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Washington’s seasonal king tides, shown here at Washaway Beach in November 2022, are becoming more 
destructive as sea levels rise. Local leaders have spread an experimental cobble berm along the shore to 
help stem erosion. Sarah Trent / High Country News

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR/PUBLISHER  
Greg Hanscom

EDITOR-IN-CHIEF Jennifer Sahn

ACTING EDITOR-IN-CHIEF  
Michelle Nijhuis

ART DIRECTOR Cindy Wehling

EXECUTIVE EDITOR Gretchen King 

FEATURES DIRECTOR McKenna Stayner

NEWS & INVESTIGATIONS EDITOR Kate Schimel

SENIOR EDITORS Emily Benson,
Paige Blankenbuehler, Nick Martin

VISUALS EDITOR Roberto (Bear) Guerra

ASSOCIATE VISUALS EDITOR Luna Anna Archey

ASSOCIATE EDITOR Anna V. Smith

STAFF WRITER B. “Toastie” Oaster 
COPY EDITOR Diane Sylvain

CONTRIBUTING EDITORS  
Melissa Chadburn, Jane C. Hu,  
Jonathan Thompson, Raksha Vasudevan

POETRY EDITOR Paisley Rekdal

CORRESPONDENTS Alastair Bitsoi, Nick Bowlin,  
Ben Goldfarb, Tiffany Midge

EDITORIAL FELLOWS Kylie Mohr, Caroline Tracey 

EDITORIAL INTERNS Samuel Shaw, Taylar Stagner, 
Sarah Trent

SOCIAL MEDIA SPECIALIST Ariyon Dailey 

PROOFREADER Kate Wheeling

DIRECTOR OF PHILANTHROPY Alyssa Pinkerton 

CHARITABLE GIFTS ADVISOR Bradon Schwarz

DONOR STEWARDSHIP MANAGER &  
SALESFORCE ADMIN. Hannah Stevens 

DEVELOPMENT ASSOCIATE Carol Newman

DIRECTOR OF PRODUCT & MARKETING Gary Love

MARKETING COMMUNICATIONS MANAGER
Michael Schrantz

COMMUNITY OUTREACH MANAGER  
Michael Leveton

GRAPHIC DESIGNER Marissa Garcia

DIRECTOR OF BUSINESS ADMIN. Erica Howard

FINANCE & HR ADMINISTRATOR Mary Zachman

HR & EXECUTIVE ASSISTANT Gina Gurreri

SPECIAL PROJECTS MANAGER Kathy Martinez

CUSTOMER SERVICE ASST. MANAGER Mark Nydell

ASSOCIATE PRODUCT MANAGER KHowe

CUSTOMER SERVICE Pamela Peters, 
Dorothy Punderson, Tammy York

FOUNDER Tom Bell
 

BOARD OF DIRECTORS
Estee Rivera, president  (Colo.), John Belkin, vice  
president (Colo.), Samaria Jaffe, treasurer (Calif.), 
Fátima Luna, secretary  (Ariz.), Wendy Fisher (Utah), 
Dina Gilio-Whitaker (Calif.), Andrea Otáñez (Wash.), 
Marla Painter (N.M.), Bryan Pollard (Calif.),  
Raynelle Rino (Calif.), Peter Schoenburg (N.M.),  
Rich Stolz (Wash.), Andy Wiessner (Colo.)

DIRECTOR EMERITUS Luis Torres (N.M.)

High Country News is an independent, reader-supported nonprofit 501(c)(3) media organization that covers the important 
issues and stories that define the Western U.S. Our mission is to inform and inspire people to act on behalf of the West’s diverse 
natural and human communities. High Country News (ISSN/0191/5657) publishes monthly, 12 issues per year, from 119 Grand 
Ave., Paonia, CO 81428. Periodicals, postage paid at Paonia, CO, and other post offices. POSTMASTER: Send address changes 
to High Country News, Box 1090, Paonia, CO 81428. All rights to publication of articles in this issue are reserved. See hcn.
org for submission guidelines. Subscriptions to HCN are $37 a year, $47 for institutions: 800-905-1155, hcn.org. For editorial 
comments or questions, write High Country News, P.O. Box 1090, Paonia, CO 81428 or editor@hcn.org, or call 970-527-4898. 
For correspondence addressed to High Country News, HCN or to the editors, permission to publish will be considered implicit 
unless specifically stated otherwise.

Know
the
West.



FEBRUARY 2023     3

EDITOR’S NOTE CONTRIBUTORS

Water makes the rules
ONE HUNDRED YEARS  and a few months ago, in 
November 1922, representatives of seven Western states 
gathered in Santa Fe, New Mexico, to divide up a river. As 
we now know, the Colorado River Compact calculated each 
state’s share of the basin’s water based on an unusually wet 
period, rendering the compact’s promises suspect from 
the start. And those dubious promises benefited an exclu-
sive few; left out of the discussion were all of the basin’s 
Indigenous nations, the nation of Mexico, and anyone who 
might view the river as anything other than a servant of 
development. Had the conversation been broader, someone 
might have suggested that though humans can try to make 
rules for water, water obeys its own.

Since the signing of the compact, Mexico has negoti-
ated a share of the Colorado River, and 22 of the basin’s 30 
federally recognized tribes have gained legal recognition of 
at least some of their rights to the river’s water — although 
many tribes are still fighting for access to that water, and 
for an equitable role in negotiations. The federal Bureau 
of Reclamation has periodically acknowledged the river’s 
own needs, at times allowing water to be released from 
Lake Powell, the reservoir behind Glen Canyon Dam, to 
mimic seasonal flooding and benefit downstream habi-
tats. And, since the turn of the century, many of the basin’s 
largest cities have reduced their water consumption so dra-
matically that, even as their populations have grown, their 
overall water use has decreased.

At the same time, the river itself has dwindled, starved 
by the ongoing megadrought. The promises of the Colorado 
River Compact, never reliable, are now nearly empty; water 
levels in Lake Powell have reached record lows, threatening 
regional hydropower and downstream water supplies. 

As HCN contributor Craig Childs writes in this issue, the 
demise of Lake Powell has sharply contrasting consequenc-
es. Upstream of Glen Canyon Dam, cottonwood and willow 
forests are making an intoxicatingly rapid recovery, and the 
wonders of long-drowned side canyons are being revealed. 
Downstream, though, the river is a less and less reliable life-
line for humans and other species, and for their respective 
habitats. Furious negotiations are underway throughout the 
basin, but a basic problem remains: The river never agreed 
to fulfill the compact, and it is reaching its own limits.

The Colorado River is not the only Western body of wa-
ter threatening a work stoppage. Climate change and hu-
man overuse are draining the Great Salt Lake, too, and sci-
entists now estimate that if the lake continues to shrink at 
current rates, it will be gone in five years. As several stories 
in this issue suggest, there are ways to live within our eco-
logical means, but all of them require us to acknowledge 
that water gets the last word.

Michelle Nijhuis, acting editor-in-chief

Sage Brown is an Oregon-based photographer whose work 
explores notions of place, identity and the human relationship 
to the natural world. He is most often found trail running with his 
canine best friend.

Julie Carr  is the author of seven books of poetry. Her forthcoming 
book, Mud, Blood, and Ghosts: Populism, Eugenics, and Spiritualism 
in the American West will be published spring 2023.  @CarrCarrjuli

Craig Childs is the author of more than a dozen books on nature, 
culture and science. He lives in southwest Colorado.

Marianne Dhenin is a disabled journalist covering social and 
environmental justice and politics. @mariannedhe

Laureli Ivanoff is an Inupiaq writer and journalist based in 
Uŋalaqłiq (Unalakleet), on the west coast of what’s now called 
Alaska. Her column “The Seasons of Uŋalaqłiq” explores living in 
direct relationship with the land, water, plants and animals in and 
around Uŋalaqłiq.

Evelyn McDonnell is the author of several books, including 
the forthcoming The World According to Joan Didion. She is a 
journalism professor at Loyola Marymount University.

Tiffany Midge writes “Heard Around the West” for High Country 
News. She is a citizen of the Standing Rock Nation and the author 
of Bury My Heart at Chuck E. Cheese’s. Midge resides in Idaho near 
the homeland of the Nimiipuu. @TiffanyMidge

Jenise Miller is an Afro-Panamanian poet, writer and urban 
planner from Compton, California, whose work explores art, 
archives, mapping and memory. @jenisepalante

Kylie Mohr  is an editorial fellow for High Country News who 
writes from Montana. Her work has won awards from the Society 
of Professional Journalists, National Newspaper Association and 
Wyoming Press Association. @thatsMohrlikeit

Jonathan Thompson is a contributing editor of High Country 
News. He is the author of Sagebrush Empire: How a Remote Utah 
County Became the Battlefront of American Public Lands and other 
titles. @Land_Desk

Caroline Tracey is the climate justice fellow at High Country 
News, writing from the U.S.-Mexico Borderlands. @ce_tracey

Maya L. Kapoor writes about climate change, biodiversity and 
environmental justice. Previously, she was an associate editor at 
High Country News. @Kapoor_ML

Anna V. Smith is an associate editor for High Country News. She 
writes and edits stories on tribal sovereignty and environmental 
justice for the Indigenous Affairs desk from Colorado.  
@annavtoriasmith

Editor-in-Chief Jennifer Sahn is on leave.
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ON THE COVER
Glen Canyon is defined 
by its finely sculpted 
maze-like topography, 
much of which has 
been submerged under 
Lake Powell for half a 
century. ELLIOT ROSS

A simple glass shelf 
can hold a lifetime of 
memories.
Giana De Dier /  
High Country News
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FIRE CAN PRESERVE

Thank you for this article 
(“Femme Fire,” January 2023)! 
It is so inspiring on so many lev-
els. I really appreciate that the 
author highlights how a hyper-
masculine, militaristic firefight-
ing tradition ignores and erases 
so many important aspects of 
why fire suppression is needed 
and how it can be done in a way 
that preserves rather than de-
stroys. Thank you.
Melanie Curry
Berkeley, California

DELICIOUS STORY

I just read with delight “Making 
Christmas cake in Compton” 
(December 2022). I wanted to 
give the author, Jenise Miller, a 
big hug after finishing the sto-

ry. I could smell the wonderful 
aroma of those delicious spices 
and taste the moist goodness of 
her baked masterpiece! Miller 
makes her words come to life. 
Thank you for a heartfelt article. 
Katherine Brown
Cochise, Arizona 

WE NEED TO CHANGE

“The disappearing sagebrush 
sea” (December 2022) was inter-
esting and alarming.  I believe 
the situation is worse than the 
article suggests.

Humans have introduced 
invasive annual grasses, are re-
sponsible for starting 80%-90% 
of wildfires, and create condi-
tions ripe for conifer encroach-
ment via wildfire suppression 
and climate change.

We are the ones who need 
to “change our ways.”  I hope 
we understand this and change 
our ways significantly soon, or 
the sagebrush sea will only be a 
memory.
Brandt Mannchen
Houston, Texas

THERE’S POTENTIAL

I read your article (“An Indig-
enous Affairs reporter reviews 
Alaska Daily,” Dec. 15, 2022), 
and right you are about Roz 
and Eileen.  I hope the show’s 
writers go in a different direc-
tion.  Eileen is obnoxious, arro-
gant, beyond a New Yorker, and 
she needs to be put in her place 
by the editor. Even some white 
folks don’t like how the story is 
going. Thanks for putting it out 
there. We’re rooting for Roz. 
Sadie Ivan
Fairfax, California

Your review is absolutely cor-
rect. I especially agree about the 
show’s potential. I have learned 
from the contrast of the main 
characters the degree of change 
necessary to appreciate a differ-
ent culture. Sometimes one way 
is better, as when the authorities 
are forced into accountability 
to do their jobs. It seems to me 
there is a balance to be achieved.
Genie Mitchell
Fort Davis, Texas
 
KEEP THE FOCUS ON SPECIES

It would be a mistake to de-
emphasize species and focus 
further on habitat (“The next 
chapter of environmental law,” 
November 2022). Habitat is vi-
tally important, and protecting 
habitat helps protect species, 
but some causes of species de-
cline aren’t easily remedied by 
habitat protection, such as dis-
ease, overharvest and toxins. 

I’m concerned that shifting 
the focus would result in a de-
cline in research and monitor-

ing. Those efforts provide crit-
ical information necessary for 
species recovery. They answer 
important questions and offer 
valuable solutions. The threat 
posed to condors by lead poi-
soning would never have been 
discovered without attaching 
transmitters to condors, track-
ing them, recovering deceased 
birds and conducting necrop-
sies. I’m not confident that any 
of that would have transpired 
under a habitat-heavy manage-
ment plan.

If we’re really serious 
about protecting endangered 
species, what the Endangered 
Species Act needs most isn’t a 
habitat-centric realignment but 
increased funding. All listed 
species should have recovery 
plans in place, and candidate 
species need to be considered 
in a timely fashion so that the 
phrase “warranted but preclud-
ed” becomes obsolete. We’re in 
the midst of what’s been labeled 
Earth’s sixth extinction event. 
This is not the time to pivot 
away from species.
Joseph Belli
Pacheco Pass, California

IN GOOD HANDS

When Betsy Marston left the 
“Heard around the West” col-
umn, I was petrified.  Today, 
I know the space is in good 
hands. Thank you.
George Ruffner 
Prescott, Arizona
 
MORE ON YELLOWSTONE

I enjoyed “We don’t share land 
here” (May 2022), and hope to 
see more writing by Liza Black 
on the Yellowstone franchise. 
As an Indigenous woman, I re-
called the problems with Tay-
lor Sheridan’s film Wind River 
when I first watched the show.
Jolene Thrasher 
Inuvialuit, Northwest 
Territories, Canada

LETTERS

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

CORRECTIONS
In “The Body of the Snake” (January 2023), we misidentified the 
owner of the dams; it is the federal government. “Growing up queer 
in Colorado Springs” (January 2023) described Club Q as the city’s 
only LGBTQ club; it was the only one the author knew about. In 
“Why are Saudi farmers pumping Arizona groundwater?” (January 
2023), a candidate for Arizona attorney general, not the attorney 
general, wanted to investigate a deal between Fondomonte and the 
Arizona State Land Department. (That candidate has since been 
elected.) A photo in “Will tribes become Colorado River powerbro-
kers?” (December 2022) showed conduit pipes sitting alongside 
Highway 461, not Highway 491. We regret the errors.



IN THE SPRING OF 18 4 8, 
shortly after the first Latter-day 
Saints settled in the Salt Lake 
Valley in what later became 
known as the Territory of Utah, 
a plague of crickets swarmed 
their crops. As the tale goes, they 
prayed, and God sent seagulls 
from the nearby Great Salt Lake, 
whose existence reminded the 
settlers of Israel and the Dead 
Sea. “By thousands and tens of 
thousands, (the seagulls) began 
to devour them up ... until the 
land was cleared of crickets, and 
our crops were saved,” a church 
elder recalled in an 1880 sermon. 
By saving the crops, the gulls 
saved the thousands of settlers.

Today, the Salt Lake Val-
ley remains the headquarters 
of the Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter-day Saints. But now it’s 
the Great Salt Lake that needs 
saving. The West’s megadrought 
has shrunk the lake to record-low 
levels, and toxic metals in the 
exposed lakebed are creating dan-
gerous dust storms. Much of the 
water diverted away from the lake 
is used for alfalfa, Utah’s top cash 
crop, and many alfalfa farmers are 
Mormons; the LDS Church itself 
owns over 5,000 acres of farm-
land in Salt Lake County alone. 
But even though the LDS scrip-
tures are rich in environmentally 
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Grace for the  
Great Salt Lake 
Environmental sentiments in Latter-day Saints 
scripture may be ripe for revival.

BY CAROLINE TRACEY | PHOTOS BY NIKI CHAN WYLIE

REPORTAGE Brigham Young University staff 
and students of the BYU Student 
Sustainability Initiative attend the 
Rally to Save Our Great Salt Lake at 
the Utah State Capitol in Salt Lake 
City, Utah, on Saturday, Jan. 14.
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minded teachings, many mem-
bers who consider themselves 
environmentalists believe their 
institution is missing an opportu-
nity to live up to its ideals. 

Because early LDS culture 
revolved around farming, found-
er Joseph Smith emphasized 
the importance of careful stew-
ardship. One scripture — which 
famously bans the consumption 
of coffee and alcohol — states 
that meat is “to be used sparing-
ly” and “only in times of winter, 
or of cold or famine.” Adherence 
to that directive could help pre-
serve the Great Salt Lake. “The 
drying of the Great Salt Lake 
is being driven primarily by 
growing alfalfa, which isn’t for 
human consumption directly, 
but feed for animals,” said Ben 
Abbott, an ecosystem scientist 
at Brigham Young Universi-
ty and a board member of the 
faith-based advocacy organi-
zations LDS Earth Stewardship 
and Mormon Environmental 

Stewardship Alliance (MESA). 
“If we were to follow that clear 
guidance in scripture to have a 
plant-based diet, we wouldn’t be 
in this situation.”

But Mormons who want 
their church to address current 
environmental crises must nav-
igate a complex political history. 
During the 1980s, when resent-
ment of federal regulations 
sparked protests dubbed the 

“Sagebrush Rebellion,” many 
churchgoers sympathized: In the 
mid-1800s, the federal govern-
ment had persecuted Latter-day 
Saints for practicing polygamy 
by seizing church property and 
incarcerating officials. (The 
church renounced polygamy in 
1890.) This fraught history made 
conflict over federal environ-
mental regulation particularly 
heated in Mormon country. In 
July 1999, for instance, a bishop 
in Escalante, Utah, called for a 

“religious war” against environ-
mentalists. Today, the church’s 

membership remains over-
whelmingly conservative.  

Current and former church 
members say that the environ-
mental teachings of Mormon 
scripture are overlooked in favor 
of teachings that treat life on 
Earth as merely a preparation 
for heaven. “All the years I was 
in the church, environmental-
ism was scoffed at — it was con-
sidered a fool’s game,” said John 
Larsen, former host of the Mor-
mon Expression podcast, who 
was raised in the church. “Being 
an apocalyptic church, they 
believe that Jesus will come 
soon and renew the Earth, so 
trying to fix the environment is 
unnecessary.” Under this inter-
pretation, Larsen said, the des-
iccation of the Great Salt Lake 
could be seen as simply another 
sign of the decadence of non- 
believers’ earthly existence.

Still, Mormon environmen-
talists, who see reverence for the 
Earth as essential to spirituality, 

say they are seeing increasing 
willingness to embrace environ-
mentalism. Organizations such 
as LDS Earth Stewardship, found-
ed in 2012, and MESA, which 
branched off to focus on political 
advocacy, are part of this change. 

“Our doctrine is very supportive 
of conservation, but we felt like 
the membership and the culture 
of the church have not been,” 
said Marc Coles-Ritchie, an ecol-
ogist and MESA board chair. But 
now, he said, “there is a shift and 
a greater awareness and willing-
ness to try to address environ-
mental problems.” In addition 
to the Great Salt Lake, MESA 
has been involved in activism 
regarding air pollution, climate 
change and the conservation of 
Utah Lake. 

There are signs that the 
church as an institution is shift-
ing. In June 2022, it released a 
statement encouraging water 
conservation. And last year, 
two church leaders gave formal 
addresses at LDS events about 
the importance of water conser-
vation and environmental stew-
ardship. 

When approached for com-
ment by HCN, a representative 
of the church’s communications 
team replied that they “are not 
offering interviews on (the water 
conservation statement) or 
about the Great Salt Lake.” Still, 
advocates hope the church will 
use its clout to make an envi-
ronmental impact, especially 
in calling for conservation of 
agricultural water. “The church 
could be incredibly important in 
calling for conservation in a way 
that the state government never 
could,” said Abbott.  

Ben Abbott, left, an ecosystem 
scientist at Brigham Young 
University, and Marc Coles-Ritchie, 
board secretary of the Mormon 
Environmental Stewardship Alliance, at 
the Rally to Save Our Great Salt Lake.



ECOSYSTEMS aren’t landscape 
paintings so much as mosaics, 
with different pieces that grow 
and change over time. In healthy 
forests, patches of recent distur-
bance, such as fire or logging, sit 
alongside patches of grasses and 
shrubs, fast-growing trees and 
centuries-old mature forests. But 
these ecological patterns require 
a climate stability that no longer 
exists. 

Due to human-caused 
climate change, California’s 
forest mosaics are vanishing. 
According to a study published 
in AGU Advances last July, the 
state’s forests lost almost 7%, or 
just over 1,700 square miles, of 
tree cover since 1985. That’s 
an area larger than Yosemite 
National Park. In particular, 
forests in California’s south-
western mountains lost 14% of 
tree cover.

Jon Wang, the study’s lead 
author and an Earth systems 
scientist at the University of Utah, 
said that at the current rate, “in a 
hundred years, we will have lost 
almost 20% of our forests. That’s 
like all of Southern California’s 
forests being gone, or all of the 
Southern Sierras being gone.” 

Thousand-year-old forests 
now get only a decade or 

less between fires to recover. 
California’s forests are “never 
going to get a chance to become 
old-growth forest again,” Wang 
said. Instead, they may have 

“more of a permanent stunted 
state.” And aridification means 
that forests once considered 
fairly fire-resistant, such as 
old-growth coastal redwoods, 
can no longer rely on wet weather 
conditions for fire protection. 

The dramatic loss of many 
of California’s giant sequoias, 
ancient trees that lived with 
fire for thousands of years, 
particularly troubles Wang’s 
co-author James T. Randerson, 
an Earth systems scientist at the 
University of California, Irvine.

“You can extrapolate out 
what’s going to happen to the 
forest,” Randerson said. “It’s 
horrific.”

To track how California’s 
forests changed over the past 
few decades, researchers used 
machine learning, training an 
algorithm to identify vegetation 
types in satellite images taken 
every few days, dating back to 
1985. The algorithm differen-
tiated between three causes of 
tree death: wildfires, logging 
and drought. As it turns out, far 
more of California’s tree cover 

is disappearing due to wildfires 
than from drought or logging. 

The sheer amount of data 
that this study provides is 
important, said Philip Higuera, a 
fire ecologist at the University of 
Montana, who was not involved 
with the research. “The ability to 
quantify changes, not only from 
fire, but from forest die-back, 
and from timber extraction — to 
be able to do all of those three 
at once — is really valuable, 
because it helps place them in 
context” throughout California, 
Higuera said. 

To be clear, wildfires remain 
a natural part of healthy forest 
ecosystems across the West, and 
controlled burns are import-
ant tools in forest management. 
But California has a fire defi-
cit. Colonizers stamped out 
Indigenous fire-management 
practices, so fuels keep building 
up, leading to ever more destruc-
tive conflagrations. Today, the 
astronomical costs of living 
in California’s cities encour-
age  people to move into forests, 
and fires follow. And those fires, 
combined with drought, are 
quickly changing California’s 
ecosystems. 

With effective fire manage-
ment, some Northern California 

forests might eventually grow 
back. But in the southern moun-
tains, where forests are dying 
even without fires because of 
drought stress, chaparral may 
replace trees permanently. 

One limitation of this study 
is its timescale. “Thirty-five 
years is a long study from the 
perspective of using satellite 
data, but in the context of forest 
development and ecosystem 
change, it can still be relatively 
short,” Higuera said. Wang and 
Randerson also cautioned that 
this research doesn’t model 
future fire recovery, so more work 
needs to be done before draw-
ing conclusions about whether 
these ecosystem changes are 
permanent. 

Meanwhile, California is 
proposing an ambitious plan to 
achieve net-zero greenhouse gas 
emissions by 2045. Right now, 
Wang said, the carbon offset 
market is really focused on grow-
ing trees. But his data suggests 
that California may have to lower 
its expectations. “We might be 
moving to a paradigm of saving 
what’s there,” he said.    

In “On the move,” Maya L. Kapoor 
writes about how the climate crisis 
is shifting life in the West.
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In a warming world, 
California’s trees 
keep dying  
That could doom the state’s plan to fight 
climate change with the help of nature.

BY MAYA L. KAPOOR
ILLUSTRATION BY XULIN

ON THE MOVE



S IN C E  T H E  S TAR T  of his 
administration, President Joe 
Biden has taken significant 
actions that have resonated 
in Indian Country: restoring 
Bears Ears National Monument; 
nominating the first Indigenous 
Cabinet member, Secretary of the 
Interior Deb Haaland (Laguna 
Pueblo); investing billions in 

tribal water-rights settlements 
and infrastructure. In 2021, his 
administration took a historic 
step when it committed to a policy 
of restoring tribal oversight of 
ancestral lands and of working 
with tribes in co-stewardship 
to manage public lands. Since 
then, a flurry of agency memos 
and reports have filled out more 

details of what these co-steward-
ship arrangements might look like. 
But what do all these statements 
amount to in practical terms?

Tribes across the country 
are seeking the return of lands 
that were illegally or forcibly 
taken by the United States. For 
some, co-management with fed-
eral agencies is a way to regain 
a measure of control of their 
ancestral lands and can be a 
first step toward the restitution 
and sovereignty sought by the 
LandBack movement. Given 
the declining budgets of federal 
agencies and tribes’ deep, place-
based knowledge and growing 
governing capacity, co-steward-
ship can be a natural fit. 

“There really is an ongoing 
nationwide conversation right 
now about co-management,” 
Kevin Washburn (Chickasaw 
Nation), who was assistant sec-
retary of Indian Affairs under 
Obama and worked on the Biden 
transition team, said in an inter-

view. “I’m firmly convinced that 
tribes can run a lot of these units 

— parks and refuges — as well as 
or better than the federal gov-
ernment can.”

Durable policy is a slow- 
moving ship, but the adminis-
tration is making headway. In 
2022, the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture signed 11 new co- 
stewardship agreements with 
tribal nations, and the depart-
ment has said another 60 are in 
development. Meanwhile, the 
Department of the Interior final-
ized an agreement to co-manage 
Idaho’s Dworshak National Fish 
Hatchery with the Nez Perce 
Tribe. In the Southwest, after 
decades of campaigning for pro-
tections for Avi Kwa Ame Nation-
al Monument, the Fort Mojave 
Tribe and other Yuman-speaking 
tribes have been promised that 
protections will be established 
soon. And, given the administra-
tion’s new policies, advocates are 
hopeful that some measure of 
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takes shape 
The Biden administration is shifting how the U.S.  
manages public lands.
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co-stewardship will be included. 
Fort Mojave Tribal Administra-
tor Ashley Hemmers said in an 
interview that the Biden admin-
istration has been intentional in 
its engagement and has consult-
ed with her tribe throughout the 
process. “That has been really 
healthy, and hopefully something 
that can be ongoing,” she said.

The distinction between 
co-management and co-stew-
ardship — terms the federal gov-
ernment uses for agreements 
to collaborate on land manage-
ment with tribal nations — is 
subtle but important. “Co-stew-
ardship” covers a broad range 
of collaborative activities like 
forest-thinning work in Alas-
ka’s Tongass National Forest 
in partnership with the Hoo-
nah Indian Association, where 
Indigenous knowledge can be 
included in federal manage-
ment. But “co-management” is 
more narrowly defined. In those 
instances, tribal and federal 
governments share the power of 
legal authority in decision-mak-
ing of a place or a species. This 
is the case with Kasha-Katuwe 
Tent Rocks National Monument 
in New Mexico, which is co-man-
aged by the Pueblo de Cochiti 
and the Bureau of Land Manage-
ment, and with the salmon fish-
eries in the Pacific Northwest.

The administration has 
already begun to grapple with the 
practical realities of setting up 
these collaborations with tribes. 
One challenge is ensuring that 
the ideals behind co-stewardship 
and co-management are upheld 
by the career federal employees 
who carry out the projects, not just 
by the political appointees who 
may change with a new adminis-
tration. To this end, in 2021 Haa-
land and Agriculture Secretary 
Tom Vilsack signed a secretarial 
order requiring that co-steward-
ship efforts be addressed in indi-
vidual employee performance 

reviews. “It’s an effort to really 
change the career-level staff in 
the agency’s approach to doing 
their jobs on a day-to-day basis,” 
said Monte Mills, director of the 
Native American Law Center at 
the University of Washington, 
who wrote a white paper on trib-
al co-management possibilities. 

“That’s really where it’s going to 
make a difference,” Mills said in 
an interview.

Though tribes and the feder-
al government are both currently 
enthusiastic about co-steward-
ship, there are still hurdles to clear, 
primarily with staffing and fund-
ing. Tribes already take on con-
tracts with agencies like the Indi-
an Health Service or the Bureau 
of Indian Affairs to provide trea-
ty- or trust-mandated public ser-
vices, such as running hospitals, 
schools and fire departments. In 
those cases, tribal governments 
receive federal funds to help pay 
for staff and other costs of fulfill-
ing the contract. But Congress 
hasn’t appropriated additional 

funds for tribes to manage public 
lands, which means that tribes 
and federal agencies — both of 
which are underfunded by Con-
gress — must find the capacity on 
their own. 

In the case of the Fort 
Mojave Tribe, preparing for 
these obligations has been part 
of the effort to secure protec-
tions for Avi Kwa Ame. “It’s real-
ly been a conversation about 
making sure that our leadership 
is ready for what we’re asking 
for,” Hemmers said, adding that 
it’s important that the tribe “can 
be a true partner, to show that 
not only do we have the tra-
ditional knowledge but we do 
have the resources to be able to 
maintain it, regardless if there is 
funding at a federal level or not.”

While the Biden administra-
tion has prioritized co-steward-
ship, Congress has not passed 
legislation ensuring that future 
administrations follow the same 
policy. This leaves tribal nations 
vulnerable to the shifting tides of 

politics. Legislation could create 
a federal process for considering 
co-stewardship proposals, giving 
tribes a more permanent avenue 
to push for collaborations that 
emanate from tribal priorities. A 
good starting point could be the 
millions of acres across the West 
that lie within tribal reservation 
boundaries and are managed by 
federal agencies. “As much as 
anything else, it’s about sort of 
changing the mindset and agen-
cy approach and identity to land 
management,” Mills said. “And 
that takes time. If it’s going to 
be a wholesale sea change, that’s 
still yet to come.”   

Avi Kwa Ame, the recently proposed 
national monument in southern 
Nevada (opposite). Mikayla Whitmore

Beatrice Jacobo (middle) sits with 
her mother, Drusilla Burns (right), an 
elder from the Fort Mojave Indian 
Tribe, during a 2020 public hearing in 
Laughlin, Nevada, on the proposed 
Avi Kwa Ame National Monument.  
Kyle Grillot



DAVID COTTRELL stood on what used to 
be a 14-foot-high cliff at the crumbled end 
of Blue Pacific Drive. Just a few years ago, 
this was the fastest-eroding shoreline on the 
U.S. Pacific Coast; locals here in North Cove, 
Washington, dubbed it “Washaway Beach.” 
But as Cottrell walked toward the water on 
a sunny November morning, he stepped not 
off a cliff but onto soft, dry sand. Thigh-high 
dune grasses sprawled in all directions. The 
low tide lapped at a flock of sandpipers a few 
hundred feet away. 

Cottrell, a cranberry farmer and local 
drainage commissioner, held up a laminated 
map, pointing to our location. During his 
childhood, this was part of a dense beachside 
neighborhood, but the tides have swept most 
of it away — a complex phenomenon related 
to dams and jetties that have changed the 
flow of sediments. “Where we’re standing 
right now, we were losing 50 to 100 feet a year,” 
he said. All told, North Cove has lost more 
than 4 square miles of land, plus a lighthouse, 
a cannery and 160 structures.

By 2015, many residents had given up 
on saving their town. Facing predictions of 
continued erosion, agencies had begun talk 
of moving Highway 105 away from the coast 

— a loss that could doom this isolated rural 
community. An essential transportation 
artery, 105 serves as the dike that protects 
800 acres of historic bogs where Cottrell and 
other farmers grow more than half the state’s 
cranberries. Cottrell felt he had to try some-
thing. “We had absolutely nothing to lose,” 
he said.

So in 2016, Cottrell dropped $400 worth 
of rocks from the end of this road — “one 
load, right off the end, just to see what would 
happen.” He sought to mimic the cobble 

beaches and basalt slides that are common 
in the Pacific Northwest. That experiment has 
since grown into a more than 2-kilometer-long 
berm of rocks and stumps that shift with the 
waves and collect sand, rebuilding the beach.

As a result, much of this coastline has 
held, putting North Cove at the forefront of a 
global shift in how communities protect their 
coastlines as sea levels rise. Engineers — who 
have long depended on rigid sea walls — are 
now closely watching this softer approach. 
North Cove’s solution, which resembles the 
techniques many Indigenous communities 
use to cultivate shellfish, looks less like the 
conventional structures engineers know, and 
more like the dunes and berms that centuries 
of storms and tides build on their own.

Cottrell stood in the salty breeze, wear-
ing his signature black Carhartt jacket. On the 
back, hand-painted letters read “Washaway 
No More.” Most days, he walks the beach, 
troubleshooting the remaining hotspots 
with landowners and explaining the still- 
evolving project to visitors. “The people 
that get this best are surfers and Buddhists,” 
Cottrell had told me earlier. “In a situation 
that’s in constant flux, what you want to do 
is position yourself to go with it.”

NORTH COVE was built on land near the 
Columbia River outlet that has always been 
at the mercy of intense waves, El Niño-driven 
storms, tidal currents, flowing sediment and 
tangles of driftwood. Over millennia, these 
forces built a long sandy spit at the mouth of 
Willapa Bay. Storms swept sand away each 
winter, then currents replenished it each 
summer — until they didn’t, Cottrell said, 
for reasons scientists are only beginning to 
understand. Maps show that the trend had 

started by the early 1900s; researchers believe 
a series of jetties and the 1930s damming of 
the Columbia, which both changed sediment 
flow in the region, contributed to it. Over 
decades, the spit was whittled down to a nub. 
The rising tides and intensifying storms of 
climate change only hastened its undoing.  

That collision of forces made Washaway 
Beach a terrible candidate for any protective 
efforts, Washington Department of Ecology 
coastal engineer George Kaminsky told me. 
But since Cottrell couldn’t make anything 
worse, he decided to try something unorth-
odox, setting the stage for an experiment 
whose results global experts, including 
Kaminsky, are now researching.

After Cottrell dropped that first load of 
rock, nature took over: When waves hit the 
pile, the water spread out instead of smash-
ing against the steep, eroded bank. Stones 
migrated and settled. Sand collected in 
between.

This galvanized the community, and in 
2016, a group led by Charlene Nelson, chair-
woman of the nearby Shoalwater Bay Tribe, 
expanded the project. Using a $600,000 
state grant, they made a scrappy version of 
what engineers call a dynamic revetment: a 
long cobble berm along the top of the beach. 
Using the cheapest unsorted rock they could 
find, they dumped piles along more than a 
mile of bank, letting the waves sort them 
into place. Then, lower down, near the high-
est average waterline, they spread the same 
jagged cobbles into a 3-foot-tall speed bump. 
Together, these structures build back the 
beach: As waves trip over the speed bump 
and slosh through the berm, they slow and 
drop sand. The first year both were in place, 
the beach near this road-end grew by about 
50 feet. The next year, it kept growing.

As climate change progresses, coastal 
communities nearly everywhere are search-
ing for solutions. Hard barriers like seawalls 
and riprap won’t cut it in many places; they 
do block water, but often cause further 
erosion. They’re also so expensive that few 
can afford them.

U.S. climate models show sea-level 
rise locked in at around a foot on average 
nationwide by 2050. In Washington alone, 
that is forecast to cause billions in damage. 
By 2100, the state expects catastrophic land 
loss, including 44% of tidal flats and 65% of 
estuarine beaches at key sites along the coast 
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An experiment in combatting erosion could shape a new era of 
coastal resilience.
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— places that myriad coastal species, includ-
ing humans, rely on for food and protection. 
Coastal resilience experts believe building 
beaches back could be enough to prevent 
some of this. 

Kaminsky’s research on the berm has 
already influenced projects nearby and in 
California, Europe and Guam. Together, 
these experiments promise to transform the 
tools that agencies and communities can 
apply elsewhere. To create any protective 
structure, engineers need design standards. 
The data to establish them didn’t exist until 
communities like North Cove started trying.

“IF YOU’VE NOT been out here, it’s hard 
to wrap your brain around what’s really 
going on,” Lauren Bauernschmidt, a state 
Department of Fish and Wildlife biologist, 
said, standing on loose cobble. After work-
ing with Cottrell for five years, she was due 
to issue him a new maintenance permit, and 
needed her boss’s signoff. She and Cottrell 
were also trying to drum up more funding 
and buy-in from the many agencies involved, 
so they had assembled a cadre of colleagues 
to bring them up to speed. 

On this breezy, blue-sky morning near 
the road-end, the once-threatening waterline 
was hundreds of feet out. The speed bump, 
Cottrell told the group, was buried under 
three feet of sand. Clam beds long absent have 

returned, along with grasses and shorebird 
habitat. And even when winter storms pull 
sand away — the way of things, here — the 
cobble remains to restart the beach-building 
process. Now that this section of shore seems 
stable, Cottrell said, “My hope is that this is 
hands-off forever.” But down the beach, trou-
ble spots remain. 

Farther south, the beach narrowed until 
it reached a prominent finger of land — a 
single home atop it — that has so far defied 
the tides. Surrounded by a seawall of giant 
boulders, it has become a landmark at the 
center of this project. Even that day’s gentle 
waves deflected off the wall toward the banks 
beside it. Stronger ones have carved deeply 
into the adjacent shoreline, threatening to 
turn the point into an island: A reminder of 
the pitfalls of bulwark structures in a natu-
rally ephemeral environment. 

The worst erosion was on the southern 
side. There, a vertical cliff-edge flanked a 
narrow curve of beach. Over the previous 
year, seven spruce trees on that neighbor-
ing property had lost their footing, toppling 
into the surf. An eighth leaned ominously. 
This vulnerable strip of land, owned by Ed 
Borden, has become a linchpin for North 
Cove. “From here to the highway is about 
400 feet,” Cottrell said. “That could go in 
one or two nights in a big storm.” With it 
would go the roadway, homes and cranberry  

bogs behind it. 
Cottrell hopes to drop more cobble 

around the wall to re-establish a beach, 
which would slow the waves or even prevent 
them from reaching the seawall. 

At the edge of his land, Borden stacked 
hay bales with a mini excavator, hoping they, 
too, might slow the ocean’s inland creep. 
Throughout the year, Borden and Cottrell 
had dumped thousands of tons of cobble 
along this bank, but the wash off the seawall 
was too strong. Despite — maybe because 
of — its impact here, that wall remained a 
seductive solution. Borden eyed the fortress, 
which stood deceptively steady. He wasn’t 
sure yet about the small cobbles; he had yet 
to see whether they worked as planned. 

“I need a bigger excavator, bigger rock,” 
he started to explain.

“Or we could get you your sand beach 
back,” Cottrell countered, glancing to the 
surf. “Nothing dissipates wave energy like 
a good beach.”      
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David Cottrell surveys Washaway Beach in 
November, where his community’s experiments 
with piles of loose cobble have transformed the 
shoreline. Whenever he walks here, he grabs 
fistfuls of seedheads to scatter (left).
 
Dune grasses and sand verbenas help to stabilize 
the sand that collects on the berm (right).  



YOUNG EVERGREEN TREES 
are reclaiming the formerly 
groomed ski runs at Marshall 
Mountain, just outside Missoula, 
Montana. In the winter, back-
country skiers descend its 
slopes, donning headlamps to 
earn turns in the dark before 
or after work. In the summer, 
mountain bikers let out shouts 
of jubilee as they whiz down 
the maze of trails, and the base 
area bustles with kids’ camp 
groups.  A rust-speckled Pepto 
Bismol-pink chairlift dangles 
unmoving behind a clock tower 
whose hands haven’t budged for 
over two decades, but this ski hill 
is far from abandoned.

All that almost changed 
during the summer of 2021, 
when a dramatic property sale 
nearly went through, one that 
might have closed the bottom 
half of the mountain. But two 
local couples who hoped to pre-
serve access made a last-minute 
backup offer to buy the property 
instead. That second deal ulti-
mately went through, and the 
new owners are now leasing it 
to the city of Missoula for $10 for 
up to two years, with an option 
for the city to buy the property 
in June 2023. The city is working 
toward that now. “They bought 
our community time,” said Mor-
gan Valliant, Missoula Parks and 

Recreation’s ecosystem services 
director, who is overseeing the 
project. “That is really rare.”  

Missoula’s on-again, almost 
off-again access to a powdery par-
adise and mountain-biking mec-
ca just a 15-minute drive from 
downtown illustrates the risky 
nature of relying on landowners’ 
goodwill for outdoor experiences. 
Now, Missoulians — including 
the city, nonprofits, a land trust 
and other outdoor recreation and 
conservation groups — are deter-
mined to guarantee public access, 
once and for all.

 
GENERATIONS OF  Montan-
ans grew up skiing at Marshall 

Mountain. A crude rope tow 
began pulling people up the hill 
in 1937, and the ski area official-
ly opened in the winter of 1941. 
Kerosene flames illuminated the 
mountain’s first night in 1957, and 
for the next several decades, the 
slopes remained open. But finan-
cial difficulties and a lack of con-
sistent snowfall forced the own-
ers to shutter the resort in 2003. 

The ski area splintered: The 
top, which had been leased from 
a timber company, was pur-
chased by The Nature Conser-
vancy, and then, in 2015, donated 
to Five Valleys Land Trust. The 
ski resort’s owners retained the 
base and allowed organized rac-
es and informal public access for 
parking, skiing and mountain 
biking. With its relatively safe ter-
rain, Marshall became a beloved 
training ground for beginning 
skiers and mountain bikers. “It’s 
a coveted space by a lot of people,” 
said Alex Kim, founder of Here 
Montana, a social enterprise ded-
icated to increasing access to out-
door activities for people of color.  
(Editor’s note: Kim also made the 
photo for this story.)  

But community access 
became uncertain in 2015, when 
the base owners put the 156-acre 
plot up for sale, and even more 
tenuous in 2021. Out-of-state 
buyers were under contract when 
the two local couples swooped in 
with a successful backup offer 
of $2.16 million. (The almost- 
owners later filed a lawsuit, alleg-
ing breach of contract.)

Missoula is now working to 
acquire the base parcel for $1.85 
million, along with the land trust 
parcel and one additional parcel, 
to create a 480-acre park. A plan-
ning process, spearheaded by the 
SE Group consulting firm, will 
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Marshall Mountain near Missoula, 
Montana, is used for ski touring. The 
old chairlift in the background closed 
in 2002.

The little ski hill that could 
A Montana community’s quest to preserve public access to land on its outskirts.
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conclude with a final master plan 
in early 2023. Municipalities have 
bought defunct ski resorts before, 
according to the consultants. The 
village of Ascutney, Vermont, and 
Huerfano County in Colorado 
each bought old ski hills in recent 
years and partnered with local 
nonprofits to run them. 

But Missoula is pursuing a 
different path: It will manage the 
mountain, adding the property to 
its Parks and Recreation depart-
ment’s lands. A nonprofit, Friends 
of Marshall Mountain, is raising 
money for acquisition, improve-
ments and long-term mainte-
nance. The city also plans to use 
some of the funding from an 
open-space bond passed in 2018 
for the purchase, and it hopes 
to cover the rest with grants and 
partnerships. Last summer, Mis-
soula solicited public input for 
a community visioning process. 
Over 1,300 people provided com-
ments — double the amount of 
feedback on any other city project. 

“The breadth of community sup-
port, or at least interest, passion 
or nostalgia?” Valliant said. “You 
don’t often get that.”

The project’s success re- 
quires a community with money 
to spare that loves the hill and its 
associated sports. It also relies 
heavily on the private sector. “If 
we really want to preserve our 
way of life and our connectivity, 
with the pace of development and 
land sales right now, it takes peo-
ple like that stepping up, and with 
very altruistic means,” Valliant 
said, referring to the 2021 buyers. 
But it’s not a foolproof approach; 
elsewhere in the West, some land-
owners block, rather than facili-
tate, access — from suing hunters 
for corner crossing to reach pub-
lic lands in Wyoming to gating 
crucial roads in Montana. 

 
TODAY, MARSHALL MOUNTAIN 
is at a crossroads. What will its 
future be like under new munic-

ipal ownership? The city’s draft 
master plan shows potential 
changes, including a new trail for 
handcycles, a beginner bunny 
hill with magic carpet conveyor 
belts, more parking and covered 
structures for gathering. Some 
old structures, like the lodge and 
lift, will likely be demolished 
for safety reasons, though back-
country skiing will continue. 

But in order for Marshall to 
become a true gathering space 
for Missoulians, barriers like 
affordability and transportation 
need to be addressed. Kim has 
led hiking and snowshoeing out-
ings at Marshall in the past and 
said the area “plays an important 
but inaccessible role” in Missou-
la’s outdoor recreation scene. A 
lack of public transportation 
routes up the canyon limits who 
can get there, and Kim said the 
city’s standard insurance require-
ments for events can be restric-
tive for small groups like his. The 
city is considering new user fees 

— already the norm elsewhere for 
reserving a picnic shelter or using 
a ropes course — to balance rais-
ing operating funds and keep vis-
itor costs down. “We could design 
a total pay-to-play model where 
we’re generating a bunch of profit 
to run the site, but we wanted to 
get away from that,” Valliant said.  

Missoulians are ironing out 
the details, raising money and 
awaiting bond funding approval 
from the city council and coun-
ty commissioners. Meanwhile, 
Marshall’s fate as a community 
recreation destination remains 
uncertain. This summer, Nathan 
McLeod, Missoula Parks and 
Recreation’s landscape architect, 
was mountain biking at the hill 
when he overheard people chat-
ting about how glad they were 
that Marshall was saved. Not yet, 
he thought. “We have not saved 
it,” McLeod said. “It’s important 
people realize we still have a lot 
of work to do.”  

 
 

POEM

WEB EXTRA Listen to Julie Carr recite her poem 
at hcn.org/for-friendship

For Friendship

By Julie Carr 

Tell the rocks     (for lack of women)
of our river rushing its shadows

across our eyes—
how we buried what we wanted in our bodies. 

In the evening try to forgive your mother, try
                        to be forgiven.

There will be time
there will be a time

we will learn, hang our coats, learn.

A glass jar of glass beads – burgundy & violet 
once strung and hanging across her chest

marked her body as loved.
                        These mountains that never 

knew her recall her 
for me with the first word learned through my skin  

as I sat in a driveway untended.

                           don’t leave your childhood, and its / sorrows

The soil smelled like shit
in the sun. I walked 

the word to the river, shaking, glistening, urban,  
beside the hospital’s

windows & I saw             myself there. 
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44,800 megawatts
Potential generating capacity if solar canopies covered Los Angeles 
County’s 18.6 million parking spaces.

4,889 megawatts 
Potential generating capacity if 
solar panels covered all 3,000 

big-box store rooftops in 
Washington, Oregon, Idaho, 

Montana and Wyoming. 

2,602 megawatts 
Potential generating 
capacity if solar 
panels covered every 
rooftop on Arizona’s 
2,288 big-box stores. 

901 megawatts 
Current total installed 
solar generating 
capacity in those states. 

15,400 megawatts
Potential generating 
capacity if solar panels 
covered all 3,495 miles 
of California’s aqueducts 
and canals.

14,300 megawatts
Current total installed solar 
generating capacity on the 
entire California grid.

2,360 megawatts 
Arizona’s current total 
installed solar 
generating capacity.  

1,200 megawatts 
Potential generating 
capacity of three solar 
projects currently 
proposed for 7,900 acres 
of public land in Arizona. 

14,905,215 megawatt-hours 
Estimated total annual energy output if 
solar arrays were installed on all of 
California’s 10,260 big-box store rooftops.

16,477,306 megawatt-hours 
Total energy output of Diablo Canyon 
Nuclear Power Plant in 2020.

ON A SUNNY DAY in early December, 
Interior Secretary Deb Haaland stood on a 
dais outside the Phoenix exurb of Buckeye, 
Arizona, where about 3,000 acres of desert 
had been scraped clean and leveled to make 
way for the Sonoran Solar Project, which will 
soon provide power to some 91,000 homes. 

Haaland came with good news for utility- 
scale solar and climate hawks: The Bureau of 
Land Management would review three massive 
solar projects proposed in Arizona and hoped 
to expedite permitting for solar energy on 
federal lands in Arizona, California, Nevada, 
New Mexico and Utah. “Solar energy projects 
on public lands will help communities across 
the country be a part of the climate solution, 
while creating good-paying jobs,” Haaland said. 

But these projects could also potentially 
uproot imperiled Joshua trees and cactus, 

kill or displace threatened desert tortoises, 
block wildlife migratory paths and harm local 
communities. This puts conservationists 
and policymakers in the difficult position of 
having to choose between saving the desert 

— or the planet. 
There are other ways, however, and other 

locations for solar panels, from residential 
rooftops to farm fields fallowed by drought. 
France, for instance, recently required large 
parking lots to be covered by solar canopies 
that shade cars and provide up to 11 gigawatts 
of new generating capacity, equivalent to about 
10 times the three proposed projects in Arizona. 

This inspired us to ask: How much power 
could be generated by slapping solar panels 
not only over the West’s vast parking lots, but 
also on its 21,000 big-box store rooftops? We 
did the math, and this is what we found out.  
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Save public 
lands: Put solar 
on Walmart!
Parking lots and big-box store  
roofs could generate oodles  
of clean power.

BY JONATHAN THOMPSON 
INFOGRAPHIC BY LUNA ANNA ARCHEY

FACTS & FIGURES

Big-box stores have plenty of space
An average Walmart has 180,000 square feet of 
rooftop — about the size of three football fields. 
That amount of rooftop space could support 
enough solar energy to power nearly 200 homes.

21,363
Number of big-box stores in the Western U.S. 

31,035,098 
megawatt-hours
Estimated total annual energy output if solar 
arrays were installed on all those stores’ 
rooftops.

3 million
Homes that could be powered by that output.



44,800 megawatts
Potential generating capacity if solar canopies covered Los Angeles 
County’s 18.6 million parking spaces.

4,889 megawatts 
Potential generating capacity if 
solar panels covered all 3,000 

big-box store rooftops in 
Washington, Oregon, Idaho, 

Montana and Wyoming. 

2,602 megawatts 
Potential generating 
capacity if solar 
panels covered every 
rooftop on Arizona’s 
2,288 big-box stores. 

901 megawatts 
Current total installed 
solar generating 
capacity in those states. 

15,400 megawatts
Potential generating 
capacity if solar panels 
covered all 3,495 miles 
of California’s aqueducts 
and canals.

14,300 megawatts
Current total installed solar 
generating capacity on the 
entire California grid.

2,360 megawatts 
Arizona’s current total 
installed solar 
generating capacity.  

1,200 megawatts 
Potential generating 
capacity of three solar 
projects currently 
proposed for 7,900 acres 
of public land in Arizona. 

14,905,215 megawatt-hours 
Estimated total annual energy output if 
solar arrays were installed on all of 
California’s 10,260 big-box store rooftops.

16,477,306 megawatt-hours 
Total energy output of Diablo Canyon 
Nuclear Power Plant in 2020.

1,155 megawatts
Estimated generating capacity if solar 
panels covered all 370 miles of the 
Los Angeles Aqueduct, as LA officials 
propose.
 

37,500 gigawatt- 
hours per year
Energy output of solar canopies if 
all of Phoenix, Arizona’s 12.2 million 
parking spots were covered. 

139
Number of desert tortoises relocated 
to make way for the Yellow Pine Solar 
Project in southern Nevada in 2021. 
Within a few weeks, 30 of them were 
killed, possibly by badgers.

4,200  

(215,000 acres)
Grazing leases bought and retired in 
the Mojave Desert in California by 
Avantus this year to protect wildlife 
habitat and Joshua trees. The Onyx 
Conservation Project is a partnership 
with federal and state land manage-
ment agencies to “offset” the impacts 
of the company’s developments 
elsewhere in the region.

1.3 million
Estimated number of Joshua trees 
destroyed by the 2020 Dome Fire, 
thought to be exacerbated by climate 
change, in the Mojave National 
Preserve in California. 
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Notable utility-scale solar  
projects in the West

1   Gemini Solar: The 
690-megawatt Gemini Solar Project, 
currently being developed on 7,100 
acres of federal land, will be able to 
power as many as 400,000 homes 
during peak output. An estimated 219 
desert tortoises will be relocated during 
its development. 

2   Project Nexus: The Turlock Irrigation 
District is covering about two miles of canals 
with solar panels to generate power and 
prevent the evaporation of an estimated 
32 million gallons of water annually. 

3   Oberon Solar: In July, the Biden administration 
gave the go-ahead to this 500-megawatt project on 
2,600 acres of federal land.

4   Rexford 1 and 2:  This massive proposed solar 
project would be built mostly on agricultural fields 
that have been fallowed due to drought. The 4,000-
acre project, which is expected to generate 1,200 
megawatts when completed in 2026, will also create 
income for farmers.

5   Yellow Pine Solar:  This 500-megawatt 
installation on 3,000 acres of public land has been 
especially controversial, since many of the desert 
tortoises relocated before construction later died. 

6   Battle Born Solar (canceled): This proposed 
850-megawatt project on 9,000 acres of public 
land atop Mormon Mesa was killed by opposition 
from land-art lovers, off-roaders and skydivers. 

7   Jove Solar: The BLM is about to begin reviewing 
a proposed 600-megawatt photovoltaic installation 
on about 3,500 acres of public land. 

Note: We worked from two figures that were calculated by Greta Bolinger and Mark Bolinger in “Land Requirements for Utility-Scale PV: An Empirical Update on Power and Energy Density,” 
published in the IEEE Journal of Photovoltaics in March 2022:
Power density: .35 megawatts per acre for utility-scale, fixed-tilt photovoltaics. Most residential solar systems are about 400 watts, or .0004 megawatts. 
Energy density: 447 megawatt-hours per year per acre for utility-scale fixed-tilt photovoltaics. An average American household uses about 10 megawatt-hours of electricity annually. 
We used Environment America’s figures and Google Earth’s measurements to determine that an average big-box store has 3.25 acres of rooftop. We used American Planning Association 
calculations to estimate that one acre contains about 145 parking spaces. 
Additional sources: BLM, EIA, Basin & Range Watch, UC Davis, Berkeley Lab, Avantus, Primergy, American Planning Association, USGS, Environment America, Google Earth.



Consider leaving a legacy gift to High Country News, and join the Tom Bell
Legacy Circle, by naming HCN in your will. 

If you don’t have a will yet and would like to take advantage of our free, 
easy template, or if you have already named HCN in your will and want
to let us know about it, go to: hcn.org/mywill

You love the West.
Now you can help the next generation know its peaks and valleys. 

Jalen Bazile and Rachel 
Olzer at Elevenmile 
Reservoir near Deckers, 
Colorado. Adam Andres 
Pawlikiewicz Mesa
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CALL FOR ART
& ARTISTS

If you are an artist 
or collector and are 
looking for a fun way to 
support the incredible 
work of High Country 
News, we hope you’ll 
consider a donation of 
art for our summer

2023 ART   
    AUCTION!

To submit your original work of art, please register at: hcn.org/art-auction
For more information or questions, please see our info page: 

hcn.org/art-a-info or email fundraising@hcn.org



CHAMPION OF THE WEST ($50,000 AND ABOVE)
Anonymous

INDEPENDENT NEWS GUARDIAN ($25,000-$49,999)
Anonymous
Jay Kenney & Emily Sinclair | Golden, CO

MEDIA LEADER ($10,000-$24,999)
Borgen Family Foundation | Denver, CO
Environment Foundation | Aspen, CO
Carl & Judy Ferenbach | Boston, MA
Dick & Marianne Kipper | Woody Creek, CO
Charley & Lanora Rosenberry | Cle Elum, WA
Nancy Stephens & Rick Rosenthal and the Rosenthal Family 
     Foundation | Los Angeles, CA

PUBLISHER’S CIRCLE ($5,000-$9,999)
Anonymous (3)
G.B. Eatman | Sandia Park, NM
Fred & Megan Eiden | Bainbridge Island, WA
Gary Philanthropy | Denver, CO
Lynne & Joe Horning | Washington, DC
Peter Kirsch & Pat Reynolds | Denver, CO
Turnip Top Foundation | Santa Fe, NM
Wild Waters Foundation | Carbondale, CO
JoAnn Moon | Prescott, AZ
Our Part | Carbondale, CO
Page Foundation | Hailey, ID
Lisa & Jeffrey Portman Sr. | Atlanta, GA
Janet Robertson | Boulder, CO

PHILANTHROPIST ($2,500-$4,999)
Anonymous
Elnora L. Cameron | Joseph, OR
Engel Fund, San Diego Foundation | Del Mar, CA
Catherine Gorman & Philip Hedrick | Winkelman, AZ
Carl Haefling & Pam Johnson | Bainbridge Island, WA
Kimberley Jordan | Fort Collins, CO
Birgit Loewenstein | Sedona, AZ
Alan Marks & Josephine Lopez | Albuquerque, NM
Mike & Jen Tansey | Evergreen, CO

STEWARD ($1,000-$2,499)
Anonymous (8)
In memory of Jan Gabin
In memory of Ron of the mountains
In memory of Peggy Rosenberry
In memory of William H. Wing & Jessica Grace Wing
Anya & Henry Bagley Fund | Santa Fe, NM

Geri Bauer Foundation Inc. | Bridgehampton, NY
Paulette Bierzychudek | Portland, OR
Brown Family Charitable Fund | Indianapolis, IN
Elisabeth Bucy | Paonia, CO
Duct Tape Then Beer, LLC. | Seattle, WA
Craig & Judy Carnick | Manitou Springs, CO
Dave Catterson | Olympia, WA
Geraldine & Stephen Connolly Charitable Fund | Tucson, AZ
David M. Covey | Fraser, CO
Nick DeWolf Foundation | Seattle, WA
Judy Donald | Wallingford, CT
Annie Douden & Richard E. Messer | Fraser, CO
James Dreyfous | Salt Lake City, UT
Mark Easter & Leslie Brown | Fort Collins, CO
Evan Ela & Maggie Elligott | Littleton, CO
Linda Evans | Prineville, OR
Robert Ewing | Maple Valley, WA
Donald G. Fiscus & Carole A. Strobl | Grand Junction, CO
Susan F. Fleming | Salt Lake City, UT
Pat & Howard Frederick | Cortaro, AZ
Jonathan Gibson & Eliza Mabry | Shrewsbury, VT
Jeff Goldstein & Kristina Fraser | Bow Mar, CO
Evan J. Green | Cheyenne, WY
Gwydion Fund For Wild Nature | New York, NY
Brad Hall & Jo Ann Campbell | Glen Ellen, CA
Janice Hand & Rick Sanders | Bozeman, MT
Celia & Laurance Headley | Eugene, OR
John Heyneman Jr. & Arin Waddell | Sheridan, WY
Tom & Caroline Hoyt | Boulder, CO
Jennifer Hulac | Denver, CO
Mary Humstone & George Burnette | Fort Collins, CO
Gene Hunner | Portola Valley, CA
Stephen & Kathie Jenkins | Reno, NV
Bill Johnson & Cheri Ferbrache | Denver, CO
Florence W. Jones | Boulder, CO
Leon L. & Judith Jones | Ogden, UT
K-Lynn Cameron & Bob Keller | Fort Collins, CO
Harvey Kelsey & Susan Cashman | Bayside, CA
Carl Lincoln | Enterprise, OR
Nancy Moran & Howard Ochman | Austin, TX
Linda Mulka & Robert Sander | Buena Vista, CO
John Nixon | Anacortes, WA
Roy & Susan O’Connor | Missoula, MT
Goodrich-Patton Charitable Fund | Ketchum, ID
Margaret E. Piety | Indianapolis, IN
Lollie Benz Plank | Tucson, AZ
Steve Price | Seattle, WA
Verne Stapenhorst | Mesquite, NV
Dalton & Nancy Tarwater | Alto, NM

Franklin Templeton | New York, NY
Larry & Celia VandeCreek | Grand Rapids, MI
Stephanie & Ken Wallace | Helena, MT
Dennis Wentz & Betty Brickson | Portland, OR
Nicholas Wilson | Colorado Springs, CO
Kelsey Wirth | Cambridge, MA
Wild Woods Foundation | Burton, WA

GUARANTOR ($500-$999)
Anonymous (5)
In memory of Guido Meyer | Basalt, CO
Cindy & Stuart Alt | Durango, CO
Gretchen Augustyn | Claremont, CA
Paul & Julie Cleary | Tulsa, OK
Deb Cookingham & Hugh Epping | Silver City, NM
Seth Cothrun & Harper Hall | Tucson, AZ
Ira Dauber & Sylvia Brice | Denver, CO
S.T. Denison & Kara Horner | Edwards, CO
Pamela Doucette | Sun Valley, ID
Peter Ehrich | Park City, UT
Engelman Donor Advised Fund | Park City, UT
Robert Estrin | Los Angeles, CA
Golde Family Fund | Bedford, NH
A.J. Grant | Boulder, CO
Charles & Linda Hamlin | Denver, CO
Ann Harvey & Mike Campbell | Wilson, WY
Myron & Sue Hood | Los Osos, CA
Richard W. Hughes | Santa Fe, NM
Hannah Huse | Boulder, CO
Peggy Kavookjian & David Nora | Westcliffe, CO
Bette Korber | Santa Fe, NM
Ted Labbe | Portland, OR
Harold Lindmark | Denver, CO
Sydney Shafroth Macy | Boulder, CO
Sandy Mailliard | Yorkville, CA
Barbara Masoner & Scott Goodman | Denver, CO
John & Maryann McGee | Cody, WY
Linda McMullen | Big Timber, MT
Sharon Metcalf & Randy Smith | Vashon, WA
Stephen Miller & Mary Rook | Bend, OR
Jan Mulder & Greg Bedinger | Tucson, AZ
Spencer Nelson | Albuquerque, NM
Andy & Tara Neuman | Boulder, CO
Lynn Nichols & Jim Gilchrist | Basalt, CO
Donna & Bill Patterson | Grand Junction, CO
John & Rebecca Petrik | Davis, CA
Pittsburgh Foundation | Pittsburgh, PA
Potter-Garcia Family Fund | Palo Alto, CA
Sandy Righter | Denver, CO
Dana Rinderknecht | Arvada, CO
Bob Sanderson | Tempe, AZ
Lori Severson | Beaverton, OR
Carolyn & Jim Shelton Charitable Fund | Kanab, UT
Ron Sinton | Boulder, CO
Peter Smidinger | Springfield, VA
Peter Stoel & Karen Josephson | Corvallis, OR
Richard L. Stolz | Spokane, WA
John & Linda Taylor | Burlingame, CA
Wendy Tsien | Eugene, OR

FEBRUARY 2023     19

If you would like to make a tax-deductible contribution, please scan the QR code to the right, visit 
hcn.org/give2hcn, call 800-905-1155 or mail a check to: P.O. Box 1090, Paonia, CO 81428.

Thank you, readers! 
Your generous and dedicated support makes these pages possible.

HCN COMMUNITY

“You guys are awesome! I am a Native American, and HCN offers the 
best journalism being done anywhere regarding Indigenous news 
in the Americas, along with excellent news about everything else 
as well. Thank you for giving voice and in-depth understanding to 
complex issues!”

–Dawn Suzanne (Wanatee) Buffalo, Meskwaki Nation in Tama County, Idaho
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Steve & Amy Unfried | Wilson, WY
Paula & John Warren | Boise, ID
Julie M. Weikel | Princeton, OR
Kelly White & Katy McHugh | Seattle, WA
Burton D. Williams | Fishtail, MT

BENEFACTOR ($250-$499)
Anonymous (10)
In honor of Hal Herring
In memory of Chuck Kroger
In memory of Nancy K. Putney | Fort Collins, CO
In memory of Philip Rule | Paonia, CO
Ackerman Farm | Ignacio, CO
Joe Albright & Marcia Kunstel | Jackson, WY
Denny Arter & Tim Martin | Salida, CO
Thomas Baker | Chicago, IL
Ted Beatty | South Bend, IN
Janet Behrens | Arvada, CO
John & Anita Briscoe | Taos, NM
Marilyn & Bill Brown | Morrison, CO
John Calderazzo & Sue Ellen Campbell | Bellvue, CO
Ed & Barb Chamberlin, Western Colorado Community  
     Foundation | Grand Junction, CO
Ken Cooper | Albuquerque, NM
Jesse Cruce | Lakewood, CO
Susan D. Daggett | Denver, CO
Diane Davidson | Portal, AZ
Lynn Davison | Patagonia, AZ
Carol Delker | Erie, CO
Buck Drew | Ketchum, ID
Jessie J. Duffy | Studio City, CA
Linda & Jerome Elkind | Palo Alto, CA
Erik W. Fisher | Eugene, OR
Doug Fix & Jane Roberts | Moab, UT
John Foskett | Needham, MA
Lorraine Fuller | Louisville, CO
John Gallagher | Danville, CA
Don Gomes & Annie Holt | Torrey, UT
Thomas Gougeon & Donna Middlebrooks | Denver, CO
David R. Hackathorn | Marana, AZ
Barbara G. Hager | Bremerton, WA
Richard Heermance | Palo Alto, CA
Nicholas Jacobson | Medford, OR
Malcolm & Pam Kinney | Sandpoint, ID
Larry Kline | Lakewood, CO
Dianna Klineburger | Lynnwood, WA
Nic & Mary Korte | Grand Junction, CO
Ramsey Kropf | Boulder, CO
David & Janis Labiner | Tucson, AZ
Sarah Layer | Carson City, NV
Jay & Mitzi Leaver | Buena Vista, CO
Madelyn Leopold & Claude Kazanski | Madison, WI
Deborah Lieberman | Fort Collins, CO
William Loeb | Lenox, MA
James Lovett | Boulder, CO
McClain Charitable Fund | Bayside, CA
Linda McCone | Paonia, CO
Ruth McCorrison & Steven Odendahl | Boulder, CO
Michael & Patricia McCoy | Imperial Beach, CA
James & Diana McWilliams | Los Angeles, CA
John B. & Betsy Messer | Dallas, OR
Peter C. Mills | Leeds, UT
Gary Nakamura | Bainbridge Island, WA
Melynda Nuss | Austin, TX

SPONSOR ($150-$249)
Anonymous (14)
In honor of William & Margaret Berry | Carmichael, CA
In memory of Lynn Davis

Andes Georges Family Charitable Fund | Longmont, CO
Bee & Bernard Barmann | Bakersfield, CA
Dave Bell | Ketchum, ID
Bob & Judy Blundell | Pueblo, CO
Sandra Borg | Shoreline, WA
Al & Stephany Bouchier | Pagosa Springs, CO
Donn Kuntz & Julie Boyle | Lyons, CO
Jeffrey Buchowiski | Bozeman, MT
Jill Budzynski | Maple Grove, MN
Shirley Butterworth & Cecelia Lynne Butterworth | Altadena, CA
Gladys Connolly | Denver, CO
Peter L. Crabtree | Hercules, CA
Ellen Manchester & Robert Dawson | San Francisco, CA
Deedee & Peter Decker | Denver, CO
Michael DeMarco | Bloomsburg, PA
Jackie Diedrich | Lake Oswego, OR
Mary & John Ellis | Boulder, CO
Elizabeth Gemmill | Lafayette Hill, PA
Mary Gerlach | Salem, OR
Dina Gilio-Whitaker | San Clemente, CA
Brian Ginna | Durango, CO
Susanne Gunckel | Albuquerque, NM
John Harbuck | Sandpoint, ID
Frederick Hollander | Berkeley, CA
Sandra Jackson | Glenwood Springs, CO
Craig Jones & Anne Sheehan | Boulder, CO
Kirtly & Christopher Jones | Salt Lake City, UT
Donald Jordan | Prescott, AZ
Norty & Summers Kalishman | Albuquerque, NM
Laurie & Cam Kuelthau | Steamboat Springs, CO
Christopher & Susan Lane | Denver, CO
John Machen | Longmont, CO
Miki & John Magyar | Boulder, CO
Sara Mattes | Lincoln, MA
Richard Mazzini | Mill Valley, CA
Kevin McClelland | Santa Clara, CA
Nancy N. Melling | Salt Lake City, UT

PATRON ($75-$149)
Anonymous (31)
In honor of people who care about the West
In honor of Ross
In memory Bob Delzell | Bayfield, CO
In memory of Eric Dissel, Mountain Man
In memory of Jeffrey Grandison | Cedar City, UT
In memory of Grant Heilman | Buena Vista, CO
In memory of Frances Werner | Tucson, AZ
Jae Abel | Palo Alto, CA
Richard & Karen Allen | Missoula, MT
Robert G. Amundson | Portland, OR
Michael Antolin | Fort Collins, CO
Phil Archibald | Cashmere, WA
Lindsey & Rosa Ashby | Georgetown, CO
Sandi Ault | Littleton, CO
Karen Aviles & Dan Eberhart | Denver, CO
Matt Bainsmith | Salt Lake City, UT
William Baker | Austin, TX
Joanne Barnes | Palo Alto, CA
Joseph Barsugli | Boulder, CO
Lissa & Justin Howe | Durango, CO
Steven Baty | Huntsville, AL
Zeke & Glennda Baumgardner | Henderson, NV
Rick Beauheim | Grand Junction, CO
Lilian & Thomas Beggs | Santa Cruz, CA
Alison Berry | Davis, CA
John & Connie Berry | Castle Rock, CO
Mark Bir | Bishop, CA
Gael Bissell & Dick Mace | Kalispell, MT
Brigida Blasi | Laramie, WY

Steven Bookshester | Annapolis, MD
Dan Booth | Anaheim, CA
Robert Brayden | Golden, CO
William Brinton | Alamosa, CO
Keith A. Brown | Colorado Springs, CO
Donald Bruce | Gasquet, CA
Janis Burger | Port Angeles, WA
Dennis Campbell | Buena Vista, CO
Jon Carlson | Whitefish, MT
Timothy Carlson | Grand Junction, CO

FRIEND ($50-$74)
Anonymous (30)
In honor of Lexy Adams
In honor of Tracy & Michael Ehlers | Boulder, CO
In honor of Helen Hu
In honor of Robert & Roberta Kohut
In honor of Doug Smith | Bozeman, MT
In memory of Susan I. Anderson | Salt Lake City, UT
In memory of Richard E. Herrmann
In memory of Theodore King
In memory of Donald B. & Ida Webster | Red Bluff, CA
In memory of those who died at the Wounded Knee Massacre
In memory of Steve Yeamans | Los Alamos, NM
Gayle Adamowicz Bray | Napa, CA
Bert Akerboom | Tucson, AZ
William Albright | Bishop, CA
Lisa Alexia | Anchorage, AK
Mehak Anwar | Pasadena, CA
Richard Arnold | Carbondale, CO
Don & Libby Arnosti | St. Paul, MN
Daniel Ault | Boulder, CO
Crystal & John Babos | Sedalia, CO
Ellen Bach | Santee, CA
Ellen Bando | Randolph, VT
Barbara Barnes | San Francisco, CA
Glenda Barnes | Bozeman, MT
Marty & Suzanne Bauman | Madison, WI
Richard Baumgartner | Palo Alto, CA
Lara Beaulieu | Carbondale, CO
Vic & Sally Bellerue | Durango, CO
Elizabeth Bennett | Aurora, CO
Sheri Bernard | Salt Lake City, UT
Thomas Besser & Kathleen Potter | Moscow, ID
Vina Sue Bishop | Denver, CO
David Bittner | Dillon, CO
Doug Bleakly | Walnut Creek, CA
Tom Boatner & Lisa Armstrong | Boise, ID
Peter Bonaker | Crestone, CO
Heather Boothe | Mill Valley, CA
Barry Briggs | Bisbee, AZ
James Buck | Eagle Point, OR
 
WELCOME TO THE SUSTAINERS’ CLUB
Anonymous (2)
In honor of Thomas Rupert
Mariah Blackhorse | Spring Creek, NV
David Brown | Clarksville, TN
Rita Catching | Amboy, WA
Deborah Comly | Flagstaff, AZ
Sarah Friedman | Los Angeles, CA
James & Lynn Gibbons | Portola Valley, CA
Keith Karoly & Kirstin LaBudda | Portland, OR
Matthew Kvasnica | San Francisco, CA
Krystal Miller | Seattle, WA
Diane Sanders | Montrose, CO
Harold Sears & Peggy Riedesel | Salt Lake City, UT
Gary Sims | Evergreen, CO
Zack Tripp & Alia Strong | Carbondale, CO
Deborah & Will Wroth | Santa Fe, NM

Want to tell us why you support HCN?  
Email fundraising@hcn.org

“Thank you for your fine journalism and willingness to delve deeply 
into the pain and the joys and all the gray of the in-between that is 
life in the West. And even just ... life. So appreciate you.” 

–Felicity Broennan, Santa Fe, New Mexico
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Visuals Editor Roberto ‘Bear’ Guerra talks about efforts to diversify the visual journalism published in High Country News.

Making HCN a home for visual journalists of all backgrounds

For the past several years, the High Country 
News Production Department has been work-
ing to diversify the artists who produce photos 
and illustrations for HCN, as well as the 
people represented in the images we publish.

The results may be hard for readers to put 
a finger on, but they’re at the heart of HCN’s 
efforts to better tell the stories of the West.

I talked to HCN’s visuals editor, Roberto 
“Bear” Guerra, who joined the publication in 
2020 as these efforts were ramping up. We 
talked about the art team’s work so far and its 
goals for the future of visual storytelling in 
High Country News.

The conversation has been edited for clar-
ity. Read an expanded version at hcn.org.

Michael Schrantz: First, how would 
you describe your work around diver-
sity in the imagery High Country News 
publishes?

Roberto “Bear” Guerra: It takes several 
forms. We’re working to ensure that our art 
contributors are more representative of the 
diversity of the West and of the communi-
ties that have been underrepresented in the 
pages of the magazine and in the industry as a 
whole. The first step is publishing more artists 

from diverse back-
grounds, which, in 
this context, refers 
to racial and ethnic 
identity, culture, 
gender and sexual 
identity. So, since 
mid-2020, we have 
been keeping track 

of those who are contributing art for our 
stories, as well as of the people represented 
in the imagery we use.

But it isn’t just about numbers. We want 
to support these artists so they can do their 
best work and create meaningful, sustain-
able careers in this challenging industry. That 
means making contracts and rates fairer and 
building strong relationships with artists. 

We’re also thinking more about how our 
visual storytelling can contribute to thought-
ful, nuanced and complex representations of 
Western communities. 

I want HCN to be a publication where 
contributors from diverse backgrounds see 
a home for themselves and their work and 
where our visual storytelling leads the way 
in how underrepresented communities are 
portrayed. I’m inspired by the work of HCN’s 
Indigenous Affairs desk, because they have 
been doing this for several years.  

MS: You’ve also been on the other side 
of the publication process, pitching and 
submitting as a freelance photographer. 
What do you bring from that experience to 
the project of diversifying HCN’s visuals?

RG: It’s important to assign photographers 
and illustrators who are culturally compe-
tent for the work, but it’s just as important to 
recognize that each of us is passionate about 
all kinds of things and we bring a lot to assign-
ments beyond our identities or language 
skills. As a freelancer, it meant a lot to work 
with editors who commissioned me for stories 
they knew were important to me. As an editor, 
I want to bring that same awareness whenever 
I commission someone for a story.

MS: How do you see this work in relation 
to what we owe to the region we’re a part of 
and represent?

RG: It’s part of our responsibility as a journal-
ism outlet today to holistically cover our region. 
To do that, we need reporters, photographers 
and artists who can build sustainable careers, 
bringing their own backgrounds and experi-
ences to the work of telling nuanced, critical 
stories about the West.

When it comes to art, having staff and 
contributors with more varied backgrounds and 
experiences naturally expands our ideas about 
what visual storytelling can be. I think we’re 
seeing this in how the magazine is evolving.

MS: What do results look like?

RG: We have a ways to go in representing the 
diversity of Western communities in our pages, 
but I think we’re making progress. For artists 
to see HCN as a home for their work, they need 
to see themselves in our pages. I’ve had many 
conversations with folks who haven’t been 
published in HCN in the past but are now start-
ing to see it as a good place for their work. I’m 
heartened to see a shift happening.

—Michael Schrantz,  
marketing communications manager

The pond at Cuenca los Ojo’s Rancho San Bernardino in Sonora, Mexico, where researchers 
were holding several Yaqui catfish, as reported in Maya L. Kapoor’s 2019 feature story,  

“Fish out of Water.” Roberto “Bear” Guerra
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A 171-foot-tall white stain, left by the retreating 
waters of Lake Powell, looms over Max Lowe as he 
strides across a sandstone fin in the heart of  
Glen Canyon. 



By Craig Childs
 Photos by Elliot Ross

GLEN 
CANYON
REVEALED
What comes next for 
Lake Powell?



THERE IS THE CRUMPLING, the mess. A 
marina that once floated in a cove has been 
towed out of the shrinking lake and dropped 
in a field of Russian thistle, its metal pontoons 
partially sunk into dry, crack-crazed soil. 
Cooler doors stand open — the marina was 
once known for its ice cream — and conduits 
hang from ceilings, wires stripped. 

Any restoration might look like this at 
the start, might exude the strange ugliness 
of decay. Dangling Rope Marina, the size of 
a couple of convenience stores, once sold 1.5 
million gallons of gas every year, powering the 
hundreds of boats that, on any given summer 
day, plied the watery pleasure garden of Lake 
Powell. Now, its outer doors hang half-open; 
the interpretive displays bleach in the sun. The 
official reason for its 2021 closure was “signif-
icant wind damage and low water conditions.” 
The cove it once occupied is disappearing, 
turning back into land as the lake levels fall. 
The depth of the surrounding bay has dropped 
from about 200 feet to 35 feet, and only one of 
the boat ramps is still operable. 

Lake Powell, like its downstream neigh-
bor Lake Mead, stands at a quarter of its full 
capacity. An increasingly arid climate, high 
demand from thirsty agriculture, and the bad 
math embedded in the century-old compact 
that divides the Colorado River’s water have 
shrunk the two reservoirs to levels not seen 
since they were first filling. On Lake Powell’s 
new shoreline, old boat propellers lie in the 
dust along with scads of sunglasses. Red 
plastic drinking cups, some bearing names 
scrawled in Sharpie, have yellowed to the 
color of piano ivory. 

At its low point last year, Lake Powell’s 
surface was only 32 feet above operating levels 
for Glen Canyon Dam’s hydropower intakes, 
reducing the dam’s power output by half. If 
reservoir levels fall as dramatically this year 
as they did last year, the hydropower system 

— which supplies seven states — will fail. If 
the reservoir can no longer release adequate 
amounts of water from the upper reaches of 
the Colorado, downstream water rights could 
be rendered meaningless. 

Lake Powell, the second-largest reser-
voir in North America after Lake Mead, is 
on its way out. Water levels in the canyon 
system have fallen more or less steadily for 
two decades, and refilling it to full capacity, 
or even half capacity, appears to be off the 
table. The current policy of the U.S. Bureau 

of Reclamation, which manages both Powell 
and Mead, is to prop up Powell by taking 
water from smaller reservoirs upstream, 
reducing releases into the Grand Canyon and 
Mead, cutting back water use throughout the 
Colorado River Basin, and praying for a good 
snowpack. All this may succeed in maintain-
ing Lake Powell at its current diminished level 

— if only for the time being. 
Faced with rubbish, disarray and onrush-

ing disaster, it would be easy to stop here, to 
throw in the towel — yet another artifact 
frequently found on Powell’s former beaches 

— and head home. Let’s keep going, though; as 
this story ends, another is emerging. 

I FIRST VISITED LAKE POWELL  in the 
1970s, when I was in grade school and the 
new reservoir was still filling up. My dad and 
his friends rented a houseboat, and as they 
motored up the lake’s San Juan Arm — the 
drowned final stretch of the San Juan River 

— I sat on the bow with my bare feet dangling, 
my toes splitting the dreamlike panorama of 
reflected cliffs. 

I remember a landscape composed of 
three bold swaths, like a tricolor flag: the 
bright blue of the sky, the hard, voluptuous 
curves of the earth, and the unfathomable 
blue of the water. I had no idea why there was 
so much water here; I knew nothing of the 
dam downstream. When we anchored, I ran 
barefoot across naked sandstone, unaware 
that the rising waters would soon cover it. I 
was a Sonoran Desert boy from the Phoenix 
area, where my landmarks were tall cactus 
and snaggletooth mountains. Lake Powell 
showed me a sandstone desert shaped like 
soft-serve ice cream — the sensuous heart of 
the Colorado Plateau. 

One evening, as we made camp, thun-
derstorms roamed the desert, booming in 
the distance. Suddenly, the entire northern 
sky turned molten red. Sunset had already 
passed; the adults talked among themselves, 
wondering what had caused the sky to glow. 
A forest fire, perhaps? But there was no forest 
nearby to burn. Finally, they decided it had to 
be the northern lights, visible from unusually 
far south. The night bristled with a sense of 
mystery, smelling of far-off rain and buzzing 
with the grownups’ concern. Surrounded by 
water, bare stone and a sky on fire, I felt as if 
I’d landed on an alien planet. 

Not until my 20s, when I began working 
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Wahweap Bay, at the far southern end of Lake Powell, 
is home to one of the two remaining operable boat 

ramps on the entire reservoir. At 186 miles in length, 
Lake Powell’s shoreline was once longer than the West 

Coast of the United States. (Note: This photo was 
taken in the fall of 2021. In January 2023, levels were 

35 feet lower, revealing much more dry land.) 
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Near Lake Powell’s historic high watermark along the 
Escalante River, both native and invasive vegetation is 
beginning to take root below the fading white line of 
the “bathtub ring.”
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as a river guide, did I learn about the reser-
voir’s ruinous backstory. The Colorado River 
Compact, signed in 1922, divvied up the 
river’s water between seven states, made only 
a glancing acknowledgment of tribal water 
rights, and left no water at all for the river 
itself. (The compact also seriously overesti-
mated the river’s average flow, meaning that 
the river is usually left with less than nothing.) 

The agreement, which made it clear that 
the water was to be used for development 
above all else, laid the legal foundation for 
federal dam construction on the river. First 
came Hoover Dam, behind which Lake Mead 
began to rise in 1935; about three decades 
later, when Glen Canyon Dam was close to 
completion, Lake Powell started to inundate 
the sandstone labyrinth of Glen Canyon, the 
hydrologic and ecological core of the Colorado 
River system. Over the years that followed, 186 
miles of river were swallowed by a lake.

The late Katie Lee would have kicked 
me in the shins for calling Powell a lake. One 
night, at her dinner table in Jerome, Arizona, 
I told the fiery activist — in her 80s at the time 

— that I thought Lake Powell was beautiful. By 
the time I was born, it had already been filling 
for four years, and I had never known Glen 
Canyon. Katie brought out a dictionary and 
read the definition of “lake” to me. Powell, she 
said, is a reservoir, not a lake; it’s man-made, 
not natural. It’s a goddamned monstrosity. 

Earlier that day, she laid USGS maps 
from before the dam across her living room 
floor, matching up their edges so the river 
appeared to flow. The river was blue and thin 
and wound like a snake through dense brown 
contour lines. She traced its course with her 
finger and told me about sandbars in the sun 
and secluded grottos. She began to cry. 

At the dinner table, sitting with her 
partner, Joey, she said that if I thought the 
reservoir was beautiful, we couldn’t be friends. 
We managed to be friends anyway. Over the 
years, I invited her to visit the reservoir with 
me, to float on this paradoxical body of water 
and look down into its depths. I wanted her 
to point out the places where she had once 
rowed and scrambled, built driftwood fires, 
stood naked against warm sandstone. She 
told me to stop asking. 

For more than half a century, Katie Lee 
railed against what she called Lake Foul, call-
ing for the dam to come down so that the river 
could flow again. By the time she passed away 

at 98, in 2017, she had inspired generations of 
activists to keep the memory of Glen Canyon 
alive.

UNDER BLUE SKIES  last October, I 
joined three others in a wooden dory fitted 
with a 4-horsepower electric motor. We 
put in at the last functioning boat ramp at 
Bullfrog Marina, not far from the dilapidated 
remains of Dangling Rope, and headed south, 
downstream. 

The dory, named Stella, is a sleek craft 
made for lakes and ocean travel, constructed 
in Flagstaff, Arizona, by master dory-
builder Brad Dimock. My wife sat up front, 
holding the coiled bowline, and the dory’s 
owner, a mutual friend, ran the tiller in the 
stern. I sat in the middle on a heap of dry 
bags, ready to take the oars if we needed to 
maneuver through narrow side canyons. We 
moved south at 4 mph, about the speed of 
the Colorado before the dam impounded it, 
accompanied by the quiet buzz of the boat’s 
solar-powered motor. The bread-loaf cliffs of 
Navajo sandstone passed slowly enough for 
the buttes and arches to casually turn their 
faces, nothing hurried in their demeanor. 

We passed over the ghostly forms of rock 
steeples and buttes, green ogres rising from 
the depths. Within a year or two, they will 
likely touch the surface, and then keep rising. 
We drew Stella into the shade of an alcove and 
cut the motor, drifting into a natural stadium 
inundated nearly to its ceiling. When Katie 
Lee floated here 70 years ago, this yawning 
mouth in the canyon’s architecture sat 200 
feet above the river. She would have looked up 
and marveled at the underside of this cupola, 
a dome the size of a baseball field set high 
against the sky, out of reach. 

Two years ago, this entire feature was 
underwater, invisible. Now, thanks to the 
recent, rapid drawdowns, the rock dome hung 
20 feet above us, sparking with reflected light. 
Gentle waves gulped and echoed against the 
stadium’s back wall. 

In a decade or two, the dome may soar 
again. The green ogres we see below the 
surface may rise again and tower over our 
heads like gigantic statues. In the face of a 
water infrastructure calamity, what may 
become the largest restoration project on 
Earth is progressing with little assistance 
from us. 

Could I convince Katie Lee to come with 
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This series of photos highlights the unique quality 
of light that defines Glen Canyon. Throughout 
the system, a white line is visible on the canyon 
walls — a mineral stain left behind by Lake Powell’s 
retreating waters. 

me now, knowing what we would see? The 
lake is now as low as it was in 1967, four years 
after the reservoir began to fill. But I don’t 
think she would be impressed; to her, even the 
shrinking reservoir would look like a corpse. 
Remembering the beauty buried below, she 
might vomit over the side of the boat, cursing 
me for bringing her here. 

EVERY RIVER  that feeds the Colorado is a 
mud bath, and in the spring and after storms 
these tributaries turn a dense red, brown or 
green. The Colorado itself carries tons of sand, 
silt, mud, rocks and gravel, evidence of the 
geologic breakdown of the Rocky Mountains 
and everything around them. Since the 1960s, 
all of that sediment has been accumulating at 
the bottom of Lake Powell — especially at its 
northern end, where the river’s current slows, 
stills and drops all that it carries, leaving the 
lake crystal-clear.

“If you can’t see it, it’s really easy to 
ignore,” said Cari Johnson, a field researcher 
and sedimentology professor at University 
of Utah. Johnson studies the deposit of mud, 
silt and sand that she and many other geolo-
gists informally call the “Dominy Formation” 
after Floyd Dominy, who led the construction 
of the Glen Canyon Dam as the head of the 
Bureau of Reclamation in the 1950s and ’60s, 
and who argued vigorously that silt would 
not be an issue at Lake Powell for thousands 
of years. This particular formation, Johnson 
said, is “anthropogenic sedimentation,” and it 
can be a hundred feet thick or more. “Its origin 
is fundamentally tied to human interactions,” 
Johnson said. “This reservoir sediment would 
not exist if there wasn’t a dam.” 

The Dominy is a new geologic layer, with 
its own canyons and hard-packed plains, and 
it’s a mess. When it emerges from the reservoir, 
said Johnson, its fissures belch up biogenic 
methane from the rotting cottonwood, willow 
and oak groves that once flourished in Glen 
Canyon. She described tons of water caught 
up in sediment and blocks of slumped mate-
rial, crooked and collapsing around dark 
cracks. “I get nervous walking around on it,” 
she said. “Some of these fractures are deep. 
They are ready to fail.”

Johnson looks at Lake Powell as a vast 
sedimentology experiment coming to its 
conclusion. As its water drains, she and her 
colleagues can see what’s left behind. “I 
understand why management agencies, 

river runners and everyone else is focused 
on water,” she said. “Sediment is the under-
appreciated part of the system.”

In Stella, our dory, we pulled to shore in 
a side canyon where the Dominy Formation 
has been above water for a couple of years, 
its hardened clay surrounding boulders the 
size of houses. I climbed through sandstone 
hulks decorated with thousands of desiccated 
quagga mussel shells, finally reaching the top 
of the white bathtub ring that commemorates 
Lake Powell at its fullest. The ring, which 
consists of evaporated minerals, clings to 
the native rockface like a smear of powdery 
cement, draped like a banner across every 
cliff. When I was a kid, the water had nowhere 
to go but up. Now the ring is a hallmark of the 
reservoir, a baseline we may never return to. I 
used it to mentally refill the full pool, imagin-
ing water covering the boulders, benches and 
pinnacles below me.

Looking down on the canyon where we’d 
moored, I saw a clear stream flowing along 
its bottom, slicing through the Dominy 
Formation and pushing out the mess, flood by 
flood. Geomorphologists have been surprised 
by the speed at which the hard muck departs. 
I asked Johnson what she thought of the 
speed, and she said, “Drastic. It’s changing 
so fast.” Recently, she and her colleagues went 
to Dark Canyon, a tributary of Glen Canyon, to 
document depositional patterns in its reser-
voir sediment, which was more than 25 feet 
thick in places. When they arrived, they found 
that the entire layer had been scoured out by 
a flash flood. In days or weeks, tons of sedi-
ment can be carried off to the lower reaches 
of the reservoir, mud compounding mud. The 
problem simply relocates — and accumulates.  

IT’S EASY TO BECOME  disoriented in the 
canyons of Lake Powell, gas motor stinking and 
roaring, boat slaloming into hallways made 
for giants. Right turn, left turn, left turn, right. 
I’d jumped into a skiff with a 40-horsepower 
motor, which was three times faster than 
Stella’s but whose noise made it harder to talk 
and harder to listen. The cliffs, in shadow at the 
end of the day, now moved by too quickly, like 
a record playing at the wrong speed.

Eric Balken, the 36-year-old head of 
the Glen Canyon Institute in Salt Lake City, 
steered us into a dimming enclosure of 
Navajo sandstone, throttling down as walls 
closed in. He knew of a place where Stella 

could catch up to us and our group could 
camp, but the shorelines were changing so 
fast he couldn’t promise it still existed.

Balken, whose nonprofit advocates for 
Glen Canyon’s restoration, feels differently 
about this reservoir than I do. He doesn’t like 
it one bit. He first glimpsed the place during a 
high-school road trip to southern Utah with a 
group of friends. “We hung out on the shores 
of one of the big beaches near Wahweap,” he 
remembered. “I think my reaction was that it 
was odd to see so much water in the middle of 
the desert. I didn’t know the story of the dam, 
and it wasn’t till after that trip that I began 
to learn about the story of Glen Canyon and 
the tragedy of what was lost.” When he was 19, 
he started working for the institute, and he’s 
been there ever since.

Lake Powell, Balken said, is hot right 
now. Members of Congress, water authorities, 
scientists and journalists want to see what’s 
happening here, and Balken has accompa-
nied many of them into the canyons. If you 
didn’t know the reservoir well, you might not 
notice anything out of place, but if you’ve 
been here as many times as Balken has, it’s 
obvious that it’s changed. 	

Parts of the upper canyons that were 
documented by photographers in the 1950s 
and ’60s — long believed to be lost for good 

— are now fully exposed. A famed landmark, 
Cathedral in the Desert, has been trans-
formed. Last year, boats visiting it pulled 
into the smooth round vault of a canyon 
bottom, tying off next to a clear waterfall 
that descended through a great hourglass in 
the rock. This year, visitors must tie up their 
boats downstream, then walk for 15 minutes 
up a creek already brimming with waist-high 
cottonwoods and willows. The cathedral itself 
smells like a herbarium, pungent with vegeta-
tion. Springs that were known only from old 
photographs are dripping and bubbling again, 
sprouting delicate fronds of maidenhair ferns.

In a year, the walk to Cathedral in the 
Desert may take 20 minutes; in five years, an 
hour. When there was no reservoir, visiting 
the cathedral meant walking six miles up 
one tributary and then another, a journey 
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shaded by cottonwoods and cooled by trick-
ling streams.

As our metal skiff scooted up the still-
flooded side canyon, photographer Elliot Ross, 
a few years younger than Balken, straddled 
the fuel tank. Ross looked down the barrel 
of his lens as we peeled through a reflection 
of cliff walls shaded to the color of a bruised 
peach. For the last year and a half, he’d been 
exploring Lake Powell and its fans of sediment 
with his camera, documenting their emer-
gence. He could do nothing but grin in the 
shade of this canyon, saying, over and over, 

“There’s so much happening right now!”
We slowed as we entered the cove where 

Balken hoped to set up camp. On shore, three 
river otters assembled like siblings, slick and 
whiskered. They bobbed around each other, 
so close together they seemed like a single 
animal, a three-bodied mustelid. Their ances-
tors were introduced in Utah in 1989, long 
after the state’s otter population had been 
hunted, trapped and fragmented to extinc-
tion. The newcomers thrived, and otters are 
now seen down the Green and Colorado rivers 
and on Lake Powell.

“They don’t want to give up this spot,” 
Balken said over the motor’s putter. He 
pushed the boat closer as the otters wove 
around each other and entered the water, 

slipping under the surface, out of sight. 
We hopped ashore onto a hard pad of the 

sand that caps the Dominy Formation. Ross 
pounded the sand stake with a mallet and tied 
off the bowline. We were home for the night, 
Stella an hour behind us. 

AN HOUR’S WALK  up a clear, sinewy creek, 
where the land had been exposed for three or 
four years, we found Gooding’s willow and 
coyote willow. Another few years higher, we 
found an 18-foot-tall cottonwood, its trunk 
bigger than two hands could encircle. 

One of the first plants to show up after 
the water recedes is Russian thistle, or 

A diverse ecosystem has quickly re-established itself 
in this side canyon, which was underwater only a 

year ago. Elliot Ross has documented crayfish, otters, 
beavers, deer and coyotes, as well as the tracks of 

mountain lions and bobcats, throughout  
Glen Canyon’s tributaries. 
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tumbleweed. A single prickly tumbleweed 
can consume 40 gallons of groundwater over 
its lifespan, but this non-native species is also 
known to draw toxins out of soils, possibly 
clearing the way for the willows and cotton-
woods that follow it. I saw a few shoots of 
tamarisk, another non-native, in the canyons, 
but cottonwood saplings numbered in the 
hundreds. The original ecology was returning.

David Wegner, one of the founding 
members of the Glen Canyon Institute, is 
retired from the U.S. House of Representatives, 
where he served as a member of the senior 
staff and specialized in water, energy, climate 
change and science. He recently visited Lake 
Powell, and when he saw a 50-foot-tall cotton-
wood standing where he’d previously known 
nothing but water, he hugged the tree. A 
place he believed to be lost, a place he never 
expected to see firsthand, had returned to the 
world. He sees the drawdown as an incredible 
ecological opportunity. After two dams were 
removed from the Elwha River in Washington, 

“we spent millions on reshaping the rivers, 
millions on replanting,” he said. “We have 
spent zero on the restoration and recovery of 
Glen Canyon. It is re-establishing with abso-
lutely zero investment from us.”

It is, without doubt, erupting with life: On 
a Dominy bench, alongside rabbitbrush and 
ricegrass, we found a flaming green cannabis 
plant. Maybe someone dropped their stash 
over the side of a houseboat in 1985, letting the 
seeds sink into anaerobic depths of sediment, 
where they were preserved until the day when 
the plant could sprout and its chunky buds 
glint crystalline in the sun. 

The newly exposed land falls within 
the 1.25-million-acre Glen Canyon National 
Recreation Area. According to the 1979 
General Management Plan for Glen Canyon, 
the water portion of the lake is managed as 
recreation, whereas the land, for the most part, 
is considered a “natural zone” and treated as 
wilderness. Most of the emergent canyons 
and landforms are wilderness by default.

Not all of the conservation news from 
Glen Canyon is glowing, especially when 
viewed from downstream. The dam’s 
penstocks, which take up water from Lake 
Powell and send it through the hydropower 
turbines, are no longer drawing from the cold 
deep tank of the reservoir. Instead, they’re 
pulling from just below the surface, and 
that warmer water is heating up the river 

below the dam, making it more hospitable 
to the non-native sport fish that live in the 
reservoir’s upper layers. Now, more of those 
fish are being flushed through the turbines, 
and surviving to compete with the Grand 
Canyon’s carefully curated native species. 
Fish biologists are especially concerned about 
the humpback chub, which is already hanging 
by a thread. 

Meanwhile, Glen Canyon Dam is still 
holding back a mountain of sediment, 
starving Grand Canyon beaches and other 
streamside habitats of material that would 
otherwise have gradually flowed downstream 
over the decades. Downstream river levels 
throb and dwindle in accordance with the 
dam and its electricity demands, not seasonal 
rhythms. The incoming sport fish are one 
more insult to an already abused system. 
Recovery on one side of the dam is disaster 
on the other.

COULD THE L AKE EVER  cover Glen 
Canyon again? “It may come back up a few 
feet here and there because of variability in 
our water supply,” David Wegner told me, “but 
I’m not hearing from anybody who looks at 
the existing data, and the structural deficit 
that occurs from over-allocating a diminish-
ing supply, that the water will ever come up.” 

I took the question to Brad Udall, a 
senior water and climate research scien-
tist at Colorado State University’s Colorado 
Water Center. How many heavy winter snow-
packs would be needed to put Powell back 
on the rise? “Five or six really big years in a 
row,” Udall said. “Given the demands on the 
system, that’s how much it would take to turn 
this around.”

While Udall celebrates the return of 
Glen Canyon, and is as likely to hug a tree 
as Wegner — in his 20s, he worked as a river 
guide on the Colorado — he is chilled by the 
possible ramifications if Lake Powell drops 
below its current levels. “I think there’s a real 
reason to keep water above the penstocks,” 
Udall said. Below that, he added, is “danger-
ous territory.”

The danger lies in the engineering of the 
dam. The penstocks are positioned more than 
halfway up the lake side of the dam, 333 feet 
above its base. If water levels drop too close 
to or below the penstocks, they will no longer 
supply water to the hydropower turbines. 
Levels have recently drawn near enough to the 

penstocks that air bubbles pulled from near 
the water’s surface might begin to collapse, 
or cavitate, as they pass through the turbines. 
The resulting pressure waves can tear apart 
a tunnel’s innards, eroding concrete and 
threatening the dam’s integrity. During the 
floods of 1983, cavitation caused the interior 
of one of the dam’s spillways to disintegrate; 
by the time it was shut down, the passage 
was vomiting boulders and concrete. 	
	 Ninety-six feet below the hydropower 
penstocks are four tubes designed to release 
excess water through the dam during wet 
years, which might provide a last-ditch route 
for water if the reservoir continues to drop. 
But Udall said these bypass tubes were never 
designed for constant use, and he worries that 
they will not reliably move water downstream. 
Udall’s hope, for now, is to keep lake levels 
where they are, even as snowpack declines. 
Current water restrictions for downstream 
users, even those enacted under emergency 
drought policies, are not enough, he said. 
Less water must leave the reservoir. He sees 
a greatly reduced Colorado River below the 
dam, enough for boating but with no more big 
flows. “Cuts need to happen this year, more 
than are being recommended. We need to 
protect that power pool at Powell.”

If water can no longer pass through Glen 
Canyon Dam, the Grand Canyon will all but 
dry up, and Lake Mead will rapidly dwindle. 
Seven states will lose the hydropower they 
receive from Glen Canyon Dam. Over the 
century since the Colorado River Compact 
ignored Indigenous rights to the river, 17 of 
the basin’s 30 federally recognized tribal 
governments have established legal rights 
to water below Lake Powell, but many are 
still battling for access to that water and for 
a long-denied role in basin negotiations. If 
water stops flowing through the dam, these 
sovereign nations may never see their rights 
fully realized. 

“This river is our namesake, it is our life,” 
Amelia Flores (Mohave), chairwoman of the 
Colorado River Indian Tribes, said in testi-
mony to the Senate Committee on Indian 
Affairs in March 2022. “And if we do not 
control our water, history tells us that others 
will.” 

IN THE SUMMER OF 1998,  when I rowed 
baggage rafts through the Grand Canyon, the 
flow on the Colorado River often exceeded 
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20,000 cubic feet per second and Lake Powell 
was nearly full. By the time Shyanne Yazzie, a 
30-year-old guide who grew up next to Glen 
Canyon Dam in Page, Arizona, started work-
ing in the Grand Canyon in the late 2010s, 
typical flows fluctuated between 12,000 and 
18,000 cubic feet per second, and outflows 
from the dam have continued to decrease. 

“Now, when we have 12,000,” she said, “I 
think we have so much water!” The rapids are 
getting rockier, harder to navigate, and less 
conducive to rafts made for big water. Yazzie 
said that the rumor among her fellow guides 
is that next season’s flows could drop to 3,000 
cubic feet per second. 

Yazzie was born on the Navajo 
Reservation, and her Diné ancestors have 
lived in and around Glen Canyon for centuries. 
She was raised with Lake Powell, camping on 
its shores with her family and riding Ski-Doos 
to Lone Rock, a landmark that used to stick 
up from the water like a giant thumb and now 
stands on a barren desert plain. 

Yazzie wants Lake Powell back, but she 
feels torn. “It would be amazing to see the 
untouched Glen Canyon,” she said. “It would 
be amazing to see the water go up, because so 
many people rely on it.”

When she was a kid, she said, the lake’s 
water rose high enough for boats to pass under 
the sandstone archway of Rainbow Bridge. But 
she knew that, according to Navajo tradition, 
it was disrespectful to go under the arch; one 
should go around it. In the mid-1970s, three 
Navajo Nation chapters, along with several 
individual tribal members, unsuccessfully 
sued the Bureau of Reclamation and other 
federal agencies over Lake Powell’s imminent 
flooding of burial grounds and other sacred 
sites near Rainbow Bridge. Now the water is 
a mile away and the bridge stands alone in the 
desert, its old self.

Yazzie’s mother, Joanne Yazzie, was born 
not far from Page in the community of First 
Windmill, Arizona. She recalls visiting Powell 
in high school in the mid-1980s, when water 
levels reached their peak. Releases roared 
from the dam, swelling the river to more than 
100,000 cubic feet per second as it entered the 
Grand Canyon.

She went to the lake when her kids were 
little, and over the years she watched its level 
fall, but until recently, the water was still 
high enough to feel abundant. Now, she said, 
it feels different. “Places where we used to 

go swimming, we can’t, because there are 
canyons and cliffs,” she said. She sees a world 
out of kilter, and sees what’s happening to 
Lake Powell as part of the dislocation. “In the 
Navajo culture, we think we’re really in deep 
trouble right now,” she said.

Like her daughter, Joanne Yazzie wants 
to see Lake Powell at a healthier, higher level. 

“The lake does help the people,” she said. “Not 
only us, but down the river where it’s even 
drier. We have to think of the whole picture.”

AT DAWN, Eric Balken and I sat in Cathedral 
in the Desert, listening to the waterfall echo 
within its scalloped sandstone. Sunlight was 
half an hour from touching the highest cliffs, 
six hours from reaching us. Sitting on a sandy 
slope of eroding lake deposits, we looked up 
to where, not long ago, the dual pontoons of 
houseboats would have motored above our 
heads. 

With his voice resonating inside the 
cathedral, Balken asked, “What would we 
have to sacrifice to refill the reservoir? Are 
you going to let Lake Mead go dry and then 
jeopardize the water infrastructure in the 
Lower Basin and their water security? That’s 
a hard sell. Lake Mead’s the more important 
reservoir.”

The Lower Basin includes all those with 
a legal claim to Colorado River water below 
Glen Canyon Dam: tribal governments, the 
national government of Mexico, and the 
state governments of Arizona, Nevada and 
California. These governments and their 
people need their water, Balken said, and 
both Powell and Mead are holding it. The 
decision to keep Lake Powell or let it go, he 
said, will have nothing to do with recreation or 
hydropower, much less this waterfall and its 
maidenhair ferns. “It’s going to be a decision 
about water storage and allocation,” he said. 

“And nothing else.” 
Last spring, the Interior Department set 

new emergency guidelines for dam opera-
tions on the Colorado, reducing releases from 
Glen Canyon Dam and increasing releases 
from reservoirs upstream. These higher reser-
voirs are now bottoming out, bridge pylons 
standing dry so that Powell can survive 
another season. The federal government has 
ordered all of the Colorado River Basin states 
to dramatically cut their water use — or have 
it done for them. 

Balken said, “The Bureau of Reclamation, 

if I had to bet money, they’re going to hold 
back more water in Powell in the next few 
years, and they’re going to cut down deliv-
ery downstream. They’re already doing 
fill-Powell-first de facto. They are so afraid of 
operating below power pool — not because 
of hydropower, because of water delivery. 
They’re going to do everything they can to 
prop it up above minimum power pool until 
they physically modify the dam.”

For Balken, salvaging this reservoir is the 
wrong decision. Operating at these levels in a 
drying climate is unpredictable and danger-
ous, and it involves curtailing downstream 
deliveries. 

“If we’re rethinking the delivery obliga-
tion, why aren’t we rethinking the dam?” he 
asked. “We keep walking down the path of 
decisions that were made in the past, even if 
they’re based on flawed assumptions. Why 
not re-engineer Glen Canyon Dam, let the 
river run free, and put the water in Lake 
Mead?” 

He sees this future as almost inevitable. 
Having two reservoirs, Mead and Powell, both 
atrophying at once is like having too many 
bank accounts open with too little money in 
them, he said. In this time of triage, Balken 
thinks we need to focus on Mead, and let 
Powell go. 

A DATURA PLANT with creamy white blos-
soms grows between the legs of a half-buried 
beach chair. A sunken boat turns to bones. If 
you dig down deep enough to reach a layer 
spiked with metal pull tabs, you’ll know it was 
deposited in the late 1960s, when the lake was 
filling. 

As the dam’s floodgates closed, archaeol-
ogists scoured Glen Canyon, collecting what 
they could, relocating artifacts when possible, 
and documenting thousands of sites ancestral 
to at least seven modern tribes. The predom-
inant rock art found here, which is 3,000 to 
5,000 years old and mostly sunk beneath the 
reservoir, is called Glen Canyon Linear, a skel-
etal, checkerboard style depicting animals, 
humans, spirit beings and geometric forms. 
These Indigenous ancestors lived in a sprawl-
ing desert sanctuary of rivers and springs. 
Their rock art style extends for a hundred 
miles or more in all directions, and the center 
of the style, its type locality, is the Glen. 

The exploitation of the river and the 
canyons has also destroyed much of its human 
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history. Three-quarters of the ancestral sites 
within the reservoir are thought to have been 
destroyed, often by the lashing of boat wakes 
or by visitors who could step off the deck 
of a speedboat and into the door of a once- 
inaccessible cliff dwelling. As the reservoir 
filled, graffiti rose with the lake level, and 
higher and higher rock art sites fell prey to 
vandalism. 

What endures, in many places, are 
toeholds. In a landscape of cliffs and precip-
itous falls, First Peoples pecked ladders into 
the rock, vertical paths to cliff dwellings and 
granaries. While skimming a sandstone wall 
in the main channel with Stella, we came upon 

a set of ancient toeholds, out of the water for 
several months at most. As we slowed, water 
from a passing speedboat bucked around us. 
The holds led to an alcove that must have once 
held a rock-and-mortar structure, long since 
erased by visitors and waves. Falling from 
these steps would have probably meant death, 
a hundred-foot tumble past ledges, slopes and 
cliff bands. Today it would mean plummeting 
into the water. 

A story from the Hopi, direct descendants 
of these stairmakers, says that the previous 
world flooded — filled with water all the way 
to the top. It was a catastrophic end, a drown-
ing. The people who escaped made it to the 

current world, in some tellings rising on a reed 
boat, in others climbing a ladder. They found 
their way up from the flood and arrived in a 
dry, sunlit land above. This is how the first 
people came to the world.

Stella bucked and sloshed on the waves. 
We held her gunnels, enchanted by this 
ancient stairway, each hold big enough for a 
few fingers or toes, just deep enough to nick 
the rockface with shadows. Where the cliff 
went underwater, the holds turned green 
beneath the surface, then black, then disap-
peared. They looked like the tip of a ladder 
leaning against the rock, a way up from the 
dark.   

First light glistens on Lake Powell’s remaining water. 
In wetter years, the lower benches seen in this frame 
would be submerged. The water level is 35 feet lower 

today than it was in October 2021, when this photo 
was taken.
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TWO MONTHS INTO LOSING  both of my parents, I felt an urgency to leave. 
I needed to be in a place that still felt like theirs. I left my home in Compton, 
California, and traveled to their home country, Panama. It was my first trip 
there without either of them in the world to guide me, to make sure I arrived 
safe. My uncle, my father’s brother, now the eldest living sibling, explained 
that I was running to a familiar place to deal with an unfamiliar grief.      

For the first time, I visited the Museo Afroantillano de Panamá, or 
West Indian Museum of Panama. Established in 1980, almost 70 years af-
ter the completion of the Panama Canal, and supported by the communi-
ty’s Sociedad de Amigos del Museo Afroantillano de Panamá, the museum 
formally honored the West Indian labor force that made the construction 
of the canal possible. Housed in a former single-room church, it held arti-
facts, books and display boards that corrected the historically underreport-
ed numbers of workers and deaths and grounded them with first-hand ac-
counts. The rear of the museum was divided into three spaces — a bedroom, 
lavatory and dining area — set up to mirror the typical homes of the workers 
and their families, adorned with reminders that they were more than the 
labor that brought them there. I recognized the furnishings and decorative 
items, washboard and oil-wicked lanterns, the same type and color of the 
ones my father bought from yard sales or thrift stores — which my mother 
placed on the entertainment center — and near the table against the wall, 
a glass cabinet, a display case similar to a glass shelf my mother kept in the 
apartment where I was raised.  

By Jenise Miller
Illustrations by Giana De Dier

THE 
GLASS SHELF

A piece of furniture displayed 
what my mother valued most. 
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MY MOTHER DID NOT EMIGRATE  for 
work. “I came here for love,” she confided. 
The person she loved, my father, had said 
to her, “I am leaving and I want you to come 
with me.” So, together they left. Left her 
mother, his father, his wife, his eldest chil-
dren, their eldest daughter. Yet, upon their 
arrival, when it seemed their relationship 
could not withstand the physical and emo-
tional journey from Panama to California, 
labor replaced love. Like their grandparents 
before them, who were part of the workforce 
recognized by the Museo Afroantillano, la-
bor influenced how and where they lived. In 
the 1980s, they settled in the city of Gardena, 
close to a car wash on Rosecrans Avenue that 
was a first stop for employment for Panama-
nian men, including my father. Nearby, my 
mother worked at a small factory, embroi-
dering pieces, appliques and patches. She 
brought that skill home, and, when I got 
older, she taught me needlepoint, how to 

cross-stitch flowers, or create animals with 
plastic canvas boards and yarn. She later 
worked as a cashier for a large retail chain. 
She worked as a caretaker and nanny for an-
other family, along with being a caretaker for 
her own. When she took a job as the manager 
of a 32-unit low-income apartment building 
on Long Beach Boulevard in Compton, we 
relocated there. 

The places we lived in the 1980s to 1990s 
— Compton, Long Beach, Watts — were like 
constellations along the Alameda Street and 
Long Beach Boulevard corridors, near in-
dustries that employed African American 
migrants and Central American immigrants. 
While I attended an elementary school 
named for the second African American to 
fly in space, my mother worked for minor 
wages in a major aerospace manufacturing 
company, which would ultimately lay off 
over 10,000 employees, including her. There, 
she was a canteen cafeteria employee, along 

with her brother and several neighbors. She 
worked long shifts, mostly on her feet, and 
was absent from home for whole parts of the 
day. Sometimes she would bring home large, 
soft-baked chocolate chip cookies covered 
in plastic wrap, the best cookies I ever had in 
my young life. Her labor fed us. 

 
OUTSIDE OF WORK, my mother carved 
space for herself at home. Work required 
her to make sandwiches, rice pilaf, baked 
chicken, spaghetti — typical “American” fare 
that required none of the seasonings and 
spices that crowded our kitchen cabinet and 
countertop. But at home, she prepared the 
dishes of her upbringing: black tea and bakes 
with sausage, patacones with eggs, pork and 
beans with sliced frankfurters, rice and peas 
or guandú, stew chicken, plátano and cucum-
ber salad, bacalao with tomatoes and onion 
over white rice. At home, she also applied her 
handiwork to how she arranged our apart-
ment. Homeplaces, bell hooks wrote, were 

“places where all that truly mattered in life 
took place — the warmth and comfort of shel-
ter, the feeding of our bodies, the nurturing 
of our souls. … The folks who made this life 
possible, who were our primary guides and 
teachers, were Black women.” Even if the 
outside world was in disorder and disarray, 
our mothers ensured that our homes were 
not. Hooks, who also hailed from a poor, 
working-class background, explained that  

“irrespective of our location, irrespective of 
class, race, and gender, we were all capable of 
inventing, transforming, making space.”

In our small apartment in Compton, 
my mother was creative with space. The 
apartment had one open receiving area, 
which we called the living room. It buffered 
both the kitchen and the square patch of 
linoleum that fit a four-seat glass dining 
table. In the living room, with TV only per-
mitted for use on weekends, she created a 
space to host neighbors. She purchased 
a gray sofa and loveseat, with fabric and 
wooden panels etched in swirls, hers for a 
year of monthly payments. The sofa faced 
a stereo system and entertainment center, 
which doubled as a display case for glass 
and ceramic trunk-up elephants, vintage 
Coke and Cerveza Panamá bottles, and 
framed photos of distant relatives. With 
glass flourishes and mirrors in the coffee ta-
ble, dining table, and shelf, anyone sitting 
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at the table, sofa or loveseat could see each 
other. She could look over what she created 
and call it good. 

My mother dedicated most of her at-
tention to two items of furniture. The first 
was the stereo. I rarely saw her sitting, but 
every Saturday began with her as DJ, seated 
on a dining room chair in front of the stereo, 
carefully sorting through her music collec-
tion to start the day. Her love and taste in 
music required a system that delivered pris-
tine sound, worth the payments she made 
at the local Rent-A-Center. The stereo stood 
about three and a half feet high, several 
black rectangles, with small and large but-
tons and knobs, stacked between wooden 
shelves, all behind a smoky plexiglass door 
that sucked shut. Two black speakers, sever-
al inches taller than the stereo, carried music 
throughout the apartment and out the front 
gate. She kept rows and stacks of albums, 
cassettes and CDs of music that crossed 
countries, languages and time. A morning of 
cleaning started slow and strong (La Lupe’s 

“Qué Te Pedí”), peaked with vacuum dancing 
(Tabou Combo’s “Fiesta”), then eased to a 
finish (Anita Baker’s “Same Ole Love”). On 
Nochebuena, she welcomed neighbors into 
our home, with this same offering of music 
and food. My mother, a Saturday morning 
and Nochebuena DJ, saved lives.  

The other star of the apartment was 
the glass shelf. My mother’s glass shelf con-
nected us to a diaspora of homes featuring 
some version of the glass cabinet display 
case: in Panama, a piece of furniture in the 
dining room installation of a Panama Canal 
worker’s home at the Museo Afroantillano; 
in Trinidad, in the family home of author 
Elizabeth Nunez, “storage for a mother’s 
treasured collections ... delicate china, din-
ner sets and tea sets she used only on special 
occasions”; in London, as a drinks cabinet, 
described by author Michael McMillan as 
a common feature in the homes of British 
West Indian Windrush immigrants, which 

“took pride of place in the front room with 
glass shelves neatly filled with rows of shin-
ing, gold-rimmed glasses that ...  provided 
a sense of achievement.” In Compton, my 
mother did not have a full glass cabinet with 
doors, but the glass shelf offered a solution 
to limited space. Positioned against the wall 
next to the dining table, the shelf held a col-
lection of crystal glasses and serving ware 

that she rarely used and would cost my life 
to touch. I never observed my mother drink-
ing wine, though she had the glassware to 
enjoy it. The glass shelf, and the items she 
placed on it, were both remnant and re-
minder of the home left in the home made, 
two feet in the present, one heart in the past, 
and beauty — beauty in the small treasures 
and moments not to be wasted. 

 
WHILE AT THE MUSEO  Afroantillano in 
Panama, I met artist Giana De Dier. A multi-
media collage artist, her work has been 
shown in exhibitions in the Museo de Arte 
Contemporáneo de Panamá (MAC) and 
around the world. We communed over the 
glass cabinet, a fixture in her home and child-
hood in Panama as it was in mine in the U.S., 
both of us descendants of the West Indian 
workers celebrated by the museum. Her work 
utilizes family histories and archives of West 
Indian migrants who worked on the canal. 
She rearranges these pieces into creations 
that are at once new and an elaboration of 
the original.  

My mother curated her glass shelf like 
an artist. She placed minor objects on glass 
and elevated them, brought them together 
with her hands and gave them new meaning. 
She arranged this display with what she had, 
or found, or could afford — family photos, 
wine glasses, decanter, ceramic elephants 
faced away from the front door, marching 
in good luck; translucent objects on the top 
shelf, lightweight objects on the lower one. 
She made careful choices, paid attention to 
detail, shape and orientation; decided, in the 
moment and over time, what to add, what to 
let go, and where to place it. She considered 
what looked or felt good, what old pieces 
to move forward, what to leave behind. If 
work took her time, home was where she re-
claimed it. When not submitting to the de-
mands of children or lover or job, she curat-
ed for herself parts of life that pleased only 
her. A small recreation gave re-creation; a 
glass shelf, an altar and blessing. 

 
ONCE, MY MATERNAL  grandmother came 
from Panama to visit us. She carried around 
a plastic bag she called her “grip.” Out of it, 
Menticol, Tiger Balm and an unending supply 
of ointments emerged. I never knew what or 
how much was in her grip. When I asked her 
questions about her life, her childhood, her 
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relationship with the grandfather I never 
met and my mother barely remembered, she 
refused to answer, saying those things were 
in the past. I didn’t understand her refusal, 
but at some point, I stopped asking. Though 
I wanted the stories and the lessons they 
may have taught me, stories to pass on to my 
daughters, my grandmother was not trans-
parent about her experiences. Whether or not 
the memories may have been too painful to 
share, they were hers. In a world that expects 
women to birth and carry and share every-
thing, she decided to keep parts to herself. She, 
too, stored precious things. 

 
I  DID NOT ASK  and, therefore, did not 
know for sure why my mother maintained 
the glass display, with its array of rarely used 
items, and even that was a revelation. She 
possessed an internal world and reasoning, 
something kept for and to her, beyond the 
labor and motherhood that defined, and, 
perhaps, at times, limited her. She found 
and pulled some inspiration from 
her world, perhaps not real-
izing that I was a witness. I 
was her audience, observing 
her creativity and appre-
ciating it (now) as art that 
inspires my own. Though 
she came to California for 
love, she stayed for herself. 
In De Dier’s collage sketch  
Mother and Child, a child 
sits secured on the mother’s 
back, while the mother looks 
forward. 

In my current home, 
just a few miles away from 
the apartment I grew up in, 
there is no glass cabinet or shelf 
with crystal or unused items. I de-
cided everything would have a use. 
There is a shelf for books and a shelf 
for photos and mementos. My children 
can touch them. They have even taken 
a framed photo from the shelf and put 
it in their room. Yet, what have I judged, 
and misjudged, about the glass cabinet, 
my mother’s glass shelf? What have I 
sacrificed in my decision to not 
follow my mother’s way of 
living and valuing literal 
things? What do I have, 
secure and put away, 

that is mine yet on display for my children 
and others to understand that they cannot 
have every part of me? Perhaps I missed an 
important lesson, that I must now take up 
for myself and pass down to my daughters. 
There is a quote from Toni Morrison that has 
become mantra and affirmation for many, 
for which even I own a shirt with it print-
ed: “You are your best thing.” Morrison, a 
mother, explained the idea, drawn from her 
novel Beloved, in an interview: “To be sim-
ply this mother and that the best thing she 
was was this lovely child or these children 

… no, you are your best thing. You are.” Per-
haps my mother’s glass shelf, in the apart-
ment that she kept through the fruit of her 
own labor, with items that she bought and 
gave value, reminded her that she was the 
most valuable thing in the room, her own  
best thing.   
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Notice to our advertisers: You can 
place classified ads with our online 
classified system. Visit hcn.org/
classifieds. Jan. 30 is the deadline 
to place your classified ad in the 
March 2023 issue. Email advertis-
ing@hcn.org for help or informa-
tion.

Advertising Policy — We accept ad-
vertising 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 per-
centage of the magazine’s income 
that is derived from advertising is 
modest, and the number of adver-
tising pages will not exceed one-
third of our printed pages annually.

EMPLOYMENT & EDUCATION

Grant Writer —  JOB DESCRIPTION: 
This work involves the responsi-
bility of conducting research in 
the procurement of federal, state, 
county and private grant funding. 
Additional responsibilities include 
identifying potential funding 
sources, matching them with 
appropriate needs, formulating 
necessary procedures for writing 
timely and accurate reviews, and 
submitting proposals. 406-344-
2085. clydebugbrown@yahoo.com. 
https://www.chippewacree
languagerevitalization.org.

Western Montana Forestry and 
Stewardship Assistant —  This 
position works with The Nature 
Conservancy’s Montana Forest 
Team in various aspects of our 
community-based, collaborative 
conservation work, with a focus 
on restoration forestry, prescribed 
fire, recreation, and other land 
management projects. The Nature 
Conservancy is an Equal Oppor-
tunity Employer. Women, minori-
ties, people with disabilities and 
veterans are encouraged to apply. 

To view full job descriptions and 
apply for job ID 52633, submit your 
materials online by using the Apply 
Now button at https://careers.
nature.org/. Need help applying? 
Contact applyhelp@tnc.org.

Conservation Program Manager, Park 
County  —  Park County, Mont., is 
located just north of Yellowstone 
National Park and includes the 
spectacular Paradise and Shields 
valleys. The county is home to 
historic ranches, abundant wildlife 
and the wild Yellowstone River. The 
Gallatin Valley Land Trust seeks a 
talented and visionary Conserva-
tion Program Manager to lead and 
grow a private land conservation 
program dedicated to the land, 
wildlife, landowners and residents 
of Park County. $70,000-$85,000. 
Application review begins Jan. 30. 
www.gvlt.org/employment.

Matador Ranch Steward  —  The 
Matador Ranch Steward conducts 
annual stewardship projects at 
the Matador Ranch Preserve and 
occasionally supports stewardship 
projects elsewhere in Montana’s 
Northern Great Plains. The Nature 
Conservancy is an Equal Oppor-
tunity Employer. We encourage 
applicants from all cultures, races, 
colors, religions, sexes, national 
or regional origins, ages, disability 
status, sexual orientations, gender 
identities, military, protected veter-
an status or other status protected 
by law.  To apply for job ID 52737, 
submit your materials online by 
using the Apply Now button at 
https://careers.nature.org/ by  
11:59 p.m. EST, Feb. 10. Need help 
applying? Visit our recruitment 
page or contact applyhelp@tnc.org.

Policy Director, Friends of the Inyo — 
Seeking Policy Director to lead 
our policy programs to ensure the 
health/vibrancy of California’s 
Inyo/Mono County public lands. 

Full-time or part-time; remote OK, 
but frequent travel to California’s 
Eastern Sierra required. 760-873-
6500. Compensation package and 
job details at FriendsoftheInyo.org/
Jobs. Submit résumé with cover 
letter, or questions, to Wendy@
friendsoftheinyo.org.

Program Manager —  Absaroka 
Beartooth Wilderness Foundation 
seeks a steward/educator to lead 
backcountry volunteer projects and 
community outreach. Full-time; 
$36,000-$40,000, competitive 
time off. Also hiring operations 
manager. More online at:  
https://abwilderness.org/.

GARDEN & OUTDOOR

Western Native Seed —  Native plant 
seeds for the Western U.S. Trees, 
shrubs, grasses, wildflowers and 
regional mixes. Call or email for 
free price list. 719-942-3935.  info@
westernnativeseed.com or visit us 
at www.westernnativeseed.com.

HEALTH & WELLNESS

Aspire Colorado Sustainable Body and 
Home Care Products —  Go bulk!  Go 
natural!  Our products are better 
for you and better for the environ-
ment.  Say no to single-use plastic.  
Made in the United States, by a 
woman-owned company in Golden, 
Colo.  A zero-waste, zero-energy 
facility. 720-982-7497.  
www.aspirecolo.com.

MERCHANDISE

LUNATEC Hydration Spray Bottle — 
A must for campers and outdoor 
enthusiasts. Cools, cleans and 
hydrates with mist, stream and 

shower patterns. Hundreds of 
uses. www.lunatecgear.com/
category/gear/.

LUNATEC Odor-free Dishcloths — are 
a must try. They stay odor-free, dry 
fast, are durable and don’t require 
machine washing. Try today. 
www.lunatecgear.com.

PROFESSIONAL SERVICES

ECA Geophysics —  We find ground-
water, buried debris and assist with 
new construction projects for a 
fraction of drilling costs. 208-501-
9984. www.ecageophysics.com.

Attorney Ad —  Criminal defense, 
code enforcement, water rights, 
mental health defense,  
resentencing. 530-918-6009.  
https://allisonmargolin.com.

PUBLICATIONS & BOOKS

Profiles in Courage: Standing Against 
the Wyoming Wind  —  Thirteen 
stories of extraordinary courage, 
including High Country News 
founder Tom Bell, Powder River Ba-
sin Resource Council director Lynn 
Dickey, Liz Cheney, People of Heart 
Mountain, the Wind River Indian 
Reservation and others, written by 
Rodger McDaniel.  
5mcdanielbooks.com. 
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Take a fully outfitted and guided multi-day mountain bike trip. 3-4 day  
San Rafael Swell or the White Rim Trail and the Maze in Canyonlands National Park. 

We also offer stargazing, yoga, hiking, and other specialty trips.  
Small-group charters of 8–12 people are available.

800-624-6323 • www.BikeRaft.com

20221228 High Country News ad.indd   1 12/28/22   6:10 PM

Have fun doing serious work to protect & preserve 
public lands for the health of all living things.

February Special
Become a new sustaining 
member and receive a 
t-shirt with our NEW logo. 

LEARN. EXPLORE. GROW. 
PROTECT.

www.greatoldbroads.org/give-to-join

Western Leaders Network

We unite, support, and cultivate pro-conservation local o�cials

We unite, support, and cultivate pro-conservation local o�cials

Western Leaders Network

We unite, support, and cultivate local and tribal o�cials

Western Leaders Network

Western Leaders Network

Western Leaders NetworkWestern Leaders Network

Harness your power of public  
office to address the climate 

crisis and protect our democracy.

Sign-up today at WesternLeaders.org
WLN is a non-partisan non-profit organization

REAL ESTATE FOR SALE & RENT

Cortez, Colo., lot for sale —  Historic 
tree-lined Montezuma Avenue, 
zoned neighborhood business. 
Build your dream house or busi-
ness right in the heart of town. 
$74,000. Southwest Realty. 
970-799-3458. MLS #799247.
 
Small hydroelectric plant — 
1.3 megawatt Federal Energy 
Regulatory Commission licensed 
hydroelectric station near Tay-

lorsville, California. Property is 
184 deeded acres surrounded by 
national forest. 970-901-6140.  
sollosenergy@gmail.com. https://
www.hydro-west.net/.

TOURS & TRAVEL

Canyonlands Field Institute —  Field 
seminars for adults in the natural 
and human history of the Colorado 
Plateau, with lodge and base camp 
options. Small groups, guest ex-
perts. 435-259-7750. cfimoab.org.
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THERE ARE AT LE AST  two things a 
historian should do in a book billed as an 
environmental history of capitalism: Center 
the environment, and demonstrate an under-
standing of capitalism. In his new book, 
Profit: An Environmental History, Mark Stoll 
does neither.

The text is massive in scope. It begins 
with the earliest genus of Homo sapiens and 
ends aboard Jeff Bezos’ private spacecraft, 
progressing through a series of vignettes of 
the merchants, inventors and entrepreneurs 
Stoll writes represent “the opening of … signif-
icant new stage(s) of capitalism.” However, 
the figures he chooses to highlight will be new 
to no one: Christopher Columbus, Andrew 
Carnegie and John D. Rockefeller, among 
others. 

Stoll, a professor of history at Texas 
Tech University, displays his expertise in the 
history of religion, commenting, for example, 
that Swedenborgianism and Scottish cultural 
norms shaped Carnegie’s career and noting 
that Bezos “may identify as Catholic.” It will 
not surprise readers to learn that the cultural 
and religious backgrounds of some of the 
world’s most prominent capitalists informed 
their views on both business and the environ-
ment, and Stoll makes no effort to decenter 
the human as he explores these connections. 
He may have set out to refashion himself as 
an environmental historian with this book, 
but he still relies on conventional, if not tired, 
methods from intellectual history.

Non-human actors and the natural 

environment are not the protagonists in Profit; 
the world’s mountain ranges, jungles and 
grasslands, all teeming with life, have no 
voice here. On the contrary, landscapes and 
non-human actors are rarely identified by 
name and more often referenced with plati-
tudes: Humans “transform ecosystems” and 

“extinguish species,” mining “scarred (the 
environment) for many generations,” and 
new transportation networks “accelerated 
exploitation of remote resources.” 

Just as non-human actors are denied a 
voice in Stoll’s text, so, too, are non-Western 
actors. From the outset, Stoll tells readers 
that Profit is a story of “the paths that led 
to, through, and out of (Western Europe and 
North America.)” But this framing does not 
justify his tendency to treat European actors 
as the producers of scientific knowledge 
and to discredit and subjugate non-West-
ern peoples, knowledge and cultures. For 
example, he writes that during the Industrial 
Revolution, “Western science and technology 
dazzled the globe with their successes and 
achievements, while leaders of poor coun-
tries everywhere envied (the West’s) power 
and prosperity.” 

At the same time, he is hesitant to blame 
Western actors for the damage they have done, 
writing that “the English became imperial-
ists almost by chance.” Similarly, he treats 
the environmental harms of capitalism as 

“accidents.” He details the Torrey Canyon oil 
spill and mentions various mine collapses 
and chemical plant explosions, but fails to 
see them as part of a pattern. 

Meanwhile, he glosses over the links 
between capitalism and imperialism. 
Corporate plantations like those that produce 
palm oil in Southeast Asia or timber in the 
Pacific Northwest merit no more than a 
couple of sentences, despite their being 
models par excellence of a system predicated 
on the accumulation of capital for capitalists 
at the expense of local ecologies and laborers. 

It is unsurprising, then, that the entire 
text is underpinned by the idea that capital-
ism is a system we “cannot live without.” But 
this is a confusing position for Stoll to take, as 
he also details the centuries of environmental 
devastation the system has wrought world-
wide — albeit with less care than he recounts 
the religious lineage of Scottish inventor 
James Watt, among other things. 

As he stumbles toward his conclusion, 

Stoll finally offers readers a villain: consumer 
capitalism, which he defines as “a super-
charged version of capitalism … premised on 
selling ever more goods and services at an 
ever-faster pace.” Still, he does not think we 
should do away with consumer capitalism, 
writing with unfounded alarmism that “if it 
slows or stops, dislocation, unemployment, 
unrest, and wars (will) plague the earth.” 

He suggests that consumer capitalism 
“needs to take a different path” and that it 
may already be doing so as people “transi-
tion from buying stuff to buying other things.” 
Stoll writes that consuming experiences 
rather than items may somehow help solve 
the problem of capitalism’s environmental 
destruction. Bafflingly, however, one of his 
examples of such an experience is a cruise. It’s 
difficult to imagine a more environmentally 
destructive experience than a fuel-guzzling, 
waste-belching floating vacation operated by 
corporations that skirt environmental regula-
tions with almost total impunity.

Not only does Stoll fail to put forward a 
coherent critique of capitalism or offer credi-
ble solutions to its problems, but he neglects 
to entertain alternative systems. He settles for 
briefly claiming that “twentieth-century state 
socialism stands thoroughly discredited.” (He 
does not do this himself.) He also devotes a 
few sentences to the subsistence communes 
popular in Oregon and California in the 1960s 
and ’70s, only to conclude that “almost none 

… lasted long.” His dismissal of them ignores 
the fact that they did not dwindle because 
they were inherently untenable but because 
capitalism made them so. He does not provide 
case studies of the communes or other alter-
native projects that have sought to reject 
capitalism and foster environmental and 
social justice. Perhaps if he had, Profit would 
be a richer text.  

By treating capitalism as something that 
cannot be overcome, Stoll does a disservice 
to the environment he ostensibly cares for 
through his work. Profit is a failure of imagi-
nation at a time, as Stoll himself demonstrates, 
that our world most needs the opposite.   

Life without 
capitalism 
A history of environmental 
exploitation fails to imagine  
an alternative.

BY MARIANNE DHENIN

REVIEW

Profit: An Environmental History 
Mark Stoll 
280 pages, hardcover: $35 
Polity Press, 2023
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JOAN DIDION DESCRIBED 
her creative process as an attempt 
to paint pictures with words. In 
her 1976 essay “Why I Write,” 
the journalist, essayist, novel-
ist, playwright and screenwriter 
said that she saw “pictures in my 
mind … images that shimmer 
around the edges.” Her goal was 
to decipher and document the 
object in the mist, as if pinning 
a moth to cardboard: “You don’t 
talk to many people and you keep 
your nervous system from short-
ing out and you try to locate the 
cat in the shimmer, the grammar 
in the picture.”

The exhibit “What She 
Means,” which occupies several 
rooms at the Hammer Museum 
in Los Angeles, tries to re- 
create the world as the doyenne 
of California literature saw it 

— to reconstitute the pictures 
in her mind. The exhibit’s title 
is inspired by a Didion quote 
that was also the title of her last 
collection of essays, Let Me Tell 
You What I Mean, published in 
2021. Exhibit co-curator Hilton 
Als, a Pulitzer Prize-winning 
critic at The New Yorker, wrote 
the introduction to that book 
and has become one of the most 
authoritative and vocal champi-
ons of Didion’s work. As a Black, 
queer East Coast intellectual who 
authored a book called White 
Girls, Als’ notes on the California-
born writer are also distinctively 
situated. He began working on 
this show in consultation with 

the author before her death in 
December 2021. The curator had 
to finish the tribute without its 
muse, an undoubtedly emotional 
task that had Als sweating as he 
walked journalists around the 
exhibit on opening night, trying 
to explain and express the woman 
who meant so much to him.

This is not the first exhibit 
that Als has dedicated to visually 
interpreting and re-creating the 
work of an author; he has also 
organized shows around James 
Baldwin and Toni Morrison. But 

“What She Means” is certainly the 
most prominent, opening less 
than a year after Didion’s death 
at age 87, at a time when both 
appreciations of — and attacks 
on — her importance have made 
her a posthumous cover girl. 

As it happens (one of Didion’s 
pet phrases), I’ve been working 
on a book about Didion myself. 
I’ve spent the last year immersed 
in her articles, books, movies 
and papers, interviewing family, 
friends, colleagues and acolytes. 
And so I walked into the exhibit 
with my own ideas of what she 
means. 

I took my 15 literary journal-
ism students, undergraduates 
and graduates, and many of them 
had trouble grasping the connec-
tion between the writer and the 
work on display. The exhibit was 
substantial, a welter of media and 
mediums. Was this art something 
that she made? (Mostly no, except 
for the magazine articles and films 

she wrote.) Was this art made 
about her? (Mostly no, except for 
a few photographs and one draw-
ing.) Was this art she collected? (No, 
though it included many artists 
whose work she did know, like 
and own.) Did she choose the art? 
(No, it was chosen by Als and his 
co-curator, Connie Butler.)

What this is is a sort of 
Didion diorama. The curators 
(Butler works at the Hammer) 
have wisely divided the exhibit 
into four themes, periods and 
places: “Holy Water: Sacramento-
Berkeley, 1934-56”; “Goodbye to 
All That: New York, 1956-63”; 

“The White Album: California, 
1964-88”; and “Sentimental 
Journeys: New York-Miami-
H o n o l u l u - S a n  S a l v a d o r, 
1988-2021.” Each room displays a 
few objects from Didion’s life: the 
family mantilla handed down to 
the fifth-generation Californian, 
childhood photographs, copies 
of Vogue from the years the young 
Didion worked there, posters for 
films she and her husband, John 
Gregory Dunne, wrote. Quotes 
from Didion and film clips of 

people and things she wrote 
about — John Wayne (a scene 
from Stagecoach), the sunset over 
the Pacific (an unfinished film by 
Andy Warhol), Eldridge Cleaver 

— place the viewer in the context 
that shaped the text. Alongside 
these objects are works of art by 
an impressive variety of talents — 
Diane Arbus, Glenn Ligon, Betye 
Saar — which are not directly tied 
to Didion’s work, but which show 
how other creators have worked 
with the same themes and mate-
rials. They are like collateral 
inspirations, the reason for their 
inclusion in the show some-
times transparent, sometimes 
whimsical.

In “Holy Water,” the bright 
earthen colors of a Wayne 
Thiebaud painting capture the 
fields and the delta region of 
Sacramento, where Didion was 
born and raised and where the 
painter taught. Below it, a giant 
chain twists and winds across 
the floor, an abstract serpentine 
evocation of River by Maren 
Hassinger; Didion learned to 
swim in the waterways of the 

42      HIGH COUNTRY NEWS  

The grammar in the picture
A Los Angeles exhibit reverse-engineers Joan Didion’s writing. 

BY EVELYN MCDONNELL

REVIEW

They are like collateral inspirations, 
the reason for their inclusion in 

the show sometimes transparent, 
sometimes whimsical.



Central Valley and was deathly 
afraid of snakes. The painting 
captures her childhood roots in 
Western pastoralism and pastoral 
Westerns; the sculpture evokes 
the exploitation of labor and land 
that she came to understand as 
the true heritage of the frontier. 

By following the chronology 
of Didion’s life, “What She Means” 
reveals the transformation of the 
California girl into the American 
woman — once you figure out the 
organizing premise and settle into 
the work. Maybe it’s because Als 
and I both worked at The Village 
Voice in the ’80s and ’90s, though 
we rarely interacted, or because we 

have both dug beneath Didion’s 
“greatest hits,” but it seemed to 
me that the exhibit homed in on 
what I consider to be Didion’s 
most overlooked works, includ-
ing the book Where I Was From, 
her essay “Some Women,” and her 
groundbreaking investigation of 
the Central Park jogger trial, titled 

“New York: Sentimental Journeys.” 
“What She Means” provides a 
timely corrective to some of the 
backlash bashing of “Saint Joan,” 
as Daphne Merkin mockingly 
called her. “What She Means” 
was not a show for acolytes seek-
ing talismans. That kind of show 
happened in November, at an 

estate auction whose outsized 
prices would have inspired some 
perfectly placed acerbic observa-
tions from Didion herself. Rather, 

“What She Means” offers a sympa-
thetically complex reimagining 
of one of the greatest stylists and 
most perceptive critics of the past 
century. 

Me, I lingered over the color 
photos taken by Henry Clarke 
at Didion’s house overlooking 
the Pacific Ocean in Malibu. 
Spices grow in rows of pots in the 
kitchen. Quintana Roo Dunne, 
Joan and John’s daughter, sits 
on the counter, as kids do. An old 
quilt hangs behind a piano. Soot 

blackens the white wall above the 
fireplace. It’s classic California 
Didion: a bucolic record of some 
of her most productive, envi-
able years and of the family that, 
decades later, Didion would 
lose almost all at once, in trage-
dies she documented in her 
final books, The Year of Magical 
Thinking and Blue Nights. 

“What She Means” may be too 
high-concept for some, too redo-
lent of insider baseball (which, as 
it happens, is the title of one of 
Didion’s great takedowns of U.S. 
politics). But if you focus on the 
shimmer, your own picture of 
Joan Didion may materialize.   
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The first room of “What She Means” depicts Sacramento and the surrounding area, where Joan Didion was born and raised. Maren Hassinger’s River runs 
through the room, much the way the American and Sacramento rivers run through the valley, while Amanda Williams’ It’s a Goldmine/Is the Gold Mine? alludes 
to the gold rush that changed the region forever. Courtesy of the Hammer Museum
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Maktak in Kaktovik, Alaska. Brian Adams

THE SEASONS OF UŊALAQŁIQ

An exploration of living in direct relationship 
with the land, water, plants and animals in and around Uŋalaqłiq.

A meal of many seasons
Native foods harvested throughout the year fill a family’s wintertime supper table. 

BY LAURELI IVANOFF



ANY TIME  I ask Timm, my husband, if he 
wants nikipiaq for supper, he says yes. On a 
recent Sunday, the northeast wind blew cold 
Arctic air against our home, the woodstove 
crackled steady all day, and I wanted Native 
food. The entire spread, shared with my Dad 
and my brother’s family, is a meal made up of 
fare gathered, plucked or hunted throughout 
the year, and harvested for nights like this. 

Timm was at the kitchen island, cutting 
clean the surface of a block of beluga maktak 
the size of his hand. We saw the motion- 
sensing light turn on outside. It was Dad 
showing up for supper, his footsteps crunch-
ing loud on the snow on the hollow deck. Our 
son, Henning, promptly squealed and ran to 
hide. The door opened. 

“Where’s my mon?” Dad said, using his 
nickname for Henning as he smiled and 
looked around for him. As fast as he had run 
to hide, Henning ran out again, laughing, to 
give his Papa a hug. 

“I put three trout on your deck,” Dad 
said as he peeled off his jacket. “They’re 
not real big, but they’re good sized.” On any 
non-windy, not-too-cold day, Dad drives 
his snow machine eight or so miles up the 
Unalakleet River to spend the day jigging for 
Dolly Varden trout through the ice. 

The light outside turned on again.
“There’s Uncle and Auntie,” I said to 

Henning.
My brother, Fred Jay, and his wife, Yanni, 

took off their boots and jackets, then walked 
into the kitchen carrying a plastic food stor-
age container full of bowhead maktak and a 
gallon-sized Ziploc bag of dried pink salmon.

In Unalakleet, we aren’t bowhead whale 
hunters, as the large whales do not migrate 
through the shallow ocean waters of the 
Norton Sound. But my brother is adept at 
trading with acquaintances on St. Lawrence 
Island, where they have long traditions of 
hunting the 60-foot whales, and he always 
seems to have the maktak in his freezer — 
maktak valued both because of our own 
inability to harvest the rich food and for its 
mild flavor. He trades dried pink salmon for 
the prize. 

Our table was set with two ulus, several 
small bowls and saucers for seal oil, and 
five deconstructed cracker and cereal boxes, 
which would serve simultaneously as cutting 
boards and oil-soaking plates. Timm and Fred 
Jay picked up the ulus to cut the three Dollies 

from the porch into bite-sized pieces. We 
loaded our cardboard plates with dried fish, 
dried ugruk meat, bowhead maktak, carrots, 
boiled potatoes we’d harvested from our 
garden last fall, quaq, or frozen fish, and other 
picked-from-the-land-and-water delights. 

“Ooh, popped eggs,” Fred Jay said when 
he noticed the large bowl full of butter- 
yellow steamed eggs we’d taken from herring 
bellies last spring. The herring had arrived 
back in May, after the ice was gone. Just like 
every spring, we’d boated 18 miles down the 
coast, to the black, volcanic-rock shores of 
Shorty Cove, to harvest the eggs they’d laid 
on kelp. But the herring hadn’t yet spawned. 
The silvery fish were stacked on top of one 
another, three feet out from the edge of the 
beach, the females eager to release their eggs 
and the males their milt. 

So we picnicked in the warm sunshine, 
then collected their eggs a different way. My 
cousin Allen scooped his dip net, usually used 
for silver salmon fishing, into the cold ocean 
water and piled herring into a small, gray 
fishing tub. Timm and I sorted the still-wrig-
gling fish. We threw the live males back into 
the ocean. The females with full bellies we 
grabbed with both hands and literally popped 
open their swollen bodies to harvest the rich, 
sticky eggs inside — a carnival-like chore that 
leaves your face tacky with sea water and your 
hands covered in a layer of gummy eggs that 
even soap can’t remove. We gathered the eggs 
in a clean, white one-gallon bucket and placed 
the spent bodies back in the water to nourish 
the ocean. Once home, we vacuum sealed the 
eggs in quart-sized bags, the perfect amount 
for a meal.

Two days later, our family boated back 
down to Shorty Cove to harvest black trash 
bags full of eggs the herring had spawned 
since the last time we were there, translu-
cent dots thickly coating the green fingers 
of seaweed that clung to the rock shore. The 
eggs pop between your teeth like Pop Rocks 

candy, and the seaweed embedded inside the 
thick layers of eggs adds flavor and rich nutri-
ents. The night we had my family over for 
dinner, offering both spawned-on-seaweed 
and popped herring eggs felt like indulgent 
dining, like ordering both French fries and 
onion rings with a burger.  

“There’s tukaiyuks, too,” I said, making 
sure everyone got some greens to go with their 
protein and starch. Placing tukaiyuks on my 
plate, I sprinkled a bit of salt on the oily, still 
fresh-looking leaves. 

My plate full, I used my thumb and 
forefinger to squeeze a few leaves of the parsley- 
flavored tukaiyuk into a cold piece of quaq, 
the tips of my fingers covered in seal oil — my 
favorite combination. The meat wasn’t frozen 
solid, making it smooth and easy to chew. The 
salt on the greens rounded out the flavors of 
herbed fish and soul-calming oil. 

On my cardboard plate was a small pile 
of thinly sliced, half-inch pieces of bowhead 
whale maktak. I dribbled a small amount of 
soy sauce and a smaller amount of chili garlic 
sauce onto the pale pink fat and black skin 
and savored my first bite. The fat was tender 
and buttery, the skin chewy and firm. Closing 
my eyes, I enjoyed the combination of salt, 
spice and fat, and went back for more. 

After crunching on herring eggs and 
carrots and filling up with dried ugruk meat, 
I noticed that everyone was slowing down, so 
I got up to start the kettle and pull out the tea. 
A quart-sized Ziploc bag of frozen salmonber-
ries thawed on the counter. We had picked 
them in July, after driving our four-wheeler to 
tundra just above the tidal flats that lie down 
the hill from our home. I dumped the orange, 
tangy, not-quite-thawed berries into a bowl, 
and, as I chopped and separated them with a 
fork, I smiled. All throughout my childhood, 
I heard my mom or my grandma chop frozen 
berries after a nourishing meal of nikipiaq. 
It felt good to do this simple, loving act, just 
like them.        

I dribbled a small amount of soy sauce and a 
smaller amount of chili garlic sauce onto the 

pale pink fat and black skin  
and savored my first bite.
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CALIFORNIA

The “City of Love” — San Fran-
cisco — seems like the last place 
you’d expect to find “killer police 
robots” surveilling the streets. 
Yet, in December, the San Fran-
cisco Board of Supervisors voted 
to allow armed bots to join the 
police department’s bomb dis-
posal arsenal. Not surprisingly, 
everyone who has ever watched 
Black Mirror — or any of a hun-
dred other dystopian sci-fi mov-
ies — objected. Ars Technica 
reports that 44 community and 
civil rights groups, including 
the ACLU, signed a letter say-
ing: “There is no basis to believe 
that robots toting explosives 
might be an exception to police 
overuse of deadly force. Using 
bombs that are designed to dis-
arm bombs to instead deliver 
them is a perfect example of 
this pattern of escalation, and of 
the militarization of the police 
force.” The Board of Supervi-
sors quickly backtracked and 
banned the use of lethal robots, 
at least for now. Does everyone 
feel safer?

NEW MEXICO

It was an old-fashioned treasure 
hunt that inspired podcasts 
(“Missed Fortune”), books (Chas-
ing the Thrill) and numerous 
articles, not to mention specu-
lation and a lot of controversy. 
What is a treasure chest worth 
today, anyway? Some unlucky 
seekers paid for this one with 
their lives. In 2010, Forrest Fenn, 
a Santa Fe art dealer and author, 
buried his trove somewhere in 
the Rocky Mountains, with the 
only clue being a 24-line poem, 
and the hunt began. “One man 
served time in prison for dig-
ging up graves at Yellowstone 
National Park,” Outside report-
ed, while “five people died while 
looking for the cache.” Jack 
Stuef, a 32-year-old medical 
student from Michigan, finally 

found Fenn’s trove in 2020 and 
sold it to Tesouro Sagrado Hold-
ings LLC; Dallas-based Heritage 
Auctions then auctioned the 
contents off. Highlights include 
a 549-gram Alaskan gold nugget 
that sold for a whopping $55,200; 
a Diquis/Greater Chiriqui frog 
pendant from Costa Rica or Pan-
ama, circa 700-1000 A.D.; and 
a gold pectoral from Colombia, 
200-600 A.D., among 476 oth-
er items, including gold jewelry 
and coins. The most unusual 
item? Fenn’s 20,000-word auto-
biography, printed in text so 
tiny it required a magnifying 
glass to decipher. Fenn’s 2010 
memoir, The Thrill of the Chase, 
explained that he included the 
autobiography — sealed in a 
glass jar — “because maybe the 
lucky finder would want to know 

a little about the foolish person 
who abandoned such an opulent 
cache.” The manuscript sold 
for $48,000. Altogether, the 476 
items brought in $1,307,946 — 
enough to buy a lot of frog pen-
dants. But let’s hope the goods 
aren’t under a curse. We’ve all 
seen that movie, too.

OREGON

An Oregon couple, Phillip and 
Rachel Ridgeway, became 
the proud parents of twins, a 
boy and a girl, on Oct. 31, abc-
7news reported. Healthy 
twins are always a good 
cause for celebration, but 
what makes this birth extra- 
celebratory is the babies’ origin 
story. It’s more than a skosh 
on the unusual side: The twins 
came from frozen embryos that 

were donated 30 years ago, on 
April 22, 1992. That means that 
this particular miracle of life 
involved embryos that were 
submerged in liquid nitrogen at 
200 degrees below zero for three 
decades inside a “device that 
looks much like a propane tank,” 
and stored in a West Coast facil-
ity before being transferred to 
the National Embryo Donation 
Center in Knoxville, Tennessee, 
in 2007 — meaning the embry-
os were 30 years old before they 
were even born. As Phillip Ridge-
way put it, “I was 5 years old 
when God gave life to Lydia and 
Timothy, and he’s been preserv-
ing that life ever since.” 

ARIZONA

Nice try, buddy! The Arizona 
Department of Public Safety 
tweeted a photo of a vehicle 
whose rather “Seusspicious- 
looking” passenger bore a strik-
ing resemblance to the legend-
ary green goblin that almost 
ruined Whoville’s Christmas 
once upon a time. Turns out 
the driver used the carpool lane 
with an inflatable Grinch as his 
passenger, UPI reported. Offi-
cials said they appreciated the 
driver’s “festive flair,” but that 
didn’t stop them from citing 
him for an HOV violation. 

IDAHO

The Boise Bicycle Project made 
580 kids happy by giving them 
their very own set of wheels. 

“Our goal is to make sure that 
everyone, regardless of income, 
has access to a bicycle and safe 
places to ride,” Boise Bicycle 
Project founder and Executive 
Director Jimmy Hallyburton 
said. KTVB7 reported that 200 
volunteers helped to customize 
donated bikes based on the kids’ 
specifications. To date, the Boise 
Bicycle Project has given away 
over 10,000 bikes and shows no 
sign of hitting the brakes.   
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Heard Around the West 
Tips about Western oddities are appreciated and often 

shared in this column. Write heard@hcn.org.

BY TIFFANY MIDGE | ILLUSTRATION BY ARMANDO VEVE
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N E W  E X H I B I T I O N

OPENS JANUARY 28

highdesertmuseum.org

MADE POSSIBLE BY WITH SUPPORT FROM

Oregon Heritage 
Commission

Earn your MFA or MA in Creative Writing
with an emphasis in Nature Writing 

Western Colorado University’s low residency 
graduate writing program is established on the 
core belief that writing can be an agent of change.

Our award-winning faculty includes: 
Director Laura Pritchett, CMarie Fuhrman, 
Ana Maria Spagna, Karen Auvinen, 
Steve Coughlin, and a host of guest speakers 
from the environmental writing world.

LEARN MORE:   www.western.edu/mfa  |  #writewhereyoulive

Ready to step it up?
BECOME A BROADBAND LEADER!

Wilderness Advocacy
Leadership Training
March 27–31, 2023
Santa Fe, New Mexico
Join us for a free 5-day advocacy  
training to learn how to take a 
leadership role in the protection 
of public lands and waters.

APPLY BY FEBRUARY 20
http://bit.ly/BroadsTrain

www.greatoldbroads.org • 970-385-9577
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YASSINE DIBOUN
Business owner and endurance athlete
Portland, Oregon

I’ve been sober for 18 years now, but I 
always try to stay on the front lines so I 
don’t get complacent. I try to help folks 
who struggle with substance addiction 
redirect that energy into something 
positive, like movement, running and 
fitness. Getting outside and getting moving 
on a regular basis should be a regular part 
of your life for as long as you live. 

Cultivating a community is like a garden: 
Year after year, if you keep adding things 
and taking care of it, eventually the soil is 
going to become really healthy, and you’re 
going to have animals and insects coming 
in, and it’s going to be this harmonious 
garden that is bountiful. Connecting with 
others and putting yourself out there can 
open up a whole life that you never even 
dreamed of.

119 Grand Avenue

PO Box 1090

Paonia, CO 81428
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