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EDITOR’S NOTE

Love and strength

IN FEBRUARY 1944, Robert Desnos, a French poet, journalist and member of the French Resistance,
was arrested by the Gestapo, to be tortured, interrogated and incarcerated. That July, from a
concentration camp in Czechoslovakia and under pitiable conditions, he wrote a letter to his lover,
Youki Foujita, imagining their reunion in Paris. “For my part, I'm taking a deep swig of youth, and I
will return filled with love and strength,” he wrote. “Will this letter reach you in time for your birthday?
Iwould have liked to give you a hundred thousand American cigarettes, a dozen couture dresses, an
apartment on the rue de Seine, an automobile, a little house in the Compiégne forest, the one on Belle
Isle and alittle four-penny bouquet. In my absence, you can go ahead and buy the flowers. Iwill repay
you for them. The rest I promise you for later.”

Desnos remained imprisoned until June of 1945, dying of typhus shortly after liberation. He was
unable to keep his promise, but he left us all a gift, abody of work that bore witness to that terrible time.
I have returned to Desnos’ words often in the last few weeks, feeling the weight of this surreal moment,
the fear and isolation this virus has thrown upon us. I have taken heart in the optimism of that letter,
its ability to imagine beauty beyond horror.

I have taken similar inspiration from the courageous staff of this magazine, who have worked for
weeks to bring you this issue. In it, we bear witness for the West, presenting a picture of the region
as it currently stands: cities in lockdown, rural doctors girding for the worst, an economy in turmoil.
But we are also working at keeping our spirits up, and so we offer you pro tips from the natural world
on how to physically distance, along with advice on getting outdoors ethically. Beyond the pandemic,
the world is moving faster than you'd think, so we have balanced our COVID-19 coverage with other
stories from the region, as we plan to do in issues to come.

These are uncertain times, and we do not know what the future holds. It seems clear, however, as I
shelter in place in western Colorado, worried for loved ones, waiting for a flatter curve, that the world
hasbeen forever changed. One thing that won’t change, though, is our promise to work hard, to report
what we learn, to write it all down, to make sense of the West as best we can — and to be here for you,
with love and strength, when the terror of this time has lifted.

Brian Calvert, editor-in-chief
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FEATURES

No Trick of Light

The beauty of Los Angeles
is still here for all to see

ON THE COVER

Sunset Boulevard is eerily quiet since shelter-in-place
orders were enacted in Los Angeles. One of the city’s
most iconic thoroughfares, on any given day it’s normally
teeming with cars and pedestrians. Now, businesses

are closed, parking spots are empty, and the ubiquitous
billboards and movie posters seem to be advertising to no
one. Roger Kisby / HCN

28

Near Broadway in Los Angeles’ Chinatown (above).
Roberto (Bear) Guerra

Some of the handmade masks community members have
donated to the Jackson Hole Community Mask Project
at Keegan Pfeil’s home in Jackson, Wyoming. Pfeil has
collected and donated thousands of masks to protect
patients and health-care workers at St. John’s Health.
The group is also donating masks to high-risk workers

at grocery stores, post offices and other essential
businesses (right).

Sofia Jaramillo / HCN
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hcne.ws/digi-5205

Follow us @highcountrynews
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LETTERS

High Country News is dedicated to independent
journalism, informed debate and discourse in the
public interest. We welcome letters through digital
media and the post. Send us a letter, find us on social,
or email us at editor@hcn.org.

ENDOWMENTS
“Land-Grab Universities” (April
2020) called for reconciliation
efforts at schools that have endow-
ments derived in part from the tak-
ingof Native Americanlandsinthe
19th century. South Dakota State
University has dedicated around
$636,000 in annual endowment
income from these lands to pro-
grams and support for Native
students. If all 52 universities in
your investigation were to do the
same, approximately $22 million
would be available annually for
these kinds of programs, based on
a 4.4% average payout on a com-
bined total of $495 million, the
estimated inflation-adjusted pres-
ent value of their endowments.
Cornell University, with the
largest endowment, would invest
$4 million a year in Native pro-
grams. The next largest, Montana
State University, would pony up
$1.6 million. And the Univer-
sity of California system, where I
work, would contribute $597,051.
Oregon State University, near the

median, would spend $184,019.

I do not know whether other
universities are spending any-
where near what these endow-
ments earn, like South Dakota
State is doing. But users can
easily add a column to the data-
base that High Country News has
made public to calculate a 4.4%
payout (which the Congressio-
nal Research Service recently
found to be the average university
endowment payout) based on the
estimated present value of these
endowments. That number could
indeed be an interesting tool for
further research, and — hopefully
— potentially productive discus-
sions with these universities.

Jon Christensen, via email

TRUE PARTNERSHIPS NEEDED

This is a much-needed deep dive
into the issue of land “grant” uni-
versities. Let’s hope this sparks
real dialogue and action today as
we move forward with true part-
nerships with Indigenous people,
education of Indigenous students,

hiring of Indigenous faculty and
staff, and ethical research to sup-
port (and in collaboration with)
Indigenous communities.
Michael Dockry, via Facebook

NECESSARY HISTORY
We’re actually covering set-
tler colonialism and some of its
ramifications now in my class,
specifically related to water
resources and ecology, as it prob-
lematizes ideas of ecological res-
toration, stakeholders, historical
water rights and other things we
treat as givens in the dominant
culture. And I totally agree with
this last statement: “ “You can’t go
back and change the beginning,’
Dunn said. ‘But you can start
today and change the ending.” ”
Here’s hoping. (I may make this
supplemental reading!)

Jamie Browne, via Facebook

ANTI-RATIONAL RACISTS
In his essay “The road to ecofas-
cism” (April 2020), Brian Calvert
is right about the Nazis’ perver-
sion of environmentalism; their
mystical feelings for the land
did indeed add to a “romantic
populism” that led in the “dark
direction” of racism. But we need
not worry about American envi-
ronmentalists going in that direc-
tion; they care about the whole
world, not just the USA.

Al Gore’s association of envi-
ronmentalism with our national
character is arational and healthy
appreciation, even if it’s overly
optimistic. The danger in pre-
World War II Germany was an
irrational, ethnocentric assump-
tion, so easily felt, that fed into

that nation’s version of national
exceptionalism. Gore’s vision sets
a high standard without denigrat-
ing other countries.

“Cactus Ed” Abbey, as Calvert
implies, took pride in his politi-
cal incorrectness, which unfor-
tunately allowed his racism,
misogyny and elitism to mar his
otherwise stellar environmental
stance. His libertarian side would
never have let him become fas-
cist, eco-or otherwise. Nor doIsee
any signs that Abbey’s fans are
racist (though they may be some-
what elitist).

I simply don’t see modern
American environmentalists
heading toward ecofascism. On
the contrary, the current pop-
ulist movement is irrationally
anti-environmental and rac-
ist. Donald Trump is proud to
be a developer, his administra-
tion is chipping away at envi-
ronmental safeguards, and his
supporters have remarkably nar-
row vision. They are the danger.
Environmentalists these days are
rational, humanistic and world-
ly, and are trying to lead in the
direction of the light.

John Watson-Jones, via email

FASCISM IS ALREADY HERE

I think we’d best beware of the
“fascism” that we already have!
Trump is using the COVID-19
pandemic to relax environmen-
tal standards for industries as it
is. If anything, we’re going in a
totally opposite direction than
what this suggests. Our once-rel-
evant Environmental Protection
Agency has been mostly hijacked
early on by the Trump admin-

“Let’s hope this sparks real dialogue and action today as we
move forward with true partnerships with Indigenous people,
education of Indigenous students, hiring of Indigenous
faculty and staff, and ethical research to support (and in
collaboration with) Indigenous communities.”
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istration. Andrew Wheeler, the
present EPA head, worked previ-
ously as a coal industry lobbyist,
and Trump’s first appointed head
was a climate change denier. So
it’s unlikely that we are headed
for “ecofascism” any time soon.
You know, there are at least two
extremes, and there’s such a thing
as doing things right and for the
right reason. And it’s not impossi-
ble to do so.

Danny Comer, via Facebook

NEW NORMS

The way forward requires a new
norm. As David Sloan Wilson
writes in The Neighborhood Proj-
ect, “If you’re undermining the
commons, you're degrading your
soul.”

Wesley Rolley, via Facebook

WHAT BROADBAND OFFERS

The author of “Wiring the Wild”
(Outdoor Rec & Travel 2020)
asserts that the Park Service’s
mission is to “conserve and enter-
tain,” but what about the essen-
tial mission of interpretation:
enabling visitors to experience
and learn about natural and cul-
tural features, and in the process
protecting the parks through
greater public understanding and
appreciation? The article failed
to note that broadband offers the
potential for the Park Service to
offer more virtual interpretive
resources and programs: on-de-
mand graphics and ranger-nar-
rated videos that are not subject
to vandalism or wear and tear
and which can be updated more
readily.

Steven Semken, via email

WHAT ACTION CAN WE TAKE?

Iread the article about the Nation-
al Park Service allowing new cell
towers in the Teton Range. It
sounds immediately like a horren-
dous idea, and yet it is happening.
You’d think the Park Service would
know better, but alas. I went to
the Park Service site but could not
find any comment opportunities
on the plan. It would be of great
help if you could provide links

“If you really love nature, then you would
mourn the devastation of even a marginal
population loss of this animal.”

that offer more info on the sub-
ject, and — even better — specif-
ic actions that readers could take.
Hong Son, via email

INTRUSIVE TECHNOLOGY

While I share the concern as to
the intrusion of technology and
impact of placement of towers, I
am also reminded of the multi-
ple deaths and rescues that have
occurred due to ill-advised flat-
landers who attempted to climb
Longs Peak or similar destina-
tions in Rocky Mountain National
Park in poor weather conditions.
You’re not going to be able to stop
people from doing so, and had
they had a cell signal, that would
have increased their chances of
being rescued alive, rather than
their bodies found only once the
snow melted. We need solutions
that will balance both safety con-
cerns and the desire to maintain a
wilderness experience.

John W. Thomas, via email

SPOOKABLE SHEEP

This is sad news indeed, but after
working with the Forest Service
on bighorn sheep range studies
for three summers in the back-
country, it comes as no surprise
(“Competitor of conscience,” Out-
door Rec & Travel 2020). Bighorns
are a sensitive and easily spooked
genus. Researchers need to make
sure their data is rock-solid, do
additional studies if needed,
consult outside biologists and
ecologists, make rational deci-
sions, and set closures which are
then policed and enforced. I'm a
British Columbia skier, but if the
sheep need our support, then we
need to make sure they’ve got it.
Our playground and backcountry
is their home. I'll deal with the
change, but they may not be able

to. If you really love nature, then
you would mourn the devastation
of even a marginal population
loss of this animal.

Jim Hardcastle, via Facebook

MORE THAN ‘SNOW-BLIND’
In response to Nick Bowlin’s arti-
cle about Backcountry Film Fes-
tival (“Snow-blind,” Outdoor Rec
& Travel 2020), we at the Back-
country Film Festival and Winter
Wildlands Alliance would like to
address what Bowlin’s critique
missed.

BCFF’s films come from a
variety of backgrounds, speak to
relevant issues regarding a vari-
ety of backcountry and environ-
mental issues, and are considered
for their ability to inspire, create
conversation and represent each
attendee’s backcountry experi-
ence. We were disappointed in
the article’s structure as a stand-
alone film review from the view-
point of the broader ski industry
and classic ski movie genre.

Every season, we call for
films that represent WWA’s mis-
sion to promote and preserve
winter wildlands, showcase
human-powered winter adven-
tures, empower the backcountry
community and/or include a call
to action. These are not your stan-
dard “ski-porn” films.

A call for filmmakers to create
this content, as the article some-
what does, is the first step, one
we’ve been taking for the past 15
years. However, Bowlin missteps
in discrediting the storytellers
who currently create this con-
tent and the reason those stories
come together. The article ignores
BCFF’s purpose as a vital com-
munity event and fundraiser sup-
porting local policy and advocacy
work, avalanche centers, snow

education, backcountry retailers
and outdoor nonprofits (to name a
few). Since we started our national
tour, BCFF has raised $1,300,000
for these communities.

BCFF brings us together to
share in the importance of wild
winters, conservation and respon-
sible recreation. We will continue
screening diverse films that speak
to our audiences and the back-
country issues they care about. To
all HCN readers, please consider
submitting your film for the 2020-
’21 season. We’d love to see it.
Melinda Quick, via email

ETHICS PER SE

Most Western states have regulat-
ed seasons for shed hunting and
designated open and closed areas
(“The ethics of shed-hunting,”
Outdoor Rec & Travel 2020). Noth-
ing unethical about following
these regulations to shed hunt.
Those who flout the regulations
are not only unethical but com-
mitting crimes. Shed hunting per
se is not unethical.

Richard B. Jones, via email

ANTLERS AS CALCIUM

In regard to “The ethics of
shed-hunting”: Rodents and oth-
er animals consume shed antlers
and bone as a valuable source
of calcium and other nutrients,
especially in arid and semi-arid
environments. Once collecting
becomes an industry, it is cer-
tainly bound to have a negative
impact, much like wild gingko
collecting in the Eastern U.S.
Craig Keyzer, via email
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WHAT WORKS

Adapting for access

Amid the outbreak, health clinic outreach for immigrants has shifted
to Facebook and smartphones.

BY JESSICA KUTZ

FOR MOST OF HER CAREER,
Sheila Soto, a public health worker
based in Tucson, Arizona, has
worked to bring health services
directly to low-income and immi-
grant communities. She grew up
in Idaho, where her parents were
farmworkers, and spent much of
her early career doing commu-
nity outreach to immigrants and
Latino agricultural workers.

“I honestly hated working in
the fields when I was young,” she
told me. “So I promised myself I
would do whatever I could to get
to college and to help my people so
we wouldn’t be suffering so much.”

After getting her master’s degree
in public health at the University
of Arizona, she joined the Primary
Prevention Mobile Health Unit
Program, a university initiative
that provides preventive health
services and screenings to immi-
grant communities across the
country, from the nearby border
town of Nogales in rural Coch-
ise County to the city of Denver,
Colorado. The program is based

on an already-successful national
model, in which approximately
2,000 roving mobile health clinics
provide outreach and resources to
underserved populations.

The initiative has tried to
address the enormous health
barriers facingimmigrant commu-
nities in the West — from bridging
the language and culture gap in
services to connecting undocu-
mented immigrants to health clin-
icsatatime when many are afraid
to access federal services.

But in just a few weeks, the
program has had to adapt to a
new challenge: reaching resi-
dents during a global pandemic.
Public health workers like Soto
who have dedicated their lives to
their communities, building trust
through in-person visits, have had
to change their methods entirely.
But the information they are
providingis more urgent than ever.

“We are literally going down a
list of all the people (whom) we’ve
encountered and luckily, they are
answering their phones,” said Dr.

Cecilia Rosales, director of the
Mobile Health Program. “They
are very grateful that we are call-
ing them.”

Rosales has spent most of her
career bridging the health-care
access gap for rural and immi-
grant residents in the Southwest
through new programming and
research. Now, she says, COVID-19
is adding an additional challenge.

“What this pandemic is doing,
or at least the impact it is having
on communities, is it is adding to
their already existing anxiety and
fear, not just in accessing medical
services, but also social services,’
Rosales said. “We have a lot of
mixed-status families, (who) even
though they have citizens in the
mix, still hesitate to access services.’

Their reluctance is well-
founded: In February, just a few
weeks before the virus’ rapid
spread became apparent, the
Trump administration enacted a
public charge rule barring immi-
grants who use government
services like Medicaid or food

]

2]

stamps from applying for a green
card or visa. In light of COVID-19,
U.S. Citizenship and Immigra-
tion Services (USCIS) released a
statement specifying that undoc-
umented residents could access
testing and treatment without
fear of losing the ability to gain
citizenship. But that informa-
tion isn’t necessarily reaching
the undocumented community,
largely because the nonprofits
and community centers that serve
them are temporarily closed.
Soto acknowledged there is
a lot of distrust of the govern-
ment — especially in this time of
stricter immigration enforcement.
“People are just scared,” she said.
She’s had a hard time reassuring
participants that they could still
access care during this time. “It
is kind of hard to make people
believe that,” she said.
Meanwhile, misinformation
about coronavirus cures is prolif-
erating, and not enough outreach
is available to explain how the
virus can spread in communities
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where multigenerational families
are common. Noting the lack of
reliable Spanish-language mate-
rials in the U.S., Rosales used
her connections in Mexico to get
essential information through
the U.S.-Mexico Border Health
Commission. “We desperately
needed good literature and infor-
mation in Spanish,” she told me.
Whereas Soto’s days used to
involve weekly trips for face-

to-face meetings around south-
ern Arizona, now she spends
time every day updating the
mobile unit’s Facebook page
with Spanish-language adviso-
ries about different federal and
state resources as well as links to
free lunches and unemployment
information. Financial help has
become more urgent; accord-
ing to the Pew Research Center,
nearly half of U.S. Hispanics have

Funrfong p

a family member who has lost a
job or taken a pay cut due to the
pandemic’s effect on the economy.

But she could be back on the
road before long: The Mobile
Health Units will be delivering
medications in partnership with
Federally Qualified Health Centers,
a safety net for uninsured and
undocumented people. There’s talk
of using the units for food deliveries
aswell. And their trips may become

o Mg st b i

The University of Arizona’s
Primary Prevention Mobile
Health Unit sits idle in one
of the school’s parking lots
in Tucson, Arizona

(far left).

Sheila Soto, the program
manager, has shifted her
focus to providing accurate
COVID-19 information
online to Spanish-speakers
(near left). Roberto (Bear)
Guerra / HCN

an opportunity to teach patients
across the West about how to tap
into telehealth options.

“It is the responsibility of every-
one — but especially of organiza-
tions and government agencies that
provide services — to continue to
provide that credible information
and keep our doors open,” Rosales
said. “If we don’t treat everyone
the same, then we are more likely
toincrease the number of cases.”

THE LATEST

Body

brokers

Backstory

In October 2017, the FBI began investigating

Followup

In March, Hess and Koch were arrested for

Sunset Mesa Funeral Directors, a funeral home
in Montrose, Colorado, for illegally selling
deceased bodies. “Body brokering,” as it’s
called, is a shady industry that supplies cadav-
ers to a range of industries, including university
labs and the military. FBI agents and the
Colorado Department of Regulatory Agencies
discovered that Sunset Mesa owner Megan
Hess and her mother, Shirley Koch, were dispos-
ing of bodies without the required permits. The
funeral home was shut down (““‘None of this
happened the way you think it did,” 6/10/19).

illegally selling body parts. The women met with
bereaved families and charged them $1,000 or
more to cremate the body, according to a recently
unsealed grand jury indictment. They often
transferred bodies to third parties against the
family’s wishes and even shipped corpses that
tested positive for infectious diseases, violating
Department of Transportation regulations.

Both were charged with six counts of mail fraud
and three counts of illegal transportation of
hazardous materials and face up to 135 years in
federal prison. — Helen Santoro
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REPORTAGE

An unhealthy
outlet

Forty years after the eruption of

Mount St. Helens, science and

safety compete over Spirit Lake.

BY ERIC WAGNER
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THE PUMICE PLAIN in southwest Washington’s
Mount St. Helens National Volcanic Monument
is one of the most closely studied patches of land
in the world. Named for the type of volcanic rock
that dominates it, it formed during the moun-
tain’s 1980 eruption. Since then, ecologists have
scrutinized it, surveying birds, mammals and
plants, and in general cataloging the return of
life to this unique and fragile landscape.

Now, the depth of that attention is threatened,
but not due to the stirrings of the most active
volcano in the Pacific Northwest. The problem
is alarge lake two miles north of the mountain:
Spirit Lake. Or, more specifically, the Spirit Lake
tunnel, an artificial outlet built out of necessity
and completed in 1985.

After nearly four decades, the tunnel is in
need of an upgrade. Atissueisthe road the Forest
Service plans to build across the Pumice Plain
despite the scientific plots dotting the plain’s
expanse. In this, Spirit Lake and its tunnel have
become the de facto headwaters of a struggle
over how best to manage research and riskon a
mountain famous for its destructive capabilities.
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THE ENTANGLEMENT of the land, the lake and
the tunnel began 40 years ago, when Mount St.
Helens erupted on May 18, 1980. At 8:32 a.m.,
a strong earthquake caused the mountain’s
summit and north flank to collapse in one of the
largest landslides in recorded history. Some of
the debris slammed into Spirit Lake, but most of
itrumbled 14 miles down the North Fork Toutle
River Valley. Huge mudflows rushed down the
Toutle and Cowlitz rivers, destroying hundreds
of bridges, homes and buildings.

The eruption killed 57 people and caused
millions of dollars in damages. Mount St. Helens
shed more than 1,300 feet of elevation, hundreds
of square miles of forest were buried or flattened,
and Spirit Lake was left a steaming black broth
full of logs, dead animals, pumice and ash. Its
surface area nearly doubled to about 2,200 acres,
and its sole outlet, to the North Fork Toutle River,
was buried under up to 600 feet of debris.

Having no outlet, and with rain and snowmelt
still flowing in, Spirit Lake began to rise. The
situation was dangerous: If the basin filled, the
lake could overtop the debris field and radically

-
S
o F .
" _.‘.__
Ly "
-
. -
.

i



destabilize it, unleashing another devastating
mudflow that would send millions of tons of
sediment toward the towns of Toutle, Castle
Rock and Longview, Washington.

To forestall this, the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers built a 1.6-mile-long tunnel through
a ridge, allowing water to flow out to the river.
That held the lake’s surface steady, but the ridge
itselfremained in constant — if slow — motion:
Twelve faults and sheer zones have squeezed
and buckled the tunnel, causing engineers to
close it several times for repairs. During one
closure in the winter of 2016, Spirit Lake rose
more than 30 feet. “It was definitely a wake-up
call,” said Chris Strebig, a project director with
the U.S. Forest Service, the agency that oversees
the monument. What if something — perhaps
another earthquake — severely damaged the
tunnel? Federal managers are facing a situa-
tion that Rebecca Hoffman, the monument’s
manager, characterizes as an urgent, although
notimmediate, crisis — a potential catastrophe.

“This is the struggle we’re in the middle of,” she
said. “I don’t want to get to the point where we
wait for an emergency.”

The Forest Service decided to open a second
outlet as a safeguard. To gauge a likely route’s
feasibility, the agency needs to drill into the debris
blockage and study its composition. Its plan for
doing so, however, has unsettled another group
deeply interested in the region: scientists.

After the 1980 eruption, some of the first
people to visit the blast area were researchers.
For agroup of ecologists from the Forest Service
and universities across the Pacific Northwest,
the eruption was a huge, unplanned experiment,
achance to test some of their discipline’s oldest
theories about how life responds to what can
seem like total devastation.

The scientists set up hundreds of studies. It
was in large part at their urging that the federal
government created the monument in 1982,
setting it aside as a place for “geologic forces and
ecological succession to continue substantially
unimpeded.” Many plots from 1980 are still stud-
ied today, and the work has had a broad reach. One
group’s findings have helped shape regional forest
management by uncovering the role “biological
legacies” — organisms that survived the blast —
played in the development of the post-eruption
community. Another group described how plants
returned to the denuded space of the Pumice Plain
willy-nilly, rather than in the orderly fashion
theory previously presumed.

“Mount St. Helens has taught us so much
about how plants and animals respond to large
disturbances,” said Charlie Crisafulli, a Forest
Service ecologist who came to the blast area in
the summer of 1980 and never left. “It has let us

ask questions that we can’t ask anywhere else in
the world. That’s what makes this such a valu-
able landscape.”

NOW, HOWEVER, ECOLOGISTS are worried.
In 2018, the Forest Service proposed constructing
a 3-mile road across the Pumice Plain to move
drilling rigs to test sites. Scientists and conser-
vationists objected so strongly that the agency
withdrew the proposal. Then, a few months
later, in December 2019, it released a new one.
This time, in addition to tacking on some tunnel
maintenance, the Forest Service suggested an
additional alternative to the road: bringing in
equipment and personnel via helicopter. But in
early April, the agency decided to go ahead with
the road, and Strebig hopes that the work, which
could take up to five years, will begin this summer.
Scientists prefer using helicopters, arguing
that they would minimize the impact on research
while still allowing for drilling and maintenance
work. “No one is opposed to the project, but the
Forest Service needs to find a better alternative
than building a road,” said Carri LeRoy, an ecol-
ogist at The Evergreen State College who studies
five new watersheds that formed on the Pumice
Plain post-eruption. She recently received a big
grant from the National Science Foundation, and
the proposed road would cross all five watersheds,
ending her project before it can really begin.
But the helicopter alternative, with its
tougher logistics and higher price, was a hard
sell. A few scientists who attended planning
meetings late last year left fearing a decision
had already been made. “I just came away with

“It has let us ask
questions that we
can’t ask anywhere
else in the world.”

Washington State University Vancouver biologist John
Bishop leads students on a trail through wildflowers

to his research plots on the Pumice Plain of Mount St.
Helens. He has studied life on the plain since 1990, 10
years after the 1980 eruption left the landscape dry and
barren (left). Courtney Talak / The Daily News

a sense that (the Forest Service) is bound and
determined to build that road,” LeRoy said.

In outreach meetings, too, Forest Service offi-
cials have talked up the destructive mudflow
Spirit Lake could unleash, showing pictures of
flooded towns from 1980 while de-emphasizing
that such an outcome is only a distant possibility.
The project is being sold to the public as essential
for safety reasons, according to Arne Mortensen,
a commissioner for Cowlitz County, where
the downstream towns are located. “Absent a
near-term and long-term cost analysis to show
otherwise,” he wrote in an email, “using the road
approach looks better.”

Scientists fear that they were subtly scape-
goated, and the importance of their studies
brushed aside, in an effort to cut costs. “I'm
worried they’re just paying lip service to
researchers’ concerns,” LeRoy said. Hoffman, the
monument manager, denies this: “We’re working
with specific researchers, and will continue to
work with the research community to limit the
amount of impact that occurs,” she said.

But Susan Saul, a conservationist with the
Washington Native Plant Society who was instru-
mental in getting the blast area designated a
national monument, said project planners have
been cavalier about the road’s possible impacts
on research. For example, a Forest Service staffer
wrote that the physical environment “will have
returned to baseline” within two years of the proj-
ect’scompletion. To Saul, that phrasing betrays a
fundamental misunderstanding of the relation-
ship between science and the landscape at Mount
St. Helens. Ecologists want to study how life
responds after an eruption. But aroad will change
everything, with effects that extend far beyond
its physical footprint: Vehicles crush vegetation,
ferry in introduced species and change animal
behavior, among other things. Slap a road
through the Pumice Plain, and the research there
would effectively be reduced to how life responds
after aroad isbuilt —a much less interesting proj-
ect. “So it seems like the writer wasn’t taking the
research seriously,” Saul said.

For ecologists, this seriousness, or its lack,
could have profound consequences. What is the
value of a monument devoted to the processes
of disturbance and ecological succession ifthose
processes are themselves irrevocably disturbed?
That is a question as yet unstudied, but as
Crisafulli, the Forest Service ecologist, points
out, no one has invested more in the research at
Mount St. Helens than the federal government.

“The agency has spent millions of dollars on
multiple studies for the past four decades,” he
said. “There’s no getting around the fact that
building a road through the heart of it would put
that legacy at risk.”
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An activist from the Hia-Ced O’odham and the
Tohono O’'odham nations sits with a friend by
Quitobaquito Springs in Organ Pipe Cactus
National Monument, Arizona. Kitra Cahana

REPORTAGE

Tired of winning

Anger and despair rise with the president’s border wall.

IN THE DESERT GRASSLANDS
alongthe San Bernardino National
Wildlife Refuge, amid the muted
greens of spindly ocotillos and
creosote bush, construction work-
ers are digging trenches, widening
roads, pumping groundwater and
pouring deep concrete bases. Their
work is part of the construction of
a 30-foot-high border wall on the
U.S.-Mexico border.

This portion of the wall in south-
eastern Arizona is just one of the
18 sections announced in 2019.
Trump’s long-promised wall has
finally evolved from campaign rhet-
orictoreality. And for the past year,
environmental groups and border

communities have fought it, filing
lawsuits that challenge its funding
sources, organizing protests in
cities and at national monuments,
and testifying in emotional hear-
ings before lawmakers in D.C. But
so far, their efforts have failed to
stop construction.

Meanwhile, border residents —
members of the Tohono O’'odham
Nation as well aslocal ranchers and
environmentalists — have grown
increasingly angry and demoral-
ized as it becomes clearer that the
administration is determined to
build as much of the wall as possi-
ble before Election Day.

On Feb. 13, another 31 new border

projects were announced, signify-
ing the planned construction of 177
miles of wall in areas previously
thought to be too rugged or isolated.
Much of it will replace old pedestrian
fencing and vehicle barriers, though
other projects will break new ground.

Once completed, for the first
time in U.S. history, the barrier
will physically wall off the major-
ity of New Mexico, Arizona and
California, an area stretching
from the Rio Grande to the Pacific
Ocean. What once seemed like a
pipe dream has become as concrete
as the barrier itself. A triumph for
the Trump administration, it’s
regarded as a tragedy for the border

communities that call the region
home, as well as the more than 93
endangered and threatened species
that live in this desert.

THE PELONCILLO MOUNTAINS, a
range in southern Arizona, serve as
a bridge between the Sierra Madre
Occidental Range in Mexico and the
Rocky Mountains. Wildlife species,
including ocelots, pronghorn,
black bear, Gould’s turkey and the
white-nosed coati, roam the area,
accordingto the Sky Island Alliance,
aregional conservation nonprofit. It
was designated critical habitat for
jaguars in 2014; one was famously
photographed by a local rancher in
1996, and is believed to have trav-
eled here from Sonora, Mexico.
When the first set of border
projects was announced in 2019,
this region was spared. But the
new round of construction will cut
across critical habitat, including a
migratory corridor that jaguars use
to move between the United States
and abreeding population in Sonora,
Mexico, according to the Center for
Biological Diversity, a nonprofit
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conservation organization.

From his office in Las Cruces,
New Mexico, Kevin Bixby of the
Southwest Environmental Center
told me, “It was heartbreaking to see
those (new) projects announced.”
In some places, including New
Mexico’s Bootheel region in the
southwestern corner of the state,
pedestrian fences will replace
vehicle barriers, which wildlife can
easily cross over and under. This will
destroy important habitat range for
species like the Mexican gray wolf.
As Bixby putit, “Individual animals
canno longer move freely across the
landscape to get to the food and the
water and the mates that they need
to survive.”

The new wall projects will also
separate the threatened white-
sided jackrabbit in the U.S. from a
neighboring population in Mexico.

“The one valley (the jackrabbit)
can migrate through will have a
double wall,” said Myles Traphagen,
Borderlands coordinator for the
nonprofit Wildlands Network.
When populations are separated
arbitrarily, individuals are likely to
become more vulnerable to disease
and natural disasters, while a lack
of mates can result in harmful
inbreeding.

As the wall rises in places
like Organ Pipe Cactus National
Monument, and soon, in Cabeza
Prieta National Wildlife Refuge,
experts fear that endangered
species like the Sonoran prong-
horn will face extinction. Though
asuccessful recovery effort was led
by both countries, fewer than 1,000
pronghorn are currently thought to
live in the region. Carlos Castillo, a
Wildlands Network conservation
specialist based in Hermosillo,
Mexico, said the barrier will make
it difficult for the animals to access
the large territory they need to
survive and reproduce.

Today, this section of the
Borderlands is protected in both
nations through a sister-park part-
nership, which connects Organ
Pipe and Cabeza Prieta in the U.S.
with Mexico’s El Pinacate and Gran
Desierto de Altar Biosphere Reserve,
a UNESCO world heritage site.

Castillo, who formerly directed El
Pinacate, says the wall could jeop-
ardize his life’s work. “It’s a great
sadness because it is a special place
for so many reasons,” he told me.

“I started my professional career
working to protect the Sonoran
pronghorn, helping to protect the
area through the sister-park initia-
tive in Arizona.” Now he says, the
wall “will practically close shut all
of the Sonoran Desert.”

THE TOHONO O’ODHAM Nation,
whose land reaches into both the
U.S. and Mexico, is particularly
concerned over how construc-
tion is disturbing many important
archaeological and cultural sites.
At aFeb. 26 hearing with the House
Committee on Natural Resources,
Tohono O’odham Nation Chairman
Ned Norris Jr. testified that his tribe
is worried about a burial ground
at Monument Hill in Organ Pipe
Cactus National Monument, which
it fears was desecrated by construc-
tion-related blasting. Other sites are
in danger, including ceremonial
grounds for the Hia-Ced O’odham
Tribe in neighboring Cabeza Prieta,
Quitobaquito Springs, and a burial
site in the proposed path of the
border wall. The Tohono O’odham
suggested alternatives to preserve
those specific areas, but Norris said
the tribe’s input was ignored.

In response, Scott Cameron, the
Interior Department’s principal
deputy assistant secretary for policy,
management and budget, assured
the committee members that an
environmental monitor has been

on site to assess whether blasting or
construction need tobe halted, ifand
when cultural resources are at risk.

Aspart of the recently announced
slate of projects, anew section of the
wall is now set to go up directly east
ofthe Tohono O’odham Reservation.
This would leave the reservation
sandwiched between barriers on
either side of the Southwest border.

The Cocopah Indian Tribe,
whose nation also extends across
the border, has remained neutral
on border policy issues. In an email
statement, however, the tribe told
HCN that it is concerned that a
portion of the new wall could limit
members’ access to a “culturally
significant site.”

As construction is rammed
through, border communities are
left to cope with the long-term
impacts the wall will have on
cultural resources, wildlife and the
ecology of the region. Construction
has proceeded apace without
legally mandated environmental
reviews. Advocates are left scram-
bling to compile data and set up
new wildlife cameras to track
migrating animals while they can
still cross the border.

“(We are) racing to get some base-
line information,” Laiken Jordahl of
the Center for Biological Diversity
told me. “One of the first things we
are demanding when Trump is out
of office is a comprehensive study
of how border walls have affected
wildlife, affected water and the
landscape. We want those studies
to identify which areas we should
rip the walls out first.”

\WHAT MAKES BORDER WALL
CONSTRUCTION POSSIBLE?

National Emergency Declaration:
President Donald Trump’s February
2019 national emergency declaration,
which was renewed in 2020, gave him
sweeping powers to tackle military
construction projects, along with at
least 123 statutory powers, according
to the Brennan Center for Justice.

Waiver Authority: The Real ID ACT
of 2005 lets the Department of
Homeland Security waive laws that
might hinder barrier construction. So
far, Trump has used it to waive 62 laws,
including the National Environmental
Policy Act, which requires a multi-year
assessment of a project’s environ-
mental impacts.

Federal Land: The Roosevelt
Reservation is a 60-foot-wide slice of
federal land that runs through New
Mexico, Arizona and California along
the U.S.-Mexico border. Established
in 1907 by President Theodore
Roosevelt, it makes it easier to build
a border wall by removing private
property rights from the equation.

Funding: Approximately $15 billion
worth of funding has been earmarked
for wall construction since 2017;
$3.6 billion of this is currently tied
up in the courts. Some of the money
came through House appropriations,
but the bulk of it was taken from
the Defense Department’s counter-
narcotics funding and from military
construction projects.
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“Living in this amazing community that has so many helpful and resourceful people, |

thought we could all get together. My idea was to get a mask in everyone’s hands that

needs one or would like one. We’ve delivered masks to the senior center, grocery stores,
as well as the hospital staff.”

—Keegan Pfeil, an emergency room nurse at St. John’s Health, a search and rescue

volunteer and founder of the Jackson Hole Community Mask Project, which has organized

the creation and donation of thousands of masks for hospital employees and other



The pandemic hits home

Jackson, Wyoming, confronts the coronavirus.

“That’s the thing about a ranch. The cows were bred in June. They have a 285-day gestation

period. They are going to calve with the pandemic or not. There’s three of us that handle the

whole ranch operation. We’ve got to get the cows through winter, no matter what happens. If
we all get sick, we will have to work through it, because the cows won’t stop calving.”

—Chase Lockhart, a sixth-generation rancher who works with a small team to sell meat to

local restaurants and hotels. That part of his business has been devastated.
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Duringatypical spring, the smallresort

town of Jackson, Wyoming, would be

gearing up for a lively summer tourist

season. Thousands of visitors come here

toclimbthe towering peaks of the Teton

Range, raft the Snake River and moun-
tain bike miles of trails — activity that

contributes substantially to the town’s

economy.

But this year, in response to the coronavirus
pandemic, popular destinations like Grand
Teton and Yellowstone national parks have
closed, with no set date to reopen, and the
Jackson Hole Tourism Bureau has asked
visitors to reschedule their trips. As a result,
many locals have been laid off, businesses are

struggling and the normally bustling town is
eerily quiet.

For people like Eric and Zarina Sakai,
who own and operate a local restaurant, the
changes add up to a substantial loss in income.

“Since the pandemic began, our sales are down
by 65 to 70%,” said Eric Sakai. In response,
community members are taking action.
Keegan Pfeil, for example, who is an ER nurse,
started the Jackson Hole Community Mask
Project, where locals make face coverings for
hospital employees and patients. “Hopefully,
we're slowing the spread of COVID,” said Pfeil,
who haslived in Jackson for 18 years. “I'm very
attached to the community; it’s a phenome-
nal community with a lot of wonderful people
who want to help.”
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“We started early, because we have a lot of colleagues
who are in the cities hit hard. We knew what was coming.
So we decided to stop dine-in service four days before
the mandate came out. Once we shut our doors, Eric and
| fully sanitized the entire restaurant, ceiling to floor.
Since we’ve closed until now, nobody has come in here.
It’s only us. You can never be perfect, but you have to
take every precaution you can. We thought there was a
bigger responsibility, not just to the community, but to

humanity.”
—Eric and Zarina Sakai, among the first restaurant owners
in the area to close their doors and take precautionary
measures. They now offer contact-free curbside pickup,
and they added essentials to their menu — like tissues,
paper towels, bleach, sanitizer spray and dish soap — that
they could still order through their vendors (above).

“My family, my kids, everyone, said to me, ‘Mom, please
rest!’ But the truth is with this situation that we are living,
I cannot be there, watching television or walking or relax-
ing. It’s that there are many people that need masks. It’s
a way of saying, | am going to save lives.”
—Carmen Gloria Rodriguez Sanzana, who is orig-
inally from Chile, worked at Blue Spruce Cleaners as a
seamstress. After she was let go because of lack of work,
she found herself bored at home and decided to make
face masks. In over two weeks, Carmen made over 1,000
masks for St. John’s Health (left).

16 HIGH COUNTRY NEWS



AL ¥ TV

-

§ =

“The coronavirus has affected us a lot because, well,

truthfully, we live from work. We are accustomed to work
every day; it is our routine. We are worried because we
don’t know in reality when it will end, and, well, the bills

have to get paid.”
—Rocio Enriquez and her husband, Miguel, who both
recently lost their jobs. They have a family of four to take
care of, including Rocio’s 82-year-old mother and their
teenage daughter, and they are not sure when they will be
able to return to work (above).

“With having two knee surgeries this winter and not being
able to physically do the work | do, ski instructing, | was
already forced to live paycheck to paycheck. After losing
my job, if it wasn’t for relief grants and government help,

I’d be homeless.”
—Paul Angiolillo, who worked at the Jackson Hole
Mountain Resort ticketing office until the resort closed
early on March 16 (above).

“I think, right now, unity and compassion are more
important than ever. It’s never been a more perfect time
for the expression ‘better safe than sorry.’ Because look-
ing back on this time, after we get through this first part,
asking that question of your future self: What did you do
during this time, and can you be proud of that answer?
Did you think past your own needs? Did you act with cour-
age and compassion to other people?”

— Wren Fialka, who is the founder of Spread the
Love Commission, which has assembled and distributed
hundreds of health and hygiene packets to Teton County,
the Salt Lake area and the Wind River Reservation (left).
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COVID-19

Mounting costs and falling counts

The pandemic is battering oil-state economies.

LONG BEFORE New Mexico or Wyoming
identified any cases of COVID-19, even
before residents began hoarding eggs and
sacks of flour, state budgets were feeling the
impact of the disease.

In mid-January, when the epidemic was
still mostly confined to China, officials there
put huge cities on lockdown in order to stem
the spread. Hundreds of flights into and
out of the nation were canceled, and urban
streets stood empty of cars. China’s burgeon-
ing thirst for oil diminished, sending global
crude prices into a downward spiral.

And when oil prices fall, it hurts states
like New Mexico, which relies on oil and gas
royalties and taxes for more than one-third
of its general fund. “An unexpected drop
in oil prices would send the state’s energy
revenues into a tailspin,” New Mexico’s
Legislative Finance Committee warned
last August. Even the committee’s worst-
case scenario, however, didn’t look this bad.

Now, with COVID-19 spanning the globe,
every sector of the economy is feeling the
pain — with the exception, perhaps, of toilet
paper manufacturers and bean farmers. But
energy-dependent states and communities
will be among the hardest hit.

At the end of December, the U.S. bench-
mark price for a barrel of oil was $62. By
mid-March, as folks worldwide stopped
flying and driving, it had dipped to around
$20, where it’s been stuck for weeks. The
drilling rigs — and the abundant jobs that
once came with them — are disappearing;
major oil companies are announcing deep
cuts in drilling and capital expenditures for
therestof the year, and smaller, debt-saddled
companies will be driven into the ground.

COVID-19 and related shocks to the
economy are reverberating through the
energy world in other ways. Shelter-
in-place orders and the rise in people
working from home have changed the way
Americans consume electricity: Demand

decreased nationwide by 10% in March. As
airlines ground flights, demand for jet fuel
wanes. And people just aren’t driving that
much, despite falling gasoline prices, now
that they have orders to stay home and few
places to go to, anyway.

The slowdown will bring a few tempo-
rary benefits: The reduction in drilling
will give landscapes and wildlife a rest
and result in lower methane emissions. In
Los Angeles, the ebb in traffic has already
brought significantly cleaner air. And
the continued decline in burning coal for
electricity has reduced emissions of green-
house gases and other pollutants.

But the long-term environmental impli-
cations may not be so rosy. In the wake of
recession, governments typically try to
jumpstart the economy with stimulus pack-
ages to corporations, economic incentives
for oil companies, and regulatory rollbacks
to spur consumption and production. The
low interest rates and other fiscal poli-
cies that followed the last global financial
crisis helped drive the energy boom of
the decade that followed. And the Trump
administration has not held back in its
giveaways to industry. The Environmental
Protection Agency is already using the
outbreak as an excuse to ease environ-
mental regulations and enforcement,
and even with all the nation’s restric-
tions, the Interior Department continues
to issue new oil and gas leases at rock-
bottom prices.

The impacts on energy state coffers will
unfold over the coming weeks and months.
But the shock to working folk from every
economic sector has come swiftly. During
the third week of March, more than 3 million
Americans filed for unemployment — more
than 10 times the claims from a year prior.

This page shows more of the shocks
hitting energy economies and systems in
the Western U.S.
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COVID-19

A rural doctor braces for the worst

‘We run towards problems, not away from them.’

IN EARLY MARCH, Dr. Jason Hogan realized
what was about to happen: The new coronavirus
had infiltrated his community, and it was going
to be bad. Hogan, one of seven emergency medi-
cine physicians at the only hospital in Gunnison
County, Colorado, and his colleagues were seeing
dozens of patients with textbook COVID-19 symp-
toms. Some had been sick for more than two
weeks. During that time, they ate dinner with their
families, picked up groceries and talked to friends.

Hogan, who has cropped dark hair and the calm
demeanor of one who habitually reassures the
worried, understood the virus’ potent transmission
capacity. Given the sheer number of symptomatic
patients, he had ahunch that the virus had already
spread widely in the community. And this signaled
trouble for his rural, resource-limited hospital,
which serves a large valley in the mountains of
Colorado’s Western Slope.

“If you wait until people are coming in,” he
told me over the phone in mid-March, “you’re
already way behind.”

And, indeed, they were. Since that weekend,
Hogan has been on the front lines of one of the
nation’s COVID-19 epicenters. Like several other

ski-dependent areas in the Western U.S., Gunnison
County— home to the ski town of Crested Butte
— was hard-hit. It ranks among the nation’s top
10 counties for rate of infection per capita. The
county’s response has been notably aggressive,
with business closures, limits on gatherings and
shelter-in-place policies that came much earlier
than the state’s orders. A public health order
bans non-residents from remaining in the county,
including those with second homes in the area.

FORHOGAN AND MEDICAL WORKERS like him,
the new coronavirus collapses the boundaries
between the work of the day and life beyond it.
Athome, the virus distorts everything. His sleep
scheduleis erratic. At work, he fears for his wife,
Sara, a physical therapist working in Crested
Butte, who recently entered her third trimester
of pregnancy with their first child. During the
second week of March, as the number of patients
rose, Hogan worked long shifts nearly every day.
He came home exhausted and worried, prey to
a constant background hum of anxiety and fear.
“We're all talking about it (at the hospital), poten-
tially coming home and hurting family,” he said.

Jason and Sara Hogan keep a careful distance from
each other outside their home in Crested Butte South,
Colorado. Sara, a physical therapist, is pregnant with the
couple’s first child. Dean Krakel / HCN

For Sara, who has blond hair and a love for
cross-country skiing, mid-March was a painful,
uncertain time. She had stopped seeing her own
patients to avoid exposure. COVID-19’s impact on
pregnant women remains unclear, but pregnancy
lowers immune response, and the American
College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists said
that some COVID-19 symptoms in mothers,
including high fevers, can impact infant health.
At home, she found herself crying at random
moments during the day. She worried about
Jason’s health. She worried about her own. She
worried about the baby. One night that week, the
two sat down to discuss physical separation. Sara
even bought atarp tosilo Jason’s side of the house.
But for the time being, even though Jason has
been exposed, they have decided against absolute
isolation. “It was scary to think that if he got sick
and didn’t handle it well, it would be really hard
for me to be far away from him,” she said.

Instead, they have developed new routines.
During the day, Sara takes walks and tries to
restrict her consumption of news. Jason sleeps
in aseparate room and uses a different bathroom.
They wear masks in the house and limit contact
as much as possible. They share only an exercise
bike, which they “sanitize aggressively” before
and after each use. “We haven’t kissed or hugged
or had any of the normal day-to-day contact in
a month,” Jason said. Still, Sara feels reassured
when heis at home, even if they don’t interact. “If
he’shome, he can be asleep,” she said. “He can be
asleep the whole time, I don’t care.”

Both read the grim news coming out of hospi-
tals in China, Italy and New York. What those
doctors experienced, Jason would soon. A recent
Washington Post article written by a physician
dubbed this fear “pre-traumatic stress disorder,”
the awareness that bad times are coming and
there’s no preventing it. Sara worries about her
husband’s mental health, but, she said, “I've
been proud and also reassured by how mentally
focused heis.”

Gunnison County’s first COVID-19 related
death came on March 23. Later that day, I sent
Hogan an email, asking what this meant for him.

“A trauma surgeon I trained with as a medical
student used to say that as emergency/trauma
providers, ‘We run towards problems, not away
from them, ” he wrote. “I like to remind myself
of that in these situations.

“In regards to changing my personal or profes-
sional life, my perspective on death changed a
long time ago,” he went on. “Working in health
care in any capacity reminds you that life is finite
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and to try your best to take care of yourself, so
you can help take care of others.”

AS MARCH PROGRESSED, Hogan and his
colleagues worked 12- and 16-hour shifts, many
days in a row. Whenever a patient’s lungs filled
with fluid, Hogan ran a tube through the mouth
and down the windpipe. Ventilators carrying
oxygen hummed at all hours. Gunnison Valley
Health has 24 beds, a small staff, just a handful of
ventilators and no Intensive Care Unit. Without
an ICU, the hospital cannot treat the sickest
patients, those with viral pneumonia or extreme
difficulty breathing. The staff must take these
cases via ambulance to Grand Junction, more
than two hours away over some dicey mountain
roads. It’s assumed that at least 10% of the medi-
cal workers will be sick with COVID-19 at any
one time; several have already tested positive.
(The hospital received a team of nurse reinforce-
ments from the state.) Whenever the staff had a
spare moment, they trained frantically on each
other’s emergency room roles. When one worker
fallsill, another has to step in.

Yet despite the strain, by early April the
hospital had not been overwhelmed. Hogan and
other local health officials credit the integrated
effort of the county government, the Health
and Human Services Department and a strong
network of volunteers to “buffer” the hospital
against a wave of patients. This is done, in part,
by strict rationing of tests and by exporting care,
often multiple patients a day. What keeps Hogan
up at night, he said, is the scenario in which
their partner hospitals reach patient capacity,
even as cases increase in Gunnison. And this
may be coming: Available data suggests that
Gunnison’s hospital can expect an April surge
of patients. The staff is planning for the “worst-
case scenario,” where the breathing-impaired
cannot be transferred. The hospital hastily built
an off-site emergency room at alocal field house
mainly used for livestock shows.

This anticipation can be hard, Hogan said,
especially given the possibility that neither
the virus’ spread nor the burden on the hospi-
tal will have eased by his wife’s early-June due
date. “Tjust hope to be able to be in the delivery
room and hold my son when he’s born,” he said,
though he acknowledged that this may not be
a good idea. Sara said her immediate priority
is simple: Stay healthy. Each Thursday marks
another week of the pregnancy — “asmall thing
to celebrate” in these uncertain times — and
another day closer to giving birth to a baby boy.

“My mindset is to try and control what I can
control,” Sara said. “The due dateisall Ican wrap
my head around right now, and we’ll see what
happens after that.”

What is your county’s bed
capacity?

As some parts of the Western United States
see a rise in COVID-19 cases and others start to
flatten the infection curve, it’s important to get
a sense of the region’s health-care capacity.
Identifying underserved areas and connecting
outbreaks to regional resources can help cities
and counties prepare as the virus spreads.
These maps and charts, compiled by Megan
Lawson of Headwaters Economics, help give a
snapshot of hospital bed capacity around the
West. This information should be considered a
jumping-off point for larger discussions about
health-care infrastructure, not a resource for
people in need of medical care.

The data collected here from the Department
of Homeland Security and Commerce
Department shows glaring deficiencies in
capacity for many regions and unexpected
trends regarding where hospital beds are
available. For example, on average, rural areas
in the West actually have more hospital beds
per person than urban areas.

Rural areas have maintained their capacity
partly through a 1997 federal program that
provides special funding to keep hospitals
running in remote areas. This program has
helped some rural hospitals keep their doors
open. And yet many parts of the Western U.S.
still lack access to health care. Some rural
areas could see major strains on resources,
particularly if they lack hospitals and have
large populations of people over 65. In Idaho,
Colorado and New Mexico, more than 17,000
citizens over the age of 65 live in counties
without hospital beds. —Carl Segerstrom

State-by-state breakdown of populations without hospitals
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COVID-19

Get lit, howl
and mind
your paws

Pro tips from
the natural world
on physical distancing.

Humans are a social species,
and physical interaction keeps
us healthy. Or, as the late Bill
Withers wrote, “The city really
ain’t no bigger than the friendly
people, friendly people that you
meet.” But COVID-19 has made
it difficult to meet those friendly
people. The lucky among us,
those who can physically isolate
without worrying about our
health, our jobs or our loved ones,
still have to cope with loneliness.
Here are a few tips on being
social from a distance, gleaned
from some of the West’s most
experienced social distancers. We
hope you’ll find some welcome
distraction here. At the very least,
may this list remind you that if
you’re seeking unique ways to
stay in touch, you’re certainly not
alone.

LET YOUR LIGHT SHINE,
EVEN FROM AFAR
WESTERN FIREFLIES

Many people never notice Western fireflies,
perhaps because these beetles dwell in habitats
favored by mosquitoes — think grassy fields,
marshes and other humid places — and they
tend to get the bioluminescent party started
after 10 p.m.

The West’s fireflies are pros at keeping in
touch: Their flashing lights are visible across
the length of a baseball field on a summer
evening. To potential predators, the flashes
warn: Stay away! I taste terrible. (To potential
mates, they say Oh, hello, though moving from
messaging to meeting may be risky: Some
female fireflies use flash patterns to lure in
males from other species for a fresh meal.)

If you're sheltering in place (as you should
be, if you can), remember: You can still find
ways to dazzle from a distance.

KEEP THE PACK POSTED
GRASSHOPPER MICE

Hunting prey in family packs across the West,
grasshopper mice are like tiny wolves — they
even throw back their heads and howl to each
other. They may be making territorial calls,
or they may be letting their pack members
know that they’ve caught dinner. These fierce
nocturnal predators of deserts, prairies and
grasslands hunt insects, other rodents and
even scorpions.

During a pandemic, it’s important to keep
in touch with family and friends. Just be like a
grasshopper mouse and do it from a distance
— if not by howl, then perhaps over video call.

Oh,andifyou’retryingtoavoidthegrocery?
Take inspiration from these resourceful
rodents: When they catch a Pinacate beetle,
which defends itself by spraying a foul, toxic
liquid from its rear end, grasshopper mice
ram the beetle’s backside into the ground so it
can’t spray, then chomp down on its head and
abdomen, leaving its stinky behind, behind.
You shouldn’t be afraid to eat creatively, either.
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HEED PUBLIC WARNINGS,
EVEN THE GOOEY ONES
CALIFORNIA AGLAJAS

A snail relative that doesn’t live in a shell,
this sightless, predatory sea slug lives on
mudflats and rocky beaches and in tidepools
on the Pacific Coast as far north as central
California. A dark chocolate color with thin
yellow-and-white stripes and dashes of
turquoise, California aglajas follow fellow sea
slugs’ mucus trails to find a mate. (Although
the species is hermaphroditic, the follower
generally provides the sperm to fertilize its
partner’s eggs.) If a California aglaja is seriously
disturbed as it goes about its business — say
by a curious human — it exudes something
different from the usual mucus: a bright yellow
mixture containing an alarm pheromone. If
another aglaja encounters the gooey yellow
roadblock, it turns away and heads off in
another direction. Perhaps the second sea slug
is offended that the first one has given up on
even trying to find toilet paper.

Or perhaps there’s a bigger lesson here:
If you do venture out for exercise, mental
health or necessities, pay attention to public
information to keep yourself and others safe.

LEAVE A MESSAGE
POLAR BEARS

Bears of all kinds, from pandas to grizzlies
and black bears, communicate through odor.
Trail cameras in Alaska have documented
grizzlies scratching and rubbing up against
trees, marking them with their scent. Multiple
bears will scent the same trees for years. But
on treeless, barren sea ice, what’s a solitary
ursid to do? The messaging gets complicated
for polar bears, who range up to thousands of
miles in a year across a frozen landscape in
search of seals and other prey.

Instead of marking trees, polar bears leave
smelly footprints in the snow for other bears
to sniff out. (Their feet have the same kind of
sweat glands that make nervous humans alittle
sweatier, and a little stinkier.) By taking a whiff,
polar bears can learn important things about
each other — size, sex, reproductive state

— without ever coming in physical contact.
Even if COVID-19 means you’re on a soli-
tary journey right now, you can still find ways to
leave signs and messages for others, who might
be excited to discover that someone is thinking
about them, too.

TRY TO BE HELPFUL,
WHEREVER YOU ARE
MYCORRHIZAL FUNGI

Long before Instagram existed, or even AOL
Instant Messenger, the nonhuman world
had social networks. Beneath the West’s
forest ecosystems, mycorrhizal fungi, webs of
filaments thinner than human hair connect
trees. Sometimes, those trees are related; other
times, they aren’t even the same species. In
Oregon, fungi connect Douglas firs to tanbark-
oaks, for example.

Mycorrhizal fungi, which can’t
photosynthesize, get their sugars from trees.
In exchange, the trees get nutrients such as
nitrogen, an essential protein-building block
they can’t produce on their own. The fungal
networks also carry sugars to other trees in
need.

Though there’s no evidence that the trees
are deliberately trying to help each other,
there’s still a lesson here: There are plenty
of ways to support your community, even if
you’re stuck in place.
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Hikers gaze out at Tucson, Arizona, from Mount Lemmon

in the Coronado National Forest. On a March weekend, the
ils were busier than usual, but still allowed for social
cing. Roberto (Bear) Guerra

COVID-19

Get outside, but
do it ethically

Sheltering responsibly doesn’t mean
you have to stay inside.

PEOPLE HAVE BEEN TRYING to get outdoors
during this COVID-19 pandemic, and I don’t
blame them. Without fresh air to breathe, clear
sunlight or mist on our eyelids, I don’t think we
canremain sane. And we need a sane population.
Especially now.

All over the country, beaches and parks are
closed, warning tape is wrapped around play-
grounds. People are trying to get out, but not
finding any place to go to. Central Park remains
open, and New York City has been asked by its
mayor to close certain streets to vehicles so
people can get out and walk. In late March, in
the San Francisco Bay area, where shelter-in-
place orders were in effect, residents were being
told that parks were open and to go enjoy them

— with certain caveats: The restrooms weren’t

open, and neither were the trashcans, and don’t
hike in groups.

In the West, we’ve got plenty of space. But
are we supposed to be using it? We’re hearing
different messages. There’s been a pushback

against recreating on public lands, mostly from
gateway communities receiving visitors they
don’t want, even as people are being encour-
aged to enjoy parks and open spaces where they
can keep a safe distance from others. Some
national parks remain open, and entry fees
have been waived.

So which is it? Stay indoors, or go outside? If
you go out for a walk, you might hear someone
shouting at you from a window, “What don’t you
understand about just stay home?”

Moab was overwhelmed by tourists — a
madhouse, I'm told, which is significant when
you hear it from a Moab local. Last week, it
became too much, and all tourist services were
closed down. Mayor Emily Niehaus announced,

“Moab is asking people to please stay in their
home community.” The Southeast Utah
Health Department halted visitor recreation,
restaurants were closed or limited to curbside,
camping and hotels across multiple counties
were closed to (continued on page 40)

24 HIGH COUNTRY NEWS



ON THE ROAD TO 50

In difficult times, community matters

BY GREG HANSCOM
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On Associate Editor Tristan Ahtone’s last day of work, HCN staffers get together digitally to wish him a
fond farewell. Ahtone is shown top row, second from left.

Through your subscriptions and
donations, High Country News
readers provide three-quarters of
the revenue that keeps this
organization going.

As the COVID-19 pandemic blazes through cities and sends
red-hot embers drifting into the rural West, | think of the
people working on the frontlines — people, and work, that
I know well.

I spent nine years, from 1998 to 2007, moonlighting as an
emergency medical technician in Paonia, Colorado, HCN’s
hometown. The North Fork Ambulance was the first line
of defense for the roughly 10,000 residents of three small
towns and the surrounding farmland and mesas. We hauled
people out of car wrecks and collapsed mines, handled drug
overdoses and emergency childbirths, and rushed people to
the nearest hospital whenever their serious ailments or age
necessitated specialized care.

AsIwrite, there have been six confirmed cases of COVID-19
in Delta County — with one death — but if those sparks of virus
ignite a conflagration, it will hit this community hard, and the
North Fork Ambulance squad will be called into service.

For our part, the High Country News staff — in the North
Fork Valley and across the Western U.S. — has dispersed to
our homes, most of us under “stay at home” orders. Associate
Editor Paige Blankenbuehler is heading a team that publishes
regular stories on our website, where all of our COVID-19
coverage is available for free.

To allow staff to focus on this critical work at a difficult
time, and to ensure that every issue contains the best journal-
ism possible, we are shifting to a straight monthly publication
schedule, canceling the three special issues we’d planned
for later this year. Apologies in advance for any confusion
this creates. If you subscribed (or renewed) hoping for those

“bonus” issues, we will extend your subscription to include
additional monthly issues of the magazine.

We have also delayed the public rollout of our 50th
anniversary fundraising campaign and postponed our anni-
versary gala to June 4, 2021. We want to give this magazine
and its readers the celebration we all deserve. Watch for more
information in the coming months.

But we still need your support — now more than ever.
Through your subscriptions and donations, High Country
News readers provide three-quarters of the revenue that keeps
this organization going.

We hope you’ll consider contributing to our spring fund
drive. There should be a donation envelope inside this issue; a
letter with more information will arrive in your mailbox soon.
If finances are tight — as no doubt they are for many of you

— please consider giving in smaller, monthly installments,
or making a legacy bequest. For more information, visit
hcn.org/support or email development@hcn.org.

Thank you, as always, for your support. We will do our best
in the months ahead to provide the clear, accurate and essential
information you rely on. We need the community’s helpto doit. ¥
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“Thank you for all you do and have
done over the years to bring issues
to our attention. We are especially
appreciative of your reporting on
tribal concerns.”

—Scott & Jill Eckberg, Clarkston, Washington

Thank you for supporting our hard-working journalists. Since 1971, reader contributions have made it possible for HCN to
report on the Western U.S. Your donation directly funds nonprofit, independent journalism. Visit hcn.org/support to give.

INDEPENDENT MEDIA GUARDIAN ($10,000 AND UP)
Society for Environmental Journalists | Washington, DC

PUBLISHER’S CIRCLE ($2,500-$4,999)
Peter A. Gilman & Margaret LeMone | Boulder, CO

STEWARD ($1,000-$2,499)
Stephen Miller & Mary Rook | Bend, OR
Andras Rosner | Los Angeles, CA

Peter & Kathleen Metcalf | Park City, UT

GUARANTOR ($500-$999)
Anonymous

In memory of Thomas Maness, Ph.D. | Lopez Island, WA
Trace Baker | Boulder, CO

Bill & Sarah Bishop | Paonia, CO

Jim Cummings | Kennebunk, ME

Jeff Howell | Longmont, CO

Liz Ickes | Asheville, NC

Bill & Beth Krumbein | Santa Rosa, CA
Cindy Rogers & James Tory | Toronto, ON
Glen & Bonnie Strand | Louisville, CO
Richard A. VanCuren | USA

BENEFACTOR ($250-$499)

In honor of Ken Zarker | Olympia, WA

Dinah Bear | Tucson, AZ

Monica J. & Charles F. Brasen | West Glacier, MT

Jeannie Clinkenbeard | Denver, CO

Glen & Carol Cushman | Boulder, CO

Michael & Diane Dennis | Round Hill, VA

Buck Drew & Becky Klassen | Ketchum, ID

Edwin Gerow | Portland, OR

Alan Harper & Carol Baird | Oakland, CA

Bonnie & William Harris | Portland, OR

J. Brantley Jackson | McCook, NE

James Theiler & Bette Korber | Santa Fe, NM

Don & Purnee McCourt | Golden, CO

Montagne Family Charitable Fund, U.S. Charitable Gift Trust |
Bozeman, MT

Jim O’Connor & Karen Demsey | Portland, OR

Molly O’Reilly | Tucson, AZ

James V. & Elizabeth W. Ralston | Los Angeles, CA

Ann Schwab & Bettina Harmon | Denver, CO

Randy Slaughter | Cambridge, MA

Michael Waterman | Pasadena, CA

SPONSOR ($150-$249)

Anonymous

In memory of Guido Meyer | Basalt, CO
Scott C. Atthowe & Patricia Thomas | Point Reyes Station, CA
John & C.M. Berry | Castle Rock, CO

Carol Cooke | Reno, NV

Hal Corbett & Katie Curtiss | Sheridan, WY
Jeffrey S. Dean | Tucson, AZ

C. Jay Dorr | Hailey, ID

Michael Edward Gerner | Flagstaff, AZ
Phillip San Filippo | Fort Collins, CO

David Goldberg | Chinle, AZ

Susan D. Hopkins | Nevada City, CA
Thomas Jefferson | Livermore, CA
Chris Jensen | Matthews, NC

The Colorado Trust | Denver, CO
Stephen A. King | Centennial, CO
Dave & Jill Knutson | Paonia, CO
Wade & Kristi Laster | Flagstaff, AZ
Keith Lowe | Bainbridge Island, WA
Bill Loyd | Truchas, NM

Kenneth Luttrell | Sacramento, CA
Susan & John Maus | Littleton, CO
Kevin McClelland | Santa Clara, CA
Jan Mulder & Greg Bedinger | Tucson, AZ
Beverly Parsons | Hansville, WA
Michael Prime | Los Alamos, NM
Tom & Ruthie Reh | Lottsburg, VA
John J Reynolds | Leesburg, VA
Donald & Sally Romig | Santa Fe, NM
Dan Schroeder | Ogden, UT

Jose Skinner | Austin, TX

James S. Ulvestad | Wallkill, NY
Elizabeth A. Vachon | Gunnison, CO
Derk Wadas | McKinney, TX

Tim Westby | Tucson, AZ

PATRON ($75-$149)

Anonymous (10)

In memory of Booth Gallet | Santa Fe, NM

In memory of Athol Kennedy | Tahoe City, CA
In memory of Aldo Leopold | Ennis, MT

In memory of James Linneman | Merced, CA
In memory of Louis Moos | Las Vegas, NV

In memory of Billie Stoker | Milford, UT

In memory of Wigington | Boulder, CO

In memory Mike Zerfoss, Denver CO | Longmont, CO
Aaron Anderson | White Rock, NM

Tom Bean & Susan Lamb | Flagstaff, AZ

Jane Beckwith | Eugene, OR

Denise Bell | Boulder, CO

Tad & Kathy Blank | Boise, ID

Caleb Burchenal | Denver, CO

Robert Coon | El Cerrito, CA

Tony Davis | Tucson, AZ

Sandy & Dave Doubleday | Fountain Hills, AZ
Ken Duell | Princeton, NJ

Julie Dull | South San Francisco, CA

Rod Dykehouse | Victor, ID

Michele Egan | Mill Valley, CA

Mary & John Ellis | Crested Butte, CO

Roger & Patricia Essick | Ojai, CA

Glenn Feldman | Paradise Valley, AZ

Patricia Flores | Northridge, CA

Stephen Gerdes | Bozeman, MT

Charles & Becky Goff | Gold Canyon, AZ
Patricia Gouge | Renton, WA

Fred & Sue Gunckel | Albuquerque, NM
Marshall Hamilton | Media, PA

John & Linda Harper | Carmel, IN

F. & B. Hartline | Butte, MT

Mary Hendrickson | Las Cruces, NM

John & Hermi Hiatt | Las Vegas, NV
Elwood Hill PhD | Gardnerville, NV

Mary Hoagland | Denver, CO

Laura Hubbard | Hailey, ID

Katherine Hudson | Carbondale, CO

Ray Johnson | Boise, ID

Douglas & Laura Johnston | Grand Junction, CO
Andrea Jones & Doug Busch | Cafion City, CO
Jon Klusmire | Bishop, CA

Randy Knox | Wenatchee, WA

Stephen & Yoshie Koester | Boulder, CO
Jeftrey Kopp | Bethesda, MD

Vincent & Nancy Lee | Cortez, CO

David Lehnherr | Red Lodge, MT

Kent Lucas | Cranford, NJ

Howie Mallory | Aspen, CO

Janet Marx | Port Angeles, WA

Thomas McKoy | Santa Cruz, CA
Alexander Mensing | Reno, NV

Gretchen Merrill | Cedar City, UT

Frank Miles Jr. | Hanover, NH

Jim Ogg | Los Angeles, CA

John Osberg | Woodway, WA

Barbara & Charles Pioli | Salt Lake City, UT
Margaret Porter & James Knifong | Boulder, CO
Daren Prouty | San Jose, CA

Dale Quakenbush | Longmont, CO

Linda J. Randall | San Carlos, CA

Rose Reilly | Highlands Ranch, CO

Karen Renne | Missoula, MT

Milly Roeder | Lakewood, CO

P. B. Schechter | Denver, CO

Tom Schweich | Golden, CO

Craig Shields | Highland, UT

Lili Simpson | Hailey, ID

Mary Lou Soscia | Portland, OR

Darby C. Stapp & Julia Longenecker | Richland, WA
James Thompson | Auke Bay, AK

Leland Trotter | Tacoma, WA

Bruce Van Haveren | Evergreen, CO

Albert & Kathryn Vogel | Crested Butte, CO
Warren Weaver | Genoa, NV

Bob Weeks | Seattle, WA

Hartwell Welsh | Bayside, CA

Alan McKnight & Kate West | Willow, NY
John & Helen Whitbeck | Boulder, CO
Patrick T. Williams & Patti Merriner | Carson City, NV
Irene Zsitvay | Tucson, AZ

FRIEND ($35-74)

Anonymous (11)

In honor of Lee Ehrenstein | Albuquerque, NM

In honor of our grandchildren | Santa Barbara, CA
In honor of High Country News | Bishop, CA

In honor of Karen Strom | Sonoita, AZ
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In honor of Jonathan Thompson | Denver, CO

In memory of Cecil D. Andrus, former governor of Idaho &

former secretary of the Interior | Moscow, ID
In memory of Folger Althearn Jr. | Petaluma, CA
In memory of Tim Benway | Edwards, CO
In memory of Jennifer Brandt | Belen, NM
In memory of Pete Eastman | Denver, CO
In memory of Jerry & Gisele Pool | Allenspark, CO
In memory of Lucienne Regan | Burlingame, CA
In memory of Matt Sanchez | American Canyon, CA
In memory of TEO the Akita | Fort Collins, CO
Marjane Ambler | Lander, WY
Anne & Jim Banks | Bozeman, MT
Thomas Barbour | Denver, CO
Lee Bernasconi | Boise, ID
Glenn & Fey Biehl | Eugene, OR
Chris Blakeslee | Englewood, CO
Marc & Barbara Bloch | Chagrin Falls, OH
Gordon Bonser | McKinleyville, CA
Cyndy Braun | Missoula, MT
Chris Brown | Boulder, CO
James W. Cady | Marble Canyon, AZ
Don Campbell | Grand Junction, CO
Dick Cumiskey | Monroe, UT
John Day | Sedro Woolley, WA
Norman DeWeaver | Casa Grande, AZ
Steve & Dena Duke | Boise, ID
Mike Engelmann | Eugene, OR
Megan A. Estep | Pine, CO
Mike Fahrlander | Gunnison, CO
Mike & Cynthia Field | Exeter, NH
Adrienne Fleckman | New York, NY
Lawrence & Tina Flournoy | Twin Falls, ID
William & Ann Ford | Boulder, CO
Jerry Franklin | Issaquah, WA
Joseph & Robin Fulford | Poulsbo, WA
Jarrod Gasper | Boulder, CO
Jerry Ginsburg | Albuquerque, NM
MacDonnell Gordon | Denver, CO
Michael Gottlieb | Pittsburgh, PA
Stephen Grabowski | Boise, ID
Robert Grangaard | Hayden, ID
Mako Haggerty | Homer, AK
Petra Hall | Belfast, ME
Mary F. Hanley | Washington, DC
Kaaren Hardy | Westminster, CO
Patricia & Wesley Hartman | Durango, CO
Don Heapes | Tahoe City, CA
Jeft Hollowell | Albuquerque, NM
Jim Houston | Silver Star, MT
Ron Huntley | Montrose, CO
Martha Hut | Tabernash, CO
Sarah Jackson | Pocatello, ID
Jerry & Donna Jacobi | Santa Fe, NM
Mark J. Jordan | Seattle, WA
Lili Kaufmann | Tampa, FL
Stephen Kenney | Flagstaff, AZ
Allen King | McCall, ID

Sheldon King | Lakewood, CO

Bruce Lamberson | Casper, WY

John A. Lee | Langley, WA

Molly Magnuson & Curtis Thomson | Santa Fe, NM
Mary Margaret Davis | Lander, WY

Kevin Markey & Candice Miller | Longmont, CO
Bob Meehan | Portland, OR

Joe & Erick Meyer | Golden, CO

York Miller | Denver, CO

Steve Mimnaugh | Sandy, UT

Sharon Moddelmog | Arvada, CO

Ellen Moore | Grand Junction, CO

Richard Morehead | Fort Worth, TX

Christina & Ale Muro | Durham, CT

Tamara Naumann & Peter Williams | Dinosaur, CO
Kirstie Nixon | Lakewood, CO

Jill North | Jackson, CA

Janice A. O’Connor | Brewster, NY

Bob Owens | Duluth, MN

Greg Parsons & Dorothy Johnson | Wheat Ridge, CO
Dennis Pearson | Cafion City, CO

Forrest & Nancy Peebles | Seattle, WA

Carl Perry & Amanda Leib | Flagstaff, AZ
Harold Piel | Marysville, WA

Kathleen B. Pierce | Dallesport, WA

William Porter | Las Vegas, NV

Megan & Richard Prelinger | San Francisco, CA
Helen Price | Tucson, AZ

Peter Prince | Santa Fe, NM

Nicholas Ramond | Salt Lake City, UT

Mark & Carol Rickman | Pueblo, CO

Ray Ring | Tucson, AZ

Gerry A. Roberts | Arvada, CO

Mary C. Rogers | Boulder, CO

Justin Runyon | Bozeman, MT

Nancy J. Rutherford | Ontario, CA

Jim Schrader | North Bend, OR

Linda & Paul Schutt | Breckenridge, CO

John A. Shower | Greenville, CA

Mike Simmons | San Anselmo, CA

Greg Sivinski | Woodinville, WA

James & Rosalie Sladek | Butte, MT

Jonathan Smith | Socorro, NM

Jim Spencer | Portland, OR

Karen Starkins | Denver, CO

Don Steuter | Phoenix, AZ

Jane G. Taylor | Lincoln, CA

Brian & Mary Thornburgh | San Diego, CA
Barbara Tidball | Long Beach, CA

Jesse Venable | Fairbanks, AK

Donna & Tom Ward | Aspen, CO

Nick Waser & Mary Price | Tucson, AZ

Brett Wilkison | Santa Rosa, CA

Loren & Kira Willson | Puyallup, WA

Chris Woods | Boise, ID

Robert Workhoven | Tijeras, NM

Roy & Barbara Wright | Denver, CO

Art C. Zack & Nanette Smith | Spokane Valley, WA

Dear
Friends

All of us here at High Country News hope
you and your loved ones are staying safe and
healthy in these uncertain and difficult times.
Here’s what we’ve been up to since COVID-19
upended everyday life.

Across the region in our respective houses,
HCN’s writers and editors have been churning
out truly excellent COVID-19 coverage, some
of which you’ll see in this issue. But then the
workday ends, and we’re still at home, unable
to leave. And so, we need hobbies. Based on an
unscientific poll, there seems to be a great deal
of bread baking and garden planting going on in
anticipation of warming weather. A lot of knit-
ting is happening: Contributing Editor Elena
Saavedra Buckley has learned to crochet and now
has more coasters than glasses or mugs. Digital
Editor Gretchen King rigged up a homemade
Ping-Pong net. Correspondent Leah Sottile has
taken to streaming live Twitter concerts using
her record player and her intimidatingly cool
vinyl collection. People are reading — and trying
to read about things besides coronavirus. There
are also many staff dogs absolutely thrilled to
have their humans around all the time. They (the
dogs) hope the current situation continues.

We also have some bittersweet news: We
have to say goodbye to Associate Editor Tristan
Ahtone, who is taking over as editor-in-chief of
the Texas Observer. Tristan helped build HCN’s
Indigenous Affairs Desk from scratch, creating
an award-winning, nationally recognized team
that centers Indigenous voices for an Indigenous
audience. He will be dearly missed, and we wish
him all good things with his next endeavor. (To
the powers that be in Texas: Watch out.)

Regarding our recent feature on “Land-Grab
Universities” (April 2020): We need to clarify
which tribal nations ceded land in Missoula,
Montana, to fund Texas A&M University. That
land was originally ceded by the Pend d’Oreille,
Salish and Kootenai.

Be safe, wash your hands and check in on
your neighbors. And if you'd like to tell us about
the coronavirus situation in your community,
there’s an anonymous tip line on HCN’s website.
We’d love to hear from you.

—Nick Bowlin, for the staff
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Clockwise from above right:
105 and 110 Interchange,
South Los Angeles. Noé Montes

Melrose Avenue, Los Angeles.
Noé Montes

Daly Street, Lincoln Heights.
Roberto (Bear) Guerra

Ingraham Street, Koreatown.
Noé Montes

Central Avenue, Little Tokyo.
Roberto (Bear) Guerra
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No Trick
of Light

The beauty of Los Angeles
is still here for all to see

By Lynell George

“The color of the land is in the light ...” —Carey McWilliams

“A part of the backyard ... assertsthe premise of indigenous, a place where the ground
refuses to be manicured. There is a bird’s nest, perhaps, and vines with mice, hedges of

red-and yellow hibiscus thrashed with latania.” —

t’s just out of reach, the source of this
memory: An image from a film on a
loop, flickering like the California
Dream itself. A critical scene shift. An
establishing shot locates us in a sleek,
dim bedroom: Drapes, pulled apart,
allow a streak of clear, sharp light;
tropical plants with scalloped leaves stir in a
suggested breeze; palm fronds throw spiked
inky shadows on a white wall. The protagonist
raises herself in bed, reaches for a peignoir. Sit-
tingback, she accepts the breakfast tray from an
unidentified attendant. It’s arranged with toast
and coffee, a grapefruit half. Next to the dishes,
a folded newspaper confirms what we already
suspect — know — that we are in Los Angeles.
We intuit this from the delicate change in light
from powdery to aqueous, which tells us always
that the East has been shed for the West. It’s the
morning of a new chance, so different from the
half-light of the last location.

As a native of Los Angeles, I take this
blink-awake moment to occupy someone else’s
imagination, absorb its sensory cues, take in
the physicality of the place with someone else’s
eyes. Bask in it. To wake in paradise, into a sec-
ond chance, is a trope, but one of the sturdiest

Kate Braverman

conveyed in film and books and music and
television. It thrums in the light of paintings
and swims in the frames of photography. What
might it be to see, feel, smell, hear, taste Los
Angeles for the first time?

That’s outside my own stream of memo-
ries, of course, as I have always been here. But
growing up here, I understood very early that
we daily traverse both a real and an imagined
Los Angeles.

We live amid a tangle of clichés and mis-
apprehensions. We may cut them back, but we
will never kill them. Still, this is my city, my
shelter, my place.

So much here shifts in a blink, as effort-
less, it sometimes seems, as a scene change.
Depending on who you speak to, we are built
on either impermanence or illusion. Earth-
quakes, fires, floods rewrite the narrative of
the city as we know it, in the moment. Depend-
ing on how you frame the story, there’s always
some malevolent force crouching in paradise.

Los Angeles has long been a contested
domain — both as territory (from the Indige-
nous Tongva onward) and as emblem. Boosters,
speculators and swindlers have had their way
not just with the land but with the very image
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Pico Boulevard, near Mid-City.
Roberto (Bear) Guerra
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of Los Angeles. The city grew, like
an opportunistic vine. It couldn’t
just be. It had to be bigger than
life, better than perfect. Even
within my lifetime, popular cul-
ture has conjured a vision of Los
Angeles that is sleight-of-hand, a
trick of light, brutally at odds with
the lived experience. Los Angeles,
by its sprawling nature, absolutely
resists oversimplification. This,
despite its frustrations, irritants
and absurdities, is precisely why I
remain here.

Over the years, I've railed
against what Los Angeles isn’t
(the nested insults about vacu-
ousness), or shouldn’t be limited
to (the slick surfaces). On a recent
evening, upon meeting a friend’s
visiting sibling, we eased into sun-
set small talk on a patio draped in
bougainvillea. “I could see, if you
grew up here, why you might stay,”
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he offered. It was a non sequitur.
We hadn’t been talking about the
place, we’d been talking about the
flu, but yes, here we were sitting in
the center of an L.A. cliché made
real: the afternoon light soften-
ing to blush, a dwarf orange tree,
showywith February fruit, fragrant
beside us. He leaned back to share
his own blink-awake memory of
Los Angeles: a child, hurrying
off a Midwest-originating flight,
winding through the fluores-
cent terminal, pushing out of the
automatic doors and peeling off
layers of winter clothes with each
step. December. Balmy. Unex-
pected. The sky, salmon, dusted
with clouds that in the dying sun
appear violet. Fifty years gone, he
holds on to that moment, the sort
of memory you fold into your wal-
let or press like a flower between

pages.

In this sense, Los Angeles
— physically — is an exhale. A
recalibration. At times, I wish I
could experience a “first-glimpse,”
a “blink-awake” — moment, but
the region has always been my
backdrop, my ride through, my
nurturing soil. Therefore, my rela-
tionship to Los Angeles — and
how it looks, sounds, feels, pulses
— is specific to my lifelong com-
mitment to exploring it, sinking
myself deeply into it, articulating
it — its vastness, its complexity, its
paradoxes, its defiance.

The city has always been
slippery, if not elusive. And it is
expressly because of its transitory
nature that I began writing. Not
with the goal to become a writer,
but with the intention to try to
capture what I saw and felt before
it all went away — a quick cut, a
scene change.

I'm often asked, “What was
it like to grow up in Los Angeles?”
I think what the inquisitor really
means is not “How do you live amid
fires and earthquakes and floods
or disaster?” but rather “How did
you find a place in placelessness?”
How did L.A. as a presence, a terri-
tory, first come to me? As a physical
presence, beyond the sun on my
skin or sleeveless Christmases? Or
bobbing in the surf, my father’s
large, sure hand at the small of
my back, steadying me? These are
flashes of early sense memories: If
you have nothing to compare it to,
L.A.justis.

As a child, I saw and smelled
it first through my parents’ vivid
descriptions. Both traveled here
from radically disparate ori-
gins. My mother, who was born
in New Orleans, always spoke of
California’s orange groves. You



didn’t have to drive anywhere to
pickup the scent. It was the region’s
perfume. My father, who was born
in Pittsburgh and raised in Phila-
delphia, was a proudly self-defined
East Coast kid, who shrugged out
of his wool vest and sweater and
coat and, once he crossed the city
limits, was happy to never again
shovel snow or scrape ice off a
windshield. He was taken by the
adjacencies, the access to various
textures and climates. He took to
the smooth beaches and the sharp
angles and temperature twists of
the desert. I remember happening
upon a photo album years back —
a catalog of time, pre-me and my
younger brother. It featured just
vistas: ocean and cactus and red-
woods, just lush, lush, with hardly
a person for pages and pages. Not
even the two of them for scale, or
an “I was here” flag in the sand.
Just landscapes within which to set
a story. Both of them, and then us,
were officially Angelenos, all part
of the Great Migration of African
Americans tipped north and west.
Southern California’s environ-
ment was the prize, the land the
centerpiece. Look, we made it, the
snapshots said. It is ours. All of it.
In Candacy Taylor’s recent
book, The Overground Railroad:
The Green Book and the Roots of
Black Travel in America, the his-
torian and photographer explores
this “dreams come true” allure,
the physical beauty and freedom
the West promised people of color
generally, African Americans spe-
cifically. Los Angeles represented
the apogee: “In the mythology
that gave us the American Dream,
the West has always represented
freedom. And once you reached
the westernmost edge of the
continent, there was California —
there you could relax in the land
of swaying palm trees framed by
a cerulean blue ocean, while ripe

fruit fell to the ground under a
sunlit sky.”

We know the rest. I was fed
on it. Both the beauty and the rub:
Things are not what they seem.
Restrictive housing covenants.
Broken promises. Double-edged
illusions. So many families
uprooted for work — train labor,
industrial jobs in manufacturing,
in aerospace, but high-paying
industrial jobs often eluded many
who’'d come with high hopes and
limited means. This forced a pivot,
in plans and in dreams.

Like the television and movie
figures we happen upon — duck-
ing in for coffee, picking up dry
cleaning, heading up a trailhead
— people and place look very dif-
ferent close up. So much of what
we Angelenos live around and
what defines the region has been
imported — trucked in, sailed in,
nipped and tucked, fluffed up. As
Carey McWilliams wrote in his
seminal assessment of the region
in 1946, Southern California: An
Island on the Land, this place is
a paradox, “a desert that faces
the ocean.” Modernity changed
ecology, the palm trees, the euca-
lyptus, the acacia and pepper
trees, the flowers, and of course
the flow of water. None of this is
ours, yet all of it is us.

On clear days, looking toward
the San Gabriel Mountains to
the northeast, you can make out
a semblance of what was, what
greeted our forebears. “The natu-
rallandscape,” McWilliams writes,
“was not particularly prepos-
sessing. The native vegetation
consisted of chaparral on moist
mountain slopes and bunch grass
on the lowlands.” That’s what I
am drawn to — the glitches, the
stubborn outgrowths that can’t
be tamed; the hardy seedling
volunteers that root among the
acquiescent native plants. As

underscore, McWilliams quotes
the writer James M. Cain: “The
naked earth shows through every-
thing that grows on it. The earth is
naked and exposed in California.”
The truth is always with us.

FINDING HOME

The spaces I moved through as a
child and adolescent often didn’t
square with what I encountered
in books or in movies. My Los
Angeles was not an idyll. It was
cacophony, it was abouquet of lan-
guages that sometimes merged;
it was a stop-and-go saunter
through wildly varied experience,
improvised architecture, mid-
dling air quality, flora and fauna,
mix-and-match street culture. It
didn’t look at all like the fantasies
of advertisements or the punch-
line of a joke. I'd see recognizable
locales on some television shows,
like, say, The Rockford Files, the
1970s detective drama that flirted
with the workaday subcultures
along the county’s edges. The
show’s creators understood L.A.
as a series of discrete and distinct
neighborhoods that sprawled
beneath the flight path or hugged
the foothills; Jim Rockford lived
in Malibu Cove with an uninter-
rupted ocean view, sure, but in a
sun-and-sea-beaten 1959 Nashua
house trailer.

Weekly, for decades now,
before the sun makes itself fully
visible over the L.A. Basin, I make
a trek high up into the hills, some-
times alone, sometimes with a
friend. It’s not church, but it is
more than a ritual, a way to situ-
ate myself. Most often we head to
the trails that wind up into Griffith
Park. This is L.A.s municipal park,
a gift of industrialist and philan-
thropist Griffith J. Griffith. Situated
at the eastern end of the Santa
Monica Mountains and covering
4,310 acres of land, it stretches

from Los Feliz on the western end
to Burbank/Glendale to the east.
It’s a well-worn Angeleno joke: You
must drive to take a walk. (It’s not
always true; some mornings I walk
straight from my house into the San
Gabriel Mountains and the Angeles
National Forest, with its lush tree
groves and calming streams.)

Always, I hold out hope that
the park will be quiet and unpopu-
lated enough to allow me to simply
concentrate. Not on beauty, but on
incongruity. On how the impossi-
ble was made possible. I marvel at
the coastal sage scrub, sycamores
and oak, the wandering coyote
and deer, and that I can look past
them to an ever-changing sky-
line that seems to have simply
sprouted, like the wild mustard,
from the same earth upon which
I stand; to the crisscross of free-
ways — the I-5, braiding with the
134 and, farther out, the I-110; to
the metropolis of millions, soon to
blink awake.

firmness is a kinky illusion. no
stomping ground/the marriage
of fire and water tar pits
deserts earthquakes
emotional swamps of mood.
lakes of molten love. a sky of
cries.
—Wanda Coleman, from
“Gonwandaland”

I'm not certain when I real-
ized that Los Angeles, with its
varied microclimates and unique
seasons, its fluid ambivalence
about its past, had somehow tat-
tooed itself upon me. I do know
that for as long as I can remembetr,
I've been hungry for books that
found their traction here; I sought
writers who wrote from their Los
Angeles. I slipped through seams
in time (’50s, "20s, 40s, ’60s) and
jumped around genres (history,
poetry, literary fiction, memoir,
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noir). I wanted to see those back-
drops flicker up. Not just the
column of clear white light pro-
jected on a wall, but what it was
to move through Los Angeles in
those eras — to touch it, smell it,
taste it. I was trying to find the
familiar and to answer questions
about how we got here, to this
flawed overarching narrative, the
land of “laid back,” mafiana life-
style, the capital of “everything
loose will land” here.

I read Chandler, Cain, West,
Fante, Bukowski, Schulberg,
Fitzgerald, Himes. These were
stories that told me what histories
— whose turf — I stood on: shad-
owy barrooms, dusty flophouses,
sunny Hollywood conference
rooms, a deeply past-tense world
lit through venetian blinds. But it
wasn’t mine. My L.A. progressed
beyond the doors of my local
library, my sunny east-facing bed-
room, through the Spanglish banter
of corner stores, the scraping of
skateboards in drought-drained
pools, the drum circles in Leimert
Park, whose beats followed the
flow of girls in tap shoes hurrying
to Saturday-morning class. The
sounds of neighborhoods, of hustle
and scrapping.

“L.A. is a wash of sounds. Of
moods. Of textures,” says musi-
cian and composer Anthony
Wilson. Over the past few years,
Wilson, a native and son of the
late, great L.A.-based jazz band
leader Gerald Wilson, has been
trying to chronicle a sense of
place, not just in his own music,
but also in photographs. He walks
and bikes, and this slows the city
down — slides it into focus, the
ways communities segue into
one another, some abruptly, some
imperceptibly. The images of his
that most resonate with me are
instances and perspectives that
an outsider would never pin as
quintessential Los Angeles. It’s
not the palm tree shadows or the
dusty fronds themselves, or even
the blink-awake aqueous light;
it’s the riot of color — yellows,
turquoise, hot orange — of build-
ings and close-up hand-painted
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Dollar Store, South Los Angeles.
Noé Montes

signage. It’s a careful arrangement
of executive office chairs on a vast
asphalt parking lot, or the angle of
late-afternoon amber light slicing
through a storefront window.
Spinning through his images,
if you concentrate enough, you
might pick up what Wilson hears
when he’s grabbing these visual
notes. “When you get quiet enough
in yourself to hear it — beyond the
dry roar of automobile and air traf-
fic, past the sounds of mariachi and
ranchera music in East L.A. or the
northeastern L.A. hills or the deep
bass thump of hip-hop coming
from cars on the streets through-
out the city — in any part of Los

Angeles there is always the sound
and song of birds: incessant chirps
from inside bushes and treetops,
insistent calls of crows and gulls,
coos of doves and pigeons. It’s
really there always, and there’s so
much that seems more identified
with this city, but for me, it’s the
music of the millions of birds who
share this space with us that is the
true sound of Los Angeles and tells
me that I'm here.”
Ialsohearthatdance between
urban and wild. Depending on
where I've landed for the day, it’s
mostly an urban hum: I too wake
to birds, but as the morning cedes
its tranquil hold and afternoon

takes hold, the backdrop fills:
The sound of a bus’ air brakes;
the snap, pop of live electric wires
overhead, the mechanic’s lift,
the fruit cart’s squawking bicycle
horn, the screeching wheeling
migrating wild parrots; the tum-
bling tribal drums that echo in the
moist night air; It’s the freeway
hiss that you pretend is an ocean
advancing and retreating. Forever
and always, it’s a city of contradic-
tions and brokered coexistence,
even its sonic ambiance.

LIFE AS IT COMES
Sometimes a clear-eyed, poetic
depiction of the city catches me
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unawares. A vision that combines
Los Angeles’ ragged urban raw-
ness with the sobering spectacle of
nature: its paradoxes, its flashes of
wonderment. Like the city itself,
the best rewards — that flock of
screeching wild parrots in a tan-
gle of old television aerials, a bear
taking a stroll through San Gabriel
front yards — are not searched for
but happened upon.

I've begun to see the more
recognizable contours of my city
more and more. By chance, when
I stopped by to check on a friend
recovering at home from surgery,
a screener of director Karen Kusa-
ma’s thriller, Destroyer, was just

starting up on her TV screen. The
movie stars Nicole Kidman as a
worn-out undercover detective
for the LAPD. I could tell from
the first frames it wasn’t escap-
ist fare. Grubby and vacant-eyed,
the detective moves through the
harsh desert light, chasing her
past, and along the way I see my
present — the concrete river, the
wash of mishmash architecture
and urban blight, a 21st century
backdrop, a character itself. I took
a seat. I watched, transfixed. What
struck me most was an elaborate
foot chase that begins at night in
the gritty urban flats (here, south
L.A. subbed in for Echo Park),
then rises up narrow, dimly lit
concrete pathways. The pursuit
extends, the characters breathing
heavily as they stumble up a steep
grade and into the dirt footpaths
of hills, then stop amid a lacy
stand of trees. The city fans out
below, not a beautiful glittering
gem, but a wash of light, diffused
by a bit of marine moisture. From
their perch, the expanse reveals
how high the climb and how tre-
mendous the drop.

In this cinematic moment, I
see L.A. at its most beguiling and
real: You can cross on foot from
one completely “wild” environ-
ment into the next, on foot.

To people watching else-
where, unaware of L.A.’s terrain, it
must look like invention, or even a
mistake. How could they run from
the center of a city into the woods
in a matter of minutes? Angelenos
know: You can. Why is this multi-
farious, wily Los Angeles still such
a stranger to the world? Why is its
richness still such a mystery?

“Why,” I ask out loud, “did this
send me so?”

I'm sitting across a two-top
dining table, sharing small plates
in a restaurant at L.A.’s Union
Station with the novelist Nina
Revoyr, reanimating this hilltop
scene, the juxtaposition of terri-
tories. This is another day for us,
in the place we know, the place
we call home, but the backdrop
is sure to shift, as it always does,
sometimes in small tremors many

miles below the surface. Revoyr
feels this and is familiar with the
city’s nuances, a longtime resi-
dent of Los Angeles who has lived
all over the basin. Revoyr’s work —
more than two decades of stories
about people and sense of place in
obscure regions of Los Angeles —
feels like a devotional, rendering a
more complex version of the city,
clearing the sight lines to allow a
better view.

What I realized finally, I tell
her, is that that moment was a
visual echo that pulled me back to
a similar instance from an earlier
decade: Allison Anders’ 1993 film,
Mi Vida Loca. It’s the same general
locale — the Elysian Park trails
above northeast Los Angeles’ Echo
Park, presenting the same view of
the outstretched city — where two
childhood friends, Mousie and
Sad Girl, go to settle scores. They
call this hidden-from-outsiders
turf “The Logs,” a place they, and
their Mexicana/Chicana posse,
can travel on foot. But most strik-
ingly this: Despite the relentless
turf warfare, the graffiti-sprayed
streets, that breathtaking
million-dollar view on a brisk,
clear night is theirs and theirs
alone. All their struggles — the
violence that is evident or hinted
at — transpire against a backdrop
of exquisite natural lushness. That
flickering California Dream. And
the freeway-adjacent Arcadia.

Tonight, we sit with a view of
the station’s concourse, watching
waves and waves of commuters
rush toward the subway escalators
or up toward train departure gates,
and I can’t help but reflect on the
fact that this is the portal through
which my mother first entered the
city, and that we are also sitting on
land that was once the largest of
the villages of the Tongva people
— Yaangna.

And this is what Revoyr sees,
the layers, and, too, what the
naked earth reveals. This is what
we’ve come together to talk about,
our visions of our city: Where they
merge, where they depart. Not
just ski to surf, but how just a jog
across the basin puts you in the

path of mountain lions, coyotes
and bobcats along the foothills,
into the thick of the always-chang-
ing complexity of “home.” L.A.s
land speaks, reveals the past and
present; you just have to be con-
versant in its symbology. For a
hiker, Revoyr explains, “it’s strik-
ing, looking down. It’s evident
which areas are wealthier and
which aren’t, just by the amount
of green they have. Hancock Park,
for example, looks very green from
above, because of all the trees
and irrigation — much differ-
ent from neighboring, congested
Koreatown.”

She identifies other markers:
“Driving down major streets, like
Central or San Pedroin South L.A.,
is very different than, say, driving
down Pico in West L.A. There are
so many little stores and storefront
churches, rundown businesses
that struggle to stay open. Graffiti
and murals. Metal gates opened
in daytime that are drawn closed
at night. And yet there is so much
more street life here, too, a differ-
ent kind of vibrancy.”

Proximity to the ocean,
sprawling views, adjacency to big
nature: These, generally speaking,
are the backdrops that become
more accessible to (and associ-
ated with) Angelenos with wealth,
but, Revoyr says, the divide is
even more fundamental than
that. That fabled air and light? It’s
not available to all. It cuts both
ways. “When you look at tools like
CalEnvironScreen — an online
mapping tool that identifies areas
of high pollution throughout the
state — you’ll see that our most
severely polluted areas map
almost exactly with areas where
low-income people of color live.
It’s folks of color whose neigh-
borhoods are slashed through by
freeways, who live near the ports
and refineries and trash-burning
facilities, whose homes are right
next to active oil drilling.” Not long
ago, a Delta airline jet preparing
to make an emergency dumped
15,000 gallons of fuel on an ele-
mentary school, injuring children
and adults in the working-class
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community of Cudahay. “It was
just an extreme version of what’s
happening all the time.”

And yet, while grappling on
the page with these tensions and
divides, Revoyr is still captivated
by the stretch of experiences one
can move through in a single day
— or a single hour; the many Los
Angeleses she can call her own.
“When I lived in Glassell Park ...
owls would serenade each other
over the canyon,” she says. “I
would walk twice a day with our
dogs and feel both that I was mov-
ing through a major metropolitan
area — busy neighborhoods and
freeways in every direction —
and like I was moving within a
large expanse of nature, in terrain
people lived in, but could never
control. Even as we’ve covered so
much of this land in concrete,
nature keeps wiggling through. ...
It reminds us who is in charge.”

It reminds us why we’re here.

CASUAL DREAMERS
Like many Angelenos of late, I'm
trying to read between the lines of
a new narrative. The order comes
on aThursday: Not a full lockdown,
but an aggressive response to the
novel coronavirus pandemic, a
stepped-down version of “shelter
in place” — “Safer at Home.” I lis-
ten to the press conference of L.A.’s
mayor, Eric Garcetti, on my laptop,
attempting to multitask through
tabs until I can figure out the con-
tours of this new story. Reporters
phone in with questions, parsing
language: How is this edict different
from shelter in place? Other words
from the mayor’s address vibrate in
my head: “There is no magic moat
around us. ... Today is a day that
will be seared into the story of the
streets of this city.”

We will have to stay apart to
come together. In this sense, our
sprawl will serve us differently. I
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take the edict seriously: A before-
and-after marker. I vow to stay
close to home. I also take note that
it is the first day of spring, the air
itself vivid with birdsong and the
scent of new blooms. Los Angeles
at its most fetching. By Saturday
morning, my curiosity gets the
best of me. What has happened to
my city? I drive into my old neigh-
borhood, Echo Park, to do my
sanctioned grocery shopping. Just
as I've glimpsed in the TV cov-
erage, Sunset Boulevard appears
as if asleep. Surreal for a Satur-
day: the empty streets slick with
morning drizzle, the bus benches
clear of commuters, the sleek new
cafes, usually noisy with morning
business, shut tight behind accor-
dion gates. Blocks away, along the
placid lake, a few joggers make a
loop, and pairs of mallard ducks
parade near the shore. The paddle
boats, docked in careful rows, as if
waiting for this — this ill wind —
to pass.

This is the part that is some-
times difficult to put into words:
The L.A. that moves through us.
The Los Angeles we carry with —
and in — us, every day. It abides
through all the changes. I see it
in Wilson’s photographs. I hear it
in some of the cross-genre music
that was the soundtrack of my
southwest L.A. days — the salsa,
funk and shredding guitars — that
represent a collision of bordering
ethnic neighborhoods. And I saw
it in the wistful frames of Allsion
Anders’ film.

A few weeks back —
moments, it now seems, before
everything turned upside-down
— through the pure gift of seren-
dipity, I crossed paths with Anders
at a benefit in an urban oasis in
Pasadena. Arlington Garden, a
three-acre public greenspace
dedicated to the flora and fauna
of Southern California — here we

stood amid the familiar — coastal
sage scrub, succulents, old shaggy
palm trees. Our big town is a small
town. In minutes, sharing stories
standing in a lush oak grove, alight
with darting butterflies, listen-
ing to dreamy DJ sets that fold in
salsa, samba and soul, we realized
that we had both lived in Echo
Park during the same era, and
now once more share a hometown
flush against the San Gabriels. Her
work speaks my language because
it has walked my same L.A. foot-
paths. I tell her about how much I
was struck by the mood and sense
of place of Mi Vida Loca — the play
oflight, the colors floating, the ebb
and flow of street talk — so much
sothatI carried it around with me,
tucked away, a memory of a van-
ishing place.

We live in a fast-changing city.
That was always a given, but now
gentrification is rapidly grinding
away many more recognizable
contours. And while Mi Vida Loca
is a chronicle of a friendship, and
the love that ebbs and flows within
it, it now also reads as an ode to the
lost Echo Park and the hardscrab-
ble neighborhoods like it.

The life of the street pulses.
The sidewalks buckle, tree roots
push through concrete, gunfire
tears through the most perfect
moment on a most perfect day. But
flowers grow out of asphalt. Trees
regenerate after wildfires. The nat-
ural environment is emblematic
of hope, and the promise of L.A.
floats, even tarnished, in view, if
not in reach.

To understand Mousie and
Sad Girl and their cohort (Whisper
and Sleepy, Giggles and Casual
Dreamer), Anders explained, “I
had to understand the place they
inhabited. Where do they sleep?
Where do they eat? Where do they
shop? That’s how I get to know
who they are. What I'm always

interested in are communities of
people in a space that they have
not necessarily chosen to be in.
That’s, of course, working-class
people. ... They are going to have
to be resourceful, because they
have to be. It’s not going to be
beautiful, but they are going to
make it beautiful.”

When Anders moved to Echo
Park, it was the same neigh-
borhood I inhabited as a young
journalist, just starting out, seek-
ing affordable digs. Echo Park then
had the texture of a real neighbor-
hood, a real place — heavy with
history, noisy with chickens and
roosters, spiky territory tags/graf-
fiti tossed up on walls, a smear of
music that rose up from the bars
and blasted from cars into the
streets. But if you stopped for a
moment, from up high on a clear
day, you could see not just the lake
but the Pacific. This all created
a deep sense of community con-
nection, of pride, even back in the
1990s, when the L.A. River wasn’t
much more than a trickle, still
strangled by concrete. When Sad
Girl says, “You can get anything
you need in my neighborhood,”
she means it.

“When I was interviewing
DPs (directors of photography),”
Anders said, “they’d read the
script and say: ‘Oh, I know. I'm
going to make this really gritty and
urban.’ ” It sent up an alarm. I'd
go, ‘Ehhhh. ... But then Rodrigo
Garcia showed up and said: ‘T'm
going to make this really beauti-
ful, because that’s how they see
it.” I needed somebody to do that.
Because it is.”

Look up, look around. Nature
reminds us: “There is something
beyond all of this. If you can just
get a moment to stand on a hill
and look out, you can regain your
perspective. You can get beyond
all of this. You can get through it.”



Griffith Park, Los Angeles.
Lynell George

Luis J. Rodriquez, the city’s
former poet laureate, writes in
his “Love Letter to L.A.”: “To
truly love L.A. / You have to see
it / With different eyes / Askew
perhaps ...” This line sticks in my
mind like a skipping record. In
Los Angeles, sometimes you have
to tilt the frame to see more, to
regain perspective, but you also
have to know to do so. Because of
the region’s tangled histories — its
whispered restrictive housing cov-
enants and redlining, its power
shifts and social hierarchies, its
discrimination, its de facto brand
of segregation, its legacy of strictly

enforced “sundown towns,” which
restricted nonwhite citizens, not
just from living there but even
passing through — some stories
of the city, those that are uncom-
fortable or inconvenient, remain
muted. The people who have the
privilege to tell the story of a place,
do. And often, they retell the same
one over and over.

Every day, we walk atop
Native people’s land. I've tried
to memorize whose and where:
like Yanngna, where Revoyr and I
sat for our conversation at Union
Station, or Karuuvanga, situated
on the city’s westside, minutes

from where I grew up, where a
spring still flows. For generations,
developers have built housing,
parking lots, over not just city
blocks but entire former neigh-
borhoods. They’ve remade and
renamed so many spaces. But the
physical places in Los Angeles still
live within the stories of the peo-
ple who worked graveyard shifts
in aerospace, or once made their
homes in the jewel-toned bunga-
lows now cleared for a freeway, or
who kept neat vegetable gardens
and fruit trees and shared their
bounty. Some of them still stand.
Everyday, we walk over the shards
of old dreams. It’s important for
us to remember and tell out loud
these stories that don’t fit snugly
in the quasi-official narrative; they
are essential to understanding the
spirit of this place.

L.A. isn’t just an idyll. It is
urban — with all of the tensions
inherent in that. And in this
extended moment, through our
abundance of caution, I realize
there will be no more sharing
small plates, no tandem bike rides,
no serendipitous meet-ups in oak
groves, for an interval of time we
cannot predict nor will into being.

Paradise can be a backdrop
to tragedy, to disappointment,
to disaster. When I circle back to
Echo Park now, it’'s home to a siz-
able homeless encampment, with
a view of Echo Park Lake, where
Mousie and Sad Girl sat in the glo-
rious light of afternoon, trading
tragedies. The wild pops up out of
nowhere sometimes, in the middle
of the urban. It’s part of the Amer-
ican story of second chances, of
possibility, L.A. ever the epicenter.

Like Anders, Revoyr knows
that when writing of home, it’s
important to sink into the partic-
ular. I reflect on her observation:
“I tend to write about neighbor-
hoods that are challenged and
complex. I do want to show the dif-
ficulties, the struggles. But there
is also loveliness too, and I want
to capture that, the resilience of
the people, the connections and
family, the physical beauty of
neighborhoods that people may

not notice, or may not know to
look for. ... I want to show them in
all their complexity.”

Those stories of place, the
Los Angeles of my childhood and
adolescence and young adult-
hood — the ’60s, ’70s, ’80s, '90s
— couldn’t be told until we began
to tell them. Until we steadied and
raised our voices. Until we made
our way through gatekeepers,
and most significantly until we
were of age and of mind to turn
our attention to a shifting defini-
tion of the West (or El Norte), one
that included stories of migration
and immigration, of protest, of
underemployment, of struggle,
and of love and resilience despite
disappointment, and in the ways
in which we tend to the physical
environment, to conserve against
drought or be mindful of energy
use and emissions. We must tend
to the region’s various topogra-
phies in narrative. It’s imperative.
Or they will be lost. As a chron-
icler, my responsibility is to try
and tell an honest story. True to
its roots. Even now, even in this
quiet moment in the city, we
must remember its cacophony, its
music.

We are trying to convey
something of Los Angeles — the
flicker of light that sparks a recol-
lection, a borrowed memory that
resonates — and ultimately leave
some clearer understanding of the
gradations, the mix and the com-
plexity. I suppose, in the seeing
and retelling, we are all trying to
leave a little bit ourselves, too —
like the laced graffiti, which, even
in the press of change, still claims
walls, marks territory, exclaims:
“I'was here.”
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Notice to our advertisers:

You can place classified ads with
our online classified system. Visit
hcn.org/classifieds. June 1is the
deadline to place your print ad in
the June 2020 issue. 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.

Own a thriving mountain guide
service — Eastern Sierra guide
service for sale to person with vision
and expertise to take it onwards.

It’s existed since 1995 with Forest
Service and National Park Service
permits. Ideal for mountain person/
entrepreneur wishing to live in a
small town between the high desert
and high mountains. buysierra-
mountaincenter.com.

Unique investment opportunity
Profitable off-the-grid business
located two miles from Glacier
National Park. Owner has six years
of operating experience. Seeking
investor or partner for business
expansion and enhancement. Seri-
ous inquiries only. 406-885-0429.

Employment

Seasonal trail crew leaders —
Lead the nation’s premier volun-
teer-based trail crew programs

on the spectacular Pacific Crest
National Scenic Trail. This is a
great career-building opportunity
for rising professionals. Coordinate
and oversee projects on the ground
along the PCT. Spend time outdoors
and on the trail. Three positions
available. See our website for
details. traichart@pcta.org. https://
wWww.pcta.org/about-us/jobs. 916-
285-1848.

Seasonal San Juan Rangers —
Seeking experienced crew members
to patrol Colorado’s most iconic
mountain wilderness. wildsjnf@

gmail.com. https://sjma.org.

St. Lawrence University,
Assistant Director in the
Outdoor Program — To view the
complete position description, visit:
http://employment.stlawu.edu. St.
Lawrence University is an Equal
Opportunity Employer.

Dean — W.A. Franke College of
Forestry and Conservation. Apply
http://bit.ly/2548umijobs. AA/EEQ/
ADA/Veterans Preference Employer.

Work with Us! - High Country
News seeks a Director of Product
and Marketing to join our senior
team during an exciting chapter

of innovation and growth. This
individual will lead digital product
development, marketing for our
digital and print products, data and
analytics, and customer service.
The ideal candidate is a seasoned
and creative multi-channel media
strategist with a knack for using
data to drive innovation, and the
ability to lead a growing team
through a time of change. The goal:
to expand HCN’s reach, impact and
revenue. Remote applicants wel-
come. High Country News strives to
reflect the West and values diverse
candidates. For more information,
go to hen.org/about/jobs.

High
News

Arizona Conservation Corps
Program Director — Arizona
Conservation Corps is seeking a
Program Director in Flagstaff or
Tucson. https://azcorps.org/
uploads/programs/AZCC-Pro-
gram-Director-2020-Updated.pdf.

Stewardship Specialist — San
Isabel Land Protection Trust seeks
experienced person to manage

its 133 conservation easements in
south-central Colorado. linda@

sanisabel.org.

Merchandise

Western Native Seed — Specializ-
ing in native seeds and seed mixes
for Western states. 719-942-3935.
www.westernnativeseed.com.

Professional Services

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

Lisa Mackey Photography —
Fine Art Giclée Printing. Photo
papers, fine art papers, canvas.
Widths up to 44 inches. Art print-
ing by an artist. 970-247-3004.
www.lisamackeyphoto.com.
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Publications & Books

Chuck Burr’s Culturequake.com
Change will happen when we see
anew way of living. Thinking to
save the world.

Real Estate For Rent

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

Sitka, Alaska, float house —
Vacation rental located in calm
protected waters eight miles

from Sitka, Alaska, via boat with
opportunities to fish and view
wildlife. SKkiff rental also available.

Email jim@annahootz.com or call
907-738-0996.

Real Estate for Sale

0Ojo Caliente commercial
venture — Outstanding location
near the world-famous Ojo Caliente
Mineral Springs Resort, N.M. Classic

adobe mercantile, complete with
living quarters, separate six-unit
B&B, metal building and spacious
grounds. 505-470-2892, wimettre@
newmexico.com, wimettrealty.com.

Prime commercial opportunity,
Nogales. Three active lower spaces
and upper floor with potential.

520-245-9000. sally@tubac.com.

Improved lot — Private road,

hillside, views. Well, pad, septic,
99-square-foot hut. Dryland per-
maculture orchard. Wildlife. San
Diego.Long growing season. 619-

219-9311. archelonia@gmail.com.

https://homepie.com/listings/913.

Furnished Glenwood Springs
home for rent — Renovated
unique home for rent. Main, upper
floor, on Roaring Fork River.
Utilities included. Beautiful,
secluded property. Walking
distance to town, hot springs,
groceries. No smoking. Gold medal
fishing! Outdoor activities. Off-
road parking. Available summer/
autumn. 970-930-5950.

durangotang@hotmail.com.

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

New Mexico property,

Silver City — 20 acres, $80,000.
Owner financing, well, driveway,
fencing possible, very private,
sensible covenants, broker-owned.
Contact 575-534-7955 or timdre@
comcast.net.

Tours & Travel

Copper Canyon, Mexico —
Camping, hiking, backpacking,
R2R2R, Tarahumara Easter,
Mushroom Festival,
WWW.coppercanyontrails.org.
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The most comfortable wallet you ll ever own.

Rocpue FronePockerWaller

i Amencan Brean La

Back pocket wallets are poorly designed - they're bulky, uncomfortable and
exsy to have solen. So at our linde leather shop in Maine, we reimagined the
: wallet and what it could be.
Join the f?gl:‘t e Fl'lﬂtﬂtt We stamed with a new design chat was slim, secure, and shaped for your front
A r wreat Old America’s public pocket, We put the finest American keathers in the hands of our craftsmen and
rQ? S lands and waters for women, And we ended up with a wallet you'll want to canry for a Hfetime. Nou
L 88 | For Wilderness  future generations. everyone cures shout well-made leather goods. Bot if pou're the type of person
TS iy S Rogue Industries
N.GREATOLDBROADS.ORG/JOIN-US rogue-industries.com | $00-786-1768

Connecting Westerners
to what matters now.

Support smart, courageous journalism
when it matters most.

MAY 2020 37



2017

TRAIL GUIDE BOOKS

GUIDEBOOKS
TO
IDAHO TRAILS

by
Margarer Fuller and Jerry Painter

trailguidebooks.com
208.549.1820
Mew drd Edition!
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Know the West.

We’re celebrating our 50th anniversary with

a bigger and better magazine. Our design and
delivery schedule have changed, but you can
expect to see the same in-depth, thought-
provoking journalism that has always been
HCN'’s hallmark. Get involved by visiting us at:

www.hcn.org/50-years

Aspens illuminated in a talus field in Colorado. Paul Larmer for High Country News
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Western
Environmental
Law Center

We are a nonprofit organization
that uses the power of the law to
safeguard the public lands, wildlife, and
communities of the American West in
the face of a changing climate.

Join us:
westernlaw.org nf’westernlaw

Our nation’s bedrock ﬁuulrnnmental law is under the most
serious threat in its 50-year history. The federal government
is taking steps now to undermine the National Environmental
Policy Act (NEPA), a vital law that protects people, places, and
nature throughout the United States.

And 94% of official public comments oppose the
administration’s proposal.*

The Western Environmental Law Center exists to prevent the
government and powerful corporate interests from steamrolling
nature—and the public. With your help, we can and will stop
the federal government from recklessly sacrificing public
health and our environment. Please join us.

*Center far Weshom Prisrities, 2r18/20



Forget the
parks; seek out
the spaces in
between, the
backyards

and alleys. It’s
a great time

to explore an
irrigation ditch
or the woods at
the edge of town
— to see what’s
around you.
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San Juan County, Colorado, enacted a ban on non-locals,
placing copies of the order on the windshields of vehicles
with out-of-county license plates.

Addiengeorge / Twitter

(continued from page 24)

non-locals, and visitors centers have shut down.
Everybody, go home. Is home restricted to the
indoors, or does it include the spaces around you?

Ibelieve in the right to be outside, but at this
moment it shouldn’t be exercised through visi-
tor centers and bottlenecks. Forget the parks;
seek out the spaces in between, the backyards
and alleys. It’s a great time to explore an irriga-
tion ditch or the woods at the edge of town — to
see what’s around you. Be as local as you can.
If you’re heading to Red Mountain Pass to ski
between Silverton and Ouray, Colorado, and you
have out-of-county plates, the San Juan County
Sheriff’s Office will place a yellow slip on your
windshield reading, “San Juan County Colorado
isenactinga LOCALS ONLY order until further
notice due to the COVID-19 Virus crisis.” Further
down the slip, it notes, “Failure to comply with
this order will result in charges with the poten-
tial of 1 year in prison, and a $1,000 fine.”

In southwest Colorado, as in much of the
West, we're fortunate to live in a nest of public
lands with few trails or kiosks, mostly dirt roads
with random pullouts — the spaces managed by
the Bureau of Land Management. When I hear

“shelter in place,” I think of this place. How far
does that legally, ethically extend?

A couple of days ago, my gal and I met up
with two friends, another couple sheltering
at home, and drove separately to a rock scarp
near where we live. We kept 6 feet or more
between us at all times, handing nothing back
and forth without an antibacterial wipe. The
air we breathed was cavernous, a sandstone
canyon without a trail or a sign, a place where
you’d rarely see footprints. For half a day, we
scrambled over boulders and took pictures of
rock and sky. I was more cautious than Iusually
am, trying to limit the risk, because you don’t
want to take any resources from rescue workers
who already have tough jobs to do. On our hike,
we recounted the weeks since we’d seen each
other last, catching up on the stories under the
vault of the sky. This, I believe, is sanity. As far
as I've heard, what we did is neither illegal or
unhealthy. Perhaps it’s not unethical, either.

I realize not everybody can do this; the
out-of-doors comes in degrees. Sometimes just
standing on a sidewalk and staring into the sky
makes a world of difference.

Currently, federal land agencies, including
the National Park Service, defer to the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention for social-dis-
tancing guidelines. But for those wondering
about going out farther than their own back-
forty, Colorado Parks and Wildlife put out simple
guidelines reflecting outdoor recommendations
from groups and agencies around the West.

In a nutshell:

» If you are sick, stay home.

» Keep asocial distance from others.
» Avoid high-risk or remote activities.
» Announce your presence to others.
» Stay regional.

» Avoid times and places of high use.
» Practice good hand hygiene.

» Bekind. Say hi.

A key bullet point is “stay regional.” How
big is a region? Where do you usually travel for
groceries? In some of these big Western coun-
ties, a hundred miles or more can be your region.
In Denver, I figure this means your city and
the land immediately around it; Front Range
residents are advised to avoid traveling to the
high country or to small mountain communi-
ties closed to visitors. In the Pacific Northwest,
permits are still being given for the Pacific Crest
Trail. Online battles are raging between those
leaving the trail — who are being called “quitters’

—and those staying on it, who are being accused
of selfishly making coronavirus and its host of
difficulties worse.

In other words, there’s no official definition.
One good answer came from a friend in Trinidad,
Colorado: “If someone gets to a spot and there
are a bunch of people there, you should imme-
diately go somewhere else.”

I was probably one of the last groups to leave
the southeast Utah backcountry late last week. I
came out with participantsin a wilderness archae-
ology program. We traveled through the town of
Bluff to see what was happening, and we found
a pandemic in progress: People were telling us
to go home, to stay put in Utah, to go back to the
wilderness where we’d been living happily for the
last five days. Airplanes were still flying, so civili-
zation was still intact. But answers were hard to
find. We all headed back home, which sent us in
every direction but kept us out of the hair of the
locals, which seems to be the major issue. Small
gateway communities do not need the strain on
their groceries, gas or medical services.

If you’re looking for justification to take a
trip to the backcountry, leaving your area to go
through someone else’s, thisisn’t it. Stay in your
home terrain. If where you live has backcoun-
try wrapped around it, or a trail that’s open and
uncrowded, or just some woods to walk through,
Iconsider that an extension of home. It may not
be true for everyone, but many of us live out here
on the margins. And all of us, I hope, can reach
the outdoors in some form, because sanity is also
necessary for health.

]
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COVID-19

Pandemic as prologue

A failure of imagination has stymied our outbreak response,

but that’s just the beginning.

BY BRIAN CALVERT

THE NOVEL CORONAVIRUS offi-
cially arrived in the United States on

Jan. 19, when a sick person went to

anurgent care facility in Snohomish

County, Washington. But it wasn’t
until two months later — weeks

after the World Health Organiza-
tion declared a pandemic — that
Congress passed a massive spending

package, cities enacted major travel

restrictions, and rural towns started

begging visitors to stay home and

not overwhelm their limited medi-
cal facilities. Many people died, yet
it took months for the imminent
threat of the virus to become appar-
ent to national leaders.

Why? In part, I think, because
U.S. leaders, cynically trapped in a
false sense of security, were unable
to imagine how a pandemic might
play out here, even as they watched
itunfold abroad. This lack of imag-
ination, underpinned by privi-
lege and a dangerous nationalism,
does not bode well for the future.
The world has changed in the past
few months, but climate chaos still

looms, and this pandemic is but a
prologue.

As the number of cases climbed
and travel restrictions tightened, I
found myself returning to Amitav
Ghosh’s The Great Derangement:
Climate Change and the Unthink-
able, a critique of the modern imag-
ination. Ghosh, an award-winning
novelist and essayist, argues that
sometime in the 19th and 20th
centuries, people began to feel
more at ease with a “new regular-
ity of bourgeois life.” That sense of
ease manifested itselfin a collective
failure of imagination, replaced
by a reliance on probabilities and
statistics. Our inability to imagine
catastrophe, in other words, has
brought it to fruition. As a society,
we simply cannot imagine what is
coming, because we have become
too inured with the comforts that be.

Ghosh argues that we are living
in an era of the “uncanny” — the
strange, the disorienting, the
unsettling — in German, unheim-
lich, un-home-like. “No other word

A pandemic blows apart the
idea that humans are separate

from their environment.

Hanna Barczyk / HCN

comes close to expressing the
strangeness of what is unfolding
around us (including) the presence
and proximity of nonhuman inter-
locutors.” Ghosh means climate
forces, but he could just as easily
be talking about viruses, which
challenge our notions of inside
and outside, our selves versus our
environment. There is nothing
more intimate than a virus that
enters your body from the outside,
infects you, then becomes part of
you. A pandemic blows apart the
idea that humans are separate
from their environment, much as
climate change blows apart the idea
that we are masters of that miscon-
strued environment. This newest
(notlast) coronavirus suggests what
climate change demands: A viable
future depends on the ability to
re-see the world.

Americans were blinded by our
own comfort, while our leaders
willfully lied to us. It was easy to
believe them. But the truth was at
the margins. As the COVID-19 crisis
unfolded, a discrepancy appeared
across a racial divide, which in
America must always be linked to

inequality. In early March, a Pew
Research poll found that “older
adults, black and Hispanic people,
and those with no college experi-
ence are especially likely to view
the coronavirus as a major threat to
their own health.” These concerns
were ignored, of course; the
comfortable scoffed while the pres-
ident dithered. Now, many, many
thousands will die, and needlessly.

This pandemic gives usachance
to re-see the world. Sequestration,
isolation, frustration — these offer
a new chance for connection, for
re-imagination, even if every morn-
ing brings a freshly broken heart,
every headline a new horror. It is
all strange, uncanny, anxiety-in-
ducing. But the truth is this: Many
people around the world, in many
countries ignored by the United
States or actively punished by
it, are accustomed to this dread.
Now, the COVID-19 pandemic has
brought that dread and widespread
suffering to the land of the privi-
leged, a preview of what’s to come.
Itis up to us now to see clearly this
unraveling, to consider it, and to
rememberit.
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Lissa Yellow Bird searches for Kristopher “KC”*Clarke in

Mandaree, North Dakota, Kalen Goodluck *
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The searchers

In her debut book, Sierra Crane Murdoch follows Lissa Yellow
Bird’s quest for missing people and hidden histories.

LISSA YELLOW BIRD KNOWS
something about how to find abody
in the badlands of North Dakota.
To outsiders, the landscape might
appear empty and unchanging, but
to Yellow Bird, it looks dynamic —
different in every season. She is
attuned to how April’s snowmelt
washes away sediment and carves
rivulets into the land; to the way

the heavy rains in the fall can
erase tracks; to how the winter’s
snow can bring new shapes into
relief. “The land would reveal what
it wanted to us,” journalist Sierra
Crane Murdoch recalls Yellow Bird
explaining. “The point was not to
force the land to give up the body
but to be there when it did.”

For eight years, Yellow Bird has

helped grieving family members

search for missing relatives. In her
sprawling and richly detailed debut

book, Yellow Bird, Murdoch, a

former High Country News contrib-
uting editor, tells the story of Yellow
Bird’s first search.

Kristopher “KC” Clarke disap-
peared while working on the Fort
Berthold Indian Reservation during
the fracking boom of the early 2010s,
and Yellow Bird helped his family
look for him. As she describes
Yellow Bird’s efforts, Murdoch also
does her own excavating, trying to
uncover the connections between
the region’s settler colonial history
and its ongoing human disappear-
ances. The resultis anilluminating
book that draws a complex portrait
of Yellow Bird as well as of life in
Fort Berthold during the boom and
the historical context of the region’s
disappearances.

In the 2010s, the Fort Berthold
Reservation — hometo the Mandan,
Hidatsa and Arikara Nation, also
called the Three Affiliated Tribes —
underwent extraordinary upheaval,
as a fracking boom brought unprec-
edented money and an influx of
outsiders to the reservation. Clarke,
a 29-year-old white man from
northwest Washington, vanished
in 2012 from the reservation, where
he moved after a breakup. At the
time of his disappearance, Clarke
was working for a friend’s trucking
company, which hauled water to
drilling sites. “The work had been
so good, (his mother) learned, that
her son hardly slept,” Murdoch
writes. Clarke was completely
burned out, and at his employer’s
suggestion, he took a vacation. He
never returned. Authorities began
investigating about a month later,
but the case stalled with few leads.
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Yellow Bird, a federally enrolled
citizen of the Mandan, Hidatsa
and Arikara Nation who lived in
Fargo, North Dakota, never knew
Clarke. She stumbled upon his case
when she saw a Facebook message
posted by his mother asking for
help. Yellow Bird began her search,
driven by an impulse she struggles
to explain to Murdoch.

“The first time I asked (Yellow
Bird) the question, she paused as
ifThad caught her by surprise, and
thenshesaid, ‘Tguess I never really
thought about it before,”” Murdoch
writes. Part of Murdoch’s goal in the
bookis tounderstand Yellow Bird’s
growing obsession with the case.

Murdoch draws from a wealth of
source materials — text messages,
court records, interviews with
Yellow Bird’s distant family
members and old boyfriends, ride-
alongs in cop cars, archival docu-
ments, even months spent living
in Yellow Bird’s house in Fargo —
to draw a deep and vivid portrait
of Yellow Bird’s engrossment.
Yellow Bird got too deeply involved,
Murdoch suggests, creating fake
Facebook accounts, befriending
and manipulating someone she saw
as a suspect, fighting with Clarke’s
mother, pestering law enforcement
officials she considered complacent
and incompetent. Eventually, she
started fighting with her children
about the time she was spending
on the case.

Seeking to understand this
relentless quest, Murdoch connects
it both to Yellow Bird’s personal
history — her guilt about her
absence from her own children’s
lives during her several years of
meth addiction and imprison-
ment — and to the region’s history
of settler colonialism. In partic-
ular, Murdoch points to the flood
engineered by the United States
government in the early 1950s on
the Fort Berthold Indian Reserva-
tion, during construction of Garri-
son Dam. The government used
strongman tactics to obtain the
land, forcing the Three Affiliated
Tribes to relocate to higher ground,
abandoningroads, schools, bridges,
farmland, houses and a hospi-

tal, along with ancestral remains.
This history, Murdoch argues, is
deeply connected to Yellow Bird’s
attempts to bring back Clarke — she
isreactingto alonghistory of things
suddenly disappearing. Thisidea of
erasure — historical, environmen-
tal and literal — holds together the
disparate pieces of the book.

As the messy narrative of Yellow
Bird’s search for Clarke unfolds,
Murdoch paints a vivid, sometimes
disturbing picture of the reservation
during the boom. Clarke’s disappear-
ance came at a time when violent
crime and drug use — both by tribal
members and non-Native itiner-
ant workers — were rising; when
money was flowing in from oil and
gas companies at unprecedented
but unpredictable and uneven
rates; and when non-Native workers
were flooding onto reservation land,
where tribal law enforcement lacked
legal jurisdiction over them.

“Thad some understanding of the
legal topography into which (Clarke)
disappeared,” writes Murdoch, who
began reporting on the reservation
in 2011, “and I suspected his case
might be a window into the darker
realities of the boom.” Indeed, it
quickly becomes clear that greed
and oil money were factors in
Clarke’s disappearance. The search
for justice would be complicated by
thejurisdictional tangle that makes
it difficult to prosecute non-Indige-
nous offenders for crimes commit-
ted on reservation land. Murdoch
notes that there is also very little
free press on the reservation or in
the state of North Dakota, making
it difficult to get information about
cases from government or tribal
agencies.

In an afterword, Murdoch, who
is white, asks, “What right did I
have to tell Lissa’s story?” Yellow
Bird does not appear to be both-
ered; after all, as she tells Murdoch,
she has given her permission. But
Murdoch worries about getting
Native stories wrong. Her attempt
to address this is twofold. First, she
shared a manuscript draft with
Yellow Bird and several of her rela-
tives, going through an unusual
process of discussions, corrections

and revisions with her sources. This
makes the book both more sensitive
and deeper, a conversation with her
sources rather than an attempt to
ascribe motivations from a bird’s-
eye view. Secondly, Murdoch put
herself in the book as a character.
She says she hopes this will help
her to “be clear who was telling the
story — who heard it, interpreted
it, chose which details to leave in
or out — and convey to readers my
limitations as a narrator.” Here,
perhaps, she could have gone
further. Murdoch remains largely
in the background, and readers
have little sense of her own history,
or how it shapes her interactions
with the people she encounters.

Murdoch did extensive report-
ing for eight years in her dogged
attempts to capture Yellow Bird in
all her complexity. There are times,
though, when the breadth of her
reporting becomes a weakness:
There is simply too much there.
There are layers of Yellow Bird’s
family history that might feel essen-
tial to the characters themselves,
but less so to readers; by the end of
the book, it becomes a bit hard to
keep track of minor characters even
if oneis taking notes. A whole chap-
ter on a heated tribal election in
2014 might have been summarized
in a few paragraphs. It feels easy,
in a book of this length and scope,
to drown in particulars. Murdoch
might have aided her readers by
using a more selective process and
some editorial winnowing. Still, her
proseislucid and lyrical, alternately
calling to mind nonfiction writers
like Ian Frazier and novelists like
Marilynne Robinson. One haunt-
ing passage describes the impact
of the Garrison Dam flood, which
drove tribal members off their land:

“It would not take long for the prai-

rie to claim the church, for wind
to unhook the battens and shatter
windows, and for rodents to make
homes in the floors and walls. This
became the nature of the reserva-
tion. A person could come home
and find things taken or worn out.
It was something you got used to,
the inevitability of loss.”

Yellow Bird, however, never

got used to it: She continued to
search for Clarke long after law
enforcement stopped, and even as
anumber of other bodies appeared.
In this way, perhaps, Yellow Bird
reveals how powerful and final
disappearance can be in places
with limited oversight or recourse
tojustice. Inthe badlands, there are
many places to dispose of a body
where it might never be found, and
there are limited avenues for justice
on the reservation. The United
States is mostly looking elsewhere,
especially when the boom starts to
go bust.

Many questions remain by the
book’s end. Without giving away
too much, it’s fair to say that there
is ultimately justice of a sort, and
Murdoch argues that this is brought
about at least in part by Yellow
Bird’s determination. Yellow Bird’s
quest to find Clarke, to un-vanish
someone who is gone, begins to
symbolize reclaiming the past.
Murdoch turns her attention not
only to what is gone, but to a woman
who is still there, and in doing so,
has produced a masterful book.

Yellow Bird: Oil, Murder, and a
Woman’s Search for Justice in
Indian Country

By Sierra Crane Murdoch

376 pages, hardcover: $28
Random House, 2020.
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AS COVID-19 SPREADS across
the U.S., the West’s institutions
of higher education are racing to
adapt, from moving classes online
to closing dorms and reimbursing
students for housing and dining.

But not all schools have
the resources to respond.
Minority-serving institutions,

or MSIs, which enroll significant
proportions of non-white
students, can be crucial gateways
to the middle class for students
of color. According to research
by the American Council on
Education, MSI students have
higher economic mobility rates
than non-MSI students. This
means that students from the
lowest-income families are more
likely to attain above-average
incomes if they attend MSIs. But
the pandemic is increasing the
strain on already-overstretched
institutional budgets.

‘Government support is
going to be vital’

Long a path to the middle class, Hispanic-serving colleges
and universities are struggling to adapt to COVID-19.

BY MAYA L. KAPOOR

Hispanic-serving institutions,
or HSIs, whose student bodies
range from 25% Latino to more
than 90% Latino, were scrambling
for equitable federal funding well
before the pandemic. According
to the Hispanic Association of
Colleges and Universities, or
HACU, for every dollar in federal
funding that non-HSI schools
receive, HSIs get just 68 cents.
Meanwhile, more Latinos are

attending college than ever,
with a majority attending HSIs.
Approximately 45% of the nation’s
HSIs are in the Western United
States, with a third of all HSIs in

California alone.

On March 27, Congress
approved an emergency spending
bill for COVID-19 aid that

includes almost $31 billion for
the Department of Education.
The funding takes into account

how many need-based Pell Grant
recipients attend each school and
gives the schools broad discretion
in deciding how to spend the
money, from improving remote
learning systems to helping out
students in need. HACU estimates
that approximately 0.69% (some
$214 million) of the allocation is
designated specifically for HSIs.

Antonio R. Flores has been
president of HACU for more than
20 years. After attending college
in Mexico (“I guess it was an HSI,”
he joked), he attended graduate
school in Michigan. Today, even
as he adjusts to working remotely,
Flores is urging Congress to
provide more funding for HSIs in
response to COVID-19.

High Country News recently
spoke with Flores about the unique
challenges that HSIs face during
this pandemic. This interview has
been edited for clarity and length.
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How are Hispanic-serving insti-
tutions being impacted by the
COVID-19 pandemic?

Because these institutions are
seriously underfunded by the
federal government, they are not
as prepared to cope with a crisis
like this, in terms of having the best
digital infrastructure, connectivity
and so forth. They have to scramble
to put together platforms for online
teaching. Instructors might not be
uptoparintermsofteachingonline,
and some of the students might even
be challenged taking courses online,
in terms of having access to the best
technology and bandwidth.

Just in terms of overall infra-
structure and capacity to respond
to a crisis like this, HSIs just don’t
have the reserves to use to pay for
things that need to be used in lieu
of regular campus life.

What are some of the financial
challenges?

Obviously, (HSIs) have to pay their
employees — even if the students
might be all trying to do things
online, the schools still have to
pay the personnel they need, and
for their infrastructure, and those
things cost money. The schools are
underfunded already, so it may be
extremely hard for them to come up
with what it takes to really meet the
challenges of keeping going.

Why do you think it’s important for
HSIs to survive?

These institutions represent the
best avenue for the Latino commu-
nity to succeed in terms of getting
a higher education.

They, by far, have the larg-
est number of Latino students
enrolled: Out of the 3.8 million
Latino students in college nation-
wide, HSIs enroll more than
two-thirds of them. We have about
550 colleges and universities across
the country that we represent.

HSIs are really among the very
best socioeconomic movers of
lower-income people to higher
socioeconomic status. Upon gradua-
tion, those grads move out of poverty
and become part of middle class in
significant numbers, and contribute

to society in multiple ways.

Students from all walks of life
attend those universities, so they
are very diverse institutions. The
students they serve really are
a microcosm of America’s 21st
century demography.

You wrote a letter to Congress
requesting increased funding for
HSIs in response to COVID-19,
saying, “HSlIs receive 68 cents for
every dollar going to all other
colleges and universities annually,
per student, from all federal fund-
ing sources, to educate a dispro-
portionately low-income student
population.” What does that mean?
We compile information on all the
revenue sources that institutions
have from the federal government
— student aid, research money, all
types of funding. We estimate that
for every dollar going to non-HSIs,
per student, HSIs only get about 68
cents. So we have a gap of about 32
cents on the dollar, and these insti-
tutions educate some of the needi-
est students in the country.

It used to be worse. When I first
came to HACU years ago, it was 48
cents on the dollar. We are moving in
the right direction — 20 cents in 20
years. We don’t want to take another
20 years. I'm not going to be around
in22years,and I don’t want the HSIs
to be moving at such a slow pace.

Are there particular challenges
for HSIs in the Western U.S., and
beyond?

The challenges primarily have to

do with two things. One is the very
high rate of enrollment increases
for HSIs, particularly of Latino
students, because that is the popu-
lation that is growing in higher ed
—asitisbroadly across the country.

If you look at trends from the
last five to 10 years, you will see
that the Latino student population
has been going up significantly,
whereas white student enrollment
has gone down dramatically. So on
the one hand, you have the greater
demand for education from Lati-
nos. On the other hand, you don’t
have adequate resources, so it’s a
one-two punch.

The good news is we have many
more Latino students who are going
to college and graduating, wanting
to improve their lives and contrib-
uting to the American economic
labor force.

Looking forward, what else are you
keeping an eye on?

It’s so crazy, the whole (COVID-
19) thing. Right now, (HACU) is in
a survival mode, trying to follow
directives from public health offi-
cials —isolation, social distancing,
all of that.

Is there anything you’d like to add?
I hope Congress, when it gets back
to work, zeros in on higher educa-
tion as a national priority and HSIs
as animportant part of that priority,
and appropriates more funding for
them to keep going. Government
support is going to be vital for them
going forward.

Hispanic-serving institutions nationwide
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If you look at
trends from the
last five to 10
years, you will
seethat the
Latino student
population has
been going up
significantly,
whereas

white student
enrollment

has gone down
dramatically.

A closed and taped-off bus stop at
Northern New Mexico College in Espaiiola,
New Mexico. The college serves a student
body that is 67% Hispanic (above left).
Minesh Bacrania / HCN

Antonio R. Flores, president of HACU
(below). Courtesy photo
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Heard Around the West

Tips and photos of Western oddities are appreciated and often shared in this column.
Write betsym®@hcn.org or tag photos #heardaroundthewest on Instagram.

COLORADO
Jokes about life under semi-quar-
antine have bounced through our
computers the last few weeks as we
all satalone, yet linked to others. It’s
hard to choose the best, but our vote
goes to Colorado’s Grand Junction
Daily Sentinel, which thoughtfully
provided some white space on a page,
with the headline: “Consider this our
‘square to spare.’ If you're desperate
or worried about running out, below
isanink-free piece of newsprint that
you’re welcometo clipoutandaddto
your emergency stores.” The paper
humbly added, “Many claim this is
the highest and best use of the Senti-
nel — or that we’ve been scraping
bottom for years.”

OREGON

Speaking of toilet paper, the police
department in Newport, Oregon,
urged people not to call 911 just
because they ran out at home and
the stores were empty. The Orego-
nian offered sage advice: “Be
resourceful. Be patient. There is a
TP shortage. This too shall pass.’
The police suggested alternatives
drawn from possibly anecdotal
historical reports, including wet
rope (used on old sailing ships),
seashells and other substitutes far
too uncomfortable to contemplate.
The most sensible suggestion?
Newsprint. Meanwhile, sensing
a marketing opportunity, a pizza
joint in Portland announced a
hard-to-resist special: Buy a $15
pizza, and get a roll of toilet paper
thrown in for free. Pizza Schmizza
is offering this takeout bonanza.

]

IDAHO
Avid powder skier Ken Scott knows
athing or two about being confined,

and he’s not talking about volun-
tary social isolation in the comfort
of your home. On Jan. 7, he writes
in Mountain Journal, he was caught
intwo avalanches, one right after the
other, at the Silver Mountain Resort
in Kellogg, Idaho. Three skiers were
killed and four others were injured
that day. Fortunately, another skier
saw Scott just as the first cascade
of snow came barreling down, and
he was found after a frantic, almost
hour-long search. No part of him
was visible: The second avalanche
left him encased in several feet of
snow as hard as concrete. Trapped
intotal darkness and unable to move,
Scott became delirious and was
desperate for air by the time he felt
something hit his body. He sensed
shoveling, and then he suddenly felt
air on his face and opened his eyes
to the thrilling sight of people. But

Sienna Gonzales / HCN

when his rescuers suggested strap-
ping him onto a backboard to take

him offthe mountain, Scott rebelled:

“Don’t strap me in! I don’t want to be

tied down, confined!” Scott, whose

account of his ordeal was written

with Timothy Tate, called his nick-
of-time rescue nothing less than a

miracle.

THE WEST

It’s hard to believe, but some visi-
tors are underwhelmed by the gran-
deur and beauty of our national

parks. They just don’t get what

all the oohing and ahhing is about

and sometimes even post one-star

reviews on Yelp. That inspired artist

Amber Share to begin a project she

calls “Subpar Parks,” in which she

juxtaposes what Atlas Obscura calls

her “lush, loving” park posters —
illustrated in a style reminiscent

of classic 1930s travel posters —
with disgruntled tourists’ snarky
comments. One visitor to Yosemite

National Park complained, “Trees

block views and there are too many
gray rocks,” while another critic

summed up Sequoia National

Park: “Sure, Sequoia is full of giant,
ancient trees. But before you get
too excited, keep in mind that
there are bugs and they will bite

you on your face.” As for Yellow-
stone and its multicolored geysers,
one tourist scoffed, “Save yourself
some money — boil water at home.”
Share tried to imagine writing
a “fake bad review” of a park like

Grand Canyon, but the worst she

could come up with was “It’s too

hard to look at ... there’s too much

to see.” The series will eventually
honor all 62 of our barely adequate,
just so-so national parks.

ARIZONA
The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers is
building President Donald Trump’s
border wall in Organ Pipe National
Monument in Arizona, a UNESCO
biosphere reserve and a place
sacred to the Tohono O’odham
Nation. Newsweek reports that
the Corps claims to be “carefully
transplanting” some of the monu-
ment’s iconic saguaro cactus, but
since when does that phrase mean
“mowing cactus down with a bull-
dozer?” A staffer for the National
Parks Conservation Association
recently shared videos and pictures
showing the Corps bulldozing
majestic saguaros. Federal officials
defended the destruction, saying
some cactus just weren’t healthy
enough to salvage. We suspect they
were even less healthy after they’d
been flattened.

46 HIGH COUNTRY NEWS



We put hemp
to work.

patagonia

Industrial hemp workwear that's broken
in and ready to roll from day one.

Our full line of abrasion resistant yet breathable industrial
hemp Workwear is suited for any season and any chore.
We added work-specific pockets and reinforcements for
maximum utility and durability on the job. As a crop, hemp
requires little to no irrigation.
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119 Grand Avenue
PO Box 1090
Paonia, CO 81428

U.S. $5 | Canada $6

#IAM
THE
WEST

ANTONIO FLORES
Nurse
Seattle, Washington

My father was from Cuba. They sent him
to one of the satellite countries of the
Soviet Union, which was Czechoslovakia.
He met my mother at a dance, and

the rest is history. | was talking to my
roommate and bandmate about coming
to the West Coast for over a decade. | got
into long-distance running, ultra-running.
Not too many great trails in Florida or
Miami, so | sought out something else. |
ended up staying in Washington because
| fell in love with the Northwest. Since
the pandemic, I've built a crack-climbing
system in my house. I've tried to get out
of the house, but of course | don’t want
to set a bad example. | miss having the
ability to go out during the week with my
friends, hitting the outdoors, but we gotta
sacrifice for the greater good.

Kiliii Yuyan / HCN

Do you know a Westerner with a great story?
Let us know on social.
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