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A Separatist State of Mind
Irked by California’s ‘resistance’ to Trump,  
the State of Jefferson renews its rebellion

By Tay Wiles
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On	the	cover
Lynn White shows 
his support for the 

State of Jefferson 
at his family’s gas 

station in Loyalton, 
California, which 

sells Jefferson flags 
and merchandise 

and is painted 
Jefferson’s colors, 
green and yellow. 

BRooKe WARRen
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earlier this month, a judge in 

Las Vegas dismissed a case 

against Cliven Bundy, two of 

his sons and a militiaman, 

all of whom were on trial for 

their part in the 2014 armed 

standoff against federal 

agents in nevada. For Bundy, who earns a living 

as a melon farmer and cattle rancher, the mistrial 

proved what he and his cohorts had said all along, 

that the federal government doesn’t have authority 

on the public lands of the West. 

In truth, that ideology holds no more water today 

than it did three years ago, or three decades ago. 

Rather, the trial was botched, according to the judge, 

by the “flagrant misconduct” of federal authorities. 

Bundy and his supporters walked, and they won’t be 

retried. He still owes the federal government more 

than $1 million in grazing fees, and his cattle are 

still grazing on public lands in Clark County, nevada. 

He left the courtroom grinning under his cowboy hat, 

as one of his entourage hollered, “Let’s go breathe 

some fresh air, brother!”

It was a strange moment, and our associate editor, 

Tay Wiles, was there. You can read her reporting 

from Las Vegas in this issue of High Country News. 
The mistrial came as we were finishing the issue, 

including the cover story, which Wiles also reported. 

In that story, Wiles looked into the renewed vigor 

of a separatist movement in northern California. In 

this red corner of a blue state, Wiles found a restive 

group of Westerners whose chief complaint is that of 

political under-representation, a sense that has only 

grown stronger amid California’s liberal “resistance” 

to the Trump administration. 

Both of these stories, which took place more than 

700 miles apart, reflect a dangerous undercurrent: 

the simmering scorn of rural white America, which 

is feeling increasingly disempowered in this cultural 

moment. The Bundys, the Jefferson separatists, and 

a wide swath of working-class whites feel left out 

of the conversation, as national policies, cultural 

changes and global markets leave them behind. 

Their resentment helped bring Donald Trump to 

power, gave the Bundys a form of legitimacy and 

coincides with the more dangerous movements of 

white supremacy and white nationalism. 

However, rather than dismiss the Bundyites and 

Jeffersonians out of hand, we might be better 

served, one year into the Trump presidency, by 

asking whether or not we are all in the same boat 

after all. If you are not one of the elite 1 percent 

that holds 40 percent of U.S. wealth, and if you 

are not represented by the corporate interests that 

dominate our politics, is it possible you have more in 

common with these folks than you think? 
           —Brian Calvert, editor-in-chief

Editor’s	note

Rural white scorn

A car parked outside a Patriot Meeting in Redding, California, displays the “State of Jefferson” seal  
as well as other conservative and separatist sentiments. BRooKe WARRen
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13,000 
number of Inupiat tribal members.  

These communities could see a profit if oil were 
discovered in the Arctic national Wildlife Refuge.

160,000 
Caribou in the Porcupine herd, whose calving 
grounds are within the area that could be 
opened for drilling. The herd is integral to the 
Gwich’in tribal nation’s way of life.   

Congress has fought over allowing drilling in 
the Arctic national Wildlife Refuge in Alaska 
for 40 years. The refuge, the largest in the 
country, is extremely biologically productive, 
and conservationists have successfully fended 
off attempts for mineral exploration for 
decades. Beneath that land also lie billions of 
barrels of oil and a provision allowing drilling 
in AnWR was included in a tax bill signed by 
President Donald Trump in December.  
Graham Lee Brewer   
MoRe: hcne.ws/alaska-drilling

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

A surface coal mine in the Powder River Basin in Wyoming.  BLM WYoMInG

Interior	revokes	climate	change		
and	mitigation	policies
A sweeping order signed just before Christmas rescinded an array 
of policies designed to elevate climate change and conservation 
on decisions regarding public lands, waters and wildlife. The order 
echoes earlier mandates from President Donald Trump and Interior 
Secretary Ryan Zinke to Interior’s 70,000 employees: Prioritize energy 
development and de-emphasize climate change and conservation. 

David Hayes, who was President Barack obama’s deputy 
secretary of Interior, said the policy rescissions were very significant 
because these policies guided the agency’s field staff in how to 
manage the nation’s vast resources at a time when climate change is 
already impacting public lands in many ways. 

Under the national environmental Policy Act, agencies are 
still legally required to mitigate harmful effects of development 
and to consider climate change. But now, they’ve been told not 
to let climate change considerations or mitigation burden energy 
development. And they have no guidebook to help them navigate 
those competing mandates. eLizaBeth ShoGren
MoRe: hcne.ws/policy-reversal

“It’s an 
interesting 
historic relic 
with huge 
implications for 
the ecological 
health of the 
river.” 

—Brent Uilenberg,  
a manager in the  

U.S. Bureau of Reclamation’s  
Upper Colorado Region.

A	piece	of	history
A few miles east of Glenwood 
Springs, in western Colorado, sits 
a tiny hydroelectric plant, built in 
1909. The Shoshone power plant 
still adds energy to the grid, but 
its true importance lies elsewhere: 
It’s a cornerstone of the elaborate 
complex of water rights, laws, 
agreements and relationships that 
shape the management of the upper 
Colorado River. Because of the 
water rights it holds — and because 
it returns the water it uses to the 
river channel — the diminutive plant 
dictates how the river is managed in 
Colorado, even today. emiLy BenSon
MoRe: hcne.ws/shaping-water 

Meet	Karen	Budd-Falen,	a	contender	for	BLM	director
Karen Budd-Falen, under consideration for director of Bureau of Land 
Management at press time, is a polarizing figure in the West. She’s well 
known as a property rights lawyer who represents ranchers in disputes 
with federal land agencies like the BLM and U.S. Forest Service. In 1991, 
Newsweek dubbed Budd-Falen the “hired gun of choice for ranchers facing 
court action from federal agencies.” Below are her positions on some 
conservative Western land values.  
tay wiLeS  MoRe: hcne.ws/agency-contender

gentrification
              [n. gen-tri-fi-ca-tion]

Definition: the process of renovating 
and improving a house or district so 
that it conforms to middle-class taste.

In Tucson, revitalization has brought 
a tantalizing promise of development 
back to downtown — but it has also 
pushed out long-term residents, 
marginalized renters, and led to 
outward ripples of gentrification. 
HCN tells the story of one mail carrier 
who has seen those changes day by 
day and must cope with the increased 
urban density with no additional 
support.  maya L. Kapoor     
MoRe: hcne.ws/gentrifying-city

Trending

Logging	isn’t	
the	solution	
to	wildfire	
problems
“Writers on the 
Range” contributor 
Pepper Trail points 
to problems within 
the Resilient Federal 
Forests Act currently 
being considered by 
the Senate, which 
promotes logging 
as a fire fix. The act 
seeks to drastically 
change public-lands 
management by 
curtailing existing 
environmental laws 
and expanding post-
fire salvage logging, 
Trail writes. But this act 
assumes (1) that fire 
is a problem; and (2) 
that it can be solved. 
Instead of trying to 
log our way out of fire 
danger, we need to 
adapt ourselves to the 
reality of living in this 
fire-adapted landscape.  

You	say

ChriS roBertS:  
“Thank you, thank you, 
thank you, for allowing 
this dissenting opinion 
against the chorus of 
‘gardening the wild’ 
advocates. Restore 
natural processes and 
let communities adapt 
to the new climate. 
Humans cannot fix this 
or create biodiversity.” 

ChriStian CutShaw:  
“Thinning and fuels 
reduction can be a 
useful tool to manage 
our forests and prevent 
catastrophic wildfires, 
but we have to do it 
intelligently, carefully, 
and we have to 
examine each parcel of 
land on a case-by-case 
basis, and tailor our 
land management for 
each specific plot.” 

CharLeS KimBaLL:  
“Comparing wildfire, 
and our ability to 
combat it, with 
hurricanes displays 
a level of ignorance 
that is beyond 
comprehension.” 

MoRe: hcne.ws/fire-fix 
and Facebook.com/
highcountrynews

FROM	OUR	wEBSITE:	HCN.ORG

FEDERAL	LAND	MANAGEMENT:	Budd-Falen has not publicly taken a 
stance on the movement to transfer federal land to state control. Though 
she has appeared at events where land-transfer advocates spoke, she said she acknowledges that the 
notion that the federal government can’t legally administer land in the West has not been upheld by 
the courts. on the topic of national monuments, however, Budd-Falen has lauded Trump and Interior 
Secretary Ryan Zinke for their 2017 review of designations over 100,000 acres.

PROPERTY	RIGHTS: Property rights are fundamental to Budd-Falen’s worldview. In 2011, at a 
Constitutional Sheriffs panel event in Yreka, California, she said that all rights in the U.S. Constitution 
are “based on the right of ownership of private property.” She has spent much of her career defending 
ranchers’ rights to water, easements and grazing federal land. early in her career, Budd-Falen took on a 
client who is now one of the West’s most notorious cattlemen — Cliven Bundy of Bunkerville, nevada —
over a grazing dispute.

COUNTY	SUPREMACY: Local input on land-use plans has long been a Budd-Falen bailiwick. She 
believes city and county officials should have more opportunity to influence resource management. 
When she’s not in the courtroom, Budd-Falen spends about a third of her time advising Western counties 
on land-use plans. Budd-Falen’s county-centric views also resemble the “constitutional sheriff” ideology, 
which considers elected sheriffs as the supreme law of the land, beyond the federal government’s control.

J. DAnIeL HUD



BEAR	vOYEURISM

With regard to Christopher 
Solomon’s feature article, “Bear Es-
sentials” (HCN, 12/25/17), I respect 
the author and the staff at McNeil 
River Sanctuary for their efforts to 
minimize human impact in an area 
rich in resources for brown bears.  
However, the fact that they have 
cordoned off an area so humans 
can watch the bears “up close” in 
relative safety still comes down 
to the simple awareness that we 
humans are egocentric, voyeuris-
tic beings. We can rationalize our 
behavior, saying that our impact 
is minimal and that the bears are 
getting used to nonthreatening 
human presence, but the fact is humans 
and bears should not be getting used to 
being with, or near, each other.  Ulti-
mately, the bears and their habitat will 
suffer from human impact, no matter 
how minimal.  We have a duty to pro-
tect them in their natural environment 
without making such environments 
vacation destinations.

I have never met a brown bear on 
the trail, and I hope I never accidentally 
startle one while hiking. Even if I go to 
my grave without ever seeing one in the 
wild, I will die happy, knowing that I 
did my part to keep bears wild, free, and 
flourishing.

Kathy Kruse 
Fort Collins, Colorado

STEPS	TO	PUBLIC-LAND	DESTRUCTION

Krista Langlois’ piece on public lands 
looked all around the mulberry bush 
about raising entrance fees to national 
parks and other public lands, but never 
reached the obvious conclusion (“Who 
should pay for public lands?” HCN, 
12/25/17). That is stated clearly in the 
second paragraph of Jonathan Thomp-
son’s Perspective on page 25 (“Interior’s 
return to the ‘Crazy Years’,” HCN, 
12/25/17).  To paraphrase, Donald 
Trump, Ryan Zinke and their gang of 
thieves aim to strip Americans of their 
preserved natural, national heritage in 
an obvious set of steps:

1. Strip away environmental  
    protections;
2. Make public lands visits unafford- 
    able to working Americans;
3. As visitation drops, tell Congress that  
    Americans don’t care about their  
    parks and preserves (this gang of vul- 
    tures may just bypass that little step);
4. Remove public-lands protections  
    and sell them off to the highest  
     gas/oil/uranium bidders — as Zinke  

    so eagerly stated, “For too long  
    America has been held back by  
    burdensome regulations on our  
    energy industry.”

How blunt can you be? For Zinke, 
“America” = “energy industry.”  The 
suicidal among us can race off to certain 
planetary extinction before the year 3000 
in their turbocharged RVs.  The rest of 
us should, can, and will fight off these 
elected and appointed Rapists of America.  

Dave Mandel 
El Cerrito, California

FIRE	LANGUAGE

Too often the media sensationalizes 
wildfire. I think HCN should ensure its 
language does not add to sensationalism 
(“Scorched Earth,” HCN, 11/11/2017).

For instance, HCN refers to the 
Eagle Creek Fire as “consuming close 
to 50,000 acres.” Those acres still exist, 
so what was consumed? Some of the 
vegetation is still there, since wildfires 
rarely burn 100 percent of all vegetation 
on all acres. How about “burned parts of 
50,000 acres”?

HCN also says that 2017 will be 
“remembered mainly for its destructive-
ness.” Since wildfire is part of many 
ecosystems in the West, since many of 
these ecosystems needed burning, and 
since these areas will recover with na-
tive vegetation that again is adapted to 
wildfires, maybe “destructiveness” is not 
the word to use. How about, “fire distur-
bance burned and ecological succession 
occurred”?

HCN refers to California wildfires 
as having “ravaged” Sonoma and Napa 
Counties. How much of each of these 
counties (percentage) burned? Perhaps 
just say that some large areas in these 
counties burned.

Finally, it is important to remember 
that not all ponderosa forests or other 

forests grow with the same 
density in every location. The 
U.S. Forest Service is notori-
ous for thinning and logging 
using the same density over 
entire landscapes when a more 
diverse spatial, vertical, and 
horizontal pattern or mosaic 
would more closely mimic the 
forests of the past. The devil is 
in the details and HCN should 
report what those details are.

Brandt Mannchen 
Humble, Texas 

ENvIRONMENTALISTS	FOR	
BETTER	LAND	MANAGEMENT

In his Editor’s Note for the Dec. 
11 issue, Paul Larmer repeats a widely 
held belief, writing that “neither side 
(“Republican lawmakers” nor “environ-
mentalists”) is doing much to create 
lasting solutions on the ground that 
could help overcome a century of fear-
based (fire) management in the West.”

That is false. All over the West, 
grassroots environmental organizations 
are working not only to change the poli-
cies and practices of the “Fire Industrial 
Complex” but also to help the Forest 
Service and Bureau of Land Manage-
ment better protect communities and 
prepare our forests for future wildfires. 

One such effort is the Western 
Klamath Restoration Partnership. As 
part of it, the Klamath Forest Alliance 
is working with the Forest Service, local 
tribes and forest workers on projects 
that will prepare local communities and 
ridge-top shaded fuel breaks so that 
future wildfires that don’t threaten life 
and property can be allowed to burn. 

The Alliance also writes and pub-
lishes the natural and human (fire sup-
pression) history of each large wildfire 
that burns in northwest California and 
southwest Oregon. We typically find 
that fire suppression does more damage 
and results in more risk to communities, 
water quality and the forest than the ac-
tual wildfires that are “suppressed.” 

The Klamath Forest Alliance is not 
an anomaly: Most grassroots environ-
mental organizations that work on forest 
and public-land issues have for decades 
supported and helped to design projects 
to restore fire regimes and other natural 
ecological processes.  Several regional and 
a few national environmental organiza-
tions have also contributed to that effort.

Felice Pace 
Klamath Forest Alliance Core Group 
Klamath, California

Send letters to editor@hcn.org or  
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Cliven Bundy walks 
out of federal court 
with his wife, Carol, 
after a judge dismissed 
criminal charges 
against him and his 
sons. The Bundys were 
accused of leading an 
armed uprising against 
federal authorities in 
2014. K.M. CAnnon/LAS 

VeGAS ReVIeW-JoURnAL VIA AP

On Jan. 8, U.S. District Court Judge 
Gloria Navarro dismissed all charges 

against Nevada rancher Cliven Bundy, 
his sons Ammon and Ryan, and Montana 
militiaman Ryan Payne, citing miscon-
duct by prosecutors. The dismissal — the 
worst blow yet to the federal government 
in the saga, which has involved three 
Nevada trials since early 2017 — raises 
serious questions about the Bureau of 
Land Management’s ability to enforce 
regulations on the public lands.

The case stemmed from a tense 2014 
standoff near the Bundys’ ranch in Bun-
kerville, Nevada. The family, backed by 
hundreds of supporters, including armed 
militia members, defied BLM and Na-
tional Park Service staff attempting to 
impound their illegally grazing cattle. 

The Bundys and their supporters see 
the dismissal as a vindication of their 
decades-long battle for states’ rights. “My 
defense is a 15-second defense,” Cliven 
Bundy said Monday after being released. 

“I graze my cattle only on Clark County, 
Nevada, land, and I have no contract with 
the federal government.” Bundy cattle 
actually graze on BLM and Park Service 
lands, but the rancher insists that the 
U.S. government cannot legally own or 
administer public lands.

“I’ve put up with this court as a politi-
cal prisoner for two years,” Bundy said. He 
and his co-defendants had been in custody 
since their arrests in February 2016, fac-
ing charges including conspiracy against 
the United States and threatening federal 
officers.

The dismissal comes after a mistrial 
on Dec. 20, just five weeks into what was 
expected to be a four-month-long trial. 
“The court finds there has been flagrant 
prosecutorial misconduct,” Navarro said, 
because evidence that could have helped 
the defense was withheld. 

Navarro cited reports leading up to 
the impoundment from the FBI, BLM 
and other government agencies regard-
ing just how much of a threat the Bund-
ys would pose to law enforcement. U.S. 
attorneys did not provide most of these 

reports to the defense, though the judge 
said they could have helped show that the 
Bundys were not that serious a threat. 
The government also failed to provide 
information about an FBI surveillance 
camera placed near the Bundy residence 
in April 2014.

When asked whether another standoff 
would happen if the BLM again attempt-
ed to impound the family’s cattle — which 
are still illegally grazing federal land — 
Ammon Bundy said: “I don’t know, you’d 
have to ask my dad. But I’m sure he’s 
going to do whatever it takes.”  

In December, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service reopened public comment on 

its removal of the Greater Yellowstone 
grizzlies from the protection of the 
Endangered Species Act. The bruins, 
which range across 35,000 square miles 
of wild country in Montana, Wyoming and 
Idaho, had rebounded from some 300 at 
their original listing in 1975 to over 700 
today. The agency declared the bears a 
“distinct population segment” in June, 
separate from other Lower 48 grizzlies, 
and at the same time took them off the en-
dangered species list.  

In the history of delisting decisions, 
seeking additional comment after the fact 
is exceedingly rare. The move was a nod 
to a recent court ruling on gray wolves, a 
species which the Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice had similarly broken into smaller 

geographically defined groups, such as the 
Northern Rocky Mountains and Western 
Great Lakes, then removed from protec-
tion. “Specifically, the service is interest-
ed in public input on whether this court’s 
opinion (on the gray wolf) affects the 
(Greater Yellowstone grizzly bear) final 
rule and what, if any, further evaluation 
the service should consider regarding the 
remaining grizzly bear populations in the 
Lower 48 states and their lost historical 
range,” the agency stated. The comment 
period ended Jan. 5.

The gray wolf ruling came last August, 
when D.C. Circuit Judge Patricia Millett 
upheld a 2014 decision that the Western 

Great Lakes subgroup of the gray wolf 
should not have lost Endangered Spe-
cies Act protections. In order to remove 
federal protections from a subgroup ini-
tially listed as a larger population, Mil-
lett declared, the agency must consider 
the impacts of that particular delisting on 
remnant subgroups elsewhere, as well as 
on the species’ recovery across its historic 
range. 

Now, the precedent set by that case has 
many questioning the legality of breaking 
up grizzly bears by recovery areas and 
then removing their protections. “The rul-
ing was significant because it called into 
question the service’s standard blueprint 
for dealing with these large-scale listings 
of species like grizzly bears and wolves 
that were listed throughout the Lower 48 
at one time,” says Tim Preso, managing 
attorney of the Northern Rockies office at 
EarthJustice. 

If the agency, or the pending envi-
ronmental lawsuits over the Yellowstone 
grizzly, determine that the wolf case has 
little bearing on other species, the use of 
distinct population segments to remove 
species protections will likely be expanded 
beyond wolves and grizzlies. Next in line 
could be the greater sage grouse, since it’s 
also a wide-ranging species.  

Cliven Bundy walks
Judge dismisses 2014 standoff case  

for ‘flagrant misconduct’ by prosecutors
By tay wiLeS

A precedent for species recovery?
Court decision may change grizzly protection

By GLoria diCKie

A grizzly bear stands 
on a bison carcass 
in the middle of the 
Yellowstone River 
in Yellowstone 
National Park.
JIM PeACo/nPS

Gloria Dickie is a freelance science and environ-
mental journalist based in Boulder, Colorado.  
 @gloriadickie

Associate editor Tay Wiles writes from oakland, 
California.   @taywiles

CurrentS

Read the full story:		
hcne.ws/	
piecemeal-approach

Read the full story:		
hcne.ws/bundys-walk
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Cottonwood trees line 
the San Pedro River as 
it winds through the 
San Pedro Riparian 
National Conservation 
Area in the San Pedro 
Valley, Arizona. AnnIe 

GRIFFITHS BeLT/GeTTY IMAGeS

In October, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice lifted its longstanding objections to a 

city-sized development that threatens the 
Southwest’s last free-flowing major river.

The San Pedro River is a vital resource 
in the parched Sonoran Desert, sustain-
ing some 400 species of migratory birds. 
The agency had twice in recent years ob-
jected to granting a key federal permit 
and warned that building 28,000 homes, 
golf courses and other amenities near the 
southern Arizona river would have “ap-
preciable” effects on wildlife. It cited sub-
stantial scientific research highlighting 
risks to rare species, including the jaguar 
and yellow-billed cuckoo.

But Fish and Wildlife reversed itself, 
according to an Oct. 26 letter obtained by 
High Country News through a Freedom of 
Information Act request. Under pressure 
from the developer and the U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers, the agency agreed not 
to look at the impact of the entire project 
but only at the 51 acres of desert washes 

that the Corps’ permit would allow the de-
veloper to fill in with dirt in order to build 
roads and building pads. Given those con-
straints, the Fish and Wildlife Service 
agreed the permit would not adversely 
impact endangered or threatened species.

The reversal comes as President Don-
ald Trump has repeatedly ordered agen-
cies to roll back environmental protections 
to facilitate business interests. Envi-
ronmental groups opposed to the project 
say the flip-flop reflects the administra-
tion’s willingness to sideline science as it 
eliminates environmental protections it 
sees as impediments to a whole range of 
industries, from real estate to oil and gas 
drilling. “I think that the turtles are put-
ting their heads in the shell,” says Karen 
Fogas, executive director of Tucson Audu-
bon. “It’s not likely any agency is going to 
be proactive in that climate.”

In a December letter, however, the 
Environmental Protection Agency urged 
the Corps to analyze the direct and in-
direct impacts of the entire project — all 
12,399 acres, rather than just the 51 
stream acres that would be filled in. The 
EPA says it still has the concerns it raised 
earlier, including the fear that the devel-

opment may so seriously deplete the river 
that it no longer flows year-round. “It is 
reasonably foreseeable that the San Pedro 
River could be ultimately converted from 
a perennial to an intermittent or ephem-
eral aquatic system. This increasing deg-
radation would be contrary to the goals of 
the (Clean Water Act) — protecting the 
physical, chemical, and biological integri-
ty of the Nation’s waters,” the EPA’s 2004 
letter reads.

 

The threat to the San Pedro dates back 
to the mid-2000s, when another de-

veloper proposed a similar, smaller proj-
ect on the same land. Environmentalists 
and federal agencies fought it then, too. 
Still, the Corps issued the permit, but 
that developer never built the project, and 
in 2014, the property sold to El Dorado 
Holdings Inc. The Corps transferred the 
permit to the new owner but suspended it 
last year, after environmentalists sued. It 
accepted public comments until Dec. 4 on 
whether to reissue, modify or revoke the 
permit.

By law, federal agencies have to con-
sider the impacts of proposed actions on 
endangered species and consult with the 
Fish and Wildlife Service. But until re-
cently, the Corps and the wildlife agency 
disagreed about whether the impacts 
of the entire development should be as-
sessed. The Corps insisted that the analy-
sis be limited to those 51 acres of washes, 
justifying the narrow review by declar-
ing that the permit wasn’t pivotal to the 
project.

The developer went a step further, 
asserting in a September letter to the 
Corps that the project would go ahead 

Federal agency retracts 
opposition to Arizona project
As Trump sidelines science, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service  

flips on San Pedro River development
By eLizaBeth ShoGren

Correspondent elizabeth Shogren writes High 
Country News’ DC Dispatches from Washington. 
 @shogrene



even if the permit were not reissued. The 
homes and amenities would be built be-
tween the many washes on the property. 
“Admittedly, developing our property in 
this manner would not meet our project 
purpose. … Our core concept of intercon-
nected villages would be difficult to re-
tain,” the developer wrote in a letter also 
obtained in response to a Freedom of In-
formation Act request.

Deferring to the Corps and developer 
represents a major change for the Fish 
and Wildlife Service. Previously, the 
agency argued strongly against the de-
velopment. Its earlier letters referenced 
scientific studies that showed potential 
impacts to the yellow-billed cuckoo and 
northern Mexican garter snake, two spe-
cies recently listed as threatened under 
the Endangered Species Act, as well as 
the endangered southwestern willow fly-
catcher and jaguar. In October 2016, the 
agency went so far as to tell the Corps 
that it should not have issued the original 
permit and should not reissue it unless 
it fully considers the effects of the entire 
project. However, its October 2017 letter 
did not mention the studies previously 
cited.

The Fish and Wildlife official who 
signed the letters defends the reversal. 
“Legally, my position changed when we 
got those assurances” from the Corps and 
developer that the project would be built 
even without a permit, says Steve Span-
gle, a Fish and Wildlife field supervisor 
in Arizona. “That was the game changer.” 
He met with the Corps and the developers 
and consulted Interior Department law-
yers in Washington, D.C., and Albuquer-
que. “We did not ignore any science; I will 
stand behind my biologist and the conclu-
sions he reached.”

Environmentalists and legal experts 
are concerned not just about this reversal 
but about how it reflects a new era when 

science matters less in decision-making 
and concerns about ecological impacts are 
scuttled to ease development. “There’s 
something a little fishy about (the Fish 
and Wildlife Service) dramatically chang-
ing its position several months after a 
new administration comes in,” says Justin 
Pidot, an associate professor at the Uni-
versity of Denver Law School who was a 
deputy solicitor of Interior under Obama. 
“It certainly raises questions to me about 
whether this is a politically driven rever-
sal.” Actually proving political interfer-
ence, however, would be very difficult, he 
added.

However, environmental groups, in-
cluding the Center for Biological Diversi-
ty, Sierra Club, Tucson Audubon Society, 
Defenders of Wildlife and the Lower San 
Pedro Watershed  Alliance, argue that 
by adopting the developer’s position, the 
Fish and Wildlife Service is ignoring the 
substantial scientific record about the 
potential negative effects of the project 
on wildlife. Scientific research indicates 
that a big development near the San Pe-
dro could also increase flooding and send 
large amounts of sediment into the river, 
degrading the habitat.

The groups’ lawyer also disagreed 
with the assertion that the Villages at 
Vigneto project could be built without 
the permit. Whatever development could 
happen without filling in streams would 
be significantly different than what El 
Dorado proposed in its master plan, 
which has been approved by the local 
government. “If this type of letter is all a 
developer needs to do under this admin-
istration to circumvent the Endangered 
Species Act and the National Environ-
mental Policy Act,” says Stu Gillespie, an 
attorney for Earthjustice, “there will be 
serious impacts to our environment that 
go unanalyzed and unregulated. That is a 
very disturbing outcome.”  

Former Interior Department lawyers 
and legal experts say the Corps and 

the Fish and Wildlife Service have long 
been wrestling over when the federal gov-
ernment has to consider the effects of an 
entire project or just the direct impacts of 
filling in streams. The fate of a project can 
depend on who wins.

The U.S. Court of Appeals for the 9th 
Circuit has ruled in different ways on 
Arizona housing development disputes, 
depending on how likely it seemed that 
a development actually could avoid the 
streams or wetlands. In one case, the 
court decided against the Corps: “These 
washes were dispersed throughout the 
project area in such a way that, as a prac-
tical matter, no large-scale development 
could take place without filling the wash-
es,” the ruling states. But in another, 
where the upland area could be developed 
independent of wetlands, the ruling sup-
ported the Corps’ argument for narrowing 
the scope.

The Corps asserts that the Villages at 
Vigneto resembles the second case. But a 
legal expert who looked at the property’s 
maps is skeptical. “Here it strikes me as 
a little bit strange to say that the larger 
project could be disconnected from the 
fills the Army Corps is permitting,” says 
Dave Owen, a UC Hastings Law School 
professor and expert in the Endangered 
Species Act. “Look at the map; it looks like 
the washes are all over the site. Perhaps 
the developer could build a project that 
doesn’t hit any of the washes, but it looks 
tricky.”

What’s more, Owen stresses that 
the developer and the Corps are trying 
to have it both ways. To get the original 
permit, the developer had to first dem-
onstrate to the Corps that filling in those 
51 acres of streams was essential. “Here 
the Army Corps and applicant are in the 
strange position of on the one hand in-
sisting that it’s perfectly feasible to build 
on the site without stream fills, while at 
some other point they must have said it’s 
impossible,” Owen says. “Something has 
gone wrong here.”

The Corps will weigh the environmen-
tal concerns against the project’s benefits, 
such as economic development, when de-
ciding whether issuing the permit is in the 
public’s interest, says Kathleen Tucker, 
the Corps’ project manager. “That deci-
sion will reflect the national concern for 
both protection and utilization of impor-
tant resources,” the agency states in its re-
quest for public comment. A decision is ex-
pected early in 2018, according to Tucker. 
If the Corps reissues the permit, environ-
mental groups may sue to try to block it. 
“In Arizona, 95 percent of riparian areas 
have been altered or destroyed, putting 
many species in an untenable situation, 
especially in light of climate change,” Fo-
gas says. “That amps up the importance of 
those remaining areas.”  
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Backstory
natural darkness — 
which is essential 
for plants, wildlife 
and humans — is 
disappearing. In 
2001, an Italian 
astronomer estimated 
that	two-thirds	of	
U.S.	residents	can	no	
longer	see	the	Milky	
way	with	the	naked	
eye.	In	response,	
some	western	cities	
and	national	parks	
have	modified	their	
light	usage. In April 
2007, Utah’s natural 
Bridges national 
Monument became 
the first “International 
Dark Sky Park” 
certified by the 
nonprofit International 
Dark-Sky Association 
(“Quest for Darkness,” 
HCN, 12/10/07).

Followup  

now, the West 
boasts the nation’s 
first International 
Dark Sky Reserve, 
certified in December 
after decades of 
effort by volunteers 
and officials. The	
1,400-square-mile	
swath	of	central	
Idaho,	in	the	
Sawtooth	National	
Forest,	is	so	free	
from	light	pollution	
that	“interstellar	
dust	clouds	can	be	
seen	in	the	Milky	
way,” reports E&E 
News.  Idaho gained 
two other “starry 
night” recognitions 
last year: The city 
of Ketchum became 
the world’s 16th 
International Dark 
Sky Community, and 
Craters of the Moon 
national Monument 
and Preserve became 
an International Dark 
Sky Park. 

Jodi peterSon

The Milky Way 
above Stanley Lake 
in Idaho. CHARLeS 

KnoWLeS/CC FLICKR

An artist’s rendition of a portion of the Villages at Vigneto housing development east of Tucson, 
where 28,000 homes are scheduled to be built near the San Pedro River.  VILLAGeS AT VIGneTo



Heidi McIntosh’s first case as an envi-
ronmental lawyer in the early 1990s 

was an attempt to block a coal mine in a 
remote red rock region of southern Utah. 
The area is a treasure trove of dinosaur 
fossils, archaeological sites and gorgeous 
scenery. The effort could not have been 
more successful. In 1996, President Bill 
Clinton permanently protected the Kai-
parowits Plateau when he designated 
Grand Staircase-Escalante National Mon-
ument. Or so, at least, he thought.

Now, 21 years later, President Donald 
Trump has slashed that monument by 
nearly half. The paleontologists’ wonder-
land where Andalex Resources wanted to 
mine coal now lies outside Trump’s new 
boundary lines. And McIntosh is again 
fighting to protect the Kaiparowits and its 
treasures as a lead attorney for a broad 
array of environmental groups. McIntosh 
also represents many of the same groups 
in a parallel effort to block the downsizing 
of Bears Ears National Monument, which 
President Barack Obama created in 2016. 
Trump designated two much smaller mon-
uments, Indian Creek and Shash Jáa (the 
Navajo word for Bears Ears). Together, 
the two replacements cover only about 15 
percent of the land in Obama’s Bears Ears.

Trump’s actions were an unprec-
edented setback for the conservation of 
public lands, and they have unleashed 
a torrent of litigation. The plaintiffs in-
clude five tribes, archaeologists, paleon-
tologists, photographers, climbers and 
businesses — and all of them have done 
their homework. They have extensive 
reports documenting the rich cultural, 
scenic and recreational resources that 
Trump has removed from Bears Ears 
and Grand Staircase, and they are de-
termined to use the courts to restore the 
original boundaries and uphold the prin-
ciple that only Congress can eliminate a 
national monument and the high level of 
protection it affords.

Five tribes — Navajo Nation, Zuni, 
Hopi, Ute and Ute Mountain Ute — led 
the original push for the creation of Bears 
Ears to protect their ancestral lands. Now, 
those five tribes have separately sued the 
president to restore protection to all 1.35 
million acres. “We want to ensure that 
those lands and the knowledge that is tied 
to those lands are preserved and protected 
… and that our ways of being can contin-
ue to exist,” said Ethel Branch, attorney 
general of the Navajo Nation, one of the 
plaintiffs.

Another complaint was filed by an as-
sortment of Bears Ears’ advocates, includ-
ing Utah Diné Bikéyah, a Native Ameri-
can nonprofit group that began advocating 
for the monument in 2010, along with Pa-

tagonia Works, Friends of Cedar Mesa, Ar-
chaeology Southwest, Conservation Lands 
Foundation, Access Fund, the Society for 
Vertebrate Paleontology and the National 
Trust for Historic Preservation.

Grand Staircase Escalante Partners, a 
local group that supports that monument, 
also filed a suit with Conservation Lands 
Foundation and the Society of Vertebrate 
Paleontology. That makes three suits de-
fending Bears Ears and two on behalf of 
Escalante, all filed in U.S. District Court 
in the District of Columbia. Most have 
been assigned to Judge Tanya Chutkan, 
appointed by Obama in 2014.

For both monuments, the plaintiffs’ 
main legal argument is simple. The Con-
stitution gives Congress authority over 
public lands. In the 1906 Antiquities Act, 
Congress expressly gave presidents the 
right to establish national monuments. 
But the act never mentions abolishing or 
modifying monuments. The main ques-
tion for the federal judge will be whether 
it was within the president’s power to 
shrink those monuments. Says McIntosh: 
“The answer is the same (for both): ‘No, 
there is no authority for him to do that.’ ”

Under the Antiquities Act, presidents 
have power to protect historic and prehis-
toric landmarks, structures and “other 
objects of historic or scientific interest,” 
though they’re limited to preserving the 
“smallest area compatible with the prop-
er care and management of the objects 
to be protected.” Opponents of the monu-
ments, including Trump, cite this part of 
the act when arguing that both Clinton 
and Obama exceeded their authority 
by making Grand Staircase-Escalante 
and Bears Ears so large. While Trump’s 
proclamation acknowledges that many 
objects protected by Bears Ears were 
left out of the much smaller new monu-
ments, he argues that those excluded 
objects were not unique, not threatened 
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Navajo Nation Attorney General Ethel Branch speaks during a news conference in early 
December in Salt Lake City. The Navajo Tribe was one of the tribes that pushed for creation of 
the Bears Ears National Monument. Now it is suing to restore it. RICK BoWMeR/AP 

Lawsuits challenge Trump’s trims
Reductions in Bears Ears and Grand Staircase-Escalante 

exclude thousands of significant objects
By eLizaBeth ShoGren

Correspondent elizabeth Shogren writes High 
Country News’ DC Dispatches from Washington. 
 @shogrene

“We want 
to ensure 
that those 
lands and the 
knowledge 
tied to those 
lands are 
preserved and 
protected.”

— navajo nation 
Attorney General  

ethel Branch



or “are not of significant scientific or his-
toric interest.”

Ironically, monument supporters also 
see the same part of the Antiquities Act 
as crucial to their cases, arguing that tens 
of thousands of artifacts and other impor-
tant religious, cultural, historic, scientific 
and scenic features were left out of the 
reduced boundaries. The tribes’ lawsuit 
asserts that by excluding so many previ-
ously protected objects, Trump’s procla-
mation must be seen as revoking Bears 
Ears, not just modifying it. Either way, 
they assert that his action was illegal.

A 2016 report by the coalition of pro-
monument tribes mapped hundreds of im-
portant archaeological sites, most of them 
now outside of the new monuments. For 
instance, the White Canyon area, which 
Trump excluded from Bears Ears, holds 
artifacts from the region’s earliest inhab-
itants — the mammoth and bison hunters 
of the late Pleistocene. White Canyon also 
contains many “Nahonidzho,” or “escap-
ing places,” where Navajos hid during the 
Long Walk, the 1864 deportation of the 
Navajo people by the U.S. government.

“Bears Ears is an area with objects all 
over the place. I’m confident we’ll be able 
to show that,” says Charles Wilkinson, a 
University of Colorado law professor who 

specializes in public land and Indian law 
and is representing the Ute Mountain 
Ute, Zuni and Hopi tribes in court.

Another area highlighted by Obama 
for its extraordinary features but left out 
by Trump is the Valley of the Gods in the 
southern end of the original Bears Ears. 
Obama’s proclamation declares: “The tow-
ering spires in the Valley of the Gods are 
sacred to the Navajo, representing ancient 
Navajo warriors frozen in stone.” Paleon-
tologists also value the area because fos-
sils of some of the earliest vertebrates to 
walk in North America have been found 
here. Trump justifies his decision by say-
ing that Valley of the Gods is already pro-
tected as an area of critical environmental 
concern, a special Bureau of Land Man-
agement designation.

But it’s misleading for the Trump ad-
ministration to suggest that other protec-
tive designations are as strong as monu-
ment status, says Justin Pidot, one of the 
tribes’ lawyers, who is an associate law 
professor at the University of Denver and 
a former deputy solicitor at the Interior 
Department. “No judge will buy that lie. 
It doesn’t pass the laugh test. If noth-
ing is changed (in the level of protection) 
there would be no point in a monument 
designation,” he says.

Under a 2008 management plan, 
the BLM closed the Valley of the Gods 
to oil and gas leasing. But a future plan 
could reopen it, and starting 60 days af-
ter Trump’s announcement, miners can 
stake claims for uranium, potash or other 
hardrock minerals in the Valley of the 
Gods or in any other part of the original 
monuments that is not within Trump’s 
monument boundaries. Many areas left 
out of Trump’s new version of Bears Ears 
will be reopened for oil and gas drilling, 
including White Canyon and Lockhart 
Basin, an archaeologically rich area popu-
lar with climbers.

Similar examples abound outside 
Trump’s new boundaries for Grand 
Staircase-Escalante as well. The Kaip-
arowits Plateau, for instance, is home to 
the Straight Cliffs Formation, where the 
coal beds are interlaid with abundant fos-
sils that provide insights into a period of 
time “that cannot be studied in detail any-
where else in the world,” according to the 
paleontologists’ lawsuit. Since 1996, 12 
new species of dinosaurs have been dis-
covered there. While Clinton’s monument 
ended Andalex’s coal-mining ambitions on 
the plateau, Trump’s action has rekindled 
that prospect.

These facts should prove persuasive 
to the judge,  says Steve Bloch, the legal 
director of the Southern Utah Wilderness 
Alliance who’s a leading lawyer in the 
environmental groups’ Bears Ears and 
Escalante cases. “That’s indisputable,” 
he says. “The new boundaries cut in half 
areas previously designated where some 
fossil records or geological features lie.”

One key legal strategy of Grand 
Staircase-Escalante’s defenders does 
not apply to Bears Ears, however. Since 
1996, Congress has repeatedly endorsed 
and acknowledged Clinton’s monument. 
“Grand Staircase has been around over 
20 years,” says McIntosh, managing at-
torney for Earthjustice’s Rocky Mountain 
office. “Congress has acted numerous 
times in ways that essentially ratify the 
monument” — providing money to buy 
back coal leases and regularly funding the 
monument’s budget, for example. It even 
increased the boundaries through land ex-
changes, when Utah swapped state-land 
parcels within the monument for mineral-
rich parcels in other areas so it wouldn’t 
lose out on revenues. Congress also gave 
Utah $50 million. “We think those actions 
taken together confirm that Congress has 
ratified the monument and the president 
can’t undo it,” Bloch says.

Ultimately, much more than these two 
Utah monuments is at stake here. “If a 
president is authorized to modify and re-
voke, then no national monument is safe,” 
says Erik Murdock, policy director of the 
Access Fund, a plaintiff in one of the cas-
es. “We believe this battle is critical for the 
fight for public lands in general — that’s 
why we’re going all in on this.” 
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Backstory
Chronic wasting 
disease — a fatal, 
highly contagious 
neurological disorder 
— first appeared in 
northern Colorado 
in 1967.  It afflicts 
elk, deer and moose 
in 19 states and three 
Canadian provinces, 
including Wyoming. 
Transmission occurs 
through proteins in 
urine, feces, saliva and 
carcass tissues from 
infected animals; they 
also accumulate in 
soils (“Wasting disease 
in wildlife inches 
toward Yellowstone,” 
HCN, 5/11/15). 

Followup  

In November, 
the disease was 
discovered in 
Montana for the 
first time. The state’s 
Department of Fish, 
Wildlife and Parks 
formed a response 
team, released a 
management plan, 
and planned two 
special hunting 
seasons. The Fish and 
Wildlife Commission 
also asked Wyoming 
to stop feeding elk at 
23 feedgrounds, which 
concentrate animals 
and may spread the 
disease. “The arrival 
of CWD is terrifying,” 
Dan Vermillion, 
commission chairman, 
told Mountain Journal. 
“It’s heartbreaking, 
the more I learn about 
the science and the 
potential it has to 
harm our game herds.” 

Jodi Peterson

A captive elk at the 
Wyoming Game and 
Fish Department’s 
Sybille Wildlife 
Research Unit 
in Wheatland, 
Wyoming.  
TerrY Kreeger

Valley of the Gods, 
in the southern 
end of the original 
Bears Ears, is 
sacred to the Navajo 
and an important 
paleontological site.  
It is excluded from the 
new monument.
Bureau oF LanD 
ManageMenT
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Lummi Nation 
fishermen capture non-
native Atlantic salmon 
that escaped a Cooke 
Aquaculture pen on 
Aug. 21, 2017 outside 
of Cypress Island.
Brandon Sawaya/ 

Soulcraft allStarS

One day late last August, a netted 
enclosure near Washington’s Cypress 

Island collapsed, releasing tens of thou-
sands of non-native Atlantic salmon into 
Puget Sound. Coastal tribes and state 
officials were not informed about Cooke 
Aquaculture’s spill, the cause of which 
is still under investigation, for several 
days. But once alerted, coastal tribes, 
including the Swinomish, Samish and 
Lummi, asked licensed tribal fishermen 
to capture the non-native species, which 
they feared could imperil native salmon. 
The Lummi Nation was most responsive 
to the spill; it declared a state of emer-
gency and caught more than 43,500 of an 
estimated 160,000 escapees, selling them 
back to Cooke, which disposed of them. 
Some caught upwards of 7,000 pounds 
per day on their boats.

“If it were sockeye, a fisherman would 
have died and went to heaven, it was that 
much fish,” Timothy Ballew II, former 
Lummi Nation chairman, recalled recently 
at the tribal government offices near 
Bellingham, Washington. The Atlantic 
salmon, however, were not welcome: “We 
don’t allow Atlantic in our building.”

For years, the Lummi Nation has 

protected the native salmon runs that fuel 
its shelangen, or way of life, and that play 
an important role in the tribe’s economy. 
Now, the tribe must grapple with the eco-
logical and political consequences of one of 
the region’s largest farmed salmon spills, 
amid renewed debate around Pacific 
Northwest aquaculture. 

The full ecological impacts of the spill 
are yet to be determined. According to 
Cooke Aquaculture, the recaptured Atlan-
tic salmon had empty stomachs, suggest-
ing they did not compete with native fish 
for food, and because they were not yet 
sexually mature, they did not breed with 
native stocks. One major worry remains, 
though: the possible spread of disease. 
Canadian studies have found that farmed 
salmon harm wild and hatchery salmon 
through sea lice and viruses, but whether 
the spill has caused any diseases won’t be 
known until the juveniles return from the 
ocean as adult salmon in four years. 

The prospect worries the Lummi 
Nation, whose members harvest millions 
of dollars in seafood annually — salmon, 
clams, halibut, crab and shrimp — and 
run three hatcheries. “Economically, for 
our tribe, it’s big,” fisheries technician 
Nanette Christianson said in her office, 
where a nearby photo showed her son 
sitting in a boat, waist-high in salmon. 

“We’ve got so many fishermen who rely 
and depend on those fish coming back 
every year.”

In the meantime, the tribe has done 
everything it can. It refused Cooke’s offer 
of increased payment for recaptured At-
lantic salmon — $42 a fish instead of $30 
— in exchange for an agreement that the 
Lummi would not advocate for a phase-
out or ban of net-pen aquaculture, an of-
fer Ballew called “insulting.” Instead, the 
Lummi offered a resolution at the Affili-
ated Tribes of Northwest Indians’ fall con-
ference, calling on Northwest states and 
the federal government to ban non-native 
saltwater finfish aquaculture. Cooke also 
offered the tribe $1.3 million to help re-
covery efforts, but tribal officials say that 
underestimates the long-term costs. 

Washington state has also responded. 
Gov. Jay Inslee, D, in August issued a 
moratorium on new net-pen leases, and 
Democratic state Sen. Kevin Ranker says 
he plans to sponsor legislation next year 
to eliminate Atlantic net-pen farms by 
2025. The farming practice is currently 
banned in Alaska, and effectively prohib-
ited in California. 

For its part, Cooke said in a statement 
that it is working with state, federal 
and tribal agencies “to ensure that this 
incident is not repeated.” 

The spill also raises bigger questions 
over tribal treaty rights — and how far 
they extend offshore. An 1855 treaty and 
the 1974 Boldt Decision gave the Lummi 
the right to hunt and gather in their ac-
customed territories and the right to half 
the annual fish runs, and made them co-
managers of fishing seasons and hatchery 
programs. But off-reservation boundary 
water rights have yet to be significantly 
tested in the courts, and the Lummi have 
limited say over commercial operations in 
the Puget Sound. 

Instead, Washington state manages 
the waters, leasing areas to companies 
like Cooke Aquaculture. A review of 
Cooke’s net-pen leases and sites is under-
way, Washington Department of Natural 
Resources spokesperson Cori Simmons 
said, and so far one lease has been re-
voked. Meanwhile, the agency’s head, Hil-
ary Franz, has directed it to work more 
collaboratively with tribes. 

After out-catching the state’s cleanup 
efforts, coastal tribes like the Lummi 
are losing faith in government agencies’ 
ability to protect the waters they’ve har-
vested since time immemorial, Lummi 
Chairman Jeremiah Julius said.  “We 
never gave up the waters in our trea-
ty,” he said. “When we entered into this 
agreement with the United States, we 
were guaranteed the right to fish. And 
in order to fish, the environment’s got to 
be in a great condition. And right now 
it’s all but destroyed. What are perceived 
as little things like this spill — it’s not a 
little thing. It’s a big thing.”

Salmon on the lam
Coastal tribes will be dealing with this summer’s  

Atlantic salmon spill for years to come
By Cary rosenBaum

cary rosenbaum is a member of the colville 
confederated tribes.  @caryrosenbaum



www.hcn.org  High Country News  11

INDEPENDENT	MEDIA	GUARDIAN
tom & Sonya Campion | Seattle, WA

PUBLISHER’S	CIRCLE
ruth n. Benton | Fort Collins, Co
elizabeth martin & Ken fabert, rolling Bay Land 
Company LLC | Bainbridge Island, WA
dorothy noe | Placitas, nM

PHILANTHROPIST
nancy Cook | Missoula, MT
peter & dawn Larmer | Windsor, Co
molly mcClure | Sonoita, AZ

STEwARD
matthew & virgie o. dragicevich, wyoming 
foundation  | Jackson, WY
felix magowan | Boulder, Co
Charles Saxton | Bennett, Co
dennis wentz & Betty Brickson | Portland, oR
John & Charlotte wunderlich | Bethesda, MD

GUARANTOR
anonymous (2) 
Bruce Berger | Aspen, Co
Jay dean & Stefani Bittner | Lafayette, CA
eric hirst | Bellingham, WA
william hyde & dolores tiongco |  
Grand Junction, Co
Lynn ofstad miller | Laguna niguel, CA
v.B. & rini price | Albuquerque, nM
david a. Schaller | Tucson, AZ
david williams | Fremont, CA
George zyvoloski | Beaufort, SC

BENEFACTOR
anonymous (4)  
in memory of will allison 
in memory of Kurt & eva Gerstle 
in memory of ron rosul, the mountains 
in memory of arthur Smidinger 
in memory of Sam Sperry 
Bill alldredge | Thermopolis, WY
Bruce & Joann amundson | Shoreline, WA
neal anderson | Jacksonville, oR
denny arter & tim martin | Salida, Co
eleanor f. Bookwalter | Indianapolis, In
Brad Brickman | Seattle, WA
James L. Bross | Atlanta, GA

harold p. Coyle Jr. | Ayer, MA
Jackie diedrich | Lake oswego, oR
Scott L. fetchenhier | Silverton, Co
Bob fulkerson | Reno, nV
June e. heilman | Pocatello, ID
Scott & michelle Kegler | Decatur, GA
James Kemp | Fresno, CA
Larry Kline | Lakewood, Co
torrance Lawton | englewood, Co
Kay Ledyard | evergreen, Co
patricia marion Lennberg | Salt Lake City, UT
Bob & Sandra Lyon | Issaquah, WA
don & purnee mcCourt | Golden, Co
anna moscicki & michael Kenney |  
Dubois, WY
dorothy mott | San Anselmo, CA
dan nicholson | Woodland Park, Co
Lynn ofstad miller | Laguna niguel, CA
owen & Janyce olpin | Teasdale, UT
david palmer | Gilbert, AZ
Bob parker family | Dryden, nY
duncan & eva patten | Bozeman, MT
michael pretz & marilyn maskell |  
Fort Collins, Co
william robinson | Tucson, AZ
mark winogrond | Venice, CA

SPONSOR
anonymous (7) 
Steve & ellen adelson | Tulsa, oK
david alberswerth & Cary ridder |  
Washington, DC
James p. allen | northridge, CA
ann & richard Boelter | Laramie, WY
Barbara L. Brown | orcas, WA
Stephen Buckhout | San Jose, CA
elizabeth Carver | Denver, Co
wendy Chase | Bellevue, ID
paul Chute | Beaverton, oR
James faris | Santa Fe, nM
John fitch | Boulder, Co
Lawrence & elizabeth Gaspar | Shelton, WA
heather hagen | Mountain Home, ID
alison hiebert | north newton, KS
Bruce h. Leland | new Castle, Co
Bill Loyd | Truchas, nM
Clete nolde | Lakewood, Co
allen onweiler iii | Stockton, CA
richard & Kathlee Sayre | Los Alamos, nM
Gordon & Janis Shackelford | el Cajon, CA
John & Betty Syverud | Pleasant Valley, IA
peter thompson | Hobart, WA
John thorup | Tucson, AZ
John & Charlene turner | Laramie, WY
diane uren | Denver, Co
emily & philip verplanck | Boulder, Co
marian woessner | Carson City, nV

PATRON
anonymous (8) 
in memory of Bernard J. Callahan 
in memory of Joan hackett 
in memory of allen m. Johnson |  
White Rock, nM
in memory of Stephen Kale | Salem, oR
in memory of donald h. richter | Anchorage, AK
in memory of margaret (peggy) rosenberry | 
Amherst, MA
in memory of timothy tuthill | Laramie, WY
michael a. actkinson | ennis, MT
phil arnold | San Francisco, CA
Charles r. aschwanden | Lakewood, Co
Genevieve atwood | Salt Lake City, UT
George & Joanne Barnes | Palo Alto, CA
robert e. Benson | Missoula, MT
John & C.m. Berry | Castle Rock, Co
delmar & Shirley Beverly | Denver, Co
robin & adam Blakey | Sedona, AZ
George Blankenship | Denver, Co
h. Chunk Bock | Boulder, Co
michael & Sharon Boreing | Portland, oR
thembi Borras | Redding, CA
tracy C. Bouvette & rebecca Carovillanno | 
Swarthmore, PA
wayne Bower | Albuquerque, nM
winslow Briggs | Palo Alto, CA
ann Brower | Sandpoint, ID

d. robert Cady | Salt Lake City, UT
mike Campo | Stafford Springs, CT
darrell & maryKat Carter | Glen ellen, CA
thomas e. Chandler | Delta, UT
rosanne & hal Cochrane | Ketchum, ID
richard Cohen | Salt Lake City, UT
dave & Suzanne Conine | Draper, UT
robert Coon | el Cerrito, CA
John m. Crowley | Columbia Falls, MT
winfield decker | Crofton, MD
tom delate | Centennial, Co
michael & diane dennis | Round Hill, VA
william & ruth dewel | Warner, oK
Lee drickamer | oberlin, oH
G. edwards | Golden, Co
Steve f. elfring | Alpine, TX
fred & nancy emerson | Solvang, CA
h.K. faulkner | Peterborough, nH
diana felton & mike wallerstein | Honolulu, HI
patrick m. fitzgerald | Littleton, Co
robert & nancy follett | Highlands Ranch, Co
Candace m. france | Yakima, WA
Linda & rick freimuth | Paonia, Co
Brian friel | Denver, Co
zaidee fuller | Wilson, WY
herman w. Gabriel | Florence, MT
Ken Gamauf | Boulder, Co
Lois anne Gaul | Denver, Co

ReSeARCH FUnD

the hCn Community

Thank you,  Research  
Fund donors, for helping  
us explain the West

SKI	RESORTS	OF	THE	wEST
Marmota Maps. 36-by-48 inches: €60.00 (about $72). 

This poster-sized map — more suited to your living room wall than your backpack — 
highlights the alpine ski resorts dotting Western north America from Alaska to new Mexico. 
Created by Marmota Maps, a German company, Ski Resorts of the West offers the elevation 
range and skiable miles for 246 downhill areas, as well as their difficulty level. Montana’s 
Big Sky Resort, with about 20 percent of its terrain devoted to relatively easy runs, sounds 
good for beginners; to get above 12,000 feet, check out Taos Ski Valley in new Mexico or a 
handful of Colorado’s resorts. 

The map also breaks down ski resort information by state, province or territory, allowing for 
easy comparisons as you contemplate your next winter adventure. So where can you find the 
most miles of slope? Snowy Colorado wins in a landslide, with more than 1,500.  emiLy BenSon

Since 1971, reader contributions have made 
it possible for HCN to report on the American 
West. Your tax-deductible gift directly funds 
nonprofit, independent journalism.

Thank you for supporting our hardworking 
journalists.

Continued on next page

Ski resorts in the West, 
below Canada.  MARMoTA MAPS



marianne Gawain | Carmel, CA
arlene Gawne | Las Vegas, nV
virginia Gebhart | Boulder, Co
vernon J. Glover | Rio Rancho, nM
Steve Gniadek | Columbia Falls, MT
david m. Graber | Three Rivers, CA
Glen Greisz | Port Townsend, WA
Susanne a. haffner | Clovis, CA
norman & Jane hanson |  
Craftsbury Common, VT
robert harper | Rock Springs, WY
Charles & Bonnie hash | Bozeman, MT
Steven w. howes | Pasco, WA
david S. hunt & ellen aiken | Roanoke, VA
alan & polly hyde | Tubac, AZ
adelaide & edward Jacobson | Los Alamos, nM
Sandford Jaques iii | Kingsville, TX
tom Jellar | Lewisville, nC
Karen & roger Jepson-innes | Bloomington, In
Jan Johnson | Carbondale, Co 
margery mariel Johnson | Santa Fe, nM
michael & donna Johnson | Grass Valley, CA
david & patricia King | Tucson, AZ
Janet Kurman | Missoula, MT
marsha Lewis & allison Brody |  
Albuquerque, nM
Bob Linck & Leanne Klyza-Linck | Hinesburg, VT
Kay Lindquist | Moss Beach, CA
margaret matter | Tucson, AZ
Lewis may | Manhattan, MT
robert & debra mcGimsey | eagle River, AK
Jean myles | Reno, nV
Jonathan overpeck & Julia Cole | Ann Arbor, MI
donna prestwood | Longmont, Co
marith Cady reheis | Golden, Co
John & diane reich | Sedona, AZ
Jeff ruch | Silver Spring, MD
dan Slack | Centennial, Co
donald & marion Slack | Tucson, AZ
James Sorenson | Las Cruces, nM
Craig Stacey | Bullhead City, AZ
Larry Stephenson & Carolyn Bates | Payson, AZ
Linda Lee & william tanke | Missoula, MT
david & anne thompson | Bozeman, MT
pamela timmerman | Chimayo, nM
Stephen a. verchinski | Albuquerque, nM
robert warrick | oceanside, CA
ruthann yaeger | Rochester, Mn

FRIEND
anonymous (17) 
in honor of our veterans 
in loving memory of peggy rosenberry 

in memory of d.f. & m.J.f. murphy | 
Downingtown, PA
in memory of rachel Bard 
in memory of Jo anne Garrett  | Baker, nV
in memory of peter e. Kung | Logan, UT
in memory of Joanne Kyger 
in memory of Gailord pearson 
in memory of vic reinemer 
in memory of margaret r. rosenberry, doreen 
Quintiliani & Kathleen daly | Amherst, MA
in memory of margaret r. (peggy) rosenberry | 
Amherst, MA
Lissa adams | Portland, oR
Jacob adler | Washington, DC
raymond alis | oak Lawn, IL
George almendinger & Sally Chou |  
Santa Clarita, CA
Stephenie ambrose tubbs | Helena, MT
martin anderson | Westport, MA
richard p. ders anderson | Crystal Lake, IL
John d. armstrong ii | Denver, Co
Lesli arney | Rochester, WA
daniel & Sherri Lee arosteguy |  
Grand Junction, Co
henry L. atkins | Houston, TX
molly attell | Carmel, CA
dean e. Baldwin | Cheshire, oR
allison Banfield | Bozeman, MT
david & tina Bartle | Anderson, CA
the Bartletts | Reno, nV
alan Batten | Fairbanks, AK
mary Benson | Loveland, Co
deborah Bernhardt | Trinidad, Co
Joanne Berry | Lewistown, MT
william Bianco | West Sacramento, CA
Brian Biery | Pasadena, CA
william a. Bishop | La Grange, TX
Kathryn S. Black | Springville, CA
peter Blodgett | Pasadena, CA
Brent & denise Bohman | Troy, ID
william Boisineau | Page, AZ
Charles J. Brandt & timothea elizalde |  
Belen, nM
rodney & nancee Brewer | Scottsdale, AZ
rob & mary Bricker | Prescott, AZ
richard Briscoe | Carmel Valley, CA
Sarah L. Brooks & valerie Cotton |  
Fort Collins, Co
Carl Brothersen | Logan, UT
Jim Bruner | Davis, CA
Barry Brunson | Cle elum, WA
Gerald Butenhoff | Winona, Mn
francis Butterworth | Saugus, CA
Kathleen Cannon | San Francisco, CA
vivienne Cardini | omaha, ne

robert Carroll | Roswell, nM
art Castro | Magnolia, TX
Jean-pierre Cavigelli | Casper, WY
roger & zephyr Cecchi | Aurora, Co
fran & tom Chadwick | nipomo, CA
avram Chetron | Ashland, oR
peter Comanor | Lincoln City, oR
Lynne Coward | Portland, oR
martha e. Cox | Morrison, Co
paul & renee Creeden | Fruita, Co
Cohen Croney | Bancroft, ID
Kirk Cunningham | Boulder, Co
Scott davis | Lakewood, Co
neal v. dawson | Parma Heights, oH
Sue detloff | Longbranch, WA
phil detrich | Mount Shasta, CA
eli diament | new York, nY
diane dick | Longview, WA
peter doenges | Carson City, nV
f. doerder | Highland Heights, oH
david doezema | Santa Fe, nM
robert dozono | Milwaukie, oR
mike & Louann drews | Carson City, nV
richard ecklund | Great Falls, MT
don L. eicher | Boulder, Co
evan ellis | Woodside, CA
the everhart family | Portland, oR
Joe ferguson | Springfield, oR
ferndog’s finishing | oak Creek, Co
paul field | orting, WA
Ben fields | Pleasant Hill, CA
Steve finucane & marjorie Bernardi | Prescott, AZ
Brian t. fitzgerald | South Duxbury, VT
C.J. fitzgerald | Billings, MT
Jeanne flowers | Ketchum, ID
Lynn a. fosbender | San Francisco, CA
James B. fowler | Casper, WY
James h. frazier Jr. | Minneapolis, Mn
mike & dayl fredrickson | Missoula, MT
w. phelps freeborn | Port Angeles, WA

roger Gambs | Atascadero, CA
John Gamertsfelder | Las Vegas, nM
dick Garrison | Victorville, CA
ilse Gayl | Lyons, Co
Jack & elain Geary | Tucson, AZ
Kent & Lois Gill | Davis, CA
daniel Gillenwater | Park City, UT
Bill Gordon | Thermopolis, WY
martin Gothberg | Santa Clara, CA
Kari Graceland ritter | Paonia, Co
John & Janet Green | Duluth, Mn
ellen Gust | Palo Alto, CA
George G. Gustafson | Fruita, Co
Larry haimowitz | Laramie, WY
Charles e. haley | Dallas, TX
richard halgren | Forestville, CA
Bahrat & Linda acharya | Columbus, MT
John & nancy hanck | Fort Collins, Co
Carol & John harkness | Teton Village, WY
ryan d. haugo | Portland, oR
John t. heimer | Boise, ID
Clifford hendrick | Fort Collins, Co
John hess | Crested Butte, Co
John holbrook | Missoula, MT
Brenda J. hollis | Morrison, Co
richard hoskins | Missoula, MT
G. huber | Fairfield, CA
dorothy huene | Mount Pleasant, IA
mickey hughes | Albuquerque, nM
Charles & Katherine hunt | eugene, oR
elizabeth S. Janeczek | eugene, oR
Jennifer Jewell | Chico, CA
Benjamin Johnson | Hamilton, MT
mary Kay Johnson | Las Vegas, nV
richard Katz | Studio City, CA
Kenneth Kelly | Columbia, SC
don Kirby | Santa Fe, nM
madge Kistner | Boulder, Co
andrea & Carl Krumhardt | Mauston, WI
william & Janet Kuepper | Hygiene, Co
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A view from the top of Highlands Bowl at Aspen Highlands Ski Resort in Colorado.                 BRooKe WARRen



The holidays may be over, but 
we’re still singing “Let it Snow” 
here in Paonia, Colorado, home 
base of High Country News. We 
woke to the first flurry of the 
season on the winter solstice, 
but warm temperatures and 
sunny skies soon melted the 
flakes and only a few more have 
fallen since then. Now it’s just 
raining. In January. 

But we’re not letting the 
lack of snow wither our spirits. 
Over the holiday break, we took 
full advantage of restful days 
at home and rejuvenating trips 
with family and friends. Some of 
us even managed to encounter 
the wintry weather we’ve been 
missing on our travels: Editorial 
fellow Emily	Benson	notes the 
snowbanks were a couple of  
feet high and the mercury hit 
30 below on New Year’s Day in 
her hometown in New York’s 
Adirondack Mountains. 

A holiday trip brought 
Shelby	Robinson and Michael	
Balogh of Mancos, Colorado, to 
our office at the end of Decem-
ber. The pair stopped by to say 
hello on their way to ring in 
the New Year with family in 
Snowmass, Colorado. Shelby, 
a longtime subscriber, wanted 
to let Editor-in-Chief Brian	
Calvert know that she especially 
appreciated his feature essay 
on reckoning with the ecocide 
(“Down the Dark Mountain” 
HCN, 7/24/17). Happy New 
Year, Shelby and Michael!

The turn of the year is 
always an extra-busy time for 
our hardworking customer 
service staff as they sift through 

an avalanche of subscription 
renewals and donations. We re-
ceived more than 1,600 pieces of 
mail in the first week of Janu-
ary, including more than 900 on 
a single day — about nine times 
as much as an average day. 
Most of those were subscription 
requests or donations to our Re-
search Fund, the reader support 
we depend on to tell the stories 
of the West. 

Sometimes we even get a 
wonderful surprise when we 
open the mail, like a personal 
note or a hidden piece of 
artwork. One reader from 
Wyoming,	Leo	Hakola, delighted 
us by adding both a brief note 
and a sketch to the back of his 
subscription renewal. Thanks 
to the generosity of our readers 
and subscribers, the customer 
service department is swamped 
— but they wouldn’t have it 
any other way. And the rest of 
us here at HCN couldn’t do our 
jobs without them! 

Finally, we have a couple 
corrections to make. A recent 
essay on the seasonal shifts 
in a wildland firefighter’s 
thoughts (“Come Spring,” HCN, 
12/11/17), stated that the Mann 
Gulch Fire occurred in Idaho. 
In fact, the 1949 blaze, which 
killed 13 firefighters, happened 
in Montana. And in a feature 
story exploring a bear sanctuary 
in Alaska (“Bear Essentials,” 
HCN, 12/25/17), we incorrectly 
identified the shotgun carried 
by researchers; it was a Rem-
ington Model 870. We regret the 
errors. 

—Emily Benson, for the staff

orvall Kuester | Plains, MT
yvonne Kuperberg | Vashon, WA
megan Landauer | Madison, WI
Joseph Leahy | Lakewood, Co
angela Lefevre | Sedona, AZ
hugh B. Lewis | Vancouver, WA
tim Libassi | Wilson, WY
william Locke | Arvada, Co
mary anne Lower | South Pasadena, CA
ruth macfarlane | Palos Verdes estates, CA
walter major | Lawrenceburg, KY
Jeffrey marti | olympia, WA
Bill martin | Sonoita, AZ
James t. martin | Thousand oaks, CA
Karr mccurdy | Denver, Co
william mcGuire | Soda Springs, CA
John mcvay | Peyton, Co
robert a. mize | Gasquet, CA
david moeller | el Cajon, CA
dorothy montgomery | Tucson, AZ
desi mora | Austin, TX
James morgan | olympia, WA
dawn murphy | el Cajon, CA
roxanne nakamura | Woodland, WA
Kate nelson | Seattle, WA
Soren nicholson | Fort Collins, Co
norma nickerson | Missoula, MT
helen nielson | Maybell, Co
John noble | San Francisco, CA
James w. nollenberger | Hotchkiss, Co
Lynn m. nyquist | Bainville, MT
rick & diane parco | Lake Tapps, WA
rachael pendell | Sitka, AK
tom perlic | new orleans, LA
anne w. petersen | Longmont, Co
roger S. peterson | Santa Fe, nM
Susan B. peterson | Salt Lake City, UT
Lora petree | evergreen, Co
hank phipps & Leslie petersen | Wilson, WY
John pollard | Lostine, oR

theresa potts | Coeur d’Alene, ID
margaret priver | Huntington Beach, CA
peter B. pruett | Hotchkiss, Co
nicholas psarakis | Colorado Springs, Co
Bryce purkey | Meeker, Co
Carol & francis raley | Grand Junction, Co
Carol & donn rawlings | Prescott, AZ
Janice reelitz | Cedarville, MI
Brian & Carole reid | Winthrop, WA
william rhoads | Arlington, VA
mark richardson | Longmont, Co
hap ridgway | Cody, WY
Carol rigmark & thomas Byrnes | Corrales, nM
Celia roberts | Paonia, Co
Judith roberts | West Linn, oR
Sharon roberts | eugene, oR
robert robinson | Wheat Ridge, Co
Sarah rodlund | oakland, CA
Bradley rosenzweig | Boulder, Co
Brent rowden | San Francisco, CA
pete ruhl | Castle Rock, Co
tom rule | Ketchum, ID
Kathy russell | Maryville, Tn
don Samdahl | Kirkland, WA
Gary Sanchez | Foresthill, CA
osman Sanyer | Salt Lake City, UT
angie Schmidt | Cheyenne, WY
ted Schneider | Florissant, Co
dean f. Schrader | Castle Rock, Co
alyssa K. Schrems | Albany, oR
maarten Schreuder | Portland, oR
ann Schwend | Helena, MT
L. Sharp | Glenwood, nM
Lyle Shattuck & p.L. Borman | Sun City, AZ
Stanley & Susan Shepardson | Bend, oR
vickey L. Simonson | east Helena, MT
Kendra Smith-howard | Albany, nY
margie Sohl | Salida, Co
dirk p. Sol | Missoula, MT
donald Speakman | Grasonville, MD
annie & Jim Starr | Crested Butte, Co
Catalina Steckbauer | Pocatello, ID
mark Stromberg | Sonoita, AZ
paul tate | Seward, AK
Sean taylor | Arvada, Co
Shawn taylor | Gainesville, FL
harold teasdale | Marine on St. Croix, Mn
Brian teitelbaum | Garberville, CA
Jerry thomas | Cary, IL
richmond & Sarah thomason | Chelsea, MI
t.r. thompson | Santa Fe, nM
James a. townsend | ellijay, GA
Leland trotter | Tacoma, WA
Scott vander molen | Gallup, nM
Lewis r. vavra | Laramie, WY
Brian & Lori verier-dunn | Sarasota, FL
rest west | oxford, MS
Lorna m. wilkes ruebelmann & George 
ruebelmann | Silver City, nM
marty & Sara Leigh wilson | Boise, ID
Jan withrow | Colorado Springs, Co
Bruce wittchen | West Hartford, CT
nancy wolff | St. Maries, ID
Leslie wood & m. edward Spauling |  
La Grande, oR
Kathleen worley | Portland, oR
nancy wygant | Philadelphia, PA
Jim & debbie young | Lebanon, nJ
david zeemont | Fairacres, nM
winter wildlands alliance | Boise, ID
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DeAR FRIenDS

Ringing in the new year with 
an avalanche of mail

Leo Makola from La Barge, Wyoming, sent High Country News this fun 
illustration on the back of his subscription renewal. We enjoy reading and 
recieving your personalized notes and art.  Leo MAKoLA

A view from the top of Highlands Bowl at Aspen Highlands Ski Resort in Colorado.                 BRooKe WARRen



FEATURE By TAy WilEs 
PhoTogRAPhs By BRookE WARREn

A Separatist 
State of Mind

Irked by California’s ‘resistance’ to Trump,  
the State of Jefferson renews its rebellion
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A hay barn is 
painted to advertise 
the State of Jefferson 
movement along 
Interstate 5, just 
south of Yreka, 
which was the 
proposed state 
capital during the 
original movement 
in 1941.
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I t was a pleasant day for Septem-
ber in California’s Central Valley, 
sunny and hot but not unbearably 
so. Kayla Brown sat cross-legged on 

the grass under an oak tree in a public 
park, surrounded by friends and family, 
including her husband, parents and two 
sons. Brown, who is 27 and sprightly, 
with a blonde ponytail and blue eyes, was 
holding court on 19th century American 
history and the run-up to the Civil War. 
A lot of Californians “actually sympa-
thized with the Confederates,” she said.  

Brown was in Marysville, just north 
of Sacramento, to take part in a Civil 
War re-enactment, a hobby she’s had 
since she was 11. Today, as usual, she 
was dressed as a Confederate. “I’ve been 
dying epically, valiantly, for the South 
for three days,” one member of the group 
said, smiling, as they took a break from 
the day’s skirmishes. Brown added: “The 
North was morally right, but somebody’s 
got to be a Confederate.” 

Brown’s youngest son, 18 months old, 
toddled by, swinging a slice of apple tied 
to a string, making swooshing airplane 
sounds. “I hate public schools,” Brown 
said, moving the conversation from 
history to contemporary politics. The 
Common Core curriculum is a sham, 
she said; grade-schoolers are forced to 
learn about topics like contraception 
and gender identity. That’s why she is 
homeschooling her children. Gun laws 
are too strict in California, and mountain 
lions are over-protected. “We have more 
lions than anywhere else in the country,” 
one member of the group said. “That’s 
because we’re not allowed to shoot them 
for eating our livestock,” another added. 
(California residents can, in fact, shoot 
a mountain lion that is killing domestic 
animals, though they need to obtain a 
permit from the state.)

People here call far Northern Cali-
fornia — the 20 or so counties north 
of Sacramento — the Northstate. The 
region is largely rural and white (though 
the Latino population has risen in recent 
years and there are several Native Amer-
ican tribes), and its politics are mostly 
red (only four counties went for Hillary 
Clinton in 2016). But the Northstate is 
also an idea that encompasses a shared 
regional identity for people like Brown, 
who has lived here her whole life and 
never wants to leave. “You have a lot of 

rural folk, people who have been here for 
three, four, sometimes even five genera-
tions,” she told me at the re-enactment. 
“We’re literally tied to the land.” 

Brown and her compatriots feel 
trapped behind enemy lines — rural con-
servatives in a state led by liberal urban 
Democrats. The election of Donald Trump 
and the rise of the California progres-
sive “resistance” have riled conservatives 
anew. Libertarian-tinged sentiments are 
deeply rooted here. Poor policy is squan-
dering natural resources, such as agricul-
ture, timber and minerals, Brown said, 
making rural life increasingly difficult. 
And now, more people from coastal, urban 
parts of the state are moving in, bringing 
liberal values that chafe local sensibilities. 

Meanwhile, so many of Brown’s 
friends have moved away that hardly 
any of her high school classmates are 
still in the area. She says they’re defect-
ing to Western states with less regula-
tion or more conservative values, though 
many of those leaving California are in 
search of a new home with a lower cost 
of living. No matter the cause, for Brown 
and others this out-migration amounts 
to a slow bleed, a gradual emptying of 
the place they love. The only way to stop 
this, Brown believes, is for the northern 
counties of California to renew their sepa-
ratist efforts — to secede from California 
and create a 51st state of the Union, 
traditionally called “the state of Jef-
ferson.” So enthusiastic is she about the 
prospect of the state that she convinced 
her husband to hold off on looking for jobs 
out of state, at least until the end of this 
year. After that, though, if Jefferson can’t 
break away, they’ll leave. It may seem 
like an unlikely dream, but poor odds 
have never deterred Jeffersonians, and 
the movement today is as zealous as ever. 

California aChieved statehood in 
1850. Since then, there have reportedly 
been over 200 attempts to break it up. 
Efforts in the north often have the same 
core grievance: a lack of representation, 
thanks to an 1862 state law that capped 
the number of representatives at 120. 
Fewer than a million people lived in 
California then, compared to 40 mil-
lion now. Today, a single assemblyman 
represents 488,000 people and a state 
senator 980,000. The Los Angeles area 
has over 20 state assemblymen, while 

Jefferson, which is the size of Iowa, has 
three. Political analysts see this as an 
inevitable outcome of burgeoning urban 
areas. Jeffersonians call it tyranny. 

The most famous uprising against 
this political reality took place in 1941, 
when a coalition of Californians and 
Oregonians became fed up with their 
state legislatures’ inability to maintain 
roads, among other grievances, and de-
clared their intent to form a new state. A 
reporter for the San Francisco Chronicle 
named Stanton Delaplane, who later won 
a Pulitzer for his coverage of the uprising, 
described it to readers this way: “Folks 
wanted roads up here and if they didn’t 
get them pretty soon, there was no telling 
what they might do.” He described the 
separatists as “gun-toting citizens” who 
were “partly mad, partly in fun, partly 
earnest about this new state.”

The Siskiyou Daily News held a state-
naming contest that year, soliciting such 
entries as Discontent and an amalgama-
tion of three counties: Del Curiskiyou. 
Someone suggested the state of Jefferson, 
by most accounts after the third U.S. 
president, and the name stuck.

On Nov. 27, 1941, a group of men 
blocked off U.S. Route 99, which runs 
through Siskiyou County. They were 
armed with hunting rifles and a proc-
lamation of independence calling for “a 
patriotic rebellion” against California and 
Oregon. “They’ve got the votes,” one miner 
told Delaplane, referring to Los Angeles 
County, “but we’ve got the copper.” By 
then, the northern counties had $3 million 
to $4 million in copper “blocked out in the 
mines in the hills, and no way to truck it 
to the coast,” Delaplane reported. Citizens 
staged a roadblock, stopping drivers and 
informing them they were entering a 
new state. Delaplane lionized the move-
ment in the paper, calling this “the last 
frontier and the hard stand of rugged 
individualism that is not a political slo-
gan.” Delaplane and others in the media 
whipped up the fervor around the separat-
ists with their sensationalist writing and 
publicity stunts. Nevertheless, the spirit 
of the people he described created a com-
pelling narrative that has endured among 
their ideological descendants today.

Then, on Dec. 7, 1941, Japan attacked 
Pearl Harbor. The California uprising 
unraveled in the face of America’s entry 
into World War II, but the underlying 



grievances remained. Today, the idea of 
“Jefferson” is often invoked to describe a 
regional identity. Across the Northstate 
and southern Oregon, there are beers, a 
public radio station and at least one band 
named after Jefferson. There’s also the 
Jefferson Three Percent, which combines 
the name of a national militia network 
with Jefferson. It’s not officially tied to 
the efforts to split the state, but is co-led 
by a Jefferson movement organizer, 
Red Smith. “(The state of Jefferson) has 
wonderful cachet for romanticizing that 
wild sense of Old West individuality 
that I would imagine on some level all 
of us west of the Mississippi embrace,” 
Peter Laufer, a journalism professor at 
the University of Oregon and author of 
The Elusive State of Jefferson: A Journey 
Through the 51st State, told me. 

As a child, Kayla Brown was unaware 
of the sporadic efforts to create the state 
of Jefferson. Growing up in Redding, a 
small city 120 miles south of Oregon, 
she spent her time playing sports and 
hanging out with friends. She didn’t have 
a strong interest in politics, though her 
father, a scanner technician for Kodak, 
watched World News Tonight and Fox 
News and listened to Rush Limbaugh on 
the car radio. In middle school and high 
school, Brown watched news coverage of 
the Iraq War on television. “I had a lot 
of friends, a lot of Civil War re-enactors, 
that have gone over there,” she said. “You 
keep up on it because you have people 
there. That’s how I remember politics.”

Brown spent a week every summer at 
a nearby Bible camp, where she met her 
husband. They bonded over their mutual 

passion for early U.S. history and kept in 
touch via email during the school years. 
At 20, Brown became the first in her 
family to finish college, graduating with a 
bachelor’s degree in history from a state 
university. She kept up with the Civil War 
re-enactments and enrolled in a master’s 
program for American history. She didn’t 
give much thought to the idea of a sepa-
rate state. And then she met Mark Baird. 

in august 2013, Brown attended a 
meeting a few minutes from her home, or-
ganized by the Redding Patriots, a grass-
roots political group spun off from the 
local Tea Party. The featured speaker was 
Baird, the visionary behind the modern 
State of Jefferson movement in Califor-
nia. Baird, 6-foot-4 with white hair and 
a full mustache, spoke for 40 minutes, 
telling the roughly 200 attendees that the 
northern counties were underrepresented 
and ought to break away from the rest of 
the state. The talk floored her. “In this 
area, when you get rednecks who are 
talking, sometimes they can sound pretty 
illiterate,” Brown, who was 23 at the 
time, told me recently. “Not to be mean, 
but that’s just the way it is. But Mark 
started laying out the Constitution and 
everything, and I was impressed at how 
articulate he was.” She too thought that 
the Northstate was underrepresented 
and that the locals’ way of life was under 
attack. Her friends would have agreed as 
well, if they had been around to hear it. 

A few weeks later, Brown went to 
a Siskiyou County Board of Supervi-
sors meeting, down the road in Yreka, a 
former gold-mining town once proposed as 

the capital of Jefferson. The board’s cham-
bers were packed when Brown testified in 
favor of a county declaration to separate 
from California. She told the five supervi-
sors that she, her husband and their new 
son were living at her parents’ house; 
that her husband was struggling to find 
a job in the area; that they were broke. 
“All we wanted at the time was to take 
care of ourselves without handouts from 
the government,” she told me later. “And 
California’s not letting us do that.” 

The new state declaration passed 4 
to 1. For Brown, she said, “it was like 
throwing tea in the Boston Harbor.” She 
was hooked on the idea of Jefferson. But 
her husband, whose identity she has 
asked to keep private, had been looking 
for work in Idaho and Wyoming. A few 
weeks after the county meeting, she con-
vinced him to give her time to help the 
new partitionist movement work. He said 
she could have three years; she bargained 
him up to five. “I knew that Jefferson was 
going to be a big deal,” she told me. “So 
I wasn’t willing to just up and leave my 
home quite yet.” If there was no Jefferson 
by 2018, the family would move away. 

In early 2014, she approached Baird 
and a few other Jefferson organizers, 
offering to help. By then, Brown was pre-
paring to write a graduate thesis on sepa-
ratism and statehood, and she thought 
her research skills and interests could 
prove useful. For the next year, she trav-
eled with Baird and his colleagues, as they 
held dozens of town hall meetings. They 
stuck to California, leaving the Oregon 
counties out, since dealing with two states 
would prove too complicated. The idea of 

A state of Jefferson 
sign in Redding, 
California, in 
the heart of the 
proposed 51st state.
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a separate state spread “like wildfire,” 
Brown told me, through social media and 
word of mouth. They visited 20 coun-
ties that year. In city halls and granges, 
Elks Lodges and veteran halls, they drew 
crowds that were in the hundreds. 

The idea crossed a few political lines, 
too: Tea Party, Republican, Libertarian 
and even a Green Party group invited the 
Jefferson partitionists to be guest speak-
ers. “Whoever had a room, we were in 
that room and we were talking,” Brown 
said. Brown, often the youngest in the 
crowd, went first, giving a short lecture 
on California history, beginning with 
statehood and ending with the promise 
of rural renewal. Her message resonated. 
She asked people whether their kids or 
grandkids had moved to another state. 
Almost everyone raised their hands. “If 
you create a state that actually gives 
them hope,” Brown told them, “then kids 
and grandkids can come back, and fami-
lies can be whole again.”

Brown heard from dozens of people 
who felt that California was pushing them 
too far. A trucker said he was moving to 
Utah because he couldn’t afford to update 
his vehicle to comply with pollution regu-
lations. One woman said her children had 
refused to take over the family winery and 
would “rather start over somewhere else 
than deal with California,” Brown said.

The new 12-cents-per-gallon gas tax, 
which California implemented in Novem-
ber, is a common gripe among Jefferso-
nians. They say it’s unfair because it dis-
proportionately affects rural people, who 
have to drive farther to get basic services. 
(It takes almost six hours to drive from 
corner to corner of Assembly District 1, 
which covers most of the Jefferson region 
and has just one representative.) “I’m a 
big supporter of the gas tax, but I wonder 
if the state Assembly and state Senate 
debated the disparate impact it was go-
ing to have in rural communities,” Lisa 
Pruitt, a University of California-Davis 
law professor who studies rural life, told 
me. “If you have a state where a larger 
percentage of the population live in rural 
places and there’s a greater sense of 
rural-urban interdependence, the state 
Legislature is less likely to write off the 
rural concern. California is particularly 
urban-normative, because we are an 
overwhelmingly urban state.” 

Many conservative Northstate 
residents also see the $150 fee for rural 
Californians to help pay for wildfire 
prevention as another tax that hurts 
rural communities — an abusive measure 
inflicted on them by Democratic law-
makers. Republican legislators said the 
money ended up in a state general fund 
and didn’t actually help rural areas. (The 
fees were recently suspended until 2031 
as part of a deal to extend the state’s cap-
and-trade climate program.) The North-
state “is so much more rural and frontier 
than any other region of the state,” Pruitt 
said. Its geographic size and remoteness 
make it “a world unto itself in terms of 
the degree of rurality.” Pruitt thinks one 

solution to the problem could be a version 
of Australia’s “rural-proofing” practice, 
which requires legislators to consider im-
pacts on rural communities before passing 
legislation. The practice works like an 
environmental impact statement for rural 
cultures and economies. “It’s a way of 
acknowledging rural is different,” Pruitt 
said. “It would be good for the Legislature 
to have to confront that.”

Mark Baird has firsthand experienCe 
with California’s urban-rural divide. A 
third-generation Californian, a Vietnam 
veteran and a reserve deputy sheriff, 
Baird makes a living as a pilot, flying 
planes to fight wildfires. He also has 
a small cattle and horse ranch outside 
Yreka. When he decided to try for a state 
of Jefferson, Baird had been fighting state 

water authorities and California Depart-
ment of Fish and Wildlife over regulations 
affecting his ranch for years. Baird also 
bristled at the decline in security and eco-
nomics around him. “Crime in my county 
is going through the ceiling,” he said 
during a Jefferson town hall in Williams. 
“We have no police protection whatsoever 
between midnight and 7 a.m. because my 
sheriff can’t afford people.” Baird and oth-
ers have indeed seen crime rates increase. 
In Siskiyou County, for example, the Pub-
lic Policy Institute of California found that 
between 2015 and 2016 the overall crime 
rate went up 14 percent between 2015 
to 2016. The county’s timber production, 
once an economic engine, has declined 
dramatically since the 1970s. The town 
of Montague, a small community not far 
from Yreka where Baird once patrolled as 

Kayla Brown, left, talks 
with Jerry Jennings 
(green hat) and Todd 
Hogan at the Redding 
Patriots meeting in 
in early November. 
Brown, often one of 
the only young people 
in the room, says most 
of the people she went 
to school with have left 
the area. Below, the 
new district attorney 
for Shasta County, 
Stephanie Bridgett, 
speaks to the group. 
The crowd, including 
some sporting the state 
of Jefferson green and 
gold, asked questions 
about immigration, 
jails, homeless people, 
taxes, marijuana, 
Jefferson and more. 
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a deputy sheriff, was vibrant in his youth, 
with five gas stations and three grocery 
stores. “Now it is a crackhead wasteland.”

Baird wove these concerns into the 
Jefferson message, and he worked with a 
man named Terry Rapoza and his wife, 
whose organizing skills earned her the 
nickname of “Rally Sally,” to spread the 
message to like-minded folks throughout 
the Northstate. The Rapozas had started a 
local Tea Party branch in their hometown 
of Redding, within the first year of Barack 
Obama’s presidency. By 2012, they’d 
helped establish over a dozen chapters 
across the region. Most of those have faded 
away or consolidated, Rapoza told me, but 
some morphed into more general interest 
“Patriot” groups that support the state of 
Jefferson. “They had this great email list,” 
Brown said. “I’m pretty sure they know 70 
percent of Northern California.” 

The combination of Baird’s vision 
and the Rapozas’ network worked well. 
In 2013 and 2014, supervisor boards in 
Siskiyou, Modoc, Glenn, Yuba and Sutter 
counties all voted in favor of a new state, 
and voters in Tehama County passed a 
ballot initiative to support it. Six other 
counties across the Northstate voted down 
similar resolutions, however. Baird was 
unfazed: In the counties that failed to vote 
for them, they collected signatures. “We 
got 51 percent of the population in Plu-
mas County,” Baird said. “We got 40,000 
signatures. We don’t need their board.” 

A map on the state of Jefferson’s web-
site shows 21 counties that purportedly 
support the idea, including Plumas and 
others where Baird created his own tallies. 
This kind of informal accounting makes 

it hard to get a real idea of the size of the 
support network. In some ways, Jefferson 
activity is still more a loose collection of 
like-minded individuals than a movement. 
Professor Laufer disputes Baird’s claims 
that a robust movement is underway. 
“Mark Baird, he’s an organizer and a 
leader of a faction,” Laufer said. “There is 
no State of Jefferson movement that he’s 
leading. There’s him and his buddies.”

There is also some organized opposi-
tion to Jefferson. In response to the 2014 
pro-Jefferson wave, Kevin Hendrick, a 
resident of Del Norte County, started a 
political action committee called Keep 
It California. Rural counties need more 
attention, yes, he told me recently, but a 
state of Jefferson provides false hope that 
distracts from real solutions. “It simply de-
fies logic that you can take all the poorest 
counties and have a prosperous state,” he 
said. Besides, most northern counties get 
more back from California in services than 
they pay to the state in taxes. Hendrick 
and others would rather see Northstate 
counties work on specific issues through 
the state Legislature, such as better 
broadband and rural healthcare — efforts 
that may draw businesses to the region 
and revitalize depressed local economies.  

Baird believes the best way to im-
prove the economic prospects is through 
opening more land to mining and timber. 
This, he says, would revive the extractive 
economies that have declined across the 
region in recent decades, in part due to 
federal environmental policies but also 
in response to market trends. (Baird be-
lieves that the land-transfer movement, 
led by the national nonprofit, the Ameri-

can Lands Council, could help Jefferson 
gain control of federal public lands. That 
puts his movement in line with the cur-
rent Sagebrush Rebellion, although land 
transfer is not its main goal.)

Brown was on board with the finan-
cial vision for Jefferson, though she had 
certain political disagreements with the 
movement’s leadership. Northstate coun-
ties contain major marijuana-growing 
operations, and the question of how to 
regulate them became a source of tension 
between the younger Jeffersonians and 
the older generation. Brown disapproves 
of the violent crime and lawlessness that 
surrounds the industry, where armed men 
guard illegal grows on public land. But 
she says people in her generation don’t 
mind the idea of marijuana being legal if 
it’s properly regulated. Baird, on the other 
hand, said that no matter their personal 
views on marijuana, counties in his vision 
of Jefferson would decide how to regulate 
the industry for themselves.

“Any social issue, honestly, has been 
a problem,” Brown said. “They want the 
young people involved, but at the same 
time, I don’t actually think they want us 
involved.”  

In 2015, Brown took a break to spend 
more time at home with her young son. 
She began working as an assistant at a 
medical insurance company to help pay 
the bills. By the summer, she and her 
husband were expecting another child. 
In 2016, she tried to rejoin the core Jef-
ferson group and become active again. 
“But when I tried to go back, I was told I 
was no longer needed,” she said. (Baird 
and Rapoza disagree, saying she’s always 

Mark Baird erects a 
Jefferson flag on a barn 
on his ranch outside 
Yreka, California.  
Baird, the leader of the 
modern-day Jefferson 
movement,  wants to 
reduce regulations and 
bring back the natural 
resource economy 
that once thrived in 
the Northstate. The 
flag bears an image of 
a gold pan adorned 
with the seal of the 
state of Jefferson. The 
two Xs represent the 
idea of  being “double 
crossed” by the state 
governments of 
California and Oregon. 
Brooke Warren
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Growth, 1997-2016

< -30%

Counties the current State of 
Jefferson movement has targeted 
to be part of the new state.

>30%

welcome in the Jefferson movement.) 
Regardless, Brown decided she would 
help the cause from the outside.

during the 2016 presidential 
campaigns, the people of the Northstate 
found a kindred spirit: an outsider, 
scoffed at by the liberal media and the 
establishment. Trump won 14 of 18 
northernmost California counties. In its 
first year, Trump’s administration has 
affirmed Jeffersonian views on issues like 
immigration, gun control and environ-
mental regulation. But Trump has also 
invigorated California’s liberal majority, 
which considers itself “the resistance,” 
and California’s Democratic Legislature 
has pushed back against Trump’s hard-
line stances. 

In 2016, Jeffersonians launched a 
monthly digital newsletter, which railed 
against liberal policies like gun control 
and carbon emission cap-and-trade. In 
January 2017, they began holding public 
conference calls every other Sunday, 
almost always discussing an issue central 
to the California “resistance.” They were 
angered, for example, by California Gov. 
Jerry Brown’s conflict with the adminis-
tration over climate change. (After Brown 
traveled to China to meet with President 
Xi Jinping to discuss climate policy on his 
own, Baird sent a letter to the Califor-
nia and U.S. attorneys general calling 
Brown’s actions “criminal behavior” and 
a violation of the Constitution.)

Baird, Rapoza and others in the move-
ment continued to deride the resistance, 
but by September 2017, California 
legislators had introduced 35 bills to 
thwart Trump policies, the Los Angeles 
Times reported. One of those bills made 
California a “sanctuary state” for undocu-
mented immigrants, by limiting local law 
enforcement’s cooperation with the federal 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement. 
Jeffersonians say the sanctuary state 
concept is an affront to the rule of law. 
In one newsletter, they also described it 
as a financial threat to rural counties, 
which earn much-needed income renting 
jail space to ICE. “California continues to 
exuberantly boast its progressive bad poli-
cies, laws and regulations in a celebratory 
manner while the rest of the state feels 
dark, helpless and abandoned,” a Jefferson 
newsletter from last October said.

Trump has reignited local political 
activity, too. More than one Jeffersonian 
told me they were so discouraged after 
Obama won a second term that they 
stopped attending Tea Party meetings, 
only to become politically active again af-
ter Trump’s election. “The one thing Don-
ald Trump did do is he took the gloves off 
to say what you mean,” Terry Rapoza told 
me. “I think it gave some people courage 
to speak out on issues.”

What all this will add up to for the 
State of Jefferson movement isn’t yet 
clear. Most outside observers say the 
likelihood of a new state is slim to none. 
“It’s absolutely impossible,” Laufer said, 
“because it requires a vote of the state 
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The proposed state of Jefferson 
encompasses a diverse set of 23 counties, 
ranging from faded Gold rush-era towns 
to burgeoning university centers. While 
some were historically dependent 
on timber and construction jobs 
that have since dried up, others are 
growing, through health-care jobs 
and government employment. 
overall, non-labor income (such 
as Social Security) is soaring, 
reflecting a broader trend in the 
rural West. What’s different here 
is that the growth comes from 
hardship-related payments like 
Medicaid, food stamps and welfare, 
instead of investment or retirement 
income seen in other places. The 
farther north and inland one goes, the 
more stagnant the economy is. These 
economic patterns have coincided with a 
population shift. In the 1970s, people were 
moving to state of Jefferson counties, but 
that began to change in the 1980s. Sierra, 
Trinity, Modoc, Siskyou and Plumas counties 
have seen an exodus of 20-somethings, but 
when all the 23 counties and age groups are 
accounted for, the population has stayed fairly flat 
since 2000. AnnA V. smiTh

Legislature and U.S. Congress — neither 
of which will happen.” Nevertheless, for 
four years, Jeffersonians have lobbied 
counties to pass resolutions of support and 
hounded state representatives to consider 
taking up the cause. And the partitionist 
ideal has slowly poked its way into local 
politics. In June of 2016, for example, 
Placer County resident Steve Baird (no re-
lation to Mark) ran for California Senate 
on a state of Jefferson platform. He lost 
in the primaries, but still earned 40,000 
votes, at 14 percent of the total.

Meanwhile, the Jeffersonians are now 
suing the state of California for better 
representation, arguing that the current 
apportionment is unconstitutional. They 
hope to either gain more representation or 
force lawmakers to seriously consider their 
separatist demands. The primary plaintiff 
on the suit is Citizens for Fair Represen-
tation, a group Baird and Rapoza helped 
start. Baird said he hopes to force Cali-
fornia to consider increasing the number 
of senators to one for every 6,000 voters, 
and assemblymen to one for every 2,500. 
That would boost the 120-seat Legisla-
ture to over 22,000 representatives. If the 
state doesn’t agree to that wild demand, 
perhaps it will offer a consolation prize: 
a state of Jefferson. As of late November 
2017, supporters had raised $376,000 of a 
million-dollar goal in part for legal fees. 

As for Kayla Brown, she says she isn’t 
bitter about her disagreements with the 
movement’s leadership. She still sup-
ports Jefferson by sharing posts on social 
media and attending meetings when she 
can. Most weekdays she’s homeschooling 
her two sons. The deadline she and her 

husband decided on five years ago is fast 
approaching, so Brown is watching the 
movement closely, hoping it makes prog-
ress soon. In the meantime, her husband 
has been checking out real estate prices 
near Boise and Idaho Falls. Her parents 
are thinking about moving, too.  

One afternoon last fall, Brown took 
me to see a group of historic buildings 
just outside Redding, now a state park 
and museum commemorating the 19th 
century settlement of the town. Brown 
pushed her younger son in a stroller while 
the older one scurried ahead, as we wan-
dered the grounds, looking at old mining 
and farming equipment. Brown wore a 
pink baseball cap that displayed a Second 
Amendment rights catchphrase and 
shielded her eyes from the sun. We talked 
about what life must have been like a 
century ago. “You just had the basics,” 
she said. “There wasn’t a mall. There 
wasn’t an electronics store. It was more 
how the community helps each other out, 
rather than everybody sitting in their 
living room. When you look around, driv-
ing nowadays, nobody sits on their front 
porch anymore. You’re losing that as we 
become more industrialized. You’re actu-
ally losing that sense of community.” 

At the old general store, Brown lifted 
her son out of the stroller and left it 
there as we walked into the woods to see 
a historic mine site. When we returned, 
the stroller had been taken and a car was 
speeding out of a nearby parking space. 
Brown wasn’t remotely surprised at the 
theft. “See,” she said. “That’s what towns 
like Redding have become. That’s why we 
need the state of Jefferson.”  

Economic drivers 
What the data say about  

the proposed state of Jefferson

Trinity County During the 1970s and 1980s, 
a quarter of this county’s labor earnings came 
from timber jobs. after 2000, that fell to 
just 1 percent. at the same time, Trinity saw 
a steep drop in federal land payments, from 
$10.3 million in 2001 to $4 million in 2014.

lassen County is home to the high-security 
High Desert State Prison, which has helped 
job growth. The prison was built in 1995, 
the same year government jobs became the 
biggest source of employment for the county. 

sierra County has lost the largest percentage 
of jobs of any in the northstate: 27 percent 
over two decades. originally established during 
the Gold rush, its peak population, 11,387, 
was in 1860, but its population has hovered 
between 2,000 and 3,000 since the 1930s.
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MARKETPLACE

Notice to our advertisers: You can 
place classified ads with our online classi-
fied system. Visit hcn.org/classifieds. Jan. 
19 is the deadline to place your print ad 
in the Feb. 5 issue. Call 800-311-5852, or 
e-mail advertising@hcn.org for help or in-
formation. For more information about our 
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 
partner. Package must include financial 
support. Details: http://seeds.ojaidigital.net.

Advertising is a great way to support 
High Country News and get your word 
out — Consider a classified ad in HCN when 
you have a conservation or green technology 
job to fill, a conference or event coming up, 
a house to sell, unique home and garden 
products, professional services to promote, 
travel opportunities or any other information 
you would like to get out to like-minded 
people. Visit classifieds.hcn.org or call 800-
311-5852.

CoNfereNCes ANd eveNts

stewardship with vision: Where Land 
and Livelihood Meet — An evening of film 
and discussion on conservation in the West. 
7p.m. on Jan. 25 at the Jean Cocteau Theatre, 
Santa Fe, N.M. www.westernlandowners.org.

eMPLoyMeNt

inside sales representative – We are 
currently interviewing for an Inside Sales 
Representative, $550 weekly. Computer 
skills to grow our customer base by closing 
sales originating from inbound lead 
generation, some cash and amp, items-
handling skills. Apply by email:
richard.doug111@hotmail.com.

the Montana outdoor science school in 
Bozeman seeks a new Executive Director. Go 
to www.outdoorscience.org/job-openings/.

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

Western Watersheds Project  — 
California director  will continue our 
campaign to protect and restore public lands 
in California and parts of Nevada, particularly 
in the context of reining in livestock grazing 
and related environmental problems. 208-
788-2290 jeremy@westernwatersheds.org. 
www.westernwatersheds.org/jobs/.

education Coordinator — The citizen 
science Bosque Ecosystem Monitoring 
Program (BEMP) serves thousands of students 
along New Mexico’s Rio Grande. BEMP’s 
Albuquerque-based Education Coordinator  
ensures that BEMP’s education programs 
are exemplary, just and equitable and lead 
to measurable and positive environmental 
knowledge and action gains. Deadline Jan. 
31, 2018. EOE. Full job at  www.bemp.org.
 
Communications and outreach 
Coordinator in Patagonia, Ariz. See 
online ad or contact info@PatagoniaAlliance.
org for more information.

HoMe ANd gArdeN

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

Aquabot High Pressure Water bottles
Mist, shower and jet. Clean off, cool off, 
hydrate and have fun. www.lunatecgear.com.

for sale — 1997 bobcat, 763 Skid Steer 
Loader in great condition. 1,800 hours. 46 
horsepower. Auxiliary hydraulics. $2,100. Call:  
970-703-3358.

MerCHANdise

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

ProfessioNAL serviCes

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

PubLiCAtioNs ANd books

independent Music — Take off with Greg 
Black & the Planetary People Rising — 
progressive rock, vocal harmonies, hot licks, 
strong bass and drums — songs for living in 
today’s world.  Tune in, turn it up, rock out! 
cdbaby.com/cd/gregblackandtheplanetary.
 

reAL estAte for sALe 

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

reAL estAte for reNt

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

tours ANd trAveL

AdventureboundusA – Five-day Colorado 
River trips and more. Since 1963.  
970-245-5428. AdventureBoundUSA.com. 

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

sand dunes and sandhills: travel to see 
Colorado’s cranes! Every spring, Colorado’s 
San Luis Valley becomes a staging area for 
thousands of greater sandhill cranes on 
their annual migration northward.Join 
Wonderlust Expeditions from March 9-13, 2018 
to experience this wildlife event!  719-822-
5353. www.wonderlustexpeditions.com.

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

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

grand staircase-escalante, utah  
The Old Bailey Place is where to hang 
your hat when visiting Grand Staircase.   
www.theoldbaileyplace.com.

Associate director — The Rio Grande 
Headwaters Land Trust is hiring an 
Associate Director to help advance our 
conservation efforts and ensure a strong 
viable organization. For a full job description 
please see our website. Applications are due 
Jan. 31, 2018. 719-657-0800. 
nancyb@riograndelandtrust.org. 
www.riograndelandtrust.org.

ranch with  huge organic/
sustainability potential for sale! 
Spruce Point Tree Farm has 42,000 spruce 
trees and sequesters 2.1 million pounds 
of carbon each year. It has potential for a 
major organic manufacturing interest or 
continued use as a tree farm (or both). The 
ranch includes its own airport (airnav.com/
airport/5CO1), high-end irrigation system, 
major water rights, buildings (including 
a 1909 ranch house), ponds, equipment 
and staff. Current owner looking to retire. 
sprucepointtreefarm.com.

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

vastness that is the desert he so brilliantly describes.” 
—Library Journal, Starred Review

“Atmospheric…Arresting desert vistas and distinctive  
characters leave a lasting impression.”

—Publishers Weekly

ON SALE NOW

“Lullaby Road is a triumphant mix of  
landscape, character, wit and sagacity 

wrapped in a noir thriller.”
—Shelf Awareness

E V E N T  S C H E D U L E
January 23rd · Bookworks Inc. 

Albuquerque at 6pm
January 24th · Poisoned Pen 

Scottsdale at 7pm
January 25th · The King’s English 

Salt Lake City at 7pm
Published by Crown Publishing Group/PenguinRandomHouse

Get High Country News 
in your classroom 

Help your students unravel the complex 

Sign up now at www.hcn.org/edu

issues facing the American West with this 
tremendous, free resource.

“Add Nature’s Burdens to the shelf of indispensable 
histories of American conservation. Anyone 
concerned with the challenges imposed by this age 
of accelerating global environmental change would 
do well to heed the insights provided by Nelson’s 
surefooted history.”

—Jeffrey K. Stine, The Smithsonian National Museum 
of American History

 

Available wherever books are sold. 
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MARKETPLACE

GIFT FROM: MY NAME (please print)

Address

City      State Zip

Email      Phone

HCN’s staff will send a gift card to each recipient in time for Valentine’s Day.
 QTY. DESCRIPTION PRICE TOTAL
_______ 1 Year Full Subscription(s) $33.00 ___________
_______ 1 Year Digital Subscription(s) $24.00 ___________ 
    Grand total  ___________
❏ Payment enclosed        
Please charge my:   ❏ Visa      ❏ MasterCard       ❏ Discover       ❏ AMEX
Card number ________________________________________________________ 
Expires ___________________________               G080A000

RECIPIENT’S NAME (please print)

Address

City      State Zip

Email (Required for digital gifts.)   Phone

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

Mail to: 
HCN Valentine Gift
P.O. Box 1090 
Paonia, CO 81428
Give online at 
hcn.org/lovethewest 
or call 800-905-1155.
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WRITERS ON THE RANGE

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

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

When locals in western Colorado’s old 
uranium mining towns of Naturita 

and Nucla get word that a journalist 
is coming to town, they reach for their 
guns. Not to shoot the “fake news” media. 
No, they dust off their firearms as props 
for photo ops. Ever since Nucla passed a 
law in 2013 requiring every household to 
own a gun, the story has drawn the press 
like flies on roadkill. 

This area was once a uranium 
mining and milling hub for the Atomic 
Energy Commission’s Manhattan 
Project, and later for nuclear power. As 
cheaper sources of the ore emerged, the 
industry tanked. There was a brief jolt 
of optimism in 2007, when Energy Fuels 
announced plans to build a new ura-
nium mill in Paradox Valley, just down 
the road from Nucla and Naturita, but 
depressed uranium prices and opposition 
soon scuttled that project. 

To outsiders, what’s called the West 
End of Montrose County has long been 
a poster child for white poverty and 
ignorance, a hotbed of hardcore, urani-
um-clinging yahoos. It was the subject 
of a patronizing documentary, Uranium 
Drive-In, and recently was featured in 
a bleak article in The Guardian, with 
photos that look like full-color versions of 
Walker Evans’ famous casualties of the 
Great Depression. 

“Same old story,” says my neighbor, 
Dianna Reams, a local business and com-
munity booster whose family goes back 
generations. When she was interviewed 
by The Guardian, the reporter asked to 
bring out her gun for a photo op. “It’s 
predictable,” she said. “They think we’re 
a bunch of hillbillies living in a kill zone, 
and they’re smarter than we are.” 

Fortunately, a new story has come to 
town. It’s still badass, in keeping with 
our popular image. And that’s weed 

— cannabis, or more precisely, hemp. 
Thanks to new legislation and good 
growing conditions (lots of sun and water 
and dirt), the region has become a mag-
net for hemp farming. More recently, 
processing has also begun, in a startup 
based in Nucla’s old elementary school-
house. The facility is run by Paradox 
Ventures, which is owned by Republican 
state Sen. Don Coram. 

Historically a conservative mining re-
gion, the West End has enthusiastically 
embraced a trade usually associated with 
illegal grows and “hippies.” Yet everyone 
here, from miners to cattle ranchers, 
seems to be trying to get a piece of the 
action, much the way Coram is. His part-
ners, Reams Construction and its subsid-
iary, Tomcat Mining, all sponsor the non-
profit West End Economic Development 
Corporation, which works to promote the 
hemp economy. This summer, Paradox 
Ventures planted a hemp field on some of 
Reams’ property next door to my house. 
A small team of farmers sprayed the crop 
by hand with natural pesticide, walking 
the crop rows wearing wide-brimmed 
hats in the sun. They looked like Viet-
namese rice farmers. 

Now, you can feel a growing sense of 
optimism in the area, despite some con-
tinuing challenges. This time, in contrast 
to the uranium boom, the hope is not 
based on a single industry. Telemarket-
ing and recreation projects are also in 
the works, along with hemp farming. 

“It’s the first thing that’s attracting 
our young people,” said Deanna Sheriff, 
the economic recovery coordinator for 
the West End Economic Development 
Corporation. “For whatever reason, we 
can hold onto our young people who 
have been leaving, and get them into 
agriculture — get them to grow hemp. 
There’s been nothing else here to attract 

their attention.”
Uranium still may return, but it 

will never dominate the region the way 
it once did. There’s far too much of it 
available in other places around the 
world. Vanadium, which also occurs 
in the region within uranium depos-
its, holds promise as an alternative to 
lithium batteries for large-scale energy 
storage. But at the moment, the story 
here is hemp, and it’s spreading across 
the West, especially where mining has 
died and fertile fields remain. In fact, the 
development corporation is collaborating 
with a consortium of hemp growers in 
other counties outside Montrose, such as 
neighboring Delta and Mesa, to smooth 
the path for people to enter into the 
industry and help them distribute their 
products. 

“The hemp deal is the wild, wild 
West,” said Sheriff. “Everybody’s looking 
at it as a great new way to make some 
money, and that’s not the case. It’s still 
a very fragile industry. But it’s the first 
thing that’s come along that’s really posi-
tive in a long time. So, I’m looking at it 
cautiously, with optimism, and also real-
izing that it’s got about five more years 
of development.”

So now when the press comes to 
town, as the Denver Post did recently, 
filing a positive story for once, we no 
longer draw our pistols. Instead, we 
reach for our hemp oils and cannabis 
dog treats. 

Richard Linnett is a writer who lives in 
Naturita, Colorado, and commutes to 
work in California. 

OPINION BY
RIchaRd LINNett

In western Colorado, hemp is replacing uranium

Hemp farmer Buck 
Chavez, working for 
Paradox Ventures, 
pulls down locally 
grown hemp 
plants drying in 
the gymnasium 
of the old Nucla 
schoolhouse.
ANdy CRoss/ 

THe deNveR PosT
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Four years ago, on my way home from 
a cross-country trip, I pulled off I-70 

at WaKeeney in northwest Kansas and 
pointed my truck towards Nicodemus 
National Historic Site. It’s a place I’d 
yearned to visit for quite a few years. 

There, on the open plains, I found the 
hardscrabble remains of the only black 
American, post-Civil War Western town 
still in existence. With a mere 13 resi-
dents and a handful of buildings, Nicode-
mus could hardly be described as thriv-
ing. But against all odds, it still exists, 
along with its compelling story of African-
American ingenuity and perseverance.

These days, as a mean-spirited 
national argument — largely about who 
belongs here and who doesn’t — sweeps 
the country, I’ve been thinking a lot 
about Nicodemus. How did we African-
Americans become viewed, not as Ameri-
cans deserving of land and opportunity, 
but as the infamous “other”? How did 
poor schools, incarceration and poverty 
become viewed by so many not as what 
we endure, but as who we are? 

So I’ve come back to Nicodemus, 
maybe just to shut out the hateful con-
versation for a while. Maybe to have my 

faith renewed that we’ve always been 
a part of America. That America was 
built on our backs. That there is no slice 
of America, heroic or shameful, that we 
haven’t contributed to — including the 
American West, a place where I have 
long lived and that I am now on a journey 
through, hoping to somehow make sense 
of it all. Starting here.

I grew up on a small dairy farm in 
New Hampshire. As far as I know, we 

were one of the only black families in a 
nearly all-white state. I didn’t dwell on 
that back then; that would come later. 
But what struck me four years ago in 
Nicodemus is what strikes me again to-
day: Looking around at this huge, harsh 
landscape, I doubt I could have made it 
as a Nicodemus settler. 

In 1877, as federal Reconstruction 
was getting booted out of the South (so 
that Jim Crow and the newly imple-
mented Black Codes could re-establish 
a legal form of slavery), two men saw 
opportunity: W.R. Hills, a white land 
speculator, and W.S. Smith, a black min-
ister. Through the Homestead Act, they 
received a 160-acre quarter section from 

the federal government to start a town for 
former slaves. For $112 in today’s dollars, 
folks could buy a town lot. According to 
the land agent’s brochures, the northwest 
Kansas frontier was a land of plenty: wild 
horses for meat, trees for building and 
shade, an ideal climate. Paradise in the 
West. And compared to slavery, no doubt 
it was. But the reality sure didn’t meet 
the pitch. Imagine getting off the train 
in Ellis, 35 miles distant, and walking to 
your new plot of land with few clothes, no 
firearms or tools, only to find nothing but 
the harsh, windy prairie.

Willina Hickman recollected her first 
sighting of Nicodemus in the spring of 
1878: “When we got in sight of Nicode-
mus the men shouted, ‘There is Nicode-
mus!’  Being very sick, I hailed the news 
with gladness. I looked with all the eyes 
I had and I said, ‘Where’s Nicodemus? I 
don’t see it yet.’ My husband pointed out 
various smokes coming out of the ground 
and said, ‘That is Nicodemus.’ The fami-
lies lived in dugouts! The scenery was not 
at all inviting, and I began to cry.”

Some would-be settlers fled to Law-
rence or Topeka. But most stayed, and 
in a remarkably few years turned the 

What we can learn from Nicodemus, Kansas
One of the few black settlements of the West remains — barely

A civil  
conversAtion

WAyne hAre

PersPective

Attendees gather 
candy during the 
138th Nicodemus 
Homecoming 
parade in 
Nicodemus, 
Kansas, in 2017. 
Each summer, 
the town hosts 
a weekend-long 
“family reunion” 
for descendants, 
whose ties to the 
community remain 
strong, even if they 
live one or many 
states away.  
Jared SoareS



PeRsPectIve

grasslands into a thriving town. Homes 
scratched into the ground and covered 
with dirt became homes above ground, 
carefully built from sod. These, in turn, 
became wood-framed houses, alongside 
which rose boardinghouses, a hotel, two 
newspapers, a law office, schools, church-
es, livery, post office, bank, theater and all 
the infrastructure that makes a town into 
a community. Outside town, the people 
broke prairie into fields for wheat and hay 
and pasture. Amid the hard work, there 
were dances, theater, leisure time, cama-
raderie, faith and pride. Lots of pride.  

The pull to possess your own chunk of 
land has always been a key compo-

nent of the American dream. No differ-
ence here between black and white. But 
the odds of success are not always even. 
Nicodemus’ demise follows a familiar arc. 
In 1888, the railroad bypassed the town 
in favor of the barely existing town of 
Hill City, which was sold to white sellers 
by none other than W.R. Hill. Turns out, 
Hill was in cahoots with the railroad and 
persuaded it to run the tracks through his 
town. The bias against Nicodemus con-
tinued with the building of an east-west 
highway that dipped in a vague horseshoe 
around the black town. Many businesses 
in Nicodemus literally dismantled their 
buildings and moved them to rail towns 
like Hill City or Bogue. From a population 
of about 550 in its heyday around 1885, 
Nicodemus declined to less than 200 by 
1953, when its U.S. Post Office closed.

Today, other than the attractive 
limestone Town Meeting Hall, which 
serves as a visitor center, and some of the 
residences, most of Nicodemus’ buildings 
are gone.  Some lean away from the wind, 
the paint long worn away from their gray 
weathered wood. Nicodemus became a 
national historic site in 1996. Since then, 
the National Park Service has erected 

a half-dozen signs that are so worn and 
weather-beaten they are hard to read, 
shored up one building, and put a new 
roof on a small old hotel. That’s it. 

Still, as Gill Alexander — who, until 
his death in September, was the last 
black farmer and the descendant of a 
homesteader — says in a film for visitors: 
“Nicodemus is more of a feeling than a 
place.” And the feeling I got was one of 
awe, and of admiration at the hard work 
and determination it took to create this 
community. Talk with any descendant, 
and you will quickly feel the love and the 

pride that endures. What else could possi-
bly drive Angela Bates, who founded and 
runs the Nicodemus Historical Society? 
She has raised enough funds to hire three 
paid employees, yet pays herself for only 
16 hours of the 60 she regularly works. 

Angela, a 60-something woman with 
the energy of someone years younger, was 
born in Nicodemus. She moved with her 
parents at age 5 to Pasadena, California. 
Angela married, had children, divorced, 
and had several successful careers in many 
places, East and West. In 1988, while liv-
ing in Denver, she realized that her home-
town was becoming lost to time, so she 
started the Nicodemus Historical Society. 
A year later, she moved home. Nicodemus 
isn’t easy living, so I was surprised at her 
quick and simple answer when I asked her 
why she’d come back. “It’s the only place 
I’ve ever wanted to live.”

I met some of Angela’s younger 

colleagues, most of whom grew up here 
after the decline, but when the town could 
still boast of 20 or 30 residents. They grew 
misty-eyed and reflective when I asked 
them about their childhoods. They didn’t 
remember the hardships — just the pride 
and sense of kinship with each other and 
with their ancestors. This pride is rekin-
dled every year in July when Nicodemus 
celebrates “Homecoming,” and hundreds 
of descendants return for a long weekend 
of memories, reunions and celebration. 

What is the meaning of Nicodemus? 
That question has a lot of answers. Ni-
codemus reminds me of how hard black 
Americans have always worked to earn 
their slice of the American Dream. Of 
the never-ending perseverance of black 
Americans in the face of adversity and 
the foundation of racism this country was 
built on. Of how quintessentially “Ameri-
can” black Americans are. And of how 
much more we have in common than not 
with our fellow white citizens. 

These thoughts contrast sharply 
with the ugly, race-based, hateful words, 
thoughts and actions that were un-
leashed in this country following the elec-
tion of a black man as president. And now 
we’ve entered an era where the seeds of 
racial distrust and hatred are being sown 
intentionally! I meet people almost every 
day in my ultra-conservative corner of 
Colorado whose politics are different than 
mine, but who are kind and good and no 
doubt despise racism. I chalk up their 
politics to divisive lies told by politicians. 

Still, our past divides us. Decades of 
the politically based “Southern Strategy” 
playing on white fear ... white animos-
ity ... white resentment. One step for-
ward, three-quarters of a step back. Did 
Charlottesville really happen in 2017? Or 
was it 1950? I’m confused and saddened. 
I can’t even recall the last time I heard, 
“There but for the grace of God. …”

Despite everything, I believe we can 
move toward rather than away from a 
union more perfect than the one we’ve 
got. But we need to remember places like 
Nicodemus, where pride and community 
came together on a windy prairie.

In the coming year, I’ll visit many 
places in the West that have significance 
to African-Americans, and therefore to 
America itself. I hope to expand not only 
my own understanding of this region and 
country, but to engage us all in a more 
civil and truthful conversation about race 
and the history we share. Wandering the 
nearly deserted streets of Nicodemus, 
I couldn’t help but wonder what might 
have been if the builders of the railroad, 
or the highway, had had the fair-minded-
ness and courage to run them through an 
African-American town.

Abraham Lincoln, no lover of African-
Americans, understood and believed in 
something that we have long forgotten: 
That without equality between the races, 
we will never be the country we proclaim 
to the world to be. 

We can do better. We have to. 
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Exodusters — 
African Americans 
who migrated from 
states along the 
Mississippi River 
to Kansas in the 
late 19th century 
following the Civil 
War — in front of a 
home in Nicodemus, 
Kansas. 
LiBRARy oF CoNgRess, 

PRiNTs & PHoTogRAPHs

Nicodemus reminds me of how 
hard black americans have 

always worked to earn their slice 
of the american dream. 

Wayne Hare is a 
member of the High 
Country News board 
who lives in grand 
Junction, Colorado.

To donate support  
for his ongoing  
series, A Civil  
Conversation, go to  
hcn.org/civilconvo.
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The funny thing about the newest book 
on the Colorado River is that it is not 
actually new at all.  

Yes, it is true that Where the Wa-
ter Goes has a 2017 copyright, plus a 
forward-looking author in New Yorker 
contributor David Owen and a dust jack-
et decked in praise from contemporary 
writers including Bill Bryson. But it is 
also true that the story within the book’s 
pages is an old one. It is the story of a 
Colorado River novice setting out to make 
sense of this great and imperiled Western 
river by tracing its length from source 
to sea and pondering, along the way, 
how its waters are divvied up to serve 
roughly 40 million people in seven U.S. 
states and Mexico. Which is to say that it 
is also the story of Frank Waters (1946), 
Philip Fradkin (1981), Colin Fletcher 
(1998), Jonathan Waterman (2010), Pete 
McBride (2011), William Stauffer-Norris 
(2011), and others.

Like these previous writers, Owen 
decides to make his way down the river 
because he has experienced a hydrologic 
awakening. Recalling his college days 
in Colorado Springs, Owen realizes how 
oblivious he was as a young man to the 
provenance of the water that came out of 
his tap — especially the endless gallons 
he applied to people’s lawns at a summer 

job. “All I knew was that every time I 
attached a hose to a spigot and turned 
it on, I could run it full force until it was 
time to go home,” he writes.  

Decades later, now an established 
environmental writer, Owen sets out on a 
journey of self-education designed to deci-
pher, from top to toe, the “vast and intri-
cately interconnected system” that is the 
Colorado River. He starts in a chartered 
airplane over the river’s Rocky Mountain 
headwaters, ends in a borrowed truck 
in its delta in Mexico, and proceeds in 
spurts by rental car in between.  

If Owen knows that his journey 
echoes those of other source-to-sea story-
tellers, he does not let on. And that’s too 
bad, really, because Owen’s telling would 
gain from acknowledging these kindred 
spirits and explaining what sets his own 
work apart from theirs. (For starters, 
Owen’s account is the most accessible 
for Western water newbies; he deftly 
explains oddities that range from “wet” 
water versus “paper” water to the trade-
offs involved in boosting agricultural 
water efficiency.)  

Owen’s method has its strengths. 
Because his narrative runs geographi-
cally rather than chronologically, it 
jumbles the typical order of a Colorado 
River tome. Rather than starting in the 

abstract with famous historical figures, 
Owen grounds us immediately in the 
“audacity of the Grand Ditch,” one of the 
river’s first major diversions, hand-dug in 
the late 1800s to send water from alpine 
streams to farms on Colorado’s Front 
Range. Owen’s road-trip framework also 
gives him room to ponder topics that 
don’t always make the pages of Colorado 
River books, including the hard-to-believe 
history of the Atomic Energy Commis-
sion’s nuclear fracking experiments in 
the river’s headwaters.  

Most importantly, the source-to-
sea structure helps the reader see the 
Colorado River as a whole, and to grasp 
the complexity of our cumulative impacts 
upon it. By the time Owen meets an 
Imperial Valley lettuce farmer, we have 
already contemplated flood irrigation 
in a Grand Junction vineyard. By the 
time Owen digs into Las Vegas’ water 
challenges, we have already heard about 
Denver’s. And by the time Owen explains 
water-quality issues at the U.S.-Mexico 
border, we have already learned about 
salinity as far upstream as the Dolo-
res River. That makes it more difficult 
to blame any individual irrigator, city 
or tributary for the woes at the river’s 
terminus, and it shows that solutions to 
the river’s overuse will not come easily or 
unilaterally. 

It is a bit odd, however, that Owen 
traces the Colorado River without ever 
spending much time in a boat. By skip-
ping the depths of the Grand Canyon and 
other protected stretches, Owen never 
experiences the river wild. Unlike other 
source-to-sea chroniclers, he also does 
not physically struggle through rapids, 
reservoirs, tamarisk or mudflats to follow 
its path. Perhaps as a result, Owen ex-
presses no grief when he reaches the spot 
where the once-mighty Colorado disap-
pears into the sand long before reaching 
the Gulf of California. Instead, he writes 
matter-of-factly, “ATV tracks ran back 
and forth across the streambed, and 
there were many places where we could 
step from one side to the other without 
getting our feet wet.”

Still, by the river’s end, Owen has 
accomplished what he set out to do. He 
has figured out, literally, where the water 
goes. He has also explained it to the rest 
of us in clear and compelling terms. In a 
final chapter, he even goes one step fur-
ther and ponders a handful of potential 
remedies to the river’s overuse. Along the 
way, Owen maps out a self-guided field 
trip that others can follow virtually (as I 
did, via Google Earth) or in a vehicle. And 
that’s a path toward a greater hydrologic 
awakening that we would all benefit from 
following.  

BY adRIaNNe KROePsch

BOOKs

A lone boat sits next to a trickle of the Colorado River in Mexico. NATioNAL geogRAPHiC CReATive / ALAMy sToCk PHoTo

Down the river once more

Where the Water 
Goes: Life and death 
on the colorado River 
david owen
288 pages, hardcover: 
$28.
Riverhead Books, 
2017.
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We hiked past scrub oak and su-
mac, a wild bees’ nest humming 
in the peppertrees along the 

trail. The air hung heavy with the scent 
of sage, the purple salvia just starting to 
bloom. The rock-studded dirt path turned 
a sharp corner, and the water tower came 
into view. The tank was brimming, sur-
rounded by spring grasses lush from the 
generous winter rains. I felt a brief surge 
of hope, but then remembered — hope is 
a dangerous emotion in this climate.

When I’d driven through town eight 
months earlier, I was struck by how per-
fect it seemed: a hamlet full of parks and 
citrus groves, surrounded by national for-
est. Towering oak trees lined the streets, 
evidence of a historically consistent water 
source. In the shadow of the Topatopa 
Mountains, the town bells chimed on the 
hour, a reminder of just how quickly time 
passes.

We were ready to start a family, ready 
to exchange the damp bustle and crowds 
of Seattle for the peace and community of 
a small town. I looked around, ticking off 
items on my dream-town checklist: good 
food, sunshine, a day’s drive from my 
parents. I convinced my husband to aban-
don friends we’d spent the last decade 
making and the house we’d restored room 
by room. I had, I assured him, found the 
perfect place to spend the next chapter of 
our lives.

Jobs were applied for and miracu-
lously acquired. I took a pregnancy test 
confirming that, yes, the hoped-for family 
would be arriving soon. Only as the move 
drew closer did we began to wonder: Is 
there enough water to support life there?

There must be, we told ourselves. I 
grew up in California, my childhood filled 
with reminders to turn off faucets and 
let lawns go yellow. Water was scarce, 
water was precious, but there was always 
enough.

We rented a house while ogling For 
Sale signs, thinking about school districts 
and fenced backyards for the first time. 
Realtors urged us to buy something soon, 
because homes were selling for more 

than they had ever seen. Outsiders were 
falling in love with the area for the same 
reasons we had, snatching up every cot-
tage and starter home that came on the 
market. Yet when the woman from the 
water company came to read the meter 
on our rental, we got to talking about all 
the newcomers. “We keep telling people to 
get out of town,” she sighed, shaking her 
head. “But they just keep buying houses.”

As I unpacked boxes and met our 
neighbors, I began to learn how dire the 
water situation really was. The record 
rain and snowfall that eased the drought 
in most of the state that winter weren’t 
enough to satiate this parched county. 
The town has two water sources, an aqui-
fer and a lake, and both were at historic 
lows. Because it’s not connected to the 
California Water Project, the heavy rain 
was not enough to lift us out of “severe 
drought” status. Five years, locals warned 
in hushed resignation: There is enough 
water to support life for five more years.

Falling in love with a town that is 
running out of water is a bit like falling 
in love with someone with a terminal ill-
ness. You can pray for a miracle, hope for 
a cure, but the tragic prognosis remains a 
fact. No matter how perfect, how beloved 
the individual in question may be, an end 
is inevitable.

The trail led to a lookout point, and I 

perched on a boulder to survey the valley 
below. What would it look like at the end? 
I imagined my new family crammed into 
a slow caravan of Subarus and SUVs, 
a reversal of the Dust Bowl migration 
that brought so many of our ancestors to 
this golden state. I turned my face to the 
sun, felt a kick in my growing belly, and 
tried to soak up a perfect moment in my 
perfect town. 

“I don’t think we can stay here,” I ad-
mitted at last, already mourning the loss 
of a landscape I’d loved at first glance. My 
husband held my hand and agreed.

Ten months later, as our twins 
practiced rolling over among the nearly 
unpacked boxes on the floor of our Seattle 
living room, I read the headlines: “Thom-
as Fire Threatens Ojai.” The slow exodus 
I’d imagined had instead happened at 
high speed: People left with little more 
than pets and photo albums, as fire licked 
the highways out of town.

I’d worried about drought, but my 
concern was misplaced. The rainfall that 
felt like such a blessing created fuel for 
one of the most destructive wildfires 
in California’s history. As I write these 
words, my dream town still stands, and 
our friends and former neighbors are 
starting to return home, hopeful that the 
worst is over. I hope they are right. I fear 
they are not.  

essaY | BY KatheRINe PRYOR

katherine Pryor is 
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Hope 
in an 

unstable 
climate

Smoke sits low to 
the ground as the 
sun rises in Ojai, 
California, in early 
December.  
MARCus yAM/Los ANgeLes 
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CALiFoRNiA
Did you know that, unlike most of us, mountains 
can shed so much weight under certain condi-
tions that they actually become taller? NASA 
found this out after California suffered seri-
ous drought from 2012 to 2015. When its Jet 
Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena analyzed a 
network of 1,300 GPS stations along the Sierra 
Nevada — looking for earthquake warning 
signs — they made a surprising discovery: The 
drought might have shriveled plants, but it 
made the mountains even higher. Like a ship af-
ter heavy cargo is unloaded, the Sierra Nevada, 
minus its usual rain and snowfall, rose by al-
most an inch during the four-year period. About 
11.9 trillion gallons of water — a lot of water 
— had gone missing. “It appears that mountains 
hold much more water than previously thought 
and can lose that water relatively quickly dur-
ing major droughts,” writes Trevor Nace in 
Forbes. But just like yo-yo dieters, mountains 
swiftly regain that lost water weight once abun-
dant rain and snowfall return. During the wet 
years of 2016-2017, NASA found, the water-fat 
Sierras fell by almost an inch. Unfortunately for 
thirsty Californians, though, the water collected 
in multiple layers beneath the mountains — an 
amount 45 times the annual water usage of Los 
Angeles — is going to stay there, unused, as 
there’s no way we can access it.

CoLoRAdo
A skier on Aspen Mountain had a bad day in 
December when a money belt containing 
$10,000 in cash slipped off his waist and fell 
onto the snow beneath the Ajax Express Lift, 
reports the Glenwood Springs Post Indepen-
dent. As luck would have it, ski instructor Steve 
Schreiber found the money belt and turned it 
over, unopened, to the lift operator, who then 
gave it — still unopened —  to an unidentified 
ski patroller. She opened the belt, and immedi-
ately locked it up, concerned about protecting 
its contents. Two days later, when the worried 
skier, a 79-year-old doctor from Florida, who 
didn’t want his name used, claimed the belt 

and found the money still there, he was amazed 
and grateful. “If that would have happened 
in Florida, you could have kissed (the money) 
goodbye,” he said. 

Meanwhile, not far from Aspen, a couple lost 
$10,000 when Vice President Mike Pence visited 
the neighborhood for a Christmas vacation. 
Pam and Bruce Wood, who own the Above It 
All Balloon Co., were forced to cancel already-
booked balloon rides, because wherever Pence 
travels, three nautical miles of “national defense 
air space” above him are closed to the public, 
reports the Post Independent. “It’s very disap-
pointing,” said Pam Wood. “This is our busiest 
week of the winter.” The Aspen Times adds that 
Pence might not have appreciated the banner 
that his next-door neighbor in Snowmass Vil-
lage erected over their shared driveway: “Make 
America Gay Again.” 

WyoMiNg
The reward for finding a service dog named 
Declan, who disappeared from his home near 
Wilson, Wyoming, is a cool $20,000, reports the 
Jackson Hole News&Guide. The owner is an 
elderly woman, who was vacationing in Florida 
when her 5-year-old yellow lab ran off. Property 
manager Patrick Delaney says the dog has been 
a close companion to the owner for three years, 
but is trained to do much more: “He can turn 

lights on, open the refrigerator, get things for 
her, open doors.” Declan left with Delaney’s dog, 
Sam, but though Sam returned, Declan, whose 
electric-fence collar no longer worked because 
its batteries had expired, did not. Call 307-690-
6876 if you spot the valuable Declan.

oRegoN
If you live in an Oregon county with fewer than 
40,000 people, you now have a privilege denied 
to all other residents of the Beaver State: As 
of Jan. 1, a new law allows rural residents to 
pump their own gas. Even though Oregon and 
New Jersey are the only states that require gas 
stations to have an attendant to pump gas, some 
question whether DIY at the gas station is al-
ways a good thing. When KTVL CBS 10 News in 
Medford, Oregon, posted a Facebook poll posing 
that question, over 44,000 commented, and some 
residents said they were horrified by the law: “I 
say NO THANKS! I don’t want to smell of gaso-
line,” said one person, who added, “I don’t know 
how to pump gas and I am 62.” Another warned 
about the hazards of “not doing (the pumping) 
correctly,” and of “smelling of gas when I get it 
on my hands or clothes.” Another mentioned 
“almost dying doing it” (in California). “This is 
a service only qualified people should perform. 
I will literally park at the pump and wait until 
someone pumps my gas.” Many of the internet 
comments were obviously tongue-in-cheek. As 
the Detroit Free Press says, the naysayers in 
Oregon have a point: “Pumping gas is a pretty 
difficult task, right up there with scraping your 
windshield and turning the heat on.”

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.

28  High Country News  January 22, 2018

heaRd aROUNd the West | BY BetsY MaRstON

CoLoRAdo Either it’s hunting season,  
or zombies have learned to drive.  NATHAN Boddy
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 Above all, edward Abbey was an opponent of  
‘that cloud on my horizon’ he defined as progress.   
This wasn’t Luddism so much as a deep need  

to preserve a small portion of  
America as wilderness.

John Buckley, in his essay, “What Abbey’s ‘Desert Solitaire’ means in these trying times,” 
from Writers on the Range, hcn.org/wotr
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