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“Unconnected with the Government and absolutely independent of political    
or other adverse influences, it has become the fearless and outspoken defender 
of the people’s parks…”

 This quote about what is now National Parks Conservation Association 
speaks to the very core of who we are as an organization. It could have been 
written today, but in fact, it was written nearly a hundred years ago by our 
founder, Robert Sterling Yard, in The Nation’s Parks, a precursor of this 
magazine.

Yard — who served as an employee of the National Park Service before our 
1919 founding — recognized that what our country needed was an organization 
that would speak up for national parks. He saw how critical it was to form a 
group that would work with members of both political parties, and oppose their 
policies when necessary, on behalf of these important and treasured places.

A century later, we are needed now as much as we were at our founding. And 
true to our roots, we are nonpartisan, working with Republicans and Democrats 
alike to protect our parks and all that makes them special. And we fight policies 
that threaten them with everything we have.  

Yard also knew it would take widespread support to protect parks and began 
enlisting members in the earliest days of NPCA. In that same publication in 
the summer of 1920, Yard outlined several reasons why people should join the 
organization. Among them, “Because our Government, being the servant of 
Congress, is unable to fight effectively since Congress itself will be the battle 
ground. It is the people who must save their own National Parks.”

That hasn’t changed. To succeed in this mission, it takes all of us working 
together. I’m grateful we can count on you to join us.
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Warm regards,
Theresa Pierno

President’s Outlook
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Editor’s Note

WHO WE ARE
Established in 1919, the National 
Parks Con servation Association is 
America’s only private, nonprofit 
advocacy or ganization dedicated 
solely to protecting, preserving  
and enhancing the U.S. Na tional 
Park System.

WHAT WE DO
NPCA protects and enhances 
America’s national parks for pres-
ent and future generations by iden-
tifying problems and generating 
support to resolve them.

EDITORIAL MISSION
National Parks magazine fosters an 
appreciation of the natural and his-
toric treasures found in the parks, 
educates readers about the need 
to preserve those resources, and 
illustrates how member contribu-
tions drive our organization’s park-
protection efforts. The magazine 
uses the power of imagery and 
language to forge a lasting bond 
between NPCA and its members, 
while inspiring new readers to join 
the cause. National Parks magazine 
is among a member’s chief benefits. 
Of the $25 membership dues, $6 
covers a one-year subscription to 
the magazine.

MAKE A DIFFERENCE
Members can help defend Ameri-
ca’s natural and cultural heritage. 
Activists alert Congress and the 
administration to park threats, 
comment on park planning and 
adjacent land-use decisions, assist 
NPCA in developing partnerships, 
and educate the public and the 
media. Sign up to receive Park Notes, 
our monthly email newsletter at     
npca.org/join.

HOW TO DONATE
To donate, please visit npca.
org or call 800.628.7275. For 
information about bequests, 
planned gifts and matching gifts, 
call our Development Depart ment, 
extension 145 or 146. 

QUESTIONS?
If you have any questions about 
your membership, call Member 
Services at 800.628.7275. On a 
selective basis, NPCA makes its 
membership list available to organi-
zations that our members may find 
of interest. If you would like your 
name removed from this list, please 
call us at the number listed above. 

HOW TO REACH US
National Parks Conservation  
Association, 777 6th Street NW, 
Suite 700, Washington, DC 20001-
3723; by phone: 1.800.NAT.PARK 
(628.7275); by email: npca@npca.
org; and npca. org.

EDITOR IN CHIEF: Rona Marech
ASSOCIATE EDITOR: Nicolas Brulliard

SENIOR DESIGNER AND PHOTO EDITOR: Nicole Yin
FEATURES DESIGN CONSULTANT: Jessie Despard/Despard Design              

MAGAZINE INTERN: Jenny Phan 
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Marshall Boomer: 717-430-2223  |  marshall.boomer@theYGSgroup.com
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We are very lucky at National Parks. It’s hard to over-
state the degree to which good copy editing can improve 
the quality of a publication, and for 30 years, we’ve had an 
extraordinary reader scrutinizing every issue. Barbara Shapiro 
is the consummate language czar: careful, knowledgeable and 
delightfully crotchety. She doesn’t like when writers strain to 
be original. She shudders at the overuse of em dashes. She can 
spot dangling participles or repetitive syntax a mile away. She 
has saved us from countless embarrassing and painful errors. 

Though copy editors don’t typically judge the quality of the 
work, occasionally, Barbara sees fit to weigh in. “What a treat,” 
she will offer. Or, “especially well written.” These missives 
are inevitably a thrill; I always pass along the compliments 
to writers, letting them know the significance of these rare 
stamps of approval. 

So it is with great regret that I report that after a long 
career as a writer, editor and copy editor, Barbara is laying 
down her red pen and retiring. She’s worked for a vast number 
of nonprofits and businesses, and even ran her own editorial 
outfit for many years, but recently, she’s been scaling back. 
National Parks was one of her few remaining gigs. She’s kept 
at it, she told me, because she likes getting paid to learn. “It’s 
always new and interesting,” she said. “But I want to be free 
from deadlines.” This is her penultimate issue.

I will miss Barbara’s sharp eyes and tart comments, but 
this isn’t farewell forever. When we recently spoke, Barbara 
assured me that I can continue to email her when we get stuck 
on picayune grammar or usage questions. “I won’t consider it 
abusive,” she said. “Send them on.” 

We will, Barbara, we will. And thank you. Our readers will 
never know about all the gaffes you kept out of print, and for 
that, we are profoundly grateful.

A Goodbye, For Now
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TEEN SPIRIT
Your lovely story about the father and reluctant teenager in Death Valley 
[“Death Valley Angst”] reminded me of a similar experience I had at the 
Chesapeake & Ohio Canal National Historical Park. 
One of my goals as scoutmaster was to have the troop 
bike and camp the whole 184 miles into Washington, 
D.C. My 15-year-old son resisted, reluctantly agree-
ing to go at the last minute. A few days into the trip, 
I had to ride several miles away from our campsite to 
fi nd something that had been lost. To my surprise, my 
son came along. Once out of earshot of the others, he 
thanked me for making him take the trip. That mo-
ment was a real gift, made possible by my love for the 
C&O Canal. I will treasure it always.

BILL JORDAN

Akron, OH

125 JUNIOR 
RANGER 
BADGES AND
COUNTING
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DARING ART IN A 
POLITICALLY DIVISIVE ERA

A WINTRY ADVENTURE IN 
YELLOWSTONE

WHY PRESERVE CUBAN 
REFUGEE BOATS?

Meet the next generation of 
homeschooled kids. Their homes 
have wheels, and their classrooms are 
national parks and the big wide world.
.

Oh my! Thank you so much for this 
wonderful piece in Trail Mix [“Death 
Valley Angst”]! We have a grand-
daughter who reminds us so much 
of Hannah. We have always said that 
she contains a “joy gene” — constantly 
smiling, bursting with happiness, curi-
ous and ready to go. She turned 14 in 
January, and over these past months 
her demeanor has changed. I want to 
thank Hannah for expressing herself 
so well and helping us to better under-
stand. Growing up is complicated, and 
we feel as if we are growing up with 
our granddaughter. We will miss her 
uninhibited ability to sparkle over 
the slightest experience, but we know 
that she is on her way to becoming an 
insightful, caring  young woman.

ANN FOURTNER
Getzville, NY

THE PRICE OF FREEDOM
The exhilarating experiences enjoyed 
by the Curren children [“Lessons in 
Motion”] will, one expects, make them 
lifelong lovers of the grand nature ven-
ues. How fortunate for them that their 
parents are “in a position to make it 
happen,” as the article notes. The fami-
lies profi led in the article are rightly 
proud of the values that roadschooling 
instills in their children and do not 
miss the constraints that public educa-
tion, in their view, involves.

I was hoping to find in the article, 

but did not, any awareness that this 
exquisite experience is facilitated by 
the family’s economic advantage. With 
the help of family wealth, parents can 
generally be confident in a positive 
future for their children, even after 
an unconventional childhood without 
standard education. (I imagine 
colleges will compete to admit these 
children.) 

One wonders how “ordinary” 
families, economically marginal or 
simply working in middle-class jobs 
without money to spare, can attain 

Send letters to National Parks Magazine, 777 6th Street NW, 

Suite 700, Washington, DC 20001-3723. Or email npmag@npca.

org. Include your name, city and state. Published letters may be 

edited for length and clarity.

Letters
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CORRECTION
The credit for the photograph on Page 
22 of the Summer 2018 issue was 
dropped due to a production error. 
The photograph of rhododendrons 
at Redwood National and State Parks 
was taken by David Muench of Muench 
Photography Inc. We regret the error.

Big Sky
RECREATE • RELAX• REJUVENATE

V i s i tB igSky. com 4 0 6 • 9 9 5 • 3 0 0 0

the joys of freedom that the Currens 
celebrate.

My hope for these roadschoolers 
is that they will come to realize how 
favored they are, and that they will 
reach across the gap of economic dif-
ference to bring others over and not 
just rejoice in how they were able to 
grow up differently.

MARIANNE GABEL
Delaware, OH

As a classroom teacher, I was thrilled 
with the article “Lessons in Motion.” I 
applaud the Curren family for taking 
a risk, refocusing on what education 
truly is all about.

KARL MARQUARDT
Weston, WI

SLOWING DOWN
Reading the article “The Appalachian 
Trail Blazer” [Spring 2018], I couldn’t 
help thinking, “What’s the point?”

I assume Jennifer Pharr Davis did 
not have time to “waste” admiring a 
sublime sunset or a golden sunrise 
during her rush along the Appalachian 
Trail. One can also assume she didn’t 
slow down to revel in the natural 
environment around her or listen 
with delight to the sweet songs of the 
American robin, the yellow-throated 
vireo or the brown thrasher. Did 
she notice the bald eagles, the red-
tailed hawks or the American kestrels 
soaring on warm thermals high above 
her head? Probably not. When your 
“shin splints” are causing excruciating 
pain, who cares about songbirds and 
soaring raptors?

It all seems such a waste of time 
and effort to me. Hopefully Davis will 
take to the Appalachian Trail again 
one day at a much more leisurely pace, 
which will give her the time to truly 

appreciate the real significance and 
purpose of the trail. Maybe she could 
set a new record — as the slowest 
person to walk the AT. Now that, and 
her observations, would be worth 
reading about.

JIM LESSES
Adelaide, Australia

PARKS WITHOUT POLITICS?
Regarding “Harsh Is Truth” in the 
summer issue, I agree that artist-in-
residence programs are worthwhile 
and realize that education is at the 
heart of NPCA's mission. But don’t you 
think that in this day and age, when 
every single issue seems to be tinged 
with political controversy, most visi-
tors to parks would like to just escape 
the daily reminders of discord on these 

issues and enjoy their surroundings? 
Look, for example, at the pure joy 
on Teddy Roosevelt’s face as he pre-
pares to tour Yellowstone [“That Was 
Then”]. Think he cared to be reminded 
of issues with the Panama Canal and 
Colombia?

STEVE ROGERS
Whitehall, MI

DEPTS_Fall_FINAL_6.indd   7 8/16/18   2:50 PM
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Echoes 

This polluting oil 
refinery betrays 
the conservation 
values of the park's 
namesake. 
Stephanie Kodish, senior 

director and counsel of NPCA's 

clean air program, as quoted in 

the Associated Press about the 

plan to build an oil refinery 3 

miles from Theodore Roosevelt 

National Park. NPCA and two 

other environmental groups 

are suing North Dakota, 

arguing that the state erred 

when it concluded that the 

proposed refinery would not 

be a major source of pollution 

and negatively affect the park. 

It does not "amend" the ESA 
- it essentially calls for its 
elimination. 
Bart Melton, NPCA's Northern Rockies 
regional director, in the Casper Star
Tribune, describing a draft bill that 
would revamp the Endangered Species 
Act, a cornerstone of conservation 
law. NPCA, which strongly opposes the 
proposed legislation, launched a new 
web feature last month highlighting 
some of the 600 or so threatened 
and endangered plants and animals 
with habitat in national parks. 

Sport hunting is appropriate 
on national preserves, but it is 
not appropriate to practice de 
facto predator control and turn 
national preserves managed 
by the National Park Service 
into glorified game farms. 
Jim Adams, NPCA's Alaska regional 
director, speaking to NBC News about the 
Department of the Interior's proposal to 
overturn wildlife management regulations 
that ban extreme hunting practices such 
as baiting brown bears with donuts 
and entering dens to kill black bears on 
park/ands in Alaska. NPCA is fighting the 
reversal of the current regulations, which 

the National Park Service adopted in 2015. 
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PHOTO: FOG ROLLING THROUGH THEODORE ROOSEVELT NATIONAL PARK, NORTH DAKOTA 
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One morning in early June, Rob 
Snowhite decided to take Arwel Evans, 
a visiting friend from Wales, to the Na-
tional Mall — a popular stop for tourists 
in the nation’s capital. Before the two 
left, Snowhite consulted tidal charts and 
examined real-time river gauges online. 
Pleased with what he saw, he grabbed his 
fishing gear.

The Mall includes small bodies of 
water, but Snowhite was interested in 
fishing on America’s front lawn itself. In-
flated by high tide and days of torrential 
rain, the Potomac River had spilled over 
its banks, and that morning, Snowhite 
and Evans found themselves thigh-deep 
in floodwater, trying to spot disoriented 
fish flitting among the Japanese cherry 
trees. Hooking carp through the railings 

that line the walkways is tricky, but for 
Snowhite, that’s a big draw.

“It just makes it more entertaining,” 
he said.

That was the fifth time Snowhite, who 
works as a fly-fishing guide in the D.C. 
area, had been able to fish on the Mall 
this year. During past trips, he caught 
gar, carp and snakehead, and he even 
saw the occasional goldfish. Contrary to 
popular belief, the capital was not built 
on a swamp, but the Mall, located in the 
lowest part of the city, has long experi-
enced flooding. According to a recent 
National Park Service report, a projected 
sea level rise of up to 2.5 feet by the end 
of the century could expose numerous 
park sites in the capital to widespread 
damage from storm surges.

Trail Mix 

ROB SNOWHITE, poses with a 
carp he caught near the Jefferson 
Memorial when the Potomac River 
flooded parts of the National Mall in 
downtown Washington, D.C.

Front-Lawn Fishing

The Mall and neighboring buildings 
are protected by earthen levees and bar-
riers, but Judy Scott Feldman, a founder 
of the nonprofit National Mall Coalition, 
said they are not sufficient. Besides river 
flooding, the Mall also faces a flood risk 
from stormwater runoff from higher ar-
eas. As a result, her group is pushing for 
the creation of an underground parking 
garage that would also act as temporary 
storage for that floodwater. “What we 
try to do is to come up with a good idea,” 
Feldman said.

Leslie Frattaroli, the natural resource 
program manager for the National Mall 
and Memorial Parks, said floods can 
kill trees and create standing pools of 
water that become breeding grounds for 
mosquitoes. Floods can also expand the 
foraging grounds of waterfowl, increas-
ing the likelihood of undesirable interac-
tions with human visitors. 

But unless a powerful hurricane 
blows through, the monuments should 
be fine. The structures can withstand 
most flooding episodes unscathed, said 
Catherine Dewey, the chief of resource 
management for the National Mall and 
Memorial Parks. The biggest issue in the 
wake of a large flood would be the mess. 
“We would have to do a lot of cleaning,” 
she said. 

A swollen Potomac means a forced 
day off for Snowhite, who can’t take his 
fly-fishing customers to the usual spots. 
So he tries to make the most of it by 
fishing with friends. On that June fishing 
trip, Evans ended up hooking a couple of 
carps, which he released after Snowhite 
snapped a few souvenir photos. Snowhite 
himself didn’t catch any fish, but he did 
attract plenty of attention. “You get a lot 
of crazy looks from the tourists,” he said.

—NICOLAS BRULLIARD

The National Mall is flooding to the point that anglers 
can catch fish swimming among the cherry trees. 
Should the Park Service worry? 
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“What are some new and dan-
gerous ideas for America today?”  
The words are blazoned across a 
whiteboard in the visitor center at 
Roger Williams National Memorial in 
downtown Providence, Rhode Island. 
If the question seems provocative, 
that’s the point. It’s meant to capture 
the spirit of Roger Williams, the out-
spoken English preacher who founded 
Providence in 1636 as a haven of free 
speech and religious freedom. 

Part of the park’s “New and Dan-
gerous Opinions” exhibit, the whiteboard 
is a blank slate where visitors scribble 
their honest, unfiltered answers. And 
scribble they have. Most weeks, the 
board is a tangly mess of multicolored 
comments that show a wide and idiosyn-
cratic range of thoughts and opinions. At 

times, commenters engage with one an-
other’s words, drawing arrows with notes 
of agreement, qualification or dissent.

Some “dangerous ideas” that appear 
on the board are philosophical or con-
ceptual: “That some religions are not 
true religions” or “Equal pay for equal 
work.” Others are tongue in cheek: 
“Moving to upstate N.Y.” One local man 
drops in often to use the bathroom and 
always pens the same note, along with 
a fan-shaped leaf: “Cannabis is good for 
us and God wants us to have it!” 

Many comments, however, are 
more pointed and echo anxieties of our 
political moment. One note identifies 
arming teachers as a new and dan-
gerous idea. Two weeks later, in almost 
the exact spot: “March 14 student 
walkout to protest gun violence.” Others 

A Space For All Voices  
At a Rhode Island national park site, visitors 
share their dangerous ideas. 

mention “alternative facts” or football 
players kneeling during the national 
anthem. Still others directly refer-
ence the current administration, citing 
dangerous ideas such as “A second 
term,” “That building walls solves our 
problems” and “Impeaching Trump.”  

It’s not always clear where com-
menters stand on the issues they raise. 
Is the idea “dangerous” because it 
might ruffle some feathers but would 
be ultimately beneficial to all — the 
way Williams’ ideas around religious 
freedom were dangerous — or is the 
idea dangerous in that it would threaten 
the social fabric and should therefore be 
avoided at all costs?

Since early last year, rangers have 
snapped weekly photos of the white-
board and posted them on the park’s 
Facebook page, where the (mostly) 
anonymous musings find a larger 
audience. Staff have never censored 
anyone’s comments.

Though it wasn’t park officials’ 
intention, the timing of the exhibit 
coincides with a period when free 
speech within the National Park Service 
has come under threat. The white-
board was unveiled just weeks after 
the swearing in of President Donald J. 
Trump, who criticized a Park Service 
staffer for retweeting aerial photos 
comparing crowd sizes at his and former 
President Barack Obama’s inaugura-
tions. Soon after, official Park Service 
Twitter accounts were temporarily 
shut down, and the Alt National Park 
Service movement sprang up online to 
protest the silencing of park employees 
(“I follow ALTNPS on Twitter!” one 
person noted on the whiteboard). 

VISITORS to Roger Williams National 
Memorial in Providence, Rhode Island, can 
share their “dangerous ideas” as part of an 
exhibit honoring the legacy of the outspoken 
17th-century preacher.
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More recently, Park Service officials 
deleted all mentions of human-caused 
climate change from a report on storm 
surge and sea level rise, according to 
an analysis of 18 drafts of the report 
obtained by Reveal, the website 
and radio program of the Center for 
Investigative Reporting. After a long 
delay and much outcry, the report 
was released in May with the deleted 
language restored.

Amid this atmosphere of creeping 
censorship, the whiteboard project 
stands out for celebrating free speech by 
allowing any voice, no matter how con-
troversial, to be seen and heard. “There 
are comments you don’t agree with, 
but that’s okay,” said Sparkle Bryant, a 
ranger who has worked at the park for 
20 years. “It’s up to you to decide what 
the right answer is.”

David A. Logan, former dean of 
Roger Williams University School of 
Law in Rhode Island, who has visited 
the exhibit, said the park’s experiment is 
clearly aligned with the state’s pro-
gressive history and values. “Putting a 
whiteboard up and letting people go at 
it is taking a risk,” he said. “It’s per-
fectly fitting that it would happen here 
in Providence rather than in Yosemite 
or the Smoky Mountains. This colony 
is founded on trying things no one had 
tried before.” 

Cast out of Massachusetts Bay 
Colony for criticizing Puritan influence 
on civic life, Roger Williams estab-
lished Providence Plantations on land 
deeded to him by the Narragansett 
Indians, whose rights he champi-
oned and whose language he studied. 
The new colony, later named Rhode 
Island, was the first secular state in 
the New World. Citizens could worship 
(or not) as they pleased without per-
secution, every plot was equal in size, 
and women could own land and weigh 
in on town decisions — all shockingly 
radical notions at the time. Williams’ 
insistence on separating religious and 
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ROGER WILLIAMS had a few dangerous 
ideas of his own, including a belief that 
church and state should be separate.  

civic matters — and his belief that 
each person should live according 
to his or her own conscience — laid 
groundwork for the Constitution 
and Bill of Rights more than a cen-
tury later. 

Bryant emphasized that 
William's legacy is about more than 
his “dangerous opinion” that church 
and state should be separate; it’s 
about speaking truth to power. 
“People call them crazy, call them 
heretics,” she said, referring to those 
willing to stand up and challenge 
the status quo, during any era. “The 
same thing happened to Roger.”

Park staff were admittedly un-
sure of how the whiteboard would 
be received and used by visitors. 
Though rangers expected political 
messages to be part of the mix, they 
worried that profanity might force 
them to grab an eraser (or at the 
very least, insert a few strategically 
placed asterisks). But so far, they 
said, there’s been no reason to con-
sider editing the board. 

“The comments don’t go off color,” 
said John McNiff, a ranger who helped 
develop the overall exhibit, which 
also includes large-scale panels with 
photographs that highlight issues such 
as women’s rights, gay marriage and the 
Black Lives Matter movement. “People 
understand this is important. They take 
it seriously.” 

A scroll through the backlog of 
Facebook photos confirms this. Many 
views expressed on the board are strong, 
but the snark and anger that often 
arise on social media and other online 
platforms are conspicuously absent. 

Logan said that encountering a forum 
for ideas in a public, physical space — 
rather than an anonymous, digital one, 
where echo chambers abound — may 
catch people off guard, leaving them 
more open-minded. “People are not 
walking in because they want to pound 
the table about immigration or a living 
wage,” he said. “That’s not why you go to 
a national park.” 

Logan likened the whiteboard 
experiment to the proverbial town 
square, where early Americans 
would gather to hear speakers whose 
views might run contrary to their 
own, a tradition that informed First 
Amendment protections. “Americans 
don’t do that so much anymore,” he 
said. “Now we attend either campaign 
or staged events. The nice thing about 
the whiteboard is that it’s not staged.” 

Though fostering open discourse 
may not change people’s opinions, 
he said, it is vital to the health of a 
democracy — a principle that Williams 
identified over 350 years ago. “That’s 
a public good, when people are drawn 
out of their bubbles and into a lively 
exchange,” Logan said. “The more we   
do that as citizens, the better off we     
are in the long-term.” 

DORIAN FOX is a writer and freelance editor 

whose essays, stories and articles have appeared 

in various literary journals and other publications. 
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With the naked eye, it’s impossible 
to discern early signs of chronic wast-
ing disease in elk. For years after they 
become infected, these monumental 
animals go about their lives — ambling 
into the high country in summer and 
back down to the valleys in winter, 
mating in fall and calving in spring.  
But then a few weeks before they die, 
they become thin, and their ribs and 
hipbones protrude. They salivate, 
droop their ears and don’t run away 
from humans as healthy elk would.

“They get a look on their faces that’s 

like the lights are on but nobody’s home,” 
said Margaret Wild, who was the chief 
wildlife veterinarian for the Wildlife 
Health Branch of the National Park Ser-
vice until last month. “It’s very sad for the 
individual animal, but what makes me 
more sad is that this is happening time 
and time again. We’re not going to have 
as many elk out there and calves being 
born, and this population may not be 
sustainable in the long term.” 

Elk pick up this degenerative dis-
order, in which an abnormal protein 
infects an animal’s nervous system and 

Wasting Away slowly destroys the brain, from blood, 
saliva, urine and even the soil, where 
the proteins remain viable for years. The 
illness, similar to mad cow and scrapie, 
is easily transmissible between animals, 
there is no treatment or cure, and it is 
always fatal. 

Researchers first detected CWD in 
1967, but it remained for years in a small 
geographic area spanning southern Wyo-
ming and northern Colorado. Then in 
the 2000s, it appeared to spread — or at 
least it was detected more often — pop-
ping up in deer, elk and moose in new 
regions. Now, it has emerged in 25 states, 
Alberta, Saskatchewan and South Korea. 
In the last couple of years, it appeared in 
Europe for the first time — it’s uncertain 
how — in moose, deer and wild reindeer. 

Not only is CWD spreading geo-
graphically, it is increasing in prevalence. 
Wildlife managers at state agencies, the 

Deer, elk and moose across the country are dying 
from a mysterious ailment. Can the Park Service 
help in the race to stop chronic wasting disease? 

ELK GRAZE among the aspen trees in Rocky Mountain 
National Park. Biologists first identified chronic wasting 
disease in the park in 1981. 
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“They get a look on their faces that’s like 
the lights are on but nobody’s home.”

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the U.S. 
Geological Survey, the National Park 
Service and other organizations are 
concerned the disease will pare down the 
herds over the coming decades, which 
could harm whole ecosystems. Predators 
and scavengers that feed on deer and elk 
could decline, and the plants deer and elk 
consume could overgrow. Another big 
concern is whether the disease is — or 
will evolve to become — transmissible 
to human beings. So far, there are no 
documented cases of CWD in people, but 
some recent research suggests that it can 
infect macaques, which are close genetic 
relatives of humans. 

Eff orts to develop a vaccine are 
underway, but in the meantime, wildlife 

managers at state and federal agencies 
are focusing primarily on preventing the 
spread of the disease. The Park Service’s 
Wildlife Health Branch, for example, 
trains biologists across the country so 
they can recognize the symptoms and 
remove and test the sick animals. And 
parks that are within 60 miles of a known 
case of CWD, such as Shenandoah, Vicks-
burg National Military Park and Buf-
falo National River, collect deer and elk 
carcasses and test them. To prevent new 
outbreaks, the Park Service no longer 
moves deer and elk into or out of parks 
for reintroduction projects. 

Researchers across the country are 
also trying to better understand how the 
disease operates and how it aff ects wild-

life populations, which could help them 
fi gure out how to stop it. Two national 
parks, Rocky Mountain and Wind Cave, 
present unique opportunities to study 
the illness in elk because it has infected 
their herds for a long time; biologists fi rst 
identifi ed CWD in Rocky Mountain in 
1981. These parks also have a relatively 
high prevalence of the disease, possibly 
because they have dense concentrations 
of the animals. (The restriction on hunt-
ing has allowed the herds to grow large, 
and high population density is believed 
to increase the likelihood of disease 
transmission.) 

One question the Park Service’s 
Wildlife Health Branch investigated is 
whether CWD is causing elk popula-
tions to decline. A 2014 study found 
that the disease was in fact aff ecting 
the viability of the herds, and projec-
tions suggest that it will continue to be a 
problem anytime the prevalence exceeds 

DEPTS_Fall_FINAL_6.indd   20 8/16/18   2:51 PM

http://www.sailmainecoast.com
http://www.explorefairbanks.com


"To you, it's the perfect lift chair. To me, 
it's the best sleep chair I've ever had." 

— J. Fitzgerald, VA 

Sit up, lie down — 
and anywhere 

^ in between! 

We've all had nights when we just can't lie down in 
bed and sleep, whether it's from heartburn, cardiac 
problems, hip or back aches - it could be a variety of 
reasons. Those are the nights we'd give anything for 
a comfortable chair to sleep in, one that reclines to 
exactly the right degree, raises feet and legs to precisely 
the desired level, supports the head and shoulders 
properly, operates easily even in the dead of night, 
and sends a hopeful sleeper right off to dreamland. 

Our Perfect Sleep Chair® is just the chair to do it all. 
It's a chair, true - the finest of lift chairs - but this chair 
is so much more! It's designed to provide total comfort 
and relaxation not found in other chairs. It can't be 
beat for comfortable, long-term sitting, TV viewing, 

relaxed reclining and -yes! - peaceful 
sleep. Our chair's recline technology 
allows you to pause the chair in 
an infinite number of positions, 
including the Trendelenburg 
position and the zero gravity 

position where your body 
p experiences a minimum of 

internal and external stresses. 
I You'll love the other benefits, 

too: It helps with correct 
spinal alignment, promotes back 

pressure relief, and encourages 
This lift chair puts you better posture to prevent back 
safely on your feet! and muscle pain. 

Easy-to-use remote 
for massage, heat, 

recline and lift 

And there's more! The overstuffed, oversized biscuit 
style back and unique seat design will cradle you in 
comfort. Generously filled, wide armrests provide 
enhanced arm support when sitting or reclining. The 
high and low heat settings along with the multiple 
massage settings, can provide a soothing relaxation 
you might get at a spa - just imagine getting all that 
in a lift chair! It even has a battery backup in case of a 
power outage. Shipping charge includes white glove 
delivery. Professionals will deliver the chair to the 
exact spot in your home where you want it, unpack 
it, inspect it, test it, position it, and even carry the 
packaging away! You get your choice of fabrics and 
colors - Call now! 

The Perfect Sleep Chair® 

1 -888-623-2026 
Please mention code 109741 when ordering. 
Because each Perfect Sleep Chair is a custom-made bedding product, 
we can only accept returns on chairs that are damaged or defective. 

© 2018 ffrsfSTREET for Boomers and Beyond, Inc. 



22 NATIONALPARKS

Trail Mix

call of the wild

7- or 8-night small ship adventure cruises 
Costa Rica & Panamá I Hawaiian Islands 

Mexico’s Sea of Cortés • Nov-Apr 

7- or 8-night small ship adventure cruises 
Costa Rica & Panamá I Hawaiian Islands 

Mexico’s Sea of Cortés • Nov-Apr Mexico’s Sea of Cortés • Nov-Apr 

See national parks by water: 888-862-8881  l  UnCruise.com/npca

Howler monkey? Humpback whale? Magnificent frigatebird? 
Paddle on and answer your calling. You just might

bump into a friend along the way.  

 

Howler monkey? Humpback whale? Magnificent frigatebird? 

7- or 8-night small ship adventure cruises 
Costa Rica & Panamá I Hawaiian Islands 

Mexico’s Sea of Cortés • Nov-Apr Mexico’s Sea of Cortés • Nov-Apr 

See national parks by water

KATE SIBER is a freelance journalist based in 

Durango, Colorado.

13 percent. Another study published in 
2017 compared the genetics of elk in 
Rocky Mountain National Park, where 
the disease has persisted for decades, to 
disease-free populations. The results sug-
gested that CWD was causing at least one 
population-level adaptation. In elk, there 
is a form of a gene that controls how 
fast CWD develops. In those with the L 
allele, the disease unfolds more slowly, 
allowing those animals to live longer and 
reproduce. In those with the M allele, 
it progresses faster.  The CWD-aff ected 
herds had more elk with the L allele than 
other herds. 

“It’s very exciting,” says Ryan 
Monello, who previously was a wildlife 
disease ecologist at the Wildlife Health 
Branch and now works for the Park Ser-
vice in Hawaii. “This idea that a pathogen 
is occurring in a population and aff ecting 
how genes get passed on is a rare thing to 
observe in wildlife populations.” 

Although the study indicates that 
herds are adapting slowly to CWD 
through natural selection, it’s unclear 
whether the Park Service can rely on 
those changes to save elk. It’s possible 
that the elk with the adaptive L alleles 
have disadvantages or vulnerabilities 
that scientists don’t know about yet. The 
Wildlife Health Branch is continuing to 
monitor the herds. a

Meanwhile, in Wind Cave Na-
tional Park, where the prevalence of 
the disease jumped from 3 percent in 
female elk to 10 percent over the course 
of about 10 years, the Wildlife Health 
Branch is working with park staff  to 
test a way to reduce the disease. Several 
years ago, when park staff  were plan-
ning to cull overabundant elk to ease 
the pressure on plant communities, they 
decided to use the opportunity to study 
how decreasing the population would 
aff ect the incidence of CWD. 

Over the last two winters, volunteers 
shot elk in Wind Cave, painstakingly 
hauling the 600-plus-pound carcasses 

out of the woods intact to reduce the 
risk of contaminating the environment 
(and so they could donate the meat of 
animals that tested negative for CWD. 
The Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention advises hunters to test deer 
and elk and to avoid eating meat from 
infected animals). Researchers are also 
following about 40 elk with radio collars 
to track their movements and collect 
information about when they die — and 
if they die of CWD. 

“It seems kind of counterintuitive — if 
you’re concerned about sustainability, why 
would you go in and kill elk?” Margaret 
Wild said. “It’s like when you fl y on an 
airplane and everybody’s all crammed to-
gether, and next thing you know you have 
a cold. We’re hoping that by reducing the 
number of elk and their contacts with each 
other, we’ll be able to reduce the occur-
rence of the disease.” It’s expected to take 
fi ve to seven years to collect enough data 

for a meaningful analysis. 
Negative public sentiment has led   

researchers to shut down some studies 
into the impact of culling, but prelimi-
nary evidence suggests that it can be a 
useful strategy in combating CWD. A 
study in Illinois indicates that reducing 
the number of deer in areas where the 
disease is rampant is helping to contain 
the illness. The Park Service’s research 
is one puzzle piece that will help fi ll in 
the picture of whether this is an eff ective 
management strategy. 

“That’s the way science progresses — 
in these baby steps,” Wild said. “I saw my 
fi rst case of CWD in 1989, and over the 
last few decades, we’ve learned so much. 
It’s not all good news, but at least we can 
be making wiser decisions, and someday 
we’ll know a better way to control it.” 
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Now, the destructive hybrid has con-
quered 500 acres along the shores of the 
park’s lakes and shows no signs of slowing 
down. Mats of floating cattail as large as 
four football fields break off and drift for 
miles before colonizing new bays. They 
also create navigational hazards invisible 
on GPS maps, smashing into docks and 
blocking off boaters inside coves.

“The cattail problem is getting worse 
and worse,” said Bryce Olson, a biolo-
gist at Voyageurs. “People are getting 
frustrated.”

Enter cattail-loving rodents: 
muskrats. Biologists are placing their 
faith in the cattail’s natural foes to help 
cut through thick stands and contain the 
future spread of the plant. Not only do 
the semi-aquatic rodents devour cattails 
(it’s one of their favorite foods), they 
also use the plants to build their huts. In 
a move biologists involved in the project 
say is unprecedented, they are planning 
to import 125 muskrats into the park 
and release them in five locations with 
the hope that the animals establish 
stable populations and put their incisors 
to work.

Dan Svedarsky, a recently retired 
professor at the University of Minnesota 
who co-authored a report on cattail man-
agement, said muskrats can effectively 
control cattail, and he pointed to a marsh 
in Waconia, southwest of Minneapolis, 
where the rodents cleared out areas 
around their huts and created pathways 
between thick cattail stands. “There, the 
muskrats really made a dent in opening 
the cattail and probably increased the 
amount of open water by 50 percent,” 
he said. As the cattail recedes, seeds that 
have been dormant for decades sprout 
again, and native wetland plants return.

Voyageurs is not the only place 
dealing with hybrid and invasive cattails. 

Biologists at Voyageurs National 
Park are counting on the voracious 
appetite of rodents to help contain 
a cattail invasion.

Muskrats to 
the Rescue

SEVERAL DECADES AGO, CATTAILS WITH NARROW LEAVES 
and short, brown flower spikes started growing along 
the bays of Voyageurs National Park in Minnesota. They 

looked innocuous enough — in fact, only astute observers 
could distinguish them from the cattails that had always been 
there. But soon the invasive, reed-like plants cross-pollinated 
with the native variety, and before long the offspring had 
supplanted the parent species. The hybrid didn’t stop there. 
Stands of cattails became so dense that they crowded out 
every other wetland plant, including sedges, wild rice and 
rushes, and left no room for ducks to nest or fish to spawn.
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MUSKRATS have been called on to help 
stop the creep of invasive cattail: They eat 
large quantities of the plant and use it to 
build their huts. 
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flooding resulting from climate change, 
Ahlers said.

Biologists suspect that the winter 
drawdowns from the dams between 
Namakan and Rainy Lakes have played 
a major role in the relative absence of 
muskrats in Voyageurs. When the water 
level is too low, muskrats can’t swim 
under the ice and must walk on top of 
it, where they’re more vulnerable to 
predators. Also, the water acts as a heat 
source for the muskrat’s hut, so when the 
water level drops, temperature inside the 
hut plummets. “They end up freezing to 
death,” said Steve Windels, Voyageurs’ 
wildlife biologist.

That may change soon. A recent 
report funded by the International Joint 
Commission recommended limited 
winter drawdowns to increase muskrats’ 
chances of surviving the winter. This is 
good news for the new arrivals, which 
will be recruited from areas around the 
park. Ahlers, who is collaborating with 
park biologists on the reintroduction, will 
help trap the muskrats and equip some 
of them with radio transmitters to track 
their whereabouts. 

Because importing muskrats to 
control cattails has never been done 
before, Olson is uncertain about the 
outcome. What’s sure is that if the 
first group of muskrats performs well, 
another batch will follow. “These areas 
can support many more,” Olson said. 
“I don’t think you can have too many 
muskrats.” NP

NICOLAS BRULLIARD is associate editor of 

National Parks magazine.

At River Raisin National Battle-
field Park, a site in southeast 
Michigan that commemorates 
a crushing U.S. defeat during 
the War of 1812, visitors may 
spot a human-size muskrat — 
and perhaps even receive a 
hug from him. During the harsh 
winter of the Battles of the River 
Raisin, the area’s settlers ran 
out of food and survived on a 
diet heavy on muskrats, said 
Jami Keegan, an interpretive 
ranger at the park. “In honor of 
the muskrat sacrifice in 1812, we 
decided to honor their memory 
and make Major Muskrat the 
mascot of the park,” she said.

MUSKRAT MASCOT

Joint Commission — a body that 
addresses water issues between Canada 
and the U.S.

To manage the cattail problem, park 
officials have devised a 10-year plan that 
includes using a range of mechanical 
tools from barges known as “swamp 
devils,” which chop up floating cattail 
mats, to a small vehicle that scrapes off 
the plants above the ice in winter. These 
approaches are no panacea, however. The 
barges can’t be used in shallow waters 
where their blades would hit the hard, 
granite bottom. Power mowers and brush 
cutters only cut off the plant, allowing it 
to grow back through underground stems 
that produce stands of genetically iden-
tical cattails. Using shovels and spades to 
remove the root systems is effective, but 
it’s also time-consuming and inefficient.

That’s where the muskrats come in. 
Voyageurs has one of the highest beaver 
densities in the world, Olson said, but 
even though muskrats favor the same 
habitats as their much larger fellow 
rodents, they are few and far between 
in the park. Researchers have long 
suspected that the country's muskrat 
population was declining based on 
anecdotal evidence from fur trappers. 
In a recent study of harvest data, Adam 
Ahlers, an assistant professor of wildlife 
and outdoors management at Kansas 
State University, found that muskrat 
populations indeed appear to have 
decreased since 1970 in most states 
including Minnesota. Many factors may 
be contributing to the decline, including 
habitat loss and degradation as well 
as increased episodes of drought and 

“The cattail problem is getting worse and 
worse. People are getting frustrated.”

Before the 1880s, the narrow-leaf cattail 
that originated in Europe was found only 
in the North Atlantic coastal region. By 
the end of the 19th century it had reached 
the Great Lakes, and it was spotted 
in North Dakota in the 1940s, having 
traveled there along roads, ditches and 
railroads. Svedarsky said the hybrid 
has now settled in parts of Utah and 
Manitoba, where scientists and private 
companies are collaborating to turn the 
harvested cattail into pellets of biofuel 
used for heating and cooking.

In some places, herbicides have 
been used to control cattail growth, but 
the designation of Voyageurs’ waters as 
an outstanding resource by the state of 
Minnesota disqualifies that option. Fire 
can destroy cattail comprehensively only 
if the water is drained and the roots are 
allowed to dry for extended periods. 
This is possible in small ponds but not 
at Voyageurs, where the water levels of 
the main lakes, which are controlled by 
dams, have been set by the International 

DEPTS_Fall_FINAL_6.indd   25 8/16/18   2:51 PM



26 NATIONALPARKS

BY EMILY MOUNTFindings

use the information to relocate park build-
ings and close roads to help keep visitors 
and staff out of harm’s way.

Stock and his team are using high-
resolution photos of Yosemite’s cliffs 
and laser technology to create 3D images 
of fracture zones and rockfall debris. 
They run computer models to simulate 
the trajectory of falling rocks, and they 
analyze boulders’ exposure to cosmic 
rays to figure out the frequency of ancient 
rockfalls. They’ve also cataloged more 
than 1,000 past rockfalls, which are one 
of the best indicators of future events. “A 
data set like this is really precious and 
hard to come by,” said Jeff Moore, assis-
tant professor of geology and geophysics 
at the University of Utah. “The research 
that Stock is doing is at the forefront of 
rockfall science.”  

Yosemite Valley is an ideal place to 
study rockfall in part because of its glacial 
history. When ice retreated 15,000 years 
ago, it left behind a flat-bottomed valley 
flanked by vertical sides. High granite 
walls, no longer supported by ice, began 

Using science to protect visitors 
from Yosemite’s falling rocks.

Most of the dozens of climbers in the area escaped injury, but two 
climbers walking along the base of the cliffs were in the path of the debris. 
One was killed and the other seriously injured. The next day, a rock slab 20 
times larger — weighing almost 28,000 tons or about 1,400 dump truck 
loads — crashed down. Remarkably, no one was killed, but one driver was 
hurt by a fragment that punctured his car’s sunroof and hit his head. At 
the time, Yosemite’s geologist, Greg Stock, was a couple of miles away. 
“Within minutes, there was a huge dust cloud sweeping up the valley,” he 
recounted. “I knew immediately what had happened.” 

Rockfalls occur about once a week in Yosemite Valley, where they have 
caused 16 fatalities and more than 100 injuries since documentation began 
150 years ago. The National Park Service is responsible for keeping visitors 
safe, but knowing where and when the next rock will fall is virtually unimagi-
nable. Or is it? What used to be a far-fetched idea is starting to take shape. 
Scientists can now identify areas where risk is highest. Park managers in turn 

Rolling Stones 

A CLIMBER looks on as rocks fall from 
the face of El Capitan in Yosemite 

National Park on Sept. 28, 2017. 
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ON SEPTEMBER 27, 2017, A CHUNK OF ROCK dropped 
from the face of Yosemite National Park’s El Capitan 
and tumbled 1,750 feet to the valley below.
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“You can often hear individual rocks hitting and breaking and 
bouncing around. Then you hear the sound of trees being 
knocked over and vegetation being pulverized.”

to drop rocks in sometimes stupendous 
volumes. Occasionally, rockfalls are large 
enough to generate category 5 hurricane-
strength winds and obliterate thousands 
of trees.

“Rockfalls are really loud,” said Stock, 
who has worked at Yosemite since 2006. 
“They sound a lot like thunder, and you 
can often hear individual rocks hitting 
and breaking and bouncing around. 
Then you hear the sound of trees being 
knocked over and vegetation being pul-
verized. These are really intense events.”

 Rockfalls occur for a variety of 
reasons: Roots can pry apart rocks, and 
water widens cracks through freezing, 
thawing and weathering. Once a section 
of a cliff is cracked, earthquakes, heat 
and rainstorms can jolt the unstable area 
and send granite slabs tumbling down at 
tremendous speed. When the dust settles, 
wedge-shaped heaps of debris are left at 
the base of the cliff. 

Though rockfalls pose a danger to 
visitors, Stock points out that the park 
is far safer than the freeways and cities 
nearby. “The chance of seeing or being 
affected by a rockfall is really, really tiny,” 
he said. Even a tiny chance can end in 
tragedy, however, and the Park Service 
and the U.S. Geological Survey decided 
to intensify their research after a rockfall 
killed three hikers and injured 19 on the 
upper Yosemite Falls Trail in 1980.

Scientists have recorded rockfall 
events dating back to 1857 into a 
database. To go farther back in time, they 
turn to boulders strewn across the valley 
floor. Using cosmogenic exposure dating, 
a method that analyzes rare isotopes 
resulting from exposure to cosmic rays, 
they can find out when a particular 
rock fell. This crucial information helps 
determine the hazard for a given area 

based on the frequency of past rockfalls. 
“Exposure dating allows us to probe into 
the geologic record,” Moore said. “We 
can ask the question how often huge 
events are happening.”

In 2012, Stock and his team com-
pleted a comprehensive report that 
assessed where rockfalls were likely to 
occur and overlaid the hazard zones 
onto a map of the park’s infrastructure. 
Based on the report, park staff moved 
200 buildings and campsites, many 
of them in Half Dome Village. These 
decisions reduced rockfall risk in the 
valley by an estimated 95 percent and 
narrowly avoided disaster when a rockfall 
pummeled Half Dome Village the next 
year. One boulder landed on the footprint 
of a cabin that had just been moved.

Outside the park, rockfall hazards are 
mitigated by rock bolts, concrete sprayed 
on the cliffs, containment nets or even 
the removal of dangerous rocks, but 
these approaches are incompatible with 
the park’s mission. “Rockfall is a natural 
process,” Stock said. “We’re charged with 
allowing those processes to prevail.” 

To establish a baseline, scientists 
created a highly detailed panoramic 
image of Yosemite Valley’s walls. The 
massive photo spans the entire valley 
and stitches together hundreds of images 
shot from several locations. One of the 
largest in the world, this billion-pixel 
mosaic allows geologists to spot cracks 
in the cliffs that could lead to rockfalls. 
The panorama also is used by biologists 
searching for peregrine falcon nests, 
climbers planning new routes, and search 
and rescue operations.

The giant image, when combined 
with a digital terrain model produced by 
LiDAR (Light Detection and Ranging), 
yields a precise 3D perspective of the 

valley and the hazard zones. The team 
gathers LiDAR data by sending laser 
pulses from an airplane or ground station 
to the cliffs and recording the reflected 
light. This is the same technology used 
by driverless cars to gauge distance from 
objects. “We’re mapping with light,” 
Stock said.

After each rockfall, Stock takes new 
photos of the cliffs. Within 24 hours 
of the El Capitan incidents, he and his 
colleagues had pinpointed the source 
and calculated the volume of fallen rock 
by taking high-resolution photos from 
a helicopter and updating 3D computer 
models. In almost real time, they 
evaluated the possibility of an even larger 
rockfall and advised park officials on road 
closures. The El Capitan falls were not a 
complete surprise to Stock because the 
area was well within the hazard zone, 
but such information unfortunately is 
not sufficient to anticipate the timing of 
rockfalls.

Perhaps Stock’s most important tool 
is computer software that helps him 
simulate the trajectory of falling rocks. 
That program can’t predict the timing 
of a potential rockfall either, but it helps 
scientists figure out where rocks would 
end up if a rockfall were to take place in a 
given location and whether infrastructure 
or people might be at risk.  

The ultimate goal, of course, is to 
know both where and when rockfalls will 
happen before they actually occur. The 
“when” is still within the realm of science 
fiction, but that could change. “I’m not 
going to say it’s totally impossible,” Stock 
said. “I hold out some hope that maybe 
it’ll happen in my lifetime.” NP

EMILY MOUNT is a naturalist, freelance writer, 

photography instructor and former park ranger.
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The 1932 veterans7 

protest in Washington 
had a lasting impact 
on America but 
disappeared in the 
dustbin of history. The 
Park Service is working 
to change that. 
BY NICOLAS BRULLIARD 

THE 

FORGOTTEN 
MARCH 
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The veterans never 
resorted to violence, 
but they could not 
avoid tragedy. During 
the protests, the 
malnourished 4-year-old 
son of a veteran died, 
and two protesters were 
killed in clashes with 
police. 

According to one account, a soldier stabbed a boy in 
the leg as the child was trying to return to his burning 
shack to save his pet rabbit. 

The next day, 3-year-old Bob Dillon climbed into 
his father's car along with his mother and 4-year-old 
sister and traveled from the family's home in North
ern Virginia to the Anacostia Flats. Dillon's father 
was a World War I veteran who walked with a limp 
after losing part of his kneecap in battle. Dillon said 
he'll never know for sure, but he suspects that his 
father, although he had a good job as a government 
lawyer, sympathized with the demands of the bonus 

marchers and wanted his young children to see how the veter
ans were being treated by their fellow servicemen. Dillon still 
remembers seeing people picking through the rubble, and piles of 
rubbish smoldering hours after the blaze had lit up Washington's 
sky. "I certainly remember the smell," Dillon, one of the few living 
witnesses, said in a recent interview. "It was a terrible smell." 

The veterans never resorted to violence, but they could not 
avoid tragedy. During the protests, the malnourished 4-year-
old son of a veteran died, and two protesters were killed in 
clashes with police. Less than two weeks after the evacuation, 
3-month-old Bernard Myers, the son of a bonus marcher from 
Pennsylvania, died in a Washington hospital. His parents said 
the infant's health had deteriorated after he inhaled tear gas. 
Countless marchers suffered injuries at the hands of the soldiers, 
and many lost their possessions in the fires. Yet for all the pro
testers' sacrifices and efforts, a divided Congress did not pass the 
legislation granting them immediate compensation for their war 
service. As the veterans disbanded and settled in camps across 
the country, their campaign seemed a complete failure. 

But in time, their protest would end up shaping America in 
profound and lasting ways. When reading his newspaper on the 
morning of July 29, Democratic presidential nominee Franklin 
D. Roosevelt, realizing how badly the events would reflect on 
Hoover, told an aide he was now assured of winning the election 
later that year. The prediction would prove to be correct, and 
Roosevelt's victory would usher in an era of lasting social change. 

Though the bonus marchers did not achieve their goal at the 
time, they showed it was possible to air their grievances publicly 
and peacefully. More than three decades later, Martin Luther 

On July 28, 1932, Gen. Douglas MacArthur stood on the 
Ellipse south of the White House in his uniform and stiff leather 
boots. As more than 200 cavalrymen, about 400 infantrymen 
and five tanks assembled nearby, he told Washington's police 
chief that he would "break the back" of the enemy. MacArthur 
climbed inside a staff car, Maj. Dwight D. Eisenhower took his 
place in another and Maj. George S. Patton Jr. looked on from 
the height of his saddle. The three military leaders would later 
become celebrated heroes for fighting the German and Japanese 
armies during World War II. But on this summer afternoon dur
ing the Great Depression, they were up against a much more 
modest adversary: thousands of veterans who for two months 
had demonstrated peacefully in the nation's capital, demand
ing wages for their service in World War I. They insisted they 
were asking for money they were owed rather than a bonus, but 
the movement soon became known as the Bonus Army, and the 
name stuck. 

In Washington that day, the military marched on, herding 
vets and onlookers alike with bayonets. Someone threw a stone, 
and soldiers wearing gas masks responded by hurling tear-gas 
grenades. Soon, a gas cloud wafted over the crowd, sending men, 
women and children into uncontrolled fits of coughing and cry-

POLICE AND VETERANS clashed in downtown Washington on the 
morning of July 28,1932, as the police attempted to evict the protest
ers from abandoned buildings (above). Right: More than 40,000 
World War I veterans protested for weeks to demand wages they 
felt they were owed for their wartime service. The marchers insisted 
the money they were asking for wasn't a bonus, but the movement 
became known as the Bonus Army, and the name stuck. Previous 
page: World War I veterans gathered in Cleveland, Ohio, in June 1932, 
before heading for Washington, D.C. 

ing. Soldiers torched shanties that vets had built in abandoned 
buildings near Pennsylvania Avenue. "Most of the marchers gave 
way and fell back," wrote Joseph C. Harsch, a journalist for The 
Christian Science Monitor. "In front of me, one stood his ground. 
A saber flashed in a swinging arc and grazed the cheek of the 
marcher. Blood flowed. The marcher backed away holding a hand 
to his bleeding ear." As the soldiers paused on the west side of 
the Anacostia River, President Herbert Hoover sent an envoy 
to tell MacArthur to stop there, but the general disregarded the 
president's command and ordered the troops to continue their 
march toward the protesters' main camp on the other side of 
the river. Witnesses saw soldiers set the camp on fire as vets 
and their families rushed to salvage their meager belongings. 
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CHILDREN TAKE PART 
in a catch-and-release 
event organized by local 
nonprofits on the west 
side of the Anacostia 
River (near left). Far 
left, top: Anacostia Park 
offers local residents 
recreation opportunities 
including a kite-flying 
day. Far left, bottom: Af
ter decades of advocacy 
and cleanups, the future 
finally looks brighter for 
the Anacostia River. 

King Jr. and his advisers looked at the Bonus Army's tactics for 
inspiration as they planned their Poor People's March on Wash
ington, a multiracial protest that took place during the spring 
of 1968, shortly after King's assassination. The vets' ill-fated 
campaign also paved the way for legislation that would offer 
loan, mortgage and tuition benefits to millions of World War II 
veterans, significantly expand the country's middle class and 

contribute to a period of unprecedented prosperity. 
"It pretty much facilitated the G.I. Bill," said Paul 

Dickson, co-author of a book about the movement titled 
"The Bonus Army: An American Epic," "so it has a happy 
ending in that respect." 

Today, little remains of the passage of more than 
40,000 veterans through Washington, D.C., other than 
two white marble tombstones at Arlington National 
Cemetery in nearby Virginia that mark the graves of the 
two veterans killed by police. Few remember the event 
itself, but the National Park Service is now working to 
resurrect this important part of the capital's — and the 
nation's — history. In Anacostia Park, the 1,100-acre 
riverside park where the veterans erected their shanty-
town, staff have started offering bike tours that retrace 
the steps of the protesters and are creating the first sign 

dedicated to the march. 
"Most people visit Anacostia Park to recreate, but I think it's 

important for people to be exposed to the significant events that 
took place here," said Superintendent Tara Morrison, who also 
oversees several other sites in the vicinity. 

The park, which is celebrating its centennial this year, 
includes land on both banks of the Anacostia River, a 9-mile-

long tributary of the Potomac in the southeastern part of the 
city. Washington's "forgotten river" has long been plagued 
by urban pollution, but decades of cleanups and new sewage 
infrastructure have some locals dreaming of soon swimming 
in the Anacostia — an activity that has been banned since 
the early 1970s. Visitors paddle on the river, jog or bike on 
the river banks, play soccer or flag football on the park's ath
letic fields, or take a spin at the only roller skating rink in the 
National Park System. Locals and out-of-towners visit the 
park's Kenilworth Aquatic Gardens to catch spectacular lotus 
and water lily blooms. 

The park boasts a rich history. During a 2016 survey, 
archaeologists determined that 31 historic and prehistoric 
sites, some dating back about 10,000 years, lay within 
the borders of Anacostia Park. Shortly after Capt. John 
Smith explored the Anacostia in the early 17th century, the 
Nacotchtank Indians, who would later inspire the river's cur
rent name, were displaced by English settlers and ravaged by 
disease. The river was a major trade route for tobacco until 
it silted up in the 18th century, and Anacostia became a resi
dential community for workers at the nearby Navy Yard after 
it opened in 1799. 

In 1877, famed abolitionist Frederick Douglass took advan-

NPCA AT 
WORK 

Starting in the Colonial era, 

the river that runs through 

what is now Anacostia Park 

was a dumping ground for 

garbage, sewage and indus

trial waste. Following a 1969 

fire on the polluted Cuyahoga 

River in Ohio, cities across the country began cleaning 

up their waterways, but authorities in Washington, D.C., 

and the nearby Maryland suburbs did little to deal wi th 

the Anacostia's pollution. That neglect took on racial 

overtones because residents in the neighborhoods 

along the river are mostly African American, which has 

been the case for more than 50 years. 

Now, after decades of advocacy and act ion by 

many stakeholders, the river's future is finally looking 

brighter. Since 1989, the Anacostia Watershed Soci

ety has led efforts to restore the Anacostia, including 

a campaign to l imit use in the District of Columbia 

of plastic bags and plastic foam containers, major 

sources of litter in the river. NPCA has been a leader 

in successfully advocat ing for federal funding for 

clean water programs in the region. NPCA also has 

held cleanups at Keni lworth Park and suppor ted the 

construct ion of new sewer tunnels to hold stormwater 

runoff until it can be treated, ult imately preventing 

millions of gallons of wastewater f rom pol lut ing the 

Anacostia. These actions not only benef i t the river and 

Anacostia Park but communit ies downstream. 

"As all the parks within the Chesapeake Bay water

shed are only as healthy as the water that f lows 

through and around them, restoration efforts along 

the Anacostia River are essential to NPCA's mission to 

protect and strengthen national parks," said Stephanie 

Heidbreder, NPCA's Chesapeake field representative. 

Restoring the river is only half the batt le. Heidbre

der said it's also crucial to help people access and 

connect wi th the river that cuts th rough their neigh

borhoods so that they feel empowered to advocate for 

its protect ion. That's why NPCA has suppor ted initia

tives to create a bike trail, a water trail and green space 

on one of the bridges crossing the Anacostia. NPCA 

and its partners have also led canoe tr ips on the river 

and helped thousands of D.C. students raise shad fry 

and release them in the Anacostia. 

"It's impor tant that communit ies know what incred

ible resources they have in their backyards and that 

national park sites encompass more than the iconic 

landscapes of Yellowstone or Yosemite," Heidbreder 

said. "This t r ibutary of the Chesapeake Bay is also an 

urban oasis wi th beautiful forested banks and wildl i fe 

like beavers and herons that make you forget you're in 

a major urban center." 
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tage of a developer's financial woes to buy a home in Anacostia, 
which was a predominantly white neighborhood at that time, and 
he would walk through what is now Anacostia Park every day on 
his way to his downtown office. (The house is cared for by the 
Park Service as the Frederick Douglass National Historic Site.) 

During World War I, combat units of the U.S. Army were 
segregated. (One of two divisions of African American soldiers 
was loaned to the French Army, fought under the French flag and 
received numerous decorations for the soldiers' valor in battle.) 
At the time the bonus marchers arrived in Washington, Anacos
tia Park also was segregated, and police directed the veterans 
to set up camp in the "black" section of the park. But the protest 
itself was fully integrated: African American veterans marched 
together with their white comrades. 
"I think it's one of the things that 
made people fear this movement," 
said Alan Spears, NPCA's director 
of cultural resources. 

The park's role in the struggle for 
civil rights continued with the cre
ation of a desegregated golf course 
in the late 1930s and the integration 
of the park's public pool in 1949 
when African Americans decided 
to patronize the pool despite facing 
intimidation and violence. Anacos
tia Park also indirectly played a role 
in the integration of the Washing
ton Redskins, the last team in the 
National Football league to hire 
African American players. The 
owner was adamantly opposed to 
the integration of his team, but he 
relented when Stewart L. Udall, the 
secretary of the Interior, told him 
the Redskins could use the new 
stadium in Anacostia Park only if 
he followed federal laws prohibiting 
hiring discrimination. 

Spears, who co-authored Ana
costia Park's brochure more than 
15 years ago, said, "We had to make 
this twice as large as a regular park brochure because there was 
twice as much to put in." 

By the late 1960s, Anacostia was a vibrant, mostly African 
American community, said Spears, who grew up there. That 
changed in early April 1968 when people angered by King's 
assassination looted businesses and burned down buildings. 
Riots erupted across the city, but Anacostia took longer to 
recover than many other neighborhoods, he said. During the 
city's crack epidemic a couple of decades later, the neighborhood 
and park were hit hard by the crisis and associated violence. 
"People in the neighborhood weren't going there," Spears said 
of the park. "In the 1990s, it looked like a dangerous place to be." 

Safety has greatly improved, but tourists and many Washing
ton residents still ignore "this side of the river," said Vince Vaise, 
the chief of visitor services for Anacostia Park and other nearby 
park sites. Part of the problem is a lack of access. A freeway acts as 
a physical barrier between the park and the Anacostia neighbor
hood, and it's difficult for pedestrians to reach the park from the 
other side of the river. The Park Service recently released a two-
decade plan for the park that includes constructing additional 
entrances and boat launches. Separately, Building Bridges Across 
the River, a local nonprofit organization, is leading a project that 
also will improve access, creating a pedestrian park on the bridge 
the Army crossed to destroy the bonus marchers' camp. 

Another reason Anacostia Park is not on most tourists' itin-

"It just strikes me that you had this incredible social movement 
here, and there is no monument," he said. 

The park has undergone some change in the eight decades 
since the Bonus March. After we stepped outside, Vaise pointed 
to buildings that stand where the camp was erected and to 
the garage built on the dump where veterans collected refuse 
items to build their shacks. But elsewhere, the landscape is 
unaltered. The U.S. Capitol, just a little over 2 miles away, still 
towers over the skyline, and the grassy stretch along the river 
was never developed. Vaise led me to the stone embankment 
where veterans washed their white shirts before going to lobby 
members of Congress. 

After World War I, many of the more than 4 million U.S. 

for immediate payment of the bonus grew louder, but Hoover 
vetoed legislation to that effect, arguing that the large sums 
would require raising taxes — a worrying prospect in a faltering 
economy. In May 1932, nearly 300 veterans left Portland, Oregon, 
hopped on a freight train and headed east. The press covered 
their journey toward Washington, and soon thousands of others 
joined in, hitchhiking or traveling by truck, train or jalopy. 

In the capital, the marchers found a sympathetic police chief 
in Pelham D. Glassford, himself a World War I veteran. Glassford 
helped the veterans find places to set up camp, met with them 
regularly and even used some of his own money to buy them 
food. On their end, protest leaders promised to keep their troops 
orderly and rout out Communist infiltrators. The close collabo-

The vets' ill-fated campaign 
also paved the way for 
legislation that would offer 
loan, mortgage and tuition 
benefits to millions of World 
War II veterans, significantly 
expand the country's middle 
class and contribute to a 
period of unprecedented 
prosperity. 

THE BONUS ARMY, a racially integrated movement, 
set up its main camp at Anacostia Park, which was still 
segregated at the time. 

eraries is a lack of awareness. Vaise, who took on his position in 
Washington two years ago after working for nearly three decades 
as a ranger at Baltimore's Fort McHenry National Monument and 
Historic Shrine, is hoping to help change that. 

Spears describes Vaise as one of the most dynamic and pas
sionate rangers in the Park Service, and it's easy to understand 
why. I heard his booming voice from the hall before I actually 
met him in his office at the park's headquarters, and when he 
started talking about the Bonus Army, he became more animated 
still. Vaise became interested in history during his childhood, 
when his grandmother would tell him about the Great Depres
sion, and the story of the bonus marchers especially moves him. 

soldiers who survived the conflict found that others had taken 
their jobs and that civilian workers had enjoyed very large raises 
while the soldiers' wages during the war had remained constant 
at $1 a day. Presidents Woodrow Wilson, Warren G. Harding and 
Calvin Coolidge all opposed the idea of compensating veterans 
beyond their wartime pay. In a compromise that satisfied no one 
and looked much like an attempt to pass the buck on to the next 
generation, Congress in 1924 passed a bill that awarded veterans 
adjusted compensation in 1945. Because the money could be paid 
to the veterans' families earlier if they died, it was soon dubbed 
the "tombstone bonus." 

As the Great Depression hit and unemployment soared, calls 

ration between police and protesters would set a new norm for 
demonstrations going forward. "Previously, it had been more of 
a hostile relationship, so this was definitely a shift," said Lucy 
Barber, the author of "Marching on Washington: The Forging of 
an American Political Tradition." 

The veterans hung on long after the Senate failed to pass 
a House bill in mid-June, and by the end of July, the patience 
of D.C. commissioners and the Hoover administration was 
running low. They called for the ouster of the protesters, and 
federal troops were summoned. On July 28, the troops waited 
on standby outside Washington. The shooting of two veterans by 
police during the evacuation of a downtown building hastened 
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the intervention by the military.
After the eviction, the authorities 

urged veterans to go back home, but 
many didn’t have a home to go back to. 
Some took up the offer of a small-town 
mayor in Pennsylvania who proposed 
to house them in an abandoned amuse-
ment park. Others settled in small camps 
in cities across the country. The veterans 

were dejected, but it quickly became evi-
dent that they at least had won the battle 
for public opinion. When newsreels of 
the rout by the Army appeared in movie 
theaters, the audience booed the soldiers 
attacking the marchers.

Later that year, Roosevelt won the 
election in a landslide, but he didn’t show 
more sympathy for the plight of the vet-
erans than his predecessors and slashed 
their existing benefits to balance his bud-
get. The Roosevelt administration did 
provide veterans with jobs in the South 
where they could work on construction 
projects for $1 a day, but the gesture was 
later marred by tragedy. When a hurri-
cane was headed toward a veterans’ camp 
in the Florida Keys, supervisors failed to 
heed Coast Guard warnings and order 
the evacuation of the site. The camp’s 
flimsy structures were no match for the 
storm’s 200-mile-per-hour winds, and 
hundreds of veterans died. 

Subsequently, in January 1936, a new 
bonus bill passed Congress. Roosevelt 
vetoed it, but both houses overrode his 
veto, and in June, the veterans finally 
received their money — $583 on aver-
age. Some quickly paid off their debts. 
Others bought cars, engagement rings 
or underwear.

 As a much larger contingent of sol-
diers was preparing to come home 
from World War II, members of 
Congress and the president real-
ized they couldn’t afford to treat 
them the way they had treated vet-
erans of the Great War. “We must, 
this time, have plans ready,” Roo-
sevelt said in his fireside chat on 
the 11th anniversary of the forced 
removal of the bonus marchers. 
“I have assured our men in the 
armed forces that the American 
people would not let them down 
when the war is won.”

Roosevelt signed the G.I. Bill 
on June 22, 1944, and more than 
12 million World War II veterans 

benefited directly from the bill. Many 
wouldn’t have gone to college otherwise, 
and the sweeping law showed that higher 
education wasn’t reserved for America’s 
elites. “There is no question the G.I. Bill 
was one of the most enlightened pieces 
of legislation in American history,” said 
Glenn C. Altschuler, the co-author of 
“The G.I. Bill: A New Deal for Veterans.”

When Vaise led his first “Bonus Army” 
bike tour last year, participants knew 
little about the events of the summer 
of 1932, but when he asked them if they 
knew someone who had taken advantage 
of the G.I. Bill, nearly all raised their 
hands. Vaise likes to remind visitors that 
Anacostia Park is the “birthplace of the 
G.I. Bill.” It’s also a place, he tells them, 
where people who felt strongly about the 
righteousness of their cause were willing 
to face bodily harm to defend it. 

“Places that forced social change are 
like battlefields. They are worthy of being 
remembered,” he said. “This is just as 
valuable a piece of land as Gettysburg.”

NICOLAS BRULLIARD is associate editor 

of National Parks magazine. 

Located between the Gulf’s pristine 

beaches and Alabama’s most 

popular State Park, The Lodge 

is perfect for eco-tourists and 

adventurous travelers who want 

more out of their next getaway.

350 Rooms  |  4 Dining Options

28 Miles of Walking and Biking Trails

1.800.HILTONS

Visit LodgeAtGulfStatePark.com

SUPERINTENDENT Tara Morrison, who 
oversees Anacostia Park and other sites in 
the vicinity, wants visitors to learn about the 
important historic events that took place in 
the park.
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HOT SPRINGS NATIONAL PARK. AND THE TOWN ITS NAMED AFTER, ARE EQUALLY 

UNIQUE. EXPLORE THE COLORFUL HISTORY OF THIS PLACE. IT'S ONE-OF-A-KIND YIBE. 

AND THIS AMAZING NATIONAL PARK, ALL NESTLED IN THE HEART OF THE CITY. 

HOT SPRINGS: 
A PARK, A CITY, 
AND A STATE 
OF MIND. 
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Before leaving for a dream assignment to Rose 
Atoll Marine National Monument, a 13,000-square-
mile swath of protected waters in the far reaches of 
the Pacific Ocean, photographer and filmmaker Ian 
Shive had to go through a litany of tests. Because the 
area is so remote, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
requires visitors — typically scientists and volunteers 
— to be in sound health to reduce the chances of a 
medical emergency. Shive underwent a full physi
cal including blood work and urine analysis; lung 
capacity, hearing and colorblindness exams; a men
tal health study; and a lifeguard swim test. Because 
he had permission to fly a drone, Shive also became 
licensed as a commercial drone pilot. And before 
he set foot on any of the monument's tiny islets, his 
clothes had to be cleaned, frozen and quarantined. 

Then came the actual journey to Rose, in late 
March of 2017. Shive, then 38, flew from his home 

in Los Angeles to Honolulu, where 
he caught one of two weekly flights 
to American Samoa. From there, 
he hitched a ride on a small ves
sel chartered by a crew of USFWS 
researchers. For 10 hours, they lay 
down on the deck while the boat 
bucked and corkscrewed through 
turbulent seas. Their destination 
was Rose Atoll itself, a ring of coral 
reefs just beneath the ocean's sur

face, the last remnants of a long-extinct volcano. 
Two slivers of white sand poke above the water, one 
topped with a mane of greenery. 

From the moment he arrived, Shive was awed. 
On and around Rose, species that are endangered 
or extirpated elsewhere thrive. Thousands of sea-
birds rocket into the sky. On beaches, tiny sea turtle 
hatchlings squiggle their way to the sea. Naturally 
occurring crustose coralline algae fringe the reefs, 
lending them a surreal orangey-red glow, and in 
deeper waters, sharks and schools of snappers and 
jacks swirl in the currents. So far removed from any 
sign of humanity, Shive was overwhelmed with a 
heady and profound feeling of solitude. 

"I've been fortunate to be on assignment in more 
than 40 countries," said Shive, "but Rose was among 
the most pristine and most beautiful places I've seen." 

After working for several years as a contract 

AT SUNRISE on his second trip to Midway Atoll, Ian Shive headed out into a field of 
wildflowers to photograph the albatrosses. Midway, a part of Papahanaumokuakea 
Marine National Monument, hosts at least 70 percent of the world's population 
of Laysan albatrosses, which spend much of their lives at sea but come home to 
nest. After observing albatrosses for many days, Shive had a whole new apprecia
tion for the birds, one of the few species that mate for life. "They're such loving 
creatures," he said (left). Above: "I call this place the Yellowstone of the Pacific be
cause of the colorful pools of water," Shive said about Rose Atoll Marine National 
Monument. This unique pink formation, crustose coralline algae, helps cement 
coral reefs together and is hard enough to walk on (though visitors should avoid 
stepping on the fragile coral itself). 
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CHARLIE PEUZZA was a refuge manager for the Fish and Wildlife Service and 
studied Rose Atoll for 14 years without ever having set foot on it. Right before 
he retired, in 2017, he had the opportunity to go on an expedition, and he 
finally saw the island firsthand. 

ABOUT HALFWAY between American Samoa and Hawaii, Palmyra Atoll (above 
and top) — part of Pacific Remote Islands Marine National Monument — has 26 
small islands and some 15,000 acres of reefs. More than 400 species of fish live 
among the corals, giant clams and anemones. Above: Also known as robber 
crabs, coconut crabs can grow to more than a yard across and weigh up to 10 
pounds. They are the world's largest land invertebrates and among the strongest 
terrestrial animals, thanks to their hydraulic-powered claws. Largely nocturnal, 
they scavenge for carrion and fruit and use their claws to break open coconuts. 

photographer and videographer for the USFWS, Shive agreed to an 
ambitious undertaking at the agency's request: to produce videos 
and photographs showcasing the country's five far-flung marine 
national monuments — Rose Atoll, Papahanaumokuakea, Marianas 
Trench, Pacific Remote Islands, all in the Pacific Ocean; and North
east Canyons and Seamounts, the only one in the Atlantic Ocean. 

"They're some of the largest areas of protected lands and waters 
that exist, but they're so far away from the continent, it's hard for 
people to establish a connection with them," said Alice Garrett, 
special assistant in the Pacific Region and project lead for USFWS. 
"Most people will not ever be able to travel to them in their lifetimes, 
so we wanted to bring the virtual experience to the public." 

By prohibiting development and commercial fishing, the marine 
national monuments protect more than a million square miles of 
ocean — which include submerged lands, seamounts, islands and 
atolls — helping to keep fish stocks healthy and preserving habitat 
for millions of nesting seabirds. Because marine plants produce the 
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FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE employees Meg Duhr-Schultz (left) and Aisha Rickli-
Rahman (right) band a Laysan albatross hatchling named Kukini on Midway Atoll. 
Kukini's mom, Wisdom, is a minor celebrity. First banded in 1956, she is the oldest 
banded bird in the wild and is believed to be at least 66 years old (above left). 
Above right: When birds die and decay, what's inside of them becomes visible. 
On Midway, that means lots of plastic, which washes ashore by the ton thanks to 
unfavorable ocean currents. The Fish and Wildlife Service estimates that albatross 
parents on Midway feed their chicks about 5 tons of plastic debris every year. Top: 
A brown booby surrounded by sooty terns on Wake, a coral atoll that is part of the 
Pacific Remote Islands Marine National Monument. Located in the western Pacific 
Ocean, Wake Atoll is 1,501 miles east of Guam, 2,298 miles west of Honolulu and 
1,991 miles southeast of Tokyo. 

AT ROSE ATOLL, the quietude is only rocked by 
the sound of birds and waves. "You can almost 
feel the rhythm of the ecosystem at work here, 
all the pieces working together in harmony," 
Shive said. 

majority of the oxygen in the atmosphere, healthy oceans safeguard 
the quality of the air. The monuments also are essential to the health 
of dozens of coastal national park sites, including National Park of 
American Samoa, which is close to the waters of Rose Atoll Marine 
National Monument. 

These monuments, however, face threats. After President Don
ald Trump ordered a review of the national monuments last year, 
Interior Secretary Ryan Zinke recommended shrinking the sites 
or altering fishing rules in Rose Atoll, Pacific Remote Islands, and 
Northeast Canyons and Seamounts, a plan NPCA strongly opposes. 

"Healthy parks need healthy oceans," said Sarah Gaines Bar-
meyer, senior managing director of conservation programs for 
NPCA. "And marine conservation is just so behind land-based con

servation." About 12 percent of land area across the globe is 
under some form of protection compared with only around 
4 percent of the oceans. 

NPCA submitted detailed comments in response to the 
monuments review and commissioned legal white papers 
arguing that although the president has the authority under 
the Antiquities Act to create new national monuments, he 
does not have the authority to rescind or reduce them. The 
paper also argues that the act permits the president to des
ignate both terrestrial areas and underwater "lands." At 
press time, it was still unclear when the Department of the 
Interior will release a final proposal. 

Shive's intention was to showcase the wild beauty of 

these largely unseen protected areas, and in several cases, 
he was the first professional photographer or filmmaker to 
document them. Sometimes accompanied by cinematog-
rapher James Scott and an assistant, Dante Fernandez, 
(along with USFWS staff), he traveled to Rose, Wake, Pal
myra and Midway Atolls — all specks of land within these 
marine monuments. Over the course of a year, the team 
spent 75 days filming and produced 130 hours of footage 
and a library of photographs, including the selection fea
tured in this article. 

Using additional footage of Marianas Trench and 
Northeast Canyons and Seamounts from the National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, Shive and his 
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PALMYRA ATOLL has a small scientific research station, 
and when it gets hot — which is to say, most of the time 
— volunteers and researchers climb up this overhang
ing palm and leap off into the water below (left). Above: 
During World War II, Japanese forces took control of 
Wake Atoll, keeping 98 prisoners of war to rebuild the 
island's airstrip. Eventually, the prisoners were executed by 
machine-gun fire — all except one, who managed to es
cape and carve "98 US PW 5-10-43" into this rock before 
he was captured and beheaded. The identity of the last 
soldier is unknown. 

team created a 20-minute video, "Living Monuments," for 
USFWS, which plans to use it in presentations and at visi
tor centers. The team also created an IMAX film, "Hidden 
Pacific," which will debut this fall across the country. With 
spectacular scenes of the islands' steamy jungles, prehis
toric-looking coconut crabs, coral gardens and colorful 
fish, the film imparts a sense of the remote, wild nature 
of these protected areas. 

"There are no planes overhead, no ships offshore," 
Shive said of Rose. "You look out in any direction as 
far as you can see and you will not see a light. There's 
just nothing." Except wildlife, of course. Curious boo
bies landed right in front of Shive's tent, and albatrosses 
pulled the zipper of his camera bag, looking at him 

quizzically. In shallow water, baby sharks swam circles 
around his feet. And in the sparkling lagoon of Midway, 
Shive and Scott swam for an hour with 250 friendly spin
ner dolphins, their squeaks and clicks echoing through 
the ultra-clear water. 

Visiting locales this remote brings numerous chal
lenges. They're hot, humid, sandy and salty, and it often 
rains every few hours — nerve-wracking conditions for 
documentarians operating expensive cameras. On Shive's 
second trip to Rose, the tail end of a cyclone struck, blast
ing cold rain and wind for three hours. And every so often, 
a shark showed an alarming amount of interest in Scott 
or Shive. One unexpected challenge was something more 
quotidian: bird droppings, which could turn unattended 

camera gear into a goopy mess. 
As distant and pristine as these atolls appear, 

even with protected status, they are vulnerable to 
the touch of humankind. Bullets from World War 
II dot the shores of Midway, eerie reminders of the 
island's brutal past as a battlefield where Ameri
can and Japanese forces clashed. And thousands of 
pounds of trash litter that island's beaches, washed 
up by unfavorable ocean currents. 

A lot of the native Hawaiians and Samoans whom 
Shive encountered would refer to the ocean as the 
blue continent. "It's a very different way of looking at 
things," Shive said. "They see the islands as something 
that break the ocean apart, not the other way around. 

In that sense, the ocean is really one big ecosystem." 
It's an idea that deeply touched Shive, one that he 

still contemplates back home in Los Angeles. "Now 
when I stand at the edge of the water, my ankles just 
barely in the ocean," he said, "I feel that, in a way, 
I'm connected to those places I had the incredible 
opportunity to visit." 

KATE SIBER is a freelance writer based in Durango, Colo

rado. She would love to dive off the shores of Rose Atoll. 

IAN SHIVE is an award-winning photographer, author, 

educator, film producer and environmental advocate. For 

more information about Tandem Film and "Hidden Pacific," 

please visit tandem.film and hiddenpacific.com. 
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ON THE BY MELANIE D.G. KAPLAN 
PHOTOS BY GASTON LACOMBE 

I pressed my body against the cold granite as if we 
were slow dancing. But I didn't move. 

Eventually, I mustered the cour

age to lift a foot, carefully raising it 

a few inches to a ledge no wider than 

a popsicle stick. With the arch of my 

foot hugging the rock, I pushed up, 

positioned my other foot on a simi

larly insufficient ledge and quickly 

adjusted my hands to higher spots 

on the wall, feeling around for 

something — anything — to grasp. 

I cupped one hand around a gritty, 

clamshell-shaped hold. With the 

other, I reached up, willing my arm 

to lengthen. The chains anchored into 

the top of the 40-foot wall — which 

hold the belay ropes and mark the end 

of the climb — were within inches, 

teasing me. Assessing my options, I 

ran my fingers across the rock by my 

hips and searched for something that 

resembled a foothold. Zilch. 

Below, Hannah North held onto 

a rope that would save my life if I 

lost my footing. Behind me, rigid 

knobs and spires of gray sprouted 

up from the land, as though a child 

had drawn a farm of rocks in a vast 

array of shapes and sizes. In the dis

tance, snow-covered peaks dotted 

the horizon, and in the vast quiet, 

my breathing sounded like a steam 

engine. I tilted my head back and 

eyed the chains again. Then I looked 

at North. 

"Can we..." I paused, "just say I 

touched them?" 

ROCKS 
SHE WENT TO CITY OF ROCKS AND CASTLE ROCKS TO 
CLIMB. THEN IT RAINED. AND HAILED. AND SNOWED. 



SIDNEY SOUTHARD, 5, starts her first climb of the day at City of Rocks National 
Reserve (below). Bottom: Hannah North's impressive array of climbing equip
ment. An experienced local climber and park volunteer, North assisted the writer, 
who finally had a chance to rock climb on her last day in the park. Right: City of 
Rocks, which was designated as a national park site 30 years ago, is perhaps best 
known for its granite, some of the best in the United States for rock climbing. Pre
vious page: A rock climber atop Elephant Rock in the City, as the park is called. 

On most days, taxing my fingers means overuse of the Delete 
key, not digging my digits into granite cracks. But I knew enough 
about climbing to think I'd like it, so I signed up for a class in the 
spring, when I visited City of Rocks National Reserve and Castle 
Rocks State Park in southern Idaho. The parks are also popular 
destinations for hikers, birders, mountain bikers and horseback 
riders, and I was particularly excited to be off the grid for sev
eral days; locals had told me not to expect cell service. I invited 
Gaston Lacombe, a photographer who has become a friend after 
collaborating with me on a handful of articles. We packed our 
hiking shoes and Gore-Tex (just in case), and met in Boise. 

What we hadn't planned for was a late spring forecast that 
showed seven shades of gray and images of raindrops morphing 
into flurries. The day before Gaston and I were set to drive to the 
parks, I received an email from North, 63, an experienced local 
climber and park volunteer who had offered to help us climb. 
"The forecast looks terrible, I'm afraid," she wrote. "Not only too 
wet to climb but also too cold." She asked if we could reschedule, 
but our trip was sandwiched between firm deadlines and other 
travel commitments. Plus, North, who is fighting stage 4 lung 
cancer and doesn't always feel well enough to climb, was having 
a good week — another reason to stick to our plan. Things will 
work out, I assured myself; it can't possibly rain all weekend. 

Tucked into the southern Albion Mountains, the City, as it's 
called, and Castle Rocks are located at a "biogeographic cross
roads" where three distinct ecosystems intersect, and the parks 
feature a great diversity of plants and animals ranging from yel
low-bellied marmots to moose and even mountain lions. The City 
is a relatively new national park site, designated only 30 years 
ago after decades as a National Historic Landmark and National 
Natural Landmark. The two parks have an unusual partnership: 
They are both managed by the Idaho Department of Parks and 
Recreation, and they share a superintendent and visitor center. 

The land here has a rich history: It has been home to the 

Shoshone-Bannock Tribes for centuries, and it's estimated that 
around 240,000 pioneers traveling west along the California 
Trail in the 1800s set up camp at what is today City of Rocks. 
But the park, with elevations that reach almost 9,000 feet in 
places, is perhaps best known for its granite, some of the best in 
the United States for rock climbing. 

Climbers began establishing routes at City of Rocks in the 
1960s, and in the late 1980s and early '90s, it was an interna
tional hot spot on the climber road trip circuit. The 14,400-acre 
park was the place for cragging, a fun-in-the-sun, carefree kind 
of climbing that involves shorter distances, less gear and fewer 

potential dangers than climbs on bigger cliffs or ice-climbing. 
Enthusiasts say they like the fact that they don't have to worry 
about falling rock or avalanches, for example, and can focus 
more on choreographing movements up the rock. 

As gear became more sophisticated and climbers mastered 
increasingly difficult climbs, the City came to be seen as what 
one old-timer described as "passe." But today, with 600 to nearly 
1,000 routes (depending on whom you ask), it's recognized as 
a great place for beginner and intermediate climbing. It's also 
known as a family-friendly park: Experienced climbers often 
return to teach their children. 
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On a Friday afternoon, Gaston and I headed toward the 
ranching community of Almo, just north of the Utah state line. 
The scenery was all farmland, and then, suddenly, the granite 
contours appeared, rising haphazardly across the landscape. At 
the visitor center, in the middle of town, we ran into Brad Shil-
ling, who retired in 2015 after 20 years as City of Rocks’ lone 
climbing ranger. I was scheduled to take the park’s introductory 
climbing class that afternoon, but it had already started raining 
— and snowing at higher elevations in the park. Since it was too 
dangerous to climb, Shilling, a compact man with bright blue 
eyes and white scruff on his cheeks, offered instead to show us 
around Castle Rocks.

We stepped out of our vehicles at the park and cinched our 
hoods against the cold rain. Shilling explained that the parks 
are home to two types of granite. Most of it is Almo pluton, a 

28-million-year-old light gray rock that 
climbers love because of the way it has eroded 
to create holds and cracks. “They call it ego 
granite,” Shilling said, “because it’s so good 
for your ego.” 

A private ranch until 2001, Castle Rocks is 
still in pristine condition, Shilling said, and 
it isn’t unusual to find artifacts from Native 
Americans. He picked up a fragment of obsid-
ian, volcanic glass the size of a corn kernel, 
which he said had splintered off a prehistoric 
tool. (The Shoshone-Bannock Tribes still live 
in the area. Wallace Keck, the superintendent 
of both parks, later told me about the tension 
between climbers, who want to scale any-
thing scalable, and Native Americans, who 
believe the rocks are sacred. Keck has met 
with tribal representatives to talk about their 
concerns, an ongoing process. One change he 
has made is to institute a more selective sys-
tem for approving permits for new bolts that 
climbers can clip into.)

A thick blanket of clouds hovered over-
head. We walked through a mist of tiny 
raindrops and snowflakes, circling the park’s 
namesake rock, a gumdrop-shaped formation 
with more than 100 climbing routes and 1,200 
permanent bolts. 

“Brrr, it’s gnarly out there,” Shilling said as 
we stepped into a small protected rock area. 

He talked about how the first climber to navigate a new route 
gets to name it. “First ascents are the thing,” he said, seeming 
to bounce a little with excitement. “I have close to 100 in Castle 
Rocks and the City.” He tossed out a few route names he likes: 
Homeland Insecurity, Patina Turner, Scream Cheese and Just 
Another Pretty Face.

Without question, rock climbing is an adrenaline sport, he 
said, but he doesn’t enjoy feeling like he’s truly about to die. The 
right amount of risk, without a guaranteed outcome, he said, 
can be exhilarating. “Especially if it’s close, if you have to fight 
for it,” he added. “When it works out and you survive it, you’re 
grinning for days.”

Chilled to the bone, Gaston and I hit Durfee Hot Springs — 
three pools surrounded by a chain-link fence in the center of 
Almo, a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it kind of a town. It was just what 

LOCAL ROCK CLIMBING luminaries Doug Colwell 
(left), Hannah North (center) and Dave Bingham 
(right) at Rock City Mercantile in Almo, Idaho 
(top left). Bottom left: The Willow Glamping Yurt 
in Castle Rocks State Park is equipped with a 
king-size bed, a futon, an electric heater and a 
giant skylight. 



FALL 2018 53

we needed. With steam rising around our faces, we chatted com-
fortably, and before long, the rain stopped. Sun broke through 
the clouds, dousing us in warm, radiant sunshine. 

Eventually, we drove to our home for the night, a secluded and 
glampy yurt in Castle Rocks, complete with a giant skylight and 
electric fireplace. Gaston and I kicked off our boots, switched on 
the space heaters and popped open locally brewed beer named 
after a blue-footed booby. I flipped through the guest book as the 
rain began again with a vengeance. “Inconvenient weather makes 
great memories and better stories,” one person had written. 

Those words were still lingering in my mind when we awoke 
the next morning. The park looked like a scene from a scary fable: 
ominous skies sagged over dark, jagged formations. The fog was 
so thick that Castle Rock — on our front “lawn” — had completely 
disappeared. The thermometer hovered just above freezing.

Climbing was out, but the birds were chirping vigorously, so 
Keck led his planned daylong tour for International Migratory 
Bird Day. Keck is a former climber who grew up in the Ozarks 
and loves the wide-open spaces, dry air and smell of sagebrush 
in the West. “It is all about breathing, stretching, freedom and 
creativity,” he told me.

Keck calls himself an “old school naturalist.” He can talk for 
hours about the land and can rattle off most of the 400-plus 
plant, 173 bird and 68 mammal species found in the reserve and 
Castle Rocks. Before he’d even left the visitor center parking lot 
that morning, he’d spied a Cassin’s finch, ring-necked pheasant, 
black-billed magpie, Brewer’s blackbird and common raven. 

Our small group of birders caravanned south on a dirt road, 
briefly stopping every half-mile or so for sightings. Each time 
we stepped out of our cars into freezing rain, Keck seemed to be 
straining his senses. “Oooh, hear that?” he asked. “That may be 
our Brewer’s sparrow.” He pointed out a short-eared owl slowly 
flapping its wings and a golden eagle, a permanent resident. 

After a couple of hours of shaking droplets from our jack-
ets and blasting heat in the car, Gaston and I succumbed to 
the weather. I told Keck we were going to peel off, but before 
he acknowledged our departure, he concentrated on a faraway 
obscure sound. He called out a bird name, and the birders 
promptly marked it on their checklists. Later that day, while 
we were talking to some local climbers at the visitor center, he 
walked in and reported that they’d spotted a grand total of 52 
bird species. 

Sunday morning, the air was crisp. Cows mooed outside the 
yurt, and I drew in the fragrance of wet sagebrush. Gaston and I 
decided to take advantage of a break in the weather and explore 
the City. After days of rain, the dirt roads were thick as chocolate 
frosting, and mud caked our car and pants. 

The reserve landscape is dotted with shrubs, grasses and 
short trees. We scrambled up a large boulder across from Bath 
Rock (a hub for climbers, where they can read park updates or 
leave notes for one another on a message board) and looked out 
over Circle Creek Basin, a giant bowl of granite outcroppings. 

Before noon, it was raining yet again, silver-dollar-sized 
raindrops. When it stopped, we geared up to climb, only to 

TRAVEL  
ESSENTIALS
City of Rocks National Reserve and Castle Rocks State 
Park are located in south-central Idaho, a roughly three-
hour drive from both Boise and Salt Lake City. The best 
seasons to visit are spring (when the flowers are bloom-
ing and mountain peaks are still white) and fall (when 
the foliage is spectacular). Summers are crowded and 
generally hot, with extreme temperature swings at night. 
All the parks’ roads are dirt and gravel, and some are 
impassable by car in the winter. Hunting is allowed in the 
reserve through a lottery system. (The risks for visitors 
are minimal, according to park staff, because humans 
tend to scare away wildlife, and hunting occurs late in 
the year when very few visitors are there.) The visitor 
center for City of Rocks and Castle Rocks is located in 
the nearby village of Almo. Find groceries and gas at 
Tracy General Store, and pizza and beer at Rock City 
Mercantile, but keep in mind that most businesses are 
closed Sundays. The Climbing Experience program is 
the park’s introduction to rock climbing for grown-ups 
and kids; prices for adults begin at $37.50. For more 
advanced instruction, try IdahoMountainGuides.com. 
Park lodging options (all within the state park) include 
a century-old ranch house with modern amenities, a 
yurt and a campground next to rock outcroppings that 
are fun for bouldering; reservations are recommended. 
MountainProject.com is the go-to online guide for climb-
ers, and AccessFund.org offers helpful information for 
beginners.
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http://MountainProject.com
http://AccessFund.org
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watch another storm roll in. Gaston lamented the dearth of 
sunlight for his shots, and I wondered if the granite would 
dry for my climbing class — ever.

That evening, we accepted a movie and dinner invitation to 
North’s house, which she and her husband, Tom Harper, built 
on 40 acres adjacent to Castle Rocks. North, still wearing a hat 
and layers, welcomed us inside, and we gathered in front of the 
TV on reclining lawn chairs to watch “Dirtbag: The Legend of 
Fred Beckey,” a documentary about the celebrated climber who 
died last year at age 94. 

Afterward, as we ate spaghetti, 
hail tapped on the roof and North 
talked about her own climbing 
history. The daughter of a marine 
biologist, she grew up in San Diego 
and experienced terrible seasick-

ness whenever she was on the water. “All I wanted was to be in 
a landlocked state,” she told us. She’s now climbed for 33 years, 
and she and Harper moved here a decade ago after she’d left a 
management job at HP. She was diagnosed with cancer in 2017. 
By the time we visited, she’d already lived longer than her doc-
tors expected. They had encouraged her to climb and hike — and 
she was thankful she’d had another season to do so. “I think the 
serenity of the outdoors helps provide a personal peacefulness to 
cope with what’s coming,” she told me later in an email. 

Back at the yurt that night, the angry skies cleared and 
unveiled a flood of stars. Gaston and I stepped onto the wrap-
around deck. It was our final night there, and the next day was 
our last chance to climb. We made a plea to Mother Nature for a 
dry day — we needed just one — before crawling into our beds. 

She obliged. As we packed our bags the next morning, we 
were giddy with excitement over brilliant sun — at last! North 

picked us up at the visitor center, and we drove together into the 
City, through the mud, over cattle guards, up to 6,370 feet. “Oh, 
there’s still lenticular clouds,” she said, pointing. “They usually 
portend worse weather.” I glanced at Gaston.

We parked at Practice Rock, which looked to me very much 
like the real thing, and met up with the park’s climbing ranger, 
Roberta Andruska. The previous day, she had outfitted me with 
a harness, helmet and climbing shoes. North, ever gentle and 
patient, showed me how to run her thick nylon rope through my 
harness and make a knot. Standing at the base of a vertical wall, 

she instructed me to say, “OK, ready to climb,” 
and then she responded, “Climb on.”

I took my first step and quickly realized the 
shoes, with a sticky rubber sole, gave me a super-
power of grabbiness. I worked my way up the rock 
face, slowly finding new holds and ledges, occa-
sionally dipping my fingers into granite pockets 
filled with icy water. With one foot wedged into 
a crack and my fingers raw from the cold, I told 
North I was afraid to lift my foot. I imagined losing 
my footing and swinging into the granite, shatter-
ing bones. “That’s what climbing’s about,” she said, 
“managing your fear.” 

With each slow step and tiny ascent, my 
heart cheered. I was climbing! I looked out over 
my shoulder to see Elephant Rock, a popular 
climbing spot, and the shrubs below. Soon I was 
nearly 40 feet off the ground, and only inches 
from the permanent chains at the top of the wall. 
My chest pounding, I tried to muster the oomph 
for my next move. But my legs weren’t budging. 
That’s when I decided I was far enough outside 

my comfort zone. I rappelled down and set two feet safely on 
the ground.

Gaston and I drove out of Almo under puffy cumulus clouds, 
and within moments, the City’s rocks had disappeared behind us. 
The sun glowed on snow-covered peaks up ahead and in our wake. 
Clumps of mud dropped from the car, making thudding sounds. 

I thought of what one climber had told me about the desire 
to do something new and different, to go somewhere no one has 
gone. Then I remembered Shilling’s description of how exhila-
rating it was to climb without a guaranteed outcome. Now I 
understood what he’d meant: I’d felt such a rush on the granite, 
not knowing if I’d make it up or down the wall in one piece. I 
grinned, just as he’d said I would, and kept grinning as we drove 
in silence under sunny skies. 

MELANIE D.G. KAPLAN is a Washington, D.C.-based writer. On this 

road trip, she also learned West Coast swing in Portland, ate Norwegian 

food in Fargo and saw a moose in Minnesota.  

GASTON LACOMBE is a photographer and artist based in Washing-

ton, D.C., and Provincetown, Massachusetts. To shoot this story, his fifth 

feature for the magazine, he tried rock climbing for the first time, and 

his camera has the scratches to prove it. 

A WAGON at the City of 
Rocks Visitor Center. An 
estimated 240,000 pio-
neers traveling west along 
the California Trail in the 
1800s set up camp at what 
is today City of Rocks.
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HISTORIC TRAVEL 
DESTINATIONS 

Gettysburg National Military Park 

EXPLORE GETTYSBURG: 
Beyond The Battlefield 

Gettysburg National Military Park and the Eisenhower National Historic Site 
are gems in the treasure chest of American history. The beautifully preserved 
landscapes, homes and barns provide a scenic background for stories of 
our nation that everyone should experience. Though the history is shared 
in classrooms, books, movies and stage productions, it is not until you have 
stood in the footprints of our ancestors that one can truly understand what 
happened in Gettysburg and how it continues to influence our lives. 

A visit to the Gettysburg area offers a variety of activities, enough that 
you should plan at least a few days. Spend time at the National Park 
Museum and Visitor Center experiencing the thought provoking film, the 
immersive cyclorama painting and program depicting Pickett's Charge and 
the museum sharing stories through film, voice, interactives and exhibits. 
Park Ranger programs and activities are also available, as are shuttles to the 
Eisenhower National Historic Site. 

As the only home that President Eisenhower and his wife, Mamie, owned, 
this site has been meticulously preserved, including an active cattle farm. 
A combination of guided and self-guided tours, the site also offers special 
events including an amazing holiday transformation where the public is 
invited back in time to enjoy and Eisenhower Christmas. 

These sites are only the beginning of an inspiring experience in 
Gettysburg. Along the way, enjoy local artisan shops, the Adams 
County Pour Tour craft beverage trail, fall and holiday events and 
outdoor recreation. Your stay is easy with a variety of accommodations 
from vacation rentals to historic inns, traditional hotels to cabins and 
campgrounds. Discover all that Gettysburg offers and walk in the footsteps 
of history. 
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MAKE YOUR OWN HISTORY 

Explore our dramatic history, 
savory new seasonal menus, 
and awe-inspiring outdoor 
adventures! All closer than 
you think—in Gettysburg, PA! 

Get Your FREE Travel Planner at DestinationGettysburg.com or call 800.337.5015 

START YOUR 
GETTYSBURG 
VISIT HERE 

Get oriented to the Battle of Gettysburg 
through our film, Cyclorama & Museum 

Experience before your tour of the 
battlefield. Be sure to visit these National 
Park Service sites: Eisenhower National 
Historic Site and David Wills House. 
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FOUNDATION 

INFORMATION AND TICKETS 
GettysburgFoundation.org 

877-874-2478 

MAKE S'MORE 
MEMORIES, 
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GRANITE HILL CAMPING RESORT 

Home of the Gettysburg Bluegrass Festival 

and Granite Hill Adventure Golf! 

RV Sites, Tent Sites, Cabins, 
and B&B rooms 

717-642-8749 
granitehillcampingresort.com 

Full of history, beautiful architecture, 
unique eats and superb shopping, 

Hanover offers something for everyone. 
Located just 25 minutes from Gettysburg, 
Hanover is home to PA's largest arcade, 

a world-famous horse breeder, craft 
breweries, and civil war history. 
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HANGOVER 
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BY JACOB BAYNHAM Backstory

Manuel Chaves was a Civil War hero. 
He also murdered and enslaved 
Native Americans. How should we 
remember him?

Battling History
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EARLY THIS SPRING, a bronze plaque arrived at Pecos 
National Historical Park, in the junipered folds of the 
Sangre de Cristo Mountains in northern New Mexico. 

A slab of sandstone had been placed in the ground to hold it, 
and a date was picked for its unveiling. Press releases were 
mailed. Speeches were written. 

The plaque’s text, in English and Spanish, commemorated the New 
Mexico volunteers who fought here in the Battle of Glorieta Pass during 
the Civil War. Although some historians call it “the Gettysburg of the 
West,” the battle is little-known. And Lt. Col. Manuel Antonio Chaves, the 
swashbuckling Hispanic frontiersman who helped seal the Union victory, 

THE PARK SERVICE reversed its decision to 
honor Civil War hero Manuel Chaves after 
details of his unsavory past became more 
widely known.

is not a household name. The small 
monument aimed to amend that.

But three weeks before the monu-
ment's unveiling, the Associated Press 
published a story that detailed Chaves’ 
violent raids against Native Americans. 
New Mexico Gov. Susana Martinez 
vetoed a plan to place a bust of Chaves in 
the capitol’s rotunda, and subsequently, 
the National Park Service reversed its 
decision to install the plaque. The park’s 
superintendent, Karl Cordova, said 
Chaves is too contentious a character 
to be honored in a park whose primary 
draw is the pueblo ruins of the Pecos 
people. 

“It’s our job to protect their ancestral 
land, and we take that very seriously,” 
Cordova said. “The last thing we’d want 
to do is offend their descendants.”  

The news stung Andres Romero, 
the man who began petitioning for the 
plaque back in 2016. For him, Chaves is 
a point of ancestral pride — a Hispanic 
Civil War hero forgotten by an unap-
preciative Anglo-American majority 
that has recorded history from its own 
perspective.

“The whole thing was approved, and 
then, all of a sudden, they pulled the rug 
out from under us,” Romero said. “And 
all to be politically correct.” 

Chaves was born 200 years ago in 
the village of Atrisco, now a suburb of 
Albuquerque. His family descended from 
early Spanish conquistadores and raised 
sheep in New Mexico’s Rio Grande 
Valley. The region marked Mexico’s 
northern border and was the territorial 
nexus of several Native American tribes.

Just 5 feet 7 inches and 140 pounds, 
Chaves was handsome, steely eyed and 
soft-voiced. The embattled frontier 
shaped him into a capable fighter: 
Fearless under fire, he was a crack shot 
with his Hawken rifle and a cunning 
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scout. His nickname was El Leoncito 
— the Little Lion. When the Civil War 
broke out in 1861, just 13 years after New 
Mexico became a U.S. territory, Chaves 
volunteered his services to the Union. 

Chaves’ main contribution to the war 
occurred during the Battle of Glorieta 
Pass. In March 1862, Confederate troops 
had captured Santa Fe and Albuquerque 
and were marching up Apache Canyon in 
an effort to annex the Southwest before 
continuing on toward California. At 
Glorieta Pass, they met Union soldiers 
and volunteers from Colorado and New 
Mexico. The three-day battle ended 
when Chaves guided a group of volun-
teers on the mesa above the canyon to 
burn the Confederates’ supply wagons 
and force their retreat to Texas. 

It is not that part of Chaves’ story 
but his pre–Civil War exploits that lie at 
the heart of the current dispute. Chaves 
was born at a time when Spanish settlers 
were still taking land from Native 
Americans, and ranchers mounted raids 
against the Navajo, Ute, Apache and 
Comanche, stealing children to trade or 
sell as slaves. According to “The Little 
Lion of the Southwest,” a 1973 biography 
by Marc Simmons and the only book 
written on the man, Chaves first joined 
these raids at age 16. 

Word of his bravery spread, and soon 
ranchers looked to Chaves to organize 
attacks to retrieve stolen sheep or horses. 
Other raids had more nefarious objec-
tives. In 1851, Chaves led 600 men “to 
pursue the Navajo Nation,” in his words, 
“to their extermination or complete 
surrender.” The results of this campaign 
are unrecorded, but in other attacks 
Chaves and his men killed dozens of Ute 
and Apache and stole horses, jewelry, 
blankets, weapons and slaves. Captured 
Comanche children became Chaves’ 
household servants.

According to Romero, who is the vice 
president of Friends of Pecos National 
Historical Park, Chaves should be judged 
within his historical context. “A lot of 
times you had to fight to save your own 
life,” he said. “Sure, he went on raids, but 
so did the Apache, the Comanche and 
the Navajo.” 

Romero first learned about Chaves, 
one of thousands of Hispanics who 
served on both sides of the Civil War, 
when a teacher told him that his high 
school’s adobe study hall had served 
as a field hospital during the Battle of 
Glorieta Pass. Romero started reading 
about the battle and was surprised that 
Chaves was not mentioned in official 
military records. Romero said the 
omission speaks to the era’s prejudice 
against New Mexicans, many of whom 
were Catholic, spoke Spanish and had 
been Mexican until the U.S. acquired  
the territory in 1854. 

“We’ve been neglected in the history 
books,” Romero said. “Chaves is the true 
hero of the Battle of Glorieta Pass. Had 
it not been for him, we might be living in 
another country.”  

But long before Glorieta Pass was 
a Civil War battlefield, it was home to 
the Pecos people, who established a 
multistory farming and trading pueblo 
of 2,000 people here around 1400 
A.D. Today, most of the 40,000 annual 
visitors to Pecos National Historical Park 
come to see these ruins.   

So when Cordova, the park superin-
tendent, read about Chaves’ unsavory 
past, he grew uneasy about honoring 
him. Two other markers already 
exist on the battlefield, for the Texas 
Confederates and Colorado volunteers, 
and neither mentions any individual. 
“That’s when I said, ‘Maybe it’s more 
appropriate if we stay consistent with 
what’s already out there,’” Cordova 

said, “making sure that we respect the 
historical perspective of our native com-
munities as well.”

Cordova has since commissioned a 
new plaque to honor the New Mexico 
Civil War volunteers without mentioning 
names. It will be erected under a juniper, 
between the Texas and Colorado monu-
ments. The original plaque now stands 
in the New Mexico National Guard 
Museum in Santa Fe. 

Santa Fe City Historian Andrew Leo 
Lovato compares the plaque’s contro-
versy to the recent national debate about 
removing Confederate monuments. 
“We’re going through a period in the 
U.S. where we’re re-examining history,” 
he said. “It gives us an opportunity to 
look at how attitudes from the past filter 
into the present.”

Lovato suggests we remember 
Chaves as a skilled fighter and the 
byproduct of a violent colonial era. That 
context helps explain Chaves’ raids, but 
it doesn’t excuse them. History, and the 
people whom we celebrate or vilify, are 
complicated. “It’s easy to put a label on 
somebody and say they’re good or bad,” 
Lovato said. “But for most people in 
American history, whether it’s a presi-
dent or Kit Carson, there’s more than 
one way to interpret their lives.” 

As for Chaves, he survived the Civil 
War and all of his campaigns against 
Native Americans. He became a wealthy 
man and spent the twilight of his life on 
his sheep ranch in San Mateo, 130 miles 
west of the battlefield that notched his 
place in history. When he died at age 
70, blind and frail, with painful, oozing 
leg wounds, he was buried beneath the 
church he built. Two musket balls were 
in his pocket. NP

JACOB BAYNHAM is a freelance writer in 

Montana. 

“Had it not been for him, we might be living      
in another country.”
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NINA AND HENRY PRESTON with their daughter, Doris, in Yosemite circa 1927. Cynthia 
Kinney, the couple’s granddaughter and an NPCA member, found the image in a family 
photo album. If you have historical photos of parks you’d like to share, please send them 
to npmag@npca.org. 

Th at Was Th en
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