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EDITOR’S NOTE CONTRIBUTORS

An accumulation 
of stories

IF YOU’VE BEEN READING  High Country News for a 
while — or for any time at all — you likely know at least part 
of our story. We were founded in Lander, Wyoming, in 1970, 
then migrated south to western Colorado in 1983, eventually 
opening an office in a former feedstore in the small town of 
Paonia. Though our staff now lives and works all over the 
West and beyond, Paonia remains our mailing address. It’s 
also where this publication — and more than a few of its past 
and present staffers — did a lot of growing up.

Paonia and the surrounding North Fork Valley taught 
many of us, including me, not to romanticize the West: 
Though I still consider the North Fork the most beautiful 
place I’ve ever lived, I lived there long enough to know 
that, like most places, it is both welcoming and exclu-
sive, fortunate and impoverished, sunlit and shadowed. 
It taught me that even the smallest place can be layered 
with stories, and that each story changes with time and 
its teller.

For me — and, I suspect, for many of us who think we 
know the North Fork Valley — Trent Davis Bailey’s 
haunting photographs in this issue are both familiar and 
disorienting. There’s no mistaking that light, or those 
ridgelines. And yet Bailey’s experience of the valley is not 
quite my experience of the valley, nor is it anyone else’s. 
To see a place through another’s eyes is, in a sense, to see 
it anew.

The complexity of place has special historical significance 
in Jaclyn Moyer’s feature about Letitia Carson, a Black 
woman who came to Oregon from Missouri in 1845 and, 
despite the new territory’s Black-exclusion laws, home-
steaded there for the next 40 years. The land Carson lived 
on near present-day Corvallis, Oregon, was storied long 
before she arrived, and has acquired new stories since. 
Now, the inheritors of all those stories are debating how 
best to commemorate them.

I’m delighted to report that HCN Editor-in-Chief Jennifer 
Sahn has returned from leave, and that you’ll hear from 
her in our next issue. It’s been an honor to serve as your 
acting editor-in-chief for the past nine months; I look 
forward to all the stories to come.

—Michelle Nijhuis, HCN contributing editor

Trent Davis Bailey is a photographer born and based in Colorado 
whose work pulls from personal resonances of loss, trauma, family 
and geography, particularly as they relate to ecology, place, memory 
and time. Instagram: @trentdavisbailey

Leland Cheuk is an award-winning author of three books of fiction, 
most recently No Good Very Bad Asian. His writing has appeared in 
The Washington Post, The Boston Globe, San Francisco Chronicle, 
NPR and Salon, among other outlets.

Miles W. Griffis is a journalist and essayist based in Southern 
California. 

Karen Holmberg’s award-winning poetry collections are The 
Perseids and Axis Mundi. Her young adult novel The Collagist is 
forthcoming from Fitzroy/Regal House in 2024. She teaches at 
Oregon State University. 

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

Aaron Marin is a mixed-media collage artist and children’s litera-
ture illustrator living and working in upstate New York. 

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

Jaclyn Moyer lives in Corvallis, Oregon, with her partner and two 
young children. She is the author of On Gold Hill, forthcoming from 
Beacon Press in 2024.

Nhatt Nichols is a graphic journalist in Port Townsend, 
Washington. She primarily writes about forests, food and rural 
policy; you can find her work in Civil Eats, The Daily Yonder and 
Edible Magazine.  Instagram: @nhatt_attack_comics

Michelle Nijhuis is a contributing editor of High Country News 
and the author of Beloved Beasts: Fighting for Life in an Age of 
Extinction.

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

Taylar Dawn Stagner is an editorial intern for the Indigenous 
Affairs desk at High Country News. A writer and audio journalist, she 
is Arapaho and Shoshone and covers racism, rurality and gender.

Kori Suzuki is a Japanese American photographer and multimedia 
journalist currently based in Berkeley, California. His work focuses 
on climate change, housing and identity. 

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

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
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ON THE COVER
Izzi and Cece, Hotchkiss, Colorado, 
2013. Trent Davis Bailey

Elsa Applen Aycock, a player in the 
Ohtani basketball program, takes a shot 
during a practice scrimmage in Berkeley, 

California. Kori Suzuki / HCN
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THE ‘DELUSION’ OF DISCOVERY 
“The illusion of discovery” (May 
2023) — Michelle Nijhuis’ ed-
itor’s note — has haunted me 
since I read it. The “Doctrine of 
Discovery” brings it all into per-
spective of what emboldened 
individuals to violate and com-
pletely disregard Indigenous 
rights. This article opened up 
how this got started, and now I 
can see more clearly how we got 
to where we are.

Thanks to the Doctrine of 
Discovery, we have a shameful 
blot on our history and a daunt-
ing task to work through and 
remedy actions that unfortu-
nately should have never hap-
pened.
Al Dorow
Seattle, Washington

TODAY’S FORECAST: EXTINCTION

As temperatures continue to 
climb, fewer and fewer places 
will be safe from global warm-
ing’s calamitous effects (“Seek-
ing sanctuary,” May 2023). And 
many species might suffer the 
same fate as the woolly mam-
moth did. 
@Milw_Mac_Guy 
via Twitter

THE RIGHTS OF RIVERS

Ruxandra Guidi poses “the” 
question in “The spirit of the 
Rillito” (May 2023): “What if we 
sought to secure the same rights 
for nonhuman beings that we 
do for people?” Her short but 
excellent essay made me think 
of how the Cuyahoga River in 
Ohio has caught fire more than 
once because it was so polluted. 
It reminded me of another story 
HCN ran about the government 
of New Zealand passing legisla-
tion actually giving rivers rights. 
It was probably the most pro-
gressive thing I’ve ever heard 
of. If we have any real chance 
at sustainability, we need to an-
swer her question.
David Poling
Grand Junction, Colorado

THEY ARE THE WEST, TOO

We enjoy the  back covers that 
show the diversity of our fel-
low humans (#iamthewest). We 
think it would be a good place 
to show off our other residents 
and neighbors, like the mag-
pies, frogs, coyotes, wolves, elk, 
bison, whitebark pines, mule 
deer, cottonwood, salmon and 
cutthroat trout. The West would 

not be the West without them — 
our creeping, crawling, flying, 
leaping, growing family. 
David and Mary Dudley
Ola, Idaho

REVEALING GLEN CANYON

I wanted to take a moment to 
thank you for the article “Glen 
Canyon Revealed” by Craig 
Childs (February 2023). It 
was an amazing article, very 
eye-opening, to say the least. I 
live in southern Idaho, close to 
the Snake River. Even though 
this is the desert, there is also 
a lot of farming, because of the 
water. It is really sad to see what 
the lack of water — or even too 
much — can do to an area.
Alisa Molt via Facebook

MORE NUTS-AND-BOLTS 

EXPLAINERS

It’s a huge relief finally to see 
a concise nuts-and-bolts piece 
with bold graphics showing how 
much energy solar panels on 
the flat roofs of big-box stores 
could produce, along with the 
benefits of covering California’s 
aqueducts with solar panels 
(“Save public lands: Put solar on 
Walmart,” February 2023).

I’ve been searching for a 
simple, clear, trustworthy com-
parison of the costs/benefits of 
the primary sources of clean, 
safe, readily accessible energy. 
I’d love to see this approach for 
a rational analysis of solar, wind, 
biomass that includes the em-
bodied carbon costs.

This two-page spread 
should be reprinted and offered 
to lawmakers, teachers, city 
planners, architects, contrac-
tors — all those concerned with 
the fastest, most efficient, least 
costly way to address the cli-
mate crisis.
Charlene M. Woodcock 
Berkeley, California

CONSERVATIVES LIVE HERE, TOO

I fear that HCN has turned bold-
ly to the left and too often leaves 
out the perspective of the many 
conservatives who do live and 
work in the West. Many of these 
conservatives are people  that 
renewable energy  and trans-
mission developers must deal 
with. It is important in our po-
larized world to make sure we 
are talking to each other.  My 
concern is that HCN might be 
dismissed as “elitist” by people 
we need to deal with.
Tom Hiester
Kingston, Washington

THE WHOLE WEST

I have to say I absolutely love 
that you have so many stories 
about Indigenous issues and 
racial politics in the West. My 
friends and I used to joke that 
your paper, as much as we loved 
it, was “For WHITE people who 
care about the West.” But now, 
with Native voices and non-
white Westerners represented 
throughout, it is so much better, 
so much richer, so much more 
meaningful.  Thank you for 
making that change, especially 
in the face of all the pushback 
from white subscribers (and 
even former editors) who think 
that white folks’ version of what 
constitutes news about the land 
and communities we love is all 
that should be covered. I am re-
newing and donating.

But please, never, and I 
mean NEVER, send me an issue 
wrapped in plastic again.
Linda Kenoyer
Livingston, Montana

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.

LETTERS

CORRECTION
In “The spirit of the Rillito” (May 2023), we mistakenly referred to 
Natalie Avalos’ paternal grandmother as her maternal grandmother. 
We regret the error.



WHEN WINTER DESCENDS 
upon the Northern United States, 
deep snow blankets the boreal 
forest for months on end. It’s a 
stark season, but that very harsh-
ness helps lynx out-hunt other 
predators. These elusive felids, 
which caterwaul during mating 
season like Taylor Swift super-
fans with front-row seats, grow 
shaggy gray winter coats, blend-
ing into the landscape. With 
long hind legs and large furry 
feet, they bound across the snow, 
pursuing snowshoe hares where 
other predators tend to posthole.

Canada lynx in the U.S. 
live at the southern end of the 
species’ range, and they depend 
on forests that are increasingly 
affected by climate change. 
One of their most important 
habitats in the West is north-
ern Montana’s Glacier National 
Park, created in the early 1900s 
after the United States starved 
and massacred the region’s 
Indigenous peoples, including 
the Blackfeet Nation. Today, 
the Blackfeet Nation’s reser-
vation land, which covers 1.5 
million acres to the east of the 
park, includes lynx habitat. 
Faced with warming tempera-
tures and changing snowpacks, 
the nation has begun develop-
ing a climate adaptation plan 
to try to conserve habitat for 
species including the Canada 
lynx. Because Glacier prohibits 
mining, logging and other land-
scape-fracturing endeavors, the 
park could also become a refuge 
for lynx as the West becomes 
drier and hotter. 

But studying the region’s 
lynx is difficult. In other places, 
winter offers a chance to track 
lynx by following their prints in 
the snow, but most of Glacier’s 
roads and trails are impassible 
in winter.

Now, according to a study 
in The Journal of Wildlife 
Management, researchers have 

found a way to track the park’s 
lynx in the summer. Using 
motion-sensitive trail cameras, 
biologists have identified lynx 
by the patterns on their inner 
legs. This technique will help 
researchers learn which habi-
tats lynx use, how close to one 
another they live and how they 
are responding to climate change. 

It “gives us this baseline 
information for lynx populations 
in Glacier Park,” Alissa Anderson, 
a biologist who led this study 
for her graduate research at 
Washington State University, 
said. Anderson monitored 
cameras on most of the park’s 
trails over four summers, chang-
ing out memory cards and 
making sure the cameras hadn’t 

been mangled by curious bears. 
One summer, she collected 
data in the park’s southeastern 
section using paired cameras, 
which took pictures of passing 
lynx from both sides. This setup 
made it easier to capture their 
unique inner-leg markings. From 
those photos, she estimated that 
about 50 lynx live in the park. 

Camera traps are far less 
intrusive than other types of 
monitoring, which can involve 
piercing the ears of wide-eyed 
kittens or collaring individuals to 
track them using GPS. “It doesn’t 
bother them, doesn’t alter their 
behavior. They are already using 
the trails,” Anderson said.

This approach is also easier 
on the biologists. “I basically 

spent the summer hiking,” she 
added.

Stan Boutin, a boreal ecol-
ogist who has studied lynx in 
Canada’s southwest Yukon for 
more than 30 years, said the 
method is a “real breakthrough.” 
The 50-lynx estimate is rough, 
using only one year of data for 
a species that follows a boom-
and-bust survival pattern linked 
to snowshoe hare population 
cycles. Still, it’s a “very good first 
approximation,” Boutin said. 

Camera traps could prove 
transformative for under-
standing lynx’s vulnerability 
to climate change, which has 
been missing from previous 
assessments by the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service. In 2017, the 
agency attempted to remove 
federal Canada lynx protections 
after looking at threats to the 
species only until the middle 
of the century, a time frame 
too narrow to include the most 
severe climate change impacts.

Dan Thornton, a wildlife 
ecologist at Washington State 
University and Anderson’s 
research advisor, said one 
concern is that changing snow 
texture could cost lynx their 
winter advantage over general-
ist predators.

“If there are more rain-on-
snow events that lead to changes 
in density of snow, making it 
harder and more compact, that 
will likely result in increased 
ability of other species to get 
up in those environments,” 
Thornton said. At the very least, 
lynx may contend with a world in 
which boreal forests move north 
and upslope, and snowshoe 
hares become harder to come 
by. Lynx’s long leaps and giant 
paws will take them only so far 
in a warming future.   

In “On the move,” Maya L. Kapoor 
writes about how the climate crisis 
is shifting life in the West.
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Where the wildcats go  
As the climate changes, biologists find new ways 
to track the elusive Canada lynx.

BY MAYA L. KAPOOR | ILLUSTRATION BY XULIN

ON THE MOVE
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IN EARLY MARCH,  five hours into a markup 
hearing in the House Natural Resources 
Committee, a conversation about an energy 
bill evolved into an existential half-hour 
debate on “meaningful tribal consultation.” 
It began when Rep. Mary Peltola, D-Alaska, 
introduced an amendment to add consulta-
tion language to the bill, though she assured 
the Republican-controlled committee that 
she had no “delusions that the amendment 
is going to pass.” 

Republican Rep. Harriet Hageman, the 
chair of the Subcommittee on Indian and 
Insular Affairs and Wyoming’s sole House 
member, argued against it, prompting a ques-
tion from Rep. Ed Case, D-Hawai’i: “As the 
chair of our subcommittee of jurisdiction, I ask 
whether you generally are supportive of some 
obligation of including Indigenous peoples in 
our country in decisions affecting them?” 

“It depends on the context,” Hageman 
responded, adding that the National 
Environmental Protection Act already 
includes consultation. 

Hageman, who defeated Liz Cheney in 
the 2022 primaries to claim her first term in 
Congress, was tapped to chair the subcommit-
tee in February by Bruce Westerman, R-Ark, 
chair of the House Committee on Natural 

Resources. Hageman, who will help deter-
mine the House agenda for tribal interests for 
the next two years, exemplifies how political 
divisions can become blurry and allegiances 
nuanced when they concern Indian Country. 
While Hageman’s record in Indian Country 
is sparse, she says she supports tribal sover-
eignty, and both Hageman and Westerman 
agree that tribes would be better at managing 
lands than federal agencies. But her vision is 
distinctly conservative, with a preference for 
small government. 

“The resources and the authority ought 
to be with the (government) closest to the 
people. And that applies, whether it is to 
tribal lands or tribal governments or the state 
of Wyoming,” Hageman told High Country 
News in April. Her political agenda, she 
said, has “always been to take power out of 
Washington, D.C., and return it to the people 
who actually make the decisions.”

SINCE HER APPOINTMENT,  Hageman 
has prioritized hearings on tribal economic 
development and health care. In February, 
she introduced a bill with bipartisan support 
that would allow tribes to lease their trust 
land for 99 years instead of the current 25 
years, a limitation that can hinder long-term 
investment and development. Speaking with 
HCN, Hageman lamented what she described 
as “a Third World situation” in tribal commu-
nities, adding that too much funding goes to 
bureaucrats in D.C. 

While Hageman is a vocal supporter of 
former President Donald Trump, there are 
similarities between her views on tribal 
autonomy and those of the Biden admin-
istration. Interior Secretary Deb Haaland 
(Laguna Pueblo) has actively advocated for 
tribal nations to assume more authority in 
managing ancestral lands.

“Politics makes for odd bedfellows, as 
the saying goes,” said Torivio Fodder (Taos 
Pueblo), who manages the Indigenous 
Governance Program at the University of 
Arizona’s Native Nations Institute. “You’ve 
got someone who’s rather conservative who’s 
very interested in returning local control over 
some of these lands, away from D.C., back to 
the people who live there. And that policy is 
actually eminently consistent with what the 
Biden administration is advocating in terms 
of tribes and co-stewardship.”

But Hageman and the admin- 

istration have major differences on land- 
management authority. Together with 
her party, she opposes Obama and Biden’s 
establishment of national monuments, 
even though some have included tribal co- 
management. Previously, as a litigator in 
private practice, she led Wyoming’s legal 
opposition to the Clinton-era Roadless Rule, 
which protects some national forest from 
development, logging and other activities. 

Prior to her subcommittee appointment, 
Hageman’s main professional experience 
with tribal issues seems to have occurred 
when she represented a Wyoming irrigation 
district after its manager flooded parts of the 
Wind River Reservation by illegally insert-
ing four dikes in the Wind River, according 
to a report by Accountable US, a progressive 
watchdog organization. A judge ruled that 
the district, represented by Hageman, had 
to restore the land and river. Then-Northern 
Arapaho Chairman Dean Goggles applauded 
the decision, calling the flooding a “violation 
of tribal sovereignty.” 

The Accountable report also noted that the 
New Civil Liberties Alliance, which Hageman 
joined in 2019 as a senior litigation counsel, has 
filed multiple briefs in opposition to the Indian 
Child Welfare Act over the past few years. At a 
natural resource conference in 2017, Hageman 
presented just before anti-tribal sovereignty 
activist Elaine Willman as one of just a handful 
of speakers. In response to follow-up questions 
about the report’s findings, a spokesperson for 
Hageman said in a written statement that “her 
goals and the issues of today do not include 
discussing a previous election cycle, a speaker 
who just happened to appear at the same semi-
nar in 2017, or legal cases from her time in 
private practice.” 

Hageman, whose father, Jim, was a 
longtime state legislator, did not make it a 
priority to schedule any meetings on the 
Wind River Reservation during her campaign 
for Congress. Last fall, Hageman ran against 
Democratic Party candidate Lynnette Grey 
Bull, an enrolled member of the Northern 
Arapaho Tribe who is believed to be the first 
Indigenous person in the state’s history to run 
for its House seat. Grey Bull invited Hageman 
to debate but never heard from her campaign. 
“Even through email, or phone calls — there’s 
been absolutely nothing,” Grey Bull told HCN 
in March. 

During the 2020 race, Wyoming’s 

Is Harriet  
Hageman an 
ally of Indian 
Country? 
The rookie congresswoman says she 
wants to advance tribal autonomy.

BY ANNA V. SMITH &  
TAYLAR DAWN STAGNER

REPORTAGE
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then-congresswoman, Liz Cheney, debated 
Grey Bull in person. Grey Bull said she 
respected that Cheney took the time, even 
though she voted against reauthorizing 
the Violence Against Women Act, whose 
altered version included funds to address 
the epidemic of Missing and Murdered 
Indigenous Persons. During her three terms, 
Cheney worked regularly with the Northern 
Arapaho to secure better funding for tribal 
programs, and in the 2022 primaries, 
during her run against Hageman, Cheney 
campaigned on the Wind River Reservation 
and earned the endorsement of the Northern 
Arapaho Tribe. 

Though Hageman had not previously 
worked with tribal nations, she was appointed 
as the subcommittee chair because of her 
“sharp mind,” familiarity with Western 
issues and leadership abilities, Westerman 
told HCN. “It was somewhat taking a chance, 
to put a freshman in that position. But I’m 
very happy that I did that, because she is just 

really knocking it out of the park with the 
work that she’s doing.” Jim King, a recently 
retired professor of political science at the 
University of Wyoming, said that the fact 
that Hageman was from Wyoming, where the 
Wind River Reservation is located, made her 
an easy candidate. “It’s not always a situation 
where someone has a history of direct rela-
tionships with the topics that come before the 
committees,” he said. “As long as it’s a part 
of the representative’s constituency, that’s 
going to be a close enough link.” 

In mid-April, Hageman met with the 
Eastern Shoshone Business Council to 
discuss policy priorities for the Wind River 
Reservation. The same day, for the first time 
since announcing her campaign, Hageman 
sat down with the Northern Arapaho 
Business Council, led by Chairman Lloyd 
Goggles, to discuss water infrastructure 
and public safety. Goggles said he felt posi-
tive about the meeting and looks forward to 
working with Hagemen in the future. “When 

I go into these meetings, I think the best way 
is just go into it with an open mind,” he said.

 
 ULTIMATELY, PELTOLA WAS RIGHT:  Her 
amendment on tribal consultation did not 
pass; Hageman and her fellow Republicans 
voted against it. During Case and Hageman’s 
back-and-forth, Case pressed her on tribal 
consultation.

“I’m trying to get myself to a level of 
comfort as to whether the subcommittee 
chair does, generally, believe that Indigenous 
peoples are owed some general inclusion in 
the decisions that affect them,” Case said.

“And I’m saying they already are,” 
Hageman said. “Everyone in the United 
States is allowed to participate.”   

Wyoming Republican Rep. Harriet Hageman, 
chair of the Subcommittee on Indian and Insular 
Affairs, at the House Natural Resources Committee 
organizational meeting this February.  
Francis Chung / Politico via AP Images
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IN A WALNUT CREEK, CALIFORNIA, 
community gym, cheers from the bleachers 
mingled with the beat of basketballs against 
hardwood floors. Ohtani and Diablo, two 
teams of high school students, squared off 
on a winter’s Saturday night. On the sideline, 
Ohtani coach Eiji Kinoshita watched as his 
son, Kai, raced down the court.

It was a familiar scene for Kinoshita, 
who had lapped similar courts hundreds of 
times himself. He’d spent Saturdays play-
ing basketball in tiny gyms across Northern 

California since 1971. The Kinoshita family 
had just moved from San Francisco to the 
tiny port city of Richmond when their neigh-
bors, the Kowadas, asked Eiji, who was in 
third grade, to join their local Japanese 
American basketball league, which had been 
around for over 20 years. Kinoshita spent his 
childhood and a good fraction of his adult 
life on the team. He grew tall, made lifelong 
friends, strengthened his Buddhist faith and 
formed a lasting connection to his Japanese 
American identity. “It was all because of 

Ohtani basketball,” he told me.
Now Kinoshita, with white- and gray-

streaked hair, was still at a basketball court 
on a Saturday night. 

For generations, teams like Kinoshita’s 
have met in gyms across the state to compete 
and carry on the long tradition of Japanese 
American basketball leagues in California. 
At its height, Northern California had more 
than 200 teams, from Sacramento to the San 
Fernando Valley. The leagues served as a 
sanctuary where community members could 
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For Ohtani basketball,  
a hard-fought season 
Housing costs and the pandemic threaten  
a Japanese American tradition.

TEXT AND PHOTOS BY KORI SUZUKI

REPORTAGE



gather and be sheltered from ongoing racism 
while passing down cultural traditions — and 
a love for basketball. 

In recent decades, though, the leagues 
have faced mounting challenges. Historic 
Japanese American communities have 
dispersed as cities like San Francisco rede-
veloped their neighborhoods, and the 
residents moved to the suburbs. Then the 
pandemic arrived and dealt a major blow 
to basketball, forcing many indoor sports 
programs to shut down and leading people 

to turn to other options.
Standing on that sideline in January, 

Kinoshita frowned. Ohtani had won the first 
four games of the season, but that night they 
were down by more than 20 points. He wasn’t 
sure if they could come back.

THE JAPANESE AMERICAN  basketball 
leagues have deep roots in California. In the 
years before World War II, the state was home 
to three-quarters of all people of Japanese 
descent living on the U.S. mainland. 
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Parker Nomura, one of Kai Kinoshita’s 
teammates, goes in for a layup during a game 
against Diablo, a rival program, at Tice Valley 
Community Center in Walnut Creek, California 
(facing page).

Eiji Kinoshita asks for volunteers for a drill 
during a practice with his daughter Sara’s 
team in Berkeley, California (top). Eiji and 
other parents make up the coaching staff for 
Ohtani’s different teams.

Families talk during the games at the Ohtani 
Jamboree at Berkeley High School in Berkeley, 
California (above).



When the war arrived on American shores in 
1941, the U.S. government forced Japanese 
Americans into remote federal incarcera-
tion camps. There, behind barbed wire, they 
played basketball. Across the West, the sport 
gained popularity at several incarceration 
sites, including Heart Mountain in northern 
Wyoming, where 35 teams met in three sepa-
rate leagues. When the war ended and the 
camps closed, thousands of families returned 
to their homes in cities on the West Coast. 
They had little, but many fought to keep that 
spark of basketball and community alive. 
The challenges were substantial: Prejudice 
remained fierce, and they struggled to find 
recreation centers, clubs or other athletic 
organizations that would allow them to play.

In 1946, Iwao Kawakami, a newspaper 
editor at the San Francisco-based Nichi Bei 
Times, proposed a solution: Create a league 
for Japanese Americans. His suggestion took 
hold; a Southern California league formed, 
and other programs sprang up around temples 
and churches and community centers. A total 
of 10 teams participated in the inaugural 
Northern California season, including the 
San Jose Zebras, the San Francisco Drakes 
and the Sacramento Rockets. In the following 
decades, thousands of players joined, and the 
Saturday night games drew massive crowds. 
For a community dealing with the trauma of 

wartime incarceration and the challenges 
of postwar discrimination, the leagues were 
something to celebrate.

By the time Kinoshita’s family moved 
across San Francisco Bay in the 1970s, 
basketball had become part of the Japanese 
American identity in California. There were 
three pillars of the community: the temples 
and churches, the local ethnic newspapers — 
and Saturday night, when you went down to 
the court to watch the local game. “The gener-
ation before them was like, ‘What camp were 
you in?’” said Steve Chin, a Bay Area historian 
and former Ohtani player and coach. “But for 
the generation after, it was, ‘Who did you play 
for?’”

Decades later, though, housing laws 
changed, and the cost of living rose. The 
neighborhoods that harbored the basketball 
programs transformed as families migrated 
to the suburbs. Enrollment in churches 

and temples fell, and basketball programs 
struggled to fill their rosters. The Sangha 
and Sycamore programs in the Bay Area cut 
their teams completely. The pandemic, which 
shut down all the California leagues for two 
seasons, further disrupted the programs.

To adapt, Lisa Toyama, a key organizer 
of the Ohtani program, and other organizers 
have loosened some requirements: Players 
no longer have to have Japanese heritage, for 
example, a change that has drawn in more 
families from outside the Japanese American 
community. Once, being part of Ohtani 
basketball meant becoming a member of the 
Berkeley Higashi Honganji Buddhist Temple 
and attending services every Sunday. Now, 
Toyama estimates that only a small percent-
age of families involved in the program 
participate in religious services. 

Many programs are still reeling from the 
pandemic; Sacramento’s church league, a 
former hub for Japanese American basket-
ball, did not have enough teams to start 
up again this year. Ohtani, though, came 
back with a set of teams for the season. 
Other events, such as the traditional fund-
raiser Mochitsuki, also returned. On a clear 
December morning this season, the base-
ment of a church filled with steam as dozens 
of parents, players and alumni assembled 
plates of mochi for sale.

Like Kinoshita and Chin, Toyama also 
grew up in the leagues. Some of her earliest 
memories are of standing on old wooden 
bleachers with her cousins watching her 
father and uncle play in a gym near San Pablo 
Avenue. When she was in seventh grade, 
Toyama joined the league, too. And when she 
became a parent, Toyama rejoined Ohtani in 
the hopes of giving her son the same experi-
ence she had. “You know that these kids are 
making relationships that are going to last 
forever regardless of basketball,” she said. “I 
want to be able to pass that on.”   

“They had little, but many fought to keep that spark 
of basketball and community alive.”
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Sara Kinoshita and her teammates high-five each other after a game in San Leandro, California.



AS THE TEMPERATURE  on 
an early April afternoon crept 
above 80 degrees, Cruz Marquez, 
a member of the Salton Sea 
Community Science Program, 
stood at a folding table under a 
blue tent, scrubbing a small glass 
vial with the cloth of his T-shirt. 
The vial, which held 20 milliliters 
of water from the nearby Salton 
Sea, had to be clean before he 
inserted it into a photometer to 
identify the water’s contaminant 
levels.

Less than a decade earlier, 

the beach where Marquez 
stood lay under the Salton Sea, 
California’s largest lake. Over 
the last 25 years, the Salton Sea 
has lost a third of its water due to 
an over-allocated Colorado River. 
As it shrinks, the sea’s salts plus 
pollutants from agricultural 
runoff reach higher concentra-
tions. All those extra nutrients 
fuel algae blooms that then decay 
in the sulfate-rich sea, resulting 
in a rotten-egg smell that can 
extend for miles. As tempera-
tures rise and the water retreats 

further, locals suspect that the 
contaminated sediments in the 
exposed lakebed are worsening 
air quality; the area’s childhood 
asthma rate is one of the highest 
in the state.

But for several years, no 
government agency has moni-
tored contaminant levels in the 
sea. Meanwhile, most academic 
research focuses on the dust from 
the drying lake bed. And even 
where data exists, it can be hard 
for the public to access. Now, the 
Salton Sea Community Science 
Program is working to remedy this.

The project is a part-
nership between academic 
scientists and community 
scientists like Marquez, most of 
them local students majoring 
in the sciences. Ryan Sinclair, 
a professor of environmental 
microbiology at Loma Linda 
University near San Bernardino, 
helped found the project. Sinclair 
had previously organized a 
balloon-mapping project, in 
which he invited community 
members to help measure the 
sea’s receding shoreline using a 
camera mounted on a balloon. 

But he realized there was 
more work to be done. With 
support from the American 
Geophysical Union, he part-
nered with the nonprofit Alianza 
Coachella Valley and oceanogra-
phers from UC-San Diego. They 
began to hire and train commu-
nity scientists, the term the 
team prefers to “citizen scien-
tists,” because U.S. citizenship 
is not required to participate in 
the work.

The more than 35,000 
people who live near the Salton 
Sea include thousands of farm-
workers. Some of them are 
undocumented, and some are 
members of Mexico’s Indigenous 
Purépecha community and 
may not be proficient in either 
English or Spanish. Data from 
the U.S. Census Bureau shows 
that the unincorporated shore-
line communities of Thermal, 
Oasis, North Shore and Mecca, 
all more than 95% Latino, have 
a median household income 
of less than $30,000 per year. 
Nearly half of the residents of the 
Torres Martinez Desert Cahuilla 
reservation, which also borders 

In search of answers 
at the Salton Sea
To protect air and water quality, shoreline residents  
become community scientists.

BY CAROLINE TRACEY | PHOTOS BY METTE LAMPCOV
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Andrea Delgado, Rushil Ladhawala and Mara 
Freilich collect water samples from an inlet where 

agricultural runoff flows into the Salton Sea.



the sea, live below the federal 
poverty line. Much of the local 
housing consists of aging manu-
factured homes that don’t keep 
out dust and are prone to power 
outages during the extreme 
summer heat. 

The community scientists 
have watched the sea change first-
hand. “When my dad first came 
to the U.S., he had the oppor-
tunity to fish with his uncles at 
the Salton Sea. He talks about it 

every time we pass by, and when 
we go visit Mexico, they remi-
nisce about it,” said Marquez, 
who is originally from La Quinta, 
California, northwest of the sea. 
“So, it’s a sad thing that I didn’t 
get to have that experience.”

M a r q ue z ,  2 7,  g r a du-
ated from the University of 
California-Riverside during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. When he’s 
not measuring nutrient levels in 
seawater, he tends bar at a hotel 

near his hometown. “Between 
last year (and this year), you 
can see how much the water has 
receded,” he said. “I can only 
imagine where it’s going to be in 
five years if nothing is done.”

THE APRIL WORKDAY  began 
with the scientists collecting 
water samples, filling screw-top 
plastic flasks at two algae-filled 
inlets where water drained into 
the sea from nearby date and 

citrus groves. A smaller group 
launched an inflatable motorboat 
toward four sites in the sea, where 
they collected additional samples 
and used a water-quality sensor 
to measure indicators like pH and 
dissolved oxygen.

Back on land, each commu-
nity scientist handled a different 
nutrient, testing the samples for 
nitrate, sulfide, sulfate, ammo-
nia and phosphate, all of which 
are found in high levels in the 

Paola Meza prepares to test a vial of 
water from the Salton Sea to deter-
mine its phosphate concentration, 
while Daniel Ramirez looks on (left, 
top).

Aydee Palomino, an environmental 
justice program manager at Alianza 
Coachella Valley, waits for a reaction 
that will allow her to measure the 
water’s concentration of sulfide (left, 
bottom).
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sea owing to agricultural runoff. 
Sulfate and sulfide are part of the 
basin’s geology, but appear in 
even higher quantities because 
the irrigation water causes them 
to leach out of the soil and into 
the sea. The scientists used 
long glass pipettes to siphon 
water from the sampling flasks 
into their vials, filling a control 
sample and two replicates for 
each nutrient and adding tablets 
that corresponded to the vials 
assigned to each replicate. When 
Marquez did this, the water in 
his vial turned a bright purple 
that allowed the photometer to 
measure its nitrate content.

Once they were ready, they 
inserted their vials into the 
photometer. They selected a 
nutrient for the machine to read 
and, within seconds, its small 
LCD screen revealed the concen-
tration, which they wrote down. 

The scientists say that eventually 
the data could be used to change 
state policy — and protect the 
sea’s ecosystem and the residents’ 
health. They must work quickly, 
though. “We’re not at the point 
where it’s too late,” said Marquez, 
“but we’re getting close.”

After all the day’s data was 
collected, they uploaded it to 
saltonseascience.org, designed 
by local residents, web develop-
ers and the community science 
team. Aydee Palomino, a project 
manager with Alianza, empha-
sized that making the data easily 
available is part of the program’s 
mission: It allows residents to see 
whether science backs up their 
speculations about the impacts 
of the declining air and water 
quality.

 “Their experiences deserve 
to be validated by scientific 
data,” she said.    
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The Mirage of Marriage

By Karen Holmberg

Two by two in the ark of  /  the ache of it
 —Denise Levertov, “The Ache of Marriage”

          i.   Game

Maji’s rare gem. 
Gaia’s aim. 

I’m game. 
Marriage gigs me,
a gar. Rigs 
a marge-merge.

Grammar agrees:
are > am. 

I am a Mr.’s. 
A Mrs.
An eager aerie.

Egg era, air rare, 
ere marriage’s agar 
gags me, rears 
a gamey germ.

          ii.   Arms 

Marriage arms 
a grim regime. 

A MIG aims, 
maims me; gamma
rams me. REM
MIA, I rage. 

Ire mires
ears’ gears. Marriage’s
rager ages me:

I’m a meme’s meager gram.
Air’s ream.
Age’s mare.

Mirage’s émigré.

          iii.   Reimage

I err.
Mar me. 

I rear a rag.

A rim rearms.
I reimage me
mega, magma. 

Mea, amie.
mere rare me.
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Sulfide tablets, a notebook and 
other paraphernalia from the Salton 
Sea Community Science Program’s 

work in early April.



IN  189 2 ,  THE PEO PLE of 
Boise, Idaho, came up with an 
idea for staying warm without 
burning the usual coal or wood: 
They piped water from nearby 
hot springs into their own homes 
to heat them, as well as into the 
local Natatorium, an indoor 
swimming pool and spa. 

Indigenous peoples had 
been using hot springs’ natural 
warmth for millennia, but Boise 
was probably the nation’s first 
settler-colonial city to pipe this 
energy directly into its homes. 
Today, Boise’s municipal utility 
employs a similar method to heat 
its downtown buildings .

Boise is harnessing a 
simple, lower-temperature form 
of geothermal energy found 
relatively close to the Earth’s 
surface. It’s tapped elsewhere in 
the West, warming swimming 
pools and sidewalk snow-melting 
systems — even an alligator farm 
in Colorado — as well as green-
houses and a prison in Utah. The 
Earth’s heat can also be harnessed 
to create steam to turn a turbine 
and generate electricity, without 
burning dirty fossil fuels or spark-
ing dangerous nuclear reactions. 
Geothermal doesn’t flag when the 
sun sets or the wind stops blowing, 
and it takes up far less space than 

other clean energy sources. And 
it won’t be exhausted until the 
Earth’s core is, which (hopefully) 
won’t happen for another several 
billion years. 

So it’s no wonder that, in 
March, U.S. Energy Secretary 
Jennifer Granholm tweeted: 
“I’m *obsessed* with geothermal, 
and I’m pumped to see startups 
launching commercial-scale 
projects for geothermal — a 
nearly inexhaustible heat source 
for clean energy.” 

So far, however, geothermal 
provides just a half-percent of 
the electricity consumed in the 
U.S., due in part to geographical 
and geological constraints. And, 
though it is relatively clean, it has 
impacts on groundwater and hot 
springs as well as the people and 
wildlife that depend on them. We 
looked into the effort to develop 
this age-old energy source and 
how it might help — and hurt — 
the West.   
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Simmering 
for a century 
Why isn’t the West using 
more geothermal energy?

BY JONATHAN THOMPSON
ART BY HANNAH AGOSTA
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Enhanced geothermal 
allows the Earth’s energy 
to be tapped where 
adequate heat is 
present.

Hydraulic 
fracturing is 
used to shatter 
the heat-bearing 
rock, creating 
passageways 
through which 
water can flow 
and pick up the 
heat.

The hot water or steam is pulled 
back to the power plant at the 
surface, where it is used to turn a 
turbine and generate electricity.

Hydraulic 
fracturing 

and injecting 
water deep 

underground can 
cause earthquakes in 

certain areas, which puts 
the kibosh on some projects.
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The water is then re-injected 
into the heat-bearing rock to 
start the cycle over again.

The natural 
geothermal 
energy that heats 
Boise’s buildings 
and Western hot 
springs requires 
specific geologic 
conditions:
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Ormat Technologies also proposed an 
exploratory geothermal drilling project near the 

tiny town of Gerlach, Nevada. But residents 
were worried the project would industrialize 

the landscape, dim the night sky and scare off 
tourists. Meanwhile, the Burning Man Project, 

which holds its annual bacchanalia in the 
nearby Black Rock Desert, sued to stop the 

exploratory drilling. In April, Washoe County 
withdrew its permit, putting the project on ice, 

at least for now.

In northern Nevada, Texas startup Fervo is 
testing flexible geothermal power production, 

which could act like a battery that could be 
turned up and down to smooth out variability in 

solar and wind power production.
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SOURCES: City of Boise; Boise Warm Springs Water District; Ormat; National Renewable Energy Laboratory; 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology; Energy Information Administration; Idaho Governor’s Office; U.S. 
Department of Energy; Controlled Thermal Resources; Global Energy Monitor; “Geothermal District Heating in 
the United States” by National Renewable Energy Laboratory, Amanda Kolker et al.

The Geysers is the 
largest geothermal power 

complex in the U.S.

Boise, Idaho, is home to the 
nation’s largest municipal 
geothermal system, which is 
used to heat 6 million square 
feet of downtown buildings, 
as well as to the Warm 
Springs Water District, which 
heats 300 homes with the 
Earth’s warmth.

After the Bureau of Land Management 
approved Ormat Technologies’ 

proposal to construct two 
30-megawatt geothermal power plants 

near Nevada’s Dixie Hot Springs 
in 2021, the Fallon Paiute-Shoshone 

Tribe and the Center for Biological 
Diversity sued over concerns that the 

facility would dry out, cool down or 
otherwise alter the hot springs, which 

are culturally significant to the tribe. 
The springs are also home to the 

imperiled Dixie Valley toad, which has 
recently received endangered species 

protection, further snarling Ormat’s 
ambitions; the project remains tangled 

in the courts. 

The Imperial Valley Geothermal Project is the second-
largest geothermal power complex in the U.S.

The Salton Sea and the surrounding area are geologically 
suited to producing geothermal power with high-temperature 
fluids, which dissolve minerals — including lithium — that 
occur naturally in the earth. The briny fluids, which are 
brought back to the surface to produce power, also contain 
lithium, a mineral used in electric vehicle and grid-scale 
batteries, and companies hope to pair geothermal power 
production with lithium extraction for a clean energy twofer. 

The country’s geothermal resources and power 
plants are centralized in the West
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Higher temperatures indicate greater potential for both natural 
and enhanced geothermal energy production.
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ON MARCH 17, Gov. Spencer Cox, R, signed 
a bill making the brine shrimp Utah’s official 
state crustacean. The designation, inspired 
by the activism of a sixth-grade classroom, 
draws attention to a monumental problem — 
the decline of the Great Salt Lake — through 
something relatable: a tiny creature under 
serious threat.

Fully grown brine shrimp are just half an 
inch long, but they comprise a critical part 
of the food web of the Great Salt Lake; eared 
grebes and other birds eat 20,000-30,000 
of them per day. They are also important to 
Utah’s economy: Their dormant eggs, called 
cysts, are exported around the world as fish 
food for commercial aquaculture, bringing 
up to $60 million to Utah every year.

But between 2012 and 2022, the lake 
dropped more than nine feet due to water 
diversions and increasing temperatures, and 
increased salinity has caused brine shrimp 
eggs to hatch when temperatures are too cold 
for the larvae to survive. (While this year’s 
record snowpack is expected to offer some 
reprieve, it’s not likely to be enough to restore 
the lake to a healthy level.)

Sixth-graders at Salt Lake City’s Emerson 
Elementary School and their teacher, Josh 
Craner, studied brine shrimp and worked 
with state Rep. Rosemary Lesser, D, to intro-
duce the bill that codified the brine shrimp’s 
importance into law. High Country News 
spoke with Craner and two students, Jesse 
Selman and Maurine Aldrich, both 11, about 
why they decided to organize on the tiny 

creature’s behalf. This interview has been 
edited for length and clarity.

How would you describe brine shrimp, and 
why are they important?

Maurine Aldrich: Brine shrimp are small pink 
creatures that float around in the salty water. 
They’re funny little creatures. It looks like 
they’re swimming upside-down sometimes.
Jesse Selman: The brine shrimp are a 
keystone species for the Great Salt Lake. They 
eat the algae so it doesn’t overtake the lake. 
They’re really unique and amazing.
Maurine: The millions of birds migrating over 
the lake eat the shrimp. The consequences of 
something so small can be so big.

This was the second attempt to pass 
the state crustacean bill; last year, the 
Legislature ran out of time. What was this 
year’s process to make the brine shrimp the 
state crustacean?

Jesse: First, for our science topics, we learned 
about the Great Salt Lake. We took a field trip 
there to learn how the brine shrimp survive 
and how important they are.
Josh Craner: After that, the kids wrote letters 
to Rep. Lesser from Ogden, asking if she 
would sponsor the bill again. Then a few kids 
gave a speech at the House of Representatives 
Natural Resources Committee. Then Rep. 
Lesser presented on the House floor. Lastly, 
we went to the Senate Natural Resources 

Committee, and it passed the Senate on the 
last day of the legislative session.

One lawmaker who voted against the bill 
said it didn’t do enough to help the Great 
Salt Lake. Why do you feel differently?

Craner: Even though this doesn’t change 
policy, a symbol gives people something to 
fight for. The lake is a huge thing. It’s hard 
to fathom all the numbers and dollars (refer-
enced in statistics). But it is possible to fathom 
an organism. We even have brine shrimp in 
our classroom.  

Why is it important to you, as young people, 
to save brine shrimp and the Great Salt Lake?

Maurine:  If the lake dries up, it could blow 
toxic dust into our air in Salt Lake City.
Jesse: The lake also affects the snow in our 
mountains. So if it dries up, that would be 
a big deal for skiers and snowboarders. The 
snow is also important for the fresh water that 
we drink — and the nice weather. 

Also, the city we live in, Salt Lake City, is 
literally named after the Great Salt Lake. So if it 
dried up, it would be kind of stupid and funny. 
We’d have a city named after a pile of dirt.  
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Left to right, Maurine Aldrich, Josh Craner, Camila 
Reza, Shayla Sissoko, Jameson Hunt and Jesse 
Selman pose for a photograph in their classroom 
at Emerson Elementary School in Salt Lake 
City, Utah. Reza, Sissoko and Hunt delivered a 
presentation on brine shrimp to the Utah Senate. 

Save our shrimp 
‘The consequences of something  
so small can just be so big.’

BY CAROLINE TRACEY
PHOTO BY NIKI CHAN WYLIE

REPORTAGE



PUBLISHER’S CIRCLE ($5,000-$9,999)
In memory of Gary Lindstrom | Salt Lake City, UT

PHILANTHROPIST ($2,500-$4,999)
Peter Schoenburg & Jane McGrath | Albuquerque, NM

STEWARD ($1,000-$2,499)
Anonymous (2)
Campizondo Foundation | Indianapolis, IN
Paul & Julie Cleary | Tulsa, OK
Robert E. Ordal | Ketchum, ID
Aaron Schapper | Elkhorn, NE
Frances Stevenson | Bend, OR
Jerry Welsh | Eugene, OR

GUARANTOR ($500-$999)
Anonymous
In memory of Steve Yeamans | Los Alamos, NM
Phillip & Brenda Taylor | Marysville, WA
Rich Charrier | Nampa, ID
Ronda S. Connaway | Gunnison, CO
Paul & Linnea Dayton | Solana Beach, CA
Eric Hirst | Bellingham, WA
Richard & Kaye Hoffmaster | Somers, MT
Beth & Bill Krumbein Jr. | Santa Rosa, CA
Bonnie & John Morgan | Corvallis, MT
Loria Rolander | Santa Rosa, CA
Terrence D. Taylor & Susan Joseph-Taylor | Minden, NV
PC Terrain Legal | Sequim, WA
Heidi & Clifton Youmans | Helena, MT

BENEFACTOR ($250-$499)
Anonymous (5)
In memory of William E. Seberger | Tucson, AZ
George & Kathy Albino | Telluride, CO
Russell & Carol Atha | Steamboat Springs, CO
M. Coyotl Baron | Flagstaff, AZ
Paul Bianchi | Ruidoso, NM
Peter L. Crabtree | Hercules, CA
William Croft & Carol Toffaleti | Albuquerque, NM
Frances Dahlberg | Boulder, CO
Mike & Sue Daugherty | La Grande, OR
C. Jay Dorr | Hailey, ID
Lawrence H. Erstad | Las Cruces, NM
Douglas Erwin | Arlington, VA
Gerald Folland | Seattle, WA
Vivian Gibson | Delta, CO
Robert C. Hansen | Kansas City, MO

Jim Henderson | White Salmon, WA
Douglas Jenkins & Michael Boyles | Hillsboro, OR
Steve Kaukola | Woodbury, MN
Arthur & Annelies Kull | Idaho Falls, ID
Robert Miller | Lyons, AK
Chris Moore & Ann Little | Greeley, CO
Melynda Nuss | Austin, TX
James & Hensley Peterson | Aspen, CO
John & Carolyn Ramsey | Eagle Point, OR
Chuck Reiber & Diana Davis-Reiber | Grand Junction, CO
Scott & Barbara Robertson | Boulder, CO
Wayne Roth & Kathleen Alcala | Bainbridge Island, WA
EmaLea Shoop | Yuma, AZ
Tyrone & Deidra Steen | Colorado Springs, CO
John Swanson | Seattle, WA

SPONSOR ($150-$249)
Anonymous (3)
Robert G. Amundson | Portland, OR
Dean Baldwin | Cheshire, OR
Roger C. Bales & Martha Conklin | El Cerrito, CA
William Cardozo | Ketchum, ID
Steve Coburn | Las Vegas, NV
Hobey & Ruth Dixon | Alamosa, CO
Richard W. Fisher | Fort Collins, CO
William B. Galloway | Aurora, CO
Carl Graves | Littleton, CO
Henry & Jeanne Hooper | Ridgway, CO
Bill Jenkins | Leavenworth, WA
Tom & Carlyn Jervis | Santa Fe, NM
D.B. Mavers | Denver, CO
Scott McKay | Nephi, UT
David Moir & Ruth Tatter | Los Alamos, NM
Gary Nakamura | Bainbridge Island, WA
Clete Nolde | Lakewood, CO
Laurie Parkhill | Albuquerque, NM
Jerry Smith | San Jose, CA
Andrew Smith | Ashland, OR
Stan Usinowicz | Lake Havasu City, AZ
Cheryl Wagner | Sammamish, WA
Anne & Dennis Wentz | Bozeman, MT
David & Susan Work | Victor, ID

PATRON ($75-$149)
Anonymous (22)
In memory of a brilliant teacher, clinician & research scientist, 
     Dr. Justin Cetas
In memory of Joseph Xton Chern

In memory of Dianne Doan
In memory of Patricia & Hulen Jenkins
In memory of Donald B. & Ida Webster | Red Bluff, CA
Donald Ackley | Palm Desert, CA
Dona & Gary Aitken | Ovando, MT
David Allan | Oak City, UT
Thomas & Susan Alvey | Hotchkiss, CO
Eva Arndt | Littleton, CO
David Barclay | Marion, MT
Jim Barthelmess | Spokane, WA
James Bergstrom | San Manuel, AZ
Angelica Braestrup | Arrowsic, ME
Gayle Adamowicz Bray | Napa, CA
Mr. Brewster & Ms. Sneeringer | Edmonds, WA
Rob & Mary Bricker | Prescott, AZ
Rick & Kathy Brown | Rio Rancho, NM
Mary Burdick | Lakewood, CO
Michele Burkett | Mesquite, NV
Richard & Lois Carter | Reserve, NM
Joe Casey | Newfane, NY
J.R. Chase | Broomfield, CO
Andrew Cohen | Salem, OR
Susan D. Daggett | Denver, CO
Kathleen Davis | Camp Verde, AZ
Ranney Draper | Laguna Beach, CA
Robert Fassett | Springfield, OR
Ann Fekety | Flagstaff, AZ
Norma Filson | Lakewood, CO
Robert Follett | Highlands Ranch, CO
Maureen Forsythe | Tulsa, OK
Louise Fortmann | Oakland, CA
Merry & Jerry Fougere | Spokane, WA
Candace & Donald France | Yakima, WA
Vernon J. Glover | Rio Rancho, NM
Karen Greig | Menlo Park, CA
Richard Guenzel | Laramie, WY
Robert B. Haight | Riverton, WY
Stuart Halpern | Whitefish, MT
Christopher Harding | Ketchum, ID
W. Edward Harper | Carmichael, CA
Sena Hauer | Moab, UT
Brace & Kathleen Hayden | Bozeman, MT
Elvira & Irwin Heit | Bishop, CA
Moss Henry | Santa Rosa, CA
Robina E. Ingram Rich | Lake Oswego, OR
David & Loui Janecky | Los Alamos, NM
Terry E. Jess | Albany, OR
Bob Johnson | Pinedale, WY
Kolbe Kegel | Seattle, WA
Linda Kenoyer | Livingston, MT
James King | Moscow, ID
Don Kirby | Santa Fe, NM
Allyn Kirkham | Portland, OR
Richard Knoebel | Washington, UT
Eduardo Krasilovsky | Santa Fe, NM
Bob & Cathy LeFevre | New Auburn, WI
Nels & Liz Leutwiler | Lake Bluff, IL
Ricardo Lovett | Portland, OR
Caroline Lowsma | Centennial, CO
Jennifer MacAdam | Logan, UT

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 this magazine possible.

HCN COMMUNITY

“Thank you all for continuing to illuminate the real issues that impact 
all of us here in the mountains and valleys of the Intermountain 
West. The clarity and in-depth knowledge you provide helps us all 
understand one another and navigate toward the greater good for 
our local economies, communities, water and wild places.”

–Karen Kurtak, Idledale, Colorado
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    2023 ART AUCTION
JUST AROUND THE CORNER

Art preview from July 10-17
hcne.ws/art-auction

JULY 17
9 A.M.-
JULY 22
NOON

You can support the powerful visual storytelling found 
in the pages and on the website of High Country News by 
purchasing stunning art that enriches your life.
Join the fun and enjoy our live online auction this summer!
Register to bid at the link above, and see artwork from dozens of readers, donors, 
staff and friends of the West. 
For questions and support, email us at: fundraising@hcn.org

Eric Olsen

Sue Tyler

Vicky Stein

Isa Catto

Mark Cooney

John Buckley
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“Supporting people-powered journalism with this donation. We have 
been subscribers for many years and give gift subscriptions to a few 
other folks each year, recognizing the value of people embedded in the 
West to provide journalism to inform and educate all of us. Knowing 
threats just down the road or several states away is critical to a better 
future for all. Thanks.”

–Bruce Connery, Victor, Idaho
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9 A.M.-
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in the pages and on the website of High Country News by 
purchasing stunning art that enriches your life.
Join the fun and enjoy our live online auction this summer!
Register to bid at the link above, and see artwork from dozens of readers, donors, 
staff and friends of the West. 
For questions and support, email us at: fundraising@hcn.org
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Lynn D. Mattingly | Paonia, CO
Codee McDaniel | Marana, AZ
John McNulty | Tulsa, OK
Don & Michelle Meaders | Albuquerque, NM
Keith & Doris Meakins | Aurora, CO
Katherine Michalak | Boulder, CO
Susan Miranda | Los Alamos, NM
Sally Moore | Berkeley, CA
John & Barbara Morrison | Castle Pines, CO
Betty Morrow | Albuquerque, NM
Robert Nein & Sally Beane | Chewelah, WA
Linda Nicholes | Salt Lake City, UT
David Peel | Grand Junction, CO
Joy Perry | Larsen, WI
Carl Perry & Amanda Leib | Flagstaff, AZ
Duane Priest | Deary, ID
Joel Prudhomme | Grand Junction, CO
Joan Pryor | Lake Stevens, WA
Caroline Pufalt | St. Louis, MO
Susan Putnam | Aurora, CO
Jaclyn Ramaley | Boulder, CO
Sheila Reed | Ryegate, VT
David Reinke & Roxanne Bradshaw | Cañon City, CO
Peter & Linda Rhines | Port Townsend, WA
Chad Roberts | Davis, CA
Daniel Robinett & Linda Kennedy | Elgin, AZ
Tom Rock & Melissa Raphan Charitable Fund | Edina, MN
David M. Rose | Silver City, NM
Sheryl Russell | Rio Rancho, NM
Barbara Schlein | Denver, CO
Teresa C. Seamster | Santa Fe, NM
Bruce D. Sillers | Green Valley, AZ
Bob Slattery | South Royalton, VT
Scott Smidt | Muncie, IN
Randall Smith | Flagstaff, AZ
Melanie Soelberg | Salt Lake City, UT
Rand Sparling | Chicago, IL
Dave Spencer & Ellen Zazzarino | Clyde Park, MT
David Ross Spildie | Missoula, MT
Reede Stockton | Forest Knolls, CA
Dean Stoker | Walnut Creek, CA
Marion Thornton | Aurora, CO
Charles Trost | Pocatello, ID
Ken Verdoia | Salt Lake City, UT
Joel G. Vignere | Lakeside, MT
Peter von Christierson | Port Townsend, WA
JoAnn Weaver | Portland, OR
Joseph Whelan | Florence, CO
Dee Dee Wieggel | Fort Collins, CO
Helmut Zahn | East Olympia, WA

FRIEND ($50-$74)
Anonymous  (23)
In honor of Carla Jordan
In honor of Robin Silver
In memory of Rachel Carson
Kirk L. Askerschott | Denver, CO
Jon Archer | Bend, OR
Kurt & Cathy Aronow | Eldorado Springs, CO
Charles & Sheila Baker | Fort Collins, CO
Frederick G. Barnikel | Lincoln, CA
Charles Blount | Grand Junction, CO
Tom Boatner & Lisa Armstrong | Boise, ID
Steven C. Bonner | Conifer, CO
Bruce Bowerman | Eugene, OR
Bert Bowler | Boise, ID
Aaron Brakel | Douglas, AK
Carl Burns | Renton, WA
Raymond C. Byrne Jr. | Springfield, OR
Eve Byron | Helena, MT
Colleen Cabot & Norman Farquhar | San Jose, CA
Harvey E. & Francine Cantor, Cantor Family Charitable Fund | 
     Creve Coeur, MO
Rebecca Chaney | Carnation, WA
John Chapman | Littleton, CO
Beverly J. Chapman | Leawood, KS
Carole Childs | Pahrump, NV
David Cisney | Port Orchard, WA

Robin Cochran | Eugene, OR
Jennifer Coll | Loveland, CO
Fran Colwell | Placentia, CA
Bruce & Judy Connery | Victor, ID
John Corbett | Portland, OR
Richard Critchfield | Austin, TX
Michaeleen Crosier | Missoula, MT
Anna Darden | Healdsburg, CA
William Davidson | Golden, CO
Raymond & Teres Diaz | Portland, OR
Lynn Dobrunz | Birmingham, AL
Dave Dodgen | Flagstaff, AZ
Paul Dremann | Salt Lake City, UT
Robert Eskind | Philadelphia, PA
Thomas Ethington | Pacific Grove, CA
Linda Fair | El Prado, NM
Ann Fekety | Flagstaff, AZ
Mike & Cynthia Field | Exeter, NH
Terry Fitzmorris | Lakewood, CO
Chris Foster | Hagerman, ID
James H. Fraser Jr. | Minneapolis, MN
Jill Fuglister | Portland, OR
Joseph & Robin Fulford | Poulsbo, WA
Esther Gilman-Kehrer | Laramie, WY
Thomas Glade | Anacortes, WA
Stephen Goheen | Corvallis, MT
John Greefkens | Mancos, CO
Margie Green | Denver, CO
Linda Gryczan | Helena, MT
Ron Guidotti | Minden, NV
William & Carol Haaf | Kennett Square, PA
Patricia & Wesley Hartman | Durango, CO
Jim & Lillian Hartung | Billings, MT
Steve Haze | Auberry, CA
Monica Hilding | Salt Lake City, UT
Ron Hill | Batavia, OH
Paul Hixson | Urbana, IL
David & Bonnie Inouye | Hotchkiss, CO
Peter Jacobsen | Port Townsend, WA
Carolyn Jayne | Grand Junction, CO
Phillip Johnson | Portland, OR
Albyn Jones | Portland, OR
Guy Keene & Susie Harvin | Del Norte, CO
Eileen Keimig | Estes Park, CO
Debora Kelly | Aspen, CO
Pauline Koenigsknecht | Carbondale, CO
Marge Kolar | Davis, CA
Hiram & Judy Li | Albany, OR
Jason A. Lillegraven | Laramie, WY
William Lindsay | Vail, CO
Ted Linnert | Las Cruces, NM
Angela Luck | Ketchum, ID
Bruce A. Luer | Evergreen, CO
Alston Lundgren | Santa Fe, NM
Arthur Martin | Portland, OR
Jennifer Marx | Callahan, CA
James G. Mccue | Idaho Falls, ID
Patrick McDermott | Chandler, AZ
Lucy McGuffey | Durango, CO
Jeffrey McKinnon | Solvang, CA
Patricia & Doug McVean | Grand Junction, CO
Judith Meidinger | Wasilla, AK
Nicholas Meltzer | Eugene, OR
Roger & Edith Miller | Seattle, WA

Lance & Linda Millspaugh | Twain Harte, CA
Robert Moore | Tucson, AZ
Mary Moran & Dennis Silva | Moab, UT
Penny Morgan | Moscow, ID
Maureen Morrow | Colorado Springs, CO
Robert Moston | Grand Junction, CO
Robert Murphy | Grand Junction, CO
Chuck & Chalyce Murray | Sedona, AZ
Sally S. Osgood | Olathe, CO
Al & Dotty Ossinger | Lakewood, CO
Don & J.P. Persyn | Veneta, OR
Ray Pittsinger | Half Moon Bay, CA
Patrick Plumley | Gunnison, CO
Nicholas Psarakis | Colorado Springs, CO
Janet Rasmussen | Longmont, CO
Libby & Nick Reid | Port Townsend, WA
Glen Renner | Bluff, UT
Theodore Rokich | Salt Lake City, UT
Steven Rubey | Lopez Island, WA
Drusilla Rutledge | Denver, CO
Robert Sanborn & Trina Merriman | San Francisco, CA
Carla Sandoval | Trinchera, CO
Jim & Brenda Schoenherr | Grand Lake, CO
C.J. Schultz | San Diego, CA
Tam & Susan Scott | Carbondale, CO
Jerry E. Seth | Albuquerque, NM
Laura Sievert | Kenai, AK
Daniel Silver | Los Angeles, CA
Bill Sims | Winnemucca, NV
Ellie Slothower | Colorado Springs, CO
Douglas H. Sphar | Cocoa, FL
Chris Staley | Idaho Falls, ID
John Stebbins | Placitas, NM
Elaine V. Stevens | Albuquerque, NM
Anne Stevens | Pagosa Springs, CO
Sophie Stimson | Olympia, WA
Wendy Stokes | Middletown, CT
Dennis Stovall | Portland, OR
Calvin & Mary Strom | Fort Collins, CO
David Swedin | Seabeck, WA

WELCOME TO THE SUSTAINERS’ CLUB
Anonymous (9)
In honor of Rep. Liz Cheney
In memory of Page Billings, my dad, who brought me to wild places
Mary F. Broderick | Denver, CO
Connie Cantrell | Lakewood, CO
Susan Detweiler | Driggs, ID
David Elwonger & Diane Luck | Woodland Park, CO
Valentine Germann | Columbia, MO
Tom & Consuelo Hester | Silver City, NM
Holly Howes | Skowhegan, ME
Nell Kneibler | Sebastopol, CA
Anne & Jack Middleton | Mount Vernon, WA
Kathleen Ozga | Grand Junction, CO
Lisanadine Ramos | Denver, CO
Sandra Russell | Pullman, WA
Blake Vonderheide | Oakland, CA

Want to tell us why you support HCN?  
Email us at: fundraising@hcn.org
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Read a book that is 
a collaboration with 

the dead
- Melissa Chadburn

Read a book that is 
both literary and has 

zombies 
- Melissa Chadburn

Read a book that 
queers a traditional 

narrative 
- Melissa Chadburn, 
contributing editor

Read a book written 
from a collective 

perspective or voice 
- Paisley Rekdal, 

poetry editor

Read a book that 
includes at least two 

different genres
- Paisley Rekdal

Mariah Quintanilla/HCN
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Read with us

For the second year, High Country 
News is running a summer reading 
challenge. Like the library programs 
of our youth, HCN’s summer chal-
lenge is designed to spark the joy of 
reading, offering a bit of structure 
and a few gentle nudges to explore 
topics, genres and forms you might 
not otherwise seek out. 

The game is simple: Follow the 
path and read something inspired by 
each prompt as you go. If you make 
it all the way through to the end, 
congratulations! But even if you 
don’t, enjoy the journey. 

This year, the prompts were writ-
ten by Melissa Chadburn, HCN’s 
contributing editor for books, culture 
and commentary, Poetry Editor 
Paisley Rekdal and Contributing 
Editor Michelle Nijhuis — an 
all-star lineup to kick off your read-
ing season!

The prompts are open to your 
interpretation: You are in charge of 
your precious reading hours, and 
we get to marvel at the path you end 
up taking. Share your book picks 
at reading.hcn.org and see what 
everyone else is reading, too.

Additional information about 
the summer reading challenge 
can be found at reading.hcn.org, 
including how to participate and 
get updates, win HCN prizes and 
enjoy book events with your favorite 
authors this summer.

Happy reading!

—Michael Schrantz, marketing 
communications manager and 

summer reading emcee

Stop to read a historical
 marker. Bonus: Research 
and write an alternative 

version of it — and send it 
to dearfriends@hcn.org.

- Michelle Nijhuis, 
contributing editor

Read a book that 
challenges your 

assumptions about 
Western history

- Michelle Nijhuis

Read a book about a 
species you think is 

ugly or scary
- Michelle Nijhuis

Read a book whose 
protagonist is a river 

- Paisley Rekdal

DEAR FRIENDS
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The Many Legacies
of Letitia Carson

An effort to memorialize the homestead of one of Oregon’s 
first Black farmers illuminates the land’s complicated history.

By Jaclyn Moyer  |  Illustrations by Aaron Marin

EIGHT MILES NORTH OF CORVALLIS, OREGON, a wedge of 
open prairie known as Soap Creek Valley tucks up against the eastern 
foot of the Coast Range. A sweep of grassland rimmed in forested hills, 
the valley is both vast and sheltered at once. Here, in 1845, Letitia 
Carson concluded a more than 2,000-mile journey from Missouri. 
Though she’d survived the expedition’s many dangers — including the 
birth of a daughter along the way — her arrival in the fabled Willamette 
Valley would have offered little comfort: Letitia was a Black woman 
entering a region that had, among its first acts of governance, barred 
Black people from residing within its borders or claiming land.

Born into slavery in Kentucky, Letitia came to Oregon with a white 
man named David Carson, their infant daughter Martha, and a cow 
she’d purchased en route. Though the nature of their relationship 
remains unclear, Letitia and David secured a land claim in the amount 
allotted to married couples: 640 acres. On this land, Letitia grew pota-
toes, raised hogs, and tended to a growing herd of cattle. She became 
one of Oregon’s first farmers.

After five years of homesteading and the birth of another child, 
in 1850 the Carsons’ claim was halved to the single man’s allotment 
— 320 acres — because county officials did not recognize Letitia as 
David’s wife. The Carsons cultivated their reduced acreage until 1852, 
when David died suddenly. Though he’d promised to make Letitia his 
sole heir, he left no will. A white neighbor named Greenberry Smith 
took control of David’s estate and swiftly dispossessed Letitia and her 
two children of everything they owned, denying them rights to their 

homestead and auctioning all their possessions — including Letitia’s 
herd of 29 cattle, the family’s Bible, butter churns and bedsheets.

Abruptly homeless, Letitia paid $104.87 to buy back a few of her 
belongings. With two cows and a calf, bedding and dishes, she and 
her children moved to Douglas County, a 160-mile trek south. By now, 
Oregon had passed the second of its three Black-exclusion laws. The 
first, enacted in 1844, decreed that any Black person who attempted to 
settle in Oregon would be publicly lashed 39 times every six months. 
The second was passed in 1849, and the third was written into the 
Oregon Constitution in 1857, where it remained until 1926.

Even in this decidedly anti-Black climate, Letitia refused to accept 
the injustice she’d been dealt. Instead, she sued Greenberry Smith 
— twice: Once for wages owed, and again for the theft of her cattle. 
Despite an all-white, all-male jury and judge, Letitia won both cases. 
Her victory, historians suggest, is testament to her tenacity, to the local 
respect she’d earned (enough to inspire a white man to testify on her 
behalf) and to the legal strategy she and her lawyer employed. At the 
time, debates over slavery dominated local and national politics. Most 
of Oregon’s settlers hailed from the Old Northwest and opposed slavery 
on economic, not moral, grounds. Believing that Black people, enslaved 
or free, would disadvantage white workers and non-slave-owning farm-
ers, they wanted neither in Oregon. By identifying herself as David’s 
employee rather than his wife, Letitia aligned her case with the cause 
of free labor: A ruling that denied a Black woman payment for years of 
work would be akin to an endorsement of slavery.
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This strategy won her 
compensation for her labor and 
cattle, but gave her no legal foot-
ing to reclaim her homestead. In 
1857, it was sold to another white 
man. Perhaps it was the pain of 
this loss that forged in Letitia 
the resolve to acquire a piece of 
land that could not be so easily 
taken: one held free and clear in 
her own name. After the federal 
Homestead Act, which did not 
explicitly exclude Black people, 
passed in 1862, she applied for a 
land claim near Myrtle Creek and 
began cultivating a new home-
stead. She built a house, barn and 
granary, planted 100 fruit trees 
and raised cattle and hogs while 
serving as a local midwife. On 
Juneteenth 1868, after farming the 
land for five years in accordance 
with the act, Letitia received a 
certificate of ownership. She 
became the only confirmed Black 
woman in Oregon, and one of the 
first 71 people in the country, to 

secure a homestead claim. Letitia 
lived and farmed for the rest of her 
life on her own land.

After she died in 1888, her 
story slipped into obscurity. 
Letitia’s name shows up only once 
in the media of her time, a brief 
mention in the Oregon Statesman 
announcing her case against 
Greenberry Smith. Her unprec-
edented accomplishments were 
included in no newspapers or 
history books, and few details of 
her life were remembered even by 
her descendants. Meanwhile, her 
original Soap Creek Valley home-
stead passed from hand to hand, 
eventually becoming part of a 
World War II training camp that 
was later given to Oregon State 
University. All the while, the land 
gained value: today, those 320 
acres are worth approximately 
$1,168,000.

Letitia’s story might have 
vanished altogether if, in the late 
1980s, a graduate student named 

Bob Zybach hadn’t stumbled on 
an unusual detail while research-
ing Soap Creek’s history. One 
land claim, he noticed, named 
“estate of David Carson” as the 
claimant. “That struck me as 
odd,” Zybach told me. “How can 
a dead person claim land?” His 
question led him to the Benton 
County Courthouse, where a 
clerk dug out a file never before 
checked out. Inside, a stack of 180 
documents detailed the Carsons’ 
estate sale and Letitia’s lawsuits. 
“It was like striking gold,” Zybach 
said. “Every item she’d owned 
was listed, all the legal records 
were there, and no one had 
touched them since 1856.” For 
the next three decades, Zybach 
and his research partner, Jan 
Meranda, transcribed century- 
old cursive, tracked down rela-
tives, and located gravesites to 
piece together Letitia Carson’s 
story. Their findings revealed 
“one of the most interesting and 
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Sources: Shantae Johnson 
portrait, farmers in field and 
greens photos courtesy of 
Mudbone Grown; Zachary Scott 
portrait courtesy of Zachary Scott; 
background painting courtesy of 
James L. Lavadour. 

Opening spread sources: Archival 
documents, map and black-
and-white landscape photo of 
homestead site, contemporary 
homestead site and tree photo-
graphs by Barbara Forrest-Ball 
and Letitia Carson gravestone 
photograph by Bob Zybach, all 
courtesy of the Letitia Carson 
Legacy Project. Background paint-
ing courtesy James L. Lavadour; 
Martha Lavadour portrait courtesy 
of Joseph A. Lavadour Jr.; land-
scape with cows image by Ivan 
McClellan. 



consequential figures of 19th 
century Oregon,” Zachary Stocks, 
executive director of Oregon 
Black Pioneers, the state’s only 
historical society dedicated to 
the African American experience, 
told me. “Her story can go toe-to-
toe with anyone we associate with 
early Oregon history.” 

Now, a new Black-led collab-
orative called the Letitia Carson 
Legacy Project seeks to commem-
orate Letitia’s life and illuminate 
seldom-told aspects of Oregon’s 
history. At its heart lies Letitia’s 
original homestead site in Soap 
Creek Valley. Here, leaders hope 
to create a 21st century version of 
her homestead where the public 
can engage with Letitia’s story 
and future generations of Black 
farmers can access resources to 
support their success.

 “What if we used this same 
piece of land that was taken away 
from Letitia and her children 
to create a site that promotes 
healing and environmental stew-
ardship and history education?” 
Stocks said. “Maybe this could be 
a good model of what reparations 
could look like for us.” 

 IN FEBRUARY 2019, 174 years 
after Letitia Carson arrived in 
Oregon, the first-ever Pacific 
Northwest conference of Black-
identified farmers was held in 
Corvallis. The previous night, 
a pre-broadcast screening of a 
documentary called Oregon’s 
Black Pioneers was held at 
the same venue, and several 
conference attendees sat in the 
audience. The film explored the 
experiences of several of Oregon’s 
earliest Black residents, but it 
was Letitia who most caught the 
crowd’s attention. 

“It was so powerful to hear 
her story,” Shantae Johnson, a 
Black food-sovereignty advo-
cate and co-founder of Mudbone 
Grown farm, told me recently. 
Familiar with the state’s history 

of Black exclusion and whites-
only land policies, Johnson 
was astonished to learn that a 
Black woman was farming in the 
Willamette Valley during that 
time and eventually came to own 
land in Oregon.

Johnson herself doesn’t own 
the land she farms; Mudbone 
Grown’s three sites are on leased 
properties. For farmers who 
haven’t inherited land or the 
capital to acquire it, she told me, 
finding secure tenure is a huge 
barrier. And without it, farm-
ers can’t make the investments 
necessary for long-term success.

Unlike many white farmers, 
Black farmers in Oregon haven’t 
benefited from the free land given 
to the state’s early white settlers 
through the Oregon Donation 
Land Act of 1850. The most 
generous land giveaway in U.S. 
history, this law validated claims 
made under Oregon’s provisional 
government which, beginning in 
1843, enticed white settlers to 
journey west by offering white 
male citizens 320 acres each — 
640 if they were married. Claims 
of half the original acreage could 
be filed for another five years. 

When the Oregon Donation 
Land Act expired in 1855, 2.5 
million acres of land had been 
given to 7,000 white settlers. 
Arguably the most consequential 
of Oregon’s Black-exclusion poli-
cies, this law trails a stark legacy: 
Today, 96.7% of farm producers 
in the state are white, according 
to the 2017 Census of Agriculture. 
Only an estimated 0.1% of farm 
producers are Black, accord-
ing to an analysis of the census 
data by Oregon State University. 
Johnson, who sits on the Oregon 
State Board of Agriculture, 
described attending an organi-
zation event, where she and her 
partner, Arthur Shavers, sat at a 
table with several other farmers. 
“Each farmer was saying, ‘I’m a 
fourth-, fifth-, sixth-generation 

farmer and I own 2,000 acres.’ 
But we couldn’t say we owned 
anything; nothing was passed 
down. If you don’t have land, you 
don’t really have anything to pass 
on to your family. That’s where 
equity and wealth is built.”

In the theater that February 
night, Letitia’s story struck a 
particularly resonant chord for 
Johnson. It not only illustrated 
the depth of Oregon’s anti-Black 
history, but also revealed the 
perseverance of a woman who 
dared to insist on justice and 
ultimately attain something still 
rare for Black farmers in the state: 
land ownership. 

A few seats down from 
Johnson sat Lauren Gwin, asso-
ciate director of Oregon State’s 
Center for Small Farms and 
Community Food Systems. Like 
Johnson, Gwin had never heard of 
Letitia Carson. On the way out of 
the theater, the two women started 
talking, and Gwin mentioned that 
Letitia’s original homestead site 

was now owned by OSU. At that, 
Johnson turned to Gwin. “How do 
we find out more about this story,” 
she asked, “and what is happening 
with that land?”

It turned out that the 
land was part of the College of 
Agricultural Sciences’ Soap Creek 
Beef Ranch, a cow-and-calf oper-
ation used for hands-on learning 
and research. The Carsons’ 
320-acre land claim, located 
in the middle of the 1,200-acre 
ranch, remained open pasture. 
It was a rare find: a site where 
a significant piece of Oregon 
history took place that remained 
intact and owned by a public 
university. All this presented 
a powerful opportunity, Gwin 
believed, for OSU to use its 
resources as a land-grant univer-
sity to address racial inequalities.

Gwin and Johnson began to 
discuss how the Carson land could 
be repurposed to serve restorative 
justice. “Early on, we thought: 
What if we could acquire that land 
and set up a land trust to hold it 
for Black farmers?” Gwin told me. 
She reached out to Oregon Black 
Pioneers and the Linn Benton 
NAACP, while Johnson and a team 
of other Black women founded 
the Black Oregon Land Trust, a 
nonprofit that conserves agri-
cultural land for Black farmers. 
Together, leaders from these three 
organizations and OSU estab-
lished the Letitia Carson Legacy 
Project and outlined a collective 
vision for the Carson land. They 
imagined a living history center 
based around a re-creation of 
Letitia’s homestead; public tours 
and community events; agri-
cultural research and training 
programs to support Black farm-
ers; and opportunities for these 
farmers to once again cultivate 
this land. The site would become 
the first monument in the Pacific 
Northwest dedicated to interpret-
ing the life of a rural Black woman.

Jason Dorsette, president 
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of the Linn Benton NAACP, 
brought the Legacy Project’s 
ideas to OSU’s leadership. “The 
initial conversation was easy: the 
discovery phase, the story of this 
fantastic, phenomenal woman,” 
he told me. “All that was good 
and great.” But when Dorsette 
and other project members 
raised the possibility of shifting 
the use of the land, momentum 
slowed. In late 2020, following 
that summer’s call for a national 
reckoning with racial injustice, 
the college signed off on the proj-
ect’s design phase but made no 
promises in regards to the land.

 
TWO YEARS LATER,  on a driz-
zly December afternoon in 2022, I 
met Larry Landis at the northern 
edge of the Soap Creek Ranch. 
Landis, a recently retired OSU 
archivist, has been working with 
the Legacy Project to help dissem-
inate Letitia’s story and link it to 
contemporary Black farming in 
Oregon. He’s collaborated with 
sociology graduate students and 
faculty to conduct and archive 
oral histories of Oregon’s current 
Black farmers, ensuring that their 
stories, unlike Letitia’s, won’t 
be so easily erased from public 
memory. That afternoon, Landis 
took me to the Carsons’ home-
stead site to look at the land, an 
archive of its own.

We set out across a soggy 
pasture, passing a concrete 
WWII-era bunker tangled in 
blackberries before reaching 
the place where Letitia’s cabin is 
believed to have stood. I turned 
southwest to take in the view: 
Open grassland spread across a 
flat basin floor, then slimmed to 
a ribbon and disappeared into 
forested hills. No buildings or 
roads fell within sight. Half a mile 
away, a herd of elk lay veiled in a 
drift of fog. Catching our scent, 
the animals stood and ran.

At a glance, the place appears 
remarkably similar to how it 

might have looked when Letitia 
and David first arrived. But a 
keen eye would note differences: 
Canada thistle, an invasive weed 
that thrives in disturbed soil, 
proliferates. Pasture grasses 
displace native rushes and 
sedges. Camas, a flowering plant 
once abundant in open prairies 
like this one, persists only in 
sparse patches.

When the Carsons reached 
Soap Creek in 1845, they were 
among more than 16,000 over-
land settlers who came to Oregon 
between 1844 and 1850 in pursuit 
of those copious land giveaways, 
undeterred by the fact that the 
authorities promoting free acre-
age — first Oregon’s provisional 
government, and later the U.S. 
— had no legal claim to the land 
they offered. No treaties with the 
region’s tribes had been ratified; 
the land belonged to Indigenous 
people.

David and Letitia’s claim 

was located in the homelands 
of the Luckiamute Band of 
the Kalapuya, whose descen-
dants are now members of the 
Confederated Tribes of Grand 
Ronde and the Confederated 
Tribes of the Siletz Indians. Once 
a tribe of around 20,000 people, 
the Kalapuya stewarded the 
open prairie landscapes of the 
Willamette Valley for over 14,000 
years, using fire to clear encroach-
ing shrubs and trees, enrich soil, 
and encourage desirable vegeta-
tion. In the 1830s, the tribe lost 
90% of its people to a malaria 
epidemic. “So when Letitia 
arrived in 1845, we’re talking 
about a people in recovery, people 
trying to regain their popula-
tions and culture,” David Lewis, 
a scholar of Kalapuya history 
and member of the Confederated 
Tribes of Grand Ronde, told 
me. But the influx of settlers 
like the Carsons, eager to claim 
Kalapuya land 320 acres at a time, 
precluded their recovery, deny-
ing them access to the resources 
upon which their survival 
depended and pushing many 
to starvation. Native foods were 
destroyed as settlers plowed care-
fully managed meadows and ran 
pigs and cattle across prairies. By 
1851, the entire Willamette Valley 
had been claimed by settlers. Cut 
off from their means of survival, 
the Kalapuya had no choice but 
to sign the 1855 Willamette Valley 
Treaty, ceding over 1 million acres 
to the U.S. They were then forced 
onto a 61,000-acre reservation in 
the Coast Range.

On the Carson land that 
December afternoon, Landis 
pointed to a ruffle of black 
plastic protruding from the 
rain-drenched soil. It marked 
one of five test pits dug during 
an archaeological exploration 
organized by the Legacy Project. 
Here, a quarter-sized shard of 
mid-19th century transferware 
pottery was found. Along with 

this possible relic of the Carsons, 
the dig unearthed several arti-
facts left behind by Indigenous 
toolmakers: basalt flakes, chert 
cores and pieces of obsidian.

For the Legacy Project, and 
its central aim of telling a more 
truthful account of Oregon’s past, 
this layered history presents a 
challenge: How to commemorate 
a settler’s story without obscur-
ing the devastating legacy of 
settler colonialism on the region’s 
Indigenous people? But many 
of the project’s leaders also see 
an opportunity here. “From the 
beginning, we’ve acknowledged 
that Letitia’s story was made 
possible only because of the 
violent removal of the Kalapuya,” 
Gwin told me. The Soap Creek 
site provides the chance to tell 
a multi-vocal history of a single 
piece of land — one that includes 
perspectives from the Black 
and Indigenous communities 
connected to it — in order to 
reveal a more complete picture 
of the scope of the white suprem-
acist ideologies embedded in 
Oregon’s history. 

Figuring out how to achieve 
this ideal remains a big part 
of the Legacy Project’s work. 
“We’re going to be doing a lot of 
community-building and hearing 
from the Kalapuya to ask, ‘What 
is the vision around Black and 
Indigenous solidarity in regards 
to this land?’” Johnson said. 
“Because there’s a lot of richness 
there, so many stories.”

The Legacy Project has 
reached out to the Confederated 
Tribes of Grand Ronde and the 
Confederated Tribes of Siletz 
Indians to invite their collab-
oration. So far, neither tribe is 
officially involved, and I was 
unable to reach tribal officials 
for comment. In the meantime, 
the Legacy Project is consulting 
with Indigenous faculty at OSU 
and community leaders, includ-
ing David Lewis, an assistant 

“If you don’t 
have land, you 
don’t really have 
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pass on to your 
family. That’s 
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built.”
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professor of anthropology and 
ethnic studies. 

“It’s not enough anymore 
to just have a little plaque with 
our name on it,” Lewis, who 
formerly worked as the manager 
of the Confederated Tribes of the 
Grand Ronde Cultural Resources 
Department, said. If tribes are 
going to invest in this project, he 
believes, it needs to offer tangible 
benefits and an equal voice in the 
process. 

Lewis sees possibilities in the 
Legacy Project. Remnant popula-
tions of native plants, including 
camas, a traditional staple food 
of the Kalapuya, persist on the 
Carson land, indicating  good 
potential for restoration. He’d 
like to see the Legacy Project 
work with tribal leaders to restore 
sections of the property to native 
landscapes and confer gathering 
rights to tribes. This would honor 
Kalapuya culture and history 
while creating opportunities for 

Indigenous studies students and 
faculty to engage with the land. 
But, Lewis said, “There’s a reluc-
tance on the part of Ag. College to 
take the cattle off the land. That 
doesn’t bode well for a true resto-
ration project.”  

Jason Dorsette of the NAACP 
also expressed skepticism about 
the sincerity of OSU’s commit-
ment to both communities. He’s 
wary the university will try to use 
the project for a “two-for-one,” 
checking off its obligations to 
both groups without allocating 
additional resources. Dorsette 
fears that Letitia’s story and the 
Black experience in Oregon will 
be pushed to the side or watered 
down in service of a multicultural 
vision — one in which people 
of color are lumped together 
and their communities’ unique 
experiences and histories are 
obscured. Lewis shares this 
concern. “Under this new BIPOC 
label, it’s like we’re all in the same 

boat,” he said. “We’re not.” 
Both Lewis and Dorsette 

believe it’s possible to create 
an interpretive site that honors 
each community’s histories and 
connections to the Carson land 
— maybe even one in which the 
whole amounts to more than the 
sum of each part. But accomplish-
ing this would require additional 
resources and land, which OSU 
hasn’t committed to. And that 
squeeze is creating tension 
between the two communities, 
Dorsette told me. “I find this to 
be one of the oldest tricks in the 
book, to pit communities of color 
against each other so we’re fight-
ing for presence, for attention,” 
he said. “I get a little emotional 
because it reeks of anti-Blackness 
and white supremacy ideolo-
gies that cause communities of 
color to compete for funds that 
a university like OSU should just 
make happen because it’s the 
right thing to do.”

Sources: Archival photograph 
of Martha Lavadour, Narcisse 
Lavadour and Nelson Lavadour 
courtesy of Joey Lavadour; 
portrait of Joseph Armand 
Lavadour Jr., Joseph Armand 
Lavadour Sr., and James L. 
Lavadour courtesy of Joseph 
A. Lavadour Jr.; background 
painting courtesy of James 
L. Lavadour; tapestry detail 
photograph courtesy of Joseph 
A. Lavadour Jr.; camas flower 
photograph by Ivan McClellan; 
Belden map of 1855, public 
domain.



AT THE EDGE of a grassy square 
on the Oregon State campus 
in Corvallis, a stately brick 
building houses the College of 
Agricultural Sciences. I’d come 
here one winter afternoon to 
talk with Dean Staci Simonich. 
No sign marked the door, and 
I wasn’t sure I’d found the right 
building until I stepped back, 
craned my neck and saw a row of 
colossal capital letters towering 
above the fourth-story windows: 
AGRICULTURE.

 In 1868, the year Letitia 
received title to her Douglas 
County land, OSU was designated 
Oregon’s land-grant university. 
Created in part to bolster the 
nation’s agricultural industry by 
institutionalizing farm research, 
land-grant universities were 
federally funded via land expro-
priated from Indigenous tribes. 
OSU received 91,629 acres from 
several tribal nations — includ-
ing the Kalapuya — which were 
sold to raise the endowment prin-
cipal of what would amount to 
$4,182,259 today. The university 
has since become the largest in 
Oregon.

In her office, Dean Simonich 
expressed enthusiasm for Letitia’s 
story and the Legacy Project. 
She told me that the College of 
Agricultural Sciences has recently 
“upped its game” in regard to 
diversity, equity and inclusion, 
and she views the project as part 
of that work. “We want to show 
that this is not your grandfather’s 
College of Agricultural Sciences,” 
Simonich said.

I asked her if the beef ranch 
was willing to relinquish the 
Carson land to accommodate 
the project’s goals. “It’s not 
determined yet,” she told me. 
“We’re still developing the vision 
for what the project could or 
might be.” And cattle ranching, 
Simonich said, is an import-
ant aspect of Letitia’s legacy. 
She pointed to a frame on her 

office wall, which held a cherry- 
red silk scarf printed with 
dozens of cattle-brand symbols 
surrounding the words Oregon 
Cattlewomen. “I got it at a silent 
auction,” she told me. “It’s 70 or 
80 years old. So you see there’s a 
strong heritage of cattlewomen 
in Oregon, and Letitia was among 
the very first.” Today, cattle 
ranching is crucial to Oregon’s 
agricultural industry. After 
greenhouse and nursery prod-
ucts, cattle and calves are the 
state’s most valuable commodity, 
followed by hay and dairy. 

Simonich believes the beef 
ranch and the Legacy Project 
can co-exist. “I’m a ‘both/
and’ person,” she said, “not 
an ‘either/or.’” Some goals can 
be achieved without altering 
the ranch’s current use of the 
land: Occasional events can be 
held, archaeological surveys 
conducted, a memorial marker 
erected. But the project’s funda-
mental aspirations — creating 
a historic homestead where the 
public can learn Letitia’s story, 
cultivating Native landscapes 
and First Foods, and restoring 
the land to Black and Indigenous 
stewardship — will require the 
beef ranch to give up at least part 
of its claim to those acres. “That 
section is some of the best grass 
we have,” Simonich said. “It 
would be hard to lose that.”

One of the first calves of the 
season had slipped out between 
the rungs of its corral on the 
frosty January morning I visited 
ranch manager Mike Hammerich 
at the Soap Creek Ranch.  Once 
weaned, Hammerich said, this 
calf and the 120 others expected 
this spring will be sold for around 
$1,000 each. From where we 
stood watching the calf squirm 
back through the rails to its 
mother, Letitia’s cabin site was 
out of view. But we could see 
parts of her 320-acre claim: flat 
grassland giving way to sloping 

hills and eventually woods. That 
land, Hammerich explained, 
produces most of the hay the 
ranch depends on and provides 
essential pasture. “Losing those 
acres would be devastating,” he 
said. 

Still, Hammerich supports 
the Legacy Project and believes 
a portion of the land — five or 10 
acres — could be fenced off for an 
interpretive center without harm-
ing the ranch. In the meantime, he 
moves cows and works to accom-
modate the project’s events, like 
last summer’s Juneteenth cele-
bration and a field trip from the 
recently renamed Letitia Carson 
Elementary School, where he was 
impressed to see fourth-graders 
learning Letitia’s story. “I grew up 
in Oregon and I never learned any 
of this history,” he said. “I learned 
about slavery, of course, but noth-
ing about Oregon’s history of 
racism and Black exclusion.”

If, as the dean said, Oregon 
State is “not ‘your grandfather’s 
agriculture college,’” whose is 
it? According to OSU’s Office 
of Institutional Research, 72% 
of students in the College of 
Agricultural Sciences are white. 
Black-identified students make 
up 1.3%, and Indigenous students 
make up 0.8%. “If we look at our 
student success metrics, we know 
we are not doing as good a job as 
we need to around serving Black 
and Indigenous students,” Scott 
Vignos, the university’s chief 
diversity officer, told me.

In 2016, following a student 
protest about racism at OSU, the 
university established the Office 
of Institutional Diversity to 
address this persistent problem. 
“Part of that work involves build-
ing relationships that have been 
injured or never built in the first 
place,” he said. By connecting 
the land’s various stakeholders 
— Black-led community organi-
zations, tribal partners, students 
and faculty — Vignos believes the 
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project could present a unique 
means of doing that work. But it 
won’t be easy. “Anytime we talk 
about almost any site in the West, 
we are going to find at once really 
exciting, but also painful, stories, 
and pain that has not been reck-
oned with, so that’s going to be a 
big part of this process.”

 
THREE MILES across town, 
in the library of Letitia Carson 
Elementary School, a glass case 
holds two intricately woven 
forms: a traditional Walla Walla 
woman’s hat and a colorful root 
bag. Opposite it, a five-paneled 
painting of mountain land-
scapes spans the length of a wall. 
This art was given to the school 
at its re-naming ceremony last 
fall by Joey and James Lavadour. 
Renowned artists, brothers 
and Walla Walla members of 
the Confederated Tribes of the 
Umatilla Indians, the Lavadours 
are two of Letitia Carson’s 
great-great-great-grandsons. 

“As a kid, I was always sitting 
around with the old people, 
listening to their stories and 
looking at pictures instead of out 
playing,” Joey told me recently. 
One picture in his family’s collec-
tion, a photograph from 1891, 
showed a striking young woman 
in a black dress: Martha Carson, 
Letitia and David’s daughter. She 
stands with her husband, a Walla 
Walla and Métis man named 
Narcisse Lavadour, and their son. 
Martha married Narcisse in 1868, 
and her daughter from another 
partnership later married his 
brother. Both couples lived on 
the Umatilla Indian Reservation, 
where many of their descendants 
remain today.

Though Joey grew up know-
ing he had Black ancestors, this 
knowledge wasn’t widely held in 
his family. At some point, Joey 
explained, the older generations 
who’d known Martha Carson 
and her children stopped talking 

about their Blackness. “They 
knew, but they quieted it.” Over 
time, this part of the family’s heri-
tage was largely forgotten. 

As a young adult, Joey 
became friends with a historian 
who later introduced him to the 
findings of Bob Zybach and Jan 
Meranda. Joey was amazed to 
learn of Letitia’s accomplish-
ments and proud to be her 
descendant. But not everyone in 
his family shared his immediate 
enthusiasm. “I was bringing a 
new story to my parents’ gener-
ation,” Joey told me, and some 
found the news unsettling. “My 
father looked at me and said, 
‘I’ve fought all my life because 
I’m Indian. I don’t want to fight 
because I’m Black.’”

“It comes from being mixed 
themselves — Indian and white.” 
Joey said. “Living on the reserva-
tion, they experienced prejudice. 
Not from everyone, but a little 
prejudice goes a long way.” 

Years have passed since that 
moment. “Today, my family is 
extremely proud of Letitia and 
being descended of her,” Joey 
said. “We’re multiracial, and in 
being so there’s a lot of conflict 
involving history, you know, 
about what has taken place.” He 
told me about his tribe’s ongo-
ing efforts to reclaim lands lost 
through settlement. “It’s a diffi-
cult thing, a quandary,” he said. 
“You’re proud of one side of your 
family, although it steps on the 
toes of the other side.” Joey was 
silent for a moment, then added, 
“To me, it’s one big picture.”

When I asked the Lavadour 
brothers how they felt about the 
Legacy Project, both expressed 
ardent support. “This is the real 
history,” James said. “Stories of 
people who existed in between 
all the ‘History’ — it’s who people 
are, who I am.” 

LAST DECEMBER, the Legacy 
Project launched a traveling 

exhibit about Letitia’s life with 
a reception at the Douglas 
County Museum in Roseburg. 
Inside, I followed a din of voices 
past the museum’s gift shop, 
where visitors can buy petri-
fied wood and books from a box 
labeled “True Western Stories” 
(titles include: Mountain Men, 
Loggers and Cowboys), to a room 
where eight colorful panels told 
Letitia’s story via photographs, 
maps and text. The exhibit will 
travel across Oregon, bringing 
Letitia’s story to museums and 
community centers throughout 
the state. 

Dozens of people milled 
about, nibbling snacks while 
examining the panels. Midway 
through, Gwin and Zachary 
Stocks from Oregon Black 
Pioneers gave a brief overview of 
the Legacy Project. Afterwards, a 
visitor raised her hand, explained 
that she worked in rangeland 
management and had spent time 
in the Soap Creek Valley. “I’d love 
to know where Letitia’s home-
stead was,” she said. “Is there a 
marker of some kind?”

Stocks looked at Gwin. She 
shook her head: “Not yet.”

 The Legacy Project has 
accomplished a lot in four years: 
It compiled a digital history, 
organized an archaeological 
dig, held public events on the 
land, recorded and archived oral 
histories of contemporary Black 
farmers, created this exhibit. But 
the question of what will happen 
with Letitia’s land remains stub-
bornly unanswered. 

“Whether or not we create 
anything there will ultimately be 
up to the university,” Stocks told 
me. He hopes projects like the 
traveling exhibit will increase 
public interest and encourage 
OSU to enter into a perpetual 
use agreement with the Legacy 
Project partners to allow them 
to begin building their vision on 
the land. “We’re dreaming big 

while keeping our expectations 
small,” he said. “For now.”

One February afternoon, I 
drove once more to Soap Creek 
Valley to see the Carson land in 
the bright light of a clear day. 
Sunshine swept over the grass-
lands, and I tried to imagine 
the Legacy Project’s visions 
manifested there: A working 
homestead, meadows blue with 
camas, field crops cultivated 
by emerging Black farmers. 
Instead, I found myself capti-
vated by the sight of the open 
land, by the sense of possibility 
such a view conjures in America, 
where land is deeply entwined 
with freedom and wealth. It’s 
what Black leaders advocated for 
upon emancipation — 40 acres 
and a mule — and what they and 
many of their descendants have 
been repeatedly denied through 
exclusionary land policies. It’s 
what provided the carefully stew-
arded resources that sustained 
Indigenous tribes for millennia, 
and what many are fighting to 
regain today. It’s what drove thou-
sands of settlers to journey west, 
and what America’s formidable 
agricultural industry — and the 
prosperity and power it generates 
for some — is built upon. 

Here, in Soap Creek Valley, 
these strands of history are 
threaded together through 
the same 320 acres of prairie. 
Perhaps it’s not surprising, then, 
that the Legacy Project has thus 
far encountered more quandary 
than ease in its attempt to create 
a different future for this land. 
A cloud passed over the sun, 
and the valley fell into shadow. 
I thought of what Joey Lavadour 
said when I asked if he had a 
particular vision for the future 
of his great-great-great-grand-
mother’s land. “I just really love 
that her story is getting out there,” 
Joey said. “I didn’t realize, years 
ago, that it would mean so much 
to so many different people.”   
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THESE PHOTOGRAPHS  were taken between 2011 and 2018 
on Colorado’s Western Slope, in a high-desert enclave of small-
scale farms and wilderness. The locals in the towns of Paonia, 
Hotchkiss and Crawford refer to the surrounding river valley as 
“the North Fork.” For me, the North Fork is also a place in my 
imagination.

I first visited in 1992, when I was 7 years old. My dad took 
my brothers and me there to meet our aunt, uncle and their six 
kids, who at the time were living in a large tent at the base of a 
mountain. Their backyard had three ponds and a garden where 
they grew their own food. Beyond was a dense forest of scrub 
oak and juniper trees where I imagined coyotes, black bears and 
mountain lions lurked — and even farther out were troves of 
aspen and pine, guarding a seemingly infinite and unknowable 
expanse.

I marveled over my cousins’ world and envied their free-
doms. I viewed their free-range way of life as an enduring vestige 
of the frontier, as if they were on a never-ending adventure that 
was at once exciting and terrifying. I was also mystified by their 
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North Fork 
Refuge

Photos and text by Trent Davis Bailey

Harvesting memories on 
Colorado’s Western Slope.

Karen, Hotchkiss, Colorado, 2014.
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Compost, Paonia, Colorado, 2015.

Lilly (Picking Apricots), Paonia, Colorado, 2012. James, Hotchkiss, Colorado, 2016.



homegrown meals, especially my aunt’s macrobiotic 
dishes, which consisted of peculiar heirloom crops and 
other strange and colorful local foods I had never seen, 
smelled or tasted anywhere else. 

In the years that followed, my dad and his brother had 
ongoing personal disputes, which ended with a breach of 
trust and led to a falling out between our families. I never 
again visited the valley as a child, but my memories of it 
remained.

And, almost 20 years later, I returned. I found my 
way back through an orchardist and vintner known as 
Justy, who let me camp on his land. He showed me his 
raspberry thickets and native cottonwoods, his compost 
piles, his chicken and turkey coop, his goat pen and apple 
orchard, and his rows of grapevines supported by tres-
tles. We harvested garlic together, ate figs off a tree in 

his greenhouse, and swam naked in his friends’ pond. 
The North Fork was even more remarkable than I had 
remembered.

After several returns, as fate would have it, I bumped 
into my aunt at the Paonia food co-op. Awestruck, we 
embraced each other and exchanged stories. She told me 
that her family had left the valley in 1999, only to return in 
the early aughts. In the years since that chance encounter, 
I’ve rekindled ties with her and my North Fork cousins, 
and my fondness for them gives me all the more reason 
to keep coming back.

During my longest stay, two days before my 30th 
birthday, a friend from Paonia took me foraging for 
chanterelles and brought along another friend of hers 
named Emma. Almost unbelievably, we found more than 
15 pounds of mushrooms. Come sundown, Emma and I 
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Amaya, Paonia, Colorado, 2016.
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Scott (Watering), Paonia, Colorado, 2016.Angela, Lost Lake, Colorado, 2015.

Farmhands, Hotchkiss, Colorado, 2014.
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washed and sorted our haul and devoured a sautéed help-
ing of it with dinner and homemade mead. Afterward, we 
lay in the grass and talked late into the evening under a 
waxing crescent moon, beginning a long imagining of our 
own new constellations.

Emma and I are now married and raising a family of 
our own, growing crops, tending to a backyard perennial 
garden and living among century-old pines in a moun-
tain community along Colorado’s Front Range. When I’m 
home, I’m reminded that the woods around us are related 
to the forest where we met. The North Fork, that uncanny 
refuge on the other side of the Continental Divide, has 
given me family in more ways than one.   

Austin (Suze’s Cherry Tree), Hotchkiss, Colorado, 2015.

Eggs, Paonia, Colorado, 2017.
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Bill, Hotchkiss, Colorado, 2011.

Jars, Plums and Apples, Hotchkiss, Colorado, 2012.
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Fruit-picking Ladders, Hotchkiss, Colorado, 2017.

Ryan (Sunning), Paonia, Colorado, 2014.
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Lost Boy Ranch, Hotchkiss, Colorado, 2012.

Roundabout, Hotchkiss, Colorado, 2013.

The photographs featured here are 
from Trent Davis Bailey’s book, 

The North Fork, forthcoming in 
late summer 2023 from Trespasser, 

a Texas-based independent art 
book publisher. Bailey’s work is 
also the subject of an exhibition 

at the Denver Art Museum titled 
“Personal Geographies: Trent 

Davis Bailey | Brian Adams,” which 
will be on view from July 30, 2023, 

through  Feb. 11, 2024.

Editor’s note: “Karen,” who 
appears in the photos on 

pages 36 and 40, now works at 
High Country News.



JANUARY 2023     1JANUARY 2023     1



46      HIGH COUNTRY NEWS  

Notice to our advertisers: You can 
place classified ads with our online 
classified system. Visit hcn.org/
classifieds. May 29 is the deadline 
to place your classified ad in the 
July 2023 issue. Email advertising
@hcn.org for help or information.

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

Tribal Stewardship and Engagement 
Coordinator — Preserve Bears Ears 
through tribal relationship building. 
Must have experience serving tribal 
communities. Full-time, remote, 
competitive pay and benefits. Visit 
website for more info. https://www.
bearsearscoalition.org/tribal-
stewardship-position/.

Chief Executive Officer — Remote Ex-
empt position for Buffalo Nations 
Grasslands Alliance is responsible 
for the planning and organization 
of Buffalo Nations Grasslands 
Alliance’s day-to-day operations. 
https://www.bngalliance.org/
chief-executive-officerinfo@
BNGAlliance.org.

Executive Director — The Executive 
Director of the Badlands Conser-
vation Alliance (BCA) builds and 
leads a premier North Dakota 
advocacy group that serves to 
protect the ecology of the North 
Dakota Badlands, an expansive 
geologic feature that includes the 
largest national grassland in the 
United States. With the support of 
its board of directors, the BCA fully 

empowers the Director to coordi-
nate decision-making processes, 
invent solutions, make discover-
ies, inspire the public, and shape 
the future of life in western North 
Dakota. In addition to carrying out 
administrative duties that include 
financial and operational reporting, 
the Director will engage with our 
stakeholders and the public, and 
serve as the leader of our organi-
zation. You will have access to the 
spectacular North Dakota Bad-
lands, the extraordinarily influential 
members of BCA, our expansive 
knowledge database and our do-
nors. You will be the voice that the 
media turns to when controversies 
emerge. You will help shape the fu-
ture of the North Dakota Badlands.

The BCA emphasizes with en-
thusiasm and confidence that the 
incoming Executive Director of the 
Badlands Conservation Alliance 
will have significant, far-reaching 
impacts. This is your opportunity to 
develop and expand relationships 
with local environmental, politi-
cal, agricultural, government and 
commercial entities that intersect 
within the Badlands of North 
Dakota. You will develop a region-
al communication plan and lead 
fundraising efforts to help protect 
our environment, parks, grasslands 
and wildlife. You will review and 
revise existing short and long-
range plans that reach the highest 
levels of government agencies. 
You’ll participate in meetings, 
discussions, and negotiations with 
other conservation groups and 
western North Dakota counties, 
and work with local, State, and 
Federal agencies, pertinent to the 
Theodore Roosevelt National Park, 
the Dakota Prairie Grasslands, and 
the long-awaited Theodore Roo-
sevelt Presidential Library, which 
is expected to be one of the most 
transformative cultural additions in 
North Dakota history.

BCA’s headquarters are in 
Bismarck, the legislative center of 
North Dakota, where we share an 
office space with other vibrant and 
active natural resource groups. 
Passion and knowledge of the North 
Dakota Badlands is a must, be-
cause you’ll be planning and leading 

Badlands outings on a regular basis. 
Some in-state travel is necessary. 
Expenses will be reimbursed. When 
required, the ability to accommo-
date and implement virtual meeting 
technologies is expected.

The salary range is $60,000-
$75,000. Benefits in addition to 
salary will be negotiable, depend-
ing on success in fundraising and 
membership recruitment.

Job applicants, please email 
the cover letter and résumé to the 
chair of our search committee: 
cahogan128@gmail.com.

Please cc bca@badlands
conservationalliance.org and 
include the subject line: BCA Exec-
utive Director Application.

Badlands Conservation Alli-
ance is dedicated to the preserva-
tion of the North Dakota Badlands, 
providing an independent voice 
to ensure agencies adhere to the 
principles of the laws that provide 
for wise stewardship of the natural 
landscapes with which the citizens 
of the United States have en-
trusted them — for this and future 
generations. 701-450-1634. bca@
badlandsconservationalliance.org. 
BadlandsConservationAlliance.org.

2023 Seasonal and Full-time Positions 
Available! — Advance your career 
while completing vital forest and 
watershed restoration in wild and 
scenic Northern Sierra! 
www.sierrainstitute.us. 

Executive Director  — The Civil Con-
versations Project, a 501(c)(3) 
organization working to end racism 
in America, is seeking an experi-
enced and passionate part-time 
Executive Director. For full job 
description and more information, 
please contact info@thecivil
conversationsproject.org. www.
thecivilconversationsproject.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.

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

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

Environmental Services  — We char-
acterize contaminated sites, identi-
fy buried drums, tanks, debris and 
also locate groundwater. 208-501-
9984. www.ecageophysics.com.
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Connecting the West’s Wild Strongholds

www.vitalground.org “Great Bear” by Monte Dolack

REAL ESTATE FOR SALE

Coming to Tucson?  —  Popular 
vacation house, everything fur-
nished. Two bedroom, one bath, 
large enclosed yards. Dog-friendly. 
Contact Lee at cloler@cox.net or 
520-791-9246.

Nautilus Legacy Forest and home for 
sale  —  The Nautilus Legacy Forest 
is a beautiful historic property 
that lies among just over 30 acres. 
Uniquely stunning nautilus-shaped 
berm home is surrounded by 
abundant wildlife and enchanting 
woods; some trees are over 100 
years old. Lots of added value in 
the additional shop and green-
house that has heat and power. 
Year-round panoramic views of 
the mountains across the six-acre 
working pasture. Enjoy the endless 
private trails with a stream and 
pond, as well as the established or-
chard that was started as far back 
as 1979. Several opportunities for a 
home in a parklike setting, or cre-
ate an educational center to teach 

about the native plants and trees 
that help reduce carbon dioxide 
and everything else this beautiful 
nature preserve offers. 360-389-
1807. sarahscobeere@gmail.com.

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.

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

LEARN. EXPLORE. GROW.
PROTECT.

JUNE MEMBER SPECIAL!
Join at $50+ & get a Broads’ tote.
JUNE MEMBER SPECIAL!
Join at $50+ & get a Broads’ tote.

Have fun doing serious work to protect wild lands & waters.



ON MAY 1, 2016,  the Alberta, 
Canada, oil boomtown of Fort 
McMurray received warning of a 
wildfire in the forest about seven 
miles to its west. Despite initial 
reassurances from fire officials, 
the fire raced toward the city, 
swelling to more than half a mil-
lion acres, and on May 3, 88,000 
people were forced to evacuate. 
The fire — locals called it “The 
Beast” — destroyed more than 
2,400 homes, caused $9 billion 
in damages, and profoundly 
disrupted the lives of all who 
experienced it. To author John 
Vaillant, who lives in Vancou-
ver, British Columbia, its feroci-
ty served as both a literal and a 
metaphorical expression of the 

petroleum industry’s power — 
as well as a shocking harbinger 
of the future. Which it was: By 
mid-May of this year, there were 
90 wildfires burning in Alberta, 
23 of them out of control.

HCN  spoke with Vaillant 
about his new book Fire Weather: 
A True Story from a Hotter World, 

out this month from Knopf. This 
conversation has been edited for 
length and clarity.

Many of us in the U.S. West 
don’t know how devastating the 
Fort McMurray fire was. What 
set it apart from other North 
American wildfires?

The size and the speed — and 
the fact that it ran right into an 
oil hub. The only reason Fort 
McMurray is where it is, and is 
the size it is now, is because of the 
bitumen industry, which is a feed-
stock for petroleum. We import 
nearly 4 million barrels a day of 
Fort McMurray petroleum into 
the United States; it’s our biggest 
foreign source of petroleum. 

There’s a sense in Fort 
McMurray that we’re a young, 
strong, hardworking city of 
achievers. We overcome massive 
obstacles. So when they saw this 
fire, there was a sense of, we got 
this. Fire is nothing new to us up 
here. 

That’s all true, but in the 
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When fire goes feral
A conversation with John Vaillant, author of  

Fire Weather: A True Story from a Hotter World.

BY MICHELLE NIJHUIS | ILLUSTRATION BY LAUREN CROW



21st century, it’s harder to accu-
rately predict how fire is going to 
behave. We’re learning that there 
are micro-thresholds — when you 
have, say, 11% humidity instead 
of 25% humidity and 90 degrees 
Fahrenheit instead of 75 degrees 
Fahrenheit — where fire becomes 
empowered. It goes feral.

You have an amazing scene 
where one of the fire manag-
ers is on the local radio station, 
sending a message of “It’s OK, 
we’re on top of this.” And as he’s 
being interviewed, the cloud 
of smoke on the horizon gets 
blacker and blacker, and the 
reporter sees him start to sweat. 
Even people who knew intellec-
tually what might happen just 
found it hard to imagine.
This is the advantage that climate 
change has over us. We can have 
the data, but that doesn’t mean 
we always interpret it in a mean-
ingful way. So the people whose 
job it is to protect communities 
can look at the fire weather index 
and see that wow, this is serious. 
And yet that doesn’t automati-
cally translate into action, into 
oh my gosh, this could overrun 
the city, we should evacuate now. 
That’s why one of the things that 
really resonated for me was the 
idea of the Lucretius problem. 

Tell us about the Lucretius 
problem. 
Lucretius was a poet and philoso-
pher who lived in Rome during the 
first century BCE. The Lucretius 
problem, roughly paraphrased, 
is that the fool believes the tall-
est mountain of all is the tallest 
mountain that he himself has 
seen. In other words, we’re often 
limited by personal experience. If 
you haven’t felt it viscerally your-
self, there’s a little part of you that 
can’t believe it’s possible. 

Nobody could believe the Fort 
McMurray fire was going to be 

as bad as it was except for the 
volunteer firefighters from the 
nearby town of Slave Lake, who 
had experienced a fire of simi-
lar ferocity in 2011. 
The firefighters from Slave Lake 
were kind of a Greek chorus; the 
future had already happened to 
them. In a matter of hours, they 
lost 500 houses, they lost the 
library, they lost the city hall, they 
lost the radio station. They lost a 
third of the town in an afternoon.
What was most notable about 
that fire was the heat. People 
came back looking for the tractor 
mowers in their garage and found 
that the garage and the tractor 
mower had basically vaporized. 
That’s not what a house fire does, 
and it’s not what most wildfires 
do. But it’s what a 21st century fire 
is capable of doing. 

It was important to me to get 
at the psychological destabiliza-
tion that results from that kind of 
fire. This place where you raised 
your kids, and might have been 
raised yourself, is gone. It isn’t 
like, well, the roof burned off, 
maybe we can rebuild. There’s 
simply nothing left. You’ve been 
negated.

During the Fort McMurray fire, 
the evacuation orders came 
very late, but the evacuation 
itself was almost miraculous-
ly smooth. And this was in an 
oil town with a definite rowdy 
side — it’s easy to imagine how 
it could have gone another way. 
What happened? 
I think people are going to be 
puzzling that out for a long time. 
Many of the workers in the bitu-
men camps were evacuated by 
jet — those facilities are so big 
that they have their own aero-
dromes. So most of the people 
in the endless lines of cars snak-
ing through the flames in Fort 
McMurray worked in the indus-
try as permanent employees. 
They owned real estate, they 

had families.
There’s also a very strong 

culture of faith in Fort McMurray 
— not just evangelical Christians, 
but many Muslims, many 
Hindus. So there’s community 
through the neighborhoods and 
through the churches. And then 
there’s this sort of Canadian 
discipline that says, it’s not all 
about you. The Canadian equiva-
lent of life, liberty and the pursuit 
of happiness is peace, order and 
good government. So during 
the evacuation, people were 
stopping at traffic lights even 
as every single tree in sight was 
on fire and their kids were in the 
back screaming and crying. They 
followed the rules, and those 
rules saved their lives. 

It’s been almost exactly seven 
years since the Fort McMurray 
fire. How has the city changed? 
Well, the petroleum industry is a 
wholly owned subsidiary of fire. 
It’s founded on burning, and if it 
doesn’t keep burning stuff, it will 
be out of business. The notion of 
responding to climate change in 
a way that might stifle or redi-
rect the energy of the petroleum 
industry is pretty much off-limits 
in northern Alberta. And so Fort 
McMurray is rebuilding as fast as 
it can, expanding production as 
fast as it can. 

There are plenty of people 
in Fort McMurray who are still 
traumatized by the fire. Many 
first responders have health 
issues, and some have had to 
resign themselves to the fact 
that they’re going to live shorter 
lives. But the links between the 
industry and climate change 
and between climate change and 
fire are still a little bit abstract. 
People think: “This was a terri-
ble thing that happened to us, 
one that we would never want 
to happen to anybody else. But 
we’ve got to go on; we’ve got 
to get back in the saddle.”     
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“The petroleum 
industry is a 

wholly owned 
subsidiary 
of fire. It’s 

founded on 
burning, and if 
it doesn’t keep 

burning stuff, 
it will be out of 

business.”



E A ST  O F  LOS  A N G E L E S, 
in San Gabriel Valley, Asian 
Americans make up more than 
half of the population. The 
casino buses aren’t hard to find 
here; they run back and forth 
from Las Vegas and Southern 
California’s many gambling 
houses, picking up passengers in 
the parking lots of Asian super-
market chains like 99 Ranch. 
They’re run by companies with 
nondescript names like Da Zhen 
and QH Express. The buses are 
often unmarked and hard to find 
on the web, because their older 
clientele doesn’t often speak 
English and therefore doesn’t 
use the internet. The compa-
nies are frequently resented by 
city councils and residents alike, 
because the buses clog up traffic, 
and the crowds of gamblers are 
regarded as a nuisance. Safety 
is also an issue; as reported in 
The San Diego Union-Tribune, 25 
passengers were injured in 2018, 
when a bus overturned at 4 a.m. 
in downtown Los Angeles on the 
way back from Pala Casino in San 
Diego County. 

Gambling addiction is a 
well-documented problem 
among Asian Americans. Social 
wo r k e r s  a n d  a c a d e m i c s 
point to the pressures and 
obstacles that low-income, 

non-English-speaking immi-
grants face — the loneliness and 
the lack of bilingual treatment 
options for problem gambling. 
Others blame the gaming and 
hospitality industry, which 
targets Asian Americans with 
special deals on transportation, 
meals and gambling vouchers. 

In Meet Me Tonight In 
Atlantic City, her new memoir, 
Jane Wong doesn’t deeply inves-
tigate the causes of this blight 
on Asian American immigrant 
communities. Instead, she illus-
trates the heavy toll that gambling 
addiction can take on families by 
describing her own experiences: 
“(M)y father played all night in 
Atlantic City. He did not stop to 
eat or go to the bathroom or ask 
where his family was. My father 
owned a Chinese American 
takeout restaurant on the Jersey 
shore, and we would lose this 
one asset from his gambling. … 
When we didn’t go to Atlantic 
City with him, he’d disappear 
for days, sometimes a week. My 
mother ran the restaurant with-
out him, her arms scraping the 
fryer, grime peeling like bark. Her 
anger: strips of wonton wrappers 
seething in that fryer, slow and 
dangerous.”

Eventually, Wong’s father 
leaves the family. “That day was 

like any other,” writes Wong. “I 
went to school. My mother slept, 
since she’d started working night 
shift for the United States Postal 
Service. … But he — my father — 
was gone. Just like that.” 

The consequences of her 
father’s abandonment hang 
over Wong and her family for 
decades. Her mother, lovingly 
depicted throughout the book, 
works as a mail sorter to pay the 
bills after Wong’s father gambles 
away the family restaurant. As an 
essential worker, she continues 
to work overtime at night when 
COVID-19 arrives, risking seri-
ous illness and death. And their 
father’s abandonment haunts his 
children into adulthood. In an 
especially heartbreaking scene, 
Wong’s brother, now grown 
up, visits his father, hoping to 
develop a relationship with 
him through watching the NBA 
playoffs together. But his father 
only turns him away, claiming 
to be “too busy.” When Wong 
recalls her father’s love for play-
ing Ping-Pong with his friends, 
she describes it as a rare exam-
ple of him expressing joy in her 
presence. “More often than not, 
he would refuse to use words,” 
she writes. “He’d just grunt like 
a rock falling off a truck bed. 
Who knows, maybe I learned my 

silence in school from him.”
Wong pokes fun at her 

lingering “daddy issues,” but 
her relationships with men tend 
to echo her dysfunctional rela-
tionship with her father. After a 
yearlong romance, one boyfriend 
leaves for work, and, days later, 
breaks up with Wong, telling her 
“he never loved me … none of 
it was real.” In one particularly 
disturbing interaction, Wong is 
propositioned in a used book-
store by a middle-aged white 
man, who offers her $1,000 cash 
for a night together. In these pain-
ful episodes, the reader can’t help 
but see shadows of the “noncha-
lant disregard”  Wong’s father had 
for her when she was a child. 

Wong offers no theories as to 
what drove her father to behave 
in such pathological ways. But 
the reader learns that her parents’ 
marriage was an arranged one, 
and it’s unclear whether the two  
were ever in love. Perhaps marital 
strife, combined with economic 
pressures, contributed to Wong’s 
father’s uncontrollable desire 
to gamble. Wong cites a 2016 
article by Michael Liao entitled 
“Asian Americans and Problem 
Gambling,” which theorizes that 
“the impulse to gamble” is “tied 
to matters of control.” Wong adds, 
“Among vulnerable communities 
who may feel powerless in their 
everyday lives, this is one way to 
take action.”

Do a quick Google search 
on “Asian marketing jobs,” and 
you’ll find Las Vegas-based 
postings from companies like 
The Venetian and Caesars 
Entertainment at the top of 
the list. But while big casino 
marketers might target Asian 
Americans, they don’t always 
succeed. Lucky Dragon, for 
example, was deliberately 
designed to capture Asian 
high-rollers, employing feng 
shui and Asian street food and 
marketing itself as Las Vegas’ 
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Gambling’s hidden price 
Meet Me Tonight In Atlantic City details the cost of gambling addiction 
for one Asian American family. 

BY LELAND CHEUK | PORTRAIT BY CHONA KASINGER

REVIEW
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Meet Me Tonight In Atlantic City  
Jane Wong
388 pages,  
hardcover: $27.95
Tin House, 2023.

first Asian-themed resort expe-
rience. It opened in 2016 only to 
close in January 2018, becoming 
one of the “shortest-lived casino 
ventures in the history” of the 
city, according to Casino.org. 
Lucky Dragon would reopen in 
2020 under new ownership but 
then fold again in late 2022.

Though the roots of Wong’s 
father’s addiction remain myste-
rious, the family’s response 
to losing their patriarch to 
gambling is admirable. Today, 
Wong teaches creative writing at 
Western Washington University 
and is an acclaimed poet. Her 
mother stuffs Wong’s second 
book, How to Not Be Afraid of 
Everything, into her work bag 
and shows her co-workers on 
the night shift at the post office. 
“My daughter was in the New 
York Times,” her mom says. 
“Can you believe it?” In a video 
in which he reads a scene from 
one of Wong’s published essays, 
her brother “talks about how he 
wants to be a great dad, to loosen 
the weight of his own relation-
ship to his father.” “The video was 
too tender, too generous,” Wong 
writes. “I couldn’t share it.”

Wong’s loving portrayal of 
her mother and brother and her 
bracingly honest account of her 
own struggles in the aftermath of 
her father’s poor choices illumi-
nate the lasting damage gambling 
can do to families. The memoir 
also shines as an ode to working- 
class Asian immigrants and the 
pressures and dangers they face 
without complaint, pressures 
that, to their American-born chil-
dren, seem unendurable.   



The flamboyance of wildflowers
Commemorating queer culture amid the California superbloom.

BY MILES W. GRIFFIS
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CONFETTI WESTERNS

A column that explores the queer natural and  
cultural histories of the American Southwest.

inland echo. Oil on canvas, 2023. Sabrina Piersol



IN MANY MAJOR U.S.  and European cities 
in the 1930s, a surge of queer underground 
parties sprouted like pansies from the soil. 
Queer and transgender performers sang 
proud songs about waving buttercups and 
daisies. The revelry attracted thousands, 
but after only a few years, homophobia and 
Nazism trampled this short-lived superbloom, 
which historians call “The Pansy Craze.” 

When I was growing up near conservative 
Colorado Springs, Colorado, my classmates 
called me a “pansy” so often that I began to 
embrace the wild pansies in my backyard 
as part of my identity. I didn’t see the bright 
yellow-and-purple flower as weak; it could 
bench-press heavy mats of ponderosa pine 
needles. Derogatory terms like “daisy,” 
“evening botanist” and “lavender boy” have 
been used to demean effeminate men for over 
a century, but queer people have never shied 
away from horticultural association. From 
the feminine desire symbolized by Sappho’s 
violets to Oscar Wilde’s green carnations, 
worn on the lapels of gay men, we have often 
reclaimed and celebrated our identities or 
spoken through flowers. 

During the massive blooms of 2017, I 
set out on what I called “The Pansy Craze 
Expedition,” backpacking, biking and driv-
ing across the Colorado and Mojave deserts 
in search of flowers. Perhaps it was my own 
way of processing the violence against queer 
and trans Americans that intensified in 2016, 
culminating in today’s frenzy of transphobic 
legislation. Now, I view my expedition as an 
ongoing celebration of flamboyance. It’s also 
a protest against our worsening drought of 
equal rights.

This winter’s record-breaking precipita-
tion has animated blooms as dramatic as drag 
shows. Their flamboyance of color follows 
a ferocity of gray, when atmospheric rivers 
hundreds of miles wide gathered moisture 
from tributaries over the Pacific and collided 
with the West Coast, shrouding the mountains 
in snow. 

I continued my Pansy Craze Expedition 
this year with my boyfriend on a cold after-
noon in March, returning to the Chumash’s 

Tšɨłkukunɨtš, “place of rabbits,” also known 
as Carrizo Plain National Monument. 
Tšɨłkukunɨtš at peak bloom resembles a 
tie-dyed tapestry of yellow, purple and orange 
pulled tightly across its plain and scrunched 
in its ring of mountains. The swaths of flowers 
flicker in the sunlight like a hummingbird’s 
iridescent gorget. 

We walked a narrow road up the Temblor 
Range and were surrounded by millions of 
hillside daisies. I call their electric gathering 
The Yellow. On all fours, I counted a daisy’s 
disc florets, full of male and female sex organs, 
thinking of writer Ellen Meloy’s term “bota-
nical eroticism.” I felt like I was free-falling 
through an endless loop of daisies, the florets 
and yellow carpets recursively appearing 
within themselves.

Farther up the hill, we entered The 
Purple, composed primarily of lacy phacelia. 
They emitted an ambrosial, gender-neutral 
perfume that drifted through the air like 
painted lady butterflies. The phacelia’s deep 
purple hue on shapely hills often reminds me 
of the photography of Robert Mapplethorpe, 
whose phallic flowers were as masculine as 
the leather daddies who posed for him in 
subterranean sex clubs. 

Mapplethorpe’s anemones, irises and 
other floral portraits projected into my mind 
within that funnel of phacelia. Flashes of 
leather thongs resembled the San Andreas 
Fault at the base of the Temblors and the 
blue-eyed grass the Chumash named  
sh’ichki-‘i’waqaq, or “frog’s g-string.” This 
year’s bloom was just beginning, but, like cut 
flowers, the displays would quickly wilt. The 
magical realism portal was opening and clos-
ing at the same time.

I told my partner about a memory that 
the author Jack Fritscher, Mapplethorpe’s 
former partner, shared with me: When he 
took Mapplethorpe to see the calla lilies 
in his Sonoma garden, they towered over 
the artist like redwoods. “It was a real Alice 
in Wonderland moment,” Fritscher said. 
Mapplethorpe died in 1989 of AIDS-related 
complications; Fritscher compared the effects 
of the disease to a time-lapse sequence, one 

that brought to mind a flower’s fleeting life. 
“An aging process that should take 50 years 
takes five months,” he said. “Robert worked 
fast because (the flower’s) beauty was brief.”

Our eyes were calmed by the all- 
consuming color as we watched whitecaps 
form on the ephemeral Soda Lake thousands 
of feet below us. A western meadowlark 
erupted from the swath of daisies with a 
thworp, her bright yellow chest making it look 
as if the flowers were suddenly turning into 
birds. She whistled as she traced a ridgeline 
toward the alkaline lake, and I thought about 
how quickly this emblazoned landscape 
would be scorched brown by the recurrent 
cruelty of its environment. 

But the day was cool and colorful and 
daisy pollen carried by gusts of wind clung to 
my legs. I gathered it and smeared The Yellow 
on my face like eyeshadow.    

 I felt like I was  
free-falling through an 
endless loop of daisies, 
the florets and yellow 

carpets recursively 
appearing within 

themselves.
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NEW MEXICO

It’s a bird! It’s a plane! It’s a 
flapping, feathery, fluttering … 
drone? If you happen to have a 
surplus of dead birds on hand, 
take heart: Those wings and 
feathers can be repurposed into 
useful airborne science exper-
iments. The Washington Post 
reports that Mostafa Hassanalian, 
an engineering professor at the 
New Mexico Institute of Mining 
and Technology in Socorro, has 
taken upcycling to new heights, 
literally: Hassanalian researches 
the kinetics of bird drones during 
flight, with the goal of optimizing 
aviation technology. And that’s 
where all the taxidermied birds 
come in: He attaches their wings, 
feathers and heads to something 
he calls ornithopters — which 
are not the long-lost cousins of 
velociraptors, but rather “small 
machines with mechanical wings 
that flap like those of birds and 
insects.” He’s tested pigeon, crow 
and even hummingbird wings 
for their endurance and speed 
with hopes that his research “can 
create a revolution in the aviation 
industry” — though we can’t help 
but worry that bird drones could 
also be used for surveillance, 
giving a sinister new meaning to 
the phrase “a bird’s-eye view.”

MONTANA

A freight train full of Coors Light 
and Blue Moon beer derailed 
just outside the aptly named 
town of Paradise, directly across 
from Quinn’s Hot Springs Resort 
— and 25 rail cars carrying mul-
tiple cases of brew tumbled into 
the Clark Fork River. Talk about 
“bottoms up!” Hungry Horse 
News reported that the incident 
“brought back memories” of a 
similar calamity some 20 years 
ago, when Montana Rail Link 
jumped the track between Par-
adise and Plains; aside from liq-
uid asphalt and corn syrup, the 
train was also carrying about 

8,000 12-packs of Coors. Though 
the more recent derailment also 
involved a tank car carrying 
butane, a type of liquefied petro-
leum gas, no serious damage was 
done. Obviously, Bacchus and 
the other Beer Gods are smiling 
on Montana. 

IDAHO

Back in January, coyotes on 
the Schweitzer Mountain Ski 
Resort started “exhibiting highly 
unusual behavior” on the slopes, 
even chasing after skiers, accord-
ing to USA Today. One woman 
was bitten, prompting Idaho 
Department of Fish and Game 
to warn the public that “patrons 
should be on guard and contact 
the agency if they spot coyotes,” 
even if the coyotes claim to have 

legitimate ski passes. The usually 
shy nocturnal canines have even 
been seen prowling downtown 
Sandpoint in broad daylight, 
which the Department of Fish 
and Game said is “extremely rare 
activity.” Asked for comment 
about what was up with the 
coyotes, a Road Runner spokes-
bird simply shrugged and said, 
“Beep-beep.”

WASHINGTON

The Walla Walla, part of the 
Washington State Ferries fleet, 
experienced technical difficulties 
during its regular Saturday night 
route to Seattle from Bremerton. 
Fortunately, none of the 596 
passengers got hurt and everyone 
was safely offloaded, along with, 
eventually, their cars. Seattle Met 

writer Haley Shapley and her 
cat, Kai, who were also aboard, 
published a timeline of events. 
“4:20 to 4:22 p.m.: … lights on the 
ferry flicker. There’s an ominous 
feeling in the air … A message 
crackles over the loudspeaker: 
‘We’ve lost steering and propul-
sion. Brace for impact.’

“4:36 p.m.: We run aground.
“4:37 p.m.: I text: ‘Okay we’re 

okay. We crashed into the shore, 
but it was very soft.’”

Shapley described the fiasco 
with good humor. Life jackets 
were retrieved and donned: “kids 
are crying, babies are screaming, 
and one guy is 100 percent sure 
he’s still making it to the Mariners 
game tonight. … There’s a sea of 
orange and confusion.

“5:10 p.m.: We’re asked to 
raise our hands and not lower 
them until we’ve been counted. 
There are almost 600 of us. My 
arm falls asleep three times before 
I’m counted.” Not everyone coop-
erated, though: Kai — adhering 
to the Cat Code of Conduct — 
refused to raise his paw.

WASHINGTON

Good news: Tokitae, also known 
as Lolita, the oldest killer whale in 
captivity, will return to her Salish 
Sea home waters after being held 
in Miami’s Seaquarium since the 
early 1970s, when she was taken 
from her pod. KIRO7 contacted 
the Lummi Nation for a state-
ment: Tokitae “has a strong 
relationship with our homeland 
and all the natural resources 
therein. We are happy to hear that 
our relative, Sk’aliCh’elh’tenaut 
(Tokitae), will have the oppor-
tunity to return home. She 
represents the story of all Native 
peoples that have experienced 
genocide and the bad policies 
that have been put in place to ‘kill 
the Indian and save the man.’ But 
more importantly, she represents 
our resilience and strength and 
our need for healing.”   
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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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PAUL KIMPLING
Community organizer, farmer,  
U.S. Forest Service employee 

Paonia, Colorado

Last year, to celebrate Pride, we hung flags; 
this year, we’re creating an interactive work of 

art made from recycled materials, including 
4,000 aluminum cans. The rainbow trout is an 

important species to the North Fork Valley. It 
has “rainbow” in its name, of course, and it’s 

beautiful. It’s fun to play off that. Collaborating 
on a piece like this is exciting because it brings 

so many different people together. Every 
Saturday, cutting cans and building the fish 

is creating a community within the valley that 
wasn’t here before. It’s about supporting the 

queer community, uplifting people and bringing 
magic here. It’s a different thing, being queer 

in the West — and in a small town — versus 
being queer in any large city. We’re not always 

safe. There’s so much weight to the things that 
we’ve done here. I’m excited to see this 40-foot 

rainbow trout puppet swim throughout the West.

119 Grand Avenue

PO Box 1090

Paonia, CO 81428

         @highcountrynews  |  #iamthewest   |  hcn.org
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Do you know a Westerner with a great story? 
Let us know on social.

U.S. $5  |  Canada $6
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