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Every week, the editors of 
High Country News sit in a 
small, lime-sherbet-colored 
conference room and debate 
what stories we should cover. 
Should we tackle legalized 
marijuana, since the West is 
leading the charge, or has 

that story become too “national?” How about 
North Dakota’s response to the drop in oil prices 
— is it still too early to write about that? We bat 
around such questions while evaluating and often 
turning down freelance pitches. The proposed 
stories might sound good, but, sadly, they’re just 
not HCN stories.

Over the years, we’ve broadened our 
understanding of what constitutes an HCN 
story. When we get a good pitch about a battle 
on public lands, though, there’s no hesitation: 
All eyes in the room light up. “That’s down the 
center of our plate,” someone will intone as 
heads bob up and down.  We all know that HCN 
exists largely because of the national forests, 
parks, wildlife refuges and BLM lands; they are 
the connective tissues that bind this region 
together and differentiate it from the rest of the 
country and, indeed, the world. Where else does 
the average citizen have the ability to explore 
unfettered more than half a billion acres of 
mountains, canyons, deserts and grasslands?

And yet the West’s public lands have always 
seemed to belong to some folks more than 
others. A relatively small number of ranchers 
have the right to graze livestock on them; private 
companies drill for oil and gas, cut timber and dig 
for minerals on them; ski resorts charge folks a 
premium to slide down runs carved out from the 
public domain. And, as Montana writer Marshall 
Swearingen explores in our cover story, private 
landowners can secure almost exclusive access 
to adjacent public lands simply by locking a gate 
and putting up a “no trespassing” sign.

That’s infuriating to those hunters, hikers and 
other recreationists who in recent years have seen 
roads long opened to the public get shuttered off 
by new landowners who want more privacy or, 
more insidiously, exclusive access to public lands 
for the patrons of their guest ranch or outfitting 
business. It can amount to a privatization of a 
public resource, yet, as Swearingen discovers, 
access advocates face an uphill battle to legally 
prove that historic access routes should remain 
open. In many cases the paperwork simply 
doesn’t exist.

That’s the bad news. The good news is that 
in some places, activists, land agencies, county 
governments and landowners have worked out 
ways to keep the gates open while respecting 
private property rights. We hope to see more of 
these success stories in coming years and write 
about them in the magazine.

In the meantime, keep your eye out for good 
stories about legalized pot and plummeting oil 
prices. And if you think we’re missing a big story, 
send a tip to editor@hcn.org.

—Paul Larmer, executive director/publisher

Editor’s notE

This land is whose land?
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 Montana private property signs. 
 ISTOCK; SIgNS COuRTESy PuBLIC LAND/WATER  

 ACCESS ASSOCIATION

WEb only www.hcn.org

After a ski patroller’s death,  
a flurry of questions
forest Service permitting issues complicate a  
southwestern Colorado tragedy, reports Jonathan Thompson.  
hcn.org/articles/ski-patrol-death 

Population studies showed that after 
eradication of thousands of coyotes 
in California ... there were actually 

more coyotes than before. I postulate 
that the same will happen in Utah.

—Bill Wegesser commenting on “Death of utah 
wolf is collateral damage”  

hcn.org/articles/mistaken-identity
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on Jan. 5, when Edmund “Jerry” 
Brown, 76, was sworn in for his fourth 

term as governor of California, he delivered 
a treatise on the environment for the ages. 
He quoted biologist E.O. Wilson. He geeked 
out on microgrids. He leveled warnings 
about the climate and announced a plan 
of action. Within 15 years, Brown said, 50 
percent of California’s energy should come 
from renewables; vehicles should use half 
as much gas. The energy efficiency of exist-
ing buildings should double. 

The goals are California’s, but Brown 
clearly expects the world to follow his 
state’s lead. If we stand any chance of sav-
ing the planet, he said, California “must 
show the way.” 

No governor has ever pledged what 
Brown has, nor have many spoken so 
fiercely on climate. So why didn’t Brown’s 
speech make environmentalists swoon? 
Beyond a few kind words from Tom Stey-
er, the billionaire Keystone XL fighter, 
most guardians  of public health and the 
planet came away no less pissed off than 

they were before. Outside the Capitol 
building during Brown’s speech, activ-
ists dressed as oil executives played mock 
tug-of-war with “the people of California,” 
yanking a suited man in a papier-mâché 
Jerry Brown head around like a puppet. It 
wasn’t clear who won.

Brown hasn’t talked about oil much 
lately, but early in his third term he made 
clear what he thought of people who put 
environmental concerns ahead of Califor-
nia’s then-sagging economy. In 2011, he 
fired two regulators for subjecting drillers 
to rigorous scrutiny; two years later, he 
announced that he wouldn’t be “jumping 
on any ideological bandwagons” to ban 
advanced well-stimulation techniques 
like hydrofracturing and acidizing, which 
entails dissolving rock with hydrofluoric 
acid. High-tech extraction techniques are 
critical to exploiting the Monterey shale, 
the 1,750 square-mile jumble of oil-packed 
rock that Brown called California’s “fabu-
lous economic opportunity.” But most en-
vironmentalists just want drilling on the 
shale to stop. 

“He could sign an executive order at 
any moment placing a moratorium on 
fracking,” says Kathryn Phillips, the di-
rector of the Sierra Club’s lobbying arm 
in Sacramento. “And in light of the infor-
mation that we have out now, logic would 
suggest he do so.”

That information includes the 2-degree  
Celsius global temperature increase some 
scientists consider the climate’s breaking 

“Unfortunately, 
this isn’t the 
first rodeo that 
we’ve been to.”

—Montana gov. Steve 
Bullock, after 50,000 

gallons of oil spilled 
into the yellowstone 

River. In 2011, 60,000 
gallons spilled into the 

same river. National 
Public Radio

Please see Legacy, page 5
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Gov. Jerry Brown displays a chart showing 
temperature increases due to climate change 
at an agricultural economics conference last 
year. RICH PEDRONCELLI /AP PHOTO

By JUdith Lewis Mernit

CUrrents
CliMAtE PoliCy

The limits of legacy
Can Gov. Jerry Brown build big stuff and fix the climate too?

snAPsHot

Deportation relief                              
o ver 4 million unauthorized immigrants live in the 

West. If the Obama administration and Congress 
succeed in passing immigration reform, many could be 
eligible for deportation relief. Nationwide, 46 percent 
of unauthorized immigrants qualify for deferred action 
programs under federal guidelines. But in many Western 
states, that number is higher: In utah, it’s 54 percent; in 
Idaho, 64. Across the 11 Western states, over 2 million 
people could qualify. A high proportion of immigrants in 
the region come from Mexico (in Colorado, 81 percent), 
says Randy Capps, an immigration expert at the Migration 
Policy Institute. These families are long established and 
settled, inreasing the odds that they’ll be eligible. But as 
the chart below shows, the West’s unauthorized immigrant 
populations are also widely diverse, in both countries of 
origin and in occupations. Increasingly, they have families, 
jobs and, now, roots in the region.  sarah tory

*IMMIgRANT POPuLATION STATISTICS WERE uNAvAILABLE fOR MONTANA AND WyOMINg AND SOME WERE MISSINg fOR IDAHO AND NEW MExICO; MIgRATION POLICy INSTITuTE

Immigrant 
families attend the 
Immigration Relief 
Education forum 
at the Los Angeles 
Convention Center 
to learn how to prove 
they have lived in 
the U.S. for five years 
or more. Deferred 
action programs 
could prevent the 
deportation of 
more than 4 million 
families in the U.S. 
DAMIAN DOvARgANES/  

AP PHOTO
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124,000

Mexico 78
guatemala 5
China 2

Tourism 19
Agriculture 18
Manufacturing 14
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Mexico 88
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India 1
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Tourism 20
Professional and 
administrative 17
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administrative 12
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Construction 19
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Korea 3
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UtAH
88,000
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Construction 18
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top eMpLoyMent indUstries (By perCent)

UnAUtHorizEd iMMigrAnt PoPUlAtion ProFilEs in tHE WEstErn U.s.
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tHrill oF tHE dUst HUnt

Imagine my surprise at seeing 
the frontispiece of my doctoral 
dissertation on the cover of 
High Country News (“The Dust 
Detectives,” 12/22/14). To those 
who study it, the atmospheric 
transport of dust and pollution 
is a truly exciting detective 
drama, full of twists and new 
discoveries. It is a field both 
driven by and motivating 
imaginative new instrument 
development and creative field 
experiments. At this intersection 
of human activity, geology, 
chemistry and atmospheric 
science, we are continually 
reminded of the many-layered 
interconnectedness of our 
environment, at scales from 
desert soil crusts to the whole 
planet. Douglas Fox’s excellent 
piece captured both the thrill of 
the hunt and the deep implications of this 
area of environmental research.

Richard VanCuren
Davis, California

triCky FlUEnCy

I’m always pleased to find articles in 
HCN devoted to Native American issues, 
which is why I was glad to read a piece 
covering the Navajo Nation’s plight 
concerning language fluency and the 
eligibility of presidential candidates 
(“A question of fluency,” 12/22/14). And 
while the article was quite accurate in 
describing the now-obvious divisions 
among tribal voters in the debate, it 
failed to complete the picture of Chris 
Deschene’s ordeal in his second-place 
finish in the primary. Yes, he objected 
to taking a fluency test given by his 
opponent’s attorney. But he also, more 
importantly, objected to being the only 
one out of a field of 17 candidates to be 
required to take the test. Though each 
of these other candidates filled out the 
application form, checking the same box, 
no one but Deschene was required to 
submit to the test. How many others were 
as fluent as he but were not disqualified? 
Deschene’s answers during the test were 
the equivalent of pleading the fifth in a 
court of law, whereby his answer to each 
question was, spoken in Navajo, “I refuse 
to answer, because you are trying to trick 
me.” 

Ron Pease
Aztec, New Mexico

yElloWstonE’s CliMAtE tHrEAt

Your piece on the differing responses to 
wolf reintroduction in Yellowstone was 

a welcome change from the oversimpli-
fied accounts that have dominated media 
coverage (“Have returning wolves really 
saved Yellowstone?” HCN 12/8/14). One 
important factor was missing, even 
though it is likely to become the most 
critical one: climatic change.  

Our University of New Mexico-based 
research on the long-term history of 
beaver damming and streams covers the 
specific drainages in the article, along 
with many other small streams in the 
dry lower elevations of Yellowstone and 
Grand Teton national parks. The data 
clearly show that during warm and dry 
intervals within the last few thousand 
years, beaver activity was markedly 
reduced –– in particular during the Me-
dieval Climatic Anomaly of 900 to 1300 
A.D., when prolonged droughts shrank 
lakes and streams and spurred severe 
forest fires in much of the West, including 
greater Yellowstone.  

David Cooper pointed to Elk Creek’s 
exposed sediments as evidence that the 
now deeply gullied valley was a pond en-
vironment for thousands of years. Indeed, 
our analysis and dating of sediments 
at that site show that wet, silty beaver 
meadows persisted over much of the last 
4,000 years. But that environment was 
disrupted by forest fires and ensuing 
gravel-depositing floods during the Medi-
eval Climatic Anomaly, when Elk Creek 
and most other small streams in Yel-
lowstone and Grand Teton lack evidence 
of beaver ponds, and several down-cut 
through former pond deposits. Likewise, 
floods following the 1988 fires greatly 
increased gullying. Also, incision is not 
ubiquitous at present; the Elk Creek site 
represents one of the most severe impacts 
in a spectrum that also includes channels 
with no down-cutting, despite beaver dam 
abandonment. Only about 30 percent of 

the length of small streams in 
Yellowstone’s northern elk winter 
range show clear evidence of 
past beaver damming, a reflec-
tion of habitat limitations, and 
substantial reaches (including 
parts of Elk Creek and Blacktail 
Deer Creek) have dated terraces 
showing down-cutting that began 
many hundreds of years before 
the current episode of dam aban-
donment and channel incision.

Climate has also played a 
role in changes since Yellow-
stone’s establishment in 1872.  
Following the elimination of 
wolves, a cooler and often wet-
ter climate in the early 1900s 
combined with abundant willow 
and aspen and a lack of preda-
tors to assist beaver populations 
in rebounding from trapping. The 
Dust Bowl drought of the 1930s 
amplified the impact of browsing 

by burgeoning elk populations on beaver 
habitat.

But of most concern are the rising 
temperatures and severe droughts of the 
last few decades. Some streams where 
Warren found abundant beaver in the 
1920s now run dry in summer, and the 
lack of flow cannot be attributed to loss 
of water storage by beaver damming, as 
they are fed directly by springs that are 
no longer flowing. Other studies have doc-
umented the recent drying of once-peren-
nial ponds in northern Yellowstone, and 
the massive 1988 burns and subsequent 
large fires in the Northern Rockies have 
been linked to warming temperatures, 
much more so than fire suppression.

We are disinclined to think that 
some streams will “never” recover, as the 
article suggests; in the last millennium, 
incised channels have refilled and beaver 
meadows have returned as environmen-
tal conditions changed. But warming by 
greenhouse gases with long residence 
times in the atmosphere has the potential 
to desiccate greater Yellowstone’s small 
streams over many hundreds of years, 
with impacts that will resonate through-
out water-limited ecosystems.

Grant Meyer and Lyman Persico
Albuquerque, New Mexico

Send letters to editor@hcn.org or Editor, HCN, P.O. Box 1090, Paonia, CO 81428. 
Prefer tweeting? Try #HCNletters. Letters may be edited for length or clarity.
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A slender monument stands in the slant-
ed morning light: a column of granite 

boulders stacked like toasted marshmal-
lows, throwing a crooked shadow down a 
hillside of sagebrush and scrubby juniper. 

“You don’t find anything like this near 
the San Andreas (fault),” says James 
Brune, climbing up to inspect this 10-foot 
tower in western Nevada. He wears a 
trim white beard, wool sweater and wide-
brimmed hat. 

Brune, now 80, might have retired 
years ago from his post as a seismologist 
at the University of Nevada in Reno, but 
his interest in precariously balanced rocks 
keeps him busy. He is using them to esti-
mate the hidden earthquake risks faced by 
a growing West. He hopes to learn some-
thing about the dreaded “Big One” — the 
kind of catastrophic shaking that occurs 
just once in 1,000, or even 10,000, years. 

These are the rare, deadly events that en-
gineers have to plan for when they build 
bridges, dams, hospitals and nuclear power 
plants, and yet, as Brune likes to say, “How 
do you predict once in 10,000 years when 
you only have a record of 100 or 150 years?” 
The information simply doesn’t exist. 

Historic records of earthquakes in the 
West go back only to the 1800s. To track 
older quakes, geologists trench across 
known faults in search of places where the 
silt layers are offset by several feet, mark-
ing major movements. Their studies show 
that Southern California’s southern San 
Andreas Fault has experienced 10 magni-
tude-7-plus quakes over the last thousand 
years, most recently around 1720. But 
the magnitude of a quake provides only a 
rough estimate of how much the ground 
shook, on average, over a very large area. 
“Shaking from earthquakes is not a uni-
form pattern, like when you toss a rock into 
a pond and the ripples go,” says Lisa Grant 

Findings

Balanced rocks can tell us  
about earthquake risk

Seismologists study precarious boulders to determine                                    
how hard the ground might shake

A precariously perched granite boulder in the Mojave Desert of 
Southern California. Balanced rocks in these desert regions are 
thought to have begun standing between 12,000 and 18,000 years ago 
after eroding from underlying strata. DOugLAS fOx

point. Kassie Siegel, director of the Cen-
ter for Biological Diversity’s climate law 
center, notes that the governor mentioned 
that number in his speech, but didn’t seem 
to understand its implications. “We cannot 
observe that limit if we develop the Mon-
terey shale,” Siegel says. “We just can’t.”

the good news for environmentalists is 
that Monterey won’t be the nation’s 

next Bakken: As the Energy Information 
Administration reported last May, there’s 
far less recoverable oil there than the 15 
billion barrels industry analysts once bal-
lyhooed. Brown signed a law in September 
of 2013 requiring drillers to disclose their 
methods, and also calling for studies of their 
environmental impact. With New York Gov. 
Andrew Cuomo throwing down an implicit 
gauntlet with his own state’s fracking ban, 
Brown might just consider some restraints 
on oil production when those impact re-
ports come out this summer. 

Then will the rift mend? Unfortunately, 
it will not. Environmentalist dissatisfaction 
with Brown extends beyond the Monterey, 
and some objections come from former al-
lies. As the state’s governor from 1975 to 
1983, Brown signed into law protections 
for California’s coastal waters, pioneered 
tax credits for rooftop solar and set energy-

efficiency standards so strict they obviated 
the need for a new nuclear power plant — a 
technology the governor and his then-girl-
friend, Linda Ronstadt, rabidly opposed. 

But that Jerry Brown is gone now, says 
Huey Johnson, who served as Brown’s re-
source secretary from 1976 to 1982. He’s 
been replaced by a distracted man with a 
worried eye on his legacy. “In his first two 
terms, (Brown would) give speeches on the 
importance of limits, on the limits of re-
sources, the limits of consumption,” says 
Johnson, now president of the Resource 
Renewal Institute in Mill Valley, Califor-
nia. “He used to talk about preserving 
land for wildlife or recreation.”

These days, Johnson says, “He’s gotten 
hung up on this twin tunnel stuff. And for 
that, he deserves to be tarred and feath-
ered.” 

The tunnels Johnson refers to would 
divert water from the Sacramento River 
to thirsty farms and cities down south, 
ostensibly to reduce pumping from the 
ecologically hammered Sacramento-San 
Joaquin Delta. They’ve become so synony-
mous with the state’s Bay Delta Conser-
vation Plan, or BDCP, and so many envi-
ronmentalists hate them, that in activist 
circles “BDCP,” says Phillips, stands for 
“Big Dumb Concrete Pipes.”

Phillips acknowledges that Brown is 
“weak on natural resource issues,” but dis-

putes Johnson’s view that the septuage-
narian statesman differs so radically from 
the 36-year-old idealist who eschewed the 
governor’s mansion for a downtown apart-
ment because he wanted to walk to work. 
Like his father, Pat, who ran the state for 
two terms starting in 1959, “Brown has 
always been devoted to the idea that tech-
nology can solve all our problems,” she 
says. “The Browns like to ‘get shit done.’ ”

That’s not all bad, Phillips argues; it’s 
the very quality that “helped us transition 
so quickly to cleaner (electricity produc-
tion) in this state.” It’s just that engineer-
ing marvels like dams, canals and high-
speed rail often conflict with protecting 
habitat and open space. 

Brown could, of course, leave an 
impressive  legacy on climate alone, if he’d 
only hold consistently to that goal. On 
Feb. 7, 350.org will lead a climate march 
in Oakland, Brown’s hometown, where 
he served as mayor for eight years, and 
participants apparently believe Brown is 
vulnerable to the pressure such a demon-
stration can bring.

“The standard slogan you see at these 
rallies,” Phillips says, “is ‘Climate Heroes 
Don’t Frack.’ I think the governor knows 
that. I think he understands that extreme 
extraction techniques to pull up oil will 
counteract all his other climate goals. I have 
hope that he’ll make the right decision. ”  

Legacy continued from page 3

By doUGLas fox

engineering 
marvels like 
dams, canals 
and high-speed 
rail often 
 conflict with 
protecting 
habitat and 
open space.

http://www.hcn.org
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Ludwig, a seismologist at the University 
of California in Irvine who spent 20 years 
studying prehistoric earthquakes on the 
San Andreas. “There’s a lot of variability,” 
because shock waves change as they travel 
through different types of rocks and soils. 
As a result, scientists have had no reliable 
way to figure out how hard the ground ac-
tually shook in any particular area during 
an earthquake — until now. 

James Brune and his son, Richard, who 
designs electronic doors for aircraft han-
gars and fire stations, have spent 25 years 
mapping precariously balanced rocks in 
California and Nevada. They have created 
digital 3-D models of the rocks and calcu-
lated the shaking required to topple them. 
They want to know how many G’s of accel-
eration a balanced rock can withstand be-
fore falling — not how far the ground un-
derneath the rock must move, but rather 
how violent that motion has to be. 

The Brunes have discovered some 
surprising things in the process. In some 
places, judging by the rocks still standing, 
the biggest earthquakes in the last 10,000 
years weren’t quite as large as we’d 
thought. And that, in turn, suggests that, 
at least in some places, the future Big One 
may not be as bad as expected. If bridges 
or dams need less strengthening than pre-
viously thought, more resources could be 
freed up for the hundreds of bridges and 
other structures in the West that are al-
ready at risk, not from earthquakes but 
from old age and inadequate mainte-
nance. “I think the (balanced) rocks are 
very important tools,” says Grant Ludwig. 
Information gained from studying them, 
she says, can communicate risk to the 
public in a concrete way that standard “2 
percent risk in 50 years” seismic hazard 
maps don’t.

b rune’s interest in balanced rocks be-
gan by chance. In the early 1990s, he 

was assessing earthquake risk at Yucca 
Mountain, site of a proposed nuclear waste 
dump. He noticed volcanic rocks stacked 
awkwardly atop one another, painted in 
dark rinds of desert varnish that would 
have taken thousands of years to form. 
Using standard methods, engineers had 
predicted that the nuclear waste dump 
would experience maximum shaking up to 
about 0.8 G’s over a period of 10,000 years. 
But Brune doubted these rocks could sur-
vive more than 0.3 or 0.4 G’s — prompt-
ing him to suspect that scientists had 
overestimated the ground acceleration 
that could happen. His results suggested 
that the waste dump might not need to be 
quite so heavily  fortified.

Yucca Mountain was eventually 
shelved, but the two Brunes began a 
broader search for balanced rocks, hoping 
they could improve shaking estimates in 
other places. Richard Brune outfitted a 
remote-control airplane with a live-feed 
video camera — a rudimentary drone that 

they used to search in remote and rugged 
terrain. Later, Richard rode in a friend’s 
Cessna with the door removed, leaning 
out to shoot photos as the plane flew tight 
crisscross grids over the Mojave Desert. 
The father and son pinpointed several 
thousand promising rocks, which they 
later hiked to and measured.

When you picture a balanced rock 
in the desert, you may envision a ruddy 
sandstone spire. But these balanced sand-
stone rocks often form and erode away 
too quickly to be of much use for studying 
earthquakes over thousands of years. So 
as the Brunes comb through California’s 
San Bernardino, Los Angeles and River-
side counties and the western half of Ne-
vada, they seek out balanced granite boul-
ders instead. Geologic history has honed 
these columns into exquisite seismic 
record-keepers. Around 100 million years 
ago in Western North America, plumes of 
magma cooling miles beneath the surface 
formed granite monoliths. These buried 
blocks were alternately stretched and 
squished by shifting tectonic plates — 
splintering them with cracks that acidic 
groundwater widened. A few thousand 
years ago, when water erosion finally ex-
posed these rocks, they were rounded and 
fragmented, sitting upon one another but 
not attached. Wind and water whisked 
away the last grains of sand from their 
joints, leaving them balanced in the air 
— sometimes just a single granite boulder 
perched precariously on a stone pedestal, 
sometimes a column of three or four rocks. 

The rocks have often fulfilled expecta-
tions: The farther away they were from 
major faults, the more precarious they 
were — some could be toppled with the 
nudge of a finger. But there were con-
spicuous exceptions, and these have led to 
important discoveries. 

The Brunes found surprisingly tippy 
rocks near the San Jacinto Fault in South-
ern California. “Current hazard maps 
say those rocks shouldn’t be there,” says 
James Brune. The rocks clustered around 
a so-called “step-over,” where the fault jags 
four miles west before continuing south. 
Brune concluded that such step-overs can 
effectively bracket an earthquake by pre-
venting shock waves that begin in one seg-
ment of a fault from propagating strongly 
into other segments. It’s a discovery he’s 
proud of, he says, “because the precari-
ously balanced rocks said something that 
nobody realized.” 

Glenn Biasi, a younger seismologist at 
UNR, is now converting the Brunes’ copi-
ous field notes into a database — some 
790 rocks, so far. Analysis of that big data-
set is revealing some new and unexpected 
insights into the nature of seismic risk. 

 In some cases, patterns of risk are 
actually turning out to be simpler than 
previously assumed. For example, even 
within 10 miles of major faults like the 
San Andreas, Biasi sometimes sees rocks 

that are surprisingly precarious, requir-
ing only about 0.35 G’s of ground accelera-
tion to topple — about what you’d feel in 
a modern sports sedan going 0 to 60 in 8 
seconds. Despite having experienced 50 
magnitude-7 to -8 quakes in their life-
times, a couple dozen of these rocks near 
the San Andreas Fault are still standing. 
The severity of shaking depends on many 
complex factors, including how deep in the 
earth the fault rupture occurred and the 
type of bedrock underlying the area. But 
these rocks have revealed something im-
portant: Having hard bedrock at ground 
level dampens the shaking, so that even 
in really big quakes, it still doesn’t exceed 
about 0.35 G’s. A magnitude-8 quake may 
unleash far more energy than a magni-
tude-7 one — but not because its maxi-
mum shaking is any harder. It simply oc-
curs over a broader area. “Nobody’s really 
seen that before,” says Biasi. 

The San Jacinto step-over results 
have already found their way into Cali-
fornia’s 2014 seismic hazard maps, which 
are used to decide how strongly houses, 
bridges and other structures should be 
designed, or when retrofitting is needed. 
The next hazard maps, due out in several 
years, will include more of their results.

tHE lAtEst 

Backstory
if national parks 
are the beloved 
eldest son of the 
public-lands family, 
national wildlife 
refuges are the 
classic middle child: 
overlooked, ignored, 
underfunded and 
understaffed (“An 
agency in need 
of refuge?” HCN, 
2/26/01). The 
150-million-acre 
system has units 
focused on game 
animals, endangered 
species and migratory 
birds. But the u.S. fish 
and Wildlife Service 
has lacked a formal 
policy regarding 
refuge acquisition 
and expansion, or 
conservation goals of 
future expansions.  

Followup  

In mid-January, the 
agency released 
its new “strategic 
growth policy,” 
declaring that 
expansion should 
prioritize lands and 
waters to protect 
threatened and 
endangered species 
and migratory birds. 
Acquisition proposals 
must identify how 
refuges can contribute 
to landscape-scale 
conservation, with 
nearby landowners’ 
cooperation, and 
whether they can 
still thrive as the 
climate changes. 
“it’s a way for the 
service to say, 
‘given our limited 
resources, how are 
we going to do this 
in the future?’ ” says 
Desiree Sorenson-
groves of the National 
Wildlife Refuge 
Association. 

CaLLy CarsweLL

Blue grosbeak. 
DAN PANCAMO/CC fLICKR

Ludwig, a seismologist at the University 
of California in Irvine who spent 20 years 
studying prehistoric earthquakes on the 
San Andreas. “There’s a lot of variability,” 
because shock waves change as they travel 
through different types of rocks and soils. 
As a result, scientists have had no reliable 
way to figure out how hard the ground ac
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tHE lAtEst

Backstory
After the Rio grande 
silvery minnow made 
the endangered 
species list in 1994, 
battles over the river’s 
water intensified—
complicated by the 
San Juan-Chama 
project, which diverts 
San Juan River water 
into the Chama, a 
Rio grande tributary. 
Environmentalists 
won a lawsuit 
allowing the bureau 
of reclamation to 
use san Juan-Chama 
water to keep the 
river wet for the 
minnow, but in 2003, 
Congress barred 
the agency from 
using that water for 
endangered species 
(“Truce remains 
elusive in Rio grande 
water fight,” HCN, 
8/4/03). Since then, 
the feds, cities, and 
farmers have tried 
to figure out ways to 
share the water, when 
conditions allow.      

Followup  

in January, the 
san Juan-Chama 
project fell short 
for the first time in 
its 40-year history. 
The 10,000 acre-foot 
shortfall was due to a 
series of extremely dry 
years. Although local 
reservoirs can make up 
for this year’s shortage, 
further drought may 
deplete them, leaving 
no water available 
for the tiny fish, or for 
farmers. It’s a reminder 
that climate change 
may disrupt once-
dependable supplies — 
and exacerbate fights 
over the Rio grande’s 
water.     

sarah tory

Low water levels 
at Heron Lake, the 
main reservoir of 
the San Juan-Chama 
Project. MICHAEL AuNE

The balanced rocks are also relevant 
to broader areas of the West. Geologists 
now understand that some faults in Ne-
vada and Utah can cause earthquakes as 
severe as those in California, but because 
they accumulate stress more slowly, their 
major quakes often have repeat times of 
1,000 years — this is the case for a ma-
jor fault that passes through Reno. This 
makes the 150-year historical record even 
less useful than it is in California, where 
many faults experience major quakes ev-
ery 200 years or so. The information that 
balanced rocks provide in these inland 
zones could prove even more critical.

one hundred and fifty yards from the of-
fices of Biasi and Brune, engineers are 

studying the nuts-and-bolts implications 
of their findings. Inside a metal hangar sit 
three massive “shake tables,” resembling 
metal dance floors. Controlled by an array 
of stout hydraulic jacks, these tables can 
be programmed to reproduce the shake 
patterns of any recorded earthquake. The 
Brunes have balanced rocks on the tables 
and shaken them down, testing their cal-
culations of how precarious they are. 

These tables are typically used on 
real structures — in one case, a concrete 

bridge loaded with F-250 pickup trucks. 
Outside the hanger stands a macabre 
sculpture garden of wreckage from these 
experiments. Brune walks up to one such 
pillar. It is bent 90 degrees at the bottom, 
like a forlorn human figure knocked to his 
knees in battle. As the pillar bent, the re-
bar flexed inside it, causing its brittle con-
crete armor to pop off in chunks. “This,” he 
says, “is one of the commonest ways that 
buildings fail” during earthquakes. 

Brune’s contribution to these experi-
ments involves simply telling the engi-
neers how hard they need to shake their 
structures to simulate once-in-1,000-years 
or once-in-10,000-years ground accelera-
tion. But the most important consequence 
of his work may lie elsewhere — buried in 
obscure mathematics. 

For decades, seismologists relied on 
complex statistical methods to estimate 
the potential ground motion at any given 
site. They collected the handful of avail-
able ground-shake measurements, then 
extrapolated that sample into a standard 
random distribution, similar to a bell 
curve. The average shake events clustered 
in the tall part of the curve, but the curve 
also included a thin tail stretching to the 
right, representing rare, extreme events — 

events that had never happened, but were 
predicted to happen based on the standard 
shape of the statistical curve.  “The width 
of that” tail, Biasi says, “is the most expen-
sive thing in earthquake engineering.” 

Engineers use these shake severity 
curves to decide when and how to retrofit 
a bridge, building or dam. This is crucial 
for safety, but enormously expensive if 
the severity of future shaking is overes-
timated and the structures are over-engi-
neered. Retrofitting a bridge to withstand 
0.5 G’s rather than 0.3 G’s can sometimes 
cost as much as building an entirely new 
structure.     

Biasi and Brune now believe that these 
standard statistical methods have caused 
scientists to overestimate the width of 
the shaking curves, leading them to over-
state the amount of random variation in 
shaking, and the severity of the rarest 
and worst events. This finding, says Biasi, 
could end up being the most significant re-
sult of their work. It could alter seismolo-
gists’ basic understanding of how all faults 
function and lead to further major revi-
sions of seismic risk estimates. “We always 
study faults,” Grant Ludwig says. “But 
the rocks let us study shaking — which is 
what actually does the damage.”  

Richard Brune prepares a rock for photogrammetry by taping the rock to aid in merging photographs to construct a 3-D digital model.               
This boulder, east of the San Andreas Fault, may have withstood 50 or more major earthquakes over the past 10,000 years. DOugLAS fOx
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The surprising diversity 
of the 49th state,                       

through Brian Adams’ lens

Portfolio | Brian Adams

People of 
Alaska

“Most people think of Alaska as 
either a white man with a beard 

that is pioneering a mountain, or a 
Native man with a fur ruff around his 
face,” Alaskan portrait photographer 
Brian Adams says. “Those people are 
here, and they’re definitely beautiful to 
look at, but I also wanted to showcase the 
diversity in Alaska.”

Adams focuses on photographing peo-
ple, even when seeking to capture what 
he calls “the true essence of the place.” 
His book, I Am Alaskan, is a celebration 
of the state’s human landscape, as well as 
an exploration of his own identity — as 
an Alaskan, Iñupiat and artist.

His portraits place people in their own 
environments, from the snowy tundra in 
Barrow, Alaska, to the streets of Anchor-
age, to the interiors of their homes. His 
Hasselblad film camera produces only 12 
shots per roll, so each shot is deliberate. 
Subjects often look directly into the lens, 
a composition that intimately connects 
the viewer to the image. 

Adams has lived in Anchorage for 
most of his life, but he has also visited 
many rural villages on assignment for 
various clients, including ones that deal 
with tribal health issues. His own Iñupiat 
heritage gives him a close rapport with 
Native people, he says. “I could go to any 
village on the northwest area, and we’re 
all connected somehow. The first thing 
they ask me is, ‘Who are your grandpar-
ents?’ and, depending on their age, they 
probably know or have some kind of story 
that goes along with who our families 
are.”

Alaska is still a young state, just over 
50 years old. Outsiders often romanti-
cize it, but Adams gives a unique and 
raw view of life in the Far North. “What 
I want people to see in the book is that 
we are a very welcoming, fun, friendly, 
diverse state,” he says. “It’s a place I’m 
very proud to show people.”

       
Brooke Warren

Skateboarder, actor and model Preston Pollard. Anchorage, Alaska, 2013.

    

        

Brett Schmitz at the World Beard and Mustache 
Championships. Anchorage, Alaska, 2009.

Singer/songwriter Marian Call. Anchorage, Alaska, 2012.
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“Alaska has been defined in the media 
by its politics and its oil. It has been 
defined in stories and science by its 
cold climate and wildlife. ... People 
define Alaska to me.”
—Brian Adams

“The people in the village have a 
reverence for the land, water and sky 
of Alaska that I have always carried 

within me.”
—Brian Adams

Cannery workers. Whittier, Alaska, 2008.Ardith Weyiouanna. Shishmaref, Alaska, 2010.

Sylvester Swan Jr. tom cod fishing. Kivalina, Alaska, 2007. Skateboarder Ted Kim. Anchorage, Alaska, 2009.David Glenn Taylor. Barrow, Alaska, 2013.

Heather Prunty and Tonia Burrow. Anchorage, Alaska, 2009.

http://www.hcn.org


PUBLISHER’S CIRCLE
In memory of Gerald Hollingworth |     
Steamboat Springs, CO

Philanthropist
John P. McBride, The Aspen Business Center | 
Aspen, CO

Steward
Jeffrey & Lisa Portman Sr. | Atlanta, GA

GUArantor
Geri Bauer | Bridgehampton, NY
John Heyneman Jr. & Arin Waddell |       
Sheridan, WY
Bill & Carol Smallwood | Phoenix, AZ

Benefactor
In memory of Eve Ycas Taggart | CO & NM
Charles & Marjorie Bolles | Boise, ID
Fran & William Irwin | Bethesda, MD

sponsor
Anonymous (2) 
In memory of Fred Chancey | Eugene, OR
Jacqueline Anderson & Jim Ashby |     
Bellingham, WA
Donna Buessing | Clayton, CA
Bonnie M. Cohn | Hermosa Beach, CA
Michelle & Greg French | Las Vegas, NV
Joe & Mary Gifford | Denver, CO
June Heilman | Pocatello, ID
William A. Idema | Sioux Falls, SD

Samuel Jackson & Sarah Geer | Chapel Hill, NC
Nicholas Jacobson | Medford, OR
Dennis Johnson | Idaho Springs, CO
Ken Kirkpatrick | Denver, CO
Steven & Anne Mauvais | Tigard, OR
Jim Murdock | Ames, IA
Christopher Neill, Marine Biological Lab |  
Woods Hole, MA
Leon Shaul & Kathleen Jensen | Douglas, AK
Gregory Staple | San Francisco, CA
Kathleen & Dennis Wellman | Boulder, CO
Ken Winkes | Conway, WA

Patron
Anonymous (2)
In memory of George Stewart | Beaver, UT
In memory of Jacqueline Wolber | Lakewood, CO
Sue Becker | Cedarville, CA
Ann & Richard Boelter | Laramie, WY
Thembi Borras | Sacramento, CA
Wayne Bower | Albuquerque, NM
John & Theresa Cederholm | Marion, MA
William Croft | Albuquerque, NM
James Faris | Santa Fe, NM
H. K. Faulkner | Peterborough, NH
David Fluharty | Seattle, WA
LeRoy French, The Heritage | San Francisco, CA
Ken Gamauf | Boulder, CO
John & Edna Good | Jackson, WY
Glen Greisz | Port Townsend, WA
William Hintzman | San Diego, CA
D.E. Horning | McMinnville, OR
Heather Huppe | Seattle, WA
Robina E. Ingram Rich | Lake Oswego, OR
Kurt Jorgensen | Taos, NM
George Kelly & Jo Newhall | Livingston, MT
Walter Kingsbery | Boulder, CO
John Lawrence | Moscow, ID
Lucy Lippard | Galisteo, NM
Danny L. McBride | Boulder, CO
John McGee, Sunworks Construction | Cody, WY

Richard & Heidemarie McSwain | Salem, OR
William Mohrman | Lone Tree, CO
Terry & William Moore | Portland, OR
New Moon Café | Nevada City, CA
Chuck & Meredith Ogilby | Carbondale, CO
Sarah Perkins | Redwood City, CA
Rachel Ritchie | Phoenix, AZ
Russ Shay & Debbie Sease | Washington, DC
Peter Sinclaire | Zephyr Cove, NV
Doreen Stachowicz | Bakersfield, CA
Gayle A. Wells | Carbondale, CO
Jay Withgott & Susan Masta | Portland, OR
David Witton & Irene Nelson | Victor, ID

Friend
Anonymous (9) 
In honor of Dudley | Rincon, GA
In memory of Kawika Chetron |                       
San Francisco, CA
In memory of John Harbert  | Palm Springs, CA
Christy Abelov | Lahaina, HI
Judy Alderson | Anchorage, AK
Robert G. Amundson | Portland, OR
Ian Anderson | Reno, NV
Chris Andreae | Troutdale, OR
Richard Arnold | Telluride, CO
CaryAnn Atwood | Grand Junction, CO
Mary Balzer | Boulder, CO
Ken Bauer | Longmont, CO
Sue Beatty & Steve Thompson | Mariposa, CA
Ruth Bennett | Casper, WY
Suzanne Beresford | Stowe, VT
Diane Boteler | Eastsound, WA
Bill Bradt | Stevensville, MT
Shayne Brady | Denver, CO
Mary Breunig | Berkeley, CA
John M. Brinkley | Eugene, OR
Ann Brower | Sandpoint, ID
Thomas L. Brysacz | Tucson, AZ
Larry & Theresa Bucher | Tarzana, CA
Ronald & Marta Burckley | Albuquerque, NM
Donald & Sheryl Butler | Tucson, AZ
Doug & Teresa Cain | Lakewood, CO

Michael Cain, Monroe Bank WMG |  
Bloomington, IN
Elnora L. Cameron | Albany, CA
Skip Carney | Mesa, AZ
Harold & Susan Case | Nipomo, CA
Jim Case | Cedar City, UT
Mr. & Mrs. Ronald H. Chilcote |                  
Laguna Beach, CA
Mary Clark | Boise, ID
Mark Clevenger | Wichita, KS
Laura A. Cotts | Cedar City, UT
Gale Dayton | Sandy, UT
George Dies | Aptos, CA
Terrell Dixon & Linda Walsh | Estes Park, CO
Willa H. Drummond | Gainesville, FL
Jeannine Erhart | Salida, CO
Robert Eschrich | Tucson, AZ
Gary Falxa | Eureka, CA
Stuart Feen & Carol Sonnenschein, Prairie 
Crossing | Grayslake, IL
Melinda & Dave Foster | Crowley Lake, CA
William R. Fraser, Polar Oceans Research Group | 
Sheridan, MT
Dennis Ghiglieri & Rose Strickland | Reno, NV
Jon Gibans | Aspen, CO
Ethan R. Glawe | Austin, TX
Warren Gold & Roberta Newman |                  
Mill Valley, CA
Diane Gorski | Laramie, WY
Karen Harris | Cheyenne, WY
Charles & Bonnie Hash | Bozeman, MT
Donald Haworth | Napa, CA
Virginia Hawthorn | Lemitar, NM
Mark Hein & Elizabeth K. Lee | Portland, OR
Joanne Hilton | Sandia Park, NM
Virginia K. Howle | Lyman, WY
Richard Hunt, View Point West | Keyser, WV
Nathan Johnson | Missoula, MT
Dale & Paula Keyes | Tucson, AZ
Pat & Rod Killian | Arvada, CO
Bette Korber | Santa Fe, NM
Mark Langner & Lynn Inouye | Coleville, CA
Walter Lehman & Jennifer Thorne Lehman | 
Albuquerque, NM
Kim Lohse & Phil Archibald | Entiat, WA

10  High Country News  February 2, 2015

Thank you, Research Fund 
contributors, for helping us 

depict today’s West 

RESEARCH FUND

THE HCN COMMUNITY

Since 1971, reader contributions to the Re-
search Fund have made it possible for HCN 
to investigate and report on important issues 
that are unique to the American West. Your 
tax-deductible gift directly funds thought-
provoking, independent journalism.

Thank you for supporting our hardworking 
journalists.

o $25 Friend

o $75 Patron

o $150 Sponsor

o $250 Benefactor

o $500 Guarantor

o $1,000 Steward 

o $2,500 Philanthropist  

o $5,000 Publisher’s Circle

o $10,000 & up Independent 
     Media Guardian

 High Country News | P.O. Box 1090 | Paonia, CO 81428 | 800-905-1155 | hcn.org

Vol. 47 No. 2

YES! I care about the West!
Amount of gift $

o My check made payable to “High Country News” is enclosed

o Charge my credit card  

Card #				      Exp. date

Name on card 

Billing Address	

City/State/ZIP 	



www.hcn.org  High Country News  11

DEAR FRIENDS

Ingrid A. Louiselle | Cornelius, OR
Marcia Patton Mallory | Fort Collins, CO
James Manley & Julie Kley | Flagstaff, AZ
Susan Marcus | Golden, CO
Valerie Marquis | Snoqualmie, WA
Jack McGrew | Fort Collins, CO
Wendy Meyer | Dallas, TX
Eric Mills, Action for Animals | Oakland, CA
Linda Morgan | Sagle, ID
Robert Moston | Grand Junction, CO
Stewart L. Murray | Capay, CA
Donald & Jeannette Nelson | Littleton, CO
Margie Oldham, UCCS | Chipita Park, CO
Bob Osborne | Wilson, WY
Donald C. Peach | Rangely, CO
Meg & Bruce Peterson | Taos, NM
Sandra Phillips | Brecksville, OH
Richard & Megan Prelinger, Prelinger Associates 
Inc. | San Francisco, CA
Nicholas Psarakis | Colorado Springs, CO
Gloria Purcell | Belmont, CA
George Rampp | Port Angeles, WA
Matthew Redwine | Jackson, WY
Mark Rochester | Sutherlin, OR
Genevie Rosin | Newport, OR
Margaret Rostkowski | Ogden, UT
Jeff Ruch | Bethesda, MD
Anne Ruggles | Fairbanks, AK
Jessica Satre | Reno, NV
Schaffner Press Inc. | Tucson, AZ
Daryl A. Scherkenbach | Cazadero, CA
Robert & Nada Scofield | Lander, WY
Christina Rabe Seger | Tucson, AZ
Ed Shadrick | Overland Park, KS
Don Sharaf | Victor, ID
Maureen Sheldon | Etna, NH
Luther Shetler | Bluffton, OH
Bruce Sillers | Issaquah, WA
Helen Simmons | Pauma Valley, CA
Douglas & Joan Simons | Pleasant View, UT
Jeanette Smith | Durham, CA
William J. Starker | Denver, CO
Bill Steinkuhler | Arvada, CO
Ted & Marilyn Stevens | Eugene, OR

Tonga R. Stimpson | Englewood, CO
Harold H. Stowell | Tuscaloosa, AL
John Stutzman | Albuquerque, NM
David Suehsdorf | Eden, UT
Tom & Della Sullivan | Nathrop, CO
Steve Swanson | Glenwood Springs, CO
Harry Taylor | Wheat Ridge, CO
William Taylor | Sacramento, CA
Mikki Teresin | Billings, MT
Jeff Terrill | Lakewood, CO
Jon Thomas | Portland, OR
Sandra Thorne-Brown | Pocatello, ID
Robin Tierney | Half Moon Bay, CA
Pamela Timmerman | Chimayo, NM
Jon Tripp | Paonia, CO
Deborah Trotter | Moraga, CA
Tom Viola | Berkeley, CA
Sally Vogel | Lacey, WA
Linda & Carl Wagner | Beloit, WI
Christina L. Wall | Abiquiu, NM
Wallace Ward | Houston, TX
Linda & Richard Warner | Springfield, OR
Maryann Wasiolek, Hydroscience Associates Inc. | 
Corrales, NM
Warren Weaver | Genoa, NV
Grant R. Weber | Naples, FL
Jana Weber | Pinedale, WY
Donald Webster | Red Bluff, CA
Rebecca Weed | Belgrade, MT
Andrew Weiner | Albany, CA
Bob Weirick & Susan Slade | Salt Lake City, UT
Michael Weiss | Longmont, CO
William Welch Jr. | Reno, NV
Pamela Wells | Salt Lake City, UT
Carole Wendler | Death Valley, CA
Paul & Jory Westberry | Naples, FL
Tim Westby | Tucson, AZ
Margaret Whitfield | Briones, CA
Claudia Whitnah | Martinez, CA
Arnold Whitridge | Douglas City, CA
Nicole Whittington-Evans | Palmer, AK
William L. Bach | Santee, CA
Bob Zimmerman | Eagle, CO

William Matthews (American, b. 1949), Bottle Tops, 2005. 
Watercolor on paper; 39-1/2 x 43-3/4 in. Collection of William 

Matthews  

Denver-based artist William Matthews is best known for his 
watercolor paintings of cowboys. But his interest gallops beyond 
traditional images of horses and guys in chaps; Matthews depicts 
objects like oil drums and even a lollipop as he breaks through 
clichéd imagery to reflect the contemporary American West. His 
paintings are featured in a new exhibit at the Denver Art Museum. 
William Matthews: Trespassing runs until May 17, 2015, and in-
cludes 27 works, ranging from the artist’s early career to his recent 
works. The museum also features a documentary that follows Mat-
thews as he prepares for the exhibit. 

William Matthews: Trespassing is on view until May 17 
in the Gates Family Gallery on Level 2 of the Frederic C. Hamilton 
Building; the exhibition is included in general admission. 

High Country News is seeking 
a Washington, D.C., corre-
spondent to write about issues 
critical to the West and the way 
they play out on the national 
stage. A generous grant from 
the Society of Environmental 
Journalists and SEJ’s Fund 
for Environmental Journal-
ism makes it possible. We’re 
looking for a savvy, experienced 
reporter based in the capital. 
For details, see hcne.ws/HCN-
DCjob.

Last fall, we introduced the 
annual Bell Prize for young es-
sayists. Named for our founder, 
Tom Bell, the contest is de-
signed to inspire emerging writ-
ers. The winner receives $1,000 
in cash, and the runner-up gets 
$500 worth of outdoor gear 
courtesy of Mountainsmith. We 
received more than 60 entries 
in this year’s contest. Nathaniel 
Kennon Perkins’ first-place essay 
was published in our Jan. 19 
issue. You can also read it at 
hcn.org/issues/47.1/the-new-
new-west; the runner-up essay, 
by Daniel Kinka, is at hcn.org/
issues/47.1/mesas-and-sky.

A huge thank-you to all of 
the folks who gave subscriptions 
to High Country News as gifts 
this holiday season. We beat our 
goal of 1,500 gift subscriptions 
by a whopping 615!

VISITORS
During the dark winter days, 
not many travelers venture to 
our western Colorado headquar-
ters. But we always appreciate 
the few who brave the cold and 
snow — not that there’s been 
too much of either so far — to 
come see us in Paonia!

In late November, Christine 
Frank dropped by. She’d just 
moved here from Minneapolis, 
Minnesota, and writes on the 
environment.

Bill Sayre from New Bloom-
field, Pennsylvania, came to 
visit his aunt, Lee Overton of 
Paonia, and they stopped by 
for a tour. Bill noted how many 
of the topics we cover relate 
to issues out East, specifically 
fracking, pipelines and mining. 
Lee first came here from Colo-
rado Springs in the mid-’80s 
and met then-HCN publisher Ed 
Marston when she was “check-
ing the place out.” Ed advised 
her to buy a house — a bust in 
coal production meant the local 
mines had laid off workers, and 
homes were cheap.

And back in October, Nate 
and Liz Johnson visited from 
Missoula, Montana. Nate is a 
retired wildlife biologist. They 
both volunteer a lot for the 
parks systems and like to travel. 

—Jodi Peterson for the staff

We’re hiring – in D.C.!

Bill Sayre, right, visits the High Country News office with his aunt, Lee 
Overton, who moved to Paonia in the ’80s. Brooke Warren

http://www.hcn.org
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G
limpsed through the windshield 
of Kyle Newmiller’s pickup, 
the peaks of the Crazy Moun-
tains razor through the parting 
clouds. We’re bumping along a 

dirt road in southwest Montana, cruising 
through miles of tan foothills, occasionally 
dropping down along Sweet Grass Creek 
amid stands of blazing yellow cotton-
woods. Earlier today, it was raining, but 
now the clearing sky reveals a crisp snow 
line at 7,000 feet.

“Isn’t that beautiful,” says Newmiller, 
grinning. A construction contractor and 
avid hunter, he’s driven an hour and a 
half from Billings, Montana, along with 
his 7-year-old daughter, Jordan, and his 
dad, Doug, a 40-year veteran at the local 
coal-fired power plant. In the coming 
weeks, they’re hoping to pack some horses 
into these mountains, maybe bag an elk. 
If, that is, they can get access. 

“There’s a lot of elk at the top of Sweet 
Grass,” Newmiller says. “But there’s only 
one way in there” — this road, which 

threads through miles of private land 
(and multiple gates), before it enters the 
national forest. A half-mile shy of the 
forest boundary, there is a sign, installed 
by the owner of Sweet Grass Ranch, that 
reads: “This is not a trailhead. Private 
land, private road. ... Stop in at the main 
house to discuss access, parking, boundar-
ies, any restrictions and to sign in.” For 
access between mid-September and May, 
it adds: “Please call first.”

Newmiller is edgy, thinking about 
last summer, when he came out to talk 
to ranch owner Tony Carroccia. He says 
Carroccia told him that he’d need written 
permission from the three other landown-
ers along the road to get access during 
hunting season. Newmiller countered that 
he didn’t need their permission because 
this road is a public access — a claim he 
backs up with old Forest Service maps 
showing a public trailhead here, as well 
as evidence that the road once served a 
school. That’s when Carroccia “told me to 
get off his property,” Newmiller recalls. 

Carroccia denies that the incident took 
place.

As we rattle around a bend, we 
encounter the first gate, slung shut 
with a chain and padlocks. It reignites 
Newmiller’s irritation: “I’m just trying to 
access public lands,” he says. “You know 
— national forest. … They’ve got their 
own mountain land — they don’t need our 
public land on top of that.”

The scuffle over Sweet Grass Creek 
is part of a much larger struggle in the 
West. In Montana alone, more than a 
dozen access conflicts have flared up in 
recent years, as landowners gate off tra-
ditional access routes and effectively put 
hundreds of square miles of public land 
out of reach for people like Newmiller. 
Some conflicts, including the one here at 
Sweet Grass Creek, have smoldered for 
years or even decades. In many cases, 
landowners profit in various ways from 
the exclusive access to adjacent public 
land.

In an ideal world, anyone would be 

Public lands belong to everyone. But private landowners can make it hard to get to them.

T h i s  L a n d  i s    
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able to easily access the half-billion acres 
managed by the Forest Service, the Bu-
reau of Land Management and other fed-
eral agencies in the West. But I’m struck 
by how tenuous, even fragile, our connec-
tion to that land is — including the land 
in this particular corner of Montana, near 
my home in Bozeman: just thin threads of 
roads, where access often hangs more on 
the will of a landowner than on whether 
a road is truly public or private. Who gets 
to enjoy the benefits of public land, and at 
what cost, is more complicated than the 
crisply mapped property lines. And open-
ing public access is always more difficult 
than closing it off.

 
The roots of the problem reach back to 
the 1800s and early 1900s, when home-
steaders carved out millions of acres from 
federal holdings in the West, forming 
rings of private land around islands of 
public land. And in what was probably the 
biggest giveaway of public resources in 
history, the federal government spurred 

westward settlement — and set the stage 
for innumerable future disputes — by 
dispensing sections (640-acre squares) 
to railroad companies, creating checker-
boards of private land within those 
public-land islands.

For decades afterward, the public 
generally accessed public land on roads 
scraped in to serve homesteaders, miners 
and loggers. In those less-populous times, 
landowners were more tolerant of people 
crossing their property under informal, 
usually undocumented, arrangements. 
Today’s camo-garbed hunters and pole-
toting hikers still rely to a surprising 
extent on those roads. And the need for 
more legally binding rights to use them 
has grown, as a rising tide of public-land 
users collides with a new generation of 
landowners.

I’d read about access fights farther 
afield in Montana, but as I scanned 
maps of the lands closer to Bozeman, the 
nearby Crazy Mountains looked ripe for 
conflict. Shooting skyward from the sur-

rounding plains, the Crazies are ringed 
by private land. An additional 100 square 
miles of private land are checker-boarded 
throughout the range’s 270 square miles 
of public land. Trailheads dot the west-
ern front, but along the entire 25-mile 
eastern front, there’s only one established 
public trailhead, which the Forest Service 
secured in the 1950s after decades of 
landowner resistance. In at least four 
other drainages on that side of the Cra-
zies, agency roads or trails dangle at the 
forest boundary, with no apparent public 
access. I home in on the biggest, Sweet 
Grass Creek, and soon learn from the 
Forest Service that more than 80 percent 
of the Crazies lacked “reasonable” public 
access as recently as the 1980s. Some in 
the agency even have their own nickname 
for the Crazies — “the final frontier.” 

Bob Dennee knows this ground well. 
He exudes a weathered ease from his 39 
years as a Forest Service land special-
ist and in other roles. His tenure began 
around the time the National Forest 

The Crazy 
Mountains near 
Clyde Park, 
Montana. The 
mountains lie within 
the Lewis and Clark 
and Custer Gallatin 
national forests, but 
parts of the forests  
are hard to get to 
because they’re 
surrounded by 
private land.  
Ben Pierce

               

   T h e i r  L a n d 
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Management Act and other bedrock laws 
gave the Forest Service and BLM a broad 
directive to secure recreational public 
access. Though the agencies made some 
progress in the 1980s, Dennee points to 
a 1992 report by the General Accounting 
Office (now the Government Accountabil-
ity Office) that concluded that more than 
50 million acres of Forest Service and 
BLM lands — about 14 percent of their 
holdings in the contiguous U.S., mostly in 
the West — had “inadequate” access. The 
report noted a growing problem: “Private 
landowners’ unwillingness to grant public 
access across their land” had increased 
over the previous decade, and sportsmen 
felt that landowners were “ ‘privatizing’ 
federal land for their own personal gain.”

Dennee is an optimist, though. “We’re 
making some gains,” he told me at the 
federal building in downtown Bozeman 
last June, shortly before he retired. He 
pointed to the Gallatin Forest’s 1987 
Forest Plan, which identified 46 roads 
and trails, including Sweet Grass Creek, 
as the highest priority for securing ac-
cess. Since then, Dennee and others have 
secured access at 23 of those. “But at the 
same time, land ownership changes,” 
Dennee said. “New landowners come in 
and say: ‘I don’t recognize that historic 
trail, I’m closing it.’ So we lose some 
ground.”

Nationwide, it’s hard to calculate 
how much progress has been made since 
1992, because the agencies don’t track 
the amount of land that is not adequately 

accessible. One Forest Service official in 
Washington, D.C., estimates that as much 
as 20 million acres of the agency’s land 
still lack adequate access today. A 2013 
report by the Center for Western Priori-
ties, a Denver-based think tank, identi-
fied 4 million acres of Forest Service, 
BLM, state and other public lands, in 
six Western states, that were completely 
inaccessible. Montana had the largest 
share — nearly 2 million acres — of this 
“landlocked” public domain.

In Bozeman, Dennee spread a map 
across the table and described his big-
gest success — a massive land swap in 
the 1990s, when a cooperative Congress 
passed a bill consolidating tens of thou-
sands of acres of old railroad checkerboard 
strewn across several mountain ranges 
in the Gallatin National Forest. “That 
resolved access across more than 150 
miles of trail,” he said. A similar land deal 
in the ’90s, in which Dennee also played a 
major role, brought 39,000 acres of private 
checkerboard land in the northern Crazies 
under Forest Service ownership. He 
mentioned more success stories, including 
some that relied on productive partner-
ships with Montana Fish, Wildlife and 
Parks, the state’s wildlife management 
agency, as well as with national nonprofits, 
including the Rocky Mountain Elk Foun-
dation and The Trust for Public Land, and 
local access advocacy groups. “People do 
rally around access issues, and set aside 
their differences,” Dennee observed.

But the bad news is that partner-

ships are becoming more necessary as the 
Forest Service is hit with tighter budgets 
and staff reductions. Dennee can remem-
ber a time, as recently as a decade ago, 
when each of Montana’s eight national 
forests had a lands specialist dedicated 
to improving and safeguarding public 
access. Now only three staffers oversee 
access issues for the national forests and 
grasslands extending over the greater 
part of Montana and into North and 
South Dakota. Meanwhile, younger staff-
ers coming up through the ranks lack the 
necessary expertise, he says.

“We have (many) willing landowners 
who want to work with us to resolve ac-
cess needs,” Dennee told me, “but we can’t 
keep up with the demand.”

In Montana, the agencies have a tena-
cious ally that other Western states lack: 
the Public Land/Water Access Association 
(PLWA). Founded in 1986 by a retired 
Forest Service staffer, the all-volunteer 
group has a website that boasts of its “pit 
bull mentality” and lists dozens of battles 
it has waged against uncooperative land-
owners.

“The guys shutting off access to the 
public lands — it just didn’t sit good with 
me,” says Bernard Lea, who joined PLWA 
in the 1980s, while he was working as a 
Forest Service lands specialist. His home 
is surrounded by big cottonwoods, just 
off a commercial strip in Billings, and 
he jokes that his open-heart surgery the 
week before has “kind of backed up” a 
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How 
governments 
and others can 
gain access

Establish historic 
public-access rights
Land agencies and 
others can prove 
an existing public-
access easement by 
documenting that a 
road is a county road, 
for instance. Or they 
can ask a judge to 
issue a ruling in favor 
of “prescriptive” rights 
— access rights claimed 
through historic use — 
and thereby establish a 
new easement.

Acquire land
Land that links existing 
public land to public 
roads or trails can be 
purchased or donated, 
and agencies can also 
exchange public land 
for this purpose.

Purchase easements
Easements that give 
access along existing or 
new roads or trails can 
be purchased directly.

Establish reciprocal 
easements
Agencies can grant 
private easements — if 
a landowner wants 
to build a road across 
public land to reach an 
inholding, for example 
— in exchange for a 
public easement, of 
similar value, across 
private land.

Re-route or build 
roads or trails
Agencies can change 
access routes or build 
new routes in order to 
link to public land. This 
is costly and requires 
an environmental 
review under NEPA, the 
National Environmental 
Policy Act.

Acquire right of way 
using condemnation
Under federal eminent 
domain laws, agencies 
can seize ownership of 
private roads or trails 
and compensate the 
landowners. This is used 
only as a last resort, 
or to encourage other 
options.

—Marshall
Swearingen

Bob Dennee, below, negotiated many access deals during his 39 years 
with the U.S. Forest Service. At right, Bernard Lea, also retired from 
the U.S. Forest Service, now works with the Public Land/Water Access 
Association, training volunteers to search county records to document 
the historical ownership of roads. Adrian Sanchez-Gonzalez/Bozeman Chronicle; 

Paul Ruhter



www.hcn.org  High Country News  15

couple of access cases. He hands me a 
binder full of survey records, handwritten 
letters exchanged by ranchers and county 
clerks, homestead patents and other 
obscure legal documents — all evidence 
he gathered for the first access case he 
pursued for the Forest Service. It proved 
that a road — which had long given the 
public national forest access — had origi-
nally been approved and paid for by a 
local county government at the request of 
homesteaders in 1910. Therefore, a land-
owner’s attempt to close it was illegal.

Now, Lea trains other PLWA volun-
teers to do this work. In courthouse base-
ments, they dust off thick tomes and read 
thousands of pages of county records, 
often having to decipher inscrutable cur-
sive script. “You just about have to read it 
word for word,” Lea says, because the key 
details that could decide a case “come out 
of the blue.” Sometimes, the volunteers 
searching old archives come up empty-
handed and resort to other tactics, merely 
documenting that the public has previ-
ously used now-contested routes, a basis 
for securing “prescriptive” access rights 
under Montana law. 

The work is tedious and sometimes 
takes decades to pay off, as it did in a 
struggle that began in 1997, when new 
landowners gated a road that histori-
cally provided public access to more than 
25 square miles of national forest in the 
Absaroka Mountains, southeast of the 
Crazies. Backed by locals, PLWA and 
the Forest Service negotiated temporary 

easements that reopened the road until 
2009, a period during which they hoped 
to secure permanent access. But their 
efforts failed, and in 2009, Dennee and 
other Forest Service officials initiated the 
process of seizing ownership of the road’s 
right-of-way under federal eminent do-
main laws — a long and costly procedure 
that must climb through every level of 
the agency to Washington, D.C., and then 
be approved by the secretary of Agricul-
ture as well as by both houses of Con-
gress. At the urging of Montana’s Sen. 
Jon Tester, D, and agency higher-ups, 
the landowners and the Forest Service 
agreed to construct a new road through 
both public and private land  — another 
lengthy process, requiring environmental 
review. Now, more than 17 years after the 
original road was closed, the new one is 
nearly ready. The landowners, who paid 
for the portion of it across their property, 
“should be commended for working with 
us,” says Dennee.

Lea says the federal agencies often 
lack the resources or the will to pursue 
cases so aggressively. And he’s skeptical 
about other approaches, like the unsuc-
cessful attempts by Sen. Tester and then-
Rep. Steve Daines, R, (now a senator) to 
tap the federal Land and Water Conser-
vation Fund to purchase more access 
from landowners. (The 2014 Farm Bill 
did allocate $20 million of similar fund-
ing.) Lea, who works as a real estate ap-
praiser, says most landowners just aren’t 
interested in selling access: Private land 

Locked out?
A few tips from PLWA’s Bernard Lea on what to do when you hit a 
locked gate trying to get to public lands. This is based on PLWA’s 
Montana experience; each case is unique and laws may vary from 
state to state.                                             —Marshall Swearingen

Contact the county. Ask: Is the 
road public or private?

Are you on public or 
private land?

Private

Public

Ask: Why is the road closed 
— is the closure in agreement 
with plans and regulations?

Ask landowner for permission and/or urge 
the land agency, state wildlife agency 

and others to secure access through other 
means, such as purchasing an easement 

(see sidebar facing page).

Closure is legal. 
Ask for supporting 

documentation and/
or permission to open 

road.

Present the evidence to the 
county. Will they take action?

Take 
legal action 

against 
the land-
owner(s) 

and/or the 
county.

Ask them to 
affirm that 
the road is 
public and 
to open the 

road.

Ask them to open the road.

NO

NO YES

YES

NO

PLWA

Private

Public

YES

If you disagree and think the 
road is public, file a complaint 

with the county. Search the 
county records for supporting 

documentation, such as 
proof that the county built 

or maintained the road. Also 
gather evidence of historic 

public use that could support 
prescriptive access rights. 

Lands agencies and access 
advocacy groups can help. Do 
you have a case that the road 

is public?

Contact lands agency 
(Forest Service, etc.)

http://www.hcn.org


near public land “has become so damned 
valuable,” he says. “You can buy 1,000 
acres that borders national forest” where 
there’s no public access, and basically 
you’re getting that portion of the public 
land as part of the deal. “That’s what a 
lot of out-of-state people are looking for, 
limited deeded acres that they’re taxed 
on, and then they can (control) the access 
to the national forest.”

Public Land/Water Access picks its 
battles carefully, with most of its $40,000 
annual budget going toward legal fees. 
“The agencies are doing what the politics 
will let them do,” says Lea. “We do what 
we can.”

That’s not enough, according to some 
conservationists. “Even when (PLWA) 
wins, they lose, because huge swaths 
of public land are off-limits for years” 
while a case is jammed in court, says 
Nick Gevock, conservation director for 
the Montana Wildlife Federation, which 
is partnering with PLWA in an effort to 
change some key state laws. One proposal 
would require landowners to prove that 
roads are private before closing them; 
another would increase the fine for il-
legal road closure from $10 to $500 per 
day. Gevock is careful to emphasize that 
hunters and other public-land users must 
respect private property, but adds: “There 
need to be some repercussions for people 
who try and privatize public lands.”

 
On the other side, private landowners 
often have good intentions, too. Until 
2012, for instance, Paul Hansen allowed 
access through his Montana ranch to fed-
eral lands roughly 140 miles southwest of 
the Crazies. The ranch, which has been in 

his family for four generations, stretches 
25 miles along a county road in a narrow 
valley bracketed by sagebrush foothills 
and timbered mountains. Several of its 
roads branch from the county road and 
climb into BLM land, with Forest Service 
land not far above. It’s prime elk-hunting 
territory, and during hunting season, 
Hansen allowed people to use his roads, 
which were never gated, and even hunt 
portions of his land; the rest of the year, 
he paid little attention to the issue. But 
the number of hunters grew each year 
until they became a problem.

Montana has a “block management” 
program that compensates landowners 
for providing public hunting access on 
their property. But when I meet Hansen 
on one of the few summer mornings when 
he’s not haying or moving cattle, he tells 
me how, in 2011, hundreds of hunters 
came through, maxing out the $12,000 
he gets from the program. Their ATVs 
became a nuisance, spreading invasive 
knapweed. And the increase in traffic 
along the narrow gravel county road, 
which his kids drive every day to town or 
to pick up their own kids from school, was 
especially troubling. “You’d think this was 
the interstate out here,” he says. “It was 
like driving the gantlet.”

One November afternoon in 2010, 
when the county road was slick with 
new snow, Hansen’s daughter, Jody, was 
driving home in a bulky Chevy Suburban 
SUV. A jacked-up Dodge pickup, obvi-
ously speeding — one hunter driving 
and another in the passenger seat — 
fishtailed and collided head-on with the 
Suburban, plowing onto the hood within 
inches of the windshield. Pinned inside 

with broken ankles and a broken arm, 
Jody drifted in and out of consciousness 
for two hours as emergency responders 
cut her from the vehicle. A similar prob-
lem occurred the following year, during 
hunting season: A speeding pickup, pre-
sumably driven by a hunter, crested a hill 
and skidded sideways past Jody as she 
veered into the ditch. The driver didn’t 
stop. “It got to be too much,” Hansen says. 
“We said: ‘We’re done with this.’ ”

So, in 2012, the Hansens dropped out 
of the state’s block management program 
and closed their private roads, cutting off 
access to the adjacent public land. Angry 
hunters complained to the BLM and the 
Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks agency. 
Some were especially riled to learn that 
Hansen had leased exclusive hunting 
rights on his land to a neighbor, James 
Lincoln, a wealthy newcomer who owns a 
network of nursing homes in Missouri.

The BLM asked Hansen to reopen 
his roads, but he refused, so the agency 
moved ahead with a plan to open pub-
lic access by re-routing sections of the 
county road through BLM land. Hansen 
realized that the access route would be 
restored, even if it cost the agencies, 
so he agreed to sell public easements 
on his roads. Fish, Wildlife and Parks 
paid Hansen $33,000 for the easements, 
securing much of the funding from the 
Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation and lo-
cal sportsmen’s groups. The BLM opened 
the new, year-round access in time for the 
2014 hunting season. 

Back in the Crazies, Carroccia also 
talks about the darker side of public 
access. He sees his family’s control of 
the trailhead, going back to when they 
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Paul Hansen, left, allowed access to public lands through his Montana ranch until the costs became 
too high; he eventually sold public easements to his ranch roads to Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks. 
Above, the Forest Service tried for decades to secure public access across the Sun Ranch, which borders 
14 miles of national forest in southwest Montana. A road that crosses the ranch’s southern corner is the 
only public access to this part of the Madison Range today. Marshall Swearingen
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bought the ranch in 1965, as a steward-
ship role, needed “to preserve the place.” 
He spends much of his days patrolling 
and spraying for weeds, something he 
says the Forest Service doesn’t have 
the manpower for. “I don’t know what 
anybody gains with a (public) trailhead,” 
he says. “All we get is more vehicle traffic, 
more weeds, less beauty — less enjoy-
ment for everybody.” 

But like many landowners control-
ling public access, Carroccia also has a 
financial interest: He runs a guest ranch 
in addition to his family’s cattle business. 
The Sweet Grass Ranch website adver-
tises several guest cabins and rooms, 
available for upwards of $1,750 per 
person per week, offering opportunities 
for horseback riding, hiking and fishing 
— flashing the scenic beauty of the Crazy 
Mountains and inviting guests to “trek 
into our backcountry to enjoy unspoiled 
high alpine lakes and jagged peaks,” 
some of which lie on his land, and some of 
which are in the national forest. 

Although Carroccia says he allows 
access during hunting season if hunters 
have permission from the other landown-
ers along the road, it’s not easy to get 
that permission. One of the landowners, 
Chuck Rein, who boasts about his ranch’s 
fourth-generation roots on his outfitting 
business website, charges up to $6,000 
for multi-day hunts pursuing elk, deer 
and mountain goats, mostly on his land 

but also on the national forest, including 
up Sweet Grass Creek. When I phone 
Rein in August, he complains about being 
inundated with calls from hunters; over 
lunchtime, he’d already turned down 
three requests. He grants access to some 
hunters during the final days of the big-
game hunting season, to hunt cow elk, 
and even sometimes hauls out their kills 
for them, he says. But Kyle Newmiller 
says Rein never returned his calls, and 
the locked gate we hit in October is on 
Rein’s land.

Tony Carroccia says, “We’re working 
hard to allow access, but keep a little bit 
of control.” The Forest Service maintains 
that it still has rights of public access 
here, because of previous public use and 
the history of the road, but the lack of 
a recorded public easement means that 
the landowners hold the cards for now. 
Carroccia’s policy, which requires hikers 
and horsepackers to sign in at his ranch 
house, makes it more difficult for the 
agency or Public Lands/Water Access to 
assert prescriptive access rights, because 
the signatures indicate that visitors are 
asking permission rather than freely 
using the route. It’s the kind of case that 
might be resolved only with a lawsuit 
triggered by cash-strapped PLWA or the 
Forest Service, or by an irate hunter cut-
ting the locks.

The district ranger here, Alex Sien-
kiewicz, who earned a law degree before 

going to work for the Forest Service, is 
clearly doing the best he can. “The reality 
is we have to triage,” he says. For now, 
the agency is focused on more promis-
ing cases, like a potential land swap that 
would resolve an access dispute on the 
Crazies’ west side. As for Sweet Grass 
Creek, where the lines between public 
and private blur, “some of these cases sit 
in limbo for a long time,” he says.

 
It’s a hot July day and I’m dodging 
cowpies on a faint trail that skirts the 
sharp front of Montana’s Madison Range, 
a string of 11,000-foot-plus peaks and 
alpine lakes towering above a river val-
ley, southwest of the Crazies. I’m hiking 
toward Wolf Creek, a major drainage 
where a Forest Service trail climbs into 
the heart of this range. But already, as 
the sun starts to dip, I know I won’t make 
the 20 miles to Wolf Creek and back.

Getting to the trail at Wolf Creek 
would actually have been easy, if I’d been 
willing to trespass: A road from the high-
way leads directly to the trail, crossing 
the sprawling Sun Ranch, which borders 
14 miles of the Beaverhead-Deerlodge 
National Forest. As I piece together the 
Forest Service’s decades-long fight for 
access here, I uncover some incremental 
victories. But I also see more clearly how, 
once the public loses ground, it may be 
gone forever.

A 1964 map shows Forest Service 

For decades Bill 
Orsello’s family 
used a road passing 
through private 
land to access 
national forest near 
Helena, Montana. 
Because the Forest 
Service didn’t have 
a public easement 
on the road, it 
was legal for the 
landowner to lock 
a gate and block 
public access. 
Dylan brown/Helena 

Independent Record
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roads crossing the Sun Ranch, leading 
not just to Wolf Creek but to two other 
drainages to the south. Jack Atcheson Jr., 
who grew up hunting this area with his 
dad, remembers the access at Wolf Creek 
as being “as good as a trailhead” into the 
1960s. “I’d leave my camper trailer there 
for three weeks,” he says.

But by the 1970s, the Sun Ranch own-
ers were tightening access — perhaps at 
first by more strictly requiring permis-
sion, as happened at Sweet Grass Creek. 
Like Sweet Grass Creek, these roads had 
apparently never been formalized as pub-
lic-access routes. By the late ’70s, there 
was no secured access along this 20-mile 
section of the Madison front. Atcheson, 
who was by that time guiding clients into 
Wolf Creek as an outfitter, using a less 
direct access road on a neighboring ranch 
with the landowner’s permission, urged 
then-District Ranger Vergil Lindsey to 
help turn the tide. “I could see (the ac-
cess) drying up for everyone,” he says.

Lindsey took a collaborative approach, 
rather than asserting prescriptive rights 
based on prior access. But progress was 
slow, and complicated by the transfer of 
the Sun Ranch into new hands. In 1978, 
it sold to Southern California banker 
and real estate developer Ted Gildred 
and his partner, Bill Poole, the first in 
a string of wealthy owners who would 
come to include a major mining company 
CEO, a Silicon Valley entrepreneur and 
action-movie star Steven Seagal. Lindsey 
increased his efforts and by the early ’80s 
made a breakthrough: Gildred and Poole 
agreed to a trailhead access at Papoose 
Creek — about 10 miles from Wolf Creek, 
across the ranch’s southern corner. That 
significantly improved access along the 
Madison front, but Lindsey was disap-
pointed that he couldn’t do more. What 
killed a more ambitious deal? Lindsey 
says that the forest supervisor, shying 
from confrontation, “just ran backwards.” 

The Papoose Creek agreement in-
cluded a Forest Service promise to back 
off its pursuit of Wolf Creek for 10 years. 
But when the 10 years had passed, then-
District Ranger Mark Petroni resumed 
Lindsey’s fight, despite the landowner’s 
opposition. The agency worked with 
PLWA to dig deeper into the legal history 
of the road, but “there was nothing,” says 
Petroni. “There really wasn’t any option 
other than condemnation, and the politi-
cal stars wouldn’t align.”

Determined hunters still trekked to 
Wolf Creek on a faint and unofficial trail, 
which scrambled over difficult terrain 
to avoid trespassing on the Sun Ranch. 
After 2008, when Sun Ranch owner Roger 
Lang donated an easement, the Forest 
Service constructed a more moderate 
trail between Papoose Creek and Moose 
Creek, the middle of the three drainages. 
As I hike that trail today, it still fights the 
foothills topography, diving and climbing 
over several other drainages. In some 
places, it’s nearly illegible from disuse.

Ironically, even agency staffers have 

A sampling of locked-up public land and access battles

Mabee Road
The public used this road, which passes through 
a checkerboard of BLM and private land, to 
reach nearly 40 square miles of public land 
until 2007, when a landowner gated it and 
began selling outfitted hunts, both on private 
and adjacent BLM land. PLWA is fighting in 
court, saying that the road is a public road, and 
that historic use supports prescriptive rights.

Skeleton Canyon Road
Around 2005, a landowner locked a gate on 
this road, complaining about drug running and 
other traffic. This has blocked access to more 
than 20 square miles of Coronado National 
Forest, including the historic Geronimo 
surrender site. Roughly 200 of the 320 routes 
into the forest lack a recorded public easement, 
so similar closures are possible.

Sabinoso Wilderness
This 25-square-mile patch of BLM land, a high mesa 
cut with a deep canyon, was designated as wilderness 
in 2009, but there’s currently no legal public access on 
roads through surrounding private land. The BLM has 
unsuccessfully tried to secure access, mainly by offering to 
buy land.

Quandary Peak access road
Prior to the 1980s, when the Forest Service constructed a 
formal trail to 14,265-foot Quandary Peak, the main access 
was an old mining road. Locals continue to use it, but in 
2011, a new landowner began discouraging public access. 
“It’s a really hostile environment now,” one local told the 
Post Independent. The Forest Service and Summit County 
are considering legal action to assert a right of way.

North Fork Wilderness Study Area
The Wyoming Wilderness Association calls 
this 15-square-mile BLM area “a wilderness 
fisherman’s dream,” with a stunning mix of 
old-growth forests, red hills and deep canyons. 
A county road creeps within a fraction of a mile 
of its boundary, but for decades, a handful of 
landowners have effectively cut off all access, 
though they offer guided hunting for a fee.

Matilija Creek
For decades, people used a Forest Service trail 
to reach swimming holes and waterfalls here. 
The trail crosses a piece of private property, 
and in recent years the landowner has begun 
actively discouraging visitors. Los Padres 
ForestWatch, a local watchdog group, is suing, 
claiming prescriptive access rights based on 
historic public use.

Bureau of Land Management  n
National Park Service  n

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service  n
U.S. Forest Service  n

John Day River
About 70 square miles of BLM land are only 
accessible by boat — when the water is high 
enough — because private landowners along 
the canyon rim restrict road access. Oregon’s 
Department of Fish and Wildlife has been 
trying, unsuccessfully, to purchase or lease 
public easements.

Finetooth/cc via Flickr

Alli Langley/Summit Daily

BLM
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welcomed this outcome. Jonathan Klein, 
who served as the district’s wilderness 
manager until he retired in 2012, believes, 
as do some local hunters, that this area is 
better off now because the wildlife get a 
break and those humans who do visit have 
a chance for solitude. “You’re not going to 
go there unless you’re really into it,” he 
says. “You don’t have to have a trailhead 
at the mouth of every drainage.”

It’s a good point. And it’s the main 
justification that the Forest Service 
now gives for apparently abandoning 
the fight for access to Wolf Creek. But 
it grates against another chapter in the 
Sun Ranch’s history, one that underscores 
how, in the end, the struggle isn’t just 
about whether there’s access — it’s about 
who has access, and whether that access 
is in the spirit of public ownership.

In 1978, as Gildred was preparing 
to buy the Sun Ranch, Florida attorney 
Hamilton Kenner swooped in to buy the 
ranch himself. Kenner then flipped the 
ranch to Gildred, but not before piecing 
off sections on its north end, adjacent 
to the national forest near Wolf Creek. 
He subdivided that land, branded the 
development as Rising Sun Mountain 
Estates, and marketed it with bylaws 
and covenants specifying that anyone 
who bought in would have access to the 
national forest. All the lots sold.

Several of those properties are again 
for sale today, even as the fight for access 
at Wolf Creek fades from public memory. 
The listings advertise “exclusive hunting 
rights in the area with common access to 
the forest land,” and go even further: “A 
locked gate at the entrance protects that 
exclusivity. … No public access into this 
part of the Wilderness for miles in either 
direction.”

 
Kyle Newmiller sits in his idling truck, 
staring at the locked gate on the road 
up Sweet Grass Creek. “Someone should 
come up here and say: ‘If we catch you 
locking this gate, we’re going to write you 
a ticket.’ … What is the hold-up?” he says. 
He’s already talked to District Ranger 
Sienkiewicz and Public Lands/Water 
Access. Now he considers his more im-
mediate options: Return to Rein’s house 
and hassle him for permission; go back 
into town and report to the county, where 
Tony Carroccia’s brother-in-law is the 
county attorney; or maybe get out of the 
truck and cut the locks himself.

The hold-up is this: No matter how 
frustrated Newmiller is, this road — like 
all others — is private until proven or 
made public. And the hold-up can last for 
decades: For 30 years, a road 120 miles 
west of here was gated, blocking access 
to nearly 20 square miles of Beaverhead-

Deerlodge National Forest that are 
otherwise hard to reach. Only in recent 
years did the county uncover clear evi-
dence that the road was public, prompt-
ing county commissioners to personally 
cut the locks on that gate in 2012. The 
landowners took the case to court, and 
the judge upheld the public right of way. 

Newmiller turns the pickup around, 
and we drive back through the cotton-
woods along the creek. In the nearest 
town, Big Timber, we pull into a gravel lot 
where state wildlife officials are checking 
hunters’ kills. A game warden, bundled 
up against the cold wind, comes up to 
talk to Newmiller. It’s a continuation of 
the talk they had earlier this morning, 
when Newmiller asked about access at 
Sweet Grass Creek; now, he tells the war-
den about the gate. The warden clearly 
also believes the public should have 
access there, but his words are carefully 
vague. If anything, I think, he’s egging on 
Newmiller. He says, “Somebody’s gotta 
do it. … Somebody’s gotta go in there and 
say ‘(is this a public access), yes or no?’ ”

Newmiller knows he could be that 
“somebody,” blazing his own path and 
personally shouldering the costs, which 
are unknown but daunting. “That’s what’s 
so frustrating,” he tells me. “Everyone 
sits back like it’s no big deal. When does 
somebody do something about it?”  

Former HCN intern 
Marshall Swearingen 
freelances from  
Bozeman, Montana.

This coverage 
is supported by 
contributors to the 
High Country News 
Enterprise Journalism 
Fund.

Kyle Newmiller at home near Billings, Montana. He has been locked out of some of his favorite hunting spots by landowners who have blocked 
access to public land beyond their property. Paul Ruhter

“Someone 
should come 
up here and 
say: ‘If we 
catch you 
locking this 
gate, we’re 
going to write 
you a ticket.’ 
… What is the 
hold-up?”

—Montana hunter 
Kyle Newmiller
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NOTICE TO OUR ADVERTISERS: 
You can place classified ads with our 
online classified system. Visit  
www.hcn.org/classifieds. Feb. 2 is the 
deadline to place your print ad in the 
Feb. 16 issue. Call 800-311-5852, or 
e-mail advertising@hcn.org for help 
or information. For more information 
about our current rates and display ad 
options, visit
www.hcn.org/advertising.

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

BUSINESS OPPORTUNITIES

Fully operational cabinet shop 
including CNC and molder in Ketchum, 
Idaho. www.kingsleymurphyproperty.com.

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

North-Central Idaho — Seasonal 
photography business for sale: $17,000. 
Work and play in the Hell’s Canyon and 
Frank Church Wilderness. Equipment 
included, mentoring optional. Seasonal 
storefront available. Free camping or RV 
parks. Watch this video 
http://youtu.be/R1RYdY7vKX0 then 
contact owners directly via email 
actionphotographer2@yahoo.com.

EMPLOYMENT

Tri-State Steelheaders Salmon 
Enhancement Group seeks applicants 
for Executive Director. We are com-
mitted to salmonid habitat restoration 
and community outreach through local 
and regional partnerships. Experience 
in nonprofit management required. 
Experience/interest in natural resources 
conservation preferred. For a job
description, visit 
www.tristatesteelheaders.com.

The New Mexico Land Conser-
vancy, located in Santa Fe, N.M., seeks 
a qualified and motivated individual to 
provide technical expertise, leadership 
and support to the organization’s Con-
servation Program. The Land Protection 
Project Manager will work to protect 
land and water across New Mexico with a 
primary focus on southern New Mexico. 

The Project Manager will be responsible 
for conservation planning, outreach, 
fundraising and policy work, with a spe-
cial emphasis on conservation easement 
and fee title acquisitions and land trans-
fer transactions. The individual in this 
position will report to the Conservation 
Director, work closely with the Executive 
Director and other staff, but will initially 
supervise no staff. A full job description 
plus how to apply can be found on our 
website at www.nmlandconservancy.org.

High Country Conservation Ad-
vocates, in Crested Butte, Colo., is 
seeking an Executive Director. This 
part-time position with potential to 
expand to full-time is suited to an 
outgoing person with fundraising and 
management experience along with 
communications skills. Applicants 
will bring a passion for conserving 
the extraordinary Gunnison Country, 
ready to help lead an organization that 
has celebrated many accomplishments 
since 1977 and looks forward to many 
more. Writing, fundraising, teamwork 
abilities a must. Knowledge of water, 
public-lands policies a plus. Salary 
commensurate with experience. Position 
begins April 2015. Send résumé and 
letter of interest by Feb. 28 to Sue Navy, 
edsearch@hccacb.org. For a detailed job 
description, visit hccacb.org/edsearch.

Membership Coordinator — New 
Mexico Wilderness Alliance seeks a 
highly organized, self-motivated indi-
vidual passionate about wilderness 
w/excellent interpersonal and commu-
nications skills to lead implementation 
of our membership plan to sustain, in-
crease, diversify and engage dues paying 
members. For more information and to 
apply, visit www.nmwild.org.

High Country News, the award-
winning, nonprofit newsmagazine cov-
ering environmental, natural resource, 
social and political issues in the Amer-
ican West, seeks a full-time reporter 
based in Washington, D.C. Candidates 
should have a passion for independent 
journalism and the mission of HCN, 
deep knowledge of Western issues and 
how they play out at the local, state and 
federal level; significant experience navi-
gating and covering the federal agencies, 
Congress and the White House; and a 
proven ability to find interesting angles 
and deliver stories and analysis on a 
weekly basis with accuracy and voice. 
Salary depends on experience; excellent 
benefits. High Country News is an equal 
opportunity employer. Send cover letter, 
résumé and writing samples to jobs@
hcn.org; position remains open until 
filled. For full job description, visit: 
http://hcne.ws/HCN-DCjob.
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Wildfire Defense Systems Inc. — 
Hiring professional wildland firefight-
ers.  Please check our website at 
www.wildfire-defense.com 
to view current job positions.

Independence Pass Foundation 
is seeking an Executive Director. 
Qualifications considered are nonprof-
it experience, project management, 
environmental sciences or forestry and 
fundraising/event planning. Please 
submit résumé to independencepass1@
gmail.com.

Associate Director of 
Philanthropy — The Wyoming Out-
door Council is seeking a fundraiser to 
manage its major giving, planned giving, 
and endowment building programs in 
partnership with the executive director. 
Highly experienced applicants may be 
considered to lead the Outdoor Council’s 
development efforts. Founded in 1967, 
the Wyoming Outdoor Council is the 
state’s oldest independent conservation 
organization. For more information and 
to apply, go to wyomingoutdoorcouncil.
org/about/job-opportunities.

Trout Unlimited, the nation’s 
leading coldwater fisheries conservation 
organization, is seeking a skilled orga-
nizer to work from Missoula, Mont., on 

protecting one of Montana’s most fabled 
rivers. This person will coordinate our 
efforts to protect the Smith River, and in 
the process, the strong sporting heritage 
it sustains. To this end, the Smith River 
Field Coordinator will educate, organize 
and mobilize sportsmen and women, 
with a particular focus on anglers, to 
achieve the organization’s conservation 
objectives for the Smith River. In part, 
this includes mitigating a potential 
threat from a proposed copper mine 
on a tributary of the Smith. Successful 
applicants will have a bachelor’s degree 
or equivalent experience; the educa-
tion, background or the aptitude to 
quickly learn and explain in lay fashion 
technical matters related to mining, 
water quality and fisheries; the ability 
and willingness to travel often within 
Montana and occasionally outside of the 
state; an understanding of the sports-
men’s community in general and recre-
ational angling community in particular, 
including how to inspire and engage 
these communities in effective advocacy, 
excellent written and oral communica-
tion skills; deep ties to the Smith River 
and surrounding communities; the 
ability to work independently and be a 
self-starter; very strong interpersonal 
skills; be an avid angler/hunter; and 
strong organizational and time manage-
ment skills with great attention to 

detail. For a more complete job descrip-
tion, please visit www.tu.org. Please 
send cover letter, writing sample, résumé 
and three professional references to Tom 
Reed, treed@tu.org by Feb. 15, 2015. No 
phone calls please.

Amigos Bravos — “Because Water 
Matters” — Amigo Bravos is a highly 
accomplished, 27 year-old, statewide en-
vironmental and social justice organiza-
tion seeking an energetic, self-motivated 
individual to fill the position of Exec-
utive Director. The mission of Amigos 
Bravos is to protect and restore the 
waters of New Mexico. The Executive 
Director works with concerned citizens, 
indigenous populations, state agencies, 
scientists, and other advocacy groups 
to protect New Mexico’s waters and 
the human and wildlife communities 
that depend on them. Individuals with 
proven leadership, fundraising, program 
development, advocacy, public speak-
ing, writing, and financial management 
skills are strongly urged to apply. For job 
description and application procedures: 
http://www.amigosbravos.org/job-
postings.

HEALTH and WELLNESS

Colorado Aromatics Cultivated 
Skin Care — Natural botanical farm-

to-skin products, lavender products
and gifts. www.coloradoaromatics.com.

Are you or someone you care about 
addicted to something? Anything? 
Explore www.sidetripsfromcowboy.com.

ENJOY A HEALTHIER LIFESTYLE!
Experience the LIVING ENERGY of 
Therapeutic Grade-A Essential Oils. 
Unadulterated — no pesticides. Or-
ganically grown. Proprietary distilling 
methods. Business opportunity.
www.theOilSolution.com.

HOME and garden

CAST-IRON COOKWARE SCRUBBER — 
Makes cast-iron cleanup quick and easy 
without detergents. 18/20 stainless steel. 
Lifetime guarantee. Order: 
www.cmscrubber.com, 781-598-4054.

Navajo Rugs — Display your textiles! 
Navajo rugs, quilts, and other weav-
ings. Hand-forged wrought iron and 
aspen-pole systems. All sizes. Wall-
mounted and free-standing. www.Twin-
RavenZ.com. “Made in a good way.”

The Best-Tasting Raw Honey! 
Over 10 floral varieties of raw honey, 
direct from a California beekeeper. 
Shop online at www.honeypacifica.com.
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RENEWABLE ENERGY PRODUCTS FOR 
REMOTE HOMES — Solar water pump-
ing, back-up power systems. Visit our 
websites: www.oasismontana.com,  
www.PVsolarpumps.com,  
www.LPappliances.com,  
www.grid-tie.com or call toll-free for 
information: 877-627-4768.

FREEDOM RANGER HATCHERY, INC.
Hatching year-round. Freedom ranger 
chickens/black broilers, bantam silkies, 
French guineas, khaki campbell/white 
muscovy ducks. 717-336-4878.
www.freedomrangerhatchery.com.

Seat-weaving Supplies — Chair 
cane, reed splint, Shaker tape, fiber and 
natural rush. Complete line of basket-
making supplies. Waxed linen cord. 
Royalwood Ltd., 517-HCN Woodville 
Road., Mansfield, Ohio 44907. 
800-526-1630.
www.RoyalwoodLtd.com.

LUNATEC® self-cleaning Wash-
cloths and odor-free Dishcloths are 
amazing. They have less bacteria, no 
smell and offer more convenience. 
Live healthier. 858.653.0401
www.lunatecgear.com.

AGGRAND Natural Organic Fertilizers. 
Exceptional biobased/OMRI-certified 

liquid concentrates for lawn, garden, 
orchards, forage, agriculture. Retail/
wholesale/resale. 877-486-7645. 
www.natural-fertilizers.com.

Quarry Farm Gourds — 60-plus 
varieties of hand-pollinated, untreated 
gourd seed. www.quarryfarmgourds.com.
 419-257-2597 
anna@quarryfarmgourds.com.

Jewelry, herbs, incense, candles, 
oils, gift items. 8,000 items.
Wholesale/retail. www.azuregreen.net.

A 15% DISCOUNT! ORDER NOW —
Premium dried vegetables, fruits and 
beans from award-winning company. 
Non-GMO. Order at www.GoHHF.com. 
Call 1-800-696-1395.  Use coupon: HCN.

PERSONALS

GREEN SINGLES DATING SITE — Meet 
singles who value green-living, holistic 
health, sustainability, alternative energy, 
spiritual growth. 
www.GreenSingles.com.
 
Professional Services

Strategic storytelling for non-
profits and progressive organizations. 
Stories are tools. We’re tool builders — 

in video, print and multimedia. 
www.narrativelab.com. 503-891-0641. 
info@narrativelab.com.

EXPERT LAND STEWARD —Available 
now for site conservator, property man-
ager. View résumé at: 
skills.ojaidigital.net.

WILDLAND FIRE SERVICES —
Planning, reviews,  litigation,  
www.blackbull-wildfire.com.

publications and books

Torrey House Press eagerly seeks 
lively nonfiction submissions: nature; 
ecology and environment; conservation; 
public lands; dark sky; water; sustainable 
food; outdoor recreation; green busi-
ness/economics; local biz movement; 
sustainable living; permaculture; green 
building; politics and social justice; re-
newable energy; science writing; nature 
photography; simple living; resilience; 
Old West/New West; Western living. 
www.TorreyHouse.com.

Shed your boots in the mud room. 
Curl your toes toward the fire. Grab 
LYRIC RIVER, provocative literary 
fiction by Mac Griffith. Read. (Paper 
and e-books in bookstores and Amazon 
amzn.to/1EbtiNs).

REAL ESTATE FOR SALE

Just outside the historic hub 
of Jerome, Ariz., on a hidden street, 
sit side-by-side two of the most unique 
21st century  dwellings, called The House
on the Edge of Time. This home and 
studio/guest space sit in harmony with 
the hillside, offering a panorama of 
wilderness views, the Sedona Red Rocks 
and San Francisco Peaks. A wealth of 
space, numerous indoor/outdoor shel-
ters, meditation/studio areas, vegetable 
garden/fruit trees​; a designer’s oasis. 
$385,000. MLS# 503839 Contact Denise 
Lerette, Russ Lyon Sotheby’s Interna-
tional Realty, Sedona, Ariz​. ​ 
928-254-9181, 928-282-5966.
www.deniselerette.com, 
denise.lerette@russlyon.com.

HEART OF THE WOOD RIVER VALLEY 
This 273 plus-or-minus acre historic 
ranch is blessed with one mile of river, 
complete seclusion, panoramic moun-
tain views, abundant wildlife, peace 
and quiet. Wooded acreage, fertile 
springs, meadows and aspen thickets 
perfectly accommodate deer, elk,
moose, crane and other varieties of 
waterfowl. Easily access public lands, in-
cluding national forest, and experience 
unparalleled hiking, hunting, horseback 

riding and recreation opportunities. 
Fish anytime your heart desires, on 
either side of the river. Enjoy playing the 
well-maintained, smartly designed cro-
quet court. Recent land and water rights 
surveys are in place. Oh, yes — there is a 
gorgeous 4,900-square-foot residence as 
well, but you won’t spend much time in 
it. $3,500,000. Call for a private
showing. Prudential Brokerage West, 
Inc., 877-443-6234, CodyLiving.com, 
YouTube: Sunshine Ranch, WY.

200 Acres with Water, Orange-
burg, S.C. —Artesian wells, springs; 
running streams; 10-acre pond; natural 
ecosystem. Protected from major storms 
year-round. Unlimited possibilities: 
equestrian sports; specialty farming; 
bed and breakfast; retreat; winery; water 
sports recreation; fishing and hunting. 
Utilities available. Commuting distance 
to Charleston, Aiken, Columbia, horse 
and golf events; seven miles to nearest 
airport. Janet Loder, 425-922-5959; 
janetloder@cablespeed.com.

Abiquiu, N.M. — Three-bedroom, Two 
and one-half baths. Custom split-level. 
outstanding views. Center island. Chef ’s 
kitchen. Custom cabinets. Eat-in kitch-
en. Lots of cabinet space. Pantry. Wood 
cabinets. Dishwasher. Fully applianced. 
Gas cooktop. Gas oven. Refrigerator/
freezer. Washer/dryer. Formal dining 
room. Laundry room. Fireplace. High 
ceilings. Lots of closets. Recessed light-
ing. Walk-in closets. Energy efficient 
windows. Solar heating. Brick floors. 
Radiant heat. Zoned heat. Stucco. 
Attached two-car. Large yard. Patio. Pri-
vate yard. Shed. Wooded lot. A studio/
dance room with a floating dance floor. 
Beautifully appointed. Ideal for enter-
taining. Low maintenance. Low taxes. 
Panoramic views. Septic. Well water. 
Move-in condition. $475,000.00 Sarah 
Wimett wimettre@newmexico.com.

Grand Junction, CoLO. — Three 
bedroom, two baths. Quality, character, 
privacy and personality surround this 
distinctive custom-built solar home sit-
uated on a wonderful one-acre wooded 
lot with mountain views, city lights, 
schools, parks and river access to trails. 
Enjoy unobstructed mountain views 
and secluded back yard with mature 
landscaping and grazing for horses on 
irrigated pasture. In addition to the one-
car attached garage, there is a carport 
and RV parking. This is Colorado 
living. 970-241-6579 or 
mtpeaks.maryb@gmail.com.

Solar and Irrigated Organic 
Oasis in town. Three bedroom, three 
bath, with detached office/studio and 

http://www.oasismontana.com
http://www.PVsolarpumps.com
http://www.LPappliances.com
http://www.grid-tie.com
http://www.freedomrangerhatchery.com
http://www.RoyalwoodLtd.com
http://www.lunatecgear.com
http://www.natural-fertilizers.com
http://www.quarryfarmgourds.com.��419-257-2597
http://www.quarryfarmgourds.com.��419-257-2597
http://www.quarryfarmgourds.com.��419-257-2597
mailto:anna@quarryfarmgourds.com
http://www.azuregreen.net
http://www.GoHHF.com
http://www.GreenSingles.com
http://www.narrativelab.com
mailto:info@narrativelab.com
http://www.blackbull-wildfire.com
http://www.TorreyHouse.com
http://www.deniselerette.com
mailto:denise.lerette@russlyon.com
mailto:janetloder@cablespeed.com
mailto:wimettre@newmexico.com
mailto:mtpeaks.maryb@gmail.com
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garage. Solar radiant heated floors and 
six KW solar electric, toxic-free finishes. 
701 Chipeta Dr., Ridgway, Colo., 81432. 
Dana 208-721-7003. http://solarhome-
ridgway.wix.com/701chipeta.

TOUrs and Travel

COMING TO TUCSON? Popular vaca-
tion house, everything furnished. Rent 
by day, week, month. Two-bedroom, 
one bath. Large enclosed yards. 
Dog-friendly. Contact Lee at cloler@cox.
net or 520-791-9246.

FIVE-DAY COLORADO RIVER TRIPS 
and more. 2015 schedule now available. 
AdventureBoundUSA.com or  
800-423-4668.

SLEEP IN A STRAW-BALE HOME —
A little handcrafted desert treasure. 
Arizona Highways’ “Best Eco-friendly 
Accommodation” 2009. Paca de Paja 
B&B, Tucson. www.pacadepaja.com.

CARIBBEAN VACATION RENTAL — 
Xcalak, Q.Roo, Mexico. Two-bedroom, 
two-bath house on beach, “off the grid.” 
Enjoy snorkeling, kayaking, Mayan 
ruins, great bonefishing. For additional 
information and photos, contact Ann:
303-449-6306, alangschu@aol.com. 

Aloha Beach House — A true “Hid-
den” treasure in Captain Cook – Milolii, 
Hawaii. Three bed/bath, large deck, 
panoramic ocean view. One hour to Vol-
cano National Park. Enjoy hiking, whale 
watching, snorkeling, swimming, 
kayaking, scuba-diving, fishing. 
www.airbnb.com/rooms/1095174. 
760-703-2089.

GET TO KNOW WHERE WE LOVE TO 
GO on the Colorado Plateau. Learning 
adventures for you, your family, tour 
group, board or school group. 
Canyonlands Field Institute, Moab, 
Utah. www.cfimoab.org, 
1-800-860-5262 for scheduled and pri-
vate custom trip planning.

EXPLORE AMERICA’S ANCIENT PAST 
Travel with Crow Canyon Archaeolog-
ical Center, Cortez, Colo. Small-group 
tours in Mesa Verde Country and be-
yond, led by archaeologists and Amer-
ican Indian scholars. Campus-based 
archaeology programs for adults, teens, 
and school groups. 800-422-8975,  
www.crowcanyon.org.

Bluff, Utah — Vacation rental.
Contact 505-598-5593 or 
casabluff@gmail.com.

http://www.hcn.org
http://solarhome-ridgway.wix.com/701chipeta
http://solarhome-ridgway.wix.com/701chipeta
http://solarhome-ridgway.wix.com/701chipeta
http://www.pacadepaja.com
mailto:alangschu@aol.com
http://www.airbnb.com/rooms/1095174
http://www.cfimoab.org
http://www.crowcanyon.org
mailto:casabluff@gmail.com
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WRITERS ON THE RANGE

OPINION BY 
Pepper Trail

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

In 1729, Jonathan Swift published the 
most famous satirical essay in the 

English language: A Modest Proposal 
For Preventing the Children of Poor 
People in Ireland from Being a Burden 
to Their Parents or Country, and for 
Making Them Beneficial to the Public. 
And what was Swift’s proposal? Merely 
that the 1-year-old children of indigents 
be eaten, thus solving the problems of 
poverty and overpopulation at a stroke. 

Poverty and overpopulation are 
still with us, of course, but sadly, such 
bold ideas to solve these problems are 
in short supply today. Meanwhile, the 
world’s current level of 7 billion is strain-
ing resources to the limit. Certainly the 
earth cannot support in health and com-
fort the 9 billion expected to swarm upon 
its surface by mid-century. Action must 
be taken — immediate, forceful action 
— to reduce the human population and 
re-balance the planet before it is too late.  
No person of good conscience can view 
televised scenes of squalor in the teem-
ing cities of Africa and Asia — and even, 
if reports are to be believed, in parts of 
our own country — without feeling called 
upon to make a difference.

Fortunately, thanks to the genera-

tive genius of capitalism, the fossil fuel 
industry is positioned to solve this 
problem, while simultaneously generat-
ing good-paying jobs and unimaginable 
amounts of money. The release of green-
house gases by this industry has already 
set the world on a trajectory toward 
irreversible climate change, which will 
ultimately bring about the population re-
adjustment that all thinking people wish 
for. And companies from ExxonMobil to 
BP to Koch Industries to Syncrude stand 
ready to do so much more.

However, through no fault of their 
own, these corporations have not been 
as effective as they might be. Last year, 
barely over a million acres of new oil and 
gas leases were sold on America’s public 
lands, and the industry was forced to 
make due with only $18.5 billion in gov-
ernment subsidies. Meanwhile, endless 
red tape has imposed restrictive regula-
tions on emissions, delayed the construc-
tion of essential pipelines like the Key-
stone XL, and waged a pitiless War on 
Coal. President Obama even signed an 
emissions-reducing deal with China. It is 
obvious to all sensible people that this is 
going in exactly the wrong direction.

My modest proposal is simply this: 

Set the fossil fuel industry free. Open 
the valves fully on greenhouse gas 
emissions. The near-term profits will 
be immense. In the slightly longer term 
(after most of our generation are safely 
off the stage), this plan will produce a 
bracing readjustment of earth’s ecologi-
cal systems, resulting in much-needed 
population reduction through droughts, 
crop failures, and coastal inundation. 
And don’t worry about your children or 
grandchildren. Surely the wealth they 
inherit will insulate them from whatever 
unpleasantness may come in the over-
populated parts of the world.

I acknowledge that there are a few 
misguided individuals who will urge a 
different course. They fancifully suggest 
that carbon emissions be immediately 
and drastically reduced, with the goal 
of keeping atmospheric CO2 below 450 
parts per million. This is the threshold 
that international climate negotia-
tors have identified as providing a 50 
percent chance of avoiding the impacts 
of catastrophic climate change. The level 
is almost 400 ppm today. To keep it 
below 450 ppm would cost the fossil fuel 
industry the equivalent of $28 trillion in 
revenues over the next two decades, ac-

Set the fossil fuel industry free

http://www.hcn.org


cording to published estimates. The only 
possible response to such an idea is a 
hearty laugh. When in the history of the 
world have corporations or governments 
passed up such wealth?

Nothing makes me angrier than 
those self-righteous “greens,” who pro-
fess to love the earth, but who do noth-
ing but fiddle about with this little regu-
lation here, that little lawsuit there, and 
never talk about population at all. To 
use a well-worn phrase, they are merely 
rearranging deck chairs on the Titanic. I 
say, aim the Titanic straight at that rap-
idly melting iceberg!  Throw more coal 
into the boilers!  Full steam ahead!  The 
earth will thank us. Eventually.

Pepper Trail is a writer, naturalist, and 
co-author of Shifting Patterns: Medita-
tions on Climate Change in Southern 
Oregon’s Rogue Valley (www.shiftingpat-
terns.org). He lives in Ashland, Oregon.

www.hcn.org  High Country News  25

Writers on the Range is a syndicated service of 
High Country News, providing three opinion 
columns each week to media outlets around the 
West. For more information, contact Gretchen 
King, gretchenk@hcn.org, 970-527-4898. Joel Pett
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BOOKS

Far As The Eye Can See 
Robert Bausch
320 pages, 
hardcover: $26.
Bloomsbury USA, 2014.

California
Edan Lepucki
400 pages, 
hardcover: $26.
Little, Brown and 
Company: 2014.

Far As The Eye Can See, 
the seventh novel from 
Georgia-born author Rob-
ert Bausch, opens in the 
1870s, with Bobby Evans, 
a serial “deserter” from 
the Union Army, wander-
ing aimlessly through the 
Montana, Wyoming and 
Dakota territories. He’s 
an unsettling character: 
a man without a purpose, 
the kind of hustler who 
took the cash bounty for 
enlisting several times, 
only to slip away and re-
enlist elsewhere under a 
different name. 

Committed only to 
saving his own skin, 
answering threats with 
his finger on the trigger, 
Evans ends up traveling 
with and learning Na-
tive skills from a chance 
companion, Big Tree, “a 
Crow brave … a statue of 
what God wanted when 
he dreamed up the creature 
he would call ‘man.’” Later on, though, 
Evans helps the military round up Sioux 
and Cheyenne who refuse to move to res-
ervations or abide by treaties. Stumbling 
through a landscape “as big as any whole 
earth I ever dreamed of,” he observes 
both the white man’s misguided response 
to the Indians and the bloody retaliatory 
tactics of the tribes in the Yellowstone 

River region.   
Bausch takes the reader deep into 

his protagonist’s psyche. Haunted by the 
echo of screams from the Civil War and 
the sound of “a bullet thwack(ing) into 
the breast of a fellow only inches away 
from me,” Evans trusts nothing and no 
one. He impulsively attacks both red and 
white men, leaving human wreckage in 
his wake. But a moment of truth arrives 

when he must decide whether to keep 
moving, or to stay and care for a person 
he has hurt. In the rising hills surround-
ing the Little Bighorn River, against the 
violent chaos of Custer’s Last Stand, this 
amoral man is finally caught in a web of 
moral choices, where he must choose his 
own thread and take the consequences.      
					   

By Phyllis Barber

When Cormac McCarthy sent an un-
named father and son out to wander a 
post-apocalyptic landscape in his 2006 
Pulitzer Prize-winning novel The Road, 
he inadvertently created the template for 
one of contemporary fiction’s dominant 
themes. Among the spate of post-apoca-
lyptic narratives that appeared in 2014 
is California, the debut of Los Angeles-
based writer Edan Lepucki.

Lepucki, along with other recent post-
apocalyptic tour guides, echoes McCarthy 
on a few points: In the future, there will 
be no Internet, finding enough food will 
require constant effort, people will sift 
through relics of fallen civilizations for 
useful materials, and the roads will be 
beset by highwaymen. (In California, 
they’re called pirates.)

But while McCarthy keeps his 

characters in constant motion, Lepucki’s 
protagonists, Cal and Frida, a young 
married couple, are determined to find a 
safe place to settle down.

Through flashbacks, we learn that 
they fled the nightmarish Los Angeles of 
a few decades from now and drove into 
the wilderness until their car ran out 
of gas. Frida has a city dweller’s lim-
ited outdoor survival skills, but Cal has 
learned a few useful crafts like farming 
and carpentry. When winter closes in, 
they’re lucky enough to find an empty 
shack for shelter. 

They’ve heard there are other people 
left in the world, some of them holed up 
in private enclaves rumored to enjoy elec-
tricity and other amenities, but Cal and 
Frida don’t encounter anyone until they 
meet the family who once occupied their 

shack, and August, a roving junk dealer 
who trades Frida some Vicodin for a bra, 
“made of fabric and wire, both valuable,” 
he says. 

In plain, straightforward prose, 
Lepucki deftly notches up the tension 
when Frida discovers she’s pregnant and 
she and Cal set off into the woods hop-
ing to find a settlement. Sometimes the 
characters’ motivations are murky and 
their beliefs confusingly mercurial, and 
the ending is a puzzler, but California is 
both diverting and thoughtful. It leaves 
you with the notion that maybe the post-
apocalypse genre isn’t new-fangled after 
all, but rather a fresh reimagining of a 
classic Western theme: Every man for 
himself against nature.

By Jenny Shank

The Battle of Little Bighorn. C.M. Russell, 1903. Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress, LC-USZC4-7160

On the edge of Custer’s Last Stand

Love in a post-apocalyptic world



Essay | BY Kyle Boelte

Photo: DARKDAY/CC Flickr

The suburb we grew up in had a series 
of greenbelts: preserved land flow-

ing like inlets between the thousands of 
tract homes that stretched ever south 
from Denver. Highlands Ranch had been 
a cattle ranch in the not-so-distant past, 
and cattle still grazed on some of the land 
in 1991 — a comfortingly pastoral sight 
for the 17,000 inhabitants of the 10-year-
old suburban outpost.

When I was 9, I spent hours exploring 
our greenbelt with a tall redheaded kid 
from the neighborhood. We spent most 
of our time down by the creek, protected 
from the hot summer sun by towering 
cottonwood trees. We would pack provi-
sions and wander the great expanse just 
as Stephen Harriman Long had in July 
of 1820. His namesake peak (14,259 feet 
tall) looms over the Front Range, and 
under its watchful gaze we delighted 
in finding quicksand and frogs and the 
occasional owl. We dreamed of finding 
swimming holes and stringing up rope 
swings that would propel us through the 
air and into the cool water below.  

On summer afternoons in Colorado, 
storm clouds formed near Longs Peak 
and neighboring mountains, where we 

could see them building, their strength 
growing. Then, as if given permission, 
they advanced across the plains, a tor-
rent of rain and thunder and lightning. 
In the cities and suburbs, water gath-
ered in the streets, the contours of the 
concrete forcing it through gutters to 
storm drains, where it disappeared into 
the underworld. 

Once, just down from the greenbelt 
entrance, we found a storm drain outlet 
hidden behind the cottonwoods, around a 
bend in the creek. It was a large concrete 
block with a stream of water flowing 
from an opening at its base. We scaled 
the exterior wall above the opening and 
looked down into a room. After scoping 
out the obstacles inside, we decided to 
jump down. We waded five feet through 
ankle-deep water and climbed over a 
giant interior concrete wall to reach the 
farthest chamber, where a large drain-
pipe emerged. It was like nothing we had 
seen before. Deep inside, the drainpipe 
was utterly dark, an emptiness from 
which a cool breeze blew. 

“Because it’s there,” George Mallory 
said, when he was asked why he climbed 
Everest. Our answer, at 9, to the ques-

tion, “Why do you want to enter the 
drainpipe?” would have been the same. 
Mallory was last seen a couple hundred 
meters from the summit of Everest in 
1924. He was 37. His well-preserved body 
was found in 1999 on the North Face, at 
26,760 feet. His partner’s body was never 
found. We hadn’t heard of either of them.  

We went home to plan. We did not 
know what the pipe was exactly or why 
it was there. We did not know how long 
it was or if in fact it ever ended. We did 
know that we needed more provisions for 
this expedition, our most daring to date. 
We loaded up on flashlights, candles, 
matches and Hostess CupCakes. Our load 
seemed heavy; never before had we car-
ried so much. So we tied a rope to a skate-
board and pulled our gear behind us.

When we got to the drainpipe, past 
the entrance and the water and the con-
crete wall, the otherworldly breeze met 
us once more. We stared into the depth 
of the darkness. And then, taking a deep 
breath, we stepped inside. 

We could walk inside the drainpipe 
as long as we kept our heads down and 
knees bent. After about 10 feet, the light 
of day faded behind us. We turned on our 
flashlights and crept forward, spelunkers 
encountering a corrugated-steel cave. We 
were followed by the sound of the skate-
board’s wheels drumming out a steady 
rhythm against the corrugation. 

After what felt like an hour, we 
stopped and talked briefly, reassuring 
each other. Outside, the thunderclouds 
were building in the distance, the 
winds were picking up. Inside, with the 
storm out of sight, we felt only the cool 
breeze flowing through the tunnel. We 
continued. 

Then, on our left, in the glow of a 
flashlight, we saw another pipe, much 
smaller and jutting out like a tributary. 
It opened about halfway up the wall of 
the main pipe. We would be able to fit 
as long as we crawled on our hands and 
knees. There would not be enough room 
to turn around. We would need to make it 
to the end, or, if retreat became neces-
sary, we would need to methodically inch 
backward all the way to the main pipe. 

We had not checked the weather 
report. We had no idea if there might 
be a thunderstorm that afternoon. The 
weather was not on our minds. It was 
darkness, not rain, that scared us.  

We deliberated. We ate our cupcakes. 
Then we followed the tributary to see 
where it would lead.

Kyle Boelte is the author of The Beauti-
ful Unseen (Soft Skull/Counterpoint, 
February 2015), from which this essay is 
adapted.  

Half-Blind Valley
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We did not 
know what 
the pipe was 
exactly or why 
it was there. 
We did not 
know how long 
it was or if in 
fact it ever 
ended.



GOATLAND
Goats are enjoying the spotlight. Yes, goats. On 
YouTube, for example, you can join 28 million 
others in watching a video of “goats yelling 
like humans.” Thirteen million have watched 
“Buttermilk,” an excruciatingly cute kid — the 
four-legged kind, not your adorable nephew — 
abuse his yard mates by jumping over them or 
on them. It’s even spawned a video game, one of 
several involving goats. The “evil goat from hell 
terrorizes town” category is slightly less popu-
lar, but has plenty of followers. 

NPR has a blog called Goats and Soda, 
though it doesn’t appear to be about either goats 
or soda, and the Washington Post’s Wonkblog 
recently came up with a map that purports to 
show the location of every single goat in the 
United States. And you thought they were keep-
ing an eye on you, silly kid. It was the blog’s 
most-read story for a day or two, picked up by 
dozens of other media outlets. 

According to the map, which was put to-
gether using data from the agricultural census, 
Sutton County, Texas, which boasts 55,000 
billies, nannies and kids, is the goat capital of 
the U.S. Not far behind, though, are counties in 
northwestern Arizona that overlap the Navajo 
Nation. Apache County, for example, has 26,000 
goats, more than one for every three humans. 
Churchill County, Nevada — home to a giant 
goat dairy — has almost 14,000 goats, and Cali-
fornia’s Stanislaus County has 21,000. 

Some of the nation’s 2.6 million goats are 
milked. Others, like the “Goat Grazers” in 
Nevada, are hired out to eat invasive weeds 
and even discarded Christmas trees — actual 
conifers, we hope, not plastic imitations. Still 
others are so famous that they are the hon-
ored guests of increasingly popular “Goats and 
Grenache” dinners. We’ve never been to one, but 
like to picture the billies and nannies dressed in 
formal attire, sipping fine wine and sharing the 
latest goat gossip. Though no doubt everyone is 
too polite to mention the main reason folks raise 
goats in the U.S.: For their meat. Not the kind 
of thing you bleat about at the table.

GRASSLAND
Surely you’ve heard about the glut of natural 
gas in the U.S., which has kept heating bills 
low and the gas patch economically depressed. 
And then there’s the oil glut, which has pushed 
gasoline prices so low that people are buying 
cars the size of houses again. But in Washington 
state, a similar glut has struck another natural 
resource: Weed. 

When outlets began selling newly legal-
ized marijuana this past summer, they couldn’t 
keep the stuff in stock, and prices skyrocketed. 
The growers responded. Now, there’s so much 
out there — 31,000 pounds, according to the 
Associated Press — that wholesale prices have 
crashed, putting farmers in a bind. (The price 
drop has yet to hit retail outlets, which still 
charge $25 or more for a gram.) Some farmers 
say that the low prices, combined with the high 
taxes, have forced them to sell their latest crop 
at a loss. In other words, they’re now in the 
same boat, or tractor, as all the other farmers. 

Colorado, which also legalized recreational 
marijuana sales, has avoided the glut issue by 
regulating production. Demand remains greater 
than supply. But the state’s run into its own 
problems, namely: exploding homes. Seems that 
amateur chemists and would-be entrepreneurs 
are trying to create hash oil, or concentrated 
marijuana, by forcing butane through raw mari-
juana. The butane vapors concentrate, and, if 
someone lights a match, Boom. And no, not the 
economic kind.

THE URBAN WILD
A couple hit an unknown animal that bounded 
into the road in front of them in Scottsdale, 
Arizona on a Friday night. When they reached 
their destination, they realized that a still-living 
7-pound bobcat was trapped in their Mazda’s 
plastic grille. State game and fish officials res-
cued the cat, which spent a week in rehab before 
being released back into the wild, no doubt still 
dizzy. Not far away, a 44-pound beaver wan-
dered into Tempe Town Lake and was captured 
by wildlife officials. It, too, will be released into 
a wilder area. It is not known whether officials 
will use the same method used to relocate 
beavers in Idaho in the 1940s: Officials boxed 
them up, flew them over the wilderness, and 
parachuted them safely to the ground. We love 
to picture them wearing cute little WWII avia-
tor outfits. In San Diego, a five-and-a-half foot, 
5-pound snake slithered out of a toilet in an 
office building; it (the snake, not the toilet) ap-
parently belonged to a resident, and may have 
turned to plumbing in search of water. And a 
Seattle dog named Eclipse has learned to take 
the public bus from its owner’s home to the dog 
park, without a human companion. Man walks 
dog. Dog walks man. Dog rides bus. We have 
clearly outlived our usefulness.

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

Tips and photos of Western oddities are appreciated and 
often shared in this column. Write betsym@hcn.org.
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HEARD AROUND THE WEST | BY jonathan Thompson

UTAH Sound advice. greg woodall
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 I do not believe in killing, or in dying, for a cause or 
an idea. I leave that to adolescents. I do believe in 

living for a cause.
Rob Pudim, in his essay, “Charlie Hebdo has the last laugh,”

from Writers on the Range, www.hcn.org/wotr

“
”
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“alaska has been defined in the media 
by its politics and its oil.  it has been 
defined in stories and science by its 
cold climate and wildlife. ... people 
define alaska to  me.” 
—Brian Adams

“the people in the village have a 
reverence for the land, water and sky 
of alaska that i have always carried 

within me.” 
—Brian Adams

Cannery workers. Whittier, Alaska, 2008.Ardith Weyiouanna. Shishmaref, Alaska, 2010.

Sylvester Swan Jr. tom cod fishing. Kivalina, Alaska, 2007. Skateboarder Ted Kim. Anchorage, Alaska, 2009.David Glenn Taylor. Barrow, Alaska, 2013.

Heather Prunty and Tonia Burrow. Anchorage, Alaska, 2009.
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PUblisHEr’s CirClE
in memory of Gerald hollingworth |     
Steamboat Springs, CO

PHilAntHroPist
John p. McBride, the aspen Business Center | 
Aspen, CO

stEWArd
Jeffrey & Lisa portman sr. | Atlanta, gA

gUArAntor
Geri Bauer | Bridgehampton, Ny
John heyneman Jr. & arin waddell |       
Sheridan, Wy
Bill & Carol smallwood | Phoenix, AZ

bEnEFACtor
in memory of eve ycas taggart | CO & NM
Charles & Marjorie Bolles | Boise, ID
fran & william irwin | Bethesda, MD

sPonsor
anonymous (2) 
in memory of fred Chancey | Eugene, OR
Jacqueline anderson & Jim ashby |     
Bellingham, WA
donna Buessing | Clayton, CA
Bonnie M. Cohn | Hermosa Beach, CA
Michelle & Greg french | Las vegas, Nv
Joe & Mary Gifford | Denver, CO
June heilman | Pocatello, ID
william a. idema | Sioux falls, SD

samuel Jackson & sarah Geer | Chapel Hill, NC
nicholas Jacobson | Medford, OR
dennis Johnson | Idaho Springs, CO
Ken Kirkpatrick | Denver, CO
steven & anne Mauvais | Tigard, OR
Jim Murdock | Ames, IA
Christopher neill, Marine Biological Lab |  
Woods Hole, MA
Leon shaul & Kathleen Jensen | Douglas, AK
Gregory staple | San francisco, CA
Kathleen & dennis wellman | Boulder, CO
Ken winkes | Conway, WA

PAtron
anonymous (2)
in memory of George stewart | Beaver, uT
in memory of Jacqueline wolber | Lakewood, CO
sue Becker | Cedarville, CA
ann & richard Boelter | Laramie, Wy
thembi Borras | Sacramento, CA
wayne Bower | Albuquerque, NM
John & theresa Cederholm | Marion, MA
william Croft | Albuquerque, NM
James faris | Santa fe, NM
h. K. faulkner | Peterborough, NH
david fluharty | Seattle, WA
Leroy french, the heritage | San francisco, CA
Ken Gamauf | Boulder, CO
John & edna Good | Jackson, Wy
Glen Greisz | Port Townsend, WA
william hintzman | San Diego, CA
d.e. horning | McMinnville, OR
heather huppe | Seattle, WA
robina e. ingram rich | Lake Oswego, OR
Kurt Jorgensen | Taos, NM
George Kelly & Jo newhall | Livingston, MT
walter Kingsbery | Boulder, CO
John Lawrence | Moscow, ID
Lucy Lippard | galisteo, NM
danny L. McBride | Boulder, CO
John McGee, sunworks Construction | Cody, Wy

richard & heidemarie Mcswain | Salem, OR
william Mohrman | Lone Tree, CO
terry & william Moore | Portland, OR
new Moon Café | Nevada City, CA
Chuck & Meredith ogilby | Carbondale, CO
sarah perkins | Redwood City, CA
rachel ritchie | Phoenix, AZ
russ shay & debbie sease | Washington, DC
peter sinclaire | Zephyr Cove, Nv
doreen stachowicz | Bakersfield, CA
Gayle a. wells | Carbondale, CO
Jay withgott & susan Masta | Portland, OR
david witton & irene nelson | victor, ID

FriEnd
anonymous (9) 
in honor of dudley | Rincon, gA
in memory of Kawika Chetron |                       
San francisco, CA
in memory of John harbert  | Palm Springs, CA
Christy abelov | Lahaina, HI
Judy alderson | Anchorage, AK
robert G. amundson | Portland, OR
ian anderson | Reno, Nv
Chris andreae | Troutdale, OR
richard arnold | Telluride, CO
Caryann atwood | grand Junction, CO
Mary Balzer | Boulder, CO
Ken Bauer | Longmont, CO
sue Beatty & steve thompson | Mariposa, CA
ruth Bennett | Casper, Wy
suzanne Beresford | Stowe, vT
diane Boteler | Eastsound, WA
Bill Bradt | Stevensville, MT
shayne Brady | Denver, CO
Mary Breunig | Berkeley, CA
John M. Brinkley | Eugene, OR
ann Brower | Sandpoint, ID
thomas L. Brysacz | Tucson, AZ
Larry & theresa Bucher | Tarzana, CA
ronald & Marta Burckley | Albuquerque, NM
donald & sheryl Butler | Tucson, AZ
doug & teresa Cain | Lakewood, CO

Michael Cain, Monroe Bank wMG |  
Bloomington, IN
elnora L. Cameron | Albany, CA
skip Carney | Mesa, AZ
harold & susan Case | Nipomo, CA
Jim Case | Cedar City, uT
Mr. & Mrs. ronald h. Chilcote |                  
Laguna Beach, CA
Mary Clark | Boise, ID
Mark Clevenger | Wichita, KS
Laura a. Cotts | Cedar City, uT
Gale dayton | Sandy, uT
George dies | Aptos, CA
terrell dixon & Linda walsh | Estes Park, CO
willa h. drummond | gainesville, fL
Jeannine erhart | Salida, CO
robert eschrich | Tucson, AZ
Gary falxa | Eureka, CA
stuart feen & Carol sonnenschein, prairie 
Crossing | grayslake, IL
Melinda & dave foster | Crowley Lake, CA
william r. fraser, polar oceans research Group | 
Sheridan, MT
dennis Ghiglieri & rose strickland | Reno, Nv
Jon Gibans | Aspen, CO
ethan r. Glawe | Austin, Tx
warren Gold & roberta newman |                  
Mill valley, CA
diane Gorski | Laramie, Wy
Karen harris | Cheyenne, Wy
Charles & Bonnie hash | Bozeman, MT
donald haworth | Napa, CA
virginia hawthorn | Lemitar, NM
Mark hein & elizabeth K. Lee | Portland, OR
Joanne hilton | Sandia Park, NM
virginia K. howle | Lyman, Wy
richard hunt, view point west | Keyser, Wv
nathan Johnson | Missoula, MT
dale & paula Keyes | Tucson, AZ
pat & rod Killian | Arvada, CO
Bette Korber | Santa fe, NM
Mark Langner & Lynn inouye | Coleville, CA
walter Lehman & Jennifer thorne Lehman | 
Albuquerque, NM
Kim Lohse & phil archibald | Entiat, WA
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Thank you,  Research Fund 
contributors, for helping us 

depict today’s West 

RESEARCH fuND

the hCn CoMMUnity

Since 1971, reader contributions to the Re-
search fund have made it possible for HCN 
to investigate and report on important issues 
that are unique to the American West. your 
tax-deductible gift directly funds thought-
provoking, independent journalism.

Thank you for supporting our hardworking 
journalists.

o $25 friend
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DEAR fRIENDS

ingrid a. Louiselle | Cornelius, OR
Marcia patton Mallory | fort Collins, CO
James Manley & Julie Kley | flagstaff, AZ
susan Marcus | golden, CO
valerie Marquis | Snoqualmie, WA
Jack McGrew | fort Collins, CO
wendy Meyer | Dallas, Tx
eric Mills, action for animals | Oakland, CA
Linda Morgan | Sagle, ID
robert Moston | grand Junction, CO
stewart L. Murray | Capay, CA
donald & Jeannette nelson | Littleton, CO
Margie oldham, UCCs | Chipita Park, CO
Bob osborne | Wilson, Wy
donald C. peach | Rangely, CO
Meg & Bruce peterson | Taos, NM
sandra phillips | Brecksville, OH
richard & Megan prelinger, prelinger associates 
inc. | San francisco, CA
nicholas psarakis | Colorado Springs, CO
Gloria purcell | Belmont, CA
George rampp | Port Angeles, WA
Matthew redwine | Jackson, Wy
Mark rochester | Sutherlin, OR
Genevie rosin | Newport, OR
Margaret rostkowski | Ogden, uT
Jeff ruch | Bethesda, MD
anne ruggles | fairbanks, AK
Jessica satre | Reno, Nv
schaffner press inc. | Tucson, AZ
daryl a. scherkenbach | Cazadero, CA
robert & nada scofield | Lander, Wy
Christina rabe seger | Tucson, AZ
ed shadrick | Overland Park, KS
don sharaf | victor, ID
Maureen sheldon | Etna, NH
Luther shetler | Bluffton, OH
Bruce sillers | Issaquah, WA
helen simmons | Pauma valley, CA
douglas & Joan simons | Pleasant view, uT
Jeanette smith | Durham, CA
william J. starker | Denver, CO
Bill steinkuhler | Arvada, CO
ted & Marilyn stevens | Eugene, OR

tonga r. stimpson | Englewood, CO
harold h. stowell | Tuscaloosa, AL
John stutzman | Albuquerque, NM
david suehsdorf | Eden, uT
tom & della sullivan | Nathrop, CO
steve swanson | glenwood Springs, CO
harry taylor | Wheat Ridge, CO
william taylor | Sacramento, CA
Mikki teresin | Billings, MT
Jeff terrill | Lakewood, CO
Jon thomas | Portland, OR
sandra thorne-Brown | Pocatello, ID
robin tierney | Half Moon Bay, CA
pamela timmerman | Chimayo, NM
Jon tripp | Paonia, CO
deborah trotter | Moraga, CA
tom viola | Berkeley, CA
sally vogel | Lacey, WA
Linda & Carl wagner | Beloit, WI
Christina L. wall | Abiquiu, NM
wallace ward | Houston, Tx
Linda & richard warner | Springfield, OR
Maryann wasiolek, hydroscience associates inc. | 
Corrales, NM
warren weaver | genoa, Nv
Grant r. weber | Naples, fL
Jana weber | Pinedale, Wy
donald webster | Red Bluff, CA
rebecca weed | Belgrade, MT
andrew weiner | Albany, CA
Bob weirick & susan slade | Salt Lake City, uT
Michael weiss | Longmont, CO
william welch Jr. | Reno, Nv
pamela wells | Salt Lake City, uT
Carole wendler | Death valley, CA
paul & Jory westberry | Naples, fL
tim westby | Tucson, AZ
Margaret whitfield | Briones, CA
Claudia whitnah | Martinez, CA
arnold whitridge | Douglas City, CA
nicole whittington-evans | Palmer, AK
william L. Bach | Santee, CA
Bob Zimmerman | Eagle, CO

William Matthews (American, b. 1949), Bottle Tops, 2005. 
Watercolor on paper; 39-1/2 x 43-3/4 in. COLLECTION Of WILLIAM 

MATTHEWS  

Denver-based artist William Matthews is best known for his 
watercolor paintings of cowboys. But his interest gallops beyond 
traditional images of horses and guys in chaps; Matthews depicts 
objects like oil drums and even a lollipop as he breaks through 
clichéd imagery to reflect the contemporary American West. His 
paintings are featured in a new exhibit at the Denver Art Museum. 
William Matthews: Trespassing runs until May 17, 2015, and in-
cludes 27 works, ranging from the artist’s early career to his recent 
works. The museum also features a documentary that follows Mat-
thews as he prepares for the exhibit. 

WilliAM MAttHEWs: trEsPAssing is on view until May 17 
in the gates family gallery on Level 2 of the frederic C. Hamilton 
Building; the exhibition is included in general admission. 

High Country News is seeking 
a Washington, D.C., corre-
spondent to write about issues 
critical to the West and the way 
they play out on the national 
stage. A generous grant from 
the Society of Environmental 
Journalists and SEJ’s Fund 
for Environmental Journal-
ism makes it possible. We’re 
looking for a savvy, experienced 
reporter based in the capital. 
For details, see hcne.ws/HCN-
DCjob.

Last fall, we introduced the 
annual Bell Prize for young es-
sayists. Named for our founder, 
Tom Bell, the contest is de-
signed to inspire emerging writ-
ers. The winner receives $1,000 
in cash, and the runner-up gets 
$500 worth of outdoor gear 
courtesy of Mountainsmith. We 
received more than 60 entries 
in this year’s contest. nathaniel 
kennon Perkins’ first-place essay 
was published in our Jan. 19 
issue. You can also read it at 
hcn.org/issues/47.1/the-new-
new-west; the runner-up essay, 
by daniel kinka, is at hcn.org/
issues/47.1/mesas-and-sky.

A huge thank-you to all of 
the folks who gave subscriptions 
to High Country News as gifts 
this holiday season. We beat our 
goal of 1,500 gift subscriptions 
by a whopping 615!

Visitors
During the dark winter days, 
not many travelers venture to 
our western Colorado headquar-
ters. But we always appreciate 
the few who brave the cold and 
snow — not that there’s been 
too much of either so far — to 
come see us in Paonia!

In late November, Christine 
Frank dropped by. She’d just 
moved here from Minneapolis, 
Minnesota, and writes on the 
environment.

bill sayre from New Bloom-
field, Pennsylvania, came to 
visit his aunt, lee overton of 
Paonia, and they stopped by 
for a tour. Bill noted how many 
of the topics we cover relate 
to issues out East, specifically 
fracking, pipelines and mining. 
Lee first came here from Colo-
rado Springs in the mid-’80s 
and met then-HCN publisher Ed 
Marston when she was “check-
ing the place out.” Ed advised 
her to buy a house — a bust in 
coal production meant the local 
mines had laid off workers, and 
homes were cheap.

And back in October, nate 
and liz Johnson visited from 
Missoula, Montana. Nate is a 
retired wildlife biologist. They 
both volunteer a lot for the 
parks systems and like to travel. 

—Jodi Peterson for the staff

We’re hiring – in D.C.!

Bill Sayre, right, visits the High Country News office with his aunt, Lee 
Overton, who moved to Paonia in the ’80s. BROOKE WARREN

http://www.hcn.org
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G
limpsed through the windshield 
of Kyle Newmiller’s pickup, 
the peaks of the Crazy Moun-
tains razor through the parting 
clouds. We’re bumping along a 

dirt road in southwest Montana, cruising 
through miles of tan foothills, occasionally 
dropping down along Sweet Grass Creek 
amid stands of blazing yellow cotton-
woods. Earlier today, it was raining, but 
now the clearing sky reveals a crisp snow 
line at 7,000 feet.

“Isn’t that beautiful,” says Newmiller, 
grinning. A construction contractor and 
avid hunter, he’s driven an hour and a 
half from Billings, Montana, along with 
his 7-year-old daughter, Jordan, and his 
dad, Doug, a 40-year veteran at the local 
coal-fired power plant. In the coming 
weeks, they’re hoping to pack some horses 
into these mountains, maybe bag an elk. 
If, that is, they can get access. 

“There’s a lot of elk at the top of Sweet 
Grass,” Newmiller says. “But there’s only 
one way in there” — this road, which 

threads through miles of private land 
(and multiple gates), before it enters the 
national forest. A half-mile shy of the 
forest boundary, there is a sign, installed 
by the owner of Sweet Grass Ranch, that 
reads: “This is not a trailhead. Private 
land, private road. ... Stop in at the main 
house to discuss access, parking, boundar-
ies, any restrictions and to sign in.” For 
access between mid-September and May, 
it adds: “Please call first.”

Newmiller is edgy, thinking about 
last summer, when he came out to talk 
to ranch owner Tony Carroccia. He says 
Carroccia told him that he’d need written 
permission from the three other landown-
ers along the road to get access during 
hunting season. Newmiller countered that 
he didn’t need their permission because 
this road is a public access — a claim he 
backs up with old Forest Service maps 
showing a public trailhead here, as well 
as evidence that the road once served a 
school. That’s when Carroccia “told me to 
get off his property,” Newmiller recalls. 

Carroccia denies that the incident took 
place.

As we rattle around a bend, we 
encounter the first gate, slung shut 
with a chain and padlocks. It reignites 
Newmiller’s irritation: “I’m just trying to 
access public lands,” he says. “You know 
— national forest. … They’ve got their 
own mountain land — they don’t need our 
public land on top of that.”

The scuffle over Sweet Grass Creek 
is part of a much larger struggle in the 
West. In Montana alone, more than a 
dozen access conflicts have flared up in 
recent years, as landowners gate off tra-
ditional access routes and effectively put 
hundreds of square miles of public land 
out of reach for people like Newmiller. 
Some conflicts, including the one here at 
Sweet Grass Creek, have smoldered for 
years or even decades. In many cases, 
landowners profit in various ways from 
the exclusive access to adjacent public 
land.

In an ideal world, anyone would be 

Public lands belong to everyone. But private landowners can make it hard to get to them.

T h i s  L a n d  i s    
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able to easily access the half-billion acres 
managed by the Forest Service, the Bu-
reau of Land Management and other fed-
eral agencies in the West. But I’m struck 
by how tenuous, even fragile, our connec-
tion to that land is — including the land 
in this particular corner of Montana, near 
my home in Bozeman: just thin threads of 
roads, where access often hangs more on 
the will of a landowner than on whether 
a road is truly public or private. Who gets 
to enjoy the benefits of public land, and at 
what cost, is more complicated than the 
crisply mapped property lines. And open-
ing public access is always more difficult 
than closing it off.

 
The rooTs of The problem reach back to 
the 1800s and early 1900s, when home-
steaders carved out millions of acres from 
federal holdings in the West, forming 
rings of private land around islands of 
public land. And in what was probably the 
biggest giveaway of public resources in 
history, the federal government spurred 

westward settlement — and set the stage 
for innumerable future disputes — by 
dispensing sections (640-acre squares) 
to railroad companies, creating checker-
boards of private land within those 
public-land islands.

For decades afterward, the public 
generally accessed public land on roads 
scraped in to serve homesteaders, miners 
and loggers. In those less-populous times, 
landowners were more tolerant of people 
crossing their property under informal, 
usually undocumented, arrangements. 
Today’s camo-garbed hunters and pole-
toting hikers still rely to a surprising 
extent on those roads. And the need for 
more legally binding rights to use them 
has grown, as a rising tide of public-land 
users collides with a new generation of 
landowners.

I’d read about access fights farther 
afield in Montana, but as I scanned 
maps of the lands closer to Bozeman, the 
nearby Crazy Mountains looked ripe for 
conflict. Shooting skyward from the sur-

rounding plains, the Crazies are ringed 
by private land. An additional 100 square 
miles of private land are checker-boarded 
throughout the range’s 270 square miles 
of public land. Trailheads dot the west-
ern front, but along the entire 25-mile 
eastern front, there’s only one established 
public trailhead, which the Forest Service 
secured in the 1950s after decades of 
landowner resistance. In at least four 
other drainages on that side of the Cra-
zies, agency roads or trails dangle at the 
forest boundary, with no apparent public 
access. I home in on the biggest, Sweet 
Grass Creek, and soon learn from the 
Forest Service that more than 80 percent 
of the Crazies lacked “reasonable” public 
access as recently as the 1980s. Some in 
the agency even have their own nickname 
for the Crazies — “the final frontier.” 

Bob Dennee knows this ground well. 
He exudes a weathered ease from his 39 
years as a Forest Service land special-
ist and in other roles. His tenure began 
around the time the National Forest 

The Crazy 
Mountains near 
Clyde Park, 
Montana. The 
mountains lie within 
the Lewis and Clark 
and Custer Gallatin 
national forests, but 
parts of the forests  
are hard to get to 
because they’re 
surrounded by 
private land.  
Ben Pierce

               

   T h e i r  L a n d 
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Management Act and other bedrock laws 
gave the Forest Service and BLM a broad 
directive to secure recreational public 
access. Though the agencies made some 
progress in the 1980s, Dennee points to 
a 1992 report by the General Accounting 
Office (now the Government Accountabil-
ity Office) that concluded that more than 
50 million acres of Forest Service and 
BLM lands — about 14 percent of their 
holdings in the contiguous U.S., mostly in 
the West — had “inadequate” access. The 
report noted a growing problem: “Private 
landowners’ unwillingness to grant public 
access across their land” had increased 
over the previous decade, and sportsmen 
felt that landowners were “ ‘privatizing’ 
federal land for their own personal gain.”

Dennee is an optimist, though. “We’re 
making some gains,” he told me at the 
federal building in downtown Bozeman 
last June, shortly before he retired. He 
pointed to the Gallatin Forest’s 1987 
Forest Plan, which identified 46 roads 
and trails, including Sweet Grass Creek, 
as the highest priority for securing ac-
cess. Since then, Dennee and others have 
secured access at 23 of those. “But at the 
same time, land ownership changes,” 
Dennee said. “New landowners come in 
and say: ‘I don’t recognize that historic 
trail, I’m closing it.’ So we lose some 
ground.”

Nationwide, it’s hard to calculate 
how much progress has been made since 
1992, because the agencies don’t track 
the amount of land that is not adequately 

accessible. One Forest Service official in 
Washington, D.C., estimates that as much 
as 20 million acres of the agency’s land 
still lack adequate access today. A 2013 
report by the Center for Western Priori-
ties, a Denver-based think tank, identi-
fied 4 million acres of Forest Service, 
BLM, state and other public lands, in 
six Western states, that were completely 
inaccessible. Montana had the largest 
share — nearly 2 million acres — of this 
“landlocked” public domain.

In Bozeman, Dennee spread a map 
across the table and described his big-
gest success — a massive land swap in 
the 1990s, when a cooperative Congress 
passed a bill consolidating tens of thou-
sands of acres of old railroad checkerboard 
strewn across several mountain ranges 
in the Gallatin National Forest. “That 
resolved access across more than 150 
miles of trail,” he said. A similar land deal 
in the ’90s, in which Dennee also played a 
major role, brought 39,000 acres of private 
checkerboard land in the northern Crazies 
under Forest Service ownership. He 
mentioned more success stories, including 
some that relied on productive partner-
ships with Montana Fish, Wildlife and 
Parks, the state’s wildlife management 
agency, as well as with national nonprofits, 
including the Rocky Mountain Elk Foun-
dation and The Trust for Public Land, and 
local access advocacy groups. “People do 
rally around access issues, and set aside 
their differences,” Dennee observed.

But the bad news is that partner-

ships are becoming more necessary as the 
Forest Service is hit with tighter budgets 
and staff reductions. Dennee can remem-
ber a time, as recently as a decade ago, 
when each of Montana’s eight national 
forests had a lands specialist dedicated 
to improving and safeguarding public 
access. Now only three staffers oversee 
access issues for the national forests and 
grasslands extending over the greater 
part of Montana and into North and 
South Dakota. Meanwhile, younger staff-
ers coming up through the ranks lack the 
necessary expertise, he says.

“We have (many) willing landowners 
who want to work with us to resolve ac-
cess needs,” Dennee told me, “but we can’t 
keep up with the demand.”

In monTana, The agencIes have a tena-
cious ally that other Western states lack: 
the Public Land/Water Access Association 
(PLWA). Founded in 1986 by a retired 
Forest Service staffer, the all-volunteer 
group has a website that boasts of its “pit 
bull mentality” and lists dozens of battles 
it has waged against uncooperative land-
owners.

“The guys shutting off access to the 
public lands — it just didn’t sit good with 
me,” says Bernard Lea, who joined PLWA 
in the 1980s, while he was working as a 
Forest Service lands specialist. His home 
is surrounded by big cottonwoods, just 
off a commercial strip in Billings, and 
he jokes that his open-heart surgery the 
week before has “kind of backed up” a 
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how 
governments 
and others can 
gain access

establish historic 
public-access rights
Land agencies and 
others can prove 
an existing public-
access easement by 
documenting that a 
road is a county road, 
for instance. Or they 
can ask a judge to 
issue a ruling in favor 
of “prescriptive” rights 
— access rights claimed 
through historic use — 
and thereby establish a 
new easement.

acquire land
Land that links existing 
public land to public 
roads or trails can be 
purchased or donated, 
and agencies can also 
exchange public land 
for this purpose.

purchase easements
easements that give 
access along existing or 
new roads or trails can 
be purchased directly.

establish reciprocal 
easements
Agencies can grant 
private easements — if 
a landowner wants 
to build a road across 
public land to reach an 
inholding, for example 
— in exchange for a 
public easement, of 
similar value, across 
private land.

re-route or build 
roads or trails
Agencies can change 
access routes or build 
new routes in order to 
link to public land. This 
is costly and requires 
an environmental 
review under nePA, the 
national environmental 
Policy Act.

acquire right of way 
using condemnation
Under federal eminent 
domain laws, agencies 
can seize ownership of 
private roads or trails 
and compensate the 
landowners. This is used 
only as a last resort, 
or to encourage other 
options.

—Marshall
Swearingen

Bob Dennee, below, negotiated many access deals during his 39 years 
with the U.S. Forest Service. At right, Bernard Lea, also retired from 
the U.S. Forest Service, now works with the Public Land/Water Access 
Association, training volunteers to search county records to document 
the historical ownership of roads. AdriAn SAnchez-GOnzALez/BOzemAn chrOnicLe; 

PAUL rUhTer
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couple of access cases. He hands me a 
binder full of survey records, handwritten 
letters exchanged by ranchers and county 
clerks, homestead patents and other 
obscure legal documents — all evidence 
he gathered for the first access case he 
pursued for the Forest Service. It proved 
that a road — which had long given the 
public national forest access — had origi-
nally been approved and paid for by a 
local county government at the request of 
homesteaders in 1910. Therefore, a land-
owner’s attempt to close it was illegal.

Now, Lea trains other PLWA volun-
teers to do this work. In courthouse base-
ments, they dust off thick tomes and read 
thousands of pages of county records, 
often having to decipher inscrutable cur-
sive script. “You just about have to read it 
word for word,” Lea says, because the key 
details that could decide a case “come out 
of the blue.” Sometimes, the volunteers 
searching old archives come up empty-
handed and resort to other tactics, merely 
documenting that the public has previ-
ously used now-contested routes, a basis 
for securing “prescriptive” access rights 
under Montana law. 

The work is tedious and sometimes 
takes decades to pay off, as it did in a 
struggle that began in 1997, when new 
landowners gated a road that histori-
cally provided public access to more than 
25 square miles of national forest in the 
Absaroka Mountains, southeast of the 
Crazies. Backed by locals, PLWA and 
the Forest Service negotiated temporary 

easements that reopened the road until 
2009, a period during which they hoped 
to secure permanent access. But their 
efforts failed, and in 2009, Dennee and 
other Forest Service officials initiated the 
process of seizing ownership of the road’s 
right-of-way under federal eminent do-
main laws — a long and costly procedure 
that must climb through every level of 
the agency to Washington, D.C., and then 
be approved by the secretary of Agricul-
ture as well as by both houses of Con-
gress. At the urging of Montana’s Sen. 
Jon Tester, D, and agency higher-ups, 
the landowners and the Forest Service 
agreed to construct a new road through 
both public and private land  — another 
lengthy process, requiring environmental 
review. Now, more than 17 years after the 
original road was closed, the new one is 
nearly ready. The landowners, who paid 
for the portion of it across their property, 
“should be commended for working with 
us,” says Dennee.

Lea says the federal agencies often 
lack the resources or the will to pursue 
cases so aggressively. And he’s skeptical 
about other approaches, like the unsuc-
cessful attempts by Sen. Tester and then-
Rep. Steve Daines, R, (now a senator) to 
tap the federal Land and Water Conser-
vation Fund to purchase more access 
from landowners. (The 2014 Farm Bill 
did allocate $20 million of similar fund-
ing.) Lea, who works as a real estate ap-
praiser, says most landowners just aren’t 
interested in selling access: Private land 

locked out?
A few tips from PLWA’s Bernard Lea on what to do when you hit a 
locked gate trying to get to public lands. This is based on PLWA’s 
montana experience; each case is unique and laws may vary from 
state to state.                                             —Marshall Swearingen

contact the county. Ask: is the 
road public or private?

are you on public or 
private land?

private

public

Ask: Why is the road closed 
— is the closure in agreement 
with plans and regulations?

Ask landowner for permission and/or urge 
the land agency, state wildlife agency 

and others to secure access through other 
means, such as purchasing an easement 

(see sidebar facing page).

closure is legal. 
Ask for supporting 

documentation and/
or permission to open 

road.

Present the evidence to the 
county. Will they take action?

Take 
legal action 

against 
the land-
owner(s) 

and/or the 
county.

Ask them to 
affirm that 
the road is 
public and 
to open the 

road.

Ask them to open the road.

no

no Yes

Yes

no

PLWA

private

public

Yes

if you disagree and think the 
road is public, file a complaint 

with the county. Search the 
county records for supporting 

documentation, such as 
proof that the county built 

or maintained the road. Also 
gather evidence of historic 

public use that could support 
prescriptive access rights. 

Lands agencies and access 
advocacy groups can help. do 
you have a case that the road 

is public?

contact lands agency 
(Forest Service, etc.)
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near public land “has become so damned 
valuable,” he says. “You can buy 1,000 
acres that borders national forest” where 
there’s no public access, and basically 
you’re getting that portion of the public 
land as part of the deal. “That’s what a 
lot of out-of-state people are looking for, 
limited deeded acres that they’re taxed 
on, and then they can (control) the access 
to the national forest.”

Public Land/Water Access picks its 
battles carefully, with most of its $40,000 
annual budget going toward legal fees. 
“The agencies are doing what the politics 
will let them do,” says Lea. “We do what 
we can.”

That’s not enough, according to some 
conservationists. “Even when (PLWA) 
wins, they lose, because huge swaths 
of public land are off-limits for years” 
while a case is jammed in court, says 
Nick Gevock, conservation director for 
the Montana Wildlife Federation, which 
is partnering with PLWA in an effort to 
change some key state laws. One proposal 
would require landowners to prove that 
roads are private before closing them; 
another would increase the fine for il-
legal road closure from $10 to $500 per 
day. Gevock is careful to emphasize that 
hunters and other public-land users must 
respect private property, but adds: “There 
need to be some repercussions for people 
who try and privatize public lands.”

 
on The oTher sIde, private landowners 
often have good intentions, too. Until 
2012, for instance, Paul Hansen allowed 
access through his Montana ranch to fed-
eral lands roughly 140 miles southwest of 
the Crazies. The ranch, which has been in 

his family for four generations, stretches 
25 miles along a county road in a narrow 
valley bracketed by sagebrush foothills 
and timbered mountains. Several of its 
roads branch from the county road and 
climb into BLM land, with Forest Service 
land not far above. It’s prime elk-hunting 
territory, and during hunting season, 
Hansen allowed people to use his roads, 
which were never gated, and even hunt 
portions of his land; the rest of the year, 
he paid little attention to the issue. But 
the number of hunters grew each year 
until they became a problem.

Montana has a “block management” 
program that compensates landowners 
for providing public hunting access on 
their property. But when I meet Hansen 
on one of the few summer mornings when 
he’s not haying or moving cattle, he tells 
me how, in 2011, hundreds of hunters 
came through, maxing out the $12,000 
he gets from the program. Their ATVs 
became a nuisance, spreading invasive 
knapweed. And the increase in traffic 
along the narrow gravel county road, 
which his kids drive every day to town or 
to pick up their own kids from school, was 
especially troubling. “You’d think this was 
the interstate out here,” he says. “It was 
like driving the gantlet.”

One November afternoon in 2010, 
when the county road was slick with 
new snow, Hansen’s daughter, Jody, was 
driving home in a bulky Chevy Suburban 
SUV. A jacked-up Dodge pickup, obvi-
ously speeding — one hunter driving 
and another in the passenger seat — 
fishtailed and collided head-on with the 
Suburban, plowing onto the hood within 
inches of the windshield. Pinned inside 

with broken ankles and a broken arm, 
Jody drifted in and out of consciousness 
for two hours as emergency responders 
cut her from the vehicle. A similar prob-
lem occurred the following year, during 
hunting season: A speeding pickup, pre-
sumably driven by a hunter, crested a hill 
and skidded sideways past Jody as she 
veered into the ditch. The driver didn’t 
stop. “It got to be too much,” Hansen says. 
“We said: ‘We’re done with this.’ ”

So, in 2012, the Hansens dropped out 
of the state’s block management program 
and closed their private roads, cutting off 
access to the adjacent public land. Angry 
hunters complained to the BLM and the 
Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks agency. 
Some were especially riled to learn that 
Hansen had leased exclusive hunting 
rights on his land to a neighbor, James 
Lincoln, a wealthy newcomer who owns a 
network of nursing homes in Missouri.

The BLM asked Hansen to reopen 
his roads, but he refused, so the agency 
moved ahead with a plan to open pub-
lic access by re-routing sections of the 
county road through BLM land. Hansen 
realized that the access route would be 
restored, even if it cost the agencies, 
so he agreed to sell public easements 
on his roads. Fish, Wildlife and Parks 
paid Hansen $33,000 for the easements, 
securing much of the funding from the 
Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation and lo-
cal sportsmen’s groups. The BLM opened 
the new, year-round access in time for the 
2014 hunting season. 

Back in the Crazies, Carroccia also 
talks about the darker side of public 
access. He sees his family’s control of 
the trailhead, going back to when they 
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Paul Hansen, left, allowed access to public lands through his Montana ranch until the costs became 
too high; he eventually sold public easements to his ranch roads to Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks. 
Above, the Forest Service tried for decades to secure public access across the Sun Ranch, which borders 
14 miles of national forest in southwest Montana. A road that crosses the ranch’s southern corner is the 
only public access to this part of the Madison Range today. mArShALL SWeArinGen



www.hcn.org  High Country News  17

bought the ranch in 1965, as a steward-
ship role, needed “to preserve the place.” 
He spends much of his days patrolling 
and spraying for weeds, something he 
says the Forest Service doesn’t have 
the manpower for. “I don’t know what 
anybody gains with a (public) trailhead,” 
he says. “All we get is more vehicle traffic, 
more weeds, less beauty — less enjoy-
ment for everybody.” 

But like many landowners control-
ling public access, Carroccia also has a 
financial interest: He runs a guest ranch 
in addition to his family’s cattle business. 
The Sweet Grass Ranch website adver-
tises several guest cabins and rooms, 
available for upwards of $1,750 per 
person per week, offering opportunities 
for horseback riding, hiking and fishing 
— flashing the scenic beauty of the Crazy 
Mountains and inviting guests to “trek 
into our backcountry to enjoy unspoiled 
high alpine lakes and jagged peaks,” 
some of which lie on his land, and some of 
which are in the national forest. 

Although Carroccia says he allows 
access during hunting season if hunters 
have permission from the other landown-
ers along the road, it’s not easy to get 
that permission. One of the landowners, 
Chuck Rein, who boasts about his ranch’s 
fourth-generation roots on his outfitting 
business website, charges up to $6,000 
for multi-day hunts pursuing elk, deer 
and mountain goats, mostly on his land 

but also on the national forest, including 
up Sweet Grass Creek. When I phone 
Rein in August, he complains about being 
inundated with calls from hunters; over 
lunchtime, he’d already turned down 
three requests. He grants access to some 
hunters during the final days of the big-
game hunting season, to hunt cow elk, 
and even sometimes hauls out their kills 
for them, he says. But Kyle Newmiller 
says Rein never returned his calls, and 
the locked gate we hit in October is on 
Rein’s land.

Tony Carroccia says, “We’re working 
hard to allow access, but keep a little bit 
of control.” The Forest Service maintains 
that it still has rights of public access 
here, because of previous public use and 
the history of the road, but the lack of 
a recorded public easement means that 
the landowners hold the cards for now. 
Carroccia’s policy, which requires hikers 
and horsepackers to sign in at his ranch 
house, makes it more difficult for the 
agency or Public Lands/Water Access to 
assert prescriptive access rights, because 
the signatures indicate that visitors are 
asking permission rather than freely 
using the route. It’s the kind of case that 
might be resolved only with a lawsuit 
triggered by cash-strapped PLWA or the 
Forest Service, or by an irate hunter cut-
ting the locks.

The district ranger here, Alex Sien-
kiewicz, who earned a law degree before 

going to work for the Forest Service, is 
clearly doing the best he can. “The reality 
is we have to triage,” he says. For now, 
the agency is focused on more promis-
ing cases, like a potential land swap that 
would resolve an access dispute on the 
Crazies’ west side. As for Sweet Grass 
Creek, where the lines between public 
and private blur, “some of these cases sit 
in limbo for a long time,” he says.

 
IT’s a hoT JulY daY and I’m dodging 
cowpies on a faint trail that skirts the 
sharp front of Montana’s Madison Range, 
a string of 11,000-foot-plus peaks and 
alpine lakes towering above a river val-
ley, southwest of the Crazies. I’m hiking 
toward Wolf Creek, a major drainage 
where a Forest Service trail climbs into 
the heart of this range. But already, as 
the sun starts to dip, I know I won’t make 
the 20 miles to Wolf Creek and back.

Getting to the trail at Wolf Creek 
would actually have been easy, if I’d been 
willing to trespass: A road from the high-
way leads directly to the trail, crossing 
the sprawling Sun Ranch, which borders 
14 miles of the Beaverhead-Deerlodge 
National Forest. As I piece together the 
Forest Service’s decades-long fight for 
access here, I uncover some incremental 
victories. But I also see more clearly how, 
once the public loses ground, it may be 
gone forever.

A 1964 map shows Forest Service 

For decades Bill 
Orsello’s family 
used a road passing 
through private 
land to access 
national forest near 
Helena, Montana. 
Because the Forest 
Service didn’t have 
a public easement 
on the road, it 
was legal for the 
landowner to lock 
a gate and block 
public access. 
dyLAn BrOWn/heLenA 
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roads crossing the Sun Ranch, leading 
not just to Wolf Creek but to two other 
drainages to the south. Jack Atcheson Jr., 
who grew up hunting this area with his 
dad, remembers the access at Wolf Creek 
as being “as good as a trailhead” into the 
1960s. “I’d leave my camper trailer there 
for three weeks,” he says.

But by the 1970s, the Sun Ranch own-
ers were tightening access — perhaps at 
first by more strictly requiring permis-
sion, as happened at Sweet Grass Creek. 
Like Sweet Grass Creek, these roads had 
apparently never been formalized as pub-
lic-access routes. By the late ’70s, there 
was no secured access along this 20-mile 
section of the Madison front. Atcheson, 
who was by that time guiding clients into 
Wolf Creek as an outfitter, using a less 
direct access road on a neighboring ranch 
with the landowner’s permission, urged 
then-District Ranger Vergil Lindsey to 
help turn the tide. “I could see (the ac-
cess) drying up for everyone,” he says.

Lindsey took a collaborative approach, 
rather than asserting prescriptive rights 
based on prior access. But progress was 
slow, and complicated by the transfer of 
the Sun Ranch into new hands. In 1978, 
it sold to Southern California banker 
and real estate developer Ted Gildred 
and his partner, Bill Poole, the first in 
a string of wealthy owners who would 
come to include a major mining company 
CEO, a Silicon Valley entrepreneur and 
action-movie star Steven Seagal. Lindsey 
increased his efforts and by the early ’80s 
made a breakthrough: Gildred and Poole 
agreed to a trailhead access at Papoose 
Creek — about 10 miles from Wolf Creek, 
across the ranch’s southern corner. That 
significantly improved access along the 
Madison front, but Lindsey was disap-
pointed that he couldn’t do more. What 
killed a more ambitious deal? Lindsey 
says that the forest supervisor, shying 
from confrontation, “just ran backwards.” 

The Papoose Creek agreement in-
cluded a Forest Service promise to back 
off its pursuit of Wolf Creek for 10 years. 
But when the 10 years had passed, then-
District Ranger Mark Petroni resumed 
Lindsey’s fight, despite the landowner’s 
opposition. The agency worked with 
PLWA to dig deeper into the legal history 
of the road, but “there was nothing,” says 
Petroni. “There really wasn’t any option 
other than condemnation, and the politi-
cal stars wouldn’t align.”

Determined hunters still trekked to 
Wolf Creek on a faint and unofficial trail, 
which scrambled over difficult terrain 
to avoid trespassing on the Sun Ranch. 
After 2008, when Sun Ranch owner Roger 
Lang donated an easement, the Forest 
Service constructed a more moderate 
trail between Papoose Creek and Moose 
Creek, the middle of the three drainages. 
As I hike that trail today, it still fights the 
foothills topography, diving and climbing 
over several other drainages. In some 
places, it’s nearly illegible from disuse.

Ironically, even agency staffers have 

a sampling of locked-up public land and access battles

mabee road
The public used this road, which passes through 
a checkerboard of BLm and private land, to 
reach nearly 40 square miles of public land 
until 2007, when a landowner gated it and 
began selling outfitted hunts, both on private 
and adjacent BLm land. PLWA is fighting in 
court, saying that the road is a public road, and 
that historic use supports prescriptive rights.

skeleton canyon road
Around 2005, a landowner locked a gate on 
this road, complaining about drug running and 
other traffic. This has blocked access to more 
than 20 square miles of coronado national 
Forest, including the historic Geronimo 
surrender site. roughly 200 of the 320 routes 
into the forest lack a recorded public easement, 
so similar closures are possible.

this road, complaining about drug running and 

he 320 routes 
into the forest lack a recorded public easement, 

sabinoso Wilderness
This 25-square-mile patch of BLm land, a high mesa 
cut with a deep canyon, was designated as wilderness 
in 2009, but there’s currently no legal public access on 
roads through surrounding private land. The BLm has 
unsuccessfully tried to secure access, mainly by offering to 
buy land.

skeleton canyon road
Around 2005, a landowner locked a gate on 
this road, complaining about drug running and 
other traffic. This has blocked access to more 
than 20 square miles of coronado national 
Forest, including the historic Geronimo 
surrender site. roughly 200 of the 320 routes 
into the forest lack a recorded public easement, 
so similar closures are possible.

sabinoso Wilderness
This 25-square-mile patch of BLm land, a high mesa 
cut with a deep canyon, was designated as wilderness 
in 2009, but there’s currently no legal public access on 
roads through surrounding private land. The BL
unsuccessfully tried to secure access, mainly by offering to 
buy land.

Quandary peak access road
Prior to the 1980s, when the Forest Service constructed a 
formal trail to 14,265-foot Quandary Peak, the main access 
was an old mining road. Locals continue to use it, but in 
2011, a new landowner began discouraging public access. 
“it’s a really hostile environment now,” one local told the 
Post Independent. The Forest Service and Summit county 
are considering legal action to assert a right of way.

mabee road
The public used this road, which passes through 
a checkerboard of BLm and private land, to 
reach nearly 40 square miles of public land 
until 2007, when a landowner gated it and 
began selling outfitted hunts, both on private 
and adjacent BLm land. PLWA is fighting in  land. PLWA is fighting in  land. PL
court, saying that the road is a public road, and 
that historic use supports prescriptive rights.

north fork Wilderness study area
The Wyoming Wilderness Association calls 
this 15-square-mile BLm area “a wilderness 
fisherman’s dream,” with a stunning mix of 
old-growth forests, red hills and deep canyons. 
A county road creeps within a fraction of a mile 
of its boundary, but for decades, a handful of 
landowners have effectively cut off all access, 
though they offer guided hunting for a fee.

matilija creek
For decades, people used a Forest Service trail 
to reach swimming holes and waterfalls here. 
The trail crosses a piece of private property, 
and in recent years the landowner has begun 
actively discouraging visitors. Los Padres 
ForestWatch, a local watchdog group, is suing, 
claiming prescriptive access rights based on 
historic public use.

Bureau of Land management  n
national Park Service  n

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service  n
U.S. Forest Service  n

John day river
About 70 square miles of BLm land are only 
accessible by boat — when the water is high 
enough — because private landowners along 
the canyon rim restrict road access. Oregon’s 
department of Fish and Wildlife has been 
trying, unsuccessfully, to purchase or lease 
public easements.
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welcomed this outcome. Jonathan Klein, 
who served as the district’s wilderness 
manager until he retired in 2012, believes, 
as do some local hunters, that this area is 
better off now because the wildlife get a 
break and those humans who do visit have 
a chance for solitude. “You’re not going to 
go there unless you’re really into it,” he 
says. “You don’t have to have a trailhead 
at the mouth of every drainage.”

It’s a good point. And it’s the main 
justification that the Forest Service 
now gives for apparently abandoning 
the fight for access to Wolf Creek. But 
it grates against another chapter in the 
Sun Ranch’s history, one that underscores 
how, in the end, the struggle isn’t just 
about whether there’s access — it’s about 
who has access, and whether that access 
is in the spirit of public ownership.

In 1978, as Gildred was preparing 
to buy the Sun Ranch, Florida attorney 
Hamilton Kenner swooped in to buy the 
ranch himself. Kenner then flipped the 
ranch to Gildred, but not before piecing 
off sections on its north end, adjacent 
to the national forest near Wolf Creek. 
He subdivided that land, branded the 
development as Rising Sun Mountain 
Estates, and marketed it with bylaws 
and covenants specifying that anyone 
who bought in would have access to the 
national forest. All the lots sold.

Several of those properties are again 
for sale today, even as the fight for access 
at Wolf Creek fades from public memory. 
The listings advertise “exclusive hunting 
rights in the area with common access to 
the forest land,” and go even further: “A 
locked gate at the entrance protects that 
exclusivity. … No public access into this 
part of the Wilderness for miles in either 
direction.”

 
KYle neWmIller sits in his idling truck, 
staring at the locked gate on the road 
up Sweet Grass Creek. “Someone should 
come up here and say: ‘If we catch you 
locking this gate, we’re going to write you 
a ticket.’ … What is the hold-up?” he says. 
He’s already talked to District Ranger 
Sienkiewicz and Public Lands/Water 
Access. Now he considers his more im-
mediate options: Return to Rein’s house 
and hassle him for permission; go back 
into town and report to the county, where 
Tony Carroccia’s brother-in-law is the 
county attorney; or maybe get out of the 
truck and cut the locks himself.

The hold-up is this: No matter how 
frustrated Newmiller is, this road — like 
all others — is private until proven or 
made public. And the hold-up can last for 
decades: For 30 years, a road 120 miles 
west of here was gated, blocking access 
to nearly 20 square miles of Beaverhead-

Deerlodge National Forest that are 
otherwise hard to reach. Only in recent 
years did the county uncover clear evi-
dence that the road was public, prompt-
ing county commissioners to personally 
cut the locks on that gate in 2012. The 
landowners took the case to court, and 
the judge upheld the public right of way. 

Newmiller turns the pickup around, 
and we drive back through the cotton-
woods along the creek. In the nearest 
town, Big Timber, we pull into a gravel lot 
where state wildlife officials are checking 
hunters’ kills. A game warden, bundled 
up against the cold wind, comes up to 
talk to Newmiller. It’s a continuation of 
the talk they had earlier this morning, 
when Newmiller asked about access at 
Sweet Grass Creek; now, he tells the war-
den about the gate. The warden clearly 
also believes the public should have 
access there, but his words are carefully 
vague. If anything, I think, he’s egging on 
Newmiller. He says, “Somebody’s gotta 
do it. … Somebody’s gotta go in there and 
say ‘(is this a public access), yes or no?’ ”

Newmiller knows he could be that 
“somebody,” blazing his own path and 
personally shouldering the costs, which 
are unknown but daunting. “That’s what’s 
so frustrating,” he tells me. “Everyone 
sits back like it’s no big deal. When does 
somebody do something about it?”  

Former HCN intern 
marshall Swearingen 
freelances from  
Bozeman, montana.

This coverage 
is supported by 
contributors to the 
high country news 
enterprise Journalism 
Fund.

Kyle Newmiller at home near Billings, Montana. He has been locked out of some of his favorite hunting spots by landowners who have blocked 
access to public land beyond their property. PAUL rUhTer

“someone 
should come 
up here and 
say: ‘if we 
catch you 
locking this 
gate, we’re 
going to write 
you a ticket.’ 
… what is the 
hold-up?”

—Montana hunter 
Kyle Newmiller
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NOTICE TO OUR ADVERTISERS: 
You can place classified ads with our 
online classified system. Visit  
www.hcn.org/classifieds. Feb. 2 is the 
deadline to place your print ad in the 
Feb. 16 issue. Call 800-311-5852, or 
e-mail advertising@hcn.org for help 
or information. For more information 
about our current rates and display ad 
options, visit
www.hcn.org/advertising.

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

BUSINESS OPPORTUNITIES

FULLY OPERATIONAL CABINET ShOP 
including CNC and molder in Ketchum, 
Idaho. www.kingsleymurphyproperty.com.

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

NORTh-CENTRAL IDAhO — Seasonal 
photography business for sale: $17,000. 
Work and play in the Hell’s Canyon and 
Frank Church Wilderness. Equipment 
included, mentoring optional. Seasonal 
storefront available. Free camping or RV 
parks. Watch this video 
http://youtu.be/R1RYdY7vKX0 then 
contact owners directly via email 
actionphotographer2@yahoo.com.

EMPLOYMENT

TRI-STATE STEELhEADERS Salmon 
Enhancement Group seeks applicants 
for Executive Director. We are com-
mitted to salmonid habitat restoration 
and community outreach through local 
and regional partnerships. Experience 
in nonprofit management required. 
Experience/interest in natural resources 
conservation preferred. For a job
description, visit 
www.tristatesteelheaders.com.

ThE NEw MExICO LAND CONSER-
VANCY, located in Santa Fe, N.M., seeks 
a qualified and motivated individual to 
provide technical expertise, leadership 
and support to the organization’s Con-
servation Program. The Land Protection 
Project Manager will work to protect 
land and water across New Mexico with a 
primary focus on southern New Mexico. 

The Project Manager will be responsible 
for conservation planning, outreach, 
fundraising and policy work, with a spe-
cial emphasis on conservation easement 
and fee title acquisitions and land trans-
fer transactions. The individual in this 
position will report to the Conservation 
Director, work closely with the Executive 
Director and other staff, but will initially 
supervise no staff. A full job description 
plus how to apply can be found on our 
website at www.nmlandconservancy.org.

hIGh COUNTRY CONSERVATION AD-
VOCATES, in Crested Butte, Colo., is 
seeking an Executive Director. This 
part-time position with potential to 
expand to full-time is suited to an 
outgoing person with fundraising and 
management experience along with 
communications skills. Applicants 
will bring a passion for conserving 
the extraordinary Gunnison Country, 
ready to help lead an organization that 
has celebrated many accomplishments 
since 1977 and looks forward to many 
more. Writing, fundraising, teamwork 
abilities a must. Knowledge of water, 
public-lands policies   a plus. Salary 
commensurate with experience. Position 
begins April 2015. Send résumé and 
letter of interest by Feb. 28 to Sue Navy, 
edsearch@hccacb.org. For a detailed job 
description, visit hccacb.org/edsearch.

MEMBERShIP COORDINATOR — New 
Mexico Wilderness Alliance seeks a 
highly organized, self-motivated indi-
vidual passionate about wilderness 
w/excellent interpersonal and commu-
nications skills to lead implementation 
of our membership plan to sustain, in-
crease, diversify and engage dues paying 
members. For more information and to 
apply, visit www.nmwild.org.

hIGh COUNTRY NEwS, the award- 
winning,  nonprofit newsmagazine cov-
ering environmental, natural resource, 
social and political issues in the Amer-
ican West, seeks a full-time reporter 
based in Washington, D.C. Candidates 
should have a passion for independent 
journalism and the mission of HCN, 
deep knowledge of Western issues and 
how they play out at the local, state and 
federal level; significant experience navi-
gating and covering the federal agencies, 
Congress and the White House; and a 
proven ability to find interesting angles 
and deliver stories and analysis on a 
weekly basis with accuracy and voice. 
Salary depends on experience; excellent 
benefits. High Country News is an equal 
opportunity employer. Send cover letter, 
résumé and writing samples to jobs@
hcn.org; position remains open until 
filled. For full job description, visit: 
http://hcne.ws/HCN-DCjob.
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wILDFIRE DEFENSE SYSTEMS INC. — 
Hiring professional wildland firefight-
ers.  Please check our website at 
www.wildfire-defense.com 
to view current job positions.

INDEPENDENCE PASS FOUNDATION 
is seeking an Executive Director. 
Qualifications considered are nonprof-
it   experience, project management, 
environmental sciences or forestry and 
fundraising/event planning. Please 
submit résumé to independencepass1@
gmail.com.

ASSOCIATE DIRECTOR OF 
PhILANThROPY — The Wyoming Out-
door Council is seeking a fundraiser to 
manage its major giving, planned giving, 
and endowment building programs in 
partnership with the executive director. 
Highly experienced applicants may be 
considered to lead the Outdoor Council’s 
development efforts. Founded in 1967, 
the Wyoming Outdoor Council is the 
state’s oldest independent conservation 
organization. For more information and 
to apply, go to wyomingoutdoorcouncil.
org/about/job-opportunities.

TROUT UNLIMITED, the nation’s 
leading coldwater fisheries conservation 
organization, is seeking a skilled orga-
nizer to work from Missoula, Mont., on 

protecting one of Montana’s most fabled 
rivers. This person will coordinate our 
efforts to protect the Smith River, and in 
the process, the strong sporting heritage 
it sustains. To this end, the Smith River 
Field Coordinator will educate, organize 
and mobilize sportsmen and women, 
with a particular focus on anglers, to 
achieve the organization’s conservation 
objectives for the Smith River. In part, 
this includes mitigating a potential 
threat from a proposed copper mine 
on a tributary of the Smith. Successful 
applicants will have a bachelor’s degree 
or equivalent experience; the educa-
tion, background or the aptitude to 
quickly learn and explain in lay fashion 
technical matters related to mining, 
water quality and fisheries; the ability 
and willingness to travel often within 
Montana and occasionally outside of the 
state; an understanding of the sports-
men’s community in general and recre-
ational angling community in particular, 
including how to inspire and engage 
these communities in effective advocacy, 
excellent written and oral communica-
tion skills; deep ties to the Smith River 
and surrounding communities; the 
ability to work independently and be a 
self-starter; very strong interpersonal 
skills; be an avid angler/hunter; and 
strong organizational and time manage-
ment skills with great attention to 

detail. For a more complete job descrip-
tion, please visit www.tu.org. Please 
send cover letter, writing sample, résumé 
and three professional references to Tom 
Reed, treed@tu.org by Feb. 15, 2015. No 
phone calls please.

AMIGOS BRAVOS — “Because Water 
Matters” — Amigo Bravos is a highly 
accomplished, 27 year-old, statewide en-
vironmental and social justice organiza-
tion seeking an energetic, self-motivated 
individual to fill the position of Exec-
utive Director. The mission of Amigos 
Bravos is to protect and restore the 
waters of New Mexico. The Executive 
Director works with concerned citizens, 
indigenous populations, state agencies, 
scientists, and other advocacy groups 
to protect New Mexico’s waters and 
the human and wildlife communities 
that depend on them. Individuals with 
proven leadership, fundraising, program 
development, advocacy, public speak-
ing, writing, and financial management 
skills are strongly urged to apply. For job 
description and application procedures: 
http://www.amigosbravos.org/job- 
postings.

hEALTh and wELLNESS

COLORADO AROMATICS CULTIVATED 
SkIN CARE — Natural botanical farm-

to-skin products, lavender products
and gifts. www.coloradoaromatics.com.

ARE YOU OR SOMEONE you care about 
addicted to something? Anything? 
Explore www.sidetripsfromcowboy.com.

ENJOY A hEALThIER LIFESTYLE!
Experience the LIVING ENERGY of 
Therapeutic Grade-A Essential Oils. 
Unadulterated — no pesticides. Or-
ganically grown. Proprietary distilling 
methods. Business opportunity.
www.theOilSolution.com.

hOME and GARDEN

CAST-IRON COOkwARE SCRUBBER — 
Makes cast-iron cleanup quick and easy 
without detergents. 18/20 stainless steel. 
Lifetime guarantee. Order: 
www.cmscrubber.com, 781-598-4054.

NAVAJO RUGS — Display your textiles! 
Navajo rugs, quilts, and other weav-
ings. Hand-forged wrought iron and 
aspen-pole systems. All sizes. Wall- 
mounted  and free-standing. www.Twin-
RavenZ.com. “Made in a good way.”

ThE BEST-TASTING RAw hONEY! 
Over 10 floral varieties of raw honey, 
direct from a California beekeeper. 
Shop online at www.honeypacifica.com.
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RENEwABLE ENERGY PRODUCTS FOR 
REMOTE hOMES — Solar water pump-
ing, back-up power systems. Visit our 
websites: www.oasismontana.com,  
www.PVsolarpumps.com,  
www.LPappliances.com,  
www.grid-tie.com or call toll-free for 
information: 877-627-4768.

FREEDOM RANGER hATChERY, INC.
Hatching year-round. Freedom ranger 
chickens/black broilers, bantam silkies, 
French guineas, khaki campbell/white 
muscovy ducks. 717-336-4878.
www.freedomrangerhatchery.com.

SEAT-wEAVING SUPPLIES — Chair 
cane, reed splint, Shaker tape, fiber and 
natural rush. Complete line of basket-
making supplies. Waxed linen cord. 
Royalwood Ltd., 517-HCN Woodville 
Road., Mansfield, Ohio 44907. 
800-526-1630.
www.RoyalwoodLtd.com.

LUNATEC® SELF-CLEANING wASh-
CLOThS and odor-free Dishcloths are 
amazing. They have less bacteria, no 
smell and offer more convenience. 
Live healthier. 858.653.0401
www.lunatecgear.com.

AGGRAND Natural Organic Fertilizers. 
Exceptional biobased/OMRI-certified 

liquid concentrates for lawn, garden, 
orchards, forage, agriculture. Retail/
wholesale/resale. 877-486-7645. 
www.natural-fertilizers.com.

QUARRY FARM GOURDS — 60-plus 
varieties of hand-pollinated, untreated 
gourd seed. www.quarryfarmgourds.com. 
  419-257-2597 
anna@quarryfarmgourds.com.

JEwELRY, hERBS, INCENSE, candles, 
oils, gift items. 8,000 items.
Wholesale/retail. www.azuregreen.net.

A 15% DISCOUNT! ORDER NOw —
Premium dried vegetables, fruits and 
beans from award-winning company. 
Non-GMO. Order at www.GoHHF.com. 
Call 1-800-696-1395.  Use coupon: HCN.

PERSONALS

GREEN SINGLES DATING SITE — Meet 
singles who value green-living, holistic 
health, sustainability, alternative energy, 
spiritual growth. 
www.GreenSingles.com.
 
PROFESSIONAL SERVICES

STRATEGIC STORYTELLING for non-
profits and progressive organizations. 
Stories are tools. We’re tool builders — 

in video, print and multimedia. 
www.narrativelab.com. 503-891-0641. 
info@narrativelab.com.

ExPERT LAND STEwARD —Available 
now for site conservator, property man-
ager. View résumé at: 
skills.ojaidigital.net.

wILDLAND FIRE SERVICES —
Planning, reviews,  litigation,  
www.blackbull-wildfire.com.

PUBLICATIONS and BOOkS

TORREY hOUSE PRESS eagerly seeks 
lively nonfiction submissions: nature; 
ecology and environment; conservation; 
public lands; dark sky; water; sustainable 
food; outdoor recreation; green busi-
ness/economics; local biz movement; 
sustainable living; permaculture; green 
building; politics and social justice; re-
newable energy; science writing; nature 
photography; simple living; resilience; 
Old West/New West; Western living. 
www.TorreyHouse.com.

ShED YOUR BOOTS in the mud room. 
Curl your toes toward the fire. Grab 
LYRIC RIVER, provocative literary 
fiction by Mac Griffith. Read. (Paper 
and e-books in bookstores and Amazon 
amzn.to/1EbtiNs).

REAL ESTATE FOR SALE

JUST OUTSIDE ThE hISTORIC hUB 
of Jerome, Ariz., on a hidden street, 
sit side-by-side two of the most unique 
21st century  dwellings, called The House
on the Edge of Time. This home and 
studio/guest space sit in harmony with 
the hillside, offering a panorama of 
wilderness views, the Sedona Red Rocks 
and San Francisco Peaks. A wealth of 
space, numerous indoor/outdoor shel-
ters, meditation/studio areas, vegetable 
garden/fruit trees ; a designer’s oasis. 
$385,000. MLS# 503839 Contact Denise 
Lerette, Russ Lyon Sotheby’s Interna-
tional Realty, Sedona, Ariz .   
928-254-9181, 928-282-5966.
www.deniselerette.com, 
denise.lerette@russlyon.com.

hEART OF ThE wOOD RIVER VALLEY 
This 273 plus-or-minus acre historic 
ranch is blessed with one mile of river, 
complete seclusion, panoramic moun-
tain views, abundant wildlife, peace 
and quiet. Wooded acreage, fertile 
springs, meadows and aspen thickets 
perfectly accommodate deer, elk,
moose, crane and other varieties of 
waterfowl. Easily access public lands, in-
cluding national forest, and experience 
unparalleled hiking, hunting, horseback 

riding and recreation opportunities. 
Fish anytime your heart desires, on 
either side of the river. Enjoy playing the 
well-maintained, smartly designed cro-
quet court. Recent land and water rights 
surveys are in place. Oh, yes — there is a 
gorgeous 4,900-square-foot residence as 
well, but you won’t spend much time in 
it. $3,500,000. Call for a private
showing. Prudential Brokerage West, 
Inc., 877-443-6234, CodyLiving.com, 
YouTube: Sunshine Ranch, WY.

200 ACRES wITh wATER, ORANGE-
BURG, S.C. —Artesian wells, springs; 
running streams; 10-acre pond; natural 
ecosystem. Protected from major storms 
year-round. Unlimited possibilities: 
equestrian sports; specialty farming; 
bed and breakfast; retreat; winery; water 
sports recreation; fishing and hunting. 
Utilities available. Commuting distance 
to Charleston, Aiken, Columbia, horse 
and golf events; seven miles to nearest 
airport. Janet Loder, 425-922-5959; 
janetloder@cablespeed.com.

ABIQUIU, N.M. — Three-bedroom, Two 
and one-half baths. Custom split-level. 
outstanding views. Center island. Chef ’s 
kitchen. Custom cabinets. Eat-in kitch-
en. Lots of cabinet space. Pantry. Wood 
cabinets. Dishwasher. Fully applianced. 
Gas cooktop. Gas oven. Refrigerator/
freezer. Washer/dryer. Formal dining 
room. Laundry room. Fireplace. High 
ceilings. Lots of closets. Recessed light-
ing. Walk-in closets. Energy efficient 
windows. Solar heating. Brick floors. 
Radiant heat. Zoned heat. Stucco. 
Attached two-car. Large yard. Patio. Pri-
vate yard. Shed. Wooded lot. A studio/
dance room with a floating dance floor. 
Beautifully appointed. Ideal for enter-
taining. Low maintenance. Low taxes. 
Panoramic views. Septic. Well water. 
Move-in condition. $475,000.00 Sarah 
Wimett wimettre@newmexico.com.

GRAND JUNCTION, COLO. — Three 
bedroom, two baths. Quality, character, 
privacy and personality surround this 
distinctive custom-built solar home sit-
uated on a wonderful one-acre wooded 
lot with mountain views, city lights, 
schools, parks and river access to trails. 
Enjoy unobstructed mountain views 
and secluded back yard with mature 
landscaping and grazing for horses on 
irrigated pasture. In addition to the one-
car attached garage, there is a carport 
and RV parking. This is Colorado 
living. 970-241-6579 or 
mtpeaks.maryb@gmail.com.

SOLAR AND IRRIGATED ORGANIC 
OASIS in town. Three bedroom, three 
bath, with detached office/studio and 
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garage. Solar radiant heated floors and 
six KW solar electric, toxic-free finishes. 
701 Chipeta Dr., Ridgway, Colo., 81432. 
Dana 208-721-7003. http://solarhome-
ridgway.wix.com/701chipeta.

TOURS and TRAVEL

COMING TO TUCSON? Popular vaca-
tion house, everything furnished. Rent 
by day, week, month. Two-bedroom, 
one bath. Large enclosed yards. 
Dog-friendly. Contact Lee at cloler@cox.
net or 520-791-9246.

FIVE-DAY COLORADO RIVER TRIPS 
and more. 2015 schedule now available. 
AdventureBoundUSA.com or  
800-423-4668.

SLEEP IN A STRAw-BALE hOME —
A little handcrafted desert treasure. 
Arizona Highways’ “Best Eco-friendly 
Accommodation” 2009. Paca de Paja 
B&B, Tucson. www.pacadepaja.com.

CARIBBEAN VACATION RENTAL — 
Xcalak, Q.Roo, Mexico. Two-bedroom, 
two-bath house on beach, “off the grid.” 
Enjoy snorkeling, kayaking, Mayan 
ruins, great bonefishing. For additional 
information and photos, contact Ann:
303-449-6306, alangschu@aol.com. 

ALOhA BEACh hOUSE — A true “Hid-
den” treasure in Captain Cook – Milolii, 
Hawaii. Three bed/bath, large deck, 
panoramic ocean view. One hour to Vol-
cano National Park. Enjoy hiking, whale 
watching, snorkeling, swimming, 
kayaking, scuba-diving, fishing. 
www.airbnb.com/rooms/1095174. 
760-703-2089.

GET TO kNOw whERE wE LOVE TO 
GO on the Colorado Plateau. Learning 
adventures for you, your family, tour 
group, board or school group. 
Canyonlands Field Institute, Moab, 
Utah. www.cfimoab.org, 
1-800-860-5262 for scheduled and pri-
vate custom trip planning.

ExPLORE AMERICA’S ANCIENT PAST 
Travel with Crow Canyon Archaeolog-
ical Center, Cortez, Colo. Small-group 
tours in Mesa Verde Country and be-
yond, led by archaeologists and Amer-
ican Indian scholars. Campus-based 
archaeology programs for adults, teens, 
and school groups. 800-422-8975,  
www.crowcanyon.org.

BLUFF, UTAh — Vacation rental.
Contact 505-598-5593 or 
casabluff@gmail.com.
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WRITERS ON THE RANGE

OPINION BY 
PEPPER TRAIl

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

In 1729, Jonathan Swift published the 
most famous satirical essay in the 

English language: A Modest Proposal 
For Preventing the Children of Poor 
People in Ireland from Being a Burden 
to Their Parents or Country, and for 
Making Them Beneficial to the Public. 
And what was Swift’s proposal? Merely 
that the 1-year-old children of indigents 
be eaten, thus solving the problems of 
poverty and overpopulation at a stroke. 

Poverty and overpopulation are 
still with us, of course, but sadly, such 
bold ideas to solve these problems are 
in short supply today. Meanwhile, the 
world’s current level of 7 billion is strain-
ing resources to the limit. Certainly the 
earth cannot support in health and com-
fort the 9 billion expected to swarm upon 
its surface by mid-century. Action must 
be taken — immediate, forceful action 
— to reduce the human population and 
re-balance the planet before it is too late.  
No person of good conscience can view 
televised scenes of squalor in the teem-
ing cities of Africa and Asia — and even, 
if reports are to be believed, in parts of 
our own country — without feeling called 
upon to make a difference.

Fortunately, thanks to the genera-

tive genius of capitalism, the fossil fuel 
industry is positioned to solve this 
problem, while simultaneously generat-
ing good-paying jobs and unimaginable 
amounts of money. The release of green-
house gases by this industry has already 
set the world on a trajectory toward 
irreversible climate change, which will 
ultimately bring about the population re-
adjustment that all thinking people wish 
for. And companies from ExxonMobil to 
BP to Koch Industries to Syncrude stand 
ready to do so much more.

However, through no fault of their 
own, these corporations have not been 
as effective as they might be. Last year, 
barely over a million acres of new oil and 
gas leases were sold on America’s public 
lands, and the industry was forced to 
make due with only $18.5 billion in gov-
ernment subsidies. Meanwhile, endless 
red tape has imposed restrictive regula-
tions on emissions, delayed the construc-
tion of essential pipelines like the Key-
stone XL, and waged a pitiless War on 
Coal. President Obama even signed an 
emissions-reducing deal with China. It is 
obvious to all sensible people that this is 
going in exactly the wrong direction.

My modest proposal is simply this: 

Set the fossil fuel industry free. Open 
the valves fully on greenhouse gas 
emissions. The near-term profits will 
be immense. In the slightly longer term 
(after most of our generation are safely 
off the stage), this plan will produce a 
bracing readjustment of earth’s ecologi-
cal systems, resulting in much-needed 
population reduction through droughts, 
crop failures, and coastal inundation. 
And don’t worry about your children or 
grandchildren. Surely the wealth they 
inherit will insulate them from whatever 
unpleasantness may come in the over-
populated parts of the world.

I acknowledge that there are a few 
misguided individuals who will urge a 
different course. They fancifully suggest 
that carbon emissions be immediately 
and drastically reduced, with the goal 
of keeping atmospheric CO2 below 450 
parts per million. This is the threshold 
that international climate negotia-
tors have identified as providing a 50 
percent chance of avoiding the impacts 
of catastrophic climate change. The level 
is almost 400 ppm today. To keep it 
below 450 ppm would cost the fossil fuel 
industry the equivalent of $28 trillion in 
revenues over the next two decades, ac-

Set the fossil fuel industry free
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cording to published estimates. The only 
possible response to such an idea is a 
hearty laugh. When in the history of the 
world have corporations or governments 
passed up such wealth?

Nothing makes me angrier than 
those self-righteous “greens,” who pro-
fess to love the earth, but who do noth-
ing but fiddle about with this little regu-
lation here, that little lawsuit there, and 
never talk about population at all. To 
use a well-worn phrase, they are merely 
rearranging deck chairs on the Titanic. I 
say, aim the Titanic straight at that rap-
idly melting iceberg!  Throw more coal 
into the boilers!  Full steam ahead!  The 
earth will thank us. Eventually. 

Pepper Trail is a writer, naturalist, and 
co-author of Shifting Patterns: Medita-
tions on Climate Change in Southern 
Oregon’s Rogue Valley (www.shiftingpat-
terns.org). He lives in Ashland, Oregon.
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Writers on the Range is a syndicated service of 
High Country News, providing three opinion 
columns each week to media outlets around the 
West. For more information, contact Gretchen 
King, gretchenk@hcn.org, 970-527-4898. Joel PeTT
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BOOKS

Far As The Eye Can See 
Robert Bausch
320 pages, 
hardcover: $26.
Bloomsbury USA, 2014.

California
edan lepucki
400 pages, 
hardcover: $26.
little, Brown and 
Company: 2014.

Far As The Eye Can See, 
the seventh novel from 
Georgia-born author Rob-
ert Bausch, opens in the 
1870s, with Bobby Evans, 
a serial “deserter” from 
the Union Army, wander-
ing aimlessly through the 
Montana, Wyoming and 
Dakota territories. He’s 
an unsettling character: 
a man without a purpose, 
the kind of hustler who 
took the cash bounty for 
enlisting several times, 
only to slip away and re-
enlist elsewhere under a 
different name. 

Committed only to 
saving his own skin, 
answering threats with 
his finger on the trigger, 
Evans ends up traveling 
with and learning Na-
tive skills from a chance 
companion, Big Tree, “a 
Crow brave … a statue of 
what God wanted when 
he dreamed up the creature 
he would call ‘man.’” Later on, though, 
Evans helps the military round up Sioux 
and Cheyenne who refuse to move to res-
ervations or abide by treaties. Stumbling 
through a landscape “as big as any whole 
earth I ever dreamed of,” he observes 
both the white man’s misguided response 
to the Indians and the bloody retaliatory 
tactics of the tribes in the Yellowstone 

River region.   
Bausch takes the reader deep into 

his protagonist’s psyche. Haunted by the 
echo of screams from the Civil War and 
the sound of “a bullet thwack(ing) into 
the breast of a fellow only inches away 
from me,” Evans trusts nothing and no 
one. He impulsively attacks both red and 
white men, leaving human wreckage in 
his wake. But a moment of truth arrives 

when he must decide whether to keep 
moving, or to stay and care for a person 
he has hurt. In the rising hills surround-
ing the Little Bighorn River, against the 
violent chaos of Custer’s Last Stand, this 
amoral man is finally caught in a web of 
moral choices, where he must choose his 
own thread and take the consequences.      
     

BY PHYllIS BARBER

When Cormac McCarthy sent an un-
named father and son out to wander a 
post-apocalyptic landscape in his 2006 
Pulitzer Prize-winning novel The Road, 
he inadvertently created the template for 
one of contemporary fiction’s dominant 
themes. Among the spate of post-apoca-
lyptic narratives that appeared in 2014 
is California, the debut of Los Angeles-
based writer Edan Lepucki.

Lepucki, along with other recent post-
apocalyptic tour guides, echoes McCarthy 
on a few points: In the future, there will 
be no Internet, finding enough food will 
require constant effort, people will sift 
through relics of fallen civilizations for 
useful materials, and the roads will be 
beset by highwaymen. (In California, 
they’re called pirates.)

But while McCarthy keeps his 

characters in constant motion, Lepucki’s 
protagonists, Cal and Frida, a young 
married couple, are determined to find a 
safe place to settle down.

Through flashbacks, we learn that 
they fled the nightmarish Los Angeles of 
a few decades from now and drove into 
the wilderness until their car ran out 
of gas. Frida has a city dweller’s lim-
ited outdoor survival skills, but Cal has 
learned a few useful crafts like farming 
and carpentry. When winter closes in, 
they’re lucky enough to find an empty 
shack for shelter. 

They’ve heard there are other people 
left in the world, some of them holed up 
in private enclaves rumored to enjoy elec-
tricity and other amenities, but Cal and 
Frida don’t encounter anyone until they 
meet the family who once occupied their 

shack, and August, a roving junk dealer 
who trades Frida some Vicodin for a bra, 
“made of fabric and wire, both valuable,” 
he says. 

In plain, straightforward prose, 
Lepucki deftly notches up the tension 
when Frida discovers she’s pregnant and 
she and Cal set off into the woods hop-
ing to find a settlement. Sometimes the 
characters’ motivations are murky and 
their beliefs confusingly mercurial, and 
the ending is a puzzler, but California is 
both diverting and thoughtful. It leaves 
you with the notion that maybe the post-
apocalypse genre isn’t new-fangled after 
all, but rather a fresh reimagining of a 
classic Western theme: Every man for 
himself against nature.

BY JENNY SHANK

The Battle of Little Bighorn. C.M. RUSSell, 1903. PRinTS And PhoToGRAPhS diviSion, liBRARy oF ConGReSS, lC-USZC4-7160

On the edge of Custer’s Last Stand

Love in a post-apocalyptic world



ESSAY | BY KYlE BOElTE
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The suburb we grew up in had a series 
of greenbelts: preserved land flow-

ing like inlets between the thousands of 
tract homes that stretched ever south 
from Denver. Highlands Ranch had been 
a cattle ranch in the not-so-distant past, 
and cattle still grazed on some of the land 
in 1991 — a comfortingly pastoral sight 
for the 17,000 inhabitants of the 10-year-
old suburban outpost.

When I was 9, I spent hours exploring 
our greenbelt with a tall redheaded kid 
from the neighborhood. We spent most 
of our time down by the creek, protected 
from the hot summer sun by towering 
cottonwood trees. We would pack provi-
sions and wander the great expanse just 
as Stephen Harriman Long had in July 
of 1820. His namesake peak (14,259 feet 
tall) looms over the Front Range, and 
under its watchful gaze we delighted 
in finding quicksand and frogs and the 
occasional owl. We dreamed of finding 
swimming holes and stringing up rope 
swings that would propel us through the 
air and into the cool water below.  

On summer afternoons in Colorado, 
storm clouds formed near Longs Peak 
and neighboring mountains, where we 

could see them building, their strength 
growing. Then, as if given permission, 
they advanced across the plains, a tor-
rent of rain and thunder and lightning. 
In the cities and suburbs, water gath-
ered in the streets, the contours of the 
 concrete forcing it through gutters to 
storm drains, where it disappeared into 
the underworld. 

Once, just down from the greenbelt 
entrance, we found a storm drain outlet 
hidden behind the cottonwoods, around a 
bend in the creek. It was a large concrete 
block with a stream of water flowing 
from an opening at its base. We scaled 
the exterior wall above the opening and 
looked down into a room. After scoping 
out the obstacles inside, we decided to 
jump down. We waded five feet through 
ankle-deep water and climbed over a 
giant interior concrete wall to reach the 
farthest chamber, where a large drain-
pipe emerged. It was like nothing we had 
seen before. Deep inside, the drainpipe 
was utterly dark, an emptiness from 
which a cool breeze blew. 

“Because it’s there,” George Mallory 
said, when he was asked why he climbed 
Everest. Our answer, at 9, to the ques-

tion, “Why do you want to enter the 
drainpipe?” would have been the same. 
Mallory was last seen a couple hundred 
meters from the summit of Everest in 
1924. He was 37. His well-preserved body 
was found in 1999 on the North Face, at 
26,760 feet. His partner’s body was never 
found. We hadn’t heard of either of them.  

We went home to plan. We did not 
know what the pipe was exactly or why 
it was there. We did not know how long 
it was or if in fact it ever ended. We did 
know that we needed more provisions for 
this expedition, our most daring to date. 
We loaded up on flashlights, candles, 
matches and Hostess CupCakes. Our load 
seemed heavy; never before had we car-
ried so much. So we tied a rope to a skate-
board and pulled our gear behind us.

When we got to the drainpipe, past 
the entrance and the water and the con-
crete wall, the otherworldly breeze met 
us once more. We stared into the depth 
of the darkness. And then, taking a deep 
breath, we stepped inside. 

We could walk inside the drainpipe 
as long as we kept our heads down and 
knees bent. After about 10 feet, the light 
of day faded behind us. We turned on our 
flashlights and crept forward, spelunkers 
encountering a corrugated-steel cave. We 
were followed by the sound of the skate-
board’s wheels drumming out a steady 
rhythm against the corrugation. 

After what felt like an hour, we 
stopped and talked briefly, reassuring 
each other. Outside, the thunderclouds 
were building in the distance, the 
winds were picking up. Inside, with the 
storm out of sight, we felt only the cool 
breeze flowing through the tunnel.  We 
continued.  

Then, on our left, in the glow of a 
flashlight, we saw another pipe, much 
smaller and jutting out like a tributary. 
It opened about halfway up the wall of 
the main pipe. We would be able to fit 
as long as we crawled on our hands and 
knees. There would not be enough room 
to turn around. We would need to make it 
to the end, or, if retreat became neces-
sary, we would need to methodically inch 
backward all the way to the main pipe. 

We had not checked the weather 
report. We had no idea if there might 
be a thunderstorm that afternoon. The 
weather was not on our minds. It was 
darkness, not rain, that scared us.  

We deliberated. We ate our cupcakes. 
Then we followed the tributary to see 
where it would lead.

Kyle Boelte is the author of The Beauti-
ful Unseen (Soft Skull/Counterpoint, 
February 2015), from which this essay is 
adapted.  

Half-Blind Valley
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We did not 
know what 
the pipe was 
exactly  or why 
it was there. 
We did not 
know how long 
it was or if in 
fact it ever 
ended.



GoATlAnd
Goats are enjoying the spotlight. Yes, goats. On 
YouTube, for example, you can join 28 million 
others in watching a video of “goats yelling 
like humans.” Thirteen million have watched 
“Buttermilk,” an excruciatingly cute kid — the 
four-legged kind, not your adorable nephew — 
abuse his yard mates by jumping over them or 
on them. It’s even spawned a video game, one of 
several involving goats. The “evil goat from hell 
terrorizes town” category is slightly less popu-
lar, but has plenty of followers. 

NPR has a blog called Goats and Soda, 
though it doesn’t appear to be about either goats 
or soda, and the Washington Post’s Wonkblog 
recently came up with a map that purports to 
show the location of every single goat in the 
United States. And you thought they were keep-
ing an eye on you, silly kid. It was the blog’s 
most-read story for a day or two, picked up by 
dozens of other media outlets. 

According to the map, which was put to-
gether using data from the agricultural census, 
Sutton County, Texas, which boasts 55,000 
billies, nannies and kids, is the goat capital of 
the U.S. Not far behind, though, are counties in 
northwestern Arizona that overlap the Navajo 
Nation. Apache County, for example, has 26,000 
goats, more than one for every three humans. 
Churchill County, Nevada — home to a giant 
goat dairy — has almost 14,000 goats, and Cali-
fornia’s Stanislaus County has 21,000. 

Some of the nation’s 2.6 million goats are 
milked. Others, like the “Goat Grazers” in 
Nevada, are hired out to eat invasive weeds 
and even discarded Christmas trees — actual 
conifers, we hope, not plastic imitations. Still 
others are so famous that they are the hon-
ored guests of increasingly popular “Goats and 
Grenache” dinners. We’ve never been to one, but 
like to picture the billies and nannies dressed in 
formal attire, sipping fine wine and sharing the 
latest goat gossip. Though no doubt everyone is 
too polite to mention the main reason folks raise 
goats in the U.S.: For their meat. Not the kind 
of thing you bleat about at the table.

GRASSlAnd
Surely you’ve heard about the glut of natural 
gas in the U.S., which has kept heating bills 
low and the gas patch economically depressed. 
And then there’s the oil glut, which has pushed 
gasoline prices so low that people are buying 
cars the size of houses again. But in Washington 
state, a similar glut has struck another natural 
resource: Weed. 

When outlets began selling newly legal-
ized marijuana this past summer, they couldn’t 
keep the stuff in stock, and prices skyrocketed. 
The growers responded. Now, there’s so much 
out there — 31,000 pounds, according to the 
Associated Press — that wholesale prices have 
crashed, putting farmers in a bind. (The price 
drop has yet to hit retail outlets, which still 
charge $25 or more for a gram.) Some farmers 
say that the low prices, combined with the high 
taxes, have forced them to sell their latest crop 
at a loss. In other words, they’re now in the 
same boat, or tractor, as all the other farmers. 

Colorado, which also legalized recreational 
marijuana sales, has avoided the glut issue by 
regulating production. Demand remains greater 
than supply. But the state’s run into its own 
problems, namely: exploding homes. Seems that 
amateur chemists and would-be entrepreneurs 
are trying to create hash oil, or concentrated 
marijuana, by forcing butane through raw mari-
juana. The butane vapors concentrate, and, if 
someone lights a match, Boom. And no, not the 
economic kind.

The URBAn Wild
A couple hit an unknown animal that bounded 
into the road in front of them in Scottsdale, 
Arizona on a Friday night. When they reached 
their destination, they realized that a still-living 
7-pound bobcat was trapped in their Mazda’s 
plastic grille. State game and fish officials res-
cued the cat, which spent a week in rehab before 
being released back into the wild, no doubt still 
dizzy. Not far away, a 44-pound beaver wan-
dered into Tempe Town Lake and was captured 
by wildlife officials. It, too, will be released into 
a wilder area. It is not known whether officials 
will use the same method used to relocate 
beavers in Idaho in the 1940s: Officials boxed 
them up, flew them over the wilderness, and 
parachuted them safely to the ground. We love 
to picture them wearing cute little WWII avia-
tor outfits. In San Diego, a five-and-a-half foot, 
5-pound snake slithered out of a toilet in an 
office building; it (the snake, not the toilet) ap-
parently belonged to a resident, and may have 
turned to plumbing in search of water. And a 
Seattle dog named Eclipse has learned to take 
the public bus from its owner’s home to the dog 
park, without a human companion. Man walks 
dog. Dog walks man. Dog rides bus. We have 
clearly outlived our usefulness.

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

Tips and photos of Western oddities are appreciated and 
often shared in this column. Write betsym@hcn.org.
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 I do not believe in killing, or in dying, for a cause or 
an idea. I leave that to adolescents. I do believe in 

living for a cause.
Rob Pudim, in his essay, “Charlie Hebdo has the last laugh,”

from Writers on the Range, www.hcn.org/wotr
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