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The Zephyr Chronicles...pt 3
The “Fork in the Wilderness Road’ & ‘Time to Look in the Mirror’

Jim Stiles

I always loved wild, open country, from the time I was a kid. I spent much 
of my youth on a canoe or lost in some forest. It’s why I came West.  In 1982, 
I heard about a new grassroots group called The Southern Utah Wilderness 
Alliance, I signed right up. Later I briefly became a board member. The idea of 
“saving the West’ via my involvement in environmental organizations seemed 
like a good idea to me and in those early years, we were all driven by the same 
motivations.

Going back to 1989, I stated my own reasons why I valued wilderness. In the 
November issue of The Zephyr, I wrote:

“The concept of wilderness is most troubling to many because it is a radi-
cal departure from the traditional American ethic of work and utility. We 
have been taught that everything has a utilitarian function and if it can’t be 
used for something, it has no value. But the fact is, more Americans do see 
a value and are willing to make a sacrifice to see that those wild places are 
preserved. Whether they get to explore them is irrelevant. And it doesn’t mat-
ter if the creation of wilderness areas produces economic benefits to nearby 
communities, because that is NOT why they were created.”

I really believed this, and my environmentalist colleagues agreed. Our 
preservation work had nothing to do with ‘selling’ wilderness, it was about 
saving it. I thought we were on the right side of history. In the same way the 
civil rights movement in the 50s and 60s had been fired by moral and ethi-
cal concerns, I thought our justifications for wilderness followed that same 
philosophy.

Two years after I started The Zephyr, I was contacted by SUWA’s new staff 
attorney for Moab, Scott Groene. We became instant friends and I admired 
his dedication and honesty. He was working for about $18,000 a year, but it 
was clear that, like me, he wasn’t motivated by the pay. We were both a bit 
over-zealous, I think, but our intentions were good. He asked if he could con-
tribute to the ‘Canyon Country Watchdog’ page. Until then I had carried the 
load mostly, so I welcomed his help. Within a few months though, it was his 
(and SUWA’s) column. In sheer space, over a decade, I gave SUWA more than 
$20,000 in free advertising and I was more than happy to do so. On their web 
site, SUWA proclaimed The Zephyr, their “favorite newspaper.” (The link has 
since been removed)

called, “The Bloody History of ADC (Animal Damage Control),” and was an ex-
pose’ on the horrific practices of trapping, torturing and killing wildlife deemed 
“undesirable.” The lead story was written by Clarke Abbey, one of the leaders of 
the recently created Wildlife Damage Review and it included many graphic im-
ages. But most of The Wilderness Society donors did not want to see the photos 
and were offended that I would publish them.

When we talked about the need to keep wilderness remote, by keeping access 
to them primitive, i.e. un-paved, the Big Donors were appalled. “How can we 
use wilderness if we’re stopped by bad roads in the first place?” We thought 
that was the point–that you had to work hard to see wilderness, and that even 
getting to the edge of it should be primitive.

Neither of us was comfortable with the encounter; they seemed to me like a 
bunch of very wealthy people who wanted to embrace a ‘cause,’ but who didn’t 
have a clue what they were supporting. Nor did they want to. They simply liked 
the idea of being ‘benefactors’ and adding another layer to their self-manufac-
tured persona.  Again, MY opinion. I had already expressed my concerns about 
the gentrification of the rural west in an article called, “New West Blues,” which 
first appeared in The Zephyr in 1990 but which I re-printed in 1993.

‘The intangible aspect of the West is as vital to its survival as the resource 
itself. It’s the solitude, the silence, an almost pleasant loneliness that this coun-
try evokes in the souls of those that love it. These are an integral part of the 
West as a state of mind. Abbey could not describe this land without references 
to the “strange and mysterious” country that he loved so much…”the voodoo 
rocks.” Even the inhospitable aspect of the West itself became a quality to be 
admired and respected. You loved the West on its terms and made the sacri-
fices that were required to be a part of it. Solitude was not something to avoid, 
it was something to love and respect, and even to depend on.’

Link to New West Blues:  http://www.canyoncountryzephyr.
com/2013/12/02/new-west-blues-by-jim-stiles/

But a hint of what lay ahead came in October 1993, when we were both in-
vited to be the entertainment of sorts, for a group of wealthy donors who were 
being wined and dined by The Wilderness Society. For their significant finan-
cial support, TWS had brought these people to Pack Creek Ranch. We got a 
free PCR dinner out of it, but our conversation with these people left both of us 
bewildered. Even then, these wealthy patrons supported a massive campaign to 
create a booming tourist economy, including more paved roads, more recre-
ational use of the backcountry,  and the creation of ‘Gateway’ communities, like 
Moab, to stimulate a Great American West “tourist/amenities” economy.

I had been asked to bring along copies of the current issue, but when I dis-
tributed them, the group was collectively horrified. The October 1993 issue was 

In the December 1993 issue, Scott would offer his own views when he wrote:

“Abiogenesis (the natural process by which life arose from non-living mat-
ter such as simple organic compounds) does not cause Moab tourism. People 
are drawn here by advertising, guidebooks, and publicity created through 
travel films, newspaper features, outdoor magazines and the like. And be-
cause of the large numbers of people being drawn to the Moab area, frequent-
ly, and justifiably, federal land managers now lament the damage being done 
by too many recreationists. Recreation is like any other public land use: too 
much in the wrong place can be bad”

Groene’s concern was about a film permit that the BLM had granted to Na-
tional Geographic for a segment of its “Explorer” TV series, “including rafting 
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in Westwater Canyon, climbing, hot air ballooning, a visit to an archaeological 
site, and a horseback ride; the Moab travel council could not hope for more.” 
SUWA wrote to the BLM questioning whether the show “will draw more visi-
tors than the land can handle.”

Scott concluded, “The BLM will continue to wring its hands about overuse by 
recreationists. But unless managers get the spine to say no to the causes of too 
many users, agency staff will get stuck treating the symptoms.”

I cannot overstate how gratifying it was to have Scott Groene as an ally 
in those early days. We both shared a blinder-free view of the West and the 
imacts that could diminish it, whether the damage came from an oil rig, a jeep 
or a bike. Or too many motels and second homes. Scott’s denunciation of the 
National Geographic program proved his willingness to see all sides of an is-
sue, even the ‘motorized’ vs ‘non-motorized’ component of the tourism debate.

especially, is at times and places overrun 
with recreational users...Difficult questions 
are raised with allocation of diminishing 
wildlands.” Scott noted, “The race serves 
merely as a promotional tool for certain 
products. Race promoters say sponsors 
include Hi_Tech Shoes, MTV, Jansport, 
ESPN (and) GT Bicycles...Look for Hi-Tech 
‘Eco-Challenge’ shoes and Jansport ‘Eco-
Challenge’ packs.”

But Scott and SUWA put up enough of a 
fight to convince its creator, Mark Burnett 
(of ‘Survivor’ fame) to never come back. 
Burnett later told the Salt Lake Tribune that 
“uncompromising environmentalists cost us 

hundreds of thousands of dollars and most of our energy,” and said he wouldn’t 
come back in a million years. Further, Burnett claimed that his race avoided 
any environmental degradation, and even concluded that they “left the desert 
in better shape than they found it.”

We all thought that was pretty funny and there was some comfort in believing 
(or at least hoping) that we’d never see their ilk again. SUWA had  publicly op-
posed the recreational commercialization of wilderness, loud and clear.

In Eco-Challenge’s aftermath, Groene even took on ‘Outside Magazine.’  In a 
Watchdog segment called “Outside is off-base,” Scott wrote:

“I quit buying Outside magazine a long time ago, when it transformed 
into little more than a plug for the over-consumption of expensive and un-
necessary gear and silly “gonzo” activities. I do still read it, standing at the 
newsstand, to learn which “secret” places have been doomed by irresponsible 
publicity (unfortunately, southern Utah sites are frequently targeted). Some 
federal agency staff have also commented about the magazine’s practice of 
“Outsiding” little known places.

“The August issue reported that SUWA had “threatened to booby trap” 
the race route for the Eco-Challenge race. I called the magazine to ask for a 
retraction of the false statement, and they agreed to do so and to publish a 
SUWA letter to the editor. But when Outside discovered SUWA’s letter was 
critical of the Eco-Challenge event, it reneged, and said it would not run the 
letter. It appears the magazine prefers not to risk upsetting any of their ad-
vertisers.”

Again, it was comforting to have allies like these guys. In the January 2000 
issue of The Zephyr, I listed Scott as one of my real heroes, a man “who could 
be making the BIG Bucks with some prestigious law firm, but who instead 
chooses to work long and frustrating hours fighting for something he truly 

THE SUWA BAN ON GUIDEBOOKS & ‘ECO-CHALLENGE’
A year later, Groene and SUWA impressed me even more. The Salt Lake Tri-

bune reported on the growing number of backcountry/wilderness guidebooks 
being sold and the way different Utah environmental groups were dealing 
with them. “Within conservation groups,” the Tribune reported, “where-to-go 
journalism has become a contentious issue. While organizations like the Sierra 
Club sell trail guides, the Southern Utah Wilderness Alliance will not endorse 
any guidebook. The decision apparently came after a SUWA official allowed his 
accolades to be printed on the back of a guidebook. The book revealed details of 
several little-known hiking destinations in Utah’s San Rafael Swell.”

According to the story, Groene explained, “We have not actually come out 
yet and started burning guidebooks, but given our goals of trying to protect the 
land, we felt we had to adopt this policy to be consistent in our position.”

That said it all and should be as true now as it was 20 years ago. And it’s 
worth repeating, in BOLD type...

“...Given our goals of trying to protect the land, we felt we had to 
adopt this policy to be consistent in our position.”

Other local environmentalists weighed in. Moab’s Bill Hedden, now the 
Grand Canyon Trust’s executive director, said this on GCT’s behalf in 1998:

“Throughout the region...visitation has grown by more than 400 percent 
since 1980. This surge of interest has coincided with a proliferation of new 
recreation technologies--some exotic like modern ATVs, humvees, mountain 
bikes, climbing gear, jet skis and hangliders; and others prosaic like water 
filters, sunscreen and dry suits. Armed with these new toys, today’s legions of 
visitors can exploit every niche in familiar areas and enter terrain that previ-
ously was protected by remoteness...And though it is common to blame the 
destruction on a small percentage of lawless visitors, my experience brings to 
mind the old joke that a mere 99 percent of users give a bad name to all the 
rest. Make no mistake--we are in this together.”

Hedden concluded, “Everywhere we looked, natural resource professionals 
agreed that industrial-strength recreation holds more potential to disrupt natu-
ral processes on a broad scale than just about anything else. It’s a very tough 
problem affecting all of us.”

In 1995, SUWA would even try to stop a non-motorized event, “Eco-Chal-
lenge,” a massive cross-country race across remote areas of southern Utah, 
that aired on MTV. But the BLM approved the permit anyway. In the May 1995 
issue, Scott wrote, “It is no secret that the Colorado Plateau, and the Moab area 

believes in.” And the following July, I called Bill Hedden one of Moab’s ‘Top 10 
Highlights,’ when he filed for a County Council seat. I wrote, “He served bravely 
and honestly for four years and now returns to the political ring. Anywhere else 
in America, Bill would be our U.S. Congressman--he’s that talented.”

A TIDAL WAVE OF CHANGE...
But somewhere along the way, our philosophies diverged. For decades I 

didn’t  know why, but the wilderness road that we had all been traveling, sud-
denly forked. They went one way and I went another.

As the years rolled on, and we moved into the late 90s, I became more 
alarmed by the effects of the recreation/amenities economy.  I also realized 
how little attention SUWA and other conservation groups were giving to the 
inevitable impacts that this “new economy” was creating. Each contribution 
to The Watchdog was a repeat of the issue before it—the targets were, with-
out exception, about oil and gas, mining and grazing. Their one concession to 
recreational impacts was their non-stop reporting of ATV abuse, a serious issue 
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