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Monumental Efforts
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President’s Outlook

Many of you may have seen the bumper sticker that says: “Well 
Behaved Women Seldom Make History.” That phrase could have described 
Alice Paul, who founded the National Woman’s Party and was instrumental 
in encouraging Congress to pass the 19th Amendment granting women the 
right to vote.  Her story and the stories of hundreds of other suffragists are 
preserved at Belmont-Paul Women’s Equality National Monument, now part of 
our National Park System.

 Others who stood up for their beliefs helped overturn segregation laws and 
gained better protections for farm workers and better wages for Pullman porters. 
These historic events are represented by monuments in the park system and are 
crucial pieces of our American story. 

Turkiya Lowe, the new chief historian of the National Park Service, clearly 
believes this. In our profile (p. 10), she talks about the importance of probing our 
country’s complicated history and telling stories of lesser-known people whose 
lives might be just as fascinating and relevant as those for whom a site is named. 

Whether it is about suffrage, civil rights or labor reform, these histories 
should be told, and the sites that safeguard them deserve to be protected. Many of 
these places became part of the park system through use of the Antiquities Act, a 
century-old law that allows the president to designate federal lands as monuments.

Previous presidents used this law to protect many of our nation’s best-
known and best-loved places, including the Grand Canyon, Zion and the 
Statue of Liberty. This law is now under attack. The secretary of the Interior 
has been asked to review nearly 30 national monuments created over the last 
20 years.

National parks and monuments are a promise to the American people that 
the places that define who we are as a nation will be preserved. We cannot let 
short-sightedness undermine this simple truth. Like many determined people of 
the past, we must stand up for what we believe and use our collective voices to 
ensure that these places remain protected forever.

Warm regards,
Theresa Pierno

DEPARTMENTS
SUMMER 2017  /  Vol. 91 No. 3

BOARD OF TRUSTEES 
CHAIR 

*Greg A. Vital, Chattanooga, Tennessee

VICE CHAIRS
*Mary L. Barley, Islamorada, Florida 

*Robert B. Keiter, Salt Lake City, Utah 
*Ed Lewis, Bozeman, Montana

SECRETARY
*Wendy Bennett, Golden Valley, Minnesota

 TREASURER 
*Roberta Reiff Katz, Palo Alto, California

Estela Avery, San Antonio, Texas
 *William R. Berkley, Miami, Florida 

Nikki Buffa, Laguna Niguel, California
Robert F. Callahan, Greenwich, Connecticut 

*Victor H. Fazio, Washington, D.C.
Mortimer B. Fuller, III, Rye, New York

Denis P. Galvin, McLean, Virginia
Burton M. Goldfield, Palo Alto, California
Helen Hernandez, Pasadena, California
Carole T. Hunter, Hobe Sound, Florida
Bill Huyett, Concord, Massachusetts

David F. Levi, Durham, North Carolina
Katharine Overlock, Greenwich, Connecticut

Margaret Raffin, Palo Alto, California
*Lauret Savoy, Ph.D., Leverett, Massachusetts 
James L. L. Tullis, North Palm Beach, Florida 

*Fran Ulmer, Anchorage, Alaska
Peter Vitousek, Ph.D., Stanford, California Elizabeth Waddill, Beaumont, Texas
Sandra J. Washington, Lincoln, Nebraska

     
TRUSTEES EMERITUS

Diana J. Blank, Bozeman, Montana
Steven A. Denning, Greenwich, Connecticut

Gretchen Long, Wilson, Wyoming
Glenn Padnick, Beverly Hills, California

Thomas F. Secunda, Croton-on-Hudson,  
New York 

Gene T. Sykes, Los Angeles, California
H. William Walter, Minneapolis, Minnesota

*Executive Committee

EXECUTIVE STAFF
Theresa Pierno, President & CEO

Robin Martin McKenna, Executive VP
Tim Moyer, Chief Financial Officer
Elizabeth Fayad, General Counsel 

Linda Rancourt, Senior Vice President for  
Strategic Communications

Mark Wenzler, Senior Vice President for  
Conservation Programs 

Karen Allen, Vice President for Human Resources
Matthew Boyer, Vice President 

for Development
Kristen Brengel, Vice President for  

Government Affairs
Laura M. Connors, Vice President  

for Membership 
Amy Hagovsky, Vice President 

for Communications
Hayley Mortimer, Vice President for  

Regional Operations

REGIONAL OFFICES
Jim Adams, Regional Director, Alaska  

John Adornato III, Director, Sun Coast
Don Barger, Senior Director, Southeast
Suzanne Dixon, Senior Director, Texas
Lynn McClure, Senior Director, Midwest

Bart Melton, Regional Director, Northern Rockies 
David Nimkin, Senior Director, Southwest
Joy Oakes, Senior Director, Mid-Atlantic
Rob Smith, Regional Director, Northwest
Ron Sundergill, Senior Director, Pacific

Cortney Worrall, Senior Director, Northeast

DEPTS_SUMMER_17_FINAL_FINAL.indd   3 5/30/17   11:52 AM



4 NATIONALPARKS

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, com-
ment on park planning and adjacent 
land-use decisions, assist NPCA 
in developing partnerships, and 
educate the public and the media. 
Please sign up to receive Park Notes, 
our monthly email newsletter. Go to 
npca.org/join to sign up.

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 orga-
nizations that our members 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

PRODUCTION MANAGER/DESIGNER: Nicole Yin
FEATURES DESIGN CONSULTANT: Jessie Despard/Despard Design

NATIONAL PARKS
777 6th Street NW, Suite 700, Washington, DC 20001-3723

202.223.6722; npmag@npca.org

ADVERTISING INQUIRIES 
YGS Group 

3650 West Market Street, York, PA 17404

Natalie Matter DeSoto: 717.580.8184  |  natalie.desoto@theYGSgroup.com
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Escape, Breathe, Fight 
SEEKING SERENITY? In D.C., some go to Rock Creek Park to unwind.

Editor’s Note

Rona Marech
npmag@npca.org
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Bill Sycalik felt stuck, and that’s when inspiration hit. 
In “The Great Escape” (p. 16), he talks about how he quit 
an unfulfilling corporate job and decided to complete 
marathons in all 59 national parks. To write “Soaking It All 
In” (p. 12), Nicolas Brulliard joined a group of forest bathers 
who ventured into D.C.’s Rock Creek Park to learn about the 
Japanese practice and find a little inner peace.   

Many of us, like these seekers, head to nature to heal 
and unwind. To feel better. Unfortunately, these days, those 
who care about wild places have a few extra reasons to lose 
themselves in the woods. We are worried about some recent 
congressional votes, executive orders and other actions 
(concerning offshore drilling, stream protection and national 
monuments, to name a few) that could harm national parks 
and other public lands and waters. Some days, escaping into 
the wild sounds about right.

But communing with nature is not only about escaping. 
Ani Kame’enui, NPCA’s director of legislation and policy, 
pointed out another way to think about spending time 
outside, in an article titled “This Land Is Your Land: Our 
National Parks and Forests Need You Now More Than Ever” 
in Blue Ridge Outdoors. “Make sure you’re still providing 
yourself with the opportunities to experience the places that 
we must defend. It sounds a bit silly and trite to suggest that, 
but that’s a huge part of this,” she said. “Continue to get into 
these spaces and places that have written the American story 
so you know what you’re fighting for.”

So follow the example of Sycalik and the forest bathers. 
Go for a run. Walk in the woods. Take deep breaths. It’s good 
for you, and maybe, it will end up being good for the places 
you love, too.
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Letters

Thanks so much for the article “My 
Maine” in the Spring 2017 issue. As 
another Maine native, I couldn’t agree 
more with the perspective of Nick Lund.  

Some of the strongest advocates of 
protecting the lands and waters of my 
native state traditionally have been 
the woodsmen, hunters, farmers and 
fi shermen of that land. Their lives and 
their culture taught them that taking 
care of nature was part of taking care of 
themselves; they instinctively under-
stood they were part of the web of life. 
Game from the woods and fi sh from the 
ponds and streams — supplemented by 
a family garden — helped my father’s 
family survive the Great Depression.  

Hiking Mount Katahdin in the 
1960s was a rite of passage for many 

Congressional Management Founda-
tion reported, after a 12-year study, 
that constituent voices are the most 
infl uential factor when it comes to our 
elected representatives’ decisions. So 
by visiting, calling or writing to those 
elected to represent us, we can use our                
voices eff ectively.   

WILLIE DICKERSON
Snohomish, WA

A NEW NATIONAL MONUMENT?
I believe that New York City’s National 
September 11 Memorial & Museum in 
Lower Manhattan should be part of 
the National Park System. If Congress 
does not vote to make it a full-fl edged 
national park, President Donald Trump 
can and should invoke the Antiquities 
Act to declare it a national monument. 
That way, we will have federal protec-
tion for a site that commemorates a day 
we should never forget.

BARBARA SULKOWSKI
New York City, NY

young men, and I’ll never forget my trip 
there. The vista of the expansive Maine 
North Woods was unforgettable, as was 
traversing the Knife Edge! It’s heart-
ening to know that the recent national 
monument designation will expand and 
preserve that wilderness for future gen-
erations, as long as the attempts by the 
Trump administration to undermine it 
can be stopped.

DON ROBINSON JR.
Chester Springs, PA

MAKING OURSELVES HEARD
Thanks to Theresa Pierno for talking 
about “what unites us.” During these 
divisive times, it is important to focus 
on what we have in common — and 
of course to speak up. Recently, the 

OUR MAINE
How special for several reasons to read Nick Lund’s story 
[“My Maine”]!
As a child, my family visited friends at their camp on 
Sebec Lake. When we were raising our boys on the Little 
Salmon River in upstate New York, we camped in Acadia 
National Park during many summer vacations. In 2012, I 
traveled from northern Arizona to Maine to celebrate our 
younger son’s ascent of Mount Katahdin at the end of his 
through-hike of the Appalachian Trail.

We may now be in the northern Arizona mountains, but 
our fondness for Maine continues, and we were so very pleased to hear about the 
Katahdin Woods and Waters National Monument. There is still hope for continued 
preservation of special places.

Thank you, Mr. Lund, for your work on behalf of our national parks!
JANE BRUNSON

Flagstaff , AZ

SPRING 2017  
$2.95

SANDBOX 
IN THE SKY

High-Altitude Play at Great  
Sand Dunes National Park

HEALING A RIFT 
IN GLACIER BAY

THREE 
DECADES OFF 

THE GRID

THERE’S NO 
PLACE LIKE 

MAINE

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.
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Grand Canyon and Zion anchor 
this trip full of daily hikes and a 
float along the Colorado River.

Classic Canyon Medley

grand canyon 

6 Days | Small Group Tours | from $2,995

grand canyongrand canyongrand canyon
Travel with NPCA to the 

800.445.2995 | npca.org/trips

OCT 22-27
Celebrate New Year’s on the 
Grand Canyon’s South Rim and 
explore the red-rock wonderland 
of Sedona.

Grand Canyon New Year
DEC 29-JAN 3

36th Annual 
Salute to the Parks

Thanks to all of our sponsors!

Presenting Sponsor

Steven A. and Roberta B. Denning 

Park Advocate Sponsors

www.npca.org/SalutetotheParks

Secunda Family Foundation
Story Clark and Bill Resor

Bill and Judy Walter

OUR WONDERFUL WORLD
I was so happy to see the article “Refl ec-
tions on a Man in His Wilderness” about 
Dick Proenneke. I’ve watched shows on 
PBS about this extraordinary man who 
was so kind, caring and competent. I 
think it’s wonderful that the Park Ser-
vice preserved Proenneke’s log cabin.
I always enjoy your magazine. We have a 
wonderful world and some very special 
places in it. 

VICKI SMALL
Hobart, IN

SPRY IS OUT
My husband and I greatly enjoy your 
magazine, and it does help prompt us 
to remember to send our annual gift. 
We are impressed not only with your 
success in achieving editorial location 
balance across a range of issues, but also 

with the lively, vibrant and informative 
writing. Well done!

That said, not so well done was 
your description of Teton volunteer 
Laurie Woff ord in an otherwise excel-
lent Winter 2017 article with some 
marvelous turns of phrase [“The 
Retirement Cure”].  

Why? Because you let ageism rear 
its ugly head: If Laurie were younger, 
you might have referred to her as smart, 
dynamic, vital, agile, quick or energetic. 
But because she’s over 70 (gasp!), you 
call her “spry.”  

Implicit in the term “spry” is 
amazement that someone so old is not 
visibly enfeebled. In fact, if you look 
around, you’ll fi nd that millions of 
us are essentially more active — and 
much more likely to volunteer — than 
our younger counterparts. 

Reading this portrait, I was 
reminded forcefully of my own sister, 
who just turned 75 and continues to 
be much in demand as a mountain-
hike leader around Asheville, 
North Carolina. Nothing about the 
Woffords or my sister is “old” except 
the outdated perceptions you kids 
continue to hold about what should 
be the norm for these nice folks. 
Please add a note to your stylebook 
that antiquated terms like “spry” have 
no place in your excellent, forward-
thinking publication. 

CATHERINE L. O’SHEA
Flemington, NJ

Thank you for bringing this to 
our attention. We agree and have 
updated our stylebook accordingly.

—Editors
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MANGROVES IN BISCAYNE NATIONAL PARK, FLORIDA 

Echoes 

Today's executive 
order jeopardizes 
the long-term future 
of these parks and 
marine sanctuaries, 
opening the door to 
potential oil spills 
that could do irrevo
cable damage. 
Mark Wenzler, NPCA's senior 

vice president of conserva

tion programs, as quoted in 

The Charlotte Observer after 

President Donald Trump 

signed an executive order that 

could ease offshore oil drilling 

restrictions and possibly 

lead to oil exploration in new 

marine sanctuaries. Scores 

of coastal parks nationwide 

could be affected. 

No president has attempted 
to undo a national monument 
designation. To do so would 
mean dismantling 100 years 
of conservation legacy, 
starting with President 
Theodore Roosevelt. 
Ani Kame'enui, NPCA's director of 
legislation and policy, speaking to 
Fusion about Trump's executive order, 
which directs the secretary of the 
Interior to review some of the national 
monuments established since 1996. 
At least 27 sites designated under 
the 1906 Antiquities Act are now 
under review. 

This is not a political issue. 
Taking care of our air and our 
water and the climate that we 
depend on for life is a moral 
issue. It's a human issue, and 
it needs to be addressed with 
great urgency. 
Stephanie Kodish, NPCA's senior 
director of clean air and climate, 
speaking to the Knoxville News 
Sentinel at the Knoxville climate march. 
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Trail Mix 

In the darkness before dawn on 
May 13, 1862, Robert Smalls, an en-
slaved man in South Carolina, waited 
until his white captors went to shore. 
Then he whispered a plan to the other 
enslaved men on the Confederate ship, 
the Planter, clapped a captain’s cap on 
his head, hoisted the fl ags and sailed 
off  through Charleston Harbor. As he 
passed other Confederate ships, he 
greeted them with the signals he had 
learned from his captors, fully aware of 
the risks of an enslaved man stealing 
a ship. He stopped to pick up his wife 
and children and the families of the 

other men, then as they reached a line 
of Union ships, Smalls raised a white 
bed sheet as a sign of surrender. They 
were free. 

Smalls went on to found a news-
paper, serve fi ve terms in Congress and 
work closely with Abraham Lincoln 
and Frederick Douglass on plans for 
Reconstruction. Yet his story is not 
widely known. 

How can the National Park Service 
better tell stories about people such as 
Smalls? How can historic sites incorporate 
the latest scholarship into their displays 
and discussions? And how can the Park 

Talking about the past and the future with the Park 
Service’s new chief historian.

A People’s Historian Service more fully explore and share the 
lives of lesser-known people who might 
be every bit as fascinating and relevant as 
those for whom a site is named?

These are the questions that pre-
occupy Turkiya Lowe, who became 
the Park Service’s chief historian in 
January. Lowe brings a wealth of 
institutional knowledge — having 
worked for the Park Service for nearly 
two decades — and a fresh perspective 
to the job. She is the fi rst woman and 
fi rst African American to serve as chief 
historian. And, at 39, she is also the 
youngest to hold the position. 

Lowe, who speaks in the deliberate, 
well-formed paragraphs of a history pro-
fessor, also brings a diff erent approach 
to the work than many of her predeces-
sors. “Most of the chief historians in the 
past have been military historians, Civil 
War historians,” she said. “I’m one of the 

TURKIYA LOWE, pictured at the U.S. Department 
of the Interior building, is the fi rst woman and the 
fi rst African American to serve as chief historian 
of the Park Service. 
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first focused on social history and 20th 
century history.” 

  Growing up amid the historic homes 
and cemeteries of Savannah, Georgia, 
Lowe was always fascinated by the past. 
But she had planned to go into law until 
she took a public history class — taught 
by a Park Service scholar — during her 
junior year at Howard University. She 
applied for and was accepted to the 
agency's Cultural Resources Diversity 
Internship Program and spent the 
summer immersed in the history of 
school desegregation. 

“I fell in love with public history 
and the park system,” she said. “I was 
fascinated by this idea that you could tell 
a story in the place where it happened.”

Since that first summer, Lowe 
has continued to work with the Park 
Service in some capacity. As a doctoral 
student in history at the University 
of Washington, she researched civil 
rights history in the Pacific Northwest 
for the agency. After completing her 
Ph.D., she took a job coordinating the 
internship program in which she had 
once participated. Since then, she has 
led efforts to create the Underground 
Railroad Network to Freedom Program 
in the Southeast, crawling into tunnels 
and attics to explore sites where those 
seeking freedom once hid. 

Most recently, as the Southeast 
Region’s chief historian, Lowe helped 
establish the Reconstruction Era 
National Monument in South Carolina 
— not far from the harbor where 
Smalls seized the Confederate ship. 
The power of historic sites strikes her 
when she travels to places such as 
Penn Center. Formerly called the Penn 
School, it was one of the first public 
schools for former enslaved people in 
the South and is now a part of the new 
Reconstruction monument. 

“When you visit a site, you can stand 

in the place where an event occurred. 
You can look and feel what the site was 
like,” Lowe said. “You meet other people, 
people coming to study other angles of 
the site. You make connections to what 
happened in the past and make connec-
tions to the future.”

Every park — even those not des-
ignated as historic sites — hints at the 
history of all who once lived there, and 
all who have visited and worked there 
since, she said. Lowe wants to step up 
efforts to record oral histories from 
rangers and volunteers to capture the 
stories of how the parks were pre-
served and managed. 

At historic sites, Lowe hopes to spur 
closer collaborations among scholars, 
creators of exhibits and guides to 
bring the latest — and most complete 
— information to visitors. The coming 
years will offer many opportunities to 
revisit how these stories are told at each 
site, especially as some key anniver-
saries approach. The Park Service 
is gearing up for the centennials of 
women’s suffrage and the end of World 
War I, while the 150th anniversary of 
the Reconstruction period continues. 
Meanwhile, planning has already begun 
for the centennials of World War II and 
the Cold War. These anniversaries often 
propel park staff to unearth forgotten 
histories or frame familiar tales differ-
ently, Lowe said. She supports those 
efforts but also wants to help historians, 
scholars and staff discover and tell 
these stories at all times, not just in the 
midst of commemorations.

Timothy Good, the superintendent of 
Ulysses S. Grant National Historic Site 
in Missouri, got to know Lowe through 
the Arc to Equality program, which 
connects civil rights history to current 
events. Like the previous chief historian, 
Robert Sutton, Lowe challenges others 
to look at history through the eyes of all 

who experienced it, he said. 
Lowe will “lead the Park Service 

to tell more accurate histories, history 
that includes all Americans, not just 
some Americans. This requires the 
Park Service to take a step back and 
look at the places, not as we have always 
interpreted them, but to look at who 
was actually there, and see it from their 
perspective,” Good said. 

The chief historian sets the tone 
for how visitors experience history at 
each site, said Alan Spears, director of 
cultural resources for National Parks 
Conservation Association. For example, 
the Park Service marked the centennial 
of the Civil War with programs centered 
on “battles, bullets and bayonets.” 
But when the sesquicentennial rolled 
around, Sutton advocated for a shift in 
emphasis to slavery as a root cause of 
the war and to the experiences of those 
on the home front. Spears believes 
Lowe will continue that work, bringing 
forward the history of women, African 
Americans, Asian Americans, Latinos, 
LGBT people and others who have been 
left out of history texts in the past.

For Lowe, one of the most inspiring 
sites is Cane River Creole National 
Historical Park in Louisiana, where 
she briefly served as acting superinten-
dent. For three centuries, Natchitoches 
Indians, French and Spanish settlers, 
and African Americans — both enslaved 
and free — toiled, suffered, loved and 
made music along the banks of the 
river. Descendants of both enslaved 
people and their owners volunteer at 
the site, Lowe said. 

“It’s a complex story,” she said. 
“It’s not an easy story, but it’s an      
American story.”

—JULIE SCHARPER

Julie Scharper is a freelance writer and jour-
nalism professor in Baltimore, Maryland. 
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We walk off the trail, careful not to 
crush brand-new saplings and spring 
blossoms that dot the forest floor of 
Rock Creek Park. After Melanie Chou-
kas-Bradley finds a suitable clearing, 
she instructs us to set up our folding 
stools in a circle (“Just make sure it’s 
stable before you sit on it”). She then 
reads a particularly fitting quote by 
naturalist John Muir — “Another glori-
ous day, the air as delicious to the lungs 
as nectar to the tongue” — given that 
the rains that soaked the Washington, 
D.C., region the day before have given 
way to a bright, chilly April morning. 
Next, Choukas-Bradley asks us to share 
why we are here.

There are two Environmental 
Protection Agency workers coping 
with a new boss who had been one of 
the EPA’s most vocal nemeses in his 
previous job as attorney general of 
Oklahoma. There is one recovering 
Clinton campaign worker. Many others 
in the group of 17 say they are suf-
fering from the negative side effects of 
a fast-paced life in the nation’s capital. 
“I need to find ways to chill out — I’m 
being told by everyone around me,” 
says Lisa Hyland, an energy and 
national security analyst at a local 
think tank.

We have come to the right person: 

The woods are lovely, dark 
and deep — perfect for 
forest bathers searching 
for a little peace of mind. 

Soaking 
It All In 

Choukas-Bradley is a certified forest therapist.
A naturalist who has been leading walks in and around Washington, D.C., for 

decades, she’s also the author of several books on local green spaces, including 
one chronicling the seasons in Rock Creek Park, the urban forest that stretches 
through the city and is managed by the National Park Service. As soon as 
Choukas-Bradley learned about forest therapy — known also as forest bathing — 
in 2014, she found a certification program in Santa Rosa, California, and signed 

Trail Mix 

STUDIES SHOW that slow, contemplative walks in forests, such as Washington, D.C.’s Rock Creek 
Park (above), help reduce blood pressure and boost immunity.
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Trail Mix

walk was organized by the Rock Creek 
Conservancy.) “I feel grateful for the 
vivid shades of the green and the blue,” 
says Kimberley Raue, an education 
consultant. “It’s so beautiful.”

Other invitations include paying 
attention to motion (one forest bather 
notices “tiny flecks of pollen catching 
the sunlight,” while another has to 
look closely to figure out that a slug 
on the trail is indeed moving) and 
spending 10 minutes looking for 
treasure. Choukas-Bradley brings us 
to attention each time by ringing her 
small Himalayan singing bowl. One 
participant's treasure is “just staying 
put,” and someone else discovers “a 
perfect spot of warm sun.” 

After each invitation, we pick up our 
light stools and walk a couple hundred 
yards at most. By the end of the three-
hour walk, we probably have covered 
less than a mile. We form our circle one 
last time and pass around a thermos 
of warm maple sap and tea cups that 
Choukas-Bradley has brought with her. 
We read poems by Mary Oliver (“Wild 
Geese”) and Wendell Berry (“The Peace 
of Wild Things”), and we each take 
a final turn with the talking stick to 
share what we’ll take with us from the 
experience. Calm and stillness is the 
consensus. One participant promises to 
notice beauty more. As parting advice, 
Choukas-Bradley urges us to find a 
patch of nature close to where we live 
and return to it often. As we rise and 
fold our stools, she asks: “Are you ready 
to go back to the world?”

No one says yes.
 —NICOLAS BRULLIARD

Nicolas Brulliard is associate editor of 
National Parks magazine.     

up for a weeklong workshop.
“It just resonated with me immedi-

ately,” she says. 
Shinrin-yoku, which translates 

as taking in the forest atmosphere or 
forest bathing, was developed by Japan’s 
Forestry Agency in 1982 as a way to 
promote well-being in an overworked 
population that has one of the highest 
suicide rates in the world. The practice, 
which focuses on soaking up the good 
vibes of the forest through a slow walk 
or simply sitting quietly in the woods, 
has now spread globally. The Association 
of Nature and Forest Therapy Guides 
and Programs conducts training in the 
United States as well as in countries such 
as France and Australia. 

In Japan, the government set up 
dozens of forest bathing trails that 
people can follow on their own or 
under the guidance of a forest therapy 
ranger. Ranger stations allow people 
to measure their blood pressure before 
and after their walks, and it can take 
as little as 20 minutes of forest bathing 
for blood pressure to go down, says 
Florence Williams, the author of “The 
Nature Fix,” a book about nature’s 
health benefits. “By engaging all your 
senses, you can have kind of a shortcut 
to relaxation and a restorative state,” 
she says.

Most of the scientific research on 
forest bathing has come out of Japan, 
and much of it is good news for those 
who like to soak up the greenery. In 
addition to experiencing a drop in 
blood pressure, forest bathers exhibit 
lower levels of cortisol, a stress-related 
hormone. Their heart rates slow, and 
they see an increase in natural killer 
cells, which are a critical component 
of the immune system. Also at play are 

phytoncides, volatile chemicals that 
plants produce and people inhale on 
their forest walks. These substances 
have been linked to lower heart rates and 
reduced activity in the prefrontal cortex 
of the brain, which suggests relaxation.

“All that health research really backs 
up what it feels like to be out in nature,” 
Choukas-Bradley says. “It feels good. 
We belong there.”

She recently took 25 high school 
students on a forest bathing walk 
on Sugarloaf Mountain in Maryland 
and was amazed to see how comfort-
able they were. They quickly relaxed, 
lounging on rocks and sharing their 
thoughts with each other and with 
the nature around them. “What really 
impressed me was how they just 
seemed to be soaking up the quiet,” 
she says. “They just took to it like fish 
to water.”

Choukas-Bradley structures her 
walks around a series of “invitations” 
designed to help participants pay close 
attention and use all their senses. “The 
more tuned in you are, the more you 
see, the more you experience,” she says. 

Her first invitation to us is to feel 
the “pleasures of presence.” She asks 
us to close our eyes, “just relax and 
breathe deeply into your belly and feel 
the goodness of the air.” A woodpecker 
drums insistently in the distance, and 
the soft steps of a jogger on packed dirt 
echo nearby. After a few minutes, she 
tells us to open our eyes “and imagine 
that you’re seeing the world for the very 
first time.” She then picks up a “talking 
stick,” and asks us to pass it around 
and take turns saying one thing we are 
grateful for. Many appreciate the calm 
and quiet of the forest, and are thankful 
for the people who protect it.  (The 
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Trail Mix

Eight miles into a run through 
Theodore Roosevelt National Park, Bill 
Sycalik, a 45-year-old ex-management 
consultant, met his first bison herd. 
It was a soupy August day, and he 
had left the trailhead before 7 a.m. to 
outrun the heat. Keeping an eye on 
the galloping bison, he climbed up a 
ridge through knee-high grasses and 
scratchy sagebrush. 

“Yeah, you see that little line there?” 
he asked with a whiff of exasperation in 
a selfie video, pointing toward a small 
valley dotted with bison. “That would 
be the trail.” That day in North Dakota, 
he also encountered a male buffalo 

crossing the path, a snake (nonrat-
tling, thankfully) and resolve-straining 
85-degree heat. Itchy ungulates had 
used trail markers as scratching posts, 
knocking them over so they were hard 
to spot. And game trails crisscrossed his 
route, causing him to wander off into 
the badlands more than a half dozen 
times. He also nearly ran out of water 
and traveled 4 more miles than he had 
planned — about 30 in all. 

In Sycalik’s bid to run a marathon 
in every national park, it was the most 
challenging day yet. But he'd also 
reveled in long stretches of blissful 
solitude, sailing through spectacular 

Bill Sycalik walked away from an unfulfilling 
corporate job. Now he is on a quest to complete 
marathons in all 59 national parks. 

multicolored buttes and hoodoos under 
a sprawling Western sky. These are the 
types of experiences he lives for, and 
the reason he’d set out on this unusual 
quest in the first place. 

Running may not be a common 
activity in parks — it’s rarely, if ever, 
touted on websites or in brochures 
— but Sycalik is not the first to trot 
through these wild lands. Certain trails 
command a cult-like status among avid 
runners, such as the rim-to-rim route 
in the Grand Canyon in Arizona, a 
West-Rim-to-East-Rim route in Zion in 
Utah and the Wonderland Trail around 
Washington’s Mount Rainier. One other 
person has garnered media attention for 
a mission to run in every national park 
— Autumn Ray, an emergency room 
physician from Tucson, has vowed to 
run in all of them by the time she turns 
40 in a few years — but Sycalik is likely 
the first person to attempt to run 26.2 
miles in all 59 parks. 

The idea for the marathon project 
sprouted when he was living in New 
York City, working long hours in 
business consulting. He felt disen-
chanted with his work and disconnected 
from nature; just reaching appropriate 
running trails could be complicated and 
expensive. He planned to quit his job 
and relocate to Denver after taking a 
couple months off. Then he read about 
the 2016 centennial of the National Park 
Service, and his thinking turned. What 
if he took the time to see every national 
park before landing in Colorado? Better 
yet, why not pursue his passion — trail 
running — in every park? 

“Then I figured if I’m going to do it, 
I’m going to do it right,” Sycalik said. 
“I’m going to run a marathon in all 59 
national parks. At the time, I didn’t 

BILL SYCALIK ran his first national park 
marathon last June; by the end of the 
summer, he expects to have completed 
marathons in all the national parks in     
the continental U.S.

The Great Escape
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even know if it was possible, but the 
idea energized me.” He meticulously 
researched an itinerary and decided he 
would pay for his travels with savings 
and the proceeds from a small crowd-
funding campaign. Last June, he ran 
his first national park marathon in 
Acadia, jogging along historic carriage 
roads with views of Maine’s knuckly 
granite shores. 

By early summer, Sycalik is 
expecting to complete marathons in 
all of the parks in the continental U.S. 
before turning to those in Hawaii and 
American Samoa. After that, he plans 
to settle down in Denver, work (hope-
fully at an outdoor gear company or 
nutrition business or as a motivational 
speaker) and replenish his savings 
before tackling the Alaskan parks    
next summer. 

As he ticks off marathons, Sycalik 
has settled into a rhythm. Typically, 
he arrives in a park about three to five 
days before running and, while recov-
ering from the previous marathon, 
he peruses exhibits and strolls trails. 
Come evening, if he’s not staying with 
friends or at a hostel, he camps in 
a rooftop tent on top of his Subaru. 
Dinner is often beans and rice and a 
few fresh veggies; Sycalik is vegan and 
swears the diet helps him recuperate 
faster. It’s also cheap, and he’s on a 
strict budget — $3,250 a month. But 
he still squeezes in some indulgences. 
After most marathons, he splurges on 
an order of French fries. His budget 
also has a line for entertainment, 
which he has used for extracur-
ricular activities including a visit to 
Graceland and entry into an all-you-
can-play pinball arcade in Asheville, 
North Carolina. 

But main attractions, of course, 
are the national parks. So far, Sycalik 
has tiptoed along windy ridges, leapt 
over streams and cruised through leafy 
forests at Shenandoah in Virginia. 
He has loped beneath towering 
red sandstone cliffs in Zion, strode 
through a green tunnel in a rain-
forest in Washington’s Olympic and 
climbed wildflower meadows in the 
jagged cirques of Glacier in Montana. 
Occasionally, local runners or rangers 
join him, but mostly he runs alone. 
Often, he sees only a handful of 
people on these backcountry routes. 
Sometimes he sees no one. 

“When I do these 26-mile runs, 
they’re five to seven hours of just 
constant focus on beauty,” he said. “The 
running itself — and I say this and 
people think it’s kind of hokey or weird 
— but it makes you feel more animal-
like, as if you’re part of the natural 
surroundings. You’re moving faster, 
and it makes you focus on nature and 
connect with it.” 

Sycalik’s family and friends have 
been able to follow his progress on his 
blog, and they’ve generally supported 
the quest, though some have expressed 
concerns for his safety. “I worry 
about him in certain areas, especially 
in Alaska,” said Ryan McNaught, a 
friend and former colleague at Slalom 
Consulting. “What happens if you run 
across a polar bear, and he decides he 
wants to chase you?” 

Sycalik hasn’t bumped into any 
polar bears, but he has dealt with other 
difficulties, such as the loneliness of 
traveling solo. He has also struggled 
with chronic plantar fasciitis and 
a pulled groin muscle from his run 
in Lassen Volcanic National Park in 

California. In Guadalupe Mountains 
National Park in Texas, some of the 
trails were so seldom frequented, they 
just petered out into the desert. At 
Voyageurs in Minnesota, he discovered 
that the trail he planned to run was 
mostly underwater thanks to some 
industrious beavers. And on Santa Cruz 
Island in California’s Channel Islands, 
he shooed away inquisitive island foxes 
nosing around his belongings. “They’re 
cute until they’re running away with 
your sandwich,” he said. 

Although most people Sycalik 
meets are curious and supportive, 
some ask: Why speed through a park? 
Trail running, he says, allows him 
to cover more ground and see more. 
And running on a park road is a much 
more immersive, intimate experience 
than driving on one. “You might come 
across mule deer or Barbary sheep,” 
said Brian Whitehead, a ranger, who 
joined Sycalik on his marathon in 
Carlsbad Caverns National Park in 
New Mexico. “You might get to walk 
over and smell some of the flowers that 
are blooming instead of just driving      
by them.” 

Sycalik hopes that his travels 
will inspire others to visit national 
parks — or maybe even to make big 
life changes. “You don’t have to take 
on some huge athletic endeavor,” he 
said. “I’m just trying to show people 
it’s possible to do something different. 
Take some time off, expose yourself to 
something new, see the world. If the 
rat race doesn’t have a finish line, you 
can’t ever win it, so why be in that kind 
of race in the first place?”  

 —KATE SIBER 

Kate Siber is a freelance writer based in        
Durango, Colorado. 
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I live with my wife and two young 
daughters at 6,000 feet, on a remote 
hilltop in Nevada’s western Great Basin 
Desert, up in the broken foothills and 
sage-fi lled valleys along the California 
line. This is a land of extremes, from 
intense aridity to fl ash fl oods, blazing heat 
to sweeping blizzards, wildfi re to earth-
quakes — not to mention our libertarian 
survivalist neighbors, who aren’t shy 
about calling 911 to report UFOs or threat-
ening the UPS driver with shotguns. This 
can be a challenging landscape to inhabit, 
especially in times of fl ood, mud, fi re and 
snow, which might as well be the names 
of the four seasons we have here. This is 
a place where your kids learn the word 
“scorpion” about the same time they learn 
“milk,” where shoe-tying lessons come 
with instructions on what to do if you see 
a rattler while you’re playing in the dirt.

It’s been fascinating raising Hannah 
and Caroline in this wild place and 
watching them become fully accustomed 
to an isolated high desert environment 
that most folks fi nd utterly inhospitable. 
My girls loved it when a red-tailed hawk 
dropped a live gopher snake within 15 feet 
of them while we were out hiking, and 
they were thrilled when a coyote passed 
their bedroom window with a squirming 
jackrabbit in its jaws. But one downside of 
our girls toddling in the bootsteps of their 
desert rat father is that places familiar 

What happens when a 
desert baby visits the 
meadows of Yosemite? 
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to most people strike them as alien. On 
one occasion, Hannah, who has no fear 
of bobcats or the blackness of the desert 
night, refused to have a picnic at a park 
in town because it was surrounded by tall 
trees. How could we be sure, she asked, 
that one of those trees wouldn’t fall on her 
while she was eating her peanut butter 
and jelly sandwich? On another memo-
rable day, Caroline appeared perfectly 
mystifi ed when water began falling unex-
pectedly from the sky. Although she was 

already six months old at the time, she 
had never experienced rain before.

My sharpest memory of this sort of 
alien landscape shock occurred when 
my wife and I took Hannah to Yosemite 
National Park for the fi rst time. Yosemite 
had been important to Eryn and me 
for most of our adult lives — once I had 
even offi  ciated a wedding ceremony atop 
Pothole Dome — and we thought that, at 
15 months old, Hannah might be ready to 
visit the park, and might even experience 

YOUNG HANNAH in Yosemite: Would 
a 15-month-old experience a toddler 
version of the awe her parents had 
always felt there? Finding 

Home
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call U.S. Money Reserve today! 

U.S. M O N E Y 

CALL NOW: 1855-364-9837 
BEGINNING TODAY, TELEPHONE ORDERS WILL BE ACCEPTED ON A FIRST-COME, 

FIRST-SERVED BASIS ACCORDING TO THE TIME AND DATE OF THE ORDER! 

MASTERCARD • VISA • AMEX • DISCOVER • CHECK -BANK WIRE 

U S MONEYRESERVE. CO M 

Offer valid for 
up to 30 days 
Or while supplies lust 

'Based on the change 11 gold sphce tram Seplemoer62001 ($272/oz)to Seplemt>er6.20! 1 ($1,923 7Qto | "Special olteisstrictly limited to only one itetimeouctHseonObelow of at cost coins 
|regardiesso(pricen3xJ. per household DfcjsshiconQandinsjrancecS'S $35i Prices nay ne more or less Dased on current market conditions the markets fwccinsareinregulated Prcescanrae 
atalrjridcanysrjrnerrsks The company is not affiliated with the U S Government and the US Mint. Pas! pertorrrvarvce of the coin or the market a n r o t p r ^ 
valid (or ryecrous metals dealers. All cafe recwded tor rjuahtyassrxartce Otter void where r>r>hto 

U.S. MONEY 

Paid Advertisement 

GOLD EAGLE 
AT-COST PUBLIC RELEASE 

VAULT CODE: 
NPM8 

http://USMONEYRESERVE.COM


20 NATIONALPARKS

Trail Mix

a toddler version of the awe we had 
always felt there. I had just fi nished my 
book “John Muir’s Last Journey,” and I 
would be giving a talk at Parsons Lodge 
in Tuolumne Meadows, so it seemed 
the perfect opportunity to initiate little 
Hannah into the wonders of Muir’s old 
stomping grounds. 

When we arrived in Tuolumne 
Meadows — which is only a three-hour 
drive from home when Tioga Pass isn’t 
snowed in — we wasted no time in gearing 
up to hit the trail. Eryn carried a daypack 
with camera, snacks, water and sunscreen, 
and I strapped Hannah into her baby 
backpack and began a stroll out into the 
lovely meadows that make this part of the 
park one of our favorite places to hike. 

As we wandered along the main 
trail toward Parsons Lodge, the contrast 
between the Yosemite landscape and that 
of our home desert was stark. The beauty 
of the Great Basin lies in its captivating 
severity, in the way the sere yellows and 
browns of its desiccated hills blend with 
the shimmering gray-green of a vast sage-
brush ocean. But here in the meadows, 
the green was so concentrated and radiant 

that I felt as if I had never experienced 
green before. 

Hannah bounced along happily in the 
backpack, using her favorite expression, 
“seeum,” to point out various things she 
felt needed to be brought to our attention. 
Pointing at a wheeling kestrel above us, 
she said “seeum bird!” Gesturing toward a 
stand of arrowy pines on the far side of the 
meadow, she off ered “seeum tree!” When 
we reached the Tuolumne River foot-
bridge, I leaned forward carefully to give 
Hannah a bird's-eye view of the sparkling 
stream below. She pointed excitedly and 
repeated only “seeum, seeum!” Her life 
experience as a desert dweller had not yet 
given her a word for “river.” 

We walked to the middle of a lovely, 
grassy meadow, where Eryn lifted Hannah 
out of my backpack and set her down in 
the grass. As we prepared to share snacks 
and water, we noticed that Hannah 
suddenly seemed upset. She stared down 
at the grass as if something were terribly 
wrong — as if, perhaps, we had inad-
vertently positioned her atop an anthill. 
Her face wore a grimace, and she held 
her arms up as if she were afraid of the 

ground itself. Before we could determine 
what the problem might be, Hannah 
lurched forward onto her feet and toddled 
unsteadily away from us at what we knew 
to be her top speed.

“What is she doing?” Eryn asked.
“I have zero idea. But she seems to be 

on a mission,” I replied.
We ambled along behind our daughter 

as she moved as fast as she could manage 
across the fl ower-strewn, emerald green 
meadow. Driving forward with both the 
determination and the unsteady balance 
of a tiny drunk, she never so much as 
paused to look back at us, but instead 
toddled forward toward a goal that 
remained mysterious. Having covered an 
impressive 50 yards without face-planting, 
Hannah at last reached the sandy trail 
that had led us there. She halted abruptly, 
plopped down on her bottom with legs 
splayed and looked up at us with sparkling 
eyes and a bright smile. Sitting squarely in 
the middle of the trail, she used her hands 
to plow the dirt in front of her into a large 
mound. Then, having at last escaped the 
alien environment of a grassy meadow, 
our little desert rat held up two heaping 
handfuls of Yosemite trail dust, off ering 
one to each of us as a gift. 

A moment later, Eryn snapped a 
picture that has been sitting in a frame 
on my writing desk for the past 12 years. 
In it, Hannah wears denim overalls and 
smiles widely from behind a sky-blue 
pacifi er. A fl owery green meadow, encir-
cled by conifers, surrounds her. Behind 
her rises the granite mass of Lembert 
Dome, a single, puff y white cloud fl oating 
above its brow. This is the indelible 
image of our kid enjoying her fi rst experi-
ence in a national park. As her beaming 
face attests, it is a moment of unalloyed 
joy, because it is the moment in which a 
desert baby found her own way to make 
an alpine meadow feel like home.

—MICHAEL BRANCH

Writer Michael Branch will be reading 
from his new book, “Rants from the Hill,” at      
Parsons Lodge in Yosemite on July 23.
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THE GREEN of Yosemite’s Tuolumne 
Meadows was so concentrated and 
radiant, the author writes, he felt 
that he had never experienced 
green before.
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Findings BY CAMERON WALKER

These are some of the questions that 
drew evolutionary biologist Erica Bree 
Rosenblum to this striking environment 
15 years ago. She believes the lizards can 
help researchers better understand what 
evolutionary success looks like, and why 
some species are thriving in the face of 
climate change, habitat loss and other eco-
logical shifts around the globe. 

“Environmental change has always 
happened, but it is happening so fast right 
now,” Rosenblum said. “Some species are 
going to adapt to environmental change, 
but many are not.”

The species Rosenblum and her 
colleagues have been focused on are the 
eastern fence lizard, the lesser earless 
lizard and the little striped whiptail. The 
milky scales on the lizards’ backs help 
them blend into the pale sand, protecting 
them from predatory birds and larger 
reptiles. But each species has surprising 
bursts of color, too, from the bright blue 
of the fence lizard’s belly to the pink and 

Learning about evolution from the 
white lizards of White Sands. 

TEN THOUSAND YEARS AGO, as the last Ice Age 
was ending and temperatures rose, an enormous 
glacial lake in New Mexico’s Tularosa Basin dried 

up, revealing something unusual: bright-white gypsum 
sand. As the years passed, wind began to sculpt the sand 
into the largest gypsum dunefield in the world. Then about 
5,000 years ago — around the time that pharaohs began to 
rule Egypt — the lizards arrived.  

At first these early reptilian colonizers of what is now White Sands 
National Monument had dusky scales to match the dark soils of the sur-
rounding desert. But now, the three species of lizards that call the monument 
home are a different color: white. 

How were these bleached lizards able to evolve so quickly? What clues 
can they provide about how life elsewhere on the planet might respond to 
environmental change? 
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True Colors

THE LESSER EARLESS LIZARD is one of 
three lizard species in White Sands National 
Monument that evolved quickly to match the 
color of the gypsum dunefield there. 
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orange patches on the earless lizard’s 
throat. These colors flash as they perform 
pushups during their mating dances. 
Rosenblum thinks of the reptiles as tiny, 
charismatic dinosaurs. 

The creatures aren’t just charming. 
“Lizards are really important to the 
ecosystem, because they’re right smack in 
the middle of the food chain,” she said. As 
biodiversity disappears, the loss of lizards 
can have an especially detrimental effect, 
breaking the link between top predators 
and smaller prey. 

To study the monument’s lizards, 
researchers catch them by trolling the 
sands with fishing poles and hooking 
lizards with a loop on the end of the 
line. (It’s harder than it sounds. Silvia 
Lopez Segura, who spent a summer as an 
undergraduate field assistant, said on a 
good day, they might catch eight. “These 
little guys are super intelligent,” she said. 
Lizards would dart off under vegetation 
or bite at the loop to escape. “Sometimes 
it would take three of us to get them.”) 
Once they’ve caught a lizard, researchers 
measure everything from its length to the 
size of its jaws. They’ve also grouped the 
lizards in enclosures to observe how they 
respond to predators and to each other, 
watching the lizards in the field and on 
hours of video recordings to understand 
their behavior. 

Over the years, Rosenblum and her 

colleagues have found that the pale lizards 
have evolved in multiple ways. “You 
change one thing in an ecosystem, and 
you’re going to have a cascade of other 
changes,” she said.  

The White Sands lizards have larger 
heads and bigger, stronger jaws than their 
darker counterparts, which allows them 
to munch on heftier, tougher bugs. These 
lizards also have longer limbs that help 
them run smoothly on the gypsum sand. 
(Unlike beach sand, the gypsum crystals 
stay cool under the hot Southwestern sun, 
so even visitors can run barefoot.) Lizards 
here act differently, too: They’re less wary 
and skittish than lizards in the nearby 
desert, likely because fewer predators lurk 
in the gypsum dunes. 

What’s most interesting to Rosenblum 
is the genetics behind the lizards’ 
eye-catching color change. Using scale 
samples from the lizards’ tails, she and 
her colleagues have identified the specific 
gene that has driven the shift from dark 
scales to light. This gene — called mela-
nocortin-1 receptor gene — is the same 
one that shapes human pigmentation and 
influences color variation in some mice 
and bird species. Having one gene that 
controls color change may have allowed 
these lizards to adapt more quickly; a 
species that needs many coordinated 
genes to change its coloring might take 
longer to develop camouflage that helps its 
members survive in a new environment. 

The fact that the same gene is respon-
sible for the color change in all three lizard 
species suggests that creatures confronted 
with environmental challenges are likely 

to adapt in similar ways. This finding 
could help others — researchers might 
be able to predict how multiple species 
in an ecosystem respond to change based 
on a few successful adapters. In addition, 
advances in genetic sequencing will allow 
researchers to identify the genes that 
trigger other changes in the bleached 
lizards, such as their length and head size, 
and they can look for these same genes in 
other species.

Luckily, the White Sands ecosystem 
supports many other potential candidates 
for study. “Most people don’t realize 
there’s anything else here besides sand,” 
said David Bustos, the chief of resource 
management for the national monument. 
“There’s a lot of really incredible life if you 
look a little closer.”

Rosenblum is turning next to the sand 
treader cricket and the jumping spider. 
Both species are lighter in color than their 
brethren outside White Sands. Looking at 
a wider range of critters in the same envi-
ronment can help the researchers solidify 
their ideas about what makes animals 
successful there — and someday, apply 
those ideas elsewhere. As many as half of 
the world’s species may face extinction by 
the end of the century, and that is the sort 
of statistic that weighs on Rosenblum. 

“Are there ways to increase the prob-
ability that more species are going to 
make it?” she asked. “That’s more and 
more a central question about biodiversity 
on our planet.” NP  

CAMERON WALKER is a writer based in Santa 

Barbara, California.

You change one thing in an ecosystem,     
and you’re going to have a cascade of   
other changes.”

”

SWIMMING IN 
THE DESERT
The endemic White Sands 
pupfish, a threatened species 
that lives in the monument’s 
Lost River, is the only fish in 
the Tularosa Basin and has 
lived there for more than          
12,000 years. 
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BY NICK LUNDDenizens
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Denizens

Knapp of the University of California’s 
Sierra Nevada Aquatic Research 
Laboratory, details the frog’s incredible 
recovery from predation by non-native 
fish and from a pathogenic fungus 
that is wreaking havoc on amphibian 
species worldwide. The study's results 
provide a bright ray of hope for the 
endangered frog in the mountain 
ponds of Yosemite.

“That hopeful vision was some-
thing I'd largely lost sight of during the 
decades of frog declines,” Knapp said. 
“Obviously, the recovery we docu-
mented is just the beginning of what 
will be a long process, but suddenly a 
future in which these iconic animals 
were able to regain their place as the 
most abundant amphibian in the Sierra 
Nevada didn't seem so impossible  
after all.”

Until settlers arrived, waterfalls 
and other impediments prevented fish 
from colonizing mountain waters, and 
so most of the streams and all the lakes 
in what became Yosemite National 
Park were naturally fishless. The first 
recorded instance of humans stocking 
trout in Yosemite waters was in 1877. 
Over the next century, according to 
Park Service estimates, more than 33 
million individual fish were introduced 
into the park, first carried by hand 
and later dumped in large quantities                  
from airplanes. 

The Sierra Nevada yellow-legged 
frogs had no defense against the 
hordes of hungry trout that suddenly 
were sharing their lakes. The mountain 
waters were clear, without algae 
or mud to give small amphibians a 
place to hide, and the fish feasted. 
The harmful effect on the frogs was 
recognized as early as the 1920s, but it 

After flirting with extinction, Sierra 
Nevada yellow-legged frogs 
are staging a remarkable — and 
unexpected — comeback.

Bouncing Back 
in Yosemite 

THE NATIONAL PARK SERVICE BIOLOGIST pulled another 
empty net out of the clear waters of Budd Lake, high 
in the mountains of Yosemite National Park, and April 

Kunieda saw some looks of disappointment creep over the 
faces of her students. No fish. The Bay Area high schoolers 
were there to help remove non-native trout, but on this 
particular trip, they kept coming up empty-handed. 

“This is great, we’re part of some important science!” she reminded 
them. She wasn’t sure they were buying it. For the Sierra Nevada yellow-
legged frog, however, bare nets at Budd Lake were another bit of good 
news in what had been an encouraging summer.  

A new study has shown a dramatic rise in their population, which 
is a remarkable — and unexpected — turnaround for a species that 
was once nearly eradicated from the park. Based on more than 7,000 
frog surveys conducted over a 20-year period, the study, led by Roland 
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THE NUMBER of Sierra Nevada yellow-
legged frogs in Yosemite has increased 
thanks to efforts to remove invasive 
trout and the frog’s resistance to a 
deadly fungus.
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wasn’t until 1991 that fi sh stocking in 
Yosemite was offi  cially halted.

Kunieda and other educators from 
the nonprofi t NatureBridge take more 
than 13,000 students on environmental 
education trips to Yosemite every year. 
The group is a part of a multi-agency 
eff ort to remove non-native fi sh from 
selected lakes in Yosemite and the sur-
rounding Sierra mountains that’s been 
underway since the mid-2000s. Some 
fi sh populations die out on their own, 
and teams of biologists and volunteers 
have used gill nets and electric shocks 
to take out other populations. Knapp’s 
study showed that in some cases, frog 
abundance in lakes where fi sh had been 
removed returned to levels of never-
stocked lakes.   

But the fi sh were only one of the 
threats to the frog population. A fungus 
called Batrachochytrium dendroba-
tidis, which leads to the deadly disease 
chytridiomycosis, is responsible for the 
signifi cant decline or extinction of up 
to 200 species of amphibians around 
the world since 1980, and it threatens 
hundreds more. 

Scientists think the fungus arrived 

in the Yosemite Valley in the 1970s and 
aren’t entirely clear how it spread. One 
culprit may be African clawed frogs, 
which were taken around the world for 
use in labs, as pets and even in early preg-
nancy tests. Chytridiomycosis is a nasty 
disease: It thickens the frog’s porous skin, 
preventing the frog from absorbing nutri-
ents and, in some cases, from breathing. 
If they contract the disease, the amphib-
ians nearly always die. 

The toll from invasive fi sh and the 
fungus may have been exacerbated by 
habitat loss and pesticides that blew 
in from the nearby Central Valley. As a 
result, the Sierra Nevada yellow-legged 
frog had disappeared from more than 
93 percent of its former range by the 
mid-2000s. The frog was placed on the 
federal endangered species list in 2014.

But in his study, Knapp discovered 
that many of the frogs in Yosemite are 

The Sierra Nevada yellow-legged frog had 
disappeared from more than 93 percent of 
its former range by the mid-2000s. 

The chytrid fungus thrives in a wide range of conditions, and it 
aff ects national parks around the country. The fungus has been 
found in parks including Acadia in Maine, Congaree in South Carolina 
and Zion in Utah, though the disease chytridiomycosis itself is 
not necessarily present in these parks. According to the 
Park Service, in less than one decade, populations of 
boreal toad (pictured here) along the 
Alaskan coast went from abundant to 
nonexistent, and scientists suspect the 
fungus might have played a role in the 
drastic decline.

SPREADING SCOURGE

not necessarily present in these parks. According to the 
Park Service, in less than one decade, 

along the 
Alaskan coast went from abundant to 

suspect the 
fungus might have played a role in the 

not necessarily present in these parks. According to the 
Park Service, in less than one decade, populations of 

along the 
Alaskan coast went from abundant to 

suspect the 
fungus might have played a role in the 

no longer succumbing to the disease. 
Although it is unclear whether the 
frogs are building a natural resistance 
to the fungus over time or whether 
more resistant individuals have been 
passing on that resistance to their 
off spring, populations of frogs are 
expanding despite continued contact 
with the disease. The fungus is still 
around, but the frogs aren’t so aff ected 
by it. 

Scientists determined that the 
overall population of Yosemite’s Sierra 
Nevada yellow-legged frog increased 
sevenfold over the 20-year life of the 
study. Whether the frogs’ resistance 
to the fungus or eff orts to remove the 
predatory fi sh contributed more to this 
recovery remains an open question.

In any case, Kunieda and her fellow 
educators will continue to trudge up 
to Budd Lake to help eradicate fi sh. It 
takes three years for the Park Service 
to declare a lake fi sh-free, creating the 
potential for a lot of empty nets and 
dispirited students. But the disappoint-
ment usually fades quickly.

“The students know that the 
important thing is that the frogs are 
recovering,” Kunieda said. “I’m happy to 
go back to that lake and have the same 
thing happen again and again.” NP

NICK LUND handles energy issues for NPCA, 

and he writes about birds and nature for 

the Audubon Society, Slate and National 

Geographic. ©
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A
s you drive from Western Pennsyl-

vania on I-79 into West Virginia, 

the ground begins to swell. Steep 

hills rise around you, great mounds 

of rock swathed in trees. Farm-

land sprawls in the gaps. The sky 

expands. Speeding along under 

wispy clouds in late August, I had a sense of being hugged by 

the land.  

After four hectic days in my hometown of Pittsburgh, it felt 

good to be alone, heading to a place I’d never been: New River 

Gorge National River, 53 miles of protected watercourse and for-

est snaking through the southern Appalachians. I was excited for 

the epic vistas in the 70,000-acre park, but even more intrigued 

by the remnants of old mining towns along the river, whose slopes 

churned with activity from the late 1800s through the 1950s. Pho-

tos I’d seen of coal conveyers and coke ovens half-swallowed by 

brush reminded me of wrecked steel mills by the Monongahela 

River back home. I’ve always found it oddly beautiful, this blend 

of nature and Rust Belt decay. I wondered how mining had shaped 

the culture and the land. 

BY DORIAN FOX

PHOTOS BY MEGGAN AND JEFF HALLER

ghosts  of the gorge
COAL, CULTURE AND THE TRANSFORMATION  

OF NEW RIVER GORGE NATIONAL RIVER

NEW RIVER GORGE BRIDGE, measuring 3,030 feet across, is one of 
the longest steel arch spans in the Western Hemisphere and the third- 
highest bridge in the United States.
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 Designated in 1978 in the wake of a 
grassroots effort to prevent dam-build-
ing, New River Gorge National River 
is part of a trifecta. Two other parks, 
Gauley River National Recreation Area 
and Bluestone National Scenic River, 
were established 10 years later and feature two other rivers in 
the region’s ancient watershed. Together the parks draw more 
than a million visitors annually. Beyond its natural and historic 
interest, the area is also a prime destination for rock climbers 
and whitewater boaters. When you add in mountain biking trails, 
zip lines and an event like “Bridge Day” — the October festival 
when thousands gather to watch BASE jumpers leap off the New 
River Gorge Bridge and parachute 876 feet down — the gorge 
looks like an adrenaline junkie’s paradise. Measuring 3,030 feet 
across, the bridge is one of the longest steel arch spans in the 
Western Hemisphere and the third-highest in the United States. 
With its completion in 1977, a winding 40-minute drive through 

the gorge was reduced to a minute-long trip. 
I hadn’t come for extreme sports; I figured three days of hik-

ing in the mountains would be intense enough. That morning I’d 
bought a new daypack and stuffed a cooler with hot dogs, peanut 
butter and jelly sandwiches, and several jugs of water to combat 
the 90-degree heat. I didn’t have a tent, but my dad had lent me 
his SUV, big enough for me to sleep in the back.

When I hit the stretch of U.S. 19 that runs along the park, it 
was late afternoon. I was eager to disappear into the woods, but 
I first wanted to get my bearings at Canyon Rim Visitor Center, 
which perches on a sandstone ledge and offers lofty views of the 
river and bridge.

Inside, a helpful ranger assessed my hiking plans. He drew 
X’s through a leg of the 8.6-mile Kaymoor Trail that had been 
washed out by recent flooding. For that evening, he recom-

mended the Endless Wall Trail, a short hike favored by locals 
and climbers that zigzags along cliffs. Sold.

Off a country road — many of the park’s sites, I’d learn, are 
accessed via narrow back roads that bend around private homes 
and farms — I found Nuttall Trailhead, one end of the Endless 
Wall Trail. It had rained earlier, cutting the heat, and I happily 
sank into the coolness of the forest. Soon I crossed paths with a 
blond woman and a man with a blue bandana on his head, lean-
ing on a walking stick.

“We just saw a bear!” he said. They both wore big, frazzled 
smiles. The bear had sprinted from the side of the cliff, cross-
ing the trail right in front of them. “We’ve been coming here for 

years, and that’s never happened.” The man shook his 
head. “It was fast, boy!” 

The American black bear, West Virginia’s state 
animal, is common in the region but rarely seen in 
daytime. The possibility of encountering one set my 
nerves humming, but after a few minutes, I eased back 
into a rhythm, my footsteps thumping on the springy 
trail. I could hear the river churn and, periodically, 
joyful whoops from kayakers and rafters far below. 

At Diamond Point, the trail descends toward a 
creek, where mountain runoff feeds ferns, mosses and 
strange, leopard-spotted fungi. New River Gorge is 
part of the largest continuous deciduous forest in the 
world, with flora more diverse than almost anywhere 
in the central and southern Appalachians — around 
1,400 species in all. Oaks, hickories and conifers 
abound. Giant rhododendrons reach overhead, mak-
ing shady tunnels. 

After doubling back, I sat on a ledge at the cliffs 
and let my leg dangle, trying not to imagine what fall-
ing would feel like. Around me, pines clung to blocky 

sandstone. Nearly 1,000 feet down, a blue raft drifted like a float-
ing Tic Tac past my giant shoe.

WHEN I ROLLED INTO RIFRAFTERS CAMPGROUND, it was 
after 10 p.m. With summer winding down, people were scarce: 
just a handful of RVs and lit cabins. Randy Robertson, 64, owner 
of the camp, is chatty and charmingly frank. Sleeping in the car? 
He chuckled, then walked me out and shined a flashlight on a 
grassy patch under a tree: my spot for the next two nights. He 
said he’d charge me the tent rate, 15 bucks a day.  

His father, he told me, had owned a small mine, but when 
demand for coal shrank in the 1950s, he “lost everything.” Still, 
Robertson also took up mining, working for New River Company. 
“I was 16 years underground,” he said. But the coal market bot-
tomed out again in the mid-80s, and he lost his job. After failed 

nearly 1,000 feet down, a blue raft drifted 
like a floating tic tac past my giant shoe.

AT GRANDVIEW, visitors 
get just that: an expansive 
view of the park, 53 miles of 
protected watercourse and 
forest snaking through the 
southern Appalachians. Left: 
Hikers rest at Diamond Point 
on the Endless Wall Trail, a 
short hike that zigzags along 
cliffs.
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attempts to start a body shop and salvage yard, he bought a plot 
of land and built his campground. He’s managed the place for 21 
years. “West Virginia people are resilient,” he said. “We survive.” 

 Robertson sold me a bundle of wood, and I managed to get a 
fire going. I cracked a beer, speared a hot dog, let it blister in the 
flames. The first bite was so good I had to sit down.

IT WAS THE CHESAPEAKE AND OHIO RAILWAY THAT changed 
everything. When the C & O was completed and reached New 
River Gorge in 1873, a previously inaccessible wilderness was 
tapped. Suddenly the region’s high-carbon coal could be trans-
ported to Virginia and the Midwest. Investors swarmed, and 
company towns sprang up along the river — over 50 of them by 
the early 20th century. 

The new jobs attracted thousands of Northern miners, Euro-
peans and African American miners from the South. The work 
was backbreaking but equalizing: In the dark mines, with every 
man’s face smudged with coal dust, race and ethnicity counted 
for less. Yet, mine owners intentionally segregated company 
housing in an attempt to prevent unionizing, and black miners 
and their families often lived farther up the gorge.  

Since the New River coal seams lay flat, like thin layers 
within a cake, mines were carved horizontally into the moun-
tainside. Inside, labyrinths of pillared rooms could stretch back 

for miles. One of the most productive of these mines was 
Kaymoor, where from 1899 to 1962, miners unearthed 
almost 17 million tons of bituminous coal. 

In the boom-and-bust coalfields, Kaymoor’s longev-
ity was unusual. The life span of most company towns 
was around 25 years, at which point the coal seam was 
so far back in the mountain that it was more profit-
able to move on. In the first half of the 20th century, 
leaps in automation (along with a shift to strip mining, 
a decline in production after World War II and other 
factors) contributed to a steady decline in mining jobs. 
By the 1950s, 85 percent of West Virginia coal was cut 
and loaded with machines — and cases of black lung 
had spiked from increased coal dust created by the new 
machinery. Around the same time, the move from coal-
powered steam to diesel locomotives hurt the industry. 
When mining families moved on, they left ghost towns 
behind.

To get to Kaymoor, I started at the Arrowhead Trails, 
named for the Order of the Arrow, the Boy Scouts’ 
national honor society; over 1,000 volunteer scouts cre-
ated the looped trails, which are designed for mountain 
biking, in 2011. At 9 a.m., it was already hot. The woods 
were calm, but the forest spiders had been busy. I caught 
web after web in the face, which was exasperating until 
it was funny. All day, I’d find little black-and-yellow 
arachnids rappelling from my clothes.

At the mine site I found the mine portal, eerily quiet, 
with a hand-painted board outside: “It Has Been ___ 
Days Without A Lost Time Accident.” Mining was, and 
is, dangerous work. Although there were no major 
explosions at Kaymoor — gases released in mines, called 
“damps,” can cause huge fireballs if ignited — accidents 
did happen. By 1940, at least 21 men had died in the 
mine from electrocutions, cave-ins or fires.    

I tried to imagine the operation in its heyday: railcars 
heaped with coal coming out, and men with picks and 
explosives streaming in. After being weighed and inspected at 
the headhouse, coal was transported down the slope, by haul-
age car or conveyer, to the riverside, where it was loaded onto 
trains or processed into coke onsite. I poked around some gut-
ted structures, where hunks of coal still litter the ground, then 
decided to check out the former town of Kaymoor Bottom, which 
requires walking down — and back up — 821 wooden steps. On 
the descent, I passed a woman in gym clothes, who smilingly told 
me it was her third time up the stairs that day.

For me, once was enough. I huffed up the Kaymoor Miners 
Trail, chugging water. Then after a quick snack, I headed out to 
another mine site. In 1870, John Nuttall began constructing Nut-
tallburg, one of the first towns to ship the region’s “smokeless” 
coal out of the gorge. At the base of a rocky path, the site’s main 
attraction is the headhouse and conveyer system built by Henry 
Ford. The automobile mogul leased the mine in the 1920s in an 
attempt at “vertical integration,” a plan to control every facet 
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of the car manufacturing process. 
Designed to move the fragile 

coal downhill with minimal break-
age, the conveyer was cutting-edge 
technology in its time. A 1928 
New York Times headline exulted, 
“FORD WORKS A MIRACLE IN 
MINING COAL,” though Ford’s 
experiment ended that same year 
despite impressive gains in effi-
ciency and production. Unable to 
control the railroad that shipped 
coal to his steel mills, he gave up 
the mine, which changed hands 
several times before finally clos-
ing in 1958. Forty years later, the 
Nuttall family sold the property 
to the National Park Service; the 
long project of restoring the site 
was completed in 2011. 

Outside the mine entrance, 
a cold draft stirred leaves and 
wildflowers. The temperature in 
the mines, I learned, is always 
53 degrees — a comfortable cli-
mate for manual labor. The mine’s 
dimensions, however, were far 
from ideal. The Sewell coal seam at 
Nuttallburg was just 3.5 feet high, 
so miners had to work hunched 
or even lying down. Though the 

mines are now off-limits to visitors, they provide a crucial habitat 
for seven of the park’s 10 bat species, two of which are federally 
listed as endangered.

To reach the Nuttallburg town site, I took the Conveyor Trail, 
a series of slaggy, unkempt switchbacks descending toward the 
river. As I hacked through the overgrowth with a stick, Ford’s 
conveyer swooped overhead like an industrial tube slide. At the 
bottom, I watched a tawny deer wade through the foundation of 
an old house, now a pit of weeds.

Down on the defunct train tracks, I peered up into the belly 
of the tipple, a towering structure where coal was sized and 
sorted before being “tipped” into train cars. Farther along the 
riverside trail, I walked by a row of crumbling stone ovens, aban-
doned since the ’20s, where coal was cooked for long stretches 
to burn off impurities and make coke, which burns hotter than 

coal and was used to forge steel. Before heading back up the 
slope, I lingered inside the roofless walls of the company store, 
where residents bought everything from groceries to Christmas 
presents, then wandered through the reforested remains of a 
neighboring town whose name egged me on: Seldom Seen. 

When I checked my phone’s pedometer at the campground 
later, it showed I’d walked 13 miles. The back end of an SUV is 
not exactly plush, but that night it felt like the Marriott.

FAYETTEVILLE, A MAJOR HUB IN THE NEW RIVER GORGE 

area, is billed as “The Coolest Small Town.” It has a bike shop, 
a hipster sandwich joint, an old theater and an outdoorsy cul-
ture. Around the historic town center, you see a lot of kayaks 
strapped to car roofs. On the last day of my trip, I ate breakfast 
at Cathedral Cafe, a funky church-turned-diner, where my eggs 
were served by a woman who had sold me beers at the General 
Store the night before. 

Just down the road is Long Point Trail, a short hike with a 
huge payoff. After 1.6 miles, you emerge from a wooded thicket 
onto a long finger of rock jutting into the gorge. Straight ahead, 
the famous bridge arches above the river like a steel halo. If you 
time it right, you can see tiny train cars groan along the still-
functioning CSX Railway below, lugging coal from the state’s few 
active mines toward Norfolk, Virginia, to be shipped overseas.

A TRAINED ARCHAEOLOGIST, DAVE FUERST IS THE PARK’S 
cultural resource specialist: In short, he is responsible for chron-

icling and preserving the history of the site. Before joining the 
Park Service 16 years ago, he worked as a federal archaeologist 
for the Marines, Air Force, Army and Army Corps of Engineers. 

VISITORS CAN WANDER 
around the remains of the 
Nuttallburg tipple, where 
coal was sized and sorted 
before being “tipped” into 
train cars (top). Middle: 
Coal miners emerge from 
the Kaymoor Mine in a 1914 
photograph. Bottom: Signs 
at the old Kaymoor site 
serve as a stark reminder of 
the dangers of coal mining.

TRAVEL  
ESSENTIALS 
When to visit New River Gorge depends, in part, on 
what you’re looking to do. Entry is free, with trails and 
primitive campsites accessible year-round, though 
some sites (such as the visitor center in the old railroad 
town of Thurmond) are open only in peak season. Raft-
ing tours run all summer, but real thrill-seekers wait for 
September, when surges from the Summersville Dam 
create wild rapids on nearby Gauley River. In October, 
Bridge Day offers rappelling and tandem BASE jump-
ing off the New River Gorge Bridge. Mountain bikers 
can hit the rugged Arrowhead Trails or coast along 
train trestles on Rend Trail. For wildlife viewing, try the 
Grandview area or kayaking on Bluestone National Sce-
nic River. The park’s major throughway is U.S. 19, but 
navigating its back roads can be tricky; stop by Canyon 
Rim Visitor Center or Sandstone Visitor Center for a 
map and trail guide.

i watched a tawny deer wade through the foundation of 
an old house, now a pit of weeds.

Miners have long since deserted New River Gorge, 
but coal extraction and burning continue in other 
parts of West Virginia and around the country and 

can degrade air and water quality. In 
and around national parks, pollution 
from coal-fired power plants can harm 
visitors’ health, wildlife, historic sites 
and ecosystems. Dirty air also often 
shrouds scenic views, deterring visi-

tors and hurting the businesses they support. NPCA 
is committed to fighting for clean air for parks and 
people. For more information about our climate and 
air work, go to https://www.npca.org/cleanair. 

NPCA  
AT 

WORK

THURMOND WAS a classic 
boomtown, but by the 1930s, 
businesses had begun to close 
down and residents moved on. 
The old Thurmond Depot now 
serves as a park visitor center. 

N
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When I found him in his office at the park’s headquarters, he 
greeted me with a vigorous handshake. I told him about my 
adventures at Nuttallburg, and he laughed. “Nobody does the 
Conveyor Trail!”

Fuerst said of all the places he’s lived and worked, West Vir-
ginia is his favorite. Though he grew up in Ohio, he feels a kinship 
with Appalachian people. And like Robertson, he was quick to 
lament the region’s persistent poverty. “It’s a contrast: We have 
so much in terms of resources, and most people here don’t benefit 
from that.” 

This imbalance of power and wealth has always marked 
the West Virginia coalfields, but especially in the early 1900s, 
before unions gained leverage to demand fairer terms. “Min-
ers were kind of like indentured servants,” Fuerst said. “Mine 
owners tried to divide and conquer.” He explained how workers 
were paid in “scrip,” company-issued credit valued in full only at 
the company store. Most miners rented housing from the own-
ers, and rents could be raised at will, with costs automatically 
deducted from workers’ pay.  

Along with work-related risks, day-to-day life could be dan-
gerous, too. “The train coming through would shoot up sparks, 
and your house could burn down at any time — you just never 
knew,” he said.

But the insularity of mining towns also created tight-knit 
communities that could transcend prejudice. Fuerst said that 
women, who formed close bonds while the men were at work, 
could be persuasive agents of social change: “You could make 

a case that the United Mine Workers’ decision to accept blacks 
into the union had to do with interactions that black women had 
with white women and black women had with immigrant women. 
They probably said, ‘Well, these are my friends.’”

After saying goodbye to Fuerst, I drove toward the southern 
tip of the park to the Sandstone Falls overlook, my last stop on 
the trip. Standing on a low observation platform, I could see the 
waterfall far below, framed in a ragged window of trees. At 20 
feet tall, it’s no Niagara, but with foamy pools swirling around 
small islands, it’s a striking sight on one of the world’s oldest riv-
ers. I considered hiking closer to the falls, but it was getting late; 
I needed to head north. 

On the highway later, I kept thinking about the drama of 
American industry. I thought about heat and rocks and fuel and 
how the land heals itself. I thought about what labor is worth. 
I drove too fast, wanting to get back and spend time with my 
family before flying out the next morning. But as I hurtled past 
big rigs hauling late-night cargo, downing coffee in the dark, the 
mountains still seemed close. 

DORIAN FOX is a writer and freelance editor whose work has ap-

peared in various literary journals and other publications. He lives in 

Boston and teaches writing at Grub Street. 

MEGGAN AND JEFF HALLER are photographers based in Mobile, 

Alabama. They frequently document the people and places of the South-

east and love photographing national parks. 

 
BABCOCK STATE PARK
One of West Virginia’s oldest parks, Babcock State 
Park opened in 1937 and now sits within the bounds 
of New River Gorge National River, near the former 
mining town of Clifftop. The park covers 4,100 acres, 

with 20 miles of trails, a trout-fishing 
stream, a campground and rustic 
cabins. But the park’s gem is Glade 
Creek Grist Mill (left), perhaps the 
most photographed structure of its 
kind in the country (Google “grist 
mill,” and you’ll see it from a dozen 

flattering angles). A convincing hodgepodge, the mill 
was built in 1976 from pieces of old mills scavenged 
around the state. 
Just behind the fully functional mill, I found the trail-

head for the Island in the Sky Trail. Unlike some areas 
of New River Gorge, which were stripped of vegeta-
tion to build mining camps and reforested after the 
communities dispersed, the woods in Babcock feel 
ancient. I climbed uphill past sprays of ferns, along a 
dramatic rock face and up a ladder to the peak for a 
clear view of the clouds. 

SIDE 
TRIP
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WILL GRIZZLY 
BEARS RETURN 
TO THE NORTH 
CASCADES? 

BY KATE SIBER        BEARSOSTL
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of days, they fashioned six hair traps out 
of barbed wire, a pile of sticks and a dollop 
of goo covered with bark. 

“Pouring the goo is a special skill 
because you don’t want to get any on you,” 
said Gaines. “A drop will ruin your day, 
if not your week.” Finally, they flicked on 
remote cameras before embarking on the 
long walk back out again. A month later, 
the team members retraced their steps in 
a battering ram of a storm to retrieve the 
hair samples and cameras. They sent the 
fur to a lab with high hopes, but several 
months later, they received disappointing 
news: black bears again. 

“On some days, it’s physically chal-
lenging and emotionally draining,” Gaines 
said. “It’s discouraging that we haven’t 
been able to find a bear. It’s also telling 
because it reinforces our idea that there’s 
not many left, and if we are going to get a 
recovered population here, we’re going to 
have to give them some help.” 

Gaines is one of many Washingtonians 
who hope to see grizzly bears return to 
their native range in the North Cascades 
ecosystem, which encompasses 9,800 
square miles in the U.S., including North 

Cascades National Park and two national forests, as 
well as 3,800 square miles of contiguous land in British 
Columbia. Even though these rugged mountains have 
large swaths of prime grizzly habitat, with alpine mead-
ows and more than 100 plant species the bears like to eat, 
grizzlies have not reappeared on their own. In the last 10 
years, in the greater ecosystem, there have been only four 
confirmed sightings — all in British Columbia. 

For more than 20 years, the Park Service and Fish and 
Wildlife Service have worked on a plan to resuscitate griz-
zly bear populations as part of a nationwide recovery of 
this threatened species. Bringing them back in the North 
Cascades would be good for their long-term survival. It 
would also be good for the North Cascades, because the 
bears help balance the ecosystem. They weed out injured 
and unfit deer, elk and small mammals, churn up alpine 
meadows when they dig for roots, and spread seeds, keep-
ing plant and animal communities healthy. 

Studies from ecosystems that have grizzlies suggest 

that they also benefit the economy, attracting tourists 
who’d like to see them. Grizzly bears feature in ceremo-
nies and oral histories of several tribes in the area, and 
conservationists argue that, in general, there’s spiritual 
value in knowing that these animals live here. 

“Grizzlies put the wild in wilderness,” said Rob Smith, 
Northwest regional director for NPCA. “The North Cas-
cades remain a rare, special place because grizzly bears 
are still there. We can’t let them disappear on our watch.” 

Like other large, charismatic species, grizzlies trig-
ger intense emotions among both those who love them 
and those who fear them. As the effort to bring them 
back has gathered steam, so has the opposition. The 
debate intensified in January after the Park Service 
and Fish and Wildlife Service released a draft environ-
mental impact statement with four potential strategies 
for restoring the bears to the ecosystem, three of which 
would actively reintroduce the animals. 

The plan has sparked high hopes among wildlife and 

S
taggering under 60-pound 
backpacks, wildlife ecolo-
gist Bill Gaines and three 
other field scientists set 
off from the White River 
Trailhead in the North 
Cascades of Washington 
one July day. Along with 
their personal effects, 
they carried two 100-foot 
coils of barbed wire and 

several plastic bottles of what they called “goo,” a potent 
and hideous-smelling elixir made from road kill stewed 
over several months. 

The team was searching for grizzly bears. These lum-
bering, intelligent omnivores once thrived in the North 
Cascades, eating plentiful salmon, berries, tubers, roots, 
deer and small mammals, but intensive fur trapping and 
predator control programs nearly wiped them out. The 

last confirmed sighting was in 1996, though many people 
claim unsubstantiated glimpses, leaving open the tan-
talizing possibility that they still haunt the mountains. 

Since about 2008, Gaines, a trim 55-year-old with a 
fluffy mat of brown hair, has looked for them as an inde-
pendent researcher for the U.S. Forest Service, National 
Park Service and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. With 
other scientists, he has set up more than 600 hair traps 
covering about 30 percent of the bears’ suitable habitat 
across the North Cascades. They’ve sent hairs to a spe-
cialized laboratory, piling up evidence of about 750 black 
bears, but not a single grizzly. 

During that brilliantly clear July week, the small 
team tromped through slide alder thickets and subalpine 
meadows to Boulder Pass, then descended 4,000 verti-
cal feet into the Napeequa Valley, a remote bowl marked 
by steep avalanche paths — perfect grizzly terrain. They 
slogged through the waist-high, bone-numbing waters of 
the Napeequa River with the help of ropes. Over a couple 
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North Cascades as possible recovery zones. After a long 
habitat assessment, the Interagency Grizzly Bear Com-
mittee, a group with representatives from federal and 
state agencies, decided to proceed with restoring grizzly 
bears in the North Cascades in 1991. But first, it had to 
determine if any grizzly bears still roamed the remote 
valleys in this fortress of peaks.

And so the search began. For years, biologists fielded 
1-800 bear hotlines, but more than 90 percent of the 
calls turned out to concern black bear sightings. Every 
year, a handful of credible reports trickled in, but none 
could be confirmed. The photos were too grainy, or the 
bears were just dark dots in a vast landscape of ice and 
stone — or there were no photos at all. Occasionally, 
researchers, including Gaines, would respond to a prom-
ising sighting by hiking out to an area to set up a hair 
trap. Always nothing. Gaines has observed, over time, 

that the number of sightings has waned. “Small popula-
tions,” he said, “tend to wink out.” 

In 2014, the Park Service and Fish and Wildlife 
Service finally secured funding to begin working on an 
environmental impact statement on grizzly bear restora-
tion in the North Cascades. (It helped that then-director 
Jonathan Jarvis, who had worked as a biologist and chief 
of natural and cultural resources in North Cascades 
National Park, supported the project.) Agency staff 
hosted public meetings and solicited input from local 
residents, then released the draft in January. 

The document presents four options for restoring the 
population and analyzes the potential effects of each on 
wildlife, visitor use and recreation, public safety and the 
local economy. In one alternative, the agencies would 
take no action but would continue managing public 
land as if there were grizzlies, maintaining bear-proof 

park supporters, who say the future of an ecosystem 
and a species hangs in the balance. Others, including 
some ranchers and government skeptics, feel their safety 
and livestock are at risk. After a host of public meetings 
and a comment period that ended in April, staff at the 
two agencies began reviewing public input. But as Park 
Service officials note, the decision isn’t about whether 
to bring grizzlies back. Under the Endangered Species 
Act, the federal government is committed to recovering 
them, so it’s a matter of how to bring them back in a way 
that works well for bears while also addressing human 
concerns. The agencies plan to release a final decision by 
the end of the year. 

At one time, grizzly bears roamed half the continent, 
from coast to coast and from Mexico to Canada. Now 
they populate about 2 percent of their former range in 
the continental U.S. In the mid-19th century, fur trap-

pers  in Washington harvested just about every furry 
creature they could find — foxes, martens, wolves and 
grizzly bears. In the 1850s and 1860s alone, the Hudson's 
Bay Company, a major fur trader, recorded nearly 4,000 
grizzly hides streaming out of four trading posts situated 
near the Cascades. 

Even under the best conditions, grizzlies reproduce 
slowly. Biologists believe that the population never recov-
ered from the fur trading and government programs that 
systematically wiped out nature's predators in the 19th 
and 20th centuries. 

After the federal government listed the grizzly bear as 
threatened in the continental U.S. in 1975, the Fish and 
Wildlife Service approved a national recovery plan aimed 
at fostering viable populations in the greater Yellowstone 
ecosystem and parts of Montana, Idaho and Washing-
ton. The agency also identified the Bitterroot Range and 

A GRIZZLY 
BEAR in 
Yellowstone, 
where the 
population 
has grown 
substan-
tively since 
a recovery 
plan was put 
in place. 

AT ONE 
TIME, griz-
zly bears 
—  shown 
here in 
Grand Teton 
National Park 
— roamed 
half the 
continent, 
from Mexico 
to Canada.  

In the mid-19th century, fur 
trappers in Washington harvested 
just about every furry creature 
they could find — foxes, martens, 
wolves and grizzly bears.
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profit. If the agencies choose a reintroduction alternative, 
they would likely also develop cost-share programs that 
would help orchard owners purchase electric fences, 
which have proved effective at deterring bears. The Park 
Service also has said that any official closures hamper-
ing recreational access would be rare and brief, lasting 
between a few hours and a few days. 

Perhaps the biggest issue, however, is concern about 
attacks. “Those fears are very primal,” Oelfke said, “so 
trying to address them is as challenging as anything in 
this process.” Oelfke has participated in the eight public 
meetings, which all offered attendees a chance to chat 
one-on-one with staffers. In all, more than 1,200 people 
showed up. At each, he spoke with both supporters and 
opponents, some of whom approached him looking angry. 

“To be able to talk through the concerns calmly and 
with the facts helps in almost every case,” Oelfke said. “I 
think it also shows people that there are normal people 
behind this effort. We’re not just desk jockeys sitting 
behind a computer trying to drum up this crazy project. 

There’s a scientific basis.” 
In fact, grizzlies can be aggressive when defending 

cubs or territory, but humans are seldom their prey and 
fatalities are rare. In Yellowstone, over the past 145 years, 
grizzlies have killed only seven people. (Or possibly eight 
— the species involved in one case is unclear.) A visitor 
there is almost as likely to be killed by a falling tree. 

“To me, the more you know, the less you fear,” said 
Chris Morgan, a Bellingham-based ecologist and film-
maker who has documented bears across the world for 
shows such as “Planet Earth” and “Frozen Planet” and 
released two short videos about bears in the North Cas-
cades, one sponsored by NPCA. “As soon as you know 
they’re smart and reasonable, your perception can 
change — and it changes into wonder.” 

Bill Gaines isn’t advocating for a specific alternative. 
But he has worked to clear misperceptions of grizzlies 
through “Ghost Bears,” a presentation on his fieldwork 
that he has delivered dozens of times across the state. 
Even though he and other field biologists have yet to find a 

sanitation and educating the public on bear safety. The 
other three alternatives would require actively capturing 
bears from either Montana or British Columbia by using 
foot snares or culvert traps, or by sedating them with 
darts launched from helicopters. Biologists would then 
transport them into the North Cascades by helicopter 
to establish a self-sustaining population. The agencies 
would also increase public outreach and establish more 
proactive protocols for managing any nuisance bears. 

The alternatives differ in how quickly they would rein-
troduce bears. The slower option calls for 10 bears at first 
(followed by a wait-and-see period); the fastest option 
involves bringing in five to seven bears annually until 
the population reaches 200. It could take anywhere from 
25 to 100 years for the population to be self-sustaining, 
depending on which alternative is selected (Scientists 
don’t know precisely how big a population must be to 
be considered self-sustaining, but settled on the tar-
get number of 200.) NPCA supports the “incremental 
restoration” alternative, which would add five to seven 
grizzlies each of the first several years to establish a base 
population of 25 bears that would gradually grow to 200 
by the end of the century.

The initial two-month comment period was extended 
by 45 days and ultimately netted 126,000 comments. In 

large part, the public supports rein-
troduction. During the 2015 comment 
period, letters backing grizzly bear 
recovery outnumbered those against it 
five to one. In a 2016 poll of 600 regis-
tered voters financed by Defenders of 
Wildlife, Tulchin Research found that 
80 percent of respondents were in favor 
of helping the bears recover and 13 
percent opposed it. (The survey didn’t 
specifically mention reintroduction.) 
Two previous surveys also suggested 
broad public approval of recovery. 
Still, some residents are vociferously 
opposed to plopping the huge mam-
mals back into the system. 

“If they show up, they show up,” 
said Doug England, a county com-
missioner in Chelan Count y in 
central Washington. “But the idea of 
hauling in grizzlies in helicopters just 
because someone from somewhere 
else thinks they should be there just 

goes against our grain.” 
While locals are used to interacting with black bears 

— between 25,000 and 30,000 roam the state — England 
argues that grizzly bears are bigger and more aggressive, 
posing a greater safety risk. Some locals are concerned 
that their presence would effectively — or officially — 
close areas to hiking, fishing and other pursuits. Others 
are worried that the bears will wander into ranching 
areas and kill livestock, devastate orchards or saunter 
into towns looking for human food. 

“If they don’t have the correct habitat, they will move 
to areas where there are more food sources — and those 
are areas where there is more human habitation,” said 
Ron Scutt, an educator in Stehekin who opposes grizzly 
reintroduction. “We need to ask ourselves: Are we setting 
the grizzlies up for failure?” 

Jack Oelfke, chief of natural and cultural resources at 
North Cascades National Park, points out that in other 
ecosystems that harbor grizzlies, the bears kill livestock 
infrequently. In contrast to wolves, which are primarily 
meat eaters and hunt in packs, grizzlies are solitary and 
mostly vegetarian. Nonetheless, as grizzly bears recover 
in the North Cascades, the land-management agencies 
would support a program to compensate ranchers for 
occasional losses, perhaps in partnership with a non-

IN THIS 1902 
photo, hides 
from bears 
and other 
animals hang 
at a historical 
trading post 
in the North 
Cascades.

IN YELLOW-
STONE, where 
this photo 
was snapped, 
grizzlies are 
known to 
have killed 
only seven 
people in 
the past 145 
years. 

“We need to ask ourselves:  
Are we setting the grizzlies up for failure?”
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BILL GAINES’ 
SEARCH for grizzly 
bears in the North 
Cascades, which 
began in 2008, 
continues. He is 
still convinced that 
there’s “a bear or 
two out there.” 

grizzly, the efforts aren’t for naught. Their 
data have helped them understand, among 
other things, the movements of black bears 
in the ecosystem and how highways act as 
barriers. Meanwhile, Gaines is still tromp-
ing out into the field to collect hair samples 
just in case a lone grizzly or two still ram-
ble these toothy peaks. 

“It sort of does feel like we’re looking 
for a ghost,” he said. “A few times, I’ve sat 
up on a high ridge looking over the Cas-
cades thinking, ‘Man, this place is wild. 
And man, we just can’t find a grizzly bear.’ 
But I still think that there’s a bear or two 
out there in one of those remote valleys, 
and that possibility is exciting. That gives 
me hope to keep on going.” 

KATE SIBER is a freelance journalist based in 

Durango, Colorado. 

To learn more about Friends of the North 

Cascades Grizzly Bear, a coalition of orga-

nizations including NPCA, go to northcas-

cades.org. 
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WHERE THE 

WILD
THINGS WERE
Denali paleontologists brave 
blizzards and bears to find fossils 
that could challenge what we 
know about dinosaurs. L

By Kate Siber
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S
mall raindrops sifted down 
as Denali National Park pale-
ontologist Cassi Knight and 
I tiptoed over creek stones, 
swatted away willows turn-
ing brassy with autumn and 
called out to ward off grizzly 
bears. It was a cool, damp 
September day, and we were 
following a loose social trail 
that leads from the Denali 
Park Road up a drainage near 

Sable Mountain. Knight’s mission was to sleuth out a new 
fossil site on a flank of the mountain that paleontologists 
hadn’t yet explored. 

After about a mile and a half of hiking through rocky 
hills under the gloom of thick clouds, we arrived at a talus 
slope where Knight had found fossils before. Visitors have 
begun to come here looking for them. Wary of drawing 
more attention to the site, she made me promise not to 
disclose the exact location. 

Pulling on winter hats and cinching up our hoods in the 
face of a rising wind, we poked about the rubble, a river of 
rocks pouring out of a cleft between hills. Knight set off to 
look for a particularly good specimen she had found on an 
earlier trip. Slim and bird-like in build, she moved with the 
strength and sure-footedness of a mountain goat. 

She located it amid the stones, and I came over to where 
she was squatting, inspecting the bulbous, rough-surfaced 
three-toed track of a hadrosaur. At least 15 inches long, it 
was evidence of an animal bigger than any I had ever seen, 
dead or alive. Nearby, she showed me a dinosaur track site, 
a dark upturned boulder the size of a small billboard lit-

tered with the outlines of jumbled 
tracks, all cast in mud, then hard-
ened and fossilized.   

Using Google Earth, Knight, 
whose job as a field technician is 
to find new fossils, had spotted a 
landslide on the other side of the 
mountain that had never been sur-
veyed. Our plan was to reach the 
saddle, ascend the ridge and drop 
into the steep, exposed talus on the 
other side. 

As we climbed up into the 
treeless alpine tundra, a vista of 
snowy peaks and churning clouds 
unspooled behind us. The wind 
kicked up, and by the time we 
reached the saddle, it screamed in 
our faces, making our noses run 
and our eyes water. We staggered 
up the open grassy ridge, trying 
to keep our feet connected to the 
earth. Finally, Knight, a few feet 
ahead of me, turned around. 

“This is borderline!” she yelled 
over the gale, tears from the cold 
escaping sideways from her eyes. It 
was beginning to feel as if the wind 
might pick us clear off the moun-
tain if we proceeded. She leaned 
over, bracing against it. We decided 
to retreat. If there are fossils hid-
ing in that drainage, they remain 
undiscovered. 

It wasn’t the first time a paleontologist had been 
forced to turn back in Denali National Park and 
Preserve. The region’s long winters and fierce 
conditions — high winds, extreme cold, rain, 
sleet, snow, bears and bugs, to name a few — 
have helped keep Denali’s trove of plant fossils 

and dinosaur tracks secret for decades. But since 
the first track was discovered in 2005, researchers have 
slogged through raging rivers, bushwhacked through 
head-high willow thickets, and braved blizzards and 
thunderstorms to discover new specimens. Over the last 
12 years, they’ve identified more than 270 fossil sites in the 
70-million-year-old Cantwell Formation, sedimentary rock 

formed by the deposition of mud, sand, silt and stones by 
ancient rivers. New discoveries are unearthed every year, 
helping scientists understand one of the most exciting fron-
tiers of paleontology: polar dinosaurs. 

The first evidence of dinosaurs that lived near the poles 
surfaced in the 1960s in Norway, and paleontologists are 
still grappling with the questions these discoveries in 
higher latitudes have sparked. (Polar dinosaurs lived either 
north of the Arctic Circle or south of the Antarctic Circle, 
but their fossils can be found at lower latitudes such as 
southern Australia because tectonic plates have shifted 
over time.) Previously, for example, all dinosaurs were 
thought to be cold-blooded, like today’s reptiles, mean-

ing their body temperatures would have been only a little 
warmer than the environment and the animals would get 
sluggish when temperatures dipped. But then how would 
they have adapted to the sunless days of polar winters? 
Did they migrate to warmer climes, hibernate or tough it 
out? (There is some evidence that a few small dinosaurs 
hibernated.) Is it possible that all dinosaurs were in fact 
warm-blooded or some cross between cold- and warm-
blooded? 

“These are active areas of research,” said Pat Drucken-
miller, a paleontology professor at the University of Alaska 
Fairbanks and earth sciences curator for the University of 
Alaska Museum. As paleontologists, “what we know the 

MORE THAN 270 fossil sites have been discovered in the sedimentary rocks of Denali National Park and 
Preserve (right) over the past 12 years. Bottom: Duck-billed dinosaurs such as this Edmontosaurus may have 
roamed Denali’s landscape. Previous pages: A mural in Denali’s Murie Science and Learning Center shows the 
wide array of dinosaur species that lived around 70 million years ago in what is now Denali National Park.
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vines dwelled at the forest margins; and lush ferns, cycads 
and horsetails packed the swamps. Horned dinosaurs, 
relatives of the Triceratops, grew to 20 feet long and 
munched the low-lying plants. Duck-billed had-
rosaurs roamed in great herds, leaving tracks 
as small as softballs and as large as hula hoops. 
Pterosaurs with 13-foot-wide wingspans swept 
through the air, and fierce, predatory theropods 
stalked the herbivores. 

Because of the drifting of tectonic plates over 
millennia, these tracks might have been laid down 
farther north by as much as five degrees of lati-
tude — about 350 miles. Although temperatures 
likely averaged in the 50s, Druckenmiller said it may 

least about is dinosaurs that lived in 
the high latitudes … and pound for 
pound, Alaska is the best place on the 
planet for polar dinosaurs, period.”

The original discovery of dino-
saur tracks is now part of Denali’s 
lore. In 2005, Paul McCarthy, a geol-
ogy professor from the University 
of Alaska Fairbanks, led a group of 
students on a field trip in Denali. 
One day, not far from the park road, 
he stood in front of an outcropping 
of sedimentary rock and explained 
that tracks and fossils had often 
been found in rocks similar in age 
and type to those in the Cantwell 
Formation but never in Denali. The 
group was looking at rocks McCarthy 
thought would be suitable for tracks 
when a student piped up, wondering 
if the three-toed outline just above 
the professor’s head might possibly 
be a dinosaur track. Now, that same 
hand-sized footprint of a theropod, a 
meat-eating beast related to Tyran-
nosaurus rex, is enshrined in glass in 
the park’s Murie Science and Learning Center. 

Shortly after that first discovery, paleontologist Tony 
Fiorillo, chief curator for the Perot Museum of Nature and 
Science in Dallas, began leading field trips to search for 
fossils by helicopter and on foot. And in the late 2000s, 
the National Park Service started hiring summer interns 
to survey new areas for fossils. 

One of the most exciting discoveries came in 2007. 
Fiorillo, geologist Stephen Hasiotis and paleontologist 
Yoshitsugu Kobayashi were scrambling about the back-
country near Cabin Peak when they stumbled upon the 
discovery of a lifetime: a stepped, wedge-shaped plane of 
rock the size of a football field, pocked with dinosaur foot-
prints stretching into the distance. 

“The three of us just stood there; we couldn’t even talk,” 
Fiorillo said. “The quality of footprints was amazing. The 
candy store door had just been thrown open to us.” It took a 
few years for the team to secure funding and make arrange-
ments to return in a helicopter with surveying equipment 
and molding materials to make casts of the tracks, some 
preserved well enough to show the texture of the dinosaurs’ 

skin. Their work helped confirm that hadrosaurs — crea-
tures that grew up to 40 feet long — lived in herds like 
elephants and likely overwintered in the area rather than 
migrated. 

Over the years, many other discoveries have helped 
researchers piece together a remarkably complete record 
of this vibrant Cretaceous ecosystem. By looking at the 
size, shape, margins and tips of fossilized leaves — some 
even show tiny veins and insect damage — paleontologists 
have been able to get an idea of the climate of that period. 
(Conditions were more temperate, like today’s Pacific 
Northwest.) Dinosaur and bird tracks shed light on what 
species roamed here, and trackways — where several foot-
prints appear in a row — show how dinosaurs walked, ran 
and interacted. In Denali, there are other types of trace fos-
sils, which include fossilized raindrop marks, worm tracks 
and beak holes where birds poked the ground in search of 
food. Coprolites, pieces of fossilized excrement, show what 
these extinct critters ate. 

Imagine a landscape where redwood-like metasequoias 
towered over the hills; slim alder-like trees, ginkgos and 

PALEONTOLOGIST CASSI KNIGHT holds 
a dinosaur track found in Denali.

AN EXCEPTIONALLY well-preserved 
footprint of a carnivorous theropod 
dinosaur discovered in Denali (left). Below: 
Paleontologist Cassi Knight hikes near 
Denali’s Sable Mountain in search of new 
fossils. Bottom: Horned dinosaurs, such as 
this Pachyrhinosaurus canadensis, likely 
lived in the Denali area. 
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Through the window, I watched the landscape unfold: val-
leys tinted burnt red with fall leaves, snowy peaks, a couple 
of moose, a grizzly bear sow with two cubs and dozens of 
Dall sheep. 

It occurred to me that most visitors likely have no idea 
that Denali, known for its namesake peak (which shed its 
clouds only once during my stay) and its bears, wolves and 
moose, is also on the frontier of paleontological science. The 
Murie Science and Learning Center displays several large 
tracks and an interactive exhibit about the species that once 
lived here. But from the park bus, travelers can’t see evidence 
of the prehistoric creatures that once roamed the area, and 
only a small percentage of people venture out into the back-
country. Rangers would like more visitors to know about 
these finds, but sharing fossil sites comes with concerns. 

“We don’t want these to be things that people just hear 
about,” said Denny Capps, the park geologist who oversees 
the paleontology program. “We’re trying to make it a much 
richer experience for them but also maintain these resources 
in the best condition we can. It’s the classic conflict between 
preserving the natural environment and providing for the 
enjoyment of the people.” 

In the fall, Knight worked on a paleontological resources 
management plan that will guide how field staff keep records, 
interpreters share information about fossils and law enforce-
ment officials respond to vandalism and theft. (So far there 
has been little evidence of either problem, partly because 

there aren’t many fossils small enough to carry. One man, 
however, apparently plagued by guilt, recently sent back a 
small fossil of a leaf he filched in the ’90s.) 

Federal regulations largely prevent national park staff 
from revealing where fossils are located, but each park has 
some flexibility in the interpretation of the rules. Knight 
proposed allowing interpretive rangers to tell visitors about 
certain sites if asked but to refrain from sharing directions 
to areas with specimens that are exceptionally valuable to 
science. Still, that doesn’t mean that backcountry travelers 
don’t find them on their own. Every year, people with no 
paleontology or geology experience stumble upon fossils in 
the park. 

“When Denali was set aside back in 1917 to protect the 
current ecosystem, including the sheep that were being 
hunted down, we didn’t recognize that we also had an intact 
Cretaceous ecosystem,” Capps said. “Now, any new resources 
we find are also protected. It helps explain the importance of 
parks — we still don’t know what’s out there.” 

This tantalizing mystery is exactly what motivates pale-
ontologists to continue to slog through knee-deep mud, 
stand up to 500-pound grizzlies and withstand punishing 
rainstorms: What great evidence of past worlds hides in 
these 6 million acres of roadless valleys, mountains, taiga 
and tundra? a

KATE SIBER is a freelance writer based in Durango, Colorado.

have snowed during the colder months. Days 
and nights stretched to 24 hours long at the 
solstices. 

Last summer, Druckenmiller started a 
five-year project in Denali, a partnership 
with the Park Service that aims to investigate 
the mysteries surrounding polar dinosaurs, 

unearth new species and answer one of the questions that 
dogged researchers for years — until recently: Why does 
Denali harbor so many fossilized plants and tracks but no 
bones?  

In July, working with Knight and Tyler Hunt, a master’s 
student in paleontology at the University of Oklahoma and 
a summer intern for the park, Druckenmiller led a group 
of students to Denali to do 12 days of field work. On the 
first day, the group split up, some taking the high route 
along a ridge near Sable Mountain and others taking a low 
route, scanning as they negotiated the talus. While picking 
about the stones, Heather MacFarlane, a research assistant, 
found something unusual: a small blue-hued rock. She bent 
down and picked it up. 

“Heather’s like, ‘Oh, hey, what is this? Is this some kind 
of mineral?’” recalled Knight, who was hiking nearby. Hunt 
went over to take a look, and his eyes widened. “I go over 
and look at it, and it’s totally bone,” he said. “It’s really actu-
ally bone. I was kind of freaking out for a minute about how 
crazy cool that was.” It was the first fossilized bone found 

in Denali National Park. 
Bones and teeth are particularly valuable because they 

can offer researchers information about these animals that 
tracks cannot. By cutting them into tiny slices, scientists 
can examine the microscopic structure of the tissues, which 
can reveal the animal’s genus and sometimes species, its 
age and its growth rate. (Warm-blooded animals typically 
have faster growth rates than cold-blooded organisms.) 
The team believes that at least one of last summer’s frag-
ments came from an adult duck-billed dinosaur. 

Druckenmiller’s team and the park staff also found an 
enormous dinosaur tracksite they’re calling the Coliseum 
as well as bone fragments, tracks and trace fossils. Druck-
enmiller also is excavating sites in northern Alaska dating 
from the same period. Those discoveries, which include 
dinosaur teeth and bones, can be cross-referenced to iden-
tify tracks in Denali.  

“We’re at this point of discovery and understanding 
here in Alaska that’s comparable to where the Lower 48 
or Canada was in the 1930s or ’40s,” Druckenmiller said. 
“There’s probably a lot more out there to study, and we’ve 
only scratched the tip of the iceberg.” 

The day after I went to look for fossils with Knight, I 
woke to dark clouds hanging low like a somber mood over 
the park. I boarded the park bus, which travels the wind-
ing 92-mile road for about eight hours round-trip. It’s 
the means by which the majority of visitors see Denali. 

HADROSAURS, like 
the ones in the herd 
pictured here, likely 
lived in the Denali 
region. 
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ADVERTISEMENT 

Surfing Along The Ventura County Coast 

SOAK UP ADVENTURE 
ALONG THE VENTURE 
COUNTY COAST 
Four Cities, One Adventure 

Dive into Ventura County Coast, four 
diverse cities—Ventura, Oxnard, Point 
Hueneme and Camarillo—that together 
make up one welcoming destination. With 
bustling harbors, a variety of shopping 
options, sandy beaches, a vibrant culinary 
spirit and incredible outdoor experiences, 
Ventura County Coast calls visitors of all 
types to venture out. 

Spend the day exploring miles of 
beautiful beaches, vibrant downtown scenes 
or historic points-of-interest. For something 
a little more adventurous, hop a boat for a 
trip to the Channel Islands National Park. 

From hiking and biking to sailing and 
snorkeling, from shopping and dining to 
just relaxing. Ventura County Coast will 
fill your days with a lifetime of memories, 
whatever calls to you. 

Four diverse cities. One adventure 
awaits. Start planning today at 
venturacountycoast.com. 
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HISTORIC TRAVEL 
DESTINATIONS 

Make more here. 

VENTURACOUNTYCOAST.COM 

http://venturacountycoast.com
http://VENTURACOUNTYCOAST.COM


A D V E R T I S E M E N T 

Dayton Aviation Heritage National Historic Park 

COME SEE THE SITES 
IN DAYTON, OHIO 
It's The Wright Place For 
Memorable Experiences 
Come to DAYTON - aviation mecca! Have 
you read two-time Pulitzer Prize winning 
and NY Times best-selling author David 
McCullough's recent book, The Wright 
Brothers? If you haven't, you should; and 
regardless, you need to visit Dayton! Dayton, 
the Birthplace of Aviation and so much more, 
was home to the Wright Brothers. In Dayton, 
the Wrights invented and built their airplanes 
and really learned to fly. Dayton taught the 
world to fly! Come experience the sites of the 
Dayton Aviation Heritage National Historical 
Park, and learn all about the Wrights and 
the birth of manned, powered flight! There 
are over 16 amazing aviation sites, all within 
close proximity to one another. Visit just 
seven of them, and we'll "air-mail" you a 
Wilbear Wright Aviator Teddy Bear. Bonus— 
the fourth building of the FREE National 
Museum of the U.S. Air Force, the world's 
largest and oldest military aviation museum 
(19 acres, 360 aerospace vehicles), recently 
opened! Don't miss Dayton—within a day's 
drive of over 60% of the U.S. population. 

Visit the DAYTON Aviation Heritage National Historical Park 
and other aviation sites! 

Be sure to experience the Wright Brothers Historic Sites! 

For i n f o r m a t i o n on ALL the re is t o see and do in DAYTON log on to day toncvb .com or call 
800.221.8235. Bring a copy of th is ad to the Dayton Aviat ion Heri tage Nat ional Histor ical 
Park to receive your special g i f t ! DAYTON, The Birthplace of Aviation and so Much More! 

Explore 19 Acres of aerospace vehicles 
at the world famous FREE 

National Museum of the US Air Force 

DAYTON 
CONVENTION & VISITORS BUREAU 

800.221.8235 daytoncvb.com 

S U M M E R 2 0 1 7 5 5 

You can also earn 
a Wilbear Aviator 
Bear by visiting 
7 of Dayton's 16 
amazing aviation 

places! 

Dayton Aviation 
Heritage National 

Historical Park 
nps.gov/daav 
937.226.7705 

http://daytoncvb.com
http://daytoncvb.com
http://nps.gov/daav
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Lincoln Home National Historic Site in Springfield. Illinois 

VISIT SPRINGFIELD 
No One Brings Lincoln to Life Like Us! 
No one brings Lincoln to life like us! Visit 
Always Legendary Springfield, Illinois for the 
most sites dedicated to the life of Abraham 
Lincoln. Discover Lincoln Home National 
Historic Site, Abraham Lincoln Presidential 
Library & Museum, Old State Capitol State 
Historic Site, Lincoln's New Salem State 
Historic Site, and so much more. History 
comes alive year-round in Springfield, 
including daily living history programs all 
summer long. Throughout the year, Springfield 
is brimming with live performances and 
fun activities that will completely transport 
you back in time to the hometown Abraham 
Lincoln knew and loved. 

Add in unique local dining, nightlife and 
recreation options, and your trip to the past 
can start as soon as you're ready! Visit us at 
insitsprinqfieldillinois.com or call 800-545-7300. 

Experiencing Port Oneida Fair 

TRAVERSE CITY: 
Michigan's 'True North" 

A fascinating part of Michigan's Sleeping 
Bear Dunes National Lakeshore is the Port 
Oneida Rural Historic District, recognized 
by historians as one of the country's best-
preserved agricultural landscapes. First 
settled in 1852, Port Oneida has more 
than 350 historic farmsteads, barns, and 
outbuildings connected by a network of 
hiking trails with beautiful Imke Michigan 
overlooks. In this peaceful time capsule, 
hand-built homes and barns doze beside 
the jeweled waters of Sleeping Bear Bay, 
whose the background music is the buzzing 
of bees, the chirping of crickets and the 

distant rumble of incoming surf. 
Visit the Olsen House, a restored 

19th century farmhouse, to learn the 
story of this 19th-century German 
settlement - or come in August for the 
Port Oneida Fair, a two-day celebration 
of traditional rural technology. The fair 
is held at six of the historic farmsteads 
in Port Oneida, each with a variety of 
artists, crafts, food, and activities for 
visitors. It's an opportunity to step 
back in time and imagine the life of 
the pioneers by helping to bale hay 
or watching a broom-maker at work. 
Teams of oxen and horses will be cutting, 
loading, and hauling hay, while artists 
and craftsmen demonstrate their skills. 

FIND YOUR "ABESPIRATION" IN SPRINGFIELD, ILLINOIS! 

Nobody brings Lincoln to life like we do. Plan a family getaway 
to the city that offers more Lincoln sites than anywhere 
else. Visit Springfield for history, great food, shopping, 

entertainment and so much more for everyone to enjoy. 
VISITSPRINGFIKLDILI.INOIS.COM 

A Living History Program 

June 7-August 13,2017 
8 0 0 - 5 4 5 - 7 3 0 0 

Springfield Convention & Visitors Bureau 

PLAN YOUR TRIP TODAY! 
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Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore 
four seasons of outdoor recreation 

bird-watching | wine trails I farm-to-table dining 
microbreweries I shopping | lodging 

TraverseCity 

TraverseCity.com I 800-TRAVERSE 

http://TraverseCity.com
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BY NICOLAS BRULLIARD 

Canyon-Parashant National Monument 
to capture the hypothetical reptile, the 
president of the Phoenix Herpetological 
Society sanctuary was reluctant to 
bring his crew to the northwest corner 
of Arizona in case the whole thing 
turned out to be a hoax. Then Johnson 
spotted the tracks in the mud. So in 
June 2005, he and his team set up traps 
with chickens and rabbits as bait. They 
scoured the spring-fed ponds over-
grown with reeds and cattails for signs 
of movement. Nothing. After six days, 
they decided to call off the hunt.

They returned the following month 
with a new strategy. This time Johnson 
brought with him a recording of baby 
alligators chirping. The idea was that 
the noise would either attract a female 
eager to protect the hatchlings or draw 
out a male looking for a baby alligator 
snack. He played the recording, and 
then he heard some rustling. Later 
that night, he noticed one of the ropes 
attached to a snare was taut. “I thought, 
‘Uh-oh! We’ve got something!’” he said.

So how did the alligator find its way 
to this hot corner of Arizona?

Everyone involved seems to 
remember the story a little differently, 
but the tale goes something like this:  
Thirty years ago a friend of Charles 
Simmons, a rancher who then owned 
the springs and the surrounding land, 
drove from Georgia with a gift in the 
back of his jeep: a shoebox-size alligator. 
Simmons knew the temperature of the 
water coming out of the springs was 
about 78 degrees all year round, and 
he thought the alligator might survive 
in the desert climate. He didn’t know 
whether it was a male or a female, but 

NO ONE HAD SEEN THE ALLIGATOR FOR YEARS. Most 
locals doubted it had ever been there, though 
the community newspaper would occasionally 

run speculative articles about the “monster of Pakoon 
Springs.” When ecologists delivered a presentation about 
a proposed restoration of the springs, attendees repeat-
edly asked: “Is there really an alligator in there?” Their 
doubts were well-founded. Though alligators are native to 
wide swaths of the southeastern United States, their range 
doesn’t extend to the Arizona desert.

Russ Johnson had his doubts, too. Asked by the managers of Grand 

The life and times of Clem of Grand 
Canyon-Parashant. 

Desert Gator

AN ALLIGATOR named Clem survived 
in a desert environment for nearly two 
decades on a diet of bullfrogs and the 
occasional grocery store chicken.

©
 E

V
A

N
 B

A
R

B
O

U
R

Backstory/

DEPTS_SUMMER_17_FINAL_FINAL.indd   58 5/30/17   11:54 AM



SUMMER 2017 59

I would like to have that gator skull to hang on 
my fence post.”

he decided to name it “Clem” after his 
gator-giving friend. “As a joke, they 
threw him in the pond and pretty much 
forgot about him,” said Milt Hokanson, a 
former interpretive ranger at Parashant 
who interviewed Simmons in 2005, 
about a year before Simmons died.

It didn’t take long for Clem to jolt 
Simmons’ memory. About a year after 
Simmons released the alligator, his 
children were swimming in one of the 
ponds when Clem made an unwel-
come appearance. Soon after, a rabbit 
Simmons had shot and the guts of hogs 
he had butchered disappeared without 
a trace. And then there were the grunts. 
“My partner said, ‘The bullfrogs are out 
early. That was a big one,’” Simmons 
recounted. “I said, ‘That wasn’t a 
bullfrog. That is that gator.’”

Simmons developed a fondness for 
Clem. He would go buy whole chickens 
at the store, sit near the edge of the 
pond and watch Clem feast. One time, 
though, Clem skulked a little too close 
to home. A noise woke Simmons in the 
middle of the night. He walked out to 
the front of his house with a flashlight 
but saw nothing. When he heard it 
again, he opened the back door, and his 
dachshund bolted out. “He went out the 
door and made a U-turn and came back 
in real quick!” Simmons said. “I got up 
the next morning, and I could see where 
that gator had been tracking right 
around the house.”

In 2002, Simmons sold his property, 
which became part of the national 
monument near the western border of 
Grand Canyon National Park. The pre-
vailing narrative is that when Simmons 
sold the ranch, he asked the Bureau 

of Land Management — which jointly 
manages Parashant with the National 
Park Service — not to harm Clem, but 
Hokanson has a different take. He said 
Simmons actually kept mum about Clem 
until the sale had cleared and he was no 
longer liable for catching and removing 
Clem himself. (He had tried repeatedly, 
sometimes with the aid of fried chicken, 
but had not been successful.)

Somebody later told Simmons that 
Clem had been shot, so he went back 
to look for a memento. “I would like to 
have that gator skull to hang on my fence 
post,” he told Hokanson. Many in the 
Park Service and the BLM also thought 
Clem was long dead. No one really knew.

The problem was that Clem’s habitat, 
which extended over 10 acres, was “sort 
of like a large swamp,” said Park Service 
ecologist Jennifer Fox. Vegetation 
usually covered alligator tracks. But 
when the restoration of the springs’ 
riparian habitat began, anything 
hazardous had to be removed from the 
site. That meant hauling out rusting 
ranching equipment — and settling the 
Clem question once and for all. 

That’s when Johnson came in. By 
the time he got hold of Clem, the gator 
was about to starve to death. With his 
steady supply of pig innards and chickens 
gone, Clem had managed to survive on a 
meager diet of bullfrogs. “It’s like you and 
I having a Tic Tac for dinner,” Johnson 
said. Clem weighed only 125 pounds — a 
fraction of the weight his 8-foot frame 

would normally sustain. One of the first 
things Johnson did was to determine 
whether the alligator was a Clem or a 
Clementine. “I checked,” Johnson said. 
“It was Clem.”

This was July in Arizona, so Johnson 
and his crew put Clem in a horse trailer 
with 60 pounds of ice on the floor to 
keep him cool. They traveled across the 
state at night to avoid the blazing sun.

Clem’s home for the last decade 
has been a sanctuary in Scottsdale, 
Arizona, where staff and volunteers 
care for hundreds of reptiles that 
have been rescued or confiscated by 
authorities. Thanks to regular meals 
of chickens and the occasional turkey, 
Clem now weighs a healthy 550 pounds. 
He lived most of his life as a bachelor, 
but in 2014 he began sharing his pen 
with Fluffy — a 180-pound “sit-in-your-
lap-type alligator,” as Johnson put it. 
The two reptiles haven’t reproduced 
— Johnson removes Fluffy when she’s 
ovulating because he doesn’t want any 
Clem Juniors running around — but 
they hit it off beautifully. “He’s just a 
gentleman with her,” Johnson said. 
Pretty much everyone else receives 
scorn, especially the man who shoved 
Clem inside a trailer all those years ago.

“If I go by the fence, he’ll start 
hissing,” Johnson said. “You’d think 
he’d be appreciative, but he’s not.” NP

NICOLAS BRULLIARD is associate editor of 

National Parks magazine.
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Th at Was Th en

PICNICKING IN CAPE HATTERAS NATIONAL SEASHORE, North Carolina, 1956. 
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We made a difference. 

You can, too. 
"When Mike and I decided to create a living trust, national parks 

were high on our list, because they need to be preserved for future 
generations. NPCA will ensure that happens."- Kathy Grazioii, California 

Join Kathy and Mike Grazioii and hundreds of other park lovers who have promised 
to protect our national treasures for future generations by including the National 
Parks Conservation Association in their will or trust. Create a meaningful legacy 
that will last beyond your lifetime. 

To receive our free brochure, How To Make a Will That Works, call toll-free 877.468.5775, 
visit our web site, www.npca.org/giftplanning, or return the form below. 

Please send your free brochure, How To Make a Will That Works. 
I would consider including NPCA in my estate plans. 
I have already included NPCA in my estate plans. 

Name: 
Address: 
City/State: Zip Code: 
Phone: Email: 

NPCA Address: 777 6th St, NW, Suite 700, Washington, DC 20001 
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We bike together more 
now than we ever have 
I had never seen her smile during or after a climb. Now, 

with our EVELO electric bikes, she takes even the worst 

hills with ease. We bike together more now than we ever 

have, and it's much more enjoyable for us. 

Read Don's full story at goevelo.com J 

What can an electric bike do for you? 

An EVELO electric bike gives you the freedom to explore the 

places you love. Never worry about hills, distance or cycling 

ability with electric assistance on demand. 

"EVE LO V IS IT GOEVELO.COM OR CALL 877-978-1527 
ELECTRIC BICYCLES 

http://goevelo.com
http://GOEVELO.COM



