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ON THE FACTS, DARCEY BROWN & 
MOAB ‘THEN & NOW’

I’ve been a devoted reader of the ‘Letters to the Editor’ 
page in the weekly Moab  Times-Independent for almost 
40 years. Some of my fondest Moab memories are sitting 
in publisher Sam Taylor’s office on countless occasions, 
discussing the issues of the day. Sam and I didn’t always 
see eye-to-eye, but there was a mutual respect and af-
fection that trumped differences of opinion. I miss Sam, 
though I appreciate the fact that Lisa Church has main-
tained that same open door policy. We’ve had some good 
chats too.

I remember once, after I’d been a Moab ‘local’ for all of 
a few years, I fired off a letter to the editor, offering my 
invaluable views on what was wrong with my new home-
town and how to fix it.  Sam devoted a few paragraphs of 
his “Community Comments” to gently knock the stuffing 
out of me. I deserved it.

suggesting we all bury the hatchet, at least for a while, 
and maybe share a hamburger together.  Who knows, he 
suggested...you might even like each other. We did, and 
again, Sam was right.

There have been many more letter writers over the de-
cades, some representing the ‘Old Moab’ point of view and 
others who defend the ‘New Moab’ perspective.

I’ve noticed a relative newcomer to the discussion, 
who has fast become one of the Regulars herself—Darcey 
Brown often expresses opinions on the pages of the T-I, 
and it’s clear to see that her loyalties reside with the tour-
ist/amenities based economy; she hasn’t much use for the 
history of Grand County before she arrived.

But sometimes Ms. Brown just doesn’t get all her facts 
right. As Moab’s population becomes more and more 
polarized, the arguments from both sides need to be 
grounded in facts and hard information.

A few weeks ago, Ms. Brown took note of the recent ver-
bal battles that have been waged between opposing forces 
and took issue with another regular contributor, Dave 
Cozzens. She referred to a recent meeting, “full of angry 
citizens who were rude to Grand County Council mem-
bers.”  She continued, “Their anger seemed to be fueled by 
the intentional spread of false claims. For example, Dave 
Cozzens, writing about the ‘billion-dollar industry of envi-
ronmental lobbying,’ seems to have mixed up his ‘b’s and 
his ‘m’s, and even that would be a gross exaggeration.”

But it terms of Big Green’s power and influence, 
Cozzens is essentially right. The financials of all these 
non-profit organizations are available to the public and 
the numbers are staggering. Consider these facts for just 
four of the country’s largest environmental groups, taken 
directly from the Form 990s they are required to file with 
the IRS:

National Resource Defense Council: In 2012 its net 
assets were $209,173,306. Its highest salaried employee 
earned $435,000. Thirteen more staffers earned more 
than $200,000 annually.

Environmental Defense Fund: Net assets in 2012 were 

$186,701,339. Its highest paid staffer earned $540,000. 
“Compensation of current officers, directors, trustees and 
key employees” totaled $1,235,525

Sierra Club: Its net assets in 2013 were $85,855,136...
Its highest salaried staffer earned $187,000  including 
benefits.

The Wilderness Society: Net assets in 2013 reached 
$48,868,561 with a payroll of $14 million.

The Nature Conservancy boasts assets of 
$5,762,300,943 –that’s BILLION-- and includes a  payroll 
of $309,858,258. Its top salaried officer makes $618,000. 
Some may argue that it’s not an environmental “lobby-
ing” group, but with financial ties to some of the nation’s 
biggest companies, and TNC’s “Corporate Engagement 
strategy,” it seems fair to add them to the mix. Their 
corporate partners include: Bank of America, BP America, 
Inc., Chevron Corporation, The Dow Chemical Company, 
Duke Energy, Monsanto, Plum Creek Timber Company, 
Inc., and Royal Dutch Shell.

Ms. Brown may argue that the actual lobbying expen-
ditures associated with these numbers are smaller and I 
would agree. But it would be disingenuous to suggest that 
the mainstream environmental industry, with its stunning 
ties to ‘Big Business’---corporations, venture capitalists, 
banks and the 1%---is some kind of national network of 
dedicated volunteers. It IS ‘Big Business.’  Trying to isolate 
lobbying costs from their total assets  is like examining 
the national defense budget, but only including the cost 
of boots-on-the-ground combat soldiers. I doubt you’d 
find any good progressive making that kind of selective 
observation.

Brown also comes to the defense of local environmental 
organizations. In another letter she wrote: “There appears 
to be an organized campaign to refer to environmental 
organizations as ‘powerful, special interest groups.’ If the 
intention weren’t so misleading and dishonest, it would 
be laughable.”  And she paid tribute to, “the half-dozen 
nonprofit environmental organizations in Moab that 
are staffed out of the home of a single staffer working 
time-and-a-half for poverty wages and totally reliant on 
volunteers to accomplish their mission.”

While there may be a few grassroots groups who work 
from homes bought before the amenities economy drove 
prices through the roof (and beyond), the dominant green 
grassroots organizations hardly resemble Ms. Brown’s 

Before I was able to vent my frustrations in The Zephyr, 
I was a semi-regular letter writer to the T-I myself;  I fol-
lowed and preceded a number of ‘repeat offenders’ from 
Grand County, who often submit rants to the paper.  It’s a 
tradition.

We  came to recognize that these opinions were a Voice 
on behalf of some particular point of view. Going all the 
way back to the 1970s, I recall the fiery rhetoric of Maggie 
Stryker, who had little or no use for us ‘newcomers.’  Or 
Joe and Jerry Stocks, who engaged my old ranger pal 
Mike Salamacha and me in what amounted to a long-
running argument in the T-I. Sam finally called a halt, 

colorful description.
The two most vocal and representative grassroots 

groups in Moab are the Southern Utah Wilderness Alli-
ance (SUWA) and the Grand Canyon Trust (GCT). Here 
are their Form 990 financials, from the most recently filed 
years:

I’ve noticed a relative newcomer 
to the discussion, who has fast become 

one of the Regulars herself—
Darcey Brown often expresses 

opinions on the pages of the T-I, and 
it’s clear to see that her loyalties reside 

with the tourist/amenities based 
economy; she hasn’t much use for 

the history of Grand County 
before she arrived.

“There appears to be an organized 
campaign to refer to environmental 
organizations as ‘powerful, special 

interest groups.’ If the intention 
weren’t so misleading and dishonest, 

it would be laughable.”  

Darcey Brown
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SUWA: In 2013 it showed net assets of $6,691,717 
with a payroll of $1.6 million. Its executive director earns  
$111,000 in salary and “other compensation.”

Grand Canyon Trust: Its 2013 assets were$15,160,453 

grateful to receive “poverty wages” like these.
It might be difficult for Darcey Brown to understand or 

relate to what poverty is all about. She may be unable to 
grasp what it means to live on the margins. Ms. Brown, 
after all, comes from one of the most iconic families in 
Aspen, Colorado. The Browns created the Aspen Ski Cor-
poration,  just after World War II and helped transform 
an old mining town into what it is now--- Aspen is truly 
the first “New West” city. It’s now the place where the “bil-
lionaires chase the millionaires out of the valley,” simply 
because being a millionaire in Aspen is not remotely 
enough to survive the extraordinary cost of living there. 
Today, Darcey Brown manages a non-profit foundation 
herself, with assets of $4,998,884. She distributes those 
funds to organizations she deems worthy.

I’m sure Darcey Brown means well and is trying to ex-
press what she thinks is best for Moab, based on her own 
history and experience. But very few of us share that kind 
of past and sometimes it can be difficult to endure the “ad-
vice” of someone who really doesn’t understand the his-
tory of a place that she’s now chosen to call home—or even 
worse, doesn’t care about its history before her arrival.  I 
made the same mistake myself, so many years ago.

and a $2,468,257 payoll. The Trust’s executive director 
took home $193,313 and $13,935 in “other compensa-
tion,” totaling $207,248.Both of the executive directors 
reside in Grand County and I think most locals struggling 
to survive in this insane “amenities economy” would be 
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But just once, try standing in the 
shoes of these Moab families

--of “Old Moab”--the folks who have 
called this place home for over a 
century, who survived the worst 
hard times, who really lived on 

poverty wages, and who still love 
Moab, despite all the hardships.

Years ago, when Moab was on its way to becoming what 
is is today. I could not bear to watch the changes. I got dis-
illusioned, packed up, sold my house for a good profit, and 
found a quieter, more peaceful place to call home.But the 
older Moab families, with roots going back decades and a 
century or more, were braver than me. They have not been 
as easy to displace.

I know there have been some angry and emotional 
responses to Ms. Brown’s frequent observations and some 
of them were inappropriate. But just once, try standing 
in the shoes of these Moab families--of “Old Moab”--the 
folks who have called this place home for over a century, 
who survived the worst hard times, who really lived on 
poverty wages, and who still love Moab, despite all the 
hardships. It has to be heartbreaking to be told your opin-
ions no longer count and that your time there has come 
and gone.

I think I’d be angry too.
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“SORRY. THE COMPUTER SAYS ‘NO.’”

I’ve always liked to think that I have pretty decent luck. But it turns out that 
everyone has good luck, until, suddenly, they don’t. On April 17th, I was on a 
camping trip with my husband, Jim, when I received a terrifying email. The 
Healthcare Marketplace, which is the website of The Affordable Care Act, was 
informing me that our premium tax credit had been canceled. The premium tax 
credit had cut our monthly health insurance costs in half, and with no explana-
tion provided, halfway through the calendar year, it was gone.

I called into the Marketplace immediately. “Something has happened to our 
tax credit,” I explained, shakily, to the operator who answered my call. “I just 
got an email that says it’s been canceled, but I don’t know why, or how to fix it.”

“Oh,” he replied in a calm Southern drawl, “No worries. We can fix that.” I 
began to protest. Did he realize how scary that message had been? But he was 
already moving along. He retrieved my file, took me through the application, 
and let me know that our eligibility for the tax credit had been restored. I began 
to calm down. It will be nice, I thought, if this all gets figured out with one 
phone call. My good luck was still intact. He read out all the details of our plan, 
which would be exactly the same as before, and then told me he was going to 
submit the plan...now.

“Hmm,” he said after a moment 
passed. “I’m getting an error mes-
sage.”

This, he told me, was not a big 
deal. They got error messages all 
the time. I should just call back in 
an hour and hopefully it would be 
fixed. Was there anything else he 
could do? “Yes,” I replied. “Can 
you tell me what happened? Why 
was the credit canceled?”

“Well, I don’t really know,” he 
said. “It could be a few things. 
Was there a difference between 

the income you reported when you applied for healthcare and the income you 
reported on your yearly taxes?”

“Yes,” I admitted. “We run an online newspaper and I can never predict 
exactly what our yearly income will be. And then, when we did our taxes, I 
realized that we could claim another deduction that I hadn’t included in the ap-
plication, so our income ended up being even lower than I thought.”

“Well, that’s probably it,” he said.
“But surely, it’s better that I overestimated our income than underestimat-

ed?”
“You’d think.”
“And I filled out the tax forms correctly. We got the refund because we paid 

too much for insurance. Why would that cancel our current tax credit?”
“It just does that for some people,” he replied, which did not help at all. “Just 

call back in an hour and it should be fixed.”

It should be obvious by the length of this article that the error was not fixed 
in an hour. Nor was it fixed two days later, when I called again. Finally, on the 
20th of April, I talked to a Supervisor, who was not able to fix the error, but 
who did send a letter to the insurance company saying they should continue to 
apply the tax credit. “Don’t worry,” he said, “if you get a really high invoice this 
month. The company has 30 days to comply with this request.” He apologized 
more than once for the error, repeating that this was absolutely their fault and 
not mine. Was there anything else he could help me with?

Yes. “Why did this happen? The first operator seemed to think it was because 
our income was different on our taxes than it was on the application?”

“Could be,” he said.
“But I thought that’s why we filled out the form with our taxes to rectify the 

two numbers?”
“Yeah, sometimes they cancel the tax credit, though.”
“But that doesn’t make any sense. It turned out we were eligible for a bigger 

credit.”
“I know. It’s a problem. But we’re going to fix this error and you’re tax credit 

will be the same.”
“Ok,” I finally relented. “I guess I’ll just see what happens in 30 days.” He 

seemed relieved to finish the conversation.

Later, I searched the internet and couldn’t find a single page explaining that a 
tax credit could be canceled because of a disparity between the reported income 
and the final income reported on taxes. Multiple pages mentioned the tax 
form we filled out, which would charge you extra if you’d underestimated your 
income, or increase your refund if, like us, you’d overestimated. But not one 
mention of the next year’s tax credit being canceled as a result.

And, to me, this lack of an answer was the most frustrating part of the whole 
debacle. How was it possible that not one page, and not one phone operator—
not even a supervisor—could explain why the credit was canceled?

Thirty days passed and nothing was solved with the insurance company. 
Everyone apologized to me. The Healthcare exchange was very sorry for the er-
ror, but insisted that the insurance company would not be able to charge more. 
The people at the insurance company apologized that they hadn’t gotten their 
numbers sorted out and asked me, kindly, to continue to wait.

The biggest impression I got from all these phone calls was that customer 
service training had really improved in this country. Everyone was uniformly 
nice—actually nice, not at all insincere—and they all expressed that they would 
be just as confused as I was, given the situation. And I found it impossible to 
be angry with any of them, because—as they told me many times—they had as 
little control over the situation as I did.

The lingering question was, “Where are the people who actually control 
anything?” I’m not sure I’ve ever encountered one. Every time I’ve applied for 
an insurance policy, or called about an error in a shipping order, or contested a 
bank fee, I’ve faced a wall of helpless employees, who can only help me or not 
help me based on what they’re fed by their computer. Every sentence begins, 
“The computer says...” and if you’re facing an issue that is outside the comput-
er’s understanding, then you’re out of luck.

Every large business or government program faces the same issue—how to 
be efficient despite the size of its bureaucracy. And, unfortunately, it seems the 
only way to make a bureaucracy efficient is to make it unresponsive to any com-
plications from the confused citizen or customer. If the kind southern-accented 
call operator can actually make changes to help the people who call him, then 
he can throw a wrench into the smooth operations of the whole organization. 
No modern business would allow that—not in this world where efficiency and 
productivity are fetishized above all else.

So all the control is centralized beyond the reach of any citizen seeking help. 
Most often, to avoid any inefficiency at all, the control is centralized within a 
computer, an algorithm, which is unhampered by any personal sympathies or 
susceptibility to argument. And yes, the computer will probably make fewer er-
rors overall. But when the computer does have an error, God help you. A person 
might make more mistakes, but at least those mistakes can be easily corrected 

The lingering question was, “Where are the people 
who actually control anything?” I’m not sure I’ve ever 

encountered one. Every time I’ve applied for 
an insurance policy, or called about an error in 

a shipping order, or contested a bank fee, I’ve faced a 
wall of helpless employees, who can only help me 

or not help me based on what they’re fed by 
their computer. Every sentence begins, 

“The computer says...” and if you’re facing 
an issue that is outside the computer’s understanding, 

then you’re out of luck.
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by another person. A person can listen to a full complicated explanation, and 
figure out how to help. A computer can only take in the information it’s been 
programmed to understand, and can only spit out answers to questions it’s 
been programmed to answer. Just try to put “It’s more complicated than that” 
into a computerized form and see how well you fare.

And, honestly, I think these organizations know that most people will get 
frustrated and give up before they get any help.

I kept wondering about that, when I was on hold with the various operators 
at the healthcare exchange and the insurance company. I wondered how many 
people would be willing or able to keep on calling, keep insisting on updates to 
the progress of their case. This isn’t really something to brag about, but I am 
more comfortable than most when it comes to making official phone calls. I am 
patient, and can generally pick up the key words to remember, find the right 
department to talk to, and ask questions until I feel that I understand the situa-
tion. Mostly, I’m good at staying calm and forcing the person to talk to me until 
something is fixed. This is not a skill that I enjoy needing, but I am glad when I 
can get messy situations sorted out.

It frustrates me to think of the numbers of people who are too overwhelmed 
or confused to fight back when they are screwed over by a business or organiza-
tion. You know that businesses depend on most people to give up. When they 
say you owe them money, who has the time or confidence to argue? I can’t be 
the only person who’s received a message telling them that their tax credit was 
arbitrarily canceled, and that their premiums would skyrocket as a result. How 
many other people just accepted that fate? How many people just paid the 
incorrect premium when their next bill arrived?

The 30-day deadline for my case being fixed with the insurance company has 
already come and gone. And, even when the the company agrees to continue 
the correct premium, (which had better be soon,) that original computer error 
that stymied my application will probably still be there. And so will the feeling 
of powerlessness that comes over me when I think about the whole situation.

This is what modern life has to offer, it seems. You just have to hope that you 
never fall outside the algorithm; you have to cross your fingers and hope to 
avoid any errors. You have to pray for good luck as you interact with a thousand 
different forms and applications, some of which may literally decide your life 
and death, and you have to hope you never hear the words:

“Sorry. The computer says no.”
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BEFORE & AFTER
Moab, Utah...then and now

DEWEY BRIDGE   (1915 - APRIL 6, 2008)
FOR MORE READ:  ‘IN MEMORIAM...DEWEY BRIDGE’

http://www.canyoncountryzephyr.com/blog/2012/12/31/from-the-2008-archives-in-memoriam-dewey-bridge-stiles/

Top Photo by DAN O’CONNOR
1982
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The home 
of the

“DON’T 
WORRY,

BE HOPI” 
T-shirt

A unique selection of traditional Hopi arts, crafts, and 
cultural items including over 150 Katsina dolls 

done in the  
traditional style, 

as well as baskets, ceremonial textiles,
jewelry, pottery and more.

We also have complete visitor information (including 
connections for knowledgeable & articulate guides)

to make your visit to Hopi 
a memorable & enjoyable one.

We are located 1 1/2 miles east of the 
Hopi Cultural Center at MP 381 on HWY 264, 

in the heart of the HOPI REZ

928.734.2478  POB 234  SECOND MESA, AZ  86043

In Notes on Paper, 
Falke walks us through 
the landscape of one man’s 
mind, which contains both 
his past and an aware-
ness of our common future. 
From within private memo-
ries the narrator reaches 
out to us with ‘we’ and ‘you’, 
and each spare line invokes 
the hope that we, like him, 
are worthy of return to our 
most longed for places. And 
if to return is not our fate, 

and really it never can be, the narrator bids us survey 
our own memories, taking time in the present for the 
winds, and the words, that move the world.

N O T E S  ON   P A P E R
DAMON FALKE

FROM SHECHEM PRESS
http://www.shechempress.com

SIGNED 
COPIES OF
Brave 
New 
West
are now 
available  

directly from
The Zephyr
PO Box 271
Monticello, 

UT 
84535

$20.00 postage 
paid,, checks 

only at 
this time

“Jim Stiles holds up a 
mirror to those of us
living in the American 

West, exposing issues we 
may  not want to face.  We 

are all complicit in the 
shadow side of growth. 

His words are born not so 
much out of anger but a 

broken heart.
He says he writes elegies 

for the landscape he loves, 
that he is  “hopelessly 
clinging to the past.”

I would call Stiles a  writ-
er from the future.
Brave New West is a 

book of import because of 
what it chooses to expose.”

Terry 
Tempest Williams

83 N. MAIN ST.   MOAB, UT 84532
435.259.5154

Celebrating our 25th Anniversary
www.backofbeyondbooks.com

This engaging book provides an in-
timate look at Edward Abbey (1927-
89) and Wallace Stegner (1909-93), 
two of America’s finest authors, both 
of whom chafed at being pigeon-
holed as regional writers. Certainly 
their fond, passionate focus was the 
American West, but there is much 
universality in their concerns. Gess-
ner (“Return of the Osprey”) traveled 

to places they haunted, read all he could of their writings, and spoke 
with people who knew them well.

All the Wild 
That Remains
By Gessner, David

David Gessner will be in the store 
June 12 at 7pm for a reading and signing
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I locked myself out of my house the other day.  I stood there for a minute, and then 
walked the front door and then to the side door.  All locked.  Kinda funny really.  We 
lived for over 10 years in a house that had no lock on its door, and when we moved next 
door we had locks but never used them until now.  Recent stories about break ins, thefts 
and even entire contents of a home being stolen have prompted us to change our habits.  
It has not been an easy transition.

When I first moved here I left me keys in the ignition of my car when I went into the 
post office, into City Market, and certainly when I was parked in my own driveway.     I 
always knew where the keys were that way.   And when I lived 30 miles from town it 
also meant in an emergency there was no frantic key search.  

We stopped leaving the keys in the ignition in the driveway a few years back when 
a patron of the Outlaw Saloon slept in one of our vehicles out back during a Febru-
ary snow storm.  For months leaving the house became a few minutes of searching for 
keys.  It is a hard transition having to lock doors.  You lose your keys, you get locked out 
without your shoes off…..   Learning to lock doors is an uncomfortable transition full of 
symbolism.  And it means no more unexpected treats on the kitchen table left by friends 
passing through town. 

What makes you “local” anyways?   
This topic has been on my mind a lot lately – this “how local are you” discussion.   A 

part of me is tired of it – after living here over 20 years and feeling the distrust and sus-
picion.  But lately I have been faced with some situations that leave me understanding it 
on a personal level, which is not completely comfortable.  

We moved a lot when I was a kid.  I was born in the SF Bay Area while my dad was 
in grad school.  Then we moved to NW Massachusetts so he could teach.  A few years 
later we moved back to the Bay Area, and lived on the Peninsula for most of my younger 
school years.  And thanks to my father’s job and my mother’s decision to find work that 
allowed her scheduling freedom we traveled all over the world almost every summer.  I 
spent time in the East Bay Area for college, a bit over a year in overseas after that…and 
eventually I ended up in Utah.  First in Alton, and eventually Moab.   

When I was 21 I met an old man somewhere between Alice Springs and Katherine, 
Australia who had never left the tiny town we were standing in.  I remember that strik-
ing me as amazing.  I was envious.  The reality of reaching 80+ years old and having 
only spent time in around 500 square kilometers was foreign and amazing to me.  It 
really got me thinking about sense of place and belonging.  

Mill Creek, of holding down 2 or 3 jobs just to stay here (and still being here), when you 
know what people mean when they give you only 4 digits for their phone number.   

The Todd River runs through Alice Springs.  When I was in Alice I was told that those 
who saw the river flow some number of times (I can’t now remember if it was 1 or 3) 
were never leaving.  That “river” is a huge sandy wash that rarely flows.

I now understand better some of the distrust and suspicion I felt from time to time 
when I first moved to and started working in Moab.  Recently, to my surprise I have 
found myself feeling what I suspect are similar feelings of distrust and suspicion, pos-
sessiveness and defensiveness at times.   Unfortunately I probably have allowed those 
feelings to impact my behavior from time to time as well.  I am not very comfortable 
with that behavior in myself, and I certainly do not like those feelings.  But I think I am 
starting to understand where they come from. 

I heard someone in Moab once say you’re a local here when you have started at least 
one business and failed.   Perhaps that alludes to a piece of being “local” - it is being 
invested in what is the community and helping find solutions to challenges.  Being 
invested can manifest itself in different ways for different people, old Moab families or 
newly arrived residents.  For me, being invested in the community means that you seek 
understanding and solutions and have taken the time to learn, at least as much as is pos-
sible, the history of the place and people.  Probably it is why I read the Zephyr so much 
when I first arrived.  This paper has always had old photos and stories from people who 
have lived here since Moab was called Moab.  I found books like The Far Country and 
have scoured The Grand Valley Times to learn about the people and place I ended up 
calling home. 

I thought I’d go out on a bit of a limb and write about this now.  I’d write about it 
while tensions are a little high and the topic is not very easy.  I’d write about it because 
sometimes it is good to air those unspoken, uncomfortable things.  I have no solutions 
(though I wish I did), but sometimes airing those things transforms them a little bit into 
something else, hopefully something better or at least less distasteful. 

We all agree…”they” are all wrong …or are they?
Two months ago in a public meeting about public land use a participant stated that it 

would be better if it was 30 years ago because then all the people interested in wilder-
ness and conservation designations wouldn’t be here.  This oversimplifies the issues, 
and more importantly makes it impossible to communicate about the challenges that 
face us all.  I wish it was 30 years ago here too, and I only got here around 22 years ago.  

There was something comfortable about going to the grocery store or post office and 
recognizing over half the people in the store.  Lately I find myself out in town, even in 
winter, surrounded by a sea of faces I don’t recognize.  When you have been used to 
recognizing most faces when you run errands (even if you may not actually know the 
people behind those faces) it is a little disconcerting to realize that you recognize almost 
no one in the market or post office in winter.   It isn’t a bad thing, and I certainly get 
errands run a little faster when there are not lines at checkout.  I do miss the impromptu 
conversations with all kinds of people I haven’t seen in ages.

As a Conservation District Supervisor, from time to time I have the privilege of meet-
ing and talking with farmers from all over the state.  I am definitely the odd duck in 
these meetings.  The first state convention I went to I was mostly was quiet and listened.  
I learned a lot.  I learned about what is grown where in this state – there is more agricul-
ture here than most may realize.  There is a deep understanding of and respect for the 
landscape within the agricultural community that is not readily recognized or under-
stood by newcomers from urban and suburban areas.  Last year I was asked to present 
to the convention about Grand County’s agriculture.   I talked about how for a small 
rural county our problems are more urban than most of rural Utah.  I talked about bees, 
and the Youth Garden Project, that we produce some cows in Grand County, and sheep 
but our agriculture is mostly small compared to the rest of the state and we herd more 
bikes than cows anymore.  And about how much of the small amount of agricultural 
land in Grand County now grows houses rather than food.

I listened to presentations from the 6 other Conservation District zones.  Some about 
entire regions of the state, others about smaller projects.  I realized that while my 
upbringing could not be more different and my journey to my place in Utah has been a 
little off the wall; while I grow native plants, and most everyone else in the room grows 
cows, hay, chickens or other crops; that by being there, by listening and learning, I was 
starting to understand more about Utah.  While our starting points may be very differ-
ent we all share challenges of how to get water to our crops, how to control weeds, how 
to make a living in agriculture.  

One thing at the many meetings I have been to, Conservation District and otherwise, 
that I have noticed is a tendency for issues to be raised for discussion with the preface “I 
know we all agree,….”.  Often I don’t agree, sometimes I quite vehemently do not agree, 
but that usually is not something I am comfortable raising in a room full of 400 people 
(or sometimes even in a smaller group of 10).  Usually when I hear something beginning 
with the phrase “I know we all agree” I am pretty sure I am not the only one in the room 
who doesn’t agree.  There is a danger in assuming membership to a group implies all 
members agree on all topics.   Speaking for myself I know I am a mass of contradictions 
when it comes to land use topics.   

I know people assume they know my opinions since I am a transplant; or because I 
am a boater; or because I grow native plants for revegetation; or because I have spent a 
number of years working on Russian olive removal and regenerating native plant com-
munities along Mill Creek in town.   I suspect they would be surprised if they knew my 
actual thoughts on many topics, though usually I am not asked.  

By labeling ourselves and each other as real local and newcomer assumes all of us 

I’m starting to understand the “old versus new” tension in Moab.  I accept, and in 
many ways deeply appreciate, that I will never be a “true” local.  With my background 
there is really nowhere I am “local”.  I have some envy for those who have been born 
and raised here and know the it intimately and have connections to places through 
generations.  In the modern Western world being connected over a long period of time, 
through generations, is no longer common.  It lends a different perspective and under-
standing to a place that is not necessarily better than other perspectives, but it is differ-
ent and extremely valuable.  Having long history with a place leads to a deep caring for 
the long term future of the place.  

My husband Ray has roots in Moab.  His great grandfather was Moab’s first doctor.  
His Uncle Mitch and Aunt Mary started Tag-A-Long Tours, one of the foundational 
businesses of our current tourist economy.  But Ray’s grandmother, Mitch’s sister 
Ramona, moved to Walnut Creek and Ray was born and raised in the SF Bay Area.   He 
started coming here in 1974 to work summers for Mitch and moved here soon after 
school.  He’s been here over 35 years, but is Ray local?

A part of what sets a local (from any area) apart is shared experiences and invest-
ment in the community.  You can have roots, like Ray, but shared experiences do define 
your understanding of place.   Whether it is learning to navigate the dirt roads around 
Moab with or without a four wheel drive, of river expeditions and rescues, of amazing 
waterfalls on the river road, of the sound and ground shaking of a huge flash flood in 

This topic has been 
on my mind a lot lately 
– this “how local are 
you” discussion.   
A part of me is tired 
of it – after living here 
over 20 years and 
feeling the distrust and 
suspicion.  But lately 
I have been faced with 
some situations that 
leave me understand
ing it on a personal 
level, which is 
not completely 
comfortable. 
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“newcomers” agree, as do all the “real locals” we highlight what divides us.  And com-
munication stops.   

Are we just repeating ourselves?
When I first started working in Moab on desert and riparian regeneration I spent 

some time researching the land and water use in the Mill Creek watershed.  I learned 
a lot.  Mill Creek through town has not always been as it is today.  At the turn of the 
century in the Grand Valley Times I found an article about floods widening and deepen-
ing Mill Creek by as much as 5’+ in one event.   There were stories with complaints from 
miners on the mountain upset at the overgrazing from the tens of 1000s of sheep on the 
mountain.   Jim Walker told me stories of 500 West being deep in sheep poop for days 
when the sheep were driven from the range through town to the rail lines.

be a problem?  There were fewer people traveling then; base jumping and slack lining 
didn’t exist; OHVs and ATVs were not commonly owned; and there were no companies 
specializing in manufacturing personal rafts and stand up paddle boards.  So many 
things that could not have been anticipated then have changed everything.  Thanks to 
the Travel Council advertising paid for by transient room tax dollars, and an ever grow-
ing world population with apparently bottomless disposable income to come play, the 
solution to Moab’s economic woes of the 80s has become a monster.   

Because of decisions made to invite the world to play in Moab more people have 
moved here – for work, for retirement, for a lot of reasons.   Without those transplants 
there would not be enough workers for the jobs now created, and there would not be 
enough population base in the ever shortening off season to keep Moab businesses in 
business.

Those who recently moved here seem to feel they see things more clearly and can pin 
point what is wrong or that could, or should, be done better.  Sometimes they might be 
right.  The problem comes when those new residents don’t acknowledge that a lot was 
done right here too, and that the town and community that has been here for genera-
tions deserves some respect and credit for scratching it out for so long.  People whose 
fathers and grandfathers, mothers and grandmothers lived here before there was power 
or a water system, when Main Street was dirt and there were few stores in town, when 
Uranium came and the first big boom hit Moab and then faded leaving children with no 
way to make a living.  People who built our infrastructure, roads, water system, all those 
things that make the town possible.  These families are still here, and while they may 
have a different appreciation and perspective on the landscape and how to care for it, 
they made it here and care for this place deeply.  Listening to their stories and perspec-
tives about how we got to where we are today is a critical part of figuring out how to be 
prepared for new challenges tomorrow.  

I learned about various ways that water was used from the creek, and all kinds of ways 
people tried to get to it in the upper reaches, and in town to steal it.  In more recent his-
tory, I learned about plans for a dam to be built in Mill Creek Canyon above the power 
dam, I think near the confluence of right and left hand.  I learned about the community 
fights and saw articles with could have been published just this past winter and the 
rhetoric might have been mistaken for new news.  And from what some locals in the 
1990s told me, it sounds like the community was as divided about the dam as it is now 
about oil and gas extraction.  After Teton Dam collapsed the plan was changed, and we 
now have Ken’s Lake.  

In these same papers were stories about the first power in town, about dust storms, 
bridge wash outs, and uranium.  The boom period of the town was apparent, and then 
the collapse.  The challenges of the 80s, of no jobs, people leaving town.  And then tour-
ism.

  
Blame, responsibility or just problem 
solving without a crystal ball?
Remember it was “true locals” who 30 or so years ago invited the world to Moab 

because the uranium boom busted and there were no jobs here, plenty of housing just 
no work.  One thing this place certainly has is some amazing and unique scenery to hike, 
bike, raft, and four wheel to visit even more amazing places, and it certainly seemed 
wise to capitalize on it.   Our current troubles with housing and infrastructure started 
with those seemingly benign invitations.  How could people coming to visit possibly 

When it comes down to it – we all live here, whether by birth or by choice (or both), 
and as a community we face some pretty big challenges.  Anyone who owns a business 
today, or simply tries to drive down Main Street, knows that Moab is booming.  And as 
with all booms, this boom is stressing infrastructure, and meaning nearly every business 
is hiring or needs more help.   The last big boom here resulted in trailers everywhere 
(among other things).  One of those is still out back behind my house.  Our sewer plant 
needs replacing.  Everyone I know, whether working for a tourist oriented business or 
not, is so over the top busy that they have little time for anything, even getting out on the 
water or for a hike.  And we have to lock our doors when we leave the house now.

Regardless of the source of these challenges – the decision to encourage tourism made 
by some who have been here the longest, or the decision of those of us who have moved 
here lately to fill jobs or to move here just because we like it here - we face these chal-
lenges now as a group.  I hope we can all move past labels and blame and start to really 
communicate with each other.  While Moab is inexorably changed, all booms do bust 
eventually, and then all we have is community to keep things going.

Kara Dohrenwend lives in Moab and is a regular contributor to The Zephyr.
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THE ‘RICH GREEN BENEFACTOR’ DEBATE---REVISITED
RE: VENTURE CAPITALIST DAVID BONDERMAN...’FACTS?’  OR ‘FLUFF?’

Jim Stiles

About 15 years ago, I became aware that some of the world’s wealthiest bank-
ers, financiers, and industrialists were throwing huge amounts of money at this 
country’s mainstream environmental organizations. The ‘contributions’ trick-
led all the way all the way down to the grass roots; in exchange, many of these 
mega-wealthy benefactors acquired positions of influence, often as members of 
the groups’ boards of directors.

My story proposed that Bondo open up his 10,000+ square foot palace to the 
homeless.  I’d heard that he rarely visits his Moab digs and spends much of the 
year up at 30,000 feet, in his Gulfstream, cutting deals in exotic places around 
the globe (He also owns a 12,000 square foot mansion in Aspen). So I argued, 
“A lot of Moabites in need of affordable housing could be accommodated at 
Bonderman’s palace. He’s not there…what the hell does Dave care? I’m sure he 
has some caretakers in residence who can keep an eye on the place and make 
sure everyone is picking up after themselves.”

The story was posted in 2011, but was linked on a facebook page again, last 
month. It created a small furor. One Moabite complained, “Jim Stiles once 
again fails to say anything relevant. In all my years of reading his paper I cer-
tainly laugh but nothing real is actually in it. There are a lot of real solutions to 
the housing situation in Moab but they don’t sell ads in the Zephyr.”

And he wrote that he “actually has facts and Jim has a handful of fluff.”  He 
complained that all The Zephyr had done for the local economy was to “prop up 
a bitter writer.”

One day, I was in Salt Lake City, visiting a “prominent Utah environmental-
ist,” and I asked for his thoughts. How seriously had Utah’s ‘green’ organiza-
tions been affected by this kind of financial support?  While there were many 
to consider, the most disturbing to him was a venture capitalist named David 
Bonderman. Bonderman was (and is) the founding partner and the real power 
at TPG Capital, a private equity firm with more than $65 billion in assets; TPG 
is invested across the country and around the world. To get an idea of just how 
vast the TPG empire is, here is a link to their portfolios:

https://tpg.com/portfolio
http://www.tpggrowth.com/portfolio.php

Since then, I’ve written maybe half a dozen articles about Bonderman and 
posted dozens of links from publications like Forbes, the Wall Street Journal 
and the New York Times, about his activities and their effect and influence to 
the environment and the economy. But once, four years ago, I wrote, in frustra-
tion as much as an effort to be funny, a satirical piece. It ran under this title and 
link:

Moab Affordable Housing? A Zephyr Solution— ‘McBonderman 
House’…15,000 square feet for the homeless, & acres and acres of 
bottom land for the biggest community veggie garden in the Four 
Corners!

http://www.canyoncountryzephyr.com/blog/2012/01/06/moab-afforable-
housing-a-zephyr-solution-mcbonderman-house-15000-square-feet-for-the-
homeless-acres-and-acres-of-bottom-land-for-the-biggest-community-veg-
gie-garden-in-the-four-corners/

I admit to being frustrated and disappointed by the comments. The idea 
that this man has been faithfully reading The Zephyr for years and could find 
nothing but ‘fluff’ was disheartening to me. Either he’d missed many, many 
issues, was a victim of selective amnesia, or  had a problem comprehending the 
information or retaining it.

I later learned that the critic was, in fact, the caretaker of Bonderman’s Moab 
McMansion, so I at least understood his motivation to complain. But I also 
knew that despite his own vested self-interests, there are many other ‘progres-
sives’ like him in the Moab community who fail to see the problem with Mr. 
Bonderman—many of them, of course, have been recipients of his donations as 
well.

Maybe it’s time to re-visit at the “rich benefactor” debate. When is it appro-
priate to accept financial support from persons or entities we may not feel com-
pletely in sync with? Years ago, I considered this very point, in my long essay, 
‘The Greening of Wilderne$$, part 2’...

Environmentalists face extraordinary and persistent opposition from well-
funded lobbyists and corporations who have unlimited amounts of money. 
The argument made, over and over again by the green community is that it 
must have the financial  resources to fight the “bad guys,” and that the gener-
ous contributions of the mega-wealthy are an indispensable aspect of that 
strategy.

And it is true that philanthropy by the very wealthy has greatly enriched 
and improved American Life. Colleges and universities, museums, art gal-
leries, libraries, medical research—all of these institutions have flourished 
in part at least to the generosity of a limited few. Humanitarian aid by the 
wealthy to provide food and shelter and medical assistance to disaster victims 
around the world is universally praised.

But when it comes to social and political issues, where opinions vary and 
philosophies clash, the line between charitable giving and undue influence 
becomes a blur. Can a social activist accept money from an individual or com-
pany, whose goals and strategies stand in direct contradiction to those of the 
recipient? For example, years ago, Harvard University was forced to divest 
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itself of stock investments with Exxon Oil because the company operated in 
South Africa and many critics believed the company contributed to apartheid 
there. Harvard eventually sold its stock to avoid any suggestion of impropri-
ety or charges of hypocrisy. It is a frequent dilemma.

Should environmentalists have the same concerns? And do these wealthy 
benefactors offer their financial resources out of genuine fears for the planet’s 
well-being and a desire to improve the quality of our environment, or is it 
simply one more public relations enhancement for their global corporate port-
folios? Or even worse, is it a way of controlling and diverting policy decisions 
that might well impact their own financial interests?

In 2006,  Harold Shepherd, then the Issues Director of the Moab, Utah 
based Redrock Forests has noted, “...perhaps in the 21st Century, idealism is 
no longer applicable.”

Is this what we expected? Was this our plan to save the planet?

THE ISSUES...& THE CONTRADICTIONS?
What are the issues and crises that are most critical to progressive/environ-

mentalists in 2015? And can the financial support of  mega-billionaires like 
David Bonderman be justified? Can the ends justify the means?  Consider these 
issues that are of importance to environmentalists in Utah and Mr. Bonder-
man’s connection to them, from both sides of the issue..

next page...

WILDERNESS:
Environmentalists in Utah, led by the Southern Utah Wilderness Alliance 

(SUWA), support the Red Rock Wilderness Bill, that calls for the protection of 
9.2 million acres of public lands administered by the Bureau of Land Manage-
ment (BLM). The Grand Canyon Trust, with offices in Moab and home to its 
executive director and Utah staff also support RRWA. Bonderman sits on the 
Board of Directors of the GCT and is a major financial supporter of both.

BUT...Within its vast portfolio, TPG has invested heavily in the energy sector. 
Previous commitments by the firm in the energy sector include Alinta Energy, 
Amyris, Beta Renewables, Belden & Blake Corporation, China Renewable 
Energy, Copano Energy, Delta Dunia, Denbury Resources, Elevance Renewable 
Sciences, Energy Future Holdings (formerly TXU Corp.), Greenko, Maverick 
American Natural Gas, MI Energy, Northern Tier Energy, Texas Genco and 
Valerus Compression Services.

In October 2010, TPG Capital announced that, “it has formed a new venture, 
Petro Harvester Oil & Gas, LLC, to invest in oil and gas producing properties in 
North America. TPG expects the company will acquire substantial exploration 
and production (“E&P”) assets over the next several years.”

In March 2011, Petro Harvester gained membership in the Western Energy 
Alliance. The WEA was “founded in 1974 as the Independent Petroleum Asso-
ciation of Mountain States, (and) is a non-profit trade association representing 
more than 400 companies engaged in all aspects of environmentally respon-
sible exploration and production of oil and natural gas in the West.” 

Two years ago, they expressed their opposition to SUWA’s wilderness bill: 
“The Red Rocks Wilderness Act has failed over two decades because politicians 
outside the West propose huge areas without consideration of conditions on the 
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RICH GREEN BENEFACTORS...
(CONTINUED)

ground, such as whether the lands even meet wilderness criteria, or the impacts 
on jobs, economic activity, and local recreation.”

Whose side is Bonderman on?

OIL AND GAS EXTRACTION & HYDRAULIC FRACTURING
Progressives and environmentalists in southeast Utah vigorously oppose 

hydraulic fracturing.

BUT... in 2010, TPG’s  Petro Harvester announced that it had,  “acquired a 
package of producing properties in the Williston Basin of North Dakota. The 
assets include production and acreage in over 20 fields with most of the cur-
rent value in four concentrated areas where we have high working interests and 
operational controls. The acquisition includes interest in 145 wells that produce 
from depths of 3,000 feet to 6,000 feet...Additional upside potential includes 
deeper tests, enhanced fracturing techniques, and field extension through 3-D 
seismic.”

Does Bonderman oppose fracking in Utah but support it in North Dakota? 
And elsewhere? Likewise, do environmentalists’ concerns about fracking stop 
at the Utah state border?

the planet.
BUT... included in TPG’s investment portfolio is AgraQuest, “ a biotechnology 

company focused on discovering, manufacturing and marketing highly effective 
pest management products for agricultural, institutional and home markets.”  
Monanto recently announced a new partnership with the TPG company. It is “ a 
collaboration to evaluate the potential use of AgraQuest’s pipeline of biopesticide 
leads to develop seed treatments for Monsanto’s core crops and vegetables.”

GMOs...Yes? Or No?

COAL
Environmentalists support efforts to reduce fossil-fuel emissions and have 

advocated for the complete elimination of coal as a source of energy.
BUT...In 2007, TPG and other private equity companies bought TXU utilities 

in Texas, creating Energy Future Holdings (EFH) in the process.  It was the larg-
est leveraged buyout in history. It was also claimed as a great victory for environ-
mentalists when the new owners reduced the number of proposed new coal-fired 
plants, though it still operated and maintained some of the dirtiest lignite-fired 
power stations in the country.

Andrew Ross Sorkin, the respected reporter for the New York Times, had a 
more realistic view of the buyout. In a February 2007 story called, “Many Shades 
of Green,” Sorkin noted that it was the collapse of TXU stock, driven down by 
worried investors who feared what eleven new power plants would do to the fi-
nancial stability of the company, that caught TPG’s eye in the first place. Private 
equity firms are always on the lookout for undervalued companies and this was 
one of them. The revenues from the utility that would have gone to the construc-
tion of the power plants would now be used to pay off the cost of the acquisition. 
And it continued to operate (and defend) the dirtiest lignite-fueled power sta-
tions in the nation.

In 2014, EFH filed for bankruptcy.

POLLUTION  LITIGATION AT EFH...CONFLICTED LOYALTIES?
Environmental groups have, for decades, used litigation and the courts to 

block or restrict corporate polluters. According to Wikipedia, “EFH and its 
Luminant subsidiary are the subject of litigation by the Sierra Club for alleged 
violations of the Clean Air Act at the Big Brown Plant, and in 2013 a federal dis-
trict court judge ruled in favor of Sierra Club on a motion by EFH to stop or slow 
the case from coming to trial.”

BUT...two years later, EFH announced that, “a federal district judge in Waco 
ruled for Luminant in a lawsuit brought by the Sierra Club alleging Clean Air 
Act violations at the Big Brown Power Plant in Freestone County...Following a 
three-day non-jury trial, Judge Walter S. Smith, Jr. ruled that no violations had 
occurred at the plant and denied all of the Sierra Club’s requested relief.”

The question might be asked, where do Utah environmentalists’ loyalties lie? 
Do they mourn the Sierra Club’s defeat? (The judge called their lawsuit ‘frivo-
lous.’) Or do they congratulate their benefactor? Would groups like SUWA and 
the Grand Canyon Trust agree that the Sierra Club’s lawsuit was ‘frivolous,’ or 
would they believe that once again the courts have ruled in favor of corporate 
giants?

 It’s a unique position for enviros anywhere to find themselves in.

EPA REGULATIONS
New EPA regulations that would apply serious restrictions on oil and gas de-

velopment, and a consortium of environmental groups, including SUWA wrote 
to the EPA, complaining that the new rules didn’t go far enough. In part, they 
complained:

“Oil and gas development threatens local communities by emitting smog-
forming compounds that can lead to serious respiratory illness as well as toxic 
chemicals that cause cancer. Drilling and development also pose a threat 
nationally and globally by emitting substantial amounts of methane, a potent 
greenhouse gas that causes global warming.”

BUT...the Western Energy Alliance, supported by Petro Harvester/TPG Capi-
tal, opposes the new EPA regulations.

Does Bonderman support SUWA or WEA ?

ENDANGERED SPECIES PROTECTION...THE SAGE GROUSE
Environmentalists have expressed their strong support for the protection of 

the Sage Grouse. SUWA recently wrote: “The USFWS has a chance to save the 
Gunnison sage grouse from extinction by protecting this bird under the Endan-
gered Species Act and designating the habitat that the birds need to survive as 
‘critical habitat.’  In Utah, roughly 3,000 acres of redrock wilderness overlaps 
with the proposed critical habitat designation...Decisive actions like these could 
put these birds on the road to recovery.”

BUT...In Wyoming, the greater sage grouse faces similar habitat threats, 
particularly from oil and gas expansion near Pinedale. But Jonah Energy, 
which was acquired by TPG Capital in 2014 for $1.8 billion, has fought efforts 
to extend “core area protection” to more than 173,000 acres. For Wyo4news, 
Angus Theurmer writes, “Jonah Energy’s Paul Ulrich, director of government 
affairs and regulatory issues, has argued against extending state protections to 
cover NPL. But he said lease ownership itself doesn’t guarantee unbridled de-
velopment. ‘An existing lease does not ensure your acreage is not in core area,’ 
he said recently.”

GMOs
Environmentalists oppose the use of GMOs (Genetically Manipulated Organ-

isms) in the production of food in the United States. Monsanto, for years, has 
been one of the most despised–and often with good reason—corporations on 

HUMAN RIGHTS ABUSES, RUSSIA & VLADIMIR PUTIN
Most progressives abhor the recent human rights abuses waged by Russia’s 

Vladimir Putin. President Obama addressed those concerns last year. He said, 
“Russia’s leadership is challenging truths that only a few weeks ago seemed 
self-evident: that in the 21st century, the borders of Europe cannot be redrawn 
with force, that international law matters; and that people and nations can 
make their own decisions about their future,” Obama said.

BUT...David Bonderman sees it differently. According to the Wall Street 
Journal, “David Bonderman, who has contributed millions of dollars to Demo-
cratic candidates and groups, remains on the advisory board of a Russian state-
owned investment firm despite the economic sanctions placed by the United 
States on Russia this week.”

And why does Bonderman stand by Mr. Putin? This is from the Official Web-
site of the Government of the Russian Federation…”Prime Minister Vladimir 

Does Bonderman oppose 
fracking in Utah but 
support it in North Dakota? 
And elsewhere? Likewise, 
do environmentalists’ 
concerns about fracking 
stop at the Utah 
state border?

Bonderman to Putin:  
“Thank you very much for 
your nice words. First of 
all, I would like to say that 
we were all very impressed 
with your speech at the fo-
rum today….In my opinion, 
you have laid out all impor-
tant issues directly, openly, 
and candidly, which is not 
often the case with govern-
ment officials.” 
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Putin held a meeting with Texas Pacific Group Investment Fund President 
David Bonderman”:

Bonderman to Putin:  “Thank you very much for your nice words. First of 
all, I would like to say that we were all very impressed with your speech at the 
forum today….In my opinion, you have laid out all important issues directly, 
openly, and candidly, which is not often the case with government officials.” 

Do Progressives share Bonderman’s views on Putin and human rights?

LIVING SIMPLY OR...HIGH CONSUMPTION vs 
LOW CONSUMPTION LIVES?
There was a time, in the not too distant past, when our obscene consumption 

of the planet’s resources was a concern to all environmentalists. Living simply, 
avoiding an extravagant lifestyle, was as vital and necessary a way to protect 
our land as fighting the extraction of the resources. There was an acknowledged 
connection between consumption and production.

BUT...David Bonderman is one of the most extravagant environmentalists 
on the planet. He owns palaces in Moab, Utah and Aspen, Colorado; he resides 
frequently in his Gulfstream jet. For his 60th birthday, he celebrated in style, at 
the Bellagio in Vegas, with the Rolling Stones for entertainment. For his 70th, 
he  hired Paul McCartney and John Fogarty. Each party cost between $6 and 
$10 million. To secure the Pavlovian loyalty of  his adoring guests, he gave each 
of them $1000 to contribute to their ‘favorite cause.’

CLIMATE CHANGE
Environmentalists, without exception, believe that Climate Change is real, 

that the science proves it, and that unless efforts are made to deal with the 
threat, the planet faces a crisis on an unprecedented scale.

BUT...David Bonderman is chairman of the board of directors of Ryanair, 
a discount airline in Great Britain that has recently come under attack from 
Green groups and even the Environment Minister of the British government.

His handpicked CEO, Michael O’Leary, has worked furiously to make Ryanair 

recognize that climate change is a genuine problem.”
Later O’Leary made his sentiments clearer, when he simply called climate 

change, “Bullshit.” And so, Ryanair continues to maintain that calls for carbon 
taxes are “scams” and that much of the global warming fears are nothing but 
“environmental hysteria.” In so doing, Mr. O’Leary sets a tone far different than 
the one Bonderman plays in the U.S.

   
So...those are some requested facts (part 2 will come later) and I hope that at 

least a few of The Zephyr’s critics will be honest enough to have read them. I’m 
hoping, but I’m not optimistic, because it doesn’t fit their preconceived notions 
about Bonderman, about this publication, and most notably, about themselves.  
If someone had told me, twenty years ago, that Moab’s liberal/progressive con-
stituents would embrace and defend a billionaire, known globally as the “King 
of the leveraged buyout,” who’s deeply invested in polluting coal-fired utilities 
in Texas and in oil and gas extraction across the country and the world, and 
who buddies up to Vladimir Putin, I would never have believed it.

Finally, the progressives may want to consider one last wrinkle: what does 
Bonderman (and other wealthy benefactors) get from them? Why, after all, 

the largest airline in Europe. In 2005, he and Bonderman moved forward with 
plans to buy 70 new Boeing 737-800 aircraft. He has also steadfastly and loudly 
opposed efforts to place environmental restrictions on the airline industry. 
According to the UK newspaper, The Guardian, “Mr O’Leary said: ‘Most of this 
environmental hysteria is an excuse for the government to raise tax revenues. 
People are being scammed here.’

Ian Pearson, the UK Environment Minister said, “When it comes to climate 
change, Ryanair are not just the unacceptable face of capitalism, they are the 
irresponsible face of capitalism. O’Leary just seems to take pride in refusing to 

Later O’Leary made  
his sentiments 
clearer, when he simply 
called climate change, 
“Bullshit.” 

would a man give this much money to environmentalist groups, when his life-
long dedication to private equity, wherever it may lead,  often pursues environ-
mentally destructive business decisions?

By taking Bonderman’s money, and granting him a seat on their Boards of 
Directors, environmentalist groups give him credibility. Despite a lifetime of 
the worst sort of capitalist excesses, he can call himself a “philanthropist” and 
progressives willingly nod in agreement. He’s been given a good name in circles 
where he deserves the sternest criticism.

And he’s been given access. As a member of these environmentalist boards, 
he is privy to the planning of the very people who are, fundamentally, his 
adversary. And, while none of the groups would admit to it, Bonderman (and 
others)  almost certainly has some influence in the decisions made by those 
boards. Anyone who knows politics knows that money buys influence--and big 
money buys control. Now that these groups, even at the Utah grassroots, are 
dependent on Bonderman’s sizable donations, what principles would they sac-
rifice to keep that cash flowing? So far, we know they will ignore his behavior in 
other parts of America and around the globe. What if he finally sets his sights 
on Utah?

If Colorado Plateau environmentalists don’t already feel the grip of a moral 
dilemma, let’s hope they’d finally discover their sense of moral outrage...and a 
long denied time of introspection.

By taking Bonderman’s money, and granting him a seat on 
their Boards of Directors, environmentalist groups give 

him credibility. Despite a lifetime of the worst sort 
of capitalist excesses, he can call himself a “philanthropist” 

and progressives willingly nod in agreement. 
He’s been given a good name in circles where 

he deserves the sternest criticism.
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SMALL TOWNS 
IN THE
RURAL WEST...
IN THE 1940S/50S

Helper, Utah. 1950

Jerome, AZ
1953
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HERB RINGER came West from his home in New Jersey in 1939. Cam-
era in hand, Herb captured the American West, from the Canadian Bor-
der to the Rio Grande and from the Big Sur coast to the High Plains.

We believe Herb’s collection of Life in the West is one of the finest. His 
work has been published in The Zephyr for 20 years. I am pleased finally, 
to offer Herb’s photographs in color. We are also building a new ‘album’ 
of his work, elsewhere on this site.

My dear friend died on December 11, 1998...JS

Rhyolite, Nevada
1942

The Washoe Market in Reno, NV
1947
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Willie Flocko’s.....COUNTRY KITCHEN
 ‘In the 60s the Best Place to Eat 
  was Porcupine Ranch’
     By Bill Benge     (From the 2003 Zephyr Archives)

In the 1960s and into the early 70s, an island of civility, culture, beauty and
joie de vivre flourished in the upper reaches of Castle Valley—a veritable
Camelot known as Porcupine Ranch. This paradise was owned and operated
by Ray and Ethel Scovill.

Ethel was a formally educated scholar who had attended the University of
California, Berkeley and the Sorbonne in Paris. Ray was self-educated, more
or less (mostly more) and had a colorful and distinguished past. Among the
many hats he wore, Ray had been a professional hockey player, the owner of
an import/export firm, a Moab City Policeman, and the Moab Justice of the
Peace.

While he was a JP, Ray also ran a restaurant, located near the alley, behind
what is now the Back of Beyond Books. Ray could dispense justice all day, 
and dispense steaks and fries all evening with the same aplomb. When the 
Scovills retired and moved to Porcupine Ranch, they operated a “restaurant” 
of sorts, partly to offset expenses and partly due to their love of interesting 
people and eclectic conversation.

Dinners at Ray and Ethel’s were conducted in a “salon” atmosphere. One
might arrive at seven in the evening for cocktails. Discussions on any subject
might follow and go on for hours. Sometimes the topic might be 18th Century
French literature. Or it could be modern detective fiction. Or contemporary
politics. Or new wines from California. Dinner was served at Ray’s whim,
when he was good and ready, generally between ten and eleven, like it or not.

Dinner was served family-style at long tables and, with few exceptions, was
always the same. It started with French Onion Soup (Ray’s secret recipe), a
huge salad with Ray’s secret and patented salad dressing, followed by huge
two or three-inch sirloin steaks, served on a platter from which customers
would cut pieces to fit their appetite, and twice-fried French potatoes so that
they would puff up like a true French souffles potato.

Dessert was usually Bavarian Cream. On special occasions like birthdays,
Thanksgiving, Christmas, or Easter, Ray would prepare dishes beyond his
usual bill of fare. One of the best of his special dishes was Deviled Crab. This
recipe, like the onion soup and the salad dressing, was a carefully guarded
secret (Ray had a lot of secrets). However, at the time of Ray’s death, the 
recipe was passed along to a few of Ray’s closest friends. I was grateful to be 
on the list. Inasmuch as Ray has been gone for almost 30 years, I feel it is 
proper to release this recipe to the general public. Here it is:

RAY’S DEVILED CRAB
4 Tablespoons Butter
4 Tablespoons Flour
3 Cups Milk*
1 Pimento, finely chopped
2 Tablespoons chopped Green Pepper
1 Tablespoon chopped Parsley
1 Tablespoon sherry
1 Tablespoon Worcestershire Sauce
2 Teaspoons Dry Mustard
– Salt to taste
2 Cups canned, flaked Crab Meat
2 Hardboiled Eggs, chopped
– Grated Parmesan Cheese

Make a sauce of butter, flour and milk; add all remaining ingredients except 
cheese.  Turn into greased baking dishes (preferably greased scallop dishes) 
and sprinkle with cheese.
Bake in 375 degree oven for about 20 minutes.

* Ray always used condensed milk as it kept better, Porcupine Ranch being
an hour or more from Moab. Therefore I always use condensed milk for 
historical reasons. Use one can of condensed milk and the remainder water to 
make 3 cups.

I hope that all of you will try this recipe and enjoy it, and for those of you
who knew Ray and Ethel, I hope this recipe will bring back fond memories.

For those of you who didn’t know the Scovills, I’m sorry that you missed two
wonderful people and a place and time that was magic.

This recipe is dedicated to Pam, Ross, Donna, Steve, Jim, Adrien, Sam, Barr,
Susan, Sylvia, Sal and all the rest of Ray’s “special family.”

Bill Benge died on October 20, 2006.

Attendance at the “restaurant” was, by and large, by invitation only or, if
they were lucky, prospective diners could call and request a reservation. If 
they were really lucky. Generally, one needed a “recommend” from someone 
within the Scovills’ Inner Circle of Porcupine patrons.

Ray was always very blunt with potential customers; if they weren’t on the
recommend list he told them. And if he simply wasn’t in the mood to serve, 
he didn’t. It was that simple.

Whenever there was a film being shot in the area, the actors and crew could
often be found dining at the ranch. Customers included John Wayne (who 
Ray liked), Betty Davis (who Ray also liked) and Terrence Stamp (who he 
despised).

It might be noted that Ray’s first impressions were usually irreversible
and required immediate action. If Ray Scovill didn’t like someone, they were
history. Immediately. Even before the meal had begun. A Ray Rejection was  
ordered to leave the premises and a long walk that required a several mile 
trek to the main Castle Valley road and an even longer journey back to Moab.

Bill “Willie Flocko” Benge, in 1973.
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“more poets. fewer lawyers...”  Ed Abbey

---Amy Brunvand

Amy Brunvand is a librarian, 
writer, and part-time nature 
mystic from Salt Lake City, Utah.  
She agrees with Edward Abbey 
that the environmental movement 
needs more poets and fewer law-
yers (even though some of her best 
friends are lawyers).

Cedar Mesa 

WHEREAS, Utah favors protecting the remarkably scenic, recreation-
al, and sensitive  areas of the San Rafael Swell and Cedar Mesa areas, 
however the highest and best use of vast tracts of land in those areas is 
continued grazing and environmentally sensitive energy and mineral 
development  -- SCR 11,  UT Legislature, 2010

If only there were less grass
Compromising the rocky purity
Of this empty desert
Where thin, ugly cows
From Pharaoh’s dream
Come up from the river
To graze among the reeds. 

If only the unruly squawk of birds,
The random rush of wind,
Had a more steady dynamo hum,
A constant thumping beat
Rhythmic and pleasing
Drumming out an oily
Promise of plenty. 

If only there were more roads,
Sidewinding dust snaking
Beneath speeding wheels
To coat our way of life
In grey soft-focus grit
This dry trampled sand
Would twist itself into a devil
And simply blow away. 

The enemy ancestors
Abandoned their stone houses
Among these canyons,
gorges, mesas and buttes,
Their horned dancing devils,
Their shattered pottery,
We have no further use
For those discarded things. 

Objects to be protected
Should be stacked in paper boxes,
Alphabetized in filing cabinets,
Given proper care and management
So that we may stand in silence,
With bowed heads and folded hands
By their lovely glass coffins. 

We must not build
Staggering monuments,
No obelisks or shrines,
No feigned object
Pretending to Earthly paradise
In this forsaken antique land.
There is nothing here
We care to remember,
Nothing in these vast tracts
We could not put to higher and better use.

We must compress
This unnecessary scenery,
Squeeze it down
To the size of a postcard,
Stamp it, send it surface mail
To the overreaching bureaucrats
With a little white lie:
Wish you where here.
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That fall of 1931 the snow came early and it was cold at the head of the valley. 
I had trouble finding wood I could cut for the sheep camp. Grandma sent me a 
chocolate cake and some apricot jam. I thought it was the best I ever tasted. I 
had not seen my kids for about six weeks and Mary and Jack Pogue were off on 
one of their many trips to Missouri. I really missed them. It was mighty lone-
some.

There were several houses in La Sal that the owners had left. Mr. Redd got one 
of those for Earl’s sister and four children could move into. The country gave 
them aid, food, and clothes. She was close enough so Earl could help with the 
wood.

   
Earl did not have a job, and after his sister moved I only had to buy 50 lbs. of 

flour a week. We hauled water from the La Sal store as most of the people did 
who lived on the La Sal Flats. When it snowed we melted the snow. It took a lot 
of snow to get enough water for the big washings we had for so many people.

   Neva did most of the cooking; she made very good light bread. I kept up the 
house, did the washings and ironing, made all the girl’s clothes, including my 
own and Neva’s. Made quilt tops and repaired all the old quilts that were wear-
ing out. (I still do that, cover old quilts and make new ones.)

MY PERSONAL HISTORY
Life & Times in Southeast Utah...part 6

Verona Stocks

    
 
This is the young cowboy I met that night who did not want to play the guitar 

with me. He was a happy man, laughing and talking to everyone, and very 
much a friend to young and old alike. His best friend was a young man Lynn 
Day, and Lynn’s Mother, Janet Day, Pete Stocks always called her his second 
mother.

   I had been alone in the hills so much, that watching these people joking 
and teasing each other, and laughing together was very fascinating to me. Felix 
could sure mix in with Pete and Lynn, even though he was much younger. Dad 
was enjoying himself.

   Pete and Felix got together whenever they had a chance because they both 
liked to ride horses and if one bucked, that was fun too.

   Pete had a horse that did tricks. She did not look like much, but if he told 
her she was dead she would lie down, stretch out and close her eyes. When he 
told her she was lazy she got up. When he whistled a certain tune she danced. 
He got on her and whirled a rope around her. She walked or trotted through 
the loop. She had many other tricks he had taught her. He really had a way with 
animals.

 
   
Two days before Thanksgiving Dad and Felix came to the sheep camp. Dad 

thought it would be easier for him to herd the sheep than to live with so many 
people. I hated to leave him but I sure wanted to see my kids and I knew Felix 
would be coming back to stay with him.

   We left the sheep camp in a blizzard. The roads were slick, but Felix was a 
good driver. When we reached Blue Hill we caught up with some people in an 
old Model T Ford truck. It was overloaded. There was a woman and several kids 
trying to push it, not a good pair of shoes in the bunch. Their clothes were thin 
and ragged. There were several young children peeking out from various places 
on the truck. We told them we thought it best to go back to Moab, but no, they 
were from Okla. dust bowl and were headed for California. We helped them up 
the hill and told them they had better stop for the night at Kane Springs. I have 
often wondered if they ever made it.

   When we arrived at La Sal I sure understood Dad’s preference for the sheep 
camp. Too many people in the house and no place for him to rest. The next 
day while buying supplies for a Thanksgiving dinner I talked to Leland Redd. 

   Earl got a job soon after Christmas. I believe it was February or March 
the Vern Bliss traded his ranch in Browns Hole for the Martin ranch in Castle 
Valley. Earl and Neva moved to Browns Hole and Dad got his room back so he 
could rest.

   
We consigned our 1932 wool crop for about 18 cents a pound. We had 1025 

sheep in the herd. 180 belonged to Dad and 110 to Larsons. They were sheared 
on the homestead below Stocks Flats. Uncle Felix, my brother Felix, and Tom 
Hudson sheared some also, and I do not remember who else sheared. An-
nie and Tom lived there and she cooked for the crew. I herded the sheep and 
helped her.

   When the shearing was finished the lambing started. My brother Felix, 
age 16 March 7, and I handled the lambing. We worked it as Bob and I did; he 
tended the sheep before they lambed, and I took care of the mother sheep with 
the new lambs. However, when a ewe had trouble while lambing, Felix came for 
me. I got to be a pretty good sheep midwife. I delivered lots of lambs; some of 
them Felix had to help me with.

   The first part of May the lambing was finished and we moved toward Dry 
Valley and closer to the La Sal ranch. Felix had to stay at the ranch and help get 
the crops in. Felicia stayed with me. The way she stayed was a night or two at 
the camp, then riding horseback to Browns Hole and a day or two there. Then 
back to the camp with some fresh garden produce. Another day or two in camp, 
then a trip to the ranch. She brought from there eggs and butter and a few 
things we needed from the store. Felicia never seemed to mind the long rides. 
Felix came a few times and  moved the camp.

   
The people of Old La Sal had a good rodeo and dance on the 4th of July. Pete 

was a good rider. He rode the wild bulls from the range and some little wild 
mustangs. He showed Felix how to ride with just a surcingle or a rope. They 
had fun together. It was lonesome in Dry Valley herding those sheep when I 
would have preferred being at the dance.

   They got my car fixed so Felix and Nick came to the sheep camp to stay for 
awhile. They were caught up with the ranch work and I had to start canning. 
Uncle Felix and Grandma came from Moab to see another rodeo the La Sal 
people were having on the 24th. They also brought me some fruit to can. I had 
not seen my kids since early spring and Bob who was only three years old I was 
missing so much.

   We all went to the rodeo, but without Felix, Pete was the only rider and all 
went well until Pete was getting ready to ride the last bull. Someone who was 
holding its head gave it too much slack. It swung its head and caught Pete in 
the eye with a stubby horn. It broke some bones around the eye. He rode a pony 
after that while still in shock, and was going to ride another one when Jack got 
hold of him and took him to the house. That was a mean looking eye for a long 
time. He never went to the dance but Uncle Felix was there to play the guitar 
with Jack Stocks.

   
I did not go back to the sheep camp until September for I had canning to do 

This is the young cowboy I met that 
night who did not want to play the 

guitar with me. He was a happy man, 
laughing and talking to everyone, 
and very much a friend to young 

and old alike. 

Pete was the only rider and all went well until Pete 
was getting ready to ride the last bull. Someone who 
was holding its head gave it too much slack. It swung 

its head and caught Pete in the eye with a stubby horn. 
It broke some bones around the eye. He rode a pony 
after that while still in shock, and was going to ride 

another one when Jack got hold of him and took him 
to the house. That was a mean looking eye 

for a long time.
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besides making school clothes for the girls. Those few weeks at the ranch were 
wonderful, but the boys had to come home to put up hay and Nick had to go to 
school.

   While the boys were herding the sheep they lost part of the herd. They 
rounded up between three and four hundred ewes. A lot of the big lambs were 
missing because it was the better grade of sheep that had split off from the 
main herd. The coyotes had been living good and we did not have many lambs 
to sell that fall. After shipping the wether lambs and keeping the ewe lambs, we 
had 1095 sheep altogether.

   
Redds took our lambs to Thompson that fall and Dad did not have to help 

trail them. He got the money and paid the Jackson interest, the store bill and 
a few other out-
standing bills.

   While I was at 
the sheep camp 
Dad let Lou Couch-
man drive my car 
and he decided it 
needed new rings 
and he could fix 
it. He did, too, 
so it threw a rod 
one cold night 
when Nick and I 
were coming from 
Monticello after 
a spelling contest 
Nick was in. Nick 
caught a ride to La 
Sal to get help to 
get the car home. 
That was one 
time I was singing 
“Out on the wind 
swept desert”, and 
meaning it. Steve 
Day came out with 
Nick about 3 a.m. 
and pulled our car 
home for us.

   Felicia and I 
picked turkeys for 
Ray’s. We were 
paid by the num-
ber of turkeys we 
picked. There were 
about 50 pick-
ers besides the men who caught and killed them. Pete was there and besides 
picking, and he was fast, he helped pack them for shipping. Every morning he 
helped getting the turkeys killed and hung up before he started picking. Pete 
picked almost as many turkeys as I did besides his other work and he made 
more money, but I did get more turkeys so they gave me a turkey for Thanks-
giving. Pete was invited to eat Thanksgiving dinner with us. After all, he had 
picked more turkeys than anyone else but me.

   Pete got to our place in time to help Dad and Nick butcher a hog before 
dinner. He really enjoyed our family and thought the kids were funny. Felix ate 
bread and milk until Pete got him to taste the lemon pie, then he ate a whole 
lemon pie. Bob ate leftover pancakes with whipped cream and syrup. That, they 
both had every day.

   We picked turkeys again just before Christmas. Rays had about 15,000 
turkeys to get to market and young people came from Moab and Monticello 

them. They had three more miles to get home. Vee was six, and she fell off once 
when the horse was bucking through a snow drift. Mr. Wilcox who had come to 
meet his six year old son, who was with our kids, put her back on the horse and 
told Nick to stay close in case she fell again.

   When they got home I helped Jo and Ray off the horses. They could walk, 
but Vee’s eyes were froze shut and I carried her into the house, then rubbed her 
face and hands with snow. She did not seem to have any frost bite, even on her 
cheeks.

  Nick did not come into the house until he had cared for the horses like he 
did any other day. I had never seen a blizzard like that, but all afternoon the 
weather looked bad, so I had brought in all the wood I could and tended the 
stock before the storm reached us. But Nick was ready to go on with the chores 

if there had been 
any left for him. We 
played music and 
sang songs and let 
it blow.

  I bought our 
Christmas presents 
for Neva’s kids with 
the money I earned 
picking turkeys. 
After the turkey 
picking we got a 
lot of ticking. Rays 
would let anyone 
who wanted feath-
ers gather them. 
Felicia and I sorted 
out enough to make 
four feather ticks 
for Dad’s place, 
two for Neva and 
Earl and two for 
me and several 
pillows. A feather 
tick was used as a 
mattress. Several 
other people were 
at Ray’s at the same 
time as we were. I 
wanted more warm 
bedding because 
that fall the whole 
family was down 
with the flu at the 
same time except 
Vee and me.

   There was cows to milk, chickens and pigs to feed, wood to chop and bring 
in, keeping the house and cooking, taking care of the sick people. Besides, I 
had to herd those sheep. Vee was six and a big help. She kept the fires going, 
brought water and broth to the ones in bed. As soon as they were all well Dad 
and Felix moved the sheep away from the ranch.

That fall of 1932 the government sent out what was called commodities; that 
was flour, sugar, rice, beans, butter, oranges, ticking, cloth, blankets, and I do 
not remember what else. Both Dad and Earl got some. I could not because I had 
too many sheep. The man in La Sal who was entrusted to pass the commodities 
out to the people hated to let anyone have the government supplies. When he 
died there was tons of food in his shed which the rats had destroyed, holes in 
the cloth and blankets. There was nothing left fit for people to eat or use.

to work. Pete and John rode over from Old La Sal the day before the picking 
began. They were facing the worst blizzard I have ever seen. John got his ears 
frosted because he never wore a hat.

   When Felicia and I were picking turkeys Dad had to be home with the kids 
and Felix had to herd the sheep.

   From our place to the school it was 4 miles, and when the teachers saw that 
blizzard coming, they started most of the kids on their way home. Nick had 
snow shoes, Jo and Vee were riding on one horse and Ray on another one. The 
snow was drifting so bad in places the horses had a hard time getting through. 
The kids had only gone about a mile from the school when the blizzard caught 

   In Grand County it was different. The man who lived in a big house, but 
could not get a job had to eat also. The man who had a mortgage on his place 
could not pay. The lender could not pay. They both had to eat. In Grand County 
if you needed something you got it and nothing was wasted.

   The States and Counties made a few jobs but only for the head of the house-
hold. But young people who did not live at home had to eat, so the Civilian 
Conservation Corp (CCC) was created and many young men started working.

They got $30 a month and had to send $25 home to their families. They built 
the CCC camps or barracks, got their meals in camp, were furnished clothes 

The man in La Sal who was entrusted to pass the commodities out to the people 
hated to let anyone have the government supplies. When he died there was tons 
of food in his shed which the rats had destroyed, holes in the cloth and blankets. 

There was nothing left fit for people to eat or use.
   In Grand County it was different. The man who lived in a big house, but could 

not get a job had to eat also. The man who had a mortgage on his place could not 
pay. The lender could not pay. They both had to eat. In Grand County if you need-

ed something you got it and nothing was wasted.

next page
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and beds, had a Doctor and sick bay in camp. It was like the army. They built 
dams, roads and trails; anything that would help the country.

  We worked hard, had some problems, but fun, too. We went to dances in 
the La Sal school house. Wesley and Minnie Newman played for them. Pete and 
Flora rode over from Old La Sal, stayed at our place, and went to the dances 
with us. There were also dances at Old La Sal which we went to.

   
Felix was camped at Trough Springs herding the sheep. Sometimes Nick and 

sometimes Dad would stay with him. But he was alone one evening when he 
brought the sheep to camp, I should say to the bed ground because the camp 
had burned down. There was no bed and no food, so he rode to the school 
house. There was a dance that night. Him and Nick went to the ranch, rounded 
up a camp outfit, and after the dance, they went to the sheep herd. It was cold 
with no shelter, just a campfire. We bought a tent and camp stove for them as 
soon as possible.

   
February 10, 1933 we consigned our wool to the Utah Wool Market. We re-

ceived an advance of $155. That was enough to get shearing supplies, pay wages 
to the shearers. We gave them room and board.

   It snowed for a week. We saw lambs freeze to death before the mother could 
clean them. Many of the older ewes died as soon as the lamb was born. Some of 
the ewes had twins but could only take care of one. Sometimes if I got to them 
in time I could get a ewe to take a lamb whose mother had died.

   Felix was herding the lambing herd. I followed after him with the herd that 
had lambs so I could pick up all the ewes with new born lambs. Felicia kept 
track of both of us to help out whoever needed help the most. She always rode a 
horse. My horse got crippled so I had to walk. Felix really needed a horse more 
that anyone, but he walked a lot to rest his horse as we were short on hay and 
grain.

   One day I came around the sheep in time to see a coyote stop on the bank of 
a wash. It was watching something below. I hurried as fast as I could toward it. 
As I came closer I saw it was too big for a coyote. I had not heard of any wolves 
being in this part of the country. I did wish I was some place else. The animal 
watched me but did not leave. I kept going toward it anyway. What a relief 
when I heard Felicia behind me. I was about 50 feet from that darned animal. 
It looked like a coyote but not like one, either. It turned and trotted away and 
then I was standing where it had been looking down at 2 of the cutest little 
Angora kids. The mother goat was a good milk goat.

   
One night we came to camp cold, hungry and discouraged. We were losing 

far too many lambs and old ewes. Felix or I picked up a piece of pine wood that 
was very pitchy and chopped it up. That night one of us put some of it in the 
stove, then closed the damper so it would burn a long time. Later that night I 
woke up. It was hard to breathe, so I lit the lantern, open the tent flaps to let the 
smoke out. Felix and Felicia woke up. When we looked at one another we could 
hardly stop laughing. The only thing white about us was the white of our eyes. 
Even negroes have red lips, but not us; we were black. There were stringers of 
soot all over the inside of that tent.

 It was a sheep camp stove and easy to handle. We took it outside and cleaned 
the soot out of it and the stove pipe. We rebuilt the fire and warmed up some 
water and cleaned up as best we could.

   Felix’s bed was at the back of the tent. Felicia and I were close enough to 
the stove so I could reach out and put wood in it without getting up. Felicia and 
I got the worst of the soot. Everything needed washing but we had to go herd 
sheep. Oh well, it would have to wait for a sunny day, or so we thought.

   The very next day, Lynn and Dora Day walked from their homestead, about 
two miles down Coyote Wash from us. They got to the sheep camp about dark 
with their beautiful clean baby. They wanted to stay the night with us. We told 
them about the soot and showed them the inside of the tent. We even tried to 
loan them a horse to go the rest of the way to Dora’s mother’s home. It was 
cold. Dora was tired, so they stayed. We were embarrassed, but what could we 
do?

   
I had sent word to the government trapper about that coyote that was too 

large to be a coyote. He came and looked at the tracks and told me it was a 
cross between a German Shepherd and a coyote. He had caught several that 
had been bothering other herds.

   My lambing came to an end and so did the bad weather. I do not think Felix 
or I could have taken much more. I worried about Felix being so young and 
overworked. I could do no more than I was, but he was only 17. He was bounc-
ing around like normal before too long. I know it took me much longer to feel 
less than 60 and that was only 1933. There were a lot of years for both of us to 
go yet and a lot of things to do.

   
I should give Dad’s reasons for not letting us move to Pack Creek. It would 

have been much easier for us and we would not have lost so many sheep. But 
Dad was sick; how sick only he knew. He was afraid for both himself and the 
younger kids.

   Nick and Josephine had plenty to do also. Nick tended the stock, cows, 
horses, pigs and chickens. The plowing had to be done too, so he was a very 
busy boy. Josephine cooked, kept house; she was a neat housekeeper too. She 
did the family washings on a scrub board, only not for the sheep camp. Then 
she took care of Ray, a younger brother, and my two children, Vee and Bob, 
besides she rode the four miles to school and back. Bob was not old enough to 
go to school, so she cared for him while the others were in school.

   When the weather warmed up Dad would hitch the mules to the wagon and 
bring all the kids to the sheep camp for the day. Felix and Nick would herd the 
sheep and the other children would explore the creek. I stayed in camp and 
cooked for us all and Dad would talk to me about his early life and his good 
business relationships with his father, the work they had done building up the 
Murphy ranch and cow herd. Jack and Tom built up their own herds. Dad built 
up his parents’ herd before he did his own. His brothers were not stockmen and 
the only cattle they had was what Dad and Grandpa gave them, except Uncle 
Felix who did not want cattle.

   Dad was a well read man and had a lot of knowledge about many things. 
Dad’s kids were all growing up and he was lonesome. Those were very pleasant 
afternoons.

   
Pete and I were planning to get married some time that spring. He came to 

the sheep camp to help Felix break some horses. They cut some posts for Redds 
too, enough to pay for the tent and stove. Dad came to the ranch so him and 
Nick could get ready for the sheep shearing.

   The sheep were brought to the ranch. Young Felix, Uncle Felix, Jack and 
Pete Stocks did the shearing. Pete and young Felix were learning and they 
learned fast. Dad had 193 ewes, I had 666, and 10 bucks, Larsons had 265 ewes 
and 5 bucks. We finished shearing April 10 and the weather turned cold.

   Pete and Jack got the job of shearing sheep for the ranchers in Paradox and 
Gateway. Most everyone had a few head of sheep. Pete wanted to earn enough 
money to buy a suit.

  
I wanted to move to Pack Creek to lamb, but Dad would not loan me his 

mules and I had only one work horse left. We went down East Coyote Wash, 
no place to lamb sheep. We needed a corral to put the ewes in that had not 
lambed. In a thin bunch of trees, we cut young cedar and pine trees down and 
wove them in and out of the bigger trees to make a brush fence. We needed a 
shelter but the sheep were already lambing and we had no time to make one, 
and not enough strength either.

Verona Stocks
(continued)

Pete and I were planning to get married some 
time that spring. He came to the sheep camp 

to help Felix break some horses. They cut some 
posts for Redds too, enough to pay for the tent 
and stove. Dad came to the ranch so him and 
Nick could get ready for the sheep shearing.

NEXT ISSUE: Pete and Verona take up mining.
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WE PRIDE OURSELVES 
ON OUR FOOD!

Our genuine Mexican Cuisine
comes from traditional recipes
& methods from
BAJA, CALIFORNIA & other
states in MEXICO.

51 N. MAIN ST  
MOAB, UTAH
435.259.6546

Our Claim Stays the Same:
FART-FREE BEANS

www.miguelsbajagrill.com

From the
DESERT RAT
COMMANDO

LIFETIME
BACKBONER

STEVE RUSSELL
Moab, UT

Thanks to our
webmaster:

RICK
RICHARDSON

who, each issue,
manages to move
The Zephyr into 
cyber-space, without
causing the editor
to have a 
nervous breakdown.

The mission of Moab Solutions is to reduce and eliminate the 
waste of materials and human potential while nurturing the 

well-being of the natural world.  We protect and restore natural 
areas, help the homeless help themselves, and promote the 
benefits of Respect, Rethink, Reduce, Reuse and Recycle 
practices.  At our core is a deep respect for and love of the 

natural world and all lives that depend upon it.

Donations to SOLUTIONS are welcome!
All donations made to Solutions go directly toward expenses in our 
efforts to provide“Respect, Rethink, Reduce, Reuse, and Recycle” 

activities and education.

we are now a 501(c)(3)

Please mail your contribution to: Solutions, 
P. O. Box 1549, Moab, UT 84532

http://www.moab-solutions.org/index.html

MOAB
SOLUTIONS

Thanks in part to poach-
ing and habitat loss, 60 
percent of the world’s larg-
est herbivores are at risk of 
extinction, according to a 
new report published in the 
journal Science Advances. 
The study, “Collapse of the 
World’s Largest Herbivores,” 
provides a sobering look at 
74 of the largest terrestrial 
plant-eating animals.

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2015/05/04/large-herbivores-extinction_n_
7207522.html?utm_hp_ref=world&ir=WorldPost
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CRESCENT JUNCTION MEMORIES
A TRIBUTE TO DAD

By Colleen Wimmer    Illustration by Page Holland

A glow of light creeps over the eastern horizon. Its intensity heightens until the air 
is heavy with heat. Dust devils swirl along sheep trails that traverse the hills, while on 
flatlands yellow tufts of wheat grass bend with southwesterly winds. Across the flatland 
of washes and sagebrush, from east to west, cuts a single line of railroad tracks... The 
rails reflect the sun like mirrors, bright and blinding... Parallel to the tracks runs an 
old highway, cracked and buckled from the shifting shale sands, and next to it a sleek 
modern freeway, Interstate 70.

Where the old highway meets the interstate, at the narrowest point between the roads 
and the railroad, sits a meager cafe, an Amoco station, and a little community—two 
houses, three trailers and a horse corral, to be exact.

Before the highway was built, long before the freeway was even invented, this little 
community was just a switching station. And when Dad came with his father and family 
in June of ‘47 to build a business there, it was called Brendell. Old timers still call it 
Brendell, but Grandad named it Crescent, for the bend the railroad tracks take along 
the flatland. It doesn’t resemble much of a switching station anymore. An extra row of 
tracks and old loading ramps are all that remain. Now it’s a truckstop whose backyard 
is cluttered with old cars—relics from the fifties and sixties, piles of ties, empty bomb 
boxes from World War II, and an assortment of someday useful junk that has found its 
home there.

A soft smear of light marks 
the horizon to begin another 
day at Crescent. The stars to the 
east slowly fade one by one, and 
to the south, the ragged clefts 
that edge Salt Valley cast soft 
shadows on the valley floor. A 
range of cliffs resembling a li-
brary shelf of grey-bound novels 
forms the northern border of the 
flatland, looming above the des-
ert—harsh, stark and grey. But 
in these early morning hours, its 
sandy base and rocky rims are 
lavender and distant. The desert 
sun is low and mellow, and the 
air is still cool from the night 
when Dad wakes, stares in the 
mirror at a reddened face and 
puffy eyes. He slowly pulls his 
Levi’s on. They have holes where 
battery acid splattered on them, 
and a little grease around the 
bottom, but they’ve got a long 
way to go before they’re really 
dirty. He buttons his grease-
stained shirt, fumbles with the 
laces of his work shoes and mutters to himself, “Another day, another dollar...”

By the time he reaches the horse corral, the sun is in full view and beginning to warm 
the desert floor. He untwists the mess of wires on the gate and opens it wide for the 

ment—the air jack, the old rack—he ambles over to the Cafe to have a cup of coffee with 
Grandma. They discuss the newspaper and worry about the heat, her back, and the sad 
state the world is in. While they sip their coffee, the temperature is rising. By noon it 
will be in the high nineties, and Dad knows he’s got a lot of work to do before the heat 
sets in. There is always garbage to be hauled and cars that need to be fixed. If the air 
conditioner isn’t broken, then the sewer is backed up, or the pipe line that comes all the 
way from Thompson with the water supply has sprung a leak and is forming an oasis. 
Sometimes he has to jump in the wrecker and fly down the freeway to chase the horses 
off the road and back down the flats. There are always bills to be paid, gas to be ordered, 
and books to be balanced. He has hired help, but aside from pumping gas and fixing mi-
nor car repairs, he has to do most of the work himself. He knows that if it’s going to be 
done right, he has to do it. In short, Dad’s the plumber, the carpenter, the bookkeeper, 
the gardener, the garbageman, and the cowboy of Crescent Junction.

When a tourist naively asks him, “What’s there to do around here?” he just grins to 
himself and doesn’t bother to explain. When they ask about the plaque on the wall of the 
service station that reads, “In memory of Ed Wimmer, a dream fulfilled,” he tells them 
about Granddad and how he wanted to build a business here. They either stare at him 
blankly or whisper among themselves, “Why here? This was his dream?” Few people 

understand, but he really doesn’t 
expect them to.

Dad doesn’t mind the hard 
work, and he really doesn’t care 
what people think of the place 
either. He sweats and swears, 
and grumbles at the hired help. 
Sometimes he’s just a mean 
old bear. But he almost always 
apologizes. It’s funny how he 
grumbles at the tourists who 
run out of gas five miles down 
the road but always gives them 
a free ride back to their car—or 
at least trusts them with a gas 
can. And it doesn’t matter how 
busy he is, he always has time to 
watch the sun set.

At night, when the desert is 
cooling down, and Dad finally 
has time for himself, he lies on 
the grass in the front yard. With 
his hands behind his head, he 
hunts through the vast expanse 
of stars for the Big Dipper. He 
thinks about what happened 
during the day and worries 

about what he didn’t get done. Sometimes he dreams about the places he wants to go, 
and the land he wants to buy so he can build his adobe house and just raise horses—that 
is, if he ever gets the money. But he knows that he can never leave for very long and that 

horses to pass through. He pats each one on the flank or scratches their foreheads. He 
tells them to stay away from the freeway and warns that if they run off to Thompson (six 
miles away,) he’s going to lock them up for a couple of days. He stays there and watches 
them pick their way through the junked cars. Then they bolt, with tails in the air, over 
the railroad tracks and across the flats.

Buddy meets him at the door of the Station. He barks, paws the window in the door, 
sits, whispers, whines, and turns circles while Dad unlocks the door. In short, he tries 
every trick he has ever learned. Dad knows what Buddy wants and throws him a piece 
of beef jerky. He’s a faithful companion for the rest of the day. Wherever Dad is, Buddy 
is. If he’s lying outside a door, Dad is inside. If you can’t find one, most of the time you 
can’t find the other.After Dad opens up the garage doors, and sets out all of the equip-

it’s already asking a lot just to save enough money to help his daughters with college and 
to keep his two grandkids in toys. Besides, he doesn’t want to move. It’s more than just a 
place where work is never done, more than just a greasy, grimy gas station in the middle 
of the desert.

Dad lies there for hours sometimes just listening. A warm summer zephyr rustles in 
the trees and busy little crickets rub their feet together. Out on the parking lot, diesel 
engines purr and bats swoop at the light posts, while the horses pace restlessly in their 
corral. Sometimes Buddy barks at nothing and distant voices drift from the houses. As 
the moon rises boldly over the freeway, all these sounds echo through the cool night and 
finally fade into the openness. They speak to a man of comfort in simplicity.

When a tourist naively asks him, “What’s there to do around here?” 
he just grins to himself and doesn’t bother to explain. When they ask 

about the plaque on the wall of the service station that reads, 
“In memory of Ed Wimmer, a dream fulfilled,” he tells them about 

Granddad and how he wanted to build a business here. 
They either stare at him blankly or whisper among themselves, 

“Why here? This was his dream?” Few people understand, 
but he really doesn’t expect them to.
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This is mid 50’s, looks like it was taken the same day as the one of 
Pat in front of the station with the other attendant.

Color photos of the interior of the Station, I’d say early to mid 60’s.  Dad is 
talking to his dog.

This, I believe, is the first service station built at Crescent around 
1947. There was a lunch counter inside, it was built approximately be-
tween and in front of the now existing buildings.

CRESCENT JUNCTION IMAGES...captions by Page Holland
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Uranium fever became a national affliction when Steen announced his strike. 
Go-for-broke prospectors poured into the little town of Moab by the thousands, 
lured by the $100 million bait. The town was besieged by a boom which was to 
surpass the gold rushes of the previous century.

Hopeful investors, loan sharks, and promoters followed the prospectors in. 
New businesses set up wherever they could find room, on the Main Street drag, 
in private garages or in tents. One realty firm operated from a tiny log cabin 
which was the revered historical home of an early-day pioneer.

Moab’s new slogan, “Uranium Capitol of the World,” was splashed on store 
fronts, stationery and souvenirs. The town sported a Uranium Building and a 
Uranium Days Celebration. The term “uraniumaires” was coined to identify the 
new mining magnates. Someone finally got around to dubbing Charles A Steen 
the “Uranium King of the World,” and the title stuck.

Mi Vida fared about as well in the nomenclature. “The Miracle of Mi Vida,” 
one headline 
blared. Steen 
named a street 
“Mi Vida” in the 
subdivision he 
built for UTEX 
employees, and 
the Mi Vida 
mine became 
known as the 
“Miracle Square 
Mile and a 
Half.”

The boom 
was a near 
catastrophe for 
the little town. 
Population 
exploded from 
1200 to 7000 
in less than a 
year. There was 
a shortage of 
almost every-
thing, and no 
funds to buy 
more. There 
weren’t enough 
homes, schools, 
restaurants or 
motels. Wa-
ter, sewer and 
parking were 
overloaded. 
Whatever goes 
into the making 
of a city, Moab 
had less than 
enough of dur-
ing the years it played host to the world’s first uranium boom. To make matters 
even worse, Mi Vida Mine was located just over the line in the adjacent county. 
San Juan County collected the taxes; boomtown Moab got the people.

A telephone shortage was part of the boomtown dilemma. Equipped to 
handle only three long distance calls at a time, Midland Telephone Company 
was wondering what to do with 1500. It was not unusual to wait days to place a 
long distance call. More than one busy industrialist found it quicker, and much 
less frustrating, to drive the 240-mile round trip to Grand Junction to place 
a call. More frustrated yet were those unfortunates who waited three or four 
days to place a call only to get a lousy busy signal at the other end of the line. A 
3-minute limit was placed on all local calls. Oddly enough, people liked the new 
regulation. The 3-minute buzzer was a good way to cut off a long-winded caller. 
When improved equipment allowed the restriction to be lifted, the company 
was besieged with calls asking that the time limit be retained.

the overloaded water and sewer systems. New motels added to the overload of 
the utilities. School was the most discouraging situation. Before the uranium 
boom, all 12 grades were comfortably taught in one building. As student enroll-
ment skyrocketed, two more schools were built with federal funds, but both 
were outgrown before they were finished. Triple sessions failed to handle the 
boom load, even when doubling up on books and seats.

Many transient children were undernourished. Hot school lunches were 
improvised to see they got at least one good meal a day. School Superintendent 
Helen M. Knight recalled a constant fear of fire in the old Bell Tower school 
library where the lunches were served, but the building didn’t burn down until 
the boom was over.

The housing shortage was critical. Many residents took in roomers. The few 
small trailer parks were filled; trailers were sandwiched in yards and vacant lots 
from one end of the city to another. A big, new, modern facility, Holiday Haven 
Trailer Park, was built, but it took the city years to get all the trailer houses 

legally parked. 
Prospectors 
used their 
cars for home 
base; used-car 
dealers all over 
the country 
had a run on 
old school 
buses for living 
quarters in 
Moab. Card-
board shacks 
lined the 
ditchbanks, 
clotheslines 
stretched from 
tree to tree 
up and down 
Main Street. 
It is a miracle 
that the city 
escaped an 
epidemic. 
For a time, 
it appeared 
that Steen had 
lifted the lid 
off Pandora’s 
Box and let the 
troubles out.

It was an 
exciting boom, 
nonetheless. 
If the city 
had a cartoon 
appearance, 
it also had a 
carnival atmo-

sphere. Nights were filled with partying and laughter. The plush new Town and 
Country Club was booked to capacity each evening, but no matter where the 
night of fun began, celebrators ended up at the Uranium Club on the hill, where 
Utah’s no-liquor-by-the-drink law could be ignored for a $100 membership.

CHARLIE STEEN’S ‘MI VIDA’ & BOOM TOWN MOAB
BY MAXINE NEWELL

The eventual modernizing of the telephone system is a credit to J.W. Corbin, 
who had gambled what he didn’t have in the 1920’s to update the family tele-
phone enterprise to its 100-telephone system. But the much bigger investment 
to enlarge the system to handle the boom load paid off, and the Midland Tele-
phone Company served the town well until, much later, it was sold to CONTEL.

Correcting one problem often complicated another. New subdivisions taxed 

Law enforcement problems were few—people were too busy to make trouble. 
In the heat of the boom, Swaney Kirby brought his rodeo to town with wild 
horses, long-horn cattle and brahma bulls that had never been ridden, but 
there were no cowboys to ride them. The regular bronco busters were all out in 
the hills, hunting uranium. Swaney loaded up his bad horses, wild cows, and 
brahma bulls and headed for Texas.

Uranium fever became a national affliction 
when Steen announced his strike. Go-for-broke 
prospectors poured into the little town of Moab 
by the thousands, lured by the $100 million bait. 
The town was besieged by a boom which was to 
surpass the gold rushes of the previous century.

It was an exciting 
boom, nonetheless. 
If the city had a cartoon 
appearance, it also 
had a carnival 
atmosphere. 
Nights were filled 
with partying 
and laughter.
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There was standing room only at the two local pubs. Mining deals were con-
summated over tables in crowded cafes, while hungry customers stood in line 
waiting for a meal. Geiger counters and ore samples took up so much room on 
the tables, waitresses had problems finding room for the plates.

The Ides Movie Theater increased its shows to three a night and left a wait-
ing line outside each time the “no room” sign went up. Mrs. Elberta Clark and 
daughter, Neva Kirk, threatened each night to close it down. A new drive-in 
theater took off some of the pressure, but in the middle of the boom, Mrs. Clark 
sold the business that she and her husband had opened when silent “flickers” 
starred Mary Pickford and Rudolph Valentino, and background music was 
pumped on a player piano.

The post office added 384 new boxes and it still required a full-time clerk to 
handle general delivery. They built a new building and outgrew it before it was 
completed. Postmaster Russell Carter recalled people still pushing mail un-
der the old post office door long after the move. Finally, when annual receipts 
increased form $8,000 to $80,000 the post office was given first class status, 
and an Assistant Postmaster, Gene Gibson, was transferred from Helper, Utah 
to help out at Moab.

Moab Main Street (U.S. Highway 163) was hard put to handle the car load, let 
alone the continuous stream of ore trucks enroute to and from the mill, north of 
Moab, and mine, south of town. One of the most illustrious loads to travel the 
Main Street highway was the riches single load of uranium in history. The truck 
load of high grade ore from the Nixon claim in the Lisbon Uranium Company 
qualified for the Atomic Energy Commission bonus of $10,000, a standing of-
fer since 1948 for the riches load of ore delivered, an effort to encourage more 
prospectors to hit the uranium trail. The load barely got under the wire before 
the offer was withdrawn. The government no longer needed an incentive to lure 
prospectors into the field, and Steen could have topped the record at any given 
time.

There were no commercial parking lots in town, and curb parking space was 
filled from morning until night. Business owners complained because custom-
ers couldn’t find room to park. The city council attempted to solve the problem 
by installing parking meters—but that just made everyone mad, so the city took 
them out.

The most over-wrought person in town was the County Recorder, Esther 
Somerville. Before the boom, she filled one county record book in about 16 
years. She filled one a week during the boom, and then never caught up. When 
claim location filings reached 4,000 a month, she vowed she’d quit the $3,000 
a year job.

The ratio of men to women was 20 to one. A pub owner estimated there were 
only 50 eligible women in town. Yet Moab was not a typical mining boom town. 
There were no lewd honky-tonks, no scarlet ladies, and no tin-horn gamblers. 
The busiest place in town may well have been the new Dairy Freeze.

The city was saved by federal funds and officials who knew how to use them: 
Businessman-Mayor Ken McDougald, City Recorder Darrell Reardon, a dedi-
cated City Council, which often worked the clock around solving problems, 
and by Charlie Steen himself. Steen did his best to right the upheaval. He built 
a subdivision for UTEX employees to relieve the housing shortage. Its streets 
were named after Steen’s family—Juan, Carlos, Marcos and Andrea Courts, (for 
sons John, Charles, Mark and Andrew;) Rosalie Court, (for his mother;) Mc-
Cormick Blvd, (for William McCormick, Steen’s UTEX partner,) and Mi Vida 
Drive. Steen donated land for churches and schools, built a mill, which added a 
permanent payroll and tax dollars, and built a motel to replace the old “Star-
buck” he had remodeled into the UTEX office complex. He took active part in 
civic affairs, both local and state.

Uranium was a get-rich-
quick virus that quickened 
the gambling pulses of 
man. Hollywood stars 
carried Geiger counters to 
patio parties; Humphrey 
Bogart, June Allison, and a 
host of superstars invested 
heavily in uranium stocks. 
In New York, a would-be 
prospector took Charlie 
Steen’s advice, “Uranium 
is where you find it,” and 
staked a claim on the 
fringe of a military firing 
range. He started a run on 
the place, and the National 
Guard had to be called out 
to prevent the dude pros-
pectors from being shot.

A hoax started a mad 
claim-staking spree in the Indian Creek Mining District. Moab Drilling Co. 
crews detected signs of scavenger probing of their drill holes during weekend 
recesses, and, as a practical joke they planted some rich uraninite from Mi Vida 
in the holes. As planned, the mystery probers made their “strike.” The incident 
set off a midnight claim-staking free-for-all that plagued National Park Service 
officials years later, when the land became a part of Canyonlands National 
Park. Superintendent Bates Wilson said endless hours were required to clear 
the records of defunct claims. No mentionable quantities of ore were ever 
found.

It was every man for himself during the Moab boom. One armchair pros-
pector hired an amateur surveyor to stake his claims, but with no Surveyor’s 
Licence at risk to bind his word, the surveyor staked the property in his own 
name. The boom had its share of swindlers. Ore was planted on ground com-
pletely out of the uranium strata and sold to claim-starved lease hounds.

“Where can I stake some claims?” was an introductory greeting when novice 
prospectors rolled into town. Some took bad advice, and while they pounded 
their stakes into road rights-of-ways, jokers had their laughs in pubs. City engi-
neers warded off prospectors as they surveyed city streets.

Fortune hunters from all over the nation combined vacations with a chance 
to strike it rich in Charlie Steen’s country and wen ton two-week claim-staking 
sprees in the hills. They country was so criss-crossed with claims it took years 
to straighten it all out. The perplexed County Recorder did her best with the 
thankless job. Professional geologists complained about the amateur hunters; 
the amateurs stood on their rights.

The country became a lawyer’s paradise. It was predicted that attorneys 
would wind up uranium millionaires without touching a pick, but most of them 

didn’t. They too were novices at the game. “Seven Mile Thornberg,” boomtown 
ID for the Seven Mile Mine owner, hit the nail on the head when he said, “No-
body can tell you what’s wrong with this business, cause nobody knows.”

Like the millionaire in the classic play, The Happiest Millionaire, who be-
lieved “if I have a million dollars and don’t spend it, I”m as poor as the poor-
est man in town,” Steen put his money to work. Once a year he contributed to 
the excitement of the boom by hosting a free-for-all party to celebrate his Mi 
Vida strike. The largest guest count was 8,884. They came from all over Four-
Corners area, for drinks and food served in the old Moab Airport hangar by 
imported caterers. They came for entertainment by will-known artists, which 
many of the guests would never have another opportunity to see and hear. 
Mostly, however, the guests came so they could say, “I was there, at Charlie 
Steen’s party!”

Law enforcement problems were few—people were too 
busy to make trouble. In the heat of the boom, 
Swaney Kirby brought his rodeo to town with wild horses, 
long-horn cattle and brahma bulls that had never been 
ridden, but there were no cowboys to ride them. 
The regular bronco busters were all out in the hills, 
hunting uranium.

Uranium was a get-rich-quick virus that 
quickened the gambling pulses of man. 
Hollywood stars carried Geiger counters to 
patio parties; Humphrey Bogart, June Allison, 
and a host of superstars invested heavily 
in uranium stocks.

Like the millionaire in 
the classic play, The 
Happiest Millionaire, 
who believed “if I have 
a million dollars and 
don’t spend it, I’m as 
poor as the poorest man 
in town,” Steen put his 
money to work. Once a 
year he contributed 
to the excitement of the 
boom by hosting a free-
for-all party to celebrate 
his Mi Vida strike. The 
largest guest count 
was 8,884.
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The clock on the mantle was set at 5:05, and the bar was always open. Charles 
relished the role of party-giver, M.L.’s role was hostess. She played it graciously 
and sometimes enjoyed it. Once, in defiance, she served a buffet of cold cuts to 
Elliott Roosevelt, E.L. Cord, and Joseph Frazer (Wall Street financiers and auto-
mobile manufacturing executives.) They declared it the best meal they’d had in 
years. The tycoons may have felt they received better treatment from M.L. than 
from Charlie; they offered him $10 million for Mi Vida and were turned down 
flat.

Hilarious incidents happened so close together at Steen Hill, some are hard 
to recall. At one party, Betty Bowen, a pretty lass from Texas, disrupted the fes-
tivities to salute her fellow Texan. She confiscated the two bands hired for the 
occasion, arranged them with the guests around the pool, then took a precari-
ous position on the end of the diving board to lead them in song, “The Eyes of 
Texas...” Charles led the cheers.

Steen Hill parties were lavish; guests often numbered in the hundreds. Ex-
pense was no object. Famous caterers were flown in for major events. Noted en-
tertainers were brought in. Champagne flowed freely; guests danced the Tango 
and the Cha Cha. A Salt Lake City club owner “walked on water;” (someone was 
always getting dunked in the pool.” Entire filming casts cavorted. Susanne Paul-
son, Miss Utah of that era, signed the guest register. Joe Fitzpatrick of Walker 
Bank distributed harmless methylene blue pills “for hangovers” and created a 
bathroom panic.

--Maxine Newell

CHARLIE STEEN COULD THROW A PARTY
Maxine Newell

July 28, 1956. Entertainment after dinner.

CHARLIE STEEN and his faithful grubstaker, 
BILL McCORMICK. The last loan on the drill rig 
when Charlie struck uranium and Bill became a 
charter member of the UTEX Corporation.

CHARLIE STEEN’S 40th birthday, with his wife M.L., Andy McGill, Bill 
Hudson and Bill McCormick, In Moab, Utah
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A “joint” effort from Footprints and Data-
Craft (pun intended) ...

Top 10 Reasons Utah will 
never legalize marijuana
10.     It might attract liberals and other 
undesirables
9.      It would cut into state liquor store sales
8.      Smoking pot would make the Golden Plates 
visible to anyone
7.      There would be a flood of cool revelations, 

dude
6.      Two words: “Reefer Madness”
5.      It’s a gateway drug. Gateway is in Colorado, 
not Utah
4.      Jesus never turned anything into marijuana
3.      There’s no way to make 3.2% pot
2.      Valium sales (and profits) would plummet
1.      Food storage would be filled with munchies

THE FOOTPRINTS

TOP 10
LIST
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Ken Sleight Remembers......
MEMORIES of ESCALANTE

I had taken many trips down the Colorado River through Glen Canyon, and I found 
many priceless experiences. But as 1963 approached, at 34 years of age, the dam’s effects 
thrust my mind into an upsetting quandary.

That year the reservoir rose at such a rapid rate. God-given treasures faced destruction 
each day. The reservoir flooded and destroyed many beautiful side canyons and grottos, 
thousands of ancient Indian ruins and writings, and even the majestic Music Temple and 
Hidden Passage. For a brief spell, previously, I thought of escaping north to the peaceful 
and quiet country of the Yukon.

But on one night in 1963 as I 
camped on the river sands at the 
mouth of the Escalante River, I 
concluded that I needed to continue 
to be close to the land I treasured 
in spite of the dam. But how? And 
suddenly it came to me. What a great 
thought! Why didn’t I think of it 
sooner! During that entire trip, the 
thought developed and expanded. 
It was this: I’d move my family and 
myself to one of the most out-of-the-
way spots in Utah. I returned home 
and told my wife Marilyn that we 
were moving to Escalante!

So I turned my attention in 1963 
to Escalante and its incredible river 
canyons. Those years were criti-
cal pivotal years for me. Now some 
39 years later, I often reflect back 
to those times and places. I moved 
to Escalante to take trips, explore 
the canyons and to raise my family. 
I rented an old 1917 white-frame 
house, a block off Main Street. My 
family followed the following year 
after school ended.

Only about 700 or so people lived in Escalante. The main street held most of the local 
businesses, and beautiful green alfalfa fields abutted it at both ends. The land and the 
small farms sloped down to one of the streams that form the Escalante River.

The town was settled in 1875, a mere 54 years before my own birth. Most of the 
colonizers came from either Panguitch or Parowan. Some of my ancestors planted their 
cultural roots in Escalante too. These included the extended families of some of the 
Spencer, Lee, Griffin, and Allen families. Great granddad John Miles taught early school 
in Escalante, and my grandmother fondly remembered her days there. My great, great 
grandmother Emily Bush Spencer, after becoming widowed, came to the area and she 
was buried in Cannonville, but I’ve failed to find her gravesite.

I liked to sit facing the entrance door checking out all who entered. (I could then either 
greet the person or take evasive or protective action.)

Some old-timers and we newcomers joined together to help solve the town’s economic 
problems. From it, we organized a Chamber of Commerce and I became its first presi-
dent. However, Ray Fynan pretty much kept the thing going. She was an accomplished 
woman with ideas---energetic and sometimes aggressive but quite good-looking. We 
held our meetings at the old school house. Before long, we recruited some 26 members 
or so. Because of our town-meeting format, additional townsfolk drifted in from time to 

time. We made known the issues to 
be discussed before hand, and this 
proved quite successful.

It was a sort of a debating society, 
and I’ve had occasional spats with 
the local people over the years. 
Friends and neighbors often do that 
in a small town, and as long we all 
had an active part in the commu-
nity we could talk our differences 
out. This provided a great forum. 
Members dedicated many hours to 
the cause. For instance, we com-
piled and printed the town’s rules 
and ordinances. We helped to find a 
competent and dedicated doctor in 
the person of Dr. Kazan of Page. He 
flew his own plane to Escalante to 
care for our people a couple of days 
a week. Tragically, he was killed 
when his plane crashed into a cliff 
face of the Kaiparowits on one of his 
flights to Escalante.

We campaigned for a safer Es-
calante-Boulder road, a dangerous 
and narrow roadway linking the two 
towns. The road served the transport 

of Boulder school children to Escalante. There was no dispute here, and soon the road 
received more funding and better improvements. We did argue about other roads, par-
ticularly the Boulder Mountain route to Wayne County. I disputed the need for paving it, 
but Nethella Woolsey, our road committee chairman and former legislator, worked hard 
to secure the funding for it. I felt an all-weather route, the Burr Trail, would have been 
better. I soon reversed my reasoning and opposed the Burr Trail route when the Boulder 
Mountain route became a reality. We only needed one road, I thought.

We talked a lot about tourism, thinking that it would bring in much needed income. 
So we researched the ways and means of making the Boulder highway a “national park-
way,” patterned after the Blue Ridge Parkway.

We strived to improve the look of our town. I was chagrined when Nethella also 

Escalante still struggled as a very young village when the legendary Hole-in-the-Rock 
colonizing party passed through in 1879 on its way to the San Juan River country. The 
large party, some of its members my own distant relatives, made the trip in six months, 
a trip they thought would last only six weeks. My mind’s eye sees them cuttin’ up at 
Dance Hall Rock. For all the trip’s warts and faults, it surely wound up as a good faith-
promoting story.

Robert and Louise Liston, my neighbors, lived just across the street. Robert was a real 
cowboy while Louise was a friendly and talented teacher who later transformed herself 
into a prominent and outspoken county commissioner. And down the street, my friends 
John and Lola Zenz owned a lapidary shop. They cut and sawed pieces of local petrified 
wood into striking shapes and multi-colored table tops and sold them to admirers and to 
tourists. Though nearly blind, John did marvelous work.

I spent a lot of time at cousin Mohr Christensen’s Moqui Motel. My clients met there 
and at the other rustic-looking motels in Escalante when coming on trips. Mohr later 
became the mayor of the town.

When not down in the canyons, I’d stroll down daily to Whitey’s Café. A few of us 
formed our own little cluster and a table always awaited us. I claimed a favored seat, as 

campaigned to remove old broken-down barns, and this issue elicited some debate at 
our Chamber meeting. The installation of aluminum siding on many old homes resulted 
from past efforts.

And Nethella often chastised the citizenry when they’d call the town’s name “Es-
calant.” Kind of a lazy hick-town sound, she said. Historian bent, she compiled and 
published her book The Escalante Story, a history of the community from the time of 
its settlement in 1875 to 1964. She included many unsmiling and stern portraits of the 
old timers---many of them having that pioneerish and hardened look. My cousin Jared 
Porter’s picture could scare the bejeeze out of anyone.

I had taken many trips down the 
Colorado River through Glen Canyon, 
and I found many priceless experiences. 
But as 1963 approached, at 34 years of age, 
the dam’s effects thrust my mind 
into an upsetting quandary.
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I spent much of my time in the canyons, but I frequented Coyote Gulch more than any 
other canyon. It includes Jacob Hamblin and Coyote natural bridges, and Jug Handle 
Arch. I suppose Jacob deserves his name on some feature here. As a Mormon mission-
ary and scout he traveled to Escalante country even before its settlement. He intended 
to take needed supplies to John Wesley Powell’s river party at the mouth of the Dirty 
Devil River. But he goofed as he mistook the Escalante for the Dirty Devil River. Battling 
the quicksand, his packers moved slowly down the Escalante, about 50 miles it is said. 
Exhausted and dismayed, the party quit and returned to Kanab.

Negotiating this country often comes hard. Going down Coyote Gulch on one trip, a 
giant part of the wall broke away and tumbled into the creek bottom below forming a 
natural dam. My old intrepid friend Vaughn Short helped me fashion a detour around 
the slide, and I hammered a few indents into the sandstone to get our horses and mules 
around the long pool of water.

Vaughn helped me on many other trips and occasions also. Once on a winter trip, the 
two of us hiked down Coyote in the snow and in twenty-below temperature. God it was 
cold! At night, we’d pile a bunch of wood next to us so that we’d merely have to reach 
our arms out to throw a stick onto the fire. Vaughn was the hero as he kept the fires 
blazing as I dug deeper into my sack.

One day rancher Reeves Barker came to my office and asked to be considered for 
a wrangling job. It was obvious I needed good hands so I immediately hired him and 
he soon became my head wrangler. Another cowboy, Mac LaFevre, from a ranch near 

popular and enchanting destinations. I remember my first time there. In parting the 
branches of the willows that stood at its entrance, I took a look inside. I was astounded, 
just astounded and yet so dismayed. I knew that the reservoir would soon destroy this 
most enchanting temple.

There were many canyons to explore. Gregory Natural Bridge became a destination 
site. Heartbreaking it was to later see the reservoir completely close the opening of the 
Bridge and then to cover it completely.

We often visited the wondrous Broken Bow Arch in Willow Gulch. My old friend and 
trip canyoneer, the indefatigable Edna Fridley, kept returning with me, as it was one of 
her favorite canyons. Downstream below Broken Bow we’d hike and climb into the nar-
row confines of 40-mile creek, sometimes referred to by the descriptive but unsuitable 
characteristic---slot canyon. Why not slit canyon, or slut canyon?

When I first went overland into Davis Gulch, Lloyd Gates drew me a crude map. With 
pencil in his hand, he directed me to a point on a mesa where the stock trail quickly 
dropped into the canyon. He would pronounce a mesa---”may-see.” Damned if I didn’t 
pick the expression up too. The longer I lived among the Escalantans the more I talked 
like them, a decided improvement over my own local-yokel style.

Everett Ruess, the young wandering poet, branded Davis Gulch as a destination favor-
ite merely because he ended up as a missing person there in 1934. He left his traces in 
the ruins and writings on the walls and so the “Everett Ruess Natural Window” becomes 
a testament to his memory. I delighted in guiding his brother Waldo there.

The desert road exhibited some danger spots. A river friend of mine, Merlin Shaw, 
took his group of scouts in an open truck along the road heading to the Hole-in-the-
Rock. There they would hike down to the reservoir to meet their boats. But at Carcass 
Wash, the group met calamity as the driver lost control of the truck. The truck quickly 
rolled down backwards and overturned at the bottom of the canyon. Merlie and eleven 
others were killed and twenty five others injured.

Another unique trip I made during this period occurred on the Powell reservoir. As 
the waters rose higher, two of rancher McKay Bailey’s straggler-bulls still managed 
to survive on an isolated river bar that still stood above the reservoir’s surface. I met 
McKay at Jackass Bench and by boat we went down and killed and butchered those 
bulls. All night, in the cool air, we carried the cargo to Wahweap. For my part, I got half 
the salvaged meat, which we ground into hamburger.

One time I went with Reeves into the “Smokies” in the Kaiparowits area to help check 
and move his cattle. Hauling our two horses in his pickup, we ended up at his makeshift 
cabin. Reeves put together some great baking-soda biscuits, heavy with butter and rasp-
berry jam, and we dug into them like they were going out of style. His good wife Laura 
had packed us some hams and cake to go along with them. After supper, we cleaned up 
our mess, and we spent the evening crouched near the fire telling glorious old yarns. 
Next day, we spent the day with the cattle, and he showed me a smoking “slot” where 
coal had been burning for years if not centuries.

Boulder also admirably fit the bill. I hired others when I needed them. Not only did I 
hire local men, I leased their horses and mules, and they would often supply their own 
trucks to haul them. And Lloyd Gates continually helped me in arranging and acquiring 
pack stock. His son Lynn operated the local gas station and garage and helped me keep 
my small Ford pickup in the best possible shape.

I knew the lower Escalante River canyon quite well as I had explored much of it by 
repeated hikes from the boats. Clear Creek and the Cathedral-in-the-Desert proved 

I always enjoyed the wildness of Fifty Mile Mountain. My rancher friend Cecil Griffin 
had given me many pointers on this wild area. We followed a steep winding trail that re-
quired the best of horses. Once on top, we traveled from the Mudholes through the pines 
and out to the further point of the plateau where we could see for over a hundred miles 
into the canyon and mountain country of Arizona and New Mexico.

Reeves and five other wranglers joined me in taking a huge group of Sierra Clubbers 
down the Escalante. They hiked and did their own cooking. Our horses, 26 in all, carried 
their provisions, gear, food, pots and pans, bedrolls and tents. The rains had come down 
hard and sent a flood of rising water down canyon. During the day, Harry Aleson had 
boated the folk across the reservoir to Rainbow Bridge and back. On the return to camp, 
because of the higher water, we had to give each Clubber a ride at each river crossing on 
the back of our horses. The horses were more sure-footed than they. On the first cross-
ing, one well-endowed English lady squealed in midstream “Let me off, let me off” as she 
tightly squeezed her arms around wrangler Ches Lay. But Ches just kept ridin’ and grin-
nin.’ “There’s no gittin’ off here little lady! Just hang tight and don’t split your seams.”

And speaking of the Sierra Club, I’ll never forget the valiant and hard work of two of 
their most able leaders, Ruth Frear and June Viavant. They helped stop the proposed 
Trans-Escalante highway that would have stretched from Bullfrog to Wahweap ma-
rina. The road would have bridged across the Escalante canyon just downstream from 
Stevens Arch and Coyote Gulch. This was one of the environmentalists’ finest hours in 
Utah.

A lot has happened to the small town of Escalante since I lived there. It has become 
amazingly easy to reach and people now want to go there because of the “National 
Monument” designation. It’s hardly a picture of the old west any more. Gone are those 
adventuress and good times and those peaceful and quiet times. This old duffer knows 
that they can never be brought back the way they once were.

But as Reeves would always say as we headed home, even though it was hotter than 
blazes, “It’s all down hill and shady from here on, Ken.”

KEN SLEIGHT still lives at Pack Creek Ranch

I spent much of my time in the canyons, 
but I frequented Coyote Gulch more than any 
other canyon. It includes Jacob Hamblin and 
Coyote natural bridges, and Jug Handle Arch. 
I suppose Jacob deserves his name 
on some feature here. 

The horses were more sure-footed than they. 
On the first crossing, one well-endowed English 
lady squealed in midstream “Let me off, let me 
off” as she tightly squeezed her arms around 
wrangler Ches Lay. But Ches just kept ridin’ 
and grinnin.’ “There’s no gittin’ off here 
little lady! Just hang tight and don’t 
split your seams.”
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V L A C H O S’   V I E W S
America through the lens of PAUL VLACHOS

Temporary neighbors

 I normally like to sleep in my van at a truck stop or, better yet, BLM land or a 
national park. For better or worse, though, that’s not always possible, and I will then 
check into a motel. I always take notes. Here are a few excerpts from over the years. 
Some of the names, dates, and places have been changed to protect the guilty.

# # #

May 5, 2011
Best Western, Wickenburg, AZ

 I took Elko out for a walk this morning and ran into one of those typical red-faced 
older guys I always seem to meet, especially in Arizona.  Shirt tucked in.  Decent enough 
fellow.  He was thoughtfully smoking a cigarette while he stood in the morning sun. I 
stood there while Elko raised his leg and, within 30 seconds, this guy and I had some-
how devolved into a conversation about mortality.

I guess he said it was a nice day.  And I said something like, “It’s good just to be 
perpendicular.”  But we both picked it up and ran with it. He told me about how people 
he knew were dying every day, including somebody he just heard about that morning.  
We then discussed the merits of a fast versus a slow death. We agreed that life was short 
and then Elko and I walked on to finish our walk.  Happy Sunday morning in southern 
Arizona.

sation with somebody, during which he said, “I’m 38 years old.”  Later he said, “You can 
kiss my ass,” a few times and hung up.

 # # #

 # # #

 June, 30, 2010
Motel 6, Amarillo, TX

Waking up at the Motel 6 in Amarillo, Texas.  Pulled in late last night. I was in room 
144.  In room 143 was some tweaked-out dude and his girlfriend. They were already 

there when I arrived.  She 
peeked out their door 
while I was unloading.  Ten 
minutes later, they had a 
huge argument.  She was 
screaming and shrieking.  
And then he said, “I don’t 
need you,” upon which she 
shrieked some more and 
walked off.

So, all was quiet for a 
while.  He kept going out to 
his his old Nissan pickup 
– shirtless - over and over 
and over again.  Ostensibly 

checking on stuff in the front seat, looking at stuff in the back, but really just glancing 
down the exterior corridor, the sidewalk, I guess waiting for her to come back, which she 
never did.  I was more worried that he would be stealing my catalytic converter. 

Later, a guy drove up in a big pickup with no muffler. It was just roaring away.  He 
checked into room 145. His truck made a ton of noise, but he shortly started making 
a lot more noise, as the dog – which he left off leash  - ran off.  He went into his room 
and then came out and started looking for the dog.  And thus began 20 minutes of loud 
coyote whistling and screaming.  Finally, he got his in truck and drove around and found 
the dog.  He came back and promptly let it off the leash again.  He looked at the dog and 
said “You should know better than to do that.”  Then, he stood outside, leaning with his 
forearms on the hood of his pickup, having a disgusting, sexually explicit phone conver-

 July, 2005
Day’s Inn, Roscoe, TX

Roscoe is not my favorite place, at least not the motel strip, which doesn’t really 
represent the town, I suppose. I went into three motels, maybe four, looking for a room. 
This was on a Saturday night and they were all booked. One of them, the Motel 6, was 
filled with people wearing t-shirts for a family reunion – “Raynor/Gomez 05 Family 
Reunion” – something like that, two names united. They had a couple of rooms left on 
the upper level, but I declined. I then went to the brand new Comfort Inn. Both of these 
places, by the way, had stuffed animal heads  - a mountain lion head, a deer head, and 
some other choice taxidermy in the lobbies. Next, I went to the Home Ranch Motel. 
That one not only had stuffed animal heads, but it had a big counter which was just a 
glass box, sort of like a terrarium, with a stuffed rattlesnake in it, and there were two old 
women there, talking to the desk clerk about THEIR family reunion, which had taken 
place the previous year. I then went back to the Comfort Inn, which was more modern. 
They didn’t have any good rooms, either. They were all second floor – I noticed more 
mounted animal heads. Finally, I made it to the Day’s Inn, which was the worst one of 
them all, furthest down the highway, probably the first one they built – I’ll bet you the 
same family operated all of them. The air smelled vaguely of natural gas and the room 
had a huge spider in it, but I didn’t care at that point. Home is where you’re too tired to 
keep on driving.

 # # #
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 June, 1998
Victory Motel, Wells, Nevada

The old guy at the Victory Motel pointed to his pickup sitting out front and said it was 
a ‘73 Chevy. It looked like a rusted-up pile of junk, but I complimented him on it and 
said “They don’t make them like that anymore,” at which he grinned happily and mania-
cally. He told us that one of the two guys standing there were trying to get him to sell 
the truck to them. I told him what a good year that was; how it was right before all the 
pollution controls hit, and he said “That’s it EXACTLY.”  Then I grinned and told him to 
make those two young guys pay through the nose. He then told me about how the motel 
was no longer operating, but he lived there with a bunch of folks and that it was built 
from old railroad ties. “That thing is solid,” he told me, “they don’t build them like that 
anymore.”

 # # #

 1999
Near Glacier National Park, Montana

One nice thing about staying at an old-style cabin motel is that you get to have neigh-
bors. And you get to wake up and see what it’s like to live next door to people that you 
would not ordinarily live next door to. They come out smoking and coughing, wheezing 
and hacking, lighting cigarettes, locking their girlfriends out of the cabin for fun, making 
noise and just raising a ruckus. You also get to experience ancient plumbing and notices 
on the wall saying that the water doesn’t comply with government regulations, so you 
have to use the small bottle of water that they provide. “More can be purchased at the 
main office.” You get to experience the ancient electric heater unit built flush into the 
wall. You get to have one electrical outlet in the entire room (from when being “wired” 
meant being wired for electricity). Most of the motel rooms in this town don’t have 
phones. We tried a few before we settled on this place, it being too cold to set up our tent 
in Glacier tonight.

 # # #

January, 2015
Magnuson Lodge, Hammond, Louisiana

At around 9:00 p.m. there was a frantic pounding on my motel door. The proper thing 
to do in that situation is to hunker down and not answer the door.  But I did.  Actually 
I didn’t at first, but I did engage with the potential murderer. It was some guy with a 
heavy southern accent screaming about laundry.  Was I doing my laundry?  Did I have 
clothes in the dryer? I kept saying no, I didn’t.

He was asking me how tall I was and I finally realized that he was accusing me of 
stealing their clothes.  So I said, “Wait a minute.” I got dressed and then opened the 
door, as I thought it would be better and would project a more respectable front if I did 
this face-to-face. In retrospect, it was probably pretty stupid for me to have done that.  I 
would have told anybody else to not engage and to just call the front desk.

It was two very young guys.  They had a white pick-up truck.  They were both dressed 
in hunting camo, with camo hunting caps, and I think they were a little drunk.  The one 
guy kept asking me if I was sure I didn’t have clothes in the dryer.  Finally, I just said, 
“Listen: maybe there’s a security camera in the laundry room or in the hallway.  Let’s see 
if the front desk can check the videotape.”

I was simply going into rational mode, but that seemed to give them pause.  They both 
shut up and one of them said - “We don’t want to do that.”  And I think they realized in 
that moment that I was not the guy they wanted.  So, off they went, saying “Well, who-
ever did it, we’ve got THEIR clothes.”

Five minutes later I heard some more talking outside my door.  Again, like an idiot, I 
opened the door and they were standing there, but they didn’t even notice me, as they 
were absorbed in conversation with a shorter guy, who was trying to be reasonable with 
them.  He was saying, “Who knows?”  Then he said, “Let’s go back to my room and look 
at MY clothes,” which I thought was a truly insane statement. 

They all walked off and that was the last I heard of them. I worried for a few minutes 
that they were going to do the usual things that I worry about - slash my tires or steal 
parts off my van – but, when I woke up the next day, all was intact.

 January, 2014
La Quinta Inn, Panama City, Florda

 I spent the night in Panama City, Florida, at the La Quinta, which was a decent hotel. 
Earlier, I had checked in at the Quality Inn, across the street, even though I had a bad 
feeling about this Quality Inn.  It looked very fluorescent and run-down.  It was the kind 
of motel that was built in the ‘70s and ‘80s, where each room had a big glass panel, with 
a curtain on it, next to the door.  There’s nothing inherently wrong with that, but those 
motels don’t seem to have aged well.

Anyway, I went in and the desk guy was pleasant enough. They double-checked to 
make sure the room was ready.  He asked this big, tall, broken-down maintenance guy, 
“Is 153 ready?” They looked at each other for just a second too long and then the main-
tenance guy took off.  Five minutes later, he called on his walkie-talkie and said, “One 
fifty-three is ready.”

I got in the van and drove down to the room.  It looked okay at first glance.  A little 
worn and old, but I was exhausted, having driven 700 miles that day. I went into the 
bathroom, flicked on the light, and there was a huge roach, which I quickly stepped on.  
This roach was so fat that he could not move very fast.  That’s a really bad sign for a 
motel.

It means that they’re not doing enough exterminating.  So then I went and ripped off 
the the bed covers, and everything looked okay, but I remained suspicious.  So I lifted up 
a corner of the mattress, just to see if there were any bedbugs.

I lifted it a bit higher than usual because of the roach, and there - in the middle of the 
box spring - were dozens and dozens of small black bugs crawling around.  I’m no ento-
mologist and I didn’t examine them closely enough to see if they were bedbugs but, at 
that point, I just backed out of the room with Elko and left. I didn’t even want to go deal 
with getting my money back, but I did.

We went across the street to the pricier La Quinta, where the trees in the parking lot 
had a thick bedding of long pine needles, which Elko really enjoyed.

 # # #
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JOHN   D   E   P   U   Y
“His work is unique and strongly individual-

istic, though, at once indigenous to this land. 
For he has probed, with his cutting mind, be-
neath the deserts and mountains, into the bare  
bone of the rock of this land and has dared to 
seek the secrets of its womb.”

                                                   -----Stan Steiner

“The two greatest influences on my work have 
been Expressionism and the Southwest. Expres-
sionism has influenced me as a tradition, begin-
ning with Van Gogh and continuing through the 
German Expressionists. In this tradition, I trans-
late visual experience into an inner expression.  
The Southwest landforms and its native people 
are the immediate source of my work. This land 
speaks of another time sense than our Western 
European lineal time. It is the land, its myths and 
dreams of wholeness, that nourish me.”

John De Puy

http://www.galeriedepuy.com/biography-john
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“Although it is generally said that mountains belong to the countryside, they 
belong to those who love them.” 

– Zen Master Dogen, 13th century

Seventy miles north of San Francisco Bay. Even on a bright day, from several 
miles inland along the Russian River, I could see the white layer of fog running 
up the westernmost slope of the coast range. Capricious Pacific Ocean fogs 
swathe these low ridges with moisture, moisture that would otherwise be car-
ried far inland by weather systems.

The old resort town of Guerneville lies along the river in the heart of the coast 
range. The climate here is cool and wet: along with the ground fog, over 50 
inches of annual rainfall patters the area, with some winter mornings dipping 
below freezing. Just enough freezing it seems to take palm trees out of the mix, 
leaving an ideal habitat for gigantic conifers to evolve and thrive. And so they 
have. 

That is why after refreshing ourselves with state of the art cups of joe at the 
Coffee Bazaar in Guerneville Gail and I drove northward a few miles to the 
Armstrong Redwoods State Reserve Area and walked on a trail through the 
Redwoods.

They are the tallest trees in the world and some have been known to live over 
2,000 years. It takes 400-500 years for them to reach maturity but when they 
do their small-spiked needles rise above all others, absorbing pure sunlight.

We marveled at the following: what having a tree trunk that wide and that 
delicately striated yet massively heavy and that tall must require of a root 
system that also serves as a network of sentient pipes unsurpassed at sucking 
up groundwater. At first I thought the roots must simply be enormous and run 
exceptionally deep like a gigantic hand reaching way down. But Gail got it right, 
saying that the roots grow outward from the trunk in a far-reaching radial pat-
tern close to the surface in order to capture the moisture from all those ground 
fogs.  

everyone in our big-dawg, reductionist culture. One reason is that such a state-
ment, whether the speaker is aware of it consciously or not, necessarily raises 
the issue of whether our omnivorous settler ancestors have chewed the place to 
pieces in the past. And whether some of our fellow citizens are, unfortunately, 
eager to do the same today. 

Except for Thoreau, Emerson, Whitman, and a very few others there was vir-
tually no environmental consciousness among Americans of European descent 
until the tail end of the 19th century at the earliest. Only the Native Americans 
felt a sacred bond with their ancestral lands, and until the days of Teddy Roos-

In Coast Range and Desert: What Rings True
Scott Thompson

Well, so much for naturalistic observations. When I began looking straight 
up the mammoth trunks of those mothers my brain lost any sense of scale. 
An example: there was a Redwood with a wooden sign beneath it in full-size 
yellow letters that had just advised me that the tree was 310 feet high, 13.8 feet 
in diameter, and 1,300 years old. Yet when I gazed straight up at it all those 
numbers melted in my brain. I only knew that this tree was an ancient and 
honorable being and that this was a sacred place.

Of course, asserting that a natural setting is sacred doesn’t sit easy with 

evelt the dominant American society did virtually nothing to protect wild areas, 
no matter how appalling the destruction it inflicted upon them.

The Redwoods in the coast ranges of northern California were no excep-
tion. In the late 19th century American settlers began sawing them down like a 
colony of extraterrestrial termites. Fortunately, Californians with an emerging 
environmental consciousness got sufficiently pissed off and in 1901 the state 
government began protecting the Redwoods. But meditate on the mayhem: 
roughly 85% of the Redwood trees were hacked to pieces; only 10% of the origi-
nal trees were given protection in state and national parks. Five percent have 
somehow survived unprotected.

Thus we saw a lot of wide, moss-covered Redwood stumps as we walked 
along the trail. Later as we hiked up and down roads in the area we saw many 
surviving unprotected trees: which only showed me how enormous the original 
population of Redwood trees must have been. It was a cheerless thing to realize 
all this, yet I hope it’s a kind of grief that more and more of us are sharing. As 
Native Americans comprehend better than any of us, you don’t tear your lands 
apart when you love them with an undivided heart. In the end that’s what it will 
take to keep any of these places and the ecosystems that comprise them safe. 

But here is the thing. When a mature Redwood dies young trees grow up in a 
ring around it: a “fairy ring.” Around these old sawed-down stumps we passed 
one lovely fairy ring after another. 

***
“I strongly believe that consciousness cannot be localized in any particular 

place – not even in the brain.” – Pim van Lommel, M.D.

While I believe saying that ecosystems and landscapes are “sacred” is im-
portant in protecting them, I also think the word is misleading, or perhaps 
incomplete. Because when we say some entity or place is sacred it nevertheless 
remains outside of us. It is still other; it is “not-me.”

Consider the following, however, from Lisa Grayshield, Ph.D., who is a mem-
ber of the Washo tribe in western Nevada: “It is common among my people to 
hear someone say they are the land and the land is them…While human inter-
actions are important, they are not held above the interactions that take place 
in the natural environment.” (See note below on her article.)

I don’t believe she was reciting a mere religious teaching or some philosophi-
cal tenet from Washo culture. Quite the opposite: I surmise that for thou-
sands of years people in Native American and other indigenous societies have 
ventured far into the wildness of the land for extended vision quests and that 

At first I thought the roots must simply be enormous 
and run exceptionally deep like a gigantic hand reaching 
way down. But Gail got it right, saying that the roots grow 
outward from the trunk in a far-reaching radial pattern 
close to the surface in order to capture the moisture 
from all those ground fogs.  

The Redwoods in the 
coast ranges of 
northern California 
were no exception. 
In the late 19th century 
American settlers 
began sawing them 
down like a colony of 
extraterrestrial 
termites.
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as a result a significant number of them have had experiences in which the 
entrenched separation of self and other disappears: that they experience, just 
as Dr. Grayshield said, that they are the land and that the land is them. Not 
only do I suppose that such experiences happen, I suspect that they have been 
common for multi-thousands of years and have perennially worked their way 
into indigenous cultures, informing the people how to regard the natural world 
around them: as themselves.

That a human can have such an experience is unfortunately not well known 
within Western culture, much to our loss in my view. It is, however, well known 
within traditional Asian societies. For example, note the following from Japa-
nese Zen Master Dogen: “I came to realize that mind is no other than moun-
tains and rivers and the great wide earth, the sun and the moon and stars.”

It turns out that Edward Abbey himself likely had such an experience, which 
he shared in his later years with his old buddy Jack Loeffler: 

“‘…But there was a time back in Death Valley where I had what I guess was 
as close to a mystical experience as I’ve ever had. That was years ago. I was a 
young man. I’ve never had anything quite like it since. As close as I’ve come is 
after I’ve been out camping somewhere for at least two weeks. It takes at least 
that long for me to really get into it and leave all the baggage behind.’

“‘Can you describe what happened back then?’ I asked.
 “‘Well, it’s not something that’s easy to remember intellectually. It was more 

the way I felt. As I recall, I felt like I wasn’t separated from anything else. I was 
by myself at the time. It was as if I could perceive some fundamental activity 
taking place all around me. Everything was alive. Even the rocks. I was part of 
it. Not separate from it at all. I wept for joy or something akin to joy that I can’t 
really describe. It was a long time ago. It’s not something that can be remem-
bered in the normal way. Or at least normal for me. The only time I can get 
close to it is out camping. I don’t get to do that enough. Not nearly enough.’

…

“‘…In a way, that was one of the most important experiences of my life so 
far. I’ve tried to get back to it, but I don’t know how…’” (Jack Loeffler, Adven-
tures With Ed, 2002, pp. 242-243.)

Now look at the following landscape description from Abbey’s novel Fire 
on the Mountain, which he wrote in his early to mid thirties and which was 
published in 1962. He set the story in the Tularosa Valley of New Mexico in the 

Chihuahuan Desert and tells it from the vantage point of twelve year old Billy 
Vogelin, who is visiting his grandfather for the summer.

“‘Look,’ Grandfather said proudly, ‘see how the light comes down the moun-
tain now. Rolling toward us like a wave.’

“Old man, proud of his mountain. I looked where he pointed. Swiftly and 
smoothly the sunlight was spreading downward from the peak to the crest of 
the lesser mountains north and south, down over the belt of pine to the juniper 
and pinyon stands of the foothills. Bands of light extended across the green 
sky, passing above us from the east, expanding from the fiery core that swelled 
below the rim of the world. Turning in the saddle I looked for the sun and in 
a moment the first arc of it appeared, then more until the entire fireball rose, 
dazzling and incredible, more beautiful than thought, above the Guadalupe 
range eighty miles away.” (p. 33.)

Those of us who have had the pleasure of reading Abbey’s books have been 
repeatedly struck by the majesty of his landscape descriptions. They are tender, 
lovely, and unforgettable. With the possible exception of Ann Zwinger, I can’t 
say he has an equal.

I do acknowledge that it would be simplistic to try to explain the splendor of 
these descriptions as the result of his experience of non-separation in Death 
Valley as a young man. I believe it’s much more likely that what he wrote 
sprang from his life as a whole. Nevertheless, the way he wrote about the land is 
congruent with that single experience; they dovetail completely. Whatever his 
eccentricities and foibles may have been, Abbey still has much to teach us about 
what unconditional love of the land is.

I say this with a touch of sadness because I have learned from long experi-
ence that on a conscious level people can believe they love the wildness of the 
land and even at times seek solitude in it but that within themselves they can 

remain divided, all too often by the lure of sizable paychecks or financial invest-
ments.

We need a new kind of consciousness in which that love is undivided and that 
paradoxically harks back to some of humanity’s oldest traditions.

Notes: (1) Dr. Grayshield’s quotation is from her article, “Indigenous Ways 
of Knowing as a Philosophical Base for the Promotion of Peace and Jus-
tice in Counseling Education and Psychology,” Journal for Social Action in 
Counseling and Psychology, Volume 2, Number 2, Fall 2010, p. 12. (2) I have 
previously utilized two of these quotes, Dr. Grayshield’s and Edward Abbey’s 
account of his experience in Death Valley, in the Zephyr. But they’re so good I 
returned to them.

SCOTT THOMPSON is a
regular contributor to 
THE ZEPHYR. He lives in
West Virginia.
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