce | Glenwood Springs, CO
Hart & Susan Pierce | Aztec, NM
Lorraine Poulson | Wheat Ridge, CO
Richard & Megan Prelinger | San Francisco, CA
Ronald Pruitt | Temuco, Chile
Robert Pung | Santa Ana, CA
Denyse Racine | Bishop, CA
Mary Randall | Boulder, CO
Daryl Rice | Perkasie, PA
Joe W. Riley | Moscow, ID
Margaret Rinaldi | Seattle, WA
Janis Robinson | Golden, CO
Tom Romero II | Denver, CO
Ira Rubinfeld | Salt Lake City, UT
Matt Rutherford | Los Angeles, CA
Steve Ryder | Wheat Ridge, CO
Al & Myrna Sammons | Riverton, WY
Andrew Satter 
Jim Savage | Independence, CA
Beth Schackne | Menlo Park, CA
Joyce Schnobrich | Berkeley, CA
Bill Schoenecker | New Castle, CO
Karina Schoengold | Lincoln, NE
Carol J. Schultz | San Diego, CA
Linda & Paul Schutt | Breckenridge, CO
Elisha Shephard | Bremen, GA
Paul Shepard | Provo, UT
Daniel Shier | Golden, CO
David Singleton | Oracle, AZ
Ellie Slothower | Colorado Springs, CO
Douglas & Linda Smith | Ashland, OR
Karen Smith | Berkeley, CA
Scott L. Smith | Colorado Springs, CO
Steve & Marsha Smith | Lakewood, CO
Sally O. Smyth | Camden, ME
Sari Sommarstrom | Etna, CA

Kirk Speckhals | Jackson, WY
Patricia M. Spoerl | Oro Valley, AZ
Clyda Stafford | Boulder, CO
Bill & Karen Stansbery | Ellensburg, WA
T.H. Steele | Ogden, UT
Christopher Luk Steinrueck | Santa Rosa, CA
Grant Stevens | Denver, CO
Linda Swanson | Buena Vista, CO
Marla Sweeney 
Stephen Thomas | Flagstaff, AZ
Bruce & Kathy Thompson | Arlington, WA
Ron Thompson, Primero Conservation |  
Pinetop, AZ
Julie Tiede 
Luis S. Torres | Santa Cruz, NM
Paula Trater | Oakley, UT
Scott Treider | Grand Junction, CO
Noreen Trombley | Yosemite National Park, CA
Tony Trumbly & Pam Hinish | Evergreen, CO
David & Dee Tvedt | Eugene, OR
James Ulvestad | Wallkill, NY
Martin Urquhart, Wildlife Technical Services | 
Calgary, AB Canada
Karen Van Epen | Sebastopol, CA
Robert Van Vranken | Pueblo, CO
Linda L. Vaxvick | Calgary, Alberta, Canada
Catherine Viele & Michael Delaney | Ojo 
Caliente, NM
Robert Viscount | Fort Collins, CO
John Vogel | Santa Fe, NM
Gerd von Glinski | Fort Apache, AZ
Robert G. Waite | Sweet Home, OR
Alex Walker | Salt Lake City, UT
Jim Walker | Alto, TX
Andrew Warner | Oakland, CA
A.J. & Susan Watson | Rancho Murieta, CA
Michele Wawrytko | Colorado Springs, CO
Margaret Webster | Billings, MT
Meg Weesner | Tucson, AZ
Andrew Weiner | Albany, CA
Janet Westbrook | Ridgecrest, CA
Steve Wewer | Arvada, CO
Don & Donna Whyde | Casper, WY
David Aaron Wieland | Hurricane, UT
Kale Williams | Oakland, CA
Sartor O. Williams III | Albuquerque, NM
Michael Winkelhorst | Seattle, WA
Joyce A. Wolf | Lecompton, KS
Alison Woodworth | Coleville, CA
Susan Yates | Kirkland, WA
Larry Yuva & Carol Smith | Ojai, CA
Melanie Zwick | Winter Park, CO

The Spiral Jetty Encyclo
By Hikmet Sidney Loe.  
384 pages, softcover: $34.95.  
The University of Utah Press and  
The Tanner Trust Fund, 2017. 

A coil of earth and rock 1,500 feet long juts out from the northeastern shore of Utah’s 
Great Salt Lake, its stones visible only when the lake is low enough to expose them. Spiral 
Jetty, created in 1970 by Robert Smithson, is an iconic example of the Land Art movement, 
which rejected traditional art materials, venues and commodification. In The Spiral Jetty En-
cyclo, hundreds of vignettes, photographs and sketches, some by Smithson himself, provide 
context for the artwork and detail the people, places and natural forces that inspired it. 

The collection includes an entry on Nancy Holt, Smithson’s spouse and another influ-
ential Land Art sculptor, as well as photographs of the rocky landscape around Rozel Point, 
the remote, carefully selected site of Spiral Jetty. As author Hikmet Sidney Loe writes in the 
introduction, “Although the Spiral Jetty occupies a very singular place, innumerable places 
from Smithson’s past, and ours, intersect there.” Emily Benson

We have some exciting news to 
share: In July, High Country 
News will open a provisional 
satellite office in Gunnison, 
Colorado, in collaboration with 
Western State Colorado Uni-
versity. Our headquarters will 
remain in Paonia, where we’ve 
been since 1983, but a handful 
of staffers will move to Gunni-
son for a yearlong experiment. 
This partnership will allow us 
to work with and learn from 
students and professors at 
Western’s School of Environ-
ment and Sustainability, as our 
organizations grow and grapple 
with the West’s defining issues.  

The winter months usually 
keep visitors at home, but this 
unseasonably warm January 
brought a number of guests to 
our Paonia office. We offered 
a tour to a local women’s club, 
which counts among its mem-
bers our own Betsy Marston, 
Writers on the Range editor. 
The Neighborly Neighbors of 
Lamborn Mesa was formed dur-
ing World War II and has wel-
comed newcomers to the mesa 
ever since. The group raises 
money for nonprofits and hosts 
excursions to local points of 
interest — in addition to HCN, 
they’ve also visited community 
radio station KVNF, area winer-
ies and an artist’s foundry. “We 
like to find out where we live,” 
Betsy says. 

The neighbors swung by the 
same week we hosted an under-
graduate student guest, Claire 
Brase. Claire “shadowed” us 
for several days, observing the 
magazine production process 
and learning how our writers, 
editors and other staffers got 
to where we are now. Claire 
came to us from Reed College 
in Portland, Oregon, where 
she’s majoring in environmen-
tal studies and biology. “I’ve 
always been a nature kid,” she 
says, happy poking around in 
Oregon’s tide pools and fascinat-
ed by science and nature. So are 
most of us, Claire — we enjoyed 
showing you a professional path 
that welcomes such interests. 

Late in January, Marie 
Bourgeois and Ross Nelson, both 
from Helena, Montana, stopped 
by and remarked on the lack of 
snow here. An engineer for the 
U.S. Environmental Protection 

Agency until 2015, Marie is cur-
rently steeped in the world of 
biomimicry — creating human 
systems by co-opting nature’s 
designs. Ross, a playwright, is 
committed to “wild and whirling 
words.”

Finally, some bittersweet 
news: At the end of January we 
bid a fond farewell to Elizabeth 
Shogren, our Washington, D.C., 
correspondent since 2015. This 
month, she joins Reveal, from the 
Center for Investigative Report-
ing, as a science reporter. In ad-
dition to her strong news sense 
and razor-sharp writing skills, 
Elizabeth brought a sense of pro-
fessionalism and camaraderie to 
the magazine that we will sorely 
miss. She is also an unfailing 
supporter of our interns, fellows 
and other young journalists, of-
fering advice and encouragement 
at every step of the story (and 
career) process. “I am so grateful 
to have had the opportunity to 
work with such a creative, warm 
and talented group of people,” 
she says. “I have learned so 
much from each of my colleagues 
and grown as journalist and per-
son because of them.” We wish 
you the best of luck, Elizabeth, 
and we can’t wait to see what 
new stories you dig up. 

—Emily Benson, for the staff

A new venue and  
a bittersweet goodbye

Claire Brase, a student from Reed 
College, who came to learn about 
the magazine production process.  
Brooke Warren



On a July afternoon in 2017, 
Joe Waukazoo, a tall and 
athletic 62-year-old, jay-
walked across 31st Avenue 
in Oakland’s Fruitvale 

neighborhood. He paused before the 
skeleton of the Ghost Ship, a warehouse-
turned-artist collective, burned hollow in 
a blaze that took 36 lives on a December 
night in 2016. He stops here often to pay 
homage to the victims, mostly artists. 
“This is like a collision of two kinds of 
forces,” Waukazoo told me. “You got the 
gentrification, and you got the commu-
nity.”

No American place offers a clearer 
vantage point on that conflict than Oak-
land. The city is caught in a boxing match 
between the invisible hand of Silicon Val-
ley capitalism and the defiant fist of Bay 
Area radicalism. As Ivy League-educated 
Millennials brandishing computer science 
degrees move in, rents shoot up. Investors 
looking to cash in on the latest Califor-
nia gold rush are developing properties 
throughout the city. Speculators want to 
brand West Oakland, former headquar-
ters of the Black Panther Party, #WeOak. 
In East Oakland’s historically Latino 
Fruitvale neighborhood, the trajectory is 
the same. Every few blocks, a bar or res-
taurant has popped up to tap the wallets 
of the new techie settlers.

In this zero-sum game, where new 
residents and businesses move in and 
old ones are displaced, Waukazoo lost 
his home. “I was just priced out of the 
market. I didn’t have money for rent, 
and that’s the bottom line,” he told me, 
somewhat oversimplifying things. Now, 
he spends his days hanging out at a bus 
shelter, just across the street from the 
Ghost Ship.

His story echoes many across the city. 
As the workers, artists and hustlers who 
made Oakland its gritty self are priced 
out, homelessness has shot up. At the 
same time Joe lost his home, an esti-
mated 5,629 people were sleeping in door-
ways and empty lots in Oakland’s Alam-
eda County, up 39 percent from two years 
earlier. Slow-food eateries and artisanal 
boutiques appeared in old neighborhoods, 
while tent camps sprouted under BART 
tracks and freeway overpasses.

Waukazoo is even less visible than 
his fellow street folk because he is Native 
American — Lakota and Odawa. He is 
an urban Indian — a demographic that 
has no place in the public imagination. 
Native people are generally relegated to 
history books or remote reservations, not 
row houses and apartment complexes. 
They fight cowboys and pipelines, not 
landlords and rents. But according to the 
U.S. Census Bureau, seven out of 10 Na-
tive Americans — or 3.7 million people — 
reside in cities. More than 66,000 urban 
Indians live in the Bay Area alone.

I used to be one of them. As a tradi-
tional powwow dancer, I learned many of 
my original moves watching Waukazoo 
high-step through Thursday night drum 
and dance practice at Oakland’s Friend-
ship House.

With nearly one in four Bay Area 
Indians living in poverty, Native people 
are the region’s most impoverished racial 
group, according to PolicyLink. As Silicon 
Valley transforms the Bay Area into a 
boundless Google campus, the urban 
Native population is shrinking, down by 
19 percent from 2000 to 2010. 

But Native Americans cannot escape 
the housing crisis by fleeing cities. On the 
reservations and in the border towns of 
Indian Country, the problem is equally 
acute. In the twilight of the Obama ad-
ministration, the Department of Housing 
and Urban Development (HUD) esti-
mated that these communities urgently 
needed 68,000 new units — 33,000 to 
eliminate overcrowding and 35,000 to 
replace deteriorated stock. 

The Waukazoo family — Joe and 
Marlene, their eldest daughter Phyllis 
and eldest son Joseph Jr. — has been 
stretched to the breaking point by two 
housing crises. Joe and Phyllis live in 
rapidly gentrifying Oakland. Marlene 
Waukazoo, née Sandoval, divorced Joe 
two decades ago. She lives with Joseph 
Jr. and her extended family in Torreon, 
New Mexico, where quality shelter, 
electricity and running water are hard to 
come by.

The housing crisis is one of the most-
discussed global political, economic and 
social problems of our time. Yet people 
like the Waukazoos rarely feature in any 

of its narratives. The politicians, pundits 
and professors focused on the urban 
housing crisis overlook or omit urban 
Indians. Meanwhile, housing problems on 
reservations are equally out of the frame. 
In an era of inequality, the Waukazoos — 
struggling for visibility, dignity and basic 
housing security —  represent some of 
the most forgotten of our nation’s forgot-
ten people.

From the earliest days of white 
settlement, fortunes have been made 
and dynasties built on land taken from 
Native Americans, this continent’s first 
victims of gentrification. Over the com-
ing decade, 2.1 million people will settle 
in the Bay Area. By 2040, in a story as 
old as America, this space-constrained, 
affluent megalopolis of 9.3 million will 
displace our nation’s forgotten, including 
untold numbers of Native families like 
the Waukazoos.

Caught 
Between Crises

How one 
Indigenous 

family is 
navigating 

two very 
different 
housing 

problems
FEATURE By 

Julian Brave 
NoiseCat 
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Joe Waukazoo, 
above, came to 
the Bay Area as 
a child as part of 
the federal Urban 
Indian Relocation 
Program. He is 
among the more 
than 66,000 Native 
Americans who live 
there today. At left, 
Waukazoo pauses 
by a memorial at the 
Ghost Ship, a former 
artist’s collective 
and makeshift home 
for some, where 36 
people died in a fire.   
Julian Brave NoiseCat
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Joe 
Waukazoo 

feels at home 
here in what 

some call the 
“urban rez.” 

He has no 
plans to go 
anywhere.

Joe Waukazoo, like many Native people, 
considers Oakland home. He came to the 
Bay Area in 1964, when he was just a 
child, with his mother, Muriel, his sister, 
Sally, and his brother, Martin. Muriel, 
who died in 2005, was a legendary ma-
triarch in Oakland’s Native community; 
everyone called her “Grandma Waukazoo” 
or just “Grandma.” Her family remains 
prominent here. Martin runs the Native 
American Health Center, kitty-corner 
from the Ghost Ship, and his wife, Helen, 
is CEO of the Association of American 
Indians of San Francisco.

The Waukazoos were part of the first 
generation of Native people relocated to 
the Bay Area under the federal Urban 
Indian Relocation Program. The program, 
established in 1952, encouraged Native 
Americans to leave reservations for cities 
and assimilate into the laboring classes. 
Many who were part of this socially 
engineered diaspora settled in Oakland, 
where, in 1955, they established the In-
tertribal Friendship House (IFH), one of 
the first urban Indian community centers 
in the country. IFH, which lies a couple 
miles northwest of the Ghost Ship, has 
served as the political, social and cultural 
heart of Oakland’s Native community 
ever since.

IFH played a central role in organiz-
ing and supporting the dramatic Native 
occupation of Alcatraz from 1969 to 1971, 
which brought national attention to bro-
ken treaties and the cause of Indigenous 
rights. The occupation of Alcatraz was the 
Indigenous rights movement’s equivalent 
of the Montgomery bus boycott, and IFH 
was the communal fortress where the 
real planning and community building of 
the movement went down.

Joe Waukazoo was raised in this 
world. His mother helped organize the 
1971 occupation of Mount Rushmore 
and played a supporting role in the 1973 
standoff at Wounded Knee. Joe tagged 
along to protests and became a tradi-
tional dancer on the local powwow circuit. 
But his real passion was another, perhaps 
even more hallowed Native tradition: 
basketball.

Long-legged and nimble, Waukazoo 
was a killer on the court who could out-
maneuver and out-shoot almost anyone. 
In the game’s 84-by-50-foot rectangles, 
he found the opportunity to escape the 
broader, restrictive geometry of a society 
that stifles so many young Native men. 
After graduating from Oakland’s Dewey 
High School, Waukazoo played at Haskell 
Indian Nations University in Lawrence, 
Kansas, in 1973.

Waukazoo’s hoop dreams ended there, 
but he held onto his athletic physique 
and handsome features. Even on the af-
ternoon I met up with him, days after his 
last shower, whiskered and missing more 
than a few teeth, his good looks shone 
through the hardships etched into his 
aging body. More than a few women have 
taken interest over the years.

“You know I have an associate’s 
degree, but I don’t have no big career job. 

So I’m kind of a — I hate to say it, but I’m 
kind of, well, a showy husband,” Joe told 
me, laughing. “Even my mom used to call 
me a gigolo and all of that.”

Marlene Sandoval first noticed Wau-
kazoo dominating a pick-up basketball 
game in an Albuquerque gymnasium in 
1979. She, in turn, caught and held his 
attention. The two stayed together for the 
better part of two decades. In 1980, they 
had Phyllis. After a short stint in the Bay 
Area with their newborn daughter, the 
young couple moved back to Torreon on 
the Navajo Nation, where they had five 
more children: Joseph Jr., Sally, Wakin-
yan, Sage and Tate.

Eventually, Waukazoo grew rest-
less. Without explanation, in 1997, he 
left Marlene and the family in Torreon. 
Maybe he fell out of love; maybe he was 
homesick for his other home, Oakland. 
Maybe something happened between all 
those protests, powwows and moves that 
he doesn’t want to talk about. Maybe he 
was chasing after the same dreams he 
once chased on the basketball court —
freedom, opportunity, escape.

Waukazoo returned to the Bay Area 
and has remained here ever since. In 
Oakland, he met a woman named Jenni-
fer Kehoe, with whom he lived for years. 
The two of them — Joe wearing basket-
ball shorts, Jennifer sporting comically 
tall platform shoes — were often among 

the crowd at IFH on Thursday nights.
Cancer ended Kehoe’s life in 2011, 

and Waukazoo fell into depression. “We 
were 24/7,” he says. Now a widower, he 
lived with his daughter Phyllis at the 
Seven Directions Apartment complex, but 
he had no income and struggled to find 
work. Phyllis, meanwhile, was navigating 
a breakup with the father of her special-
needs baby son, Luciano. Home life was 
tumultuous. Waukazoo had been a far-
from-perfect dad, and there was conflict 
on multiple fronts.

He couldn’t cover his share of the 
rent — just $250. He didn’t want to be a 
burden. His daughter needed her space, 
and he needed his as he grieved for his 
longtime partner. Despite deep roots and 
a prominent family, he became homeless 
in October 2016.

Most days now, he hangs out on the 
west side of 30th Avenue, a few blocks 
from Phyllis and just one block from the 
Ghost Ship. There’s a bus shelter on the 
corner next to a Wendy’s. It’s one of two 
spots where Oakland’s homeless Native 
folks hang out. 

Among this community, a fluctuating 
cast of a few dozen characters, Wauka-
zoo inherited his mother’s mantle and 
tries to look out for his people. “We are 
all friends,” he told me. “We all have 
different needs, and we all help.” This is 
essential. It can get wild in East Oak-
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land, especially late at night. “You have 
to constantly be alert or at your wits,” he 
said, pointing across the street to the site 
of a recent robbery, and toward the inter-
section, where a recent beating occurred. 
Prostitutes work the corners in Fruitvale. 
Norteños, a prominent Northern Califor-
nia gang, claim the neighborhood as their 
territory. Waukazoo has tried to stay out 
of trouble. Fortunately, crime rates have 
dropped here in recent years — a possible 
side effect of gentrification.

The day I met up with Waukazoo, 
he took me to his bus-shelter hangout, 
where we found a few other homeless 
Native folks: Georgina Yazzie, Yolanda El-
lenwood and Fern Martin. Martin used to 
sleep at the Ghost Ship once in a while.

I took their photo while they joked 
that they were going to be on the cover 
of Esquire and People magazine. They 
asked if I knew some of their nephews 
around Oakland. I knew a few — child-
hood friends whose names conjured up 
memories from years past. They asked if 
I was available for any of their nieces. I 
laughed.

We talked about where each of us 
“come from” — a phrase that, in the 
Native world, means, “My people are X 
nation and come from Y community or 
reservation.” I thought about my own na-
tions, the Secwepemc and St’at’imc, and 
my own communities, the Tsq’escenemc 

and Lil’wat — proud strongholds that 
defy Native invisibility. Waukazoo and 
Georgina Yazzie, who is Navajo, started 
in about clans.

“There’s four of them,” Yazzie ex-
plained. “Two from your mother and two 
from your dad.”

“Right, right.” Waukazoo said. “You 
have to know how to introduce yourself in 
a certain way.” 

“Exactly, exactly,” Yazzie responded. 
“You don’t want to get lost in that part 
because you have to know your clan for 
when you go back home. It’s very sacred 
— you have to know.”

Later, I drove Waukazoo down to IFH 
for the dinner that is served every Thurs-
day before drum and dance practice. “It’s 
changed since I came here for the third 
time in 1997,” he said, as we ate fry bread 
and buffalo stew. “We still had, at that 
time, an Indian basketball league and all 
that. … That shows you the number of 
Indians around then, but there’s noth-
ing like that now.” He continued, “A lot of 
people go back to the reservation. That’s 
always been a thing.” But Waukazoo felt 
at home here in what some call the “ur-
ban rez.” He had no plans to go anywhere.

 
Four blocks away, Phyllis Waukazoo, 
37, buzzed me into the faux-adobe Seven 
Directions apartment complex just down 
the street from her father’s bus shelter 

hangout. The complex is home to 36 low-
income families. Built with funding from 
the city of Oakland and private sources 
by the East Bay Asian Local Development 
Corporation in collaboration with the Na-
tive American Health Center in 2008, it is 
the first combined housing, health clinic 
and cultural center in the nation designed 
to serve urban Indians. The building, 
which features a courtyard ceremonial 
space, stained concrete medicine wheel 
and two totem poles, is home to just three 
Native families. The rest of its residents 
are other low-income people of color.

I took the elevator up. Phyllis, her 
daughter, Kayden, her baby son, Luciano, 
and I sat in her combined living room and 
kitchen and caught up over tacos from a 
truck down the street.

“It’s nice, the lady across the way is 
like an auntie,” Phyllis, her long black 
hair tied into a neat bun, said. “I go over 
sometimes and talk to her. Or if I need 
her to watch my son for five minutes, 
she’ll watch him.”

Phyllis and Joe won a lottery to live 
here when the building first went up. If 
their number hadn’t been called, Phyllis 
would have moved back to Torreon. “We 
almost didn’t make it in,” she recalled. 
“At the very last minute they told us we 
didn’t qualify, so we kind of had to make 
a little fuss and then they fixed it up.” 
That was just the first time Phyllis would 
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Phyllis Waukazoo, left, feeds baby Luciano at their home in Fruitvale, California, where her dad, 
Joseph, also used to live. Now that he’s moved out, she no longer qualifies for the  
Section 8 housing unit. Below, Joe Waukazoo and friends at the bus shelter where he and other 
Native American homeless people hang out. Julian Brave NoiseCat



have to argue her case to avoid losing her 
Section 8 home.

Established by the Housing Act of 
1937, Section 8 is administered through 
vouchers that provide rental assistance to 
low-income tenants. Qualifying residents 
spend 30 percent of their income on 
rent and receive a federally subsidized 
voucher to cover the rest. The voucher is 
capped at the “fair market rent,” calculat-
ed annually for each metro area by HUD. 

In the decades since the 1970s, cities 
turned away from public housing projects, 
making Section 8 essential for keeping 
poor residents off the streets. Today, more 
than 2.2 million low-income families rely 
on the program.

Phyllis has “project-specific” Section 8. 
Unlike the more common housing choice 
vouchers, which can be used on the open 
market, her vouchers are attached to the 
Seven Directions project. Her rent was 
set at $685, based on her income when 
she moved in.

Phyllis had steady employment for a 
decade, but she recently lost her job. Sec-
tion 8 is designed to cope with that kind of 
financial shift, but the sluggish bureaucra-
cy did not adjust her rent, which should be 
$420, based on her current income.

Then she gave birth to Luciano, who 
has Down syndrome. The extra economic 

and emotional expense added to the 
strain on the household, and shortly 
thereafter, Luciano’s parents split up. By 
the time Joe Waukazoo moved out, things 
were falling apart.

“Right now, I get TANF (Tempo-
rary Assistance for Needy Families) for 
Kayden, I get unemployment and then 
I also get SSI (Supplementary Security 
Income) for him (Luciano),” Phyllis ex-
plained. “So, that’s about $1,400. And then 
about half of that goes to rent,” she added, 
calculating her income. The scant re-
mainder — supplemented by food stamps 
— has to cover everything else they need, 
from groceries to the phone bill to clothes 
and school supplies. 

Waukazoo’s departure left his daugh-
ter in violation of a strict Section 8 rule 
regarding the number of occupants in her 
unit. Management told her that if she 
didn’t find a family member to move into 
his room, she would be forced to move 
out. There is a long waitlist of families 
eager to take her spot.

Suddenly, the bureaucracy built 
into Section 8 — a program designed to 
shelter the most vulnerable — turned 
into yet another attack on a household 
facing heart-twisting hardship. It’s easy 
to imagine the weight of forces stacked 
against you collapsing your last pock-

ets of hope, scantily collected, carefully 
counted and delicately preserved.

“Lately, my son has been helping me 
deal with everything — he’s just like 
a little clearer of stuff because he’s so 
happy and smiley … and Kayden too, she 
is a lot better teenager than I was, which 
I’m so thankful for.” 

Kayden is a straight-A student who 
played varsity basketball last season, as a 
freshman. She dreams about playing col-
lege ball like her grandfather and maybe 
becoming a doctor for special-needs chil-
dren like Luciano. “But other than that, 
I don’t know how I deal with it,” Phyllis 
sighed. “I go to Zumba when I can.”

At least once a year, she tries to 
escape to Torreon — a home filled with 
relatives far away from the hard-knock 
life in Oakland. “If I had a choice, when I 
grow old, that’s where I want to be,” she 
said. “I know how to survive out there.”

 
A dusty white lamb gamboled through 
the front door of the Sandoval homestead 
in Torreon, New Mexico, across the dirt 
floor of the kitchen and into the expectant 
arms of its adoptive mother, Fannie Mae 
Sandoval. Sandoval, a hardy elder whose 
white hair is tied back with a headscarf, 
bottle-fed the castaway, abandoned by its 
mother. Without this lamb, the Sandovals’ 
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Fannie Mae Sandoval, left, tends sheep on the family homestead near Torreon, New Mexico, where she’s 
lived her whole life. Grand-nephew Joseph Waukazoo Jr., above, moved here two years ago 

to escape the Bay Area’s meth scene. Donovan Shortey



“If I had a 
choice, when 
I grow old 
that’s where 
I want to be. 
I know how 
to survive out 
there.”

—Phyllis Waukazoo, 
Oakland resident, 

speaking of Torreon, 
New Mexico, her 

ancestral homeland

dwindling herd would have diminished 
chances for survival. A chicken followed, 
also in hot pursuit of food, but Fannie 
shooed it away.

The Sandoval homestead consists of 
two hand-built homes, 18 sheep, three 
chickens, two dogs, an unknown number 
of cats, and a small crop of squash and 
corn. It sits at the bottom of a canyon 
beside a shallow arroyo in the Torreon 
Chapter of the Navajo Nation. Fannie, 72, 
who speaks only Navajo, has lived and 
herded sheep here all her life. 

Fannie is the last of her generation. 
As fluent Navajo speakers pass on, she 
grows lonely. But she loves her animals 
and never wants to leave. I asked her 
why. Her answer, translated by her 
daughter, Marlene Waukazoo, is elegant 
and simple: “I was born here.” Watching 
her family and community emigrate from 
reservation to city and back again, Fan-
nie took solace in her family home — a 
place that has been unequivocally theirs 
for generations. 

Her grandnephew, Joseph Waukazoo 
Jr., 30, moved back two years ago to es-
cape the Bay Area’s meth scene. He helps 
his great aunt tend the sheep, which they 
herd into a small pen separating their 
two houses. I had imagined sheepherding 
to be humble and spiritual work, but Jo-

seph assured me that it can be quite en-
tertaining. That morning, he lost track of 
the sheep and tramped all over the high 
desert behind the homestead in search of 
his wayward flock (and familial inheri-
tance), only to find them waiting for him 
back home under a shade tree. “Sheep are 
awesome,” he told me, chuckling.

Joseph lives next door to Fannie in a 
gray brick home built by his father when 
the family lived together in Torreon. His 
sister, Sage, scrawled the family name 
on the back of the house when she was 
a kid. As we walked the Sandoval plot 
and talked, Joseph paused in front of the 
faded white lettering: Waukazoo.

“Going back and forth makes you 
appreciate all the small things like water, 
you know … having access to groceries,” 
Joseph told me. “In Oakland, you can 
walk right down to the food bank — you 
have food right then and there, you know 
— but out here you have to go to Cuba, 
Crownpoint, or to the store miles away. 
That’s one thing about being out here — 
if you don’t have no ride, you’re stuck.”

Marlene, who lives just down the road 
from the homestead in teachers’ housing, 
pays $700 in rent, remarkably high for 
this area. She stays nearby to look out for 
her aging aunt and recovering son. She’s 
their support and their ride. “That’s how 

I grew up,” she told me. “We never say 
I love you or anything, we never hug or 
anything, but there was a sense of being 
loved there.”

Torreon is part of the “checkerboard” 
area of the Navajo Nation. Land on this 
eastern edge of the reservation was sub-
divided and allotted to individual Nava-
jos under the Dawes Act of 1887, leaving 
it a patchwork of allotment lands held by 
individual tribal members, trust lands 
held by the federal government on behalf 
of the Navajo, fee lands owned by Navajo 
and non-Navajo as well as commons held 
under various tribal, federal and state 
jurisdictions. This particular allotment, a 
perfect place for sheep, has been home to 
Sandovals for generations.

The homestead has no electric-
ity. Just two years ago, Indian Health 
Services retrofitted homes in the area 
with running water. “We got all kinds of 
problems,” Marlene Waukazoo told me. 
“But not as bad as some people in some 
areas who don’t got no electricity and no 
running water.”

Indian housing is administered 
through HUD’s Office of Public and In-
dian Housing. Federally recognized tribes 
are largely dependent on Indian Housing 
Block Grant funding to house their citi-
zens. The grants have remained nomi-
nally constant at around $650 million per 
year since they were established through 
the 1996 Native American Housing Assis-
tance and Self-Determination Act. In real 
terms, inflation cut that funding by a full 
third over the intervening two decades. 
At the same time, the Indigenous popula-
tion became one of the fastest-growing 
in the United States. Remarkably, many 
tribal governments managed to build 
just as much housing with reduced block 
grants as they did with full funding. 
Many observers take hope from this, even 
as the Trump administration slashes 
$150 million from Indian Housing Block 
Grant funding —  more than 20 percent 
of HUD’s Native housing budget.

The Navajo Nation, however, is not 
one of these success stories. The tribe 
urgently needs to build or repair as many 
as 50,000 homes to shelter its 175,000 
on-reservation members. According to a 
multi-part investigation by the Arizona 
Republic, Navajo households continue to 
suffer from poor quality or inadequate 
housing, while the Navajo Housing 
Authority (NHA) does little. The Hous-
ing Authority has received $1.66 billion 
in federal funding since 1998, but built 
just 1,110 units. None at all were built 
between 2008 and 2011. The Republic’s 
series prompted Sen. John McCain, R-
Ariz., to launch his own investigation into 
alleged NHA mismanagement. 

(The housing authority’s CEO, Aneva 
Yazzie, resigned pursuant to the investi-
gations and did not respond to requests 
for an interview. Meanwhile, the NHA 
board released a statement disputing 
some of the investigations’ most egre-
gious findings, while acknowledging 
blunders and committing to transparency 
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and accountability in the future.)
Despite all these problems, those 

residents who make it off the waitlist are 
grateful for the agency, which provides 
homes unavailable anywhere else. 

I sat in on an NHA resident meeting 
in Torreon. People brought home-cooked 
food to eat potluck-style while they talked 
about normal community things — fix-
ing broken utilities and making sure the 
neighborhood was a healthy place to raise 
kids. After the meeting, an NHA employ-
ee showed me the rent roll for a 20-unit 
subdivision. The highest rent paid was 
just $125; the majority stayed for free.

Outside the Navajo Housing Author-
ity, Navajo people have little choice but 
to buy mobile homes or build their own 
shelters. But both require land. Navajo 
citizens who want to live on tribal trust 
land must apply for a home-site lease 
from the Navajo Land Department. The 
waitlist runs for years. As allottees, the 
Waukazoos and Sandovals were one step 
ahead, since they already had a plot.

Still, building and maintaining qual-
ity homes with limited resources is a 
challenge. Communities need planners, 
contractors and skilled laborers. They 
need a government with the capacity to 
aggregate capital for infrastructure like 
utilities and roads. These resources — the 
kind of resources most Americans take 
for granted — are few and far between 
on the reservation. The Waukazoo and 
Sandoval dwellings, like more than half 
of the households on the Navajo Nation, 
are substandard. No matter how many 

sheep they herd, how hard they work, 
or how remarkably (and ironically) well 
they embody the Western ideal of the rug-
ged American individual, Navajo families 
simply cannot build themselves out of the 
housing crisis. Yet that is precisely what 
they have been left to do.

 
People like the Waukazoos give a hu-
man face to the housing crisis, reminding 
us that it is not just about housing, but 
about the concept of home. The Wauka-
zoos may seem unlucky, but their story 
is not an uncommon one for Indigenous 
people in the United States and across 
the Anglo-colonized world — in Canada, 
Australia and New Zealand. To be poor 
and Indigenous in a city or on a reserva-
tion is to live with the constant threat of 
displacement. It is not so much a choice 
about where to live as it is a trade-off be-
tween modes of survival. To move toward 
justice and equity, policymakers and the 
people who put them in power cannot 
think just about econometric values. We 
have to consider human values, too.

“There’s a lot of families that don’t 
have nowhere to stay,” Phyllis Wauka-
zoo told me in her living room. “I’ve met 
so many people out here that’s going 
through the same struggle.”

The story of Indigenous displace-
ment and survival is America’s origin 
story. Centuries ago, Indigenous people 
fought to protect their territories from 
invading settlers. Today, long after the 
cowboys, wagon trains and railroads 
have vanished, the daily fight to defend 

Indigenous dignity and hold on to what 
is ours continues. For Indigenous people, 
the crisis of the home is intergeneration-
al. This is what scholars, policymakers 
and even activists too often misunder-
stand about the housing crisis: Today’s 
problems do not represent momentary 
inequities. They are structural constants, 
deeply rooted in the system. They cut into 
Indigenous families over generations, not 
just economic and political cycles.

How else to explain the origin of this 
country than as continent-sized gentrifi-
cation, entailing the deliberate displace-
ment of Indigenous homes? How else 
to view the socially engineered postwar 
diaspora of Native families to cities like 
Oakland? How else to tell the story of 
the Waukazoo family and so many others 
around the world today? 

Stretched to the breaking point by 
urban and reservation housing crises, 
Native families face limited and tough 
choices. Why? Some blame economics, 
others government. I myself wonder if 
there is something radically challeng-
ing — even fundamentally unsettling — 
about respecting the Indigenous home in 
a nation premised on its theft.

After one of our interviews, Joe Wau-
kazoo sent me a note titled “My Gentri-
fication Process.” In it, he wrote: “What I 
showed you yesterday is the remaining 
bottom rung of the economic ladder who 
nevertheless are still human beings de-
spite their own personal problems. I help 
them because it helps me, and so that is 
how the love goes around.”  

Julian Brave NoiseCat 
is the 2017 recipient 
of The HCN/PLAYA 
Diverse Western 
Voices Award. He 
was formerly an 
Urban Fellow in the 
NYC Department of 
Housing, Preservation 
& Development. 
A proud member 
of the Canim Lake 
Band Tsq’escen and 
a descendant of 
the Lil’Wat Nation 
of Mount Currie, 
he writes from 
Washington, D.C.

Reporting for this 
story was supported 
by the HCN/PLAYA 
Diverse Western Voices 
Award.
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Fannie Mae 
Sandoval, right, and 

her sister, Grace 
Pedro, enter the 

hand-built adobe 
home on land where 

their family has lived 
for generations, 

on the Navajo 
Reservation near 

Torreon,  
New Mexico.  

Donovan Shortey
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Last year, in Yreka, California, a 
town of 8,000 in Northern Califor-
nia’s Shasta Valley, Sarah Abono, 
a member of the Karuk Tribe, 

moved into a four-bedroom house in a new 
development on tribal land. She, her hus-
band and three children, who had been 
living in a modest unit nearby, are enthu-
siastic about their new dwelling. “This 
house was a blessing, really,” she said. 

“Everybody gets their own room. … 
We have a beautiful view,” she said. “It’s 
nice that there’s a lot of young families 
moving in. Everybody seems to be happy.” 
Abono’s husband had been laid off, so the 
new house is especially welcome now.

In recent years, affordable housing 
creation in Indian Country has been 
languishing due to the decreased buy-
ing power of tribes’ federal housing 
assistance. But one company is helping 
alleviate some of those woes for people 
like Abono and her family. One for-profit 
consultant — Travois, based in Kansas 
City, Missouri — has helped build more 
than 5,000 homes on tribal homelands, 
most of them in 17 states in the West, 
including the one Abono moved into. Over 
the past two decades, the company has 
raised $650 million for affordable Indian 
housing by leveraging the federal Low In-
come Housing Tax Credit, created in 1986 
during the Reagan administration. (That 
credit remains unchanged in the new tax 
legislation signed into law this January 
by President Donald Trump.) Travois 
works to get investors onto reservations 
through the grant and, in turn, gets tax 
credits for investments in Indian housing. 

Since its incorporation in 1995, 
Travois has helped facilitate nearly 200 
housing projects and 5,301 homes for Na-
tive Americans, Alaskan Natives and Na-
tive Hawaiians. It works as an intermedi-
ary between tribes and private funders, 
teaching tribes about the tax credit 
program and teaching the funders what 
they need to know about Indian Country. 
“We have to break down the barriers and 
obtain financing,” said Elizabeth Bland 
Glynn, a Travois chief executive. Travois 
also educates its capital market partners 
on the realities of working in Indian 
Country. “We make sure they understand 
tribal sovereignty and other issues.”

Housing construction in Indian Coun-
try has been dominated by the federal 
government for decades, with assistance 
first authorized by the Housing Act of 
1937 and then augmented by the Native 
American Housing Assistance and Self-
Determination Act in 1996. But over the 
past 20 years, the buying power of Indian 

Housing Block Grant funds has fallen by 
a third. Today, because of inflation and 
an increased emphasis on fixing older 
houses, fewer houses are being built in 
Indian Country. “New unit construction 
has dropped in recent years, with only 
2,000 new units (built) between 2011 
and 2014,” said Tony Walters, executive 
director of the National American Indian 
Housing Council and a member of the 
Cherokee Nation. “(The U.S. Department 
of Housing and Urban Development) is 
estimating less than 1,000 new units in 
future years as tribes maintain existing 
housing stock.”

Travois has been able to fill in some 
of that gap. In Arizona alone, the com-
pany has worked on projects with nine 
tribal housing entities and completed 32 
developments with more than a thou-
sand homes at a cost of $219 million. In 
desert locations like Arizona, the builders 
benefit from a year-round season. “It’s a 
good continual market for construction 
workers,” Bland Glynn said. With the 
warm climate, projects feature touches 

like outdoor patios and solar panels. 
Bland Glynn said her father, David 

Bland, who started the company, first 
brought the financing program to reser-
vations while working for the Minneapo-
lis Federal Reserve. Once he traveled to 
reservations in Minnesota and saw the 
great housing need there, Bland realized 
credits could work in Indian Country. “He 
started very small,” she said. “Now we 
have almost 50 employees.”

The firm guides Indian housing enti-
ties through the Low Income Housing 
Tax Credit process, which involves get-
ting tax credits awarded by state housing 
finance agencies, and then selling them to 
equity investors through capital market 
firms. The tribal groups use Travois be-
cause of its track record in getting equity 
to build thousands of homes. Tribes get 
paid the developer’s fee allowed by the 
housing tax credits, and Travois gets paid 
by the tribes as a consultant. “We help 
our clients plan the entire construction,” 
Bland Glynn said. “We take our instruc-
tions from the tribes.” Mark Fogarty

A hope for housing
How a private company is bringing affordable houses to Indian Country

Sarah Abono, center back, a member of the Karuk Tribe, and her family — husband, Paul, and their children Alyssa, right, 
Sophia, left, and Vinny, front — at their new home on Karuk tribal land in Yreka, California. The home was built with the 
help of a private company that uses a federal program to attract investors for projects in Indian Country. Courtesy of Travois
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Ranch with  huge organic/
sustainability potential for sale! 
Spruce Point Tree Farm has 42,000 spruce 
trees and sequesters 2.1 million pounds 
of carbon each year. It has potential for a 
major organic manufacturing interest or 
continued use as a tree farm (or both). The 
ranch includes its own airport (airnav.com/
airport/5CO1), high-end irrigation system, 
major water rights, buildings (including 
a 1909 ranch house), ponds, equipment 
and staff. Current owner looking to retire. 
sprucepointtreefarm.com.

Digital Marketer — High Country News 
seeks a dynamic and creative person to 
help grow our subscribers and donors. Our 
future digital marketer will have proven 
experience in marketing, digital engagement 
strategies and the creation of web and email 
campaigns. A love of the West is a must. 
Generous benefits package offered. Starting 
salary range DOE: $36,600-$55,000. 
Remote work considered for the right 
candidate. To apply, email letter and résumé 
to Gretchen King at gretchenk@hcn.org. For 
information, visit: hcn.org/digitalmarketer. 

Notice to our advertisers: You can place 
classified ads with our online classified 
system. Visit hcn.org/classifieds. Feb. 2 is 
the deadline to place your print ad in the 
Feb. 19 issue. Call 800-311-5852, or e-mail 
laurad@hcn.org for help or information. 

Advertising Policy: We accept advertising 
because it helps pay the costs of publishing 
a high-quality, full-color magazine, where 
topics are well-researched and reported 
in an in-depth manner. The percentage of 
the magazine’s income that is derived from 
advertising is modest, and the number of 
advertising pages will not exceed one-third 
of our printed pages annually.

business opportunities

Conservationist? Irrigable land? Stellar 
seed-saving NGO is available to serious 
partner. Package must include financial 
support. Details: http://seeds.ojaidigital.net.

education

Earn a master’s of education with 
North Cascades Institute and Huxley 
College of the Environment at Western 
Washington University. We offer a unique 
professional residency program designed 
to prepare a cohort of students in all 
aspects of environmental education and 
nonprofit administration while living amid 
the towering peaks of the North Cascades. 
Now accepting applications for 2018! Visit 
ncascades.org/study to learn more.

employment

The Montana Outdoor Science School in 
Bozeman seeks a new Executive Director. Go 
to www.outdoorscience.org/job-openings/.

Apprentice on regenerative ranches 
and farms! Learn to raise grassfed beef and 
lamb, heirloom trees and organic grain. Apply 
now for a New Agrarian apprenticeship in 
New Mexico, Colorado, California, Montana. 
quiviracoalition.org/newagrarian.

W R A  s e e k s  a n  e x p e r i e n c e d 
Commun ications and Marketing 
Director who is passionate about Western 
communities and the protection of the 
natural environment to build and lead our 
communications and marketing efforts. Can 

be based in Boulder, Carson City, Salt Lake City, 
Santa Fe, or remotely in any Intermountain 
West state. For job description and how to 
apply: www.westernresourceadvocates.org.

Legislative Organizer – Helena, 
Mont. – Use your skills and training to 
protect Montana’s water quality, family 
farms and ranches, and unique quality 
of life. Lead our state-level lobbying, 
legislative organizing and agency work. 
Work hard, meet good people, make the 
world a better place! Competitive salary, 
health insurance, pension, generous 
vacation time and sabbatical. For info, visit  
www.northernplains.org.

home and garden

Western Native Seed – Specializing in 
native seeds and seed mixes for Western 
states. 719-942-3935.

merchandise

Enduring Performance in wide-ranging 
applications with environmentally friendly, 
extended drain AMSOIL synthetic lubricants. 
Wholesale accounts encouraged. 877-486-
7645. www.PerformanceOils.US/index/html.

professional services

Expert land steward — Available now for 
site conservator, property manager. View 
résumé at: http://skills.ojaidigital.net.

State Land Board Monitoring – 303-868-
0497. brad@bradk.org.

real estate for sale 

Custom mountain valley home for 
sale Home/horse property on 22.8 acres, 
pasture and ponderosa pines, near Mora, 
N.M. Views of  the Sangre de Cristo Mountains. 
Near fishing, skiing, back-country hiking. 
Taos MLS 100971. 435-881-3741.
johnj.taosnm@gmail.com.

real estate for rent

Writer’s escape, Castle Valley, Utah 
Peace and tranquility. www.sabbaticalhomes.
com/OfferedDetails.aspx?id=115652.

tours and travel

COPPER CANYON, MEXICO, TREKKING 
Ten-day tour, from Los Mochis airport, two 
nights El Fuerte, train, two nights canyon 
rim hotel, five nights trek-style camping. 
$2,000 pp/do  www.coppercanyontrails.org.     
520-324-0209.

GIFT FROM: MY NAME (please print)

Address

City      State Zip

Email      Phone

HCN’s staff will send a gift card to each recipient in time for Valentine’s Day.
 QTY. DESCRIPTION PRICE TOTAL
_______ 1 Year Full Subscription(s) $33.00 ___________
_______ 1 Year Digital Subscription(s) $24.00 ___________ 
    Grand total  ___________
❏ Payment enclosed        
Please charge my:   ❏ Visa      ❏ MasterCard       ❏ Discover       ❏ AMEX
Card number ________________________________________________________ 
Expires ___________________________                

G080A000

RECIPIENT’S NAME (please print)

Address

City      State Zip

Email (Required for digital gifts.)   Phone

Give someone you love a gift of the American West — SAVE 12%!

Mail to: 
HCN Valentine Gift
P.O. Box 1090 
Paonia, CO 81428
Give online at 
hcn.org/lovethewest 
or call 800-905-1155.
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Help our reporters spot 
the important stories.

Consider including High Country News  
 in your estate planning. 

To learn more about our planned giving program, call or email:  

Laurie Milford, Development Director 
lauriem@hcn.org  ·  800-905-1155, x31

Or visit our website: hcn.org/support/planned-giving

Help our reporters spot  
the important stories.

Photo by Ron Wolf

Coming to Tucson? Popular vacation 
house, everything furnished. Rent by day, 
week, month. Two-bedroom, one bath. Large 
enclosed yards. Dog-friendly. Contact Lee at 
cloler@cox.net or 520-791-9246.

Experience Grand Canyon’s Remote North 
Rim – Support and enjoy your national parks 
by immersing yourself in this extraordinary 
place with Wonderlust Expeditions and Grand 
Canyon Field Institute, Sept. 17-22, 2018.   
www.wonderlustexpeditions.com.

Grand Staircase-Escalante, Utah  
The Old Bailey Place is where to hang 
your hat when visiting Grand Staircase.   
www.theoldbaileyplace.com.

www.lowell.edu | (928) 774-3358

Presenting the newly renovated
PLUTO DISCOVERY TELESCOPE 

March 10 | 3 - 5pm

GRAND 
REOPENING
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MARKETPLACE

Get High Country News 
in your classroom 

Help your students unravel the complex issues facing  
the American West with this tremendous, free resource.

Sign up now at  
www.hcn.org/edu

 “ Students get a connection to western states and natural 
resources, conservation and wildlife issues that they wouldn’t 
normally hear about. Thanks for the opportunity and a great 

tool for teaching and learning.”

Rare Large Acreage  
in North Idaho
$1,025,000
Own and protect 363 spectacular acres of 
mature timber, fenced pasture and stunning 
views all on a good county road just 20 
minutes from beautiful Sandpoint, Idaho and 
Lake Pend Oreille. Conservation easement to 
be placed on property at closing. 

Contact Nancy Dooley, Realtor
208-290-2828 · Nancyd@sandpoint.com
Nancydooleyrealestate.com
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WRITERS ON THE RANGE

WEB EXTRA
To see all the current 
Writers on the Range 
columns, and archives, 
visit HCN’s Web site,
www.hcn.org

This winter, hundreds of bison will be 
slaughtered in Yellowstone and Grand 
Canyon national parks — again — and 
we shouldn’t let it happen.

We owe a lot to the American bison 
(Bison bison), the West’s original en-
gineers. When herds of these 1,000- to 
2,000-pound animals graze, paw the 
ground, take dust baths or wallow in 
the mud, they help create fertile prairie 
mosaics. 

In the winter, snow trails made by 
bison open up grazing areas for their fel-
low herbivores. In spring, bison wallows 
host migrating waterfowl and amphib-
ians. In summer, the foraging that bison 
do helps prevent catastrophic fires and 
encourages the growth of shrubs, favored 
nesting sites for prairie chicken and 
sparrows. And in the fall, their dried-up 
wallows shelter prairie dogs and plovers.

For the First Peoples, bison are con-
sidered spiritual family members. Their 
existence on the land shapes memory 
and speech, song, ceremony and prayer. 
Bison-centric words and sayings and 
an encyclopedic understanding of the 
animal are represented in hundreds of 
Native languages. Before modern su-
permarkets, every scrap and smidgen of 
bison killed by tribal hunters was eaten, 
drunk, smoked, dried, pounded, carved, 
scraped, stitched, woven or worn. 

There was no American creature 
with greater ecological and cultural 
significance — until we exterminated 
99.999997 percent of them. Seven 
generations later, the killings continue. 

Of the 600,000 so-called buffalo extant 
in North America, most are “beefalo,” 
an artificial mix of wild bison with 
domesticated cattle. 

The Yellowstone National Park herd 
— around 4,800 animals — is the largest 
remnant of genetically pure bison, the 
final guardians of ancient DNA and envi-
ronmental memories stretching back for 
millennia. These animals know how and 
where to migrate, how to communicate 
with each other and search for food, and 
how to withstand adverse conditions and 
care for one another.

The wholesale slaughter of bison to 
deprive the Plains tribes of sustenance 
is well documented. Less well known 
is the National Park Service’s annual 
winter culling of Yellowstone bison the 
moment the animals step outside park 
boundaries and onto national forest 
lands — lands that are held in trust by 
the federal government for the sake of 
all U.S. citizens. The Park Service does 
this despite the agency’s clearly stated 
mandate to “preserve, unimpaired, the 
natural and cultural resources and val-
ues of the park system … for current and 
future generations.” 

Stray bison not killed outright by 
hunters are captured by the Park Ser-
vice and then sent off to slaughter. The 
agency’s rationale is both complex and 
simple — complex because of contra-
dictory state and federal policies, and 
simple because we allow it.

During the Great Depression, 
the U.S. government leased national 

forest lands surrounding Yellowstone as 
inexpensive feeding allotments to help 
ranchers survive economically. Almost 
a century later, U.S. taxpayers continue 
to subsidize private ranchers on these 
publicly owned lands. Cattle ranchers 
leasing those lands argue that brucel-
losis — an exotic disease that can cause 
spontaneous abortions in cows — is 
spread by bison, despite the lack of any 
scientific proof. Elk, deer, moose and 
bear populations also carry brucellosis 
and range freely throughout cattle lands. 
Yet no similar killing campaigns are 
waged against those animals. 

When ecologists justify the culling by 
pointing to the limited carrying capacity 
of Yellowstone ecosystems, they ignore 
basic genetics. Countless generations 
must occur for beneficial traits to be 
fixed in a genome. For bison to persist as 
a species, their genetic diversity needs 
to remain intact, or we risk inbreeding. 
When bison subpopulations with crucial 
traits are indiscriminately killed, it’s the 
equivalent of tearing out and obliterat-
ing entire chapters of the bison’s survival 
manual. 

Goodshield Aguilar, a Lakota activist 
with the nonprofit Buffalo Field Cam-
paign, has tried to halt the Yellowstone 
bison culls for two decades. 

“I want my grandkids to be able to 
see buffalo, to eat buffalo, to be with buf-
falo,” Aguilar says. “The Lakota and the 
buffalo have a symbiotic relationship. At 
the turn of the century, when 99 percent 
of the buffalo died, 99 percent of the 
Lakota died as well. We belong together, 
on this path, right now.” 

We have better options than slaugh-
ter. We can ban the culls in favor of 
transporting all excess, disease-free 
Yellowstone bison onto tribal lands. 
This will make it easier for the 63 
tribes that comprise the InterTribal 
Buffalo Council to restore buffalo 
culture in their communities. We can 
offer incentives to ranchers to encour-
age them to accept bison grazing on 
cattle lands. We could also gradually 
eliminate subsidies like the ones in the 
current grazing system, which privilege 
a small number of businesses over our 
irreplaceable heritage. 

With climate change, bison — and the 
enormous range of species and habitats 
they support — will face longer droughts, 
extra-cold winters and other extreme 
weather events. Our national mammals 
deserve all the help they can get.  

Jeanine Pfeiffer is an author and ethno-
ecologist affiliated with San José State 
University in California.

Writers on the Range is a syndicated service of 
High Country News, providing three opinion 
columns each week to more than 70 newspapers 
around the West. For more information, contact 
Betsy Marston, betsym@hcn.org, 970-527-4898.

OPINION BY
Jeanine Pfeiffer

We have better options  
than killing bison

At the Stephen’s 
Creek facility 
inside Yellowstone 
National Park, 
rangers overlook 
holding pens for 
bison awaiting 
shipment to 
slaughterhouses in 
Montana.  
Michelle McCarron
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Perspective

Delmi Ruiz works 
in the kitchen area 
of her RV, in front 
of an apartment 
building where the 
monthly rent for a 
one-bedroom unit 
is more than $3,000, 
in Mountain View, 
California. Ruiz 
and her husband 
have been living in 
the RV for more 
than two years with 
their four children 
because they can no 
longer afford to pay 
rent. 
Jae C. Hong/AP Photo

“Don’t blame Wall Street, don’t blame 
the big banks” if you’re unemployed 
and poor, Herman Cain, a Republican 
presidential candidate and Tea Party 
favorite, told the Wall Street Journal 
back in 2011. 

As protests against bank bailouts 
erupted across the country, Cain showed 
little empathy for the millions of people 
losing their jobs and homes. The Occupy 
Wall Street demonstrations, Cain de-
clared, struck him as “anti-capitalism.” 

His words came to mind recently 
when President Donald Trump signed 
the final version of a Republican tax 
bill that will not only cut taxes for large 
corporations and America’s wealthiest, 
but do so primarily by slashing trillions 
of dollars over the next decade from 
programs that serve low-income and 
middle-class families. The law puts at 
risk Medicaid, Medicare and Social Se-
curity, income assistance and nutrition 
assistance programs, college tuition and 
job-training aid, and environmental pro-
tections. If Occupy Wall Street was con-
sidered anti-capitalist, then the new tax 
law is a love song to social Darwinism in 
its purest form, shamelessly pitting the 
1 percent against the 99 percent. 

In California, the divide is particu-
larly stark. The state is home to Silicon 
Valley with its huge tech fortunes, and it 
boasts some of the nation’s most expen-
sive housing markets. And yet, once the 
cost of living is factored in, it also has 
the highest poverty rate — at 20.6 per-
cent. In Los Angeles alone, nearly 60,000 
people live in makeshift camps or inside 
their cars on the streets and under the 
overpasses.

The state’s rich-poor gap affects all 
of us, particularly people like Vickie 
Cobbin. Many supporters of the tax bill 

would caricature the Los Angeles native 
as someone who refuses to work in order 
to cash in on welfare benefits and food 
stamps. 

A few weeks ago, I heard Cobbin 
speak inside a church in downtown Los 
Angeles. A crowd of at least 100 people 
had gathered there as part of the Poor 
People’s Campaign, an economic and 
social justice movement originally led by 
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., and recently 
revived by Rev. William J. Barber II, a 
Protestant minister from North Carolina. 

A tall and elegantly dressed black 
woman in her 50s, Cobbin started by say-
ing she felt nervous speaking in public 
about personal matters, such as her past 
dependence on welfare. “Politicians make 
it sound like welfare recipients are lazy,” 
she said. “But I never sat around waiting 
for help. I just couldn’t come up with 
enough income to support us.” 

Her words reflect a common reality: 
During the tax debate in early Decem-
ber, Utah Republican Sen. Orrin Hatch 
said the government couldn’t come up 
with the funds to support the popular 
and essential Children’s Health Insur-
ance Program (CHIP), a 20-year-old 
federal-state program that provides 
health care for children in low-income 
families. Hatch claimed people were 
trying to game the system. “I have a 
rough time wanting to spend billions 
and billions and trillions of dollars to 
help people who won’t help themselves, 
who won’t lift a finger, and expect the 
federal government to do everything,” 
Hatch said.

But Cobbin, like many who rely on 
assistance to get by, has always done 
all she could to help herself. She raised 
three daughters completely on her own; 
the youngest of them, she told the crowd, 

just finished her graduate degree, fol-
lowing in her older sisters’ footsteps. 
Today, Cobbin no longer depends on 
government assistance or temporary 
minimum wage jobs. She works with 
Hunger Action LA to address hunger 
and poor nutrition among Los Angeles’ 
low-income residents. But she fears that 
the funding for programs like CalFresh 
and food stamps — $1.9 billion during 
the last fiscal year, almost half of which 
comes from the federal government — 
could disappear along with Medicare and 
Medicaid as a result of tax reform.

On April 4, 1967, exactly a year 
before his assassination, Martin Luther 
King Jr. said, “We as a nation must 
undergo a radical revolution of values. … 
True compassion is more than flinging 
a coin to a beggar. It comes to see that 
an edifice which produces beggars needs 
restructuring.” Today, we are witness-
ing how the government is indeed 
restructuring — but by robbing the poor 
in order to pay the rich, taking policy 
steps that will only deepen poverty and 
hunger across the country. Dr. King’s 
cautionary words have become painfully 
relevant once again.

Ten years after the financial crisis, 
Hatch and Cain’s sentiments are widely 
echoed by conservative lawmakers. 
What’s worse, I fear — as I look around 
my middle-class Los Angeles neighbor-
hood, where people who are exhausted, 
anxious and broke escape by binge-
watching Netflix — too many of the rest 
of us have also accepted the politicians’ 
judgment. If the rich get richer and the 
poor get poorer, that is simply the price 
of living in a capitalist society.  

Contributing editor Ruxandra Guidi 
writes from Los Angeles, California. 

Blaming the poor 

Letter From 
California

Ruxandra Guidi
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In June 1966, a full-page advertisement 
appeared in The New York Times and 
Washington Post, warning readers: “Now 
Only You Can Save Grand Canyon From 
Being Flooded … For Profit.” David 
Brower, Sierra Club executive director, 
was blasting two proposed dams that 
would have backed up the Colorado River 
into Grand Canyon National Park. The 
attack sounds tame in our vitriolic era, 
but it triggered such an unprecedented 
wave of anti-dam letters to Congress that 
the Internal Revenue Service revoked 
the club’s tax-exempt status as a non-
political organization. When dam backers 
argued that a reservoir would make it 
easier to admire the canyon, Brower’s 
next ad notoriously asked, “Should We 
Also Flood The Sistine Chapel So Tour-
ists Can Get Nearer The Ceiling?” By 
summer’s end, his public relations bar-
rage had killed the huge project.

In The Man Who Built the Sierra 
Club, Robert Wyss details how Brower 
transformed the club from a modest Pa-
cific Coast hiking network into America’s 
most prominent environmental organiza-
tion, in the process elevating the conser-
vation movement into a national political 
force. Wyss portrays a true believer who 
fought relentlessly to protect the natural 
world. He succeeded, Wyss says, “because 
he made people care.” And he did so by 
becoming a deft public-relations pioneer. 

Born in 1912 in Berkeley, Califor-
nia, Brower discovered the Sierra Club 
through mountain climbing. (He made 
130 first ascents.) He honed his rhetori-
cal skills leading the club’s popular 1930s 
backcountry outings, playing his accor-
dion and telling campfire stories. 

After serving in the U.S. Army’s 10th 
Mountain Division during World War II, 
Brower became the Sierra Club’s first-
ever executive director. His tenure, from 
1952 through 1969, marked the country’s 
most successful environmental protection 
achievements, and Brower’s outreach 
was essential, starting with his campaign 
against a proposed dam in Dinosaur 
National Monument in the 1950s. Brower 
inspired supporters through short films 
and an oversized book of panoramic 
photographs. At a time when color TV 
and interstate highways were novelties, 
Brower presented vivid and breathtaking 
scenes of remote natural landscapes few 
had visited, countering claims the region 
was a wasteland. 

The films, screened from garden clubs 
to the Capitol, were “the most important 
thing we did in offsetting the Bureau of 
Reclamation’s propaganda,” Brower said. 
The book, edited by Wallace Stegner, 
launched Sierra Club’s signature coffee-

table book series. “(Brower) had created a 
new genre, an expensive, sprawling book 
that openly touted an environmental 
message,” Wyss writes. His films, books 
and ads not only boosted membership; 
they helped protect Redwoods and North 
Cascades national parks and pass the 
1964 Wilderness Act. 

Those campaigns, Wyss writes, showed 
how environmental and advocacy groups 
could use media and public relations “in a 
way never seen before to win over sympa-
thizers and outrage opponents.” Brower, 
however, always regretted the compro-
mise that spared Dinosaur, since it led to 
the damming of the Colorado River and 
the creation of Lake Powell. Eventually, 
he opposed nearly all development. 

His no-compromise message and 
natural charisma made Brower a hero on 
1960s and 1970s college campuses. He 
gave what he called “The Sermon” hun-
dreds of times, asking listeners to imagine 
the Earth’s 4-billion-year geologic history 
as an abbreviated six-day creation tale. 
If humans arrived on Earth just minutes 
before the end of the sixth day, he said, 
then the Industrial Revolution started 
one-fortieth of a second before midnight, 
vividly symbolizing our brief but mas-
sive impact on the planet. “Brower was 
the evangelist, the apostle, the messiah,” 
Wyss writes, “drawing the young, who 
would become pilgrims to the cause.”

Brower’s fiery stubbornness would 
also be his undoing. As director, Brower 
publicly contradicted the Sierra Club’s 

support for California’s Diablo Canyon 
nuclear plant, and later published new 
books without board approval. In 1969, 
Sierra Club leaders forced his resigna-
tion. Brower started other environmental 
groups and later reconciled with the 
Sierra Club, but he never again wielded 
the same power. He died in 2000, age 88. 
Wyss laments Brower’s downfall, and 
argues the conservation movement still 
suffers from “a leadership vacuum.” 

Today, cable news and social media 
allow people to instantaneously spread 
information and communicate with 
officials. Environmentalists still buy 
newspaper ads, give campus presenta-
tions and publish photography books. 
They also Snapchat, fire off email blasts 
and give TED talks. This past spring, 
Patagonia Inc. launched a virtual-reality-
enabled multimedia website to defend 
Bears Ears National Monument in Utah, 
which the Trump administration has 
since slated for a massive reduction. 
The website allows a visitor to listen to 
a Hopi archaeologist talk about Bears 
Ears’ cultural significance while scrolling 
around 360-degree views of slot canyons 
and rock art, as if on a hike. It’s a novel 
and evocative online experience, even 
without VR glasses, and the site is still 
gaining nationwide attention and support 
for the monument. As you click through 
the scenes, you see the digital legacy of 
David Brower’s PR successes — a sermon 
still being preached.

By Joshua Zaffos

BOOKS

Uncompromising environmentalist  
and PR mastermind

The Man Who Built 
the Sierra Club: A Life 
of David Brower
By Robert Wyss
410 pages, hardcover: 
$35.
Columbia University 
Press, 2016.

David Brower, 
center, leads a 
successful protest 
against the proposed 
construction 
of dams on the 
Colorado River 
in Grand Canyon 
National Park, 
Arizona, in 1966.   
Arthur Schatz/The LIFE 
Picture Collection/Getty 
Images
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Perhaps the most influential image of the 
Southwest in recent years was created 
by popular culture in Breaking Bad, the 
immensely popular HBO series that ran 
from 2008 to 2013, and its current spin-
off, Better Call Saul. Both shows portray 
an Albuquerque of dusty deserts and bar-
ren asphalt, filled with grifters, addicts, 
drug pushers, deadbeat dads, desperate 
losers and kingpins, who exist along-
side mostly decent and yet corruptible 
citizens. These shows evoke a measure 
of sympathy for the rule-breakers they 
portray. 

Don Waters sets his fine recent 
story collection, The Saints of Rattle-
snake Mountain, in a Southwest some-
where in the neighborhood of Breaking 
Bad’s Albuquerque. Waters’ territory 
features less violence and more spiritual 
reflection, but its contours are familiar. 
Waters, the author of two previous books, 
grew up in Reno, Nevada, and lives in 
Portland, Oregon. His characters, like 
those in Breaking Bad, have never met a 
bad idea they didn’t love.

In the title story, a convict is trans-
ferred to a prison ranch amid sagebrush-
choked and arroyo-furrowed country in 
Nevada, where his work with mustangs 

is intended to rehabilitate him. Instead, 
it spurs him to realize how unprepared 
he is for life outside of prison. 

In other stories, Waters’ characters 
stay on the right side of the law, just 
barely. In “Española,” Waters follows 
Lucero, a conflicted veteran with the self-
discipline of an ascetic who returns home 
to Española, New Mexico, after serving in 
Iraq. He discovers a town beset by addic-
tion, where his junkie father has sold his 
sister to pay off a drug debt, prompting 
Lucero to engage in a combat-style mis-
sion in his own hometown.

In a story with an utterly different 
protagonist, “La Luz de Jesús,” James, a 
ridiculous low-level actor and wannabe 
screenwriter from Los Angeles, shows 
up to New Mexico in costume, wearing 
illegal cowboy boots “made from sealskin 
and purchased from a Russian in La 
Brea with an orange rub-on tan.” He’s 
hoping the setting will inspire him to 
finally finish a screenplay, but instead 
he’s unexpectedly enthralled by a group 
of local penitentes, who meet for religious 
rites including self-flagellation. Against 
all odds, the frivolous James, a lapsed 
Catholic, ends up re-enacting Jesus’ long 
walk to Calvary, dragging a heavy cross 

down a dirt lane.
This story and others suggest that the 

West — through its landscape, culture, 
wildlife and rituals — exerts a powerful 
influence on the people who inhabit it, 
occasionally driving them to madness. In 
“Deborah,” an obsessive Arizona woman 
shelters rescued animals on her ranch. 
She so desires to achieve “communion” 
with a wild animal that she visits a 
mountain lion at a nearby derelict zoo 
and offers it her fingers for lunch. Her 
actions make no sense, but to her they 
are a kind of holy ritual. “All the Sun-
days ahead she tried giving herself to the 
animal, feeding herself to him,” Waters 
writes, “which was the closest she’d ever 
gotten to saintliness, she providing gifts, 
her pain blossoming into pleasure, feeling 
his teeth against bone, his saliva writing 
scripture on her skin.”

“Todos Santos” features another char-
acter so enraptured by nature that he 
becomes unmoored from his obligations 
to other people. In this case, the protago-
nist is a middle-aged surf bum named 
Tom who runs a surfing lesson operation 
in Baja. Tom cares about nothing except 
surfing. “He fell in love with a thing, he 
followed the thing, and before long the 
thing had its hooks in him and it was the 
only thing he knew.” He neglects to tell 
his girlfriend that he has a teenage son 
he abandoned before birth. When the son 
and his stepdad visit Tom’s town, forc-
ing him to reckon with his mistakes and 
choices, Waters makes clear the deep and 
lasting scars this kind of person can leave 
in the lives of others. 

One of the strongest stories in the 
book is “Day of the Dead,” about a young 
man dying of cancer, who decides to kill 
himself before the disease ravages him. 
But he doesn’t want to do it alone, so he 
finds a group of other sufferers online 
who plan to cross the border into Juarez, 
a violent city that few tourists without 
a death wish venture to. They plan to 
commit suicide on El Día de Los Muer-
tos. The subject may sound macabre, but 
Waters’ take on it is darkly comic, lovely 
and moving.

In many of these stories, Waters 
writes from the perspective of a charac-
ter that few readers would have natural 
sympathy for — the deadbeat dad, the 
masochistic animal lady, a convict, an 
anti-abortion zealot. By drawing the 
reader into their worlds and their beliefs, 
Waters evokes a grudging respect for 
their choices and their right to live the 
way they want to live out in the open 
West, amid landscapes that make a hu-
man being feel “like a loosened molecule 
without boundary.”

By Jenny Shank

BOOKS

A Parade of Souls is part of Day of the Dead celebrations 
in Merida, Mexico. Lorenzo Hernandez/REUTERS

Lost in a sinners’ paradise

The Saints of 
Rattlesnake 
Mountain: Stories
by Don Waters
206 pages, hardcover: 
$25.95.
University of Nevada 
Press, 2017.



I ’ve laughed every day for two years, 
and that’s because I’ve been dating 

Kevin for two years, and he’s a joyful and 
funny man, both in words and expression. 
I was thinking about this as we drove to 
Death Valley to celebrate our second an-
niversary: How utterly odd that at middle 
age, and during a time of world and 
national sorrows and resultant personal 
trials (insomnia, stomachaches), that I 
now found myself laughing. Sometimes 
the sound of my own laughter makes me 
laugh. It’s just so odd. 

Besides being funny, Kevin has anoth-
er major characteristic: He is a “music ob-
sessive,” as he puts it, and every road trip 
features its own playlist, this trip’s being 
titled “America: An Alternative History 
Lesson.” So as we drove through a non-
typical part of America, we listened to 
songs about our country’s dark side: Billie 
Holiday’s “Strange Fruit,” Steve Earle’s 
“Christmas in Washington,” James 
McMurtry’s “We Can’t Make it Here No 
More.” We hiked Death Valley, shuf-
fling dust where it seemed there should 
be water, and we spoke of war, poverty, 
racism, resource extraction, and the roles 
that religion and patriotism play in all of 
them. How it all seems more relevant now 
than when the songs were written. What 
despair feels like in the body.  

The poet John Keats called our 
ability to hold opposing thoughts at 
the same time “negative capability.” F. 
Scott Fitzgerald said it better: “The test 
of a first-rate intelligence is the ability 
to hold two opposing ideas in the mind 
at the same time, and still retain the 
ability to function.” It seemed like a 
nod to first-rate intelligence, then, to be 
walking around Death Valley, talking 
about America’s underbelly, and so full of 
laughter. 

  
While Kevin is adept at laughing and 

talking, I am not. I’m a quiet writer, sty-
mied by the disconnect between my brain 
and my tongue. Often, what I do get 
out of my mouth is ridiculous. Kevin is 
delighted by my propensity for malaprop-
isms, my ability to get words or phrases 
slightly off-kilter. “Ice Tray,” I once called 
Ice Cube. As we left Las Vegas for Death 
Valley, I’d said, “What stays in Vegas 
happens in Vegas,” to which he could 
only laugh and say, “True, that.”  

I think of laughter all the time now. I 
feel amused by its very sound — such an 
odd, garbly noise that stutters or flows 
so unexpectedly! I think of the neurol-
ogy — the limbic system and how there 
reside feelings of friendship and love. 
I think of the body, how the epiglottis 

half-closes the 
larynx and heated 
air causes gasping noises; 
how stomach and back 
muscles get a good workout. 
I’m curious about something so new and 
prevalent in my life, this unconsciously, 
neurologically programmed social im-
pulse. As we take a morning hike into 
cliffs of sheer gold, I turn to Kevin, take 
his hand, and smile.   

Death Valley’s delight is that it’s so 
extreme. It’s the lowest spot in North 
America. The driest. The hottest record-
ed temperature in the world. Volcanic 
and sedimentary hills of pinks and yel-
lows, meadows of salt. Up close, it’s just 
as odd: salt crystals in intricate bursts; 
a roadrunner; and one little creature we 
were determined to see, the pupfish. A 
tiny endangered fish with ancient roots, 
it’s found nowhere else on the planet. 
We couldn’t find it at the national park, 
either, so we left to find the one aqua-
marine pool where the species survives. 
Unprotected, this area was slated for ca-
sinos and development. The park ranger 
told us the issue was contentious, culmi-
nating in dueling bumper stickers that 
read, “Protect the pupfish,” and “Kill the 

pupfish.” “Amer-
ica distilled, right 

there,” Kevin said. 
Then added, “Vegas should 

stay in Vegas.” And then, to the 
imaginary developers, Humphrey-Bogart 
style: “Your plans for these pupfish, pal, 
they’re hooey.” 

We spotted the little blue flashes 
in the deep pool, and I found myself 
humming another playlist song, Rufus 
Wainwright’s “Going to a Town”: 

“I’m going to a town that has already 
been burnt down 

 I’m going to a place that has already 
been disgraced 

 I’m gonna see some folks who have 
already been let down 

 I’m so tired of America.” 
The fish kept darting around. 
 Driving home through warped moun-

tains and ancient seabeds, we listened to 
the Eagles’ “Last Resort.” I thought about 
the West that’s been lost, the great divide 
that’s only grown wider, the mountains 
lain low. But then Don Henley hit a line 
I might not have noticed before I met 
Kevin, about “a place where people were 
smiling.” Kevin was intensely humming, 
his face lit with passion, and as the rug-
ged and complex geography whizzed by, I 
knew I was there.  
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Laughter, America, Death Valley 
An ode to love in a time of sorrow

Essay | By Laura Pritchett 

Laura Pritchett is the 
author of five novels 
and the recipient of 
the PEN USA Award, 
the WILLA Award, and 
the High Plains Book 
Award. More at www.
laurapritchett.com



NEW MEXICO
New Mexico’s Public Education Department 
quietly adopted a new science curriculum last 
fall, but there was just one problem: Key sec-
tions that described evolution, analyzed climate 
change and used evidence to determine the 
age of the Earth were missing. Alarmed by the 
tinkering, the Sierra Club’s New Mexico chapter 
organized a coalition and sent more than 700 
comments to the department, urging it to adopt 
the entire Next Generation Science Standards 
that were agreed upon by the National Academy 
of Sciences, the National Science Teachers As-
sociation and the American Association for the 
Advancement of Science. Pressure against the 
neutered curriculum increased when the state’s 
only public hearing lasted some seven hours and 
attracted hundreds of protesters, though only 
a few got a chance to speak. Finally, Education 
Secretary Christopher Ruszkowski restored the 
complete science curriculum. The Sierra Club’s 
Rio Grande Sierran, which goes to 7,000 mem-
bers in New Mexico and west Texas, concluded: 
“All it took was regular people willing to take 
time out of their day to defend education and 
our children’s future.” But then another chal-
lenge emerged: For its end-of-the-year history 
exams, the state removed topics such as civil 
rights and the story of Rosa Parks’ bus boycott. 
As everyone knows, said the Sierran, “What 
doesn’t get tested doesn’t get taught. … Time to 
snap back into action!” 

UTAH
It doesn’t seem fair to fire a fifth- and sixth-grade 
art teacher for showing students pictures of 
classical paintings that he found in the school’s 
own library. But that’s what happened to Mateo 
Rueda at Lincoln Elementary in Hyrum, Utah. 
The two controversial reproductions of nudes 
that he shared with his class were part of a set 
of educational postcards: Odalisque, by the 18th 
century painter Francois Boucher, and Iris Tree, 
by the 20th century Italian Amedeo Modigliani. 
Though Rueda explained that painting nudes 
was part of the world’s artistic tradition, some 

students said that the anatomically correct 
naked ladies made them uncomfortable, reports 
Fox News. Rueda suggested that the students 
talk to their parents about the paintings, and 
in some households these conversations did not 
go well. After the Cache County Sheriff ’s Office 
was asked to investigate, it concluded that “the 
images were not considered pornography,” and 
no charges would be filed. Rueda, however, was 
out of a job and more than a little bewildered by 
what happened. “Who knows,” he wondered, “if I 
can be hired back?”

CALIFORNIA
There’s nothing like a glass of cool water, and for 
most of us that means water from the tap or 
bottled and treated water from almost anywhere 
in the world. In San Francisco, however, drink-
ing “raw water” — and paying top dollar for it — 
is the latest craze, reports The New York Times. 
When food-safety expert Bill Marler first read 
about Silicon Valley residents buying spring 
water that hadn’t been treated, filtered or steril-
ized, he thought it was a spoof by The Onion, he 
told Business Insider. Yet demand for bottles of 
Fountain of Truth Spring Water and other new 
pricey brands is real and “skyrocketing.” Marler, 
who’s also a lawyer, says we’ve forgotten about 
E. coli, cholera and the other diseases that killed 
our great-grandparents: “Almost everything that 

can make you sick can be found in water.” The 
raw-water trend is similar to people’s obsession 
with raw milk or opposition to vaccines, he adds, 
but “You can’t stop consenting adults from being 
stupid.” As if to emphasize that statement, the 
cost of two-and-a-half gallons of untreated water 
increased from $36.99 to $60.99 after the Times 
story was published.

WYOMING
Congratulations to Robert Kelman, who at 87 
became the oldest person to climb Devils Tower, 
the Wyoming monolith that was famously 
featured in the movie Close Encounters of the 
Third Kind. Kelman, who said he was careful 
and paced himself, noted that he was “in good 
shape for my age.” The previous record-holder 
was 83, reports the National Parks Conserva-
tion Association.

And three cheers for the 25 volunteers who 
saved 15 cow elk and their calves from drown-
ing at the Palisades Reservoir on the Wyoming-
Idaho border. The animals had fallen through 
two-foot-thick ice and were some 25 yards from 
shore when Devan Thornock, on his way to lay 
a tile floor, spotted them and stopped to help. 
Soon, passersby joined his effort, which involved 
roping the wet elk and hauling them out of 
the water, one at a time, reports the Jackson 
Hole News&Guide. “These cows weigh 600, 700 
pounds, and it took three or four people to pull 
them over the ice,” said Wyoming Game and 
Fish biologist Gary Fralick. The struggling elk 
were not exactly cooperative; more than one 
man took a hoof to the body and every helper 
was soaked in ice water. “But we got them all 
out,” Fralick said, “and were able to release 
them.” 

WEB EXTRA For more from Heard around the West, see 
hcn.org.

Tips and photos of Western oddities are appreciated and 
often shared in this column. Write betsym@hcn.org or tag 
photos #heardaroundthewest on Instagram.
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Most Americans want to preserve wild horses on 
the Western range. Their independence and 

unbridled freedom symbolize the qualities 
that make our country great. 

Ellie Phipps Price, in her essay, “Wild horses aren’t ‘overrunning’ the West,” 
from Writers on the Range, hcn.org/wotr
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