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to shake even when he's fi-eaking out, he gently tells the cop to hang
on just a minute. He hops back into his office, runs a hand through
his rainy tangled dark hair, and opens the door so that they can arrest
hlm. His seven-year tenure as the Wyoming representative of the
Wilderness Society was over.
It was the end of the environmental decade and Bart Koehler was
self-destructing. Koehler had just been through his seventh session of
the Wyoming legislature, forty days and forty nights of what he called
"hell on wheels." For the past seven years, Koehler's big heart and
manic energy had attracted dozens of smart young volunteers. During
the legislative session, they all crashed at the same house, downing
cases of beer and pulling all-nighters in what High Countty News called
"The Children's Crusade." The Children's Crusade helped pass landmark environmental laws in a tough, consenrative state. But by 1980,
Koehler was h y i n g badly. The new regime at the Wilderness Society
was nothing but a source of hvstration to him. His whole approach
to public lands was built on fending off industry's attempts to colonize
BLM lands and the national forests. A staggering majority of the country's wild land was administered by these agencies. This was the Wilderness Society, wasn't it? Then this snotty guy named Turnage who
drinks Perrier out of a fancy French canteen gets hired. The new guy
wants to do something about national parks. (Well, sure, he used to
work for Ansel Adams. All those tasteid scenic views of Half Dome
with the little scratchy trees lurking in the lower edges of the photo.)
Who cares about national parks? They're already protected. Not to
mention fill of tourists. This guy Turnage is into playing an acreage
game. Who cares about acreage if you're taking it up the ass on the
important stuff like wildlife habitat? It worked for fbnders, maybe, but
Koehler just didn't see the point. O n April 21-his
thirty-first
birthday-he got very drunk. From a bar's pay phone he dictated a
telegram to Bill Turnage. "I'm leaving the reservation," he grandly
announced. "Your blankets are thin and your meat is rotten." Then
he repeated the telegram's contents to a drinking buddy who happened to be a reporter. There was no going back. Bart became the
first Buckaroo to quit the Wilderness Society. April 21, again. John
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Muir's birthday. The anniversary of Aldo Leopold's death. It must
have seemed like a good day for Bart to take a powder himself.
In all &mess, it wasn't just Turnage. Seven years of hard work
and hard play were starting to catch up with Bart. Unfortunately, he
had a chink in his physiology that most people didn't have, a deficiency of something called lithium that kept you fiom going manic.
The problem was, Koehler didn't know about the deficiency. He just
kept getting more and more pumped up. By the spring of 1979, he
was so pumped up that the Cheyenne cops couldn't get the tranquilizer needle into his arm when they busted him; it was like a steel
rod. Koehler's mania would reach flashpoint several times before a
South Dakota psychiatrist finally figured out what was wrong and gave
him a better life through chemistry. In the meantime, Koehler was
lucky. He had spent seven years being generous to his fiiends. Now
his fiiends stood by him, htening their seat belts when they saw him
getting hyper. They knew it was going to be a bumpy night, but for
Koehler's sake, they'd do whatever it took to help him make it
through.
Barton Koehler had traveled a long way to get to this particular
nadir. All the way fiom Great Neck, Long Island, a crass New York
City suburb. Koehler's parents were always a little different. They
weren't accountants or real estate wheeler-dealers or hyper-manicured
bleached-blond housewives like his fiiends' parents. His mother was
an art teacher, and his fither commuted into the city at night to work
as an assistant conductor at the New York Philharmonic. They didn't
really belong in Great Neck and neither &d their son. So Bart
Koehler's journey really began when he was thirteen and the fimily
moved to Mayfield, a small townxat the very soutkern edge of the
Adirondack Mountains. At six million acres, the Adirondack Park is
the largest wilderness east of the Mississippi. The old, worn-down
mountain range has recovered gracefblly fiom turn-of-the-century
logging. By the 1960s' its tall spruce and fir trees had recaptured the
dark, cubist shadows of primeval forest. Bart steeped himself in the
dark green quiet. But at the tumultuous age of thirteen, learning
the land proved to be easier than learning local culture. When classes
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began at the tiny Mayfield school, Koehler quickly realized he'd better
stop saying "Pass the bawl" in Long Islandese if he wanted to fit in
at soccer practice.
Fortunately for Koehler, the musician's ear he inherited firom his
fither got him talking like an upstater pretty fast. By the time he
reached high school, he didn't just fit in, he excelled. He was an honor
student and an athlete. College was a different story. After he entered
the State University of New York at Albany in 1966, Koehler followed in an older brother's footsteps, majoring in booze and spending
his nights playing in a rock-and-roll band. It was the first in a tumultuous series of ups and downs that would characterize Koehler's
life. This time, a hip across the country turned things around.
It was 1971 and Koehler and his fiends were driving an old beatup Chevy to Alaska, hoping to find the last firontier. On the way,
they stopped for a hike in Montana's Glacier National Park. The park
is famous for its classic Rocky Mountain scenery, a Coors commercial
in Sensurround. It is also known for having the largest concentration
of fital grizzly bear attacks in the United States, including the case of
a young woman who was ripped apart as she lay asleep in her tent.
Even if you never saw them in the flesh, silver-tipped grizzlies roamed
through your mind when you hiked in Glacier. They hung out there,
picking blackberries, turning slowly as they caught your scent on the
wind. At night they kept you awake in your sleeping bag, the way
their ancestors kept your ancestors awake ten thousand years ago.
Bart and his fiends were no exception. They hiked up to a mountain pass, where they spent the late afternoon watching a M y of
mountain goats poking their way down a scree slope. That night they
were so spooked by the prospect of running into a bear that they all
jammed into a steel hut for an uncomfortable night's sleep. None of
them had traveled h h e r west than Pennsylvania before. "I mean,
you get out in this country and they say climb a tree if you see a
bear . . Koehler laughs. "I mean, there are no trees anywhere and
the wind's blowing the wrong way and the hairs are standing on the
back of my neck and we're going, wait a minute. So we came walking
back and a grizzly was just coming around the other side-we had
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just gotten out of there in time. So I thought, well, you know, that's
as close as I want to get to a bear for now. I didn't kriow anything
about grizzlies except I knew they were serious."
Koehler and his fiends hiked back to the car singing a song they
called "The Grizzly Bear Blues" to make up for the bells and whistles
that they hadn't brought along to scare off the bears. Koehler was
terrified but exhilarated. Most of all, he was hooked. He wanted to
spend the rest of his life here. The way to do it, he figured, was to
work for the U.S. Park Service.
Despite his bad grades in college, Koehler talked his way into the
graduate program in outdoor recreation, resource management and
planning at the University of Wyoming. On probation. By the end
of his first year, he had the highest average in the department. When
it came time to choose a thesis topic, Koehler stumbled onto an attempt by local foresters to do their bit for RARE I and decided he
would help out. Almost twenty years later, his thesis, catchily titled
AA Evaluation of Roadless Areas in the Medicine Bow National Forest, was
still being used by local environmentalists in their disputes with the
Forest Service. It was a monumental piece of work, three master's
projects in one. First, it offered a critique of how the Forest Service
was conducting its review of the roadless areas in the Medicine Bow
National Forest. Second, Koehler conducted a targeted survey of leaders of various interest groups, asking for their opinions on wilderness
versus timber cutting. Third, Koehler, who had majored in geography
as an undergraduate, hiked through every roadless area in the Medicine Bow forest. He mapped them and inventoried their resources,
using the criteria set out by the Wilderness Act of 1964 to evaluate
their suitability for wilderness designation. It was a tour de force, a
letter-perfect example of what the Forest Service should have been
doing.
Koehler was a graduate student working part-time as a boatman
on the North Platte River when he ran into Clif Merritt. A year later,
when the Wilderness Society gave Merritt the go-ahead to hire more
staff,he immediately thought of Koehler. In his first year with the
society, Bart spent a lot of time flying back and forth to Washington,
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D.C., serving an apprenticeship that would pay off later on. "It's a
very tough league," said Koehler. "My two mentors when I got here,
the guys who taught me to work the Hill-I don't like to call it
lobbying because lobbyists are sleaze buckets who work for oil companies. We work in the public interest. Anyway, I learned from the
good old boys, from Harry Crandell and Emie Dickerman. They just
had a marvelous way of being straightforward and open and honest
with people and not being your typical charge-ahead pushy person on
the Hill."
Koehler was a good student. In fact, he was so good that afier a
year at the Denver office, he got a call from the Wyoming Outdoor
Council. They wanted to hire him as executive director. He wrestled
with the idea for a while-he liked his job, but he hated Denver.
And he loved Wyoming. So he turned in his resignation. But Clif
Merritt had a better idea. He asked Koehler to become the Wilderness
Society's half-time Wyoming representative, a job he could do while
he was working at the outdoor council. Koehler's salary climbed to a
whopping $400 a month. Out of that, he paid the rent on an office
next door to the historic Buckhorn Bar in downtown Lararnie. Lararnie was a minor countercultural hub, a graceful western college town
that had kept both its architecture and its nineteenth-century atmosphere intact. Natudy, there was no money left over for his own
rent, so Koehler slept in the back of the office. With no home to
escape to, things got pretty intense during the state legislature's fortyday session. "We started out just easygoing, with a case of normalsized beers. And then by the end we were drinkin' cases of quarts.
And we'd play a lot of music and be bad. We were very effective,"
said Koehler, grinning.
Afier a year and a half, the Wyoming Outdoor Council was running out of money and Koehler was running out of a job. He was
kicking ass in the statehouse, but his rowdy ways were starting to
alienate the more conservative members of the outdoor council's
board. Once again, Clif Merritt materialized. Like the good witch in
The Wizard of Oz, Merritt waved his magic wand and Bart became a
full-time representative for the Wilderness Society. He moved up to
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Jackson in the winter of 1975 and opened a field office. He was new
in town, but Jackson was a happening place, an enclave of the young
and hip and old and rich, so Koehler got along. Then in July he met
someone he could really get along with. Howie Wolke became the
second in the eventual mo of Wyoming Buckaroos.
Howie was a huge guy with pretty blue eyes and dark blond hair,
a gorgeous hunk with the social graces of Sasquatch under a full moon.
He had been born in Brooklyn, New York, but when he was five
years old, his father, a traveling salesman, moved the M y to the
outskirts of Nashde. "I come from a working-class M y . You can
write the American dream and it's my M y . There's no indication,
no wilderness there," said Woke. But Wolke remembers spending
summers driving through the countryside with his father, straining to
see what lay behind the green curtain flashing past the car window.
Back home, he explored the woods and streams and hills near his
house. He decided that the only thing he wanted to do in the world
was be a forest ranger.
Wolke achieved the first part of his dream, attending classes at the
University of New Hampshire's forestry department. What he found
there depressed him. His professors were teaching the same brand of
U.S. Forest Serviceapproved indusmal forestry being taught in forestry schools around the country. The schools were turning out platoons of tree farmers. Maximizing yield was the goal, even if it meant
turning the forest into the outdoor equivalent of a mini-mall. Soon
the whole country would be a giant Krnart.
Wolke stuck it out as long as he could. But in his junior year he
was glumly watching a computer spit out timber-yield tables when a
&end told him about a new program in conservation studies. Relieved, Woke switched his major, finished up his degree in 1974, and
headed west. He wound up in the town of Dubois, Wyoming, because he had read somewhere that the Sierra Club had an office there.
Afier he had worked as a volunteer for a while, the Sierra Clubbers
t a c m y suggested he look up Bart Koehler in Jackson.
"He was a wild-eyed college student and wanted to save the
West," says Koehler. "He was doing some national forest work for
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these two women and they couldn't deal with him. He crawled out
from under a rock, he was like a caveman to them. So they said, well,
we know a guy who you ought to meet, maybe he can put you ta
work. I met him in a bar, which he thought was a good sign. We
got to like each other right o&"
When Howie got to Jackson, both the Forest Service and the
Bureau of Land Management were inventorying their roadless areas.
Environmentalists were analyzing the inventories, trying to influence
decisions as much as they could on the local level before the agencies
tumed in their fonnal recommendations to Congress. Koehler was
splitting the work with the Sierra Club's local representative, a softspoken, red-haired guy named Bruce Hamilton. Koehler handled the
Forest Service RARE I1 work, while Hamilton tried to keep the BLM
honest. Even dividing the work this way, there was a lot of it.
Koehler not only liked Woke, he could keep him busy. "I said,
look, you know, I don't have a lot of money and I'm not getting paid
much but I'm willing to give you a hundred bucks here and there
whenever you need it, food and beer, and I need somebody to do a
bunch of fieldwork. We've got a lot of country to understand before
we take this thing to the wall."
Under Koehler's tutelage, Wolke disappeared into the mountains
for weeks at a time. He was ecstatic. This was the whole reason he
had come out West. Every few weeks he would wander into town
like a lost elk dirty, smelly, hungry, and very thirsty. Koehler would
feed him and the two would spend hours on bar stools, taking meetings and drinking beer. Through Koehler, Wolke was hired by Friends
of the Earth, the group David Brower had founded after leaving the
Sierra Club. In true Brower &hion, FOE was chaotically managed
but intellectual and creative, a vehicle for turning cutting-edge ideas
into reality. Wolke was hired-although he claims that "hired" may
not be the right word, given his $50-a-month salary-to assume the
title of FOE'S Wyoming representative.
Wolke worked at a variety of menial jobs to supplement this tiny
stipend. In the winter of 1975, he was employed as a busboy at a
restaurant called Cache Creek Station on Jackson's town square. He
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was in the back room squirreling away a couple of pastries, trying to
beat the rush, when the next shifi arrived to do their bit of minor
thefi. Woke found himself competing with a tall, skinny guy who
looked as if he could eat the whole restaurant. He turned out to be
Mike Roselle, just twenty years old, a refugee from the counterculture
who Wolke described as "a skinny vegetarian" and "a walking lefiwing slogan." Roselle was a stray dog with a gleaming intelligence, a
self-educated runaway from a poor, violent, alcoholic M y in Los
Woke adopted Mike Roselle the same way Bart Koehler had
adopted him. Roselle's girlf%end had just lefi town, so he was available
for Woke's gonzo winter camping trips, excursions Roselle later
called "breakneck endurance hikes." Roselle was eager to learn about
environmentalism. As a runaway teenager, he had attached himself to
the Yippies at the historic, bloody 1968 Democratic convention in
Chicago. Afier the Vietnam war ended, he hitchhiked back east. He
ended up in Great Smoky Mountains National Park. "I'm a pretty
urban kid," Roselle said. "My parents never took me into the wildemess. I think that's probably why when I got there it was the closest
thing to a religious experience I ever had."
Woke lost no time getting Roselle into the environmental movement. He even made him the fiont man for a quasi-imaginary group
called "Construction Workers for Wilderness." Still struggling to
make ends meet, Woke was working a day job on a construction
crew. At night and on weekends, he was helping Bart Koehler organize environmentalist testimony for a public hearing on the DuNoir
section of the Shoshone National Forest. The DuNoir, which already
had limited protection, was a place some mainstream environmentalists
considered "trading stock" in negotiations over the Wyoming Wilderness bill. But the DuNoir was one of the first places Howie had
explored in Wyoming; neither he nor Bart nor Bruce Hamilton was
willing to give it up. He drew up a petition, typed "Construction
Workers for Wilderness" at the top of the page, and persuaded the
guys on his crew to sign it. At the hearing Woke testified for Friends
of the Earth. Then he introduced the petition from ~onstruction
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Workers for Wilderness, Mike Roselle, chairperson. The press ate it
up. Years later, Mike Roselle managed to keep a straight fice when
he told reporters about the ground-breaking alliance of construction
workers, hunters, and sportsmen that he and Howie had organized
back in Wyoming.
Roselle's theatrical skills didn't develop overnight. He was shy and
tall, a gangly six-foot-six giraffe. At public hearings, he tended to
mumble indistinctly into the microphone, stooping his shoulders like
a professor peering over a pair of spectacles. Behind-the-scenes action
was Roselle's forte. He had read The Monkey Wrench Gang and he
liked the general idea. He bought a collapsible saw and started harvesting billboards outside Jackson. Soon it became a regular thing. On
Sunday nights Roselle would hang out at the Stagecoach Bar, which
had a live band. After the bar closed at ten, he would hit the highway.
For months, he tried to get Wolke to come out with him. Wolke
resisted, thinking that he would be too obvious a suspect because of
his connection with Friends of the Earth. He actually preferred Randall Gloege's idea of leaving Friends of the Earth entirely and stamng
an underground movement. Right now, he wasn't even going for
that. He still believed in doing things the responsible way, working
for mainstream conservation groups. But afier a particularly noisy,
drunken night at the Stagecoach, he somehow found himself on a
late-night expedition to the billboard funeral parlor.
In 1979, Howie finally became disillusioned with mainstream politics. That was when he showed Roselle real monkeywrenching.
Knocking down billboards barely qualified as a minor form of vigdante
justice. Through hands-on learning, he showed Roselle how disabling
expensive machinery might actually have some effect when applied
strategically to a political issue, namely oil exploration in the Gros
Ventre section of the Bridger-Teton National Forest. The Gros Ventre
was an ark of endangered species, including grizzly bears, bison, elk,
trumpeter swans, and eagles. By the time Getty Oil decided to search
for oil there, the two Buckaroos also had figured out that, when all
else failed, a combination of monkeywrenching and public relations
could provide a satiseing palliative to losing the battle against envi-
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ronmental destruction. They got a chance to exercise their skills on a
"show-me" tour Getty organized in 1979.
Wolke and Roselle got wind of Getty's propaganda tour a few
days before it was going to be held. They had plenty of time to paint
big wooden signs with slogans like "Getty Out of the Gros Ventre
Wilderness!" and "Stop Forest Service Oil Industry Destruction!"
Standing on each other's not insignificant shoulders, they hammered
the signs to trees that lined the trail, placing them too high to be
removed in time for the press tour. After the tour arrived, they hung
around long enough to watch the photographers click away, then
scumed off to a local bar to celebrate.
That night at the public hearing, Wolke gave his sincere, wholesome, I'm-a-nice-young-crusading-environmentalist testimony. He
cited ficts, figures, even science, for Chrissake. Afterward, Roselle took
the microphone. He started off in his usual low tones, but then a
strange thing happened. Roselle became forceful. Wolke listened
openmouthed as his protigii spewed forth brilliance, fueled by a combination of vast quantities of alcohol and the morning's excitement.
But as Roselle's momentum increased, he couldn't seem to stop. "All
of a sudden he's up there just ripping the oil industry a new asshole.
He's going on and on about how the future economics of Jackson is
in tourism and not oil and gas extraction. And he goes, 'And you
know what? We got hunters, we got fishers. We don't need any
fuckin' oil rigs.' " Wolke said. "This is in fiont of the whole hearing
room. And nobody said 'fuck' at these public hearings. Mike broke
the ice on that. So he's a true linguistic pioneer in Wyoming.
"So he's going on and on, 'We don't need any fuckin' oil rigs.
These fuckin' people think that they can come over here.and take
over our fuckin' country!' I was just . . . it was hilarious. The director
of the chamber of commerce is sitting right next to me. He says,
'Howie, where'd you get this guy?' 'Oh, he's a good &end of
mine, Bob.'
"At the end of the hearing, your basic public hearing, everybody
mills around. Roselle stands on top of a chair-you've got to remember, I'm the only one in the room who knows how much he drank
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during the day, how shitficed he was-he stands up on top of a chair
and goes, 'Long Live the Gros Ventre Wilderness and Death to Its
Destructors!' And he kind of slips off the chair onto the floor, regains
his balance, and goes staggering out the door. Everybody goes, whoa,
who was that guy?
"I think Roselle lost a lot of his shyness that night. It's kind of
like the second losing of his virginity or something like that."
It didn't end there. Later that night, Wolke and Roselle were
drinking at the same bar with the Forest Service officials and the Getty
Oil people. When one of the Forest Service guys came over to their
table, Woke told him that he'd like him better if he came right out
and took his paycheck from the oil companies. Roselle went even
hrther, striding over to a table of Getty Oil executives and challenging
them to a fistfight. Roselle may have been skinny, but he was six feet
sii. Wolke was built like a Clydesdale. Needless to say, the Getty men
declined Roselle's offer. And the odds are they never thought of environmentalists as wimpy bud-watchers again.
When he wasn't telling off the Forest Service, Woke was working
with somewhat greater seriousness on a wilderness proposal for Wyoming. As the Forest Service conducted RARE 11, environmentalists
were kcrambling to produce their own recommendations, hoping that
negotiations would eventually land somewhere in the middle. Wolke
drafted Alternative W, along with Bart Koehler, Sierra Club staffer
Bruce Hamilton, and Sierra Club activist Phil Hocker. Hocker, who
would later found the Mineral Policy Center in Washington, D.C.,
knew more than any sane person would ever want to about the country's outdated, environmentally destructive mining laws. If you lived
in Wyoming during the oil boom it was easy to become obsessive.
Oil rigs were as ubiquitous on the basin and range as prairie dogs,
passenger pigeons, and buff20 had been a century earlier. Any attempt
to bring land into the wilderness system threatened the way these giant
steel grasshoppers continually expanded their range.
M e r the details were hammered out, Alternative W proposed
wilderness designation for 2.4 million acres out of 4 million acres of
roadless land managed by the Forest Service in Wyoming. But that
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wasn't enough for Woke. He supported Alternative W but issued a
statement that Friends of the Earth also endorsed wilderness protection
for another half millbn acres.
When the Forest Service released its RARE I1 recommendations
on January 4, 1979, Bart Koehler, Howie Woke, and Mike Roselle
joined Dave Foreman in the ranks of newly minted cynics. The
RARE I1 proposal for Wyoming totaled fewer than 700,000 acres. It
was mostly alpine country that Howie Wolke called "rock and ice."
The other half of the ecosystem, the productive valleys that provided
winter range for deer, antelope, and elk, usually contained timber as
well. Strange to say, the Forest Service wasn't recommending many
of these places for wilderness protection.
"We made moderate proposals," said Woke. "We showed up at
the hearings with facts, data. . . . I looked at the loggers who had
organized. Didn't follow the Forest Service's parameters. They
shouted down their buddies in the Forest Service. They bused loads
of loggers down to public meetings, telling them, if this RARE I1
wilderness &ing goes through, you'll lose your job. And they won.
They kicked our butts."
Maybe Roselle's spontaneous eruption at the public hearing wasn't
exactly the model Wolke wanted to use. But his method didn't seem
to work, either. On top of that, Friends of the Earth was filtering
financially. Wolke was informed that even his lousy $50 salary was
too much. The folks at FOE headquarters in San Francisco magnanimously offered him a chance to keep on working without pay. He
declined. God, it was frustrating. Friends of the Earth was the only
organization whose staff people seemed to understand the ecosystem
approach that Wolke believed in. If they hit the skids financially, the
rest of the environmental movement would blithely go on with its
archaic emphasis on scenery and recreation. In the meantime, elk and
grizzlies would lose ground to drilling rigs and logging roads, leaving
the northern Rockies a gorgeous stage set with no actors. The oil
companies that had been unleashed by the so-called "energy crisis"
werd reaping a bonanza on the public lands, particularly in the northern Rockies that Howie loved. Even though the environmental
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movement was gaining cash and membership every day, Howie believed that on an intellectual level things were slowing down just when
they should be speeding up.
The Buckaroos in the northern Rockies weren't the only ones
who were discouraged. By the spring of 1979, just about everybody
was at loose ends. Foreman was back at the old adobe moping over
Debbie. Occasionally he would rouse himself to go on a death-march
hike with his fiiends. The group usually included Ron Kezar, the
Sierra Club guy he had met down in Texas. Kezar had invested in
land near Glenwood and was hanging around pretty regularly. A local
environmentalist named Bob Langsenkamp came along pretty often, too. So did Wes Leonard, a honcho with the El Paso Sierra
Club. The four men would sit around the campfire, get shi&ced,
and htasize. Sometimes the talk turned to weird paramilitary ecocommandos, Green Beret tree-huggers. At other times, they daydreamed about initiation to a wilderness elite via a painful .ritual
inspired by the Plains Indians. "Ordeal of suffering . . ." Leonard
would mutter semi-incoherently, as the fire burned low and the smell
of stale alcohol exuded fiom his pores. Prowling around the Southwest, they were "lonely, Qrnery,and mean," as Waylon Jennings sang
it. They looked like trouble-or maybe a new environmental group
-waiting to happen.

Deeert Heart,
Devil'$
Highway

On a whizzing cold night in January, 1907, Dr. Daniel Trembly
MacDougal said to me: "Lwk here! I wish you to go with me on afine
desert trip, in the nearfirture; and I also wish you to know that there are
mighty fav men whom I ever invite to go with me into the deserts."

-William T . Homaday
Camp-Fires on Desert and h v a , 1908

attract more than their fair share of
strange occurrences. The unfortunate thing is, word usually gets out.
Ojai, California, is that kind of place. Around 1900, devotees of Eastem religion were drawn to this town on a high plateau of the San
Gabriel Mountains. It was rumored that Ojai was some kind of energy
magnet, nearer my Krishna to thee. Sedona, Arizona, is another case
in point, a once-charming village in redrock canyon country overrun
in the 1980s by rich Texans and stoned-looking counterculture types
brandishing crystals.
A scattering of these spooky places remains undiscovered. Some
are even uninhabited. In this select group is Mexico's Pinacate Desert,
where, legend has it, Earth First! was founded. The Pinacate is a blank
spot on the map just east of the Sea of Cortez. For centuries, it was
a dehydrated Bermuda Triangle, blocking travel for 600 square miles
CERTAIN PLACES ON EARTH

Desert Heart, Devil's Highway

between the main part of Mexico and the long, danghng province of
Baja California. A blue-black spine of mountains divides the desert
into two parts. To the east, waves of lava spread across the desert,
fiozen in a moment of geologic time that occurred a mere 5,000 years
ago. Occasionally the waves part to reveal long stretches of sand
pocked by giant craters. Some are more than 500 feet deep: huge
cave-ins blasted into the sand, volcanoes gone awry. In other places
the volcanoes blew cinders into the air, heaving black cones on the
desert floor like spent hourglass sands. Pinacate Peak and its near-twin,
Carnegie Peak, are large enough to be called mountains.
The western section of the Pinacate is a light-skinned cousin to
the rugged lava of the east. It is Lawrence 4Arabia blown up to 300millimeter, a Sahara-like configuration the Mexicans respectfully call
El Gran Desierto. Wind-scored drih of sand susurrate down the west
flank of Pinacate Peak. Dunes dip and eddy for a hundred miles,
glowing an unearthly pink in the distance, nearly vacant of life. They
taper off into the silty ternains of the much-abused Colorado River
as it trickles into the Sea of Cortez. Geologists call El Gran Desierto
an erg, a term borrowed fiom the Arabic. It is rumored to be the only
erg on the continent and that, said Edward Abbey, is probably a good
thing.
It was Dave Foreman's idea to go to the Pinacate. A big fan of Ed
Abbey's, he had read about the region in 1973's Cactus Country. The
book was written for the Time-Life American Wilderness series, an
obvious bread-and-butter job. But even the tedious patina of TimeLife editing hadn't stolen Abbey's voice. He brought the desert as
close as a cactus spine lodged in your thumb. Foreman liked to quote
Abbey on the Pinacate. "Abbey once said Saguaro National Monument is high school, Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument is undergraduate, Cabeza Prieta is graduate school, and Pinacate is post doc,
as fir as the Sonoran desert goes."
Foreman was eager to prove himself once more. During his s&month sabbatical he had divorced himself fiom the national political
scene, aimlessly roaming the West while the RARE I1 bloodletting
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occurred at a fir distant point over the horizon. He did his best to
divorce himself fiom the Wilderness Society, too. But the rifi was
more a fiactious separation than a divorce. In early June, Foreman met
with newly appointed executive director Bill Tumage and the rest of
the field staff at Claire Tappan Lodge in the California Sierra. M e r
the meeting, they went on a sketchily planned overnight backpack
into a proposed wilderness area called Granite Chief. It was one of
those camping trips where everyone rushes into a grocery store and
grabs whatever catches his eye. Foreman thought that each person's
choice revealed something about his personality. His dinner was a
T-bone steak. He joked to the others that if they were real men,
they'd buy steaks, too, and eat them raw. Foreman remembers Bill
Turnage being unmoved by his bluster' and laying in a schizophrenic
repast of SpaghettiOs and French mineral water.
It was already dark when they got to their campsite. According
to Foreman, Turnage and a field rep named Joe Walicki laid plans to
break into a cross-country ski hut to sleep for the night. Foreman was
annoyed. Why come to the Sierra if you were going to shut out the
sight of flat-bced granite batholiths cast in silver by the moon? His
irritation was compounded by hunger. When Eaton and the others
teased him about his real-men jibes, Foreman thought, what the hell?
It was too late to build a fire. He ripped the raw steak out of its
cellophane package and tore into it with his teeth, horrifjmg everyone
except Jim Eaton. Eaton joined in and they both did a caveman jig,
grunting and hopping around in fiont of Bill Tumage, who seemed
more hurt than disgusted. Foreman didn't know or didn't care. Jim
Eaton always made a good audience and Jim's dog, Stickeen, the beneficiary of Foreman's T-bone scraps, was even more appreciative.
This caveman telegraph fded to discourage Turnage fiom his
enthusiasm for Foreman's less denticulate talents. On July 1, Foreman
resumed work as the Wilderness Society's New Mexico representative.
His parents were living in Rio Rancho, a suburb of Albuquerque.
Foreman moved in with them once again and opened a Wilderness Society office nearby in the old Spanish town of Bemalillo. In
the wake of Huey Johnson's lawsuit, environmentalists were scram-

.

1 18

COYOTES A N D TOWN DOGS

bling to develop statewide wilderness bills. Foreman duly began dr&ing one for New Mexico. But part of his mind was off somewhere
else, casting issues in thematic terms. Ronald Reagan was headed for
the White House and the Sagebrush Rebels were riding behind him
in a cloud of expensive rose-colored dust. An ideological counteroffensive was desperately needed. In the fill of 1979, Foreman organized a conference in Denver where environmentalists could plot
anti-Sagebrush strategy. They would have to play a lot of catch-up.
Soon, the media would be headlining stories on Reagan's cuts in social
services. But only sporadic attention would be paid to the equally
energetic effort to gut a less visible sector of the public trust. Reagan
made plain his commitment to dismantling wilderness when he appointed card-carrying Sagebrush Rebel James Watt as Secretary of the
Interior. Until he was forced out of office in disgrace, Watt worked
to implement an agenda that was part radical-right, part pork-barrel
giveaway. From the environmentalist perspective, h s sins were staggering. They ranged fiom trying to strip-mine national parks to selling
federal coal leases to Colorado wheeler-dealers at a staggering loss to
taxpayers. On top of everything else, the guy looked like a total geek,
with a cue-ball head, thick glasses, and an idiot grin blaring out fiom
beneath his beaver Stetson. It was enough to give cowboys a bad
name.
In one way, at least, Watt was a trde democrat. He gave equal
time to all the West's vested interests. That included ranchers. Cattle
grazing on federal land became a major topic at the anti-Sagebrush
conference, marking the first time environmentalists seriously took on
the task of ranching reform. Overgrazing had caused an environmental
disaster in the West, but generations of conservationists had felt compelled to tiptoe pragmatically around the problem. Foreman and some
of the others who attended the conference, like Howie and Bart and
Johanna Wald of the Natural Resources Defense Council, were unhappy that the environmental movement had taken, at best, a defensive position. The most effective action on grazing had been taken by
an outsider, journalist Bernard De Voto. In 1946, De Voto received
an assignment to travel to the West. With his wife and son, he drove
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his old Buick fiom Cambridge, Massachusetts, to the landscape of "dry
grass and stiff sage" which he had fled many years before.' Now that
he was middle-aged and successful, De Voto fell in love with the West
he had once despised. In typical reporter fgshon, he managed to
squeeze a few lucrative travel articles out of the trip. He also scored
an investigative coup by uncovering a plot by stockmen to privatize
federal grazing lands. One of their more subtle maneuvers was the
introduction of a bill that would have shified ownership of federal
grazing land to the states. It was a slick move that would have allowed
states to auction off public land. Almost singlehandedly, De Voto
turned back this attempted coup with a series of powehl, welldocumented articles in the pages of Harper's, including the aptly titled
"Sacred Cows and Public land^."^
The Utah-bred De Voto was a misfit who had grown up as a
Roman Catholic intellectual surrounded by the middle-brow regimentation of the Land of Mormon. He found fime in Cambridge and
New York by exposing the hypocrisies of the western booboisie.
Conservationists, on the other hand, tended to stick around town. So
they played their cards a little closer to the vest when it came to ficing
down ranchers. Like De Voto, they knew that it wasn't just money
at stake, but mythology, too. The western myth was a baseline, not
just for people who lived in the arid region west of the hundredth
meridian, but for Americans in general. Freedom lay at the heart of
the American ideal and the cowboy was its living, ranching, roping,
and tobacco-chewing embodiment. The fiontier was his stage set, a
place where the restraining hand of Tom Sawyer's Aunt Polly couldn't
reach. It was a good myth. It was just too bad that cows came along
with it. This minor detail dated fiom the 1880s, when the West was
a preindustrial society and lack of refrigeration meant that beef had to
be produced on the western range. But in the twentieth century,
western cattle ranching was just plain stupid. The American West was
so arid that it took almost thirty acres in a state like Nevada to feed
one cow. In Alabama a cow could live on fewer than four acres and
think it was at a Howard Johnson's All You Can Eat Night.
Economically, raising cattle on federal land was a disaster. Low
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grazing fees had been institutionalized since the last fiee-roaming buftslo shuffled off to ungulate heaven. As late as 1992, grazing fees were
only $1.92 per cow. A minor scandal occurred when it was discovered
that ranchers were subleasing their grazing rights for a profit of between $2.76 and $8.34 a head.3
All in all, the government was paying more for range maintenance
than it was getting in grazing fees, subsidizing cattle grazing on federal
lands to the ratchety tune of approximately $14 per animal. This
inspired the term webre ranching among antigrazing activists.'
But the cost to taxpayers was not solely economic. "Range maintenance" doubled as a euphemism for destruction of native ecosysterns: hauling down native pinyon pine and juniper trees with chains
and bulldozers; spraying pesticides to eradicate native grasses. Once
they had scraped the landscape into a tabula rasa, government officials
planted non-native species like crested wheatgrass-cow food
Foreman and other environmentalistssaw clearly how cattle ranching had transformed the western landscape. The range had been cowburnt since the 1880s and things were not improving. By 1975, the
Bureau of Land Management reported that only 17 percent of its range
was in good condition. When the subject of grazing comes up, Howie
Woke likes to quote Aldo Leopold, who wrote: "One of the penalties
of an ecological education is that one lives alone in a world of
wo~nds."~
To the Buckaroos' educated eyes, the consequences of
overgrazing stood out in sharp relief all over the intermountain West,
where erosion had flattened rivers into muddy channels, or dried them
up completely. Streams that once had been lined by birds, trees, and
grasses looked like vacant lots in the South Bronx, minus the graffiti
-usually.
The costs of western cattle ranching seemed even more outlandish
when you considered that no more than 10 percent of the nation's
beef ever set hoof west of the Mississippi, whether to graze for a few
months, or to spend a week in a feedlot before being shipped out.
Only 2 to 3 percent actually spent their entire truncated lives on the
range. These figures held steady despite the best efforts of federal land
managers, who by the 1980s were allowing grazing on 250 million
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acres of federal land, an area more than three times the size of the
As cottonwoods wilted along streambeds,
entire national park sy~tem.~
it seemed that the cattle industry's imprint on the settlement and character of the West would never be erased, even when winter winds
lifted the dry, desertified soil into whirling dust devils.
Despite all this evidence, the immense power of ranchers-the
West's version of a landed aristocracy-promised to stymie any efforts
to make grazing a political issue for years to come. Even in less aristocratic western circles, ranching was not unpopular. It still had the
aura of the cowboy-the "grasslands biome technician" of Gary Snyder's rodeo-inspired poem "Grand Entry."7 And it was true that the
nineteenth-century cowboy tradition had been kept up by a few hardy
souls, including a fair number of sun-browned women with tough,
stringy biceps and a self-contained manner. Some of these ranchers
were too proud to graze their cattle on public land But most cattle
operations were geared to turning as much federal land as possible into
the brown, trampled equivalent of a war zone. To loosen your grip
on the myth, you might have to sit next to a potbellied rancher in
his V-8 as it rumbled over hills and &es of destroyed meadows and
eroded washes. In the summer of 1979, Dave Foreman was back to
watching the emperor's red neck fiyng in the sun, as he fruitlessly
tried to convince stockmen that it was okay to fence cows out of a
few places in the West. It was a h t r a t i n g job. Years later, there
would be an edge in his voice when he asked, "How does looking
at the hind end of a cow make you a great romantic lover of the
West?"
The 1979 Anti-Sagebrush conference was a step forward. But taking a hard look at the grazing issue merely strengthened Foreman's
belief that nature would quit before the BLM (aka Bureau of Livestock
and Mining) would. The New Mexico wilderness bill was limping in
at just over 700,000 acres. In May 1980, afier making one last attempt
to work for Bill Turnage, Foreman himself quit. Always loyal to his
fiiends, Foreman announced that he was leaving to protest Turnage's
wholesale firing of the other Buckaroos. But it was more than that.
Foreman was burned out. Burned out on fighting the lie that west-
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erners were a race of hardy, independent souls when they were really
just a bunch of welfare crooks. He was sick of the assumption, which
environmentalists pretended to share, that the western grasslands had
been created as a convenience for man. He had spent way too much
time quarreling over how best to use the land. Most of the time, he
didn't believe in using it at all.
Foreman's frustrations were not born entirely fiom altruism. His
personal ambitions had been tom apart by his departure fiom Washington. In his early thirties, he was at the point where the curves of
knowledge and energy intersect. He knew more than he ever had
before, and he still had the nonstop drive to pound this knowledge
home to other people. He was at his peak. He couldfeel it. But what
the hell was he supposed to do? Leaving Washington had seemed like
the right thing at the time. But ditching the Wilderness Society entirely meant he had no arena for his ideas. And there wasn't another
job in the whole environmental movement that appealed to him.Who
would be his audience now? It wasn't as simple as it had been back
in sixth grade, when he could fly up onto his schoolroom desk and
dance around like a happy voodoo penitent.
Afier his trip to the Pinacate, Foreman found his niche. The
desert-the black lava mother desert of them all-gave him the raw
material to invent Earth First! In classic fiontier hhion, Foreman also
managed, in the dark cinder cones and sofi pink desert sands, to reinvent himself.
The hnny thing was, not a whole hell of a lot actually happened
on the trip.
One of the first things that Foreman did afier returning to the Southwest in late 1979 was trade in his beat-up, bent-up pickup. The old
Ford had seen good service transporting him to Washington, D.C.,
and then safely back to his native Southwest. But baling wire and
chewing gum only hold things together for so long. Besides, Foreman's image was changing. He bought the classic desert-rat vehicle, a
1960s Volkswagen minibus. Its paint was rubbed raw by sandstorms
and beating sun, and its mechanical aptitude was rated as fir below
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normal as Foreman's. Because of its starter problems, the V W acquired
the nickname "Parks on a Hi." Despite its decrepitude, in the spring
of 1980 Foreman and Ron Kezar planned the bus's maiden voyage
to the desert's black heart. Howie Woke and Mike Roselle lassoed a
still whacked-out Bart Koehler and scissored their extra-long legs into
the cramped seats of a Greyhound headed for Tucson. At twentyfour, Roselle was eight years younger than Foreman. Ron Kezar was
the oldest one in the group; he was already thirty-seven. There were
a few generational differences, not the least of which was that Roselle's
drug of choice was marijuana, not beer. But afier Foreman and Kezar
picked up the Northern Buckaroos at the bus station on March 29,
their first stop was a loud party that lasted most of the night. Roselle
lost any qualms he might have had about the trip or his companions.
The next morning a bleary-eyed Foreman piloted the V W south.
As they lefi the outskirts of Tucson, the Buckaroos entered the country's second-largest Indian reservation. The Papago mbe, or, as they
are now called, the Tohono O'odham, own 4,600 square miles of
prime Sonoran desert, an area larger than the state of New Jersey. For
some mysterious reason, known perhaps by elders of the tribe, the
reservation is lusher and greener than most of the surrounding desert.
Looking at the roadside passing by, the Buckaroos were each, in his
own way, awed by the sight of the Sonoran desert, with its longarmed saguaro cactus, its gold-lit cholla, and unexpected grassy
stretches. With some relief, they realized that they had chosen the
perfect time for their trip. Temperatures were mild and the winter
rains had sent the creosote and brittlebush into bloom. Hanging a lefi
at the town of Why (population 135, one gas station, a ramshackle
cafe, and a boarded-up but still hnctioning post ofice), they cruised
through Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument, past the iron-lit Ajo
Mountains and into Mexico. They crossed the border at Sonoyta, a
hnky but relatively sleepy border town. After the ritual pit stop at
the cerveceda, they were on the road again.
Within forty-five minutes, the Buckaroos had entered another
world. It was as if a door had opened and someone were whispering
the word "Away." The rusty crushed cans and signal flags of white
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toilet paper, standard detritus of civilization on both sides of the border, disappeved almost immediately afier they hung a left into the
Pinacate. The quiet was immense.
There are several ways to enter the Pinacate, which is a Mexican
National Park. But once you are in it, you are caught in a maze of
sandy washboard roads that curve and intersect like the tracks of a
quail feeding on scattered seeds. The only signs marking your way are
old wooden posts jammed crookedly into the dirt. At one time they
were painted white. You can almost make out the fided Spanish
words scrawled on them.
Because it is so fir fiom any substantial amount of civilization and
crammed with things like rattlesnakes and loose blocks of anklecrunching black rock and no water, the Pinacate mi& sound like a
threatening place. It is wise to be cautious there, but it is more spellbinding than scary. As the Buckaroos rattled down the cactus-lined
roads, each started to feel the excitement of the place, the hnny catch
in the throat, the sensation that an ordinary lens has been replaced by
another one. They were not the first to have this experience. People
tell stories about doing crazy things in the Pinacate, filling in love
with someone they just met, hiking forty-three miles down to the Sea
of Cortez and back in a mere twelve and a half hours just to get a
ghmpse of water, going down alone into the lava tube called I'Itoi's
Cave. Abbey called the Pinacate "the final test of desert ratho~d."~
Astronomer William Hartmann characterizes it as something else: the
heart of the Sonoran Desert. Once you enter the Pinacate lavas, writes
Hartmann, you sense that something is different. "The spatial scale of
variety is small-yards. That is part of its strange charm. There is a
fierce intimacy. Volcanoes form enclaves where variety occurs on a
human scale. A path encountered leads not in a line for miles toward
a vanishing point, but around the next comer, behind a cinder cone,
into some unexpected cavity. The lava cannot seem to flow without
forming nooks for soil, crannies for flowers, folds and crenulations,
vesicles, cracks filled with ~eeds."~
The mystery that lies at the heart of a l l deserts is particularly strong
here. Between 1936 and 1945 most of the Pinacate's animal life van-
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ished. Pronghorn antelope, desert bighorn, even jackrabbits became
scarce.1° Nobody knows why. It was as if the erg had swallowed them
whole. Secret atomic tests, of course, would explain the disappearances. But there is no evidence, no hint, that such tests took place.
And atomic tests could not explain the drift of a distilled, invisible
essence . . . the mystery. It emanates fiom Pinacate Peak and Carnegie
Peak and fiom the saddle that dips between them like a delicate female
concavity. In this low country, the blue-black mountain range follows
you everywhere. It lies at the comer of your sightline as you crouch
in the shade of a crater listening to a curve-billed thrasher. It is a
distant, unapproachable god you bow to, rubbing raw your knees and
hands on a stumbling hike over reddish black lava. The mystery
("Mystery itself, with a capital 'M,' " Abbey called it) is by definition
unquantifiable and nearly indescribable. It goes something like this: by
binding himself to physical survival, the desert rat finds the transcendence that lies at the core of the real world. (Not that he would ever
say anydung so pretentious.) I; is the old law of alchemy, of shamans
and psychologists: If you're looking for something, immerse yourself
in its opposite. Then go as far as you possibly can.
The American desert has a venekble tradition of eccentrics who
did just that. John C. Van Dyke pas the first white man to dive into
the hrnace of the American desert and see the fice of God. He returned to write about it in the archetypal book The Desert, published
in 1901. Van Dyke was an asthmatic forty-two-year-old art historian
fiom New Jersey, a college professor, and a fiiend of the Victorian art
critic John Ruskin. In 1898 he rode his Indian pony into the California desert, accompanied by a fox terrier named Cappy. Over the
next three years, he would crisscross the Mojave, Sonoran, and Colorado deserts, traveling fiom Oaxaca to Oregon with no apparent
plan. "He came to the Southwest and ultimately to the desert because
of illness, but there is a great discrepancy between his subsequent
behavior and any recognized cure for asthma," writes the poet Richard Shelton. "And there are repeated references in his autobiography
which suggest that he later recognized his behavior for what it probably was-compulsive and out of control. He was on a binge, possibly
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the greatest binge of his life, an enormous flirtation with death and a
love a 5 i r with the desert's beauty.""
Van Dyke's training gave him tools to translate his passion into
the art of seeing. An entire chapter of The Desert is devoted to the
subjects of light and color. Van Dyke combines a technician's exactitude with a metaphysician's awe. "I mean now that the air itself is
colored," he tells you, grabbing your shir&ont.12 Desert air contains
a greater concentration of dust than ordinary air, he explains. More
dust means more rehction. More rehction means more color. This
is why, in the space of a few hours, an island off the coast of Baja will
turn from greenish blue to salmon pink to purple. Pyrotechnics alone,
however, are not the genesis of the desert's beauty. Color is born
from light and Van Dyke is at his best when describing this dynamic
relationship. "All color-local, reflected, translucent, complementary
-is, of course, made possible by light and has no existence apart from
it. Through the long desert day the sunbeams are weaving skeins of
color across the sands, along the sides of the canyons, and about the
tops of the mountains. They stain the ledges of copper with turquoise,
they bum the buttes to a terra-cotta red, they paint the sands with
rose and violet, and they key the air to the hue of the opal. The reek
of color that splashes the western sky at sunset is but the climax of
the sun's endeavor."13
Even to a half-mad aesthete, beauty was not an end in itself. It
was a means to an end, the sugar coating for an idea that most people
can't swallow. Van Dyke's illness pushed him into seeing how closely
life and death are linked. It is only through accepting death that one
can truly be alive. This is what Van Dyke discovered and it is the
desert's ultimate lesson, the true desert heart. A desert journey is a
nearly universal metaphor for a near-death experience, for a prolonged
period of spiritual and emotional isolation. To reveal oneself to another person during this journey is excruciatingly painfll-only those
who have traveled there before you can understand your utter despair.
Even they cannot join you. There is no comfort. At times, there is
no hope.
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Not everyone is called on this journey. And the people who take
it almost invariably experience long periods during which they wish
to be someplace else. McDonald's. A Motel 6. Anywhere. But that's
too bad. Turning back is impossible. And it should be. There are no
second chances. Take Jesus, for instance, who visited the desert for
purification. Only afier forty days and forty nights of thirst and hunger
was he ready to climb a mountain to confront Satan, who personified
the biggest sin of all-spiritual pride. The desert defies such pride.
Even Father Kino, the Italian Jesuit who may have been the first
European to enter the Pinacate region, left only a few traces of colonialism behind him. Far better known than any of Kino's whitewashed missions is the road out of the desert. It is called the Devil's
Highway.
T o the godless humanists of contemporary society, the desert journey translates into a corhontation with the fXse self; the symbolic
death of the alcoholic hitting bottom, the stockbroker losing it all in
a crash. O r a rather bizarre art history professor ficing his own loneliness. Provoked by his subconscious, Van Dyke sought out this
mythlc death-seeking and life-seeking ritual in the desert. "He had
heard all the horror stories about the desert," Richard Shelton writes,
"knew its dangers, but chose to go into it anyway. 'I was just ill
enough,' he says, 'not to care about the perils and morbid enough to
prefer dying in the sand, alone, to passing out in a hotel with a roommaid weeping at the foot of the bed.' "I4 When Van Dyke surfaced,
he used his first choking, asthmatic breath to speak of what he had
learned. He described the depths and pinnacles of isolation and beauty.
He wrote that man's attempts to break the stillness of the desert
night-to conquer the world with steel and smoke, to rise above his
own animal nature, to liveforever--are ugly and intrusive, a rent in the
fibric. "A cry in the night! Overhead the planets in their courses make
no sound, the earth is still, the very animals are mute. Why then the
cry of the human? How it jars the harmonies! How it breaks in discord
upon the unities of earth and air and sky! Century afier century that
cry has gone up, mobbing high heaven; and always insanity in the
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cry, insanity in the crier. What folly to protest when none shall hear!
There is no appeal fiom the law of nature. It was made for beast and
bird and creeping thing. Will the human never learn that in the eye
of the law he is not daerent fiom the things that ~reep?"'~
The same vision grew in the mind of a ragged hiker during his
first lonely, ecstatic days in the humid wilderness of the AmeAcan
South. "The world, we are told, was made especially for man-a
\
presumption not supported by all the facts," wrote John Muir in
1916.16Virtually anyone who has spent significant time alone in nature
has arrived at the same belief The desert has its own fierce way of
teaching it. And the Pinacate is the ultimate desert.
It is a good place to die, or to be reborn.
That first afternoon, the Buckaroos visited the 722-foot-deep Sykes
Crater. The crater was named after Godf?ey Sykes, one of the legendary Pinacate Pirates who had explored the desert in 1907. Though
he was a desert rat of m y h c proportions, Sykes was not the most
colorful of the pirates. That honor was reserved for the Pirates' guide,
a dubious local lawman named Jefferson Davis Milton. Roundcheeked and squint-eyed, Milton might have been Dave Foreman's
granddaddy or black-sheep uncle. In fact, the two men shared not
only a physical resemblance but also the rumpled flair of good-natured
macho poseurs. Milton staked out the territory early with a vintage
photo that showed him sardonically eyeing a rattlesnake coiled fatly
near his bedroll. Like Foreman, Milton later created his own myth by
writing his memoirs. "Hell must have boiled over at the Pinacate,"
he intoned in the 1936 account of his Old West adventures. This
particular trip, however, was anyhng but hellish. The Pinacate Pirates
included the most well-known conservationist of his day, the irascible
animal-rights activist and head of the New York Zoological Society,
William T. Hornaday. The other pirates were desert botanist Daniel
Trembly MacDougal, a photographer named John Phillips, the local
explorer Sykes, an Indian guide named Charlie Foster, and the least
popular member of the expedition, a young &end of Milton's named
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Rube Daniels, who had the unsettling habit of whipping out his gun
and blistering the nearest cactus with bullets for reasons known only
to himself The Pirates made several new discoveries, which gave them
the liberating feeling of being completely unconstrained by civilization. In the 1850s the Irish explorer Sir Richard Burton had traveled
all the way to Afiica for such an experience. But on the American
continent in 1907, these things were still possible-and joyll. After
discovering his crater, Go&ey Sykes was immortalized in a snapshot
even goofier than Milton's. The lanky desert rat is standing on his
head at the summit of Pinacate Peak, doing a completely uncreditable
imitation of a Pinacate beetle. If you turn the photo upside down,
you can see that Sykes has a slightly glazed look in his eye and a shiteating grin on his face. It was a tradition that Foreman, Woke, Kezar,
Koehler, and Roselle did their best to keep up on their m p seventythree years later.
T o a man, the Buckaroos have terrific memories of the Pinacate
trip. None remember its details. You could say that the ultimate desert
cast its spell on them. But in the interests of accuracy, it might be f i r
to mention that large quantities of beer dim the memory. The outlines
of the mp remain because Kezar, the ex-librarian, was a meticulous,
if disarmingly inclusive, diarist.
O n March 31, the Buckaroos woke up just as the early-moming
haze was burning off to reveal yellow brittlebush, the high, s c r u 5
Encelia farinosa of the Sonoran desert, veering into negative space
against the black lava hillsides. A few cups of strong coffee ate away
the previous day's beer residue. The Buckaroos tossed supplies into
their packs and set out for the Pinacate volcanic shield, dark blue in
the distance like a misplaced slice of night sky.
Kezar estimates that the Buckaroos hiked about ten miles, approaching the mountains fiom the northeast. It was the more difficult
route, but they didn't know any better. Progress across the lava was
slow. The Buckaroos scraped their knees and hands and tore up their
hiking boots on the jagged vesicular rock. But it was late March, the
gentlest time in the desert. Temperatures stayed in the nineties. The
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sky was bright blue except for a few ostrich feathers of cloud finning
the summits of the peaks. The Buckaroos reached the base of Carnegie
and Pinacate Peaks by mid-afternoon. Squinting up at the nearly identical mountains, they tried to figure out which was the taller one.
That would be Pinacate Peak. They made their choice and trudged
on, rubble showering fiom their boots. Years later, a park ranger fiom
Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument discovered their names in the
hiker's register at the Pinacate summit. "Up fiom Rd. to E via Use
summit. Long walk! Ron Kezar Glenwood, N.M." The scribbled
entry also noted that Kezar had abandoned "Howie Woke, Mike
Rosell [sic], Bart Kohler [sic], and Dave Foreman" back on Carnegie
Peak. Sucking down brews, they lounged among the black cinders
and competed to see who could stand on his head longer, i la
Sykes, as the spry Kezar dropped down into the saddle and scrambled
up Pinacate Peak. They had climbed the wrong mountain. And
they didn't care. Except for Kezar, who had a thing about peakbagging.
It was rough stuff,this journey to the grim and forbidding desert
heart. And the next day was even rougher. They piled back into the
VW bus and drove an hour south to Puerto Peiiasco, a Mexican beach
town and shrimping port catering to gringos. They bodysurfed in the
warm waters of the Sea of Cortez. That night, they scarfed down two
shrimp dinners each at a local restaurant, taking fdl advantage of the
imperialist exchange rate. The next day. April 2, the Buckaroos drove
120 miles west along Route 2 to the vaguely industrialized city of San
Luis. When it grew dark, Ron Kezar led them on a tour of the Zona
Roja, the Red Zone where the city stashed its whorehouses. Kezar
was an odd duck, a brainy bachelor with varied and arcane interests.
A photo of the Buckaroos taken in one of the whorehouses shows
Kezar as the odd man out, at least physically. Small, serious, and smartlooking, Kezar sits at the table like an accountant who's just signed a
pile of lucrative contracts with an unusually hairy band of football
jocks. Kezar was eccentric, but well liked by nearly everyone. The
ties between Kezar and Foreman ran particularly deep. Like Foreman,
Kezar had grown up in a hndamendst household. Only Kezar's was

Desert Heart, D e v i l ' s Highway

13 1

more repressive. He grew up in Stockton, California, the mean Central Valley town of John Huston's movie Fat City. The stale grayness
of truck-stop air permeated his earliest memories. As soon as he lefi
home, Kezar rebelled. Unlike Foreman, whose emotional style was
vulnerable and actorish, Kezar's rebellion was quiet. But it was
consistent and it colored his intellectual interests. His enthusiasmsanarchism, the radical union activists of the IWW-painted the political banners of Earth First! And his interest in prostitution, probably
a lingering hangover tiom his religious upbringing, made him a handy
tour guide.
It was in the Zona Roja that the differences between Roselle and the
other Buckaroos first became apparent. Kezar noticed it at the first
cantina. At this joint, the whores were young. Real young. One by
one, most of the Buckaroos got drunk enough to wander off with the
dark-eyed teenager of their choice. But not Roselle. He was drunk,
sure, but not drunk enough for that.
At the next place they went to, the girls were a few years older.
Howie W o k e later thought that Kezar, in his methodical way, had
figured out the age level at all the different whorehouses and geared
them to the Buckaroos' projected level of drunkenness. (Assuming, in
a most politically incorrect manner, the younger the better. Further
assuming that by 2 A.M. anything looked good.) At this whorehouse,
the Buckaroos met Marta, a pretty woman in her early thirties. Marta
was middle class and had a couple of kids, just like someone they all
might have known in the States. Marta sat with the Buckaroos most
of the night and even had her picture taken with them. But eventually
she slipped off with Dave, and later Bart." Howie and Ron Kezar
took turns with another girl. At one point or another all the Buckaroos
lefi the table. Except Roselle.
By the time they got to the third place, the prices had dropped
and the whores' ages had risen. The oldest and most garishly madeup woman glued herself to the table loaded with brawny Americans.
They bought her drinks and let her stay, nicknaming her Big Blue;
they were just out for laughs at this point. Inevitably someone started
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teasing Roselle about his fidure to sufficiently improve Mexico's trade
deficit. Knowing he was sensitive about being one of the boys, they
ganged up on him unmercifully. Roselle, pink-cheeked and pie-eyed,
just stared down at the table and took it, his arms crossed awkwardly
and his cowboy hat askew.
Then he smiled. He grabbed the most pathetic whore of all, Big
Blue, the high-mileage harridan who had become a fixture at their
table, and whirled her upstairs. The Buckaroos sat openmouthed, their
empties strewn across the table like downed bowling pins. If Roselle
was making a point about their attitudes toward women, it was lost
on them. ' ~ u like
t Foreman's raw-steak maneuver, it was a piece of
histrioxiics that everyone would remember. Howie Woke had already
noticed Roselle's sense of sudden theater. A penchant for breakneck
gestures would make him a good man on the barricades.
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Around 5 A.M., the booze-soaked Buckaroos crossed the border
into Arizona. With the odors of the night still on them, they were
easy targets for the border guards who forced them to give up
their stores of cheap Mexican liquor. They grumbled all the way to a
turnoff outside Yuma, where they passed out into seamless drunken
sleep.
They made it to Tucson by the night of April 3. After a nostalgic
stop at a strip joint, they dropped Bart Koehler off at Saguaro National
Monument. He was planning to hang around Arizona to pursue a
practical-minded female attorney on whom he had a hopeless, demented crush. Foreman, Kezar, Woke, and Roselle drove on until
they reached a rest stop on the interstate between Tucson and Lordsburg where they slept that night. It wasn't until Frihy, afier Kezar's
departure for Glenwood, that anyone remembers talking about starting
a radical environmental group. They were headed toward Albuquerque. Roselle was lying in the back of the bus, stoned. Wolke and
Foreman were cruising in fiont, popping cans of Bud and talking
nonstop.. It was serious stuff they were talking about, not moaning
and bitching about hangovers. Things got like that with Howie.
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Wolke was crude, bordering on truculent, but he also was the most
scientifically minded of the bunch. In his dogged way, he was completely focused on inserting a biological alternative into the political
process.
Nobody remembers how it happened, but suddenly everything
made sense. The Monkey Wrench Gang, the Striders, even the Kachina
Mudheads, who weren't supposed to make sense. Put them all together
and you had the obvious move. It was Lesson One of negotiating:
Ask for more than you think you can get. They had all learned it over
the last few years of fieldwork. Foreman had learned it againpainfully-in Washington, D.C. Now they were ready to bring it all
back home. But how? Each one of them had talked about the idea
with different people over the years. Now it was Foreman who said
it. The guy had a relationship with words like Van Gogh's with paint.
He shot out the name: :'Earth First!" and it was perfect; it worked,
it exemplified everything they believed. The vibe was strong. Even
Roselle caught it, stirring in the back like a funky-smelling griz in the
spring. He drew a crude fist in a circle, just like the one on Foreman's
motorcycle helmet. The logo. No Compromise in Defense of Mother
Earth. Who thought of that? Nobody remembers, nobody cares anymore. Just go on. We're gonna write a manifesto. Have a newspaper.
Big wilderness proposals. What about all the fuckin' land that got lefi
out of RARE II? The mystery acreage? B+ng back the wolf. Darken
the plains with bu5lo. Yeah. We're really gonna do it. Maybe. No,
really. You call Susan Morgan. We'll get Rose. You call Debbie.
Hmm. Well, okay, Wes. Bob. Hell, we'll get Mo Fuckin' Udall.
Much later, when Dave Foreman was asked if the Pinacate played
any role in creating Earth First!, he quite rationally replied that RARE
11 had a lot more to do with it. But for the first decade of the group's
existence, Foreman would unfurl the myth of the group's formation
in the desert crucible as if it were a fiery scroll handed down by saints
and mystics. And the myth may be as true as the bureaucratic reality.
It takes a while to sink in, but time in the wilderness can put a spin
on your life. And there is that terrible, seductive Mystery, the blue-

black presence in the Pinacate that you can't quite put your finger on.
Doubtless it was just coincidence, but long after Earth first!'^
foundmg, the same ranger fiom Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument discovered another interesting entry in the Pinacate Peak register. Dated exactly nine years to the day before Kezar's, it was written
in loose-jointed handwriting, the kind a man with big hands and an
Appalachian drawl might slap on a page after a long hike. It said:
"Clumb up fiom Tule Tank. -knows why. Neat view." Signed,
Edward Abbey.

"Dear

Monkeyfucker"

It was a time ofpushing limits. How can you take Aldo Leopold one step
firrther? Or Henry David Thoreau? How can you make those kinds ofpeople
relevant-not that they're inelevant, but more relevant-for the twentieth
and the tumty-first century?

-Louisa

1981-Salt

Willcox

Lake C i t y

THE VOICE ON THE PHONE was the human equivalent of a flatbottomed boat scraping on river rocks.
"Ken, this is Ed. There are some sort of spring rites going on at
Lake Foul. It might be a good time if you want to get together."
Ken Sanders was surprised and a little flattered. Edward Abbey
rarely used the telephone, preferring pithy messages written on cheap
postcards. Occasionally there was a letter-one written to his &end
Jack Loeffler had been fondly addressed: "Dear Monkeyfbcker." The
editorial pages of daily newspapers also were recipients of Abbey's
epistolary largesse. But rarely, if ever, a phone call. It was all part of
the mystique. And Abbey had plenty of that. As David Quarnmen
wrote of Abbey's 1968 book, Desert Solitaire, "A man wrote a book,
and lives were changed. That doesn't happen often."' In fict, Ed
Abbey did more than change people's lives. He created a new kind
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of nature writing. He may not have been a hippie, but Ed Abbey did
some of his best writing in the 1960s and 1970s, when the outer layer
of sexless, well-bred conventionality was lifting off American life. In
everything fiom movies to comic books, sentimentality was being
trounced. The new role models were Peter Fonda and Dennis Hopper
playing bikers on a drug-laden odyssey across America. Antiheroes like
the neurotic Spiderman were replacing square-jawed Supennan and
Captain America. The grittygCabaret blew apart the conventional
Broadway musical-afier all, people do not unaccountably launch into
uplifting song-and-dance numbers at the most stressfid points in their
lives. For at least a decade, irreverence was the only sure sign of artistic
integrity.
By the time Desert Solitaire was published in 1968, John Muir's
transcendental maunderings seemed hopelessly sugarcoated, only most
nature writers hadn't figured it out yet. Abbey almost singlehandedly
made it impossible for nature writing to lapse back into babbling
brooks and heavenly birdsong. In his books, real people made love,
got mad, and threw beer cans out of car windows. They did it all in
the midst of devastating natural beauty, which was under siege by fit
Mormon developers and, invariably, the United States government.
Ironically, it took a writer who believed in biocentrism-the idea that
nature, not humanity, is the measure of all things-to take Nature off
its pedestal and populate it with memorable characters. Ponderousness
and poetic mawkishness, the bane of most nature writing, were completely'foreign to Abbey. So was self-righteousness. Abbey merged the
personal and the political like a maestro conducting the ultimate orchestra: the world itself. (The real world, muchachos, as he might have
paraphrased B. Traven.) Readers-and critics-either loved him or
they hated him.
Ken Sanders fell into the first category. But in his case, it wasn't
love at first sight. Sanders's first reaction to the 1975 bestseller The
Monkey Wrench Gang was shocked disapproval. It wasn't the book's
hearty endorsement of ecosabotage that rubbed Sanders the wrong
way; it was George Washington Hayduke's pesky propensity for lit-
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tering. But Sanders's attitude changed afier Abbey made a few
appearances at the Cosmic Airplane, the bookstore Sanders owned in
Salt Lake City in the 1970s. Sanders had a sofi, mushy spot in his
heart for writers, anyway. Descended fiom Mormon aristocracyone of his great-greats was a heavyweight capo of pamarch Joseph
Smith-he had relinquished any claim to respectability in the state of
Utah when he grew his hair down to his waist and Wed to attend
college. But Sanders was fir fiom illiterate. He had the sort of reverence for books that only the self-educated possess. His fiiendship
with Abbey, while occasionally volatile, was an important part of his
life.
So it didn't take much convincing for Sanders to accept Abbey's
invitation to attend the mysterious spring rites. It was their location
that floored Sanders: Lake Powell-the aforementioned Lake Foula giant artificial blob of Colorado River backed up behind whitewalled Glen Canyon Dam. The campground Abbey had mentioned,
Lone Rock, wasn't bad. Its distinguishing feature was a cigar-shaped
sandstone monolith typical of the ones nearby that were used as a
backdrop for a partially bare-chested and equally monolithid Charlton
Meston in The Greatest Story Ever Told.
But Sanders couldn't figure out what the hell Ed, of all people,
was doing up at Lake Powell. Rites of spring? Nobody hated Glen
Canyon Dam more than Abbey. Certainly nobody wrote more beautihlly about the canyon that it had flooded. A hundred miles fiom
any town, the turrets and minarets of Glen Canyon exemplified wilderness to Edward Abbey. Just months before the dam's sluice gates
folded shut, Abbey had navigated the stretch of Colorado River that
ribboned along the canyon floor. "Down the River," Abbey's essay
on Glen Canyon in Desert Solitaire, was one of the best pieces he ever
wrote. Memoir and diatribe run searnlessly side by side in its pages,
twin currents in a Colorado still big and wild enough to contain a
soul. Abbey knew that Glen Canyon wasn't just archetypal wilderness;
it was archetypal American wilderness. Eden violated by Progress. In
this instance, Progress was the last giant water project built by the
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U.S. Bureau of Reclamation, a soaring 587-foot dinosaur called the
Glen Canyon Dam, an ugly concrete canker sore left over fiom
the winning of the West.
Sanders, of course, had read Desert Solitaire, as well as The Monkey
Wrench Gang. In both books Abbey fantasized about "some unknown
hero with a rucksack fdl of dynamite strapped to his back" who
would descend into the bowels of the Glen Canyon Damn [sic], depositing his charges where they would do the most good. Abbey's
imaginary hero would enter the abomination's concrete core on the
most public occasion possible, the dams dedication ceremony. Maximum effect.
In reality that dark day had passed some eighteen years ago. Sanders noted, however, that the scheduled date of the so-called rite of
spring was not lacking in significance. March 21, 1981. The equinox.
It sounded dramatic and druidical, intriguing enough for Sanders co
delay a backpacking trip into the Maze at Canyonlands National Park.
Louisa Willcox was also making plans to be in Glen Canyon on the
twenty-first. She had been one of the first people to hitch up with
the Buckaroos when they poured themselves back into Wyoming &er
their spiritual debauch in the Pinacate the year before. Louisa was
working as a reporter for High Country News at the time, living in
Lander, a medium-sized town north of the Wind River range. News
traveled so fast in Lander that Louisa heard about Earth First! practically before the Buckaroos limped homeward. "When they came back
fiom the trip-that sort of seminal backpack-it was buzzing around
Lander. It was sort of like, yeah, this great idea [EarthFirst!] . . . The
Sierra Club was taking about it and other people were talking
about it.
"At that point it wasn't a confusing discussion of violence versus
nonviolence. It was, 'There needs to be a benchmark on the Lefi.'
There needs to be a voice which speaks for the rights of wild country,
wild critters, just for themselves," said Louisa.
"The Wilderness Society was eliminating that whole cadre of people that grew up in the trenches. There was this sense in the Watt
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years that the groups were getting too top heavy, concentrated in the
Beltway, concentrated in the cloakrooms of Washington and maybe
a bit forgedul of the grass roots."
It might have been a good concept, but it was pretty clear that
the Buckaroos hadn't figured out how to make it work yet.
"I mean, really, it was just a camping trip," said Louisa. "A group
of people basically sat there and said there's a time and a place for
earth to come first in our minds and in our actions. That's all it was
initially, this sort of funny idea."
In Lander, Wyoming, in the 1970s and early 1980s, all you really
needed was an idea. Lander was a happening place if you were an
environmentalist. For one thing, Bruce Hamilton was running the
Northern Plains office of the Sierra Club there, right across the hall
fiom High Country News. High Country News was a center for subversion itself, a newsprint flagship for environmental consciousness in the
New West. Before joining the Sierra Club sM, Bruce had worked as
the paper's news editor. Bruce's wife, Joan Nice, still worked there as
managing editor. Later, when Bruce was promoted to the club's national office in San Francisco, she became an editor at Siewa magazine.
It was a conflict of interest typical of the clubby, amateur-laden world
of environmental publishing. Joan was an Amelia Earhart look-alike
whose gaze always seemed to be fixed on a distant and very icy mountain range. Together, the Hamiltons made the perfect environmentalist
couple, both willowy, long-limbed, soft-spoken, and Anglo-Saxon in
a pained sort of way. Their home was a magnet not just for Louisa,
but for Bart, too. Although Bart's romantic streak was the antithesis
of Bruce's hardheadedness, there was a tender loyalty between the
two men. More ofien than not it was Bruce and Joan's floor where
Bart would end up sleeping when his mania had worn him out-and
driven everyone else to ground.
To Louisa, Joan and Bruce were a New Age Ozzie and Harriet,
too. They helped her believe that marriage and m y were still possible ;~sshe rode through her share of the roller-coaster love f i r s
that everyone was living through those days. With all the craziness,
she sometimes wondered what she was doing out there, climbing
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mountains and drinking in cowboy bars. Louisa's life had begun in a
different milieu, as distant fiom the squat military houses of Dave
Foreman's youth as it was possible to imagine. She was a good-natured
jock fiom an a u e n t Quaker family whose Main Line roots stretched
back to the 1600s. As a teenager she rode in fox hunts in the green
hills outside her hometown. Crouched into a jump, she wore the de
rigueur tight tan jodhpurs and tailored riding coat, her curls pressed
flat under a hard velvet hat. She was a good girl and she was expected
to go to college and get married in hirly orderly progression. As a
Quaker, she might want to give back to the community some of the
benefits that she had received, perhaps by tutoring disadvantaged
youth or volunteering at a local hospital. But Louisa Wdcox ended
up trying to save a different comer of the world. Something in her
was fieed instead of shackled by her advantages. Adventure was easy;
without being self-destructive, she breezed through physical danger
the way her horses flew over fences. When she was fourteen, she spent
the summer at her uncle's ranch in Sunlight Basin on the Shoshone
National Forest in Wyoming and then she was hooked, not on horses
anymore, but on the West. At sixteen, she scaled the Grand Teton,
gripping nylon ropes as she pressed her body against blue-gray ice and
granite. A few years later she laughed off macho jibes to become one
of the early female mountaineering instructors at NOLS, the National
Outdoor Leadership School, which was based in Lander. Eventually
she would become one of the top grass-roots environmentalistsin the
northern Rockies.
In fict, the Lander environmental scene was even bigger than
NOLS and Joan and Bruce and the High Country News. The Wyoming
Outdoor Council, where Bart Koehler launched the Children's Crusade, had an ofice in town. So did the Wyoming Wilderness Association, the group that Howie had helped start. This was one of many
sponsored by the
statewide groups that came together-ofien
nationals-to push through RARE I1 wilderness bills. Louisa was volunteering as newsletter editor for the wilderness association. She knew
the t u not
~ only had she hiked through many of the wilderness areas,
but she also had worked with Bart and Howie on Alternative W, the
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environmentalist proposal for a RARE I1 wilderness bill. Coincidentally she had interviewed Dave Foreman a year or two previously for
High Country News. Even then he enjoyed a rriild kind of celebrity
among the cognoscenti. Here he was, a Buckaroo who had made good
in Washington.
Louisa's sense of adventure made her a perfect candidate for Foreman's new endeavor. Foreman had learned that one of the keys to
organizing was giving people the chance to do things they wanted to
do anyway. Now was the time to push it a little hrther, to find out
how the ideal of individual fieedom worked in a social context. It
would be anarchism made real, the wilderness tribe reborn. Being in
the tribe meant that you shared a worldview-but it also meant that
you had the fieedom to choose how to put it into action. The whole
thing was so laid-back and hip, it was enough to make you cringe if
you weren't captured by the romance of it all. Or if you didn't know
that beneath that western hipster drawl a certain amount of intellectual
intensity was assumed. It might not be cool, not quite macho cowboy,
but you were supposed to be asking the hard questions. This was the
structure underlying it all, the common culture of smart young environmentAsts who had seen enough of the world to make them
angry, but weren't jaded yet. There was something eternal about it,
at least eternally youthfd, this never-ending late-night bullshit session
of hard-core idealists. "It was a time of pushing limits," Willcox said.
"How can you take Aldo Leopold one step firther? Or Henry David
Thoreau? How can you make those kinds of people relevant-not
that they're irrelevant, but more relevant-for the twentieth and the
twenty-first century?"
So they talked philosophy for a while, usually via memo. Foreman,
in particular, gave stellar memo, shooting them off like fireworks from
his parents' home in Bemalillo. By the late spring of 1980 the memos
were tumbling into action. With the help of Koehler, Woke, and
Roselle, Foreman organized the first Earth First! rendezvous in
Dubois, Wyoming (egregiously pronounced "Doo-boys"), at the
T-Cross Ranch at the edge of the Washakie wilderness. He scheduled
it for July fourth, 1980. Koehler came up with the name Round River
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Rendezvous, after Aldo Leopold's metaphor for an ecological worldview. "For years some of us had realized that the best work at every
conference got done i n f o d y , not in the formal sessions, but in the
bullshitting around afterwards," Foreman said. The Buckaroos decided
to have a conference that was all bullshit session.
The flyer for the campout was written in a bad imitation of westem branding lettering and ran down the event this way: "WHY: TO
reinvigorate, enthuse, inspire wilderness activists in the West; to bring
passion, humor, joy, and fervency of purpose back into the cause; to
forge fiendships, cooperation, and alliances throughout the West; to
get drunk together, spark a few romances, and howl at the moon."
Participants were told to bring "camping equipment, food, booze
(lots), weird wilderness outfits, musical instruments, bizarre toys, imagination, a good and gonzo attitude," but sensibly, no pets. Mindful of
the popularity of movement gossip, Foreman dangled hints of hot info
to come, plus an opportunity to learn the trade fiom the pros. "WHO:
Wilderness warriors, shamans, and chie6 fiom around the West and
a few honorary Westerners fiom Washington, DC. A few of the greyhairs of the tibe to pass on the torch. Meet people you've only heard
rumors about before (are -and -really together? does
really dnnk that much? is -really such a jerk?)." Finally, he wrote: "Plan to sleep out or wherever you pass out."
Not surprisingly, the new Earth First! looked a lot like the old
Wilderness Society. In fgct, Foreman and the other Buckaroos hedged
their bets by holding the Rendezvous at the same place the Wilderness
Society staE had celebrated the Bicentennial and billing the event as
a combination Earth First! gathering and Wilderness Society reunion.
Foreman published a crude mimeographed newsletter, Number 0,
which came out a few weeks before the Rendezvous. He gave it the
horrible name Nature More, fiom a Byron poem that was quoted on
the first page. "I love not man the less, but nature more," read the
poem, perhaps the best of a succession of feeble and rather disingenuous attempts to grapple with the charge that the group was misanthropic.
The founders soon realized that Nature More had the honor of
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being the worst name of any environmental publication. It was quite
an achievement to beat Not Man Apart, the Friends of the Earth newspaper. David Brower, FOE'S founder, had lified the phrase fiom a
poem by Robinson Jeffers. After the organization grew, Brower
successfidly defended the name to his board despite overwhelming
statistical evidence that readers-and his own staff--hated it. Fortunately, the Earth First!ers didn't have to deal with someone of Brower's sizeable stature, ego, or stubbornness. The name of the second
issue of the Earth First! newsletter, edited by Susan Morgan, uneventfully became Earth First. (The exclamation point had not yet
made its appearance.) By then, Foreman had found a Stephen Crane
poem that expressed the group's goo+ vision of apocalypse.
Many workmen
Built a huge ball of masonry
Upon a mountaintop
Then they went to the valley below,
And they turned to behold their work.
"It is grand," they said;
They loved the thing.
Of a sudden, it moved;
It came upon them swiftly;
It crushed them all to blood.
But some had opportunity to squeal.
The second issue-Number 1, Volume 1-announced that Earth
First! was ready and willing to squeal. "Like Pallas Athena springing
fully armed from the brow of Zeus, Earth First enters the wilderness
fiay . . ." trumpeted the mimeographed sheet. " 'What!?' you say.
'Another wdderness group? There are more wilderness groups than
plague fleas on a New Mexico prairie dog! I already belong to nine
of the damn things. Why another one? Why Earth First?'
"Because," it continued, "we're different."
And they were. Earth First No. 1 set a tone-satirical but still
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serious enough to rally the troops-that helped give the group its
unique role in the environmental movement. The agenda set by the
Buckaroos in Earth First No. 1 was the substance behind the satire,
the group's real contribution to the environmental movement.
The Earth First! pladorm, laid out in the first newsletter and in
many subsequent editions of the Earth First!]ournal, consisted of a plan
to preserve one major wilderness area in every ecosystem in the
United States. To the Buckaroos, that meant setting aside forty-four
wilderness areas of 1 million acres or more. Slices of ecosystems had
already been preserved, such as Maine's Baxter State Park, the Florida
Everglades, and Big Bend National Park. The Buckaroos proposed
major, mind-blowing expansions of those parks. In k t , very few parks
or forests met their criteria for big wilderness-tracts of wild land large
enough for natural processes to go on undisturbed. The only places
that did were the Bob Marshall Wilderness and nearby Glacier National Park. In these areas, the Buckaroos proposed closing down
merely a road or two.
The high desert of Oregon, the red desert of southern Wyoming,
the prairie and floodplains that lined the Missouri River in Montana.
A one-million-acre preserve in southern California for the California
condor. One million acres of South Texas brush country to keep
ocelots and jaguarundis slinking and mating in peace and harmony.
Reading Earth first!'^ list, one could almost see the Hieronymus Bosch
landscape that swarmed and slithered in the overheated prose of
sixteenth-century Jesuits who had come to the New World to convert
the heathen Indians. Ofien the Jesuit accounts were wildly inaccurate;
the elephant that had been seen by one priest was either a figment of
his imagination or a very early circus runaway. But the tone of
wonder-along with the salesmanship-in these early dispatches is
genuine. Frightening as it sometimes was, precolonial America was
the closest thing the priests could imagine to Eden. Reading the less
poetic but more amusing Earth First! newspaper, one could almost
believe it was possible to restore it.
The word restoration had not yet become a buzz word in the environmental movement. But the Buckaroos were already running with
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the idea. In Earth First No. 1 , they announced that they didn't just
want to stop development; they wanted to turn it around. "It is time
to recreate wdderness; identi* key areas, close roads, remove developments, and reintroduce extirpated wildlife."
It was not until 1988, when former Friends of the Earth staffer
John Berger organized the first national conference on ecosystem restoration in Berkeley, California, that the mainstream environmental
movement would start tossing around the ideas that Earth First! had
proposed almost a decade earlier. Even with Earth first!'^ outrageous,
attention-grabbing tactics-or perhaps because of them-their serious
message had a hard time getting through. "It's time to be passionate.
It's time to be tough," Foreman wrote in an early newsletter. "It's
time to have the courage of the civil rights workers who went to jail."
Of all of them, he best understood the inertia that they were up
against. His experience had made him angry; it had also built his
determination to do things differently.
With the preppy shadow of Bill Turnage looming oflitage, the
newsletter promised that Earth First! would not get hung up on organizational politics. It proudly announced that the group did not own
a photocopy machine. But an environmental group is an environmental group. Later issues would establish another Earth First! tradition: the "usual disgusting plea for money."
In the meantime the Buckaroos were pleading for bodies, not cash.
They urged everyone to show up at the first Round River Rendezvous. They weren't disappointed. AU the old &ends rallied around.
Faithfkl Susan Morgan agreed to produce the Earth First! newsletter.
Even Debbie Sease put in a guest appearance, making an entrance
with her new boyfhend, Sierra Club field representative Russ Shay.
Other missionaries fiom the straight world arrived. Bruce Hamilton
came, accompanied by a cohort of Sierra Club activists. The federal
land management agencies were thoroughly, if surreptitiously, represented: the National Park Service, the National Forest Service, even
the Bureau of Land Management. Not to mention the white-collar
government guys who had known Koehler and Foreman during hardcharging legislative sessions. Why shouldn't they be fiiends? They
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were all about the same age and had chosen their careers for the same
basic reason, crackbrained idealism. Usually it was only a fine shade
of personality difference that kept them on opposite sides of the fence.
One sympathetic official even adopted the nom de monkeywrench
Big Don Schwarzenegger'and ascended to the Circle of DarknessEarth first!'^ unofficialboard of directors. Debbie, on the other hand,
was relegated to La Manta MojaQ, the Wet Blankets. This was Foreman's idea of separation of powers. The Wet Blankets were charged
with the task of preventing the Circle of Darkness from going too far.
Needless to say, Debbie was appointed to her post by the smartassand still smarting-Dave Foreman.
By the end of the first Round River Rendezvous, the skeleton of
Earth First! had pretty much formed. But what would animate it? Back
in April, Foreman and about a dozen fiends had moved their Frankenstein's feet a few tentative steps. They schlepped a heavy wooden
plaque into Cooney, a New Mexico ghost town north of Glenwood.
Sweating and laughmg, they seated the phony historical marker in a
hole. It was a monument to Victorio, an Apache Inman who led a
raid on the Cooney mining camp on April 28, 1880. The message on
the marker explained the reason Victorio was being honored. "Victorio strove to protect these mountains fiom mining and other destructive activities of the white race."
It wasn't exactly a public-relations coup. The Silver City Daily
Press, which billed itself the "Gateway to the Gila Wilderness," ran a
photo. Victorio's monument was about one notch up fiom your basic
Associated Press novelty item, like the man with 36,000 library books
or the bony mare that found its way home across ten states.
Despite his gutsy facade, the winter afier the Rendezvous was a boring
and vaguely desperate time for Foreman. In the fill, he returned briefly
to Washington to lobby the New Mexico wilderness bill through
Congress. The rest of the time he was stuck in Bernalillo, firing off
memo afier memo. Funds were low to nonexistent. Foreman was
digging into what was left of his savings and trying to sell off the land
in Glenwood that he had been saving for his retirement. In the mean-
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time, if this thing was going to work, the Buckaroos would have to
act fist. They couldn't organize a political campaign. That would cost
too much money. What they had to do was stage the ultimate PR
coup. It had to be sharp, it had to be hnny, it had to be big. Most
of all, it had to be on TV. In other words, a simple, easy-to-read
declaration of independence. Along with playing to the masses, the
event would send a special message to the initiate. The message was:
We're not gonna take it. The medium would send shock waves though
the arrogant, ramrod-up-their-butts honchos at the Wilderness Society
and the Sierra Club.
Finally Foreman hit on the idea that would bust Earth First! loose
from the puny typewriter he had borrowed fiom his kid sister. The
answer was simple, when you really thought about it. Especially if you
had read every word Edward Abbey ever wrote. What was the ultimate symbol of the greed and stupidity that were destroying the West?
The biggest visual aid on the planet? It had to be Glen Canyon Dam.
Three million cubic feet of concrete had destroyed a place that existed
outside time. Starting with the 1869 account written by one-armed
explorer John Wesley Powell, visitors to the canyon had described
with awe its stone amphitheaters and alcoves; the turrets and spires
that rose fiom the canyon floor like visions of a lost city; and the
canyon's odd, secret places, like the storm-carved hollow Powell
named Music Temple for the sound of the wind running through it.
In 1963, Glen Canyon began its slow death by drowning as water
filled the 186-mile reservoir sacrilegiously named afier the late explorer. Foreman's generation, and all the generations that came afier
it, would never see the canyon.
Foreman ran the idea of a Glen Canyon shindig past the Circle
of Darkness. They were enthusiastic. His next move was to recruit
Edward Abbey. The two men had never met, but lack of chutzpah
was never Foreman's problem. He figured that the guy who wrote
The Monkey Wrench Gang would like the idea of having his fictional
characters come to life. Hell, afier writing a book that was a goddamn
call to arms, Abbey couldn't fail to come through. Could he? It turned
out that Foreman was right. Abbey agreed to meet Foreman and his
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band of ecofieaks at the spring rites. He even invited a few friends,
like Ken Sanders.
Sanders blasted into Lone Rock campground on the afternoon of
March 30. No Abbey. Instead, a grim-looking bunch of guys blocking
a VW bus. Big and bearded, they stood with their legs splayed, arms
crossed over their chests, scaring straight at him. Sanders noticed that
there was this black plastic thing draped over the bus. This unidentifiable thing. The guys were acting totally paranoid, but Sanders stonewalled. A &end had sent him, he toId them. "No way. I wasn't going
to drop Abbey's name," he said, shaking his head and laughing. "NO
hcking way."
The Buckaroos circled Sanders like a mean bunch of wolves. The
ice-off went on for hours, Foreman giving Sanders the worst of his
hooded stares, Koehler wobbling over to him like a Mexican soccer
player afler a ten-day gutter binge, Howie Wolke flexing his muscles
with a wholesome, athletic sort of menace, and Mike Roselle, with
his rubbery basketball player's body, looming over Sanders's airspace
in a leering, maniacal way.
Finally some gesture was made, a beer proffered. By the time
Abbey showed up with Clarke Cartwright, the latest in a series of
young girlfriends, Sanders knew all about the weird thing on top of
the VW bus. It wasn't that mysterious, just a 300-foot sheet of black
polyurethane, the kind used more commonly as a weed killer in organic gardens than as a prop. But performance art was probably the
best explanation for how this piece of plastic was going to be used.
Foreman said as much to the clerk at Babbitt's hardware in FlagsM,
who wanted to know why anyone would need such a big piece of
plastic.
"We're art students," said Foreman. "This here is our master's
thesis."
"Sure like to see it when you're done," the clerk replied.
"Just look in the paper Monday morning," Foreman told him.
Louisa Willcox was amused by the testosterone-induced fice-off between Sanders and the Buckaroos. Sanders, with his long hair and
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funky '54 Chevy truck, sure didn't look like a spy. But paranoia was
part of the game. It was a game she was heartily enjoying. She had
driven down with Howie Wolke and Mike Roselle, red-rock Utah a
blur of beer, fist dnving, and nonstop talk. By morning, when about
seventy-five people had shown up at Lone Rock campground, things
started moving even faster. Louisa was in demand and not just for her
feminine charms-the knot-tying skills she had learned in mountaineering school were needed for the Buckaroos' "art project." Other
people were being recruited, too. Cagey Ron Kezar was deemed the
perfect getaway-car driver. There were new fices, too. Just like Ken
Sanders, Toby McLeod and Randy Hayes had been lured to the scene
by Ed Abbey. They had telephoned to ask if they could interview
him for a documentary. He suggested that they meet at Lone Rock.
When they showed up, they were briefed on the art project and
quickly agreed to immortalize it on film.
Foreman was in his element. His wispy ginger hair flew in all
directions as he ran around like a combination mad scientist and
D. W. Griffith. (He and Bart were having a contest to see who could
grow his hair longer. Foreman, already slightly balding, was losing.)
Dave made quite a picture, dressed in a cheesy red, white, and blue
polyester warm-up jacket with USA splashed all over it. Both Foreman and his jacket looked like fictory seconds fiom the '76 Olympics.
But you couldn't miss the message. Goddarnrnit, it was time to wrest
the land of the fiee away fiom the Marines.
The guests who turned out for Earth first!'^ coming out party
were a little less likely to wave the flag. A cross between standardissue hippie and the young, fieshly scrubbed western outdoorsy type,
they stood by discreetly as the black polyurethane "art" was borne
away to its destiny. Most were content merely to smile as they rubbed
their hands and stamped their feet awnst the cold.
Part exorcism, part lunacy, the whole thing went off almost too
easily, despite the fict that the authorities had been tipped off that
something, they didn't know what, was going to happen at the dam.
Louisa, Howie Wolke, Bart Koehler, Dave Foreman, and a guy fiom
Montana named Tony Moore had no trouble getting to the top of
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the dam. They simply bypassed the generator room, where police
were waiting for them, walked to the top of the dam,and clambered
over a fence. Using the climbers' knots she had mastered at NOLS,
Louisa fastened the plastic to a series of grates running across the
walkway. Not far away, &om a steel bridge spanning the remains of
Glen Canyon, Ed Abbey and the crowd of sixty or seventy Earth
First! supporters hooted and applauded as a 300-foot ersatz crackthat very same sheet of black plastic-ufirled down the dam's
eyeless machine fice. "Earth First!" shouted Abbey. "Free the
Colorado!"
The Monkey Wrench Gang had come to life.

I
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The monument to Victorio hadn't exactly rocked the nation, but the
cracking of Glen Canyon Dam certainly grabbed people's attention.
The first person to sit up and take notice was Ed White. White was
the deputy sheriff of Page, Arizona, the town created by the Bureau
of Reclamation in 1957 out of a sandy, barely populated mesa that
happened to be near Glen Canyon. White showed up just as Ed Abbey, speech in hand, was hoisting his six-foot-three fiame up onto the
tailgate of Ken Sanders's pickup. It was an auspicious debut for Alfonso
the Chevy's career as the official Earth First! stage. More than that, it
was a moment of sadness and anger, a moment of hope. A golden
moment, as the network programmers say. The plastic crack was flapping in the breeze. The dam crackers had coolly taken the elevator
down to the visitors' center parking lot, where Bart Koehler, masquerading as country-and-western star Johnny Sagebrush, warmed up
the crowd with a few tunes. Toby McLeod and Randy Hayes were
still rolling their cameras, after capturing shots of the scurrying figures
on the dam and the ufirling of the dramatic crack now officially
loosed on the media world.
"Oppose the destruction of our homeland. If resistance is not
enough, subvert!" Abbey read &om a sheet of paper. Ed White was
busy taking down information fiom Howie Woke and Dave Foreman's drivers' licenses when he realized what he was hearing. "Is that
Ed Abbey?" he asked, his pen stalled in midair. Foreman, who had
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been rather ovenealously using the word sir in his dealings with the
deputy sheriff, merely smiled.
There were no arrests at Glen Canyon that day. But in the Earth
First! archives a photograph of the two Eds, Abbey and White, floats
around like a stray remnant of black plastic bobbing on the artifical
blue waters of Lake Powell. And somewhere the man named Ed
White, a true fin,probably still has the autbgraph personally given to
him by the author of The Monkey Wrench Gang on a rather memorable
day of the deputy sheriffs life.
David Brower was another person who paid serious attention when
the Glen Canyon dam cracked. The prematurely white-haired mountaineer was the environmental movement's high priest, its resident
genius, patriarch, and bad boy rolled into one. The writer John
McPhee had given him the double-edged moniker "the archdruid,"
which conveyed both vision and intransigence. So when Foreman
wrote his letter to Edward Abbey, something significant happened in
the environmental movement. Or didn't happen. Because Foreman
chose not to write to the archdruid. His reasons were sound. After
all, Brower, the century's premier conservationist, had sold out Glen
Canyon.
In one way, at least Brower's story was typical. David Brower was
drawn to conservation work, where he would have to deal with people almost every waking hour, because he was shy. The son of an
engineer, Brower felt more at home in the natural world than in the
boxy buildings of his hometown of Berkeley, California. The young
David Brower had ample reason to be timid. An accident had knocked
out his teeth while he was an i&t. By the time his grown-up teeth
grew in he was twelve years old. Cruel fellow students already had
nicknamed him "The Toothless Boob." Brower spent his youth
roaming the hills on the eastern outskirts of town, either alone or
accompanied by his mother, who was blind. Brower's belief in the
power of words began with the experience of describing the darkgreen oaks and golden grasses of the East Bay hills to his mother.
Because she could not see, he had to expand his own visiom2
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At age twelve Brower read M y First Summer in the Sierra, the book
John Muir had written as a young man. Not long afierward, he began
exploring Muir's territory. By the time he entered the University of
California at Berkeley, he had adopted the Sierra as his second home.
To his later regret, he didn't last long in college. Too shy, too independent, or both. After a year or two, Brower gave in to the allure
of the mountains. He dropped out and began spending as much time
as he could in the Sierra. According to Stephen Fox's excellent book
The Amerrerrcan
Conservation Movement:]ohn Muir and His Legacy, Brower
made thirty-three first ascents in the Sierra in the 1930s. Once he
climbed three 14,000-foot peaks in twelve hours. In 1935 he began
living in Yosemite National Park? "In those days-the late 1920sbackpacking and mountaineering were considered the oddest of preoccupations, the province of slightly deranged British peers," writes
Marc Reisner in his book about western water issues, Cadillac Desert.
"The Sierra Nevada, which is invaded by so many hikers today that
it feels like a zoo, was virtually devoid of humanity. The rapture
Brower experienced there transported him to a mystic state; it became
a dependency, a drug. He had food and supplies cached all over the
place; he could return to one weeks afier laying it in and it would
still be there. Like his hero John Muir, Brower grew intimate with
vast proportions of that range."4
One of the ways conservation groups thrive is by adopting bright,
talented misfits like Brower and turning their eccentricities to good
account. In Brower's case, it was quite naturally the Sierra Club that
brought him into the fold. In the summer of 1933, when Brower was
twenty-one years old, he met photographer Ansel Adams. Adams
sponsored him for club membership. Brower also became fiiends with
attorney Dick Leonard, a tough mountaineer who was a mover and
shaker in Sierra Club politics. His most important mentor, though,
was the gentle Francis Farquhar. Leonard and Adams both represented
parts of Brower's own character. Leonard was a mountaineer, a man
of action. Adams and Brower shared an aesthetic sensibility. But Farquhar was an old-world gentleman. Like a fither, he welcomed
Brower into his family, his library, his darkroom, and finally into his
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magazine, the Sierra Club Bulletin. Brower inherited the editorship
fiom him in 1946.
Until he was drafied in World War 11, Brower led the Sierra
Club's high-country hiking hips. People fell in love with his airy good
looks, his creative mind, and the sense of fkeedom he brought to the
Sierra Club's well-appointed mass exchrsions into the wilderness. In
the mountains, Brower lost his shyness; he was incandescent. "Once
in the company of people who shared his devotion to alpine country,
to climbing and skiing and waxing theological about the meaning of
nature, Brower grew steadily more self-confident," writes Russell
Martin in A Story That Stands Like a Dam: Glen Canyon and the Struggle
. ~ insecurity ebbing under the glow of apfor the Soul ofthe W e ~ tHis
proval, Brower entered Sierra Club mythology as the reincarnation of
its founder, John Muir. Engineers, lawyers, and college professors provided the Sierra Club's financial and organizational backbone. But
Muir, a self-taught scientist, abused child, poet, inventor, gentleman
firmer, writer, and eccentric, had given the club its heart. Cornball as
his prose was, Muir's transcendental vision was the animating dream
for hundreds, if not thousands, of people whose lives revolved around
the Sierra Club. The Sierra Club always had a split personality. When
Brower stepped in, Muir's romantic vision was once again in ascendancy.
Brower's tenure at the Sierra Club was a wrinkle in the usual
organizational pattern. Environmental groups and businesses alike are
generally started by charismatic visionaries. If the organization survives, the visionaries give way, peacehlly or not so peacemy, to the
managerial class of executive. But rarely does a visionary take hold for
a second time. After its initial forays into national politics around the
time of the Hetch Hetchy debate in 1914, the Sierra Club had lapsed
into being a provincial and fiirly apolitical California hiking club.
When David Brower became head of the Sierra Club, the group was
reborn into a passionate, political idealism.
But the club's lawyers and engineers remained their stolid selves
and it wasn't long before Brower found himself bucking traditional
club politics. Brower had started off fiirly conservative himself. But
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after a brief skirmish with anti-FDR Republicanism, his politics became more liberal. In conservation matters, he was radical, making
wilderness his guiding principle rather than gearing policies toward
human use. Brower's wilderness orientation was a big leap for the
Sierra Club. In the beginning, he moved caremy. In the 1930s he
worked almost exclusively for the Sierra Club Bulletin, where he could
not directly influence policy. Then World War I1 interrupted his career. Brower won three battle stars and a bronze star during his World
War I1 service with the elite Tenth Mountain Division, where he
instructed troops in climbing techniques and served as a battalion intelligence officer. In 1949 the conquering hero was appointed to the
club's board of directors.
That year also marked a high point for the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation, whose officials would soon come to consider David Brower
their worst enemy. The agency had been created in 1902 to aid settlers
along the western fiontier. Twenty years later its political role was
solidified by the Colorado River Storage Compact, which divided the
water of the Colorado River among the western states like poker
chips. Shortly after the agreement was made, it became apparent that
the game was fir fiom over. The Colorado had swollen to unusual
heights in the teens and twenties. As the river subsided-and population grew-too many states were left fighting over too little water.
Los Angeles, with its obscene growth rate and nonexistent resources,
would have been enough to tip the balance. But everybody wanted
a piece of the action. Water was the currency of development and
development equaled money. Local and state pols squabbled over the
Colorado River like pig jockeying for position at a rapidly emptying
trough. Out of the fiee-for-all of water politics, the U.S. Bureau of
Reclamation grew into an empire. It was a remarkable story, welltold in Cadillac Desert. But the conservation movement played a &rly
small role in it until the dispute over Dinosaur National Monument
rolled around in the 1950s.
By then, Floyd Dominy, the J. Edgar Hoover of Western water,
had consolidated so much power that BuRec engineers no longer
thought about measly little dams, but about projects. The year Brower
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became a Sierra Club board member, the first of these megabuck
water-diversion schemes was floating around Congress. The $1-billion
contraption was called the Colorado River Storage Project. It included
four dams, one of which would inundate a section of Grand Canyon
National Monument. If the plan went through it would stitch up the
Escalante-canyon country-like an overly ambitious seamstress.
It was a mark of the times that the Sierra Club did not oppose
the Colorado project. The club's board endorsed Dominy's plan, despite the fact that it would intrude on national parkland. Some people,
like David Brower, felt the club's approval contradicted its own history. In the early 1900s the dub had lost a protracted, brutal conflict
over the proposal to dam Hetch Hetchy canyon in Yosemite National
Park. So much blood was spilled in the fight over Hetch Hetchy that
Grly little industrial development was allowed in the national parks
for the next forty years. But as the bustling Bureau of Reclamation
started running out of good dam sites, the agency's greedy eyes became fixed on the park system.
In the first go-round, Brower was able to pass a resolution delaying
formal-Sierra Club approval until a dam was built in Glen Canyon,
which was not on federal land. Only if Glen Canyon Dam proved
inadequate would the Sierra Club endorse shutting off the Colorado
as it roared through the Grand Canyon.
The real issue was fir greater than one canyon, no matter how
beautifid. The integrity of the national park system was at stake. The
U.S. Park Service had a double mandate: to preserve land and to
render it accessible. This contradictory mission was causing enough
problems in the age of the automobile. But parks legislation made no
mention of industrial development, either pro or con. Several times,
the Park Service had allowed utilities to cross park boundaries. But
most of this development was hidden, like the water-diversion tunnel
in Rocky Mountain National Park, which had been built in the 1930s.
A dam in the Grand Canyon was far more serious. It would mean
that parks and monuments were no difKerent fiom the national forests,
just another part of the industrial landscape.
By 1952, the issue stood out in sharper relief. A squabble between
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Arizona and California had nixed the Grand Canyon dam, but the
giant Colorado River Storage Project was still being bounced around.
These days the BuRec boys were training their slide rules on a section
of Dinosaur National Monument called Echo Park. Alerted to the
threat, Bernard De Voto arose like a squat intellectual genie created
for the sole purpose of bedeviling western businessmen. In 1950, De
Voto wrote an article for The Saturday Evening Post called "Shall We
Let Them Ruin Our National Parks?" which criticized the more egregious aspects of the CRSP. The article was a hit. M e r it was reprinted
in Reader's Digest, it drew new visitors to the remote Escalante region.
Suddenly the Bureau of Reclamation's entire mission was in question.
The Bureau was no longer universally viewed as the savior of struggling pioneers. Increasingly it was seen for what it had become: a
political giant handing out multimillion-dollar plums to private industries like Bechtel, Standard Oil, and Del Monte.
It was around this time that David Brower discovered the Southwest. The region became the love of his mature years. The deserts of
the Four Corners, with their long vistas, flat mesas, and dark clouds,
were conducive to reflection. More can be seen; the loneliness of the
landscape is a source of strength. It was an appropriate place to be at
a time when death starts to seem real, when life is taking on sharper
contours. Yet Brower the mountaineer was not slowed by middle age.
He made many technical climbs when he was in his forties, including
pioneering a climbing route up Shiprock in Navajo country. In 1953
he took a trip on the Green River. Floating through Dinosaur National Monument was a life-changing experience for Brower. Living
on river time, the particulars of existence were determined by the
relative heat of sun on sandstone, by the river's current. Afier a few
days, Brower was no longer even moving on river time; he was in
sync with geology. The year before, he had been hired as the Sierra
Club's first paid executive director. Struck hard by canyon country,
Brower was determined to use his new position to save it.
Brower's interest in the Southwest was shared by a wealthy Sierra
Club member named Edward Mallinckrodt, Jr. Mallinckrodt was a
chemical manufacturer who loved nature, an irony less apparent in
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the days before Silent Spring. He already had been tapped by Howard
Zahniser over at the Wilderness Society to foment rebellion against
the Bureau of Reclamation in Washington, D.C. Characteristically,
the Beltway-bound Zahniser hadn't even heard about Dinosaur National Monument until it was touted as a potential dam site. But he
got the point in a hurry. In 1950, he set up a committee to protect
Dinosaur, appointing Mallinckrodt one of its members. The Izaak
Walton League, the Audubon Society, and even the National Wildlife
Federation all joined. Only the Sierra Club hung back. Mallinckrodt,
a devoted Sierra Clubber, became determined to dislodge the club
fiom its California provincialism.
With Mallinckrodt's backing, Brower took on the Dinosaur issue.
Brower had little experience as a political activist, so his first foray was
on fimiliar turf--the wilderness. In the summer of 1953, he organized
three float trips down the Green River, inviting along a few dozen
influential conservationists. This was a tactic the Sierra Club had used
since its inception in 1892.John Muir had been convinced that people
who experienced the wilderness would want to save it. By 1989, this
tradition would climb to new heights of media sophistication as Los
Angeles stafTers led perennial starlet Morgan Fairchild and Sen. Alan
Cranston on cushy forays into the California desert accompanied by
as many reporters as they could muster. It was all for a good cause.
Cranston had introduced a sweeping desert-protection bill endorsed
by the conservationists. As dways, visuals made a difference.
Under the direction of David Brower, however, the club's political and aesthetic arsenals expanded well beyond celebrity-studded wilderness outings. Dinosaur National Monument became the focus of
Brower's power to mythologize, to pull together the strands of biology
and history to form a coherent message. With Brower's help, the
environmentally concerned publisher Alf?ed Knopf rushed through a
book called This Is Dinosaur. Edited by Brower's fiend, the western
novelist, biographer, and essayist Wallace Stegner, with essays by
Olaus Murie and others, the book nonetheless bore Brower's creative
stamp. The publication history of This Is Dinosaur also was marked by
Brower's growing political sophistication-the first copies landed on
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the desks of congressmen. With Brower's passion and the coalitionbuilding skills of Howard Zahniser, opposition to the Echo Park dam
became more widespread. The strategy was this: Conservationists
would not oppose the whole Colorado River Storage Project. They
might threaten to scuttle it, but in reality they simply didn't have
enough clout to do it successfully. Nor could they achieve unanimity
among themselves on such a sweeping antidevelopment stand. But
they could knock Echo Park out of the proposal. To make things
easier, they could throw the Bureau of Reclamation a bone-Glen
Canyon. Glen Canyon was on Navajo land, not in a park or a monument. Few people outside of the Southwest had ever heard of it.
When hearings convened on January 18,1954, Brower was ready.
The engineer's son was armed with passion, but he also had a secret
weapon. His secret weapon was Walter Huber, the president of the
American Society of Civil Engineers. Primed by Huber, Brower followed Howard Zahniser, who rather ineffectually quoted fiom the
Robert Southey poem "The Cataract of Lodore" because one of the
side canyons which would be flooded was named afier it. By contrast,
Brower began by comparing Echo Park to Hetch Hetchy, the dam
built in the California Sierra in 1914. In Sierra Club lore, the damming
of Hetch Hetchy had assumed the proportions of Greek tragedy. Not
only had it drowned a beautihl valley, which Brower showed his
Congressional audience in a still-montage film, but it had also reputedly caused John Muir to die of a broken heart. This story handily
ignores the fact that the Sierra Club patriarch was seventy-six years
old when the dam was built and had lost his wife and daughter in the
preceding decade.
That was legend. This was fict: the dam at Hetch Hetchy was
unnecessary. There were many other possible sources of water for the
city of San Francisco. (In the 1980s, Donald Hodel, James Watt's
successor as Secretary of the Interior, would even propose dismantling
it, an unexpected suggestion that mostly got environmentalists suspicious.) More facts. A dam at Echo Park was equally unnecessary.
Brower whipped out a blackboard and, using Huber's figures, corrected the Bureau of Reclamation math. He proved that a dam in
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Glen Canyon would cause less evaporation than one in Dinosaur National Monument. He also proved that a dam in Glen Canyon would
store more water. To be exact, 700,000 acre-feet more. Brower recited these figures with amiable sarcasm, calling his arithmetic "the
simple, ninth-grade va~iety."~
There were several skirmishes before everybody showed their
hands. In the Ed,Zahniser pulled out all the stops, using a publicity
ploy that would develop into one of the primary weapons in the
environmental movement's tactical repertoire. He placed an open letter in the October 31 Denver Post threatening to oppose the entire
Colorado River Storage Project if the Dinosaur dam wasn't deleted
fiom the bill. A fluny of meetings and letters followed, culminating
in the conservationists' winning their main point. The House of Representatives revised the bill to preclude the construction of any dam
or reservoir in a national park or monument. They also added language mandating "adequate protective measures to preclude impairment of the Rainbow Bridge National Monument," which lay in the
path of the water that would back up behind the Glen Canyon Dam.
On January 23, 1956, Brower, Zahniser, and the other members of
the conservation bloc anted up their quid pro quo. They wrote a letter
to Wayne Aspinall, chairman of the House Subcommittee on Irrigation and Reclamation, withdrawing their opposition to the Colorado
Storage Project. The $900-million water project, sans Dinosaur National Monument, was passed by the House on March 1, 1956.
Letter writing, wilderness outings, dazzling congressional testimony, and full-page ads would become standard issue for hotshot
environmental groups in the seventies and eighties. But before the
Dinosaur fight, they had never been used on a mass political scale.
Urged on by senators and congressman who wanted to stop the whole
Colorado River Storage Project, Brower stayed in Washington. But
in 1959 the Sierra Club recoiled fiom its own athleticism. The board
yanked Brower back to San Francisco and adopted an official policy
of cooperation with government officials. Brower felt hog-tied and
turned much of his attention to the club's growing publishing business.
But not permanently. His biggest battle still lay ahead.
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First, though, Brower had to deal with aftershocks of the Dinosaur
fight. Although Dinosaur was considered a victory, it spawned yet
another threat to national parkland. All along, everyone knew that
unless an innovative solution was found, water fiom the Glen Canyon
Dam would seep into Rainbow Bridge National Monument. This was
the same problem that everyone had been trying to avoid in the first
place. The day Rainbow Bridge flooded would be the most visible
encroachment of nontourist development into land administered by
the National Park Service since Hetch Hetchy.
In 1957, David Brower had floated through Glen Canyon with
his M y . ''Drifting here, you learned to perceive, not to preconceive,
what makes a land beautifid," he wrote in text that accompanied photographs by Phillip Hyde in the Sierra Club Bulletin:

Beauty is where you see it and you saw it often where the big
river, thin-edged with green, slid along under the pastel tapestries. An old river had built the stone grain by grain, and the
new river was shaping it-imperceptibly aided by artists who
left long ago. You didn't quite catch the river in the act of
sculpturing, but the color of the Colorado assured you that
creation was still going on. . . . Down in the main gorge the
vista was fine enough, but what really counted was what you
could seek out in a hundred tributary clefts. Georgie White
knew when the big boats should be tied up and people should
start walking, and you learned to know Warm Springs, the
silence of Moki Canyon, and the strangeness of Hole-in-theRock. There were the antiquities that you discovered, and
some that would never be. . . . High above the noonday twilight of Hidden Passage you might have looked small but you
felt big. For all the massiveness and height, your own good
feet could put you there and had. There was time to rest in
shady silence, to wonder how, to begin to understand why,
once again, to know yourself
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Brower was aghast at his role in the canyon's destructiondeshuction he had not just allowed, but promoted, for God's sake.
"Glen Canyon died in 1963 and I was partly responsible for its death,"
Brower would write in the introduction to The Place No One Knew.
Before he wrote those words, he made one last attempt to correct his
mistake. On January 21, 1963,he spent the morning fidgeting in the
anteroom of the Secretary of the Interior like a kid outside the principal's office. He wanted to ask Stewart Udall to delay sealing the
diversion tunnel at Glen Canyon Dam. If the tunnel was sealed on
schedule, tourists would be able to row their boats up to Rainbow
Bridge, a natural arch made of eroded desert sandstone, despite the
government's pledge to protect it. Millions of dollars and untold hours
of human labor were all pressing the project forward. It was a hopeless
cause.
Brower waited and waited. With the death of Howard Zahniser,
he had become the most powerfd man in the environmental movement. But he waited in vain. Stewart Udall rehsed to see him. Udall
was busy preparing for a press conference. He was getting ready to
announce a plan that would make a few feet of water at Rainbow
Bridge look like kid stuff. Floyd Dorniny, the cigar-chomping chief
of the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation, had gone back to his original
idea: constructing two big cash-register dams in the Grand Canyon.
They would be part of yet another Bureau of Reclamation behemoth,
the Pacific Southwest Water Plan. And Stew Udall, the conservation
conscience of President Kennedy's cabinet, was going to let him. The
Pacific Southwest Water Plan promised to bring a hefiy increase in
water to Udall's home state of Arizona. Udall may have been a conservationist, but he was also a native son, the descendant of Mormon
pioneers who had struck it rich in an arid land. One year before the
founding of Salt Lake City, Udall's great-grandfither, John D. Lee,
had traveled to New Mexico to learn irrigation techniques fiom the
Mexicans who had been living there since the 1500s. He reported
back to Brigham Young, helping to make possible the Mormon empire in Utah? Udall understood the quasi-religious significance ofwa-

162

COYOTES A N D TOWN DOGS

ter in a dry land. A modem-day John D. Lee, Udall had traveled to
the h w a y city of Washington, D.C. Now he was ready to do his
duty to the clan.
More than the fite of the Grand Canyon was riding on the Southwest water project, as Marc Reisner reported in Cadillac Desert. The
two big dams on the Grand Canyon were cash-register dams. They
would pay for the construction of two dams on the Trinity River in
northern California, which would supply water to Los Angeles and
the agricultural San Joaquin Valley. By creating a new supply of water
for southern California, the Colorado could be diverted to the longawaited Central Arizona Project, a series of dams, canals, and pumping
stations that would siphon off Arizona's portion of the Colorado
River. Finally, Arizona would get its share out of the Colorado. Udall
was not entirely enthusiastic about damming the canyon, but as an
Arizona home boy, he couldn't pass up an opportunity to get his state
in on the Colorado River bonanza before it went bust.
In the afiernoon, Brower joined the crowd in the conference
room. He sat stunned as Udall announced the new water project.
Several years before, when novelist Wallace Stegner questioned the
sacrifice of Glen Canyon, Brower had argued practicality. He had
talked about the conservation movement's limited resources. He had
talked about compromise, about being reasonable. Never again would
he make these arguments.
After Stewart Udall announced the Grand Canyon scheme,
Brower took the conservationist movement into unmarked territory.
The lobbying blitz to save the Grand Canyon would form the character of the modem environmental movement.
Howard Zahniser had died in June 1964,just three months before
formal passage of the Wilderness Act. Stewart Brandborg, who had
taken Zahniser's place at the Wilderness Society, was still finding his
feet. It was Brower's show. Like his fellow aesthetes John Muir and
the gonzo environmentahsts of Earth First! ("Poetry must be in advance of action" read a quote fiom the French Symbolist poet
Rimbaud in the Earth First! newsletter), Brower's style combined con-
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fiontational politics with highly creative propaganda. In many ways,
the Grand Canyon debate was similar to the one over Echo Park.
Once again, a national monument was threatened. But the whole scale
was different. As a Sierta Club ad printed in the thick of battle read:
"This time it's the Grand Canyon they want to flood. The Grand
Canyon." The two proposed dam sites, Marble Gorge and Bridge
Canyon, actually were located in Grand Canyon National Monument,
which surrounded Grand Canyon National Park. The dams would
have backed up water ninety-three miles, flooding the monument's
bottom. But they also would have affected the park itself in two ways.
Lower Havasu Creek, which Reisner calls the canyon's most beautiful
side stream, would have been completely flooded. The dams also
would have submerged Lava Falls, the biggest, roughest white water
in the canyon. According to Reisner, the entire ecosystem of the
Grand Canyon would have been altered by the dams. Once again, the
nineteenth-century scenic approach to land preservation was running
aground on twentieth-century technology.
The Pacific Southwest Water Plan was truly grandiose, even by
the standards of the mid-twentieth century. It was enough to keep
even the hard-drinking, whoremongering BuRec Commissioner
Floyd Dominy interested in a job that was threatening to get stale. In
addition to nailing down the Arizona situation, it called for two major
water projects in Utah and construction of the Hooker Dam, which
would inundate part of Aldo Leopold's legacy, New Mexico's Gila
Wilderness.
As it turned out, it was not the job that was getting stale; it was
Dominy. He misjudged the temperament of the American people.
Even some of the industrial megamachine's high priests were finding
that they preferred hot, harsh canyons to pork-barrel water projects.
The Pacific Southwest Water Project probably marks the first time
that a dam &led to win the full support of its state delegation. Wildcard libertarian Republican Barry Goldwater flat out refused to back
a dam in Marble Canyon, where he had traveled six times. Nuking
the Vietnamese was one thing, but blowing away prime cowboy
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mythmaking apparatus was another. Marble Canyon was exactly what
a canyon should be, said Goldwater. According to Russell Martin:
"Marble Canyon . . . for reasons the senator had a hard time making
abundantly clear, was different. Its scenic beauty, its grandeur, its towering c l i s of Redwall limestone surely ought to be preserved in their
pristine state. . . . Reflecting on Marble Canyon, the senator said,
made him long for the hture day when new technologies would make
it unnecessary to dam any more fiee-flowing rivers."'
David Brower felt the same way. He drafted a trio of MIT boys
-a mathematician, an economist, and a nuclear engineer-to explain
to Congress why the Central Arizona Project could just as easily run
on coal or nuclear energy. Both were thought to be panaceas in those
naive days. Even Floyd Dominy was forced to testifj. that it was "theoretically possible" to build CAP without damming the Grand
Canyon.
Brower's tour de force was not limited to Washington, D.C.
While he testified to Congress, Brower simultaneously staged an unprecedented media campaign. Sierra Club members around the country argued their cause with editorial boards of their local newspapers.
Club publications camed citizen alerts, asking members to write to
their congressmen and senators. Thousands of letters poured in, then
hundreds of thousands. It wasn't hard to capture the American imagination when you had something as iconic as the Grand Canyon. In
Washington, Brower entered copies of The Place N o One Knew into
the Con&essional record, along with a new book, Time and the River
Flowing: Grand Canyon. He loaned out copies of a Sierra Club film
on Glen Canyon. When questioned on his previous advocacy of
Glen Canyon Dam and the Sierra Club's long-ago support for Bridge
Canyon dam, Brower replied that the current opposition to Grand
Canyon dams represented an "evolution in our own thinking."
"Ten years ago I was tesafjing in fivor of a higher Glen Canyon
Dam and I wish I had been struck dead at the time," he said. "We
found out how wrong we had been. I would just stress that over these
years our own thinking has evolved, and I still hope that Mr. Udall's
d . 9 ' 9
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Well, Mr. Udall's did, but it took more work on Brower's part.*
Afier the hearings ended, conservationists got a tip that dam supporters
might try to railroad through a piece of legislation. Brower was convinced that his opponents were running scared. He decided to press
his advantage. O n June 9, 1966, The New York Times, The Washington
Post, the Sun Francisco Chronicle, and the Los Angeles Times all carried
hll-page ads placed by the Sierra Club. Each paper split its press run
so that Brower could see which idea worked better, his straightforward
open letter to Stewart Udall, or the ad written by San Francisco consultants Howard Gossage and Jerry Mander. (Mander, a critic of technology, later became known for his books Four Arguments for the
Elimination of Television and In the Absence ofthe S m d . ) It was Mander
and Gossage's splashy ad, hands down. "NOW ONLY YOU CAN SAVE
GRAND CANYON FROM BEING FLOODED . . . FOR PROFIT" read the
ad. The body copy went into more detail, but the ending came back
to the issue's emotional core. "Remember, with all the complexities
of Washington politics and Arizona politics, and the ins and outs of
c~rnrnitteesand procedures, there is only one simple, incredible issue
here: This time it's the Grand Canyon they want to flood. The Grand
Canyon."
Response to the ad was so overwhelming that the ad itself became
news. But Moms Udall, who not only was a congressman &om Arizona but also happened to be Stewart Udall's younger brother, was
hrious. He thought the ad was tremendously unfiir to his brother,
who had been responsible for setting aside a great deal of wilderness
in the West. He still hadn't cooled off by cocktail hour, when he had
arranged to meet Sheldon Cohen at the Congressional Hotel. Cohen

* Udall's thinking continued to evolve after he left public office. In 1981 he
wrote: "Myths die hard . . . it is not easy to take a country conditioned to
believe that every problem has a technical solution and to persuade its citizens
that a major change of orientation has become necessary." This passage comes
from a foreword Udall wrote for Ownhoot, by W i a m R. Catton, Jr., University of Illinois Press, 1982. Catton's book is a Neo-Malthusian Bible to
deep ecologists.
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just happened to be commissioner of the Internal Revenue Senrice.
Less than twenty-four hours later-four o'clock in the afiernoon on
June 10, according to Russell Martin's account in A Story That Stands
Like a Dam-the Sierra Club received a letter fiom the IRS threatening its tax-exempt status. The letter also became fiont-page news.
Despite the misgivings of the Sierra Club board of directors,
Brower was buoyant. Hell, this was better publicity than the club had
ever been flush enough to purchase. A second ad followed in July. In
August ad whizzes Mander and Gossage outdid themselves. "SHOULD
WE ALSO FLOOD THE SISTINE CHAPEL SO TOURISTS CAN GET NEAR

ran the full-page ad in The New York Times. Afier
decades of pussyfooting around, the aesthete conservationists were taking on Babbittry full force.
And they were winning. According to Reisner, the writing on
the wall was clear to everyone but Floyd Dominy, who was "bullheaded, willful," and "obsessed with defeating Brower." But in early
1967 the Okie czar of the Bureau of Reclamation was forced to leave
Washington on his annual inspection of international water projects
being built with U.S. assistance. Afier Dominy's plane lified off the
tarmac, Udall directed his aides to come up with an alternative to the
Grand Canyon dams. At that point, their main concern was revving
up enough energy for the Central Arizona Project. T o get the water
to Arizona, engineers had to figure out how to pump it over a 1,200foot mountain pass. The solution was coal, which had already been
tacitly approved by the environmentalists. Dirty, unglarnorous coal,
no engineering feat or tourist attraction. Just smokestacks. Six plants
perched at the edge of canyon country, on the high plateaus of the
Four Corners area in the land of the Navajo and the Hopi. They
would pollute a region known for the clarity of its air, the brightness
of the blue sky that h e d its deep-red mesas. The federal govemment would kick in $81 million to partially fund one of the plants,
the Navajo Generating Station. In return, the plant would allocate
24.3 percent of its generating capacity to the government. The Central
Arizona Project, first approved by Congress eighteen years before,
could finally be built. And environmentalists like Marc Gaede, Terry
THE CEILING?"
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Moore, and Jack Loeffler would have something to occupy them for
the next few years: fighting the Black Mesa mine. They were probably
the only ones who thought it could be stopped. Even Dominy recognized a fait accompli. His only recorded comment was, "My secretary turned chickenshit on me."
Brower's fights to save the canyon country had been a flash point
in environmental consciousness, signaling that Sinclair Lewis's Babbitt
was no longer absolute monarch in America. The outpouring of public
sentiment in the Dinosaur Monument and Grand Canyon battles was
yet another mark of the receding fiontier. The United States had
become a technological society where 80 percent of the population
dreams of a rural existence but lives in cities. Americans' surroundings
had changed but their ideals had not. Jefferson's agrarian model, an
individualistic utopia of yeoman h e r s in which nature provides the
fabric of existence, was still the goal of most Americans. As they felt
it slipping away, they clutched even harder. As Reisner writes, ". . . a
sea change in public feeling toward the natural world was taking place,
one of those epochal shifts that guarantee that things will never be the
same."
Edward Abbey was at the crest of this change in consciousness.
Having grown up hunting and fishing in the woods of Pennsylvania,
he embodied both the new and the old American outdoorsman. Occasionally these impulses were contradictory; but when it came to
technology, Abbey was wholehearted. "One should admit at the outset to a certain bias," he wrote in "The Damnation of a Canyon," an
essay in the book Beyond the Wall. "Indeed I am a 'butterfly chaser,
googly eyed bleeding heart and wild conservative.' I take a dim view
of dams; I find it hard to learn to love cement; I am poorly impressed
by concrete aggregates and statistics in the cubic tons. But in this
weakness I am not alone, for I belong to that ever-growing number
of Americans, probably a good majority now, who have become
aware that a fdly industrialized, thoroughly urbanized, elegantly computerized social system is not suitable for human habitation. Great for
machines, yes. But unfit for people."
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Googly-eyed butterfly chaser though he might be, Abbey was cleareyed enough to know that the environmentalists' victory over the
Bureau of Reclamation was hollow. Thanks to Udall's trade-04 the
Central Arizona Project was finally a sure thing. What was not so sure
was Brower's career at the Sierra Club. He had been behaving in a
high-handed fashion for too long. Yes, he had turned the Sierra Club
into a war machine, pumping its membership fiom 7,000 in 1952 to
77,000 in 1969. He had saved Echo Park and the Grand Canyon; he
had been responsible for protecting the North Cascades and Redwood
National Park. Sales of the nineteen books in the Exhibit Format series
that he originated had climbed to $10 million.
But there were problems. The Sierra Club was becoming financially unstable because of Brower's expenditures. And Brower's own
personality had changed, his fiiends said. The white-hot glare of publicity burned his shyness into megalomania. He became paranoid at
times, usually when someone disagreed with him. Disagreements became more fiequent as he plunged the publishing program into the
red. There were more ambitious projects, new ideas, always new ideas.
Good ones, it was true, but they tumbled out too fast and furiously
for the creaking democratic machinery of the Sierra Club. As always,
Brower took stands that embarrassed the good old boys who liked to
pal around with their local Forest Service guys. Maybe he just moved
too fast in general. He was an idea man, not a manager. Visionary
would become the word most commonly associated with him in later
years. It was a good one to describe the man who propelled the stodgy
conservation movement into the twentieth century. Brower was always running a few steps ahead of history. Like many bright people,
he was impatient, not understanding why it took everyone so long to
catch up.
By 1969 Brower had figured out that nuclear power was not a
gift fiom the gods. He jiggled the rudder, attempting to bring the
Sierra Club into line with his newfound opposition to the proposed
nuclear power plant at Diablo Canyon in California. He launched a
new ad campaign with Jerry Mander called "Spaceship Earth." He
would figure out how to pay for it later.
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Brower's abrupt reversal on the nuclear issue was the last straw for
the club's directors. After a brutal, convoluted fight, the archdruid was
forced out. Many of his former fiiends and mentors, notably Wallace
Stegner, Ansel Adams, and Dick Leonard, believed that Brower had
been "bitten by the worm of power," as Stegner wrote.I0 Only Martin
Litton and Eliot Porter remained hls allies. A Sunset magazine editor,
pilot, and pioneer navigator of wooden dories through the Grand
Canyon, Litton was a crusty individualist. He cared little for what
people thought, and his fidelity to wilderness was clear and unwavering. Eliot Porter was a top-notch photographer whose work had
found its truest and best home in the Exhibit Format books. But their
votes were not enough to protect Brower.
Immediately afier leaving the Sierra Club, David Brower founded
Friends of the Earth, the first environmental group to view ecology
in a social, political, and international context. Fifteen years later,
when FOE hit the skids financially and his staff rebelled against him,
Brower was ousted once again. Without a pause, he founded Earth
Island Institute in 1985. Earth Island was even more innovative. The
small groups that functioned under its umbrella were at the cutting
edge of the mainstream environmental movement in the 1980s. Some
observers, notably journalist Mark Dowie and Public Media Center
director Herb Chao Gunther, believe these groups are models for the
future of the environmental movement. Using new methods, Earth
Island environmentalists tackled issues and institutions that traditional
groups shied away fiom. The Dolphin Project pioneered a consumer
boycott against tuna companies whose drifi nets caused wholesale dolphin slaughter. Carl Anthony sponsored efforts to bring minorities into
the environmental movement, an issue on which the mainstream
groups had behaved shabbily. Brower's brilliance had drawn several
generations of young environmentalists to him, and he was wise
enough to give them their heads. Brower himself remained boyish
and buoyantly handsome even into his eighties; there was something
in him that would not be quelled even by the inevitable losses of eight
decades. But as he grew older, there were occasional signs of humility.
Approaching his eightieth birthday, Brower modestly compared him-
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self to the efficient young men whose work he had fostered. "I've
had lots of ideas in my time," he said. "I've been rather weak on the
follow-up."
The metamorphoses of David Brower took place over decades of alternating triumph, depression, and experimentation. In the meantime,
there was a different tradition for the Buckaroos to draw fi-om-a
southwestern one. The crackpot romantic tradition in the Southwest
went back even further than Black Mesa Defense Fund. In the 19605,
while David Brower was reluctantly sacrificing Glen Canyon in the
name of practicality, Ken Sleight was rounding up his fellow river
guides to try to sink the whole Colorado River Storage Project.
Sleight was a jack Mormon who had found a landscape to match his
laconic speech and sharp eyes in the rocks and river inlets of Glen
Canyon. Led by Sleight, members of the Western River Guides Association showed up at hearings "sartorially complete in sand-caked
sneakers, grease-stained shorts, and straw cowboy hats that had long
since begun to crumble."ll Even combined with a few universitytown liberals who belonged to the Friends of Glen Canyon, they were
no match for the combined power of dam builders and mainstream
conservationists. But they tried. They didn't win, but they found a
fellow traveler and a poet to tell their story in Ed Abbey. In the 1960s,
Sleight and the other guides were p-atehl'just to have a "mouthpiece," as Sleight put it. They had no idea that Abbey would perform
a feat of alchemy for them and for other rebels in the desert Southwest,
first by turning life into art, and then by helping to transform art back
into life in the sloppy, romantic guise of Earth First!
The cracking of Glen Canyon Dam was the public debut of Earth
First! Wire services carried the story; photos of the cracked dam appeared like storm warnings across the Roclues. A talented free-lance
writer named Stewart McBride wrote an article in Outside magazine
that permanently cast Earth First!'s public image. Never mind that
Earth First! hadn't really done anything yet; McBride's piece was the
ultimate cowboy ramble, the Ur-journalism that gave Earth First! its
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rollicking gait. McBride's article borrowed its sensibility from Ed Abbey's book The Monkey Wrench Gang. Dave Foreman was called "Digger," Mike Roselle was Nagasaki Johnson, Ken Sanders was Spurs
Jackson. McBride called Ed Abbey the movement's bard. Other accounts went further, describing Abbey as the movement's icon, its
patron saint. It was an interesting geographical phenomenon that a
writer who was condescended to by the New York literary establishment could be considered a god in the desert Southwest.
A quarter of a century earlier, Abbey had been merely the author
of an extremely bad first novel calledJonathan Troy. Sainthood is the
last thing that comes to mind to describe the author ofJonathan Troy.
Later in life Abbey categorically refused to allow anyone to republish
it. But this only fanned the desires of the faithful. By then the book
had become a collector's item. Copies of its first and only edition sold
for up to $2,500. The aficionados who laid their hands on it had the
dubious privilege of reading the rnaunderings of a painfilly raw firsttime novelist. He is determined to show you just how goddamn intellectual he is in every labored stream-of-consciousness paragraph.
Jonathan, the main character, is rebelling against his hickory-tough
Wobbly anarchist Either. The Either is an admirable card sharp; his
character is intriguing. But he is shortchanged and so is the reader.
Jonathan is the novel's only real focus, every sneeze and pimple and
gas attack and bout of adolescent drunkenness. He is obsessed with
sex and unprincipled about how he gets it-or tries to get it. And he
is desperate for the culture that lies outside his small Appalachian coal
town.
It is an awfd book and embarrassingly autobiographical. The writer's prose only transcends its self-conscious tone when he is describing
nature. In these supernaturally fine passages there are traces of an older
Ed Abbey, a writer who inspired at least one generation of equally
sex-crazed, nature-worshiping misfits to toss out conventionality and
good sense and follow him into the Great American Desert.
In the fourteen-year gap between Jonathan Troy and the publication in 1968 of Desert Solitaire, the book many believe to be Abbey's
best work, there were no drastic changes in Ed Abbey's life. O r per-

"Dear Monkeyfucker"

haps there was one. He changed location. Like Georgia O'Keeffe,
whose work was promising but not particularly significant until she
found the right landscape, Abbey's work fed on a sense of place.
It was a place Abbey had to find for himself. Born in Home,
Pennsylvania, on January 29, 1927, he was the oldest of Mildred and
Paul Revere Abbey's five children. His father, like Jonathan Troy's,
was a Wobbly and an anarchist. Paul Revere Abbey consistently beat
his sons at cards, liked his deer poached, and cut trees for firewood
well into his eighties. In later years, Abbey waxed nostalgic about his
childhood. But when he was young, he couldn't wait to get out. In
"Hallelujah on the Bum," an essay in TheJourney Home, Abbey writes
movingly of his first t i p west at the age of seventeen. It was 1944.
Tough but naive, Abbey was out to see the country before he risked
dying for it in World War 11. It wasn't untll he was hitchhiking his
way home out of Needles, California, truly one of the most godforsaken towns in America, that Abbey saw "a land that filled me with
strange excitemeht; crags and pinnacles of naked rock, the dark cores
of ancient volcanoes, a vast and silent emptiness smoldering with heat,
color, and indecipherable significance, above which floated a small
number of pure, clear, hard-edged clouds. For the first time I felt I
was getting close to the West of my deepest imaginings-the place
where the tangible and the mythical become the same."
It was love at first sight, he tells you in the next essay, "The Great
American Desert." "This desert, all deserts, any desert. No matter
where my head and feet may go, my heart and my entrails stay behind,
here on the clean, true, comfortable rock, under the black sun of god's
forsaken country. When I take on my next incarnation, my bones will
remain bleaching nicely in a stone gulch under the rim of some faraway plateau way out there in the back of beyond."
Once he received an honorable discharge fiom the Army in 1946,
it took Abbey some time to lodge himself safely west of the hundredth
meridian. He finished college at the University of New Mexico in
1951 and took off for Edinburgh on a Fulbright scholarship. Within
a few years he was back in New Mexico. In 1956, he earned a master's
degree in philosophy at UNM, producing a thesis that must have made
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his father proud. It was called "Anarchism and the Morality of Violence." The thesis is a workmanlike survey of anarchist thought which
indicates that Abbey hadn't really made up his mind if bbmb-throwing
Bakunin had more on the ball than gentle Prince Peter Kropotkin. In
1957, he received a writing fellowship to Stanford University.
While he was still an undergraduate, Abbey married Jean Schmechel, the first of his five wives. They were already having problems
in 1950 when he met Rita Deanin, a twenty-year-old art student.
Jean went with him to the University of Edinburgh, but by 1952 the
marriage was over. That same year, Abbey and Deanin were married
in a small ceremony at an adobe house in Albuquerque owned by
Rita's mentor, the head of the university art department. They stayed
married until 1965, living a nomadic existence as Abbey worked in a
succession of national parks and monuments in the desert Southwest:
Arches, Sunset Crater, Casa Grande. "His limit seemed to be about
six months," said Rita. "Sometimes his job was over, sometimes he
was restless. He was a runner."
Rita was with Abbey during the stint at Arches National Monument, which he described in Desert Solitaire.* She never appears in the
book, which makes it seem that Abbey was alone, lost in solitary
contemplation as he stared out at the blue desert sky through enormous sandstone arches. To give him credit, the book's original title
was not solitaire. It was Desert Solecism, meaning a violation of correct
language, a breach of good manners, a nasty, brutish barbaric remnant.
His publisher insisted on solitaire. In any case, according to Rita, Abbey actually was alone much of the time. He would disappear for
days, leaving her with their young son, Joshua, who was born in 1956.
Sometimes he would go off camping. At other times, she had no idea
where he was. When Abbey vanished, his boss, park superintendant
Bates Wilson, would check on Rita and Joshua. Wilson was rapidly
becoming a legend in the park service. Not only had he persuaded
Stewart Udall to protect a 337,000-acre stretch of hoodoo sandstone

* When Desert Solitaire was written, Arches was still a national monument.
It was designated a national park on November 12, 1971.
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country as Canyonlands National Park, but he was a kind man, well
liked by nearly everyone who knew him. Abbey repaid many debts
to Wilson in the introduction to Desert Solitaire. Rita remembers Wilson fondly, too. She used to hike in remote spots, searching for newly
created arches. Once she showed Wilson an arch she had found, just
barely born out of wind and rain. There were, after all, compensations
for her unconventional life.
"Ed was pretty defiant. I was pretty much of a rebel myself at the
time," Rita said. But Abbey's rebellion ultimately went deeper than
hers. He drank alcoholically, fell into too many a5irs. The intense
feelings they shared about nature and art didn't outweigh his constant
abandonment. A second son, Aaron, was bom in 1959, after a stint at
Casa Grande National Monument, north of Tucson. But nothing
changed. In 1962, Rita moved to Hoboken, New Jersey, to nurse her
father, who was dying of cancer. Between 1962 and 1964, Abbey
commuted between Hoboken and the Southwest. In New Jersey, he
became involved with a woman in her twenties named Judy, whom
he promised to marry. Rita knew nothing of the relationship. After
her father &ed, Abbey asked Rita to take the boys and meet him in
Las Vegas. He lived with her for several weeks, then left to meet Judy.
Even after moving in with Judy, he tried to keep his relationship with
Rita going by telephone. When she told him that she had instituted
divorce proceedings, she says he was incredulous. Later, he avoided
paying court-ordered child support, even going so far as to put Mse
return addresses on postcards to Rita and the boys. He seemed oblivious to the pain he caused.
"Ed wasn't very introspective," said Rita. "Even though he had
so many women, it always occurred to me that his relationships with
men were more important to him. He liked to drink with them, be
in the desert with them. Those were the things he liked to do."
In different words, Abbey's best friendJack Loeffler said something
similar. "Ed never quite totally gave of himself utterly to anybody.
Clarke (Abbey's fifth and last wife) has told me sometimes that he was
closer to me than anybody. I can understand that. But his and my
friendship extended longer than I had ever been married. Or he had
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ever been married. Believe me, he and I were both red-blooded
American boys, heterosexually speaking, but we had an intellectual
sense of brotherhood."
Abbey was also intensely ambitious. In 1956, he published his
second novel, The Brave Cowboy. It was a classic Western, but with a
postmodem twist. The cowboy, Jack Burns, is an anarchist. In the
culture of the American West, that translates into being a fence cutter,
a throwback to the days of the open range. While attending classes at
the University of New Mexico, Bums becomes fiends with a graduate
student named Paul Bondi. Like Burns, Bondi is an anarchist whose
beliefi lead him to oppose the military draft. But he is an intellectual.
The cowboy does things, while Bondi only reads about them. Being
an intellectual rather than a man of action was something Abbey often
castigated himself for.
Although he keeps quiet about it, Jack Bums had served with
distinction in the military. His resistance to Big Brother is more visceral than Bondi's. When Bondi goes to jail for refusing to be drafted,
Burns gets arrested in order to break him out. Bondi, who leans toward civil disobedience both by temperament and by the knowledge
that he has a wife and child waiting for him, decides to serve his time.
Bums breaks out and flees to the mountains.
In The Brave Cowboy, Abbey makes his political point-that industrial society leaves no room for the individual-but keeps a firm
grasp on the conventions of the Westem. The trampling march of
industrial society over the fiontier is, after all, the Western's subtext.
The character of Jack Bums fits the criteria lined up by Larry
McMurtry, the other master practitioner of the postmodem horse
opera, in his 1968 book, In a Narrow Grave: Essays on Texas. Like all
cowboys, Bums exists outside the realm of middle-class values. He is
deeply connected to animals, especially his mare, Whisky. And he is
a man out of time, a twentieth-century cowboy inevitably being a
person whose capacities no longer fit his situation. The cowboy rides
his mare across a superhighway, insisting on freedom even in the
shadow of the glass-walled city of Albuquerque. The book ends in a
wail of sirens and blood as a semi truck maims and kills the cowboy
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and his mare. In his critique of Western films, McMurtry calls Hud
(adapted fiom his early novel Horseman, Pass By) and Lonely Are the
Brave, based on The Brave Cowboy, the "two best movies about the
mid-twentieth century cowboy.'He points out that both films end
with the death of animals. "Whisky," he writes, "most appropriately,
is run over by a truck: it is trucks, not horses, that move cattle fiom
Texas to Kansas these days."I2
The trucks might have been new, but the sense of loss was as old
as the Western itself. Nostalgia is the blowing topsoil of the western
literary landscape. Even The Virginian, written in 1902, begins with a
nostalgic evocation of a lost fiontier. But Abbey takes nostalgia to
another dimension. The dust caked into his jeans and boot leather is
real, but The Brave Cowboy's protagonist, Jack Burns, is a ghostly presence evoked by the faint notes of a cowboy song. Bums's death on
the highway is grisly and believable. Yet the reader barely blinks when
Burns, old, ugly, and missing an eye, comes back to life in Good News
and Hayduke Lives!
When Abbey moved into the Western genre, he gained a sure
grasp of his material. The Brave Cowboy was moderately successll and
Abbey made a chunk of money when the film rights were purchased.
But Hollywood choked on Abbey's anarchist politics. Even though
Lonely Are the Brave was written by the blacklisted screenwriter Dalton
Trumbo (who later wrote and directed the stunning antiwar movie
Johnny Got His Gun), the film's politics had been gutted by the time
it reached the screen. In the movie version, which stars Kirk Douglas,
Gena Rowlands, and Walter Matthau (with Carroll O'Connor as the
unwittingly murderous truck driver, Hinton), Bondi is imprisoned for
helping illegal aliens, rather than for drafi resistance. This change
makes the plot a little thin. Without the explanation of anarchist resistance to nationalism and the state, Bums's and Bondi's motivation
is obscure. Fortunately, Whisky's death gives the movie a two-hankie
ending.
The Hollywood bucks were welcome, but Abbey's crotchety
comments about turning illegal aliens back at the border (arming them
with machine guns so they could stand their ground on their native
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spil) sound suspiciously like the long-held grudge of a writer ifiriated
by namby-pamby editing.
The experience didn't make Abbey shy away fiom politics. In
1962's Fire on the Mountain he stays in the Western genre, but his
political agenda is even more overt. Once again, the enemy is the
military. His next novel, Black Sun, published in 1971, was his most
vulnerable piece of writing. The book was written very quickly, afier
his third wife, Judy, died of leukemia at the age of twenty-seven,
leaving behind an infant daughter named Susie. Black Sun is about a
love f i r between a randy, intellectual park ranger who is unable to
express his emotions and a fiesh young girl fiom a wealthy background
who disappears into the desert before he can reassure her of his love.
Abbey considered Black Sun one of his best books. But readers liked
it better when he stuck to the rowdy, irreverent tone he had mastered
by the 1970s.
Despite the "regional writer" label pinned on him by New York
critics, later books like Good News and The Fool's Progress transcended
region or genre. Even in his earlier books, Abbey bent the tradition
of the Western novel. By inserting politics and antiheroes into a genre
that had become stiff and dull, he herded the Western sensibility into
a new era. Citing a 1962 essay on film by critic Robert Warshow,
McMurtry agreed that one of the reasons for the Western's durability
is that it offers an acceptable orientation to violence. Nowhere is this
more neatly executed than in The Monkey Wrench Gang, which gave
violence a politically acceptable, post-sixties twist. The aging, gently
lecherous surgeon Doc Sarvis; his lover, a ballsy hippie chick fiom the
Bronx named Bonnie Abbzug; the soft-spoken jack Mormon named
Seldom Seen Smith; and a crude, hairy, disgusting, whacked-out but,
against all odds, rather lovable Vietnam vet named George Washington Hayduke became the most-wanted monkeywrenchen in the
Southwest. Schematic, h n , and fist paced-more like a screenplay
than a novel-The Monkey Wrench Gang tapped into something big
and powerfd in the American psyche. If Desert Solitaire, a pastiche of
journals written in the early sixties, and Black Sun were the private
Abbey, Monkey Wrench Gang was the social Abbey. Although the book
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was obviously fiction, he cast his friends as characters, alienating some
of them in the process and making others into celebrities. Some characters were composites, like Doc Sarvis. For the aforementioned surgeon, Abbey used the name of the New Mexico artist Al Sarvis, his
best friend in the 1950s and 1960s. In many ways Sawis was also a
stand-in for Abbey himself. The character of Doc SaMs also borrowed
fiom novelist Bill Eastlake, whose beautifid novels of the Southwest
have become undese~edlyobscure in the last twenty years. Like the
bald, bespectacled surgeon, Eastlake reportedly corralled the younger
Abbey into late-night billboard-burning expeditions fieled by gasoline, alcohol, and a generous measure of righteous indignation. Eastlake wasn't heard to complain. But the real SaMs, already upset
because Abbey had quit several jobs that he had helped him land, was
angered and ended their hendship.
Douglas Peacock, the fireplug ex-Green Beret who was the model
for Hayduke, had no such compunctions. Peacock, the son of a Michigan Boy Scout leader, had become obsessed with the Rocky Mountains before he lefi for Vietnam in 1966. When he returned, the
solitude and wildness of the Rockies wasn't so much an obsession as
a necessity. Peacock wasn't fit for human consumption. Rather than
force the issue, he tracked grizzly bears, becoming known for his
wildlife footage. Unlike the character Hayduke, Peacock was highly
intelligent and well-read. Sensitive, even. Not to mention a gourmet
cook. There the dissimilarity ends. Peacock remains true to his fictional self, a madman, a drunk, a force of nature, utterly unique, a
warrior of the heart. And a little bit of a pig. Eventually Peacock, an
inveterate name-dropper, would become one of those people who are
famous for being famous.
In The Monkey Wrench Gang, hairy Hayduke and the tart-tongued
Bonnie Abbzug duke it out verbally for most of the book. Toward
the end, suffering fiom a temporary lapse of taste compounded by
incredible lust, Bonnie falls for Hayduke. In some ways, they're the
perfect couple. But Hayduke just isn't civilized enough for any
woman, even the tough, sexy Abzugg. With the creation of Bonnie
Abbzug, the hayseed Ed Abbey put Newark-born Philip Roth to
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shame, busting the princess stereotype by creating the first Jewish culture heroine/sex symbol in American literature. Who cares that she's
a little obnoxious and not too intellectual?Like Hayduke, Bonnie was
reportedly a less bookish version of a real person, a woman fiom New
York named Ingrid Eisenstadter, who lived on lower Park Avenue.
Seldom Seen Smith, the lapsed Mormon whose only bow to tradition was his plethora of wives, all of them buxom and satisfied, was
based on the river runner Ken Sleight. Sleight and Abbey had a similar
appetite for strong-willed-and strong-limbed-young women, preferably in quantity. Even more than women (whom they also occasionally shared), the men shared a belief in holding their ground, the
sacred ground of the desert southwest.
If The Monkey Wrench Gang was the social Abbey, it also was the
political Abbey. But this time he used a light touch. This was fiction,
not polemic. True, the monkeywrenchers hit most of the low points
of environmental degradation in the Southwest-uranium mines, coal
mines, logging, rampant road building. But most of all, The Monkey
Wrench Gang was fin. Abbey's friend Jack Loeffler was disappointed
that it was so much fin. Although the Monkey Wrench Gang attacked
the Black Mesa railroad, it wasn't clear to the uninitiated reader exactly
why they were doing it or what the issue was all about. Abbey wisely
preferred to let the monkeywrenchers' esprit and the backdrop of
canyons and mesas speak for themselves. Abbey knew his limits. Faced
with the need to include facts and figures in his essay "The Second
Rape of the West," Abbey, the least boring of nature writers, became
shrill, convoluted, and dull. By contrast, The Monkey Wrench Gang was
a delightfbl, picaresque roman h clef
By the time The Monkey Wrench Gang was published, Abbey had
changed fiom the teenager embarrassed by his father's oflbeat, angry
politics to a writer whose ultimate achievement was as much political
as artistic. Perhaps Rita was right when she said that Abbey's lack of
introspection prevented him fiom fidfilling his ambition to write the
Great American Novel. The whole idea of the Great American Novel
was probably spurious, a simplistic, macho, save-the-world fantasy of
the generation of men who fought in World War 11. It was predicated
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on the idea that the nation's redemption lay in the hands of one
person, a weedy writer, of all people, who would capture the ultimate
myth of a continent and a people. How this translates into salvation
is not clear, although it is encouraging to think that people still believe
in the power of storytelling. In the last analysis, the Great American
Novel was too tall an order for writers like Ernest Hemingway or
Norman Mailer. Nobody could reasonably have expected it of Abbey,
a man who found the outer world more compelling than the inner.
Abbey's talent was undeniable, but his nearly perfect ear for language
didn't prevent even his best novels fiom being flawed. His characters
were often "walking ideas," in the words of Charles Bowden, a writer
and h e n d who admired Abbey's work. Too often, Abbey's female
characters were not even ideas but merely buxom Vargas girls with
word balloons spouting fiom their lush, curved mouths (although the
same could be said for many other male authors, such as Saul Bellow,
whose writing received more critical accolades than Abbey's). In any
case, a certain independent breed of reader preferred the passion, entertaining honesty, and unequaled passages of nature writing in an
Abbey novel to the technically superior work of other writers. He
may not have reached the level of maturity attained by many great
novelists, but by bringing his resonant and moving ideas about the
primacy of nature into American discourse, the rebellious and erudite
Abbey did more to change society than his contemporaries who produced better-honed work.
"What I loved about Ed's point of view was that he truthfully saw
himself as secondary to the planet; well, to the West, to the landscape,
to the land," said Jack Loeffler. "In that sense, he'd made a psychological shift that I don't think our culture is going to be able to pull
off in time." Abbey lived with the dichotomy that "there's this incredible landscape that only humans have the ability to be aesthetically
moved by," in Loeffler's words. Few could live with the confict between aesthetics and a biocentric worldview, least of all the academic
theorists and humorless Birkenstock-clad, tofu-eating "activists" who
took over the concept of deep ecology in Abbey's wake.
All that was philosophy. The Great American Novel was Art. And
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the Great American Novel was the book that his fans and fiiends
expected fiom Abbey and that he expected fiom himself. His nextto-last book was supposed to be it. He called it "The Fat Masterpiece"
and told people he was writing an "Eastern." The real title was The
Fool's Progress and it was the autobiographical antidote to Jonathan
Troy. His fiiend, the writer Charles Bowden, believes that Abbey finally hlfilled his promise with The Fool's Progress. But few agreed.
The book was good, revealing a more mature talent. But it was not
great. Abbey seemed stuck.
But stuck where? Like Foreman, Abbey's bottom line was freedom. It was the yardstick he used to measure everything. In Abbey's
case, there were two sides to this romantic and thoroughgoing attachment to personal liberty. The adult side cast nature-including
people who were gutsy, fiee, and in tune with their surroundingsagainst the brutal, dehumanizing technological megamachine. Abbey
unwound on this subject in great detail in his many essays and dealt
with it in a direct and moving fkhion in his fine post-nuclear novel
Good News. But at least one sympathetic literary critic, Jack Brenner
at the University of Washington, believes that Abbey's work also reveals a blind nostalgia for the kind of fieedom that is possible only in
childhood. Second-guessing the connections between a writer's personal life and his work is a dangerous pastime. But an essay in The
Journey Home echoes with a telling sense of loss. In "Shadows From
the Big Woods" Abbey describes his childhood as a brush with prefiontier Eden. His contention that we have cut ourselves off fiom our
roots-the physical world of nature-is convincing. But the passage
contains something more, a sense of perfect fieedom that even in the
harsh paradise of preindustrial society may have been the exclusive
province of children.
"My brother Howard could talk to trees," he wrote. "Johnny
knew how to start a fire without matches, skin a squirrel, and spot
the eye of a sitting rabbit. . . . That was good country then, the
country of boyhood, and the woods, the forest, that sultry massed
deepness of transpiring green, fonned the theater of our play. We
invented our boyhood as we grew along; but the forest-in which it
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was possible to get authentically lost-sustained our sense of awe and
terror in ways that fantasy cannot.
"Something like a shadow has M e n between present and past, an
abyss wide as war that cannot be bridged by any tangible connection,
so that memory is undermined and the image of our beginnings betrayed, dissolved, rendered not mythical but illusory. We have connived in the murder of our own origins," Abbey wrote.
Ken Sleight saw this side of Abbey better than most, because he
identified so strongly with Abbey's sense of loss. "Both of us tried to
resurrect some of those old feelings we had as firm boys," said Sleight.
"It was hard to go back again. You know, to try to resurrect that
feeling. See, Ed, everywhere he went, he bought a little piece of
property here, a little piece of property there . . . the idea is it's a
place of home, a firm place. p u t ] it's still in the past. You can't bring
it back, because you know too much, or you've experienced . . .
you've had new experiences and you're not content doing what
you once wanted to do. There's so much grieving. That's what I
found out."
Abbey didn't grieve so much as rage. The romanticism of Abbey's
writing-childish, maybe-makes it beautiful and true. It also makes
it fiustrating. Because Abbey and his followers in Earth First! were
asking the impossible. They were asking someone-you? me? the
power structure?-to go back and make it right. All of it. Romantics
fiom Rousseau to Saul Bellow's Henderson the Rain King had made
the same demand, with the same passion. ("I want . . ." begins crazy
Henderson's expansive roar.) In The Fool's Progress, protagonist Henry
Lightcap parks in the handcapped spaces. Why? Because he wants . . .
to park. Right now. Anywhere he goddamn well feels like it. Lightcap
never changes, although he does make peace with the people who are
most important to him. He is released fiom his struggle only by death.
In real life, Abbey did change fiom the irresponsible husband that
Rita Abbey knew, and even fiom the emotionally strangled park
ranger of Black Sun. In 1982, he married his fi& wife, Clarke Caawright. She was still in her twenties, but in a variation on the Abbie
Hoftinan line about never trusting anyone over thirty, Abbey never
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married anyone over thirty. (When asked the age of Abbey's fourth
wife, Renee, Ken Sleight jokingly replied, "Eight.") But Clarke was
different. O r maybe this time Ed was. At fie-five, he was finally
ready to settle down. He settled into writing the Fat Masterpiece,
living for months in the airy mountain house that Clarke's parents had
built on Ken Sleight's ranch near Moab. The couple had two children,
Becky and Ben. The bearded curmudgeon changed diapers and
spooned baby food. His innate gentleness, the flip side of the anger
he had inherited fiom his father, su&ced with strangers. He was kind
to fellow writers, generous with journalists who pursued him, intensely loyal to his fiiends. "I've suffered fiom my share of personal
disasters," Abbey told a journalist in 1985. "The loss of love, the death
of a wife, the failure to realize in my writing the aspiration of my
intentions. But those misfortunes can be borne. There is a certain
animal vitality in most of us which carries us through any trouble but
the absolutely overwhelming. Only a fool has no sorrow, only an idiot
has no grief-but then only a fool and an idiot will let grief and
sorrow ride him down into the grave. So. I've been lucky, as most
people are lucky; the animal in each of us has a lot more sense than
our brains.""
Philosophically, Abbey also seemed to be easing up. For many
years, he had believed that the natural world was the closest thing to
divinity. Afier his trip through Glen Canyon he defined wilderness as
paradise in Desert Solitaire. He was careful to distinguish this earthly
paradise of tarantulas, scorpions, flash floods, and quicksand fiom "the
banal heaven of the saints."
". . . the love of wilderness is more than a hunger for what is
always beyond reach," he wrote. "It is also an expression of loyalty
to the earth, the earth which bore us and sustains us, the only home
we shall ever know, the only paradise we ever need-if only we had
the eyes to see."
This passage in the essay "Down the River" in Desert Solitaire was
the closest Abbey came to transcendence-or peace-in thirty-five
years of writing. It echoed the words of a very merent kind of
thinker, Joseph Campbell. Afier decades of studying the world's reli-
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gions, Campbell also concluded that the afierlife was probably an allegory; it was the short stretch of a human life that encompassed both
heaven and hell. The individual's task was to experience the fill range
of existence.
By the late 1980s, Abbey seemed to have expanded his vision to
include human beings and some form of otherworldliness in the lexicon of paradise. In 1986, he told me that while wilderness was valuable for its own sake, it also had "symbolic value fiom a human
point of view."
"It can mean fieedom, liberty, spontaneity, the unplanned, unplannable progress of life," he said. "Wilderness also symbolizesin my mind-the world that lies under the human world and encloses it."
Abbey may have mellowed in private, but on paper he was crankier
than ever. Letters to the editor flew h t e r and with greater political
incorrectness fiom his typewriter. Polemics blasting everydung fiom
feminism to illegal border crossings made him a whole new generation
of enemies.
And still he disappeared. "He was older and more settled," said
Clarke. "But there was always the real complex issue of wanting to
be married and have a family and wanting to be totally on his own
and doing what he wanted." He spent three months living alone in
an empty mansion with a grand piano at the Amerind Foundation in
Dragoon, Arizona, sweating it out with the Fat Masterpiece while
Clarke stayed in Tucson with the children. The habit of solitude had
always competed with sexual adventure; now that he was famous,
finding solitude was more of a challenge. Abbey had experienced it
most thoroughly while working for the U.S. Park Service, a gravytrain gig for a starving artist, even a self-proclaimed anarchist opposed
to government. Other writers with a similar anarchist bent, notably
the Beat poets Gary Snyder and Philip Whalen, also accepted Big
Brother's offer of fiee room and board, unlimited fiesh air, and horrifymg, soul-deepening solitude. Living in a place like that day in, day
out, changed a person; it humbled you. It turned you from the author
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ofJonathan Troy into the author of Desert Solitaire. Afierward you felt
a hole in your heart when you went to live in the city, even if it was
a city like Tucson, surrounded by mountains, the desert as close as
your skin. Though you ventured out into the country again fiequently, it wasn't quite the same; it was stolen time.
In 1987, just two and a half weeks shy of his sixtieth birthday,
Edward Abbey, the author of more than a dozen books, father of two
young children, in the midst of writing his Fat Masterpiece, The Fool's
Progress, gave in to nostalgia. He wrote to the superintendant at Organ
Pipe Cactus National Monument. This is what he said:
"While cruising about through Organ Pipe and the Cabeza Prieta
recently I saw evidence of illegal border crossings and the cutting and
removal of ironwood in the vicinity of Quitobaquito and Papago
Well. Are you people aware of these incursions?"
Then he got to the point.
"I hear rumors that you may soon need a new caretaker at the
old Bates Well cowboy camp near Kino Peak. If true, I would like
to apply for the job. I worked as a seasonal patrol ranger at Organ
Pipe for three winters in the late Sixties and am fimilar with and
extremely fond of the area."
As it turned out, Park Superintendent Harold Smith decided to
close Bates Well to visitors rather than hire a park ranger. Ed Abbey
stayed in Tucson. He contented himself with periodic excursions
across the brutal desert of the Cabeza Prieta and the occasional benefit
speech for Earth First!, the Monkey Wrench Gang that had been born
out of the tanned, bony forehead of a renegade Appalachian intellectual.

T h e Road Show

The
~ o a d
Show

I went down in September on the Grand Canyon Colorado River and the
test, of course, as all of you are familiar, is whether w ought to keep the
motors on those rafi or not. Thefirst day was spectacular. . . The second
day started to get a little tedious, but the third day I wanted bigger motors
to move that raft out. There is no way you couldget me on an oar-powered
raft on that rivet-I'll guarantee you that. On the fourth day we were
praying for helicopters and they came.

.

-James G. Watt, speaking to the
Mountain States Legal Foundation
February 27, 1980

I've heard an Englishman say this: the black man is indolent, lazy by nature.
He drinks his beer at sunrise and sleeps all day. Well, perhaps. It can be
120 degrees at the equator. That man is consumed with the same daily task;
let's say, gathering food. Gathering wood. He does it with primitive took
and he does it at sundown. And then he dances. He tells s t o h . What does
he accomplish? asks the Englishman.
What does the Englishman accomplish? Zf he mines coal all day, sips
his beer at night, and then suc~umbsto fatigue, failing to make love and
then fogets how. . . .

-Sir Richard Francis Burton, nineteenth-century explorer
Dialogue by William Harrison and Bob RafeIson
fiom the film Mountains ofthe Moon

1982-New

Mexico

are an eroded wasteland so bleached by heat
and sun that the whole twenty miles or so merges into one giant,
overexposed photo. Ghost-white hoodoos bubble across the horizon.
They clump together like Easter Island statues, oddly pale, marked by
vague striations of pink and gray; layer upon layer of shale and sandTHE BISTIBADLANDS
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stone. The sandstone erodes first, thinning into narrow stems. At the
top of these stems are mushroom caps of shale. Some are large and
heavy enough to make the hoodoo topple in a high wind like a candlestick knocked over at a dinner party.
The Bisti's smooth, mounded hills are looser diagrams of the same
mechanism of erosion. The hills are separated by deep, sudden rih.
A ranger once lefi his truck in a low spot between two hills. It started
raining. When he returned a few hours later, the truck was buried up
to its windows in quicksand. By the time the tow truck got there,
only the roofline was visible.
Hidden in the hollows of the badlands, there are caves big enough
to sit in. Even when the Bisti is unimaginably hot and dry-not just
hot, but hard hot-you can dig down into the cave floors and find
water. Pressing your hand against wet-packed clay, you can forget the
glare of 113-degree heat outside. If you drink the water, its high
mineral content will make you sick, but it makes you feel better to
touch it. If you don't know about the caves and their hidden caches,
you might feel lost on an inland sea of rock, impaled by the painful
staring light of the sun, with nowhere, nowhere at all, to escape to.
Tangled in the Bisti's white sedimentary sea are waves of another
kind of rock. Long-dead ferns and prehistoric lawn clippings. Black
coal. It seeps out of the cracks between sandstone and shale like chocolate layer-cake filling, cheap and easy to mine because it is so close
to the surfice. In the early 1980s James Wan was trying to make the
coal industry's job even easier. His method was to eliminate all Bureau
of Land Management roadless areas of fewer than 5,000 acres tiom
wilderness consideration. If he succeeded, it was sayonara to a particular 3,946-acre stretch of desiccated rock in the middle of the badlands
called simply "the Bisti." Not to mention a handful of other "wilderness study areas" that had valuable commodities piled up under
their desert and forest skins.
Even without Watt's help, the Bisti's edges were hying. In 1982,
the Gateway Mine, operated by Sunbelt, a Public Service Company
of New Mexico subsidiary, was sinking its earth-moving equipment
into the mouth of the Bisti Wilderness Study Area. The mine was not
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actually in the study area, but it was just outside the gate. The utility
told everyone that the mine was being located there to supply coal to
the San Juan Generating Station, forty-five miles away. But Foreman
and the other Earth First!ers knew the real reason. Yet another dirty,
coal-fired power plant was being planned for the Four Comers region,
this one just three miles south of the Bisti wilderness.
New Mexico Earth First!ers had hiked into the Bisti months before. Their wilderness experience, like other people's, started with a
mile-long tour of the Gateway smp mine. It took a long time to walk
the mile, and it took even longer to get out of sight of the mine once
you were past it. But that
they weren't trying to get away fiom
the mine. Along with a couple of dozen o*er Earth First!ers, they
were trying to get arrested.
Around noon, demonstrators started lining up at the mine's barbedwire fence. Black armbands were passed around. (Hoodoo Mourners.
A new band.) When the crowd got large enough, someone gave the
high sign and they hiked over to the rally site, trailed by cameramen
fiom the local TV news. From here they had a view of the dragline,
b e d by its handiwork: an acre of fieshly ripped-open desert. It
looked as if someone had taken a fork and knife to a piece of rare
steak. In the other direction was the open hoodoo country of the
pastel-colored Bisti wilderness, humped and gullied like a miniature
basin and range. As the crowd arrived, Bart Koehler-posing as
country-and-western singer Johnny Sagebrush, thank you ma'amrocked out on two sing-along numbers. Koehler was no Eric Clapton,
but he had a way of wearing his heart on his sleeve that grabbed you
whether he was talking over a beer or shucking and jiving with his
guitar.
A local activist named Neil Cobb gave a speech. Then Wes Leonard, the frustrated scion of a New York publishing M y , took the
stage. When he began to speak, at least a few people held their breath.
The night before, while everyone was hanging out around the campfire in a &lY fiiendly fashion, Leonard had gotten loaded, whipped
out a gun, and waved it around until someone stuffed him into the
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back of his pickup to sleep it off Either Leonard had spent too many
years in the gun-crazy Lone Star State or he was taking Foreman's
samurai ecowamor fantasies a tad seriously. But that morning he
seemed to have recovered. Facing the mine boundary, he shouted
fiirly coherently and sans firearms, "Here's where we draw the line!
Sunbelt will go no further!" Leonard was followed by a Navajo named
John Redhouse, who impressed the crowd with his more restrained
but equally forcefd presentation. AU the Navajo chapter houses were
against coal mining in the Bisti, said Redhouse. He, too, called for
direct action.
Sagebrush got up again. He told the crowd to be quiet for a
minute. Listen to the wind. It's the same wind that carved these striated statues. The crowd tried to connect the sound in their ears with
the feel of stone under their hands. After the silence, Sagebrush riled
them up again. He launched into a raucous rendition of "Stand in
Front of that Dozer" and "Monkeywrenchin' " before winding up
with another sing-along number, this one called, la Clif Memtt,
"You Can Take the Bisti-Over My Dead Body."
Finally it was Foreman's turn. He had spoken in public many
times, but never to a crowd this jazzed. Something told him to take
the hardest line he could think of.
"I usually tell a joke when I start out-but not today," Foreman
twanged. "Today, I'm damned mad at what Sunbelt and Jerry Geist
(a Sunbelt executive) have done to the Bisti so fir. I am damn mad
that James Watt and Garry Carmthers* have chosen to drop the Bisti
fiom Wilderness Study status because it's less than 5,000 acres. If they
have their way, this whole country will be destroyed!
"The only way to save this country is to return these public lands
to the Navajo-and establish a 100,000-acre Bisti National Park!"
As Foreman spoke, the crowd grew more and more energized,
even jumpy. Finally someone shouted, "Enough talk! Let's do something." Foreman thought h t . Then, according to Ken Sanders, he

* Carruthers, a Watt appointee at the Department of the Interior, later became governor of New Mexico.
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"just kind of told everyone to trespass onto the mine property. People
started moving across this secured compound."
About fi@ people crossed the fence and marched into the mine.
A mine guard tried to hand out trespassing tickets, but nobody would
take them. Soon he was swallowed by the crowd, leaving only a
fluttering of white papers on the bare ground.
Circling a lone hoodoo inside the mine's perimeter, the Earth
First!ers joined hands, sang, and waited for the cops.
None came.
A couple of Earth First!ers dragged out dummies made up to look
like Sunbelt honcho Jerry Geist and bullet-headed James Watt. Someone whipped out a Zippo and the dummies went up in flames.
No cops.
Even the mine's security guards hung back. Chanting, joking, and
singing, the protesters walked over to the draghe, nearly a mile away.
Carrying signs and flags-the Revolutionary War "Don't Tread on
Me," along with the forty-eight-state version of the American flagthe Earth First!ers lined up in fi-ont of the tall fence protecting the
dragline. They sang "America the Beautiful" and "Home on the
Range."
Afier the singing stopped, about a dozen people began shaking
the fence, yelling, "Save the Bisti" and "Earth First!" The swirls of
razor wire at its upper edge rippled like a nasty Slinky toy.
Someone muttered, "When are we gonna get arrested?"
Still no cops.
The demonstrators were U n g away when a tall figure broke
&om the crowd. He hurtled over the draghne's high fence, landing
flat on his back in fi-ont of the big machine. He lay there for a few
seconds, a dazed expression on his bce. Then he stood up. His body
started jerking, the flap of his tom flannel shirt waving like a flag. It
was Mike Roselle, doing a crazy war dance with the dragline. Everyone turned and stared. As they figured out what was going on, they
started cheering. Rosklle made a little bow and disappeared into the
draghne's twisted metal guts. He popped up again on its uppermost
section, the boom, which was two or three stories up in the air. His
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big hands unrolled a "Save the Bisti" banner down the dragline's

flank.
The crowd went apeshit, hammering on the gates and screaming.
The sound of their cheering was everywhere, rushing through windtom tunnels in the rock, bouncing off the long expanse of rolling
white. It must have been only a few minutes, but it seemed like
forever before Roselle, still smiling, rolled himself up into the smallest
ball he could manage and skibbled under the wire fence that was being
raised for him.
Had it only been a year and a half since Victorio? Something had
definitely changed. The Buckaroos were no longer ahead of the
wave-they were riding its crest. Soon it might overtake them. Ken
Sanders was already watching his back.
"When Roselle went over that fence and up the draghne, those
people were under our control," remembered Sanders. "If we had
wanted them to push those gates over and bum that draghne, they
would have."
Sanders took Foreman aside. "My God, what have we unleashed?"
he asked.
Foreman looked at him uncomprehendingly. He was having a
blast. Sometimes he even believed his own bullshit. Of course he
believed in what he was saying-that was a given-but now he
thought it was possible. Being surrounded by people who agreed with
him was a liberating experience. The previous fill,Foreman had found
hundreds of them. He had gone on a grueling road trip with Koehler,
putting on an old-hhioned medicine show with a new message. Bart
would play ecohits &omJohnny Sagebrush's Li'l Green Songbook, and
Dave would preach the new gospel of radical environmentalism. "He
and I had this fantasy that we were going to do the college circuit
and he was going to be Ed Abbey and I was going to be like Jerry
Jeff Walker," Koehler said nostalgically. "That was our goal in life."
Koehler and Foreman may not have matched their idols, but they
made a decent attempt. The Road Show was a great success. Their
audiences were mostly college students. But there was a smattering of
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older, environmentally aware people who lived in small, hip towns
like Moab, Utah, and Telluride, Colorado. They were part of what
reporter Philip Fradkin calls the "rural renaissance" or what others
have termed the back-to-the-land movement. Joined at various points
by Ron Kezar and Bart Koehler's girEend, Shaaron Netherton,
the Buckaroos hit forty stops in less than three months, drinking
heavily and, in Foreman's case, getting laid by enthusiastic female
wilderness supporters. It was a hell of a way to get over a divorce.
And it wasn't a bad way to start a political movement. People all over
the United States were starting small, unaffiliated, grass-roots environmental groups. By starting their own groups, they avoided the
internal politics and bureaucracy of the big organizations and got
things done faster. This also meant that environmental issues were
reaching beyond their traditional constituencies. Some of the highestprofile groups formed around pollution issues. Housewife Lois Gibbs,
the heroine of Love Canal, got a divorce and moved to Washington,
D.C., where she began the Citizens' Clearinghouse for Hazardous
Waste to help members of these small groups develop their political
skills. Many of the new environmentalists were black, Latino, and
Native American. Environmental concern was rising in minority
neighborhoods, where two thirds of the country's toxic-waste sites
were located.
Wilderness fieaks were also losing interest in working through the big
national groups. They shared the hstrations that had driven the
Buckaroos out of the Wilderness Society. The big groups seemed to
be straying fiom their roots. Passion, philosophical clarity, and scientific curiosity had drained away as the movement's founders were
replaced by a managrial class, an inevitable succession in an organization's middle years. On a substantive level, many grass-roots activists
felt that although the big groups were great at mobilizing on national
issues like Alaska wilderness, they simply weren't doing enough on
local issues. Mike McCloskey is one of the few career environmentalists to examine seriously the reasons for this cleavage in the move-
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ment. McCloskey is the Sierra Club's intellectual elder statesman. After working as the club's first Northwest representative, he succeeded
David Brower as executive director in the late 1960s, stabilizing the
club afler Brower's difficult departure. McCloskey readily admits that
complacency had set in afier the 1960s and 1970s, leaving the movement vulnerable in the Reagan years.
"Despite initial skepticism, environmentalists came to accept
progress under the Nixon and Ford administrations as normal, and
they were elated by the strong commitment they perceived in the
Carter administration (though this changed in the end)," McCloskey
writes. The movement was stunned by the hostility of the Reagan
administration. Expectations became lower and members of the "pragmatic camp" became more cautious. At the same time, the smaller,
antiestablishment groups that had also been considered pragmatistsFriends of the Earth, Environmental Policy Institute, and Environmental Action-were flagging financially.
"This lack of utopian vision lefi the new recruits, who were
mobilized by the anti-Watt wan and the seriousness of the new
threats, unsure of what flag they were following," according to McCloskey.' Except for the Nature Conservancy, which generally could
only aftbrd to buy small tracts of land, nobody was using an ecosystem
approach to saving wilderness. To the Buckaroos' generation, brought
up on the word ecology, it didn't make sense.
There might have been other reasons for Earth first!'^ popularity
in places like Lancaster, New Hampshire, and Missoula, Montana. In
The True Believer: Thoughts on the Nature 4 Mass Movements, gadfly
philosopher Eric Hoffer gives a biased but insightfid analysis of the
appeal of mass movements. The kind of people attracted to mass
movements include the new poor, who are ofien children of a ruined
middle class, writes Hoffer. Despite the media fienzy over yuppies,
this describes most real baby boomers, especially those born at the tail
end of the boom. Newly poor is also a good description of the middleclass young people in do-gooder professions who were caught in the
squeeze of rising living costs in the 1980s, the so-called thirteeners.
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Hoffer believes that the great unifjmg fictor among adherents of a
mass movement is hstration, the kind born out of the collapse of the
1960s counterculture, the failed promise of the Carter years, and the
reassertion of the military-industrial complex in the Reagan era. Mass
movements harness this hstration by holding out visions of a glorious
past and the promise of a glorious future, thus robbing the present of
reality. This is just fine for the follower, who is generally in ilight
from himself anyway. "A deprecating attitude toward the present fosters a capacity for prognostication," writes Hoffer. "The well-adjusted
make poor prophets." The only one who can harness this kind of
discontent is a man of words, writes Hoffer. But not just any man of
words. A noncreative man of words is needed. Someone who has
great facility for expression, but no particular artistic outlet. Someone
like Dave Foreman in the early eighties.
During the Road Show, it was easy for Foreman to harness the
hstration he saw all around him. It wasn't just short-term annoyance
with the environmental movement. It was the discontent of a generation that had grown up at a time when societal disarray was the
norm. The children of the sixties had been having a great time dismantling America; the children of the seventies were lefi with the
more &cult task of putting it back together. Joining Earth First! was
one of the ways they found to do it. Especially in the early years,
Foreman was less enamored of an apocalyptic vision. He htasized
that the Buckaroos were not just starting a new environmental group,
but a new society, He was the one trying to develop the blueprint
for the Earth First! tribe. "When we formed Earth First! the basic
concept was to have a tribal structure, to try to use music, to try to
use humor, passion, to talk about visionary wilderness proposals. I
think we're developing culture, myth, and ritual. From my anthropological background, it's a fun thing to watch," he said optimistically
in 1986. On the Road Show, Foreman fine-tuned the schtick that
writer Ken Brower (David Brower's son) would later dub "The
Speech." It was a pastiche of the cutting-edge environmental ideas
that the voracious reader Foreman had jammed together into a semicoherent philosophy over the years. But it was also something deeper.
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Years later, an old beatnik &end of Ed Abbey's heard Foreman give
a speech. Afierward the actor buttonholed him, telling him that he
had once studied with Lee Strasberg at the Actors Studio in New
York. "Do you know that what you're doing is The Method?" he
asked the former horseshoer. No, the former horseshoer didn't. But
once Strasberg's acting philosophy was explained to him, it made
sense. Foreman's spiel was a vivid exhumation of self, reaching into
the universals of birth, life, and death. He used his own experience,
along with cadged stories fiom literary greats, to grab his audience.
One of the funniest was Foreman's tall tale about running into Secretary of the Interior James Watt in the Grand Canyon. He perfected
the routine with the help of Ed Abbey and another ornery American
writer named Samuel Clemens.
As he tells it, Foreman and his &ends were preparing to approach
Lava Falls, the Colorado River's biggest rapid, by lightening their load
of beer, when a strange apparition entered their field of vision.
"First of all, he had on a three-piece suit and cowboy boots that
looked like they were made out of some kind of endangered lizard,
looked like they'd never been off a sidewalk before. And he just was
not enjoying himself at all, you could tell.
" 'I hate to paddle,' this dude said. 'I hate to walk. When's that
helicopter gonna get me out of Grand Canyon Park?'
"He was really gettin' on our nerves," says Foreman. "I finished
my beer and I opened another one, took a sip of it, and kept watching,
and walked back and forth on the beach and all of a sudden I realized
who he was.
" 'You're Jim Watt!' Everybody with me jumped up and I said,
'Sit where you are! Leave him to me. He's my meat!' And I threw
my hat off and said, 'You lay there till the sufferin's over with,' and
I pulled my life jacket off and threw it over and said, 'You lay there
till the chawin' up's done.'
Hoo-ooo!!!!!"
Foreman leaps into the air like a cattle prod has just landed on his
rear end. He rips off his button-down Oxford shirt to expose the Earth
First! T-shirt underneath.
(I
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"I'm the old original half-grizzly, half-wolf, half-rattlesnake fiom
the wilds of Wyoming. I'm the man they call Summer Thunder and
Sudden Avalanche. Hoo-ooo!!! Look at me, sired by a hurricane,
dammed by an earthquake, half-brother to the cholera, nearly related
to the smallpox on my mother's side. Well, I eat nineteen oil executives and a barrel of whiskey for bre&t when I'm in robust health
and a dead bulldozer and a bushel of dirt-bikers when I'm ailin'. HOOooo!!!!! I crack Glen Canyon Dam with my glance. The blood of
timber executives is my natural drink and the wail of dying forest
supervisors is music to my ears. So cast your eye on me, you halfhuman, land-rapin', antienvironmental scumbag, 'cause I'm about to
eat you for lunch. Yeah!!!"
Foreman's voice suddenly turns reasonable as he comes back to
earth. He explains to the audience, "Well, I figured &er that Jim
Watt would just fly right out of the Grand Canyon without his helicopter. And so you can imagine how surprised I was when he just
looked at me and went: 'Whoo-ooo!!!! Bow and pray, you environmental extremist, because the kingdom of ecological calamity is upon
you! Hold me down to earth, Sweet Jesus, because I feel my powers
arisin'. Here, sunglasses for all. Don't attempt to look at me with the
naked eye. Why, when I'm in a plaYf.1 mood, I used the meridians
of longitude and the parallels of latitude as a seine and I drag the Pacific
Ocean for whales. When I'm cold, I boil San Francisco Bay with
radioactive waste and I bathe in it. When I'm hot, I dam the rivers
of the West to make electricity and I air-condition the deserts. I suck
the Colorado dry when I'm thirsty. The destruction of endangered
species is the pastime of my idle moments and the devastation of
whole ecosystems the serious business of my life. So bow and pray,
you environmental extremists, because the pet child of ecological calamity is about to eat YOU for lunch!!' "
Foreman's voice drops off again. He t d s the audience what he
learned fiom the encounter with Watt. "Rhetoric is not enough," he
tells them. "There comes a time, every now and then, when you have
to go beyond rhetoric, when you have to go beyond just talking about
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things, when you actually have to stand up and actually do something,
put yourself on the line."
Well, no one could miss the message in that one, even if they hadn't
read "Howling in '06" by Mark Twain. As amusing as the Watt story
was, the climax of the speech was Foreman's retelling of an anecdote
fiom Aldo Leopold's book A Sand County Almanac. Up until this point
Foreman has been jumping around like a bear stepping on campfire
coals. Now his voice grows quiet.
Eighty years ago, a young man graduated fiom the Yale
School of Forestry with a master's degree in forestry, one of
the first in this country. He caught a train out west that summer for the temtories of New Mexico and Arizona to take a
job with h e newly created Forest Service. His name was Aldo
Leopold. His first job with the Forest Service was on the
Apache National Forest in eastern Arizona, in the White
Mountains. At that time, the White Mountains were this huge
wilderness of rolling high country and isolated peaks and
streams, deep coniferous forest. The Forest Service had no
roads in the White Mountains, no plan to log the timber up
there for several decades. But they wanted to know what was
there. They wanted to inventory the timber. And so Leopold's
job was to take a crew of men on horseback for two weeks
at a time and cruise timber. Well, many years later he wrote
about one of those trips. They had stopped for lunch on a
rirnrock overlooking a rushing little stream below. As they ate
their lunch, they saw a large animal ford the river. At first they
thought it was a doe. But when they saw a bunch of wolf
pups run out of the rocks on the other side of the stream they
realized it was an old she-wolf.
Well, in those days, before World War I, every wolf you
saw was a wolf you shot. So Leopold and his men ran for their
horses and pulled their 30-30s fiom their scabbards, went back
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and blazed down the hill. If any of you have hunted you know
how difficult it is to aim downhill. But Leopold and his men
sent enough lead down the hill . . . the old wolf dropped.
One of the pups dragged its crippled legs down the talus slope.
And Leopold and his men mounted up and rode down the
hill to finish their job. He wrote, decades later, "We reached
the old wolf in time to watch a fierce green fire dying in her
eyes. I realized then, and I've realized ever since, there was
something new to me in those eyes, something known only
to the wolf and to the mountain. I was young then and 111
of trigger itch. Because fewer wolves meant more deer, I believed no wolves would mean hunter's paradise, but after
watching the green fire die I realized that neither wolf nor
mountain agreed with such a view."
What we need to do is remember how to think like a
mountain. We need the green fire in the wolf's eyes. We need
the green fire in the land. And God, how we need the green
fire in our own eyes. Leopold also wrote, "A deep chesty bawl
echoes from rimrock to rimrock, rolls down the mountainside
and fades into the fir blackness of the night. It's a cry of wild,
defiant sorrow, of contempt for every adversity in the world."
And it is. The wolf's howl is the cry of defiant contempt. But
it's also something more. It's the cry of joy, of pleasure in
being alive. No matter how bad it gets, it's wonderfill to be
alive on earth. This beautifid, flowering, blossoming, evolutionary world with over a million species, an incredible complex of ecosystems, beauty all around us, sunsets, goose music,
whales off the shore. No matter how bad it gets, there's still
beauty out there, there's still meaning. No matter how depressed we get, how angry, we still have to be hll of joy,
happiness. That's what keeps us going. So, yeah, howl with
contempt for adversity. Howl with defiance. But howl with
joy, too, Aaooo! Robots don't howl. But animals do. Free, wild
animals with green fire. So howl with me. We're in a concrete
box, but still howl. Remember what it was like. Don't be
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embarrassed. Remember the greatest thing you can do is howl.
Aaaoooooooooo!
And everyone did.
Foreman, a man of words with no pamcular creative outlet, had found
his mCtier. His speech became a land bridge between two continents:
the metaphorical and the real. Foreman's co&ontation with James
Watt in the Grand Canyon was fictional, of course. But in the summer
of 1981, spurred on by the felicitous combination of myth, metaphor,
and charisma, the scruffy radicals of Earth First! were getting ready to
stage a real one. They had done their time in the desert. Now they
were on a mission to cofiont their own bald-headed environmental
Satan.
The first shot was fired, appropriately enough, in Washington,
D.C., where the Buckaroos' other archenemy, Bill Turnage, was leading the mainstream charge against Watt. Taking advantage of "Big
Don Schwanenegger's" resemblance to the Secretary of Inferior, the
Buckaroos duded him up in the appropriate business suit and tie so
that he could masquerade as Watt on the Capitol steps. Big Don's
drag show, with Johnny Sagebrush singing backup, was the lead-in to
a network news segment on the Sierra Club's Dump Watt petition
drive, which had gathered one million signatures.
The news report left out the event's most trenchant satirical
touches. Like the plaque naming Watt Earth first!'^ Honorary Membership Chairperson. And his acceptance speech, in which Watt/
Schwarzenegger promised to make the environment "the Vietnam of
the eighties." As usual, the Buckaroos were ahead of their time. It
wasn't until the late 1980s that veteran New York Times columnist
Flora Lewis told her readers that the environment had replaced the
Cold War as the central issue facing Americans. And like Vietnam,
the Cold War's last fling, U.S. environmental policy was turnhg into
a quagmire based on bad decisions and a corrupt worldview. Drawing
from the same wellspring of arrogance, environmental policy was
looking more and more like a disaster.
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The Buckaroos' other jibe also was more than a little serious. In
the late 1980s, every conservation group in the United States fattened
off the Reagan administration's black hole of an environmental policy.
With each new Reagan perfidy, membership in environmental organizations went through the roof. By 1982, newspapers were delivering an almost daily barrage of evidence implicating Environmental
Protection Agency head Anne Gorsucb in corporate payo&. Her affair
with Bob Burford, the head of the Bureau of Land Management, had
already created a scandal. James Watt provided even better fodder for
journalists. He almost seemed to do it on purpose.
"We have tremendous biases," he told one reporter. "We have a
bias for private enterprise."
"I make lots of mistakes, 'cause I make a lot of decisions. But
we're in a hurry and we're willing to take risks," he announced to
another.
These were just a few of Watt's bon mots. His politics were even
more off-the-wall. Nothing seemed to deter him &om coming out
with impossible proposals, like the pitch to open legally designated
wilderness to oil and gas development, The environmental movement's rakeoff &omthese peccadillos was nothing short of astonishing.
During the three-year period before Reagan took office, 1977 to
1980, the Sierra Club's membership increased fiom 178,000 to
181,000, "a giant increase of 3,000" as a club spokesman wryly put
it. But in 1981 alone, the very first year of the Reagan-Watt axis, the
club gained 63,000 members. Two years later, when Watt finally took
a dive, the club had gained another 100,000.
Membership was one thing; effectiveness was another. As long as
Reagan held office, environmental groups were mainly confined to
holding actions. It was grunt legislative work, not necessarily imaginative, but desperately important. Holding the line wasn't sexy; you
couldn't claim big, sweeping victories. You couldn't try out new
ideas. This sort of trench warfare formed the political philosophies of
many of the mainstream environmentalists who came of age in the
1980s, including people like Doug Scott and Bruce Hamilton.
That left a clear field for Earth First! &r all, the cowboy poets

didn't really expect to accomplish anything anyway. When the butt
of their best jokes foundered on payoff accusations in early 1983, it
was almost too good to be true. Emboldened by the scent of blood,
Earth First! and its sympathizers intensified their Western offensive.
On May 19, 1983, the twentieth anniversary of the construction of
Glen Canyon Dam, the Secretary of Inferior arrived at Lake Powell
with all the pomp and ceremony of a head of state. Thanks to the
largesse of Ken Sanders, so did Earth First! Along with Ed Abbey and
a tiny han&l of others, Sanders was one of Earth first!'^ financial
angels. Sanders owned two houses in a funky section of Salt Lake and
when ex-newspaperman Pete Dustrud (aka "Prickly Pete") took over
as editor of the Earth First! Ioumal in the late fill of 1982, Sanders let
Kstrud live and work in one of the houses. For the assault on Lake
Foul "by land, by sea, and by air," Sanders estimates he dropped about
three thousand dollars.
With that kind of cash, Sanders could produce an entertainment
that fairly reeked of his inimitable warlock style. Like a twisted Santa
Claus, Sanders was helped by a number of elves. One was Louisa
Willcox, who was on her summer break fiom the master's program
at Aldo Leopold's alma mater, Yale School of Forestry. Along with
Prickly Pete, Willcox and Sanders decided they would create yet another "art project." The Buckaroos racked their brains for an appropriate greeting for Watt. The Beach Boys would have to be included
somehow. Back in April, Watt had banned the aging SoCal rockers
&om playing on the Washington Mall, saying they would attract "the
wrong element." The ban ended when Watt emerged fiom lunch at
the White House carrying a foot with a hole in it to symbolize having
shot himself in the foot. Nancy Reagan, as it turned out, was a Beach
Boys fan.2 Eager to rekindle Watt's embarrassment, Sanders snagged a
cohort of old mannequins fiom a defunct Salt Lake City department
store and spray-painted surfer shirts on five of them. As the spray-can
fumes wreaked havoc on their brain chemistry, Sanders and his elves
became even more inspired. They painted a second and then a third
series of mannequins-Mutants for Watt (punk hairdos) and Cattle
Mutilators for Watt, with surreal black-and-red paint jobs inspired by
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the mysterious cattle mutilations of the late 1970s. But the best one
was the Watt mannequin hirnselt He was on his knees holding aloft
a crushed can of Coors beer. He wore a business suit. The number
"666" was painted on his forehead. Like Watt, the mannequin was
bald. And he was praying for helicopters.
"Oh, Jesus, I got carried away with this thing," Sanders said. "All
of a sudden, the Park Service at Glen Canyon is getting ten phone
calls a day fiom journalists fiom one coast to another, asking them,
'Well, what are you doing about this gigantic Earth First! invasion
that's coming? What? And they're fieaked.
"Well, then the media would call us back up and say, you know,
you guys don't have a permit for this, and I'd just laugh at them and
say, at this point in time, this is way out of my control. Permit? Give
me a break. What are they going to do?"
Eventually Sanders decided it might be best to seek a permit for
the hneral. He arranged a meeting with law-enforcement officials at
the Glen Canyon National Recreation Area. Bart Koehler-the likeable ace negotiator-agreed to accompany Sanders to the meeting.
The Buckaroos weren't quite prepared for the dozen armed men facing them across the table. Because Glen Canyon sat on the border of
Utah and Arizona, there were representatives fiom law-enforcement
agencies in both states: sheriff's depart~nents,highway patrols, even
the Coast Guard. The Coast Guard? Well, apparently the U.S. Coast
Guard held jurisdiction over Lake Powell.
"Hey, Bart. It looks like you and I forgot to bring our uniforms,"
Sanders whispered.
M e r everyone settled down, a couple of impassive men in cheap
J. C. Penneystyle business suits slipped into the back of the room.
They were not introduced.
The meeting went on for about two hours, with Bart and Ken
answering questions as politely and noncommittally as they could. Finally one of the cops asked, "Is there anything else?'
"Well, you see, we've got this boat," Sanders admitted. Aha, the
off~cersnodded. How big is it? Oh, about sixty feet. Sanders and
Koehler filled out yet another sheaf of documents. Sanders could sense
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that the cops were getting bored. Basically they just wanted an idea
of what was coming down. It was obvious that they were going to
issue the permit.
"Okay," said the chief law-enforcement officer, impatient to end
the meeting. "Anydung else?"
"Wellll, there is one more thtng," said Sanders.
"What's that?"
"We've got this airplane coming."
At this point, Sanders recalled, one cop elbowed another and said,
sotto voce, "I told you they'd have an airplane." Even the chief had
to crack a smile at this one. In fact, the only people not stifling laughter were the mysterious men in cheap suits. In the end, aircrafi notwithstanding, the permits were duly issued. The Lake Foul invasion
was under way.
On May 19, Ken Sanders awoke to a perfect stage set. The
weather was warm and sunny, with a sky so sparklingly blue he
couldn't have been anywhere but the desert Southwest. As with any
good general, Sanders's main job was to delegate authority. Howie
Wolke was burning to be captain of the sixty-foot houseboat Sanders
had rented fiom park concessionaire Del Webb. Sanders said okay,
not realizing that Howie had never piloted a boat before. Undaunted
by his lack of experience, Howie wobbled off in the big pirate ship,
somehow managing to chase two big boats loaded with politicians. A
Park Service speedboat darted in and out, protecting Arizona Governor Bruce Babbitt and Utah Governor Scott Matheson from Howie's depredations. For most of the afiernoon, the speedboat kept
Howie and his crew just Eu enough away to render their chants unintelligible. But signs like "Watt for Ambassador to Uranus" got the
point across.
That was just the first stage of the marine assault. Howie's pirate
ship carried a rubber rafi aboard that held a black coffin. The coffin
was hand-painted with the name of every well-known natural feature
that had been drowned by the Glen Canyon Dam. Music Temple, of
which John Wesley Powell had written: "We are pleased to find that
this hollow in the rock is filled with sweet sounds. It w a ~doubtless
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made for an academy of music by its storm-born architect." Labyrinth
Canyon. Dirty Devil Stream. Cataract Canyon. The coffin was covered with lost places, a Vietnam War memorial for a vanished world.
Six pallbearers dressed in black hooded robes accompanied it, chanting
and keening.
Once the mother ship reached the shoreline stage where Watt and
the two governors were going to speak, the raft carrying the coffin
and pallbearers would be rowed to shore. The pallbearers would carry
the coffin up the banks, where they would join the other demonstrators. For the coup de grace, Sanders's hired plane was supposed to
haul a banner overhead at this exact moment.
The Earth First! guerrilla forces ran into problems almost immediately. First, the pilot told Sanders he might not make it. As the
ceremony went on and no airplane appeared, Sanders resigned himself
to a two-pronged assault. Then, just as the high-school marching band
reached its screeching climax, the wind picked up. Howie's pirate ship
zigzagged more crazily than ever. Sanders wondered if his invading
environmental army might be reduced to a single battle cry. Dark
thunderheads shivered and shook. The waves on Lake Powell got
rougher.
Howie managed to steer the pirate ship close to shore. As the
coffin was unloaded, rain began sheeting down. The pallbearers staggered through the surf, wet and bedraggled, their chants drowned out
by wind, thunder, and whipping rain. The marchers-"by land"met them and together they slogged up the road to the rally site. River
guide Ken Sleight was there, waiting to begin his speech. There may
have been a handfd of others who had known Glen Canyon as well
as Sleight, but no one loved it more. His feeling was evident as he
clambered onto the truck bed, the wind lifting his gray hair, his
middle-aged reading glasses falling down his nose. In his flat Mormon
farm-boy twang, Sleight read f b m his notes, pausing now and then
to train his snowy blue eyes on the sky. As he spoke, an astonishing
thing happened. The fat, gray clouds moved to the edge of the horizon. The winds blew themselves out. The rain stopped. The sky
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grew still and blue, coming out from hiding like a horse who had
thrown a stranger with hard hands.
One person who was not uplfied by this inspiring scene was the
production's godfather, Ken Sanders. Glumly, Sanders sat by himself,
worrying that the group's rented airplane wasn't going to show up.
Then he heard a distant engine.
"It's the airplane. It's got this huge sixty-foot banner," recalls
Sanders. "They fly over the town of Page and swoop as close over
the dam as you're allowed to. They're carrying this banner that says:
'Earth First! Free the Colorado!' "
The reporters loved it. But the Buckaroos' archenemy, James Watt,
claimed to have missed the show. Asserting that he had "never heard"
of Edward Abbey or The Monkey Wrench Gang, he said, "If that's all
they can think of doing, concern about something that happened
twenty years ago, I'd say, 'My God, it means we must be doing a
great job,' and that's a tribute to James
Arizona Governor Bruce Babbitt, whose career was marked by an
effort to tread a fine line between sincere environmental concern and
political survival, expressed different sentiments. Privately, he praised
Abbey, crediting The Monkey Wrench Gang with inspiring the day's
amusing counterdemonstration.
That night, the Buckaroos sang around the campfire, blaring out offkey renditions of inspiring environmental ditties by Bo Diddley, Elvis
Presley, and the Isley Brothers. Jerry Jeff Walker's "Up Against the
Wall, Redneck Mother" was a particular favorite. It was a long night,
and a good one, with lots of talk of mining strikes, gossip about other
environmentalists' sex lives, and musings on the way canyon walls
looked under the swing of the white, sculptured
M e r the funeral, a few Earth First!ers hiked up Dive of the Buckskin, a sixteen-mile sandstone canyon with "walls four hundred feet
high and a width at times that of your shoulders." Tucson Citizen
reporter Charles Bowden had found his way to the canyon, too. "I
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found Foreman sitting silently in a tiny grotto and staring blankly like
a spent deer that had just barely escaped the hounds. This was after a
three-day bout of speech making and demonstrating at Glen Canyon
Dam. . . . He was holding a fifth of Bacardi Dark and looked tired,
the face puffy, the body slouched. It's not easy being Summer Thunder," Bowden later wrote.5
Ken Sanders was relieved. The funeral had come together. Nobody
had been arrested. Nobody had drowned. At the last minute, the plane
had furrowed the abruptly cleared sky. He was high on his last-minute
victory. But Sanders felt a new resolve growing. This was going to
be it. His last big production. It wasn't just the money, although he
wasn't prepared to be the Mike Todd of the radical exivironmend
movement forever. No, it was something more serious. The political
stakes were getting too high. It started when reporters kept asking him
why Earth First! hadn't co&onted Watt directly. Hell, it was all
sanders could do just to keep the whole thing running. Weren't they
ever satisfied? But there was more. The scene at the Bisti had unnerved him. Sanders didn't like crowds. They were dangerous at
worst, stupid at best. Earth First! was attracting weirdos. At the funeral,
Ken Sanders met a guy who called himself Piton Pete. Piton Pete had
h
shown Sanders the inside of his truck, which was equipped ~ t weird
stuff that looked like surveillance equipment. Sanders, frightened, suspected that Pete was a police informer.
Paranoia was only one ofthe problems surficing as a result of Earth
first!'^ radical tactics. Newspaperman Pete Dustrud had already resigned as editor of the Earth Fint!joumal after a dispute about monkeywrenching in 1982. Dustrud, a Vietnam vet, objected to a feature
submitted to the "Dear Ned Ludd" column on devices that reminded
him of pungee sticks used by the North Vietnamese. It was an
exaggeration-Dustrud wasn't nicknamed "Prickly Pete" for nothing-but monkeywrenching was starting to cause divisions in the
group. At the Earth First! Rendezvous that year, Louisa Willcox spent
a long time discussing it with the poet Gary Snyder. Monkeywrenching ran counter to her Quaker background. What bothered Louisa
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most was the idea that someone might get hurt by mistake. As a
Buddhist, Snyder had problems with it, too. But Snyder's problems
with monkeywrenching were as much tactical as moral. Personally,
he got a kick out of fantasizing about doing some highly strategic
monkeywrenching of his own. But he felt that Dave Foreman was
upping the ante without enough in the bank. The group couldn't
have it both ways-they couldn't deny endorsing monkeywrenching
to cover their asses legally while making a virtual fetish of tree spiking
and bulldozer burning. Either you were a kamikaze or you weren't.
Even in a casual conversation, Snyder weighed each word. Words
were powedd. It was important to take responsibility for them.
Like Snyder, Ken Sanders was mindful of the fact that mobs
brought down repression. In fict, he believed that the crackdown was
already starting. It might have been paranoia, but he felt sure that he
and Bart had been followed before the funeral. A few days later, he
thought he saw someone taping with a video camera as he helped
Captain Howie get the recalcitrant houseboat out fiom the dock.
Sanders believes that a number of other security measures were taken
by the authorities during the funeral, including staking out the Navajo
Generating Station with SWAT teams and closing Glen Canyon
Dam's public elevators, which the Buckaroos had ridden down afier
"cracking" the dam in 1981. You couldn't really blame the lawenforcement people. Hadn't Abbey htasized in print about blowing
up the dam? In fact, he had written about it more than once. Sanders
could see that Earth First! was going to have trouble remaining an
invisible guerrilla army.
Sanders may have backed out fiom a visible role in Earth First!
afier the hneral, but his mannequins became stars. After James Watt's
appearance at the dam in May, the secretary spent the summer touring
the rest of his kingdom. Everywhere he went there was a mannequin
waiting for him, or a banner, or an actual demonstration, sometimes
with as many as 400 people. An important stop on Watt's itinerary
was Canyonlands National Park, outside the town of Moab. It was
the same sunlit apricot-and-yellow canyon country that Edward Abbey had described in Desert Solitaire. It was the place where Marc
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Gaede had reclaimed his life. It was also where the Department of the
Interior was planning to site a nuclear-waste dump. Canyonlands Park
supervisor Pete Perry was not enthusiastic about the idea. Neither
were the folks at nearby Arches National Park, where Ed Abbey had
once worked. Abbey's gadfly role at the park was now being played
by a young ranger named Jim Stiles. The day after the funeral, Stiles
received a visit fiom Louisa Willcox and Ken Sanders. They showed
up around 11:30 at night with leftover mannequins piled inm the bed
of Alfonso the pickup truck. And they were on a mission.
The Buckaroos knew that Watt was due to show up at the park
for a tour the next day. On the drive down, Louisa had talked about
hanging the Watt mannequin fiom the 128-foot slick-rock hoodoo
called Balanced Rock. What a photo opportunity! It even had historical sigdicance. Balanced Rock was the first sight that had greeted
Ed Abbey every morning when he opened the door of his trailer while
he was writing Desert Solitaire. But when she arrived, Louisa wisely
decided not to carry out her plan. Not because it was illegal-which
it was-but because it was too late at night and she had been drinking
too much beer. So they came up with an alternative. The next day
Salt Lake City television cameras filmed the surprised James Watt
stumbling on his effigy planted in the ground, praying to the ubiquitous can of Coon.* By then, Watt presumably knew about Ed Abbey and The Monkey Wrench Gang. He certainly knew about Earth
First! "We know which environmental group did this, though we
don't need to mention any names," the interior secretary prissily re-

* True to its purpose of reclaiming western mythology from the right wing,
Earth First! featured Coors Brewing Co. in its line of trinkets and memorabilia. A phosphorescent green Earth First! sticker of the era announced:
Coors is AntloEarth
Coors Is Antl-Women
Coors is Anti-Labor
AND IT TASTES AWFUL1
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marked. Watt, of course, blamed Earth First! for the whole thinghe was really starting to hate those dirtballs. But while Louisa, Stiles,
and Sanders were out planting the mannequin, they had been shocked
to discover the tracks of another monkeywrencher. A whole series of
signs had been spray-painted with direct, if not exactly poetic, messages like "Keep Watt out of Arches." They even wondered if the
signs were some kind of setup. Later they discovered that Stiles's girl\
friend, a park naturalist, had beaten them to the scene.
t
Anti-Watt protesters hipped over one another all summer. Watt's
b e x t whistlestop was Zion National Park, outside Springdale, Utah,
I
i
where he encountered a banner on a giant rock outcropping called
the Great White Throne. "Burn Watt, Not Coal," the banner announced. Louisa was in Alaska teaching a NOLS course when she
heard about the incident. "Who's down at Springdale?" she kept
wondering. The town near Zion was full of climbers, the so-called
Boys' Club of Springdale, and Louisa knew them all. She kept asking
around, but all she found out was the name af the guy who had
climbed the rock after Watt's visit to take down the banner. He was
an old NOLS &end who had gotten a job with the Montana state
government by the time Louisa caught up with him. "I said, 'Geo,
you fucking asshole, you mercenary son of a bitch, you got three
hundred dollars to take it down.' . . . Geo looked at me and said,
'Louisa, you're so stupid. How do you think it got up there?' " Louisa
laughed.
"Then he [Watt] went up to Alaska and he got the same shit,"
she said. "It was like this spontaneous eruption. Starting with the Glen
Canyon Dam funeral boat parade and ending up in Juneau, Alaska. I
mean, everywhere he went he was just bothered."
One of the most dramatic confiontations between Earth First! and
the Environmental Antichrist came when Watt made an appearance
in Jackson, Wyoming. Three hundred Earth First!ers showed up for
the obligatory demonstration. In the midst of it, Howie Wolke came
hce-to-hce with the secretary. The strains of "Do not forsake me, oh
my darling" could barely be heard above the din. The two men
cocked their cowboy hats. Wind whistled through the saloon doors.
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Children cowered on the long, wooden porch. Horses snorted and
stamped their feet. Then Howie clasped Jim Watt's hand in a bonecrunching handshake. "Mr. Secretary, I'm Howie Wolke and I organized this demonstration against you," he managed to get out before
Watt's aides hustled the secretary away.
After the summer, Ken Sanders and Louisa wound up at Arches
again. They climbed on the roof of Jim Stiles's ranger house in Devil's
Garden, the park's main campground, and dangled a noose in fiont
of his door until they finally figured out that he was ignoring them.
So they shouted down, "Hey, Stiles, where's the mannequin?" Cracking up, he opened his door and invited them in. Wait until daylight,
he told them.
In the morning, Sanders and Louisa went outside and saw a mannequin leg stuck upside down into the ground, foot reaching to the
sky. Next to it was a standard-issue Park Service sign. Except instead
of Smokey the Bear drivel, it announced: "Watt Looking for Oil
and Gas."
"And then Stiles said, 'You know where the head is?' We said
no. He said, 'It's down in Denver at the regional office.'
"This mannequin had many lives."
James Watt could have used an extra life or two himself. He was
getting nothing but grief about his leasing policies, first fiom western
governors upset about their prerogatives being yanked away, and then
fiom critics who thought they were shortsighted and uneconomic. By
spring of 1982, even The Denver Post was running editorials that
echoed the warnings of Black Mesa defender Terry Moore. One editorial explained that although low-sulfur western coal had gone great
guns in the 197% the party was over. The nation's energy use was
tapering off. Even in the boom state of Colorado, annual growth in
energy demands had dropped to 3 percent and it looked as though it
would continue to slacken. By auctioning offcoal leases at a breakneck
pace, Watt was giving a bonanza to coal companies, who would sirnply sit on the leases until prices went up again.
In the summer Watt appointed a University of Illinois professor
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named David F. Linowes to head a coal-leasing study group. Linowes
then appointed the other committee members. Watt tactllly characterized them as "a black, a woman, two Jews, and a cripple."
This faux pas dwarfed his previous ones. Watt resigned two
weeks later. But his troubles weren't over. The coal-leasing oversight
committee continued its work. Despite his unforgivable gaffe, the
committee initially took it easy on Watt, issuing a report that environmentalists called a whitewash. The outcry was strong enough to
send them back to work. The revised report, issued in early 1984,
indicated that David Russell and William "Perry" Pendley, two of
Watt's top s&ers, had fed inside information to Colorado coal developers about the largest coal-lease sale in history, which was about
to take place in the Powder River Basin of Wyoming, North Dakota,
and Montana. Even worse than the "suspicion of wrongdoing" were
the actual numbers. Accordq to Linowes's report, the Powder River
leases were being sold to the developers at $100 million below market
value. No wonder Perry Pendley's pro-development credentials were
considered strong enough for him to be appointed head of the Coorsbacked Mountain States Legal Foundation in March 1989. Ironically,
the foundation had just been weakened by a scandal in which two of
its top officers were accused of misappropriating funds for their private
use. Pendley was brought in to clean house.
Watt's record would have been bad enough on its own, but it looked
even worse to environmentalists fiesh fiom working with the Carter
administration. Even the embittered Foreman, who tends to lump
politicians into one slimy, opportunistic mass of undesirable humanity,
believes that Carter genuinely attempted to develop a reasonable environmental policy. "I still think he was the most genuine person
we've had as president in this century, and certainly on the issues, the
best," said Foreman.
Carter's greatest achievement was probably the passage of the
Alaska National Interest Lands Act (ANILCA) in 1980. This piece of
legdation was Chuck Clusen's baby. With Doug Scott solidifjmg
Congressional support, a staggering 104.3 million acres in Alaska was
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brought into the federal land conservation system, an atea larger than
the state of California. More than half of it is protected as wilderness.
But Carter was unable to implement his program in the Lower
48. His attempt to stop the juggernaut of water projects in the West
was a disaster. David Brower had been forced to muster every iota of
political muscle in the conservation movement just to stop one of the
Bureau of Reclamation's schemes. Carter's inept attempt to ax more
than half of them firmly established his naivetk in the eyes of Congress.
Carter, of course, was right in principle. Although it was still politically powerful, the Bureau of Reclamation was already becoming
obsolete when Carter took office in 1976. For one thing, most of the
places that were suitable for big dams had already been taken. For
another, many of the Bureau of Reclamation's water projects were
finneling unofficial subsidies to the nation's richest agribusinesses at
the expense of the environment. The western landscape bore the scars
of a century's worth of engineers working with blank checks and big
ambitions. Ninety-nine percent of Iowa's wetlands were gone, 90 percent of Nebraska's, 89 percent of Illinois's, and 80 percent of Minnesota'~.~
The Missouri bottomlands had disappeared. Nine tenths of
California's wetlands had been eradicated, along with huge numbers
of migratory birds. More than 90 percent of the woodlands along
rivers and streams in the arid West had been sacrificed to flood control
or irrigation. The Colorado Delta had turned into a bare, rubberylooking wasteland. The cold, clear rivers of the Pacific Northwest had
turned silty; salmon were being mauled by dam turbines or giving up
in exhaustion after trying to negotiate the unfamiliar shoals of a river
turned brown by erosion.
With budget deficits and a recession looming, the construction of
additional costly dams made no sense. Yet a staggering number of
water projects were still on the boards. For western congressmen, these
projects were tantamount to money in the bank: political currency for
them, hard cash for their constituents. But Jimmy Carter's tidy engineer's mind recoiled at the waste involved in the Buread of Reclamation's grandiose schemes. As an easterner, he didn't M y understand
that water was the westerner's totem. Backed by his aggressive Sec-
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retary of the Interior, Cecil Andrw, and a s a both arrogant and
ignorant when it came to the ways of Washington, Carter went for
the throat. He tried to enforce the 160-acte limit for water subsidies
in the agricultural Central Valley of California, a place where the
crooked bends in the law had become so entrenched that they were
stronger than the law itself In April 1977, he issued what came to be
called the water project "hit list." It recommended dropping eighteen
major water projects, modlfymg five, and continuing only nine. As an
example of the waste endemic to the Bureau of Reclamation, Carter's
review cited one project that "benefited only two companies" and
another that "spent over $1 million per landowner." It called for a
more realistic assessment of costs and benefits and for better conservation, noting that "over half of the water delivered through Bureau
of Reclamation irrigation systems is completely wasted."
Congress and the Carter s a w e n t around and around on the hit
list. Carter and his aggressive lieutenants lost the first round. On the
second, they thought they had lined up enough support to stop a bad
compromise bill. The so-called compromise was really just a return
to the status quo. If it was defeated, the road would be cleared for a
reform bill. As the compromise bill fought itd way through Congress,
Carter pledged that he wodd veto it if he had to. To stave off the
possibility of a congressional override, conservationists cashed in every
chip they had, called in every favor. By the time the bill landed on
Carter's desk, they felt sure that they could make a veto stick. At the
last minute, Carter, without telling anyone, backed o& He signed the
bill, squandering not only the environmentalists' political capital, but
his own. Worst of all, he gave the impression that he couldn't tough
it out in the clinches.
After this fiasco, Carter continued to push energy and water conservation, with varying results. So did Cecil Andrus. Like Carter, Andrus came into officewith high ideals: passing a strip-mine reclamation
bill, revising the 1872 mining law, and reorganizing the Interior Department to end the era of what he called the Three R's: "Rape,
Ruin, and Run." Andrus achieved some of his goals. But he, too,
disappointed environmentalists when he agreed to stop trying to scale
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back the Central Utah water project in order to get the Carter-backed
MX missile on line? Despite the uneven results of the Carter years,
at least the United States had a president who was trying to grapple
with environmental problems, instead of denying them.
Unfortunately, Carter's record suggested that fighting the forces of
darkness could sometimes make things worse. "In the end, Carter's
reform measures only revitalized the old water lobby, now strengthened by the addition of major energy companies seeking federal water
for their new projects," wrote Peter Wiley and Robert Gottlieb in
their 1982 book Empires in the Sun: The Rise ojthe New Amen'cun West.
Whether it was because of political ineptitude or the country's
bloated inertia, Carter's sensible energy policy was sadly short-lived.
"I was a graduate student and I just interviewed with Exxon as a
joke," recalled one st& member at a environmental organization.
"But the guy who interviewed me was the most brilliant geologist I
had ever met. I agonized over it, but I decided to take the job. It was
an exciting time. There was a lot of money around for exploration,
for R&D. We saw what was happening; we were buying time for
alternative energy sources to be developed. But then we blew it, totally and completely, by going back to a complete reliance on oil."
When he saw what was happening, the geologist lei? Exxon to work
at a fraction of his fonner salary for a nonprofit group associated with
Arches National Park.
The backlash of the Reagan years was in fdl swing by 1982. Deregulation was lifing restrictions on oil and gas developers. They had
started buying leases back in the sixties, then rewed up in the seventies. In the 1980s, James Watt dispensed rights to federal lands like
a low-rent auctioneer selling the cargo of a foundering ship. By 1986,
80 percent of what scientists call the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem
-Yellowstone Park and the eight national forests that surround ithad already been leased for oil and gas development. This was one of
the few places in the country where big animals hadn't been kicked
off the land. Bear. Elk. Buffalo. But these animals needed lots of
space. They didn't pay attention to park boundaries. National forest
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land leased to oil developers included places where grizzlies mated and
eagles hunted. Of course, the oil companies weren't going to driu
every place they had leased. But with so much land spoken for, it was
more than likely that things were going to be tom up pretty good.
At least that was what Bart Koehler and Dave Foreman were
thinking in 1982, when they decided to hold the third Earth First!
Rendezvous in the Gros Ventre section of the Bridger-Teton National
Forest.

