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Last year, I found myself driving 
from Colorado’s Western Slope 
to my home in North Idaho, my 
car loaded down with books, 
camping gear and my bike. As 
road trips go, it was short but 
illuminating: I saw, firsthand, a 
fundamental truth of that place, 
its desert heat and fire-scarred 
hillsides. The first evening, as dusk settled over 
the landscape, a sign announced that the narrow 
highway I’d meant to take through Utah was closed. 
As I detoured up the next road, I watched the glow 
of a wildfire — the cause of the closure — blossom on 
the ridge to the east like a brilliant, dreadful flower, 
the scent of smoke filling my car. Things out here can 
happen fast, and change even faster. 

Few things are more quintessentially American 
than a road trip, especially across the sprawling West, 
with its ample opportunities for detours, reflection 
and epiphany. This issue examines all this and 
more, through outdoor recreation and travel. In our 
cover story, writers LuLing Osofsky and Key MacFar-
lane pilot a rented Kia Soul through New Mexico, 
navigating the violent history of the atomic bomb. 
On their journey, they discover the absurdities of 
nuclear tourism, including the image of a warhead 
on pins, hats and even, perhaps, on the stained glass 
windows of a church. In the process, they explore how 
centuries of brutality continue to reverberate across 
the landscape. 

Elsewhere in this issue, writer Gustavo Arellano 
details in a bittersweet essay the changes he’s seen at 
a beloved 200-year-old chapel in New Mexico, El San-
tuario de Chimayó. Created as a spiritual refuge, the 
shrine has become a locus of a common struggle in 
the modern West, over how to conserve the character 
of places threatened by their own popularity. 

Some changes, however, are welcome. Antonia 
Malchik describes the thoughtful design of outdoor 
spaces with disabilities in mind, where careful at-
tention to gate widths and switchback angles can 
open up access to more people, while forcing land 
managers and people without disabilities to rethink 
assumptions about who belongs outside. 

Challenging assumptions about who belongs in 
recreational spaces is something professional rock 
climber Emily Taylor knows well. To fill a void left 
by climbing companies unwilling to help diversify 
the profession, Taylor, a black woman, has created 
multiple initiatives for black climbers. A photo essay 
by Michael A. Estrada shows her at work. 

From the Grand Tetons to Yosemite, past wild-
fires, churches and atomic test sites, many of us first 
experienced the vistas of the West through the bug-
splattered windshield of a vehicle zooming down the 
highway. Some would contend this is not exactly the 
ideal way to get to know the place, and I wouldn’t ar-
gue. But I do enjoy the spectacle of the West at speed 
— if for no other reason than because it matches the 
region’s rapid rate of change. 

 —Emily Benson, associate editor

Editor’s note

Road trip detours
and epiphanies
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Tribe seeks own national park
The Blackfeet Nation once owned the eastern half of 
Glacier National Park, until a still-contested sale in 
1895 transferred the mountainous region to the U.S. 
government. Now, the tribe is seeking to open its own 
national park just outside the current park. Advocates 
say the move would protect natural resources and direct 
tourism dollars to the tribe. Perhaps most importantly, 
the park would acknowledge the tribal people who 
lived in the area for centuries before it became a tourist 
hotspot.  SAMANTHA WEBER  
Read more online: hcne.ws/blackfeet-park

Court rejects Trump rollback
In 2016, an Obama-era rule closed a loophole that 
allowed energy companies to avoid paying royalties on 
resources extracted on public lands. A year later, the 
Trump administration repealed this measure, known as 
the “valuation rule.” A federal judge found the repeal 
illegal last month, reinstating the rule. Takeaways:

When energy industries profit from public lands, 
the public should benefit, too. Closing the loophole 
would bring in at least $71.9 million each year for 
public funding, largely in Western states.

When it comes to deregulation, the Trump 
administration does not do its homework. This 
administration’s regulation rollbacks have struggled in 
the courts. As in many other cases, the judge found a 
lack of legal justification for the repeal.

Fixing this loophole has been a bipartisan 
concern. Western politicians like Ron Wyden, D-Ore., 
and Lisa Murkowski, R-Alaska, led the initial bipartisan 
push to close the loophole back in 2013. 

There could be trouble for Trump energy policies. 
Several ongoing lawsuits are using similar legal 
arguments to challenge other regulation cuts, including 
the Interior Department’s hydraulic fracturing and 
methane rules. NICK BOWLIN Read more online:  
hcne.ws/loophole-closed

I stand with governors across 
the land in asserting our states’ 
rights to access markets foreign 

and domestic.
—Wyoming Gov. Mark Gordon, R., who was among the governors 

of energy-rich states who came out in support of President Donald 
Trump’s recent executive order that loosened restrictions of the 
Clean Water Act. The order eases permitting for energy export 

infrastructure along the Pacific Coast, where projects like Washing-
ton’s Millennium coal terminal have been blocked for years. 

CARL SEGERSTROM Read more online:  
hcne.ws/trump-energy

Ed DesRosier wants a Blackfeet National Park east of 
Glacier National Park. COURTESY OF ED DESROSIER
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Nationwide benefits
Across the country, the outdoor recreation industry puts 
millions of people to work and boosts the economy by 
hundreds of billions of dollars. To cash in on some of 
that spending, many communities trumpet the recreation 
opportunities available to visitors, in the hopes that 
travelers will stay in local hotels, book local tours and dine 
at local restaurants. 

But do recreation amenities lure new residents — who 
might bring even more economic benefits — as well as 
tourists? To find out, Headwaters Economics, a nonprofit 
research group, looked at where populations have grown 
or dwindled since 2010. They compared counties where 
the economy is closely tied to entertainment and seasonal 
visitors’ spending, or “recreation counties,” to counties with 
economies driven by other factors. 

The number of people who moved to each type of county, 
and how much money they brought with them, was 
different at distinct levels of urbanization. Here are some 
of Headwaters’ results:

Statewide benefits in Montana
The vast majority of Montana’s 1 million 
residents — 87% — label themselves outdoor 
enthusiasts. They’re responsible for more than 
half of the $7.1 billion spent on outdoor activities 
in the state every year, including rafting or 
fishing the state’s nearly 170,000 miles of river. 
Residents and visitors alike are drawn by the 
natural assets of Big Sky Country: Montana’s 
booming recreation economy is built around the 
cornerstone of the 33.8 million acres of public 
land within its borders.

Even seemingly small recreation areas can 
have a big impact. The 42-mile Whitefish Trail, 
sections of which snake around ponds and lakes 
near the town of Whitefish, contributes $6.4 
million to the economy every year. The trail 
system supports more than one job for every 
mile of its length,  putting residents to work at 
local businesses like the Whitefish Bike Retreat, 
where visitors can rent bicycles, spend the night 
or arrange for a trail shuttle.

Local benefits in North Idaho
Rural Bonner County, in North Idaho, hosts about 660 miles of trails 
for biking, hiking, riding ATVs and other activities. The area has a 
robust recreation culture, which in turn supports gear shops, lodging, 
restaurants and guide services.

By the numbers: How recreation boosts the economy
INFOGRAPHIC BY LUNA ANNA ARCHEY



The terracotta mesas and umber buttes 
reveal that this is an exceptional place. 

Yet not one sign from the Bureau of Land 
Management or the U.S. Forest Service, 
the two federal agencies that jointly man-
age Bears Ears National Monument, indi-
cates where it’s actually located. There are 
no federal facilities dedicated to the rising 
tide of visitors. 

“It’s managed by Google,” says Josh 
Ewing, executive director of the land-con-
servation nonprofit Friends of Cedar Mesa, 
based in nearby Bluff, Utah. “Because 
that’s the only place people are getting 
their information.” Ewing, a Nebraskan 
with a stubbly beard and a quick smile, is a 
climber whose 20-year love affair with the 
landscape turned him into an activist for 
southeastern Utah’s public lands. 

In the absence of federal resources, 
Ewing and Friends of Cedar Mesa raised 
$700,000 from the crowdfunding site Kick-
starter and built the Bears Ears Education 
Center last year. The local climbers, guides, 
conservationists and educators saw the 
growing hordes descending on the frag-
ile, embattled monument and feared they 
could permanently damage the landscape.

Last September, locals, donors and 
supporters from nearby pueblos gath-
ered to inaugurate the nation’s first-
ever privately run national monument 
visitors center. Board President Vaughn 
Hadenfeldt, a sandy-gray-haired guide 
and owner of Far Out Expeditions, cut a 
handmade yucca rope with a stone knife, 
saying, “Let’s make Bears Ears National 
Monument great again!”

The visitors center’s refurbished wood-
slat façade evokes the Old West. The build-
ing once held a saloon that served ura-
nium miners in the 1950s. Now it greets 
travelers headed to a culturally bountiful 
landscape, where Indigenous communi-
ties have lived for thousands of years.

The grassroots visitors center exists 
owing to the lack of infrastructure, a prob-
lem that persists largely because Bears 
Ears National Monument is in legal lim-
bo with still-uncertain boundaries. After 
President Donald Trump’s executive order 
eliminated 85 percent of the monument’s 
original acreage in 2017, tribal nations — 
the Hopi, Navajo, Ute, Ute Mountain Ute 
and Zuni tribes — along with numerous 
environmental groups, including Friends of 
Cedar Mesa, filed lawsuits that will likely 
take years to unfold. 

But the political controversy has only 
increased the monument’s visibility, and 
since 2017, visitation has overwhelmed 
resources on the ground.   

Federal agencies estimate that more 

than 130,000 visitors came to the newly 
shrunken monument in 2017, a 72% surge 
from the year before. BLM estimates put 
the monument-wide number in 2018 as 
high as 750,000. But even greater num-
bers are expected: Fodor’s, the popular 
travel guide publisher, ranked Bears Ears 
at the top of its list of recommended places 
to visit in 2019.

“That’s the sort of challenge we’re try-
ing to meet,” Ewing says. “There’s all this 
publicity happening, and yet there’s no of-
ficial visitor center.”

Ewing’s staff will interact with at 
least a portion of that influx; he hopes 
that 10,000 people will pass through the 
doors this year. Inside the center, exhibits 
illustrate the region’s history and cultural 
significance and describe the continuing 
efforts to protect it. A virtual reality ex-
hibit, expected to open this summer, will 
immerse travelers in sites too sensitive for 
large-scale visitation. 

Already, many sensitive sites in the 
monument are getting hammered — re-
sulting in unauthorized new trails, van-
dalized rock art, pottery shards picked up 
by looters. Lyle Balenquah, a Hopi citizen, 
river guide and former National Park Ser-
vice archaeologist, assists Friends of Ce-
dar Mesa with archaeological recording 
and restoration projects for the center. As 
a freelance contractor, he surveys monu-
ment sites and collects data for the BLM, 
Forest Service and tribes to use to monitor 
impacts. He’s seen firsthand the damage 
uninformed visitors can do. 

“That’s where this need for places like 
the education center comes in,” Balenquah 

says, “to try and help fill that void of what 
it means to visit with respect.”

To truly educate the masses about how 
best to interact with a complicated land-
scape like Bears Ears, the new Bears Ears 
Education Center wants tribal citizens 
guiding its vision. 

The Inter-Tribal Coalition, an alliance 
between the Hopi, Navajo, Ute Mountain 
Ute, Zuni and Ute tribes, wants a presence 
on the landscape, possibly a center of its 
own that might operate as some combina-
tion of a Indigenous knowledge institute, 
visitors center and official coalition head-
quarters. The coalition is also collaborat-
ing on a key exhibit for the Bears Ears 
Education Center. But right now, it’s focus-
ing on the monument lawsuit and a land-
management plan it is drafting alongside 
the BLM and Forest Service, so progress 
is slow. For now, the Bears Ears Education 
Center has to stand in for its needs.

Ewing will embrace that hand-off 
when it comes. He hopes the U.S. govern-
ment will partner with tribal nations to 
build a more official center for the monu-
ment. “We hope (this center) is an interim 
measure,” he says, “and we’ll be happy to 
put it out of business.”   

Bears Ears’ guerrilla visitor center
A local nonprofit educates the masses

BY NICK DAVIDSON
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Below, Vaughn 
Hadenfeldt 
addresses people at 
the center’s opening. 
COURTESY OF FRIENDS OF
CEDAR MESA

Bottom, a visitor 
reads by campfire at 
Bears Ears National 
Monument.
STEPHEN ALVAREZ/ALAMY 
STOCK PHOTO
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Chris Clasby poses outside a trail access point 10 minutes from his home. He had used the trail 
frequently, until rock and a small erosion ditch blocked the already narrow gate; now, he hikes 
and hunts elsewhere. MATTHEW ROBERTS FOR HIGH COUNTRY NEWS

Chris Clasby is a lifelong Montana 
resident, former team roper and steer 

wrestler, and an avid angler and hunter. 
He also has quadriplegia, but that doesn’t 
mean he wants to be limited to paved 
pathways when he heads out into the 
woods. People without disabilities, he told 
me, tend to assume that he “wants to hunt 
from a warm vehicle, shoot at a perfect 
animal out the window, and be served a 
warm meal while watching TV as someone 
else field-dresses the animal.” 

But Clasby isn’t just along for the ride. 
The experience of the hunt, which in his 
case includes taking along a companion 
who can field-dress Clasby’s quarry, is of 
paramount importance. “Hunters with 
disabilities, just like their non-disabled 
counterparts, have the same expectation 
— and desire — of strenuous preparation 
and planning, uncertain success, discom-
fort, and unfruitful time expended as any 
other hunter in the most remote back-
country,” Clasby said. 

Like Clasby, many Westerners form 
their sense of self around a relationship 
with the outdoors, whether it’s a week-
long hunting trek into the backcountry or 
regular walks on a trail winding through 
urban green spaces. And, of course, having 
a disability doesn’t prevent a person from 
seeking the solace or thrill of spending 
time in nature. That’s why small, every-
day design choices in infrastructure and 
trails that open up the outdoors to a wider 
variety of users are more important than 
their apparent simplicity might suggest. 
Rethinking outdoor access through the 
lens of disability forces a reckoning with 
assumptions about who the outdoors is 
for, while at the same time widening the 
inclusiveness of Western communities.

One of the biggest difficulties Clasby 
has encountered while advocating for out-
door access is that some people tend to 
evaluate a project’s success based on how 
many people have used it rather than the 
quality of the experience it creates. For 
example, some proponents were disap-
pointed in the small number of people who 
took advantage of a private ranch near 
Lolo, Montana, after the owner opened it 
to hunters with disabilities. That’s miss-
ing the point, Clasby told me: “It’s not the 
number of hunters, but the value of the 
experience to each hunter” that matters. 
The ranch is within driving distance of 
Missoula, with good access and plenty of 
wildlife, factors that make it a good place 
for a hunting trip that doesn’t require hik-
ing miles into a wilderness area. “We all 

want to be able to pursue the things that 
are part of our identity,” Clasby said.

And design features that take into 
account access for people with disabilities 
can be surprisingly simple. Julie Tickle, 
who works with DREAM Adaptive, a non-
profit that makes skiing and paddleboard-
ing more accessible for people with dis-
abilities, currently advises on a mountain 
biking trail network outside Columbia 
Falls, Montana, called Cedar Flats. 
Collaborators’ initial response was that 
making it accessible would be too costly 
and “special.” But the changes required for 
a three-wheeled mountain bike are small 
and mostly inexpensive: minor shifts in 
choke points on the trail, for example, or 
easing the tightness of switchbacks. Such 
projects can increase access in many areas 
throughout the West.

When you visit Rock Creek Confluence, 
a park just east of Missoula, 

Montana, it’s hard to believe that busy I-90 
is right over your shoulder. Rock Creek, a 
blue-ribbon fishing stream, gurgles down 
to meet the Clark Fork River, and trails 
wind through 300 acres of forest. It’s an 
exceptionally scenic recreational spot, and 
one that’s intentionally being redesigned 

for disability access.
Now, thanks to that redesign, which he 

helped lead, Brenden Dalin can traverse a 
greater proportion of the property. Dalin 
is a quintessential Western recreation-
ist: He’s an avid fisherman, hunter and 
skier who recently graduated from the 
University of Montana with a degree in 
recreation management. He has paraple-
gia, and during an internship last year 
with Five Valleys Land Trust, which owns 
Rock Creek, he directed crews extend-
ing its wheelchair-accessible gravel trail. 
He also points to the importance of a 
redesigned entrance gate: It’s now large 
enough to allow wheelchairs in, but small 
enough to keep ATVs out. 

The land trust describes Rock Creek as 
a “living laboratory” — a crucial perspec-
tive, Dalin said. Managers there can build 
and test trails, signs, gates and other fea-
tures that make it easier for people with dis-
abilities to navigate. Because it’s privately 
owned, the trust can try out innovative 
and sometimes experimental designs with-
out going through a lengthy bureaucratic 
process. Successful changes at Rock Creek 
can serve as a model, Dalin told me, giving 
other developers, and perhaps public-land 
managers, a sense of what’s possible. 

I asked Dalin if designing for disabil-
ity, as he and others at Rock Creek are 
doing, might represent an emerging trend 
in outdoor recreation, a growing aware-
ness that something as simple as thought-
ful gate and trail design is just as impor-
tant as, for example, the development of 
advanced prosthetics. “If it is a trend,” he 
said, “it’s about time.” 

Designing for access
We all want to be able to pursue the things  

that are part of our identity
BY ANTONIA MALCHIK

“Hunters with 
disabilities, 

just like their 
non-disabled 
counterparts, 

have the same 
expectation 

— and desire 
— of strenuous 

preparation 
and planning, 

uncertain success, 
discomfort, and 
unfruitful time 

expended as any 
other hunter in 

the most remote 
backcountry.”

—Chris Clasby, lifelong 
Montana resident and 

outdoorsman
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The most common route up Gannett 
Peak, the highest mountain in 

Wyoming, follows a gooseneck couloir up 
a skinny snowfield to a gaping crevasse. 
Darran Wells, a professor of Outdoor 
Education and Leadership at Central 
Wyoming College who studies glaciers in 
the Wind River Range, says that histori-
cally, it’s been fairly straightforward to 
cross, a scramble across a snow bridge. 
Over the past few years, however, tem-
peratures have been so warm that the cre-
vasse — technically a bergschrund, where 
the glacier separates from the mountain 
— opens up, making it nearly impassible. 
People who have traversed it before with-
out ropes and found the route fairly easy 
now find it completely different. 

“One of the things I couldn’t have 
imagined, as I started going in to the 
Winds as a NOLS instructor in the late 
’90s, was how the routes would have 
changed,” Wells told me recently. “And the 
emotional impact of seeing the glaciers 
move and melt.” 

Wells has seen the toe of the Sourdough 
Glacier retreat 45 feet in 15 years, making 
it inaccessible. “There used to be ice and 
snow that bound up the talus, and that’s 
all gone now,” he said, making it harder to 
climb. It also impacts the time of day and 
year climbers can attempt the peak. “The 
window throughout the year is getting 
narrower, and then through the 24-hour 
cycle, you have to worry about rockfall 
during the day. You’re getting up at 1 or 2, 
climbing in the dark, getting down before 
a rockfall. There’s a lot more rockfall; it’s 
just a bowling alley.” 

Safe mountain travel requires stable 
conditions and fair weather, but as the 
globe warms, that’s becoming harder to 
find. Glaciers are breaking up, permafrost 
melting and mush season is creeping into 
winter, rendering old approaches inacces-
sible and new places harder to explore. 

As a culture, we’ve glorified first 
ascents — and the climbers who attempt 
them — in the Western U.S. since 1820, 
when geologist Edwin James first climbed 
Pikes Peak. The 2018 documentary Free 
Solo’s Oscar is the most recent sign of 

our obsession with untouched summits, 
even as we approach the downslope of 
accessibility.

A 2017 study from Portland State 
University found that Western glaciers 
and snowfields — perhaps “the clearest 
expression of climate change” — may have 
decreased by as much as 39% since the 
mid-20th century. This forces a question: 
As high mountains melt and change, do 
we need to stop thinking of first ascents, 
and start thinking about final ones 
instead? When do we need to give up on 
these places?

Glaciologist and climber Alison 
Criscitiello is now prioritizing what she 
calls “ice memories,” recording ice cores 
from mountains that might soon become 
inaccessible. She cites endless examples, 
like Mount Logan, Canada’s highest peak, 
where the climbing season is shortening 
and icefall conditions are changing. This is 
an urgent issue for both the climbing and 
glaciology worlds. “Many of these places 
that hold soon-to-be-lost climate archives 
are the same places that have drawn 
climbers for centuries and may too become 
unclimbable, or at least unrecognizable, in 
our lifetime or within a few generations,” 
she said.

“All the glaciers basically are reced-
ing,” Andrew Fountain, the PSU study’s 
lead author, told me recently. His group 
is mapping glacier change in the Rockies, 
Sierra Nevada and Cascades to try to 
quantify just how much climate change is 
impacting glaciers and where they’re most 
sensitive.  

The U.S. Department of Agriculture 
flies over the whole nation every five years, 
taking aerial photos. Digitized mountain 
photographs can then be used to compare 
the outlines of glaciers to historical records. 
The agency has photo records from some 
glaciers, including Washington’s Sahalie, 
going back to 1900, after the end of the 
Little Ice Age. Fountain and his research-
ers looked at the records and learned that 
almost every glacier is receding, except for 
a few that are topographically protected. 
“The question isn’t whether or not they’re 
changing, it’s where they’re changing less,” 
Fountain said. 

For mountaineers, that means they’re 
losing access to climbs like the visually 
stunning Black Ice Couloir on the Grand 
Teton, dealing with dangerous rockfall as 
permafrost melts, and trying to push sum-
mit attempts in narrow weather windows. 
Even the more accessible, frequently 
climbed routes are changing quickly.

By last August, Disappointment 
Cleaver on Mount Rainier, the most popu-
lar route up to the top of the volcano, was 
a tricky cheese grater of bridged crevasses 
and loose rock. Lowell Skoog, who pio-
neered skiing and climbing routes in the 
North Cascades, told me the period the 
mountains are climbable is shrinking, 
the swing between seasons has become 
more dramatic, and thinning glaciers now 
reduce access to many popular routes. 
Skoog doesn’t think we’ll lose our drive 
to explore, he said, but at some point the 
access gap will be so narrow that we won’t 
be able to slide through.  

Last 
descents
Mountaineers confront 
disappearing glaciers

BY HEATHER HANSMAN

Central Wyoming College students traverse the treacherous Sourdough Glacier in 2016, where rocky rubble had fallen onto a 
sheet of ice and a misstep could send you sliding into the frigid meltwater below. COURTESY OF DARRAN WELLS, CENTRAL WYOMING COLLEGE

“I couldn’t have 
imagined, as I 
started going 
into the Winds 
as a NOLS 
instructor in 
the late ’90s, 
how the routes 
would have 
changed. And 
the emotional 
impact of 
seeing the 
glaciers move 
and melt.” 

—Darran Wells, glacier 
researcher
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On a chilly March morning, acoustic 
ecologist Gordon Hempton and his 

assistant, Laura Giannone, hiked into a 
glade of moss-draped maples in the Hoh 
Rainforest of northwest Washington’s 
Olympic National Park. They set up a tri-
pod topped with ultra-sensitive recording 
equipment to listen to the murmurings 
of a landscape just then awakening from 
winter dormancy. 

Above the low rush of the nearby Hoh 
River, the melodic trills of songbirds rip-
pled through a still-leafless canopy. Then, 
suddenly, the low thrum of a jet aircraft 
built in waves until it eclipsed every other 
sound. Within half an hour, three more 
jets roared overhead.

Hempton has spent more than a 
decade fighting for quiet in this forest 
— the traditional homeland of the Hoh 
Indian Tribe, who lived here before it was 
a national park and now have a reserva-
tion at the mouth of the Hoh River. In 
2005, Hempton dubbed a spot deep in the 
Hoh “One Square Inch of Silence,” and 
created an eponymous foundation to raise 
awareness about noise pollution. But he 
couldn’t stop the sonic intrusions from 
ramped up commercial air traffic and 
the Navy’s growing fleet of “Growler” jets 
training over the Olympic Peninsula. “In 
just a few years, this has gone from one 
of the quietest places on Earth to an air-
show,” he told me.  

As the Hoh got noisier, rather than 
concede defeat, Hempton broadened 
his effort into a global crusade. In 2018, 
he launched Quiet Parks International 
(QPI), to certify places that are relatively 
noise-free, in a bid to lure quiet-seeking 
tourists and thereby add economic lever-
age to preservation efforts. For Hempton, 
the sounds of nature are as critical to a 
national park as its wildlife or scenic 
vistas, and as the world gets louder, the 
importance of protecting quiet refuges as 
places of rejuvenation grows. “Our culture 
has been so impacted by noise pollution,” 
he said, “that we have almost lost our abil-
ity to really listen.” 

 

Everywhere, people are becoming more 
aware of the noise in their lives. Food 

critics routinely carry noise meters to res-
taurants, towns are banning gas-powered 
leaf blowers, and noise-metering apps are 
providing crowdsourced guides to refuges 
of quiet in cities worldwide. As evidence 
mounts that the stress of noise raises the 
risk of heart disease and stroke, so does 

interest in escaping the clamor. 
Hempton visited the Hoh in March 

with Giannone, an Evergreen State College 
senior majoring in audio engineering and 
acoustic ecology, to train her in data collec-
tion for the Quiet Parks International cer-
tification. After recording, they went over 
her notes. The ambient sound averaged 
25 decibels (whisper-quiet) and the peak 
noise, from a jet, hit nearly 70 decibels (vac-
uum-cleaner loud). Mix in the distant hum 
of vehicles and a chainsaw’s whine, and the 
longest period of unadulterated nature was 
just three minutes. By contrast, a corner-
stone of the Quiet Park certification will be 
a noise-free interval of at least 15 minutes. 
The Hoh met that requirement easily — 
until recently. 

“This is really incredible,” Hempton 
said, after Giannone tallied the noise 
intrusions. “This is a national park, and 
natural quiet is on the list of protected 
natural resources,” along with native 
plants, historic sites and dark night skies, 
among other assets.

Noise pollution in wilderness is not 
about loudness per se, according to Frank 
Turina, a program manager with the 
National Park Service’s Natural Sounds 
and Night Skies Division. Rather, it’s 
about how unnatural sounds can shatter 
“the sense of naturalness” essential to a 
wilderness experience, he said. “One of the 
biggest ways that civilization creeps into 
wilderness is through noise.” 

Noise has particularly severe effects 
on wildlife. Research shows that the din 
of humanity remains pervasive in pro-
tected areas. Intrusive sound disrupts ani-
mals’ ability to navigate, avoid predators, 
locate food and find mates — beaching 
marine life, altering birdsong and causing 
stress that’s linked to shorter lifespans. 
“Obviously, we aren’t the only ones listen-
ing,” Hempton told me. “But we are the 
only ones who can choose to listen; wildlife 
listen to survive.”

Hempton hopes that the “quiet park” 
standards, which are still being finalized, 
help. Similar certifications, or “ecolabels,” 
have helped boost other environmental 
causes, including the Blue Flag beaches, 
created to protect fragile coastal envi-
ronments, and the Dark Sky Places of 
the International Dark-Sky Association, 
which battles light pollution. Much of the 
work of QPI will involve cultivating an 
appreciation of quiet through educational 
programs and partnerships. For exam-
ple, QPI partnered with a virtual-reality 

education nonprofit to create a VR tour of 
the Hoh to teach kids about noise pollu-
tion and ecology. Furthermore, the label 
will give tourists information they cur-
rently lack. Hempton suspects many will 
favor noise-free options. “We know from 
history that underlying every social move-
ment is a widespread need for something 
that’s valued, but not being provided,” he 
said. “I feel all the ingredients for a social 
movement for quiet.” 

 

Certifications highlight what people 
value, according to Rob Smith, north-

west regional director of the National 
Parks Conservation Association, and “a 
quiet park label says that the sounds of 
nature matter.” If local communities and 
the managers of Olympic National Park 
bid for a quiet-park certification, he said, 
“it would give us something to point to 
with the Navy to say, ‘This needs protec-
tion, too.’ ” 

A few weeks after Hempton and 
Giannone visited the Hoh, the Navy 
released a final environmental assess-
ment for its plan to add even more 

A crusade for quiet
The growing opposition to the noise of military aircrafts

BY CHRIS BERDIK

“In just a few 
years, this has 
gone from one 
of the quietest 
places on Earth 
to an airshow.” 

— Gordon Hempton



Growler jet training over the Olympic 
Peninsula — from the current 82 jets to 
118 by 2022. The Growlers, which special-
ize in jamming enemy radar and commu-
nications, are named for their very loud, 
low-frequency roar. 

Residents across the Olympic 
Peninsula have forged the Sound Defense 
Alliance to fight the expansion, lobbying to 
spread the jets around the country rather 
than have them all at Whidbey Island 
in Puget Sound. Sherry Schaaf, a retired 
schoolteacher who lives in Forks, about 
20 miles northwest of the Hoh Rainforest, 
and her boyfriend, David Youngberg, are 
two of the anti-noise locals. Schaaf some-
times rents her house to people visit-
ing Olympic National Park, and she and 
Youngberg often chat up out-of-towners. 
“Many of them talk about the quiet and 
how beautiful it is,” Schaaf said. “But they 
also say, ‘We heard the planes, and it was 
so loud and rumbling that we couldn’t 
even hear ourselves talk.’ ”

Since 2000, the National Park Service’s 
Natural Sounds and Night Skies Division 
has helped park managers across the 

country minimize noise by, for instance, 
restricting snowmobiles. But overflights 
are the biggest noise threat in back-
country areas, and the Federal Aviation 
Administration, not the Park Service, con-
trols airspace. While the Park Service can 
request flight-pattern changes, as it suc-
cessfully did for Rocky Mountain National 
Park, it can’t force the issue. 

For their part, Navy officials said they 
work to minimize the Growlers’ disturbance 
by, for example, using flight simulators and 
other virtual training tools. But spreading 
out the Growler squadrons would involve 
costly inefficiencies and logistical compli-
cations that “would degrade the Growler 
community’s overall effectiveness,” accord-
ing to a 2018 environmental impact state-
ment. And Michael Welding, the Navy’s 
public affairs officer on Whidbey Island, 
pointed out that the vast majority of noise 
complaints are from people living near the 
Growler airfields, where pilots do low-alti-
tude training, rather than from visitors to 
Olympic National Park. 

Still, the roar of the jets is clearly audi-
ble in the park. Whether visitor numbers 

will fall significantly if overflights inten-
sify is an open question: Research on 
whether eco-certifications influence tour-
ists’ destination decisions is mixed. But 
profits aside, Vinod Sasidharan, a profes-
sor at San Diego State University who 
specializes in sustainable tourism, said 
certifications are often more about “rais-
ing awareness and setting transparent 
standards” within the tourism industry.

And tourism is vital for the Olympic 
Peninsula, said Youngberg, who spent 
more than two decades in the Navy, 
including deployment on an aircraft car-
rier during the Gulf War. Every year, about 
3 million people visit Olympic National 
Park, pumping $385 million into the local 
economy in 2017, according to the Park 
Service. The park also supports more than 
3,500 jobs in a region where unemploy-
ment is about double the national rate. 
Youngberg pointed out the decline of the 
region’s timber and fishing industries. 
“We’re a pretty poor county,” he said, “and 
it’s going to crush us if we lose tourism 
and our reputation for beauty, and peace 
and quiet.”  
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Facing page: The U.S. 
Navy’s Growler, an 
aircraft designed for 
electronic warfare.  
U.S. NAVY

Gordon Hempton 
searches for silence 
in the Hoh Rainforest 
of Olympia National 
Park.  
SHAWN PARKIN

This story was sup-
ported by a grant 
from the Solutions 
Journalism Network.
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One of the great blessings of working for High Coun-
try News, as I have for the past three decades, is that 
I constantly get to learn new things about the West. 
As I tell our new interns and editors: Consider this 
your extended graduate school on the region, with 
field trips to the most glorious, mind-expanding and 
oft-abused places on the planet. 

HCN will turn 50 in 2020, and we are working 
hard to ensure we thrive for another 50 years, and 
beyond. Over the next many months, I will be on the 
road a lot, visiting readers and donors and talking to 
people who are shaping the West of today and tomor-
row. Periodically, I’d like to share what I learn with 
you here.  

One thing I already know: The West stands at 
a pivotal crossroads, at a time both dangerous and 
promising. Many of the dangers were visible when 
HCN first appeared on black-and-white newsprint in 
1970: a surging human population, imperiled wild-
life, polluted waterways, the extractive industries 
dominating public and Native lands. Others have 
gained visibility more recently: climate change, the 
growing divide between rich and poor, an unresolved 
history of violence and intolerance, and a hypnotic 
digital media environment that does as much to 
separate people as it does to bring us together.

The promise lies in the resilience of the land and 
its people. Last month, I joined a river trip down the 
Grand Canyon organized by Jim Enote, a member of 
the Zuni Tribe, who runs the Colorado Plateau Foun-
dation out of Flagstaff, Arizona. As we drifted down 
the Colorado River, Jim described the work he and 
others have been doing on the Zuni Pueblo and Hopi 
Reservation to help young people retain their Native 
languages and cultures, including their connection to 
the Grand Canyon. “I tell the kids that if they follow 
our Zuni River downstream, they’ll get to the Little 
Colorado River, which eventually meets the Colorado 
River here in the Grand Canyon, where we came into 
the world,” Jim told us at our launch spot at Lees 
Ferry.

Three days later, at that confluence, we watched 
the Little Colorado’s warm, chocolaty brown waters 
merge with the cold green flows of the Colorado. The 
only reason the river was so clear is the upstream 
presence of Glen Canyon Dam, which, since 1963, 
has trapped most of the river’s silt in its reservoir, 
Lake Powell. It is, in other words, artificially clear. 

Recreation here is artificial as well. The U.S. Bu-
reau of Reclamation’s measured releases from Lake 
Powell provide electricity and water to Phoenix and 
Las Vegas. But they also ensure about seven months 
of relatively safe rafting for tour groups like ours. 

Without the dam, the Colorado would, in a wet year 
like this one, roar at dangerously high levels in the 
spring, only to shrink to flows too low for safe pas-
sage by midsummer. 

“We might only be able to take boats down here 
a couple of months a year,” said Robby Pitagora, our 
trip leader, who has spent the past 40 years running 
and studying the canyon. That would mean fewer 
jobs in recreation, so important to cities like Flag-
staff, and fewer people experiencing the canyon’s 
harsh beauty. But all of this impacts the river’s natu-
ral ecology. Today, exotic trout compete with hump-
back chub and the other endangered native fish that 
evolved in the once-silty waters, and the canyon’s 
shrinking beaches have become choked with vegeta-
tion despite an extra-large “restoration” release from 
the dam every November.

And yet, massive as it is, the dam is not perma-
nent. Silt is already reducing the reservoir’s capacity, 
flowing in liquid clouds toward the dam’s hydro-
turbines. Drought is speeding up the process, even 
as climate change could magnify gigantic floods in 
the future. (In 1983, High Country News ran its first 
bona fide scoop on how a huge runoff that year almost 
destroyed the dam.) We floated past the site in Marble 
Canyon where the federal government originally 
planned to build a dam in the park, trying to imagine 
what the canyon would look from a boat floating hun-
dreds of feet above us. The Sierra Club, led by David 
Brower and others, successfully fought that proposal, 
but acceded to the building of Glen Canyon Dam up-
stream, a trade-off Brower regretted to his dying day. 

On the sixth day, we reached Phantom Ranch, an 
oasis on the relatively flat delta of Phantom Creek. 
We rose early the next morning to begin the 8-mile, 
4,500-foot climb to the South Rim, joining a steady 
stream of human traffic as we approached the top. 
Near the rim, we ran into parents and grandparents 
and children skipping down the trail — a few of the 
more than 6 million people who visit Grand Canyon 
National Park each year. We heard snippets of con-
versation in many languages. 

So what is the meaning of the Grand Canyon? A 
great place to eat ice cream and take a selfie? An an-
cestral homeland? A mind-boggling landscape where 
natural and human forces collide to create beauty and 
contradiction?  It all depends on your point of view. I 
came away from my first Grand Canyon experience 
with a sharper sense of the issues facing our beloved 
West and a deeper respect for the people who care 
about it. That’s what we hope to accomplish at High 
Country News for the next 50 years. Happy trails. 

—Paul Larmer, executive director/publisher

“On the Road to 
50” is a series of 
community gatherings 
in cities across the 
region, collecting 
feedback about HCN’s 
future direction as we 
approach our  
50th anniversary in 
2020. See more:
hcn.org/otr-50

The West stands 
at a pivotal 
crossroads, at 
a time both 
dangerous and 
promising. Many 
of the dangers 
were visible 
when HCN first 
appeared on 
black-and-white 
newsprint back 
in 1970.

Jim Enote on his 13th trip down the 
Colorado River in the Grand Canyon, with 
Paul Larmer. COURTESY OF RIVERS & OCEANS

A grand beginning

PA
U

L 
LA

RM
ER



12  High Country News  May 13, 2019

FEATURE BY LULING OSOFSKY AND KEY MACFARLANE | PHOTOS BY LUNA ANNA ARCHEY

In the Land of  Enchantment, histories of violence 
are packaged, sold and consumed

THE ATOMIC 
ROAD TRIP 

White Sands National Monument

The American pasti
me of 

pocketing land

   “Worth stopping for since 1934”
Trinity Site Ground Zero
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CLINES CORNERS
Refueling sixteen-wheelers, a cloudless blue sky and an asphalt 
parking lot that blurs into the brown scrub beyond the intersec-
tion of two highways: If you’re headed north from White Sands 
National Monument up to Santa Fe, as we were, you’ll hit the 
Clines Corners rest stop. For a hundred miles, billboards prime 
you: “Souvenirs,” “Indian Pottery,” “Fireworks,” “99-cent Coffee.” 
At the junction of Interstate 40 and U.S. Route 285, the iconic 
gas-station-diner-gift shop is an oasis of respite and kitsch. 
“Worth stopping for since 1934,” the signs say. We needed gas, cof-
fee, restrooms, a chance to stretch our legs. It was Black Friday.

The gift shop is the size of a warehouse. Its walls and aisles 
are bursting: hundreds of hot pink and neon-green dreamcatch-
ers, Minnetonka moccasins, “I Want to Believe” posters from the 
X-files, “Zuni jewelry,” Mexican blankets woven in every imagin-
able color, T-shirts, bumper stickers declaring: “Police Lives 
Matter,” “Heritage not Hate,” “One Nation under God.” For $1, 
you can have a fortune generated by a stern-faced Medicine 
Man in a glass case. Even if you don’t buy anything, the fever 
dream stays with you, living out a half-life under your skin.

We settled on a chocolate bar and two massive cups of coffee 
and were back on the road. We were on an “atomic tourism” road 
trip. Our rented Kia Soul was strewn with camping gear, grocer-
ies and lots of sand. We’d wanted to get out of the Bay Area for a 
little while, away from its tech fantasies and housing crunches. 
Leaving the birthplace of the microchip and Google, we came to 
see where the atomic bomb was born. Both of us were intrigued 
by New Mexico’s nuclear past and with how that legacy has been 
branded, packaged and sold. That history seemed a dark under-
current to the “Land of Enchantment” celebrated on the license 
plates in front of us. As we accelerated back onto the highway, a 
trio of military jets flew overhead, out over the desert. 

Tourism and destruction aren’t easily separated here, espe-
cially after the invention of the atom bomb. From the road signs 
marking pueblos and Indian reservations, to patches of radio-
active rabbitbrush in Bajo Canyon, New Mexico’s cracked and 
cratered landscapes are riddled with violent histories, nuclear 
secrets, veins of turquoise and silver. 

The farther you drive, the more it fuses together in the 
Sangre de Cristo mountain light, a place where alien conspiracy 
theories on the radio are as eagerly received as the sacrament. 

Where thickly forested landscapes are punctuated with dusty 
arroyos, and linear particle accelerators are built on plateaus 
above centuries-old Ancestral Puebloan cliff dwellings. It was 
this enchanting mess that pulled us to the place where the 
atom was split, to create the world’s first nuclear weapon. As we 
squinted down the highway, we saw a chain reaction of violence, 
ricocheting across the desert of history.

June 1598. Juan de Oñate leads a group of 
Spanish conquistadors north along the Camino 
Real, across an unforgiving stretch of the Jornada 
del Muerto desert. When they reach the desert’s 
northern edge, they receive food and water from the 
Piro Indians of the Teypana Pueblo. They rename 
the pueblo Socorro, meaning “help” or “aid.” 

January 1599. Oñate and his conquistadors kill 
800 men, women and children at Acoma Pueblo, 60 
miles west of what is now Albuquerque. Those who 
survive are sold into slavery. On Oñate’s orders, the 
right foot of 24 male prisoners is amputated. 
 

SAND FOR SALE
We had just come from White Sands National Monument, an 
unending, undulating terrain of blindingly white sand dunes. To 
the west, just over the San Andres Mountains, lies the Jornada 
del Muerto, or “Journey of the Dead.” It was in that desert, just 
60 miles from where we camped at White Sands, that the U.S. 
Army conducted the world’s first detonation of a nuclear device 
on July 16, 1945. The test was code-named “Trinity” by physicist 
J. Robert Oppenheimer, the “father of the atomic bomb,” director 
of the government’s Los Alamos Laboratory and Manhattan 
Project. 

It happened at 5:29:45 a.m. Mountain War Time, just before 
sunrise. From our tent, the fireball would have been blinding, 
and we would have felt the shock of the blast, coming some sec-
onds later. Witnesses described the explosion in terms of both 
beauty and terror, as brilliant, thunderous and menacing. Many 
saw the light turn from yellow to green to red to purple. Some 
experienced flash blindness. Oppenheimer recalled a verse from 
the Hindu scripture, the Bhagavad Gita: “If the radiance of a 

Fat Man killed 40,000 people  
in an instant

   “Worth stopping for since 1934”
The core becomes known as  

the “demon core”

Facing page: the 
Trinity nuclear bomb 
test, July 16, 1945, 
in the New Mexico 
desert.  
U.S. DEPARTMENT OF ENERGY



thousand suns were to burst at once into the sky, that would be 
like the splendor of the mighty one.” 

Within milliseconds, the bomb liquified the sand into little 
chunks of greenish glass; in a flash of divine violence, trinitite — 
the first human-made mineral — was born. A reporter for Time 
magazine described the bomb’s crater as a lake of green jade, 
shaped like a splashy star. First reporters, and then the general 
public, flocked to the site (now only open two days a year) to col-
lect these irradiated keepsakes. Today, it’s illegal to take pieces 
home, though you can find a small chunk online for $35.

There’s no trinitite in the White Sands National Monument 
gift shop, but you can buy vials of white sand. You are encour-
aged, as a visitor, to participate in the American pastime of 
pocketing land. And the land, as the National Park Service 
never tires of pointing out, is vast. White Sands National 
Monument sits on “the largest gypsum dunefield in the world,” 
spanning 275 square miles of “dazzling white sand dunes.” It is, 
according to the park’s website, “the perfect setting for com-
mercial filming, photography, and various other art forms.” It’s 
disturbing to think that what happened in the New Mexico 
desert was somehow sanctioned by the desolation and awe of 
the landscape itself — a limitless canvas of swirling sand and 
searing light.

August 1680. Inflamed by decades of colonial 
treachery and abuse, Pueblo Indians from across 
Nuevo México rise up against the Spanish 
conquistadors. One of the main organizers is Popé, 
religious leader from the Tewa Pueblo of Ohkay 
Owingeh. Popé’s Rebellion succeeds in driving out 
the Spaniards, who do not regain control of the 
province until 1692. That year, Diego de Vargas 
promises protection to the Pueblo Indians if they 
swear allegiance to the king of Spain and the 
Christian God.

NEW MEXICO TRUE   
Leaving White Sands, we passed through the Mescalero 
Reservation en route to Roswell. On the drive, we listened to 
a podcast that featured a “UFOlogist” who claimed that the 
famous 1947 Roswell UFO incident was not about extraterres-
trial aliens at all. The aliens, he argued, were actually disabled 
Japanese patients who were used as test subjects. They’d been 
interned at Fort Stanton, a little over an hour outside Roswell, 
during World War II.

With so much of New Mexico’s military history classified, it’s 
hard to know what is true and what is not. But the state’s tour-
ism department builds its own version of truth, under its own 
official brand, “New Mexico True.” The state’s website calls it 
an “authentic” experience, one that “isn’t about plastic replicas, 
papier-mâché attractions, or contrived adventures.”

But much of what we found was indeed contrived, papier-
mâché’d replicas. Roswell — consistently voted one of the 
worst tourist traps in the U.S. — epitomizes this. One of the 
state’s poorest cities, it relies on its world-famous UFO indus-
try. Driving up Main Street, you pass the International UFO 
Museum and Research Center, and a string of storefronts with 
vaguely extraterrestrial-sounding names: “Stellar Coffee,” 
“Cosmic Salad,” “Alien Invasion Tee Shirts.” The streetlights 
have slanted eyes and glow green at night. At the Roswell 
Walmart, cartoonish aliens painted on the windows beckon you 
in with long spindly fingers.

July 1942. Two Japanese Americans, Toshiro 
Kobata and Hirota Isomura, are killed en route 
to the Lordsburg Internment Camp in New 
Mexico, where some 1,500 Japanese and Japanese 
Americans will be held by the end of WWII, shot in 
the back at close range by a sentry who sees them 
wandering off the road. It is possible that the two 
58-year-old men were going to relieve themselves, 
since they had been denied the use of a restroom. 
The sentry is later acquitted of murder charges.

CITY ON A PLATEAU
We felt the change from Roswell to Los Alamos as we drove 
the 230 miles between them, finding up the mountains, ears 
popping with the elevation, temperatures dropping fast. We 
cranked up the heat and reached into the backseat for our 
jackets. 

Perched over 7,300 feet above sea level, on four mesas on the 
Pajarito Plateau in northern New Mexico, Los Alamos is quiet, 
remote and beautiful — almost transcendental. It was the 
sublimity of Los Alamos that drew Robert Oppenheimer back to 
the area. He’d spent time here as a teenager — hiking, camping, 
riding horses, breathing in the clean mountain particles — to 
convalesce from a long illness. Years later, when the Manhattan 
Project needed a secluded location to create the first nuclear 
weapon, Oppenheimer returned.

Today, its fame as the birthplace of the atomic bomb makes 
Los Alamos seem like a likely hub of nuclear tourism. But since 
the Los Alamos National Laboratory is still fully operational, 
a rarefied air of secrecy and reserved professionalism persists. 
There are still gates, checkpoints and badges. As our tour guide, 
Georgia, would later explain to us, there is a deep ambivalence 
about tourism in the so-called “Secret City.” It hasn’t fully com-
mercialized its past. It doesn’t need the money: The city is one 
of the wealthiest in the U.S., with the highest concentration of 
millionaires. Nested high up in the mountains, Los Alamos feels 
like it belongs to the sky.

We entered town on the main drag, Trinity Drive. It was 
around 8 p.m., and we were starving. But the streets were 
deserted and every restaurant closed. Even the local wine 
bar, UnQuarked, was … well, quarked. A quick search on Yelp 
revealed that the “Atomic Bar & Grill” was our best bet. We 
found the bar in the middle of a Smith’s grocery store, brightly 
lit, wedged between the deli and the produce. Three men were 
there drinking beers, watching Monday Night Football. We read 
down a list of sandwich names that included the “Manhattan 
Project” and “America the Flavorful,” but the place was no 
longer serving food. Instead, the bartender nodded toward the 
prepared foods — we could grab sushi and eat it at the bar. 

In the morning, we visited the Los Alamos History Museum. 
Its first room tells the city’s history through a timeline, starting 
with the Ancestral Puebloans and ending with contemporary 
Los Alamos. There are two dates attached to the Puebloans: the 
1150s, when they arrived on the plateau, and the 1550s, when, 
due to a drought, they left. 

There was no other mention of the Ancestral Puebloans 
in the museum, let alone any reference to Indigenous people, 
aside from the expensive Native jewelry and pottery in the 
gift shop. Yet Los Alamos occupies land that was loaned to the 
U.S. government during World War II by the San Ildefonso 
Pueblo, with the agreement that it would be returned once 
the war ended. Obviously, it was not. This has been a source of 
distress and anger among neighboring pueblos, not only San 
Ildefonso, because the land is widely recognized as sacred. It is 
now toxic from decades of the lab dumping untreated radioac-
tive waste and other materials into the Los Alamos canyons 
that flow into the Rio Grande. The timeline conceals other acts 
of violence, too: There is no mention of bombs actually being 
dropped; no Hiroshima or Nagasaki. Only 1943 — the start of 
the Manhattan Project — and 1945 — the end of World War II 
— are noted. The timeline segues right into the Cold War, when 
Los Alamos became “a thriving, internationally known town.”

 
May to July 1956. As part of Operation Redwing, 
the U.S. military conducts 17 nuclear test 
detonations in the Pacific Ocean, on the Bikini 
and Enewetak atolls. The tests are named 
Cherokee, Zuni, Yuma, Erie, Seminole, Blackfoot, 
Flathead, Osage, Inca, Dakota, Mohawk, Apache, 
Navajo, Huron. At 5 megatons, the most powerful 
detonation is Tewa, named for the Tewa people of 
northern New Mexico.
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OMEGA POINT
We were the only two people in Georgia’s yellow touring van 
that day, and though the tour was advertised as one and a half 
hours, it ended up being closer to four. Early on, she showed 
us her church, the United Church of Los Alamos, the town’s 
first, chartered in 1947. It featured some shockingly beautiful 
stained-glass work — exploding galaxies, supernovas, planets 
and black holes swirled in cobalt. The panes were made by 
Robert Brownlee, an astrophysicist who worked at the lab in 
Los Alamos for 37 years, executing and analyzing nuclear tests 
at Bikini and Eniwetok and at the Nevada Test Site. 

As we stood before a window called “The Second Coming,” 
our stomachs dropped. In the center of five panels, amid a 
swirling convergence of blue ribbons of light, pointing upwards 
toward a white cross at the arched apex of the pane, was the 
yellow silhouette of what appeared to be the nuclear warhead 
Fat Man the plutonium bomb dropped on Nagasaki. Fat Man 
killed 40,000 people in an instant, a number that doubled in 
the days, weeks and months that followed. The bomb was code-
named Fat Man because of its round, wide shape, exactly the 
same as the silhouette in the stained glass. The small white 
circles surrounding it look like ball bearings shooting out.

In describing the window, Brownlee writes about the Omega 
Point. In the Book of Revelation, Christ says, “I am the Alpha 
and the Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the 
end.” Brownlee sees the Omega Point as the final destination, 
where history and humanity are fated to spiral towards a point 
of divine unity, making “light from light.” Jesus becomes an 
“accelerator,” speeding up the complexity of atoms and con-
sciousness, producing enough energy to escape the “heat death” 
of the universe.

The likeness between the Omega and Fat Man is unnerving. 
Whether Brownlee, the Christian nuclear scientist, meant to 
conjure Fat Man, seems impossible to know. We’d seen Fat Man 
on earrings and pins and hats, but not yet gracing the walls of 
a church.

August 1945. After attending an evening lecture, 
24-year-old Los Alamos physicist Harry Daghlian 
returns to the remote Omega Site, where he’s been 
running experiments on a plutonium core. He has 
an idea that involves stacking tungsten carbide 
bricks around the silvery plutonium sphere.

Against official procedure, he works alone 
into the night, placing brick on brick, until one 
accidently slips from his hand. 

It falls down into the core. 
A flash of blue light fills the room. Daghlian 

feels a tingling. He will die 25 days later from 
acute radiation poisoning. After this and another 
accident in 1946, the core becomes known as the 
“demon core.”

THROUGH THE GATES
After the tour, we headed down the mountain to Santa Fe. We 
were, in a way, retracing the same path that many Los Alamos 
scientists took back in 1945, after finding out that the Trinity test 
had been a “success.” Like us, they piled into cars and sped down 
to the famous La Fonda hotel on the Plaza. There, they drank 
and celebrated in the afterglow of the bomb. There was no feeling 
of guilt about Nagasaki or Hiroshima, at least not yet; that would 
happen later. This is something the museums never mentioned: 
Einstein’s regret, Oppenheimer’s despair, Otto Frisch’s feeling of 
“nausea” when he watched his friends in Los Alamos once again 
rush down to La Fonda, this time with news from Japan.

La Fonda continues to celebrate its role in this history. 
In conjunction with Santa Fe’s 2018 “Atomic Summer” pro-
gramming, the hotel offered a one-night package: luxury 
accommodations, breakfast for two, admission to the nearby 
“Atomic Histories” exhibition, and a complimentary copy of 
Oppenheimer’s biography. We missed the special, but man-
aged to book a discounted room with the slightest view of the 

mountains. As the night wound down and the lingerers at the 
bar tipped back the last of their martinis, we eyed the bartend-
ers suspiciously. We’d heard that during the Manhattan Project, 
FBI agents infiltrated La Fonda’s staff. We kept up a spirit 
of secrecy, peering into empty ballrooms, tiptoeing across the 
lobby, with its hodgepodge of Mission-era altarpieces and Zuni 
animal fetishes, half looking for ghosts.

Before leaving town, we visited 109 East Palace, the 
Manhattan Project’s secret office, where new scientists 
would check in before making the journey to Los Alamos. The 
original gate is no longer there — we had seen its ominous, 
prison-style iron bars displayed in the Los Alamos History 
Museum. Instead, the new door was wide open. It’s now home to 
Chocolate and Cashmere, a boutique billing itself as a “celebra-
tion of the senses … a room painted like the inside of a choco-
late wrapper; color and more color; everything is soft and oh so 
yummy.” 

Outside, there’s a large mural of Oppenheimer. He’s silhou-
etted with pipe in hand, standing in the desert, a rainbow scarf 
billowing in the wind. He’s blowing smoke rings: They spell out 
“Chocolate + Cashmere.” Like everyone else, we took pictures.  

Los Alamos lab sits
 on land 

that was supposed t
o be 

returned to the Sa
n Ildefonso

The bomb was code-named Fat Man because of its round, wide shape

Roswell is consistently voted one of the worst 
tourist traps in the U.S.
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Running in place

ESSAY | BY KATE SCHIMEL

Reimagining the city street by street

Rickey Gates.
ESTHER KENDALL

O n a clear day last November, 
Rickey Gates set out running. He 
ran across the Golden Gate Bridge 

into San Francisco, down along chilly 
Ocean Beach and around Lake Merced. 
He traced his progress carefully, making 
note of which streets he travelled. The 
next day, he awoke and did the same, this 
time on the east side of the city. For 46 
days, he repeated this, recreating, run by 
run, a map of the city’s boulevards and 
dead ends, in a project he called Every 
Single Street.

Over the past few years, Gates has 
taken the Sisyphean sport of ultrarun-
ning and found ways to make it stranger. 
Rather than run a race course, with the 
spur of competition and the support of 
volunteers, Gates has increasingly turned 
to odd, relentless pursuits, such as run-
ning every single street in San Francisco, 
looking for a different way to get to know 
a place.

Most human relationships are about 
repetition, the day-to-day rituals of 
cohabitation or coworking, the revisiting 
of old conversations, the years of watch-
ing another person change and grow. The 
same is true of our relationship to a place. 
You see the hills behind your home burn 
and then recover to become something 
new and different, you watch high-rises 
go up and displace the people who once 
lived in the shabbier low-slung buildings, 
you find yourself slipping to the margins 
of a city you once knew. And yet, for many 
urban residents, modern ways of life, 
from mapping apps and digitized social 
bonds to wealthier transplants’ tendency 
to city-hop, allow us to hold our physical 
communities at a certain distance. 

As we loosen our ties to this place or 
that in favor of more sprawling connec-
tions, Gates’ undertaking became the 

opposite: a detail-oriented inscription 
of a particular place, its streets and the 
people who live there, for no real purpose 
other than to know it well and, perhaps, 
to find a sense of belonging there.

In the months before Gates began 
Every Single Street, he ran 3,600 miles 
across America along a route designed 
according to a set of rules: Follow a river 
for a while, spend as much time as pos-
sible in the South, end in San Francisco. 
The run took him five months, most of 
which was spent in the long stretches 
of rural America between major cities. 
“When you’re doing a run like that, you’re 
giving the same amount of time and 
energy to a city as a 30-mile stretch of 
highway in Kansas,” he told me. The day 
after he finished, he wandered around 
San Francisco with his friends and began 
to dream about the Every Single Street 
project. “I wondered if you lined up all the 
streets, how many miles of streets would 
there be,” he told me. In a piece on his 
personal website announcing the project, 
he wrote, “I now felt the desire to experi-
ence the immensity of a single pixel on 
the global map.” 

Gates did not come up with the idea 
of Every Single Street. Runners 
and walkers have been tracing the 

roads of their hometowns for years, and 
this kind of comprehensiveness extends 
beyond running: In recent years, people 
have mapped every building in the U.S., 
documented every pedestrian plaza in 
New York City and every planted tree 
in Portland, Oregon, and visited every 
park in Seattle. Taken together, these 
catalogers have created an incredible 
inventory of the built environments most 
Westerners now inhabit.

Gates, a lapsed Catholic, makes a 

ritual of his comprehensiveness, using 
repetition to relate to the places he’s 
called home. “I have a lot of little collec-
tions,” he told me, including tiny heaps 
of dirt from everywhere he has ever 
lived. “There’s all these things I do over 
and over again.” As he ran around San 
Francisco, he obsessively photographed 
an array of random landmarks: topiaries, 
lost pet posters, open garages, portapot-
ties, trash bins on pickup day, women 
pushing strollers, grates and manhole 
covers, graffitied invocations of Jesus 
(Thanks, Jesus; Jesus Saves; Jesus is 
Lord), stairs and colorful Karmann 
Ghias, the quirky sloping Volkswagen 
sportscars. He began to notice patterns 
that slowly made the city become the 
irreplicable place that is San Francisco: 
In one part of town, all the pet posters 
were for runaway pitbulls; in another, it 
was parrots who’d gone astray.

Gates also documented the people 
who filled the streets he ran. About half-
way through, he met a man repairing a 
Datsun in his driveway in the Richmond 
district. “It’s a labor of love,” the guy told 
him. Tell me about it, Gates responded. 
Those connections may have been, in the 
end, the whole point — the rehabilitation 
of the city as a human wild, the reimagin-
ing of it as an ecosystem like any other, 
full of delicate ties between organisms 
living in a fluctuating balance.

Cites are like the towering mounds 
termites build for themselves, elaborate 
habitations constructed by animals, 
human and nonhuman alike, Gates said: 
“We’re creating a structure that suits us.” 
Projects like his push for a love of the 
warrens we’ve built, an understanding 
and appreciation that erases the bounds 
between people and the environment 
they inhabit.  
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t’s a one-and-a-half hour 
drive from Albuquerque to 
El Santuario de Chimayó, a 
200-year-old folk-Catholic com-
pound in northern New Mexico. 
The trek to the town of about 
2,100 curves and dips with the 
land as it swings from freeway 

to highway to two-lane street, suburbs to 
sparse foothills, Hispano communities to 
Native American pueblos. Keep an eye 
out for the roadside signs plugging the 
Santuario, because cellphone coverage 
out here gets spotty fast.

Neophytes can be excused if, at any 
point, they feel lost. But the faithful 
know to push on. Because they’ve seen 
the grand finale: a verdant valley that 
hosts old homes, pepper fields, cotton-
wood trees and the Santa Cruz River, 
with a 202-year-old adobe chapel at the 

center of everyone’s lives. 
This shrine is devoted to Nuestro 

Señor de Esquipulas, a Guatemalan depic-
tion of the crucified Christ that ended up 
in northern New Mexico, no one knows 
quite how. The Interior Department 
described the Santuario as a “very well-
preserved and unrestored example of a 
small adobe pueblo church” in a 1969 
survey, and it is listed on the National 
Register of Historic Places. It still has that 
old-fashioned charm. Twin bell towers 
flank the front door, and an adobe wall 
encloses the churchyard, which holds 
burial plots for the family that built it.

There’s Mass in English every morn-
ing at 11 a.m., but most visitors skip it 
in favor of a visit to an ancillary room 
not much bigger than a middle man-
ager’s office. Here, they line up to scoop 
up dirt from the pocito, a hole refilled 

every morning with soil drawn from the 
Sangre de Cristo Mountains and blessed 
by a priest. Believers swear by its alleged 
curative powers; just outside the Pocito 
Room there is a Milagros (“miracles”) 
Room, filled with visible declarations of 
faith: crutches and shoes, statues of the 
saints, photographs of the sick and saved.

The Santuario estimates that it 
receives about 300,000 visitors every 
year; more than 30,000 pilgrims walk 
from Santa Fe during Holy Week — the 
week before Easter — alone. But behind 
the Santuario’s saintly façade lies a more 
earthly story, one with competing visions 
for the site’s past, present and future, 
torn between clerics who want to make 
the shrine a worldwide attraction, and 
locals whose roots here go back genera-
tions, and who fear they are losing their 
Santuario for good.

W H O S E  S A N T U A R I O ?

IFinding 
and losing 

a centuries-
old refuge
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I FIRST VISITED CHIMAYÓ in 2010. A mas-
sive snowstorm had blanketed northern 
New Mexico the day before my visit, 
transforming the town into a Christmas-
card village. I had the Santuario largely 
to myself for an hour, and the self-guided 
tour wasn’t long. I got dirt from the 
pocito, bought rosaries for my siblings 
from a home-turned-gift shop, and peeked 
inside the nearby Santo Niño Chapel, 
built by Severiano Medina in 1857 to 
venerate an image of the Christ Child — 
a beloved Catholic icon of Zacatecas, the 
Mexican state where my parents were 
born. 

I ended my visit with a green chile 
burrito and bizcochitos (anise-scented 
cookies) at Leona’s, a small restaurant 
a short walk away from the pocito. 
The hype was real: I’ve returned to the 
Santuario every summer since.

But what I didn’t know that first 
time was that I had accidentally 
walked into the beginning of a dramatic 
transformation.

I noticed the small changes every 
year, but didn’t think much about it at 
first. The Bernardo Abeyta Welcome 
Center opened in 2011, a huge gift shop 
and art gallery named after the farmer 
who originally built the Santuario, 
where legend says he found the Señor de 
Esquipulas crucifix buried in the ground. 
Soon came more places to pray: a for-
mer barn turned into a room dedicated 
to the Holy Family (not to be confused 
with a separate monument honoring the 
Nativity). A third gift shop sprang up. 
Behind the Santuario, next to the Santa 
Cruz River, the Madonna Gardens now 
featured statues of Mary appearing in 
multiple ethnicities, made of different 

building materials — a Vietnamese Our 
Lady of La Vang in glimmering marble, 
a Mexican Guadalupe in wood, the New 
Mexican La Conquistadora in what looks 
like sandstone.

Those were the tasteful tweaks, but 
others verged on Disneyfication, and they 
were inescapable. 

Cartoonish guide maps placed around 
the growing campus (and on sale at the 
official gift shop for a quarter) turned 
the sacred grounds into an amusement 
park. Rock arches next to the Santa Cruz, 
erected to commemorate the Seven Days 
of Creation, are now graffitied with in 
memoriams or dates of visits by people 
from across the globe. A nearby “Three 
Cultures” statue depicts a kneeling settler, 
a Bible-wielding Hispano farmer, and — 
bizarrely — a Plains Indian. 

A remodeled Santo Niño chapel 

Inside the original 
chapel at El 
Santuario de 
Chimayó, above left, 
in its original state, 
and the Santo Niño 
Chapel, recently 
renovated as part 
of a redevelopment 
plan supported by 
the Archdiocese of 
Santa Fe.

W H O S E  S A N T U A R I O ?
FEATURE BY GUSTAVO ARELLANO 
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resembles Catholicism as imagined by 
Precious Moments, with big-eyed child 
angels and gaily painted wooden birds 
everywhere. The new look was the antith-
esis of the stark, mournful New Mexican-
style bultos (wooden statues of the saints) 
and reredos (altar screens painted in 
muted colors) inside the Santuario. 

This last August saw the most 
disturbing developments yet. A seashell 
embedded with sandals — a stylized 
reference to the Santo Niño, who wears 
huaraches, and the Shell of St. James, 
which signifies completion of the Camino 
de Santiago pilgrimage in Spain — now 
marked everything from statues to build-
ings. Leona’s was gone; a new, church-
run restaurant will replace it. Santuario 
workers now wore clothes that identified 
them as staff, with a sartorial division of 
labor: Groundskeepers and shop workers 
wore cheap red T-shirts, while managers 
walked around in white polo shirts. 

Down in the so-called prayer portals 
—  makeshift shrines devoted to vari-
ous saints — a scale model labeled the 
“Santuario Vision Plan” announced more 
changes to come. A picnic area. More 
prayer sites. And right in front of the 
Santuario, a retreat center complete with 
its own church.

I left saddened, disturbed at the idea 
of losing my Santuario. Other tourists 
didn’t seem to mind.

“The dirt is nice, but I’d want to stay 
a day here instead of just a couple of 
hours,” a white woman from Maryland 

told me. She wasn’t Catholic, but had 
read about the shrine online. “The more 
holy things here, the better.”
 
THE BATTLE FOR THE SOUL OF THE 
SANTUARIO arguably began in 1916. 
That’s when El Palacio, the official publi-
cation of the New Mexico Department of 
Cultural Affairs and the oldest museum 
magazine in the United States, ran a 
24-page spread, complete with photos and 
maps, on what it declared a “New Mexico 
Lourdes.” It was, the author wrote, “prob-
ably the most charming bit of primitive 
Santa Fe architecture in existence.” The 
article urged people to “preserve the 
innate beauty, the natural grandeur, the 
romantic glamour, the precious heritage 
of (such) monuments hoary with age.” 

Abeyta’s descendants, the Chaves fam-
ily, still owned the chapel. The Archdiocese 
of Santa Fe, then under the control of 
French-born clergy, had long neglected it; 
leaders forbade Mass to be held there in an 
attempt to reel in New Mexico’s influen-
tial lay Catholic movements. Instead, the 
Archdiocese encouraged pilgrims to visit a 
chapel dedicated to Our Lady of Lourdes, 
25 miles away in Ohkay Owingeh Pueblo. 

But Santa Fe’s elite fell in love with 
the Santuario. Many felt the Chaves clan 
couldn’t be trusted with maintaining the 
chapel, so they launched a public and 
private campaign to gain control.

In 1919, the Santa Fe New Mexican 
reported “with regret” that a newly 
installed red tin roof “detract(ed) 

tremendously from its picturesque beauty.” 
Soon, a group calling itself the Society for 
the Preservation and Restoration of New 
Mexico Mission Churches discussed how 
to take over the Santuario.

“Of course it is unsafe as long as it 
is in Native hands,” one member wrote 
to another, in a letter excerpted in Brett 
Hendrickson’s 2017 book, The Healing 
Power of the Santuario de Chimayó: 
America’s Miraculous Church. “They are 
likely at any time to go on a restoring 
(project) and ruin it.”

The “Natives” in question weren’t 
Pueblo Indians but rather Hispanos, 
the descendants of Spaniards who had 
settled in New Mexico as far back as 
1598. The Anglo intellectuals who flocked 
to Santa Fe in the early 1900s romanti-
cized their architecture, art and customs 
even as they stereotyped Hispanos as 
superstitious, fatalistic underachiev-
ers. Those caricatures made their way 
into American culture, from Willa 
Cather’s 1927 novel Death Comes for the 
Archbishop (based mostly on the life of 
Jean-Baptiste Lamy, the founder of the 
Santa Fe Archdiocese) and even the cult 
television show Breaking Bad.

The preservation society purchased 
the Santuario in 1929 from the Chaves 
family and transferred ownership to the 
Archdiocese, which renewed religious 
services once a month but otherwise 
neglected it. By the time Father Casimiro 
Roca arrived in 1954, the Santuario’s 
foundation had cracks and cavities. 

Roca served the Chimayó community 
on and off for 61 years, until his death in 
2015. The padre not only rehabilitated 
the chapel but oversaw the introduction 
of new grottoes and an outdoor worship 
area behind the Santuario, down next 
to the Santa Cruz River. He helped to 
negotiate the purchase of the Santo Niño 
chapel from Severiano Medina’s descen-
dants in 1992. Last year, the Santuario 
dedicated a bronze statue of Roca outside 
the Abeyta Welcome Center, which also 
sells wood figurines of him for $100.

But even Roca worried that he had 
irrevocably changed the Santuario. “The 
crowds are out of proportion,” he told 
United Press International. “The facility 
sometimes becomes a mess.” 

This was back in 1987.
 

GIL MARTINEZ, WHOSE ANCESTORS settled 
in the state over 400 years ago, had 
visited Chimayó almost every month 
throughout his adulthood when Father 
Julio Gonzales walked into his arts and 
craft store sometime in 2007. 

“Santuario for northern New Mexico 
is an icon,” says the 62-year-old graphic 
designer for the city of Santa Fe. 
“Everyone goes. If someone is sick, or you 
have a hard time, that’s it. You go there.”

Gonzales was slowly assuming Roca’s 
duties at the Santuario, so Martinez 
offered the priest a 9-foot-tall wooden 
statue of St. Francis of Assisi for free. 

“We deliver it weeks later, and 
he tells me, ‘My dream is to redo this 
whole (Santo Niño) chapel,’ ” Martinez 
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Gil Martinez, above 
right, with the first 
piece that Father 
Julio Gonzalez saw 
in his art studio — a 
carving of Saint 
Francis of Assisi 
— which Martinez 
later donated to 
the Santuario. 
Above, artwork 
commissioned 
by Gil Martinez 
and Nidia Corral 
Gomez, including a 
statue called “Three 
Cultures,” depicting 
an Anglo-American 
settler, a Hispano 
farmer and a Plains 
Indian. 
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remembers. “ ‘I want to do a children’s 
chapel.’ That was the best day of my life.”

Gonzales hired Martinez to completely 
renovate the chapel. He removed the ceil-
ing to expose the original vigas (load-car-
rying wooden beams) and installed mod-
ern artwork, pews and an altar. Gonzales 
was so impressed that he encouraged 
Martinez to do more. He donated a statue 
of a pilgrim, which now stands near the 
Santuario’s restrooms, and designed most 
of the area around the Santa Cruz River, 
including the “Three Cultures” statue, 
gazebo and prayer portals.

“Once we met the priest and we 
started, he had so many dreams to get 
things done, we just made it happen,” 
Martinez said. “It was a match that was 
meant to be.”

But soon, some began complaining 
that Gonzales and Martinez were cheap-
ening Chimayó.

Villagers have a history of resent-
ing ambitious newcomers who want 
to remake their home. In 1837, Native 
Americans and Hispanos in northern 
New Mexico rebelled against the Mexican 
governor in what became known as 
the Chimayó Revolt. Nearly 150 years 
later, merchants chased out Robert 
Redford, who wanted to film The Milagro 
Beanfield War (which dramatized 
northern New Mexico’s struggle between 
modernity and development), over fears 
that he would alter the town square. 
And in 2008, locals forced the Federal 
Communications Commission to paint a 
T-Mobile cellphone tower brown to better 
blend in with the landscape.

In 2011, the Santa Fe Archdiocese 
announced plans for a multimillion-dollar 
spiritual retreat. It had bought about 45 
acres of land in Chimayó over the years, 
and the shrine’s booming popularity, 
advocates argued, meant the Santuario 
needed to expand.

The proposed project would restore 
the former homes of Bernardo Abeyta 
and Severiano Medina, which stood 
across the street from the Santuario, and 
repurpose them as part of a complex that 
included conference rooms, a restaurant, 
another chapel, and rooms for overnight 
stays. Martinez would head a foundation 
to raise funds, while his brother, Louis, 
drew up designs.

“We’re bringing the spirituality back 
into Chimayó,” Martinez told the New 
Mexican at the time. 

Other residents resisted. They formed 
Chimayó Citzens for Community Planning 
to fight the Archdiocese. Its president was 
Raymond Bal, an Abeyta descendant who, 
with his sister, runs El Potrero Trading 
Post, which stands between the Santuario 
and the Santo Niño Chapel. His grand-
parents opened it as a general store in the 
1920s, but over the years it evolved into a 
gift shop for tourists.

The Santuario “was a place that 
belonged to us,” says the 61-year-old, who 
remembers when the daily 7 a.m. Mass 
was in Spanish because that was the 
primary language of the elders. 

“We had a tangible connection to the 

past,” he said. “It was like time stopped, 
and maybe we were time itself because 
we were the link between the past and 
the future. This imbued me and the 
people of the area with that feeling of, 
‘This really matters to me.’ ”

Bal also worried that the Archdiocese 
was starting to limit access, creating new 
rules and blocking easements around the 
property of his grandmother and others.

“The only person you could talk to 
is from the church, and they’d have a 
lawyer,” he said. “And you would need 

a lawyer. Like any older person would, 
they’d throw up their hands and say, ‘I 
can’t fight this.’ So they have to sell. And 
the only buyer is the church.”

At crowded town hall meetings 
organized by the Chimayó citizens’ group, 
Martinez and the Archdiocese tried to 
present their case. Most of those in atten-
dance were skeptical.

“We see the change is slow,” Bal now 
says. “We see the change tries to be 
organic. It’s organic to a certain degree 
until you realize that it’s not from the 
residents. And now, the future is some-
body else’s yet-to-be-seen plan.”

The Archdiocese put the retreat 
plans on hold. (Neither Gonzales nor the 
Archdiocese responded to requests for 
comment.) Martinez still feels “horrible” 
about the death of what he calls a “beau-
tiful project.” 

“In my mind, I thought we were doing 
a wonderful thing for the community,” he 
said. “It was going to help them with (the 
economy) in the area, because nobody has 
work there.”

He puts the blame squarely on Bal. 
“He was the biggest complainer of 

them all,” Martinez said. “As long as he’s 
around, he’s got enough power around the 
community that it’ll (never) happen.”

Built as a refuge from the troubles of 
mankind, the Santuario was now drown-
ing in them.

WHEN I SPOKE TO BRETT HENDRICKSON, 
describing the recent changes, I could 

hear him wince. “Oh, no,” he’d say. Or just 
a subdued, “Wow.”

Hendrickson is a professor of reli-
gious studies at Lafayette College in 
Pennsylvania who specializes in Mexican-
American popular religious devotions. He 
last saw the Santuario in 2015, as he fin-
ished research for a book about its history.

As a scholar of shrines, Hendrickson is 
sympathetic to the Bals and Martinezes 
of Chimayó. “A place has to stay dynamic 
to keep relevant,” he said. “You need 
the money and attention to keep it from 

decaying, but once you open the door, it’s 
like Pandora’s box. You can see how both 
sides have need for the place. They all 
want it to thrive, just in different ways.”

And the Santuario is clearly thriv-
ing. An article in the Santa Fe New 
Mexican about Conrado Vigil, a World 
War II veteran whose 1946 walk from 
his New Mexico hometown of Belen to 
the Santuario (a trip of about 120 miles) 
has inspired other pilgrims ever since, 
brought renewed media attention. This 
past summer, Forbes recommended a 
day trip; in October, Architectural Digest 
named Chimayó one of its “50 Most 
Beautiful Small Towns in America,” spe-
cifically citing the Santuario. 

Meanwhile, Louis Martinez says he 
last worked with the Archdiocese on its 
expansion plans about three years ago. 
But his design firm still prominently 
displays a “Chimayó Retreat” page among 
the featured projects on its website.

You don’t abandon beloved spots just 
because they’re changing, so I’ll continue 
to make my annual pilgrimage as long as 
I can. Entering the Santuario, praying at 
the Santo Niño chapel, still soothes, still 
serves as a respite from the clamor of 
day-to-day life. 

But the changes hurt. The world is 
seeping into the Santuario, whether I 
like it or not. So now when I step into 
the Pocito Room, the one place that has 
remained relatively untouched for two 
centuries, I kneel down to scoop up my 
dirt — and to remember the past.  

A couple in the 
Pocito Room, 
above left, where 
sand is replenished 
and blessed daily. 
Raymond Bal, 
above, a descendant 
of the farmer who 
originally built the 
Santuario, heads 
Chimayó Citzens 
for Community 
Planning, formed 
to fight the 
Archdiocese’s 
expansion plans. 
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MARKETPLACE

Notice to our advertisers: You can place 
classified ads with our online classified 
system. Visit hcn.org/classifieds. May 10 is 
the deadline to place your print ad in the 
May 27 issue. Call 800-311-5852, or email 
laurad@hcn.org for help or information. 

BUSINESS OPPORTUNITIES

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

CONFERENCES AND EVENTS

3rd Annual Taos Writers Conference  
July 12-14, 2019, in Taos, N.M. With over 21 
workshops and keynote speaker, poet Arthur 
Sze.  taoswritersconference.org.

Voices of Wisdom 2019 Southwest   
970-268-5214. Djbutterfly5@gmail.com 
Palisade, Colo. May 25 and 26; https://
www.sacredfire.foundation/event/voices-
of-wisdom-southwest/.

EMPLOYMENT

Chief Executive Officer at RCAC. See the 
full description at https://bit.ly/2WJ3HvY. 
Apply at RCAC@marcumllp.com. 

Staff Attorney, Alaska — Earthjustice 
is hiring for a Staff Attorney. https://app.
jobvite.com/j?cj=oL7H9fws&s=High_
Country_News.

Experiential Education Intern/
Assistant – Actively introduce students to 
experiential education, outdoor recreation 
and sustainability while engaging and 
challenging them to learn and participate 
in these diverse opportunities. Room, board, 
salary; starts August 2019. Contact: joel.
barnes@wasatchacademy.org.

Philanthropy Coordinator – Wyoming 
Wildlife Federation. Collaborates with the 
Executive Director and staff to ensure the 
effective implementation of all philanthropic 
activities. https://wyomingwildlife.org/
hiring-philanthropy-coordinator/.

Community Engagement Assistant –  The 
Idaho Conservation League (ICL) is seeking a 
dynamic community engagement assistant. 
The individual will work to identify and 
empower members, supporters, volunteers, 
and others to become involved in conservation 
issues, and to bring about positive local and 
statewide conservation awareness and policy 
change.  For full job description, please visit: 
https://www.idahoconservation.org/about/
job-openings/.

Trout Unlimited, North Idaho Field 
Coordinator – The field coordinator will work 
with TU members, other fishing organizations, 
community leaders, businesses and elected 
officials to build support for actions necessary 
to recover abundant, fishable populations 
of wild salmon and steelhead.  The position 
location is in North Idaho with a preference 
for the Lewiston area. For complete job 
description, see website, www.tu.org.  Send 
application materials to katie.becker@tu.org.

Northern Rockies Regional Director  
Visit our website for full description and to 
apply. No phone calls, please. NPCA is an 
EOE. https://www.npca.org/about/careers.

Executive Director  — The Flathead Lakers 
are seeking a dynamic, self-motivated and 
proven leader to be our next Executive 
Director (ED). 406-887-2166. tomcoxmt@
gmail.com https://flatheadlakers.org/.

HOME AND GARDEN

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

John Deere snow blower, 24” — Newly 
refurbished and tuned. Older model, great 
condition. Gasoline engine. Chains on 
tires. Heavy duty for mountain snow.  Call 
cellphone and leave message or email. 303-
594-7909. mpietras09@aol.com.

MERCHANDISE

Lunatec Hydration Spray Bottle — 
Clean off, cool off and drink. Multiple spray 
patterns. Better than you imagine. Try it.  
www.lunatecgear.com.

PROFESSIONAL SERVICES

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

PUBLICATIONS AND BOOKS

The Book of Barley — Collector’s item! The 
story of barley, the field crop; 50 years of 
nonfiction research. www.barleybook.com.

REAL ESTATE FOR RENT

Coming to Tucson? Popular vacation  
house, furnished, two bed,  one bath,  yard,  
dog-friendly.  Contact Lee at cloler@cox.net  
or 520-791-9246.

REAL ESTATE FOR SALE

Everland Mountain Retreat — 300 
acres with mountaintop lodge. Nonprofit 
relocating. www.everlandmountainretreat.
com.  

On the Wild Road with High Country 
News — Join HCN and Black Sheep 
Adventures on an expedition through the 
national parks and monuments of Utah 
and southwest Colorado, Sept. 7-15, 2019. 
Author and journalist Jonathan Thompson 
will be the tour leader as we explore Bears 
Ears, Zion, Bryce, Capitol Reef and Grand 
Staircase-Escalante. For more information, 
visit https://www.hcn.org/advertising/
wildroad-sept2019.

Executive Director  –  Badlands 
Conservation Alliance is seeking an Executive 
Director. For job description visit https://
www.badlandsconservationalliance.org/
hiring. 
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Qualify for California industrial hemp 
license? Former Northern Sierra winery, with 
2,208-square-foot commercial building, big 
lot, room to expand. ron.lunder@gmail.com 
or  call 530-256-3233.

Country Estate near Kings Canyon/
Sequoia Parks – Spectacular views of 
snowcapped Sierras, 15 miles from Kings 
Canyon/Sequoia Parks.  47 acres with two 
homes, 75-foot pool, gym, patios, gardens. 
1,670 square-foot main home has three 
bedrooms, one bath, built 2008.  1,163 
square-foot guest house two bedrooms, one 
bath. 559-917-3040 nmcmanus@c21mm.com 
http://EscapeToTheCountry.c21.com

40-acre Lamborn Mountain Retreat, 
Paonia, Colo.  — One-of-a-kind gem borders 
public lands/West Elk Wilderness.  Privacy, 
creek, spring, irrigation, access.  $265,000. 
Info at https://hcne.ws/LambornMT or call 
970-683-0588.

Energy-efficient — Unique custom home 
in Sangre de Cristo Mountains of Colorado 
near La Veta Pass. Three-bed, two-and-one-half 
bath, private gated park, two hours from Taos, 
N.M.  Contact: karin81089@gojade.org or  
719-379-3442.

Two earth-berm passive solar houses  
Walk through century-old mesquite Mexican 
doors into the huge adobe walled courtyard 
connecting the two homes. Incredible 
property in an astoundingly beautiful area 
in the Mimbres Valley. 575-519-8259.

Gila National Forest, N.M. — Beautiful 
off-the-grid passive solar near the CDT.  9.4 
acres, north of Silver City. Sam, 575-388-1921.

TOURS AND TRAVEL

Copper Canyon, Mexico — Camping, hiking, 
backpacking, R2R2R, Tarahumara Easter,  
Mushroom Festival, www.coppercanyontrails.
org. 

UNIVERSITIES AND SCHOOLS

Instructors: Get High Country News 
for FREE in your classroom!  Help your 
students unravel the complex issues of the 
American West with this tremendous resource, 
which includes: 

– A copy of the magazine for each student in 
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– An email to the instructor the week of 
publication, including a link to the PDF copy 
of the magazine for planning purposes. 

– Access to our librarian for curated HCN 
stories on specific fields of study and topics. 

– Full access to our website, including our 
rich archive of 45-plus years of High Country 
News. Sign up at hcnu.org/edu.
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PHOTO ESSAY | BY MICHAEL A. ESTRADA

Freedom of movement
Emily Taylor remembers the first time she met another black climber outside of 
work. It was three years ago — after she’d been climbing for more than two decades. 
For years, Taylor, who lives in Oakland, California, has been advocating for better 
representation in the outdoor community, but the response from industry leaders 
has been vague and negligent. “They have been so careless and haphazard and not 
understanding of their own cultural bias,” she said. Some companies have taken 
shallow measures to appear more diverse, but meaningful efforts, such as seriously 
looking into why there are so few black climbers, have not followed. Before it can 
move forward, the industry must grapple with the harrowing violence black people 
have endured in the United States, Taylor explained: “We have generational and 
ancestral trauma about having rope around our bodies.” 

So Taylor, a professional climber and climbing coach, created her own initiatives 
to diversify the sport, including a group called Brown Girls Climbing. Having a 
black coach can help young climbers, including non-binary kids, navigate the 
predominantly white spaces of climbing gyms, and feel safe there. One way Taylor 
does this is by incorporating stories of black heroes into skill-building exercises. For 
example, during a lesson on “quiet feet” — carefully avoiding shoe squeaks while 
climbing, to ensure efficiency and proper technique — she described how Harriet 
Tubman helped slaves escape to freedom without “making a sound.” All of them 
know that story, she said. Creating an intentional space for fledgling climbers has 
been personally liberating for Taylor: “These girls can walk in (the climbing gym) 
and can see somebody that looks like them.” JESSICA KUTZ

Left, Emily Taylor and her 9-year-old daughter, Milo. “I’m giving her an understanding  and a freedom of her own movement,” Taylor said, by teaching Milo, a 
member of Brown Girls Climbing, about the sport. 
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Kaily Heitz, left, and Emily 
Taylor scope out a route. 
Taylor started the Black 
Climbers Collective to create 
a safe space for climbers 
separate from the POC 
climbing community. “When 
we group (POC) all together, 
there is still a lack of healing 
space for me,” Taylor said. 
Middle, Taylor brings down 
Heitz after she topped out on 
a route. Across, Taylor holds 
the hand of one of her pupils, 
explaining why her hands 
hurt and what she can do to 
prevent it.

Top, Taylor assists 5-year-old Aki Williams-Rawlings. “Brown Girls Climbing was 
basically an answer to creating a safe space for girls and their emotions and their 
movement,” Taylor said. “But also celebrating ourselves as brown and black women.” 
Above, Taylor speaks to the girls.

Left, Emily Taylor and her 9-year-old daughter, Milo. “I’m giving her an understanding  and a freedom of her own movement,” Taylor said, by teaching Milo, a 
member of Brown Girls Climbing, about the sport. 
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Currents of consent and control
M has decided to tell him that she cheated on him, that the 
form for the disclosure will be a letter, that the conversation 
will happen tonight. She’s also going to file a report about the 
time she can’t remember. That time she was blacked out when 
friends saw her coworker carrying her up the stairs, and how in 
the morning, when she found herself in his bed and remembered 
nothing, she asked, “Was I good?” because she didn’t know what 
else to do. In the crowded coffee shop she sits across from me, 
her shaking hands holding the small red cup of frothed milk. 
She ushers the mug halfway to her mouth and her mouth half-
way to the mug, but she doesn’t take a sip. 

I’m sitting across from her because I’ve also grappled — am 
always grappling — with the questions she asks.

I can’t figure out what’s what, she says. 
Where was I wrong and I need to take responsibility, and 

where do I get to say, “But listen, I don’t know when sex is 
something I own, and when it’s something I owe?” When are my 
infidelities separate and when are they inextricable from the 
other stuff  — by which she means a litany of rape and assault 
and harassment and coercion and subtle and overt messag-
ing about what it means to be a woman in a culture built on 
misogyny and patriarchy. Where do I hold up the mirror to my 
actions and where do I say: Wait — how exactly was I supposed 
to know there was any other way? 

I’m conflating her words with mine, her story with mine, be-
cause they overlap in ways that render them indistinguishable 
at times. Perhaps your story lives here, too. 

And because neither of us can untether the guilt and shame 
from stories of worth built around the way a body looks and who 
it is for, we’ve collided in this small coffee shop to do the work of 
unraveling, of trying to dislodge an instance or a word from an 
action downstream. 

If what we fear about ocean currents is their power to push us 
into vast and unimaginable spaces, fear of rivers comes from the 
power of currents to push us into small, tight ones. The Animas 
River in southwest Colorado isn’t the only river to build strain-
ers, but it is the river I know best.

During spring runoff or following heavy rains when water 
sweeps the landscape and hauls debris into the main channel, 
downed logs or fences or vehicles snatch small bits from the 
current and incorporate them into a growing mass — a strainer 
— that alters a river’s movement. From above the surface, a 
strainer may appear to be nothing more than a single log or a 
bouncing twig, but below it, those fragmented bits of detritus 
weave together a web of snapped stems. Strainers grow and 
change this way, gathering and releasing, trapping and storing. 
Over time, they reshape the course of the river from within.

I can’t help but think of strainers as resembling a collection 
of memories. And if strainers are where memories are stored, 
then the river is the body and the life shaped by them. Like 
memories, strainers force a life to slow down and avoid certain 

corners. Sometimes memories are dislodged and carried to an-
other part of the body, but once there, they are always there. 

M isn’t sure what the letter should include. A litany of sins that 
began well before her infidelity — a word we’re struggling with 
even now? Or just a few instances that exemplify trends? How 
can she even begin to explain a complicated relationship with 
sex and desire and power, without making excuses? When are 
they not excuses but subconscious responses that come from the 
layering of stories and meaning we collect over years, that build 
and solidify in such a way so as to inspire the response, “Was I 
good”? 

“Be good” lodged itself into our story the same way “make 
him want you” was pervasive in every message in every maga-
zine and rom-com and advertisement and conversation about 
being wanted; “be good” is about pleasing men. To not “be good” 
was, at best, a surefire way to live a lonely and celibate life and, 
at worst, a reason for men to inflict violence. To not be what men 
wanted us to be, in any given moment, was to risk something — 
a job or promotion, a perceived friendship, a lover, a life. 

I tuned in recently to a podcast called In the No. Over the 
course of the three-part series, the host, Kaitlin Prest, does a 
resounding job of trying to parse dynamics of power to define 
and understand her role in a complicated relationship with sex. 
To differentiate the things she does from those done to her; to 
define consent. At one point, she records herself in a chilling 
interaction that by some accounts might imply consent, but the 
hesitation in her voice is all too familiar. Someone pressures and 
she says no, but it’s a whisper and then a question. 

Why do we say “Yes” when we mean “No?” Or when we mean 
“No!” why do we say, “No?” Is consent even possible when many 
of us have never understood that it’s OK to want sex or that sex 
can be for us and not for someone else? These two messages — 
“make him want you” and “tell him no” — don’t work in concert 
with each other; trying to find solid footing between them can 
make you lose your balance. 

Once I stopped to wander on top of a large and exposed 
strainer in the Animas River, which is a good way to 
break an ankle. I tested every step, pressing my weight in 
measured increments into the spongy surface, finding balance on 
larger bridges of logs that built the framework for the twigs and 
mud and smaller things wedged between. On a quick count, the 
human objects folded into the tapestry of timber and soil includ-
ed: six paddles, five bottles, one flip-flop, multiple but unmatched 
tennis shoes, two left-footed Chacos, cameras, a bowling pin, a 
whiskey bottle, a film canister full of marijuana, pill bottles and 
multiple unopened cans of PBR. Perhaps most fascinating about 
this collection was the way the items had become indistinguish-
able from one another. So woven into the fabric of the strainer 
were the artifacts that if you began trying to separate anything 
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out, it seemed the entire structure might unravel. 
I didn’t learn that strainers were called strainers when I was 

young and living near the Animas. Only after I was introduced 
to boating in my mid-20s did I learn that strainers are the 
single greatest threat to swimmers in a river, particularly when 
the water is high and the current swift. Friends who raft and 
kayak have stories about avoiding them, or getting caught in 
them, and an unlucky few have stories about people who weren’t 
able to move through those layered chambers. 

But to paint strainers as purely dangerous is inaccurate and 
dangerous in and of itself, and disregards the other 99.9% of 
species reliant on the river. It disregards the role strainers play 
in making the river what it is. 

Strainers trap sediment that otherwise washes downstream. 
They provide food for aquatic insects by ensnaring leaves and 
fish carcasses. The overhead cover creates a critical escape for 
fish eager to dodge a bald eagle’s sharp eyes and talons. And 
strainers do their own work to temper the energy of floods, help-
ing to mellow a downstream current by pushing water out and 
away, by holding it back. Strainers are warning signs and death 
traps, safe houses and full pantries, the collectors of stories. 
M draws the red mug to her lips again, but the frothy milk 
doesn’t appear to be diminishing. She just holds it there. 

M says, Here’s the thing: I want to use these experiences for 
good. To be good. And not “good” in some puritanical sense of the 
word or for anyone else. I want to feel like I’m in control of the 
decisions that I make, that I understand the reasons, and then I 
ensure they align with my own moral values. I want to put this 
cluster of memories and lessons, subconscious and not, to work 
for me — to reclaim the narrative — not just act because this les-
son of being wanted and needed was lodged so deep in my brain 
that I can’t flow apart from it.   

Together we attempt to step outside the current, to under-
stand the forces at work and try to find words that might help 
unravel the story. To redirect “make him want you” to “you are 
safe to say what you want. You are safe to want. You will be 
heard.”

Strainers define a river by altering its course and pace. 
By collecting and storing remnants — from flood events 
and droughts, passersby and long-term acquaintances — strain-
ers act as the record, reminding the river of things come and gone.

Our own memories come together in much the same way, 
simultaneously present and ephemeral, defining and evading 
us. Like memories, strainers can exert a dam-like dominance, 
rendering us immobile at times. But like dams and like memo-
ries, those lived and those passed down through story, strainers 
are not permanent. 

In drought, strainers are robbed of their fodder. In flood, their 
core shaken and reshaped. And when a strainer backs up too 
much energy behind it, the river swallows it whole, dispersing and 
reshaping the pieces, rewriting the story, reclaiming its course.  



42  High Country News  May 13, 2019

To walk is human;

ESSAY | BY ANTONIA MALCHIK

of our walk home from 
school, my daughter paused to pick up 
a handful of snow and shape it into a 
ball. “This is a unicorn egg,” she told me, 
planting it in the thigh-high snowbank 
next to the sidewalk. This was the fourth 
unicorn egg we’d planted that day, along 
with a dog egg and an allicorn egg (an 
allicorn, for those not in the know, is a 
unicorn pegasus) and one particularly 
large egg that would eventually, in what-
ever mythology we were creating, birth 
an entire menagerie. While she made up 
stories, rambling on about a unicorn and 
a rock and a frog in a river, I breathed 
deep, lingering over the smell of wet snow 
that hovered between a chinook-like 
dampness and the bite of our recent sub-
zero temperatures.

Ever since my family made the 
move from an exurban house where we 
were completely dependent on our two 
cars into a walkable town, the effects of 
walking have crept into all corners of 
our life, from my own health to our two 
kids’ sense of independence. We’ve been 
walking or biking to school most days for 
nearly three years now, ever since my 
daughter started kindergarten. At first, 
she preferred biking to the half-hour 
walk, but the benefits of wandering — 
and the imaginings it can inspire — grad-
ually took over the desire for speed.

I’ve also spent the last two years 
writing and researching a 
book about walking. In the 
process, I clocked 

upward 

of 2,000 miles on foot, in Denver and 
New York City, in Montana’s Great Bear 
Wilderness and along England’s Norfolk 
coast, and in my hometown in northwest 
Montana. What walking has given me 
can never be distilled onto a Fitbit or 
calorie counting app. Rather, I am far 
more aware now of how my senses help 
my brain filter and interpret the vast 
sea of information constantly shifting 
around me, allowing me to not just move 
through the world, but to understand 
my own place within it. I’ve seen the 
same transformation in my son: At 10, 
he started walking to and from school by 
himself, and realized that he could also 
walk to after-school karate or wander to 
the library or a friend’s house and then 
home again without his parents. Many of 
his friends who were driven everywhere 
didn’t know how to get from one side 
of town to the other, a 15- to 20-minute 
walk. In walking, my son discovered a 
sense of ownership over his own life, a 
kind of self-determination that’s rare for 
a young child. 

Walking a thousand miles a year 
hasn’t given me a tidy list for how to live 
a good and effective life that I could stick 
up on the refrigerator. But it’s kept the 

promise contained in the 
Latin phrase solvitur 
ambulando,  
 

or “it is solved by walking.” Originally 
used to describe a premise that is 
explored through practical experiment, 
the phrase has been used by thinkers, 
writers and travelers throughout millen-
nia of written history, people who believed 
— because they walked and found it to 
be true — that walking was an answer to 
the stuck thought, the sorrowing heart, 
the moral dilemma. It is the realization 
that freedom of the mind is intertwined 
with freedom of movement.

Homo sapiens evolved from various 
hominin species that spent something 
like 6 million years learning to walk 
upright on two feet and developing habits 
of motion, work and social relation-
ships alongside that evolution. So it’s no 
surprise that walking helps us build and 
maintain community, in large part by 
developing relationships with people of 
varying backgrounds through seemingly 
inconsequential daily interactions. It is 
through walking — and by making walk-
able, mobile lives possible for all of us, 
not just a privileged few — that we can 
begin to restore the communities frac-
tured by car-centric design, lives spent 
online and a polarized social-political 
sphere. Walking, alone or with others, 
allows us to question the rigidity of our 
own beliefs, whether it’s a political ideol-
ogy or the potential of snowballs to turn 
into unicorns. 

I’ve walked off sadness, anxiety, anger 
and fear, wandering until whatever 

dark emotion gripped me receded 
enough that I could place it in 
perspective. Depression in particu-

lar has lost its power. When 
that familiar numbness creeps 
through my fingers and heart, 
I force myself to step outside no 
matter the weather, to walk a 
little, even just to the mailbox. 
Not once has it failed to remind 
me that life is a beautiful, com-
plex thing worth living.

That is what I thought of 
as I watched my daughter play 
in the snowbanks, drinking in 
the cold air: That there is power 
in this act of walking together, 
that we’re building something 
curiously resilient. Even if the 
eggs my daughter plants never 
hatch into baby unicorns, I 
know that there is magic in our 
walking. 

to reflect, divine
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WYOMING
The headline in The New York Times 
didn’t pull any punches: “Sorry, Insta-
grammers, you are ruining Wyoming.” 
Tourists who post “geotagging photo-
graphs” on social media are drawing 
crowds of people to beautiful places 
that used to be remote, said Brian 
Modena, a member of the Jackson 
Hole Travel and Tourism Board. “We 
want people to have a real connection 
to nature,” he said, “not just a page 
with a pin on it.”  The board suggests 
that visitors cease their bragging and 
use a generic location tag: “Tag Re-
sponsibly, Keep Jackson Hole Wild.”

CALIFORNIA
The relationship between Southern 
California’s humans and their coyote 
neighbors has been “more than a little 
strained” over the past few years, re-
ports Atlas Obscura, largely owing to 
the coyotes’ diet. Sometimes the menu 
consists of food from garbage cans, 
but now and then somebody’s pet goes 
missing. To pin down exactly what coy-
otes eat, National Park Service ecologist Justin 
Brown trained volunteers to act as “poop scouts.” 
Searchers were taught to look at the ground for 
“links about the size of their thumbs, with ta-
pered ends.” Back in the lab, researchers put the 
coyote scat into panty hose, washed it, and then 
baked it to kill parasites before analyzing what 
was left behind. Atlas Obscura says more than 
3,200 samples have now been studied, reveal-
ing that LA’s coyotes definitely enjoy feasting on 
domestic cats, as well as fruit from ornamental 
trees like figs, rabbits, gophers and insects and 
human food leftovers. Coyotes are not dainty eat-
ers; they gulp their food whole, Brown said, and 
unlikely aperitifs like work gloves, a condom, 
shoelaces and “plenty of packaging” turned up 
in some scat. Residents are naturally unhappy 
when coyotes bite them or devour their pets, but 
as the researchers noted, “Coyotes are living 
pretty much everywhere, and a lot of them aren’t 
causing conflicts.” Where they do get into trouble, 
say researchers, it’s important to “control their 
food sources.”

COLORADO
If you’re ever in Grand Junction, Colorado — at 
some 60,000 people, the biggest city on the 

Western Slope — check out its garbage trucks, 
street sweepers, dump trucks and buses, because 
every vehicle is run on human poop. Anaerobic 
digestion starts breaking down the organic mat-
ter at the Persigo Wastewater Plant. Then the 
raw biogas the plant produces is collected and 
turned into renewable natural gas, or biometh-
ane, which can then be used for electricity, heat 
or fuel for vehicles. The result, as the Guardian 
reported back in 2016, is “like finding a diamond 
in the sludge,” especially compared to the old 
method of “simply flaring off the raw gas into the 
atmosphere” or burning diesel or gasoline.  Don 
Tonello, who recently retired as wastewater ser-
vices manager for the city, said the Persigo plant 
may be the only one in the nation that powers 
its vehicles with biomethane. The biomethane 
is produced during the night, and vehicles fill 
up their tanks for the next morning. In less 
than a decade, the project, worth $2.8 million, is 
expected to pay for itself.

It’s a different story in Weld County, in the 
northeastern part of Colorado. Though its 
Heartland Biogas plant, a $115 million anaerobic 
digester, does an efficient job of turning cattle 
manure and food waste into renewable biogas, 
some rural residents say the operation stinks 
— literally. In fact, the county shut down the 

plant, reports the Coloradoan, 
after some 600 complaints about 
dizziness, headaches and the 
nasty smell of “scorched manure.” 
The company says it’s working 
to solve the odor problem, but in 
its defense claims that “about 10 
people made most of the (com-
plaints).”  Heartland Biogas has 
been in operation since 2015 and 
has contracts with Sacramento, 
California, as well as Weld 
County. 

ALASKA
“They’ll never be able to link it 
to us,” crowed poacher Andrew 
Renner, 41, to his son Owen, 18, 
of Wasilla, Alaska. They’d gone 
out to Esther Island in Prince 
William Sound to kill a hiber-
nating black bear, confidently 
assuming no one would ever 
discover their crime. Unfortu-
nately for them, a government 
stop-motion camera caught 
their every move. The poachers 

shot a mother bear in her den and after her two 
panicked cubs began bawling, the men slaugh-
tered them as well. The video shows the two 
men in front of the den, high-fiving their bloody 
hands, reports the Washington Post, while one 
can be heard boasting: “We go where we want 
to kill shit.” The Post notes: “Had it not been for 
the camera,  the duo’s illegal hunting — and 
efforts to cover up what they had done — would 
not have led to criminal charges last year.” Faced 
with the video evidence gathered by the Alaska 
Department of Fish and Game and the U.S. For-
est Service, the men pleaded guilty to unlawful 
killing of the bears. Andrew Renner was sen-
tenced to three months in jail, fined $9,000, and 
his hunting license was revoked for 10 years. 
His son’s license was suspended for two years, 
and he was required to do community service. 
An Alaskan assistant attorney general called the 
case “the most egregious bear cub poaching case 
his office has ever seen.”

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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COLORADO There’s a community for everyone. MICHAEL JOHN JURYNEC 
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