
The New 
Advocates 

A wider range of outdoor enthusiasts 
and activists is finding its way

into the conservation movement
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A couple of weeks after a dozen 
or so well-armed white men 
and women occupied Oregon’s 
Malheur National Wildlife Refuge, 
announcing that they were 
there to help the locals “claim 
back their lands and resources” 
from the federal government, 
I began to wonder: Where were all the folks on the 
other side — the public-lands patriots — the people 
who say they cherish our country’s rare birthright of a 
vast landscape, accessible to all Americans, no matter 
where they live? 

So I emailed several conservation leaders, asking 
them whether they were going to the refuge to protest 
the protesters. “It might be best if everybody just lets 
the locals keep the pressure on these guys, or if the 
press pays a little less attention to them,” one replied, 
adding, “I think they are doing much harm to their 
already discredited anti-public lands cause.”

Perhaps the eclectic gathering at the refuge did 
harm that cause; the drumbeat to transfer federally 
managed lands to states seems to sound a little less 
forceful these days. But their actions, and the lack 
of a coordinated response from the outdoor and 
conservation community, raised an unsettling question: 
Who will nurture and lead a new generation, one that’s 
more diverse and more urban, to defend the West’s 
environment and lands?

The good news, as we demonstrate in this special 
issue, is that new people are taking up the challenge. 
And though they share much in common with the 
activists of the past, many look quite different, and 
have taken very different paths to the cause. I met 
Glenn Nelson, the Japanese American writer of our 
cover essay, at a conference in Jackson, Wyoming, last 
fall, well before the Oregon occupation, but shortly 
after he launched trailposse.com, a website dedicated 
to “diversifying by demystifying the outdoors.” In 
the months since, High Country News has formed a 
partnership with him, co-publishing stories and essays 
by Nelson and other writers of color. 

Nelson’s own complex story of connecting to both 
his racial identity and the outdoors demonstrates that 
it’s high time for a movement dominated for the past 
century by Anglos to reach out to and share power 
with a rapidly changing demographic. So, too, does his 
profile of Latino Outdoors, a group that, with lightning 
speed, has tapped into the Latino community’s deep 
well of passion for the outdoors. I recently met one 
of the group’s educators, Raquel Rangel, whom we 
profiled on hcn.org last year. She takes people from 
California’s Central Valley to nearby state parks and 
relishes their growing connection to the public lands. 
“The greatest fulfillment comes when someone says, 
‘Thank you for bringing me to your park,’ Rangel says. 
“I say, ‘It’s not my park — it’s your park, too.’ ”
That’s a message the whole country needs to hear, 
whether it’s trumpeted from an urban park in California 
or a remote wildlife refuge in Oregon.

--Paul Larmer, executive director/publisher

Editor’s note

It’s your land, too
Caption.
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FROM OUR WEBSITE: HCN.ORG

The West’s heroin highways
The West’s open spaces allow drugs like black-market 
prescription drugs, narcotics and heroin to move faster 
and farther than in the highly compartmentalized East. 
Mexican drug cartels have successfully established hubs 
and transport routes along Western highways. That has 
helped fuel high rates of opioid overdoses in Western 
states and allowed a wave of drugs to flow over the 
border. In 2014, the Drug Enforcement Agency estimated 
that a quarter-million pounds of heroin passed through 
the West. Since then, officials estimate that Mexico has 
increased its heroin production by 50 percent to quench 
the United States’ growing thirst for the drug.  
PAIGE BLANKENBUEHLER MORE: hcne.ws/heroinhwy

50
 distance, in feet, that flames rose into the air in the 

Columbia River Gorge when a train carrying Bakken crude 
oil derailed and four rail cars exploded.

500 distance, in feet, between the train tracks 
and Mosier Community School, where students had to be 
evacuated.  

On June 3, part of a Union Pacific train carrying 96 
tanker cars of highly volatile Bakken crude oil derailed 
near Mosier, Oregon, 16 cars folding together in a great 
clanking din. Four exploded and smeared the sky with 
greasy black smoke that was visible for miles. No one 
was injured, and only a tiny fraction of the total amount 
of oil aboard spilled or vaporized. Still, the conflagration 
underscored the fears of oil-train opponents, who have 
long warned that a boom in the transport of oil by rail 
through the region threatens countless communities, as 
well as the Columbia River itself. 
SARAH GILMAN MORE: hcne.ws/or-oiltrain

9/10
Proportion of civil rights claims alleging environmental 
discrimination that have been dismissed by the 
Environmental Protection Agency. In its 23-year history 
of processing such claims, the office has never issued 
a formal finding of a Title VI violation. A group that 
analyzed EPA records suggests that within the agency, 
civil rights law has been relegated to “non-existence.” 
Earthjustice is suing the EPA on behalf of communities in 
several states, including New Mexico and California, for 
allowing five separate complaints to languish for more 
than a decade. SARAH TORY MORE: hcne.ws/epa-fail 

Mexican Cartel connections 
to Western heroin hubs
Two of the major players

Cartel Jalisco 
Nueva Generacíon
(Out of Nayarit, Jalisco, 
Aguas Calientes)

Sinaloa Cartel
(out of  Durango, Sonora, Baja 
California, Baja California Sur, Yucatan)
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WOMEN FIREFIGHTERS — NOT AS STRONG 
BUT MORE DELIBERATE

At least some of the hurdles faced by 
women in the fire service are physiologi-
cal (“Trial by Fire,” HCN, 5/30/16). The 
larger muscle fibers of men typically 
provide double the strength in the upper 
body and about 50 percent more in the 
lower body.

In wildfire, the gatekeeper is the 
“arduous pack test,” which requires 
carrying a 45-pound pack over three 
miles of level ground in 45 minutes. By 
design, this test eliminates more people 
of smaller stature (shorter legs) and 
lighter weight, which includes a larger 
percentage of women.

Not long ago there were three tests, 
including a timed run and a “step test” 
to gauge cardiac fitness. Now we have 
only the one-size-fits-all pack test, and 
firefighting suffers as a result. As long 
as they don’t try to “out-man” the men, 
women tend to employ mental processes 
that are more deliberative and less 
impulsive.

This is the perfect complement to 
innate male patterns of thought and 
action and translates into a safer and 
more efficient work environment, quali-
ties that are welcome on any well-man-
aged fire.

John Walker
Fire chief  
Western Fremont Fire Protection District
Coaldale, Colorado

QUESTIONS OF PRESERVATION

The question I have yet to hear an 
answer to from anyone advocating 
for the removal of the O’Shaughnessy 
Dam is this: What is the plan for the 
Hetch Hetchy Valley after dam removal 
(“Under water,” HCN, 5/30/16)? My gut 
tells me that the Park Service and what-
ever corporation is running the park’s 
concessions would love to get their 
hands on it to sell T-shirts, trinkets and 
overpriced bland food, paving the Hetch 
Hetchy Valley and turning it into a veri-
table traffic jam. Frankly, in the months 
of July and August, when I’m looking 
for peace and quiet, I choose to visit 
Hetch Hetchy over Yosemite Valley. It’s 
a worthwhile environmental/philosophi-
cal question to ponder: Which valley has 
really been preserved?

Ben Wickham
Bishop, California

HAZARDOUS CONDITIONS

Thanks to Nathan Martin for his May 
30 essay, “It’s still dangerous to be gay 

in Wyoming,” and the related cover 
story, “Trial by Fire,” by Krista Lan-
glois. Truth be told, it’s dangerous to 
be gay or female most anywhere on the 
planet. If racism doesn’t bring us down, 
then homophobia and sexism might well 
do the trick (assuming climate change 
and human overpopulation don’t get us 
first). 

Eric Mills
Coordinator, Action For Animals
Oakland, California

AN EARNED REBUKE

God bless High Country News for its 
fearless and productive investigative 
reporting, as in “Justice denied” (HCN, 
5/16/16). Responsible investigative 
journalism, perhaps above all other 
genres, must be precise in distinguish-
ing between claims and evidence. 

But: “ ‘They just want your money.’ 
What a public defender told Sue M., 
when asked if he could do anything to 
reduce her fine,” doesn’t reflect or even 
suggest that distinction. All that the 
otherwise skillful author had to add was 
“according to Sue,” or the like. That’s a 
small but vital distinction in this kind 
of writing. As well, the allegation may 
be grossly unfair to the overworked and 
underpaid public defender, and to Sue 
herself. As Jonathan Swift reminded us, 
zeal will indeed do us in. 

Dick Shohet
Carlisle, Massachusetts

SILVERTON NEEDS A NEW VISION

Jonathan Thompson’s otherwise excel-
lent article about Silverton, Colorado’s 

environmental and economic woes 
missed a key point about the town’s 
economic problems (“The Gold King 
Reckoning,” HCN, 5/02/16). All tour-
ist economies are not created equal, 
and Silverton, for whatever reason, 
has failed to develop tourism that can 
sustain the town as an alternative to 
past mining. The Durango/Silverton 
antique railroad comes to town twice 
a day in summer and discharges a 
variety of people for an hour or two. 
Off-road vehicle enthusiasts ride their 
ATVs and dirt bikes up and down Main 
Street and on nearby BLM and national 
forest lands all summer long. That’s 
mostly it. Tourism works when people 
come to a location and stay for more 
than one night. Durango, Telluride and 
Santa Fe have strong tourist economies 
because people stay in nice places and 
spend money on a variety of activities 
for many days. The off-roaders who 
dominate Silverton every summer are a 
decidedly low-budget crowd, many stay-
ing in their travel trailers and spend-
ing little money. Worse, the noise and 
dust from their vehicles probably repels 
many people who might want to enjoy 
the incredible mountain setting with its 
fascinating Victorian architecture and 
history. In Silverton, restaurants come 
and go like snowdrifts and there are few 
places to spend the night. The town has 
great resources for a tourist economy 
based on quiet recreation, historic pres-
ervation and wilderness, but developing 
such an economy will require a new 
vision and investment.     

Tom Ribe 
Santa Fe, New Mexico
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Marshall Masayesva is lying on his 
side in a dandelion-sprinkled lawn, 

clutching his stomach and groaning as 
if someone’s sticking a knife into it. A 
clean-cut, athletic 28-year-old who re-
cently founded an outdoor education or-
ganization called Adventures for Hopi, 
Masayesva isn’t actually hurt — he’s 
feigning appendicitis to learn how to rec-
ognize its symptoms in the backcountry.

Masayesva and two other Adventures 
for Hopi guides are gearing up for summer 
by taking a wilderness medicine course in 
Durango, Colorado, a town where 5-year-
olds cruise around on $400 mountain 
bikes and kayaking is as integral to the 
local culture as wine is to Napa. But Ma-
sayesva, a 2014 graduate of Durango’s 
Fort Lewis College, says that he and other 
Native Americans have felt largely left out 
of such activities. 

Though there aren’t formal statis-
tics on Native American participation in 
outdoor recreation, anecdotal evidence 
suggests it’s low. When Masayesva sur-
veyed 40 Native American students in 
ultra-outdoorsy Durango, for example, he 
discovered that 36 had never been camp-
ing. And according to Navajo river guide 
Nikki Cooley, fewer than 3 percent of San 
Juan and Colorado river guides are Na-
tive American, even though those two riv-
ers, both regarded as sacred, flow through 
several reservations. 

Part of the reason, Masayesva ex-
plains, is that outdoor sports are market-
ed to white people: You rarely see a Native 
American dude hanging off a boulder in a 

Patagonia catalog. “And there’s obviously 
a socio-economic barrier, too,” he adds. 
“You’ve gotta have this nice jacket, you’ve 
gotta have these $60 trekking poles. … It’s 
marketed as you’ve gotta have money to 
do this.” 

Masayesva grew up herding sheep 
near the village of Bacavi, on Arizona’s 
Hopi Reservation. He loved being outside 
and had no shortage of backcountry skills, 
but the first time he went backpacking, as 
a college student with an Arizona conser-
vation corps, he was humiliated: Everyone 
else had fancy packs and was eating qui-
noa; he showed up with an old backpack 
stuffed with ramen noodles. But he wasn’t 
deterred. “The Ancestral Puebloans were 
amazing climbers,” he says. “Native Alas-
kans made some of the first kayaks. It’s 
not that we can’t do this.” 

The backpacking trip inspired Ma-
sayesva to switch his major from environ-
mental biology to adventure education, 
and with the help of an Anglo mentor 
named Jason Hotchkiss, he started a Na-
tive American Outdoors Club. The first 
few outings were full of mishaps — once 
they were forced to rappel into a Utah can-
yon in the dark during a snowstorm— but 
everyone survived. “I didn’t have the expe-
rience to be leading those trips,” Masayes-
va says with a grin. “But I did it anyway.” 

After graduating, Masayesva returned 
to the reservation to start a nonprofit to get 
more Hopi kids outside and to train Hopi 
guides to take them out. Hotchkiss says 
providing Native American role models 
who can introduce Native American kids 

to the daunting, white-dominated world of 
adventure sports fills a huge need. In fact, 
he was in the midst of starting something 
similar when his wife, who was Southern 
Ute, died in 2009, indefinitely grounding 
the project. With the exception of a South-
west Conservation Corps group called An-
cestral Lands, which combines recreation 
with environmental service projects, there 
are few, if any, remaining projects in the 
Southwest that connect Native Americans 
with outdoor sports. Nikki Cooley ran a 
Native American River Guide Training, 
which certified some 50 raft guides to lead 
river trips through landscapes to which 
they have cultural ties, but that program 
fizzled out after she had children. 

Masayesva is picking up the reins. In 
September 2014, he launched Adventures 
for Hopi. In 2015, it won a $10,000 grant 
from Keen footwear, which he used to buy 
gear and train a few guides. But the first 
year was a flop. He tried to entice kids with 
pictures of himself and other Hopi rap-
pelling off cliffs. “And parents were like, 
‘You’re going to do what with my kids?’ ”

This year, he promoted more ap-
proachable activities and is excited about 
the interest they’ve received. He’s run-
ning outdoor summer school programs, 
facilitating parent-child climbing days, 
and leading a weeklong kayaking trip on 
Lake Powell. Students can participate for 
free in exchange for community service on 
the reservation. And after two years, Ma-
sayesva is finally writing himself his first 
paycheck, though his guides have been 
paid all along. 

Masayesva’s programs also include 
cultural components, biology lessons and 
job skills training. His goals are lofty: not 
to just get kids outside, but to incorpo-
rate outdoor recreation into reservation 
culture, sparking economic development. 
Adventures for Hopi is “just the seed for 
a much bigger vision that Marshall has,” 
says Hotchkiss. “I’m pretty sure he’s a 
 superhero.” 
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Marshall Masayesva 
and Adventures for 
Hopi sta� train in 
kayak maneuvering in 
Clear Creek, Arizona, 
with gear funded by a 
Keen grant.  COURTESY 

MARSHALL MASAYESVA/

ADVENTURES FOR HOPI

The original outdoor badasses
One man’s vision to bring outdoor recreation back to  

people who helped pioneer it
BY KRISTA LANGLOIS

“
”

The Ancestral 
Puebloans were 
amazing climbers. 
Native Alaskans 
made some of the 
first kayaks. It’s 
not that we can’t 
do this.

—Marshall Masayesva, 
Adventures for Hopi founder
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José González, second 
from le�, takes a walk 
with Latino students at 
California’s Humboldt 
State University. 
HUMBOLDT STATE UNIVERSITY

Everyone is jammed into a yellow school 
bus, chattering in anticipation of a 

planned snowshoe outing at Snoqualmie 
Pass, some 40 minutes outside Seattle. 
Joe Camacho, an educator and one of the 
trip leaders, begins an orientation, hold-
ing up a pair of gaiters. The coverings are 
zipped together for storage in a way that, 
to beginning outdoor recreationists, looks 
like gear fitted for a giant.

“These,” Camacho says, “are for keep-
ing snow out of your pants.”

Someone whispers in Camacho’s ear.
“Oh, these,” he amends, “are for keep-

ing snow out of your boots.”
There’s laughter all around. The 

laughter continues throughout the morn-
ing and into the afternoon, as the inter-
generational group cavorts in the wintry 
wonderland. This could be a scene from 
any number of introductory outdoor recre-
ation expeditions taking place across the 
country every year, but there is a major 
difference: All the people in this bus going 
up and down are brown, brown, brown, 
and the snacks being passed around in-
clude pan dulce and Mexican candies.

This is the brave new world that José 
González imagined three years ago. Back 
then, he was looking for a movement, not 
trying to start one. He’d performed an in-
ternet search for “Latinos” and “outdoors,” 
and found nothing. So González started 
a Facebook page that begat a blog that, 
in the last year, has started to look a lot 
more like a movement to inspire recre-
ation, stewardship and education in the 
outdoors, where his community is under-
represented.

Today, Latino Outdoors has a presence 
in 14 states, including up and down Cali-
fornia, the first large state in which Lati-
nos have overtaken whites as the largest 
ethnic group. Like that population, Latino 
Outdoors is growing at light-speed; last 

year, its team of 42 volunteers and two 
fulltime employees led or collaborated on 
some 80 outdoor outings, coast to coast.

Buoyed by new grants and publicity, 
Latino Outdoors has a full plate of proj-
ects ahead: It soon will experiment with 
a membership program, build regional 
coalitions with partner organizations, nail 
down its own nonprofit status and take a 
role in the My Brother’s Keeper Initiative, 
launched by the White House to offer job 
training, mentorships and educational op-
portunities to struggling boys and young 
men of color.

And so it is that the man who never 
intended to start an organization now has 
his own unofficial executive assistant, 
who shapes González’s frenetic schedule 
while learning the ropes of the job.

González and Latino Outdoors are rid-
ing a great wave of self-examination 

in the outdoors and conservation sectors. 
There is a growing understanding that, 
without the support and leadership of 
the soon-to-be non-white majority in this 
country, the public lands –– where much 
of the nation’s outdoor recreation takes 
place –– will be more vulnerable to priva-
tization and development, and addressing 
existential issues, such as climate change, 
will become impossible. 

The building blocks already are in 
place. Latinos, the largest ethnic group in 
the U.S., already spend more per capita 
on outdoor gear than any racial group, in-
cluding whites, according to the Outdoor 
Industry Association’s ConsumerVue re-
search. They also have a deep attachment 
to the public lands: A 2016 poll in Western 
states by the Colorado College State of the 
Rockies Project found that 84 percent of 
Latinos consider issues involving public 
lands, waters and wildlife as important 
as the economy, health care and educa-

tion when deciding whether to support 
an elected public official, and 65 percent 
oppose giving state governments control 
over federal lands. 

This energy has spawned dozens of 
Latino-led groups and programs over the 
past few years. González, 34, was greatly 
influenced by Hugo Morales, the founder 
of the ground-breaking nonprofit network 
Radio Bilingue, often referred to as the 
“Latino NPR.” Under a Butler Koshland 
fellowship, González trailed and quizzed 
Morales for a year, accessed his mentor’s 
connections and honed his own ideas 
around reconnecting Latinos to nature. 
That time also led him to the people — Me-
lissa Avery, Lesly Caballero and Eduardo 
Gonzalez — who would become the core of 
his organization. González has picked up 
a fundamental philosophy from these re-
lationships: “Whatever social capital that 
I build, and whatever privileges I acquire, 
I want to be able to use to get other people 
where they want to go.”

They’ll have to go fast, just to catch a 
burn off González’s exhaust. These days he 
brandishes the hashtag, #whereisjose, on 
social media, just so his followers can keep 
up with his ever-shifting locations. One 
minute he’s shaking hands with President 
Barack Obama in the White House, the 
next he’s on the road organizing new affili-
ates or on the trail with Interior Secretary 
Sally Jewell at one of the country’s new-
est national monuments, Berryessa Snow 
Mountain in California, for which González 
and Latino Outdoors helped advocate.

On a recent warm, hazy day, González 
once again is kicking up a cloud of dust, 

this time in the Sonoran Desert, southwest 
of Tucson. He is behind the wheel, en route 
to the Kitt Peak National Observatory, tell-
ing a story he’s rarely told anyone —that, 
during high school, he discovered that he 

A new kind of  
outdoor group outdoor group

Tapping into Latinos’ passion for nature
BY GLENN NELSON

84 percent 
of Latinos 

consider issues 
involving public 

lands, waters 
and wildlife as 

important as 
the economy, 

health care and 
education when 

deciding whether 
to support an 
elected public 

official.



was an undocumented immigrant. Mid-
tale, González says, matter-of-factly, “Looks 
like a checkpoint coming up.”

Confused, I ask, “Checkpoint?”
“Border Patrol,” González explains.
“But we’re not anywhere near the bor-

der,” I point out.
Claudio Rodriguez and his wife, Nelda 

Ruiz, are community activists in Tucson 
and seated in the back of the car. “The 
border is coming to us,” Rodriguez says.

We stop, are questioned by men in uni-
form about our citizenship status, then 
waved on. I cannot easily shake what feels 
like a profound violation. I learn later that 
the Border Patrol operates fixed check-
points within a 100-mile zone of land 
and coastal borders, exercising what the 
American Civil Liberties Union consid-
ers “extra-Constitutional powers.” About 
two-thirds of the U.S. population resides 
in that zone. This fact startles me, but ev-
eryone else in the car shrugs and tells of 
other stops far more eventful than this. 
For González, the enforced separation of 
immigrants from this land deeply informs 
his work to reconnect Latino communities 
to the natural world.

And it mirrors his own family his-
tory. He was born José Guadalupe Adonis 
González Rosales in the mountain town 
of Amatlan de Cañas in the southwestern 
Mexican state of Nayarit. His grandfa-
ther made churros there. His father did 
migrant cannery work in the U.S., and 
González, his mother and siblings moved 
frequently between Mexico and the U.S. 
before permanently relocating to Turlock, 
California, when he was 9. González was a 
straight-A high school student with great 
expectations for college. But one day, a 
teacher who was helping him apply for a 
college-credit course asked for his Social 
Security number, and, much to his sur-
prise, he learned that he didn’t have one. 
His father had missed a deadline for sub-
mitting documentation, so González was 
technically in the country illegally, and 
had been for years.

“It put into question everything I had 
done,” he says.

Later, when González was on the cusp 
of gaining his naturalized citizenship, he 
had, he says, “a moment of hesitation.” As 
much as he was inclined to celebrate what 
he was about to gain, he also mourned 
what he was about to lose — the sense 
of belonging to the best of two different 
worlds and the ability to move freely be-
tween them. González filled that loss by 
applying what he refers to as his “ambi-
cultural” nature to what was beginning 
to emerge as his calling. He became so 
enchanted with environmental causes at 
the University of California, Davis, that 
his M.E.Ch.A. (Movimiento Estudiantil 
Chicana/o de Aztlan) group dubbed him 
“Green Chicano,” a handle he continues 
to use on social media. While earning his 
teaching certificate, he worked two sum-

mers in a California Mini-Corps program 
in which aspiring teachers with migrant 
backgrounds provide outdoor education 
for migrant children.

As much as González enjoyed teach-
ing, he yearned to make a bigger impact, 
and the outdoor arena beckoned. After 
he earned a master’s degree at the Uni-
versity of Michigan’s School of Natural 
Resources and Environment, González 
received a grant to take a group on an out-
ing to Point Reyes National Seashore in 
Northern California. The trip was not only 
a success, he realized, but proof of concept 
for Latino Outdoors. Alicia Cruz, who 
helped organize the outing, became that 
region’s Latino Outdoors “ambassador,” 
part of what now is a nationwide network 
of trip leaders and organizers.

González says he didn’t fully grasp the 
traction he was gaining until a seem-

ing failure boomeranged back as a sign of 
success. While putting Latino Outdoors 
into place, he applied for a community 
outreach job at Redwoods National Park, 
but never heard back. Months later, some-
one from the park did call him — not to 

offer a job, but to seek his advice as the 
founder of Latino Outdoors on how to en-
gage local communities.

This story is not recounted by 
González with any obvious relish. That’s 
not his way; he exudes a thoughtful, Zen-
like quality. I ask if he gets angry, and he 
replies that it has happened three times 
in his life — once when he threw a bicycle 

at someone and twice at the end of rela-
tionships. He has a quiet intensity that 
can, at times, come across as chillingly 
authoritative.

“At first, I was intimidated because 
he was so soft-spoken,” says Graciela Ca-
bello, Latino Outdoor’s national director 
and first paid employee. “But I’ve found 
him to be much more playful than I first 
interpreted.” 

Cabello says they are in constant pur-
suit of laughs, just to buffer themselves 
from the chaotic challenges of rapid 
growth. She and board president Richard 
Rojas Sr. are working on nonprofit status 
for the organization, which is forming its 
strategic plan with the aid of the Rivers, 
Trails, Conservation Assistance (RTCA) 
program, an arm of the National Park Ser-
vice that supports community-led outdoor 
projects. Latino Outdoors last year helped 
form the Latino Conservation Alliance 
with Green Latinos, HECHO, Hispanic 
Federation, Hispanic Access Foundation 
and La Madre Tierra. 

José González sits peacefully in the 
eye of the storm he’s conjured. He talks 
frequently about how the outdoors can 

speak for itself and about how being out-
doors helps his community stand up and 
be counted.

“Estamos aquí” is the message, Gon-
zalez says. It’s a declaration Latinos are 
making, more and more, while stepping off 
yellow buses and other modes of transport 
onto slopes, beaches and peaks across the 
country: “We are here.”  
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A Latino Outdoors 
hike on Matt Davis 
Trail in Mount 
Tamalpais State Park, 
California.
PAUL MYERS / GOLDEN GATE
NATIONAL PARKS CONSERVANCY
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During the past three years, Teresa Baker 
of Martinez, California, has organized 
some major events in the movement to 
promote diversity in the outdoors: The 
African American National Parks Event, 
the Buffalo Soldiers Trail Retracing, the 
Muir Campfire Discussion on Diversity, 
Relevancy and Inclusion in Outdoor 
Organizations, and the convening on 
Cultural Relevancy and Inclusion in 
Outdoor Organizations.

Recently featured as one of Patagonia’s 
Women Active Activists, Baker launched 
her latest brainchild in May to urge wom-
en to take to the trails, solo or in groups. 
“Hike Like a Girl” follows Baker’s usual 
formula: Working with partner organi-
zations, she encourages people to engage 
in outdoor activities on a certain day (or 
days), then record and post on social me-
dia to raise awareness. HCN contributing 
editor Glenn Nelson recently caught up 
with Baker. 

High Country News How 
did you get started in 
the outdoors?

Teresa Baker I was the 
only girl in a family 
of eight boys and was 
determined not to be 
outdone by anything 
my brothers did. So 
when they went hiking, 
I went hiking; when 
they played basketball, 
I played basketball. 
When they and the oth-
er guys in the neighbor-
hood would talk trash 

about how girls weren’t capable of keep-
ing up with guys, I’d prove them wrong. 
That’s where my love of the outdoors be-
gan. We lived directly across from a city 
park, so every day we were outdoors with 
other neighborhood kids, playing every 
sport imaginable, but my favorite by far 
was hiking.

In 1978, my mother made me join the 
Girls Club, which I fought tooth and nail. 
I didn’t want to be around a bunch of girls 
who would probably not embrace my love 
of the outdoors. I was only partially right. 
In the summer of 1979, we went to Yo-
semite National Park for my first official 
camping trip. That was it for me; I fell in 
love with Yosemite and have remained so 
to this very day.

HCN What inspired you to start the African 
American National Park Event?

TB On one of my Yosemite visits in 2012, 
I started to take notice of how many 
African-Americans I encountered. At the 
end of my second day in the park, I had 
not seen one other African-American. I 
started to research people of color in our 
national parks — not just visitation, but 
in the makeup of the National Park Ser-
vice. The lack of diversity was surprising 
because I had never really paid much at-
tention to it. The next year, I created an 
event to encourage African-American 
communities across the country to get 
outdoors in a national park site during 
the month of June. The larger concern is 
that if we don’t start creating welcoming 
environments in the outdoors for people 
of color, in 20 years when the majority 
demographic in this country is black and 
brown faces, no one will be around to care 
about these open spaces. That’s the ur-
gency of this issue.

HCN How did you come up with Hike Like 
a Girl?

TB I wrote about solo hiking as a woman 
in my blog, African American Explora-
tions. Women from across the country 
reached out to me about the article, ex-
pressing their desire to do solo hikes. 
They just needed a push to get beyond 
their fears. So I put together this cam-
paign to inspire women to get out on the 
trails for their first solo hike, or to hike 
with friends and family. There is power 

in numbers and the psychological effect 
knowing that other women across the 
country also are hiking in support of one 
another is huge. For me, hiking solo is 
where it’s at. There are no lengthy con-
versations to take your concentration off 
the road ahead, so you notice every little 
detail and every little sound. It’s magi-
cal. It’s a connection that you miss when 
you’re hiking in a crowd. 

HCN What’s your assessment of where we 
are in this work?

TB I think we are making strides in our 
efforts to engage communities of color in 
outdoor spaces. It will take our collective 
efforts to continue the progress we have 
started. The National Park Service, the 
U.S. Forest Service, the various outdoor 
organizations and community organiza-
tions will need to make this a priority. 
Mainstream outdoor retailers really need 
to step up — we need to start seeing faces 
of color in their advertisements and in 
their stores. It’s important to not only hear 
from retailers that diversity is important, 
but we need to see it in the work they do to 
demonstrate it. Once we begin to see black 
and brown faces regularly atop billboards 
for athletic clothing and equipment, that 
will send the message that every face 
matters, every voice matters, and we can 
finally put to rest the falsehood that peo-
ple of color are not relevant forces in the 
 outdoors.  

Teresa Baker, a blogger 
and activist who 

encourages women 
and people of color to 
explore the outdoors.

COURTESY PATAGONIA

Diversity in the outdoors, one hashtag at a time
A conversation with Teresa Baker

BY GLENN NELSON

“
”

If we don’t start creating 
welcoming environments in the 
outdoors for people of color, 
in 20 years when the majority 
demographic in this country is 
black and brown faces, no one 
will be around to care about 
these open spaces.



S tacy Bare came home from Iraq in 
2007 with a traumatic brain in-

jury and post-traumatic stress, unsure 
of where he fit into the world, and un-
moored without the military. Liquor and 
cocaine seemed the best means of coping, 
and he often thought of suicide, until a 
fellow Army vet took him rock climbing 
in Colorado. On a vast slab of sandstone, 
legs trembling and heart pounding, Bare 
found the relief that had eluded him. 
“I’d be dead or in jail without climbing,” 
he says. “The outdoors gave me my life 
back.”

Bare, who is 37 and stands 6-foot-
7, cuts an impressive figure; with his 
shaved head and unruly beard, he has 
since become perhaps the most prominent 
voice for taking veterans outside, to hang 
out and heal. He co-founded Veteran Ex-
peditions, which runs climbing, rafting, 
fly-fishing and mountain-biking trips, 
and he now directs the Sierra Club’s out-
door recreation programs. And his focus 
has broadened to include environmental 
stewardship. He sees conservation as an 
ideal fit for veterans, a continuation of 
their oath to protect and defend the coun-
try. “Country is both the concept of our 
nation as well as the physical country,” 
he says. “Tell me what I fought for, if it 
wasn’t public lands, clean air and clean 
water?”

His thinking began to change a few 
years ago when he took several veterans 
and their families hiking in the moun-
tains in southern New Mexico. Many 
hadn’t spent much time deep in nature, 
and they reveled in the experience. The 
area, which President Barack Obama 
would designate as the Organ Moun-
tains-Desert Peaks National Monument 
in 2014, wasn’t yet protected. How would 
people have these moments, Bare won-
dered, if the open spaces that made them 
possible disappeared? “The only way this 
works is if we have public land,” Bare 
says. He enjoys challenging politicians 
who don’t support conservation or who 
decry federal land ownership: “You sent 
me to war, and now you’re trying to take 
away that which has healed me? How 
was I supposed to get better if it wasn’t 
for public lands?”

Bare traces his lineage for this ad-
vocacy to what he calls the first veteran 
outing, when naturalist John Muir took 
President Theodore Roosevelt, a veteran 
of the Spanish-American War, on a three-
day trip into Yosemite National Park in 
1903. That outing brought greater federal 
protection of the area and deepened Roos-

evelt’s commitment to conservation.
The connection between soldiers and 

the land they defend is deeply rooted. 
During the Revolutionary and Civil wars, 
they often fought for the very ground on 
which their houses stood. (Bare has an 
ancestor who fought with the Marquis de 
Lafayette in the Revolutionary War and 
was paid for his service with a piece of 
land near Pennsylvania’s Allegheny Riv-
er.) But war veterans have also played key 
roles in conservation. David Brower, who 
led the Sierra Club 
from 1952 to 1969 and 
later founded Friends 
of the Earth, fought in 
Italy in World War II 
with the Army’s 10th 
Mountain Division. 
He and Martin Litton, 
a glider pilot in World 
War II, helped stop the 
Bureau of Reclama-
tion from building two 
dams on the Colorado 
River that would have 
flooded parts of the 
Grand Canyon. Paul 
Petzoldt, another 10th 
Mountain veteran, 
founded the National 
Outdoor Leadership 
School in 1965, and 
Tom Bell, who flew 
raids over Germany as 
a B-24 bombardier and 
nearly lost an eye to 
anti-aircraft shrapnel, 
started High Country 
News in 1970s.

In these lives, and 
in the work of vet-
eran conservationists 
today, Bare charts 
a clear through-line 
of service to country. 
“Land stewardship is 
a patriotic value,” he 
says. “That’s the kind 
of deep, steady patrio-
tism that this country 
needs. Not the flashy, 
fiery outbursts.

“The ideals we’ve 
espoused in the Decla-
ration of Independence 
and the Constitution 
haven’t always met up 
with the ideals we’ve 
lived,” he adds, “but in 
our public lands there 
is a physical embodi-

ment of those ideals.”
Bare knows this view of conservation 

can be slow to catch on with veterans who 
may not have camped or hiked since their 
days in uniform. A few weeks ago, Bare 
took a veteran on a Sierra Club outing 
in the forests of central Pennsylvania. 
The man had not left Philadelphia since 
he returned from Vietnam. “If I tell that 
guy, right away, ‘Hey, man, you fought for 
Yellowstone,’ he’s going to say, ‘I fought to 
survive, and I’ve been home since 1972 
fighting to survive.’ ” 

By the end of the weekend, though, 
the man had drawn his own conclusions 
regarding the power of the outdoors. “Had 
I known that was there,” he told Bare as 
they left the forest, “had I had a buddy 
who took me out there a little bit earlier, 
my life would have been different.” 
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Stacy Bare, an Iraq 
War veteran who has 
found solace and relief 
from PTSD through 
outdoor adventure 
and conservation, 
on an outing in the 
Beartooth Mountains 
to look at the impacts 
of climate change on 
whitebark pines.
RICK MEADE

Warriors for the wild
Stacy Bare sees a role for veterans in conservation

BY BRIAN MOCKENHAUPT

“ ”
Tell me what I fought for, if it 
wasn’t public lands, clean air 
and clean water?
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Paonia, Colorado, home of High 
Country News, has been in the 
middle of a heat wave, with 
temperatures lurking around 90 
degrees for far too long. We’re 
looking forward to skipping an 
issue, per our usual schedule, 
and will see you again in July!

Despite the heat, Claire 
Goodis-Baker and Lynell Kyser 
of Denver stopped by the office 
(where, fortunately, it was much 
cooler). The pair, with their cute 
pups Maya and Tigger in tow, 
scoped out HCN’s local stomp-
ing grounds before coming by 
to say hello. Claire and Lynell, 
both retiring soon, are consider-
ing settling in the area. Thanks 
for coming by! 

This month, we’re saying 
farewell with a heavy heart to 
a longtime friend and former 
board member: Bill Mitchell, who 
passed away May 25. Bill served 
as HCN board president from 
2004 to 2006, and, as Executive 
Director Paul Larmer recalls, “al-
ways brought his curious mind, 
his decency and his sense of 
humor to the meetings. I always 
felt more capable and calm hav-
ing Bill by my side.”

Bill was an organizer, 
who in the mid-1980s helped 
start the Military Production 
Network, a group dedicated 
to closing and cleaning up the 
nation’s nuclear weapons facili-
ties. Colleague Bob Schaeffer 
recalls Bill’s “fidelity to the 
principles of democracy,” as he 
pulled together activists around 
the country. Though he was the 
organization’s strategic leader 
and chief fundraiser, “the micro-
phone was in the hands of the 
leaders and activists who were 
from the communities where 
the nuclear weapons plants 
were located,” Schaeffer says. 
“Bill Mitchell never put himself 
out front.”

Current board member 
Bob Fulkerson, who directs the 
Progressive Leadership Alli-
ance of Nevada, says Bill “was 
responsible for getting our first 
big grant in 1986 to work on 
nuclear weapons and waste, 
and it’s likely our fight against 
Yucca Mountain would have 
turned out differently but for 
his garnering national support 

for our work.”
Through the 1990s and 

early 2000s, Bill was a program 
officer for the Seattle-based 
Brainerd Foundation, where 
he helped numerous grassroots 
conservation groups, especially 
those fighting and coping with 
mining pollution. He also had 
his eye on the health of the en-
vironmental community itself. 
Fulkerson says Bill was “the 
first white man I ever heard 
talk about the imperative of 
addressing race and racism in 
progressive organizing. He dem-
onstrated how white men with 
privilege can grow, can listen, 
can move from aspirational to 
true allies.”

We will miss you, Bill. 

A few corrections: Our 
May 30 “Cats along the border 
story” stated that a loophole 
allows ranchers in Mexico to kill 
jaguars that prey on livestock. 
In fact, it has been a federal of-
fense to kill a jaguar in Mex-
ico since 1987. Nevertheless, 
enforcement and prosecutions 
are rare, and several cats are 
lost each year to ranchers who 
suspect them of killing cattle. 
In the same issue, in our story 
“Under Water,” San Francisco 
County residents, not Bay Area 
residents, have voted against 
draining Hetch Hetchy. The 
proposal has not yet gone to a 
statewide vote. And from that 
issue’s Dear Friends, we mis-
takenly located the conservation 
organization Pronatura Noro-
este as being in New Mexico. It 
is in Mexico. Our apologies.

—Paige Blankenbuehler,  
for the staff 
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Myron Hess | Austin, TX
Gloria & Larry Hill | Nashville, AR
Ron Hill | Batavia, OH
John Hollow | Helena, MT
Robert Jacobs | Holyoke, CO
Curtis Johnson | Green River, WY
Ada Jones | Grand Junction, CO
Gary Keimig | Estes Park, CO
Steve Kellar | St. Helens, OR
Kathryn J.M. Kemper | Seattle, WA
Barbara & Toby King | Bellingham, WA
George & Elizabeth Ledbetter | Chadron, NE
Marc Levesque | Silver City, NM
Susan Lund | Montrose, CO
Tony Lyon | Rifle, CO
Tom & Barb MacGillivray | Windsor, CO
Chuck Mark | Salmon, ID
Marianne & Hal Marshall | Los Alamos, NM
Mary McBee | Tama, IA
Steve McLaughlin | Corvallis, OR
Ann Meisel | Denver, CO
Charles Moore | Carbondale, CO
James W. Nollenberger | Hotchkiss, CO
Curtis K. Oberhansly | Boulder, UT
Orient Land Trust | Villa Grove, CO
Lee Overton | Paonia, CO

Jim & Cyndi Pardikes | Hartsel, CO
Rebecca Patton | Palo Alto, CA
Harold Piel | Boise, ID
Vida S. Piera | Fox Island, WA
Norm Rasulis | Fort Collins, CO
H.R. & Nancy Rex | Fairlawn, OH
Barbara Rhodes | Springdale, UT
Paul Richardson | Los Alamos, NM
Ann Risvold | Marysville, WA
Harold Sears & Peggy Riedesel |  
Salt Lake City, UT
Patricia Sharpe | Santa Fe, NM
Garrett & Julie Smith | Tucson, AZ
Pat Smith | Berkeley, CA
William & Diane Stahly | Bend, OR
Rodger Steen | Steamboat Springs, CO
Mike Stillman | Chicago, IL
Mary Lou Stofer | Missoula, MT
Larry Swanson | Salt Lake City, UT
Carolyn Taylor | Paonia, CO
Harry Taylor | Wheat Ridge, CO
Diane Verna & Jeff Jung | Alta, WY
Mr. & Mrs. Joe Vindish | Clovis, CA
Peter & MarySue Waser | Lafayette, IN
Dan & Mandy Weber | Colorado Springs, CO
Merida & Joseph Wexler | Albuquerque, NM
Rick & Liz Wheelock | Ignacio, CO
David Wicks | Silver Cliff, CO
Steve Willer | Grass Valley, CA
Dick Williams | Kansas City, MO
Jeff Winslow | Portland, OR
Kent Winterholler | Park City, UT
Dave Wise | Denver, CO

Monument Valley, Arizona, left: This is one of the last picnic tables in Monument Valley. 
The rest were demolished so that a hotel overlooking the valley could be built. White Sands 
National Monument, New Mexico: The picnic tables there are iconic, straight out of the ’60s, 
and the landscape is like no place else on earth. RYANN FORD

 

THE LAST STOP: VANISHING REST STOPS OF THE AMERICAN ROADSIDE, By Ryann Ford
173 pages, hardcover, $45. Powerhouse Books, 2016

Rest areas offer travelers much more than toilets and picnic tables, says photographer Ryann 
Ford. Along desolate stretches of highway, they’ve provided relief, hospitality and nostalgia 
for well over half a century. But they’re disappearing, replaced by monstrous commercial travel 
centers and fast-food chains. Ford’s new book, The Last Stop, which she funded through an 
online crowdfunding campaign and completed after many road trips with her mother, is filled 
with photos of the roadside relics still scattered across the U.S. — from tepees in Texas to rickety 
benches in the Salt Flats and sun-bleached shelters in the Nevada desert. As historian Joanna 
Dowling writes in the introduction, “The roadside has been a place of connection, a place of 
pause, where the experience of the landscape becomes more important than moving beyond it.” 
LYNDSEY GILPIN

A skipped issue, and  
a farewell to Bill Mitchell

Former HCN board member  
Bill Mitchell. PAUL LARMER

http://www.hcn.org
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During my previous life as a sportswriter, an NBA 
player once made me wait for an arranged interview 
while he horsed around with ball boys in front of his 
locker. After a long spell of this, he grew bored and 

finally turned to me.
“I don’t talk to no f---ing white boys,” the player said.
“What if I’m not white?” I replied.
“Then what are you?” he asked.
“Japanese,” I answered.
“I don’t talk to no f---ing Japs neither,” he said.
I wouldn’t have admitted it to that player, but there is a part 

of me that is white. But I rejected most of it long ago. Except 
for the place my father fills, my whiteness has been replaced 
by the rest of me: The son of a Japanese immigrant, the father 
of two daughters more multiracial than I am, the husband of a 
daughter of South American immigrants, the uncle of a Korean 
adoptee. I’m also a journalist who has received death threats 
— among them: “If you love Japan so much, we’re happy to 
send you back in a pine box.” That’s because in the 1990s I sup-
ported a Muslim basketball player who refused to stand for the 
national anthem because of the way his people, and mine, were 
oppressed in this country.

I’m also male and a baby boomer. I have a white name. 
When I tell people I have a Japanese parent, you’d be surprised 
by how many ask me which one. 

Being multiracial has given me a chameleonic nature, mak-
ing it mostly easy to move between races. Still, sometimes I feel 
like I’m perpetually stuck between here and there, my in-be-
tweenness both my paradox and my identity. Sometimes people 

don’t know what to make of me, or in what language to address 
me; occasionally, they think they know me because I look a bit 
like everybody. Sometimes I get let in on unpleasant secrets, as 
when I inquired at city hall in the coal-mining town of Benham, 
Kentucky, about the childhood neighborhood of its most promi-
nent citizen, Bernie Bickerstaff, an African-American NBA 
coach. “You’re looking for N-----town,” I was told with staggering 
nonchalance.

Ted Turner once hired me to write his autobiography and 
flew me to his ranch in Montana. There, I stood in the middle of 
the continent’s largest bison herd as it wandered through what 
was essentially Turner’s front yard. Turner screamed at me to 
run for the house: “Those f---ers will kill you!” But what I re-
member most was what he told Jane Fonda, whom he’d recently 
started dating. Although I was at the opposite end of Turner’s 
ranch house, I could hear him, in full Mouth of the South mode, 
tell her on the phone, “I have Glenn Nelson over here. You’d love 
him; he’s eth-neek.”

 
I’VE ALWAYS IDENTIFIED AS JAPANESE OR ASIAN-AMERICAN. For 
most of my life, I thought I did so because of my mother. And 
when Samurai movies or sushi or even reliable, fuel-efficient 
cars became vogue in the U.S., it was cool to be Japanese. But 
the gritty core of my identity was forged long before that, when 
my parents, Chiyoko Abe and Scott Nelson, started courting in 
Niigata, in snow country on the northern part of the Japanese 
main island of Honshu. My father was stationed there with the 
U.S. Air Force during the Korean War.

When my parents decided to marry, my father had to secure 

A multiracial 
sports writer 
pivots into 
the world of 
the outdoors
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taken on Mount 
Rainier.
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permission from the Air Force. That meant my mother had to 
undergo a background check. There also were medical exams 
and meetings with a chaplain. The process became even more 
protracted when my father wrote his mother to reveal his plans 
to marry a Japanese woman. Alarmed — this was the ’50s, 
remember — she telegraphed my father’s commanding officer. 
That’s how my father came to be re-assigned to Sado Island 
for seven months, to “think things over.” Sado is so remote 
that, throughout Japanese history, it was a place to which the 
enemies of ruling clans were exiled. My father emerged from his 
own exile still resolute. This year, my parents celebrated their 
60th wedding anniversary.

Early in those 60 years, people called my mother a “dirty 
Jap” in public. More than once I tried to scrub the “dirty” color 
out of my own skin. I remember the underlying hostility with 
which the other women in my father’s life treated my mother. 
She endured it, per cultural prescription, and eventually 
forgave my grandmother and aunt, both of whom have since 
passed. I never came to grips with that. If you’re Asian, you 
have a dichotomous outlook that maybe only your Catholic 
and Jewish friends recognize: The guilt you feel about doing 
something wrong, but the shame you feel when it is you who 
have been wronged. It’s often hard to distinguish the two. So 
I’ve come to understand that, even as I have embraced being 
Japanese, I have deliberately rejected being white because of 
the guilt over what my white family did to my Japanese mother, 
and the shame I still feel over watching it happen.

 
SOMETIMES I IMAGINE TEDDY ROOSEVELT AND JOHN MUIR at 
the top of Glacier Point in Yosemite National Park, discussing 
the preservation of wild places, but never imagining someone 
like me at any of them. I imagine a different Roosevelt signing 
Executive Order 9066, sending people like me to wild places for 
the preservation of a national identity — an identity that, well 
past World War II, dealt people of Japanese descent out of the 
equation. I imagine another president signing another law that 
excludes the Chinese in my daughters.

I also imagine, in two or so decades, belonging to a nonwhite 
majority whose ancestors were hanged from trees, forced to 
labor in fields, or, if not slaughtered outright, forcibly relocated 
from the best wild lands to the worst. I imagine that nonwhite 
majority deciding that it doesn’t give a frack about fracking, a 
crap about climate change, or even rubbing two sticks together 
to spark an environmental revolution. I imagine “the planet” 
appearing as an alien construct, the white man’s conceit, and 
not ours to save.

Then I imagine my children and my children’s children — 
those multiracial, multicultural generations — not understand-
ing why we allowed it all to just burn, baby, burn.

And so I imagine changing the picture, before it’s too late.
If I rewind to my youth, the picture improves in some ways.  

I think of early mornings fishing with my mom and dad, days 
on trails and shores, and nights in sleeping bags under stars. 
My father was my scoutmaster at Troop 14 in Seattle. That is 
where I met one of my oldest friends, Gordon McHenry, Jr., who 
is African-American and now the head of a prominent anti-pov-
erty organization. Our fathers liked to walk and take pictures, 
and I now follow in their footsteps. My brother, Mike, also was a 
Boy Scout, as was Gordon’s brother, Eric. And there were other 
black, Asian and Native kids in Troop 14. Being a person of 
color in the outdoors seemed perfectly normal.

College was where I first began to understand that people 
like us were outliers. At Seattle University, Gordon and I practi-
cally dragged our classmates of color outside. We endured the 
nervous tension in car rides to what our friends called “the 
woods,” whether or not trees were present. Someone inevitably 
joked about being lynched. David Black, who actually is black, 

would hum the theme from Deliverance, which instantly regis-
tered as the racist national anthem. This outlook was alien to 
me — the fear and loathing expressed by brothers from another 
planet.

But I came to understand that the planet where race is such 
a persistent touchstone is my planet, too. I did my graduate 
work in American government at Columbia University, where 
I studied under Charles V. Hamilton, co-author of the seminal 
1967 book Black Power: The Politics of Liberation. I frequently 
went to Harlem, to do research at the Amsterdam News offices 
and election archives. And I stayed connected to one of my life’s 
passions — basketball. Some would say I double-majored in 
hoops because I spent so much time in the gym with cats from 
Harlem like my buddy, Jesus (who, when I asked his last name, 
told me, “The Messiah”). I went to Madison Square Garden to 
watch an all-black NBA team that was pretty overtly referred 

Sometimes I imagine Teddy Roosevelt and John Muir at the top of Glacier Point in Yosemite National Park,   
                                    discussing the preservation of wild places, but never imagining someone like me at any of them.

Glenn Nelson, far 
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for the Seattle 
SuperSonics Jack 
Sikma, above. 
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to as the “N-----bockers.” On a student’s budget, I bought 
upper-level tickets, with plans to move closer to the court as the 
arena’s crowd inevitably thinned. In the upper reaches, drugs 
were hawked like sodas and hot dogs. A dealer once thrust a 
joint in my face and claimed, “I got the shit that killed Bruce 
Lee” — an attention-grabbing declaration to someone who hails 
from Seattle, where Lee is buried.

Then I got an offer to work for The Seattle Times, a news-
paper I once delivered to finance tickets for the SuperSonics. It 
was a no-brainer; my high-school yearbook contains entries like, 
“Looking forward to reading your Sonic stories in the Seattle 
Times.” And, as much as my Columbia classmates gave me the 
Bronx cheer for “selling out,” my study of race in America actu-
ally accelerated in the sports arena.

In sports, it rarely mattered that I wasn’t white. At times, 
it was a virtue. Then considered too black and a “drug league,” 
the NBA served my interests by opening up to the media and 
reshaping itself as the purview of captivating individuals. In 
the back of team buses, I talked to Dale Ellis, Xavier McDaniel 
and Nate McMillan about growing up in the South, or Sam 
Perkins and Kevin Williams about life in East Coast inner cit-
ies. Sometimes discussions of black conservative politics took 
place in the front of the bus, over the Wall Street Journal, with 
people like the late Maurice Lucas, with his Enforcer persona 
and teddy bear personality. I once toured East Oakland’s ironi-
cally named gang- and drug-infested High Street with one of 
its favorite sons, Gary Payton, then barely an NBA rookie. A 
few years later, we toured Payton’s multimillion-dollar home in 
the tony hills above Oakland, replete with a bowling alley and 
Asian-styled spa with a retractable roof. 

“Glenn knows what time it is,” Payton once told a journal-
ist competitor of mine, a reference to my “being down” with 
athletes of color and their culture.

I also knew the time in South Korea, one of the only places 
I’ve visited, besides Japan, where my ancestry was instantly 
recognized. I’d fretted about that when I covered the Summer 
Olympics there, given the strained historical relationship 
between the two countries. So I brought gifts and a cool pair of 

sunglasses, both of which delighted the young soldiers who, in 
plain clothes, secured the Olympic Village.

“You are our favorite journalist, even if you are a Japanese,” 
one of them told me, cheerfully.

“But if we ever find a Korean girl in your room,” he added 
ominously, “we will not hesitate to shoot you.”

MY GLOBETROTTING ABATED when, in the late 1990s, I left news-
papering for a thing called the internet. The web was liberating. 
I was a words guy at The Seattle Times, but soon began using 
audio, video and, most of all, photography to expand my story-
telling repertoire. Developing HoopGurlz, a national website 
dedicated to empowering young women through basketball, I 
believed that women relate to sports more visually than men 
do, so I began carrying cameras in addition to pads and pens.

I left ESPN, to which I sold HoopGurlz in 2008, with a nag-
ging feeling that my success as a photographer was due more 
to my basketball acumen than skill: I knew where to point the 
camera. A friend, Paul Bannick, who is an owl expert, turned 
me on to wildlife photography. Soon I was regularly hiking and 
photographing, mostly in national parks. When my knee got 
repaired, I had to temporarily forego dragging big lenses into 
the field, so I took smaller ones and got hooked on landscape 
photography. This revived my love for the outdoors, which had 
been sparingly nurtured by birding forays and outings with my 
wife, Florangela, and my daughters, Sassia and Mika.

Two years ago, I read a story in The New York Times about 
the lack of diversity in National Park Service visitation. “You’re 
always talking about that!” said my wife, whom I married 
in Tofino, just outside Pacific Rim National Park in British 
Columbia. She suggested I write an op-ed piece about it for the 
Times. It was a good idea, but I reminded her that those pieces 
always end with a biographical line regarding current projects 
— and I didn’t have one yet. Researching the op-ed, I found that 
diversity was a major problem not just for national parks, but 
for the whole outdoors sector, which was overwhelmingly white 
and aging out as the nation’s demographics changed. The issue 
dovetailed neatly with my growing concern for the state of the 
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planet I was leaving my girls. I started The Trail Posse to docu-
ment and encourage diversity and inclusiveness in the outdoors. 

My piece, “Why are our parks so white?” published by The 
New York Times last summer, was a booster rocket for The Trail 
Posse. Thousands of comments, both pro and (some very nasty) 
con, were posted on every web platform of the Times, as well 
as on other social-media channels. My inbox overflowed, and it 
hasn’t stopped since.

My life changed dramatically. I’ve had to surmount other 
barriers — psychological ones. I am afraid of heights, but a little 
over a year ago, I drove myself for the first time ever to Paradise 
in Mount Rainier National Park, elevation 5,400 feet, something 
I would never have done even as a passenger a year earlier. Re-
cently I drove and hiked all over Rocky Mountain National Park, 
though I was glad that Trail Ridge Road, at 12,183 feet, still was 
closed. Last fall, I overcame another fear: public speaking. I pre-
sented before an almost all-white banquet crowd at the National 
Wilderness Workshop in Missoula, Montana, and did another 
talk for a large nonprofit called Forterra at Town Hall in Seattle. 
A few months ago, I partnered with High Country News, which 
has few writers of color, to bolster its efforts to more regularly 
cover race, diversity and inclusion in the outdoors.

I’ve discovered that I’m not alone. I’ve met dozens of people 
who are focused in some way on the connection between diversi-
ty in the outdoors and the mounting environmental crisis. This 
nascent movement inspired us to create the Next 100 Coalition. 
It’s composed of diverse leaders from civil rights, environmental 
justice, conservation and community organizations that have 
called on the Obama administration to take tangible steps 
toward creating an inclusive system of national parks and other 
public lands that reflects, honors and engages all Americans. 

This whirlwind period of my life has reinforced the idea 
that I don’t have to be white to be green. Race and the outdoors 
are tethered concepts for most of my generation; the Civil 
Rights Act and the Wilderness Act both were signed in 1964. 
It’s difficult to comprehend how we ended up in a place so 
disconnected. 

 
I’VE MET WHITE SENIORS on trails who’ve patted me on the head 
for “doing a good job of assimilating,” in essence thanking me 
and other nonwhites not for joining their ranks, but for becom-
ing invisible. “Inclusion isn’t about assimilation,” according to my 
friend Carolyn Finney, author of Black Faces, White Places. In the 
natural world, we call it checking our identities at the trailhead. 
That means we get questioned for hiking in groups, something 
white people apparently find intimidating, though many of us 
do it to feel safer around them. It means having trouble getting 
a permit for a big-enough camping spot because our outdoors 
party, especially if we’re Latino, might comprise all of our familia, 
including our abuelos and other extended members. It means 
getting shushed for socializing on the trail, something I’ve never 
heard anyone do to, say, a chatty group of white female hikers. 
Shoot, inclusion isn’t even about inclusion, which is by definition 
adding something different to an otherwise sameness. It’s about 
embracing — and recognizing — who already belongs.

Growing up, we chided each other to “act your race,” and, 
ever so slowly, we’re giving ourselves permission to do just that. 
It’s been a struggle. One of the more traumatizing incidents of 
my youth was going back to Japan for the first time with my 
mother when I was 16. I was allowed to return to the U.S. only 
if I first renounced my Japanese citizenship, to which I was 
entitled because I was born on a U.S. Air Force base in Tokyo. 
How do you renounce part of yourself? It’s like cutting off a 
body part. Yet people of color have been asked to perform cul-
tural amputation for centuries. I was taught, largely by white 
educators, that being American was celebrating differences 
— which feels in retrospect like celebrating shades of (male) 

whiteness, from St. Patrick to Columbus and all the presidents 
who have their day. Pride — in country, flag and the majority 
culture, whatever that is — is encouraged, unless it’s associated 
with ethnicity, sexual orientation or gender. If we have to keep 
checking all of that at the trailheads, there won’t be space for 
restrooms, drinking fountains or parking.

Because the outdoors remains a largely white domain, it is 
up to white America to invite communities of color in, to enlist 
us as allies. And it needs to happen across the governmental, 
nonprofit and business ecosystem if we are to have a chance at 
retaining our public lands and creating a sustainable planet.

To come for us, white America cannot roll out the same 
tactics it frequently has deployed against us. It cannot continue 
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to portray race as purely black and white. It cannot adopt us, as 
if we were mascots, and, in best “checkboxist” fashion, isolate, 
tokenize and ultimately co-opt us. We’re to be activated, not 
neutralized. People of color need to be at the table, in workforc-
es and budget-line items, to have real power. A group of white 
people can no more decide on its own how best to attract and 
convert people who are not like them than older people can for 
Millennials, or men for women, or straights for LGBTQ. And we 
have to break the cycle of what I call Summer Camp Syndrome, 
where we come together, have a “good talk,” feel connected and 
pledge unending devotion, then go home and allow the senti-
ment to fade into inaction.

 
WHEN DISHEARTENED, I find inspiration from my immigrant 
mother and immigrant mother-in-law. As naturalized citizens, 
they see public lands differently, much like new members of a 
club with “ownership of iconic landscapes” among the benefits. 
My mother-in-law, Ligia, literally wants to cart off parts of “her 
parks” — a rock, leaf or tronquito (branch) — and still gets 
disappointed when I stop her because it’s against the law. The 
mothers help me believe that lost passion for the outdoors is re-
ignitable in those much longer rooted in this country.

As new stewards, we have new outlooks, often unchained 
to custom and convention. Last fall, I spoke at the National 
Wilderness Workshop, whose organizers explained that “wil-
derness” is a higher, more complicated designation than, say, 
national parks, where I’d done most of my work. Because the 
mostly beginner-level audience I am seeking does not need 
additional complexity, I challenged myself to plot an elemen-

tary course from urban dwelling to wilderness. My own home 
provided a starting point.

My wife, Florangela, is a Latina from Los Angeles, whose 
mother is from Colombia and father from Peru. She long has 
loved the sea, but I have encouraged her growing enchantment 
with forests, mountains, rivers and lakes. When we bought our 
first house, I hung a bird feeder from our balcony. We soon had 
regulars, primarily northern flickers. We delighted in them, 
even named them. We took classes to learn how to create native 
habitat, as well as identify other species. We bought a pair of 
binoculars and ventured into local parks, then into state and 
national parks and wildlife refuges. I bought a spotting scope to 
entice my youngest daughter, Mika, who has special needs that 
preclude the use of other optics. We took her older sister, Sassia, 
to Canada to look at snowy owls.

When we left that first house, Florangela wept, distressed 
about the fate of “Flicky” and its family. But we’ve attracted 
northern flickers and many other birds to every place we’ve 
moved. Now, her mother has a vast network of feeders in the 
backyard of her house.

All of that unfolded from a simple act: Stepping outside our 
home and looking into the sky, seeing creatures and patterns 
that now cannot be unseen, the life connecting us thousands of 
miles away to places, even wilderness, and people who share 
our outlook and maybe even look like us.

It’s not a cure for this ailing world. It may not even be a 
saving grace. But it’s something — something that makes me 
believe it doesn’t matter if I’m not white. I still count, and I will 
have my say.  
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Once strictly a 
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especially in national 
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this photograph of 
Yosemite Falls and 
its reflection.
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Christine Fanning
Away from screens and onto the trail
During a ski trip with her family a decade ago, avid kayaker 
and surfer Christine Fanning witnessed a moment that made 
her acutely aware of the growing schism between people and the 
outdoors. Fanning brought her niece to a beginner’s lesson with a 
large group. As they practiced, one young boy fell down sobbing, 
ski poles flailing. “His mother started yelling at the ski instruc-
tor,” she says. “She couldn’t understand why her son wasn’t good 
at skiing. I remember her saying to the instructor, ‘You’re doing 
something wrong. He’s great at video-game skiing!’ ”

That moment inspired Fanning to address a modern 
condition that many describe as nature-deficit disorder. To-
day, children are spending less time in the outdoors and more 
time in front of screens, and many are developing behavioral 
problems as a result. “Across the country, there are millions of 
permanently protected acres that provide an incredible oppor-
tunity for outdoor recreation,” Fanning says. “But if there is not 
political will going forward, we could lose that. We need future 
stewards and environmental leaders.”  

In 2014, Fanning, who has a background in philanthropy, 
created Outdoor Nation, a nonprofit that aims to get more 
millennials engaged in outdoor activities. Fanning, who is the 
executive director, and her three-person team are partnering 
with several Western colleges that organize outdoor adventure 
programs and multi-day experiences. In 2015, Outdoor Nation 
hosted its second annual summit, which, perhaps ironically, was 
documented via social media. More than 56 colleges registered, 
and, in the end, more than 10,000 inspired young adults partic-
ipated in outdoor activities and shared their experience on Ins-
tagram. This year’s campus challenge begins in September. P.B.

Changing our relationship 
to the outdoors
The West has long been a mecca for hikers, kayakers and campers. 
Getting recreationists to help preserve the landscapes they love isn’t 
always easy, though. Now, some Western activists are using outdoor 
sports as a stepping-stone toward conservation. Here, High Country 
News contributors Paige Blankenbuehler and Joshua Zaffos caught up 
with a few of these advocates, who are using outdoor recreation to tap 
into deeper missions, such as bolstering science, addressing climate 
change and bringing new generations into the wilderness.

Students at Southern 
Utah University, 
hiking above The 
Subway in Utah’s 
Zion National Park, 
won the Outdoors 
Nation Challenge 
last year, getting 
SUU named the 
Most Outdoorsy 
School in the 
Nation. 
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Dae Dahlquist
Young but outspoken for the climate’s future

The Pacific Northwest has an unlikely new champion for cli-
mate change awareness — an 11-year-old boy in White Salmon, 
Washington. Dae Dahlquist is not your typical kid, though. 
When he was 4, he remembers his mom, Brynn Dahlquist, 
listening to NPR. He was struck by the solemn, urgent tone of 
the voices. When “I asked my mom what was wrong,” Dae says, 
she told him they were talking about climate change. “I just 
said: ‘Well, why don’t we stop it?’ ” he recalls. “I was interested 
in trying to help.” 

Dae began modestly, by begging his mom to drive him and 
his friends out to river cleanups in Portland so they could help. 
By the time he was 6, he and a group of nearly a dozen children 
cleaned up riverbanks regularly to “get out in nature and help.”  
In 2013, when he was 9, Dae started his own nonprofit orga-
nization called Gen-Earth (short for Generation Earth), aimed 
at getting kids engaged in hiking, camping and talking about 
climate change. 

At meetings, group members often watch YouTube videos 
and discuss what they might do about climate change. Then, 
they all take to the trail. Dae says his strongest tool has been 
recreation, because activities like swimming, hiking and camp-
ing can get kids excited about protecting the environment. “It 
takes an activity to motivate people to care about something 
like climate change,” Dae says. 

Dae has been a youthful powerhouse at climate rallies 
throughout Washington and Oregon, where he partners with 
organizations like Climate Solutions and Power Past Coal. In 

2015, the first time he spoke in public, he stood in front of more 
than 200 people in Seattle at a hearing about running coal 
trains through two dozen Northwest cities and ports. “I real-
ized very soon into doing those hearings that the magnitude of 
human-induced climate change was a lot bigger than just me,” 
Dae says. “There were so many people.” 

What does the future hold? Dae hopes to attend a university 
on the East Coast and eventually become a diplomat. “I like to 
travel, I like to speak, and I know I want to make a difference in 
policy,” he says. P.B.

Eleven-year-old 
Dae Dahlquist 
speaks at a rally at 
Washington state’s 
Department of 
Ecology during a 
public hearing on 
a proposed coal 
export terminal 
in Longview, 
Washington. 
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Citizen scientist 
Claire Hood, 
whose day job 
is at Gallatin 
Microplastics, 
chops through the 
ice to get a sample 
from the Gallatin 
River near Black 
Butte, Montana.  
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Abby Barrow and Jenna Walenga
Adventures with a bigger purpose

In Bozeman, Montana, an organization has been blurring the 
line between recreation and science for half a decade. Adventur-
ers and Scientists for Conservation transforms outdoor enthusi-
asts into citizen scientists, teaching them how to take samples 
and build data around the places they love. 

Since its start in 2011, the organization has grown into an 
international hub for a host of projects geared toward solving 
“pressing environmental challenges,” such as climate change 
and mass extinction. Currently, around 800 volunteers contrib-
ute data to various projects each year.

In 2013, Abby Barrow, a marine biologist, and Jenna Walen-
ga, an ASC project manager and sailor from Seattle, created 
the organization’s microplastics program, which tests water 
samples for bits of broken-down pollutants. “The smaller the 
piece of plastic, the more available it is as food to animals,” 
Barrow says, but they can’t digest it. The group has collected 
nearly 2,000 aqueous analyses from 680 outdoor enthusiasts 
from around the world, including sailors crossing the Pacific, 
skiers in Italy, and a group of women kayakers from an organi-
zation called EXXpedition, who took samples as they paddled 

the Atlantic Ocean. The project is still in its early stages, but its 
goal is to create a comprehensive dataset that can be used to 
help develop policies to better control plastic production. 

Barrow and Walenga say that enlisting outdoor recre-
ationists has given the project access to waterways across the 
globe that one team of scientists alone could never have tested. 
“Despite all of the bleak and terrible things we’ve done to the 
natural world, this work gives me hope for the future,” Walenga 
says. “There is a lot of potential to solve these issues.” P.B.
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Ezekiel Sanchez, co-
founder of the Anasazi 
Foundation, which is 
geared toward getting 
troubled kids into the 
wild. COURTESY OF  

MICHAEL MERCHANT,  

THE ANASAZI FOUNDATION
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The Young Walkers
A new start in the wilderness
Near Flagstaff, Arizona, on a warm summer night, about 20 
young adults step aboard a bus just before dusk, on their way 
to a campsite in the middle of Coconino National Forest in 
northern Arizona. It doesn’t take them long to set up a group 
camp with a crackling fire, as youth leaders go from one teen to 
another, providing gentle reassurance and cozy wool blankets.  
The teens, some from broken families or with histories of sub-
stance abuse, have come to this wilderness to heal. 

The Mesa, Arizona-based Anasazi Foundation seeks to pro-
vide a primitive outdoor experience for troubled kids with the 
goal of encouraging their mental and physical rehabilitation. 
Each year, more than 200 young people enroll in the 30-day 
retreats, held in the Coconino or nearby Tonto national forests. 
“It’s just us and nature,” says co-founder Ezekiel Sanchez. “Na-
ture is very impartial. If it rains, it rains on everybody.”

The group is led by mentors called the Young Walkers, who 
are trained in sociology and Native American traditions. All 
they ask the teens to do is walk — whether just taking a single 
step or hiking for several miles. “This program teaches them 
that whether they are in the middle of a desert or in a city 
street, they can walk forward at any time,” says Sanchez.

Instead of taking a militaristic approach, the Young Walkers 
move at the pace of the individual. “We get out to the wilder-
ness, but if they don’t want to walk, we will stay with them 
until they decide they want to,” he says. Those methods, says 
Michael Gass, a wilderness therapy researcher, set the organi-
zation apart from others with controversial boot camp-style pro-
grams. “(The Anasazi Foundation) is certainly one of the leaders 

in the field of primitive skills adventure therapy programs,” he 
says. 

The program, Sanchez says, sparks a lifelong conservation 
ethic in many young people who have never had an outdoor ex-
perience. Teens learn how to be self-sufficient, cooking their own 
meals and setting up their camps. “It gives them confidence,” he 
says. “There’s a sense of  ‘If I can do this, I can do anything.” P.B.
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Elementary school 
students during 
a learning day 
at Cal-Wood 
Education Center’s 
environmental 
education program 
above Jamestown, 
Colorado.  
COURTESY CAL-WOOD
EDUCATION CENTER
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Una voz in the wilderness
Center gets Latino children — and parents — outside

Rafael Salgado grew up in Michoacán, Mexico, bird hunting 
with his dad and brothers. When he was 12, Salgado shot a 
duck with a mysterious band on its leg. His brother translated 
the English wording on the tag, which explained that it was 
placed by a Canadian researcher, and then helped Salgado 
exchange letters with the scientist. “So, there are people who 
actually go to school for this?” Salgado asked his brother. The 
experience inspired him to study science in college, a story he 
often shares with youth. 

Salgado is the executive director of the Cal-Wood Education 
Center, a 1,200-acre nonprofit outdoor learning space nestled 
in the mountains above Jamestown, Colorado, west of Boulder. 
Established in 1981, Cal-Wood offers overnight camps and other 
programs to help kids, including minorities and low-income 
and urban youth, get comfortable in the mountains. “You’d be 
surprised how many kids — kids who were born (in Colorado) — 
have never been up here,” says Salgado. In 2015, the center served 
3,775 children, including more than 1,300 low-income students.

During three-day programs that include hiking, camping 
and science fieldwork, students go from scared, in some cases, 
to not wanting to leave. In order to keep that spark lit, Salgado 
and staff have extended their services to parents and adults 
who sometimes lack information about outdoor recreation or a 
connection with nature.

In Boulder County, for instance, 80 percent of Latino fam-
ilies originally came from Mexico, where there are few public 
recreation areas. “(They) may not understand what public lands 
are, and they don’t have a lot of information about how to use 
them,” Salgado says.

Two years ago, Cal-Wood began bringing Latino families from 
across metro Denver for a two-night camping experience. “It’s a 
short program, but it’s very impactful,” Salgado says, “because 
they get to actually camp, and to learn how to fish, do archery, 
or mountain bike.” While families pay what they can, donations 
help cover program costs, including gear and a bilingual activity 
staff. In the first two years, 378 people participated in the Latino 
Family Camp, and there are plans to serve 450 this year.

“I really believe the experiences that we are giving these 
kids are an opportunity for them to think about what else is 
out there,” Salgado says. “I tell kids, you know, that duck really 
helped me to make a decision in my life, and I hope you can find 
your own duck, too … something that will motivate you.” J.Z.  
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Inaugural Tour from High Country News Travel
A Journey through Colorado, Wyoming and South Dakota

September 16-26, 2016

For more information, visit: hcn.org/wildroad
Call toll-free: 877.992.6128

10 percent of all proceeds from this tour will be donated  
to the sanctuaries and preserves we visit.
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Dollar Lake 2011, top 
right, created from 

charcoal ink from 
burnt trees, maps 

out a �re footprint 
for the project Burn 

Perimeters (Fire 
Maps). Lower right, 

Against Forgetting, 
made from a wax 

rubbing of tree rings 
and a �ngerprint.

GARY WISEMAN;  NINA 

MONTENEGRO

Hard rain has driven the small crew 
down from their camp at an alpine 

lake to a roadside national forest picnic 
area. The spot’s pleasant, even under 
a late-May storm: Oregon’s Clackamas 
and Collawash rivers meet here, and 
conifers and the fluorescent whorls of 
horsetails overhang the clear green 
water. Amy Harwood — all in black 
with an Army-drab beanie and a long 
braid over one shoulder — crouches by 
a metal fire pit, knifing kindling from a 
wedge of wood. Four others, all artists, 
stand around her. Despite sweaters and 
jackets, everyone looks chilled.

“Are there rippling muscles in there 
yet?” asks Harwood’s partner, Ryan 
Pierce, pointing at my notebook. The 
flames falter in the wet ash. Harwood 
blows them back to life as Pierce nar-
rates my hypothetical story: “ ‘It seemed 
like fire sprouted from their fingers … 
or from their rippling muscles,’ ” he says 
gravely. “ ‘Julie made a bird call and we 
were suddenly surrounded by finches.’ “ 

It makes for an unusual staff meet-
ing, but then this is an unusual group. 
Signal Fire, which Pierce and Harwood 
co-founded, runs public-lands-based 
backcountry trips and residencies for 
artists and art students. And Julie 
Perini, Wendy Given and Kerri Rosen-
stein are alums and volunteer guides. 

The couple seeks to address gaps in 
their respective fields: Harwood, a long-
time staffer at Bark, a Portland-based 
environmental nonprofit, and a former 
staffer for the Center for Biological 
Diversity, feels that conservation groups 
lack the right tools to foster broad cul-
tural change. And Pierce is frustrated by 
the urban art world’s detachment from 
the wild places he loves.

Signal Fire, they hope, will infuse the 
environmental movement with new en-
ergy and inspire artists to defend public 
lands. “I think the population we’re deal-
ing with has a special power. No matter 
how loud I yell, no matter how good my 
mass email is, I can’t amplify the way 
they can,” says Harwood. “Making a 
painting or producing a play or making a 
record — it’s hard to claim that it’s going 
to change people. But we know that it 
does.” 

Harwood came to Portland, Oregon, 
for the ocean but stayed for the 

forest. When she arrived for college 
from Portland, Maine, in 1998, she 
didn’t know Oregon’s largest city was 
inland. Backpacking wasn’t her bag; 
she grew up sailing and island-hopping. 
Still, something clicked after an activist 
invited her to a tree-sit to stop a timber 
sale. “I really loved the logistics of it,” 
she says. “There were a lot of Friday 
nights where I was skiing supplies in. It 
felt like what I was supposed to do.” 

In 2008, Harwood won a prize from 
the local weekly for her environmental 
advocacy. Pierce, who had just finished 
his MFA, had long talked about creating 
a field program for artists: He discovered 
the self-reliance necessary for becoming 
one on a semester-long college backpack-
ing course in the Southwest. “Amy was 
probably like, ‘Let’s actually start this,’” 
Pierce recalls. “And I was like, ‘I don’t 
know how to start a thing.’ ”

So the pair used Harwood’s prize 
money to buy a ’63 Suburban and 
remodel a trailer. They towed it up a 
logging road and left artists for weeklong 
independent stays on Mount Hood. Then, 
Signal Fire morphed into backcountry 
stints with groups of artists in a wall 
tent. But the first backpacking trips to 
Oregon wilderness areas in the Wal-
lowa Mountains and along Opal Creek 
in 2010 and 2011 were what cemented 
the identity of the organization, which 
became a full-fledged nonprofit in 2013. 
“It was just watching people respond to 
the interruption of their life that way,” 
Harwood says. “A bunch had never back-
packed, and the physical challenge of it 
really pushed their creativity.” 

The artists aren’t required to create 
anything, though many do: Nude self 
portraits, an elephant snare, glamour 
shots of rotting stumps, movies of tap 
dancing in rock outcroppings. Some find 
the experience transformative. Grace 
Chen, then a California College of the 
Arts student from Singapore, landed a 
spot on Signal Fire’s first “Wide Open 
Studios” in 2013, exploring various 
California wildlands on a five week 
accredited course. “I had no idea that 
there was so much space in the world 
that human beings didn’t live on,” she 
recalls. Fascinated by the puzzle-piece 
patterns of ponderosa bark, she made 
rubbings that she developed into a series 
of calligraphy-like characters. The trip 

galvanized her 
activism, inspiring 
her to tackle poverty, race and food 
systems. “Understanding the historical 
and political context that shaped these 
landscapes I was living among, I realized 
that the status quo doesn’t have to be 
this way,” she says. “It’s this way because 
of peoples’ choices, and we can make dif-
ferent choices.”

Putting art in 
environmental advocacy

An Oregon group hopes to turn culture-makers into public-lands 
defenders by bringing them into the backcountry 

BY  SARAH GILMAN



These days, Signal Fire 
runs seven to 10 trips per 

year, mostly in the West, ranging from 
a couple hundred dollars to $3,500 for 
the college course. So far, more than 300 
people have participated. Pierce and 
Harwood share the directorship part-time 
with Ka’ila Farrell-Smith, a Klamath 
Modoc visual artist. Each season is 

arranged around a theme — “the trium-
phant yet troubled” history of wilderness, 
for example — and features readings and 
speakers from environmental and social 
justice groups designed to help partici-
pants think critically about where they 
are. This year’s theme is “Unwalking the 
West,” with excursions roughly tracing 
— in reverse — the routes of explorers 
like Lewis and Clark. Participants will 
talk about Indigenous sovereignty and 
the dark, fraught backstory of the public 
lands.

“It’s a slow process, trying to bring 
things like that into Signal Fire,” says 
Farrell-Smith, who will co-lead a trip 
to the Klamath region on the Oregon-
California border. There, they’ll meet 
with Indigenous artist Natalie Ball and 
discuss the loss of the Klamath Tribes’ 
reservation. “It’s one thing to talk about 
Native issues and autonomy within a 
group of other Native people,” Farrell-
Smith says. “But it’s vital for everyone in 
this country to know whose land they’re 
on and to pay respect to those people and 
those ancestors.” 

 Recruiting diverse artists has been 
the organization’s greatest challenge. 
After last year’s participants ended up 
being mostly  white, Signal Fire redou-
bled outreach efforts through  community 
and cultural centers, groups focused on 
getting people of color outside, activ-
ist networks, and public  universities. 
It worked: This season, over half the 
participants were eligible for six scholar-
ships reserved for non-whites.

It’s difficult to tell how much the 
experience influences artists’ actual 
work, since many already deal with 
environmental themes. But several say 
that joining an artistic community with 
similar interests is reaffirming. And 
the outdoor experience can open new 
doors. For Portland-based Kurtis Hough, 
it inspired backpacking trips to Utah 
and Arizona that helped him complete 
a trilogy of abstract geological films in-
volving death, rebirth, and long-term 
environmental change. It also fosters 
collaborations: After meeting artist Nina 
Montenegro, Hough deployed his drone 
camera to help document part of her 
“Against Forgetting” project: Circles of 
sawdust representing the circumference 
of old-growth trees, poured in places 
where they might have stood. One was 
in a Portland Superfund site, another in 
a bricked-over public park.

The group is intentionally not hard-
core, like the National Outdoor Leader-
ship School. Once, in New Mexico’s Gila 
Wilderness, NOLS students stumbled 
haggard and hungry into a Signal Fire 
camp, Harwood says. “We backpacked 
in just as far as they did. But we were 
sitting around, talking about critical 
art theory and eating chocolate. And we 
were like, ‘Do you want some chocolate?’ 

And they were like, ‘Really?’ All wild-
eyed.”

Instead, Signal Fire’s message is em-
powerment through accessibility — un-
derscoring the idea that these lands are 
available to everyone. “One thing I love 
about Signal Fire is that it takes (people) 
like me who don’t go alone into the wild, 
and they handhold you, get you intro-
duced to it and used to it,” says Portland-
based artist Vanessa Renwick, a repeat 
alum who also serves on the board. “You 
learn to bear-hang your food and shovel 
your shit. You get more than your toes 
wet. You get your ass wet out there.” 

Last year, Signal Fire started the 
Tinderbox Residency, which places an 
artist with a grassroots environmental 
group. Gary Wiseman embedded with 
Bark in the first, and soon found him-
self deeply engaged in efforts to change 
public attitudes about forest fires. He fol-
lowed Forest Watch coordinator Michael 
Krochta to burns and collected charcoal 
from trees, then laboriously transformed 
it into ink and painted Rorschach-esque 
renderings of each fire’s footprint. He 
now teaches classes on wild-crafting the 
ink, because “the process is a tool to help 
people understand what a fire-adapted 
ecosystem is and combat some of the 
language that vilifies fire.”

“It kind of 
exemplified the 
work we do in 
this place-based, 
artistic way,” 
Krochta adds. And 
it changed the 
way he thought 
about organizing. 
Instead of just 
submitting the 
usual National Environmental Policy 
Act comments on a proposal for a fuel-
thinning timber sale, he also put up a 
topo map where forest lovers could write 
or draw their connections to the place 
to show why it merits protection. “Hoo 
hoo hello owls,” one wrote, and “years of 
winter tracking hikes.” Even some For-
est Service employees at an info session 
participated. “It was really amazing and 
powerful,” Wiseman says.

Harwood says everyone gets some-
thing different from the residencies and 
trips. Outside Tinderbox, the public-
lands engagement part is subtle: She 
might spend an evening talking about 
the ins and outs of getting involved in 
land-use decisions, or building a relation-
ship with and defending a special place. 
“That’s the takeaway I want people to 
have: That they’re welcome to be part of 
those conversations,” she says. “And I try 
to remember to just shut up and let the 
land speak for itself. You don’t have to 
say: ‘This is an old-growth tree and it’s 
worth protecting.’ You just walk some-
body to an old-growth tree.”  
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“ ”
I had no idea that there was so 
much space in the world that human 
beings didn’t live on.

—Grace Chen, California College of the Arts  
student from Singapore
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A�er several days 
carrying 80-pound 
packs, Steve House 
and Vince Anderson 
summit and ski in 
the remote Purcell 
Wilderness of British 
Columbia in the 
�lm Jumbo Wild. 
Adventure �lms like 
this are including more 
advocacy messages.
CHRISTIAN PONDELLA/

COURTESY PATAGONIA

Jumbo Glacier, or Qat’muk, is the wild heart of southeast 
British Columbia’s Purcell Mountains. It’s also the site of a 

decades-old fight over a proposed ski resort, and that fight is the 
subject of Nick Waggoner’s new film, Jumbo Wild. But though 
Jumbo Wild has no shortage of wilderness advocates criticizing 
development, it may be as captivating for adrenaline junkies as 
for environmental advocates — and it may represent the future 
of the outdoor film industry. 

Waggoner, a 2008 graduate of Colorado College, got his 
start in a genre jokingly dubbed “ski porn” — gorgeous videos of 
skiers dropping off cliffs, surfing slow-motion through glittery 
powder and slicing down mountainsides. Much like surf, climb-
ing and kayaking porn, its cousins, ski porn is a visual feast, 
and it’s what some of the biggest outdoor film festivals, like Tel-
luride Mountainfilm, were built around. 

But in an age when anyone with a GoPro can record their 
epic adventures, audiences are losing interest, says David 
Holbrooke, Mountainfilm’s festival director. To get featured in 
a competitive festival, you need something more. Something 
with meaning. “Can you tell a story?” Holbrooke asks. “That’s 
the most challenging part. We want people who can tell real 
stories.” 

Waggoner was one of the first filmmakers to incorporate 
storytelling into outdoor sports cinematography; in 2013, 
Outside magazine called his approach “exceedingly rare.” 
Today, it’s standard fare. From Telluride to Banff, festival-goers 
are realizing that adventure is more compelling when there’s 
something on the line besides an athlete’s sponsorship money. 
Other recent festival favorites include Almost Sunrise, which 
follows two Iraqi War veterans as they walk across America, and 
Unbranded, in which four college graduates ride wild mustangs 
from Mexico to Canada. The former raises awareness of mental 
health and suicide among U.S. military veterans, while the lat-
ter tackles wild horses and public-land connectivity. 

Conservationists like Kristine McDivitt Tompkins, founder 
of the nonprofit Conservacion Patagonica, hope that merging 
advocacy and adventure on the big screen will help bridge the 
divide between outdoor athletes and the places they play. “If 
you’re going to travel someplace, (you should) begin to take re-
sponsibility for helping protect it,” Tompkins says. “You can’t sit 

back any more and imagine that someone else is going to fight 
for the places everyone takes for granted.” 

Film may be the most effective medium for turning recre-
ationists into conservationists. The clothing company Patagonia, 
which helped fund both Jumbo Wild and last year’s DamNation, 
which documents the impacts of dams on rivers, sees outdoor 
films as integral to its mission to advance environmental causes. 
Nonprofit advocacy groups are increasingly aware of this, too. 
“There’s a recognition, especially in the environmental world, 
that throwing around facts and figures doesn’t hold water any-
more,” says Hanson Hosein, a media expert at the University of 
Washington. “People have to be hit in the gut.” 

Case in point: When American Rivers wanted to raise 
awareness about the river it deemed “most endangered” in 2013, 
it partnered with filmmaker Pete McBride to create the three-
minute film I Am Red — a first-person story of the Colorado 
River told from the river’s perspective. The following year, the 
nonprofit fell back on an old standard: To spread the word about 
the perils facing the San Joaquin River, it produced a film that 
showed a guy standing in front of the waterway, talking about 
diversions and imploring people to write their Senator. To date, 
I Am Red has gotten nearly 158,000 more views on YouTube. 
Amy Kober, American Rivers’ communication director, says 
the extra views led to a noticeable increase in the number of 
people who signed petitions, joined American Rivers or wrote to 
Congress.

Yet the line between advocacy and entertainment is deli-
cate, says Holbrooke — if you try too hard, audiences will balk. 
That’s where Jumbo Wild gets it right. After Waggoner spends 
time interviewing wildlife biologists, developers, tribal lead-
ers and other stakeholders, he shows outdoor film audiences 
exactly why they should care about protecting the mountain. 
It’s the moment when Jumbo Wild spans genres, when it leaps 
from documentary footage to pro athletes carving big lines, and 
convinces skiers that even North America’s deepest, wildest 
backcountry won’t remain unspoiled unless someone fights for 
it. Without the backstory of what’s at stake on Jumbo, these 
scenes would be nothing more than powder porn. But when you 
know why they matter, they become the film’s most emotionally 
powerful moments. 

Bridging the gap between adventure 
and conservation — through �lm

BY KRISTA LANGLOIS

If you’re going to 
travel someplace, 

(you should) 
begin to take 

responsibility for 
helping protect it.

—Kristine McDivitt Tompkins, 
founder of Conservacion 

Patagonica
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MARKETPLACE

Notice to our advertisers: You can place 
classified ads with our online classified sys-
tem. Visit http://classifieds.hcn.org. July 11 
is the deadline to place your print ad in the 
July 25 issue. Call 800-311-5852, or e-mail 
advertising@hcn.org for help or information. 
For current rates and display ad options, visit  
hcn.org/advertising.

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

BUSINESS OPPORTUNITIES

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

Highly profitable outfitting business 
and canoe livery for sale in Montana. Offering 
fully guided trips as well as operating a very 
busy canoe and kayak livery in a national 
monument. The leading outfitter since 
1965. Three-bedroom home, 40-foot-by-60-
foot warehouse, fleet of vans, trucks, trailers, 
over 70 canoes and kayaks. Turnkey. 1-877-
538-4890.

EMPLOYMENT

Executive director, Eastern Sierra 
Interpretive Association  — Great job with 
a great organization in a great location.  Info: 
go to esiaonline.org or call 760-873-2411.

Executive Director, Pacific Biodiversity 
Institute — Seeking a visionary and creative 
leader with a passion for informing and inspir-
ing  conservation actions through scientific 
research and education. See pacificbio.org/
jobs/ED.html.

Conservation Associate – The Idaho Con-
servation League seeks a qualified individual 
who is passionate about conservation to join 
our Sandpoint Field Office. The Conservation 
Associate will work to achieve ICL’s strategic 
objectives related to climate change, energy, 
water quality and quantity, and community 
sustainability in northern Idaho. The Associ-
ate will also empower members, volunteers 
and the public to become involved in local 
environmental issues and to bring about 
positive local and statewide environmental 
change. To view the full job announcement 
and apply, visit our website: www.idahocon-
servation.org/about/job-openings/.

Executive Director – We are looking for an 
Executive Director. Please visit missouribreaks.
org/blog for more info.

Conservation Director – Idaho Rivers 
United  – IRU’s Conservation Director is the 
senior staff position responsible for direct-
ing our conservation program. Please visit 

http://www.idahorivers.org/conservation-di-
rector for the full job description.

Foundation Relations Manager —
Western Resource Advocates is seeking an 
experienced Foundation Relations Manager 
to work closely with our team to ensure the 
highest-quality stewardship of our founda-
tion funders. For more info and how to apply: 
http://westernresourceadvocates.org.

Senior Energy Policy Advisor wanted 
Western Resource Advocates is seeking an 
experienced Senior Energy Policy Advisor to 
join our Clean Energy Program full-time in 
Nevada.  For more info and how to apply: 
www.westernresourceadvocates.org.

CONFERENCES AND EVENTS

WORKSHOP: HOW TO PRODUCE A WILD-
LIFE VIDEO DOCUMENTARY — Produce 
your own 10- to 12-minute wildlife docu-
mentary featuring our newly proclaimed 
national mammal, the bison, at the Wichita 
Mountains Wildlife Refuge, Okla.  Field work, 
lectures, hands-on editing! July 31- Aug. 5, 
2016. tatankaproductions.net.

14th Annual Edgewood Arts & Music 
Festival — July 28 - 31. Wildlife West Nature 
Park, Edgewood, NM. Concerts, Workshops, 
Jam sessions. www.wildlifewest.org.

HOME AND GARDEN

AGGRAND Natural Liquid Fertilizers 
Chemical dependent? Grow responsibly, 

naturally, easily with proven AGGRAND.  
877-486-7645, www.natural-fertilizers.com.

PROFESSIONAL SERVICES

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

Nonprofit organizational development 
We work with small- to medium-sized NPOs on 
board structure, mission AND vision, strategic 
planning and fundraising. May we help you? 
www.firstcreekpartners.com.

Multidisciplined/experienced resource 
manager — Seasoned, certified forester, 
ecologist, resource manager and conserva-
tionist seeking employment opportunities 
in the Western states. Recognized for leader-
ship, ability to communicate and work with 
all stakeholders. Experience and adaptability 
essential to your success! Résumé upon re-
quest: 903-721-4530. billrose.rose@gmail.
com. Bill Rose. 
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Wildland Fire Services — Planning, reviews, 
litigation, www.blackbull-wildfire.com.

STUNT COOK!! Dependable, talented cook, 
backcountry savvy, references. Call Merilee: 
970-640-7082. 

Environmental law/science research 
and writing — Experienced JD, LLM, 
Ph.D. Providing general overview to 
detailed analysis (but not legal advice). 
Holly  hvcampbellresearch@gmail.com. 
541-740-9716.

PUBLICATIONS AND BOOKS

Walking the Llano: A Texas Memoir of 
Place by Shelley Armitage —  An environ-
mental memoir set in the Texas Panhandle, 
exploring history, prehistory, and eco-issues 
through personal story.  “A quiet master-
piece.” —BK Loren. “Once you’ve ambled into 
these ... lyrical, evocative pages ... the Plains 
will never be plain again.” —Bill DeBuys.

REAL ESTATE FOR SALE

Solar off-grid — 3,960-square-foot log-sid-
ed home for sale overlooking Idaho’s wild 
and scenic Salmon River on 13.42 irrigated 
acres, 40 miles downstream of Salmon, Idaho, 
with 1,344-square-foot barn on horse-friendly 
property and abundant wildlife viewing. Vis-
it www.offgrididahorealestate.com. Contact 
Esther: 208-756-7019.

For rent in Bluff, Utah — Really nice three-
bedroom, two-bath custom adobe on two 
acres. Views, walk to the river.  Long-term 
lease. 970-769-6735.

Riverfront mountain retreat — 3.25 acres 
with a home at the headwaters of the Gila 
River. $170,000. jabesnow@gmail.com.

Historic Woods Landing resort — Bar 
and dancehall, cafe, store, post office, guest 
house, eight new and rustic log cabins, 10 RV 
sites, and 25 acres on the Big Laramie River 
$1,650,000. woodslanding.com.
307-745-9638.

Orchard and vineyard — Certified 
organic vineyard and orchard, Hotchkiss, 
Colo. Turnkey operation includes machinery, 
equipment and winery. $895,000. Shaffer 
Real Estate Company 970-835-9350.

Spacious live/work studio and gallery 
in Silver City, N.M. — Retail space, ideal 
for art gallery, with large high-ceilinged 
studio and living area in back, 2,500 square 
feet. Historic brick building in heart of 
Silver City arts district, recently renovated. 
$1,000/month, lease. 650-302-2593.

House for sale — Charming home located 
in a small inholding within the Gila National 
Forest. Close to Silver City and very close to 
the Continental Divide Trail. Off the grid. 
575-574-2041 or barbaraduffy2@gmail.com.

Unique architectural home — 2,218-square-
foot energy sustainable home on 10 acres 
with private drive, lush irrigated hay meadow, 
towering cottonwoods and seasonal ditch 
with shares. Energy Star Rated, solar, radiant 
floor heat, green materials. Detached three-car 
garage/shop, 600 square-feet log guest cabin 

with full bath and wood stoves. Main house 
has three porches/decks with sweeping views 
of entire Beartooth Mountain front. For sale 
by owner: I have approximately 900 acres that 
surround this property with over three miles of 
riparian riverfront along the Clark’s Fork of the 
Yellowstone River. Situated at the end of the 
county road across the river from highways, 
railroads and civilization in general, my ranch 
teems with wildlife from bears and moose to 
deer, turkey, sandhill cranes, pheasants, grouse 
and partridge. Recreational access to the river 
and surrounding hills is offered and encouraged. 
35 minutes from Billings, Mont., airport or Red 
Lodge Mountain Ski Area; one hour north of 
Cody, Wyo., and less than two hours’ drive 
away from the east or northeast entrances 
to Yellowstone National Park. $435,000. 
Please contact George at 406-962-2232. 
enduke@mcn.net.

Beautiful home with 14 acres near 
Grand Canyon — Bordering state land, off-
grid solar power, 25 miles south of Grand 
Canyon. 928-380-5687. d52dtgm@gmail.com. 

Self-sufficient river-front home on the 
Salmon River in the Idaho Wilderness 
980-square-foot off-grid solar-powered log 
home with 250 feet of Salmon River frontage.  
Rare property on the “River of No Return” 
with a garage/shop and well. 520-907-3967, 
emarue@msn.com.

Must sell: Mountain land, southwest 
New Mexico — Remote 40-acre and 26-
acre tracts. $400 per acre. Easy terms. 
505-350-4973.

Functional and Funded: The Inside-Out 
Strategy for Developing Your Nonprof-
it’s Resources describes potent business 
as unusual and flipping typical proposal de-
velopment on its head to pursue resources 
for your nonprofit organization. The author 
offers  a signature strategy to both strength-
en your organization internally and convince 
those with assets to support your proposed 
efforts. See www.fundednpo.com for ordering 
options.

Torrey House Press Kickstarter: Native 
Voices for Bears Ears — The Bears Ears re-
gion is under assault and needs native voices 
to tell the stories of its natural and cultural 
wonders. Give today to help create Edge of 
Morning: Native Voices Speak for the Bears 
Ears, a powerful collection of potent short 
works from 15 Native writers. Search Edge of 
Morning at www.kickstarter.com. Help save 
Bears Ears! 

Prescribed Fire Planning — Protect 
yourself and resources from wildfire, meet 
land-management goals and reduce your 
risk of liability with Professional Prescribed 
Fire Planning  meeting National Wildfire 
Coordinating Group standards.
smokedgooseconsulting.com.

MARKETPLACE
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TOURS AND TRAVEL

Yurt — North Fork of the Gunnison River 
Yurt with all the amenities, near Paonia, Colo.  
www.vrbo.com/323752.

EXPERIENCE COPPER CANYON, MEXICO 
10-day package from Los Mochis Airport. Four 
nights hotel, five nights camping/hiking with 
burro support. From $2,000 per person. www.
coppercanyontrails.org,  520-324-0209.

Learning Adventures on the Colorado 
Plateau — Small group, active, adult seminars 
with guest experts, plus private custom trip 
options for your family, tour or board group.  
Canyonlands Field Institute, Moab, Utah. 
www.cfimoab.org. 435-259-7750.

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

Inaugural Tour from High Country News 
Travel — Journey through some of the West’s 
most iconic scenery and wildlife habitat with 
award-winning High Country News as your 
intellectual guide. Visiting a variety of wild-
life preserves and sanctuaries, you will learn 

about different approaches to protecting 
wildlife in the modern world and how to 
strengthen your commitment to conservation 
and our collective future. Join us on the wild 
road! Sept. 16-26, 2016. Book now. Deadline 
is July 29, 2016. hcn.org/wildroad. 

Reconnecting with the Earth —  We invite 
you to join our Sept. 7-11 retreat and explore 
your connection with nature in one of the 
most magnificent mountain settings in the 
west.  Go to www.sustainabledestination.
org/the-riverwind-foundation. 307-690-3316.

UNIVERSITIES AND SCHOOLS

Environmental Writing Institute (EWI)
Sept. 22-25, 2016, in Missoula, Mont., 
led by author Seth Kantner.  Details/ 
application www.hs.umt.edu/ewi. Deadline  
Aug. 1, 2016.

Become a certified public manager! 
A leadership and professional development 
program for individuals in the public and 
nonprofit sectors. Offered by the top-ranked 
CU Denver School of Public Affairs, the CPM 
program helps develop and improve manage-
ment and leadership skills. Courses offered 
year-round; start anytime! bit.ly/CPMColo.

PROFESSORS, GOT A SUMMER 
PROGRAM? The HCNU Classroom program 
gives free magazines to instructors and stu-
dents in higher education. The program’s 
intention is to engage young readers in the 
important issues facing the American West, 
and cement HCN as a go-to media organi-
zation for natural resource news, essays and 
commentary on all things uniquely Western. 
Sign up at hcn.org/edu.

Rogue Wild and Scenic  River  Trips  — 
Three-four days in lodges, f ishing 
from drift boats or whitewater rafting. 
37 years’ experience. 877-855-6270  
tightlinesfishing.com

LIFE AT BIKE-SPEED LIZARD HEAD CY-
CLING GUIDES — Supported four- to 14-
day tours, car-free roads, live music, massage 
therapy, seamless mileage options and soul 
crushing climbs.  Our tours ride through 
some of the wildest, most spectacular and 
inaccessible areas of the  West. Featured in 
the New York Times. CHUBBY BIKES ARE 
HERE! In 2016, our MTB tours will include 
3-inch-tired 27.5 wheeled MTBs. See for your-
self why these bikes are changing the sport 
of mountain biking. 970-728-5891. www.
lizardheadcyclingguides.com.

“High Country News continues my work 
and my vision of providing the best 
information possible about this place we all 
care so much about. I would like to see it 
carry on that vision long a�er I am gone.”

—Tom Bell, founder
High Country News

TO LEARN MORE ABOUT OUR PLANNED 
GIVING PROGRAM, CONTACT: 

Alyssa Pinkerton  
e-mail: alyssap@hcn.org  

call: 800-905-1155.  
Or visit our website,  

hcn.org/support/planned-giving

SUSTAIN INDEPENDENT MEDIA for future generations of people who 
care about the West with your legacy gift to High Country News. 

PHOTO BY MARK GOCKEPHOTO BY MARK GOCKE
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O n a rose-tinted summer evening near Billings, 
Montana, a football-shaped dory drifts down 
the Yellowstone River, its flat bottom skimming 
wakeless over the roiling surface. Mike Penfold, 
a former Bureau of Land Management state 
director, mans the oars with the vigor of an 

Olympic rower. Dale Anderson, a bearded ex-teacher, perches 
in the bucket seat. The river tightens into a narrow canyon, 
hemmed by sandstone cliffs that glow in the fading light. Two 
hundred and nine years earlier, Captain William Clark’s Corps 
of Discovery drifted past this very spot during its homeward 
trek from the Pacific.

“You wonder what was going on in Clark’s brain when he 
saw that,” Penfold, 78, says, nodding at the radiant cliffs. A cow-
boy hat shades his broad, florid face, and his T-shirt bears the 
slogan #KeepItPublic. “Today, the Yellowstone seems quiet and 
easy,” he adds, pirouetting the dory away from a groping log. 
“But there are times when this river is damn-well dangerous.”

 Farther downstream, the Yellowstone’s mood swings are 

scrawled across the landscape. Tangled root wads burst from 
naked clay banks, and gravel bars jut into the current. The 
wheat and beet farmers whose properties abut the river don’t 
appreciate its capriciousness; they’ve piled the banks with con-
crete blocks, warped nests of rebar and rusted-out pickup trucks 
to thwart erosion. But floods and ice jams regularly tear apart 
the riprap and send junk whirling downriver. Every year, vol-
unteers extract some 7,000 pounds of detritus. Anderson, who 
swears he once saw an ex-wife’s Buick in the rubble, watches 
the riprap slide by, arms folded. “Man, that’s ugly,” he mutters.

Penfold –– “the dean of the Yellowstone,” a former col-
league calls him –– also grumbles about the trash. Much of 
the meddling, he surmises, was conducted without a permit. 
In central Montana, environmental enforcement can be lax, 
and a full 84 percent of the Yellowstone’s surroundings are 
privately owned, substantially more than the state as a whole. 
But Penfold, a career federal servant who worships Montana’s 
famously progressive stream-access laws, believes the Yellow-
stone’s corridor is also home to thousands of acres of heretofore 

Can Mike Penfold’s river trail protect one of the West’s most iconic waterways?
A Grand Plan to Save the  Yellowstone
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unrecognized public land, in the form of unclaimed islands and 
banks. Identifying the rightful public ownership of these parcels 
is central to his longstanding dream: the creation of the Mon-
tana Recreation Waterway, aquatic cousin to the Appalachian 
or Pacific Crest trails, a river trail running most of the 670-mile 
course of the Yellowstone. 

He believes that to experience a river is to love it, and that 
to love it is to fight for its protection. The Yellowstone — its wa-
ters overdrawn by irrigators, polluted by oil spills, constrained 
by riprap — could use some love. “What would you need to 
make a river trail happen?” Penfold asks as we cruise through 
the canyon. “You need places to camp. You need places to pull 
out. You need public land.” 

 
THE YELLOWSTONE IS A CURIOUS RIVER, at once iconic and 
neglected — neither contaminated like the Duwamish, nor 
altered beyond recognition like the Colorado, nor beloved by 
rafters like the Salmon. Though its headwaters rise just outside 
America’s first national park, it’s a utilitarian waterway, whose 

flows nourish sugar beets, wheat and alfalfa. Its upper reaches 
in the Paradise Valley are stalked by trout and well-heeled fly 
fishermen; by the time it reaches its confluence with the Mis-
souri, it’s inhabited by blue-collar fish like sauger and bass, and 
trafficked by the jet boats of Bakken oil workers. It is the blue 
thread that ties Montana’s mountainous west to its agricultural 
east, its grizzly bear meadows to its beet fields.

Much recent Yellowstone media coverage has focused on 
two catastrophic oil pipeline ruptures, in 2011 and 2015, which 
together hemorrhaged over 100,000 gallons. But the spills were 
merely the latest episodes in a history of maltreatment. Agricul-
tural withdrawals have reduced the river’s flows, riprap stifles 
the buildup of floodplains and other hydraulic processes, and 
runoff from farms and cities degrades water quality. Invasive 
plants, particularly Russian olive, choke the banks. While the 
Yellowstone is technically the country’s longest free-flowing 
river, its irrigation diversions impede fish, especially the endan-
gered pallid sturgeon.

Decades of abuse came to a head after 1996, when a hun-
dred-year flood tore through the basin, devouring crops, bridges 
and houses. Landowners like Jerry O’Hair, a ruddy-cheeked 
rancher and farmer, vowed to protect themselves against future 
torrents. O’Hair spent thousands of dollars armoring his sec-
tion of the river and restoring a trout stream on his land. “We 
must’ve bought all the chicken wire in western Montana,” he 
recalls. The next year, yet another hundred-year flood undid his 
work. “These giant root wads I’d put in just went bobbing away 
like corks.”

Riprap had almost certainly exacerbated the floods by 
converting sections of the river into giant sluices. Yet many 
farmers believed the solution was still more riprap. The num-
ber of armoring permits granted by the Army Corps doubled. 
Environmental groups sued, insisting that the agency evaluate 
the cumulative impacts of all its permits. A judge sided with the 
environmentalists, but by then, says Susan Gilbertz, a cultural 
geographer at Montana State University Billings, “Sections of 
this river were screwed up about as badly as they could get.” 

 
PENFOLD FOLLOWED THE ARMORING CONTROVERSY with inter-
est. He’d served as Montana’s BLM director from 1980 to 1985, 
administering the agency’s coal-leasing program. Later, he 
worked as its national assistant director for land and renewable 
resources under both George H.W. Bush and Bill Clinton. But 
his formative years came in the 1970s, when Penfold, a Colo-
rado native, moved with his wife and four daughters to Roa-
noke, Virginia, to work for the U.S. Forest Service. More than 
300 miles of the Appalachian Trail traversed his hardscrabble 
corner of the state, and he noticed that towns closer to the trail 
seemed cleaner and wealthier. Hikers served as walking shots 
of economic adrenaline, injecting tourist dollars into Virginia’s 
hills. The local trail club watchdogged the Forest Service, 
lambasting it when it planned clear-cuts near the path. Penfold 
joined the club on hikes and incorporated its concerns into for-
est planning. “The Forest Service needed to be dragged up by 
the scruff of the neck,” he recalls.

Though Penfold retired to Billings in 1995, leisure didn’t 
suit him, and he hurled himself into public land conservation 
and access issues. In 2007, for instance, he organized a coali-
tion of conservationists, ATVers and horsemen in an attempt 
to devise travel-management plans in the Pryor Mountains, a 
remote crease of peaks, canyons and mesas near the Wyoming 
border. “Everyone was pissed,” recalls Dale Anderson, who was 
involved in the negotiations. “Mike was one of the cooler heads 
I’ve been around.”

Around the same time, the Public Land/Water Access As-
sociation was winning its own legal battle, for recreational 

Can Mike Penfold’s river trail protect one of the West’s most iconic waterways?
A Grand Plan to Save the  Yellowstone

The Yellowstone River rounds a bend near Billings, Montana, facing 
page, flowing around an island owned by the city of Billings and the 
Department of Natural Resources. It’s ideal for part of the island park 
trail system Mike Penfold, left, is proposing.
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river access at a disputed Yellowstone crossing called Bundy 
Bridge (no relation to the notorious Nevadan). Although a local 
rancher claimed the land, the group used historical records to 
prove public ownership; today, the bridge hosts a popular fish-
ing access site. That success got Penfold wondering: Just how 
much unrecognized public land lined the Yellowstone? After 
all, the river was constantly re-contouring itself, creating and 
annihilating islands and bars. By law, islands that formed prior 
to Montana’s statehood in 1889 are federal land, while islands 
that sprang up later belong to the state — even if they eventu-
ally attach to the bank. Some of those erstwhile islands, Penfold 
believed, had been appropriated by landowners, or ignored 
altogether. He wanted to reclaim them for the people. 

In 2009, Penfold, now volunteering for a group called Our 
Montana, hired a fluvial geomorphologist to study 15 miles 
of the river’s historic twists and turns. He also pored over tax 
records and folios of old aerial photos, identifying stretches 
of bank that may have originated as islands. In the end, he 
identified 10 separate tracts of unrecognized public land along 
the Yellowstone between Billings and nearby Laurel. If a single 
15-mile section enfolded that much land, who knew how many 
public parcels lined the river’s course?

Penfold submitted his report to the state in 2010. Then he 
waited. And waited. The state made polite noises about evaluat-
ing the issue, but the process moved slowly. “The response was 
always, ‘We don’t have time,’ ” Penfold says. “It was disappoint-
ing.”

Finally, in 2014, his work bore fruit. Among Penfold’s islands 
was a piece of land dubbed Clarks Crossing, a cobble-strewn 
stretch of bank where William Clark ordered Sgt. Nathan-
iel Pryor to lead two dozen horses across the Yellowstone. 
Thieves soon nabbed the animals, but the sergeant, undaunted, 
stretched buffalo hides over wooden frames to create makeshift 
canoes, paddling downriver to deliver the bad news to Clark 
two weeks later. Inglorious though the episode may have been, 
the historical connection helped spur Montana to officially 
recognize the island. The state later leased the 115-acre Clarks 
Crossing, without the apostrophe, to the city of Billings for use 
as a public park. 

Still, the floodgates of public-land designation won’t open 
anytime soon. “(Riparian ownership) analyses are quite costly 
in both staff time and contracted resources,” Monte Mason, min-
erals management bureau chief for the Montana Department 
of Natural Resources and Conservation, told me via email. Pen-
fold’s work, Mason wrote, “is useful to help refine a list of pos-
sibilities,” and has led the agency to engage in “a broad review 
of landforms in the central-eastern stretch of the Yellowstone 
River.” But Penfold’s reports, he added, “do not provide the level 
of expert analysis” necessary to prove title. Wrote Mason: “We 
have cautioned Mr. Penfold regarding making public assertions 
of state ownership and access to landforms where legal title has 
not been adjudicated.”

 
THREE DAYS AFTER OUR DORY RIDE, Penfold and I embark in 
a green battleship of a canoe on a 19-mile float below Intake 
Diversion Dam, a line of boulders that shunts irrigation water 
into nearby fields and disrupts migratory sturgeon. We’re joined 
by a ragtag armada drawn from Penfold’s bottomless pool of 
friends and friends’ friends, from retired wheat farmers to plant 
pathologists to a small-town mayor who doubles as his village’s 
minister and triples as the owner of its liquor store. 

Among the paddlers is Doug Smith, an immense, gray-
braided member of the Montana State Parks and Recreation 
Board, a citizen council that helps steer the state park system. 
Soon after joining the board, he lobbied for the creation of three 
new parks — including a 40-mile stretch of the Yellowstone that 
would “get your foot in the door for a whole river park,” he tells 
me when we beach our canoes for lunch. Though Smith and 
Penfold had only met this morning, they’d independently con-
cocted similar visions. When Smith presented his river park to 
the board, however, it was dead on arrival. “The park system is 
way underfunded, and there’s a huge backlog of deferred main-
tenance,” he says. “I don’t get much traction with these ideas.”

Indeed, Montana’s state parks are fiscally ailing. Between 
2009 and 2013, revenue from hunting and fishing licenses 
declined by 8 percent, forcing the state’s Department of Fish, 
Wildlife and Parks to cut staff and close laboratories. In 2014, 
Montana’s budget for its 55 public parks was $7.5 million,  

38  High Country News  June 27, 2016



paltry compared to nearby states like Idaho, which had a 
$16 million budget for just 30 parks. Montana scarcely has 
enough money to manage its existing parks, let alone a sprawl-
ing, logistically complex river with myriad access points.

If the state can’t come through, though, the feds could. The 
National Recreation Trails program, administered by the U.S. 
Department of the Interior, includes numerous water trails, 
among them a network of 55 campsites in Washington’s Puget 
Sound. But in eastern Montana, where anti-government fever 
runs high, a federal river trail surely would incite resentment. 

“To many people, any attempt to raise the profile of this 
river seems to come from on high and will involve more regula-
tions,” Susan Gilbertz cautions. In 2014, Interior dissolved its 
two-year-old National Blueways System, an initiative designed 
to recognize aquatic conservation efforts, after some landowners 
and Republican congressmen expressed largely unfounded fears 
that it would lead to land seizures.

Skeptical landowners may take comfort in the fact that, if 
history is any guide, the Montana Recreation Waterway would 
serve as a state-long stimulus package. The Appalachian Trail, 
the legendary path that first inspired Penfold, generates nearly 
$30 million annually for local communities. Even small trails, 
like the 34-mile Virginia Creeper Trail, are worth millions. 
And rivers are liquid assets, in every sense: A 2005 study, for 
instance, found that fishing and boating on the Upper Snake 
creates $46 million annually. “We’ve got 3.5 million people com-
ing by our door every year on their way to Yellowstone Park,” 
Penfold says as our canoe scrapes a shallow bar. “The potential 
here is absolutely immense.”

Moreover, conservation is already coming. In 2015, the 
Yellowstone River Conservation District Council, the organiza-
tion that formed in the wake of the mid-’90s floods, released a 
long-awaited draft of its Cumulative Effects Analysis, a hefty 
document that chronicles the Yellowstone’s plight and offers an 
array of recommendations for ameliorating damage. The sug-
gestions include removing blockages that cut off side channels, 
taking out old riprap and berms, and compensating farmers 
who let their land sink back into the river. 

“Many of the biggest changes to the river’s morphology are 

also subtle — we have to address things that are not obvious to 
the eye,” says Don Youngbauer, the council’s chairman. Penfold’s 
project, Youngbauer adds, could nudge restoration along by 
growing the river’s constituency. “I’d love to see that. You can’t 
protect what you can’t touch.”

Around 10 miles below the dam, the river widens and slows, 
and civilization disappears behind a wall of cottonwoods. The 
other canoes slip around a bend, leaving our boat alone with a 
small group of mergansers, the females’ rust-colored crests ruf-
fled by the wind. We sit in silence, listening to the faint hiss of 
silty water sliding against the hull. For the first time since our 
voyage began, it’s possible to imagine the river as Clark might 
have experienced it. The channel guides us along the right flank 
of a massive island, and Penfold adds it to his mental map as 
we drift past. “What a nice piece of land,” he says, like a jeweler 
admiring a 12-carat diamond.

The Montana Recreation Waterway is, to be sure, a pie-in-
the-sky scheme. It faces resistant landowners, cash-strapped 
agencies and uncertain land tenure. (Because recreational river 
boating is prohibited within Yellowstone National Park’s wa-
ters, the trail would have to begin in Gardiner, Montana, rather 
than at the headwaters.) Still, Penfold is making incremental 
progress. He’s recruited students and professors at Rocky 
Mountain College to help map more islands, launched a new 
website touting Yellowstone conservation, and gradually filled 
his Rolodex with supporters. Yet even the designation of humble 
Clarks Crossing, a single link in a 670-mile-long chain, took 
years of work. 

No one understands the sluggish pace of bureaucracy better 
than a former BLM director, and Penfold realizes that he may 
not live to see his plan to fruition. Still, he also knows that most 
great ideas in the annals of public lands protection began as 
flights of fancy. As we cruise downriver, I wonder aloud who 
would be foolhardy enough to travel his hypothetical river trail, 
braving diversion dams and loose logs and irate farmers along 
the way. Penfold, crouched in the canoe’s rear, flashes a mischie-
vous grin. “It’s a river that could be very challenging to a lot of 
people,” he says, dipping a paddle. “You need someone with a 
little adventure in their spirit.”  

�e Yellowstone River is constantly re-contouring itself, creating and annihilating islands 
and sandbars, far le�. Riprap made of concrete blocks, warped nests of rebar and rusted-
out pickup trucks lines the riverbank in places, but �oods and ice jams can send it �oating 
downriver. Below, detail of the shoreline, where anything goes. 
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IDAHO
What do guns and sewing machines have in 
common? Not all that much, you’d think, 
but in Grangeville, Idaho, population 
3,100, they’ve been paired for an unusual 
shopping opportunity. Think of it as a 
BOGO — buy one, get one free — though 
the freebie in this case has the power to 
blow your head off. If you purchase a sew-
ing machine of a selected brand at Jody 
Hoogland’s Home Grown Quilt shop this 
month, you get a muzzleloader thrown 
in for free. “That’s right,” says the Idaho 
County Free Press, “this benefits both the 
men and the women, making this the 
perfect time to make everyone happy and 
satisfied, ready for sewing season as well 
as hunting season.” We don’t know what 
doodads make an Epic or Sapphire brand 
sewing machine deluxe, but B&B Bar-
gain boasts that its stainless steel/black 
muzzleloader comes equipped with fiber-
optic sights.

UTAH
You have to admire the leopard who not only 
escaped from his cage at a Salt Lake City zoo, 
but then started tweeting about his experiences: 
“Former tenant@HogleZoo. Out exploring the 
city and all it has to offer.” Yet the wonder-
fully spotted 4-year-old Amur leopard didn’t 
wander very far from the Hogle Zoo; he simply 
jumped eight feet up to a beam just a couple of 
feet away and lay there, supine, watching the 
humans fuss. A zoo visitor spotted him, and 
handlers restored the leopard to its enclosure. 
An hour later, human visitors were again free 
to roam. The leopard continued to communicate, 
however, assuring visitors that his “escape was 
totally not a ploy to trap people in the gift shop 
for an hour.” 

THE WEST
Let’s hope it’s just a flurry of bad behavior and 
not a lasting trend, but reports of vandalism in 
public places are mounting. In Utah, at Grand 
Staircase-Escalante National Monument, a 
sandstone wall of Zebra Slot Canyon was de-

faced by “Kenny and Aryn,” a couple who incised 
their names and the date inside the shape of a 
heart. Kenny and Aryn are not unique in their 
desire to leave their mark outdoors; last year, re-
ports the Salt Lake Tribune, monument patrols 
had to restore 1,234 square feet of rock that had 
been chiseled by visitors. 

And in Grand Canyon recently, a visitor at 
the South Rim saw a couple spray-painting graf-
fiti on rocks, tagging “Evans 16” before rangers 
could nab them. An anonymous tip line, 888-
653-0009, is the place to call with any leads. 

Those annoying Canadians have still not 
returned to Yellowstone National Park to face 
charges of tampering with an iconic hot spring 
by deliberately leaving the boardwalk and dip-
ping their hands in the water. The Guardian 
reports that the four men, who post online as 
High on Life Sunday Fundayz, have a history 
of flaunting their sabotage of public places. 
Wearing “animal-pattern onesies,” for instance, 
they posted videos of themselves this spring on 
wakeboards as an RV dragged them across the 
wet Bonneville Salt Flat. Louise Noeth of Save 
the Salt, an advocacy group for the region’s rac-

ing community, said she was astonished 
“to see video of these knuckleheads, 
and I think the damage is pretty bad. 
It broke my heart. It creates ruts and 
mud that can take decades to heal, if 
ever.” The men have also posted videos 
of themselves ignoring an agency ban 
to swing on a rope from Corona Arch in 
Utah, and they have allegedly entered 
prohibited areas at Machu Picchu in 
Peru and climbed atop monoliths at the 
Holocaust Memorial in Berlin. The men 
have a slew of followers, though one 
critic, Bryce Dodson of Mammoth Lakes, 
California, says he got so angry at the 
Yellowstone and Bonneville insults that 
he created the Facebook page, “Stop 
High on Life.” Meanwhile, the U.S. at-
torney’s office in Cheyenne, Wyoming, 
has issued arrest warrants for the men, 
who sport distinctive names: Hamish 
McNab Campbell Cross, Charles Ryker 
Gamble, Alexey Andriyovych Lyakh and 
Justis Cooper Price-Brown. 

WYOMING
Occasionally, a moment of thoughtlessness can 
end in tragedy. Colin Scott, 23, recently strayed 
off a boardwalk at Yellowstone National Park, 
and once on the fragile crust he slipped and 
disappeared into a hot pool. Only his flip-flops 
could be retrieved by rangers. A different kind 
of tragedy resulted when a man and his son 
picked up a newborn bison and put it in the 
back of their SUV. They were “demanding to 
speak with a ranger,” said a visitor who saw 
the incident. “They were seriously worried that 
the calf was freezing and dying.” After wildlife 
officials restored the calf to its herd, reports The 
Associated Press, the animal found itself firmly 
rejected. Ultimately, it had to be put down be-
cause it “continually approached people and cars 
along the roadway.” 

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

Tips and photos of Western oddities are appreciated and 
often shared in this column. Write betsym@hcn.org or tag 
photos #heardaroundthewest on Instagram.
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 �ere is no charge for using the sky as  
one giant dumping ground. But take bald tires 

and old stoves to a land�ll, and you will be  
assessed a dumping fee.

Allen Best, in his essay, “Let’s tax what makes the whole world sick,”
from Writers on the Range, hcn.org/wotr
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