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LYNN JACKSON & TRANSPARENCY FOR ALL...

A few weeks ago, Grand County’s controversial county council-
man, Lynn Jackson, was exonerated yet again by County Attorney 
Andrew Fitzgerald over allegations made by John Weisheit, the 
executive director of the Moab-based environmental group ‘Liv-
ing Rivers.  Weisheit’s lengthy ethics complaint alleged that Jack-
son failed to reveal a potential conflict of interest with the potash 
industry when he was hired by that company as a consultant.

Fitzgerald allowed the case to be reviewed independently and 
after a six month investigation, he “concluded that Grand County 
Council member Lynn Jackson did not violate state or county 
ethics laws, as alleged in a Nov. 4 complaint that argued that 
Jackson failed to publicly disclose a potential conflict of interest 
with the potash industry. After a lengthy review of the complaint, 
Fitzgerald found that Jackson did not knowingly or willfully fail 
to disclose his relationships with the potash industry.”

http://moabtimes.com/view/full_story/27161805/article-Le-
gal-review-clears-Jackson-of-alleged-ethics-violations?

It was the third time in three years that Jackson has faced 
these kinds of accusations. In 2013, Moab Progressive Bill Love 
“alleged that Jackson failed to disclose his working relationship 
with Del Fortner Consulting, which has represented American 
Potash in its dealings with the U.S. Bureau of Land Management 
(BLM).” He demanded an investigation by the Grand County At-
torney, Andrew Fitzgerald. Subsequently, Fitzgerald determined 
that, “Lynn Jackson has not violated state or county ordinances, 
and he has acted ethically in the performance of his duties.”

Love was unmoved by the decision and told the Times-Inde-
pendent “that he plans to keep a close eye on Jackson’s ties with 
the consultant.”

http://moabtimes.com/bookmark/24439565-Grand-County-
Attorney-s-investigation-finds-that-council-member-did-not-vio-
late-ethics-laws

In 2014, a Grand County Council candidate, Chris Baird, 
called for another investigation of Jackson;  this time the county 
attorney referred the matter to the Utah Attorney General. But 
a month later the T-I reported,  “The Utah Attorney General’s 
Office will not pursue charges in connection with a formal 
complaint filed against Grand County Council chairman Lynn 
Jackson....(The director of the office’s justice department, Grego-
ry) Ferbrache noted in the letter that two supervising prosecutors 
agreed ‘independently and collaboratively’ with the findings of 
the special agent who conducted the investigation...”

http://moabtimes.com/view/full_story/25927077/article-
AG-s-office-declines-to-file-charges-against-Jackson

Almost concurrently, some Moabites initiated a recall petition 
to have Jackson removed from office. But the movement failed to 
obtain the required number of signatures by the stated deadline 
and the effort failed.

http://moabtimes.com/view/full_story/25761327/article-
Jackson-recall-effort-fails-to-meet-deadline-

And finally, the most recent complaint, filed by Weisheit last 
November 4. When County Attorney Fitzgerald exonerated Jack-
son, Weisheit expressed his displeasure with the decision and he 
made a public statement to the local media,

He expressed disappointment that Fitzgerald is “unwilling to 
take a strong stance for professional standards of conduct and 
strong ethics for the benefit of Grand County residents.”

“The fact is,” Weisheit continued, “Jackson has been a paid 
consultant for the potash industry while repeatedly failing to 
make simple public disclosures of the nature of his interests 
prior to important votes that impacted and potentially furthered 
the interests of his clients... Mr. Fitzgerald’s flaccid finding that 
requiring simple disclosures would prevent effective leadership in 
Grand County is outrageous.”

Weisheit continued, “This is about good government and 
simple disclosures. The public deserves a strong ethical policy 
requiring regular disclosures of potential or actual conflicts where 
the elected or appointed official is paid to promote or otherwise 
financially benefits from furthering the interests of a particular 
business or industry with matters under consideration before the 
public body.”

Finally he wrote, “I call on Lynn Jackson and all of our elected 
and appointed officers to follow through on the County Attorney’s 
‘best practices’ recommendation and immediately disclose the 
full amounts of compensation from clients, the nature of the 
work, and the time periods of all contracts while serving the com-
munity.” (emphasis added)

Technically, Weisheit was talking about county officials, but 
it’s difficult to imagine any principled person splitting hairs and 
arguing that his admonition for transparency should not apply to 
municipal officials as well. Transparency in government at ALL 
levels, is a worthy aspiration that we all hope for. Recent events at 
Moab City Hall make that point quite succinctly.

Consequently, his demand for full disclosure creates an inter-
esting transparency conundrum for Weisheit and a non-profit 
organization in Moab called the Canyonlands Watershed Council. 
John sits on the organization’s board of directors. Its paid execu-
tive director position had been vacant since its last occupant, 
Chris Baird, resigned to run for county council in 2014. This 
spring CWC  hired a new executive director, City Councilwoman 
Heila Ershadi.

In its mission statement CWC says it,  “promotes and protects 
the health of southeastern Utah water and watersheds.”  But the 
organization expresses a political position as well. For example, 
CWC’s previous director Chris Baird used his position to oppose 
aspects of the ongoing Public Lands Initiative, but not with 

regard to watersheds. Rather, his objections were re: access to 
mountain bike trails.

The Times-Independent reported:  “The Grand County 
Council’s chairman is vowing to fine-tune a study committee’s 
recommendations for new wilderness, after a nonprofit group 
reported that all three proposals would close two popular trails 
to mountain bikers....Canyonlands Watershed Council Executive 
Director Chris Baird informed local residents this week that the 
proposals, as written, would eliminate bicycle access through the 
lower sections of the famed Porcupine Rim Trail. Mountain bik-
ers would also be barred from the Hidden Valley Trail, Baird said 
during a May 5 meeting regarding the county study committee’s 
alternatives for long-term public land-use designations.”

http://www.moabtimes.com/view/full_story/25072765/ar-
ticle-Group-sees-room-for-improvement-in-public-lands-initia-
tive-proposals?

On its facebook page, CWC also advocated for opposition to 
the proposed tar sands development in the Book Cliffs, posting 
information from ‘Utah Tar Sands Resistance,’ and has offered 
critical commentary on other environmental issues.

Now please note, I have no problem with organizations like 
CWC expressing opinions on issues they believe are important 
and feel obligated to express. That is their job. BUT when that 
group is administered by an elected public official, then absolute 
transparency is vital. It doesn’t matter how much or how little 
compensation the official receives, and in this case, at this time, 
it’s probably not much. But it still should be accessible and, 
perhaps more vital, should be the information that reveals who 
pays the bills.

And so I contacted the new director, Heila Ershadi, by email. 
First, I explained that for a year, I had been unable to secure any 
new financial information about CWC, via the popular web site 
‘Guidestar.org.’

Guidestar provides financial information for virtually all non-
profits. After almost a decade examining Form 990s from many 
non-profits (the form required for all 501 (c) 3 organizations), for 
the first time I could not find a document---CWC’s financials for 
2014. I asked Ershadi for that information. And in keeping with 
Weisheit’s admonition about more transparency, I also requested 
contributor data--who and how much.

With regard to Guidestar.org, Ershadi wrote, “I want to be sure 
you understand that this is not a requirement.” And because CWC 
had been inactive since Baird’s departure, CWC’s recent revenues 
had fallen under $50,000. Consequently, they met the require-
ments of an IRS loophole which allows such non-profits to file a 
Form 990-N--an ePostcard---that provides virtually no informa-
tion that couldn’t be found on the web site. The IRS makes it clear 
that such organizations are free to file more detailed reports if 
they choose to be more transparent.

Ershadi also refused to provide a donor list, though her 
predecessor had given us a list in 2014. At the time, Baird was 
unwilling to provide specific amounts, but he did inform us 
that billionaire David Bonderman, local philanthropist Jennifer 
Spears, Moab progressive activist David Erley, the Grand Canyon 
Trust’s Mary O’Brien, and Living Rivers’ John Weisheit had all 
made significant contributions to CWC. And he alluded to but 
would not confirm that a lion’s share of the funding came from 
venture capitalist Bonderman.

But Ershadi wrote, “it is not CWC policy to provide the name 
or contact information for its donors without express permission 
as this betrays the donors’ expectation to a right to privacy and 
is not required.” At the same time, Ershadi insisted, “I strongly 
support transparency.”

(An internet search did reveal a $2000 contribution in 2014 
from Moab activist Darcey Brown.)

In my reply to Ershadi, I noted several issues...

RE: CWC’s failure to submit information to Guidestar, you 
wrote, “I want to be sure you understand that this is not a re-
quirement.” True, but if you “strongly believe in transparency,” 
why would you want to make it more difficult for citizens to 
access your organization’s tax information?

RE: disclosure of contributors, you’re seriously missing the 
point...one of CWC’s own board members, John Weisheit, recent-
ly and publicly called for more transparency by our public of-
ficials than the law requires. He urged them (you)  to go further 
than those technical parameters....

So, for example, when Moab citizens want to know how their 
elected officials stand on various public land issues, it would be 

Weisheit
(left)
and

Ershadi

Lynn Jackson
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in their best interests to know that your organization has been 
supported in the past, either directly or indirectly, by environ-
mental organizations that wield considerable power and influ-
ence in southeast Utah.

In an October 2014 facebook comment, even you acknowl-
edged “the hypocrisy that often exists in the alliance between 
the tourist economy promoters and environmentalists, and in 
Big Green generally.”  So, knowing that you have personally 
acknowledged the contradictions inherent in Big Green, I hope 
that you will heed Weisheit’s suggestion and allow the citizens of 
Moab and Grand County a more transparent view of CWC’s fi-
nancial base of support for the past five years (as was originally 
requested).

I let Ms. Ershadi know we’d regard her reply to be ‘on the 
record,’ and we never heard from her again.

* * *
People and organizations who support full disclosure and 

complete transparency by our public officials must be consistent. 
They cannot pick and choose. When Progressives only ques-
tion the accuracy and honesty of Conservatives, or conversely, 
when Conservatives only cast suspicious eyes at their political 
opponents, then credibility dies where it stands. It does nothing 
to improve or enhance our trust in government or in each other. 
Accountability and transparency has to be based on the facts, not 
on partisan presumptions. Even worse the demand for transpar-
ency can’t merely be a weapon to ‘get’ your adverary. In Moab, 
these days, Transparency isn’t a one-way street.
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I LOVE THIS PLACE

On the first Saturday of May, Jim and I roused ourselves early and drove two 
hours to the Kansas Sampler Festival. It’s a curious festival—more a statewide 
meet-and-greet than your typical artsy-craftsy affair. I don’t know if they have 
festivals like it in other states, but it was the first of its kind I’d ever attended. 
The big, leafy park in Winfield, KS blossomed for two days with large white 
tents, and the tents, separated by regions, contained representatives from 
nearly every populated community in the state. Walking through, you’d meet 
someone from Cawker City, home of the world-famous ball of twine; someone 
from Atchison, the most haunted town in the state; someone from Abilene, 
waxing poetic about Dwight D. Eisenhower. One tent was specifically set aside 
for historical re-enactors from all four corners of the state, a group of whom 
emerged once an hour for a gunfight on the grassy knoll nearby. As we walked 
by, all the departed happily rose from their deaths to get lunch.

When we wandered near to one of the four open-air stages, the general twit-
tering chatter of festival-goers faded into music. I recognized a couple of the 
names on the program, and we enjoyed a few sets before wandering into the 
food trucks for some Kansas City-style barbecue. (There’s no other kind, re-
ally.) It was a gorgeous, green Spring day. And I was filled, truly, with a sense 
of being a Kansan through-and-through, if not born-and-bred.

nice to live here.
And it is nice, after all. It’s easy, living here. There’s never any traffic. If Jim 

and I have to wait for more than one car to pass by at an intersection, we’re 
likely to exclaim to each other, “What is this? The Santa Monica Freeway?!”

And because the scale of the communities is so small, the rules are usually re-
laxed and malleable. One of our favorite stories to tell about moving to Kansas 
is about planning our wedding. We had only lived here a year, and so we had 
no clue what the process would be like. We walked into the city office and ex-
plained that we would like to use the city park pavilion for a wedding reception.

“That sounds nice,” said Crystal, who is always the only person in the office.
“Do we need to sign anything? Or get a permit?”
“What?” Crystal looked truly confused.
“Well, there will be alcohol there.”
“I should hope so!” She laughed. “Don’t worry about it.” And, because we 

seemed to want her to do something official, she wrote down our names and 
the date of the wedding. “Just have a nice time,” she said. And she waved us 
out, shaking her head at our crazy ideas about permits and permissions.

Another story. It was Christmas Eve, 2010. Jim and I had just flown out to 
California after the sudden death of my father. We were at the funeral home 
with my Mom, planning the Wake, when Jim’s phone rang. Apologizing, he 
ducked into the hallway to take the call, and when he returned, a couple min-
utes later, it was with a look of befuddled amazement. “You won’t believe it,” he 
said. “It was the Postmaster. Back home. We have a package that arrived after 
we left, and she was worried we would miss a present on Christmas Day.”

“She called you”--I looked at the time-- “at closing time, Christmas Eve, to 

Everyone manning a booth was charmingly non-professional. I can’t forget 
the woman who talked to us for a good five minutes about the versatility of 
Sorghum grain, and offered up cookies to support her cause. The sweet, young, 
red-headed Park Service Ranger who was passionate about Nicodemus, the last 
remaining town in Kansas settled by freed slaves who had fled the South. Per-
son after person sharing with other Kansans about their historic downtowns, 
their lakes, their yearly Meatloaf Festival. This wasn’t for the rest of the world, 
or even the rest of the country. The purpose, as far as I could tell, was make 
Kansans feel proud their towns, their state. To remind us how much there is to 
do and see nearby. To set aside, for a weekend, the shared inferiority complex 
that leaves a lot of us constantly split between defending our home and also 
apologizing for it to outsiders.

It gets old, talking about Kansas when you’re traveling. I’m remembering the 
cashier in Colorado who said, “Sorry,” with a laugh when we said we were head-
ed back to Kansas. The scrunched-up grimace of a waitress in California as she 
said, “Kansas? No I’ve never been there. God, aren’t you so bored all the time?” 
Or the common, “Yeah, I think I drove across Kansas once. But I’ve already 
forgotten it.” Hardy-Har. Yessir, that’s hilarious. And, sure, there are aspects to 
Kansas that aren’t great. The politics are an absolute mess. The budget’s in the 
toilet. Our schools are barely holding it together. And once a year or so, some-
one’s house gets carried off in a tornado. But, despite all that, it’s a great idea to 
take off one weekend, just one, to forget the bad stuff and remember why it’s so 

make sure we wouldn’t miss a present?” He nodded, and I chuckled, sadly, 
“What is this place we’ve moved to?! That’s incredible.”

“I’m so glad we live there,” he said, pulling me into a hug.
“No kidding,” I agreed.

There are about a million things other people would hate about our town, 
but we love. Like the fact that it takes years to get a pothole fixed. Or that the 
city got halfway through fixing a drainage problem in the middle of Main Street 
a year ago and then stopped, and haven’t returned, leaving behind a mas-
sive muddy trench in the street. The smell of burning leaves in the Fall. The 
confused roosters crowing at 3am. The fact that you can’t find a single city or 
county official on the job during the noon hour. And, especially, the fact that, in 
a contest between the sidewalk and massive tree roots, people around here let 
the tree win.

It’s inefficient and that’s the way we like it. People here are still just people, 
and not officious or slickly professional. The regulations bend themselves when 
the situation warrants it. And folks are fond of looking the other way. Those can 
all be bad traits in a community, and I’m certain they have proved destructive 
a number of times in the history of our town, but most of the time they create 
a live-and-let-live spirit that makes life feel a bit more manageable here than it 
does anywhere else.

That’s not to say it’s always a picnic. Sometimes I have to be reminded why 
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we moved to the middle of nowhere. There are days when I feel hemmed in by 
our small town, with its one small grocery store, its one restaurant, its one-
screen movie theater that’s probably playing something I don’t want to see. I 
get antsy and irritable with my lack of options. The hour’s distance between us 
and the nearest Walmart seems to stretch the length of a continent. The two 
hour drive to the nearest airport, the nearest Indian restaurant, or professional 
baseball game, might as well be a transatlantic flight. And even that distance 
doesn’t take me to a real “city.” When I want to sink into the luxurious anonym-
ity of a real, bustling metropolis, I have to plan for a 5-6 hour drive to Kansas 
City.

And there are moments, when I’m in Kansas City, or visiting my mom in 
Oakland, or visiting my best friend in Minneapolis, when I wonder whether I’m 
not better suited to a city life. Whether I wouldn’t prefer to be surrounded by 
movement and lively activity. Whether it wasn’t a mistake to settle down into a 
life in a tiny little dot on the plains.

But those moments pass.
After a few days, the noise becomes overbearing. Everything is expensive. The 

streets are heaving with crowds of people, and you have to wait an hour to get a 
table at a restaurant. And the traffic. Good Lord, the traffic.

Safely returned to my home, I luxuriate in the quiet. The open roads. The 
ease.

Jim likes to say that this is the last true vestige of the Wild West, and he’s 
right about that. The Internet Age hasn’t quite penetrated this last swath of 
the country. Google Maps hardly knows half the businesses in town. Websites, 
when they exist, tend to look like a throwback to the early 2000s. One of our 
dear friends here only confessed to me a couple days ago that she can never 
keep straight the difference between CD’s and DVD’s.

You could really detach here, if you wanted. It’s easy to push away news 
of the outside world; to just pick up the snippets from the local news out of 
Wichita, unfollow all the politics on Facebook, and call it quits on all the larger, 
more complicated global issues. And, though I haven’t quite made that leap 
to a full, blissful opting-out, I’m keeping the option in my back pocket. Give 
me another decade or so of all this nonsense and I’ll be ready to hit mute on 
anything outside a 200-miles radius. I’ll make my whole world out of this town, 
this state, the people who understand how nice life can be.

“You think this is considered an open container violation?” I asked our neigh-
bors Terry and Evan recently, as I walked 
back and forth across the street between 
our houses with my half-drunk beer in 
hand. Everybody laughed.

“Maybe somewhere else, it is,” Terry 
replied. “But definitely not here.”
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‘BEFORE & AFTER’

Arches National Park
The Devils Garden Trail Head

July 1978 & July 2015
In 1976, the Bicentennial Year, Arches experienced record visitation. More than 327,000

tourists came to the park that year. It took until 1986, for that number to climb to 400,000.
In 2015, more than a million people crammed into Arches and the numbers are only expected

to climb dramatically in the years to come. 
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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
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PUBLIC LANDS OWNERSHIP or OVERREACH

 “The government is not in the business of taking care of the people or the land, the 
government is in the business of taking care of the government.”

I read this comment on The Friends of Canyon Country Zephyr page and it got me 
thinking.  A lot. 

I realize I would probably have very different perceptions and opinions about the role 
of government and public land issues had I been born and raised in Moab.  I was raised 
in northwestern Massachusetts and the San Francisco Bay Area and was exposed to a 
lot of other places along the way.  I had the privilege to travel a lot when I was a kid with 
my parents when my dad, a geologist for the USGS, was asked to work in various parts 
of the US and other countries for months at a time and was allowed to bring his fam-
ily along.  I have never viewed the US federal government as inherently against its own 
people.  I was privileged to attend a high school where we were required to read primary 
sources as well as text books in history class, and I certainly learned a great deal about 
the US government’s poor behavior over the years as well as the inequality and oppres-
sion of so many other governments.  Despite the poor behavior of some elected officials 
and agency staff, government has always seemedto be to be a necessary part of living in 
a stable community. 

I admit that my bias is not to see government as inherently a bad thing, though I do 
view it to a large degree with a healthy dose of skepticism.  I tend towards the belief 
that “democracy is the worst form of government, besides all the others” or however 
that quote goes (though I will admit the current election is giving me pause).  That said, 
I hear it often said in Moab and surrounding areas that the government (meaning the 
BLM, or the USFS) is bad and is over reaching.  When I dig further to find out specifics 
about exactly how it is bad I hear general comments about taking away rights, and pre-
venting people from doing things on public lands.  It is all usually spoken in fairly broad 
terms – or tells only one side of the story.  Or, as in the case of the new rules for camping 
and wood collection near Moab, I see the new rules as a needed means to cope with too 
many people in too small a space.

That isn’t to say some specific stories don’t give me pause, but I have yet to get much 
clearly articulated detailed descriptions of exactly what is being taken away or stepped 
on by “government overreach”.  But I am searching (keeping in mind it is spring and the 
absolutely worst time of year for anyone involved in agriculture or plant growing to find 
time to read), and will continue to search to better understand this assertion.  Through 
understanding perhaps I can better understand the frustration so many people in SE 
Utah seem to feel towards public land management.

I JUST WANT A FEW SEEDS…..
I have had my challenges working with the BLM here in Moab.  I grow native plants 

for retail sale at our small nursery in Moab, and am especially interested in locally 
sourced plants.   It took nearly 5 years to get a permit to collect small quantities of lo-
cally sourced seed to propagate.  Since the seed collected may ultimately be grown into 
plants that are sold there is a money generating aspect to my request, albeit a pretty tiny 
one, which kicks my permit request into the commercial category.  It has been a frustrat-
ing process to be sure, though a tiny one in the context of the explosive growth in recre-
ational use and permitted events and businesses in Moab.  The irony of being unable to 
acquire a permit for a regenerative activity when others can go to the local office to ask 
for an event permit or a commercial permit to guide people on various tours that have 
the potential to impact more area and more plant material than I will ever grow from the 
small quantities of seed I want to collect made me quite frustrated.  I couldn’t help but 
think if my request came from a larger business with an army of lawyers waiting to sue 
that I would have had my permit in short order.   The permit is only good for one year, 
but my hope is that it can and will be renewed when I demonstrate the small impact this 
commercial activity has on public lands.

PARTNERSHIPS and COLLABORATIVE DECISION MAKING IS MESSY
I have lived in Moab (or within 20 miles of it) for nearly the last 25 years.  I have been 

involved in issues and many projects focusing on areas of public land in SE and Central 
Utah for most of my time here.  I have intentionally not sought employment with the 
federal government, not because the government is evil but rather because I saw first 
hand how frustrating it was for my father to work there in many ways, even though he 
had one of the best jobs imaginable.  From time to time as I age, I wonder the wisdom 
of this choice - especially as I have chosen to grow native plants for a living, not exactly 
a high profit margin or secure profession….and then I hear from friends who do work in 
government agencies locally and I realize that that work environment is probably not for 
me.

So I have a healthy cynicism about the government, but I also have a respect for the 
challenge of managing land for multiple uses and for so many different user groups with 
so many different ideas of what is acceptable or good.  Respect does not mean believ-
ing everything the BLM, USFS, NRCS or Utah State agencies say and do to be good.  I 
respect plenty of people I disagree with about various topics. 

When I first came to Moab Mill Creek Canyon was still sort of a local’s secret.  Power-
dam area was a mess of fire rings, trash and broken bottles, but most tourists didn’t go 
there.  The immediate Powerdam area aside, it was an entrance to a great hike, as long 
or as short as you wished – a hidden gem linking Moab to the desert and mountains 
nearby.

As tourism increased in the early 90s, the BLM began looking at the impacts of higher 
use at Powerdam and Potato Salad Hill.  The road to the waterfall up left hand had al-
ready been closed for a while when I came to Moab.  The road across the creek from the 
Powerdam Parking lot to Potato Salad Hill was closed soon after.  At the time, the BLM 

opted to reduce the parking area and work on revegetating the area from the Powerdam 
to the parking lot.  Through all this, local residents kept saying “don’t tell anyone about 
this place” – don’t mention it at the Moab Information Center, don’t mark it on maps 
and keep it out of guide books.  Since this was before the google, youtube, and facebook 
it was possible to keep word of Mill Creek somewhat hushed.  Not any more.

In the mid 90s group of residents, BLM staff, Utah State School Institutional Trust 
Lands, Grand and San Juan County representatives, Moab City staff, grazing permitees, 
local non profits and organizations like the Backcountry Horsemen and some long time 
seasonal residents came together to make an effort to tackle the increasing use of the 
canyon and the erosion and damage created by the myriad of new trails people were 
blazing to get to that perfect secluded spot.  The idea was to protect the riparian system, 
the beauty of the place, and sustain the ability of residents to use the area without creat-
ing a whole slew of new rules and regulations. 

This group tried hard to work together, and trust was low between participants.  We 
got so bogged down in minutia of how to decide things in a manner that was guaran-
teed to be representative that we lost a lot of steam and the effort fizzled after a few 
years.  Some good did come of it; some social trailing was reduced; deep gullies forming 
on often used horse trails were repaired through collaborative efforts between riders 
and hikers; and a fence was built at the bottom of the Steelbender Trail as it leaves the 
canyon just upstream of Hidden Valley to reduce off trail thrill riding.  During all this I 
had the privilege of bringing local kids into the canyon to do some of this work – and to 
build wattles out of Russian olive branches and install them on contour on the slope off 
the Steelbender Trail that helped catch seed and stop wind erosion, and subsequently 
regenerated a native plant community there. 

In the years since there have been 3 or 4 more iterations of the Mill Creek Partner-
ship, culminating today with the efforts of Sara Melnicoff and the Moab Solutions clean 
up efforts focused to large degree at the Powerdam and Potato Salad Hill.  There is now 
a pit toilet at the Powerdam parking lot.  The interesting thing to me about this repeti-
tion of history is that the problems are the same – too many people in one place.  How-
ever today the scale of the issue is much much greater.

I have also participated as a native plant regeneration specialist in the SE Utah 
Riparian Partnership here in Moab.   I was invited for a time into the Escalante River 
Watershed Restoration Partnership because of my experience with large scale invasive 
plant management and native plant regeneration work.  I am currently involved with the 
Colorado Plateau Native Plant Program, a collaboration between various federal land 
managers, seed producers, restoration practitioners and others.  All of these efforts have 
had their challenges and have been variously effective collaborations focused on land 
management issues at a broad landscape scale.  This is one part of federal and state land 
ownership that is tedious and sometimes frustrating, but it also can be inspiring and 
bring positive outcomes to all user groups and the land itself.  It illustrates a strength 
behind public land ownership that is not always present when land is privately owned 
and private property rights often take precedence over collaboration. 

The idea was 
to protect the 
riparian system, 
the beauty of the 
place, and 
sustain the ability 
of residents to use 
the area without 
creating a whole 
slew of new rules 
and regulations. 

The interesting thing to me about this repetition 
of history is that the problems are the same – 

too many people in one place.  
However today the scale of the issue 

is much much greater.
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IT’S PUBLIC BECAUSE NO ONE WANTED IT
In the west we have grown and lived with public land since the inception of the states.  

There is reason for this.  At the time of Utah statehood, and even later when land was 
being given away, much of the west was left unclaimed.  Thanks to the Homestead Act 
of 1862 about 10% of the area of the US was claimed and settled between 1862 and 1976.  
It was possible through 1976, with a short hiatus from 1934-1946, to acquire up to 320 
acres of non-irrigable land in Utah, Colorado, Montana, Nevada, Wyoming, Washing-
ton and Arizona for mere dollars per acre, with the caveat that the applicant lived on 
the land for at least 5 years and grew something there.  There were residency rules too.  
And in arid, rocky areas like those around Moab it was tough to prove your rights and 
buy the land, unless there was water.  The choice places were claimed.   It is telling that 
much of the land was left unclaimed. 

According to the Utah State History web page the first commercial oil well in the 
Moab area was drilled near Thompson in 1911.  Apparently oil seemed promising 
through the 20s, but there weren’t many wells drilled until around 1957.  Recently there 
has been an upswing in drilling in Grand County thanks in large part to advances in 
drilling technology.

Uranium was a critical phase in Moab and the surrounding area during the 1950s and 
60s.  Uranium  mining brought prospectors, miners, and all sorts of people to Moab in 
the early 50s – exploding the population from 1,275 to 4,682 in one decade (according 
to the 2010 census Moab’s population is now about 5,046).  We have an old trailer out 
back that we use as a storage shed that is a remnant of those boom days when the entire 
block from 100 N to 200 N and Main to 100 W was a trailer park.  The concrete “patios” 
in our yards are evidence of the chaos of trailers, as is the shower house turned equip-
ment storage behind our house.  I have heard stories of the old Moab, and the commu-
nity mindedness of business at that time.  I am not sure Moab is the only place that has 
lost that sense of care of community in a world full of out of state/country corporations 
with deep pockets as opposed to mom and pop businesses with a strong connection to 
place.

Throughout these booms in extractive industries, when public land was still available 
for nearly nothing just for the asking, the land around Moab was not claimed.  No one 
wanted it then, because there was no way to make a living off of it – even during the 
uranium boom.  Now that extractive practices have evolved, much like the evolution of 
recreation activities and tools to do them, people want that land.  And the problem is, it 
was decided by people long before us that since no one wanted it that the land belonged 
to all of us.

UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES
Faced with the crash of the extractive industries in Moab in the 70s and 80s tourism 

looked like a great opportunity to help create jobs and an industry for Moab.  Locals 
like Mitch and Mary Williams travelled long distances to create networks with people 
interested in coming to the desert to tag a long on jeep trips, and the Bill and Robin 
Groff started Rim Cyclery in 1983.  After the last crash, when homes sold in Moab for 
well under $50,000 for a 3 bed, 1 ½ bath house on ½ an acre ANY industry seemed like 
a necessary and positive thing.  And how bad could tourism be??  A few folks come for 
a few days, leave some money in Moab and then leave.   While it started slowly, as these 
things do, through word of mouth and small to non-existent budgets for advertising, it 
built momentum quickly, especially since the dawn of the internet.

As tourism grew Transient Room Taxes (TRTs) were charged to raise funds from the 
visitors – but due to requirements by the State of Utah a great deal of income is used to 
advertise Moab and other places in Utah rather than to help fix aging infrastructure like 
our sewer plant, or make it possible for local EMTs to make a living wage.

The unintended consequence of inviting the world here has been the world has come 
– in large numbers.  And with new toys that let them all explore farther and deeper into 

the desert than I suspect any of the original founders of the tourist industry businesses 
in Moab could have imagined.  In 1964, the same year Canyonlands was designated as a 
national park, Tag A Long started running jeep trips in Canyonlands and raft trips soon 
after.  At that time you couldn’t buy a raft for personal use – the rigs were army surplus 
and not cheap, and the rigging and dry bags were also army surplus.  Now, not only can 
you buy a new 16’ Grand Canyon worthy raft for around $5000 (rigged for the trip is 
another story) for $800 at Sam’s Club you can buy a stand up paddle board.  Dry bags, 
which were manufactured or bought from army surplus, are now available for as little 
as $15 to 30 at Cabela’s.  In the 1980s, after the uranium busted in earnest the Groff 
brothers started Rim Cyclery.  In 1984 they started renting mountain bikes.  Like with 
rafts, specialty bikes for backcountry travel couldn’t be easily purchased like they can be 
bought today. 

People in Moab have always been ingenious when it comes to figuring out how to live 
and survive in this place.  But even I don’t think any of them in the 60s, 70s or 80s had 
any idea how massive the recreation tourism industry would grow, or how new kinds of 
off road vehicles and new activities like base jumping and slacklining would dramatically 
change the face of this town or the lands around it.

Moab and the public lands nearest it is forever changed – and that change started in 
the 1960s, 70s and 80s.

Around 1994 the Utah State Health Department threatened to shut down camping 
along the River Road due to elevated fecal coliform levels in the Colorado River due to 
roadside/riverside camping.  Keep in mind this road was only fully paved in the 80s.  I 
remember the days before the pit toilets and developed camp sites.  The road was pret-
tier, from afar, but I remember a lot of toilet paper flowers. Like the recently installed 
light at the junction of Hwy 128 and 191, these changes were essential to accommodate 
the number of visitors coming at the invitation at first of Moab locals but later by the 
State of Utah invitations in the form of advertising mandated by the TRT funds.  It can 
be argued that the changes to the public lands brought the people – from where I sit, the 
people invited to come here forced changes in the public land around Moab in order to 
ensure it retains some of its integrity.

I come back to the comment “The government is not in the business of taking care of 
the people or the land, the government is in the business of taking care of the govern-
ment.”  Perhaps the government is a reflection of the governed.  Perhaps that is where 
we need to start.

http://www.rimcyclery.com/history/
http://tagalong.com/about/
http://historytogo.utah.gov/places/moab.html
https://www.archives.gov/publications/prologue/2012/winter/homestead.pdf

In the west we have grown and lived with public land 
since the inception of the states.  There is reason 

for this.  At the time of Utah statehood, 
and even later when land was being given away, 

much of the west was left unclaimed. 
...The choice places were claimed.  

It is telling that much of the land was left unclaimed. 
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AN EXCERPT FROM:

LAST OF THE ROBBERS ROOST OUTLAWS
Moab’s BILL TIBBETTS...PART  6   Tom McCourt

Cowboy Life             Along the River
Bill and Ephraim spent the winter of 1919-1920 in the Laterite country, camping 

out in a tent. They tended the cows and explored their new rangeland, digging out the 
springs and rough-fencing the water sources to prevent the cows from stomping them 
out. They also developed their trail between Moab and Elaterite Basin.

From Moab, Bill and Ephraim rode up Seven Mile Canyon to the Big Flat. There, they 
took the Horsethief Trail down Mineral Canyon to the Green River. Then they rode 
down the east side of the river about twelve miles to a place called Queen Anne Bottom. 
There was a wide, gravely ford at Queen Anne Bottom, and for most of the year they 
could cross the river there without swimming the horses. On the west bank of the river, 
across from Queen Anne Bottom, the cowboys followed the north fork of Horse Canyon 
away from the river and into Elaterite Basin.

Each of the small valleys or “bottoms” along the Green River channel had a name. 
Places like Tidwell Bottom, Anderson Bottom, and Valentine Bottom were named after 
families who had attempted homesteads there in the early 1900s. Places like Potato 
Bottom, Tent Bottom, and Turks Head Bottom were named after abandoned fields, 
abandoned equipment, and geologic features.

Queen Anne Bottom was probably named after Queen Ann Bassett (Ann without an 
“e”) who was a good friend of Butch Cassidy and 
The Wild Bunch. Ann Bassett was a member of a 
prominent ranching family in the Brown’s Park 
area of northwestern Colorado. She was one of 
the few women allowed to spend time with the 
outlaws in the Robbers Roost during the 1890s.

The new country Bill and Eph explored was 
surrounded by some of the world’s most spec-
tacular scenery, and one of the most impressive 
areas was a place the cowboys called “The Maze.” 
It was an impossible tangle of deep, sandstone-
finned canyons that stretched for several miles 
between Elaterite Basin and the river channel. The 
cowboys were aware of the beauty of the place, 
but they didn’t go there often. It was a bad place 
to loose a cow. In 1919, only a handful of Anglo-
Americans had ever seen the place. The rest of the 
world had no clue it even existed.

Elaterite Basin was terribly remote. There were 
no developed roads. Everything had to bemtaken 
in with mules or packhorses. The French sheep-
men had pioneered what they called The Flint 
Trail. It was a steep and rocky pack trail that 
traversed The Big Ledge to the west, and it was 
the best trail to Hanksville or the town of Green 
River. There was a North Trail out of Elaterite, 
too. It went over North Point toward Hans Flat 
and the Robbers Roost country. But Bill and 
Ephraim were from Moab and they preferred to 
do their shopping there. When they went to Moab 
for supplies, they had the river crossing at Queen 
Anne Bottom and their new trail along the river all 
to themselves.

The Green River was a special challenge for 
the cowboys. There were no dams upstream to 
regulate the flow of water and the river ran wild 
and free. The water level fluctuated constantly, de-
pending on the weather and time of year. Floods 
were common and river crossings were dangerous.

Bill and Ephraim kept extra horses and caches 
of riding equipment, saddles, and other supplies 
on both sides of the river so they could cross back 
and forth on rafts when the water was high and 
dangerous. When they made a raft, they would 
spread a canvas tarp over the top of the raft to 
keep water from splashing up between the logs 
and wetting the cargo. The rafts were guided with long, cottonwood poles.

But the cowboys preferred to ride or swim their horses across the river if they could. 
It was easier, faster, and less bother than making a raft, even if they did get wet in the 
process.

Bill and Ephraim were riding through Potato Bottom one fine summer morning when 
Ephraim said he had been looking at a spot on the river that he thought might be shal-
low enough to ford without swimming. Since the weather was warm and the water was 
low, he thought it might be a good time to check it out. As Bill watched, Ephraim got 
down from his horse and cut a stout cottonwood sapling, about twelve feet long, to use 
as a “sounding rod” to test the depth of the river. He then rode to the edge of the water 
and sat watching the current.

“Looks too deep to me,” Bill declared.
“I don’t think it’s that bad,” Eph proclaimed. “I think me and ol’ Sugarfoot here can 

walk on across.”
“Sugarfoot ain’t that tall,” Bill insisted. “You better build a raft or give it up. That river 

has swallowed better swimmers than you and that old red horse.”
“We can do it,” Eph insisted, as he turned the horse down the bank and into the water.

Bill sat and watched as Ephraim went farther and farther out into the current. The wa-
ter came higher and higher up Eph’s leg toward his saddlebags and coiled rope. The man 
was going along slowly, cautiously sounding the bottom with his long, cottonwood pole.

Then, in slow motion, the big horse simply dropped out of sight beneath the waves. 
Then Eph went under, still sitting in the saddle. The long pole went slowly down and 
out of sight, and there wasn’t a riffle or a bubble to be seen while Bill watched anxiously, 
holding his breath.

Finally, the long pole came rocketing up out of the water like a cork, followed by 
Ephraim, blowing like a whale. Then came the wild-eyed horse, swimming for all he 
was worth. Horses are good swimmers, but Eph beat that horse to the far shore, cowboy 
boots and all. They crossed the river somewhere else after that.

During one of the winters in the early 1920s, the Green and Colorado rivers froze 
solid. In Moab, Bill nailed corked shoes on old Ute and his packhorses and was able to 
ride on the ice down the Colorado and up the Green River all the way to Anderson Bot-
tom. The journey was about sixty miles following the contours of the rivers, and the ice 
made a smooth, flat road. The weather was cold but it was the fastest, easiest, and most 
pleasant trip to the cow camps Bill had ever experienced. The only trouble was, once in a 
while the ice would crack with a sound like a rifle shot and it would scare the hell out of 
him and the horses.

When all of that ice broke up in the spring, the noise was terrible, sounding like can-
non fire in the canyons, and it kept the cowboys 
awake for several nights. Masses of ice dammed 
the river near Anderson Bottom and flooded 
most of the low-lying areas. When the ice dam 
collapsed, huge blocks of ice pushed down the 
river, spilling over the banks and ripping out wil-
lows and cottonwood trees like giant bulldozers. 
Having no news or contact with anyone outside 
of the river canyons, Bill wondered if the whole 
world wasn’t in the beginning stages of a new ice 
age.

Through the early 1920s, Elaterite Basin 
became the core area for the Moore, Tibbetts, 
and Allred cattle operation. Bill and Ephraim 
ran several hundred head of cattle there and 
along the river bottoms as far north as Mineral 
Canyon. They maintained control of Ephraim’s 
range on the White Rim above the river, as well. 
Their operation was spread for more than forty 
miles along that narrow strip of river and they 
held the outfit together with sweat, determina-
tion, and miles in the saddle.

They never did build a cabin in Elaterite, 
preferring to remain mobile and follow the cattle 
with just a bedroll and a light camp outfit. Stock-
men of the day called it “laying out” with the 
cattle. Being able to stay with the herd gave them 
an advantage in the cow business. Their losses to 
the elements, quicksand, rustlers, and predators 
were less than most of their neighbors.

However, it was still necessary to go to town 
for supplies, and it was a long trek. Most often, 
only one of them would go to town while the 
other stayed and watched over the herd. A quick 
trip to Moab and back to Elaterite would usually 
take eight to ten days, depending on the time of 
year and such variables as weather, the flow of 
the river, and what business needed to be taken 
care of in town.

On one of those early springtime supply runs, 
Ephraim told Bill that he would be back in two 
weeks, but he never showed up. After waiting for 
a month, Bill was out of grub and down to shoot-
ing rabbits for his supper. He worried that some-
thing terrible must have happened to Ephraim, 
and he decided to ride to town to find out.

Bill was camped on the west side of the river 
near Anderson Bottom, and the river was high with spring runoff. Instead of swimming 
old Ute across the river, he turned the horse loose and made a raft of cottonwood logs 
to ferry himself across. On the east side, he got a saddle and riding gear from a cache 
near one of his old cowboy camps. There, too, he was able to catch an old gray gelding 
belonging to Uncle Ephraim. The gray horse hadn’t been used for quite some time and 
he was fat and lazy. When Bill stepped into the stirrup, the horse exploded in a squeal-
ing, snorting, bucking-horse fit.

Bill was a good cowboy and he hung in there, but the horse took him down through 
a jungle of greasewoods, tall willows, and cottonwood saplings along the river bottom 
where the tangled brush and thorns tore Bill’s clothes to shreds and cut him up pretty 
good. But in spite of the beating he suffered from the brush, Bill rode the horse until 
it gave out and quit bucking. He couldn’t let the horse throw him and escape with the 
saddle. He also knew it was a long ways to town, and no self-respecting cowboy would 
ever walk to town and admit that he had been bucked off and abandoned by his stupid 
horse. He would be laughed at forever.

After subduing the horse, Bill was covered with bruises and bloodied with dozens of 
cuts and scrapes from the willows and greasewood thorns. To complicate matters, his 
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shirt and jeans were ripped to tatters and he didn’t have a change of clothes. Luckily, 
there was another man’s cow camp between him and Moab. He decided to stop there 
and see if he could borrow a shirt and a pair of Levis.

Loren Taylor was still sleeping the next morning when Bill threw open the tent flap 
and loudly announced his presence. “Get up and pee, Loren! The world’s on fire!”

The sleep-groggy young man sat up in his bedroll and was nearly scared out of his wits 
to see a wild man standing in the doorway of his tent. The wild man was nearly naked 
and his body was covered with cuts and bruises. The unrecognized whiskered face was 
scraped and bruised and the eyes were almost swollen shut.

With a scream, the young cowboy dove for the back of the tent and started digging 
like a prairie dog to get out from under the tent skirt. Bill caught him by the foot and 
dragged him back, squealing like a pig. Loren was wearing only his long underwear and 
Bill was laughing so hard he could hardly talk, but he tried to calm his panicked friend. 
“Hold on there, pardner, it’s me, Bill Tibbetts. Don’t you recognize me, for Pete’s sake? 
…I need yer help, Loren. Quit kickin’ and listen to me for a minute...” It took some fast-
talking to convince the man to settle down and stop kicking.

Finally, the hypertensive Loren calmed down a little and found his voice. Still breath-
ing heavily, and with his face flushed with embarrassment, he said, “Damn you, Bill. 
I thought you was the devil for sure. What happened to you? You look like you been 
through a corn chopper. Where’s your clothes?”

“Little accident with a bad horse,” Bill said as he helped Loren to his feet.
“You ever tell anyone about this, I’ll knock the shit out of you,” Loren warned.
“I’d buy a ticket to see that,” Bill grinned, reaching out to further mess up the young 

man’s hair.
The boys had a good laugh, and then Bill asked for a change of clothes. Unfortunately, 

Loren didn’t have any extras. However, he did tell Bill about an abandoned cow camp 
over on the rim where he (Loren) had thrown away an old pair of worn-out Levis the 
winter before.

Bill rode the bad-tempered gray horse over there and found the discards. They were 
sunbleached, rotten, and filled with sand. The knees and the seat were threadbare and 
worn through, but they were better than nothing, and nothing was the only alternative. 
Bill shook the sand and spiders out and put them on. They didn’t fit worth a darn, and 
they made him itch like crazy, but at least they covered his private parts … some. They 
were too tight in the waist to button and the legs ended way above his ankles.

Bill tried to reach Moab while it was still dark, but morning overtook him at the bot-
tom of Moab Canyon. As he crossed the river bridge he could see people coming from 
town and he recognized a pretty girl he knew and her mother riding in a buggy. Not 
wearing a shirt and not wanting to be seen in his rotting, castoff Levis, he quickly turned 
his horse into a little cove where the road forked at a place called Matrimony Springs.

As he sat by the campfire eating his evening meal, he was annoyed to find several 
strands of hair in the biscuits. He decided that he’d have to be more careful when cook-
ing around the horse gear and saddle blankets from then on.

The next morning, when the sun came up, he found a big, bloated, and very dead 
horse floating in the water hole. It had been there so long the hair was slipping from 
the rotting carcass and floating on top of the water. His water bucket was full of putrid 
horsehair.

When Bill reached Elaterite and found Uncle Ephraim, he told the old cowboy all 
about it.

“What did you do?” Eph asked with a shudder.
“What could I do?” Bill said with an innocent face. “I discovered a whole new way 

to make biscuits. I gathered up a bunch of that horsehair and put it in the flour sack. 
Makes them biscuits hold together real good. Helps ‘em stick to yer ribs, too.”

“Damn you. If you put that stinkin’ horsehair in the flour you’ll have to eat it all.”
“That’s what I figured,” Bill said with an impish grin. “I put horsehair in the sugar, 

molasses, and raisins, too,” he teased. “You better stay out of those things, Eph. 
Wouldn’t want you to get horsehair fever. I’m immune, ya know. I got inoculated at the 
dead horse waterhole.”

Illness, accidents, and rattlesnakes were other concerns when town and the doctors 
were fifty miles away. Bill had a close call during the winter of 1921.

The cowboys made a winter camp in a large rock shelter in Potato Bottom. Bill was 
sleeping one night with his bedroll spread out near the fire when something bit him 
on the lip. He jumped up and pulled a small gray scorpion off his face. His mouth was 
numb for a while, but he managed to go back to sleep.

In the morning his lip was swollen to several times its normal size. His whole face 
was puffy and his mouth burned like fire. His throat was swollen, too, and it was hard 
for him to swallow. In his shaving mirror, he discovered the lip was an ugly blue-black 
color, and he decided he had better ride to Moab and have the doctor check it out.

The first day he rode to the top of the rim near Island in the Sky. He stayed there that 
night, camping out in the junipers. That night it snowed eighteen inches, and by morn-
ing the whole world was filled with fog. Bill couldn’t see but a few yards in the soupy 
mist, but he started for Moab anyway, trusting his instincts to find his way.

Several hours later, when he stumbled upon the remains of his camp from the night 
before, he realized that he had been riding in circles and had lost his way. He had no 
choice but to stop and wait for the sky to clear.

For days he waited, alone and in great pain from his infected lip. The weather was 
frigid and the trees frosted with ice that never melted in the cold, damp fog. He spent 
days and nights sitting by a smoky campfire, low on food and low in spirit, nursing his 
throbbing, wounded mouth. It was almost a week before the fog cleared and Bill could 
get his bearings from the sun and the mountains again. He made his way to Moab where 
Doc Allen lanced his scorpion wound and drained a great deal of fluid from the abscess. 
There were no antibiotics in the 1920s, but Bill healed quickly. He hung around town for 
a few days while his swollen face returned to something closer to normal, and then he 
headed for the cattle ranges again.

In the course of events, Bill teamed up with his cousin, Tom Perkins, to run a trap line 
along the river. Cousin Tom was ten years older than Bill, but he was single, footloose, 
and fancy-free. He loved the desert and his bachelor lifestyle.

Bill and Tom got along very well. Bill was a natural leader and Tom was a natural fol-
lower. Tom was a man of sound mind and character, but low on ambition and material 
wealth. It didn’t take much to make him happy. Tom saw no reason to work long hours 
in an office, a mine, or a hayfield. The few dollars he made with his traps and his rifle 
fulfilled his meager needs. With no family to feed and no property to maintain, camping 
out on the desert suited him just fine.

Yet, in spite of his laid-back nature, Tom was a true daredevil, one of the few people 
who could keep up with Bill Tibbetts when Bill decided to do something wild and crazy. 
Tom admired Bill and was always entertained by the younger man’s energy, rowdy 
imagination, and devil-may-care attitude.

Along the river bottoms, the boys would tend Bill’s cows, and in the course of their 
travels they would set traps for anything they could catch: beaver, coyotes, bobcats, cou-
gars, and foxes. The furs brought a decent price and there was the additional incentive of 
bounties paid by stockmen’s associations and county governments for wolves, coyotes, 
and cats. Wolves had pretty well been eradicated by then, but there were still a few. The 
boys were good at trapping and they did well.

Bill and Tom claimed Anderson Bottom as the base camp for their trapping opera-
tion, but they made a log cabin at Turk’s Head Bottom, a few miles downstream from 
there, too. Bill owned a .44 revolver that he packed on his saddle. He practiced with it 
often and was considered to be a pretty good shot. At night after the boys got into their 
bedrolls in the cabin, he would put the candle out by shooting the flame off the wick. 
He got a few packrats and spiders while shooting from his bed, too. Bill slept with the 
gun tucked under his bedroll where it would be handy in the dark of night. A man never 
knew who or what might come calling in the moonlight.

One late-winter afternoon, Bill and Tom Perkins were riding into Anderson Bottom 
toward their camp. The sun was dropping behind the western rim and the sky was on 
fire. They had been checking traps and their saddles were adorned with furs, traps, and 
firearms.

They were almost in sight of their camp when Tom pulled up his horse and held his 
hand out for Bill to stop. He sat there for a moment with a puzzled look on his face, and 
then he said, “Good Lord, Bill. What’s that awful smell?”

“Smells like sheep,” Bill said with his nose in the air. “It sure does. It smells like 
sheep.”

The boys continued around a bend in the trail, and there, sure enough, were fifty or 
sixty sheep. The woolies were nibbling happily at the bushes and chomping down on 
the grass. Behind those they could see a whole lot more. Sheep were scattered all across 

As luck would have it, the pretty girl and her mother turned that way, too. They drove 
the carriage right past the bare and blushing young cowboy. The women looked right 
at him, then turned their noses up in disgust and continued on their way, pretending 
they hadn’t seen the scantily dressed young saddle tramp. Proper and respectable ladies 
would never speak to such a bum. With delight, Bill realized they hadn’t recognized him 
with his long hair, winter whiskers, and scratched and swollen face.

Whistling a happy tune, the bare and beat-up young cowboy continued on into Moab. 
On the way, he passed his brother Joe, and Joe didn’t recognize him either. Under the 
circumstances, Bill decided that being unrecognized was better cover than a shirt. He 
stopped at his grandma’s place, washed up, shaved, and dressed himself in a proper set 
of clothes.

An hour later, he found Ephraim down in the fields, on a ladder, happily pruning the 
fruit trees.

“What are you doin’?” Bill challenged with righteous indignation. “I darn near starved 
to death waitin’ for you to come back with the groceries. I had to raft the river, buck-out 
ol’ Blue in the greasewoods, and ride halfway to hell just to find you prunin’ the fruit 
trees? I though you was dead, or stranded on the desert with a broken leg or somethin’.”

“Sorry about that,” Eph said sheepishly. “There was lots of chores to do here around 
the place and time just got away from me. What happened to you, Bill? You look like you 
been run over by a train.”

“Old Blue is in the corral,” Bill said with an evil eye. “You want to take him to the live-
stock sale, or you want me to shoot him?”

“Enough said,” Ephraim smiled. “Darn, I wish I’d been there to see it.”
“Shut up,” Bill said. And then he walked away.

A day or two later, Bill asked that pretty and proper young lady for a date. He took her 
to an ice cream social. With his new haircut, shave, and clean shirt, she never suspected 
she was holding hands with the saddle tramp she had encountered along the river. 
When she asked about the scratches on his face and his swollen eyes, he fed her a long 
story about wrestling mountain lions to protect the cow camp. She knew it was a tall 
tale, but enjoyed the story just the same. There was something delightful about a hand-
some young cowboy with mysterious wounds.

Bill got his turn to go to town for supplies, too. On one of those trips, he was returning 
to Elaterite Basin with his packsaddles loaded when he reached a familiar old camp-
ing spot after dark. There was a fine water hole there. The young cowboy unsaddled his 
horse and pack animals, hobbled them, and turned them loose to graze. He then lit a 
fire, made a camp, and settled in to get some supper. Dipping his water bucket in the 
pond, he went back to his camp to make coffee and Dutch oven biscuits by the light of 
the fire.

go to page 28

They never did build a cabin in Elaterite, 
preferring to remain mobile and follow the cattle 

with just a bedroll and a light camp outfit. 
Stockmen of the day called it “laying out” with 

the cattle. Being able to stay with the herd gave them 
an advantage in the cow business. Their losses to 
the elements, quicksand, rustlers, and predators 

were less than most of their neighbors.
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FOLLOW THE ZEPHYR ON

I appreciate the names of certain places.  There are certain place names that to speak 
them aloud is to mimic the effort of a conjurer who would call up lost worlds or the 
dead.  Arcadia comes to mind.  Yorkshire is another.  The River Bank, from Kenneth 
Graham´s book, The Wind in the Willows, has stayed with me for years.  In fact, a 
number of rivers and creeks come to mind, nearly all of which exist in our nonfictional 
world, but I am hesitant to speak them aloud.  That´s because I don´t like to give away 
place names.  To do so would be to risk too much.  I forget most street names almost im-
mediately after hearing them.  Although, some stay with me.  There is Elizabeth Street 
in Hobart.  There is the famous or infamous Bourbon Street, which I cared nothing for 
when I stayed in New Orleans. There is Kazinczy Utca in Budapest for when one is in 
need of a superb matzo ball soup.  There is Karl Johans Gate, which is my reference for 
knowing more or less where I am when in Oslo.  Yet with most street names, I choose to 
forget them right away.  With regards to Moab, I have forgotten all of the town´s street 
names, except for where Mom and Dad live and where I grew up. From the beginning of 
my years there, I never intended to remember the name of a single street in Moab.

something of our relationship to where we lived and how we got there.  There was no 
internet, no Facebook, no cell phones, no texting, no sexting, no Twitter, no Snapchat, 
and the list, we already know, goes on and on. Our assignment then, like our places, had 
not yet become the habitats of mere information.  There are substantial reasons for be-
ing skeptical about various technologies, particularly in the arenas of education.  Modes 
of technology are in fact so pervasive, perhaps so necessary now that such arguments 
against them seem practically worthless.  I am aware, for instance, that nearly anyone 
who reads this essay will be doing so online. 

All of this leads me to consider what people in education or on the fringe of education 
mean when they refer to high standards.  Did Mrs. Olerain´s assignment reflect high 
standards?  I believe it did (and does), but I wonder how many people involved with 
education would still think so.  Much of what we insist upon in education, including our 
want of high standards, is joined with technology.  We should not ignore, as an example, 
how many people in education demand iPads.  It´s never been clear to me why or how 
they improve education, but the call remains ubiquitous and will continue until a better, 
faster, slicker gizmo comes along.  After one does come along, we will collectively forget 
our iPads and take up whatever is next.  But collectively forgetting our way home or 
what makes for home is more perilous than forgetting one of our many devises.  Home 
shouldn´t become obsolete the way a technology does.    

Of course a street name can´t simply replace a street, and high standards aren´t 
simply better than what some of us learned.  Where we come from and how we learn is 
substantial in our education.  Calling for high standards in education without consider-
ing what those standards historically and philosophically are composed of isn´t a high 
standard after all.  Nor do high standards arrive by allowing them to be conveniently 
determined through some supposedly objective criterion that is processed, measured, 
and sold by the tough boys and smart girls of technology and the pedagogic crowd im-
bedded in a university system.  We shouldn´t forget that considerations about education 
and technology largely revolve around money, namely how to get or save as much of it 
as possible.  Mrs. Olerain´s assignment was about knowing where we lived, among other 
important things.

And still there are places.  I 
was in seventh grade when 
my family arrived in Moab.  
Not long after we had settled, 
Dad took me for a drive on an 
unpaved road through a canyon 
relatively close to town.  We 
found a side canyon off the 
road, and it´s where we hiked 
that day.  There was a pool in 
the canyon full of cool water, 
and the pool was a good place 
to swim in the summer.  I keep 
a photograph of Dad from that 
day.  There wasn´t a sign mark-
ing the unpaved road nor one 
marking the canyon where Dad 
and I hiked.  I know today in 
both places there are prominent 
signs indicating the names of 
road, the canyon, and other 
places to go.  I suspect there are 
hundreds if not thousands of 
people who would know exactly 
where I´m writing about if I 
were to note those places by 
name, but I can´t do that.  I 
never could.      

Damon Falke’s most recent work, Now at the Uncertain Hour, received a grant from 
the New York Council on the Humanities and subsequent performance in upstate New 
York. 

His work has appeared on the Reflections West radio program and in numerous lit-
erary journals.  His recent novella, By Way of Passing, is published by Shechem Press.  
He lives abroad.

A Little Learning: A Seventh Grade English Assignment
and How It Went with Me into the World

Damon Falke

In seventh grade at Grand Country Middle School, Mrs. Olerain gave us an English as-
signment.  The assignment was to prepare a speech describing how we went home after 
school.  This was a curious assignment, considering Moab then really was a small town.  
Most of us students knew where each other lived, unless of course we didn´t know, but 
then we likely knew someone who knew.  Small towns can be comfortable or exasperat-
ing that way.  But we were kids, we were in Mrs. Olerain´s English class, we didn´t know 
the word exasperating.  Nevertheless, that was our assignment.  I recall looks of fear 
seeping across the faces of certain students after the assignment was announced.  The 
look of fear, similar to the look of love, started as a slow but smoldering glow, accom-
panied by a peculiar stillness, as though to blink was suddenly not possible.  The tough 
boys tried to laugh and nod at each other for support.  The smart girls sat up straight 
and nodded with determination.  The dumfounded began to search their textbook, as 
though the answer to where they lived lay hidden between the pages of a book they 
never read.  I think of myself as existing somewhere in the middle of my peers, some-
where between the dumfounded and the smart girls, though naturally having nothing to 
do with either.

When the day came to give our speeches, I believe each of us did our seventh grade 
best, except perhaps for the tough boys who tried to appear more stupid than a few 
of them actually were.  Being a nitwit then—and perhaps for all time—was something 
of a premium in Middle School.  The smart girls did their best to seem smart, which 
included good posture.  My luck was that I gave my speech towards the end of class.  I 
had observed how some students had fallen flat in their efforts and how others had tri-
umphed!  I also had the good fortune of not knowing the name of a single street in town.  
I was new to Moab.   There was no Google Maps.  I was too lazy to learn the names of the 
streets, but I knew how to get home.  And the way home, as with my speech, was com-
posed of places.  The Grand Emporium was on the way.  There was a delicious sandwich 
and ice cream shop in the building then.  I talked about walking past the Democratic 
headquarters, which I only recognized because of the portrait of a smiling donkey, and 
this recognition translated, somehow, into my grandmother´s claim of being a Yellow 
Dog Democrat. I described the city park, and how it was mostly open, full of inexplicably 
green grass, one very nasty restroom and a modest playground. Combined, these places 
and a few others made the way home.

Admittedly, there is a hint of innocence in my descriptions of our seventh grade class, 
our English assignment, and how I walked home.  Even so, such was my experience of 
Moab in the 1980´s and in Grand Country Middle School.  Mrs. Olerain gave us a good 
assignment.  It was good in part because here I am thirty years’ latter reflecting upon it.  
It was good, too, because all of us who participated in the assignment had to appreciate 

Admittedly, there is a hint of innocence in my 
descriptions of our seventh grade class, 

our English assignment, and how I walked home.  
Even so, such was my experience of Moab in the 1980´s 
and in Grand Country Middle School.  Mrs. Olerain gave 

us a good assignment.  It was good in part because 
here I am thirty years’ latter reflecting upon it. 
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HERB RINGER came West from his home in New Jersey in 1939. Camera in hand, Herb captured the 
American West, from the Canadian Border 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

BRIDGES...
They don’t make them

like they used to...
Here’s a selection of
Herb’s favorites...

THE COLORADO RIVER BRIDGE at Moab, Utah.
Herb and his parents first passed though Moab on June 1, 1950. It was a 

blistering hot day, but the Ringers found the shade along the river a refresh-
ing break from the midday sun.

CAMERON, ARIZONA. 
The bridge was built in 1911 and at the time it was constructed was the 

longest suspension bridge west of the Mississippi River. It almost collapsed 
in 1937 by the weight of too many sheep! Today, massive new highway 
construction speaks volumes on the way tourism has changed the area.  For 
more: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cameron_Suspension_Bridge
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HIGH BRIDGE over the KENTUCKY RIVER
Herb’s father, Joseph, captured this image of Herb and his mother in 1917. Note the 

position of the locomotive as it crosses the bridge in the distance...perfect.

GLEN CANYON DAM BRIDGE.
In 1959, the bridge over the Colorado River connecting Utah and Arizona was com-

pleted and work on the massive Glen canyon dam began in earnest. Note the diversion 
tunnel below and the huge coffer dam built to divert river flow. The dam was completed 
in 1963.
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Climate & Political Correctness: 
A Look at Leftist Ideology

By Scott Thompson

Note: since this is an essay it doesn’t have a geographical setting on this, much less 
any other, planet. In the absence of such a setting the photographs are from one of my 
backpacking trips to the Superstition Wilderness in Arizona.

Next best thing.

***
“It will be objected that a constantly increasing population makes resistance and 

conservation a hopeless battle. This is true. Unless a way is found to stabilize the 
nation’s population, the parks cannot be saved. Or anything else worth a damn.” 

– Edward Abbey, 1967

Thirty years ago, as a neophyte counselor, I was learning something different. Which 
was: if you want to help a person who is mired in a seemingly unsolvable problem, find 
out in detail what they’re doing to solve it and then tell them to do precisely the op-
posite. It works wonders – if you can persuade your clients to act against their deeply 
ingrained assumptions.

Forty years ago, as a neophyte Zen meditation practitioner, I was also learning some-
thing different. Which is that if you simply sit still and become aware of thought streams 
and emotions, no matter how upsetting they may be, and then learn to keep doing that 
through the day, they’ll lose much of their power to upset you. Now I teach such medita-
tion to others and they discover that it does work wonders – if they’re willing to suspend 
their ingrained assumption that shoving away awareness of painful emotions is the best 
way to deal with them.

As a result of the foregoing, I suspect that plausible solutions to difficult problems, 
even where catastrophic consequences hang in the balance, are often not considered 
simply because they don’t fit within a dominant paradigm. This may be the case both on 
an individual and a societal level.

This phenomenon may also apply to our ever escalating eco-crisis, and in particular 
to climate change. At this point I can’t say (can anyone?) whether it’s already too late 
to avoid a global catastrophe but it’s safe to say that matters have been at a crisis level 
since at least 2008, with little progress toward phasing out fossil fuels and other green-
house gases.

Is that because in developed countries anyway, we’re so addicted to our relatively 
prosperous ways, and the most privileged people among us to their wealth and power, 
that collectively we can’t bring ourselves to surrender them? Even to protect our own 
children and grandchildren and vulnerable people all across the globe, much less other 
species?

prophets were chewing on the big dogs’ derrieres about this circa 2800 years ago, and 
hooray for them. Those who are blessed with material plenty and power to boot indeed 
need to help vulnerable people world-wide which they’re generally too self-preoccupied 
to do without massive external social pressure.

So the political left has an honorable and necessary societal function; I’m not ques-
tioning that.

But I suspect that what’s been gumming up the works when it comes to dealing with 
climate change in particular derives from Marxism’s ideas about class struggle, which 
remain more influential than we might care to admit. It carefully divides societies into 
the oppressor class and the oppressed and then forges this distinction into a rigidly ef-
fective ideological and political tool. A tool that is every bit as unbending as Biblical fun-
damentalism and which imposes desired social changes through ostracism and public 
shaming. Which is effective in keeping people from thinking things through.

The essential assumption behind class oppression is that the suffering of the op-
pressed class derives almost entirely from the behaviors and dastardly scheming of the 
oppressor class. Therefore the presumptive blame for just about any individual or collec-
tive problem within said oppressed class must fall upon the oppressor class.

Only one thing can instill enough fear to maintain such a rigid distinction on a social 
level: speech codes. Which work as follows. If any member of the oppressor class says 
anything that is critical or arguably disparaging about any member of the oppressed 
class, or that attempts to redirect responsibility for the key problems, the speech code 
is ipso facto violated. The speaker is then subjected to social shaming if not ostracism. 
Within this framework a career or reputation built up by decades of hard work can be 
demolished by a single ill-considered sentence.

Why is it so important to continue directing the fire of blame right at the oppressor 
class and also to greatly minimize any criticisms of the oppressed class or its members? 
One reason, an honorable one, is to rid societies of prejudices and to protect the already 
oppressed from further burdens. But another, the pernicious one, is that if more wide-
ranging criticisms and assessments circulate enough throughout societies they may 
dilute the perceived antagonism between the oppressors and the oppressed, thereby 
weakening the political influence of the liberal-left.

So no, it’s not just about holding the designated oppressors accountable in a respon-
sible way, though that’s essential. It’s about labeling them as the bad guys and keeping 
that flame of resentment against them burning hot, thereby preserving the left-leaning 
party’s influence.

Let’s see how these premises of political correctness obstruct dealing with a difficult 
and admittedly sensitive aspect of climate change: human overpopulation.

Note the following from Naomi Klein, author of This Changes Everything, her emerg-
ing 2014 classic on climate change. On page 114 she states: “…the roughly 500 million 
richest of us on the planet are responsible for about half of all global emissions. That 
would include the rich in every country in the world, notably in countries like China and 
India, as well as significant parts of the middle classes in North America and Europe.” A 
rightful assertion on her part, surely.

This may well be the case and I have made such arguments in one way or another in 
a number of stories in The Canyon Country Zephyr. But in this story I’d like to focus on 
another possibility: that in the long run certain key aspects of our treasured concepts 
and assumptions just don’t work.

The big picture may be as simple as that: that the very ideas and assumptions that 
have seemed to lead to such remarkable progress for humanity since the industrial revo-
lution began are actually making things worse and that we’ve been too blind to see it and 
too stubborn to listen to those who do.

Not evil. Not bad. Not greedy (I’m hedging some on that one).
I want to begin by questioning one such cherished ideological tool, in this case of left-

ist politics: political correctness.
Some background. Financial and political oppression by the privileged and powerful 

of the poor and vulnerable seems to have been endemic to hierarchical societies ever 
since they emerged from the tedium and murk of large-scale agriculture. The Biblical 

But watch out for her footnote: “This is why the persistent positing of population 
control as a solution to climate change is a distraction and moral dead end. As this re-
search makes clear, the most significant cause of rising emissions is not the reproductive 
behavior of the poor but the consumer behaviors of the rich.”

What just happened here? It takes a moment to figure it out: she’s just made an amaz-
ingly vast assumption sound so normal that it could float past all of our heads. Yet here 
it is: that those who are overwhelmingly responsible for reducing the scope of a natural 
disaster are those who have played the largest per capita role in causing it. Not those 
who could now greatly reduce its impacts through prudent behaviors of their own.

Of course she’s right that those who have primarily caused the greater eco and climate 
crises should rightly bear the lion’s share of the financial and other remedial responsibil-
ity. What this means to me is that the prosperous, powerful, and privileged either knew 

Thirty years ago, as a neophyte counselor, I was 
learning something different. Which was: 

if you want to help a person who is mired in a 
seemingly unsolvable problem, find out in detail 
what they’re doing to solve it and then tell them 

to do precisely the opposite. What just happened here? It takes a moment to 
figure it out: she’s just made an amazingly vast 

assumption sound so normal that it could 
float past all of our heads. 
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or should have known the seriousness of the situation and nevertheless failed to take 
timely, appropriate action to prevent it or minimize its effects. But does that free the 
rest of us from responsibility where our own actions can make a significant difference in 
reducing the cataclysm’s impacts on our fellow humans and other creatures?

An analogy here is a family’s recovery from the impacts of a family member’s drug or 
alcohol addiction. Yes, the addict bears primary responsibility for admitting the problem 
and then getting the treatment necessary to get and stay clean and sober. And for mak-
ing amends for harms caused and for righting financial damage as well. But in the real 
world the addict’s efforts alone are seldom sufficient to foster the family’s healing. Fam-
ily members, despite their very real innocence, need to work on recovery too, usually 
through counseling and 12-step work of their own. That’s when love within the family 
can blossom once again.

I think the situation is similar on an immensely larger scale in the case of climate 
change and the greater eco-crisis. The people of the Earth as a whole need to take 
responsibility for the impacts of overpopulation and reduce them as much as possible, 
with of course generous financial assistance from those with the bulk of the money and 
other resources. And this isn’t just about humanity’s well-being. The survival of many, 
many other species populations depends on whether we humans are willing to get seri-
ous about what the carrying capacity of each ecosystem for human beings is.

Now for political correctness’s enforcement mechanism, ostracism and public sham-
ing. The following is a paragraph-long quotation from a five page article, “The Popula-
tion Myth,” written by George Monbiot in The Global Warming Reader, Edited by Bill 
McKibben in 2011. Monbiot is described as a British journalist and activist whose work 
often appears in the Guardian newspaper. Here’s the happy quote:

“It’s no coincidence that most of those who are obsessed with population growth are 
post-reproductive wealthy white men: it’s about the only environmental issue for which 
they can’t be blamed. The brilliant earth-systems scientist James Lovelock, for example, 
claimed last month that ‘Those who fail to see that population growth and climate 
change are two sides of the same coin are either ignorant or hiding from the truth. These 
two huge environmental problems are inseparable and to discuss one while ignoring the 
other is irrational.’ But it’s Lovelock who is being ignorant and irrational.” (p. 269.)

As I said before, public shaming is the enforcement mechanism for political correct-
ness. Its use against a person who has made a forbidden statement or brought up a 
forbidden issue, must include labeling him (or her) as a member of an oppressor ste-

reotype. So let’s take two of Monbiot’s defining criteria for the stereotype with which he 
attempted to shame Lovelock and see if either holds up to even cursory scrutiny: were 
“most” white males at the time they first seriously raised the issue of overpopulation 
really “post-reproductive”? If not, then being “post-reproductive” can’t be meaningful 
as a criterion for the stereotype; otherwise Monbiot would be guilty of ageism; another 
political-incorrect-ism.

(I think he boxed himself in here.)    
Let’s now look at four white males who have most credibly raised the issue of over-

population and see if “most” of them – hell, any of them - were “post-reproductive” 
when they did so.

I admit that strictly speaking I couldn’t discover on Google whether Lovelock was 
“post-reproductive” when he first stated concern about overpopulation. But since he was 
born in 1919 and concern about this issue was widespread by the 1960s it seems unlikely 
that he was over 50 when he was first talking with people about it. That’s not a “post-re-
productive” male age.

The eminent Stanford scientist Paul Ehrlich was born in 1932 and first published his 
noted book, The Population Bomb, in 1968, when he was 36. Think he was post-repro-
ductive then? Ha!

The author Edward Abbey was born in 1927. He finished writing his book Desert Soli-
taire in 1967, in which he notably expressed his concern about human overpopulation, 
quoted above. He was 40 at the time and his book was published the following year. No 
way was this guy “post-reproductive”!

Gary Snyder, the esteemed poet and student of Zen Buddhism, was born in 1930 and 
was expressing at least some concern about population growth by 1977, when he was 47. 
Not a “post-reproductive” age either.

So none of these deeply respected men were likely “post reproductive” when they first 
expressed their concerns. Much less “most” of them!

I also doubt that any of them could have been described as “wealthy” at the time when 
they first expressed concern about overpopulation (if they ever were). But given the 
facile nature of Monbiot’s criteria I see no need to plow into that.

To sum up, I’m not dissing political incorrectness per se. Overall I follow its dictates 
myself day by day because I believe the overarching intent is indeed to protect the most 
vulnerable people in any society. But too often there is an ugly edge to the process that 
we see all too clearly in this case. Namely that the political left has a tendency to drum 
up much of its political support by encouraging the human tendency toward resentment 
and prejudice, specifically against members of the designated oppressor class, and by 
humiliating anyone who questions the rigid assumptions and simplistic thinking that 
buttress its ideology.

Bottom line: we don’t have the luxury of ignoring the problem of human overpopula-
tion simply because (1) it’s a politically sensitive issue and (2) because addressing it may 
complicate the climate justice movement’s classical leftist strategy of garnering resent-
ment against the privileged people within developed countries. Its failure and the failure 
of related left-leaning activist organizations to  make overpopulation an essential aspect 
of their grassroots movements validates my hypothesis that a key aspect of their political 
ideology leaves them unprepared to meaningfully address either the eco-crisis or climate 
change.

Are they willing to think differently?    
No sign of it yet.
Note: although I’m 68 now, I’ve been expressing concern about overpopulation myself 

since my vigorous early 30s. And I’ve never been wealthy.

I’m not dissing political incorrectness per se. 
Overall I follow its dictates myself day by day because I 
believe the overarching intent is indeed to protect the 

most vulnerable people in any society. But too often there 
is an ugly edge to the process that we see 

all too clearly in this case.
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From The Zephyr Archives

“MY OLD MAN...THE ‘URANIUM KING’”
The Story of CHARLIE STEEN

By Mark Steen

NOTE: This series first ran in The Zephyr in 2003.

At the beginning of my first article in The Zephyr about my father, Charlie Steen, and 
his discovery of the Mi Vida mine and its consequences, I wrote that people couldn’t 
seem to resist the impulse to distort and rewrite the history of Moab’s most famous 
prospector.  I pointed out that falsehoods about my father’s uranium discovery and his 
role in the Uranium Boom were now finding their way into print in historical publica-
tions.

Potato Chips & Bananas
Two good bad examples of people 

distorting the truth or concocting half-
truths about my father’s role in chang-
ing the course of the uranium industry 
clearly illustrate this point.  In Utah’s 
official centennial history, Utah: The 
Right Place by Dr. Thomas G. Alexan-
der, the author has my Dad feeding his 
family on “potato chips and bananas” 
while he searched for uranium “with 
a Geiger counter under one arm and a 
bundle of Geological Surveys under the 
other.”  Aside from the well-known fact 
that my father couldn’t afford a Geiger 
counter and the lack of printed geologi-
cal information about the Big Indian 
area prior to the Uranium Boom, Dr. 
Alexander, who has three university 
degrees in history, actually seems to 
think that six people could live for 
more than two years on potato chips 
and bananas!  I wonder what level of 
sobriety the old timer who spun that 
yarn was in when that tale was told?

How many people really believe that a prospector, much less a family with four 
young and hungry sons, could have sustained themselves on a diet of potato chips and 
bananas?  A thoughtful, careful author might have also asked himself just how many 
grocery stores in Cisco carried bananas in their fresh produce section in 1951.  In a book 
that purports to be Utah’s definitive history, the Steens’ diet has been transformed from 
venison and beans into a snack food and a tropical fruit that would have been consid-
ered an exotic rarity in the forlorn town of Cisco, Utah.

them, because they are in a publication that has a professional historian as Guest Editor.  
Well, history isn’t history unless it is the truth.  And historians owe it to their readers 
and their subjects to be careful with the truth.

And now... The Truth
This is what really happened.  My father and his partners owned and operated the Mi 

Vida mine from 1951 until 1962, when the mine and their interests in the Uranium Re-
duction Company mill in Moab were sold to Atlas Minerals in a $23 million transaction.  
At that time, if any taxes were owed to San Juan County or the State of Utah, Atlas Min-
erals paid them out of escrow prior to the purchase.  Atlas continued to mine ore from 
some of the claims my father had originally staked in 1951 and 1952 for another twenty 
years.  It was Atlas Minerals that got into the dispute with San Juan County and the 
State of Utah during the mid-1970’s about taxes and walked away---not Charlie Steen.

 So if you prefer to believe the last thing you heard from someone who wishes it had 
happened differently, don’t bother the old miner at the end of the bar; just pick up a 
copy of some historical publication and read his faulty recollections.  It will save you the 
money you would otherwise waste buying him drinks, and you will have a permanent 
record of another patently false account of someone’s version of Charlie Steen’s career.  
Having set the record straight, I’ll now resume the history of my father’s discovery that I 
grew up with and believe to be the truth.

The Steens were about as broke as a family could be on July 27, 1952.  We were liv-
ing in a $15 a month shack that was unencumbered with running water or electricity, 
my parents owed $300 for groceries and a similar sum for gasoline, our clothes were 
threadbare and my father had tapped every possible source for a grubstake.

When my father arrived at Buddy Cowger’s service station in Cisco, his spirit was at 
its lowest level in the two years he had been prospecting for uranium.  The drive from 
the Mi Vida drill site back to Cisco had been the longest and most agonizing in his life.  
Although he was determined to go on to Grand Junction to get some tools to fish out the 
broken drill bit, Dad knew that the chances were next to impossible of recovering the 
drill bit and continuing the drill hole on down to where he had projected the ore horizon 
would be encountered.  The dilapidated drilling rig that Bill McCormick had purchased 
and thrown into the grubstake pot was only capable of drilling to 100 feet; and Dad and 
Hoot had pushed it down to 197 feet.  But it was still 3 feet short of my father’s goal, and 
they needed to drill through the ore horizon in order to have a really viable prospect.  
My father had driven directly to Buddy Cowger’s instead of the tarpaper shack in Cisco, 
because he dreaded telling my mother the bad news about the drill hole.

 The years of hunger, deprivation, worry and hard work had been tough enough on my 
Dad, but he had been pursuing something he had wanted to do all of his life.  Mom had 
been Charlie Steen’s most loyal supporter.  She had suffered the same hardships, but 
probably paid a higher price for her husband’s determination.  As much as Charlie Steen 
wanted to prove all of the skeptics wrong, he wanted to prove M.L. Steen’s faith in him 
hadn’t been misplaced.  She alone had never doubted him.

In the instant that Buddy Cowger’s Geiger counter had registered the radioactivity of 
the drill core sample, Dad had made a quick mental calculation and knew that he had 
struck it rich.  When he burst into the miserable shack and shouted that he had found a 
million dollars worth of uranium, my mother believed him.

After things calmed down, my father retrieved my grandmother, Rosalie Shumaker, 
and Douglas Hoot from the service station where he had left them when he ran to tell 
my mother that the hole had come in.  Then he took steps to record the moment.  The 
Steens dressed up in the best clothes they had, and photographs were taken of us in 
front of the Cisco shack and assembled around the red Jeep.  Only my two oldest broth-
ers had shoes.

The Infamous Tax Bill
Perhaps the most egregious, recent example of a historical publication distorting the 

truth about the consequences of the discovery of the Mi Vida mine is the latest issue of 
Blue Mountain Shadows: The Magazine of San Juan County History. Dr. Gary L. Shum-
way was the Guest Editor of this issue and a previous issue that focused on uranium 
mining in San Juan County.  Dr. Shumway should be imminently qualified to edit a 
historical publication devoted to uranium mining, since he is a member of the extended 
Shumway family who were engaged in prospecting and mining uranium for six decades.  
Dr. Shumway received his Masters Degree in history from Brigham Young University 
and his Doctorate in history from the University of California.  The subject of his Mas-
ters Thesis was “The Development of the Uranium Industry in San Juan County, Utah” 
and the subject of his Ph.D. dissertation was “A History of the Uranium Industry on the 
Colorado Plateau.”

In the latest issue of Blue Mountain Shadows that Dr. Shumway edited is an article 
of reminiscences by John Black, a uranium miner who worked with the Shumways for 
many years in various mines in San Juan County.  In Mr. Black’s rambling recollec-
tions is the observation that “Charlie Steen had mined his mines in Lisbon Valley, the 
Mi Vida, and he had beat the state out of millions and millions of dollars by not paying 
those taxes out as the ore was shipped.  He also walked away and left the tax bill.”

These observations go far beyond being inaccurate.  And people will probably believe 

How many people really believe that a prospector, 
much less a family with four young and hungry sons, 

could have sustained themselves on a diet of potato chips 
and bananas? ... In a book that purports to be Utah’s 

definitive history, the Steens’ diet has been transformed 
from venison and beans into a snack food and a 
tropical fruit that would have been considered 

an exotic rarity in the forlorn town of Cisco, Utah.

Then he took steps to record the moment.  The Steens dressed up in 
the best clothes they had, and photographs were taken of us in front of 
the Cisco shack and assembled around the red Jeep.  Only my two oldest 
brothers had shoes.
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The next couple of months after my father’s discovery overflowed with excitement 
and activity.  On the basis of my father’s conviction that he had hit the uranium jackpot, 
my mother borrowed some more money from her sister’s husband; and Buddy Cowger 
extended my father’s line of credit for gasoline and groceries.  My Dad wisely figured 
that the 11 claims he had staked were not enough to protect his interest; so he returned 
to Lisbon Valley and began staking additional claims to cover more ground.

The first problem he had to deal with was the location of the Big Buck claims that he 
had tied on to when he first staked his ground in 1951.  The original locators of the Big 
Buck claims had not bothered to set their posts more than 80 feet past the rim of the 
escarpment overlooking Big Indian Wash. But the Certificates of Location on file in the 
San Juan County Recorder’s office claimed several hundred feet of additional ground 
back towards the Mi Vida discovery drill hole.  Working with Dan Hayes, my father 
and Douglas Hoot reset the corners for the Big Buck claim group and relocated the 11 
original Mi Vida claims.  Amended Certificates of Location for all of the Big Buck and 
Mi Vida claims were filed in Monticello, and everyone agreed to respect the new claim 
boundaries.  This may not seem too important to someone uninitiated in the ways of 
prospecting and unfamiliar with the things an attorney can do with the mining laws, 
but this decision was to have far-reaching consequences when these same claims were 
jumped less than a year later.

offered them to my father for the original $100 figure he thought they were worth.  Al-
though my father argued and cajoled Hoot to hold on until the Mi Vida discovery could 
be proven, he couldn’t be dissuaded from selling.  Digging into his last-ditch emergency 
money, Charlie Steen paid $100 for all six claims, and watched as Douglas Hoot caught 
the bus for Texas.

After the new claims had been located, my father sent samples of his drill core to 
the Atomic Energy Commission in Grand Junction for analysis.  When no results were 
forthcoming, another sample was sent in for analysis in a third party’s name.  Both 
samples were “conveniently lost” at the AEC’s laboratory.  A third drill core sample was 
sent to a private laboratory in Denver for chemical analysis.  When the results came 
back they revealed an average of .34 percent uranium content with some of the core 
running better than 2 percent uranium oxide.  These were so high that people refused to 
believe them.  When my father announced his discovery and the high uranium content 
of his drill core, the AEC and all of the established uranium company geologists reacted 
with open disbelief.  Employees of the same government agency that was supposed to 
encourage the kind of discovery Charlie Steen had finally made accused him of salting 
the drill hole with pitchblende from Canada.  They began to call my father’s prospect 
“Steen’s Folly” and referring to him as the “Cisco Kid” behind his back.

After trying to raise money in Salt Lake City, Grand Junction and Houston, my father 
drove to Denver in August to try to promote some mining machinery on credit or for an 
interest in his discovery.  He couldn’t, but he dropped by the Denver Post and told them 
he had a good story.  Dad hoped that someone would read the story and take a chance 
on investing.  Like everybody else, the newsman was openly skeptical of my father’s 
claim of having found a uranium fortune. The story was held up for several weeks after 
someone the Denver Post contacted at the AEC insisted there could be no uranium 
where Steen said he made his strike.

When the Denver Post finally ran the story on August 30, 1952, it was considerably 
less positive or personal than the typed version of my father’s announcement.  The Den-
ver Post left off the following text: “The many people who at various times in the past 
two years refused to risk their money on my venture need not approach me with offers 
of financial aid when I no longer need it.  Finding the ore was relatively easy; raising the 
money necessary to finance the exploration program was the difficult task.  As a geolo-
gist I am very happy that my discovery results from my ten years of field experience.  As 
a prospector, I am glad that the hard two years of search is at an end.  The hardships and 
privations that my family and I endured in order that I could make this discovery should 
prove that my family and I earned this reward.”

The Denver Post article brought my father the financial backers he had been looking 
for, and he was able to get the Mi Vida mine into production within four months.  Even-
tually, Dad would find out that his $1 million discovery was worth another $149 million.  
And Charlie Steen, the Uranium King, would learn the true cost of fame and fortune.

 
Part 3 of “My Old Man, the Uranium King” continues in the August/

September issue of The Zephyr

My father staked another 40 claims during this period, including 6 that he located in 
Douglas Hoot’s name and 3 for Buddy Cowger.   He helped Hawley Seeley stake 3 more 
to repay the Seeley family for their friendship and kindness when we lived on Yellow Cat 
and in Cisco.  Bob Barrett was let in on the discovery, and he came up from Dove Creek 
and located 11 claims to the west of the expanded claim block.  Later, my father and Bar-
rett staked 16 more claims that extended for nearly another mile and a half to the north; 
with my father and Barrett locating every other claim in sequence so they both ended up 
with 8 claims each.

Since my father was certain that the uranium he had discovered had been structurally 
controlled by the Lisbon Valley anticline, he didn’t bother to stake any ground below an 
elevation he called the “Steen Line.”  Although hundreds of holes were eventually drilled 
on the thousands of claims that were staked below this elevation, no ore bodies were 
ever found in the Big Indian mining district outside of the trend my father first identi-
fied in 1952.

Things began to get complicated when Bill McCormick had to withdraw from their 
handshake mining partnership.  It turned out that McCormick had a silent partner in 
the Dove Creek Mercantile Store, and his associate didn’t want anymore of their good 
money thrown into the expensive exploration drilling that would be needed to prove up 
an ore body.  He demanded that McCormick recover their investment before Charlie 
Steen spent all of their money pursuing his dream of striking it rich.  Bill McCormick 
was so cash strapped himself that he couldn’t come up with the $7,500 his silent partner 
wanted, so he offered to sell back their 49% interest for $15,000.

Then Douglas Hoot, the machinist my grandmother had brought up from Texas to 
rebuild the rig and help with the drilling, decided that he wanted to return to Houston.  
Hoot said he would sell his 6 claims for $100 to the first person that wanted them.  My 
father was flabbergasted.  These claims had been staked close in to the Mi Vida claim 
group, and were each potentially worth a thousand times the amount Hoot wanted for 
all 6 claims.  Dad insisted that Hoot hold out for $25,000 for each claim.  Since there 
was no one willing to give Hoot $25,000 for all 6 claims, let alone a single one, Hoot 

When my father announced his 
discovery and the high uranium 
content of his drill core, the AEC 
and all of the established uranium 
company geologists reacted with 
open disbelief.  

The dilapidated 
drilling rig that 
Bill McCormick 
had purchased and 
thrown into the 
grubstake pot was 
only capable of 
drilling to 100 feet; 
and Dad and Hoot 
had pushed it down 
to 197 feet.  But it 
was still 3 feet short 
of my father’s goal, 
and they needed to 
drill through the 
ore horizon in order 
to have a really 
viable prospect.  
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Ken Sleight Remembers
HARRY ALESON

For Harry, Life was Heaven & Home in Glen Canyon

HARRY’S WEDDING AND THE BERT LOPER WHISKY

      The year 1962 was a momentous one. It was the year that Lt. Col. John H. Glenn, 
Jr. orbited the earth three times and exclaimed, “Oh, that view is tremendous.” It was 
the year that Bill Wells, the Flying Bishop of Hanksville, turned up missing over the 
Dirty Devil River as he was checking on his cattle grazing in the canyon below. When 
his prop flew off, he was forced down onto a sand bar.

 It was the last year to run the Colorado River through Glen Canyon before the waters 
began backing up behind the Glen Canyon dam. I scheduled some 16 trips in the Can-
yon that year. My brochures read, “Soon this Glen Canyon region will be covered with 
water and the deep canyons will be no more.”

In 1962, Harry Aleson, Moki-Mac Ellingson, Georgie White, Kenny Ross, Don Har-
ris, and other river runners were active in running the canyon rivers. Each guide had 
his or her own character. One character in particular was Harry Aleson. Then 63 years 
old, this Iowa native of Nordic heritage 
had accomplished much during his river 
lifetime.

Harry Aleson was colorful, imaginative, 
and remarkable. He was an unusual boat-
man, an inquisitive scholar, and pleasant 
to be around. He was egocentric and a 
showman, and he had a strange delight-
fulness about him.

He had a varied history. In March 1918, 
he enlisted in the Aviation Section of the 
U.S. Army Signal Corps and was sent to 
France for training. While training, his 
plane went down and the toxic fumes 
and gas played havoc with his stomach. 
Chronic and perpetual stomach prob-
lems necessitated the removal of much 
of his stomach, and he required frequent 
visits to veteran hospitals. He was able to 
secure a full disability pension.

During the depression years, Harry 
worked for various geophysical explora-
tion firms in the southwest. During this 
time, he discovered the Colorado River 
and began boating on Lake Mead. Soon this led to trips upstream on the Colorado into 
Grand Canyon.

Harry sought adventure. He and Georgie White swam the Colorado River through 
the Grand Canyon in 1945 for some 61 miles, and they repeated with an 81-mile swim 
the following year. In 1945, he also made a five-day upriver motorboat run from Lee’s 
Ferry to Hite through Glen Canyon. He made several trips down the Yukon and the 
Mackenzie Rivers, and he liked to hike long distances, exploring new scenic areas and 
archeological sites.

Joining up with Charles Larabee, he called his outfit the Larabee and Aleson Western 
River Tours. He purchased old surplus navy neoprene rafts, a couple of motors and a 
few supplies, and he was in business.

His river career was further spurred on by his scholarly pursuits. He liked doing 
research and assembling notes on the history of the canyons. As part of his research, he 
exchanged many letters with Otis “Dock” Marson, a noted self-appointed and maverick 
river historian.

we’d do it. I enjoyed his stories and he put up with mine.
His World War I injury plagued him unmercifully and I was concerned by his bouts 

of intense pain. His days on the river were obviously numbered. It was becoming more 
difficult for him to go it alone. So I asked him to join with me on some joint trips during 
this last river trip year in Glen Canyon. He agreed.

Harry made one stipulation in our agreement, however; we would travel in separate 
boats—on camping he would take care of the cooking and mess for the passengers he 
carried and I would do the same for mine. A contrast indeed—he on one end of the sand 
bar and I on the other. He cooked on a gas stove; I cooked over logs. He provided a table 
and seating; my folks squatted or sat in the sand. He served his people individually in 
courses at the table; I made mind dip out of the common pot. He cleaned the dishes 
himself; I had my folks clean their own.

But, in spite of this awkward arrangement, we continued with our plans. Trips were 
scheduled on Sept 2 and Sept 12 of 1962. 
We placed advertisements in Randal 
Henderson’s Desert Magazine. We had a 
fair response, and the trips went well.

Harry had met attractive Dorothy Don-
aldson Keyes of Oceanside, California on 
one of his river trips the previous year. It 
was one of those “one and only” attrac-
tions. A romance developed and they 
decided to wed and honeymoon in Glen 
Canyon.

Harry called the coming two-week wed-
ding trip his “Farewell Trip to Glen Can-
yon.” Sept 30-Oct 13, 1962. Fare $300. 
He advertised the two-week trip in Desert 
Magazine. He had a few takers and ended 
up with only a small group.

Trip members included Bering and Bar-
bara Monroe of San Bernadino, California 
and Edna Fridley of Brigham County, 
Utah. Dock Marston said he would join if 
he could find transportation to the wed-
ding site and be out of the canyon soon 
after the wedding.

Harry had told me of his plans. I told him I’d boat down, attend the wedding, and take 
Dock out. I would also pick up Bill Wells, the flying bishop of Hanksville, at Halls Cross-
ing.

Harry had also told me there would be a special surprise at the wedding. Bert Loper’s 
whisky, which was had been lying under the seat of his Dodge Power Wagon for years, 
would finally be brought out.

One must know the story to appreciate its full significance. Back in 1949, Harry made 
a momentous river journey through Grand Canyon with Bert Loper and other noted 
river people. During that trip Bert was swept from his boat and became lost to the river. 
On recovering the boat, Harry found a bottle of Seagrams 7, which he then placed under 
the seat of his Power Wagon for safe keeping. When I once asked him when he planned 
to open it, Harry told me it would be on a very special occasion. Surely, I expected to be 
invited to such an occasion.

The wedding party had been on the river for a week when October 6 arrived. I put on 
at Hite on October 6. My driver would pick me up at trip’s end at Cane Creek. I had two 
10 HP motors (one a spare) with me on my own raft, as I needed motor-power to hurry 
Dock out of the canyon when I met him. But, for the present, I wasn’t hurrying. I rowed 
over to the left bank of the Colorado and walked up to Woody Edgel’s cabin in White 
Canyon. My friend Woody was the legendary operator of a contraption called the Hite 
Ferry. After we talked for some time and had a long nightcap, he drove me down to my 
boat. He gave me a bottle of wine to present to the wedding party for him and sent his 
best wishes.

Shortly after midnight, I started down river. The stars were bright, the river was 
lovely, and I rowed and drifted most of the night. On arriving at Red Canyon, I pulled 
to the bank and walked up to Bert Loper’s old cabin to stretch my legs. The place looked 
most peaceful in the moonlight. Then I pushed off again and spent the daylight hours 
enjoying the river.

 I arrived at my destination, Hall’s Crossing, left bank, way after dark on the 7th. I 
sank into my sleeping bag and dozed off to wait for light. Early the next morning, Oct 8, 
I found a note from Harry stuck in a stick suggesting that I go meet Bill Wells as he flew 
in. He gave me directions to the airstrip and marked the direction to the strip. He had 
even counted the exact paces, several hundred of them. He had many such idiosyncra-
sies.

So I did as I was directed, except for counting the paces. (The note is lost in my 
archives somewhere.) I knew where the airstrip was and Harry knew that I knew it, but 
he gave me precise directions anyway. My route was the same route followed in 1882 by 
a Mormon wagon train. I hiked the mile to the top of the mesa and, on arriving there, 
found another note from Harry, addressed to Bill, welcoming him to Glen Canyon with 
directions to the river where he would meet me.

As is common with many river runners, his love for the river cost him his marriage. 
He and his wife separated in 1940 after 12 years of marriage. Harry had set up house 
alone in a tent at Quartermaster Canyon.

Harry made a number of trips in the Glen and Escalante canyon area in search of 
Everett Ruess, a young lad who disappeared in the canyons in 1934.Through Harry, I 
had the privilege of coming to know the Ruess family. Harry had earlier taken Everett’s 
mother, Stella, into Davis Gulch. Later, I took Everett’s brother, Waldo, there too.

Interestingly, Edward Abbey had once inquired of Harry about a job as a boatman. 
Abbey, in his letter, described himself as “a tolerable camp cook, an excellent dishwash-
er, a fair First Aider, [knowledgeable…] about geology, biology, and Major Powell, and 
can even play the harmonica.”

On the river, Harry would often invite my groups and me to camp with him. As we 
met on the river, he would often yell over and say, “Let’s camp together tonight.” And 

Harry Aleson was colorful, imaginative, 
and remarkable. He was an unusual boatman, 

an inquisitive scholar, and pleasant to be around. 
He was egocentric and a showman, and he had a 

strange delightfulness about him.
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At about 8:00 a.m., I heard the hum of Bill’s newly repaired Cessna. He made a good 
landing, and with him was Hanksville resident Nina Robison, who came to join in the 
festivities and to write an article for the Deseret News.

Bill was attired in his proper dark blue suit and polished shoes, hair combed, and all 
of that—typical of Mormon bishops who perform wedding ceremonies on a river. The 
three of us walked down to my mud-covered raft. I wiped a part of the tubes off for a 
clean seat for them. Then we boated down river a couple of miles to Harry and Dottie’s 
camp on the right bank of the river below Hall’s Creek. The happy six-person party was 
there to meet us. Five tents had been set up. The table and mess were correctly placed 
among them.

 I happily said hello to each guest, and chatted with red-eyed Dock Marston. He told 
me of the great party they had enjoyed the night before at the very time I was sleeping 
across the river. He revealed to me that they had guzzled down Bert Loper’s whisky! 
Dock boasted of drinking his share of the historic beverage. Knowing Dock, I think he 
likely drank more than his share.

This revelation took me by great surprise. I was utterly pissed. I had been imagining 
the sacred bottle would be passed around in a toasting gentile fashion, in a civilized way, 
on the wedding day—not consumed in a guzzling frenzy. I felt somewhat left out.

Harry and Dottie retired to their tents to change to their wedding togs. On her return, 
Dottie wore a tangerine-colored blouse, a long strand of coral beads, tangerine capri’s 
and white sweater and shoes. Harry wore tan slacks and a blue pullover shirt with white 
trim at the collar with V-points at the bottom.

finger.
The marriage was on time—10:00 a.m. Bering and Barbara Monroe served as their 

witnesses. We others stood to the side looking on. We again gave our congratulations 
and best wishes. Harry correctly reported that it was a real “moving experience.” The 
bride and groom seemed very happy—like a couple of newlywed kids.

We then hiked back to their camp. From my pack came Woody’s wine, (a far cry from 
Bert’s whisky, I noted to myself,) and we toasted each other. I sauntered about looking 
for the empty Seagram 7 bottle, hoping to steal it. At least I’d gain a possible lingering 
whiff. But I couldn’t find the damn thing. Dock, I’m sure, had already stashed the trea-
sured artifact in his duffel.

On schedule, I then took Bill and Nina back up river and walked with them to the 
Cessna. I bid them adieu and saw them off. Hiking back to my boat, I was soon on the 
river. I picked up red-eyed Dock at the wedding camp, said goodbye to the honeymoon 
party and headed downstream to Cane Creek. On our trip down, Dock asked me what 
I was going to do the following year. I told him I’d be taking very few trips from Hite 
anymore. We talked long about the history of the canyons. Dock had branded himself an 
expert in these sorts of things.

Dock and I landed at Cane Creek on the 10th, after camping and exploring en route. 
Dock was able to get to the airport at Page as scheduled to meet his airline connections. 

POSTSCRIPT
As a postscript to that eventful trip: I continued 

taking boating trips in Glen Canyon and winter 
hiking trips in Escalante Canyon. I moved my 
family to the small town of Escalante to be nearer 
the canyons. I set up a base camp in the lower 
Escalante.

Harry boated on the reservoir with his newly 
acquired jet boat, taking my guests to Rainbow 
Bridge and returning them to the base camp. He 
and Dottie had moved to Teasdale, Utah. Harry 
was in and out of hospitals. Dottie was there with 
him all the way—and it was as Harry had said 
following their wedding: “Dorothy is the most 
wonderful wife any man can have.”

The Flying Bishop continued flying for us.
The sly fox, Dock Marston, continued collect-

ing historic accounts of the canyons and we corresponded for years. But I never saw the 
Seagram artifact again.

And the wonderful, adventurous, and sometimes caustic Edna Fridley began tripping 
with me, taking over 40 varied trips on the rivers and into the canyons. (Her husband, 
Charles, who made one trip in Escalante, financed her travels and, in turn, helped me to 
continue my manner of living.)

In the spring of 1972, I met with Harry at the Prescott hospital when he was very ill, 
extremely thin, and barely able to talk. We chatted again briefly of our many shared 
experiences. Harry died in Prescott, Arizona on March 27, 1972—his final Farewell Trip.

--Ken Sleight floated Glen Canyon more times than he can remember. He still despis-
es BuRec for Glen Canyon Dam and is still mad at the late Dock Marston for drinking 
Bert Loper’s whisky.

My feelings of rejection lessened somewhat as I joined our party of nine, hiking 
together a quarter-mile up Little Eden Canyon to “The Chapel.” There, at the end of this 
narrow box canyon, was a beautiful pool in a fern-covered grotto. It resembled a small 
Cathedral in the Desert. A thin ray of light entered the grotto, and peace and tranquility 
prevailed. It was indeed a beautiful cathedral in which to wed.

 Bill began the ceremony, expressing the right scriptural and prayer words, the right 
words of council, the best wishes and all of that. Then the words of the ceremony itself. 
Harry took the ring, made of Navajo-silver and turquoise, and slipped it on Dottie’s 

Bill was attired in his proper dark blue suit 
and polished shoes, hair combed, and all of 

that—typical of Mormon bishops who perform 
wedding ceremonies on a river. The three of us 

walked down to my mud-covered raft. 
I wiped a part of the tubes off 

for a clean seat for them.

Harry and Dottie retired to 
their tents to change to their 
wedding togs. On her return, 
Dottie wore a tangerine-colored 
blouse, a long strand of coral 
beads, tangerine capri’s and 
white sweater and shoes.
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Dirt Places.....
   
One summer a new fad took over Jackson Hole’s kid population, Bottle Horse 

Ranching. I’m not sure, but suspect that the ranch kids started it. We town-
ies began regular roundups to the back lots of Jackson’s three saloons, picking 
up whiskey bottles -- those were the cows (Herefords in those days), and beer 
bottles -- those were the horses.

My brother and I set up our 
ranch at the dirt place, an oblong 
patch of pure, deep dirt on the east 
edge of our yard, next to a line of 
willows through which an irriga-
tion creek gurgled past. Between 
the dirt place and the ditch, the 
land -- overgrown with stray al-
falfa, clover, grass, and other veg-
etation -- rose slightly. We decided 
that the far side of the irrigation 
ditch was summer range. We used 
dead willow branches, broken into 
pieces to make buck fences around 
the home ranch’s pasture and hay 
fields. We used empty Log Cabin 
brand syrup cans as ranch head-
quarters, bunkhouse, et ceter

As our herd grew we saw the 
need to get the stock onto summer 

range. Using hand-held beer bottle horses to push the whiskey bottle cattle, we 
started the drive. First, into the uplands bordering the irrigation ditch, now in 
full flow, a severe challenge. Could we herd the cattle across that river to higher 
ground just beyond? No hands allowed on the whiskey bottles, of course. Those 
critters had to be pushed by bottle horses. We tried it, cow by cow, each horse 
performing marvelous acrobatics, shouldering those cranky animals to the fur-
ther shore. We succeeded. I don’t remember any of the cows breaking though 
we did lose a few downstream and counted that as normal loss in a wild range 
operation.

We did those drives more than once. I remember well the time I hazed my 
prize Hereford bull across those treacherous waters to a safe landing in cow 
paradise where he would ensure a superior lot of calves. He was a super-size 
Golden Wedding flask, embossed in color on his flank. He came from behind 
the Log Cabin Club, the Cowboy Bar, or the other saloon whose name escapes 
me.

One weekend a ranch kid stayed with me. We did a cattle drive. I had stayed 
a weekend with him at the ranch in Spring Gulch where we spent most of our 
time working on a high dirt bank, building little roads for his collection of 
miniature cars and trucks. The roads had switchbacks and huge gulfs of space 
spilled out below their unfenced edges. Hours went by. That was his dirt place. 
He loved vehicles. He wasn’t into the bottle horse craze and didn’t do much 
with flesh-and-blood horses either.

I think every girl and boy in Teton County had a choice of dirt places. If not in 
the back yard, then on the banks of Flat Creek or Cache Creek, or Fish Creek; or 
banks and flood plains of the Snake, the Gros Ventre, the Buffalo. We had dirt 
at the grade school, too; one big patch of it mixed with ash from the coal-fired 
furnace made an excellent playing field for marbles. A kid with a reliable taw 
and some snap to his thumb could rake them in. The rest of us played bumpers 
against the pale yellow bricks of the school. We carved holes in those bricks too. 
And snow melt time brought huge puddles that could be diverted, enlarged, 

joined, messed around with. And when spring came for good, warming the 
earth beneath the sage, there were Johnny Jump-ups, their yellow bell-shaped 
blossoms good to eat, and wild onions.

We didn’t know concrete sidewalks, curbs, traffic lights. We did know rain 
and wind and heavy snowfall, bitter cold, balky animals, elk in the haystacks, 
and work or chores that had to be done no matter what each day brought from 
over the pass or up the Hoback. And we knew dirt.

Whenever I pass one of those neat playgrounds attached to elementary 
schools or child care centers, noticing kids shouting to each other on the lad-
ders, platforms, chutes and other adult-built structures, all neat and standard 
and based on hard blacktop, I think of dirt.

Remembering...

MARTIN
MURIE

1925-2012
The Zephyr is proud to run a

series of essays by Martin that he 
gave to this publication, just a

few weeks before his death.
This is the first.

One of our daughters was pushed off one of those structures. Her head struck 
the blacktop; she suffered a skull fracture, lost consciousness. That was one 
godawful scary day. I don’t know how many kids are injured on institutional 
playing fields, but what I’d really like to know is how many kids have fun. I 
mean the deep kind that draws on all the powers inherent in young minds and 
bodies. We call it creativity. As adults we cherish creativity. What about our 
kids, channeled onto things built for them by unseen others?

There are often groomed lawns attached to playing fields. If dandelions grow 
there, it’s a good sign; if not, you have to be suspicious. Chemlawn? What 
poison molecules lurk there? Besides, lawns are not dirt. Kids can horseplay 
on lawns, but in dirt they can dig and shape things, on their own or in earnest 
negotiation with colleagues.

Split, Croatia, at a time when Yugoslavia was still a multi-cultured nation. 
Kids on packed dirt, in the center of the city. It was a huge empty space on one 
side of the main street, probably waiting for urban development. Meanwhile, 
groups of kids had taken it over. They weren’t shouting at each other -- too busy 
for that. They were teams in action, in one place feeding a fire made of odd 
pieces of scrap, in another place metal and wood structures were underway, 
made of discarded stuff. Later, we got acquainted with one of those kids. His 
enthusiasm was catching, his life totally taken up with what was happening out 
there.

Further south, Dubrovnik, a newer section outside the bounds of the walled 
city, open ranges, two of which had been olive groves. Here too, kids have taken 
over. Hopscotch diagrams scratched in dirt, a marbles game underway. Other 
games in progress, mysteries to us North Americans.

I’m always on the lookout for dirt places. Dirt is important, I tell myself, not 

We didn’t know concrete sidewalks, curbs, 
traffic lights. We did know rain and wind and 

heavy snowfall, bitter cold, balky animals, 
elk in the haystacks, and work or chores that 

had to be done no matter what each day brought 
from over the pass or up the Hoback. 

And we knew dirt.
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DESERT RAT
COMMANDO

only for kids, but for all of us, especially in these times when most of us live in 
a dream inside a nation obsessed with scrubbed-clean decorum made out of 
products touted by corporate ads that interrupt ball games, intrude on cyber-
space, clog up the works everywhere. There is no hiding place, no escape from 
the mania of upscale neatness, the insistence on lawns, Mister Clean in control. 
We are literally, not only figuratively, sentenced to uniformity and submission. 
We’ve even gotten into the habit of christening certain wildernesses pristine.

In real time and place, of course, wildernesses are not pristine, they feature 
vegetation in various degrees of rot and they are homes of animals who root in 
the dirt and get their noses dirty, and lots of other critters and features Mis-
ter Clean would love to get his hands on. Yes, I know that what we mean by 
pristine wilderness is the absence of human interference. The Wilderness Act’s 
term is untrammeled.

Wilderness purists sometimes go so far as to cringe at the thought of other 
humans being present while they imbibe a vast distancing from human foibles, 
faults, fraternity.

Pacific Creek, Teton County, Wyoming, my three daughters at work. Highway 
roar and the Tetons’ Cathedral Group looming in the southwest are remote, 
unattended background to those girls. Their hands are busy with sand, gravel, 
stone and water. I watch, enviously. I get down on my knees and gouge out a 
groove that diverts a small braid of water to another braid. The sun is low in the 
west, warm on our hands.

About a quarter of all residential en-
ergy consumption is used on devices in 
idle power mode, according to a study 
of Northern California by the Natural 
Resources Defense Council. That means 
that devices that are “off” or in standby 
or sleep mode can use up to the equiva-
lent of 50 large power plants’ worth of 
electricity and cost more than $19 bil-
lion in electricity bills every year. And 
there’s an environmental cost: Overall 
electricity production represents about 
37 percent of all carbon dioxide emis-
sions in the United States, one of the 
main contributors to climate change.   

----New York Times

Jackson, Wyoming. Early 20th Century
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“And if what I fear indeed happens? If the next twenty years sees us pump ever more 
gas into the sky, and if it sees us take irrevocable steps into the genetically engineered 
future, what solace then? The only ones in need of consolation will be those of us who 
were born in the transitional decades, too early to adapt completely to a brave new 
ethos.”

 –Bill McKibben, The End of Nature, 1989

These days, I’m feeling a lot like Rip Van Winkle. Waking up 20 years too late, I see 
the American public slowly being dragged, kicking and screaming, to the realization that 
human activities are causing global warming. But the delay in public acceptance of what 
science has known for so much longer can only mean one thing: the environmentalism 
that I remember from the 1970’s must be long dead.

 (In the summer of 2008, we’re seeing a lot of “going green” talk in the media and 
some would say that environmentalism is re-awakening. I’d counter that if it wasn’t for 
a disastrous war in Iraq, skyrocketing gas prices, a collapsing economy, and a sense that 
the Earth’s climate might actually be changing, I don’t think we’d be making so much 
progress on our choice of what kind of shopping bag to use.)

Here’s how I see the global warming situation: in order to stabilize greenhouse gases 
at 450ppm or even 350ppm1, we have to drastically reduce total emissions long before 
2050.2 But even if we somehow achieved the truly heroic global implementation of 
even half of the best ideas we have, we would only succeed in maintaining emissions3 at 
today’s out-of-balance levels while global population goes from 6.5 to 9 billion. In short, 
there is no way that we’re going to grow our way out of this problem.

But amazingly, today’s professional environmentalism, which knows very well the 
uncompromising nature of this predicament, continues to assume that endless eco-
nomic growth is an untouchable assumption. So how did this come to pass? How did 
environmentalism die? And how did its surviving shell end up adopting the language of 
international finance?

Even more important, what about McKibben’s dire prediction that in the future we 
would create a new natural ethic that eliminates human moral responsibility for the 
changes we will cause.4 Try and digest that for a second before the second hammer-
stroke falls: as of 2007, we have done just that.

 Intro to Nordhaus & Shellenberger
 Let’s look at the ideas of Ted Nordhaus and Michael Shellenberger (herein, N&S) as 

published in their original 2004 essay and in their 2007 book, Break Through, From 
the Death of Environmentalism to the Politics of Possibility. The book hasn’t gotten 
the same attention that their essay did, maybe because it uses right-wing philosophy 
in backing progressive policy. It’s true, believe it or not, and that’s why I think nobody 
wants to be associated with it, including myself. So why would the honest environmen-
talist want to study it? Well, I think we can learn a lot from their political insights and 

their principles as needed. Again.
Secondly, N&S try to justify in this book what could be described as “the opposite 

of Deep Ecology”, or maybe “the ethics of People First!” If this actually becomes the 
mantra that the human mob uses to escape responsibility for what’s going to happen to 
the planet over the next century, many of our artists will find this book to contain useful 
source material for their work.

 How America has changed since 1970
But first we’ve got to see what happened to environmentalism. Nordhaus & Shel-

lenberger’s first contribution is their clear understanding of American political values 
today, and how fundamentally they’ve changed since the original Earth Day. Consider 
this amazing statement (from today’s vantage point) from Richard Nixon’s 1970 State of 
the Union address:

 The great question of the seventies is, shall we surrender to our surroundings, or shall 
we make peace with nature and begin to make reparations for the damage we have done 
to our air, to our land, and to our water? p.30-31

That’s right, a Republican president said that then. But this year’s political phenom, 
Barack Obama, the most capable liberal candidate since the Kennedy’s, wouldn’t touch 
that sentence with a ten-foot pole. Listen closely to what both McCain and Obama say 
this fall about global warming: the real benefit of taking action will be to create jobs. 

Saving the environment? What’s that? 
So what has happened to us?
 In a nutshell, it was economic back-sliding. Back in 1970, a high-school gradu-

ate could earn a very good living at the steel mills near my hometown with the idea 
of lifetime employment. After just a few years, that blue-collar guy easily afforded a 
house, a family, a truck, and plenty of outdoor gear. And he had time off. He could drive 
that truck to the mountains and camp by an alpine lake, spending days without see-
ing another soul. With 100 million fewer of us competing for campsites, it’s no wonder 
environmentalism thrived back then.

Of course, those good times in 1970 were just about over. Let’s review what happened:
 Whereas the median family income grew at an astonishing 100 percent between 1948 

and 1973, it grew just 7 percent between 1973 and 1993 – this despite the fact that huge 
numbers of women were entering the work force, creating a record number of two-in-
come families. By 1990, a higher percentage of the work force was employed than during 
World War II. p.165

 In an economy where real wages are declining, jobs are no longer secure, and health 
and retirement plans are tied to one’s employment, you get status insecurity (status, 
community, quality of life at risk) or, as N&S like to call it, Insecure Affluence. Now 
amid the current “growth recession” in the U.S. we might just call it economic insecu-
rity, unemployment, or “poverty with a (fading) view”.

 Affluence and environmentalism
 Now we’re ready for N&S’s most important political theory: the majority of voters 

have to be economically secure before environmental issues can be winners on Election 
Day. But right away, we should understand this idea within a deeper context than N&S 
do: the basic human condition has not always been slum residency in a capitalist society. 
We need to remember that global capitalism has wiped out virtually all non-conform-
ing cultures, mostly, of course, by taking away peoples’ land. Before this theft occurred, 
native people living off the land in a semi-mobile way knew instinctively that survival 
depended on living sustainably.

Once we see people separated from the land that sustains them, it’s also easy to see 
that urban poverty = lack of environmental values. And N&S theorize that the comple-
ment is also true:

Environmentalist values, such as the strong desire to protect ecosystems, largely 
spring from higher-order, postmaterial, and inner-directed needs. ... The connection 
between affluence and the birth of environmentalism goes a long way toward explaining 
why environmentalism in the United States emerged in the 1960s and not in the 1930s. 
... And it explains why, when environmentalism does emerge in developing countries, 
such as Brazil, it does so in Rio de Janeiro’s most affluent neighborhoods, where people 
have met their basic material needs, and not in its slums, where people live in fear of 

hunger and violence. p. 28-29
If N&S are right about this, and I think 

they are, the implications for environmental 
politics are obvious. Political survival means 
environmentalists must be publicly concerned 
with overall economic well-being. In other 
words, the professionals must become pro-
gressives. But then, what about the environ-
ment? The honest environmentalist has always 
known that the global economy destroys the 
environment. It’s our first principle. And that 
principle is exactly what the professionals had 
to sacrifice a long time ago in order to keep 
their jobs.

As an example, let’s look at a 1990 state-
ment of philosophy of the Grand Canyon 
Trust, first organized during the Reagan era:

From the 2008 Zephyr Archives

THE MOB RULES
Suggestions for the honest environmentalist

Doug Meyer

historical context for environmentalism, ideas we can use to understand what won’t 
work in the years ahead. Along the way, we have to be careful to distinguish N&S’s 
analysis from their solution, as I think the former is right on the money, and the latter is 
“un-environmental”, as even they would admit.

And what can we learn from the parts of the book that we don’t agree with? First of 
all, N&S project honest environmental philosophy onto all of mainstream environmen-
talism when they write things such as:

 environmentalists imagine solutions that seek to constrain, …human activity and 
economic growth p.40

The environmentalist obsession with “overpopulation” is typical of the view that eco-
logical crises are essentially about too many people. p.126

 When was the last time a well-funded environmental organization stated publicly 
that our primary problems are global capitalism and resulting human overpopulation? 
If your answer is ‘I can’t remember’, then you’ll agree when I say that N&S’s real target 
in this book is not today’s professional, but instead the honest environmentalist. This is 
actually good news for us because right-wingers always attack ideas that threaten them. 
They know that global warming is the ultimate environmental issue, and they’re wor-
ried. Very worried. And as for the hapless professionals, well, they’re just going to adapt 

When was the last time a 
well-funded environmental 
organization stated publicly 
that our primary problems are 
global capitalism and result-
ing human overpopulation? If 
your answer is ‘I can’t remem-
ber’, then you’ll agree when I 
say that N&S’s real target in 
this book is not today’s profes-
sional, but instead the honest 
environmentalist.
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 “From the community to the national level, we need a policy of responsible conser-
vation. The wise use of our resources, so that we may enjoy a world that is productive, 
healthy and beautiful, is not a matter of the ‘economy versus the environment,’ but of 
insisting on public institutions and leaders who understand, and will act to ensure, the 
essential link between the economy and the environment.”5

 The emphasis on eliminating the conceptual tradeoff between the economy and the 
environment was unmistakable, representing a definitive break with 1970s-style envi-
ronmentalism. Also, its meaning was easily turned around to the progressive political 
slogan: we can have a growing economy and a healthy environment too!

 
Autopsy report concluded
In summary: the economically secure public of 1970 is dead and gone, resulting in the 

transformation of the once powerful U.S. environmental movement to little more than 
a special interest group. Public values are now centered on short-term economics, and 
laws not conforming to those values are being gutted. Honest environmentalists can 
now see that we are dead politically; we just don’t have any problem seeing the global 
economy and the environment as opposing values. Here we have our first hint that cul-
tural criticism should be our weapon of choice.

But the report also has to include the professional adaptation to the sea change in 
public values. By choosing to remain in the political arena, environmental organizations 
have given up not only their primary purpose but their moral authority on the issue of 
unsustainable economics vs. nature. But at least they can count on the money continu-
ing to flow in, and they’ll need all of it. Manipulating public guilt while stroking its 
progressive conscience is going to require as many spin doctors as the public relations 
schools can turn out.

crises. p.15
- if we are to overcome ecological crises, we must no longer put concepts like nature or 

“the environment” at the center of our politics. p.17

 The Really Brave New World
 In order to justify the abandonment of the environment as a value, N&S must estab-

lish a new set of ethics for progressivism to adopt. And they certainly have done that. I 
would call it something like ‘new rules for a video game planet’. Read ‘em and weep:

What’s needed today is a politics that seeks authority not from Nature or Science but 
from a compelling vision of the future that is appropriate for the world we live in and 
the crises we face. The idea that we should respect Nature implies that Nature has a 
particular single being (or dream) to be respected. If we define Nature as all things, then 
it is not at all clear which natures we should respect and which we should overcome. We 
are Nature and Nature is us. Nature can neither instruct our actions or punish them. 
Whatever actions we choose to take in the name of the survival of the human species or 
human societies will be natural. p.142-143

Given what’s at stake and the quickly diminishing time frame for action, we must 
quickly embrace a politics that understands that humans are constantly creating new 
natures. We must abandon the environmentalism that thinks of itself as representing 
and defending – but never imagining, constituting, or creating – nature. … Overcoming 
the ecological crises and realizing humankind’s potential will require abandoning efforts 
to return to some Edenic past. It will require going through modernity and materialism, 
not avoiding them. And it will require that we leave environmentalism behind as we 
construct a postnatural politics. p.238

 the ecological crises will replace the reductionist question “What must we do to save 
the environment?” with “What new environments can we imagine and create?” p.239

 Besides ignoring the fact that humans will still need food compatible with our biol-
ogy in the coming centuries, what’s really scary about this is that it attempts to absolve 
humanity for causing global-scale natural destruction before people have even begun to 
grasp the moral implications of it all. If followed through, it would be our most damning 
adaptation to global warming.

For example, by mid-century, when the Great Barrier Reef is completely dead7, N&S 
would have us rationalize it away with something like, oh well, that biology didn’t make 
the cut. I guess for these guys, the idea of stewardship of the environment is just a big 
joke. Likewise, if a society chooses to maintain its primacy at the expense of millions of 
non-human species, then does that society have any character left to defend? No more 
excuses. Cultural criticism anyone?

 A critic to remember
Perhaps the most memorable quote from the original “Death of Environmental-

ism” essay criticized the negative message of honest environmentalists by invoking the 
memory of Dr. Martin Luther King: “Imagine how history would have turned out had 
King given an ‘I have a nightmare’ speech instead.”

Having been caught by their lack of study of King’s famous 1963 speech, N&S had no 
choice but to capitulate on this point in their introduction to Break Through. They now 
acknowledge that they didn’t know in 2004 that King had actually opened the dream 
speech with the nightmare of reality. Referring to King’s haunting review of racial in-
justice at the time, in which he said that “It would be fatal for the nation to overlook the 
urgency of the moment”, N&S now say,

In the end, it was probably for the best that King gave a nightmare speech before giv-
ing the dream speech. Had he ignored his feelings of frustration and anger, his dream 
speech would not have been nearly as powerful. Had he avoided the dark valley, the 
mountaintop would not have been as high or as bright. p.18

Apologists for humanity will no doubt prefer to dwell on the mountaintop, as N&S 
do throughout the remainder of their book. But we who believe criticism to be the more 
honest approach should be prepared for a difficult time ahead. We should remember 
that King’s withering social commentary caused even those who supported him to even-
tually call him “radical” and “out of touch”.8

 What the youngsters will never know: freedom
The ability to adapt. It’s humanity’s greatest evolutionary asset and our fundamental 

character flaw. Leave the past behind. Get on with it. Change Is Good. New Technology. 
The Market. Work Harder. Don’t Worry. Learn faster. Move. Start a New Life. Get a 
New Job. Make More Money. Don’t Worry. Everything’s All Right. Don’t Sit There. Keep 
Talking. Take a Pill. Just Do It. Don’t Worry. Everything’s Fine. ID Confirmed. Tracking 
Initiated. Have A Nice Day.

The Beatles’ “A Day in the Life” is playing in my head. We’re in the long, drawn-out 
last crescendo. And I am just aching for that final chord.
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 It’s also the Death of Science
Some professional environmentalists may still be waiting for the public’s enlightened 

scientific understanding of global warming to kick in. But N&S are saying that it doesn’t 
matter how good the science is when the other side is successfully leveraging values cre-
ated by economic reality. That’s right, these days economics trumps everything, includ-
ing science! Now when I was a kid, physical science courses started around the fifth 
grade while economics was not considered to be one of humanity’s greater achievements 
of the mind. For the honest environmentalist, society’s abandonment of science when 
the results are well, inconvenient, gives us our second really good reason to take on the 
role of the critic.

And we can’t let the professionals off the hook here either. They assumed that science 
would carry the argument, not understanding how politically effective the attacks on the 
science could be. OK then, the public’s indefensible denial of global warming has been 
going on since, at the absolute minimum, February 2007, when IPCC AR4 concluded 
that global warming is human-caused with “very high confidence”.6 How can scientifi-
cally educated professionals find any rational basis for staying on society’s bandwagon 
at this point?

The future of progressivism
Professional environmentalists now stand at the edge of the abyss. Though unfounded 

in science, N&S’s proposals make perfect sense from the point of view of progressiv-
ism, whose politics we now see that professional environmentalism has no choice but to 
embrace:

 - Nothing is more central to this book than our contention that for any politics to suc-
ceed, it must swim with, not against, the currents of changing social values. p.6

- Given that prosperity is the basis for ecological concern, our political goal must be to 
create a kind of prosperity that moves everyone up Maslow’s pyramid as quickly as pos-
sible while also achieving our ecological goals. p.6-7

- the most gratifying aspect of the experience [was that] Local environmental leaders 
told us that they had become more focused on creating a new kind of development than 
on “protecting the environment.” p.10

- We argue for an explicitly pro-growth agenda that defines the kind of prosperity we 
believe is necessary to improve the quality of human life and to overcome ecological 

Political survival means 
environmentalists must be publicly 
concerned with overall economic 
well-being. In other words, the 
professionals must become 
progressives. But then, what about 
the environment? The honest 
environmentalist has always known 
that the global economy destroys the 
environment. It’s our first principle. 
And that principle is exactly what the 
professionals had to sacrifice a long time 
ago in order to keep their jobs.

Besides ignoring the fact that humans will still need food 
compatible with our biology in the coming centuries, what’s really 

scary about this is that it attempts to absolve humanity for 
causing global-scale natural destruction before people 

have even begun to grasp the moral implications of it all.
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The Posey War: 
An End to Armed Conflict in San Juan County

by Barry Scholl

In 1923, the increasing presence of Euro-American settlers in territory 
formerly occupied by Ute and Paiute Indians led to what was probably the last 
armed conflict between whites and Indians in the United States. And the man 
for whom the altercation was named has become synonymous either with the 
Indians’ fierce resistance or with the settlers determination to resolve the issue 
of who owned the land.

In the estimation of San Juan County settlers, Posey was a long-time trouble-
maker, a renegade who terrorized isolated ranches, refused to recognize ranges 
the Mormons considered their own, and (perhaps most damning) galloped 
about the increasingly civilized environs of Bluff, Blanding, and Monticello on 
horseback at the front of a band of similarly-mind-
ed Indian brigands. In the minds of his followers, 
and some white sympathizers, though, he was a 
gallant leader who refused to be cowed by land-
grabbing settlers.

Given the ever-growing pressure exerted on the 
arid range, conflict of one sort or another seemed 
inevitable; Mormon ranchers charged that the 
local Utes (Posey was a Paiute who had married 
into a Ute family) grazed their stock on white-held 
ranges, stole livestock, and on the whole refused to 
act like “good Indians.” The Paiutes countered that 
the whites’ stock-growing practices were destroy-
ing valuable plants and wildlife, and that an ever-
increasing population of newcomers was encroach-
ing on traditional Indian lands.

And so we have all the elements of a tragic 
powder charge ready to go off: reciprocal cultural 
misunderstandings, proliferating herds of sheep 
and cattle in an area that ecologically and geo-
graphically was unsuited for mass grazing, and a 
history of armed skirmishes. In 1914, a Mexican 
sheepherder named Juan Chacon had camped 
in the Montezuma Creek area with several Ute 
Indians including the particularly controversial 
Tse-Ne-Gat (a.k.a. Everett Hatch.) A few days after 
spending an evening with the Indians, Chacon was 
found dead, and witnesses claimed Tse-Ne-Gat 
was responsible.

Nearly a year elapsed and Tse-Ne-Gat remained 
at large, claiming he feared for his own life in the 
hands of white justice. As Robert S. McPherson 
has pointed out in his newly published history of San Juan County, local news-
papers helped to stir things up by printing inflammatory statements such as 
“Hatch has a notorious reputation as a bad man,” and making the extravagant 
claim that he was “strongly entrenched with fifty braves who will stand by him 
to the last man.”

for the wide open spaces.”
The village of Bluff, which shortly before had served as the model for the 

violence-wracked town of Cottonwoods in Zane Grey’s fanciful Riders of the 
Purple Sage, now took on that quality for real. A confusing melange of state 
officials, Indian agents, and representatives of the military descended upon 
the pastoral settlement on the banks of the San Juan River. One contemporary 
newspaper reported that Brigadier General Scott was enroute to attempt to 
forge a peaceful settlement with the “recalcitrant Piute Indians.” Within two 
weeks, Scott had met with the 23 Indians and promised them protection from 
the incipient mob. The four most likely suspects, Polk, Posey, Posey’s Boy, and 

Tse-Ne-Gat, were transported to Salt Lake and 
questioned. The first three were soon released; 
the latter was taken to Denver for trial and ac-
quitted of the murder charge. Needless to say, 
settlers in Grand and San Juan counties were 
not overjoyed with this turn of events.

This was not the first conflict between the 
races, now would it be the last. Relatively minor 
altercations were reported in 1919, 1921, and 
most famously, 1923. But the event which 
precipitated the so-called “Posey War” was 
comparatively minor. Two Ute teenagers were 
on trial for robbing a sheep camp, stealing a 
calf, and burning a bridge. They were convicted 
and found guilty of theft. While being held in 
the basement of the sheriff’s home, one of them 
grabbed a gun and both escaped. The two fled 
to the Blanding courthouse grounds where 
Posey and a group of his followers anxiously 
awaited the outcome of the trial. The combined 
bunch fled town with the sheriff and a quickly 
assembled posse pursuing in automobiles.

By this point, settlers were out of patience. 
Posey, in particular, was a sore point. For years, 
local and regional newspapers had reported 
that he was guilty of crimes ranging from 
killing his own brother to personally shoot-
ing Joe Aiken, the one victim of the settler’s 
ill-fated attempt at a pre-emptive strike in 
1915. In McPherson’s words, “[Posey] was such 
a colorful character that his threats, cajoling, 

and antics often brought a strong reaction to what would normally have been 
forgotten.”

So began the Posey War. Local newspapers reported that the county com-
missioners had written the governor requesting a plan equipped with machine 

The last was enough to prompt a posse of 75 
volunteers led by U.S. Marshal Aquila Nebeker 
to test the Indian’s resolve. In light of the news-
paper’s flame-fanning, the group approached the 
Ute Indian camp ready for trouble. But a sentry 
alerted the camp and an exchange of more-or-less 
aimless gunfire erupted. When the smoke cleared 
after the first sally, one Indian and one posse 
member were dead. Hearing the exchange, a sec-
ond group of Utes rushed upcanyon from the San 
Juan River and began firing at posse members 

from behind. At this point, the posse exercised discretion and called for a truce. 
They shortly departed the canyon, and the Utes, in McPherson’s words, “fled 

guns; San Juan County Sheriff William Oliver authorized his troop of volunteer 
deputies to “shoot everything that looks like an Indian;” and some particularly 
incensed Blanding residents threatened that “this was going to be a fight to the 
finish.”

As was often the case, innocents bore much of the brunt of the conflict. A 
large group of bewildered Native Americans were held in the basement of the 
Blanding elementary school. When the group began to overflow those tight 
confines, a 100-foot-square area was fenced off into an improvised concentra-
tion camp to hold the hungry, poorly-clothed captives.

Meanwhile, other Ute and Paiute people fled for Navajo Mountain. Where 
half a century before this rugged area south of the Colorado River had held ref-
uge for Hoskannini and his band of Navajos when they were being pursued by 
Kit Carson and the U.S. Army, by the 1920s the improvement of transportation 

Mormon ranchers charged that the local Utes 
(Posey was a Paiute who had married into a Ute family) 
grazed their stock on white-held ranges, stole livestock, 

and on the whole refused to act like “good Indians.” 
The Paiutes countered that the whites’ stock-growing 

practices were destroying valuable plants and wildlife, 
and that an ever-increasing population of newcomers 

was encroaching on traditional Indian lands.
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routes and a growing population proved that even this geographically isolated 
area wasn’t sufficient to provide refuge. As they fled, Posey and a few of his 
followers skirmished with their pursuers but were quickly subdued. Wounded 
in the hip during the gun battle, Posey was forced to watch as his people were 
returned to confinement in Blanding. He perished within a month. There were 
no white casualties. And so ended the Posey War. Sort of.

Fanciful stories began to emerge, once again encouraged by the press, that 

Posey had been killed in a flash flood, or that he had died of natural causes. 
Some of his friends believed he had succumbed to poisoned flour. But today 
most historians believe that he died from blood poisoning caused by his gun-
shot wound.

Because rumors persisted that Posey was, in fact, still alive and possibly plan-
ning revenge, Marshal J. Ray Ward asked to be shown Posey’s body. A few Utes 
led him to the site and Ward satisfied himself that the corpse was indisputably 
Posey. He reinterred Posey’s body and attempted to disguise the site, but his 
attempts to quell the controversy were unsuccessful. Posey was dug up at least 
twice more by men who wanted to be photographed with his body. (A truly 
horrifying photo of Posey’s corpse surrounded by a group of cowboys is in the 
possession of the Utah State Historical Society.)

Sadly, from the Native American perspective, not much good came from this 
conflict. Although the persistent publicity generated by the Posey War led to 
public recognition of the problems of Ute and Piute Indians in the Four Cor-
ners area, the solution offered by the Department of the Interior was less than 
satisfactory. These groups of Indians were forced to surrender their traditional 
nomadic existence and settle on approximately 8,000 acres of land in Cot-
tonwood and Allen canyon drainages in San Juan County. Meanwhile, their 
children were forced to submit to short haircuts and Euro-American fashions 
before being sent to the Indian School at Towaoc, Colorado. About the only 
positive result so far as the Allen Canyon Indians were concerned was that the 
so-called “Posey War” ended the period of armed conflicts between the indig-
enous people and the newcomers in San Juan County.

BARRY SCHOLL lives in Salt Lake City.

As they fled, Posey and a few of his followers skirmished 
with their pursuers but were quickly subdued. 

Wounded in the hip during the gun battle, Posey was 
forced to watch as his people were returned to 

confinement in Blanding. He perished within a month. 
There were no white casualties. 

And so ended the Posey War. Sort of.
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the hillside above their camp and hundreds more dotted the landscape for as far as they 
could see.

“Damn!” Bill cussed. “Those Frenchmen have been runnin’ sheep over under the ledge 
for several winters now, but there ain’t supposed to be any sheep here along the river. 
This is our range, damn it.”

“Looks like a million of them,” Tom said with some alarm. “There won’t be enough 
grass left to feed a rabbit if they stick around for more than a day or two. Those sheep 
eat everything right down to the roots.”

“Well, we’re gonna help this herd keep moving,” Bill said with real conviction. “I ain’t 
puttin’ up with this. Let’s go find that herder and tell him to get the flock outta here. We 
got the grazing rights to this river bottom and we’re not giving it up.”

But it was getting dark and they couldn’t find a herder anywhere.
“Don’t they bunch sheep at night to keep the coyotes and wolves away?” Tom asked.
“Most sheepmen do,” Bill agreed. “But this herd is so big and scattered so far, there 

probably ain’t enough sheepherders in the whole country to gather this bunch.”
“So, what we gonna do?” Tom asked.
“Well, I guess we’ll have to wait until morning to do anything,” Bill said. “But since 

those woolies are eatin’ our grass tonight, I think it’s only fair that we have mutton for 
supper. What do you think?”

“You wouldn’t dare,” Tom grinned.
Bill took his coiled rope from his saddle and rode over to the nearest little bunch of 

sheep. The light was fading fast, but he picked out a young one and threw the rope. He 
dragged the big lamb over to their camp, killed, skinned, and butchered it while Tom 
took care of the horses, kindled a fire and made coffee. A short time later they kicked 
back to enjoy a well-deserved feast of lamb chops and Dutch oven biscuits.

“Kinda greasy, ain’t it?” Tom suggested, not meaning to complain, but just stating a 
fact.

“This meat’s a lot different than eating beef or deer.”
“You gotta eat it hot,” Bill grinned. “You let it cool and that sheep tallow sticks to the 

roof of your mouth.”
“I don’t think I like eatin’ sheep much,” Tom decided.
“That’s why an old coyote will sit out on a hill in the evening and lick his ass,” Bill said 

with a big smile. “He’s tryin’ to get the taste of those sheep outta his mouth.”
Early the next morning, just at daylight, Bill was awakened by the sound of footsteps 

near the tent. He peeked out from under the flap of the tent and saw a pair of boots 
just a few feet away. Grabbing his .44 from under his bedroll, he took a quick aim and 

BILL TIBBETTS
‘THE LAST OUTLAW’

(continued)

the horse. “At least that’s the word around town. Rumor has it there’s a warrant for the 
arrest of the man who did it.”

“Do they know who did it?” Bill asked with a wrinkled brow, beginning to show signs 
of nervous concern.

“No,” Eph said. “The herder didn’t get a look at the guy, but they say it happened at 

blasted dirt all over the boots. Jumping up, he ran to the door of the tent and shot two 
or three more times into the dirt and into the air. He yelled for the herders to get the hell 
out of there and take those stinkin’ damn sheep with them. By that afternoon the sheep 
were gone.

“You didn’t shoot that man, did you, Bill?”
“I don’t think so. I was just tryin’ to help him move those sheep along. A man’s got to 

protect what’s rightfully his.”
A few days later, Uncle Ephraim came riding into the camp at Anderson Bottom. He 

was leading a string of packhorses loaded down with panniers stuffed with oats, food, 
and camp supplies. He had been in Moab for a few weeks and was coming back to take 
over the cow operation to give Bill and Tom a chance to go to town.

But when Eph rode into camp he wasn’t smiling or cracking any jokes. Bill and Tom 
could tell right off that something wasn’t right. The boys stood by anxiously and waited 
for the man to speak.

Ephraim stepped down from his horse, turned his back to the boys, and began undo-
ing the cinch on his saddle. Then, very matter-of-fact, he asked over his shoulder, “Are 
you the guys who shot that sheepherder?”

Tom turned toward Bill with real concern in his eyes. Bill stood his ground, stoic as an 
Indian, and didn’t say anything.

“Somebody shot a sheepherder a few days ago,” Eph said as he pulled his saddle from 

Anderson Bottom. You fellers know anyone who might have been camped in Anderson 
Bottom the past week or so?”

“Aw, damn it all, Eph. I didn’t shoot that sheepherder. I only shot near his feet. I 
needed to give him a reason to move those mountain maggots outta here. There were 
millions of ‘em and they were eatin’ everything right down to the dirt.”

“Well, the rumor is, that sheepman was shot. True, he wasn’t hurt bad, but shooting 
sheepherders is against the law, even if you only wing one. You boys better pack your 
gear and get the hell outta here. I’d go over in Laterite and lay low for a month or two 
if it was me. I just come from town so they know I didn’t do it. I’ll take over your camp 
here to cover your tracks.”

“Probably peppered him with gravel,” Bill decided, thinking it over. “I did shoot purdy 
close to his feet. But I didn’t shoot the guy. That .44 would have took his foot off.”

“I didn’t hear any calls in town for a posse,” Eph continued. “But I wouldn’t be sur-
prised if the sheriff ain’t here in a day or so to check things out.”

The boys went to work gathering up their gear.
“I’ll bet the trappin’ is real good over in Laterite,” Tom said hopefully as he rolled up 

his bedroll.
“Yeah, I’ll bet you’re right,” Bill agreed as he stuffed his army mess kit into a saddle-

bag. “We better go over there and check it out. Who knows, maybe we’ll stay all sum-
mer.”

“Take two of those packhorses with you,” Eph offered. “They’re packin’ enough grub 
and horse feed to get you by for a month or so. I’ll let you know when the dust settles 
around here and the coast is clear.”

Bill and Tom hurried down the river, into the wilds of Elaterite Basin and the land 
under the ledge. They stayed there for a few months, lying low and waiting for word 
from Ephraim about the sheriff. While there, they trapped for the rest of the season and 
worked the Moore, Tibbetts, and Allred cattle.

The boys laughed about their new status as wanted desperados, but it just didn’t seem 
right that they were in so much trouble. Making a sheepherder dance to the tune of a 
.44-Special was sport and not criminal assault, at least the way they saw it. And besides, 
Bill was defending his territory. Those sheepmen should expect to be shot when they 
moved in on a cowman like that.

Around the campfire at night, Bill smiled when telling Tom how those sheepherders 
sure could dance when they put their mind to it. And Tom grumbled that if he was going 
to be arrested for the incident, it was sure too bad he didn’t get to see it happen. He’d 
never seen a sheepman do the high-step before. The boys laughed about it, but they were 
very cautious about strangers and they kept a close eye on their back-trail, just in case.

The sheriff never showed up. Some people in Moab suspected that Bill and Tom had 
done the shooting, but a warrant for their arrest was never served. Probably, the sheriff 
knew that if the sheepman couldn’t identify the gunman, the effort to arrest and try the 
boys in a court would be futile. The savvy lawman chalked it up as one more incident in 
the continuing mini-range wars plaguing the whole territory. The injured sheepman left 
town quietly, none the worse for wear, and the incident was soon forgotten.

NEXT TIME:  The Last Robbers Roost Outlaw, part 7
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waiting for word from Ephraim about the sheriff. 
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Some Heretical Thoughts About the Proposed

bears ears national monument
Jim Stiles

I’ve always loved the Bears Ears. When I first discovered the canyon country, back in 
the 70s, I was driving north from the Grand Canyon on old US 160. As I passed though 
Monument Valley, near the Utah/Arizona border, I could clearly see the two sandstone 
promontories on the northwest horizon.

Hours later, approaching Blanding, a junction loomed ahead. It said, “Utah 95...Un-
improved Road. Use Caution.” I looked at my Texaco road map---the land to the west, 
for 150 miles, looked deserted. The entire southeast quadrant of the state. Only Hwy 95 
traversed it. And directly west, I could see the Bears Ears. They were like a pair of red 
rock beacons, urging me onward.  But 100 miles of dirt road? No services?

What the hell... I was young and stupid and sure my VW Squareback was up to the 
task. The next few days changed my life.

I spent the rest of my vacation in the shadow of the Bears Ears, climbed their sum-
mits, marveled at the expansive views, camped quietly in the sage meadows and stands 
of Ponderosa scattered across the open meadows, and made a vow that this remark-
able land would be my home. A couple years later, I broke the bonds of Kentucky and 
moved to southeast Utah. A few 
years later, I bought some land 
in San Juan County.  The deed 
says I ‘own’ it, but all I’m really 
doing is trying my best to keep 
it like I found it.  Now, decades 
later. I can stand in the middle 
of my sagebrush meadow among 
the pinyon-juniper and scrub 
oak and look west to the most 
comforting sight--- above the 
stretched out tablelands of Elk 
Ridge, my familiar friends---the 
Bears Ears.

In 1985, coming down from 
the east summit, with a friend 
and my dog,  I saw my first 
mountain lion. We were almost 
back to the road, when I noticed 
some movement in the oak 
brush. I thought it was my pup, 
but as I moved closer, the animal 
turned and stared directly at me. 
She was magnificent. The lion 
lingered just a moment, then 
crossed the dirt road and van-
ished in the ravine below.

I have a special spot up there 
on one of the Ears. Along an 
exposed rocky ledge I  buried 
a message in a film can, more 
than 30 years ago.  I’ve been 
back many times, to update the 
message, and to remind myself how much has changed in my life and in the world since 
the first time I laid eyes on this country. Remarkably, the view from up there, for once, 
hasn’t changed much. Until lately, I rarely saw anybody up on Elk Ridge except the oc-
casional rancher, looking for cows, and in the fall, of course, the hunters. For decades 
of relative peace and serenity, I am grateful. I hope it lasts---The Bears Ears are, as they 
are for others, a sacred place.

* * *
With that kind of personal history, I still have reservations about the proposed Bears 

Ears National Monument.
On the one hand, I’m hopeful. The web site Indian Country Today reports that “a Na-

vajo conservation group called Utah Diné Bikéyah has taken the lead on a campaign to 
protect a 1.9 million-acre area called Bears Ears.”  The group has created an alliance, the 
Inter-Tribal Bears Ears Coalition, with a number of environmental groups, recreational 
groups and outdoor equipment companies like Patagonia.

According to that article, “Willie Grayeyes, Navajo, the group’s board chairman, said 
Navajos, Utes and San Juan Paiutes use the area to gather medicinal plants and for 
ceremonies and hunting. But as for the motivation to protect the area, ‘mainly it’s the 
ancestral interest that we have,’ he said. ‘The second focus of our position is that the 
there’s a lot of grave robbery, artifacts being disturbed and taken without authorization 
and being sold elsewhere.’”

http://indiancountrytodaymedianetwork.com/2015/07/13/bears-ears-sacred-site-
unites-24-tribes-rock-climbers-conservationists-161055

And Gavin Noyes, executive director of Utah Diné Bikéyah, noted that, “This is an 
area that the elders pretty much unanimously have said should be preserved in its cur-
rent state,”

“...preserved in its current state.”

But do all supporters of a Bears Ears National Monument share that goal? As more 
environmental organizations team up with the tourist/recreation industry to promote 

their own agendas, I have to wonder if keeping the Bears Ears region “in its current 
state” is possible. And how do recreationists interpret its  “current state?”  Are they 
speaking specifically of the physical resource itself, or do they understand that there is 
more to this magical place than the mere sum of its parts?

Many of the same individuals and organizations who played a role in making Moab 
what it has become (do I need to say more?) have now turned their sights south, to San 
Juan County and the Bears Ears region for its tourist dollar potential.  It’s been more 
than a decade since environmental organizations in Utah began to link their wildlands 
preservation proposals to the economic component derived from tourism and recre-
ation. They reached the conclusion back then, that tourism was the economic panacea 
for the rural west’s financial hardships. I can’t recall the last time I heard an enviro 
group speak of the solitude and the silence of wilderness as an intangible asset, without 
also mentioning the real money that can be made from exploiting these precious places.

In the early 2000s, SUWA printed a feature story in its quarterly newsletter called 
“The Local Economic Impacts of Protected Wildlands: Enhanced Economic Vitality.” 
It was written by Thomas Michael Power, a Professor of Economics at the University of 
Montana. Power and his data asserted that protecting the rural West’s wildlands did not 
damage local economies; on the contrary he believed that “protected landscapes are of-

ten associated with enhanced 
economic vitality.”

But considering the article’s 
intent, he followed that 
declaration with a curious 
caveat that was all but ignored 
by environmentalists. Power 
warned:

“This does not mean that 
those seeking to preserve 
natural areas should base their 
case for preservation on the 
economic expansion it will 
stimulate. That could be a 
dangerous strategy in the long 
run... In fact, in the long run, 
ongoing economic growth may 
well threaten the ecological in-
tegrity of wildlands as growing 
population, human settlement, 
and commercial activities and 
their accompanying pollutants 
isolate and disrupt natural 
areas.”

The remainder of Power’s 
essay moves away from that 
warning. Using the data he had 
gathered, Power struck several 
blows in support of the ameni-
ties economy. He discovered 
that population growth in 

areas near wilderness areas was higher than state averages. And Power observed that 
Wilderness “protection was associated with growth rates two to six times those for other 
non-metropolitan areas.” He even noted that employment rates were higher in areas 
near parks and wilderness areas.

What he failed to mention was that salaries rarely if ever kept pace with the cost of 
living in these ‘gateway’ communities, that much of the employment was seasonal and 
far below a living wage. And he failed to state that housing prices in areas near national 
parks and scenic areas rose so precipitously, that only a small fraction of the working 
class population could afford to buy one. In Moab, even middle-income jobs like teach-
ers are forced in many cases to rent. Eventually, many of them give up and go elsewhere.

“...preserved in its current state.”

Two years ago, I published a long article called, “Moab Is Assimilated. Bike Borg 
Moves South.” It was about recent efforts to reinvigorate the tourist potential for San 
Juan County. For recreation economy proponents, all that land south of Moab looks ripe 
for the picking and just needs some incentive to get the money ball rolling.

Until lately, I rarely saw anybody up on Elk Ridge 
except the occasional rancher, looking for cows, 

and in the fall, of course, the hunters. 
For decades of relative peace and serenity, 

I am grateful. I hope it lasts---
The Bears Ears are, as they are for others, 

a sacred place.
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http://www.canyoncountryzephyr.com/2014/02/03/moab-is-assimilated-bike-
borg-moves-south-is-resistance-futile-in-san-juan-county-by-jim-stiles/

Representatives from an organization called the Utah Outdoor Business Network 
(UOBN)* appeared before the San Juan County Commission to make their case for a 
dramatically expanded tourist economy. Ashley Korenblat, Jason Keith, Vaughn Haden-
field and Jeff Barrett, all enthusiastic recreation boosters with decades-long vested roots 
in tourism, shared their unbridled enthusiasm.

(* They have since euphemistically given themselves a more benign moniker, “Public 
Lands Solutions.”)

Korenblat, the chief spokesperson, made a pitch to their capitalist instincts when 
she told the commissioners, “…one thing that I want to make clear is that we’re not the 
conservation community…Our viewpoint, our interest, really derives from recreation 
and the businesses associated with that right now. We may share some interests with 
the conservation community on conservation in certain areas. But we just want to make 
sure it’s clear that we are coming from our own specific position and the businesses that 
signed on to this letter really are…um, their interest is economic.”

* * *
Still, to many residents of Utah and elsewhere, and to the most of the media, the 

proposed Bears Ears National Monument, has received almost unanimous praise and 
support. But what, in real terms, would the new monument look like? There are so many 
questions...

*  What is the Master Plan? How and by whom will it be administered? It’s been 
stated that Native Americans will be active partners in the monument’s operation. Is 
that in writing? Does it include the day-to-day operation of the monument? As well as 
long-range planning?

*  What kind of infrastructure directly related to the monument’s designation will be 
constructed? Will a new ‘Bears Ears NM Visitor Center’ be built in Monticello? Or Blan-
ding? Is there a plan for a new facility near the Bears Ears themselves, out on Utah Hwy 
95 near Natural Bridges NM?

* What about roads?  Will some roads in the monument be ‘improved’ or even paved 
to make them more accessible to the average tourist? Will other secondary roads and 
jeep trails that have been open for decades be closed?

*  What other restrictions will be placed on the monument? Will entry to the national 
monument require an entrance fee? If so, how will the fee requirement be enforced? 
What kind of staff and how many employees do the monument planners envision?

*  Will Native American customs and rituals previously conducted on the lands now 
proposed  for monument designation be protected in perpetuity? Is it in writing?

*  What are projections for visitation?  As the numbers of tourists increase, perhaps 
dramatically, how do planners avoid the catastrophic effects of too many people, as 
we’ve experienced in the Moab area?

*  How will the new monument designation affect the local traditions and day-to-day 
life of the small communities that surround the Monument? How will Blanding and 
Monticello and Bluff and Mexican Hat be affected? Will it adversely affect the rural 
values that are so important to those families who have lived in this part of the country 
for generations?

* And finally, in real terms, how will it benefit Native Americans who live on the 
perimeter of the Monument? Are there programs in place to assure Native American 
participation in entrepreneurial efforts in these national monument ‘gateway’ commu-
nities are equitable? Are genuine efforts and plans in place that assure their economic 
future offers more promise than low-paying tourist related jobs?

These are questions that must be answered.

* * *
Recently, San Juan County Commissioner Rebecca Benally expressed an opinion con-

trary to the more supportive views of the Inter-Tribal Bears Ears Coalition. In her San 
Juan Record essay, Benally wrote in part, “Trusting the federal government has histori-
cally resulted in broken promises for Native Americans.

As a Diné/Navajo woman, a resident of San Juan County and Commissioner, I speak 
in behalf of my constituents – the Grassroots Utah Navajos...We strongly oppose the 
Bears Ears National Monument designation in San Juan County on our sacred and 
spiritual grounds.”

The problem, as Korenblat and company saw it was that  there are plenty of natural 
“assets” for recreationists to enjoy, but not the business infrastructure to take advan-
tage of it. Korenblat explained, “You’ve got to advertise to get people to come and to 
encourage people to start the businesses, but unless the business is there. (sic) Unless 
the restaurants and grocery stores and hotels are there, then you don’t really see the 
revenue. It’s hard to see the benefit of the advertising. So it’s sort of this thing that has to 
evolve… Like, it’s just pure entrepreneurship. Like, people that want to start businesses, 
and want to bring people here.” Though Korenblat told the commissioners she did not 
support monument status, in other media interviews, she was enthusiastic.

Korenblat referred to the “loads of people leaving Salt Lake City to move to Moab.”  
But how’s that working out? Much of the work force can’t afford a decent place to live. 
Many of the jobs are seasonal and minimum wage or lower. The town is crowded, prices 
are higher, crime is up, traffic congestion to the point of gridlock is frequent.

Yes, Korenblat’s Grand Plan helps the “loads of people” who live elsewhere, who have 
the assets to make capital investments, and who see an opportunity to cash in on what 
they perceive to be a depressed economy in San Juan County.

And at whose expense?---the people who already live here, who lack the financial 
resources or the expertise to exploit the economic opportunities presented by a new 
national monument and the massive tourist promotion that will come with it.

Who in San Juan County, Utah can resist a future scenario like that?

“...preserved in its current state.”
http://www.canyoncountryzephyr.com/blog/2016/04/26/san-juan-record-bears-

ears-national-monument-designation-disastrous-for-utah-grassroots-navajos/

Benally urged caution noting, “Environmental groups trying to sell the idea of a Bears 
Ears monument purport that the government will agree to allow both a continued access 
to our sacred lands and management by a Native American Advisory Council....While 
the lure of a potential job managing the monument may be appealing to some Navajo, 
empirical evidence would suggest we should not be so quick to believe these promises.”

Benally referenced just a few of the many broken promises that Native Americans 
have faced in the last century. She has no interest in being fooled again. And when it 
came to collaboration with the environmental/recreation community, Benally did not 
mince words...

“While we recognize the allure of deep-pocketed environmental groups with their 
promises and potential jobs on a Native American Advisory Council, we reject the no-
tion that groups outside of San Juan County should dictate the future of these lands or 
pretend to speak for us and have our best interest, but we know better.

“We can speak for ourselves. Environmental groups, do not insult our intelligence.”

Benally’s comments were immediately dismissed by many environmentalists and 
some even claimed she’d become a puppet of the other San Juan County commission-
ers--I can’t think of a comment more insulting than that.

In the end, while the idea of a national monument sounds like a dream come true to 
many, the fact is, the issue is far more complex than most are willing to consider. NM 
designation decisions made in the rush to beat the January 20, 2017 deadline---Obama’s 
last day in office---could create problems and environmental impacts and alter the very 
future of this sacred land in ways even the monument’s most ardent supporters have 
completely failed to consider.

“...preserved in its current state?”  Lets’ hope so.

“This does not mean that those seeking to preserve 
natural areas should base their case for preservation on 

the economic expansion it will stimulate. 
That could be a dangerous strategy in the long run...

Monticello, Utah & the new “Latigo Industrial Wind 
Farm”

The Next ‘New West” town?

“While we recognize the allure of 
deep-pocketed environmental groups 
with their promises and potential jobs 
on a Native American Advisory Council, 
we reject the notion that groups outside 
of San Juan County should dictate the 
future of these lands or pretend to speak 
for us and have our best interest, but we 
know better.

“We can speak for ourselves. Environ-
mental groups, do not insult our intel-
ligence.”
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V L A C H O S’   V I E W S
America through the lens of PAUL VLACHOS

PAUL VLACHOS 
lives in
New York City

Near Carlsbad Caverns, New Mexico

This was not a real trading post - a few authentic ones still exist, 
actually, but this is not one of them. This was a tourist trap chotchka 
joint, made up as a very bad imitation of a trading post. It was prob-
ably more than authentic enough for most tourists in the late 40’s or 
early 50’s, which is my guess as to when it must have been built. It’s 
been around so long that it has become an abandoned ruin in its own 
right. It sits just a mile above Carlsbad Caverns. Unlike other roadside 
attractions, such as South of the Border or The Thing, or the Cabezon 
Dinosaurs, this place just could not chug along successfully into the 
21st Century. People now don’t have the required suspension of disbe-
lief that they used to have.

Lordsburg, New Mexico

I always slow down and roll through Lordsburg when I pass by on 
my way West or East. Something always draws me in, whether it’s 
the need for gasoline or just another gander at the old strip. I must 
have passed the Nugget a dozen times, but either did not notice it or 
did not stop. I had stopped to shoot something else this time and, 
when i turned around to get back in the van, I noticed the Nugget. 
The sun was in the right place and I took a photo, reinforcing again 
one of my operating principles - that you need to travel the same 
routes many times if you really want to find things. The standing 
rule is, if it looks interesting, shoot it now. You may not get another 
chance. The wrecking ball can show up at any time. Of course, this 
applies to all things in life - motel signs, old buildings, transmissions 
and intimate relationships.

North of Las Cruces, New Mexico

This is on old US 70, also known as the “Bataan Memorial Highway.” 
Every time I notice this name on a map, I cannot help but wonder how 
many people living or driving on this road even know what Bataan 
represents or why the highway was renamed in its honor. The Bataan 
Death March would be about 60 years old to a teenager now, kind of 
like the Russo-Japanese War of 1903 was to me as a teenager - ancient 
history. I won’t get started on what happened or what it meant. I’m 
glad it has been memorialized, but it makes me wonder what memori-
als truly mean and for whom they are truly directed - those who cut the 
ribbon and sign the proclamation - or future generations, those who 
drive to get their fast food or hit the flea market? Big Daddy’s, by the 
way, seems to be strictly a weekend concern. It was never open when I 
passed. I happened to be in Las Cruces for a while week. My transmis-
sion had died and I was waiting for the rebuilders to finish their work. 
I’ll save that story for another day.
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rid of pain the natural way
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El Paso, Texas

While I was in Las Cruces, waiting on the transmission wizards to finish their work, I 
hit El Paso almost every day. I had always want to spend some time there and this was 
the perfect opportunity. I shot a lot of interesting stuff and ate a ton of great Mexican 
food. I could never have planned it that way, but it’s important to be flexible in this life, 
as I like to tell everybody else. It’s never easy listening to your own advice, of course, but 
I had no choice in this case. This was not an easy shot to get. That’s all I’m going to say 
about it.

South of Alamogordo, New Mexico

Rural mailboxes. A small community. I have always been drawn to big groups of 
mailboxes. When I see one, I’ll stop and see who they all belong to. It’s usually in a fairly 
remote area. It’s usually set up this way to make it easy for the mail carrier. Some rural 
mail carriers still have little jeeps with right-hand drive, so that they can drive along 
the road and stuff the mail in the box more easily. I wondered here if there were some 
method to the color scheme. I wanted to believe that it was some abstract variation on 
an American flag, but I doubt it. There might very well be a meaning to it all or, like all 
great art, the meaning could be different for every person who views it.

Phoenix, Arizona

The day after I left Las 
Cruces with a rebuilt 
transmission, I had a minor 
mechanical problem in 
Phoenix, Arizona. Nothing 
serious, although it involved 
the van not starting. Either 
way, I was heading into re-
mote country and wanted to 
get it checked out, so stayed 
an extra night in Phoenix. 
I drove around that night 
and noticed this place. It 
was not easy to get the shot 

I wanted to get. In fact, I did not get the shot I initially wanted. I had to drive two miles 
and then circle around on some side streets, then guess which one might lead back to 
this place, which had a sign saying “Mariscos” out front. What I had visualized would 
have involved finding a place to park and standing in the middle of a busy road at night. 
I have done such things, but I didn’t want to do that here, so I circled through the park-
ing lot. Of course, that is where I briefly glimpsed what would have been the money shot 
- an ancient woman sitting in an open patio behind the restaurant, in a big chair under 
a bare light bulb. She looked like a psychic, although she was probably just the owner 
or the owner’s mom. Either way, the lighting was perfect and the subject was fantastic. 
Sometimes, though, we just don’t make the shot. This would have felt too invasive, too 
creepy. So I drove on and tried to get what I had originally seen. Instead, I got a different 
shot that I had not seen before: the latticework over the windows and the full moon that 
was low in the sky. It’s just another place I’ll probably have to go back and look for one 
day. it’s always worth trying for another angle.
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Ken Davey
Moab, UT

Steve Jones
Chicago IL

Paul Cleary
Tulsa OK

Omar Tatum
Louisville KY

Alan Joslyn
Highland Ranch, CO

Tim Steckline
Spearfish SD

Jeff Nichols
SLC UT

Annie Payne
Moab UT

Nancy Newman
Minneapolis MN

And thanks to our 
as yet un-tooned

Robert & Janet
Buckingham

Moab UT

Al Cornette
Slade KY

Janet Murie
Yellow Springs OH

in memory of
MARTIN
MURIE

ALSO THANKS TO...

Lance Parker
Moab, UT

Kathleen Raffoul
Houston TX

Shawn Moore
Price UT

Mark Bailey
SLC UT

Randy Garn
Bloomfield NM

Brandt Swanke
Evergreen CO

Red Wolfe
Moab UT 

Kathleen Juenger
Moab UT

Andrew Goodwin
Blanding UT

CS Goodknight
Grand Jct CO

William Breed
Pawcatuck CT

John Gould
Moab UT
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