T.

LRT

A Paper for People wbo Care about tbe West

September 26, 1988

I .

THE. BUST
IN AGRICULTURE
,

AND MINING

The Brutus strip-mining

sbooet; 26 stories blgb, bas been turned Into a tourist attraction

by the town of West Mineral, Kansas

mE REOPENING OF THE
WESTERN FRONTIER
The second of four special issues
starts on page 6 ..

�·Higb

eo..""" News- September

26, 1988

Whoops, a trend is on
In this column, two issues ago, we
wrote about a border collie obedience
trial at Ihe local Delta County Fair and
predicted that someday border collies
would be fashionable. Our prediction was
based on the assumption that all trends
start at the grass roots and that we reside
at the grass roots.
It turns out our prediction was true
even as we made it. Subscriber Tad Bartimus of Estes Park, Colo., sent us a
glossy two-page ad for Ralph Lauren perfume featuring a beautiful and welldressed woman attempting to cuddle
(they are not small dogs) a docile and
well-groomed border collie.
At least the dog had the coloring and
conformation of a border collie. Otherwise, it bore little resemblance to the
attentive, high-backed, high-strung, skinny dogs we'd seen herding sheep and
geese around the dusty Delta County fairgrounds.
We are warned about the speed with
which rural practices are taken up by the
outside world. This area started border
collie trials only a year ago, and already
Ralph Lauren, who has a ranch 70 miles
away, in Ridgway, Colo., is using themin
ads for Bloomingdale's in-The New York

Times Magazine.
Our fear is that the upper echelons of
America are adopting lifestyles faster
than the grass roots can produce them. If
this continues, the fashionable people are
going to have to produce their own
trends; should that happen, we fear for
the nation.
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This is Ihe second issue of our special series on boom -and bust in Ihe rural
West. It was an immense change of scale
for us: from 16 pages to 24 pages, and
from 8,000 copies to 20,000 copies. Normally, our print run can be stuffed into a
conventional four-door sedan, allhough
its headlights do tend to point toward the
sky rather than toward the road. This
time, the 20,000 copies.. weighing 3.5
tons, required a car and a truck. The five
tons this present issue will weigh will
require two trucks and a car.
We discovered that staff must have
been tenser than we realized during the
last stages of producing the first special
issue. As we stood next to the presses
churning out the red-colored issues, we
suddenly saw that we had typeset 1983,
rather than 1893, as the year in which historian Frederick Jackson Turner declared
Ihe frontier closed. It would have been
. bad enough in the story itself, but the
"1983" was in the headline atop Ihe first
story. In addition, we had reversed the
first two headline intrOductions on the
table of contents page.
Luckily,. the press, which had been
roaring along, broke down at that
moment. and we convinced the pressmen
to pull Ihe plate, do surgery on Ihe negative, and burn a new press plate. We discarded most of the 1,000 papers, but took
a bundle home as souvenirs.
Needless 10 say, Ihat bUlldle got
Ihrowri in wilh the other 300 bundles,
and some 75 of you have received Ihe
flawed papers. If you got one, and would
like to trade it in, we will send you a·
paper that says 1893.

Surprises in Jackson
The staff and board of direclors of
High Country News converged on Jack·
son, Wyo., on Sept. 10 for one of our
three annual board meetings and for an
evening catered "potluck." Were the
board meetings on schedule, this one
would have been ·held later in September.

Smoke in tbt YeUowstone area didn t stop fishermen
Peterson .- tbey just came prepared.

Dan Atkins and Vic

had come the most distance. But finally
But to escape the unsettled weather of
we ran into Michael Moore, a subscriber
early fall in the northern Rockies, we
from the Washington, D.C., area on vacamovedlhe meeting up.
tion in Jackson, and realized that if there
The rescheduling didn't work -- we
were a prize, he would probably have had
awoke Saturday morning to find a light
it.
snow falling, and we drove out of Jackson
Olhers who came a ways were Karil
Sunday morning in freezing temperatures
Frohboese and Joel Brown of Park City,
and heavy snowfall.
Utah, Shelby Stratton of Santa Cruz,
We loved the snow, of course, and we
Calif., Susan Patla of Driggs, Idaho, the
take full responsibility for it. Had we not
Richard Biadys of Idaho Falls, and a raft
scheduled our board meeting for Jackson,
of folks from the paper's birthplace, lansnow would not have fallen on the Yelder, Wyo.; including Caroline Byrd,
lowstone-area fires, We figure that the
Chuck and Sheila Viox, and Steve Ryder.
paper saved the Forest Service and Park
There was also a contingent from the
Service $20 million or so.
Teton Science School in nearby Kelly -.
But the weather and fires did cause
Ann Humphrey, Phil Shepherd and Adair
us two problems. The Saturday evening
Mali. The school is relieved that an
dinner for subscribers and board members
August forest flre that had threatened it,
was held in the covered tennis pod of the
and its well-known Murie collection of
Jackson Hole Racquet Club -- a barn-like
preserved animals, changed its mind at
building with minimal heating. Luckily,
the last moment and let Ihe complex of
HOi readers are hardy folk, and every\
one' stuck through the evening. But , buildings escape unburned.
The evening also let us meet two
hYPi>lhennia was an ever-present danger.
people who until then had only been
The other problem was caused by the
names: Frank Craighead, Ihe well-known
area's forest fires. We had asked Dick
grizzl y bear researcher, and geologist
Randall, formerly a staffer for Defenders
David Love, whose work and personality
of Wildlife, to attend in order, we told
were described two years agoin a lengthy
him, to present an award of appreciation
three-part profile by writer John McPhee
to HCN founder Tom Bell. Unbeknownst
in the New Yorker magazine.
to Dick, we had asked Tom to attend in
The evening could not have been
order to present an award 10 Dick. Our
done without the help of our co-hosts, the
intent was to have them present awards to
Jackson Hole Alliance for Responsible
each other, It was a way 10 entice two
Planning. Since they are the locals, they
modest men to a ceremony honoring
ended up doing most of the work, and we
them. We thought we were being very
thank Lenny Carlman and the new
clever.
Alliance director, Bill Toothill, as well as
Unfortunately, Dick Randall couldn't
volunteer Jake Kittle for all the help.
get away: He was busy that day trying to Board member Andy Wiessner did a
protect his cabin and his son's cabin from
fine job of coordinating Ihe meeting from
a forest fire near Cooke City, Mont. He
his Denver, Colo., base and arrived a day
told us later dIal he got the job done: At
early to take care of last minute details.
one point, he said, the fire 'came within 10
Olher board members who attended were
feet of his son's cabin, but he and friends,
Adam Mclane of Helena, Mont., Herwith Ihe help of pumped river water, wet
man Warsh of Gardiner, Mont., Lynn
the cabin down sufficiently to save it.
Dickey of Sheridan, Wyo., Tom Bell of
Lander, Wyo., Michael Ehlers, Dan
We thought Ihat was about as good
Luecke and Robert Wigington, all of
an excuse as you could have and have
Boulder, Colo., Tom France of Missoula,
sem him ihe field study drawing by artist
Mont., and Jeff Fereday of Boise, Idaho,
Hannah Hinchman of Dubois, Wyo. It
accompanied by his wife, Kay Hummel,
and Ihe one presented 10 Tom Bell in .
and their new baby, Wyatt.
Jackson were bolh inscribed: To a great
natural resource of Ihe West.
--the staff
The evening also featured a rousing
talk on environmental matters by writer
Michael Frome, who now teaches environmental journalism at Western Washington University in Bellingham.
:Parts 3 and 4 of the
,

[COMiNG·AITRArnONS:'1

The evening ~'lS nOla1Jle for the dis'lance some people came. We first met
Keilh Becker and Marilca Davidik of
Chester, Idaho, and told them that they
had probably come Ihe farlhest. Then we
met Marvin and Emily Hoyt of Idaho
Falls, 'and assumed they had come farthest. Then Connie Harvey of Aspen,
Colo., arrived and was duly assured she
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Loggers raUy in Oregon
What one speaker called the biggest
rally in timber-industry history rumbled
into southern Oregon on Aug. 27. A 32mile convoy of log, lumber and chip
trucks -- over 1200 vehicles from five
Western states -- took seven hours to roll
into the Josephine County fairgrounds .
Dubbed the "Silver Fire Roundup" after
last summer's nearby IOO,OOO-acre
blaze, the event was staged to support
the salvage of timber burned in it. "USE
IT OR LOSE IT" banners hung from
some trucks while onlookers waved yellow ribbons from freeway overpasses.
One forester walked the 138 miles from
his home in Eugene, Ore., trailed by his
wife and daughter in a motor home. A
handful of environmental
protesters
gathered at the fairground entrance and
tried to talk to the truckers, but one of
the most frequently reported responses
was a middle finger.

.,

Aerial

view of Glen' Canyon Dam and Lake Powell

Federal agencies compete for a river
In Arizona. a six-year dispute continues. The issue is preserving the river
. corridor in the Grand Canyon or producing more electricity and revenue from
Glen Canyon Dam.
"v 'c!"ow it 'is strictly a federal boxing
match. On one side is the Department of
Energy, represented by the Western Area
Power Administration. The DOE and

power administration want to increase
water flows through Glen Canyon Dam
to meet daily peak electrical demands
from Southwestern cities. However, the
Department of Interior and its agencies
--- the Bureau of Reclamation,
the
National Park Service and the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service -- want darn operations controlled to protect the Grand
Canyon downstream.
Six years of studies on darn operations and the canyon's ecology culminated last spring with the release of the
Glen Canyon Environmental
Studies
report. The report documented permanent and continuing damage to canyon
wildlife, beaches and riparian habitat
caused by low, fluctuating and flood
releases of water from Glen Canyon
Dam turbines (HCN, 5/23/88).
The document went through intensive review by an executive "review
board composed of representatives from
all- agencies involved. The board then
submitted both the study and a reportof
its review to Interior Secretary Donald
Hodel. Hodel was to decide if dam operations should be changed and if that
would require an environmental impact
statement.
Instead, Hodel, on recommendation
of the report review board,
sent
~esearchers back into the field for further
studies
on the effects of low and
fluctuating flows on-endangered
fish
species, trout, and beach and riparian
erosion. A detailed economic analysis of
how operation of the Glen Canyon Dam
impacts downstream resources will also
be included.
,
The review board also agreed on'
immediate conservation efforts to protect
the federally endangered
humpback
chub, a fish native to the Southwest's

desert rivers, and set an interim flood
(high flow) limit of 31,500 cubic feet per
second of water released from the dam.
The agencies disagreed on,every-

thing else. Interior wants interim standards for minimum flows and ~Qntrols
on daily water level fluctuatio~s. The
most adamant
Interior agency,
the
National Park Service, said the dam has
significantly harmed the river corridor
downstream and asked for changes in
dam operations. The agency also warned
that the DOE's plans to upgrade the
hydroelectric
capacity of the dam
requires 'an environmental impact statement.
The DOE and power administration
objected to minimum flow proposals or
decreases in dam operations as a viola-

-,

tion of the Colorado River Storage Project Act. That law directs the power
administration
to generate as much
power as possible from Glen Canyon
Darn, while letting as little water as possible escape without going through the
turbines. The administration added that
the act gives it complete authority to
increase power' generation without an
impact statement.
No further decisions or changes will
be made until the new studies are completed, According to a directive signed
by top Interior officials, work will begin .
in December-1988 and take at least one
year. All costs of the studies will come
out of revenues from power generation at.
the dam.

--Steve Hinchman

Birds win a round in Idaho
A dispute between Idaho's Army
Nationa) Guard and raptor defenders
over use of the Snake River Birds of
Prey Area has been resolved through
negotiation. The guard will upgrade its
Orchard Training Center within the
Birds of Prey Area, but has agreed to
take steps to minimize its impact on
hawks, eagles and owls (HCN, 5/23/88).
The 480,000-acre
Birds of Prey
Area, on the Snake River south of Boise,
contains the world's densest known nesting population of raptors, The guard's
training. center covers one-third of the
area. Early this year, the guard proposed
a $13 million upgrade to build storage
depots and improve a firing range. Raptor experts, led by Morley Nelson of
Boise, opposed the work; they worried
that expanded tank movement, firing and
potential fires would affect the ground
squirrels and rabbits the raptors feed on.
Nelson roused 'national conservation
groups and at least one powerful congressman, Bruce Vento of Minnesota. A
lawsuit was being prepared.
Under the compromise, tank firing
will be moved 18 miles away from the
canyon walls where raptors nest; there
will be no firing during morning and

Court rulesfor antelope
To allow antelope access to critical
winter range, fencing must be removed .
in Red Rim, Wyo. The 10th Circuit
Court of Appeals ruled in its recent landmark decision that 28 miles of fencing
on Taylor Lawrence's ranch will have to
go or be modified to allow animal migration. According to Tom Dougherty of the
National Wildlife Federation, the victory
will prevent other landowners
from
blocking migratory species on public
lands. The court ruled that under the
Unlawful Enclosures Act of 1885, the
government can act to nullify the nuisance of enclosures, and that this is not a
taking of private property.

BAP.BS
Cooper's hawk
evening hunting

periods;

troops will

attend environmental awareness courses;
and private land will be bought to,
replace habitat destroyed by Guard
activity.
"I feel very good about it," Nelson'
told the Idaho Statesman. "We are now
in a position to do something very intelligent that may be applied throughout the
world." Gen. Darrell Manning, head of
Idaho's National Guard, also expressed
satisfaction with the outcome.
-Pat Ford

It sounds as if reclamation works
as well under communism as under cap~
ita/ism.
The Soviet Union's AraI Sea is drying up because the rivers running into it
have been diverted to irrigation projects.
The sea was once ..the world's fourth
largest lake. The shrinkage has destroyed
fish species, caused desertification and
created saline land.
On that basis, they should also con. sider outlawing gambling.
The Nevada Legislature will consider banning brothels because legal prostitution is deemed bad for the state's
image.
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Coalitionfights racism
An organization formed last year
says racist, anti-Semitic groups have a
"territorial plan" to take over states in
the Northwest.
The group, called
Northwest Coalition Against Malicious
Harassment, plans to stop the takeover
by such groups as the Aryan Nations by
educating Northwest residents and monitoring the Aryan Nations' activities.
Coalition's President Tony Stewart says
he hopes to raise $450,000 in grants for a
three-year project to assemble packets on
racism for schools, hold seminars and
collect statistics on the groups. The
coalition, whose members include civil
rights groups, colleges and church organizations, also wants to push for legislation prohibiting malicious harassment
and paramilitary activity. Stewart met
with Wyoming Gov. Mike Sullivan in
late June to explain the project.
Wyoming is included with the Northwest
states because racist groups have targeted the state, says board member Bill
Wassmuth, P.O. Box 16021, Seattle, WA
98116 (20Sn65-3932).
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Looking east across Priest Lake at tbe Selkirk Mountains

Sabotage, contention in Idaho's Panhandle

"';,

Only pennies

I

The Forest Service may need to shift
some of its priorities. It now spends
$6.39 to manage an acre of national forest and only 32 cents to manage an acre
of wilderness .. Rep. Bruce Vento, DMinn., made this point recently at a hearing of the House National Parks and
Public Lands Subcommittee in Washington. It was the first-ever congressional
review of the condition of wilderness
areas managed by the agency. Wiblesses
talked about financial neglect, growing
land use and too few wilderness management plans and managers. Those who
attended, including George Leonard,
associate
Forest Service chief, and
Richard LaBorde, supervisor for two
areas in California's Inyo National Forest, suggested
some solutions. They
included setting up career paths for
advancing managers of wilderness areas
and better educating visitors on minimizing backcountry impacts.

The pot keeps boiling on the Panhandle National Forests in northern
Idaho.
On Aug. 15, Forest Service associate chief George Leonard denied part of
an appeal 19 conservation groups had
filed against the Panhandle's management plan. That lifted a stay on timber
sales in road less areas that the groups
had earlier won. Leonard said the forest's roadless area analysis and its allocation of those areas to mostly nonwilderness management was. legally sufficient.
The decision did not surprise the
appellants, bot the grounds did -- that the
derailed analysis of roadless area choices
required by law and the courts will occur
at the project (timber sale) level rather
than in the forest plan.
"Apparently the Panhandle Plan is
not a decision document for road less
areas, just for every other resource," said
the groups' spokesman John Osborn. Jim
Riley, a timber industry lobbyist, essentially agreed: "The decision just length- .
ens the dispute; avoids the issue."
Since Leonard's decision explicitly
applies to the national forest system, not
just these forests, conservation attorneys
around the country are reviewing it.
On Aug. 20, Montana logger Bruce

Vincent held his third pro-timber "solidarity celebration" of the summer, at a
state park north of Coeur d'Alene. Rain
and the fire situation kept the crowd to
500, half that predicted. But the big
news was the keynote speaker -- Forest
Service Chief Dale Robertson,
who
appeared in a logging contractor's cap
and encouraged the crowd to continue its
efforts.
Conservationists were angry. "It's
apropriate that he comes out to talk with
all users," Osborn says. "But the chief of
the Forest Service has no business
keynoting a media event designed to
bash conservationists. Especially after
all tile political interference we've had in
forest decisions here." The interferers
Osborn has in mind are Idaho's Republican members of Congress
-- Steve
Symms, Larry Craig, and especially Jim
McClure -- all of whom spoke at the
rally. Robertson did hold a private meeting with conservationists, and another
with timber interests, before the rally.
Finally, that same week, $10,000
worth of sabotage was discovered at
three logging operations in the Selkirk
Mountains near the Idaho/Canada border.
Two bulldozers, a yarder, a log loader,
and a grader had windows and lights broken, tires slashed, fuel lines cut,

gearshifts damaged, and fuel tanks filled
with dirt. A radio receiver was also
taken. A note bearing a black cat symbol
was found: "Beware. We never sleep. 'We
never forget. SABOTAGE."
Bruce Vincent quickly blamed "radical environmentalists," and a Boundary
County sheriff's deputy said the investigation would focus on such people.
Since the black cat is an old Wobbly
symbol (the early 20th-century radical
union),
and there has been much
·labor/management conflict in the Northwest timber industry this summer, others
conjectured a labor link.
The equipment's owner, Lee Smith,
was more judicious: "I don't know who
did it. It's just disturbed people as I'ar'as
I'm concerned. I wish they'd written me
a letter instead. We're just wondering
from day to day if we're going to make it

anyway."
There has been next to no such
activity Jon the Panhandle Forests to date;
both Osborn and the Forest Service consider it an isolated event.
"It's a criminal act, irrelevant to the
overall discussion of the forest's future,"
Osborn says. "We've worked very hard
to avoid any glamorizing of such senseless behavior."
--Pat Ford

Montana wilderness bills are still miles apart
Max Baucus and Rep. Pat Williams.
Williams' bill passed the House last fall,
. putting the onus on the senators to come
up with legislation acceptable to all three
lawmakers. Gatchell says the acreage
figure in Melcher's proposal is deceiving
because it reduces the size of areas proposed in both Baucus' and Williams'
bills while not proposing protection for
additional areas.
He says conservationists are especially alarmed by language in the bill
that would diminish wilderness water
rights, guarantee that some timber sales
million acres of Montana's 6 minion
on the Kootenai National Forest could
acres of roadless lands.
never be appealed or reviewed in court
Bruce Vincent, a Libby-area logging
and eliminate wilderness study status for
contractor, and a spokesman for the timseveral BLM road less areas. He also
ber industry, says the bill doesn't do
says the bill tinkers unnecessarily with
much for loggers. John Gatchell, prolanguage previously
approved
by
gram director of the Montana Wilderness
Congress for' "releasing" roadless lands
Association,
says Melcher cut deals
for non-wilderness purposes.
behind closed doors with development
Michael Scott, the. Wilderness Sociinterests, letting them carve boundaries
ety's Northern Rockies representative,'
for the bill based on where they want to
says his group opposes the bill because
mine, cut timber, or drill for oil and gas.
of this "bad baggage."
He says the
Melcher's
bill would designate
release language-is disturbing because it
slightly more wilderness than bills sponmight legally preclude any released areas
sored by Democratic colleagues Sen.

With three different wilderness bills
in the hopper, and with very different
proposals on the table from the timber
industry, wilderness advocates and the
Forest Service, there seems little hope
that Congress will pass wilderness legislation for Montana this year.
In early August, just before
Congress
recessed for the summer,
Democratic Sen. John Melcher unveiled
his long-anticipated wilderness bill. It
served to disappoint seemingly everyone
. by proposing to protect as wilderness 1.4

in the Madison Range, northwest of Yelfrom -being considered for wilderness
lowstone, and in Stony Mountain in the
again if they weren't recommended as
_ Sapphire Mountains. Melcher proposes a
such in forest plans.
Forest plans now propose
less
33,700-acre wilderness in the West Pioacreage for wilderness than the timber
neer Mountains, a priority area for conindustry'S recommendation of 900,000
servationists
who propose protecting
acres. Some conservationists suspect that 150,000 acres. '
the Forest Service may be trying to
Melcher also proposes designation
establish some precedents in Melcher's
of some national recreation areas where
bill, especially because former chief Max logging and ORV use would be allowed.
Peterson is reportedly working with the He would also protect the controversial
senator on the legislation.
Badger-Two Medicine area near. Glacier
Gatchell says Melcher gerrymanders
National Park from oil and gas explothe boundaries or provides different des- ration for a 3-year-study period. Baucus
ignations for 24 areas addressed in Bau- recommends a five-year-study period,
cus' and Williams' bills. He says that while Williams' bill would release the
could be a roadblock for settling the Badger- Two Medicine for possible,
wildlands issue this fall.
development.
Aside from Earth First!, which proMelcher's proposal for the Rocky
Mountain front was drawn up wi th oil poses designatingas wilderness all roadand gas interests in mind, Gatchell adds. less areas in the state, most Montana
"He is taking out the most valuable
wilderness advocates are united behind a
wildlife habitat in the Bob Marshall
2.8 million acre proposal. With a conecosystem. "
gressional recess coming up, few expect
Melcher's bill would also slash acres
Melcher to reconcile his differences with
Baucus, Williams, conservationists and
from Baucus' or Williams' wilderness
proposals in the 'Whitefish Range, near the timber industry.
Glacier Natiohal Park, Cowboy's Heaven
--Bruce Farling
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AB LATERAL NEEDS EIS
THIRD WORLD TRAVEL

RIDING THE RANGE
Taking Friday afternoon off, you can get
on a mountain bike and complete one of
many off-road tours in the Rockies before
rush hour, says William Stoehr in his book.
Mouruain Bike Rides in the Colorado Front
Range. Stoehr covers the basics: buying a
bike. riding skills, biking on public lands and
picking trails. He also tells riders to preserve
the mystique: "Never walk your bike. unless
you are about to tear a quad or collapse a
lung, when in view of anyone on or in a
motorized off-road vehicle."
Pruett Publishing Co .• 2928 Pearl St.,
Boulder, Co 80301. Paper: $9.95. 147 pa8es.
Illustrated with maps and photographs.

Fleeing from a war in Sudan, bribing
Senegal roadblock officials with ballpoint
pens and trekking through Panama's spectacular Darien Gap to Colombia are just some
adventures that Scott Graham recalls after
exploring the Third World for 11 months. His
book, Backpacking
and Camping in the
Developing World, is a practical guide for
other travellers who want to venture into the.
remote backwoods of the world. But no matter where you go these days, you probably
won't be the first Westerner there, Graham
says. From logistical considerations such as
vaccinations,
equipment and food to the
tribulations of bribery and theft, Graham outlines most of what a traveller needs to know
on the road less travelled. This book could
save trekkers a lot of trouble.
Wilderness
Press, 2440 Bancroft Way,
Berkeley, CA 94704. Paper: $11.95. 144
pages. Illustrated with photos.

The Bureau of Reclamation says an environmental impact statement is needed for an
irrigation-hydropower
project proposed on
the Gunnison River in Western Colorado. An
environmental assessment on the AB Lateral
project was released last spring. generating
over 300 letters and much public controversy
(HeN, 4/11/88). BuRec says it will now take
a closer look at possible effects on wild and
scenic designation
of tile Gunnison River
Canyon and impacts to recreation, river channels and stream flow, water temperature and
quality. It will also examine the need for the
project and alternate plans. BuRec officials
say because those issues and questions were
raised in the course of its environmental
assessment, no scoping hearings are needed.
A draft report is expected by the spring of
1989. More information
is available from
Steve McCall, Bureau of Reclamation. Grand
Junction, CO 81502 (303/242-8621).

":,<f;-~Ji

OFF·ROAD GATHERING
The Colorado Off-Highway
Vehicle
Coalition has teamed up with the state Division of Parks and Recreation to sponsor a
symposium on off-road driving Sept. 3D-Oct.
-L, focusing QIl~trails,impacts, legislation and
thF place of ORVs in outdoor recreation. The
cost for the weekend at Empire,
Colo.,
including fO\;I meals, is $35. For more information write Glenn Graham, COHVCO, P.O.
Box 620523, Littleton, CO 80162.

'I.

CARETAKER WANTED for remote property in northern California. Free. rent and small
monthly stipend in exchange for work. References required.
Inquire
c/o Kahn, 78
Schooner Court, Richmond,
CA 94804
(3x17p)
SOLAR ELECTRICITY! Chargers for RVs,
remote homes. irrigation. New "Energy Systems" guide. $5.95 ppd. Natural Resource
Co., Box 91. Victor, ID 83455. (2xI7OO)
THE WESTERN
ENVIRONMENTAL
Jobletter is the environmentalist's
monthly
employment directory listing job openings in
western North America" including Canada.
For a back issue, send a 25 cent stamp; for
subscripton information write WEJ, P.O. Box
800H, LaPorte, CO 80535. (lxp)
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SCENERY:

"LOVE
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GREAT BASIN BIRDS
H ih is what the Shoshone Indians call the
common raven, one of the birds addressed by
author Fred A. Ryser Jr. in Birds of the Great
Basin: A Natural History. While many Europeans such as Edgar Allan Poe considered the
bird to be an evil omen, American Indians
have a different perception. The raven plays a
part in creation myths of Pacific Northwest
Indians and is considered a great being, if
occasionally sly or greedy. We learn more
about ravens from Ryser's book: Ravens
mate for life and stay paired year-round. In
late winter and spring pairs perform aerial
displays involving spectacular tumbles, dives
and back-flips, often in unison. side-by-side.
They're also fierce. Climbers inspecting a
raven nest had rocks tossed down on them by
a parent bird. If you'd like to find out about
any of the almost 400 birds that spend time in
the Great Basin, you need to ge~ a jOpy of
Ryser's book. Though ·600 pages long, it is
concise, well-written and a joy to read. The
drawings and color plates are memorable.
The University of Nevada Press, Reno,
. NY 89557. Cloth: $4.95. 604 pages.

NEAT STl:FF

A

PROTECTING RUBY CANYON
To protect the scenic and recreational values of Ruby Canyon on the Colorado River,
the Bureau of Land Management has proposed a withdrawal application for this
region near Grand Junction. Colo. This
would prohibit mining claims from being
made for five y~ars while the canyon can be
studied for possible wild and scenic river des- .
ignation. On Oct 13 at 6:30 p.m., a hearing
will be held at Howard Johnson's Hotel at 170 and Horizon Drive in Grand Junction,
Colo. Requests to speak should be made by
Sept. 30 to the Colorado State Office, BLM,
2850 Youngfield St., Lakewood, CO 80215.
Written comments should be mailed by Oct.
13. For more information call Doris Chelius
at 303/236-1768.
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T-SHIRTS
for all sized earthlings in full 4-color art
on sky blue or rich ivory high quality shirts
Adults -100% cotton - $9
5 (32·34), M (36-38), L (40-42), XL (44-46)

Kids - durable SO/50- $7
5(6-8),

M (10-12), L(14-16)

Babies - Yellow or Sky Blue- $6

Patricia Nelson Limerick:
The Legacy of ConquesL and Desert
Passages
Terry Tempest Williams:
Pieces ofWhtte ShelL and The Secret
Language of Snow

Marston:
Counlry News
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Affordable power
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alternative
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to qualified b~S
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Inc.

1-800-999-8208
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Forest and Range

Publisher,

High

Wednesday, October 19
8:45 A.M.
University Memorial Center
Boulder, Colorado

222-HCN, Helena, MT 59624
Send tor Free Catalog!
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Wallace Stegner:
Beyond the
HlDldredth MendiiID. Angle of Reoose.
and Crossing to Safely
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Please enctose $1 for 1st shirt, and

Environmental

A SYMPOSIUM FEATURING:

Sally K. Fairfax:
Policy

12 or 24 month, lap shouldered

P.O. Box

SHAPING THE FUTURE OF
THE AMERICAN WEST

Admission $12 ($15 after 10/14)
Contact American West Symposium,
Campus Box 401,
University of Colorado,
Boulder, CO. 80309
Tel: 303/492-1288
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two new books from
~s THE NATIONAL OUTDOOR LEADERSHIP SCHOOL
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TOTAL
Please

send me

copies of
SOFT PATHS at $10.95 each.
Please

send me

by Bruce Hampton fllld David Cole
published by Stackpole Books

SOFT PATHS is a much needed, practical guide to lessening recreational

copies of

impact in the wilderness. It covers subjects like travel, campsite selection,
and sanitation in a variety of backcountry
environments. This book

NOLS COOKERY at $5.95 each.
SUBTOTAL

includes practical tips and thoughtful commentary, as well as the most up
to date research by Dr. David Cole of the Wilderness Management

Wyoming residents, add 3% sales tax

Research Science lab in Missoula, Montana.

Shipping & handling: please add
$1.00 per book.

NOLS COOKERY
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___

Check or Money Order enclosed

___

Charge my VISA/Mastercard

Newly revised with more

(circle one)

Account No. ~

Exp. date
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outdoors. "
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than twice as many recipes as
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We mourn the decline of ranchers and
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tone once used to mark the passing of knights
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Stroke and counterstroke,
writer Raymond Wheeler.
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In his Part 1, Ray Wheeler described how
the Sagebrush Rebels overwhelmed the BLM
and privatized the Colorado Plateau in all but
name. In this second installment,
Wheeler
relates how energy conservation
and the
Reagan administration yanked the economic
underpinnings out from under the Sagebrush
Rebellion and how Utah environmentalists
metamorphosed from lambs into lions.
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by free lancer Stephen Voynick.
Leadville, Colorado, was founded as a
mining town, lived for a century as a tough and
prosperous mining town, and now -- some say -is determined to die as a busted mining town.
Others, however, want to see the town convert to
a tourist economy. It is not yet clear whether the
combatants arefighting over a living community
with a future, or over a corpse.
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Leadville miner hangs in there, by.
Stephen Voynick.
If mining comes back to Leadville in a
substantial way, miner Joe Nachtrieb. will be
able to say: "I kept the faith. And I told you
sol" If it doesn't come back, he will say: "It was
better to go down with mining than to stay
barely afloat with tourism."
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Peter Carrels is a freelance writer and photographer
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on a book about the United Family Fanners and South
Dakota's Oahe Irrigation Project.
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Preigbt train beading east near Minot, Nortb Dakota

The West lacks
social glue
Despite its posturing as the helpless colonial victim of powerful corporations and of the federal
government, the West isn't so much weak as it is
passive. The West lacks a university concerned
with the region; it fails to educate its children to be
Westerners; it has no regional newspaper; and -most important -- it has no citizen reform movement.

____

~by Ed Marston

boom

ustfollows
in the West as
night follows day, Busts are interesting as studies in human
suffering, fractured communities and
immense real and paper economic loss-

B

es. Even more interesting is the question:
Why does the West set itself up for a
bust by allowing a boom?
Conventional wisdom has it that the'
West boomed in the 1970s and early
1980s because of President Jimmy
Carter's panicky, $88-billion Synfuels
Corporation response to OPEC, because
the oil companies had a vast flow of cash
and a minimum flow of good sense, and
because inflation of the dollar inflated
the west's land and minerals.
The West ,likes that answer, It places

responsibility outside the region -- in the
White House, Congress and corporate
boardrooms. But the West is not a helpless colonial nation. Its 20 U.S. senators
are a formidable group, and the region
can and has used its power to stop
booms. Take Drab and the proposed MX
"racetrack" project.
On the surface; that was a made-forthe-West project. Enoimous amounts of
dirt would have been moved, rivers of
concrete would have been poured,
armies of semi-skilled and unskilled
labor would have had jobs, and approximately $100 billion would have been
spent placing nuclear weapons on railroad cars, or, in a later plan, on large
trucks, so that they could be shuttled to
and fro in the event of a crisis.
(Continued on page 8)
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SocUIl glue ... ,,
(Contt"uedfrom page 7)
Then the Mormon Church put its
foot down, deciding that the project
would threaten the state's way of life. As
a result, the conservative Republican
Utah and Nevada delegations
to
Congress stopped the project in Oct.
1981, and those military dollars flowed
elsewhere.
Although the West can resist or stop
booms, it almost never does. The most
you can say of the 1970s energy boom
was that the states required "mitigation":
upfront funding by energy companies of
schools, sewer systems, town halls; siting regulations;
the establishment
of
trust funds to cushion the public sector
when the bust came; and an infl ux of
social service people to hold the hands
of isolated or battered wives, alcoholic
boomers and dislocated local residents.

T

here was no attempt to preserve
the rural West, its environment
and its way of life. They were
considered
expendable.
During the
boom, the larger America -- its values
and its cash -- was in the saddle. The few
resisters -- such as Boise, Idaho, in the
Pioneer Power Plant episode described

in the first issue of this series -- were
rare exceptions.
In addition to Boise, there was
Meeker, an isolated cattle and sheep-raising community
at the center of Colorado's oil shale country. At the height of
the boom, Meeker-area elected officials
told the oil companies that the town and
county wanted no part of the oil shale
cunstruction
mancamps and the problems that went with them.
It may be that the residents of other
small, communities also wantcd to hang
on to their economy and way of life. But
Meeker was almost alone -in having a
leadership that resisted the boom.
Grand J unction, Colo., or! the fringe
of oil shale country, was typical. Some
agricultural people in surrounding Mesa
County have charged that the county
commissioners engaged in a rural form
of blockbusting,
placing subdivisions
and commercial
development in the
heart of Mesa County's orchard area to
destroy fruit growing (/lCN, 4/15/85).
That mayor may not be. But it is
certain that Mesa County participated
joyously, recklessly in the boom. Even
after oil shale's climactic event -- the
spring 1982 closure of Exxon's Colony
Project -- Mesa County chose to spend
the proceeds of a $35-million bond issue

on roads and other improvements.
The county commissioners'
goal
was to keep the heated economy hot
until a new private-sector boom came.
The strategy failed. The $35 million was
a drop in the bucket (Exxon alone had
been spending $1 million a day at
Colony). Six years later, after numerous
bond refinancings, Mesa County remains
in serious financial trouble.
The rural West in the boom period
can be understood as a local example of
the sarne policies that have resulted in
Third World debt to U.S. and other
developed nations' banks. The difference is that in the West, national wealth
was sunk into home soil.
A large chunk of money was lost
directly by energy and mineral corporations. But their spending set off a secondary housing and commercial development boom that has put many banks in
the region into the hands of the federal

insurance agencies. Lending and investment policies that, abroad, left Brazil,
Mexico and other nations owing foreign
banks billions, have, in the West, left the
financial insurance agencies -- FDIC and
FSLlC -- holding an immense bag of
debts.
The losses were suffered by institutions of all sizes. Small town bankers,
accustomed lU making their big loans to
people buying late-model used cars, and
their small loans to people buying freezers and dryers, suddenly found themselves "participating" with large,. distant
banks on projects that destroyed them or
that they now carryon
their books at
astronomical values.
During the earl y days of the bust,
when the outflow from the region was at
its height, one banker said of his former
borrowers:
"The nice ones drop off the keys to
the house and car and snowmobile
before they leave town. The rest take the
keys with them. Here I am, almost 65,
and I'll have to spend the next five years
getting rid of other people'sproperty,"
Was the boom a wealth transfer
mechanism from banks and energy corporations to individuals. Was it a Robin
Hood episode? Some firms and individuals, mainly those outside the region, did
well in the boom and escaped the bust.
They were mainly bond salesmen, architects, consultants. construction and engineering firms, and construction workers.
So long as they didn't invest more than
their time in the West, they did well.
Main street businessmen and ranchers who sold out during the boom for
cash also did well. But most local people
were burned. Ranchers
who made a
killing on paper selling land and water to
developers often got the property back a
fewyears later. The payments they had
received mayor may not have covered
.
~
£
•
the cost of restoring the ranch -- repairing fences, getting weeds out of the
field, digging silt out of the ditches. People who sold a 40-acre pasture to a construction firm for a storage and parking
area may have got it back covered with
gravel or asphalt -- wonderful land in a
city, but not of much use for cattle.

T

he boom went on sc long it got
to the heart of communities.
Usually, the guy who works for
close to minimum wage at the lumberyard, or who delivers milk for the local
dairy, will stick with his job through a
quick boom. But if it goes on, he's likely
to try to get on at the mine, the mill, the
power plant building project. In many
cases, he would rather not change jobs.
Most likely, he doesn't think he should
be making high wages. And he's not sure
he wants to move out of a protected
world into the boom.
'But a boom is like war: "What's an
able-bodied man like you doing selling
paint for $4 an hour when you could be
building a power plant for $12 an hour?"
So pretty soon he has quit and reluctantly joined the army of boom town laborers. To go-with his new status, he may
buy a new car or even a house -- something that may wash him out of town
when the boom turns to bust.
His boss is no better off. The boss
may raise what he pays his help, but still
be unable to compete with construction
pay. He also raises prices, making him
even less competitive with the new KMart out on the highway.
By any scale, the latest boom hurt
the West. Most of the wealth flowed
through the region, ending up elsewhere.
Where the "wealth" remained in the
West, it did so in the form of sunk
resources: Ex xons semi-abandoned
Colony Oil Shale Project; Unocal's inef-

ficientoil
shale project; thousands of
miles of roads built to reach now-abandoned oil and gas drill sites; scores of
closed coal mines; unneeded town halls,
police stations, new housing, shopping
centers, rec centers, platted subdivisions.
Where a boom-time
investment
worked out, it was often by mistake.
Exxon built a subdivision -- Battlement
Mesa -- to house its oil shale workers in
western Colorado. They did such a nice
job, that when the region went bust, they
were able to market the homes and apartments to the so-called "active retirees"
that became the area's alternative economy.

W

y weren't there more Boises,
Meekers, Utahs? In part, the
blame rests at the local level.
Mayors, boards of county commissioners, state legislators, water and rural
electric and hospital and school district
executives, and the rest of the rural
West's establishment didn't have the
foresight to resist. Despite talk at the
national level of making the West a
"national sacrifice area," the leaders
either couldn't see the need to resist,
wanted lU cash in on the blood that
. would flow from the "sacrifice."
or
didn't know how lU stand up to the city
slickers that flooded the area.
But there was more to the West's
failure to contain the boom than lack of
leadership. The thinly-populated,
farflung West lacks resources that developed parts of the United States take for
granted. It is especially hurt by a lack of
communication.
No single newspaper or radio or
television station speaks to more than a
tiny part uf the lightly populated region.
Only Wyoming, a state that lacks a city,
has a true state-wide newspaper -- the
Casper Star-Tribune,
Denver's
two
dailies concentrate Ofl the metropolitan
Front Range. The Salt Lake City papers
are only a bit more aware of rural Utah.
Taken together, the West has nothing that
approaches a New York Times, Lo-s
Angeles Times, Atlanta Constitution, or
Boston Globe.
Nor can the West see itself in the
national media. Newsweek, Time, the
Wall Street Journal, the Christian Science Monitor, typically cover the 10 or
so Western states with one reporter, usually based in Denver, but sometimes in
Dallas or San Francisco. They're almost
always competent, but they're also
invariably on their way to somewhere
else in one to three years.
So when the boom came, there was
no way for the West to talk to itself.
Each area was left alone to face national
and global interests that were cohesive
and had a clear sense of direction.
Even if the West had had a regional
medium of communication,
it would
have been handicapped, for it lacks two
other institutions. The first is a university
-- a Harvard or Berkeley or Stanford -that could talk authoritatively
about
Western issues.
Instead, the University of Utah, the
University of Colorado, the University
of Wyoming and their fellows look outward, competing with the nation's other
large schools for grants and recognition
based on national and international academic standards. The Univeristy of Colorado provides an excellent recent example: It has spent much time and money
attempting to attract the Superconduet-,
ing Super Collider to Colorado. If the
university succeeds, it will increase cash
flow, but make no other difference.
Original ideas on the West's water,
grazing, energy, economics, wildlife and
land management almost always come
from outside colleges and universities -from Allan Savory's Holistic Resource
I \

Management
Center, from Amory
Lovins' Rocky Mountain Institute, from
the. Greater Yellowstone Coalition. There
are outstanding individual exceptions
within all the institutions of higher learning, but only the University of Colorado's Law School stands out as consistently interested in Western issues.
This lack of an authoritative, region-

al institution has major implications.
When forest fires hit the West this sum-

mer. there was no Western academic
center for the media to turn to for
answers. When other issues arise -- dams
or grizzlies or timber management or elk
infestation of Yellowstone -- there is no
academic home at which issues can be
discussed
and no widely-circulated
newspaper to communicate that discussion.

T

he lack of a firmly grounded
regional sense reaches from lUp
to bottom. The West's many
schools of education -- part of a closed
luop that sends young people back to
teach in the system they graduated from
-- do not produce teachers or curriculum
that have a sense of place. At most, local
schools in rural communities have their
kids memorize the state's counties and
give them a smattering of local history.
It 'has remained for outsiders -- for
Outward Bound, the National Outdoor
Leadership
School in Wyoming, the
Teton Science School near Yellowstone..
prep schools such as the Colorado Rocky
Mountain School, all catering largely to
urban youngsters -- to design education
rooted in the West. Local rural Western
school districts act as if they were in
Ohio when it comes to adopting textbooks and curricula.
The rural West is missing one last
social element that much of America
takes for granted: a citizen reform movement, aka "do-goodcrs." The Northeast
early on developed a movement against
child labor and unhealthful housing and
labor practices. The South more recently
had the civil rights movement to bring it
into modern times, with the help of the
national media and a few courageous
regional papers.
But citizen reform groups and an
accompanying media are missing in the
West. As a result, when the boom have
onto the horizon, most small communities had to cope without the help of questioning, critical citizens. It is difficult
enough for a community to deal with
threats if there is diversity and discussion; without t1iem,it is hopeless.
The West did have a fledgling
reform movement.-Almost every community had at least a few environmentalists, and some had local groups. But
grass roots environmentalists in the West
were then focused on wilderness and
wildlife. Often, environmentalists were
new to the region, or at least new to their
small towns, as a part of the influx of the
1970s, and were unable to understand
the economic and social issues.
In addition, the boom seemed so
massive and so irresistible, so eternal,
that neither local nor national environmentalists were thinking of the big picture. They were only trying to save
pockets of land and clean air here and
there.
The lack of these three forces -- a
comunications medium, a major Western
university and a strong citizen reform
movement -- sealed the fate of the rural
West. When the boom came, the region's
institutions proved incapable of understanding it or standing up to it.

o

Higb Country News - September 26; 1988-9

"

......

1\
C.L (ChiP) RawUns and a gopher snake,
Cache Valley, Utab, 1958
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in Lewiston, Utab,
1950

A nomad with

deeproots
Putting down roots is held to be a good thing.
But writer G.L. Rawlins points out that sometimes
the best way to put down roots is to be a nomad.
In this essay, he traces his nomadic roots back
thr?ugh his blood and spiritual forebears.
____

,byC.L. Rawlins

In arid country,'resources are never
stable from one year to the next. A stray
thunderstorm may make a temporary
oasis of green, while only a few miles
off the land remainsparched and bare.
To survive in drought, therefore, any
species must adopt one of two
stratagems: to allow for the worst and
dig in; to open itself to the world and
move.
Bruce Chatwin

The Songlines
ind slaps the brush, with the
soft weight of a spring rainstorm pushing it, raising the
odor of sage and the sweet-sharp aroma
of cottonwoods in bud. Inside, I waterproof my boots and add an extra sweater
to the pack. Rain in the valley will be
snow or hail up under the Divide, and 16
miles in wet boots can put anyone in a
bad state of mind.
The talk on the radio about the
mood of Wall Street and the temper of
the Federal Reserve doesn't. make the
best sense to a person heading into the
mountains, knowing that in Wyoming
June rain is cold, and the wind makes it
colder, that June snow is wet and sticks
to everything.
Living and working outside puts
you in two worlds. One is the world of
immediate consequences, in which your
eyes and nerve endings tell you the same
thing that a coyote's senses tell him: It's
going to rain. The other is a constructed
world, made of language: a world of culture where meanings are shared, and
voices come over the radio.
In this second world, the economy
has become as real as rain. To some of

W

us, more real. Like Cyndi Lauper sang,
and made a lot of it, "Money changes
everything."
Living in Palo Alto on the north
marches of Silicon Valley, I felt exposed
to the lurching progress of the militaryindustrial high-tech beast. At rush hour,
the population of the Bayshore freeway
between any two exits was higher than
that of Sublette, County, Wyo., from
where I'd come to study at Stanford for a

year.
The weather during that period in
Palo Alto was unassertive. Nobody
noticed it much, unless they had plans
for a ball game or the beach. The radio
smugly delivered endless details of stock
splits and financial drama involving
high-tech companies, fitting in with the
fact that a tract house with a nice little
atrium full of ferns and no windows on
the street cost more than a small
Wyoming ranch .
. The whole time I was there, I felt
vulnerable to a thousand decisions made
out of sight and earshot, anyone
of
which could wreck me on the freeway,
put poison in my food or drive me howling into poverty. People, even within the
charmed circle at Stanford, seemed
scared. One thought circled my feelings
from grim amusement to horror:
No
wonder they're frightened. They believe
all this.
In the world of weather, where your
feet actually hit the dirt when you walk,
it all seems a bad dream. You shake your
head, look at the clouds, smell the
breeze, hear a magpie squawk. Maybe it
is a bad dream, but there are a lot of people dreaming it up.
Almost everyone owes money, talks
money, worries about money, loves
money, marries money, lives for money.

Where does this balloonful of dreams we
call The Economy come back to earth?

I

nthe arid West. open water is a
rarity in vast. dry space. Forage
is seasonal and varies in abundance from year to year. Large grazers
like buffalo and 'elk and 'browsers like
pronghorn and mule deer need the ability
to move long distances quickly. To be
restricted to one place is to die of starvation or thirst,
The people of the coldest, driest
portions of the West -- Ute, Shoshone,
Paiute, Navajo, Apache -- were moving
peoples because they had to be. The
Great Basin Shoshone followed seasonal
resources: camas roots in spring, pinon
nuts in the fall, hunting rabbits, antelope
and birds. Scarcity spread them out during the growing season into single-family bands.
The pine nut harvest brought them
to the best groves to harvest and store,
each family having by custom an area
suited to its ability to gather the cones
before, they fell. In winter, relatives
camped within visiting distance, living
on their stored food, sharing it. In spring,
they often shared starvation.
According to anthropologist Julian
Steward, the Shoshone concept of economics and property rights was both
simple and functional:
"In most parts of Ihe area, natural
resources were available to anyone. The
seeds gathered by a woman, however,
belonged to her because she had done
the work of converting a natural resource
into something that could be directly
consumed. If a man made a bow or built
a house, these were his, although prior to
making objects of them, the trees he utilized belonged to no one ... This principle of property rights was essential to
survival ... "
Small wonder the Anglo settlers saw
the Shoshone as thieves, while to the
Shoshone the settlers seemed insane with
greed.

T

he specialization of farmers in
an arid region can be compared
to the specialization of perenni-

,I

al plants: Grow deep roots, conserve
moisture, save up for years of drought.
The ethic of seulers in dry country is one
of endurance, stoicism and community,
such as the traditional Hopi survived
with for more than a few centuries.
The deepest settledness in the interior West is probably that of the PUeblos
and the agricultural tribes of the lower
Colorado, followed by the Spanishspeaking villagers of New Mexico. More

recent comers to rootedness would be
the Mormon farmers, who dug their first
irrigation ditches late in the 1840s. The
common element of sedentary culture is
irrigation, which was the only way to
achieve a dependable food supply while
staying put.
The land-loyal nomadism of the
Navajo is based on the needs of livestock. A traditional Navajo outfit would
move up country in the spring as the
plants greened at higher elevations.
Many families had a home in the mountains and a home in the lower desert,
where sheep could browse winterlong.
Many Anglo ranchers follow a similar pattern, with grazing in the mountains
for summer and lower elevation ranges
for winter. Those with irrigable land
grow hay for winter feeding and keep
their stock at the home ranch in the
snowy months. Being herders as well as
farmers, they work both sides of the
Neolithic Revolution, relying once on
the horse and now on the pickup to
bridge the gap between nomadism and
settled life.
The specialization into farmer and
nomad created some problems
that
didn't occur to hunter-gatherers like the
desert Shoshone. The two groups had
different interests and needed to have
different attitudes toward the land.
Irrigation, with its ditches engraved
along the contour, implies boundaries
based on labor. Herding is best conducted with few restraints. The farmer needs
repetitive traditions that suit a single
place, The nomad needs to be an opportunist: It is dry here, yet it rained much
in the northern hills and there we shall'
go. Strike the tents.

(Continued on page 10)
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mauers is here, now, the seizable opportunity."
Each successive human try at adaptation to the arid West seems to be overwhelmed by a further wave of invasion:
the Indian by the stockman, the stockman by the homesteader, the homesteader by the miner, the miner by the oilman,
the oilman by the technocrat. Each boom
is an explosion; each bust creates a hungry human vacuum.
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(CmIIinuedfrom page 9)
The farmers must protect fields
from animals during the growing season.
After the harvest, sheep and goats clear
stubble and manure the ground. Such
biological facts led to an uneasy accommodation between villager and nomad,
along with the desire of each group for
produce of the other: meat and hides
in trade for grain and wine. Today, the
uneasy alliance is kept up between
rancher and townie.
The Western heart is split between
the instinct of the settler to dig in and
tough it out, and that of the nomad to
move on to greener pastures. The twin
impulses were outlined by Hector S t.
John Crevecoeur in his Letters From an
American Farmer,-which idealized the
settler as the best in American character:
hard-working,
familial,' lawful, loyal,
cheerful, perhaps even thrifty, brave,
clean and reverent
The nomad didn't fare as well, living on the fringes of society in a tent or
shanty with a liner of brats and dogs. His
diet. the meat of wild beasts, disposed
him to uncertain temper. He was liverish
and lickerish and prone to disappear over
the ridgeline at the approach of preacher
or bailiff. Crevecoeur, like most civilized
persons since, was quite put out that this
brute fancied himself free.
.
In the grip of hunger or desire, the
nomad could be a raider of settlements, a
coyote among the prairie dogs. Modern
nomads
in the West, construction
boomers. seismic crews and oilfield
hands. are seen by settled people as
wolfish and dangerous. They often are.
The new nomads tend in be young,
as the Forty-niners were, aggressive and
rootless. A recent change is that they
often arrive with wife and children or
soon acquire them in the flush of prosperity, along with a monster truck and a
twelve-wide. When the job shuts down,
divorce may follow and the nomadic
male roars off mad in the pickup, leaving
haIf-a-family marooned in a remote IinJe
town where poverty equals disgrace.
This is the nomadism of raiders.
Unlike hunter-gatherers, who travel to
wild food, or herdsmen, who move to
fresh grass, the raider heads for easy
pickings. The life may involve hard
physical work -- the riders of Genghis
Khan put in a lot of mounted overtime -but confers no loyalty except to the traveling band. One plundered village differs
from another only in the degree of fight

the

and the amount of booty. The raider
thinks of locales as incidents within a
life, equating time and place.
In contrast to boomers are ranchhands who work in the same spot year
after year, heading south when the calves
are shipped. Some have a near-feudal
attachment to one ranch; others are loyal
to a certain valley or river basin. Guiding
and the seasonal round of Forest Service
work have nourished a gentler sort of
nomad, writer Ed Abbey for one, who
heads for some college town to winter
out.

The hunting tribes of the western
plains had a dedication to wide sweeps
of country and matched their movement
to the buffalo and seasons. No one
aspired to own a single, small piece of
land. To most the notion was repugnant,
since immobility meant starvation, disease and death.
A chief -- I recall the anecdote and
not his name -- was conducted to Washington for a meeting with the president.
He was unimpressed
with the White
House. "Your Great Father," he said,
sweeping his hand across the city, "lives
in just this one house? Hal I would live
in them all!"
Another group of nomads are the
farm workers -- Latino and Asian -- who
spread out for the harvests and then
retreat to urban ghettos or families
across the border. Where they manage to
gain enough foothold for family life,
they form communities, often subject to
suspicion and harsh treatrnent from local
establishments.
What makes modem nomads different is that their movement is no longer
strictly in response to land and climate.
The new nomad moves to greener pastures, but the green is dollars.
Thus, boom towns heave up in
response to a powerplant job, a pipeline
or stripmine. The land and existing
towns are overwhelmed with the roars of
D-9 cats and new pickups, beer cans and
dust. When the job's done, the horde
moves on, leaving a. few stragglers and
steady types behind to settle in and
scratch.
Like the rest of our society, the process of nomadism has come unstuck
from the rhythms of the land, which may
be one of the reasons it seems so ugly to
writers like Wallace Stegner, even when
it wears a white collar:
"Habits persist. The hard, aggressive, single-minded energy that politicians say made America great is demonstrated every day in resource raids and
leveraged takeovers by entrepreneurs;
along with that competitive individualism and ruthlessness goes a rejection of
any controlling past or tradition. What

he "year-round resort community," so called by real-estate
sharks, is a rising Western phenomenon, Erstwhile ranching towns, like
Jackson, Wyo., or mining towns, like
Park City, Utah, have become "lifestyle"
colonies.
These towns have a small hard core
. of longtime residents, a soft core of rich
summerhome types, a seasonal flood of
tourists and an unstable, debt-haunted
petit bourgeoisie: the stickers, the screwers, the cruisers and the scratchers.
These towns, despite their relative affluence, draw squinty looks from neighboring communities. New Mexico novelist
John Nichols, an emigre himself, is particularly scathing in his send-up novel,

The Nirvana Blues:
"The Chamisa Valley was like a
slave market, or a whorehouse.
An
entirely new breed had taken over the
town and its once outlying, now incorporated, communities. Despite its pseudohip ecology-conservation rhetoric, when
this new breed assessed landscape, all it
saw was dollar signs. They rationalized,
pretended, lied through their teeth, paid
lip service to the Sierra Club, and
brought in the backhoes."
These towns, with their pressurecooker economies, exude a glamor that
ranching and mining can't match. The
combination of striking scenery and easy
money works magic, but the souls of
such towns burn uneasily between the
lures of settlement and sellout. Transience is as attractive to the transient as
itis wearing to the settler.
In places like Jackson, I've heard
complaints that no one sticks around for
long; you make friends and they disappear. After a few seasons. the glow thins
.out, but land is costly and your labor's
cheap. Too many new faces; you're feeling older. Time to find a real home.
This tension often works out as a
series of "settlings" in different places.
At each stop, the ground is staked: a
house, a yard, an address, a phone number, church friends or drinking buddies.
Each place, it seems at first, will be Tbe
Place.
But after a while the itch sets in. Coworkers aren't as nice as we thought
they were; there's a job open in another
state; the neighbors are insane; we're
sick of the noise of trucks on the interstate; it snows eight months of the year.

W

en my father, his brother and
sisters sold the family farm, it
marked the end of a long tie to
one place. My great-great-grandparents
were Mormon settlers in Cache Valley,
Shoshone land in the 1860s when my
ancestors left the Salt Lake Valley on
their mission-call to take it, plow it and.
plant it. They multiplied and prospered.
At one point my grandfather had fields
of grain, hay and sugar beets; ranches in
Utah and Wyoming; 10,000 cattle and
25,000 sheep.
In 192 I, he lost everything but the
original place when a drop in livestock
prices caught him in heavy debt. My
grandparents farmed that land until just
before he died, but their five children
scattered.
My father ran off to Los Angeles,
drank whiskey with John Wayne,

,
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became an engineer with Lockheed, flew'
to England during the war. Afterward he
carne back to Salt Lake, where he met
my mother on a blind date. They moved
to Laramie, ran a radio station and followed the footbaIJ team, hip flasks and
hot times. I was born and the business
district burned, culling off radio ads.
We moved on: Vernal and Ogden,
Utah, and Albuquerque, where he got
into the atom business and I got a brother and a sister. Then to Tonopah, Nev.,
for the building of a test range, and to
Las Vegas, where he built the towers and
dug the pits for atomic tests, lost his job
in a takeover, sold real estate, retired to
gardening and breadbaking, and died of
a heart attack, riding a bicycle.
He hated farming, hated riding after
cattle, herding sheep, hated snow and
cold of any sort. Or he claimed to hate
those things. We always had dogs, cats
and horses, and he spent his happiest
hours planting, mowing and harvesting
in a succession of yards.
My mother's father was a mining
engineer, the son of a Norwegian woman
converted to Mormonism and a sailor,
who either died at a distance or deserted
her. He got his first real job in the rush at
Goldfield, Nev. He married and the children were born in mining towns. My
mother was born in Anaconda
and
named Helen, perhaps after Helena. Her
elder sister was named Montana.
They moved where the ground was
red, yellow or green, to places like Suifurdale, a remote camp near the present
junction of I-IS and 1-70 in Utah. The
kids grew, playing on tailings piles and
breathing a rainbow of dust. With four
children, they finally settled for real. He
started an engineering company in Salt
Lake City, photographed landscapes,
wrote chapbooks of verse for his friends.
He outlived his first wife, remarried in
his sixties and died a wealthy man of
"
Parkinson's disease.
\.
My mother graduated from the university, where she was a yearbook beauty, learned to paint in oils and worked in
an ad agency until she met my agricultural-refugee dad. There is a constant
thread in this narrative of women following the restless movement of men. Mormon history is almost exclusively one of
paternity, yet much of the actual burden
of both movement and successive tries at
civilization was on the women. If men's
history
is colorful, like dye, then
women's history is surely the fabric.
Since graduating from high school,
when I fled Las Vegas for the home valley in Utah to start college, I've been a
nomad. In the summers, I've gone
upcountry to the mountains as a campjack, horsepacker, fencebuilder, range
rider and, recently, a hydrologist. Winters. I've shrugged through school or.
holed up in a cabin earing antelope and
brown rice or fed cows on a ranch.
Having a mixed heritage, I'm regularly tom between the need to dig furrows and the unrest that rises when seasons change. I've lived, if not entirely
chosen, a nomadic way, assisted by the
lack of land or money, moved by an
inaccessible urge.
Like the Shoshone, I range the same
places year after year: Cache Valley, the
headwaters of the Snake and the Upper
Green. I lack neither a terrible love for
the land nor the need for familiarity and
community. I do lack the desire to own
land, pile up debts, acquire much of anything except what I can use: good books
and good tools. It's an old way of life,
and it still works, even as money
changes everything.
'Economics, in the long run, is exactly that a landscape and what works.
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Discouraging words in Montana
Approximately one century ago, itt the wa~f! of
the forced passing of the bison and Indians, the
cattle industry was established on the northern
Plains of Montana. At the heart of this vast country lies Miles City, a community of 10,000 which
has spent 100 years living and breathing ranching. Today,Miles City and its region are experiencing traumatic change as economic and other
forces shove the family ranch olf the Western
stage.
___

T

~by

Jim Robbins

he scene is an American
I
archetype. A couple of hundred ,
. head of bawling red-and-white '
cattle half-gallop across the yellow center line of an abandoned highway, trampling c1umps ••of sagebrush and range
grass grown through cracks .in the broken asphalt Three shouting cowboys on
horseback, leather chaps flapping against
their legs, push the animals down the
two-lane. A bullwhip whirs through the
air and cracks with authority at the end
of its arc.
Ray Sprandel, general manager of
the 100,000-acre Diamond Ring Ranch
just east of Miles City, Mont., surveys
the scene through aviator glasses, a $200
custom-made cowboy hat on his silvergray head. He nods toward the horizon.
"It's about 23 miles from here to the
other side of the ranch," he says matterof-factly. "Just about everything you can
see from here is Diamond Ring."
When the blizzard of 1886-1887
swept through the northern plains coun-:
try and killed cattle by the thousands, it
forced an infant livestock industry to
rethink and restructure. The big absentee-owned corporate ranches fell victim

to the weather, and' the realization came
that smaller, family-sized units were the
kind that would survive.
Now, a century later, the dark clouds
of economics have gathered over the
industry, forcing change in the way business is being done. This blizzard, however, is reversing the trend established a
century' ago. The family ranch is being
pushed aside by economic realities.
Some people blame a changing world,
others 'blame a refusal by ranchers to
adapt. Whatever the case. people are
migrating out of ranch country, and the
land is either not being utilized or it is
concentrating into fewer bands.
This year's severe drought has exacerbated the situation, and many ranchers,
including those on the parched earth near
Miles City, are liquidating their herds.
The primary problem is that the
ranch economy has twisted out of its
usual proportion, and overhead costs
have risen at a much faster pace than the
price of beef. Cattle and sheep can simply no longer pay for the land and interest. The past IO years, full of drought
and a market that seemed to have no bottom, have been bad ones. As a conse. quence, there's little new blood in ranching.

ing of an oasis on the treeless plains. It is
the seat of Custer County, a rambling
chunk of almost 3,800-square miles with
a population of 13,000. Ten thousand
Iive in Miles City.

''The only way to get into ranching,"
said one rancher. "is to marry it or inherit it." ,
,,>,
If they're not bought by corporations or wealthy individuals, family
ranches are being used for other, more
profitable ventures. Some ranches are
dug up for coal, covered over by subdivisions, or leased as hunting preserves or
dude ranches .. In many cases the land is
not being used to full capacity.
Cowboys still gallop across the
western range, like these three punching
cattle on the 100,OOO-acre--Diamond
Ring ranch near Miles. City, but they're
far fewer in number and more often they
are working for someone else.
In 1940, there were 44,000 farms
and ranches in Montana. averaging about
1,350 acres in size. By last year, that
number had dwindled to 23,600 farms
and ranches averaging nearly 2,600 acres
each, a pattern repeated across the West.
The family rancher, the backbone of
the ideal of Jeffersonian democracy and
the subculture. mat spawned the elemental notions and myths of freedom, independence, brutality and grit, is riding

t'sdifficult to comprehend just
how big this country is, or, to
put it differently, how tiny other
places are. Rancher Julian Terrett, talking about a recent trip to New York City, ,
says, "The island of Manhattan is about
36 square miles. That's about the ·same
size as my ranch. Well, actually my
ranch is about 40 square miles. I could
never understand why they put so many
people and buildings
in a place so
small."
, The wooden sidewalks and muddy,
rutted main streets of the once-robust
cowtown are Iong gone, replaced with
pavement and concrete. But it's still the
kind of burg where you expect to see
Glenn Ford or Randolph Scott walk out
ofa store on main street in a Stetson and
'sheepskin coat-and throw a roll of barbed
wire in the back of apickup truck.
In the lounge iii the Olive Hotel on
. Main Street recently, .during a ram sale
thaI drew.sheepmen from around the
region, -numerous white straw cowboy
hats seemed to float above the bar in the
dimly lit atmosphere. A faded poster in a
saddlery window boasted
tapes by
lantern-jawed Paul Ledoux, the Singing
Bronc Rider, $5. Horse trailers, with the
long, straight tails of two roans hanging
out the back, often stood guard in front
of the neon lights of the Log Cabin and
Range Rider bars.
The peculiar western subculture,

I

into the sunset.

"If we lose this round we're going
to lose the family farm structure," said
Helen Waller, a farmer and rancher near
Circle, Mont., and chairman of the
National Save The Family Farm Coalition. "Land is being turned over to a few
concentrated companies. We've gone
from an owner/operator
to an owner/peasant structure, and that's wrong.
The owner needs to live on the land."
Miles City, a town of around
10,000, came into being in the 1880s just
before the era of the open range. Placed
at the heart of ranch country, surrounded
by the fecund range grasses of the-northern plains, it is one of the last of the true
western cowtowns. The muddy Tongue'
River empties into the Yellowstone on
the edge of town. A canopy of tall cottonwood trees gives Miles City the feel-

j

while not-thriving, survives.

'_

Miles City is the center of the universe for the hundreds of ranch' and farm
families scattered across the big country
50 or 100 miles away. But because there
are fewer ranchers, stores on Mai.i Street
that serviced the livestock industry are
(Continued on page 12)
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the remainder to their northern range.
The last phase of the slaughter began
here near Miles City, lind the "harvest"
of the bison followed past patterns.
Thousands of the docile animals were
killed in a mailer of months. Hides were
stacked like cordwood on the prairie in
preparation for shipping. Carcasses were
left for predators.
In 1882, 200,000
hides were
shipped. About 50,000 were shipped in
1883. In 1884, the last year hides were
shipped out of Miles City, there were
only 300.
Hides went out by railroad, the
·arrival of which in 1881 had sealed the
fate of the bison and Indians by assuring
access to the East for the burgeoning cattie industry. It was the era of the open
range; the federal government allowed
the ranchers to use the public domain for
grazing and, under the Homestead Act,
to claim what land they wanted for their
homes.
(Contlnuedfrom page 11)
The Terrell Ranch, owned by Julian
disappearing one at a time, blinking out
Terrett and his family, is some 20,000
like the neon tubes in the sign at the
acres, roughly 30 square miles. Eroded
Bison Bar.
hills rise up like islands from the oceans
In their stead are jobs at J< Mart,
of prairie grass. Rolling hills are carpetWendy's and Motel 6, businesses that
ed with pine forest along Beaver Creek,
cater to tourists on Interstate 90. The
a tributary of the Tongue:
change' shows up in numerous ways. "It
In this dry country, people are still
used to be that one in five men you'd see
identified by the creek they live along.
had a cowboy
hat," says Bob
Rock outcroppings of subtle shades of
Barthelmess, former rancher and now
red and pink break to the surface on hillcurator of the Range Riders. Museum in
sides here and there. The gravel road that
Miles City. "Now you're lucky if you
winds through the hills to the white Tersee one in 50." ,
rett house is made of this rock and
When Lewis and Clark traveled
resembles a pinkribbon laid gently over
through this country in 1805 on their
the hills. On one side of the house lie
way to the Pacific, it was home to
rich, verdant alfalfa fields.
immense herds of bison, and to the IndiJulian's grandfather, W.W. Terrett,
ans who. lived off the bison. For several
came in the Tongue in 1881 during me
decades, it appeared that whites would
era of the open range. This land, some
use the Plains -- the Great American
6O.miles south of MilesCity, appealed to
Desert -- only as.a passageway to Orehim and he bought out a trapper living
gon,
on the land for several hundred dollars.
But the discovery of gold in Western
.Back then, cattle belonging to a
Montana Territory in the 18608"brought
number of owners were turned out onto
mines and a demand for western beef to
the range to run wild. Calves were gaththe region. Most.of eastern Montana had
ered in the spring for branding and for
been designated Indian Territory by the
sale in the fall. W.W..Terrett was a memTreaty of 1868, a plan that was to allow
ber of the Pumpkin Creek pool. Pumpkin
the Indians to hunt the buffalo "for as
Creek was a large, year-round tributary
long as the grass is green and the sky is
of the Tongue with a number of ranches
blue."
along it.
But when gold was discovered in
Come spring. after the cattle had
western South Dakota's Black Hills, the
calved, cowboys in the pool would ride
center of Indian territory, there were
out to gather up the stock -.They would
clashes between the Indians and the forbe joined by "reps," or representatives of
tune seekers. Despite the 1876 Indian
different ranches outside the pool, who
victory over Gen. George Armstrong
would cut out any of their livestock that
Custer at a spot 100 miles southwest of
had strayed into the Pumpkin Creek
Miles City, the Indians were the ultimate
country and drive them home. The
losers.
spring round-up was for branding, and
Among the forts put up to protect
the brand of each ranch was seared into
settlers was Fort Keogh, built in 1876,
the hide of the new calves.
after Custer's last stand. It attracted a
One of the unwritten rules of the
ramshackle and seamy assortment of
ranching industrywas respect for the
tents, shacks and open camps·that was to
brand. "It was customary," says Julian
become Miles City. The first cattle were
Terrett, "that if you picked up somebrought to Miles City the following year,
body's cattle a long way off, you shipped
prompting General Nelson A. Miles,
to slaughter. and sent the money to
who chose the spotfor Fort Keogh, toowner." While the open range is gone,
.remark, "When we get rid of the Indians'
, otbercusinms important to'survI~ai conand buffalo, the cattle and sheep will fill .' -tinue. But as ranches pass into the hands
this country."
. . .. ~- of-absentee owners or coal mines, there's
They' got rid of the Indians in ea5l: \"4 been a breaking down of the social struc _
~~
~
ern Montana in June 1881. People in
ture.
•
Miles City gathered to watch as .l ,600
Sioux under Chief Rain-in-the-Face
were loaded onto government steamers
y 1886, most of the land in eastbound for a reservation
in Dakota.
ern Montana was being ranched
Preparing for their move, the Indians had
by out-of-state
corporations.
Investors were drunk with the promise of
camped along ~,,river
... J ..
lafgepr~fiiS
the ope~range, 'an'd
A wibless wrote, :;For two, day~ and
nights, the Indians and more especiall y
capital from Chicago, Boston, New York
the squaws kept up their dismal howl-,
and London poured into Montana and
ings on taking farewell of their beloved
Wyoming. Control of the commons was
a free-for-all, and the. well-heeled, wellhome and hu.nting grounds."
.
connected cattlemen were ruthless, drivBison were to follow. AS.the shaggy,
ing_ the small operators of( the public,
lumbering creature disappeared elsewhere, many buffalo hunters followed_
domain land through me use of force.

me
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In Miles City and elsewhere, powerful cattlemen formed vigilante groups
with the stated goal of clearing rustlers
out of the country, but also to keep away
small ranchers who dared claim their
portion of the open range. Granville Stuart, a formidable rancher from central
Montana, headed a group that came to be
known as "Stuart's Stranglers." They left
as many as two dozen "rustlers" swaying
in the trees, often with a sign attached to
their clothing as a warning to others.
By the mid-1880s, the boom had
gotten out of hand; there were too many
cattle for the grass to support, Though
the cattlemen had cleared the range of
anything that might threaten a cow, they
couldn't control the weather. The blizzard of 1886-1887 is legendary. Thousands upon thousands of cattle died.
Some places lost 95 percent of the herd.
The storm changed the infant industry. Ranchers realized that turning cattle
out into the wilds and rounding them up
in the fall wouldn't work during a bad
winter. Cattle needed to be fenced. Crops
such as alfalfa or corn were needed to
feed cattle during mean seasons.
A balanced operation -- part ranch,
part irrigated farm -- was needed. In
response to this pressure from the land
and climate, tracts of open range were
slowly carved into smaller ranches. The
out-of-state corporations began dropping
out. The cattle baron was becoming an
anachronism.
Each baron was replaced by scores
of family ranches. The order and cohesion the baron had enforced through
ownership of huge tracts of land and
employment of many people was now
achieved through custom and cooperation: the pooling of cattle, respect for
brands and the sharing of equipment and
labor .. "
A v,;ay oflife grew
., up around family
ranching: small towns, rural schools,
supportive local politics, small towns,
and businesses catering to. the cattle
trade, and -- over it all -- the tradition of
independence.
That nearly century-old economy
and way of life has had its ups and
downs -- including dust storms and
depression -- but in many ways the present period is worse than anything in the
past. These bad, perhaps fatal times were
ushered in by a boom. During the 1970s
when land and cattle prices were rising,
many ranchers felt the boom was permanent. Urged on by the banker, they borrowed money -- lots of it, at double-digit
interest rates on the inflated value of
their land -- to buy adjoining property.
They bought new machinery, expanded
herds.
.
Then in the 1980s a slump hit the
industry like an electric cattle prod. Cattle prices dropped as low as 50 cents a
pound -- record lows. Land prices plummeted. Ranchers, who had borrowed
heavily with the inflated value of their
l.;nd 'as collateral could not ~ake payments
bank'. 'Drought ~ccu~ed
several year; in a row, and grasshoppers
struck much of eastern Montana, shriveling the gama and needle-and-thread
grasses that fatten cattle. People were
forced to sell off their breeding herd to
stay alive.
Record
numbers
of ranchers
couldn't meet their payments and went
out of business. The ones that survived

,

to the

w"e~lthe famiIY-{)~~~1}{~~~~sl)\k;ethe
Terretts', with their land paid for and
their practices sound. Or the large ranches owned by corpprations and wealthy
individuals.
..
The 1980s Saw not just anpther
slump 'in a cyclical market; it was a pivotal period that shook out many small
operators.
"There's a fundamental

restructuring of agriculture going on,"
said Keith Kelly, director of Montana's
Departn\ent of Agriculture.
One ranch that has weathered the
storm is the Diamond Ring, whose foreman is Ray SprandeI. It's owned by Dan
Brutger, a wealthy Minnesota businessman. Sprandel, a lean, silver-haired man,
takes care of the ranch as if he owned it,
often getting up at 3 a.m. to do the
books, and beginning outside work at
first light. The price of this, he says, was
his first marriage. Now he's trying to cut
back his work some.
Sprandel was raised on a dairy farm
near Miles City, a 400-acre parcel of
land his grandfather came from Germany
to homestead. He grew up working on
ranches' in the area, and later bought a
farm on the outskirts of Miles City to
raise sugar beets and com. A hail storm
just before harvest one year cost him
$80,000 and the farm.
After working for a couple of other
ranches, Sprandel took the job with Brutger. It's one of the better ranch jobs
around. Sprandel earns $40,000 a year,
plus a home, a beef and fringe benefits.
His boss often flies to Miles City in his
Citation jet to pick up Sprandel and take
him to another Brutger property near
Livingston, Mont, They've also gone
fishing in Ontario. "It's a different kind
of ranching," Sprandel says ..
Good ranch land in the Miles City
area now sells for $35 to $70 an acre,
down from $130 to $ I 40 an acre in the
1970s boom. Brutger paid $90 an acre
for the majority of his property, $140 for
another spread, and in one year paid
$660,000 in interest. "There's no way to
make that kind of money running cattle,"
Sprandel said.
While the economics of ranching
make life tough even for outfits like the
Diamond Ring, especially, .;-vitp .t~e
change in the" tax law that does away
wiih ta:' shelters, they play hell wilh'ihe
small-scale rancher. SPWndel knows.
how tough it is for the average rancher to
make it pay.
"I get three or four calls a week
from people who are looking for a job,"
Sprandel says. "Two of my neighbors are
working for me now that have lost their
ranches."

ew family ranches are as rare as
two-headed
calves. Lending
.
, institutions can't or won't lend
a young rancher -- now a contradiction
in terms -- the money he would need to
buy a ranch. To put together an outfit,
says Keith Kelly, a rancher needs a 500
cow breeding herd -- the mother cows
kept to raise the calves sold to market.
At $600 per cow, that's $300,000. He
would also need at least 10,000 acres at,
let's say, $50 per acre.' That's another
$500,000_ A pickup truck, a tractor and
odds and ends add another $150,000.
Roughly $1 million to start a ranch.
A!1?y..a1interest rate payments at 10 per;,
centwould be around $100,000. Yearly
operating costs -- gas, oil, feed and the
Iik~'L- are another $62,000. On the other
..•.'liide of the ledger, annual gross income
'?'based on calf prices of the last ten years
or so would be $110,000 to $120,000.
The numbers just don't work out.
"We're frozen in time," says Kelly.
"We've flushed the bottom end out, the
young people. And the older ranchers
can't sell out. There's no transitio.n." The
average' age-of-a rancher in Montana is
51.
B'ob Barthelmess is a big man, his
body tired and sore from a lifetime of
ranch work riding a horse behind a herd
of cattle, building fence and throwing
hay over the side of 'pick-up
to feed
cattle. Comfo~ he says, is the reason he

N

\
--':-,-

I

T."..

LRT

4-V2

Higb Country News - September 26, 1988-13
cars and play with racehorses, they're
going to have a tough time.'
Another man who doesn't believe
the downward spiral is inevitable is
Allan Savory, father of the controversial
rotation-grazing approach to ranching.
"They're leaving the land because of
poor management, but it doesn't need to
be that way," he says.
"The condition of the land is declining. So input costs (e.g., supplementary
feed) increase. And the stocking rate
goes down and the capitalization costs
are spread over fewer and fewer animals,"
To survive, he says, ranch families
must "plan in detail what they want from
their land." Integral to that planning,
Savory says, is the use of cattle as tools
to achieve their goals. Cattle must not
simply be seen as meat machines, he

insists.
"American ranchers should not be
going out of business," he says. "The
prices they receive are some of the best
in the world and the input cOSISare some
of the lowest. Amish are not leaving the
land because they think more holistical-

ly."

Rodeo at Mt1es City, Montana
wears running shoes these days instead
of a pair of leather Western-style boots,
A thick slab of foam lines the back of his
wooden rocking chair.
He'still wears a cowboy hat, even in
his new job as curator of the Range Riders Museum, a jammed-to-the-rafters
museum stuffed with chaps, spurs, saddles, photographs and other paraphernalia from the open range days near Miles
City. And he still works rancher's hours,
getting to the museum at first light and
staying until the visitors stop coming.
Barthelmess, a third generation resident, flicks on the light in the museum's
Pioneer Hall. Hundreds of black-andwhite portrait photographs of residents
who had settled and developed the ranch
country around Miles City are hung on
the wall. Many resemble old publicity
stills of Gene Autry and Sky King. In a
black metal tube attached to each photo
is a scroll with a history of the person.
Miles City is a town very much aware-and proud -- of its past
As an announcer's voice at a team
roping event in a small arena across the
street
echoes
in the
distance,
Barthelmess explains that he recently
ended a lifetime of ranching. But not by
choice. The ranch he was leasing was
broken up by the owner and sold to
neighboring ranches. It just wasn't big
enough
to make enough
money,
Barthelmess says, to satisfy the' owners.
It's part of the trend toward bigger
ranches and fewer ranches. "If the oldtimers that have been dead for twenty
years ever came back," he says, "they'd
have a-fit the way people are doing
things,"
Barthelmess
is particularly
displeased with the crumbling of relationships between neighbors. "There's one

Montana
.Missoula
Billing.

•

Miles
City

man who came from the East with a

'don't

trust

anyone'

position,"

Barthelmess said. "Hunting season came
and he dragged big rocks across the
road. He closed the road to anyone,
whether they're
hunters or people
who've come to fight a prairie fire on his
land. You can't lto tlu.t here." ~'prairie
fire can destroy a season's worth of
grasses.
Family ranchers are involved in the
community, Barthelmess believes, unlike
the corporate ranch. "These big outfits
don't sit on your school boards," he said.
"They buy their supplies wholesale in
Texas or Oklahoma and don't help the
local economy."
As a result, stores and implement
dealers close their doors and the labor
pool drifts away. Towns like Billings end
up with the trade. ''The ones that stay,"
said Keith Kelly, "are going to have to
drive 140 miles to buy anything."
The economies of scale favor the
big outfits that can buy in big lots. And
the profit margin on cattle is so small
that it takes a large number of animals to
bring in any kind of profit. Julian Terrett
says, "I remember when 100 head of
cows was a pretty good living," he says.
''Now a family can't live on 100 head. If
a family of four wants to have a decent
standard of living, 400 head is minimal,
Absolute minimum." But that's about the
limit; getting any larger would be too
much for one family to handle, and they
can't afford a hired man.
oteveryone thinks the high failure rate of ranches is beyond
the control of the rancher. E.O.
"Nibs" Allen, a 79-year-old rancher near
Volberg. Mont., south of Miles City,
recently sold most of a ranch he spent a
lifetime building with blood and sweat
equity for several million dollars. A bank
director and sun-to-sun worker, he
believes that if a rancher looks for a deal
he can work into, be can still win.
"The people that tend to business
and manage, they're going to make it,"
the weathered rancher said over a procession of cups of coffee at his home.
"Those people who have to have new

N

One of the ways ranchers are trying
to get out from under the banker is by
using the land for things other than raising cattle. Bob Barthelmess' son has forsaken ranching for outfitting hunters on
leased acreage. A Hamilton, Mont., man
has taken the' idea further and proposed
that ranchers in a large area just north of
Miles City known as the "Big Open"
give up ranching altogether. By selling
off livestock, tearing down fences and
introducing bison, antelope and deer,
ranchers could create a IO,OOO-squaremile wildlife preserve similar to the
Africa's great Serengeti. Ranchers would
profit from hunting fees. The idea has
not gone over well. but some are listening.
'
Such an idea seems radical to a
world dominated by cattle, but the countryside around Miles City has been home'
in the past to other ways of life. For a
while, it ranked among the world's horse
capitals. Miles City's moderate altitude
produced horses with strong limbs. The
grass was rich and diseases were rare in
the cool climes. It was, according to
some, superior to the bluegrass country
of Kentucky.
But the style was different. The
horses on the Plains were raised on large
ranches, and they weren't all raised to
ride. The last of the horse ranches, the
CBC, raised them for meat. Tens of
thousands of CBC horses grazed millions of acres between the Yellowstone
and Missouri rivers, a country bigger
than many states.
A vestige of Miles City's era as
horse capital is the Bucking Horse Sale.
Each May, rodeo stock buyers travel to
Miles City to watch a rite of passage, as
young men from the area climb on bucking and snorting animals, letting the buyers see what the horses are made of. The'
Bucking Horse Sale is Miles City's
biggest annual event, a boisterous affair,
when bars do a land office trade and the
spirit of the Wild West rides again.
A less compatible use of the land
was that of the homesteaders, or honyockers: immigrants lured to the region
just after the tum of the century by the
railroad's promises of free land in a
western Eden. Their main tool, barbed
wire, was a cheap, easy way to fence cattle out of 160-acre homesteads, which
were later increased to 320 and then to a
still-insufficient
640 acres. Conflicts
arose with both large and small ranchers.
Cattlemen
also made use of the
Homestead Act, but not to farm. They
and their hired hands filed on the land
around springs.
He who controlled

water, controlled land in that arid region,
and "homesteads" helped cement ranch- .
ers' hold on the country.
With the exception of bottom land,
the northern Plains didn't respond well
to the honyocker's
plow and seed.
Drought was periodic in the teens and
twenties, and the wind was constant.
One by one, the homesteaders dried up
and blew away, just like the soil they had
turned over.

W

hen the Great Depression came
in the 1930s, it dealt a final
blow to those who had managed
to cling to the land. It also dealt a blow
to many ranchers. Dust devils would
swirl across the landscape, carrying dust
from barren ground into the sky and giving sunlight an eerie, brownish cast.
Flour-like dust blew into drifts several
feet high, and blew through doors and
windows, coating furniture and inhabitants.
"During the 30s was the only time I
saw dad cry," recalls Barthelmess.
The rains came in 1938 and brought
prosperity back to eastern Montana. It
was to last through the war, For the most
part, it carne too late for the homesteaders. With their disappearance
and the
appearance of better roads and faster
automobiles, many little towns were
abandoned.
Ranchers began bypassing
the
smaller towns, going to the larger ones,
especially Miles City, for supplies. Children began taking buses into modem,
central schools, rather than relying on
one-room schoolhouses. Empty buildings blew down, or were pulled apart for
their lumber, or burned down. Some of
the buildings have weathered the years
in places like Powderville and stand like
memorials on the Plains. In some towns
a family or two may still be .tnere, living
among the abandoned buildings.
Depopulation
continues.
While
Miles City's population has remained
stable, -smaller towns decline; Carter
County, in Montana's southeastern corner, was the state's top sheep-producing
county last year but is among many
declining counties.
In 1930 it had 4,136 people; the
1980 census found only 1,799. Forty-one
of the state's 56 counties lost population
during the 1960s, and 21 mostly rural
counties lost people during the 1970s -- a
decade in which many other rural areas
experienced a "rural renaissance." a gain
of population and business.
Just as there's no sure way to forecast the weather or markets, there's no
sure way to tell what the future of this
lonely and rigorous land, and those who
live here, will be. Keith Kelly says that
the ''psychic income" that has sustained
many ranchers through lean times is no
longer enough.
"It's the old 'love of the land that
'surpasses mistresses and wives' line,"
Kelly says. "Younger people are saying,
'Baloney, I need tomake money,' or 'I
want to live near a city, where 1'can go to
the movies,' or whatever."
For the rancher whose family for
generations has grown up on and been
shaped by the land, the prospect of being
the last of a breed, of watching neighbors leave, of seeing homes stand empty,
and of seeing your way of life as no
longer relevant, is eerie and unsettling.
And damned unfair.
"I don't know," said Julian Terrett,
doffmg his cowboy hat with thick, reddened fingers. "There may come a day
when they don't need this land for cattle
anymore. They'll figure out a way to
grow them inside or something. I don't
know what will happen to the land then."
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'Wyoming' is dead -long live
'Wyoming' .., '
.'
Is Anyone Home on the Range? I asked

We mourn the decline of ranchers and ranching with the same respectful, nostalgic tone once
used to mark the passing of knights and their age
of chivalry. Tom Waif; in this critique of Gretel
Ehrlich's The Solace of Open Spaces, suggests our
mourning would be more appropriate were it
directed at the wild places and wild animals the
West's ranchers, and their cattle, have been systematically destroying.
_-,-

__

,-by Tom Wolf

II is not my purpose 10 discourage
the efforl (by Gretel Ehrlich or anyone
else) to tell the truth aboUllI'yoming. I

just want to hold her to a higher standard. I want the whole truth. The official "lI'yoming" Ehrlich mokes visible
will not do. She moy mean 10 save the
cowboyfrom himself. but I don't think
her idealizations square with the realities of industrial-style ranching.

W

hen there has been a death, a
murder perhaps, it is c?sto.mary to request an exammauon
of the corpse.
With Wyoming's economy busted
flat, maybe right now is a good time to
kick back and consider the larger question of "Wyoming," which is both a state
and a state of mind, something we half
perceive and half create.
The writer Gretel Ehrlich considers
the larger 'question of "Wyoming" in her
book The Solace of Open Spaces. Having suffered a great personal loss, which
she details in this book, Ehrlich ritualizes
her resurrection, depicting herself born
again into a new world she calls
"Wyoming."
I;hrlich originally came to a geographic place called Wyoming to chronicle the death of the West, to shoot a film
on old sheepmen, the last of a dying
breed .: She had' left' her former life to
escape the slaughter of the cities, to seek
a new world dedicated to life, not death,
social order, not anarchy. Oddly enough,
she discovered "Wyoming."
Now Ehrlich has become something
of a cult figure, a visionary, a diviner, a
healer: someone who travels the literary

circuit, speaking for "Wyoming," for
people she calls "Westemer8," who seem
to be mute, busy, inarticulate, or just
never at home when the phone rings.
She finds a natural setting removed
from man and his works, reductive in its.
few elements, seasons, sky and land,
utterly basic to the great questions of
serious literature. The selling raises her
from the dead, beckoning her and her
grateful readers into a new cosmogony, a
seemingly infinite recession toward

Birleffi, who had flown in from LA for
the occasion, why she was leaving on the
next plane, why she didn't stick around
for the fun. Her first reply was, "I'd
rather be dead."
After a few more beers, she warmed
to ·the occasion, saying: "'The Wyoming
Hick
Syndrome'
goes this way:
Wyoming is obviously a harsh place to
live, and we natives are a match for it.
Outsiders are right to look down on us
for livigg here, but we can't admit that.
Instead, we close ranks, rejecting new
people and new ideas in violent ways
bound to confirm their low opinion of
us.
"Yes, newcomers
might
make
Wyoming a better place to live, bot then
it wouldn't be Wyoming, which is a.
lousy place to live," she continued,
"Admitting
newcomers
who won't
accept the official rancher's version of
things would amount to admitting that
there
is something
wrong
with
Wyoming, something wrong with the
way we treat each other and the land.
That admission is inconceivable. So we

remote or unseen horizons, a spatial

continue to avenge ourselves on this ter-

mystery of shallow and deep, horizontal
and vertical, first and last, and without
end.
There is .one familiar literary reference point on Ehrlich's horizon, one way
she chooses to define her place among
other nature writers. There on the horizon of her "Wyoming" is the figure of
the cowboy.
Gretel Ehrlich is hands down the
best writer.Wyoming has ever seen. Yet
the very quality of her achievement and
the promise of her talent raise troubling
questions about the relationship between
her "Wyoming" and the ones others
know.
She writes that American culture
has lost its memory,
and to her,
Wyoming is the antidote for America's
collective amnesia. To many of her readers, real as well as the would-be
Wyomingites, her work voices the values
we wouhi"like 'to believe exist in
Wyoming.
Ehrlich is not the only female artist
to attempt to portray Wyoming as a state
of mind. A few years ago, I sat in a bar
in Cheyenne with homegrown filmmaker
Bobbi Birleffi, who was downing beers
after the Wyoming premiere of her film

rible place and on anyone who suggests
otherwise."
Wyoming, Birleffi insists, loves to
seduce outsiders into accepting its cowboy mythology. She concluded, "People
will tell you with pride that Wyoming is
hard on women and horses. How plain
do you need it said?"
How plain does it need to be said?
Ehrlich's "Wyoming" is not Birleffi's
"Wyoming." So is the "real Wyoming"
just a figure of speech?
omething is wrong here, where
so much is so right. Ehrlich's
need for the cowboy by her side
may be her book's fatal flaw, a failed
attempt to find warmth in the dead hand
of cowboy mythology
that, having
crushed
Wyoming's windpipe,
still
clutches at the throat of the corpse it
calls "Wyoming."
The crux of the paradox 'of Eht:lich's
writing is that while admitting nature
and women to visibility, she also depicts
the cowboy as hero, even though the
cowboy is obviously hostile to both
nature and women, at least in his officially approved, USDA-certified incarnation.

"Real" Wyomingites, the kind the
Wyoming stockgrowers like, love Gretel
Ehrlich because she idealizes rather than
criticizes Wyoming culture. She has little
to say about rape' or rapaciousness, and
so her writing does not go as far as it
might toward giving us the strength to
see life in Wyoming clearly. To speak
bluntly, official Wyoming has co-opted
her work.
Any reader of The Solace of Open
Spaces will recognize the essential trick
of a socially conservative fOrln of literature, the old pastoral, where the writer
makes simple people express strong feelings in appealing language.
"By golly," says the dues-paying
Sierra Clubber reading Ehrlich's book on
the subway in Manhattan, "those ranch-

(Continued on page 18)
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Elevator Company at Brockway, Montana

The fate of the Plains
Three times white civilization has attempted to
settle the arid, windy Plains -- a land mass that
comprises one-fifth of the contiguous UnitedStfttes.
Tbree times the settlement effort has largelyfailed.
Now, the writerssuggest, the nation and the region
should learnfrom thefailures, including the 1988
drought, and help the land revert to a buffalo'
commons -- to the state the land was in before the
coming of the whites.

__

.;-by Deborah Epstein Popper and
Frank J. Popper

The Plains, while less stunning atfirst sight, last longer,fill the esthetic
sense fuller, precede all the rest and
make North America's characteristic
landscape.
Walt Whitman
1879, after a trip to California

t the center of America, between the Rockies and the tallgrass' prairies of the Midwest
and South, lies the shortgrass expanse of
the Great Plains. The Plains extend over
large parts of 10 states, are endlessly
windswept, nearly treeless and semiarid,
and get less than 20 inches of rain a year.
The country is rolling-to-flat in the
north, flat in the south and has occasional buttes, It is lightly populated: A dusty
town with a gas station, store and home'
is sometimes 50 or more unpaved miles
from its nearest neighbor, another threebuilding settlement amid the sagebrush,
. San Antonio and Denver are on the
Plains' east and west edges, respectively,
but the largest city actually in the Plains
is Lubbock, Texas,' population 174,000.
The Plains' population of 5.5 million is
less than one- fortieth of the American
total --. that of Georgia or Indiana --but

A

spread over one-fifth of the contiguous
United States.
The Great Plains are America's
steppes. They have the nation's hottest
summers and coldest winters, largest
daily and weekly temperature swings,
worst hail and locusts and range fires,
fiercest droughts and blizzards,
and
shortest, most perilous, growing season.
The Plains are the land of the Big
Sky and 'the Dust Bowl, one-room
schoolhouses
and settler .homesteads,
straight-line interstates and custom combines, prairie dogs and antelope and buffalo. The oceans-of-grass vistas of the
Plains offer enormous horizons, billowy
clouds, intimations of infinity, and the
somber-serene
beauty that captivated
Whitman.
During America's pioneer days and
again during the Great Depression, the
Plains were a national concern. But by
1952, in The Great Frontier, the Plains'
finest historian, Walter Prescott Webb,
described
them as the least-known,
most-fateful part of the United States.
That description applies today. We
believe that over the next generation, the
Plains will lose almost all its people .
Then a new use for the suddenly-empty
Plains will emerge, one that is in fact so
old that it predates the American presence.

A remnant Amerlcanfrontier.
.

.-

nthe shape of a tilted leaf half
the size of the United States
east of the Mississippi,
the
Plains run from the curling east wall of
the Rockiesto roughly, the 98th meridian. The eastern Plains consist of fourfifths of the Dakotas, two-thirds of
Nebraska and Kansas, and half of Oklahoma and Texas. The west is three-quarters of Montana, half of Wyoming and
Colorado, and a third of New Mexico.
The entire arid Great Plains -- 1,100
to 1,500 miles long, 400 to 700 miles
wide -- form a giant borderland between
the mountains and truly arid deserts to
the west and the lushly-watered prairies
to the east.
The Plains were the last part of the
nation that whites permanently occupied.
Most late 19th century pioneers wanted
to cross the Plains and get farther west.
Non-Plains parts of most Plains states
were settled long before the Plains; western Montana was a thriving mining and'
timber area a generation before farmers
and ranchers moved into central and
eastern Montana.
In the settlement
of the Plains,
waves of farmers and ranchers were tested and often uprooted by the 1880s blizzards, the 1890s drought and financial
panic, the Great Depression (which hit
much of the Plains by the early 1920s),
the 1930s Dust Bowl, and the smaller
1950s and 1970s droughts. Even today,
-settlement is thin, tentative, insecure.
Large chunks of the contemporary Plains
amount to relics of the American frontier.:
The Plains are spare and weatherwhipped. The wind has a speed of 10 to
12 steady miles an hour, day and night.
Its lowing is more constant than at many
seashores. The long winter 6O-mile-anhour blizzards throw up as much sharp
black grit as they throw down sharp
white snow.
Rainfall is more variable on the
Plains than anywhere else in the country
-- an important fact in a region where the
timing of two inches of rain can make or
break a farmer's
year. Many Plains

I

newspapers report rainfall to the' hundredth of an inch.
Major rivers often do not flow half
the year. Trees are rare away from rivers, .
irrigation systems, a few national forests,
and windbreaks and shelter belts. The
sense of nat empty wind-blown endlessness' is an historic Plains preoccupation.
Arbor Day, the annual community treeplanting day in the spring, originated in
Plains Nebraska and Kansas in the
l870s.
Privacy
is almost
too' easily
obtained. The visitor learns to recognize
the Plains person's characteristic 20-yard
stare, and not to take it as rudeness.
Teenagers frequently drive 40 miles to
the nearest school or movie, a hundred to
a clothing store or dentist, and still have
more than the ordinary adolescent restlessness. Rates of youth suicide, homicide and accidental death are traditionally high. Motorists and police ignore
speed limits on the lightly traveled roads.
. There is an urban Plains, primarily
in the south, and especially in Texas. The
Plains pan of Texas has nearly 2.2 million people, almost two-fifths of the
region's population, mostly in cities such
as Lubbock, Amarillo and Abilene.
Oklahoma and Colorado also have relatively urban, high-growth Plains populations, particularly near Oklahoma City
and Denver.
.
The three southern Plains states
account for over half the region's population. But the largest city in the Plains'
northern half is Billings, Mont., population 70,000. The Dakotas, Montana,
New Mexico and Wyoming have the
smallest Plains populations,
ranging
from North Dakota's
414,000
to
Wyoming's 250,000.
Despite a few urban enclaves, the
region remains profoundly rural. Most
maps are dotted with towns that have
been unoccupied for decades, like Keota,
Colo., or Carlile, Wyo. Kansas alone has
2,000 ghost towns. A stable small town
will have one- or perhaps two-story
houses on big lots, sorne lightly grassed
(Continued on page 16)
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or near-bare lawns, many vacant lots and
wide dusty streets, and few sidewalks.
Life on the Plains has its compensations. Spring and fall are breathtaking
after the .rigors of winter and summer.
The region offers the nation's finest sunsets, its largest flights of birds, its most
spacious .skies, its broadest amber waves
of grain. The soils are excellent when
watered, and air and water pollution'
nearly absent. The humidity is so low
falling rain may evaporate before it hits
the ground, leaving huge watery stripes
that hang halfway down from the sky.
Some Plains people feel cut off from
and unappreciated
by the rest of the
country. They consider the Plains a
'colony, resent urban outsiders, and dislike the way surrounding Denver, Houston and Minneapolis appear 10 combine
with distant corporations and the federal
government to exploit it.
The few national political figures
the Plains have prOOticed-- for instance,
William Jennings Bryan, George Norris,
Lyndon Johnson, James Watt -- spent
much of their early careers attacking
Washington, D.C., and the East, and in
later life still displayed the prideful,
defensive populism distinctive to the
Plains.
In many respects the Plains lack a
coherent sense of self. No state is entire.Iy in the Plains. No newspaper is the
voice of the Plains in the way that, for
example, the Atlanla Constitution has
been the voice of the South. The Census
does not recognize the Plains as a region;
instead it divides the 10 Plains states
among the Mountain West (Montana,
Wyoming, Colorado, New Mexico), the
Midwest
(the. Dakotas. Nebraska,
Kansas), and the Southwest (Oklahoma,
Texas).
Within Plains states, most political,
economic and intellectual power lies outside the Plains. Only two Plains states
have their largest city in the Plains:
Billings, Mont., and Casper, Wyo. Half
of Texas is in the Plains. but only seven
of its 24 congressional seats. Two-thirds
of Kansas is Plains; but only one of its
five seats. Only three Plains state capitals are in the Plains -- Cheyenne, Wyo.;
Bismarck, N.D., and Pierre. S,D. No
Plains state has its flagship state university in 'the Plains.

Tbe bistory of a binterland

T

he Plains have long been
bypassed. All the major early
American explorations went
east-west 'across and often beyond the
Plains, rather than north-south within
them. The prime pioneer paths -- the

Oregon, Mormon and Sante Fe trails -and the Pony Express also traversed the
Plains.
So did the early railroads; by 1890,
five transcontinental lines reached the
West Coast, but none connected the
northern and southern Plains. Today,

seven east-west interstates

cross the

Plains while a single north-south one, 125, runs along part of the east edge of
the Rockies. (Another small north-south
one, I-IS, goes from Montana's Canadianborder to Helena and then into the Rockies, away from the Plains.)
The few tourists in the Plains' magnificent national parks -- for instance,
Theodore Roosevelt in North Dakota or '
Carlsbad Caverns in New Mexico -- are
mainly transcontinental
travelers who
spend less time and money than the more
numerous visitors to national land treasures elsewhere.
With the end of the Civil War came
the first large-scale white attempts to settle the Plains. James J. Hill, founder of
the continent-spanning Great Northern
Railway, sincerely foresaw "little green
fields and little white houses and big red
barns" -- another New England, only
more fertile. Between the 1860s and
1890s, social and technological innovations encouraged rapid Plains settlement:
the 1862 Homestead Act, construction of
the railroads.t introduction of light steel
plows, barbed-wire fences, windmills,
dry-land farming-techniques,
and the
beginnings of modern irrigation.
By 1880, the Indians had been
defeated, the buffalo had largely disappeared and the Cattle Kingdom was well
established in much of the Plains. Gold,
.silver, copper and oil strikes occurred in
parts of them. Between 1880 and 1890,
Colorado's population
multiplied by
three, Kansas' by four, Texas' by six.
The boom period after the Civil War
marked one of the few times when
America thought the Plains would be
thickly settled. The early settlers of the
1870s had a few good years of rain, a
few bumper harvests.
The euphoria did nut last; nature and
the economy turned cyclically hostile. A
sequence of bad blizzard years, beginning in 1885, almost wiped out the cattle
industry, Nearly half the stock in Montana died in the first 10 weeks of 1887
alone.
By the early 1890s, a panic -- the
era's term for a depression -- hit. farming, ranching and mining. Severe
drought appeared. For the first time,
many-large convoys of fully loaded
wagon trains headed east, leaving some
Plains counties in the western Dakotas,
central Montana and West Texas nearly

deserted.
The Plains had been revealed as the
malicious margin of American agricul-

ture.

L

Another boom-and-bust cycle began
in 1899. Wet years returned. The nine
rail lines that went cross-country
by
1912 competed for traffic and gave settlers discount fares. Pioneers poured in;
between 1900 and 19i3, Montana's and
North Dakota's population quintupled;
the southern Plains grew at least as
rapidly. The peak year for homesteading
was 1912, rather than, as generally
assumed, in the late 19th century, when
the frontier was declared closed.
The boom was topped off by World
War I's demand for commodities.
The
region's farmers and ranchers, realizing
their precarious position, overplowed,
overplanted,
overgrazed, did far too
much sodbusting, ignored conservation
or never knew about it.
Retribution was rapid. Drought and
locusts came to the Dakotas. Montana.
and Wyoming in 1919. European farming recovered earlier than expected. The
spread of the tractor, the truck, and the
combine harvester reduced demands for
farm labor in some Plains counties by a
factor of five.
For much of the Plains, the Great
Depression began in 1921, eight years
before it struck Wall Street. By 1925,
Montana suffered 214 bank failures -more banks than exist in the state today.
The average value of all Montana farm
and ranch land dropped by half.
Thus the Plains underwent a dozen
years of depression before the onset of
the Dust Bowl in 1934. The Dust Bowl
was the ecological consequence of the
too-assertive agriculture of the 1910s. It
was nature's signal that the' shortgrass
and soil were gone,
In the late 1930s, the Dust Bowl
covered 150;000 Sahel-like square miles
of southwest Kansas, southeast Col-'
orado, northeast New Mexico, and the
Oklahoma and Texas panhandles -- nearly a third of the Plains. Entire counties
were again almost depopulated, particularly in Kansas and Colorado.
The Dust Bowl kicked up dirt
clouds five miles high and large enough
to obstruct navigation of planes on the
Eastern Seaboard and of ships 300 miles
out in the Atlantic. It tore the paint off
Plains houses and asphyxiated
small
children. It sent the Okies to California,
where they described themselves
as
"blown-out, tractored-out and broke." It
inspired John Steinbeck's The Grapes of
Wrath and Dorothea Lange's .photography, as well as more radical nativist

movements.
The federal government responded
effectively. In 1934, it abolished homesteading. In 1935, it established the Soil
Conservation Service which undertook
measures such as windbreaks and shelter
belts. Beginning in 1937, the federal
government bought up 7.3 million Plains
acres of largely abandoned farm holdings (an area bigger than Maryland) and
made most of them into national grasslands.
After the Dust Bowl, recent Plains
history seems anticlimactic. A measure
of agricultural prosperity returned during
World War II and afterward.
Throughout this period the federal
government, building on earlier initiatives, found new ways to intervene. The
crop subsidy programs, experimentally
introduced in the 19308, greatly expanded in the 40's and 50's. The dam and irrigation projects accelerated in 1944 with
the $6 billion Pick-Sloan plan for the
Missouri River, a 100-darn effort aimed .
primarily at the. Plains portion of the
watershed. Now many Plains farmers
and ranchers could, like their competitors farther west, get federal water at
below-market prices.
In 1946, the Bureau of Land Management ejolved from the 1934-vintage
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Grazing Service of the Interior Department, and continued to offer below-market grazing rates to ranchers in the
Plains,
particularly
in Montana,
Wyoming and New Mexico.
.Compared to earlier eras, agriculture
was relatively
stable. Moreover, the
energy boom of the 1970s quintupled
prices for the southern Plains' oil and
natural gas and made it newly profitable
to produce coal, oil and natural gas in the
northern Plains.
About 200 energy boom towns suddenly sprouted in the Dakotas, Montana,
Wyoming and Colorado; previously
quiet places like Gillette, Wyo., and Colstrip, Mont.,
became odd crosses
between the old Wild West and the new
Kuwait.
At the same time. agricultural stability was also turning into a boom. Commodity prices were rising rapidly, and
Plains farmers and ranchers, forgetting
the 1930s, began to chop down windbreaks, to plant fence post-to-fence post,
and to sodbust in the classic late-19thcentury manner, but on a much larger
scale.
Conservation no longer seemed to
matter. The energy boom was a wonderful bonus. Even the droughts seemed less
severe. The land, as Plains people
always said in good times, was becom-

ing more "seasonable."
The coming of tbe crisis

T

he 1980s punctured that illusion. Today, as the 1988
drought illustrates, the pressures are as ominous as at any time.
Farm, ranch, energy and mineral
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economies are in deep depression. Many,
small towns that had steadily lost population throughout the 20th century are
now emptying and aging at all-time-high
rates. Soil erosion is approaching Dust
Bowl rates.
Water shortages also loom, especially atop the Ogallala Aquifer, a giant,
nonrenewable source that irrigates more
than 11 million Plains acres. Important
long-term climatic and technological
trends do not look favorable. And government seems unable to react constructively to these trends, much less anticipate them.
The agricultural crisis is more serious on the Plains than in its more publicized neighbor, the Midwest's Corn Belt.
By the late 1980s, the Plains had become
an epicenter of agricultural disaster. Its
farming and ranching had always been
less profitable
than those of other
regions. more vulnerable to water shortages, less able to withstand high costs,
more debt-oppressed.
Most Plains farmers and ranchers
have always operated under conditions
that their counterparts elsew here would
have found intolerable, and now they are
worse. In 1985, the Montana Agriculture
Department estimated that almost half of
the state's farmers and ranchers would
be out of business by 1990. The 1988
drought probably accelerated the process.
The situation is comparable in its
energy sector. Oil prices have fallen
'drastically since 1983. Many oil and-natural gas cO')lpanies have laid off most of
their employees, The Plains energy
boom towns have long gone bust. The
last federally subsidized synthetic-fuels
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plant, a coal gasification facility in Beulah, N.D., went into receivership
in
1985. In the Permian Basin of Texas,
seven banks failed from 1983 to 1986,
and the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation became Midland County's third
largest employer. In western Oklahoma
large comfortable houses sold in 1986
for $15,000.
Collapses reverberate. When local
banks fail or are endangered, remaining
ones lend more conservatively
and
charge higher interest When an agricultural county's farmers and ranchers cannot make a living, neither can its car
dealers, druggists or restaurants.
Local public services, never generous, falloff. Schools, roads, law enforcement and welfare are always expensive
in large, lightly populated areas. They
are especial I}: expensive because of the
Plains tradition of many small local governments.
_ In the late 19705, Oklahoma towns
rode the oil boom to leadership-in school
reform; now a tenth of me state's teachers have lost their jobs, many others
have had their salaries frozen, classroom
sizes have grown, buses are not repaired,
textbooks go unreplaced.
The quality of life declines. Service
cutbacks fall hardest on Montana farm.
laborers, South Dakota Indians, Mexican-Americans
along the Rio Grande,
migrant workers, and clients of socialwork and public health agencies across
the Plains. Agricultural market towns
such as Newell, S.D., get smaller, older,
poorer; already-modest
downtowns
become gap-toothed streets of increasingly marginal businesses.
Fields are barren and untended,
many farm houses abandoned. Throughout the Plains, entire counties do not
have doctors or banks, and more are
about to lose them. Hard-press'i~ farmers
have begun selling their water rights to
distant cities. If another serious drought
occurs .. newly arid ex-farms
could
become the nuclei of a late-20th-century
Dust Bowl.
The long-term outlook for the Plains
is frightening.
Most climatologists
believe the Plains' rainfall over the last
50 years has been comparatively stable;
when it becomes more variable, droughts
will hit harder and more often.
The
long-standing
Plains attempts to seed

clouds or otherwise artificially induce
rain continue with no result.
Water supplies
are diminishing
throughout the Plains, primarily because
of agricultural overuse. Farmland has
already been abandoned
for lack of
water in me Pecos River Valley of New
Mexico and between
Amanllo and
Lubbock in Texas. In 1950, central
Kansas had 250 wells that drew on the
Ogallala Aquifer; today it has over 3000.
The Kansas portion of the aquifer was 58
feet thick in 1950; today in many places
its thickness may be less than 6 feet.
As parts of the aquifer approach

exhaustion within a decade or so, waterhungry farmers, ranchers, energy companies, bankers, localities and homeowoers
will be staring down tens of thousands of
dry holes, looking for groundwater that
is gone forever.
Some farmers, firms and localities
are undertaking serious water- and soilconservation
measures,
but it may
already be too late: Large portions of the
Plains are eroding fast. Many Plains
counties -- for example, Gaines in Texas
and Crowley and Kiowa in Colorado -appear to be near Dust Bowlconditions.
In Gaines County, David Sheridan, an
investigator for the federal Council on
Environmental Quality, reported:
"With the wind at your back, you
can see a brownish haze hugging the
land ahead. Soon it envelops you. The
sky is cloudless, but you cannot see the
sun. Visibility is diminished to about a
quarter of a mile ...The substance you see
in the air is topsoil -- Brownfield fine
sand, most likely -- blown off fields that
are bare and dry because they have been
plowed in preparation for planting cot-

ton."
The CEQ has classified the desertification of most of West Texas and eastern New Mexico and parts of Colorado,
Kansas and Oklahoma as "severe." It is
termed "moderate" in nearly all the rest
of the Plains. The CEQ's lowest classification for desertified land is "slight";
none of the Plains qualifies for it.
When a Plains farmer or rancher,
gives up his land today, agribusiness and
other large outside corporations are usually unwilling to buy it, even at bargain
prices. Energy expectations have dissipated. and nothing has replaced them. In
any plausible use, the bulk of Plains land

A sign in 1979 along [·35 "ear Three Sands, Oklahoma

is not competitive. The.only people who
want it are already on it, and most are
increasingly unable to make a living.
Everything now conspires against
the Plains. The national energy and minerai economies may eventually recover.
But the larger national agricultural ceon-.
omy may never recover, and a recovery
will benefit the Midwest and South long
before the Plains.
_
The region's ordeal will continue,
intensify. Plains farmers and ranchers _
will probably not emigrate in large numbers to the West Coast like the 1930s
Okies, But they will take town jobs, double up with relatives, go on welfare, rent
out their land, or -- in the frequent worst
cases -- be driven off it altogether.
An admirably upright, self-contained way of life that goes back several
generations will disappear, often painfully. No likely changes in caltivation techniques, water technologies, agricultural
subsidies, financing practices, export
policies or conservation devices will
save it,

Plains possibUities
.,

,Grass no good ~pside down,"
said a Pawnee chief m northeast
. Colorado as he watched the
late-19th-century
homesteaders
rip
through the shortgrass with steel plows .
He mourned land on which Indians had
hunted buffalo for many millennia.
After the plowing, that land grew
wheat for a few years, then went into the
Dust Bowl. Three separate waves of
farmers and ranchers, with increasingly
heavy federal support, tried to make settlement stick on the Plains. The 1890s
and 1930s generations
were largely
uprooted, as the 1980s one soon will be.
Without federal support, this part of
America might never have \)<:en farmed
or settled at all; with federal support, it is
the great failure of American agriculture.
Yet the 1890s and 1930s are forgotten
traumas, the 1980s an ignored one.
The experience on the Plains represents a spectacular, large-scale,
longterm variant on "the tragedy of the commons," Garrett Hardin's ecological fable
of how individual short-term economic
rationality can lead to collective longterm environmentaldisaster.
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To the Indians and the early cattlemen, the entire Plains were a commons.
The Homestead Act and other subsidies
for settlers attempted to take the land out
of the federal domain and put it permanently in individual or corporate hands.
Present subsidies for crops, water and.
grazing land are efforts to buttress the
privatization.
But the private interests, responding
to markets and to federal subsidies, overgrazed and overplowed the land, and
overdrew the water. Thus they never produced a stable agriculture or found conservation devices that could reliably preserve it in the face of market forces. In
some places, they supplemented agriculture with energy and mineral development, which are also inherently unstable.
The population continually dropped, .
even in the long periods when lhe fedcral ,
subsidies grew and the market incentives
were favorable -- for instance, the 1940s
through the 1970s. Now that bolh markets and subsidies are weakening, lhe
private interests are, as "the tragedy of
the commons" predicts, rapidly degrading land and leaving it
In retrospect, only the Indian huntergatherers knew how to live lightly on lhe
land. The Indians treated the Plains as a
coherent region, a place distinctive and
worthwhile
in itself. Whites almost
never did. When whites began to see
economic value in the Plains, they
imposed arbitrary
boundaries
and
attached all of the Plains to non-Plains
states. The mentality is visible on any
map: There are more straight state and
county boundaries
in the Plains than
anywhere else in the country.
Moreover, the federal government
has rarely adopted policies that take into
account Plains conditions or are specific
to the Plains, starting with l60-acre
homesteading
on the Plains after the
Civil War. The general run of Plains
farms and ranches took over 70 years to
grow out from under the Homestead
minima and catch up to Plains reality.
Of the federal government's many
1930s and 1940s measures, only the

(Continued from page 14)
ers can't be so bad after all. Ranching as
a way of .life breeds such noble thoughts
in such simple people! Wish I could be
like the Marlboro
Man!" Thus dies
Wyoming, in order that "Wyoming"
Ehrlich's use of the pastoral ruse is
particularly well-done and particularly
disturbing. A reader typically feels like
saddling up the Pinto or Bronco and riding right to Shell, Wyo., where one
expects to find the aulhor roaming the
range (lope is her favorite verb) with her
Owen Wister-vintage
cowboys, those
wisely simple, simply wise souls, their
lips all puckered up wilh immutability,
not quite knowing (without her help)
how to express the tenderness they feel,
their hearts sprained (I am paraphrasing
her now); torrential beauty, pouring·
down all around them, nay, fit to tickle
any woman's silver palate. The cowboy
as hors d'oeuvre, as (the ultimate cern- .
pliment) androgynous.
I hope the paraphrase makes the
point. I hope so, but there is more. When

Afast-movtng cbicteen at tbe Barker farm near Gardner, North Dakota
national grasslands and the Pick-Sloan
plan for the Missouri River were directed primarily at the Plains; of its 1980s
measures, none -is, We have never
grasped that federally subsidized privatization that settled most of the United
States west of the Appalachians is not
effective on the Plains.
Thus we are, for the third time in a .
century, losing an environmental war on
the Plains.
The Dust Bowl may recur, or it may
not; the Plains will suffer anyway. Even
after the extent of the suffering becomes
clear, it will be hard for the nation to .
realize. that five or six generations of
agricultural and land use policy, going
back to lhe 1862 Homestead Act, may
have done the Plains at least as much
. harm as good.
But the region's pain will offer a
chance to admit that Stephen Long and
the other early American explorers had it
right: .The Great Plains are the Great
American Desert, or part of it. The true
architect of the Plains has always been

Ehrlich goes to New York to see her
agent, her editor, her publisher and lhe
folks down in marketing, she tells us
how she moons over the pictures of the
Marlboro Men in the subways, "a
reminder of the ranchers and cowboys
I've ridden with the last eight years."
She claims to bring her strong, silent
subjects' "tenderness into the house,"
because they "lack the vocabulary to
express the complexity of what they
feel."
Enough. Or rather too much. The
death of Wyoming is too high a price to
pay for a literary trick, however beautifully expressed. Ehrlich accepts a rapacious, brutally exploitative
extractive
industry in terms of its own self-serving
myth. Wyoming's caste system is based
on the social pretensions and political
realities of cowboy mythology, as is
made chillingly clear to anyone who,
like Bobbi Birleffi, attempts to question
them. It is one thing to pull your Tony
Lamas on in the morning; it is another to
feel a cowboy boot crash into' your face.
.

perhaps
there are other possibilities. Perhaps we need not let the
, endlessly celebrated, endlessly
lamented death of "ranching as a way of
-Iife" deceive us'Into missing the real

the desert, its immense expansions and
contractions, its pitiless resistance to cultivation.
Historian Walter Prescott Webb
understood that. In 1958 he wrote in

Montana: The Magazine of Western
History: "The conventional view of the
West is from the East, the direction from
which the viewers approached it. The
West should not be looked at from the
outside, but from the inside, from the
center. The West is concentric, a series
of moisture circles extending outward
from the.arid, to the semiarid, to subhumid and finally to the humid land ... The
Great Plains are lhe burnt right flank of
the desert."
It is difficult to predict the future
course of the Plains' ordeal. The most
likely possibility is a continuation
of
trends that go back to the 1920s: a long-.
term, painful draining, A few relatively
urban areas that are also near large nonPlains cities may pull out of their
; decline. A few cities wilhin the Plains -the Lubbocks and Cheyennes -- may

death. It is healthy, natural ecosystems in
Wyoming !hat are dying. They are being
killed by the cowboy mythology and
cynically exploited by a class system.
that pretends to concentrate all value in a
man on horseback and a cow, rather than
in the messy complexity of a healthy
range, complete with predators and large
ungulates other than cattle.
Consider Gretel Ehrlich's revision
of "the Westerner"; "The iconic m ylh
surrounding him is built on American
notions of heroism: the index of a man's
value as measured in physical courage.
Such ideas have perverted manliness into
a self-absorbed race for cheap thrills."
No one could disagree with this sentiment in the late 20th century, but can
you swallow the rest of her argument?
"The Westerner's courage is selfless, a
form of compassion ... He's androgynous
at the core."
Speaking of this heroic Wyoming
cowboy, Ehrlich says, "Language,
so
compressed,
becomes metaphorical. ..
What's behind this laconic style is shyness. There is no vocabulary for the subject of feelings," Aw shucks.ma'am.
I wish I had had such compliments
on the tip of my tongue when a cowboy
from the Wyoming Stockgrowers Association swee~y lispedwhiskey in my ear

hold steady as self-contained enclaves
that provide services.
The Plains will remain lhe nation's
prime source of wheat, but the many
small towns that depend on extracting
other low-priced natural resources will
empty, wither, die. They cannot hold
their young people. They cannot attract
manufacturing because they are tQO far
from major markets, offer too small or
unskilled a labor force. Nor can they lure
those seeking to move to an Arcadian
setting.
•
The frequent harshness of land-'
scape, climate and economy has always
meant that the region chooses its own;'
now there be will no one left to choose.
The rural Plains will be virtually deserted.
Little stands in the way of lhis outcome. New; now unknowable minerals
or energysources may be discovered.
New crops may be developed. But most
conceivable replacement crops for the
Plains do not exist yet or are better produced elsewhere. The few exceptions -,

in the Stockman's Bar in Pinedale, Wyo.
"Son," he whispered, "when I catch you
environmentalists iri Sublette County, I'll
skullfuck you myself."
The topics for literature expand and
contract over time. Much is lost. Death
comes for everyone, for everylhing: for
the cowboy, for me, for Wyoming. I
dream of a newly-imagined Wyoming
where the female and nature achieve literary enfranchisement as a truly androgynous corrective to Ehrlich's all-too-traditionally-male cowboy.
I dream of an art that sees us
humans as not separate from, but part of
nature. So too, in her best moments, does
Gretel Ehrlich:
"The truest art I would strive for in
any work would be to give the page the
same qualities as earth: Weather would
land on it harshly; light would elucidate
the most difficult truths; wind would
sweep away obtuse padding. Finally, the
lessons of impermanence taught me this:
Loss constitutes an odd kind of fullness;
despair empties out into an unquenchable appetite for life."
Beautifully
said. Let the dance
begin. But it will have to be a dance on
the grave of the cowboy, of "Wyoming."

o
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for instance, the Angora goats in central
Texas that produce 'mohair -- have limited markets.
For some of the Plains, tourism and
recreation could be plausible options.
Yet tourism and recreation cannot offer
much. Farmers cannot tap the market,
and most ranchers are unwilling to pamper demanding city customers, At a public, meeting in Casper on attracting
tourists to Wyoming, one rancher said:
"What it comes down to is your
wife and daughters go to work cooking
for tourists and making their beds, and
your son is driving a bus around for
them or whatever. I'm sure that's fine for
some people, but I'd rather stay on the
land and starve right along with the rest
of the cowboys."

The Buffalo Commons

T

he most intriguing alternative
would be to restore large parts
of the Plains to its pre-white
condition, to make it again the commons
the settlers found in the 19th century.
This approach would for the first time
treat the Plains as a distinct region and
recognize its unsuitability for agriculture.
Bret Wallach, a University of Oklahoma geographer and MacArthur fellow,
has suggested that the Forest Service
enter into voluntary contracts with Plllins
farmers and ranchers that would pay
J
them the full value of what they would
cultivate during each of the next 15
years, but require them not to cultivate it.
Instead, they would reestablish native
shortgrasses.
Afterwards, the agency
would buyout their holdings except for a
40-acre homestead.
Under Wallach's proposal, farmers
and ranchers would be able to payoff
their debts, keep their homes, salvage
their pride, predict their future and provide for it. The Forest Service would use
its new acreage to expand its successful
national grasslands, whose 4 million
acres do not loom large on a Plains scale,
and create bigger national Plains parks
with landforms, animals and vegetation ,
not now preserved in the national parks.
Similar proposals to deprivatize the
Plains -- to deliberately
enlarge the
Plains frontier -- have appeared in subregional settings. In the southern Plains,
Charles Little, former editor of American Land Forum, has suggested that
expansions of the national grasslands, of
the grazing districts operated by the Interior Department's Bureau of Land Managemcnt, and of the anti-sodbusting
national conservation reserve could
retire enough agricultural land to slow
the depletion of the Ogallala Aquifer.
In the northern Plains, Robert Scott
of the Institute of the Rockies has urged
that 15,000 square miles of eastern Montana -- about a tenth of the state -- be
transformed into an East African-style
game preserve called the Big Open: With
state and federal help, fences would
come down, domestic animals removed,
and game animals stocked.
According to Scott, the land could
support75,OOO
bison, 150,000 deer,
40,000 elk, 40,000 antelope. A ranch of
10,000 acres (nearly 16 square miles), by
now normal for the area, would' net at
least $48,000 a year from hunting licenses alone. About 1,000 new jobs -- for
outfitters, taxidermists, workers in gas
stations, restaurants, motels -- would
develop. Scott's approach, unlike the
others, lets ranchers and farmers keep
their land, but treats it as free range.
These proposals would provoke
great resistance from most farmers and
ranchers. Wallach, writing in Landscape
in 1985, says his program gives them tile
choice of selling most of their land or

going bankrupt on all of it. That poses "a
bitter choice, but it is also a better one
than they will find in the marketplace to
which an urban Congress will, sooner or
later, lead them."
In 1987, the mayor of Jordan,
Mont., a town of 485 at the center of
Scott's Big Open, told an Institute of the
Rockies conference in Missoula that if
the idea became serious, "You may have
a revolution on your hands." A Helenaarea rancher suggested that Scott "first
play this scenario in the Hell Creek Bar
in Jordan."
We believe that despite any conceivable efforts, much of the rural Plains will
suffer near-to~ desertion over the next
generation. It will come slow ly to most
places, quickly to some; parts of Montana, New Mexico, South Dakota, and
Texas, especially those away from the
interstates, strike us as likely candidates
for rapid depopulation.
After the desertion has run' its
course, the federal government will step
in to buy back the Plains, to deprivatize.
Wallach, Little and Scott, seeing that the
nation is losing the environmental war
on the Plains, hope for a planned, orderly, relatively small-scale retreat; we foresee a rout,
In our estimation, government will
have to respond in the deprivatizing
manner they envision, but on a much
larger scale than they seem to anticipate
The likely issue is not how to deprivatize
.during withdrawal, but after withdrawal
turns into flight and abandonment. The
goal of our proposal is to keep most of
the Plains from turning into a wasteland,
a place whites surrendered, an American '
Empty Quarter.
If the federal 'government has to
intervene late rather than early -- after
the desertion instead of before it -- much
of its buy-back task will, however regrettably, be easier. There will be fewer
farmers and ranchers, and their resistance will be weaker, making it simpler
for government to reassemble the com-

mons.
Parts of the Plains will survive with
traditional or alternative economic activities; here government would make no
deprivatization attempts. But we suspect
there will not be many such places.
Deprivatization
will have two

thrusts, one for people, the other for
land. On the people side, the government
will negotiate buy-backs from landowners and should also take responsibility
for easing the transition of people forced
off the Plains. These economic refugees
will feel aggrieved and impoverished,
penalized for staying too long in a place
they loved, and treated as fools for
pursuing occupations the nation supposedly respected but evidently did not.
On the land side, the government
will take the newly emptied Plains and
tear down the fences, replant the shortgrass, and restock the animals, including
many buffalo. It will be at least 20 to 30
years before the vegetation and wildlifc
reassert themselves in semiarid Plains
settings, where land changes so slowly
that century-old wagon-trail ruts are still
visible.
There may be competing uses for
the land. In South Dakota, several Sioux
tribes are bringing suit for 11,000 square
miles, including much of the Black Hills.
The government might settle these and
other claims by giving the tribes chunks
of the new commons or money to buy
them.
The possible settlements suggest
that the federal government's task on the
Plains for the 21st century will be to
recreate the 19th century: to reestablish
the Buffalo Commons.
In many parts of the Commons, the
distinctions between present national
parks, grasslands, grazing lands, wildlife
refuges, forests and Indian lands will
largely dissolve. The small cities of the
Plains will be urban outposts scattered
across a frontier much bigger than
today's cement islands in the shortgrass
sea of the Commons.
It will be the
world's largest historic preservation project, the ultimate national park, Most of
the Great Plains will become what all of
the United States once' was.
On both the land and people sides,
the creation of the Buffalo Commons
will represent a substantial administrative undertaking. The federal government will finally have to create an agency with a Plains mandate. We will need a
regional agency like the Tennessee Valley Authority
or the Appalachian
Regional Commission, but with much
more sweeping powers.

In our vision, the government will
deliberately make much of America's
mid-section a vast land atavism, because
the region will no longer be able to support land modernity. The government
will, however belatedly, tum the social
costs of space -- the curse of. the shortgrass immensity -- to some social benefit.
The deserted Plains will not see an
after-the-storm social emptiness, nor will
it be totally deprivatized. New private
activities (sometimes rediscoveries
of
old ones) will appear. We foresee safaris
across Kansas, Indian ingatherings of the
lost tribes of Texas, giant abandoned
North Dakota power plants that become
environmentalist shrines, jump-off spots
in Wyoming like the Fort Laramie of
Francis Parkman's day, recreational mass
horseback riding through Nebraska, a
sort of Pony Express chic.
Less happily, we can also imagine
refugee riots in Montana, tribal dictatorships in South Dakota, criminal colonies
in New Mexico, and hijacking on many
roads and railroad lines. It will be the
fulfillment of Washington Irving's 1836
frontier-violence prophecy in Astoria,
that on the Plains would "spring up new
and mongrel races, like new formations
in geology, the amalgamation
of the
debris and abrasions of former races,
civilized and savage; the remains of broken and almost extinguished tribes ... of
adventurers and desperadoes of every
class and country yearly ejected from the
bosom of society into the wilderness."
Walter Prescott Webb published his
masterwork, The Great Plains, in 1931,
a few years before the Dust Bowl. He
told how the i9th- and early 20th-century pioneers sought to adapt to a new
region that was level, arid, treeless.
Elsewhere, their culture "stood on
three legs -- land, water and timber." In
the Plains "not one but two of these legs
were withdrawn -- water and timber -and civilization was left on one leg _:
land. It is small wonder that it toppled
over in temporary failure."
In our time, after two more defeats
orrthe Plains, it may emerge that the failure is permanent. The Buffalo Commons
will be the response.
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( Is the depopulation of the Plains inevitable? Not
according to this article. Life in the region is possible if lived within the limits set by the region,
rather than by standards set by the humid parts of
the nation.
___

---Jby Bert Lindler

I

t'snever been as easy to find a
comfortable job in the Rocky
Mountain West as in the more
settled regions of the country. But there's
always been a stream of migrants leaving the coasts and agricultural heartlands
of America for the rugged beauty of the
West And despite the return stream of
Westerners seeking the high-brow culture, education or high salaries of the
more settled regions, there have always
been Westerners that hardship could not
displace.
For these individuals, it was better
to get by in the West than to get ahead
somewhere else. Henry David Thoreau
expressed the idea in Walden, a book
written during a two-year retreat from
the commerce of the city. He compared
the jobs of those living "lives of quiet
desperation" to making and selling bas-

kets.
", .instead of studying how to make
it worth men's while to buy my baskets, I
studied rather how to avoid the necessity
of selling them," he wrote. Lloyd
Oswood has taken his advice.
When the thermometer drops to 35
degrees below zero and winds whip off
the Sweetgrass Hills to sift snow through
the cracks of his homestead shack near
the Canadian border, Lloyd Oswood
turns up the fuel oil burner in his converted wood stove.
"It's not the best goddamn thing,"
,he said as he took another sip of Milwaukee's Best'~It's the S31Deas the Pilgrims had"
<,'
But when the -electricity was out

during one winter storm, Oswood's
shack filled with neighbors
cooking
steaks on the old stove, which also has
propane burners for cooking.
"Ain't got no.fanciness," Oswood
said. "People don't need that fanciness."
Oswood's jeans were shiny black
above the knees, where he wiped his
hands on them. He had a beer in one
hand and a cigarette in the other, though
he insists he never inhales.
A Zane Grey paperback, Wandere!
of the Wasteland, was lying open, face
down, on the wooden kitchen table. The
mattress on the bed alongside the wall
was water-stained, topped with faded
covers.
"This is my mother's homestead
shack," Oswood said. "I haven't gone up
to the split-level stuff', have I? No, I
haven't. No, I haven't,'
With the exception of a five-year
hitch in the Army during World War II,
Oswood has spent 72 years in the
foothills of the Sweetgrass Hills 20 miles
from the paved road near Chester, Mont.
His father came to the United States
from Bergen, Norway, homesteading the
small ranch along Corral Creek in 1912,
when promises of easy living on the
prairie drew many settlers to Montana.
The promises held out as long as the
rains. But since the 1920s, it has taken
, more than a few hundred acres of grassland to make it in Montana.
Still,
Oswood has held on.
He worked odd jobs until his father
died. Then be ran a few cattle to support
his needs. Now he leases his land.
"A little place like that you can't run
over SOor 60 cattle," Oswood said. "You

Lloyd Oswood
can't make any money and you sure as
, hell can lose."
His entire herd died during one winter storm. "I just hauled 'em into the
'nonprofit pile," he said. "There's no use
crying about the damn things. You can't
bring 'em back to life."
There's no power on the place other
than the gencrator.Oswood bought a year
ago to run a few electric lights. "Expensive son-of-a-gun," he said. "And a lot of
work. You've got to pack gasoline to it",
Food and beer are stored in the dirt
cellar beneath the-house. The food's in
cans, or "airtights."
"Well, if they aren't airtight, you got
damn trouble," he explained.
Along one wall of the entryway to
, the house are a washpail and a "stornper," an upside-down metal funnel on a
wooden handle.
On infrequent wash days, Oswood
fills the pail with water and a little coldwater soap and agitates his snap-button
cowboy shirts and jeans withthe stomper. He's taken his clothes to the laundromat a few times. "But, I tell you
what," he said. "A laundromat is damn
tough on clothes."
In the rocks above the house are
three rattlesnake dens. When the snakes
need thinning in the fall, Oswood 'heads
to the dens with a stick. He flips a few
out, hits them with the stick to injure
their feelings, and then steps on their
heads with his boot heel.
"You gOI to be kind of damn fast on
your feet," he said. "I don't do it by

myself now."
He skinned one snake right after he
killed it and stretched its skin over the
cantle of his saddle, where it remains
today. Rattlesnakes have got natural glue
if you skin them right away, he said.
Oswood has never been bit. "A rattlesnake isn't so bad," he said. "They
don't go for you. They go away from
you, don't they?"
Someone once suggested he dynamite the dens. "They stay up on the hill,"
he protestect,.{'They don't bottler any-

body. Why eliminate everything?"
Oswood used to spend a lot of time
in the saddle. "I've been stacked up, '
walked on and kicked on," he said.
But-no matter what the circumstance, he wanted his horses to stay with
him. When a horse would run off, he
would catch it," wrap a rope around its
front foot and tie the rope to the saddlehom, flipping the horse on its side. After
the horse had a chance to learn its lesson,
Oswood would let it get up.
In recent years, Oswood has spent
more time in the hospital than in the saddle. Last winter, he was treated for a bad
case of the water belly. That, he
explained, is cow country talk for a
prostate operation.
The nurses could make his hospital
bed bend up and down like a bucking
bronc. But still he couldn't wait to get
back to the faded covers of his bed in the
Sweetgrass Hills. "I think if you're not
sick, you've got everything," he said.
"I don't see why people weep and
wail and cry the blues, because they got
everything," Oswood said. "People ain't
got it too bad, They're eating three
squares and buying drinks.
"I think people is just too damn
fancy. I can't see all this stuff. Air conditioning. If it's too hot, roll the window
down. If it's too cold, roll the window
up."
In the evenings, Oswood enjoys
going to the Lamplighter Bar, where he
dances with the ladies and whistles with
the band. When he accompanied me to
my car as I was leaving, Oswood opened
the door of his pickup and turned on the
radio. Soon he was accompanying the
band, his whistling as pure and sweet as
the chirping of a bird.
"Some days you're up," he had told
me. "Some days you're down. Some day
you're going to be deep in the ground.
No use crying."
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Only three miles oftbe proposed

214-".11£ Oabe ditch was completed before 'construction

was baited In 1977

South Dakota rejects a free lunch
In a preceding article, "The Fate of the Plains, "
the writers predict the depopulation of the Plains.
This article can be read as support for that thesis.'
It shows that billion-dollar irrigation projects. are
no longer effective tools of economic deoelopment.
But Pete Carrels' account of the defeat of the Oahe
irrigation project .can also be seen as a sign that
top-down economic planning is ending not just in
Gorbachev's Soviet Union but also in South Dakota, and that a better method may emerge.
__ --,by Peter Carrels
lthough the drought-of 1988 has
blistered South Dakota's crops
and eroded topsoil, a farmer
who helped kill a plan in the 1970s to
build a billion-dollar irrigation project,
remains opposed to that project.
"It's a bad drought, all right. But I'd
fight the Oahe Irrigation Project today,
just like I fought it ten years ago," says
John Sieh, now a retired farmer from
Groton, S.D., but back then a leader of
United Family Farmers.
The Oahe Irrigation Project was one
in the long line of major diversions
planned by the Bureau to water and colpnize the West. Unlike nearly all oilier
large-scale 'Bureau irrigation projects,
however, Oahe would have irrigated,
lands east of the lOOth meridian, in roJ}."
already productive area. It was a sign "the
Bureau was running out of places to play
in the West.
Instead of arguing that new land
would be opened to farming, proponents
had to use a weaker argument: that the
project would stabilizf!~i~tmg farms.'
This argument stciOd'lh)challenged
from 1944, when the Pick-Sloan Plan
promised a million acres of irrigation to
South Dakota, to 1976, when the farmers
. in the area won a major victory.
Although Oahe was not true desertreclamation, that fact alone didn't beat it.
Oahe was beaten because the area was

A

/

already undercultivation, and the farmers knew a fair amount about both farming and irrigation.
Like all major reclamation projects,
Oahe goes way back. It gained initial
congressional authorization in 1944 as
part of the Pick-Sloan Plan (and the
Hood Control Act). But it didn't come to
life until the early 1960s, when the
Bureau began building the local political
foundation
that always precedes the
pouring of concrete. Although Oahe was
mainly a creature of the Bureau and of
state-level and national-level leaders; an'
on-the-ground sponsoring entity was
necessity.
That entity was a conservancy subdistrict covering 15 and a half counties
and two irrigation districts. Those who
lived within a potential irrigation area
but were uninterested in irrigation did
not have to join a district. But those
landowners lost the right to vote. in irrigation district elections, which mini- '\
mized potential oppcsition to the irrigation project.
The original physical plan' the
Bureau' designed
and the districts
endorse'd'talIed fo,'490,oOO acres of irrigation. The project was to have one large
pocket of irrigated land near the Missouri River and another straddling the
James River, about 160 miles to the
northeast. However, by 1%5, the Bureau
hadscaled back to 190,000 acres of irrigation, iul in the James River area.

a

The water was to come out of the
Missouri River's giant Oahe Reservoir
and be pumped into large canals. The
water would then flow by gravity toward
the Lake Plain region, a farming, arra
between Aberdeen and Huron, split by
the James River. The project was herald- ,.
ed as one that would help South Dakota
while repaying a debt the nation owed
the state.
ince their completion, Oahe and
th~ other five Pick-Sloan reservoirs m the Dakotas and Montana had served the needs of the lower
Missouri River states by generating electricity, controlling floods and providing
water for navigation on the Missouri
below SiouxCity, Iowa. .
But that service to the lower Missouri River states had taken a heavy toll
on the upper basin states. Montana and
the Dakotas had lost valuable bottomland so that the reservoirs could protect
and aid the lower basin states. That was
a sore point with the upper basin states.
Now South Dakota was to be compensated by the Oahe Irrigation Project for
the damage the Pick-Sloan Plan had
done to it.
.In the beginning, there was little

S

Members of UnUed Family Farmers
erected tbis sign near Huron,

opposition to Oahe. Citizens accepted
the Bureau argument that the project
would fuel new prosperity in the state.
Oahe, a Sioux word meaning friend,
meant protection against drought, hefty
construction payrolls and contracts, lots
of center-pivot irrigator sales- and more .
business for farm chemical sellers and
bankers. It was economic development
of the gift-horse type: a present to the
people of South Dakota from the-federal
government.
One reason for the lack of opposition was lack of information. Like most
Bureau projects, thc details were to be
withheld until the last minute. So for
years in South Dakota, there was fanfare
around a project whose shape was
unknown. Thill didn't change until 1971,
when a work plan was released. But it
wasn't until 1973, when the draft environmental impact statement was made
public, that environmentalists and farmers were jolted awake.
George Piper was among the first to
begin to grasp the significance of the
plans. Piper, a reserved, thoughtful man,
had left his parents' farm near Carpenter,
S.D., after high 'school, and had come
o
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home with a Ph.D. in zoology from the
University of Missouri just as the draft
EIS was released.
The first thing he learned was that
the farm he had returned to could soon
be partially submerged,
The EIS told
him that a large I portion of the Piper
farm, homesteaded by Piper's grandfather in the I 880s, was to be flooded by a
project reservoir. Disturbed, he began to
dig, and the more he leamcd, the more
concerned he became. As his findings
became known, he was joined by neighbors with similar concerns.
Soon there was an organization -the United Family Farmers. Working out
of an abandoned one-room school on
Piper's property, the small group began
contacting other landowners, telling
them that their land was to be flooded, or
bisected by a large canal, or bought up
for wildlife mitigation.
Membership
grew steadily as project details became
better known. It was classic grass roots .
organizing.

T
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he UFF's counterpart was the
, Oahe Conservancy Sub-district,
created in 1960 to serve as liaiSon between the locals and the Bureau.
Legally, its role was to sign a contract
with the Bureau, pledging the farmers to
repay that small part of the project not
paid for by federal funds, and to maintain and operate the project once it was
complete. The sub-district also had taxing powers to finance its activities.
But the main function of the subdistrict was political: 10 sell the project
10 the community, and to cloak a federal
undertaking in a local garment. Meetings
of the II -member board of the sub-district had been placid events, characterized by uncritical praise for Oahe. One
board member said that Oahe would "act
upon the economy of South Dakota in
much the same manner that a blood

transfusion serves to restore vigor and
vitality 10 all parts of a severely wounded person."
The tone of the meetings changed
radically when UFF members began to
attend and ask critical questions about
soil inigability, the project's cost-benefit
ratio, the probable channelization of a
popular river, and alleged abuses by the
Bureau during land condemnation.
Between 1971 and 1974, UFF transformed the glorious Oahe Project into an
issue so hotly disputed it split neighbors,
communities and even families. Many
farmers came to see the Bureau not as
Santa Claus, but as a self-serving
bureaucracy.intent on building a project
that would harm family farms.
State leaders, including the sub-district board, dismissed the allegations,
and the media painted the group as populist radicals. The pro-Oahe front was
solid, with one television journalist even
losing his job because he ·tried to cover
UFF positions.
But UFF grew. Upwards of 2,000
members contributed money, and droves
of them would travel to Washington, .
D.e:, to lobby and testify against the
project. What the group lacked in support from politicians and media it made
up for with grass roots persistence and
gencrosity.

was running for re-election to the O.S.
Senate at the same time as the very hot
Oahe election. McGovern decided to be
publicly netural. In fact, he indicated that
he would view the Oahe election as a
referendum of sorts on the project.
McGovern won, and SOdid four of
the UF'F candidates. But then the Senator
backed away from his promise and
pressed for accelerated project funding.
Dejected UFFers could only look to
1976, when six more board seats and
control of the sub-district would be up
for grabs.
1976 brought the election, but it also
brought two serious obstacles for the six
UFF candidates: South Dakota was reeling from its worst drought since the
1930s, and George McGovern was no
longer pretending 10 be neutral. Instead,
he was championing the project and tacitly endorsing the pro-project candidates.
McGovern encouraged formation of
a new group, Friends of Oahe, funded
mostly by bankers, construction interests, and main street types. To spark
interest in pro-Oahe candidates, he also
sponsored a grandiose water development conference several days before the
election. Featured speaker at the conference was G.G. Stamm, then commissioner of the Bureau.
An angry UFF activist wrote to
McGovern: " ...Why did you schedule
this rain dance two days before the subdistrict elections? Why would you be so
interested in influencing OUf elections
now ... Why have you stood in the way of
congressional review of the Bureau of
Reclamation's plans for Oahe? We need
a genuine water conference in the area
affected by the discussion. We don't need
expensive public relations show."
UFF candidates were also taking a
beating in the state's media. Newspapers
in the area editorialized against them and
•
7)
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the Frientls of Oahe funneled big money
into the campaign.
UFF was even
accused of being a front group for Texans hoping to divert water from the Missouri River.
The l!FF had its own skillfully managed campaign. At the helm was Curt
Hohn, a former McGovern staffer who
had been an Oahe supporter until he met
George Piper in 1974. A trip to North
Dakota to view the Garrison Project,
. which was North Dakota's version of
Oahe, converted him to an Oahe opponent.
On election night, hundreds of UFF
members gathered, first to watch the
returns, and then to celebrate victories by
five of the six UFF candidates. In the
midst of a severe drought, farmers in the
area had decided that they were better
off without the irrigation project. And
they had-decided by impressive margins:
Four of the five winners swept more than
60 percent of the vote. The UFF's sole'
loser went down by less than 0.5 percent
of the vote.

an

tions.
Irrigation, they said, was more than
just putting water on the land. It was just
as important to properly remove that ,.
water from the land, and here, witnesses
said, the Bureau had fallen down. They
said that the space between return flow
drains in irrigated
fields had been
increased in order to save money. The
reduced drainage, they said, threatened
soils with salinization and waterlogging.
Some landowners objected to what
they described as bullying tactics used
by Bureau officials handling land condemnations. Others talked about how the
canals and reservoirs would disrupt their
farms and their lives. The opponents
included
environmentalists,
who
protested channelization of the James
River.
The disruption of existing farming
patterns and the damage 10 the environment would not come cheap. It was to
cost $5,000. for each acre put under irrigation. And an analysis by Johns Hopkins University indicated that the return
on this investment would be only 54
cents for every dollar spent.
Shortly after the hearings, with
seven volumes of testimony in hand, the
Oahe Conservancy Sub-district asked the
Carter administration and Congress to
suspend funding for Oahe.
In Washington,
word got around
quickly about a water project whose beneficiaries were coming to Washington io
complair, about it. One farmer from the
Spink County Irrigation District told a
Senate Appropriations sub-committee: "I
never thought I'd see the day when 1
would have to come to Washington to
ask Congress not to give me something,
but here 1 am."
Although it was now obvious that
most farmers in the Oahe Sub-district
did not want the project, George
McGovern and Gov. Richard Kneip, also
a Democrat, tried to strip the Oahe board
of its power and set Oahe back on the
road to construction.
A legislative task force had been
organized by Governor Kneip 10 investigate how to keep the project alive, and
Kneip wrote to the Departmenrof Interior to ask that the task force be recognized as speaking for South Dakota on
, Oahe.
Piper accused McGovern, Kneip
and other Oahe supporters of trying to
undermine the "elected Oahe board. "We
.played by the rules of the game. We
. won. And now they're trying 10 change
the rules."

W

rried, the Bureau and-other .
th three years of organizing
project supporters waited to
behind them, UFF leaders
see what the UFF-controlled
board would do. Action came quickly.
decided to go to the voters.
John Sieh, who had been elected in
The problem was to find an election.
Efforts to gain a public vote on the pro1974 to serve rural Brown County, was
chosen chairman at the new board's first
ject had been rejected by South Dakota
meeting. Sieh was a strong-willed for,
state leaders. So UFF turned its attention
mer Farmers Union organizer who had
to the sub-district board. Board elections
returned to his family's farm near the
had been humdrum,
one-candidate
_ James River'-He announced that the new
events, and in 1974 the 11 board memboard would sponsor seven public hearbers were all solid Oahe backers.
Of the II, five were up for election.
ings to review the project.
This time, instead of an uncontested
At the hearings, farmer after farmer
election, the five pro-Oahe incumbents
carne forward to criticize the Bureau and
found themself challenged by five oppothe project. Their objections were of the
nents fielded by UFF.
kind you'd expect from farmers. They
Until then, U.S.· Sen. George
dealt with soil types, costs, waterlogging
McGovern, a powerful Oahe supporter, .
of the soil, and the amount of land to be
had largely ignored UFF. But McGovern
sacrificed to the project.

W

Why, they asked, should 120,000
acres offarmland be lost to canals, reservoirs and wildlife mitigation in order to
provide only 190,000 acres of inigation?
They also complained that Bureau soil
irrigability tests were inaccurate, and
they pointed to areas where Bureau classifications contradicted existing condi-
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Three men wbo fought the Dabe
Irrlgatton Projeet,from left:
The election of 1976 had brought to
the White House former Georgia Governor Jimmy Carter, who included it on a
"hit list" of 18 water projects. Although
elsewhere in the West, the bold move
hurt Carter, it brought applause from
.UFF members and most of the sub-district board.

B

uteven with a like-minded person in the White House and
finn control of the sub-district
board, Oahe was still a potential threat.
Moreover, the farmers who had helped
beat back Oahe weren't against federal
help. Like the rest of South Dakota, they
believed that the state needed economic
help and that South Dakota was owed
something for the loss of Missouri River
bottomland.
So the board began touting an alternative to Oahe called the WEB Pipeline.
Many small communities and farms in
.

rural South Dakota lacked good drinking
water, and WEB would provide drinking
water to those living in northcentral
South Dakota, including the area that
was to have been served by Oahe. The
water was to come from the Missouri
River.
Local support for WEB was strong,
but political leaders feared that accepting
Soil Conservation Service

Jobn Sieb, George Piper,
Curt Hobn
the pipeline would kill their beloved
Oahe. Among those leaders was Sen.
McGovern. Piper recalls, "Everything
we (OFF) faced Iliat tried to destroy our
movement, all the efforts to put us in a
bad light, could be traced to McGovern's
office."
Many Oahe opponents had been
McGovern supporters, but the 1976 subdistrict election had turned them against
him, and when it came time in 1980 for
McGovern to stand for re-election, they
were ready for him.
More
than just revenge
was
invol ved. Irrigation projects have a
phoenix-like
ability to rise from the
ashes of past defeats. UFF reasoned that
until Congress deauthorized Oahe, there
was always a chance of its resurrection.
And they also reasoned that deauthorization would be much easier with McGovern out of the Senate.
The dissatisfaction with McGovern
was apparent in the Democratic primary,
when a little-known challenger garnered
40 percent of the vote, carrying seven
counties and coming close in some traditional McGovern strongholds. McGovern looked especially vulnerable in UFF
country.
1980, of course, was a disastrous
general election for Democrats, with
President Reagan's conservative
tide

(:OU"",.

sweeping the nation. But McGovern's
loss to Republican James Abdnor was
particularly humbling. No incumbent
U.S. senator or representative
was
defeated as resoundingly as McGovern
that year. The one-time presidential candidate, and the man credited with building the Democratic party in South Dakota, managed only 39 percent of the vote.
McGovern's strident position on Oahe
was at least partially responsible for his
showing.
With McGovern out of the way and
with fanners in the area continuing to
stand finn against Oahe, South Dakota
leaders realized they had no choice. In
1982, Congress deauthorized Oahe and
authorized the WEB Pipeline. WEB is
now more than half complete. When finished, the $110 million project will be
the largest rural water system in the
.country. Thirty thousand people will be
served by the pipeline, including 2,700
farms and ranches and dozens of small
towns. People who contemplated leaving
the farm, because water for household
use, for drinking and for livestock was
poor or hard to get, can now remain.
The lessons of the Oahe fight are
becoming clearer as time passes and the
differences between once combative factions are narrowed.
By rejecting the
Oahe Irrigation Project, farmers in eastern South Dakota reaffirmed their faith
that the soil and climate could sustain
family farms.
"There are a lot of happy farm families around. That says ·something about
our way of life here," said George Piper
recently, from the farm he fought to
save.
In Piper's view, the need has rever
been for billion-dollar irrigation projects
or even for price supports. He says government should de-emphasize crop production and instead stress crop marketing. "The education of farmers in our
land grant universities has been focused.
on 'production and not marketing," he
says.
"There is a lack of commitment
from government
to protect family
farms. We don't want huge subsidies.
We need other services. For example,
.government assistance to help fanners .
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understand marketing their crops instead
of government help to maximize production would be useful." Piper, who does
not participate in any government farm
program, also says, "If the farmer could
market his production for what it costs to
produce it plus a little profit; it would.
help the farmer through periods of
drought."

T

he Oahe struggle also holds
larger lessons for South Dak013.
If nothing else, it illustrates the
weakness of top-down economic planning. Perhaps Oahe might have been salvaged, and been made useful, had there •
been genuine consultation with the people living on the land. Instead, bureaucrats and politicians planned and promoted the Oahe Project,
and then
attempted to slip it by or shove it past
those who were its intended beneficiaries. As a result, it failed.
Are things in South Dakota different
today?
At a conference in Sioux Falls last
Spring, nearly 40 organizations
representing a cross section of South Dakota's
population, expressed a common feeling:
The small circle of special interests making economic development
decisions
must be broadened to include working
people, farmers, environmentalists, Indians and others.
"We deserve a seat at the table
where economic development policy is
made," said Bob Kingsley, a union leader speaking for wage earners. Kingsley
criticized state leaders for encouraging
new companies to pay low wages. He
described a government program where
most of those waiting in line for free
food were fully employed, but miserably-paid, South Dakotans. "This, my
friends," Kingsley explained
to the

crowd, "is the evidence of economic
development gone awry."
Ten years ago, a farmer testified to
Congress that he and his neighbors had
not been consulted about Oahe. He was
milking a statement that still merits the
attention of policy makers and planners.
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nrolybdenum plant near Leadville, Colorado

Global economy turns 'lite'
The rural West believes all wealth comes out of
the ground as food, as logs or as mined ore. Now
comes noted writer Peter F. Drucker to say that the
land's commodities are increasingly irrelevant to
theproduction of wealth.
.
____

by Ed Marston

T

here is a school of economic
thought that believes all wealth
comes out of the ground, as
mined ore, as grown food, as logged
trees, as grazed forage. It is a belief
adhered to most fervently in rural areas.
Farmers, miners, ranchers and loggers all
believe they are the underpinning of the
U.S. economy.
A majority of Americans appear to
share that conviction. How else explain
the billions of dollars given willingly to
the 2 percent of Americans who live on
farms.
Now comes the well-known author
Peter F. Drucker, Clarke Professor of
Social Science and Management at
Claremont Graduate School in California, to declare that we have been worshipping at the wrong shrine. Drucker
sets himself in opposition to the theory
that wealth comes out of the ground. In
fact, he maintains,
commodities are
increasingly irrelevant to wealth. In the
careful language
of the economist,
Drucker wrote in the Spring 1986 issue
of Foreign Affairs:
''The raw material economy has thus
come uncoupled
from the industrial

economy."
Those who make their living in the
rural West have already experienced
Drucker's thesis. They have watched the
prices of silver, oil and natural gas, uranium, coat and food plummet and take
the region's economy down with them.
Such collapses are not new. But the
lack of reaction to the collapse is: "If
there was one thing 'proven' beyond
doubt in business' cycle theory, it is that a
sharp and prolonged drop in raw material prices inevitably, and within 18 to 30

months, brings on a worldwide
sion in the industrial economy."

SONY Walkmans and the like. At their
heart is the microchip, 3 percent of
whose cost is raw materials. When you
carry a Zenith VCR or an Apple Computer out of a store, most of your $300 to
$4,000 has gone for intangibles
--

research. interest on investment, software development -- all things that rural
areas most assuredly do not specialize in.

depres-

Drucker dates the non-oil commodity price collapse to 1977. In the energyrich West, the collapse came in the very
early 1980s. Whatever the exact date,
there clearly has been no national or
worldwide depression. Instead, the economic gulf between the urban and rural
parts of the United States has widened,
creating the so-called bi-coastal economy -- the rich East and West coasts sandwiching an increasingly poor interior.
Drucker does not think the situation
is a fluke. "The primary-products sector
has become marginal where before it had
always been centra!."
He has no general theory for this
enormous change. The theory will come,
he says. In the meantime, he cites example after example to show how commodity prices have been hammered down.
Moreover. the declining prices haven't
created shortages and resulting price
increases. The cycle that commodity
producers have depended on for hundreds of years has apparently been broken. The break has two sources: an economy that uses less and less raw materials, and technological
advances that
allow commodity producers to be ever
more efficient.
His most dramatic examples of why
commodity prices are in permanent
decline surround what we and the underlying productive economy consume. The
center of consumption after World War
II was automobiles, trucks and buses -products whose cost was 40 percent
steel, copper, rubber and other raw materials.
Today, center stage is occupied by
the computer, television sets, VCRs,

Telecommunications

is another

boom area. In the old days the growth in
comm unications and data flow would
have required enormous amounts of copper. Today it requires enormous amounts
of sand. It takes no more than 100
pounds of fiberglass cable to carry as
much information as 2,000 pounds of
'copper cable. Savings cascade when you
look at the energy: Copper cable requires
20 times more energy to process it than
the equivalent amount of fiberglass.

J

Drucker scoffs at the theory that the
United States is being de-industrialized.
Industrial output, he says, is holding
steady. But industry is producing the
same output with ever fewer blue collar
workers. Steelworkers, miners, millworkers and mechanics are going the
way of the family farmer. Production
has shifted from the assembly line worker to the laboratory researcher, the computer software writer, and to a hundred
other "service" jobs that are actually part
of the production process.

- Commodities, and the rural areas
that produce them, are being squeezed
from both ends. On the consumption
end, consumers of all kinds are making
do with less and less raw materials. On
the supply end, the same kind of infor-

mation revolution is allowing mines,
mills, farmers and wood products firms
to produce more with fewer workers,
thinner ores and less energy.
There is more in Drucker's article -a great deal about the flow of capital and

production from nation to nation, the
national strategies that work best in the
new global economy, and so on. But his

If Drucker is correct, the West is not
experiencing a bust -- it is experiencing
the painful beginning of a long-term
decline. One hundred years of boombust has been replaced by a future made
up of bust and more bust. The West's
commodity producers have entered onto
a steadily accelerating
treadmill. No
longer may they dream of striking it rich.
Instead, they are galley slaves who will
always be selling into a weakening market. Companies can only think about
how to cut costs, how to reduce the work
force, how to reduce the wages paid to
that work force.
All the talk of marketing in the agricultural and other commodity sectors
means simply that too many producers
are chasing too few customers;
The change comes just when the
United States is no longer able to shelter
the West. In today's global economy, it is
every region for itself. The federally
built dams, the made-in- Washington
market for the region's uranium, the
cheap loans .or grants to electrify the
rural areas, the heavy military spending,
are no longer supportable by the rest of
the nation.
Instead, the rural West is being
thrown back on its resources. It enters
this global race with more handicaps
than strengths. Its extractive culture, its
desire to continue to work the ground, its
lack of interest in education, its sparse
population, its lack of a progressive middle class, are all handicaps.

But it has a major advantage: the
most compelling landscape in the world.
Miraculously, and despite great damage,
that landscape survives. The air is still
clear; large stretches of land are unpopulated; wildlife -- even grizzly bears and

wolves -- survive or could

discussion about the increasing irrelevance of commodities bears most heavilyon the rurf ~esl.

I

be

reintro-

duced.
Whether the West remains in decline
or figures out how to reverse its present
situation depends on only one thing: how
it chooses to use the land.
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Part two olilour-J!.art series

Stroke
and counterstroke
-------------------------'------

In his Part 1, Ray Wheeler described' how the
Sagebrush Rebels overwhelmed the EIM and priuattzed the Colorado Plateau in all but name. In this
second installment, Wheeler relates how energy
conservation and the Reagan administration
yanked the economic
underpinnings out fro m
_
under the Sagebrush Rebellion and how Utah
environmentalists metamorphosed from lambs
into lions.
'

.
___

J-by Raymond Wheeler

county's industrial promotion budget for
the coming year,"

The couapse oftbe
ener.gyeconomy

Taylor continued that if the community were to lose the Atlas Minerals
Plant, the results could be devastating.
"Things in general are not good in the
mining industry," he said.
It took two years for Moab to learn
whether Sam Taylor was a prophet or a
fool. For the moment he looked like a
fool. After all, just five years earlier,
Thayne Robson had been forecasting a
booming energy economy for t]:1eWest
"There is an increasing recognition," Robson wrote in 1975, "that the
development of Utah's energy and mineral resources ... will bring in rapid and
sustained growth (4 percent to 7 percent
per year) for the next decade, and possibly for the balance of this century."
In October 1987, I found Thayne .
Robson ruminating quietly in his study
on the-University
of Utah campus.Books and journals jammed the walls,
fanning a mountain on Robson's desk

n Dec. 18, 1980, the Moab
Times-l ndependent carried an
article that was all but lost, like
a toy boat, in 'a flood of Yuletide consumer-mania. In a meeting the previous
week, the Grand County commissioners
had rejected a proposal for a budget

O
increase

for the county's

economic

development committee.
Between the Reagan Revolution and
the Energy Crisis, this was to be the year
of the Big Bang. This was D-Day for
Moab's economic future. Why should
Grand County have to spend money on
economic development?
Why indeed? asked Sam Taylor, in
an editorial aside. For a man at the cutting edge of a gold rush, Taylor's mood
was oddly pessimistic. The story opened
with remarks by Thayne Robson, an economic forecaster at the Utah Bureau of
Economic and Business Research.
Robson had recently cast "dark
clouds" over forecasts of booming.
growth. Citing the recession, high interest rates, and the precarious future of .
massive construction projects, including
the MX missile "racetrack" system and
the $8 billion Intermountain Power Pro-ject, Robson warned that economic
growth in Utah "had almost ceased."
"In light of Dr. Robson Is predictions," Taylor observed dryly, "it is comforting to know that the Grand County
commissioners did not entirely kill the

and an even higher mountain on an enor-

mous table filling the center of the room.
I had expected an interview bristling
with numbers. Instead, I found a man for
whom numbers, it seemed, were no
longer the answer.
In 20 years of forecasting, Thayne
Robson has seen it all. He has watched a
handful of Arab nations tum the world's
economy upside down. He has seen an
"energy crisis" that has somehow transformed itself into an oil glut. He has
watched a Middle East war lower energy
prices and increase the flow of oil from
the Middle East. And during the past
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eight years, he has watched a conservative administration
pile up a massive
federal budgetdeficit.
What, then, of the future?
As he turns a lambent crystal ball
over and over in his mind's eye, Rob-

son's gaze becomes fixed; his voice
drops into a monotone;

he speaks for 10,

15 minutes without pausing for breath.
Will there be another energy boom in the
West? Well, that depends on the Middle
East. True, the Middle E"§t is volatile.
But on the other hand, that hasn't
stopped the flow of oil from the Middle
East...
Will the uranium market revive?
Well, that depends
on our national
import policy. And that depends on who
gets elected in 1988. Some say we'll
have a Republican administration. Others think we won't.,
What will happen, long term, when
the world runs out of oil? Well, some
people believe we'll have another energy
crisis. But on the other hand, there are all
kinds of exciting new energy production
and conservation technologies ...
Scmething happened out here in the
West. in 1980, Robson continued, something as strange as Alice's fall through
the rabbit hole into Wonderland. In the
midst of an energy "crisis," there arose a
phenomenon so unorthodox that it shattered econometric
projections like a
hammer on crystal.
It was a dramatic conservation of
energy resources. "Instead of the demand
for energy growing from 5 percent to 7
percent per year, it got back to negative
growth in petroleum, for a few years,
and electric power, to I percent or 2 percent a year. So we ended up with surpluses ... and the energy boom became an
energy bust. All of those bright forecasts
of the mid- 1970s were predicated on
sustained growth in the demand for energy in the United States and abroad," he
says.

T

he'first
bust came in 1976,
when Southern California Edison
backed
out of the
Kaiparowits
Power Plant project.
Though Edison blamed rising costs and
opposition from environmentalists, the
real reason was a lack of demand:

Between 1971 and 1975, the growth rate
for electrical power in southern California had plummeted by nearly 50 percent.
The demise of Kaiparowits, explains
Rod Millar, an analyst in the Utah Energy Office, happened just when some of
the early returns on conservation efforts
started showing results. "I think some
people in the industry woke up and realized, 'Hey, we're making.a mistake.'?'
It took thrce more years for Utah's
uranium industry to "wake up," but
when it did, the consequences for southern Utah's economy were devastating. In
late 1979, the market for uranium suddenly took a sensational dive .
Southern Utah's political leaders
unanimously blame "hysteria" resulting
from the April 1979 Three Mile Island
nuclear power plant accident for the
plunge in the price of uranium. But there
are other explanations.
"By 1978, everybody was beginning
to see a couple of amazing things happening," says Rod Millar.
"One, the
demand for energy went way, way down,
and growth rates of 10 percent per year
were no longer realistic at all, particularly with electricity. Instead, they were
projecting 2 percent or 3 percent growth
rates for the 19808.
"If you're going to have a two or
three percent growth-rate, and you've
been planning in your power plant construction program for a IO percent
growth rate -- you've got a problem.
You've got plants out 'there that you
can't possibly sell electricity
for. By
1980, over a hundred nuclear power
plants had been cancelled
that were
ordered just a few years earlier."
The energy-industrial complex had
gambled on insatiable demand and lost.
Between 1979 and 1985, world demand
for oil actually declined by 12 percent,
or 6 million barrels per day. "Conservation worked," says Millar, shaking his
head at the memory of it. "The critics of
the conservation movement were totally
refuted."
By 1983, it was clear who would
pick up the tab for the nation's gambling
debt: the residents of small towns like
Moab, Utah, which had bet their futures
on a mining economy.

(Contl"ued
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dence -- affected more than southeastern
Utah. Oil shale projects were booming in
western Colorado, electric power plants
were under construction in Montana and
elsewhere, small towns were booming in
Wyoming's Overthrust Belt, uranium
was being mined in Wyoming,
New
Mexico and Colorado, a coal gasification
plant was being built in North Dakota,
and new coal mines were being opened
in every Western state. The energy boom
played itself out in different ways in different parts of the region, but it was all
part of the same dynamic.
"The price of uranium skyrocketed
in 1977, 1978.: explains Bigler. ''The
energy companies just went bananas -the bids they put up for the oil shale
properties, and the prices they were paying to get uranium mines dug and plants
. buill, and wages and so forth. It was like
-- 'My God, this is permanent It is going
to be this way:"
If it was Caner's campaign for energy self-sufficiency that created the golden goose, it was Ronald Reagan who
chopped off its head. "The Reagan
administration didn't merely dismantle
Carter's energy policy," says Bigler, staring off into the starlit sky above the 700foot wall of blood-red sandstone behind
his home. ''They tore it to shreds. Being
free-traders in their hearts and souls,
they opened the market. And you know
what happens when you open the market. The industry that's really overpriced
just falls apart."
For 35 years the federal government
had been subsidizing the energy economy of the West: building hydroelectric
dams, building roads, selling off water
and coal and petroleum and uranium
resources .at fire-sale rates. Moab's spectacular uranium boom of the '50s, for
example, was wholly a creation of massive federal subsidies.
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"This town's dire economic situation can be directly linked to the uranium
'boomlet' in the late 70s," explains Bob
Dudek, editor of Moab's counter-culture '
newspaper, the Stinking Desert Gazelle.
"Many people geared up to get more
prosperous, expanded their businesses,
bought investment properties at high
prices, went into debt counting on high
wages, and generally bet the farm on the
coming influx in population. It lasted
about a year, and the damage that resulted haunts us to this day," Dudek says.
Along with energy conservation
came two more blows in 1980: Uranium
exploration companies discovered phenomenal deposits in Canada, and Ronald
Reagan was elected president.
Because domestic uranium is of a
far lower grade, and therefore far more
costly than that of Canada and Australia,
the domestic uranium industry was now
wholly dependent' upon import restrictions. But where Jimmy Carter had becn
obsessed by the need to stimulate the
rural, energy-based
economy of the
West, Ronald Reagan was obsessed by

laissez-faire economics and international
free trade.
So when uranium producers sued
the federal government
to force it to
limit uranium imports to 25 percent of
domestic consumption
-- arguing that
section 16lB of the Atomic Energy Act
required the administration to sustain a,
"viable domestic uranium industry" -the Reagan administration
responded
with legislation to establish a free-trade
pact with Canada and repeal section
161B.

ederal subsidies had been a way
of life as long as anyone could
remember. In 1976, even as the
Sagebrush Rebels were castigating the
federal government for meddling in local
affairs, a nonprofit organization called
the Utah Foundation did a study of federal expenditures in Utah. The results
were revealing. For every dollar of tax

F

revenue, the federal government was
spending $1.25 in Utah.'
Federal outlays in Grand County for
fiscal 1976 totalled $16 million, or nearly half of the wage and salary income of
all Grand County residents. That was a
whopping $2,462 of federal expenditures
for every person in the county -- a per-

raig Bigler recalls the effect of
that national struggle on Moab

C

He is an economist who has

worked in the Utah State Planning Office
and the Rural Development Service of
the U.S. Department
of Agriculture.
After retiring in 1985, he settled in

Moab.
"When I got here," Bigler recalls, "a
lot of people were still convinced that
the declining uranium industry was just
an aberration brought on us through
some kind of conspiracy of the federal'
government -- the agencies, the bureaucrats -- and the environmentalists.
"But People finally began to realize'
that the culprit is the Reagan 'adrninistration, And if you really like to get to the
root of things, the culprit is the Carter
administration, for creating the boom in '
the first place," Bigler says.
Carter's "moral equivalent of war"-the drive for national energy indepen-

Craig Bigler

capita rate 46 percent higher than the
national average.
Bigler, now a free lance journalist,
says, "Back in 1973, the man who created the Economic Development Administration in the Department of Commerce
came to Utah to make a study of rural
economic development programs -- simply because the programs in Utah were
better at getting federal funds than those
in any of the surrounding states.
"The fact is, all rural communities
in southern Utah have been very successful in getting those kinds of federal
subsidies ... If you read the history, it's
one government
program saving the
community after another, always. Building roads, building dams, building irrigation systems ... that sort of thing has been
going on for a long, long time."
In 1980, the residents of Grand
County had marched off to the polls to
vote Ronald Reagan into office by 3 to 1.
Reagan
had won their support
by
promising to slash federal spending.
In their rush to the polls: Grand
County voters had forgotten one important fact If Reagan followed through on
his promise, they would be the first victims.
The Battle for tbe Colorado

Plateau

I

fthe election of Ronald Reagan
proved disastrous to the Sagebrush Rebels, the defeat of the
Bureau of Land Management wilderness

inventory was even worse. To understand why, one must examine the history
of environmental
warfareon the Colorado Plateau.
The Colorado Plateau is a 130,000square-mile oval of land straddling Utah,
Colorado, New Mexico and Arizona -the "four corners" states, whose borders
intersect at its navel. Originally narned
the "Colorado Plateaus" by explorer
John Wesley Powell, tlie "plateau" is in
fact a basin -- the erosional masterpiece
of the Colorado River and its tributaries.
Shaped by simultaneous erosion and
uplift, its landscape is formidable, an
impenetrable maze of canyons studded
with soaring laccolithic mountain ranges,
cliff-banded
mesas, high forested
plateaus, and domes and "reefs" of folded, tilted sedimentary rock. From any. where on the rim of this huge basin, one
has the sensation of peering into a single,
vast room.
Its high desert climate and savage
topography have molded history to its
shape. The trails of the Southwest tell
the story: In their westerly march,
) explorers veered wildly in the vicinity of
canyon country. The Spanish Trail, for
example, wandered 200 miles north
between Santa Fe and Las Vegas.
By deflecting the pioneer advance,
the wild core of the Colorado Plateau
shaped an enduring anomaly. Unexplored, it remained unsettled. Unsettled,
it remained wild. Wild, it remained public domain.
It harbors today one of the largest
concentrations
of publicly-owned
wilderness in the lower 48 slates. The
plateau is one of the most charismatic
landscapes on earth: a world of dazzling
sunshine, crystalline air, infinite vistas,
profound silence, and landforms so powerful, so mysterious, so diverse, ingenious, colorful, intricate and bizarre, that
they comprise, in toto, a separate reality.
This huge basin is a world apart, one
of entirely fresh possibilities. Stand upon
any orie of its power points>- the lakespotted, waterfall-siphoned
rim of the
Aquarius Plateau; the spaceship-dome
summits of the Henry Mountains; the
knife-edge of the San Rafael Reef; the
exquisite solitary rock needles of Monument Valley; the flight deck called Cape
,

\

Final -- and one feels its strange power
in one's soul.
Where else can one scan 1,000
miles of entrenched canyons without
sighting a trace of human habitation?
Where else can one find the intact
remains of a lost civilization scattered
carelessly across 150,000 square miles
of desert and canyon wilderness? Where
else are there 10 million acres with a
smaller population than 1,000 years ago?
The wild core of the Colorado
Plateau is one of the last places where
both environmentalists
and developers
can still dream impossible dreams. That
is why, for 50 years, the plateau has been
a battlefield.

T

he war began in 1935, with two
events:
the completion
of
Hoover Darn and the campaign
within the U,S. Department of the Interior to designate
a 4.5-million-acre
"Escalante National Monument"
The construction of Hoover Darn
was a watershed in more ways than one,
The project's magnitude inspired the formation of an industrial cartel -- the socalled "Six Companies"
-- Bechtel,
Kaiser, Morrison-Knudsen,
McDonald
Kahn, I.E Shea Corporation and Utah
Construction Company (now Utah International).
The firms earned more from Hoover
Darn than the $10 million in profit They
also gained a vision. They saw that just
as the hydroelectric
potential of the
Colorado River had been captured for
export by Hoover Dam, so could the
other vital resources of the interior West
-- Colorado River water, coal, uranium,
tar sands, oil shale and clean air -- be
exported,
In the past, these resources had not
been developed because of the cost of
transportation across the plateau's vast,'
rugged-landscape. But by combining
their capital and political clout, as with
Hoover Dam, the Six Companies had
proved stupendous construction projects
were both possible and profitable.
Thus was born the "Grand Plan"
described by Gottleib and Wiley in their
book, Empires in the Sun. The strategy
of the "Grand Plan" was elementary. The
Colorado Plateau would become a natural resource colony and garbage dump
for the Sun Belt towns around it.
By combining their political influence, the leading industrial powers of the
Southwest would persuade the federal
government to throw 0P\'n the interior of
the Colorado Plateau to massive, federally subsidized development: dams, aqueducts, oil shale projects, coal mines,
power plants, transmission lines, and an
infrastructure
of new highways,
pipelines, and railroads.
Coal mined on the.plateau would be
burned, in situ, in huge new coal-fired
power plants, whose polluting emissions
could be expelled across the vast wastelands at the heart of the plateau. A string
of huge dams on the Colorado and Green
rivers would supply Los Angeles,
Phoenix, Denver and Salt Lake City with
the water they would need to sustain
growth. Additional electricity could be
generated by a string of nuclear power
plants on the West Coast, which would
consume urani urn mined and milled on
the plateau, only to return it-- for permanent storage -- as nuclear waste.
Even as Western energy, construction and utilities companies formulated
their Grand Plan, a second constituency
was rising. In 1935, the National Park
Service announced a plan' to designate
several huge new national monuments in
southern Utah. By 1936 that plan, enthusiastically endorsed by Secretary of the
Interior Harold Ickes, had become a proposal to create
a 4.5-million-acre
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"Escalante National Monument" stretching from Moab west to the town of
Escalante and south to the Arizona border.
In November 1936, Wilderness
Society founder Robert Marshall published a map of America's
largest
remaining roadless areas. On it, the single largest block in the lower 48 -- at 8.9
million acres -- was the canyon country
at the heart of the Colorado Plateau.
Marshall identified 19 million acres of
wildlands
on the plateau. Thanks to
Ickes' proposal and Bob Marshall's map,
a national constituency for the Colorado
Plateau had been born.
The Escalante monument proposal
was quashed by vigorous opposition
from Utah's governor and congressional
delegation, but national interest in protecting the canyon country grew. That
growth became visible in 1956, when the
Western water lobby introduced legislation to construct a dam in Echo Park on
the Green River inside Colorado's
Dinosaur National Monument. .
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he reaction was fierce. Environmental groups all over the
nation joined forces, pooling
resources to chum out brochures, books,
magazine articles and letters opposing
the darn. The Echo Park Dam battle was
the first of a series of spectacular confrontations and trade-offs between developers and environmentalists.
To ward off the Echo Park Dam,
environmentalists supported construction
. of a darn in Glen Canyon. In 1966, environmentalists waged a second campaign
to block the damming of Grand Canyon,
only to watch the proposal transformed,
by Interior Secretary Stewart Udall, into
strip mining on Black Mesa and the construction of the Navajo coal-fired power
plant at Page, Ariz.
But by 1980,lhe
national
constituency for the Colorado Plateau had
proved itself one of the most powerful
political forces affecting the West. In
rapid succession, it had succeeded in
stalling, relocating or killing five major
development projects: the Kaiparowits
coal mine and power plant in 19.76; the
proposed Intermountain Power Project
plant near Capitol Reef National Park in
1977; the proposed Trans-Escalante
highway in 1979; the proposed Warner
Valley power plant near Zion National
Park, and the proposed Alton coal strip
mine near Bryce National Park, in 1980.
With each confrontation, the memo
bership and financial backing of the
national environmental groups soared. In
·1966 and 1967, during the controversy
over dams in the Grand Canyon, the
membership of the Sierra Club doubled.
During the reign of Interior Secretary
James Watt, it doubled again.
When the Forest Service and BLM
launched their nation-wide wilderness
inventories in 1979, developers and conservationists understood that the future
of the Colorado Plateau was at stake.
Virtually every major potential
development
site -- the Kaiparowits
Plateau, the original IPP site near Capitol
Reef National Park, the Escalante
canyons along the Trans-Escalante highway route, the Utah Tar Sands Triangle
straddling
the Dirty Devil
River
canyons, the proposed nuclear waste
dump site near Canyonlands National
Park, the Henry Mountains coal fields,
the oil and gas deposits of the Book
Cliffs, the potash deposits adjacent to
Labyrinth Canyon _. all lay in the heart
of enormous roadless areas that easily
qualified for designation as wilderness.
By November 1980, when both
agencies had completed their' wilderness
inventories, the legacy of the Sagebrush
Rebellion was clear. All across the Col-
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orado Plateau .. virtually everywhere
wilderness
coincided with mineral
resources, commercial timber or major
development sites .. the Forest Service
and BLM had omitted vast blocks of
pristine wilderness from its wilderness
inventory.
In the Book Cliffs, the BLM had
omitted 227,~
acres of wild)!,nds harboring oil, natural gas· and coal. In the
San Rafael Swell, BLM had omitted
350,000 acres of wildlands surrounding
the proposed Intermountain Power Plant
site. North of Canyonlands National
Park, BLM had omitted 80,000 acres of
wildlands to accommodate exploration
and production of potash.
Sixty-five thousand acres of spectacular slot canyons surrounding Natural
Bridges National Monument had been
cut from BLM's wilderness inventory to
facilitate uranium exploration. Eightyseven thousand acres of wilderness bordering Canyonlands National Park had
been omitted to facilitate tar sands production and the siting of a nuclear waste
repository.
Two hundred thousand acres had
been whacked from WSAs in the Henry
Mountains to allow strip mining of coal
in the Mancos Shale badlands. And some
387,000 of pristine wildlands on the
Kaiparowits
Plateau had been cUI to
allow the future development
of
Kaiparowits coal.
For the Colorado Plateau,
the
wilderness inventories of 1979-1980 had
been precisely
the reverse of what
Congress had intended. Congress had
asked for a thorough inventory of the
nation's last unprotected wildlands.
Instead it got commercial and industrial

zoning.
ut the Sagebrush Rebels' campaign had an unforeseen sideeffect. While it worked well on
politicians and bureaucrats, its effect on
Utah's grass roots environmental movement was equal and opposite.
Between 1981 and 1984, a coalition
of local and national environmental
groups filed appeals challenging BLM's
wilderness
inventory in Utah. The
appeals were the largest and most sue-

B

cessful in the history of the Interior
Board of Land Appeals. In all, they
added 625,000 acres in 15 wilderness
study areas.
The very first wilderness study area
restored was Negro Bill Canyon.
The administrative appeals were the
tip of an iceberg. In 1984, a new environmental group arose in Utah. Based in
southern Utah and managed by a former
BLM wilderness coordinator, the Southern Utah Wilderness Alliance was dedicated to correcting the BLM wilderness
inventory. If the Sagebrush Rebellion
was a backlash against FLPMA (The
Federal Lands Policy Management Act),
the Southern Utah Wilderness Alliance
was a backlash against the Sagebrush
Rebellion.
Fueled by bitter memories of the
Bulldozer Wars and a membership of
committed Colorado Plateau aficionados, SUWA's growth was the kind southeastern Utah had expected from energy
development. Within three years, the
organization had 1,300 members, five
full-time employees, a "metro" office in
Salt Lake City, and a budget of over
$100,000 a year.
The emergence of SUWA triggered
a battle for control of the environmental
movement in Utah. Prior to 1985, the
Utah Wilderness Association bad dominated Utah environmental
politics. Its
general policy was to live with, rather
than confront, Utah's pro-development
politics. By comparison,
SUWA and
other Utah and national groups were
becoming more and more aggressive.
The differences came to a head in
1984, when a dozen-local and national
environmental groups held a series of
meetings to hammer out a consensus
BLM wilderness proposal for Utah. The
meetings quickly evolved into a contest
of wills between moderate and activist
factions. The moderates. led by the Utah
Wilderness Association,
argued that
environmentalists
should quietly drop
controversial areas such as Negro Bill
Canyon. The activists, led by SUWA and
the Utah chapter of the Sierra Club,
argued that it was foolish to make concessions simply to avoid controversy.
After fi ve meetings, the attempt at
,

Monument

Valley

consensus broke down. When the dust
cleared, the Utah Wilderness Association
stood virtually alone with its proposal
for 3.8 million acres of BLM wildlands.
And a coalition of 16 local and national
groups supported a 5. l-million-acre proposal. By 1987, the consortium, calling
itself the Utah Wilderness Coalition, had
grown to 22 groups.
In the past, Utah and national
conservation groups had been divided by
suspicion. Now they were working
together. By pooling their resources, they
could tap a large number of local and
national supporters. In spring 1986, the
new coalition tested its strength.
In February, BLM had announced
its preliminary wilderness recommendation for Utah. Out of 22 million acres of
roadless land, the agency could find only
1.9 million acres worth protecting as
wilderness. The Utah Wilderness Coalition launched a massive campaign for
public comment critical of the BLM recommendation.
In five months, BLM received comments from more than 2,000 individuals
supporting the coalition's proposal. And
for the first time ever, in public hearings
held across southern Utah, wilderness
supporters outnumbered opponents.
When this news reached national
environmental leaders, there was a predictable response. By November 1987,
three national conservation organizations
had established new field offices in Utah
.. the Sierra Club, The Wilderness Society and the Nature Conservancy.
Both the Sierra Club and The
Wilderness Society had made it clear
that the battle for wilderness on the Colorado Plateau would be among their
foremost national priorities. The political
landscape of Utah was bristling with
environmental lobbyists -- no less than
seven separate offices manned by a
dozen paid staff.
The Sagebrush Rebels had defeated
the wildemess inventory. but they were
finding it more difficult to defeat public
opinion. Each year, the American public, including an overwhelming majority of
Utahns, grew more oriented to environmental protection.
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Bust trounces a
once-tough town
Leadville, Colorado, was founded as a mining
town, lived for a century as a tough and prosperous mining town, and now -- some say -- is determined to die as a busted mining town. Others,
however, want to see the town convert to a tourist
economy. It is not yet clear whether the combatants are fighting over a living community with a
future, or OV~r a corpse..
___

~by Stephen Voynick

n1981,-all visitors inquiring
what Leadville did for a living
got the same answer: "We're a
mining town." And the tone of the reply
said Leadville was damned proud of it.
It had good reason for pride. Under
an earlier name, Oro City, it was the
richest placer' gold strike of the Pikes
Peak rush. Then came the big silver discoveries of 1877. As 400 mines dug 11
million 'ounces
of silver annually,
Leadville exploded. into a' city of over
_ 30,000, which included the likes of
H.A.W. Tabor, Meyer Guggenheim and
the "Unsinkable" Molly Brown.
By World War I, which Leadville
contributed to with record production of

I
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lead and zinc, it had experienced more
booms and busts than most towns see in
a lifetime. Then the Climax Molybdenum Company quickly grew into a huge
mine and mill that supplied virtually all
of the world's molybdenum.
During both World War II and the
Korean conflict, Leadville's
miners
earned another stack of production
awards. When the old base metal mines
closed in the late 1950s, Climax, now a
bona fide industrial giant, more 'than
took up the slack.
In 1981 alone, Climax mined $250
million worth of molybdenum, tin, tungsten and pyrite, paid 85 percent of Lake
County's property tax base, provided
3,200 employees with an $80 million
annual payroll, and sent hundreds of

Hotel", Leadville. buill in 1885. is

now

Mine drjl1ing contest in Leadville
pension checks 10Leadville residents.
The corporation's
impact
on
Leadville cannot be overstated. Climax
provided confidence and self-sufficiency,
as, well as direction and purpose. Even
those who operated bars, gas stations and
beauty salons depended on Climax for
their livelihoods.
Mining was Leadville's past, present
and future. High school kids didn't have
to leave the county to choose from a
variety of high-paying careers in production or professional fields. Leadville
didn't need new businesses, resorts or
anything else. If tourists visited, fine, but
Leadville didn't gil out of its way to lure
them.

T

hat secure world changed forever on Ian. 18, 1982 .. the day
,
Climax laid off 600 workers,
the first step toward closing the entire
mine. Unemployment has since gone
from 5 percent to 32.4 percent, the property tax base has been halved, and the
county population has declined by onethird, to only 6,000. Many businesses,
including names like I.C. Penney and
Skaggs Drugs, shut their doors. By Iune,
Newsweek described Leadville in an arti. cle titled, "Rocky Mountain Low."
Along with its paychecks, Leadville
lost its confidence, direction and pur-

pose. Some say it's still a mining town,
but that things are "a little slow." But
you'll also hear it's a tourist town, even a
bedroom
community.
Others
call
Leadville an "economically developing"
community, while still others call it just
another busted-flat mountain town,
Truth lies in each description, for
there is little agreement on what kind of
town Leadville has become, and even
less on where it should go. A sign of its
identity crisis came in March 1983 when
it hired a professional economic developer and unveiled "Operation Bootstrap." The once jaunty, irreverent, tough
mining town had joined many other
Western communities in the pursuit of
economic revitalization and diversifica-

tion.
The results have been disappointing
and Leadville has still not even reached
economic rock bottom. Rather than
diversifying and growing, Leadville lias
survived by adapting to a much lower
economic level.
Dick Rodgers is president of the
Commercial Bank of Leadville, where
accounts have fallen from 10,000 in
1980 to 4,000 today. "Economic renewal
has collided head-on with Leadville's
entrenched mining mentality," Rodgers
complains.
"We hoped Bootstrap would convince merchants that their traditional
trade with customers who make twelve
dollars an hour was history, that survival
meant adjusting their operations to lower
income customers by changing hours,
merchandise, store appearance, even personallifestyles.
"But few would change.
And
economies don't tum around overnight,
you've got to' spend money to get a
future return. Anyone in a mining culture
becomes hardware oriented. When they
spend money, they expect immediate
material gratification. Leadville wasn't
interested in the soft costs necessary for
future economic development."
According to Rodgers, the mining
culture refused to give up its dream.
"People here refused to accept reality.
They believed Climax would reopen and
everything would be the way it was. We
have many pensioned Climax people
here .. they're financially secure, content
and not interested in changing anything.
A lot of those old miners will have to
fade away before Leadville can recover
economically."
Their nostalgia for the past was reinforced by the fact that, although
Leadville's
mining economy bent, it
never completely
broke. With the 50
remaining Climax jobs and another ISO
at ASARCO's
Black Cloud lead-zinc

restored'
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mine, mining remains Lake County's
biggest private employer.
"Leadville will always be a mining
town," says Carl Miller, Lake County
commissioner and former Climax miner.
"Five years ago, Leadville saw tourism
as a quick fix. Some still want tourism at
any cost now. The motel and shop owners are most vocal, simply because they
can gain direct, financial benefits from
tourism.
"But I can't take care of a few people. As a county commissioner, I have to
• work toward putting the entire county
back on solid economic footing. And
mining is still the best way to do it.
Tourism may make a damned good second industry, but it will never replace
mining.
"Western mining has been depressed
for a decade," continues Miller, who is
often criticized for his conservative
stance on economic development. "But
it's recovering with greater efficiency,
higher metal prices and new, high-tech
methods that will even make reprocessing of old mine wastes possible. Right
now, we have four small mines working,
a pyrite recovery mill, and other small
projects gearing up. In 1983, we had 200
mine jobs. Today, we have 320 and
counting. And that's economic develop-

ment"

\

Miller says although tourism has
probably doubled, tourism jobs have not
followed' suit. "And tourism jobs are
low-paying, seasonal, and attract temporary-type workers. Mining offers yearround jobs with good pay."

<,

. DiSillUSionment
with five years
of economic development
is
apparent, but that negative
assessment is not entirely accurate. A lot
in Leadville is new, including a nationally televised,I()():mile"trailrace;
the
month-long Loyola University Jazz Festival; expanded summer programs at the
local campus of Colorado Mountain College; establishment
of the National
Mining Hall of Fame and Museum; t~e
$350,000 Victorian restoration of the
1885 Delaware Hotel; a million-dollar
face lift on the main street; a million-dollar upgrading of county-owned
Ski
Cooper facilities;' the Oro City summer
historical festival; reopening of the Climax rail line as a tourist excursion; and
the Environmental Protection Agency
work on local mine drainage pollution
problems.
These efforts have brought 'visitors,
an improved image and outside exposure. But they haven't brought an economic bonanza to even begin replacing

those lost Climax paychecks, and they
haven't replaced the lost direction and
purpose.
Dr. Rick Christmas, assistant dean at
Colorado Mountain College's Timberline Campus, helped establish the Oro
City Festival.
"In 1983, we spent
$10,000 and drew 2,000 visitors. This
year, we'll have an annual budget of
$25,000, a gate of 7,000 visitors, and
we've already put well over $100,000
back into the Leadville economy. Oro
City is just one example of the potential
that's begging to be developed."
But mining itself is history, he
points out. "The college has even had to
cancel the mine training program. A limited mining recovery might help sustain
Leadville, but it will never be enough.
We must diversify now for future growth
and development."
While the mining and tourism forces
do battle, Leadville has been voting with
its feet and has undergone sweeping
socio-economic
changes. In 1980, the
entire Lake County work force was
employed in the county. Today, of the
3,7oo-per5On county work force, 700 are
. unemployed, and only 1,300 work in the
county. The remaining 1,700 commute to .
fill tourism-related jobs in places like
Beaver Creek, Vail, Copper Mountain
and Breckenridge.
"We're still a mining town in attitude," says Larry Tanglen, editor of the
weekly Leadville Herald Democrat.
"But economically we've already made a
quiet transition
from mining to a
tourism-type,
service-based economy.
Unfortunately, the tourism jobs' aren't in
this county. And many Leadville stores
that once served the community with
things like clothes and shoes have
switched to selling tourist trinkets and
gifts."
Tanglen says Leadville doesn't realize ihat economic developmeruls a' highly competitive game played by half the
towns in the West "We can't afford to .
wait for mining anymore than we can
afford to wait for Quail Mountain (a proposed and controvesial new ski area).
"Every day we wait means more tourists
and businesses
lost to other towns.
Leadville's trouble is that it's going in
too many directions at once, with little
communication
between
different
groups. Leadville is in a true identity cri-

sis...
Although the effort at economic
development has been disappointing, a
lesson may have been learned: how
much it was a creature of Climax. Now
that the mine's cloak of security, direction and purpose is gone, Leadville is
fmding itself to be a disjointed commu-

Row of Victorian bomes in LeadvtUe, most of uibicb are for sale

-
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Bumper sticker seen in tbe Leadutlle area
nity of individuals pursuing different
goals.
Mike Cerise of Buckhorn Sporting
Goods believes Leadville still has some
growing up to do. "Climax was so big,
so overwhelming,
that no one had to
think. Climax did that for you. Leadville

was like a little kid in the woods. As
long as Daddy was there t6 point out the
trail, everything was fine. But Daddy's
gone now, and the kid doesn't know
which way to go."

0

Leadville miner hangs in there
If mining comes back to Leadville in a substantial way, miner Joe Nachtrieb will be able to say: '7
kept thefaith. A nd I told you so!" If it doesn't come
back, he will say: "It was better to go down with
mining than to stay barely afloat with tourism. "
____

N

...JJhy Stephen Voynick

Ot many tourists ask directions
from Leadville
miner Joe
Nachtrieb after glancing at the
"Welcome to Colorado -- Now Leave it,"
"Buy Foreign and Starve" and "Ban
Mining -- Let the Bastards Freeze in the
Dark" bumper stickers on ',his Ford pickup. Butdespite the stickers, Nachtrieb
isn't iIle stereotype of a redneck miner.

Since his great-grandfather arrived
in Colorado, in 1860, every generation
has been involved in hardrock mining.
Now 36, Joe Nachtrieb has made a good
living mining gold, silver, lead, zinc and
molybdenum
in six Colorado mines,
most in the Leadviile area.
.
''I'm not going to apologize
for
frontier mining," he states flatly. "Sure,
it was rough on the environment. But,
whether it was beaver, buffalo, tiniberor

. metals, that was the way America
worked back then. If there were environmental controls during the frontier era,
this country wouldn't have gotten past
the Mississippi.
Modern
mining
is different,
Nachtrieb says. "I've been mining for 17
years and every bit of it has been heavily
regulated. The first environmental regulations imposed on mining 25 years ago
were absolutely justified. Since then,
things may have come too far, too fast
. Mining was nearly regulated to death.
Now we're importing metals we should
be mining here, and that's hurt both our
national economy and security."
Nachtrieb's interests have taken him
beyond the working mines. In 1980, he
became a mine safety instructor at Colorado Mountain College. A year later, he
helped establish the Central Colorado

Mine Rescue Station, which he still
directs. When the collapse of Leadville's
mining economy ended the college's
mine training program, Nachtrieb began
teaching courses in mine-related topics
such as industrial safety, earth science,
surveying and mechanics.
Nachtrieb also prospects, and he's
concerned about the shift away from
mineral exploration and toward recreation and wildemess. He points to a map
of Colorado cluttered with symbols representing the state's 34 ski areas.
"These ski areas don't operate at
capacity, yet four more are planned. I'll
bet that recreation already impacts the
mountain environment more than modern mining. Look at Vail and Beaver
Creek. There must be 15 miles of con-
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'stroke...
(Contlnuedfrom page 27)
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hat shift -- the greening of
America and of the West -- has
been illustrated by a number of
political events. The first was the resignation of Interior Secretary James Watt.
Watt personified the political power of
the Sagebrush Rebels, and his departure
was a death rattle of the Sagebrush
Rebellion.
Closer to home, another event
threatened the Sagebrush Rebels. Iii
November 1986, outspoken environmental advocate Wayne Owens won election
to utah's second congressional district
seat, representing the Wasatch front. For
a decade, the second district election had
been a cliff hanger. Owens had won the
seat in 1972, only to lose a Senate race
to Orrin Hatch in 1974. In each subsequent election year, the battle for the second district seat had been a confrontation
between liberal, environmentally oriented Democrats and conservative, development-oriented Republicans.
Owens had made his 1986 campaign
a lest of the "Green Vote" -- the constituency for environmental protection.
Throughout the campaign, he hammered
at the need for a change in the Utah delegation -- consistently rated among the
lowest in .the nation by the League of
Conservation Voters.
He was rewarded with vigorous support from a coalition of conservation
groups led by the Utah chapter of the
Sierra Club, and then with a solid 10 per,cent margin of victory. In local elections,
seven of eight candidates backed by the
Utah environmental coalition won election to the state Legislature.
,
The election results were confmned
by a series of public opinion polls. In
1983, a statewide opinion poll revealed
that 69 percent
of the respondents
favored wilderness designation for at
least 900,000 acres of BLM land in the
J
state. Forty-nine percent wanted substantially more BLM wilderness than the'
agency had recommended; 36 percent
wanted less.
A 1986 poll by Utah State University found that 83 percent agreed that
"environmentally
sensitive areas need
official designation as wilderness," 75
percent agreed that "wilderness designation enhances recreation opportunity,"
and 78 percent agreed that wildeniess
enhances the image of Utah as a tourism
state.
By 1987, it was clear that the Sagebrush Rebellion had changed the balance
of power between environmental moderates and activists. In July 1987, the moderate Utah Wilderness
Association
arranged a meeting, with Wayne Owens
to promote BLM wilderness legislation
for Utah. '
Mindful of disagreement between
UWA and other conservation groups,
Owens invited representati ves of the
Utah Wilderness Coalition to join the
discussion.
As the meeting began, a
dozen people representing Utah Wilderness Coalition member groups walked in
and hammered the moderate proposal to ,
death.
They told an astonished Wayne
Owens that they were not interested in a
weak wilderness bill. They had accepted,
back in 1984, a wilderness bill for
national forest lands in Utab that had
resulted in a small amount of wilderness
and a large amount of land being
released to logging. Never again, they
told Owens, would they support a
"release bill" masquerading as a wilderness bill.
,

Stevens Arcb, Escalante

Canyon, Utab

In the view of the coalition, the local
and national constituency for wilderness
had only begun to grow. Conservationists felt "strong enough to wait," Wilderness Society representative
Darrell
'Knuffke said, "uniil we are strong
enough to win."
Utah environmentalists
had metamorphosed from lambs into lions. The
Sagebrush, Rebellion had hardened their
hearts. If the federal land management
agencies would not enforce federal law,
then Utah's environmentalists would do
it in the media, in the voting booth and
in federal court.
A major test of that resolve came in
January 1987, when Garfield County
secured funding to "upgrade" the remote
Burr Trail, a narrow dirt road sunounded
by 750,000 acres of proposed wilder-

ness.
It was a familiar scenario. The
upgrading proposal was the first stage in
a master plan for widening, paving and
ultimately transforming the 66-mileclong
Burr Trail into a major east-west transportation corridor across the remote
wildlands of the Escalante country.
Once again, Utah county commissioners were lobbying for federal subsidies to finance development at the heart
of the Colorado Plateau. Estimates by
the Federal Highway Administration

pegged the total cost of the paving project at $37 million -- $9,000 for every
person in Garfield County. The reaction
of the environmentalists was prompt -they went to court in an extended
attempt to stop the project.
The Utah Wildemess Coalition had
been forged in response to the Sagebrush Rebellion. Now this latest effort
by those who fomented the Sagebrush
Rebellion -- to build a major highway
through the Colorado Plateau -- was
being fought by the environmentalist
organization the rebellion had provoked
into being. By combining resources, the
new coalition could afford a prolonged
legal battle over the Burr Trail and
other, similar proposed actions.
The struggle over the Burr Trail
project IS much more than a battle to
protect the fragile canyons through
which the road passes.
It's about power," explains Clive
Kincaid, former executive director of
the Southern Utah Wilderness Alliance.
"And it's about the future of the Colorado Plateau. Will it be developed with
an eye to what's exceptional about it, or
will it be developed haphazardly?
Who's going to have the authority to
provide that guiding hand?"

o

Minsr •..
(Contlnuedfrom page 29)
dos, parking lots and tennis courts strung
down that valley.
"Modern mines are designed for,
eventual reclamation. But ski slopes and
the areas affected aren't designed to be
reclaimed. That's mountain environment
that's gone forever.
"I hunt, fish and ski, and I want my
kids to be able to do those things when
they grow up. But they won't if they just
regulate mining and not recreation, too."
Nachtrieb is confident about the role
mining will play in Leadville's economic
future. "There will always be mining
here," he, says. "There's just too much
potential in the remaining ores. I doubt
mining will ever carry Leadville the way
it once did. But tourism alone isn't the
, answer, either. Leadville's economic
future depends on developing every

asset."
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Fires illuminate our dark side

bulldoze fire lanes through the park -- "tire tracks"

Although the worst of the fires of 1988 is
probably past, their heat should keep us warm through
the winter. Flames that roared through America's
premier national park, and that came out of several
wilderness and wilderness study areas to scorch other
public and private lands, have set the stage for a

was his euphemism. He and they may know that those
firelanes will scar the land long after the fire damage
is covered over, but they don't care. The tourism
industry only knows how to market picture-perfect,
under-glass landscapes. It wants a green park, with tall
trees, even if those trees are way past their prime and
good only for burningor beetle infestation.
No matter what happens in Congress or Interior
this winter. environmentalists have triumphed this
summer. Until late July, nature was allowed to do its'
work in the parks and in wilderness areas. In a few
weeks, the fuel that the fire-suppression policy had
caused to build up for decades, was consumed, and
natural cycles set back into motion. The need for
spraying against beetles, for money-losing salvage
sales of diseased or blown-down trees, and for other
attempts to manage nature in the absence of fire are
gone for hundreds of thousands of acres. Both nature
and taxpayers are the winners, at least for the time

winter-long debate.
In unstable nations, political upheavals are often
used as excuses to settle long -standing feuds among
ethnic groups or personal enemies. "The government
has fallen -- let us go and bum Hector's house to the
.ground."
The West's fires have already led to similar
results. Idaho Governor and former Secretary of
Interior Cecil Andrus said a few weeks ago that
Yellowstone would not have burned had he still been
at Interior. The statement was nonsense -- Andrus was
a competent secretary, but he didn't come with Godlike powers -- unless seen as a political attack on
present Interior Secretary Donald Hodel. Andrus
couldn't resist attacking a political enemy, even
though he must have known it would add to the
hysteria of the moment, and harm land he genuinely
cares about.
For his part, Hodel, after standing behind the
National Park Service let-burn policy through August;
succumbed to the heat ofSeptember, and made a Utum. He declared during a visit to Yellowstone that
let-bum had become a thing of the past:
"In light of what has happened, we recognize you
simply fight every fire as hard as you can from the
beginning." He was cheered by a crowd of local
residents.
Hodel has made a career out of high appointive
office, and he must have seen the next rung on his
career ladder being burned away by the Yellowstone
fires. How would his application to be appointed, let
'us say, Secretary-of Defense-in
George Bush's
cabinet, look now:
1970s: Director, Bonneville
Power Admini"'"'stration -- helped lead the Northwest into a powerplant building binge that culminated in the WPPSS
nuclear power plant fiasco currently being settled in
court.
1980s: Secretary, Department
of Interior -helped burn down Yellowstone, and then reversed let. burn policy'so·o/·harit can burn down, also all at

once, in-another century.
General strengths: Uncanny ability to respond to
public hysteria and choose 'the wrong policy at the
wrong time.
Hodel is not alone in his panicky reaction. Here is
Wyoming Senator Malcolm 'Wallop in the Casper
Star-Tribune:
The fires are "causing the firefighters and the
Montana and Wyoming congressional delegations a
hell of a lot of grief."
Wallop is proposing a new management principle

to be incorporated into environmental

impact

statements: "Land management agencies shall only
institute policies that keep Montana and Wyoming
voters happy."
Because National Park Service director Benjamin
Mott violated this rule, Wallop called for his
resignation. As for the issue of sending bulldozers
into natural areas in order to save them from fires,
Wallop, making policy, like HodeL on the fly and in
the heat of the moment, said, "We want to make
certain
that everybody,
from Mott on down,
understands that we don't mind a couple of tire tracks
across meadows." Thus speaks a member of the
world's greatest deliberative body.
In case we run out of these specific fire-related
issues to argue over this winter, we can tum to
ideology. Those who think the fires should have been
fought from the start wi,ll blame the flames on
environmentalists for their blind worship of the forces
of nature and their hostility to people and economies.

being.
The next few springs and summers should prove
wondrous, as the land and the associated wildlife
come back. There will be miracles of the same type.
that Mount. St. Helens is providing today, after an
eruption everyone thought would create a millenium-

BaCkfire in Yellouistone
Environmentalists,
in their turn, will say that
Yellowstone proves nature can not be treated like a
pet dog. Resorts can publish glossy brochures about
"sparkling lakes surrounded by stately pines" and
"gurgling, trout-filled brooks splashing their way
through verdant forests." But the reality is different.
Yellowstone attracts million each year because it
is still wild. The geysers are manifestations
of
- imrriefise forces underground
and of potential
earthquakes. And the wildness of the land is manifest
in the grizzlies and in this summer's fires.
We could tame the surface by killing the grizzles
and by logging and roading the land, but then
Yellowstone would become just .another chunk of
land. Slowly at first, and then precipitously, it would
lose its appeal.
The burning of Yellowstone hits America where
it lives -- it challenges our belief that we can control
everything. The idea that forests must sicken, burn
and grow up again in a cycle longer than our lives is
repugnant to many. We want to preserve nature in
plastic, so that we can drive through it each summer
marvelling at how green, how snowcapped,
how

pretty it is.
The fires have challenged our sense of control,
and we want to blame someone. The easy scapegoats
are the land
managers,
followed
by the
environmentalists.
Which is not to say that the land managers and
environmentalists
are blameless. Those who have
hailed the fires are probably right about their positive
natural long-term effects. But it is now clear, with the
benefit of hindsight, that parks and wilderness areas
are intimate parts of the man-made landscape and
economy, and that that aspect of their existence had
been pushed out of sight and out of mind.
The most obvious lesson for the environmental
community revolves around the tourism industry
many of us have hailed as a substitute for mining,
milling, logging and dam-building. The pressures
from motel operators and guides and outfitters can be
as troublesome, and as destructive to the land, as those
from the extractive industries.
Tourism, this summer's fires show, responds to
the same imperatives as mining and logging: the need
for cash flow, for a good press, and for a safe
investment. The needs' of the land and of the wildlife
."- which were shown on television grazing quietly
alongside fires -- comes last or not at all. Sen. Wallop
was speaking for motel owners, not for loggers and
other extractors, when he urged the Park Service to

long wasteland.
But before. nature's regeneration'
becomes
apparent, man will be making changes. The let-burn
policy will be put under intense scrutiny and won't
survive in its present form.
Wilderness legislation, and perhaps the whole
idea of wilderness, will also feel the heat. Fires came
roaring out of Montana wilderness or wilderness study
areas to devastate private lands. Landowners
near
wilderness and proposed wilderness areas are going to
be hostile to the very idea of wilderness. Those who
have always hated wilderness will have a new
weapon, and new allies. While the fires may prove a
boon for the land that burned, they are going to cause
trouble for natural lands that are in need of burning or
that have not yet been protected.
The fifes reveal something else: once again, they
demonstrate how helpless the West is. Think about
where those of us who live' in the region got our
information.
If we lived near a fire, our local
newspaper and electronic media probably used their
reporters to cover the fire. But our sense of what was
happening in· the region as a whole came from the.
national media: from Associated Press, from the
networks, from Cable News Network.
For the most part, the national media covered the
fires with reporters who knew little about public
lands. And .they covered it for a national audience. As
a result,
they concentrated
exclusively
on
Yellowstone,
even though fires on 'the scale of
Yellowstone were burning on national forests and
Indian reservations.
And think about where those reporters went for
their information:
to land m,anagers, to elected
officials, and to locals and firefighters. That's QK, but
it would have also been wonderful if the West had a
major academic institution that could have talked
authoritatively
about the fires. Informed academic
opinion would not have provided the final word, but it
would have provided a helpful word.
But we have no such institution. The West has
been intent on putting its dollars into dams, deficit
timber sales and military installations; it has not had
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the inclination to create a regional institution -- on the
scale of a Harvard, Stanford or Berkeley -- that would
be here for the region in times of crisis.
Nor have the West's thousands of local, rural
school districts educated their children about the land
around them. Public schools in the rural West teach
little or nothing about the ecology or history of this
region. As a result, the fact that the West gets its
information about the fifes from national media makes
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