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EDITOR’S NOTE

The things we say

JENNIFER SAHN: Hey, McKenna. How’s the weather in Portland?

MCKENNA STAYNER: It’s summer for real now, so it’s a little cloudy and cool in
the mornings, then it gets much warmer as the day goes on. How about you, Jennifer?

JS: I'min San Diego, and we’ve got a reasonably heavy marine layer, but it’ll probably
burn off by 3. And what better way to start a conversation about the Conversations Issue
than by talking about the weather? We came up with the idea of a Conversations Issue
at last year’s editorial retreat in Montana’s Gallatin Range. What got you particularly
excited aboutit?

MS: At the retreat, I noticed how many conversations we were having about

conversations — conversations that are getting harder as the world goes through what
it’sgoing through, and conversations that are getting siloed within specific communi-
ties. It made me want to break down some of the barriers that seem to be building up

in the world, either through different beliefs or economic stratification or all the fear

that’s out there right now.

JS: Inthisissue, we’ve delved into conversations that are pretty difficult to have at the
moment, as well as conversations that are helping people get through a difficult time.
We cover both ends of that spectrum.

MS: Iwanted to give our readers a break from their regular, day-to-day lives to reflect
on why we need to have these conversations and where we’re already having them.
Like with interspecies communication: We are in dialogue with the natural world
constantly, though we don’t always notice it as such. Everything isin communication.
Everythingisin dialogue.

JS: There are a lot of divisions at the moment keeping people from having civil
exchanges, from truly listening and being open to possibly having their minds changed.
Yet that is so essential to how democracy works and how community works.

MS: Enabling people to hear new voices and helping them bridge some of the divides
in their communities is critical work right now.

JS: A conversation may come to an end, but it’s never really over because you’ll see the
person again, or the topic will come up again, or it will arise in your thoughts long after
the conversation is over.

MS: One of journalism’s highest goals is to build understanding and avenues of connec-
tion. So, if any of these stories spark conversations between readers, or with readers
and people in their communities, then it will have been a good use of our resources and
our time. It’ll be something that has made an impact in the world.

Jennifer Sahn, editor-in-chief
McKenna Stayner, features director

&W’M“L ._ _.{i}w\_,\h;’,__ m%’ S

RECENT STORIES AT HCN.ORG

Photo illustration by Luna Anna Archey / HCN

Will betting on wildfires lead to arson?

Fire survivors say using prediction markets to
gamble on wildfire is “morally reprehensible.”
By Kylie Mohr

Paul Wolf Wilson

The Klamath Tribes couldn’t get federal
dollars for salmon. Then the Yurok stepped in.
For more than 100 years, salmon were absent
from the Klamath Tribes’ lands — a fact that
left the tribe cut off from funding for salmon
restoration.

By B. “Toastie” Oaster

Scan to read these
stories and all
our web-exclusive

content.
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Follow us @highcountrynews
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“Tribes deserve respect, and they Eo Rone Rodee i Oloptan.
o New Mexico, he chats with
deserve to be a part of something reporter Shaun Griswold.
. . . (See story on page 40.)
that is affecting their ancestral Charles Montoya / HCN
homeland.”
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When wildflowers speak

A warming world is altering the discourse
between plants and fungi.

BY KYLIE MOHR | ILLUSTRATIONS BY ALEX BOERSMA

THE NATURAL WORLD is alive with dialogue. Plants participate
in conversations both above- and belowground. Their petals shout to

pollinators, beckoning them with bright colors, sweet scents and food.

Their roots whisper with the fungi with whom they exchange nutri-
ents. Mycorrhizal fungi, which form symbiotic relationships with
neighboring plants, draw carbon down deep into the soil while facili-
tating the plants’ uptake of beneficial carbohydrates and minerals.
But the form this botanical discourse takes is shifting in
today’s warming world. Researchers led by John Harte, an ecol-
ogist at University of California, Berkeley, artificially warmed a
subalpine meadow near Gothic, Colorado, for 29 years — one of the
longest-running climate change experiments in the world.
Scientists used heat lamps to warm test plots, increasing
the soil temperature by about 3.6 degrees Fahrenheit (2°C). Under
current climate models, that’s an optimistic estimate for average
global temperature rise by 2100; by comparison, state models show
Colorado could warm by more than 6 degrees Fahrenheit. Research-
ers documented changes on the surface and underground in the
artificially warmed plots. The shifting temperatures had an impact
on which plants flourished in the meadows and which ones faded,
with ripple effects that extended throughout the ecosystem to soil
and local wildlife — even the likelihood and behavior of wildfires.
Lara Souza, a plant ecologist at the University of Oklahoma,
and her colleagues studied what happens in the dirt when a mead-
ow shifts from grasses and forbs to patches of sagebrush. Their
results, which were published in the peer-reviewed journal Proceed-
ings of the National Academy of Sciences earlier this year, suggest
that a different kind of dialogue is happening now between plants
and fungi, one that Souza describes as “decoupling.” As mycor-
rhizal fungi are replaced by saprotrophic fungi, which digest dead
organic matter, the conversation between plants and soil shifts,
moving from a two-way exchange, where nutrients flow both ways,
to a more one-sided relationship. This has serious implications for
the remaining flowers and their ability to thrive.

Kylie Mohr is a correspondent for High Country News writing
from Montana.
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Meadow plots were “rich in
wildflowers” before the warming
started, Souza said, with
grasses like meadow fescue
and flowering plants like aspen
sunflower predominating.

As researchers warmed the
meadow, sagebrush took over,
transforming the meadow from a
heterogenous environment to a
more homogenous one. Shrubs
increased by 150% in warmed
plots while forbs and grasses
decreased by about 28%.

Warmed parts of the meadow saw a 10%
increase of fungi that play a different
role in the ecosystem: They decompose
and break down plant material but do
not act as a go-between for nutrient

and water transfer. This means that

the forbs and grasses remaining in a
warmer world will be less able to acquire
nutrients, leaving them more vulnerable
to stressors like temperature swings

or drought. Researchers dubbed it the
“decoupling of above- and belowground
communities” — as if a conversation
with previously lively give-and-take were
reduced to just a monologue.



Before warming

After warming

Plants have symbiotic relationships
with the mycorrhizal fungi in the soil:
They provide fungi with carbon, and, in
return, receive increased nutrients and
water uptake. But scientists found that
warmer temperatures in the meadow,
accompanied by more sagebrush and
fewer flowers, caused an up to 20%
decline of mycorrhizal fungi. “We had
what we’re calling a ‘reassortment of the
belowground community,” Souza said.

The meadow’s “shrubification” has
had cascading consequences. The
fungi in the soil aren’t the only things
being altered: There’s a potential
decline in wildlife species, such as
yellow-bellied marmots and mule deer,
coming to feed on the flowers, along
with a decrease in pollinator visits and
a shift in fire behavior because of the
increasing sagebrush. Sagebrush’s
aromatic oils also make it highly
flammable, potentially influencing
future fire characteristics.
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TWO-THIRDS OF AMERICANS
are worried about climate change,
but many don’t realize how they
can play a significant role in
climate action — at least, not yet.
Deadly wildfires regularly
scorch California. Last winter,
much of the Rockies received
record-low snow, signaling
water woes for millions. Then
a spring heat wave hit the West,
decimating what little snowpack
remained. Many people under-
stand that scientists attribute
the intensity of such events to
the climate crisis, but it’s not
always clear how that knowl-
edge can translate into action.
Atmospheric scientist Katharine
Hayhoe has a suggestion for
where to start: Talk about it.
Hayhoe, a professor at
Texas Tech University, is known
for both her research and her
outreach, including her Talking

Why climate
conversations matter

Atmospheric scientist Katharine Hayhoe on how
talking about climate is the first step to action.

BY RAMIN SKIBBA

Climate newsletter. She has a
knack for connecting with people
and meeting them where they are
while also keeping the big picture
in mind. High Country News
recently caught up with her to
discuss why it’simportant to talk

about climate, and how to do so.
Through her writing and
public events, Hayhoe emphati-
cally makes the case for hope amid
a world of climate despair, doom
and denialism. Perhaps the 2030s
will bring a new mass movement,

calling for bold climate action
and transforming society for the
better. If so, Hayhoe shows how
that future may have humble
beginnings, arising from numer-
ous chats with neighbors and
classmates, at bus stops and barber
shops, in everyday life.

This conversation has been
edited for length and clarity.

You’ve argued that we can solve
climate change by talking with
others about it.

I've argued that the first step is
to have a conversation. What
people don’t understand is that
talking catalyzes action. If we
want to catalyze action in any
sector, whether it’s in electricity,
transportation, food, resilience or
anything, talking is the first step.

How does talking catalyze action?
First, if you look at the data, the

8 HIGH COUNTRY NEWS



Photo courtesy of Katharine Hayhoe

majority of people are worried
about climate change. Inthe U.S.,
that’s about two-thirds; in other
countries, it’s more. Yet less than
half of them hear someone talk
about climate change even once
in a while. If we don’t talk about
something, why would we care?
If we don’t care, why would we
do anything?

We need three things: “head,
heart and hands.” The head is
understanding that this thing is
real and it’s happening, and that’s
where a lot of people already are
right now. But sometimes when
you ask people who are worried
about it, “Do you think it will
affect you?” a lot of people say,

“No.” But it’s already affecting
you; you just haven’t connected
the dots. So, we need to connect
the head to the heart.

Then we need to connect
the heart to the hands. What do
real solutions look like that are
already being implemented
and can be scaled and can make
our life better? That’s what I'm
talking about talking about.

I’m calling you from my home
in California, where we’ve got
increasingly intense wild-
fires, heat waves, sea-level rise,
droughts and occasionally floods.
How do you see lived experiences
like these driving — or not — calls
for systemic change to address
the climate crisis?

Ilive in Texas, which is similar to
California: We have every type of
disaster you can imagine.

For years, I've been asking
people: Doyou feel like the weather
is getting weirder? 1 haven’t had a
single person tell me they didn’t
think so. Most people have tons
of stories to tell me. Then I just
help them connect the dots. I say,

“That’s exactly what’s happening
here, and it’s happening all over

the U.S. and all around the world.
This is the number-one way that
climate change is affecting us.”
Then we’ve closed the head-to-
heart gap, just like that — and
they did it themselves.

What do you think about systemic
change at this time when it seems
like even modest climate-related
policies are being dismantled by
the Trump administration?
There’s no question that the
current administration is doing
its best to alter the slope down
which the giant boulder of
climate action is rolling. That’s
the way I think about it. That
giant boulder is already rolling
down the hill, and it already has
millions of hands on it — and
federal policy can change the
slope, making it easier or harder
for that boulder to roll downhill.
When you look around
at individuals, and cities and
companies and states in the U.S.,
action is still happening, even
though it’s the federal govern-
ment that dominates headlines.
That boulder is rolling down the
hill. You cannot stop clean energy.

Lately, we’ve seen a “climate
hushing” phenomenon: a reluc-
tance to discuss the subject,
seemingly because of today’s
political atmosphere. How have
you seen that play out?

I think that it is primarily occur-
ringinresponsetothe U.S. federal
government. I have noticed a
decrease in the number of people
and organizations who want to
talk about climate change, espe-
cially organizations concerned
about the potential for reprisals
from the federal government.

What do you think is the best
way to combat climate hushing?
If you really understand (the
benefits of climate action) and
you understand what’s at risk
if we don’t act, then we can talk

about these actions in ways that
do appeal to people.

Years ago, I was starting to
realize that climate change is a
hot-button phrase. I was asked
to speak to our water managers
in Texas, who are very focused
on data, long-term trends and
droughts. The two people speaking
before me at the conference were
a state representative and a state
senator who explicitly rejected
the reality of climate change — so
Ithought to myself, why don’tI try
something different?

I'll talk about all the same
things: I'll talk about climate
variability, historical data, future
projections and climate resil-
ience. But I'll never say the words

“climate change.” SoIdid that,and
everybody liked it, and there were
lots of positive comments and
feedback. The funniest moment
waswhen one woman ran up tome
afterwards and grabbed my hand
and shook it up and down. She said,

“That was fantastic. Everything you
say makes sense.” And then she
said, “Those people who talk about
global warming, I don’t agree with
them at all. But I agree with every-
thing you said!” That showed me
that it’s more what we talk about
than how we talk about it.

A lot of people are feeling
despair about climate change.
But as Rebecca Solnit and
others have said, it’s not too
late to make the future less bad.
Do you have thoughts on how to
encourage people to channel

that despair into motivation and
climate action?

People who feel despair are 100%
there in the head; they get it.
Many of them have also made the
head-to-heart connection. They
understand that it’s about their
future, and the people and places
they love. But they have not made
the heart-to-hand connection.
They think there’s nothing that
can be done.

What'’s partly at fault here is
our very Western focus on individ-
ual action, like eating plant-based,
what we drive, how we travel, how
we live. As Bill McKibben says, the
most important thing an indi-
vidual can do right now when it
comes to climate action is not be
such an individual.

Work together with others.
That’s how social change has
happened in the past. It didn’t
happen because of people taking
action in their personal life; it
happened because of people
using their voices to advocate for
change. We know some of their
names, like Martin Luther King
Jr. There were thousands of other
people who marched with him
and advocated with him. Those
people are us, and that is how we
can change the world.

Ramin Skibba is a freelance
climate, health and tech journal-
ist, and a former physicist, based
in the Bay Area. He has written

for WIRED, Scientific American,

The Guardian, Undark, Rolling
Stone and other publications.

“What people don’t understand
is talking catalyzes action.”

AUGUST 2026 9



REPORTAGE

KJ/ ////// ;’{f s ///4/ P C/////?// 7 -;W/;//z/.?, d//zﬂ) 5

If/ - P /
b »Wf«// (////z e sAee,

¢ //fnf‘ YA /’/(///‘d /;?//(//

s gt A A
L e reso - Soct

ﬁ/%f//// t?’/////?

é / 20— /‘///( E ﬂ/ / J/ K////'/ pAe e g2 /ng// /7////

cr////fm"/ s b)) Lo Ze'/«&/ w220/ / 22l o

/ gﬂzf/ vr2ed

ﬁfﬁ/yfzfmzﬂ //z/;///z) 4}2/7{/ defversect si0 S -

/f/ﬁ?//ﬁ/// ///«///yﬂ’///}/z) f/ﬁ/é///{/
Y / // / V27 / //xf ///n,//gm (_)/fét/ ///“’//”a
ﬁ%«:.é (///1 /// S LT 27 //e’ ) e /S ///1/{’/// zﬁ&/

/‘//"//("/{’f/f/({: /t?’- L0275

Treaty talks

Heirs to the 1855 Treaty of Point Elliott
explain what it means today.

BY ANNA V. SMITH & B. “TOASTIE” OASTER

THE 1855 TREATY OF POINT ELLIOTT, which
defines political relationships between the modern-
day United States and over 20 Pacific Northwest tribal
nations, hasitsrootsin 1792, when si?a4, a Duwamish
and Suquamish boy of about 6, watched foreign invad-
ersanchor aship festering with diseases in what’s now
called Miller Bay, Washington. The boy watched with
hisvillage —thousands, maybe tens of thousands, of
relatives, according to the contemporary Suquamish
Tribe. The captain was English, and couldn’t speak
any of the region’s languages. Sixty-three years later,
the boy had grown to become Chief Seattle. Only 272
Suquamish people survived, and the colonizers had
established their own territorial government. A treaty
was perhaps the only way for Chief Seattle to negotiate
lasting protections for his descendants.

“Chief Seattle signed that treaty with the
government after witnessing so many deaths that
he had (to be) looking out for survival for future
generations,” said Rob Purser (Suquamish), direc-
tor of treaty rights for the Suquamish Tribe. “There
wasn’t no way of fighting your way out of that
problem.” Leaders, he said, had to work with the,”
colonial government and make some promises in
exchange for land. But today, as in Chief Seattle’s
time, non-Native governments routinely ignore or
reinterpret treaties, leading to dynamic, ongoing
conversations involving Native ancestors, the U.S.
courts and contemporary tribal nations.

Negotiations required layers of interpreters:
one to translate from English to Chinook Jargon, an
approximately 50-word trading language, accord-
ing to the Tulalip Tribes’ Hibulb Cultural Center,
and others to translate from Chinook Jargon into
local languages like Muckleshoot and Lushootseed,
leaving convoluted final translations. Over 80
Indigenous leaders signed the document, which
today affects issues ranging from fishing rights to
education and medical care. The Suquamish Tribe
has defended the treaty in the Supreme Court nine
times, Purser said, and won every time. “It was Chief
Seattle’s wisdom, looking at the situation his people
were under, to try to protect future generations.”
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ANNOTATIONS

ARTICLES OF AGREEMENT:
Negotiations

Joshua L. Reid (Snohomish), history and
American Indian studies professor at the
University of Washington: “Coast Salish
peoples had, and continue to have, different
ideas of what constitutes property, what
constitutes ownership. Simply put, it’'s more
a system where people belong to places
rather than people own places in that fee
simple property way that United States
property concepts observe. But that doesn’t
mean that Native peoples didn’t know what
negotiations and treaties were. People in the
Puget Sound region had heard of the Douglas
treaties, which the British colonial governor
had signed and negotiated with different
First Nations around the Vancouver Island
area. So they knew of those negotiations and
understood that ‘we reserve certain things for
us, we extend certain rights to non-Natives,
and there are land cessions.””

Andrew Gobin (Tulalip), director of treaty
rights for the Tulalip Tribes: “Our people
saw what was coming, and they had the
wisdom and the foresight to protect the things
that are important to our people in our way

of life, because truly, our entire culture is
protected in the treaty. The rights to hunt, fish
and gather protect everything. Your usual and
accustomed place are your family village sites,
so you're protecting your bloodline, your heri-
tage, you’re preserving family connections,
that oral tradition of handing teachings down
from one generation to the next through prac-
tice, through going and doing these things.
When you look out at the land and water, you
see every aspect of our culture.”

Gobin: “Treaty rights are knowns: We know
what is obligated, we know what is protected.
And yet ... if the tribes weren’t there to stand
up and voice the concern, then (federal
agencies) just move forward like (the treaty)
doesn’t exist.”

ARTICLE ONE: Land

Purser: “The government didn’t give us noth-
ing. No tribe got gifts from the government. We
reserved those treaty rights in exchange for
land. And that’s the same all across the U.S.”

Reid: “There were still, demographically,
many more Indigenous peoples here than
settlers at the time of the signing of the
treaties. ... There were plenty of times that
Natives successfully fought back or chased
settlers out of these homesteads that they
were laying claim to. ... This loomed large in
(Washington Territory Gov. Isaac) Stevens’
mind, because he knew that if Native nations
banded together, they could push the settlers
out. He had real motivation to try to get these
treaties negotiated and signed to prevent
something like that from happening.”



ARTICLE TWO: Reservations

“Art. Il. There is however reserved for the present use and occupation of the said tribes and bands the
following tracts of land, viz: the amount of two sections, or twelve hundred and eighty acres, surrounding
the small bight at the head of Port Madison, ca’l,led by the Indians Noo-sohk-um; the amount of two
sections, or twelve hundred and eighty acres...

“
Art. V. The right of taking fish at usual and accustomed grounds and stations is further secured to said
Indians in common with all citizens of the Territory, and of erecting temporary houses for the purpose of

curing, together with the privilege of hunting and gathering roots and berries on open and unclaimed lands.

Provided, however, that they shall not take shell-fish from any beds staked or cultivated by citizens. ”

HIGH COUNTRY NEWS

Reid: “Some depositions of oral histo-

ries that were collected in the 1920s from
individuals who were kids or young teens
who were there at Mukilteo and were elders
by the 1920s, gave oral accounts that their
fathers and grandfathers or grandmothers
and others shared with them as they were
growing up. One of the things that comes
across consistently in dozens and dozens of
these depositions from many different tribal
nations was that Stevens had promised that
there would be a large reservation created in
western Washington of such size that every
Coast Salish person, man, woman, and child,
would receive 80 acres. So Native peoples
were like, ‘OK, this is a clear statement of
protecting our land rights.” As it turned out,
that big reservation that dozens of Coast
Salish peoples talk about in these depo-
sitions, it doesn’t appear anywhere in the
negotiation notes. That’s one of those exam-
ples of the power dynamic at play — that the
United States was powerful enough to ignore
some of these key promises that were made
in the negotiations.”

ARTICLE FIVE: Fishing Rights



ARTICLE
NINE:

Power &
Responsibility

Reid: “Concepts of family, like fatherhood

or brothers or children, or even concepts of
friendship, those meant two different things.
From an Anglo perspective, the ‘Great Father’
(what negotiators called the U.S. president)
wields paternalistic power over his children.
From an Indigenous perspective, that father
only can exercise that power if he takes care
of his children. When Chief Seattle would
acknowledge the Great Father, Stevens got

“From a Coast Salish perspective,
fishing isn't just the simple act of
putting a fishing pole in the water
and yanking a fish out. 7

Reid: “From Stevens’ perspective, fish didn’t
become property until you caught it and brought
itinto your boat or net, whereas from Indigenous
perspectives, fish were people. They were
more-than-human people who were part of the
larger community of the Salish Sea. They weren’t
property in the sense that, when you caught it, it
became yours to do with whatever you wanted.

It was more that fish gave themselves to Coast
Salish peoples, because of these reciprocal
relations, protocols of respect. And if Coast Salish
people didn’t respect salmon, then salmon would
disappear, wouldn’t give themselves to the people,
to put it simply. And so, of course, there were all
these elaborate protocols and practices in place

(13
Art. IX. The said tribes and bands acknowledge their dependence on the government of the
United States, and promise to be friendly with all citizens thereof, and they pledge themselves to

commit no depredations on the property of such citizens...

very excited and thought, ‘This means the
chiefs are submitting to the power of the United
States.’ Chief Seattle was actually bringing

the president of the United States and other
U.S. officials into the larger political family of
Coast Salish peoples, and that came with all
kinds of rights and responsibilities that the
United States just blindly ignored in subsequent
generations. ‘Friendship’ operated that way,
too. Friendship was understood within this

around the proper treatment of salmon, so that
salmon would give themselves to people. From

a Coast Salish perspective, fishing isn’t just the
simple act of putting a fishing pole in the water
and yanking a fish out. Fishing included all those
protocols, the reciprocity, the preparation that
went into it and all the management structures.
So, when Stevens would say something, and

then it would be kind of clumsily translated into
Chinook Jargon, that ‘this paper secures your fish,’
they really thought that it meant all of that, the
management oversight, the protocols, the reci-
procity, the relationality. So that’s where you see a
disjuncture between different understandings of
what fishing meant.”

Gobin: “Our language is verb-based. The parts

of our language are tied to specific actions or
something that happens. The word that we use for
salmon is tied to something that happens every
year. The way that the word is constructed, it
means something that happens on a yearly cycle,
and how that translates across our culture is that
the times of the year are specific to where we are
in that cycle of salmon.”

Smith and Oaster: In a landmark 1974 decision,
Judge George H. Boldt interpreted this phrase to
mean that treaty tribes can harvest 50% of the
fish in Washington state. He wrote, “There is no
indication that the Indians intended or understood
the language ‘in common with all citizens of the
Territory’ to limit their right to fish in any way. For
many years following the treaties, the Indians
continued to fish in their customary manner and
places, and although non-Indians also fished,

Coast Salish parameter of a wealthy person
has friends in many places. And so, when Chief
Seattle and the other Coast Salish leaders
were calling Stevens and Simmons and settlers
‘friends,” what they were trying to do was bring
them into that network of relationality where
you’ve got rights and responsibilities, you feed
your friends, you support your friends, you ally
with your friends. You don’t take their lands,
screw them over, and shoot them dead.”

there was no need for any restrictions on fishing.”

Purser: “The Boldt Decision was the biggest
positive court decision in Indian Country, period,
because it took an old treaty — at that time, they
argued it was old and outdated, no longer needed
— Judge Boldt took that treaty and recognized it’s
a living document, ruling it the supreme law of the
land. And what that did is that brought back to life
all treaties across the U.S. that were signed. Their
federal court said that those are living documents
and they need to be upheld.”

Smith and Oaster: The boundaries of a tribe’s
“usual and accustomed” fishing grounds

are still being argued today based on the
Point Elliott Treaty; this year, for example,

the Quinault Tribe sought access to fishing
grounds in western Washington, arguing they
fall under “usual and accustomed.”

Gobin: “These are the types of things that we
deal with in policy, how these historic agreements
move into current events, ongoing issues, and
emerging issues. We're always looking at climate
change, one example being sea-level rise. Our
rights are place-based. Our rights, preserved
under the treaty, exist in our usual and accus-
tomed places. Well, with sea-level rise, we get
displaced of our usual and accustomed places,
or with our land-based rights, which are on open
and unclaimed lands. As environments shift,

our people get displaced. Or as development
happens, wildlife populations are displaced, and
if they move outside of areas reserved under the
treaty, then they become inaccessible.”

AUGUST 2026
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ARTICLE 14:
Healthcare &
Education

“Art. XIV. The United States
further agree to establish at the
general agency for the district
of Puget’s Sound, within one
year from the ratification hereof,
and to support for a period of
twenty years, an agricultural
and industrial school, to be
free to children of the said
tribes and bands in common
with those of the other tribes
of said district, and to provide
the said school with a suitable
instructor or instructors, and
also to provide a smithy and
carpenter’s shop, and furnish
them with the necessary tools,
and employ a blacksmith,
carpenter, and farmer for the
like term of twenty years to
instruct the Indians in their
respective occupations. And
the United States finally agree
to employ a physician to reside
at the said central agency,
who shall furnish medicine
and advice to their sick, and
shall vaccinate them; the
expenses of said school, shops,
persons employed, and medical
attendance to be defrayed
by the United States, and not
deducted from the annuities.

Purser: “(The promise of
a school and a clinic) is
definitely what was in the
treaty. That’s not what
happened. We had to buy
our own school. We're
buying our own medical
facilities. None of that was
ever provided.”

Anthony Hillaire (Lummi),
chairman of the Lummi
Nation: “In our efforts to
take care of ourselves, in
no way do we ever or will
we ever let the United
States of America off the
hook of their treaty and
trust responsibility to us.

... We have to do the work
to ensure that they’re
following their own law.
And it gets quite frustrating
because we see that in
health care, we see that

in education, we see that
in salmon recovery and
co-management of our
national resources — and
the list goes on.”

14 HIGH COUNTRY NEWS
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ARTICLE 15: Good Relations

“Art. XV. This treaty shall be obligatory on the

contracting parties as soon as the same shall
be ratified by t,i;e President and Senate of the
United States.

Smith and Oaster: Article 6 of the U.S.
Constitution clearly states that treaties are the
“supreme law of the land.”

Reid: “From a settler perspective, treaties
were one-and-done-type documents, and

the continuing relevance of them was up for
debate, which is flat-out wrong. Treaties are
the supreme law of the land. Most non-Natives
assume that treaties were a figment of the
past and are best kept in the mid-19th century.
But from Indigenous perspectives, that’s not
at all what a treaty is. A treaty is something
that, of course, was negotiated and signed

at that place in time, but that it brought the
United States and non-Natives into perpetual
relations with Indigenous peoples, and that
actions need to happen to continuously main-
tain them. Those are two radically different
understandings and approaches to treaty
making and treaty processes. One of the most
compelling things that I've heard a tribal leader
say recently was Lisa Wilson, Lummi Tribal
Council member. She had mentioned that trea-
ties are for all of us. They aren’t just for Indian
people in western Washington. The treaties
bind all people, Native and non-Native,
together around these ideas of relationality, of
how to interact with each other.”

Purser: “Defending treaty rights today is an
everyday challenge. ... A big reason is the lack
of knowledge, the lack of education. People
moving in (to our area) know nothing about
tribes. (In the) Boldt Decision days, there was
so much misinformation put out about tribes
and treaties and Indians, and we’re still dealing
with (that) misinformation that the public

was fed. There’s a lot more (people) now that
know the history and have compassion for
Natives and understand the struggles they’ve
been through. There’s still a lot that don’t
know. That’s been the challenge, educating
people as they come in. My department works
government to government. ... It’s a constant
education with them. Because they retire. They
work 40 years, retire, and they hire new people
and we start all over, educating them on treaty
rights. ... Everyone that comes in has to learn
all about the treaty rights and Natives.”

Anna V. Smith is an associate editor of
High Country News. She writes and
edits stories for the Indigenous Affairs
desk from Oregon.

B. “Toastie” Oaster (they/them) is a staff
writer for HCN writing from the Pacific
Northwest. They’re a citizen of the
Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma.
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The conversations we don’t have
about safety outdoors

History instructs Black Americans to fear the outdoors. But creating new memories outside will inform our future.

BY RUE MAPP | ILLUSTRATION BY SIMONE MARTIN-NEWBERRY

HIGH COUNTRY NEWS




WHEN | WAS 9 YEARS OLD, I was glued to
a documentary series on PBS called Eyes on
the Prize, and particularly a segment fea-
turing Emmett Till, a boy not much older
than I was, who was lynched while visiting
his Southern relatives. His fate troubled
me deeply, and I ran to my father, who was
relaxing in his comfortable chair in our
rumpus room. “Dad,” I asked, “did you ever
know of anyone who was lynched?”

“All the time,” he replied. And he left it
at that.

Emmett Till’s story became a perma-
nent part of my imagination. It was the first
time I'd contemplated the weight of that
narrative within Black consciousness in
America: how violence has shaped our exis-
tence and limited our freedom. Over time,
I understood how outdoor spaces became
exclusive, unwelcoming and even deadly.

I believe that we can hold multiple
truths at one time. My parents’ story is not
merely one of pain and peril growing up in
the Jim Crow South; they went on to lead
remarkable lives in California, creating a
14-acre hobby and recreation farm with
abundant fruit trees, a flourishing garden
and a swimming pool in the rolling oak-
studded hills near Clear Lake. It was an
outdoor refuge — a place of respite and
celebration. Their spirit of can-do determi-
nation and hospitality was part of a larger
tradition in nature for many Black families.
Resistance and agency are present in nature,
and my parents wove those qualities into
everyday life — tending animals, tilling the
soil, sharing the land and its bountiful har-
vests with friends and family.

Yet safety and comfort have remained
persistent themes in my personal journey
outdoors, and in the conversations I have
with the people in Outdoor Afro, the orga-
nization I founded in 2009 that reconnects
Black Americans to nature. Even today,
at trailheads with cheerful interpretive
signage and around the glow of campfires,
the question still surfaces, sometimes qui-
etly, sometimes with real urgency: Will we
be safe here?

I've learned over the years that feeling
unsafe in the outdoors goes beyond the
threat of physical violence. Discomfort can
arrive with a lingering stare or pointed, awk-
ward attention — perhaps a question about
what you’re doing in that particular place.

My first experience with this came at
a youth church event. We’d gathered at a
city park in an affluent, predominantly
white hillside neighborhood in Oakland,
California, and I remember the squeals of
excitement as we explored the playground,

surrounded by a stunning canopy of red-
wood trees. The air was cool, and the after-
noon felt made for children to run free.
Then, as the sun began to fade, a heavy scru-
tiny settled on us, cast our way by a group
of nearby adults. Nothing was said; nothing
needed to be. I knew it was time to go. That
was the first time I understood that some of
the most consequential conversations out-
doors occur in silence.

THERE WAS A TIME, not so long ago, when
going to a park, swimming in the pool,
enjoying a beach or having a picnic could be
legally — sometimes violently — prohibited
if you were Black. Lists of “Sundown Towns’

— places where Black people carefully timed
their road trips and visits to avoid lingering
after nightfall — were well circulated: real
barriers that shaped generations of memory
and habit.

Before the Great Migration, the vast
majority of Black Americans lived in rural
communities in the South. Many pursued
nature tenaciously, even creating their own
destinations. Places like Idlewild, Michi-
gan, Oak Bluffs on Martha’s Vineyard and
Lincoln Hills, Colorado, drew people from
all over, serving as hubs of enterprise, rec-
reation and community life where fami-
lies knew they could recreate free from the
weight of racism. Overnight inns, camp-
grounds, guides, outfitters, programming
for children: These communities built infra-
structure that worked, and they thrived.

During this period, the Negro Motor-
ist Green Book, or The Green Book, was an
essential pocket travel companion for Black
Americans. It was created by Victor H. Green,
a New York postal worker who leveraged his
professional network and knowledge to cir-
culate it widely. The Green Book, updated
regularly, meticulously listed safe havens
along interstates: overnight accommoda-
tions, dining, shopping, entertainment
and outdoor destinations that were safe. It
ceased publication around 1964, when the
Civil Rights Act passed and its publisher
believed — and hoped — that the need for

2]
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such a guide had finally passed.

But feelings of being unwelcome per-
sisted; some families chose to stay closer to
home rather than test uncertain territory.
As Black Americans migrated in large num-
bers to Western and Northern cities, many
of those old safe enclaves faded, were sold
or disappeared through eminent domain.

The uncertainty over safety outdoors,
especially far from one’s own community or
in remote public lands, remained.

In 2020, I went on my first dove hunt
in the sweltering heat of California’s Cen-
tral Valley and got lost. It was a season of
heightened social and racial tensions across
the country, and there I was, wandering
through waist-high grass, surrounded by
people who did not look like me, many with
loaded firearms.

I eventually stumbled into a field where
a man met me with a hard, measured gaze.
Goosebumps rose on my arms, and I moved
on quickly. My first instinct was that I was
unwelcome because I was Black.

I have turned that moment over many
times since, now that I have more years of
public-land hunting experience behind me,
and I think my instinct was only partially
right. That man had likely done his research,
risen before dawn, driven a long way and
hiked in to stake out a prime hunting spot.
Then I appeared, aimlessly wandering into
his carefully chosen ground. His cold frus-
tration may have had less to do with who
I was than with the competitive, careful
nature of the sport.

As I have continued to hunt, fish, hike
and camp on public lands, I've learned
that seasoned outdoorspeople often guard
stretches of river where fish are biting, the
ridge where the elk are, the still flat on
Bureau of Land Management land with the
perfect morning view. None of them are
freely shared with strangers. The outdoors
can be quietly competitive, and there’s a
persistent concern that too much attention
on a good spot will eventually diminish it.
That attitude can read as coldness or hos-
tility to someone new, but it doesn’t always
carry the meaning it appears to carry.

I have found some grounding in that
understanding. Many moments of feeling
unwelcome have nothing to do with identity
and everything to do with the competitive
spirit that runs through outdoor culture, and

Thereis a quiet
wondering that
surfaces when there
is no one around
who shares your
history, humor
and way of reading
the world.

in the real safety considerations involved in
sharing space when firearms are present.

There’s another dimension to the safety
question, one that goes beyond what strang-
ers might say or do. Growing up in Oakland,
my experience was also shaped by places
like Joaquin Miller Park, where the people
hiking in the hills above the bay reflected
the diversity of the city itself. That felt nat-
ural to me, and right — a very different feel-
ing from that childhood afternoon in the
park, and a reminder that place and context
shape the outdoor experience as much as
anything else.

It was when I ventured farther afield
that things shifted again. At 20, I mountain-
eered with Outward Bound, the only Black
woman in my group. Trekking for miles
along the Pacific Crest Trail, I often felt
alone. There is a quiet wondering that sur-
faces when no one around you shares your
history, humor and way of reading the world.
Yet when fear pinned me to a mountainside
one night, my instructor’s simple advice
— “trust your feet” — sparked the courage I
needed to keep climbing toward the summit.
It made me realize that feeling isolated can
coexist with being supported.

In many ways, Outdoor Afro is doing
what The Green Book did for an earlier gen-
eration. Victor Green believed that Black
people deserved to move through the world
freely and with dignity, and he built a tool to
make that possible. We are building some-
thing similar: drawing a living map from
the stories, experiences and relationships
that help people navigate unfamiliar plac-
es confidently. While generations before us
handed down painful memories of being
excluded, we now have the opportunity to
create and share stories of connection, con-
fidence and joy.

Every Black person who steps onto
a trail today, casts a line for the first time,
wakes to birdsong in a tent, carries some-
thing forward. They carry the legacy of those
who built Idlewild and Lincoln Hills.

Every invitation, every trip, every first
outdoor experience expands what the next
generation believes to be possible.

Rue Mapp is the founder and CEO of Outdoor
Afro and the author of Nature Swagger: Sto-
ries and Visions of Black Joy in the Outdoors.
She lives in California.
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Karla Saenz speaks about her
experience in Eloy during a

news conference in May. David
Ulloadr. / Arizona Republic

KARLA SAENZ’S PINK tennis
shoes no longer had laces —
United States Immigration and
Customs Enforcement (ICE)
confiscated them — but her step
was firm. She was hungry but
not ready to eat; her voice was
tired, but she refused to be silent.
Clutching her black purse against
her pink sweater, she sat down at
atruck-stop Wendy’s outside Eloy,
Arizona, and described her expe-
rience in immigration detention,
just minutes after being released.
She was exhausted and yet deter-
mined to keep fighting.

Before she was detained,
Saenz, 26, spentayearasone of the
most vocal advocates for Arbella

“Yari” Marquez, alongtime Phoenix
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‘I’'m Karla Saenz
and | won’t
be silenced’

A trans Venezuelan asylum seeker
details 44 days inside one of the country’s
deadliest detention centers.

BY JOHN WASHINGTON

residentlocked away in a notorious
ICE detention camp in Eloy, where
shewas suffering dangerous health
complications, including leukemia,
and had reportedly lost more than
70 pounds. Marquez is lesbian,
and for Saenz, a trans woman, the
fight to try to free her was deeply
personal. Saenz helped orga-
nize the campaign for Marquez,
arranged visitations, was a contact
for politicians and the media and
fought tirelessly to publicize the
conditions inside the camp, espe-
cially for LGBTQ+ people.

Saenz and Trans Queer
Pueblo, a Phoenix-based racial and
gender justice organization that
organizes with trans and queer
migrants, put Marquez’s plight on
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Drawings from detention

Queer detainee Arbella “Yari” Rodriguez Marquez sent these
drawings to her partner from Arizona’s Eloy Detention Center. During
the over 17 months she’s been detained, she’s had little contact

with the outside or time in the sunlight. Lacking anything to read,
Marquez began drawing, creating detailed, revealing images of her
prolonged confinement. Among them is the image below, which
shows Marquez’s cell with coffins on the bunk beds.
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the national stage, drawing atten-
tion from members of Congress
and community faith leaders.
Saenz knows the stakes. In
her home country of Venezuela,
she faced intense persecution
for being trans as she fled across
multiple South American borders,
according to the habeas petition
her lawyers filed in April. She
was repeatedly raped, kidnapped
twice and subjected to forced
labor, finally escaping in 2024.
Eventually, she made it to the U.S.
border to begin the asylum process.
This March, Saenz and a
Trans Queer Pueblo volunteer
who accompanied her went to
what Saenzthought was a routine
immigration check-in. An agent
told her she was being detained
but not why, and Saenz broke
down in tears. A week later, she
said, after a whirlwind of depri-
vation and transfers, she tested
positive for COVID-19 and found
herself in isolation in the same
detention center as Marquez —
just a few hundred yards from
the person she’d been fighting to
free for a year and yet unable to
directly communicate with her.
After her release from isola-
tion, Saenz spent the next six
weeks in the men’s unit. Marquez,
in the women’s unit, sent her a
letter, telling her to be strong, that
she was standing with her, that
they would both eventually get out.
Saenzcouldn’t help Marquez
from the inside. But there were
other trans women in the men’s
unit with her, and she knew they
needed help, too.

ELOY DETENTION CENTER,
opened in 1994, has histori-
cally been one of the deadliest
detention camps in the coun-
try. The facility — marked by
an unhealthy-looking, droopy-
armed saguaro next to a sign
for CoreCivic, the for-profit
company that runs it — is
surrounded by a vast parking




area and dust. It’s not far from
three prisons run by CoreCivic,
located amid farmland about 10
minutes from Eloy, a sun-baked
town of just over 15,000 people.

Beyond the camp’s concertina-
wire double-fencing and flat gray
facade, the accounts of those
detained in the 1,600-bed facility
describe inadequate medical care,
unsanitary conditions, physical
abuse and frequent lockdowns.
After the first five days in isolation,
Saenz said she spent weeks being
denied her hormone treatment
along with the medication she
needed for a chronic illness. She
complained of pervasive trans-
phobia and bad food, but guards
ignored her.

In response to Saenz’s
account, an ICE spokesperson
wrote a detailed email — referring
to her by her deadname and using
male pronouns — saying that her
allegations “regarding mistreat-
ment and denied medical care
are entirely false.” Citing patient
privacy, ICE declined to comment
on her COVID-19 diagnosis but
insisted that Saenz filed no offi-
cial grievances while inside and
that she was arrested for having
missed scheduled check-ins,
something Saenz denies.

“Facility staff treat all detain-
ees equally, with respect and
dignity,” the ICE spokesperson
wrote, emphasizing “all.” “Being
in detention is a choice,” the
spokesperson added, saying
unauthorized migrants should
leave the country voluntarily.

Saenz’s detention unfolded
amid dramatically expanding
immigration enforcement. Since
Trump’s second term began,
detention book-ins have surged —
running more than 60% higher in
early 2026 than the same period
the previous year. For trans-
gender detainees, the picture
is both dangerous and opaque:
ICE stopped publishing data on
transgender people in custody in

February 2025, making it nearly
impossible for advocates to track
— or protect — them.

After Trans Queer Pueblo’s
campaign for Marquez was
extended to Saenz herself and a
LOOKOUT article was published,
attorneys took up her case.
Finally, after more than six weeks
in detention, a judge ordered
her release on April 21. The
next day, she was released, and
within a half-hour, she met with
LOOKOUT/High Country News
at the Wendy’s off 1-10, about
45 minutes south of Phoenix.

The following interview,
translated from Spanish and
edited for length and clarity, is
drawn from three conversations:
One conducted by phone while
Saenz was still detained, one
shortly after her release, and
another several weeks later.
Together, they trace the arc of
her 44-day ordeal, as well as her
refusal, through all of it, to go quiet.

John Washington, speaking
to Saenz while she was still
detained: How are you?

Bad.

Why?

Because of the inhumane treat-
ment, living with so many men,
the discrimination and trans-
phobia. They had me isolated for
five days because I supposedly
had COVID, but I didn’t have any
symptoms. They only let me out
to bathe; I ate in my cell, every-
thing in my cell. I couldn’t talk to
anyone; there was nothing to do,
Icried all day. I didn’t know what
time it was. They brought me food
at different times. Sometimes
they didn’t bring it at all.

You went hungry?
Yes.

How are you handling it all?
I've tried to stay strong, main-
tain my ideals, but it’s really

“I’ve tried to
stay strong,
maintain my
ideals, but
it’s really
complicated
to fight alone
against
everything
when there
are no human
rights, no
respect, no
nothing.”

complicated to fight alone
against everything when there
are no human rights, no respect,
no nothing.

You were arrested at the U.S.
Citizenship and Immigration
Services office in Phoenix after
they said you had missed required
check-ins. Can you explain what
happened at the check-in?
The guy tending to me had me sit
apart (from the accompanying
Trans Queer Pueblo volunteer)
and said we needed to do a veri-
fication. They took me to a room
and asked me my name, address
— and then I turned and saw an
official with gloves on who said
they were detaining me. They
putshackles on my hands, ankles,
waist, and then took me out the
backlike a criminal. And Istarted
crying and shaking with nerves.

Members of Trans Queer Pueblo
say your detention is retaliation,
specifically for your advocacy
for Arbella “Yari” Marquez. Is
that how you see it?

Yes, it’s retaliation. It’s their way
of trying to silence us, but they
won’t be able to. They have me
locked up without any reason
except I'm trans, Black and an
immigrant, because I raised my
voice and have no fear.

Continuing the conversation
shortly after Saenz’s release: Now
that you’re out, how do you look
back at what it was like inside?
My feelings are all mixed up,
but I can say it’s disgusting,
and nobody deserves to be held
inside — nobody.

You mentioned that you had spent
the first five days in Eloy in solitary
confinement. A spokesperson for
ICE said that was “categorically
false.” How do you respond?

It’s not in their interest for people
on the outside to know what’s
happening inside. There are no
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human rights. There’s no respect
for anybody. They do whatever
they want with us. A lot of people
are isolated, a lot of people are
medicated (against their will), a
lot of people are dying inside, and
they don’t care. They try to make
you sign a voluntary departure
form (an agreement to leave the
country without a formal depor-
tation order), and if you don’t,
they throw you in a room.

How many times did they try to
get you to sign voluntary depar-
ture papers?
More than 10 times. And I always
refused. I would rip up the paper,
fight, scream.

You said there were other trans
women detained in Eloy.
Three others.

Also held with the men?

Yes. We asked to please be treated
as women. We had come from
fighting transphobia on the
outside. They kept calling me “Mr.
Carlos Saenz.” I've been struggling
with this for years, trying to escape
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it,and all I askis, please, respect my
identity as a woman. I spoke with
the manager, with the boss; Ispoke
with everyone, and they didn’t care.

What was it like with the other
trans women?

They wouldn’t let us be together
inside. But we’d go out to the
yard together, the three of us, and
we’d cry and laugh together. They
had been in longer than I had. I
defended them so many times. It’s
so hard to fight against a system
and against the rooted machismo.
Idefended them because the men
cat-called them, humiliated them.
They’re my sisters.

Now that you’re out, what’s next?
I'm going to keep fighting. Right
now, I feel in my heart this desire,
this need, because I was able to
get free, but my sisters are still
inside. They’re still living that
discrimination, the transphobia.

Speaking to Saenz weeks later:
What do you see in your mind
when you think about that
time inside?

Iremember everything: the pain,
the sadness, the despair, the inhu-
mane treatment we received, and
the discrimination and racism we
faced from the CoreCivic guards.
The transphobia is really intense
inside. For example, they make
you wear really baggy clothes.
You can’t knot your shirt, can’t
tuck your shirt in, and if you do,
they threaten you.

Did they give you a bra?

Yeah, they gave me a bra about
15 days after I asked for it. You
have to wait for everything.

With all that waiting, the isola-
tion, the nights, what did you
think about?
That I couldn’t give up — that I
had to share my understanding
with the other girls so they could
defend themselves. I thought
about them a lot. I’'ve always
been able to stay strong because
I felt that Trans Queer Pueblo
had my back.

But to see them so vulnera-
ble, how the others inside treat
them, how the guards treat them,

A demonstrator protests outside Eloy
Detention Center, Arizona, calling for
the release of Arbella “Yari” Rodriguez
Marquez. Caitlin O’Hara / Reuters

I just kept thinking about what
talks I could give them, or how
to educate them so they had
the tools to defend themselves
against all of it. And I'd get sad,
too, and cry, though I never lost
hope I'd get out of that place.

Were you ever able to rest in
there, to let your guard down?

No, there’s no peace or tranquility.
Inside, we were the only feminine
presence, and the men saw us as
sexual objects. So, when I had the
opportunity toshare with the other
inmates, I tried to educate them
as well, to explain that we were
women, and they should respect
us as women. I stayed strong and
leaned into my knowledge, and I
demanded respect. I taught them
how to live with a trans woman.

And you never just wanted to
take a break, hide who you are?
Never. I always stood firm: that I
am a trans woman, that I'm Karla
Saenz,and thatIwon’tletanything
or anyone rob me of my identity.

How have you been taking care
of yourself, healing, since you’ve
been released?

When I got out, I was scared to be
outagain, toreturn todailylife, and
it felt really odd. I couldn’t sleep. I
would wake up crying. I can tell
that detention really affected me.
Though I always present myself as
strong, and I know I have the tools
to defend myself, I really believe
that nobody deserves to live that
lifeinside. It’shell. =

John Washington is a staff writer
for LOOKOUT and the author of
How to Close a Camp: Dispatches
from the Fight Against Immigrant
Detention.

This story was produced in
partnership with LOOKOUT, a
nonprofit accountability outlet
covering LGBTQ+ communities
inthe Southwest.
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Reporting on the
West is a team effort

HIGH COUNTRY NEWS plays a unique role in the West’s
news ecosystem, providing our readers with the information
you need to take part in important discussions and decisions,
while also supporting other news organizations across the
region. We see that as part of our job: We want to keep the
conversation going.

HCN’s journalists regularly work in partnership with
local newspapers, statewide nonprofits and national orga-
nizations like ProPublica, Type Investigations and the Food
& Environment Reporting Network. And we share our sto-
ries freely. In the past 12 months, almost 200 other news
outlets republished HCN stories, ranging from the Big Bend
Sentinel and the Chilkat Valley News to Grist, Mother Jones
and Native News Online.

This year, we expanded our role when we launched the
Western Environmental Reporting Collaborative, or WERC,
which will put reporters in local newsrooms in 12 states,
starting with Arizona, Colorado, Wyoming and Montana.

Now, we have a new editor who will oversee this pro-
gram and support our growing constellation of collabora-
tors. Billy Arnold joined us as Partnerships Editor in July,
following eight years at the Jackson Hole News & Guide. A
music lover and musician himself (he plays the bass), he got
a toehold in journalism by freelancing arts and culture sto-
ries while working as a ski instructor and bussing tables at
the Mangy Moose Restaurant & Saloon. His freelance work
led to a job as the News & Guide, first as the arts and culture
editor, then as the paper’s government reporter, environ-
mental reporter and eventually managing editor.

Billy says the experience has taught him about the
importance of balancing accountability reporting with
stories that capture the true character of a community, as
well as its connections to the wider world. When a section
of Wyoming Highway 22 collapsed in June 2024, cutting
off travel over Teton Pass, he interviewed people who had
to drive three hours to jobs in Jackson each day from more
affordable communities in Idaho. His environmental report-
ing took him to neighboring Sublette and Lincoln counties
to write about pronghorn and mule deer migrations.

“It’'s amazing how many people and animals come in
and out of the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem,” he said. “I
started to see this as one interconnected region rather than
Jackson, Bozeman, Cody.”

This firsthand experience in community news was a
big part of why we picked Billy from the more than 140 peo-
ple who applied for the job. The new job, he says, will give
him an opportunity to help local newsrooms deepen their
environmental coverage, which, at least in this part of the
world, is hitched to just about every other topic imaginable.

A contract with our union
We're happy to report that the management team at High

Billy Arnold, new HCN Partnerships editor at Blue Miner Lake in Wyoming’s Gros Ventre
Range. Courtesy of Billy Arnold

Country News and the HCN Union have signed a first con-
tract. It’s the result of more than a year and a half of negotia-
tions after a dozen HCN employees voted to join the Denver
Newspaper Guild in 2024, part of a wave of unionization at
news organizations and nonprofits across the country.

The contract enshrines many of the staff’s existing ben-
efits: For example, HCN covers 100% of employees’ health
insurance premiums, contributes to their 401k retirement
plans, and provides up to 12 weeks of paid leave for folks
welcoming a baby into their lives, caring for a loved one, or
dealing with a medical issue or an emergency.

It also gives members of the union “bargaining unit”
a 4.5% pay increase, a $25 increase in their monthly work-
from-home allowance (most HCN employees now work out-
side of our Paonia, Colorado, office) and more input into our
health insurance options and the industry salary surveys
that we use to set our pay rates.

The contract also includes clear guidelines and struc-
tures for resolving grievances and disputes. Meanwhile,
management is assured of our right to continue running the
organization in a manner that best advances HCN’s mission.

While the road to a final agreement was rocky at times,
the end result is a contract that is clear, balanced and should
stand up over time. HCN, and our entire team, are stronger
for having gone through it.

—Greg Hanscom, executive director & publisher

TALK TO US

Got a story you’d
like to share?
Someone deserving
of recognition or
remembrance?
Write it down and
send it to us:

EMAIL:
dearfriends@hcn.org

MAIL:
High Country News
P.O. Box 1090
Paonia, CO 81428

We'll do our best
to get it into the
Community Pages.
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A longtime donor gives back

AUTHOR, NATURALIST, PHILANTHROPIST: AUDREY BENEDICT ON HER SUPPORT
FOR HIGH COUNTRY NEWS | BY JODI PETERSON

NATURALIST AUDREY BENEDICT has
been a High Country News supporter for over
35 years and a major donor for more than a
decade. We want to thank her for her unwav-
ering commitment to HCN's independent
journalism — and to protecting the environ-
ments and communities we cover.

As a child in upstate New York, Audrey
camped, hiked, canoed and fished with her
parents. She collected snakeskins, animal
scat and feathers, displaying them in her own
“museum” in the basement. At 13, she hiked a
hundred miles of Vermont’s Long Trail alone.

“I was a strong person because my par-
ents built me that way,” she said. “They gave
me the bravery to chart my own course in
life.” That course steered her to the Western
U.S. — and eventually to becoming a key sup-
porter of HCN.

“HCN plays a crucial role in helping us
understand the critical environmental issues
of our time,” Audrey said, “with stories that
highlight the problems we are facing and how
we can get back on track.”

Audrey first came West to study geolo-
gy and biology at the University of Colorado
Boulder. While working at the Niwot Ridge
Mountain Research Station, she met long-
time research scientist Jim Benedict; they
married a year later, settling on a beautiful
mountain ranch northwest of Boulder. Jim,
an internationally renowned glaciologist,
passed away in 2011. “We were married for
40 years,” Audrey recalled. “He was my men-
tor and we were kindred spirits.”

The couple shared a reverence for the
natural world and a passion for science edu-
cation and environmental conservation. To
that end, Audrey founded a nonprofit, Cloud
Ridge Naturalists, in 1979. For 40 vyears,
she led natural history trips throughout
western North America, and from the Arctic
to the Antarctic.

“It was one of the most meaningful
careers I could have embarked on,” she said,

“taking people to experience the natural
world and illuminating the wondrous ways in
which plants and animals are adapted to the
ecosystems they live in.”

She is the author or co-author of five
award-winning books, including a field
guide to the Southern Rockies and books
about Great Sand Dunes National Park, the
Salish Sea and the Pacific Flyway waterbird
migration. In 2021, in the wake of the COVID
pandemic and overcrowding of the outdoors,
she refocused Cloud Ridge Naturalists on
publishing, while continuing to highlight
natural history. (For more about Cloud Ridge
Naturalists and Cloud Ridge Publishing, see
www.cloudridge.org)

Her latest nonprofit undertaking, Project
Murrelet, addresses the loss of critical fund-
ing for marine and climate change research.
From her cottage in Washington’s San Juan
Islands, she’s overseeing the complete green
retrofit of a 38-foot steel-hulled motor yacht.
The vessel will serve as a seagoing research
platform, available to scientists at no charge
for long-term studies in the Pacific North-
west. (For more about Project Murrelet, see
https://fliphtml5.com/xanki/PY_MAY26/
PACIFIC_YACHTING_-_May_2026/.)

Another way to encourage good science
is through good reporting, Audrey said: “T've
always admired HCN’s in-depth stories and
the opportunities it provides for the next gen-
eration of journalists.” Now, she said, HCN
needs to continue telling the hard stories
about biodiversity loss, changes in public-
lands management, and other major environ-
mental and cultural issues.

One of the most significant ways HCN
can expand its reach, she added, is through
its Western Environmental Reporting Collab-
orative (WERC). “I'm really excited about this
effort, and it’s motivated me to give more to
help HCN ramp this up,” she said, referenc-
ing the generous three-year donation she is
providing through her family’s foundation.

Naturalist and HCN donor Audrey Benedict in the
Gulf of California.

The WERC partnership builds a network net-
work of environmental reporters to deepen
local coverage of public and private lands,
water and drought, wildlife and wildfire,
focusing on rural and Indigenous communi-
ties. The project, which launched last month,
embeds reporters at newsrooms in Montana,
Wyoming, Colorado and Arizona, expanding
to all 12 Western states.

Now in her mid-70s, Audrey has been
reflecting on the legacy of environmental
stewardship that she and Jim had hoped to
create. “I have so loved sharing joyous expe-
riences in wild places like I had as a kid,” she
said, adding that she worries about the world
her grandchildren will inherit and wonders
whether future generations will be able to
know those same landscapes.

Audrey’s generosity and the friendship
she’s shown members of the HCN staff over
the years are an inspiring example of the
community spirit that has kept this insti-
tution alive and kicking for 56 years. Thank
you, Audrey!
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READER CONTRIBUTIONS m

Thank you, readers!

YOUR GENEROUS AND DEDICATED SUPPORT

MAKES THESE PAGES POSSIBLE

IN HONOR OF
Bart Butterfield
Greg Hanscom

IN MEMORY OF
Anne

Marcia Commins
Richard H. Engeman
Jim Harrington
Rhio Jackson

Liz Johnson
Claudia J. Lewis
Jack & Eddy Mercer
Mona Myatt & Joy Ward
Jan Marie Perlman
David Ranson
Philip Rule

ALASKA

John Delapp | Anchorage

Paul Laverty | Anchorage

Game & Debra McGimsey | Eagle River

ARIZONA

Charles Awalt | Prescott

Michael Baron | Flagstaff

Eric Coons | Mesa

Wallace Craig | Tucson

Kelly Fleming | Patagonia

Patricia Foster | Flagstaff

Robert Jones | Flagstaff

Kali Kaliche | Williams

John Krizek | Prescott

Philip Lobeck | Yarnell

Ann McMahon | Tucson

Stephen Miller | Green Valley
JoAnn Moon | Prescott

Matilda Rickard | Goodyear

Daniel Robinett & Linda Kennedy | Elgin
Shirley Schoberg-Hehda | Prescott
Don Steuter | Phoenix

Tyler Thompson | Eagar

Joyce Tokar | Scottsdale

Bill Towler | Flagstaff

Don VandeGriff | Tucson

Albert V. & Kathryn G. Vogel | Flagstaff

CALIFORNIA

Margit & Bernard Aarons | San Mateo
Linda Adams & John Newman | Kernville
Roger & Mary Ashley | Palo Alto

Joanne Athearn | Petaluma

SUPPORT NONPROFIT JOURNALISM

The readers on this page donated $50 or
more during the months of April, May and
June to help fund HCN’s in-depth and
fair-minded journalism. HCN is a nonprofit
newsroom, and every dollar you donate has a
real impact on the West’s diverse natural and
human communities. Thank you!

HOW TO DONATE
Here’s how you can make a
tax-deductible contribution to HCN:

CALL: 800-905-1155

MAIL A CHECK TO:
HCN, P.0. BOX 1090, PAONIA, CO 81428

SCAN THE QR CODE OR VISIT:
HCN.ORG/GIVE2HCN

Don Barton | Alta Loma
Marcia Basalla | Novato
Edwina Berg | Altadena

Dan Booth | Anaheim

David Butcher | Wilton
Bonnie Cohn | Hermosa Beach
Robert Coon | El Cerrito

E. Janell Cornforth | Cool
Wallace Curtis | Petaluma
Ken Fabert | Eureka

Kimi Goodwin | Cazadero
Mignon Gregg | Three Rivers
Nathan Heit | Bishop

Eva Ihle | San Francisco

Lois James | Encinitas

Judith Jeffery | La Mesa
Roger Johnson | San Diego
Kautz Family Foundation | Los Angeles
Steven Lamy | San Gabriel
Karl Mohr | Davis

Melanie Mollgaard | Los Osos
Tom Moran | Mountain View
Kathy Morrissey | Palo Cedro
New-Land Foundation | San Francisco

James Odling | Los Angeles

Felicia Oldfather | McKinleyville

Randy Ridenour | Oakdale

Jim Ridley | Santee

Randy Rutkowski | Atascadero

Nadine Semer | Carmel-by-the-Sea

Margo Sensenbrenner | Menlo Park

Fred Simon | Bakersfield

Marilynn & Bruce Smith | San Jose

Dean Stoker | Walnut Creek

Muriel Strand | Sacramento

Calvin Strobel | Santa Rosa

Marc Sylvester | Santa Rosa

Danielle Teeters | Auburn

Sharon Tool | Sacramento

Noreen Trombley | Yosemite National Park

Deborah Trotter | Moraga

Chuck Twichell & Mary K. Stroh-Twichell |
Santa Rosa

Tom Viola | Berkeley

Nancy Wagner | Sacramento

Eric Waltari | San Francisco

Roy Williams | Bass Lake

COLORADO

Hill Abell & Laura Agnew | Salida

Isaac & Dana Allen | Denver

Richard Arnold | Carbondale

James & Linda Ayres | Littleton

Dehorah Behrens | Littleton

Ralph Bender | Wellington

Elizabeth Boxler | Golden

Bill Brown | Estes Park

Rogene Buchholz | Denver

Bernie & Mary Beth Buescher |
Grand Junction

Rebecca Busic | Dolores

Dehorah A. Byrd | Boulder

Catharine Hawkins Foundation | Boulder

Tom & Vivian Cecil | Boulder

J.R. Chase | Broomfield

Ronda Connaway | Gunnison

Pamela Coonrod | Grand Lake

Margaret Cozine | Durango

Pam Cruse | Bellvue

Dick Cullor | Fort Collins

Dan Daugherty | Longmont

Caroline W. Duell | Carbondale

Michaele Dunsdon | Basalt

Loyal Durand | Aspen

Tim Edgar | Crawford

Dan Elsner | Grand Junction

Environment Foundation | Aspen

Megan Estep | Pine

Roger Felch | Idledale

Scott L. Fetchenhier | Silverton

Norma Jean Filson | Lakewood

Paul Finley & Lisa Foxwell | Norwood

Charles Fry | Parker

David Gallegos | Battlement Mesa
William Galloway | Aurora

Craig Goodknight | Grand Junction
Carl Graves | Littleton

Michael Grooms | Peyton

Kaaren Hardy | Westminster
Richard Helmke | Glenwood Springs
Gary Herrli | Boulder

Henry & Jeanne Hooper | Ridgway
Justin Hovey | Florence

Joni Huffman | Morrison

Lori Iliff & Mitchell Broadhent | Denver
David Inouye | Hotchkiss

Eric & Liz Jacobson | Boulder
Kenneth L. Kipp | Lakewood
Stephen & Yoshie Koester | Boulder
Nic & Mary Korte | Grand Junction
Robert LaBaugh | Denver

Rolf & Lucinda Larsen | Fruita

Jim Laurita | Lakewood

Janet LaVille | Englewood

Vivia Lawson | Crestone

Gary Lundberg | Aurora

Ronald Lundquist | Denver

Douglas Magee | Arvada

Walter Manaker | Boulder

Molly McClure | Oak Creek

Kristy McFarland | Crested Butte
York Miller | Denver

Sharon Moddelmog | Arvada
Douglas Moran | Denver

Zoe Morgese | Centennial

Robert Moston | Grand Junction
Dale Neill | Elizabeth

Urs Ochsner | Boulder

Carol & James 0’Dowd | Arvada
Elizabeth Owens | Grand Junction
Ruth & Greg Phillips | Salida

Ruth & Peter Philpott | Greenwood Village
Marie Pierce | Littleton

Nicholas Psarakis | Colorado Springs
Cliff Dahm & Rhea Graham | Golden
Tom & Katie Rubel | Glenwood Springs
Mary Russell | Delta

Rebecca Russell | Denver

James Sanders | Bayfield

Roberts Sargent | Cedaredge

Mary Ann Schaefer | Boulder

Faye Schrater | Durango

Mary & Clee Sealing | Fruita

James Sedgwick | Laporte

Bruce Serhy | Fort Collins

John & Carolyn Shepherd | Boulder
Tom & Lucy Shipps | Durango

Mark Skinner | Lakewood

Jill Skorpen | Lakewood

Ellie Slothower | Colorado Springs
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Brian Smith | Pagosa Springs

Alan Stewart | Longmont

Betty & Roger Stokes | Aurora

Brad Taylor | Colorado Springs

Candace Taylor | Lakewood

The Johnson Family Foundation | Telluride
The Water Desk | Boulder

Mark Udall & Maggie Fox | Boulder

Norma Van Nostrand | Longmont

Eric Vaughn | Centennial

Marilyn Walker & Peter Lilienthal | Boulder
Colby’s Fund | Grand Junction

Rick & Liz Wheelock | Ignacio

Terry Whitaker | Fort Collins

James Wilkinson | Boulder

Nicholas Wilson | Colorado Springs
Martin Wolf | Colorado Springs

Ira Yates | Grand Junction

DELAWARE
George Irwin | Wilmington

FLORIDA
David Kapell | Hobe Sound

GEORGIA
Hong Son | Hiawassee

HAWAII
Kathy Shimata | Honolulu

IDAHO

Tom Boatner & Lisa Armstrong | Boise
Janet Carter | Ketchum

Judy & John Casper | Middleton
Judy & Bruce Connery | Victor
Jerry & Sharon Deal | Caldwell
Theodore Doherr | Coeur d’Alene
Linda Ellis | Challis

Chris Foster | Hagerman

Robert Grangaard | Hayden
Sarah Jessup | McCall

Scott Ki & Suzanne Troje | Boise
Arthur & Annelies Kull | Idaho Falls
Linda Laing | Grangeville

Marty & Mila Lyon | Hailey
Robert Ordal | Ketchum

Duane Priest | Deary

Marsha Semar | Moyie Springs
Lynn Smith | Hayden

Richard Stroh | Pingree

Grant Thomas | Pocatello
Charles Trost | Pocatello
Thomas Welty | McCall

David & Susan Work | Victor

ILLINOIS
Thomas Krainz | EImwood Park

Charlynn Schweingruber | Evanston
Grant Wiegert | Savanna

INDIANA
Mark Mihalo | La Porte

KANSAS
Lew & Enid Cocke | Manhattan

KENTUCKY
Timothy H. Evans | Bowling Green
Charles Goldstein | Carlisle

MAINE
Jerry White | North Haven

MARYLAND
Bruce & Kincey Potter | Annapolis
The Millstream Fund | Bethesda

MICHIGAN
Marc McCurry | Muskegon
Thomas & MaryBeth Romak | Leonard

MINNESOTA

Patricia DeBoer | St. Paul
Anne Hall | Watkins

Bob Owens | Duluth

Diane Thomas | St. Louis Park

MISSOURI

Fran & Harvey Cantor | Creve Coeur
Peter Culver | Peculiar

Billy Darst | Madison

Gerald Kolbe | Hermann

Susan Mintz & Peter Schmitz | St. Louis
Caroline Pufalt | St. Louis

MONTANA

Linnea Wang & Peter Hushy | Belgrade
Ed Bangs | Helena

Robert Bayley | Ennis

Larry Bloxsom | Clancy

Rand & Pat Bradley | Twin Bridges
Eileen Carney | Libby

Tom W Deveny | Missoula

Terry Dokken | Missoula

Craig Gullixson | Belgrade

Stuart Halpern | Whitefish

Tom & Sue Harding | Whitefish
Judith Hutching | Heron

Charlene Johnson | Hardin

Joe Kipphut | Missoula

Earl Koester | Helena

Allen McNeal | Townsend

Dave McTaggart | Hamilton
Bonnie & John Morgan | Hamilton
Connie Murray | Missoula

Natalie Neckermann | Whitefish
Michael Pipp | Helena

Monty Pirtle | Missoula

Don Rasmussen | Libhy

Jay Rector | Missoula

M. Joan Ryshavy | Bozeman
Will Smith | Columbia Falls
Karen Sommer | Missoula

Janet Ulrich | Kalispell

Joel Vignere | Lakeside

Heidi & Clifton Youmans | Helena
Paul Zitzer | Polaris

NEVADA

Michael Bedeau | Carson City

Kristin Berry | Reno

Christopher Cochran | Sparks

Michael Howard | Reno

Suzanne Huff | Gardnerville

Ronald Hurlburt | Gardnerville

Sarah Layer | Carson City

Joe & Bridget Lesar | Reno

Margaret McCall | Reno

Frank Rice | Henderson

Delaine & Rick Spilshury | McGill

Verne Stapenhorst | Mesquite

Terrence D. Taylor & Susan Joseph-Taylor |
Minden

David Worley | Reno

NEW MEXICO

Kathy Anaya | Albuquerque

Kurt Anderson | Las Cruces

Henry Atkins | Las Cruces

Tina Bandick | Road Forks

Keith Stickford & Elena Snyder | La Jara
Peter & Dael Goodman | Las Cruces
Laurie Gunst | Santa Fe

Sylvia Wittels & Joe Alcorn | Bernalillo
Jon Maaske | Albuquerque

Thomas & Edel Mayer | Albuquerque
David Moir & Ruth Tatter | Los Alamos
Jim Moreau | Las Cruces

Reno Myerson | Santa Fe

Marc Nevas | Silver City

Mark Oldknow | Santa Fe

Bill & Mary Orr | Ohkay Owingeh

John Red-Horse | Trjeras

Steven Reneau | White Rock

[lia Rodriguez Nazario | Placitas
Richard Rubin | Arroyo Seco

Dave Saylors | Albuquerque

Teresa C. Seamster | Santa Fe

Kim & Marianne Seidler | Albuquerque
Patricia Sharpe | Santa Fe

Adele Strasser | Santa Fe

Anthony Traweek | Albuquerque
Stacey Van Laanen | Edgewood

George Williamson | Ranchos de Taos

NORTH CAROLINA
Robert Becker & Michelle Ballard | Asheville
Stephen Birdsall | Chapel Hill

NORTH DAKOTA
Patricia Ashley | Dickinson

OHIO
Ron Hill | Batavia

OKLAHOMA
Chip & Mary Leslie | Stillwater

OREGON

Robert Amundson | Portland

John Blankfort | Bend

Joseph Bush | Agness

Yih-Tai Chen | Junction City

Avram Chetron | Ashland

Alan Christensen | Portland

Jason & Dana Dedrick | Eugene

Gordon & Barbara Detzel | Redmond
Lorrayne Ellis | Portland

Glenn Griffith | Corvallis

Fred Hall | Grants Pass

Catherine Heising | Eugene

David R. Isaacs | Astoria

Douglas Jenkins & Michael Boyles | Hillshoro
Terry Jess | Albany

Arthur Latterell & Nancy Rollins | Portland
Jerry Lidz | Eugene

Pat McCabe | Bend

Monica Dostal & Michael Weinstein | Eugene
Gerald Morsello | Eugene

Duncan & Rosalie Neilson | Portland

Lew Nunnelley | Corvallis

Wendy Oliver | Milwaukie

Dick Olsen | Albany

Liz 0’Rourke & Donel Conley | Depoe Bay
Larry Pennington | Terrebonne

Dr. Mary Poss | Bend

Jim & Sandy Ridlington | Corvallis

Ronald Rogers | Bend

James M. Spencer | Portland

Jerry Welsh | Eugene

Mark Wigg | Salem

Leslie Wood & M. Edward Spaulding | La Grande
Kathleen Worley | Portland

PENNSYLVANIA
Elizabeth Gemmill | Lafayette Hill

SOUTH DAKOTA
Larry Kallemeyn | Spearfish
Richard Peterson | Wewela
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TENNESSEE UTAH

Luke Erdoes | Johnson City David Allan | Oak City

Roger Bourke | Alta

TEXAS Richard Cohen | Salt Lake City
Ken & Diane Kramer | Chappell Hill Cheryl & John Condie | Cedar Hills
Paul Shinkawa | Austin Paul Dremann | Salt Lake City
David Wright | Austin Sena Hauer | Moah

Sharon Louise Kay | Nephi

JIMRIDLEY
HIGH COUNTRY NEWS READER
SANTEE, CALIFORNIA

“You continueto tell the stories that we need to
hear, the big stories and the small tales about
the West and the people who live here in all its
rugged glory. You tell us about diversity and
not stereotypes. You tell us about heroes. You
tell us about struggles. You tell us unexpected
stories about passion and community. And,
as an aside, I'm excited for your working
partnership with ProPublica. Journalism just
got better. Thank you!”

Linda Kervin | Logan

Hank Louis | Park City

Sharon Mikkelson | Paradise
Harold Miller | Provo

Steven Montgomery | Salt Lake City
Michael Neilsen | Kanarraville

Lisa Poppleton | Salt Lake City

Ira Rubinfeld | Springdale

Gary Smith | St. George

Craig Weir | Salt Lake City

VIRGINIA

Steven & Valerie Dray | Fairfax Station
Richard Liroff | Arlington

Craig Shafer | Arlington

WASHINGTON

Catherine Allen | Mercer Island

Suzanne Anderson | Seattle

Todd Anderson | Seattle

Jim Barthelmess | Spokane

John Bassett | Kenmore

Becky Beasley | Everett

Gro Buer | Leavenworth

Rebecca Chaney | Carnation

Peter Comanor | Olympia

Britt Crosley | Seattle

Otis Durham | Bellingham

Vivienne Dutzar | Spokane

Candace & Donald France | Yakima

Marilee Fuller | Seattle

Karl Halupka | Leavenworth

Randal Hassler | Yarrow Point

Tom & Arline Hinckley | Seattle

Timothy Jackins | Seattle

Bill Jenkins | Leavenworth

Rose Jetter | Olympia

Jean Johnson & Peter Miller | Seattle

Dianna Klinehurger | Lynnwood

E. Peter Krier | Seattle

Joyce & Dan Leonard | Colton

JoAnn Lincoln | Olympia

Michael OHalloran | Renton

Marilyn Pratt | Olympia

Jack & Donna Rice | Olympia

Robert & Katherine Schutte | Newport

Dawn Snider & L Bruce White |
Bainhridge Island

Bruce Thompson | Arlington

Melinda Grant & Tom Quinn | Seattle

Jacquie Vincent | Coupeville

Bill Wedin | Bellingham

Jim Westfall | Tonasket

Martha Wyckoff | Cle Elum

Helmut Zahn | East Olympia

WASHINGTON, D.C.
Mark & Meredith Giordano

Melissa Wyers

WISCONSIN
Larry Sleznikow | La Crosse
David & Judith Thayer | Wauwatosa

WYOMING

John & Sandra Daniels | Mills

Stephen Foster | Jackson

Carol Kabeiseman | Cheyenne

Sally Letchworth Bub | Kinnear

Terry Logue | Casper

Bruce McCormack | Cody

Michael & Corky Messenger | Thermopolis
Emilene Ostlind & Andy Parsekian | Laramie
Allison Renton | Laramie

Robert Righter | Moose

Susan Scott Heyneman Foundation | Sheridan
Wayne Terrell | Torrington

Gary Thayer | Sheridan

Ed & Jan Whitney | Casper

Larry & Jennifer Wolfe | Cheyenne

AND ALSO
Anonymous (18)
Christopher Boswell
Victoria Boyd-Kennedy
Eric Gilsch

Molly Hollenbach
Louise Hotka

Scott Maddock

Jane Wilkinson

WELCOME TO THE

SUSTAINERS’ CLUB

David Adams | Salem, MA

John Baldauf | Gold River, CA

Ryan Botkins & Jenna Borovansky Botkins |
Coeur d’Alene, ID

David Bunzow | Fargo, ND

Harold Coyle | Ayer, MA

Richard Dulude MD | Salem, OR

Howard Frederick | Cortaro, AZ

Tim Gilmore | Sonoma, CA

Jonnie Godbey | Pleasant View, CA

Linda Griffith | Grand Junction, CO

Camille Hall | Corvallis, OR

Neal Krug | Livermore, CA

Heather MacSlarrow | Missoula, MT

Ronald Mousseau | Gold Canyon, AZ

John & Barbara Ormiston | Hamilton, MT

Tim Redmond | Salt Lake City, UT

William Reeves Il | Mandaree, ND

Richard Severn | Spokane, WA

Dennis Slonaker | Bozeman, MT

Lorna J St. John | Spokane, WA

Brian Werner | Paonia, CO

Chance Wilcox | Morongo Valley, CA
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STANDING ROCK'S

PROPAGANDA WAR

On the protests' 10-year anniversary, internal documents
reveal how internet mercenaries targeted local
communities and stirred up anti-protest sentiment.

BY ALLEEN BROWN

ILLUSTRATIONS BY SUMMER ESTER ORR

STRIKE UP A CONVERSATION at one of
the dimly lit dive bars near Mandan, North
Dakota’s Main Street, or a rural tavern dec-
orated with taxidermy animals or even a
popular breakfast spot. Mention the massive
protests to stop the Dakota Access Pipeline
that happened here 10 years ago, and a spe-
cific sentiment may bubble up.

“Disgusting eco-terrorists is what I call
all them,” a bar patron told Drilled and High
Country News last April. “Next time it hap-
pens, I say everybody should be on rooftops
and wear masks and be protected and take
’em out.” Another resident I spoke to said

This story is a partnership with Drilled, an
independent global newsroom focused on multi-
media climate accountability reporting.

they should have mowed down the pipeline
opponents with a Gatling gun, and a third
said they should have done what they did at
Wounded Knee, the notorious 1890 massa-
cre of Lakota people.

These feelings are likely in part a result
of the tinderbox dynamics of what went
down back then. The highways connecting
the twin cities Bismarck and Mandan to
the Standing Rock Indian Reservation are
bordered by grassy, rolling hills dotted with
ranches and tiny towns. Rural Morton Coun-
ty is the kind of place where an unfamiliar
car driving past your home might be consid-
ered notable. In 2016, thousands of pipeline
opponents from all over poured into this
quiet corner of the world.

People in the region mostly see them-
selves as North Dakota nice — courteous and

willing to lend a helping hand but reserved
outside their inner circles. However, this
is also an area where the racist notion that
Native people are “lazy” can come up casual-
ly at the local tavern — and it was members
of the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe that initiat-
ed the protests.

But there was another force at play.

The pipeline’s parent company, Ener-
gy Transfer Partners, which is now known
simply as Energy Transfer, hired a private
security company, TigerSwan, to protect its
project. Never-before-published documents
show that TigerSwan sought to use social
media to identify and exploit divisions
between the Standing Rock movement and
the mostly white surrounding communi-
ties. The company’s Facebook operation was
part of a larger propaganda effort by Energy
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Transfer meant to steer public support away
from the protests and towards the pipeline.
Whatever bad feelings existed on their own,
the pipeline’s security company sought to
use Facebook to make them worse.

The new documents offer a rare look
into how an embattled corporation fought
its narrative ground war. TigerSwan’s Face-
book content was not particularly sophis-
ticated or subtle, but it was designed for a
community that already felt afraid, angry
and abandoned by the media. It took off.

At the height of the protests, just as
friction between the movement and locals
reached fever pitch, the firm’s contract pro-
pagandist, a virtual reality evangelist named
Robert Rice, launched a Facebook page
called Netizens for Progress and Justice. The
page’s posts included videos and text label-
ing some of the pipeline opponents as crim-
inals, paid protesters and outside agitators.

As Rice put it over text in November
2016, “We are doing heavy targeting in the
ND area mostly to focus on increasing the
fracturing and creating doubt.” Hundreds of
thousands of people liked, shared, viewed or
commented on TigerSwan’s content.

Over the ensuing decade, an expanding
universe of polarizing online misinforma-
tion has come to define American life and

More importantly for Energy Trans-
fer, anti-protest and pro-oil sentiments run
stronger than ever now. And over a half a
million barrels of oil flow through the Dako-
ta Access Pipeline and under the Missouri
River every day. The pipeline has leaked at
least a dozen times along its span.

In Morton County, the divisions sown
during Standing Rock continue to have
repercussions. Just after Trump took office
for asecond term in the winter of 2025, Ener-
gy Transfer took three Greenpeace organiza-
tions to trial, claiming the environmental
nonprofits were behind the protests. The
company’s courtroom success hinged on the
views of jurors drawn from the same area
targeted by TigerSwan’s propaganda.

“People in Bismarck in general were lied
to,” Kandi White, a resident and member of
the Mandan, Hidatsa and Arikara Nation,
told me in an interview outside the court-
room. White, who was intimately involved
in the pipeline fight, said, “There’s a misin-
formation campaign about what was really
happening down there.”

Despite flimsy evidence, the jury ruled
overwhelmingly in favor of the pipeline
company. The $345 million decision left
Greenpeace in the U.S. fighting for surviv-
al. It also became the pipeline company’s

politics. These documents, created at the
same time Donald Trump was first elected,
amid a wave of social media slime, offer a
snapshot of the year that it all accelerated.

The violent fantasies some locals
expressed don’t represent the majority opin-
ion. But they do reflect an erosion of relations
between tribal members from Standing Rock
and residents of the surrounding communi-
ties. Some people from the cities no longer
go to Standing Rock’s casino, and some from
Standing Rock limit their trips to Bismarck to
a Walmart run when necessary.
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biggest public relations coup yet — achieved
via White’s neighbors.

Today, people on all sides of the pipe-
line conflict see artificial intelligence as
the next infrastructure battleground. Many
water protectors — as pipeline opponents
prefer to be called — are already fighting the
construction of data centers that use mas-
sive amounts of water and energy to power
Al And rural communities across the West
— and the country — are once again at the
center of one of the nation’s pivotal issues.

It’s unclear yet who will win this narra-

tive war. If the TigerSwan files are any clue,
propaganda efforts will likely be aimed at
fault lines that existed long before AI was a
word anybody said out loud.

IT WAS A PUBLIC RELATIONS NIGHTMARE
that led Energy Transfer to hire TigerSwan
in early September 2016. The previous April,
members of Standing Rock and other tribal
nations established a small encampment on
the edge of the Standing Rock Sioux Reser-
vation, near where the pipeline was set to
cross the river. When construction began in
August, Indigenous people from all over the
Plainsjoined them, holding small protests to
block construction, while tribes also fought
the project in court.

Then, on the Friday before Labor Day
weekend, the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe
submitted a court filing describing the loca-
tions of several gravesites they’d identified
along the route. The next morning, bull-
dozers and pipeline security guards with
dogs showed up in that same area, and the
machines started overturning the earth.
When pipeline opponents jumped the fence
to try to protect the sacred sites, cameras
were rolling, capturing the security dogs as
they lunged at people, their mouths bloody.

In court, Energy Transfer said it had
avoided the sites the tribe identified, but
the tribe disagreed. Either way, the damage
was done. The footage went viral, and thou-
sands of people from around the world —
including Indigenous leaders, anarchists,
environmental activists, plus a whole lot of
regular folks and a few lost souls and grifters
— arrived in North Dakota, vastly expanding
the protests.

The pipeline company hired Tiger-
Swan to manage the fallout. TigerSwan
was founded in 2008 by James Reese, an
ex-commander of the elite Army special
missions unit Delta Force. Its contractors
were largely veterans, and the company held
massive contracts with the U.S. State Depart-
ment in Afghanistan as well as corporations
like the insurance company MetLife. Tiger-
Swan’s motto, “Solutions to Uncertainty,”
extended beyond physical security. Reese
established the company during the post-
9/11 era, when counterinsurgency was the
reigning military doctrine. According to the
strategy, winning hearts and minds and con-
vincing local people to take on the military’s



e ~ . PAI

priorities was as important as having an
armed force. Reese ensured that TigerSwan’s
mission statement said that they were not
just there to protect the Dakota Access Pipe-
line’s infrastructure but also the brand.

It’s unclear precisely how Reese chose
Robert Rice to oversee the company’s infor-
mation operation. Rice’s background didn’t
exactly fit the TigerSwan mold. His LinkedIn
profile doesn’t indicate that he ever worked
in public relations, and he wouldn’t answer
questions for this article. However, Rice had
been dabbling in altering reality since the
early 1990s. He worked for an early virtu-
al reality company called Alternate Worlds
Technology and founded a series of video
game companies before shifting into the
business of so-called augmented reality. At
times, Rice’s schemes flopped, including an
app that was supposed to allow users to scan
geographical locations to uncover business
reviews and other information.

Almost as soon as TigerSwan started on
the Dakota Access Pipeline contract, Rice
was on the job. His early strategy focused
on generating divisions within the move-
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ment and pointing out what TigerSwan
considered to be inaccuracies in the pipe-
line opponents’ stories. For example, Rice
researched other threats to the tribe’s water
source, such as an oil train that runs over the
Missouri River, to prove that the pipeline
wasn’t the real problem. He was also eager
to highlight the views of a tribal member
who thought Standing Rock leadership was
to blame for the pipeline controversy. And
he sought photos of injured security dogs,
apparently to prove that protesters were vio-
lent. “Our best bet is to get the truth out first,
and weaken the automatic support the Tribe
is getting,” he said in an email sent Sept. 19,
2016. “The second is to reveal the decep-
tions, which will generate fractures between
the Tribes and the third party activists that
are interfering.”

In an email two days later, he said, “We
want to be careful of public opinion and
sentiment towards Native Americans, so we
want to focus on the issues specifically, or
wiggle around to take the side of the Tribes
and how they are being taken advantage of.”
Rice was attempting to thread an impossi-
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ble needle: undermining a cause supported
by dozens if not hundreds of tribal nations,
without appearing to be critical of Indige-
nous people.

He was just one node in a web of propa-
gandists at work. The DCI Group — notorious
masters of the dark arts of public relations
— was hired by Energy Transfer for about
$100,000 per month to run a so-called trade
group called Grow America’s Infrastructure
Now. Another firm called MarketLeverage
was also working for Energy Transfer. And
as outrage grew over law enforcement’s
protest suppression tactics, the National
Sheriffs’ Association hired a public rela-
tions firm called Off The Record Strategies,
run by a guy who had done PR on the Iraq
War for the George W. Bush administra-
tion, and an opposition research company
called Delve, run by a guy who had formerly
worked for the Republican National Com-
mittee. The Sheriffs’ Association turned to
distributing pipeline protest updates with
headlines like “Is the Money Coming from
the Rockefellers?”

DCI, MarketLeverage, the National
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Sheriffs’ Association and Delve all declined
to respond to Drilled and HCN’s comment
requests. Rather than reply to questions,
Off the Record Strategies CEO Mark Pfeifle
pointed to an op-ed he’d recently penned in
a local paper about how the Dakota Access
Pipeline’s route through North Dakota is a
bulwark against Iran.

On its face, the pro-pipeline propaganda
didn’t seem terribly impressive compared to
the onslaught of viral social media content
coming from the other side. Water protec-
tors on the ground, politicians, celebrities,
journalists, tribal leaders and environmen-
tal nonprofits were churning out content.
They even had a nickname — “keyboard
warriors.” The story of Indigenous people
from all over the world coming together
to defend the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe’s
sovereignty, sacred sites and drinking
water source from an oil pipeline compa-
ny had captured the proverbial hearts and
minds of people around the world. At a
moment of fear and uncertainty about the
climate crisis, what was unfolding on the
remote prairies of North Dakota felt like
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an answer to an existential question.

Making matters worse for the pipeline
company, Facebook Live had become wide-
ly available that year. If it’s outrage that
helps drive social media algorithms, then
the ability to watch in real time as police
sprayed water protectors with water hoses
in sub-freezing weather did the trick. Inev-
itably, misinformation mixed in with the
deluge, including images of wounds from
unrelated incidents. But authentic footage of
police violence against pipeline opponents
played a role in ballooning the anti-pipeline
camps to an estimated 8,000 people.

Of course, TigerSwan’s propagandists
had at least one major advantage. At the
same time the Standing Rock movement
emerged, Donald Trump was campaigning
for president. Trump held investments in
both Energy Transfer and Phillips 66, anoth-
er part-owner of the Dakota Access Pipeline.
He traveled the country, shouting, “Drill,
baby, drill.” The candidate’s combative
messaging was rewarded heartily on Face-
book and Twitter. Even as Trump dismissed
mainstream media as “fake news,” actual
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disinformation, a disproportionate amount
of it favorable to him, flooded social media
like never before.

On Now. 9, Trump declared victory. He’d
won in North Dakota by a larger margin than
all but three other states. Right then, the
pipeline propagandists found their footing.

That same day, TigerSwan launched
its first Facebook page, Netizens for Prog-
ress and Justice. Its opening video said that
what people were seeing on social media
about Standing Rock was wrong. Mixed in
with the peaceful demonstrators were paid
protesters, who were violent, the video
claimed. Protesters were the ones attacking
the police, rather than the other way around.
Construction was not happening on sacred
land, and the pipeline would not harm the
water supply. The post garnered 1.8 million
views, and 1,400 comments.

The claims were misleading at best.
Some protesters did throw objects, many
yelled at cops, and atleast a couple sabotaged
equipment, but the police’s crowd-control
weapons caused numerous injuries, and
their guns carried a threat of deadly force.




As to whether the pipeline would harm the
water supply, pipelines often leak, and they
carry oil that contributes to a climate crisis
that is also a water-scarcity crisis, including
for North Dakota.

The theme of paid protesters would
come up again and again in the months
ahead. It’s a fact that millions of dollars were
pouring into crowdfunding pages launched
by hundreds of pipeline opponents. Many
donations were used for camp infrastruc-
ture or legal defense, but some of the mon-
ey was spent frivolously by individuals.
It’s also accurate that nonprofits or tribal
governments paid a small set of people for
their time in the camps. But the caricature
of a vast field of professional protesters who
were in it for the money has never been true.

It’s unclear if Rice knew how impec-
cable his timing was. Right then, locals
from Bismarck and Mandan were getting
fed up with the protests — and getting
organized themselves.

What would give TigerSwan’s propagan-
dalifewasthatitlanded onalocal population
that was uniquely vulnerable to its strategies.

UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS
Lowell professor James Forest, an expert
on counterterrorism and propaganda, has a
name for guys like Robert Rice: digital influ-
ence mercenaries. They’re online actors who
foster polarization for a profit. He explained
how it works. “If you are targeting a group
or even an individual,” he said, “and you’ve
gathered information about the things that
they’re uncertain about — that can become
a weapon of sorts.”

An effective digital influence mercenary
triggers an echo chamber that deepens peo-
ple’s fear-based convictions. “You can even
provoke them to do things that you want
them to do,” he added.

When I asked Forest what he would
expect a digital influence mercenary to do
in the scenario TigerSwan confronted at
Standing Rock, he answered easily. “First
and foremost, you want to gather informa-
tion about the kind of population that you’re
trying to influence. Are there potential divi-
sions within that population?

“What you’re looking for are seams that
you can fracture,” he added.

Mandan, North Dakota, is “where
the West begins,” according to its motto.

Founded in the 1870s at the western end-
point of the Northern Pacific Railroad, the
Bismarck-Mandan area was briefly a sort
of border zone between the settled United
States and the vast swaths of land belong-
ing to Indigenous nations. The cities were
established at a moment when U.S. history
hinged on what was unfolding in the Dakota
Territory.

pipeline. At its best, in her view, the area’s
insular attitude means those who are known
in the community have each others’ backs.
However, it also can mean racism,
said Kandi White, the water protector who
observed the trial. “We have a lot of farmers
and ranchers and people around here that
are, like, “‘We’re hard workers. We grew up
on the land. We’re very nice people. And

“|f you are targeting a group or even

an individual, and you’ve gathered

information about the things that

they’re uncertain about — that can

become a weapon of sorts.”

In1890, police killed the famous Hunkpa-
pa Lakota leader Sitting Bull on the Standing
Rock Indian Reservation, south of Bismarck.
The Wounded Knee massacre happened two
weeks later. The events marked the end of
open warfare between the U.S. military and
Indigenous nations fighting to hold onto
their land. White people had already been
streaming in from the East, some attract-
ed by the Homestead Act, which promised
160-acre plots of Indigenous land to settlers
and others rushing toward gold in the Black
Hills, an area sacred to numerous Indige-
nous nations.

Since the 1890s, North Dakota has rare-
ly found itself at the white-hot center of U.S.
conflicts. “There’s alocal watering hole I love
to go to,” explained Kay LaCoe, who admin-
istered a Facebook page in 2016 where area
residents complained about the protests.
“Every time that door opens and somebody
else walks in, everybody turns and looks at
the door to see who it is and, you know, is ita
local or is it not?”

LaCoe was born and raised in Bismarck.
Her favorite pastime is cowboy mounted
shooting, a sport that involves shooting bal-
loons with a gun while riding a horse. Until
very recently, she was a spokesperson for the
lignite coal industry, but she swears that has
nothing to do with how she felt about the

if you rock the boat, then you’re a bad per-
son.”” Stereotypes of Indigenous people as
alcoholics persist. “There’s a lack of under-
standing of boarding schools and how we
had a whole lost generation of elders who
were hurting very, very, very bad,” White
said, referring to the assimilationist poli-
cies that attempted to eliminate Indigenous
languages and cultures.

Plenty of people in Bismarck and Man-
dan were sympathetic to the protests when
they started out small, but even LaCoe
noticed one thing early on. “At the very
beginning of the peaceful demonstrations,
it really amped up that anti-Native senti-
ment,” she said.

Fear and anger spread first in the agri-
cultural areas closest to the protest camps.
“Not many people live here, and we had
strangers driving around. How’s that
sound?” said Doug Hille, a rancher who lives
on a dead-end road that both workers and
water protectors used to get to a pipeline
construction site. The extra traffic made it
difficult for Hille to transport hay on narrow
gravel roads with semitrucks. At one point,
pipeline opponents took pictures of his
home until he threatened them with a rifle.
“I and several other people just got in the
habit that we carried weapons for personal
protection,” he said.
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Pro-police sentiments are widespread
in Bismarck and Mandan. There, the Face-
book Live videos sparked anger on behalf
of the police. Many felt that media outlets
unfairly favored the water protectors’ nar-
rative of peaceful protectors against violent
cops. It didn’t help that some pipeline oppo-
nents doxed cops, posting their personal
information online. Some public officials
got threatening phone calls — even visits to
their homes.

At one point, demonstrators set a
bridge on fire. An idea started to circulate
that this was not the “right” way to protest.
Even among Indigenous leaders within the
camps, disagreements over tactics left some
with a sense that the movement had been
exploited by outsiders or grifters.

In November, a local guy started a pri-
vate Facebookgroup called DefeND BisMan,
where people could vent about protest-
related disruptions without being criticized
by anti-pipeline users. As the group grew
in popularity, LaCoe took over as admin-
istrator, deleting ugly comments as they’d
come up.

Then, on Thanksgiving, Bismarck and
Mandan residents started their day with an
emergency alert, stating that protesters had
blocked the intersection connecting the two
cities. Images circulated on social media of a
demonstrator carrying a pig’s head mount-
ed on a stick. LaCoe spent six hours on the
phone with outraged community members,
who took the pig’s head as a threat to law
enforcement. The next day, Black Friday,
water protectors marched into Bismarck’s
Kirkwood Mall and formed a prayer cir-
cle before being arrested. One local right-
wing blogger claimed it was a “war on the
Bismarck/Mandan community.”

It was a supercharged moment, LaCoe
said: “When Trump gets elected, communi-
ty voices are feeling heard and empowered,
and then a group of people that doesn’t live
here, doesn’t contribute to the community,
puts pigs’ heads on sticks on Thanksgiving.”

Requests to join the DefeND BisMan
Facebook group spiked. The group soon
included about 4,000 members, and other
Facebook groups like it began popping up.

According to Forest, the professor of
security studies, a group like DefeND BisMan
is ideal for a digital influence mercenary.
“By the nature of being allowed into that

digital influence silo, in the in-group, you've
already excluded other competing narra-
tives,” he said.

The group rapidly became a target for
Rice.

R2: Jim we are pushing various things on Facebook
(primary) and website (secondary). Definitely
contributing to some infighting and factions, both
internal and on the bigger scope (like anti protestors
in Bisman).

11/23/16,5:26 PM

R2: we are starting to get a following that is happily
sharing what we are putting out, and a bunch of
haters that are sharing it just as much to get their
friends in on the proxy social media fight.
11/23/16,5:45 PM

James Reese: Good. Send me some examples with
analytics when u can.
11/23/16,6:28 PM

Locals responded. “Thank you Netizens
for getting ‘the rest of the story’ out there!!!!
North Dakotan’s are so fed up with being
invaded by the *violent* protesters,” read
one post that Thanksgiving week.

TigerSwan brought on Nick Johnson,
who ran a “clickbait empire” that sought
to generate traffic to clients’ products by
posting negative stories aimed at specific
regions. Over the next several months, they
put out a dizzying array of claims: Children
were missing from the camps; there were
rapes, and intoxicated people -carrying
STDs had been thrown out. Large amounts
of meth and pain pills were being sold; gays
and lesbians were verbally assaulted; peo-
ple were carrying guns. Netizens routinely
threw out the term “eco-terrorist.”

They got support from the Nation-
al Sheriffs’ Association. One of Netizens’
first videos featured mug shots of pipeline
opponents arrested by law enforcement
that had been sent to Rice directly by the
association’s public relations contractors.
(See images at left.)

In the comment section, Netizens’
administrators repeatedly denied that they
were oil industry propagandists.

The action also began to move offline.
TigerSwan infiltrators were entering the
camps undercover, pretending to be water
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protectors, and Rice regularly turned to oth-
er TigerSwan team members for intelligence
to fuel his Facebook content.

LaCoe was in touch with another Tiger-
Swan contractor, who offered tips on how
to organize, and she communicated regu-
larly with the police. Through the DefeND
BisMan group, people joined rallies for
police, monitored protesters’ social media,
and offered assistance to business owners
who were feeling nervous.

LaCoe had become the public face of
DefeND BisMan, and she faced blowback for
it. She got death threats and was doxed and
followed multiple times.

The experience went both ways. For
tribal members from Standing Rock, visiting
Bismarck and Mandan changed. “Things
got really ugly when people were telling lies
about the camp, the protectors, saying that
they were dangerous,” said Valerie Eagle
Shield, an enrolled member of the Mandan,
Hidatsa and Arikara Nation who was active
in the camps.

She and her husband, who were then
in their mid-50s and mid-60s, respectively,

“They took regular situations where

people were struggling, and where

people were trying to do good things

and do something they’ve never done

before, and they tried to make them

look sinister.”

were frequently watched when they visited
local businesses and followed as they drove
between Bismarck and their home on the
reservation. “They would come up really
fast on you and then just follow you,” she
recalled. “Even if you slowed way down,
they’d stay behind you.”

Just as things began to spiral, a major
blizzard swept through the region starting
on Dec. 5. Hundreds of protesters abruptly
headed home.

Netizens’ posts fed on the chaos. By
the end of January, its content had shifted
to asserting that the camp represented an
impending environmental disaster, since
people’s belongings, abandoned and buried
when the blizzard hit, could be caught up in
spring flooding. When police evicted the last
campers in late February, before the snow
thawed, the mess left behind became one
of Netizens’ biggest stories yet, leaving an
impression almost as lasting as the pig’s head.
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The water protectors dispersed. Many
headed home. Some moved to a handful of
tiny encampments established throughout
the region to promote healing or prepare
for future fights. Many movement members
were reeling from PTSD and the infight-
ing nurtured by months spent under heavy
police and private security pressure.

Most of LaCoe’s contact with Rice
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happened after the North Dakota camps
closed. At the end of February, someone sent
her a Facebook message under the name Al
Netizen. The Netizens team was headed to
North Dakota to make a mini documentary
that would provide a counter to water pro-
tectors’ narratives. He asked if LaCoe could
connect them with some locals, and she did.

The result was a 52-minute documen-

tary called #NoDAPL: The Rise and Fall of
Standing Rock. Released in late March, it
featured police officers, locals and a Stand-
ing Rock tribal member who didn’t like the
protests. LaCoe was in it, too.

“Wow. Propaganda,” she said, looking
back. “It’s got that ‘message from President
Snow’ vibe to it,” referring to the unsubtle
propaganda efforts depicted in the dystopi-
an film The Hunger Games. But back then,
LaCoe didn’t really care.

“Some of us felt legitimized — that we
were right to care about our community,
that we were right to be against these out-
side detractors,” she said. “By a weird twist
of fate, it was outside influences legitimizing
our efforts.”

The people of Bismarck and Mandan
were becoming more than just the targets
of the propaganda; they were also its
mouthpieces.

BY APRIL OF 2017, pipeline construc-
tion was nearly complete, and the pipeline
opponents camping in North Dakota were
long gone. However, a small group of water
protectors had moved two states down the
pipeline’s path to rural Iowa and formed a
tiny resistance camp that they called Lit-
tle Creek. Another group, organized by the
nonprofit Bold Iowa, prepared to embark
on a march from the camp across central
Towa, intended to bridge divides over how to
address the climate crisis.

Two days before they set off, a post on
NetizensforProgressand Justice announced
a new Facebook page, DefendIowa. “A small
town in Iowa County has been declared the
new home for a cell of leftist protesters,” it
said, referring to Little Creek camp. “Don’t
let them grow roots. Just ask the folks in
North Dakota,” said an accompanying vid-
eo with the hashtag #lowaBeware. In the
comments, administrators pointed to the
documentary in which LaCoe appeared.

As the marchers walked, drivers
buzzed them and gave them the finger.
After they settled into their campsite, cars
slowly circled them, setting off firecrack-
ers. Someone parked a Jeep flying Con-
federate and American flags at the edge of
their spot. People with Bold Iowa had been
organizing to stop the pipeline as long as
anyone in North Dakota. They told doc-
umentary filmmaker Ralph King they’d



never seen anything like the backlash they
were experiencing.

In another surprise, the next morning
the Jeep’s owner, Darrin Ehret, approached
the group to apologize. The filmmaker cap-
tured the exchange. “We were told you guys
were going to come over and burn flags,
that kind of stuff,” Ehret said. “I prayed
about that last night and just really felt that
I was wrong.”

In an interview in King’s film Crossing
the Divide, Ehret pointed to a Facebook vid-
eo. “We’re a typical Iowa town that every-
body likes to keep to themselves. You just
kind of connect on Facebook and see what’s
going on,” he explained. Based on what
he’d seen in the video, he was anticipating a
bunch of degenerates.

That was the reaction Rice was hop-
ing for. In a WhatsApp chat released via a
records request, he celebrated his success in
disrupting the march and described how he
hoped to “unravel” the relationship between
Ehret and the group.

R2: our stuff has resulted in some cold shoulders and
pushy behavior from locals and loss of support. | think
we ruined the first day of their climate march and cost
them two venues.

421117, 7:06 PM

Joel McCollough: Awesome!
421117, 7:06 PM

Earlier that month, one of Rice’s bosses
at TigerSwan had put the propagandist on a
chat with Joel McCollough, who had been
hanging out undercover with Iowa pipeline
opponents for months. More than any oth-
er document, Rice and McCollough’s chat
records reveal the digital influence merce-
naries’ intentions: They sought to divide
people, and they did.

The infiltrator told the propagandist
who was bickering, or who was the subject
of local rumors. Rice’s team then used the
information to develop Facebook videos
where Rice personally posed as an ama-
teurish newscaster, sometimes using the
name “Allen.”

He also pushed to move the Facebook
drama into real life. LaCoe received anoth-
er direct message from Al Netizen, asking
her to reach out to the fiancée of one of

the Little Creek campers and tell her about
LaCoe’s bad experience with Dakota Access
Pipeline opponents.

In the WhatsApp chat, Rice said he
believed they could shut down the Little
Creek camp entirely. He worked to foster a
local countermovement.

R2: 1 spent about an hour on the phone with a local
guy that is going to step in leadership role to orga-
nize a lot of uh, red necks, ex military, iowa militia
types that are fuming about this camp and want to
raise hell

5/17/17,5:54 PM

R2: we have them calming down and they are going to
be productive instead of stupid
5/17/17,5:54 PM

In turn, McCollough suggested Rice
help him with interventions that bordered
on the illegal — like hacking into a pipeline
opponent’s email account.

At other points, McCollough suggested
the duo spread a rumor that another
pipeline opponent was having an extra-
marital affair and proposed that they emp-
ty her bank account. “I'm not THAT good,”
Rice replied.

R2: My guys do not have tools to hack gmail. The
company may have outside connections mayhe?
51717, 11:14 PM

Joel McCollough: Dunno. | can reach out to a guy.
5M7/17,11:15PM

R2: if we cant hack his gmail, if we know where he is
when he sends it, | would imagine we could trap his
traffic or hack his system remotely

57T, 11:19PM

R2: that would require some people on the ground,
but | think | know guys that could that
5/17/17,11:19 PM

Joel McCollough: Dunno. Cool, cool. Hell, yes.
5/17/17,11:25PM

Rice, TigerSwan and Energy Transfer
did not respond to requests for comment.
McCollough declined to answer questions.

There’s one plot from McCollough that
was apparently carried to fruition. In the
chat, he proposed they bribe pipeline oppo-
nents directly for information.

Joel McCollough: So, I'm starting a new initiative,
we’re going to try to turn activists. Offer to pay for
information. So, we're going to start looking for indi-
viduals who need money, maybe disillusioned, etc.
Can you come up with a few names of vulnerable activ-
ists? All four states and beyond. I'm going to task the
analysts in the states to do the same. If they turn down
the offer we still win, because they’ll start wondering
who did take the money to inform.

5(17/17,11:25 PM

R2: oh | like it
5/17/17,11:25 PM

McCollough figured that even if peo-
ple said no to the bribes, the question alone
would seed distrust. He was right.

That summer, Chris Truitt, who'd been
camp chef for several months, heard from a
guy who offered him $100 for the “real story”
of Little Creek Camp. “I needed money at the
time,” he said. “They were playing a game,
so I was trying to play a game back.” So he
went for it, but said he provided nothing
very detailed or damning.

Around that time, Rice and his team
were involved in new pages aimed at locals in
other states where Energy Transfer had pipe-
line construction projects, including Penn-
sylvania and Louisiana. Then there were the
more outlandish efforts, like a page called
“Cats for Truth,” which featured unidentifi-
able narrators wearing giant cat or unicorn
masks, and a site called Black Badger Report,
styled like an investigative news site.

In August, Black Badger Report pub-
lished what the authors claimed to be a
leaked story from inside the Little Creek
camp. It described the experiences of a
woman who had faced unwanted advanc-
es from two members of the camp who had
been drinking. The site said the authors
had paid a source inside the camp for the
information. To this day, Truitt swears that
information didn’t come from him.

Sikowis Nobiss, who is Plains Cree and
Saulteaux and who helped start Little Creek
camp, said that TigerSwan’s propaganda
efforts caused harm. “They took regular sit-
uations where people were struggling, and
where people were trying to do good things
and do something they’ve never done before,
and they tried to make them look sinister.”

The impacts lingered even after the mer-
cenaries moved on. “It’s long-term mental
health issues on people, making some of us
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more paranoid, causing division,” she said.
“Even if it’s just between two people — that’s
two people that could have been friends for
life, but they ruin that.”

EVENTUALLY, RICE AND JOHNSON
lost traction. Rice returned to North Dakota,
and took several local residents out for drinks,
urging them to take their organizing further.
“It is not outside the realm of possibility to,
like, start a nonprofit. We came up with an
acronym a couple weeks ago — it was Moms
Against Violent Activists,” Rice said in aleaked
recording of the meeting, published by Type
Investigations and The Intercept. “You could
probably get anonymous donations from
interested parties. Cough — oil — cough.”

They drank his free drinks, then blew
him off. They were over it.

Around the same time, Johnson used
an actor to play a local in a series of video
posts. In one of the videos, the actor intro-
duced himself as Josh Baker, a Pennsyl-
vania resident upset about anti-pipeline
camps. In a second video, posted on Lou-
isiana First, the same actor, wearing the
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‘“You could probably get anonymous
donations from interested parties.

Cough — oil — cough.”

same clothing, introduced himself as Brent
Williamson, a Louisiana citizen concerned
about protesters. It was sloppy, and Face-
book users called it out.

Invoices that were released years lat-
er in a court case said that TigerSwan paid
Johnson $122,279 between November 2016
and September 2017 for “promotion and
content creation, social media monitor-
ing,” through a company called Cedar Fork
Partners. Johnson asked the company to
reimburse him $30 for the cat masks and
$25 for a payment to an “lIowa leaker.” A
“task order” from TigerSwan described
Rice as the project manager.

Both of the propagandists returned to
their long-term projects. Johnson cultivat-
ed a career as a YouTube travel influencer.

He’d learned long ago that negativity sells
on social media, and his most popular vid-
eos have titles like These Homeless Camps
in California are Beyond Belief, and Immi-
grants are Taking Over Pennsylvania Now.
Everyone Here is Freaking Out. Immediately
before and after the 2024 election, the con-
tent shifted notably toward MAGA. Johnson
didn’t reply to questions about whether he
accepted money from the campaign.

Rice refocused on XR, combining aug-
mented reality and virtual reality. He spent
years developing a “metaverse” called
Omniscape, where our digital avatars can
buy and sell things. He compared it to the
virtual universe in the novel Ready Player
One, set in a world wrecked by an energy cri-
sis and climate change.



In a 2024 interview with the media
outlet CoinGeek, Rice acknowledged the
dystopian possibilities of his digital realities.
“My contribution to avoiding that is going to
be letting people drop 3D poop emojis on
their oppressors,” he said.

The thing about Robert Rice, though,
is that his experience is in working for the
oppressors. A version of Rice’s poop emoji
vision has already come to fruition — except
the other way around. In October 2025,
on Truth Social, Donald Trump posted an
Al video of himself wearing a crown and
piloting a fighter jet. The jet swooped over
a crowd of protesters in a city that looked
like New York, dropping graphic volumes of
liquid poop on the smiling crowd.

The Omniscape project eventual-
ly fell apart. One day, out of the blue, Rice
announced to his workers that the project
was out of money, according to Travis Ash-
craft, who continued to work for Rice for free
for alittle while after that. “I'm not saying he’s
a silver-tongued devil, but he can talk people
into stuff,” Ashcraft said. “I've been played,
you know?” Still, he didn’t think Rice would
do anything to intentionally harm anyone.

Drilled and High Country News asked
LaCoe what she felt about TigerSwan tar-
geting her group. “That we got played — my
words?” LaCoe said she wasn’t convinced
TigerSwan deserved credit for all of the com-
munity’s anger, but she acknowledged how
powerful that kind of messaging could be.
“What scares me, though, is, how do you use
that power? Who are you going to manipu-
late next and to what end?”

Radicalization and extremism occur
when people come to believe that the sur-
vival of their ingroup depends on hostility
toward, or even elimination of, an outgroup,
explained Forest. He saw that concept mir-
rored in the bar patrons’ statements about
shooting pipeline protesters. “It’s a fantasy,
but it’s still something that is a marker of the
escalation,” he said.

Johnson and Cedar Fork Partners
didn’t respond to requests for comment for
this story.

LaCoe condemned the racism and
violence people directed at protestors and
said she wished that community leaders
had stepped in to mend relationships after
the protests. “I really hope that we can
go forward as a community long into the

¢“] really hope that we can go forward

as a community long into the future

and heal those scars,

reconnect. |

truly believe that without negative

outside forces, we can do that.”

future and heal those scars, reconnect. I
truly believe that without negative outside
forces, we can do that.”

Except Energy Transfer has never really
stopped aiming propaganda at the Bismarck
and Morton County area.

As Doug Hille, the rancher, put it, “All
you have to do is go to Main Street, Mandan
— take a look at all the money they donated
for the park and to rebuild their library and a
band shell.” He once watched Energy Trans-
fer’s co-founder, Kelcy Warren, write a check
on the spot for a new school for a communi-
ty near his.

As the Greenpeace trial approached last
year, residents of Morton County, includ-
ing potential jurors, received unfamiliar
newspapers on their doorsteps, containing
articles reminding them of protest-related
disruptions 10 years earlier. Pro-pipeline
commercials played on television and You-
Tube. Documents traced a trail of money
that seemed to link the newspapers to War-
ren; in a statement to another media outlet,
Energy Transfer denied any connection to
the company that produced the papers.

Meanwhile, Energy Transfer was shift-
ing its investment strategy toward pipelines
that supply fuel to data centers. Many of the
people who led the fight to stop the Dakota
Access Pipeline have shifted their attention
in a similar direction.

“That’s actually the next battle that
we're fighting now is the billions of gallons
of water that it takes to use Al” said White.
“AlI helps the propaganda machine. And so
it’s, like, never-ending. We don’t have the
ability or the convenience, the luxury, to sit
back and take the time to reflect, because
then we’re on to the next thing.”

Last April, on the 10-year anniversary
of the first No DAPL camp, a group of self-

described future water protectors spent
Easter weekend at Standing Rock’s Prairie
Knights Casino, training for the fights ahead
and preparing for an informational data cen-
ter hearing that the tribe had scheduled for
later that week.

The future of data centers and of Al
itself will hinge, once again, largely on who
can tell their story most effectively. At the
training, kids and grandmas drew four pic-
tures: a place that meant something to them,
a family tradition, an image showing how
they’ve experienced the climate crisis and
another of the future they hoped for. It was
earnest armor for a new narrative war.

“We're still living in environmental
injustice,” said Doug Crow Ghost, director of
the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe’s Department
of Water Resources. Even if a data center
were banned on the reservation, he noted, it
could still be built on treaty land right out-
side its borders, just like the Dakota Access
Pipeline was.

Crow Ghost said that the 10-year anni-
versary of Standing Rock is not a moment of
celebration. As for repair, it will remain diffi-
cult as long as the pipeline has permission to
pump oil under the river. “We are in a move-
ment, and we’re not even halfway anywhere,”
he said. “The narrative is still being spun.” -

Alleen Brown is an independent investiga-
tive journalist. She writes the newsletter Eco
Files, and also works as a senior editor for
Drilled. She’s from St. Paul, Minnesota, and
lives in Brooklyn.

Summer Ester Orr is a Honduran American
artist and illustrator based in rural Colorado.

Reporting for this story was funded in part by
the Center for Media and Democracy.
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IN THE MORNING, before
sunrise, I pray with corn pollen
in my right hand. The corn was
harvested from red clay soil in
the fields of the Zuni Mountains,
where my Pueblo relatives live
and pray in the same way. At
an early age, I was taught that a
corn-pollen prayer centers the
belief that a person is exactly
where they’re supposed to be at
any given time and place, creat-
ing a presence with all existence
that is determined by the prayer
itself. Land-based belief systems
exist across the world, and this
one, which is practiced in my
Southwestern home, respects
the notion that life is a constant
path forward, and therefore you
must set your path. Facing east
toward the Sandia Mountains, I
speak my gratitude for the morn-
ing and offer peaceful intentions
for my day. I thank my grand-
parents and acknowledge their
ancestors and the younger ances-
tors I knew and loved who are no
longer in this moment to breathe
the morning air with me. Itoss the
corn pollen at my feet, just as my
relatives have done before me and
like everyone who comes after me
will do. We have done this since,
well, forever.

Along the corn pollen trail, I
met Deb Haaland, a Laguna and
Jemez Pueblo relative who starts
her days in a similar way. “I wake
up every morning, and I recom-
mit myself to the things that I
was taught by my grandparents,”
Haaland told me in April outside
anenergy summitin Santa Fe. Her
grandparents were contemporar-
ies of my great-grandparents, all
of them Pueblo people who shared
the knowledge and lifeways that
have led us to this moment today.
Haaland, who made history
during the Biden administration
asthe first Indigenous secretary of
the Interior, has been on the road
since 2025, zigzagging between
rural New Mexican towns like

On the corn pollen trail
with Deb Haaland

Talking politics and tribal sovereignty with
New Mexico’s (likely) next governor.

BY SHAUN GRISWOLD | PHOTOS BY CHARLES MONTOYA

Gallup and Shiprock and then back
to politicking in Santa Fe before
returning home to Albuquerque
for the night. She credits her
ancestors’ resilience for where
she is now: frontrunner in the
gubernatorial race and leading the
path for the United States through
post-Trump reconstruction.

If Haaland wins, she will be
New Mexico’s third consecutive
female governor and the first
Native American to hold the office
there. Many saw the Democratic
primary as her biggest hurdle, but
she won by 45 percentage points.
She has championed a platform
that expands public health care,
strengthens state environmental
regulations, increases the state
minimum wage, leverages energy
profits for progressive policies
and advances tribal sovereignty.

In many ways, a Native
American governor is a contra-
diction: The position owes its
power to a tribal self-determi-
nation movement that is against
racist state violence, and yet
an Indigenous person in that
role becomes a part of the very
system that perfected that state
violence. If she’s elected, it will
be Haaland’s responsibility to
manage relationships with the
23 tribal nations in the state,
using tools like the New Mexico
State-Tribal Collaboration Act of
2009 to work with state and tribal
leaders on government policy.

The legislation requires state
agencies to form working partner-
ships to negotiate their practices
and policies with tribes in New
Mexico. It’s a bit like a state
version of the trust and treaty
obligations the federal govern-
ment has with tribes, something
Haaland knows intimately, first
as a Pueblo woman and then as
Interior secretary, where she
demonstrated how someone with
land-based beliefs could lead on
federal land management.

This has put her exactly
where she needs to be to
advance tribal sovereignty
within the United States. As the
first Native American woman to
be elected governor, Haaland
would be continuing Pueblo
leadership that pre-dates multi-
ple colonial governments.

Along the trail, we met up
several times to discuss her
vision and plans for New Mexico.
Our conversations below have
been edited for length and clarity.

You’ve been on the campaign
trail for more than a year now
and have talked with voters about
how pivotal this election is given
what’s going on nationally. What’s
it like to be here at this moment?
It’s always exciting. ... Donald
Trump took 3% of our voters
in the last election, and I'm
going to get those back. Donald
Trump promised to lower costs

for people. He’s not focused on
that at all. He’s making things
more expensive, and at the same
time, he’s focused on terrorizing
our neighborhoods and creat-
ing chaos all over, not just New
Mexico but all over the country.
So people want us to pay atten-
tion to the issues that affect them.

What do you have to consider

when beginning conversations

on tribal sovereignty with popula-
tions who are beginning to learn

about it, or who are non-Native?

Pueblo Indians have been in the

Rio Grande Valley since the late

1200s, sometimes migrating from

other placesin New Mexico. Their
ancestral homeland is vast. Their
tribal boundaries may not be vast,
and in many instances, tribes

have bought back land to add to

their land base. Any corporation,
project developer or emerging

leader needs to know and under-
stand that history.

(Tribes in New Mexico) have
been taken advantage of through
the many decades. And so, they’re
skeptical. It’s up to (outsiders) to
develop that relationship, make
sure they are being transparent
and upfront about all of the infor-
mation, so that a relationship of
trust can develop, and perhaps
tribes will get on board with those
opportunities and move forward
with them.

Is it possible to build a relation-
ship of trust with people who
may be completely opposed to
tribal sovereignty principles?
Tribes deserve respect, first
of all, and they deserve to be a
part of something that is affect-
ing their ancestral homeland.
Maybe there’s a transmission
line or whatever it is that’s
going through, maybe it doesn’t
even touch their land, but if
they can see it from their land,
they need to be brought into
the project.
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“(Tribes) have been taken advantage of through the many decades. And so,
they're skeptical. It’s up to (outsiders) to develop that relationship.”

Shaun Griswold speaks with Deb Haaland at the rodeo on Independence Day in Clayton, New Mexico.

Are you noticing now that in
rooms with large business
leaders or small local business
leaders that they understand the
pronouncement of tribal capital?
Yes, I do. Talking to industry lead-
ersonthe campaign trail, one of the
first things they talk about with me
is that they have somebody who is
reaching out to tribes, somebody

whoiscollaborating with tribes. In
New Mexico, we have a State-Tribal
Collaboration Act. We recognize
the value that tribes bring to our
state, and we also recognize the
responsibility of our state to ensure
that we are respecting tribes —
their sovereignty, their land base,
what they bring to our economy, all
of those things.

I’m curious how you consider
water use and management in
a state that has to perpetually
consider drought conditions,
but needs more people?

If industry wants to move to
New Mexico, (it) needs to be
sustainable. Water should be
prioritized for people.

There’s been a federal destruc-
tion of the Environmental
Protection Act (EPA). Is this
an opportunity for states like
New Mexico to fill that gap?

We absolutely have to fill the
gap. We don’t have a choice. The
federal government is firing
people, they’re cutting all these
programs, but (it) still has an
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“We have to hire
more lawyers
so that we can
sue the federal

government
when (it) needs
to be sued for
encroaching
on our state
sovereignty, or
ruining our
environment.
We need to sue
the federal
government when
it’s taking
funds away from
people who are
promised benefits.”
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obligation to our state, and I'm
going to do everything I can to
make (it) live up to that. We can’t
justlet our environment go by the
wayside because Donald Trump
has decided that he wants to
pocket abunch of money.

How would you as governor work
with state agencies, the attorney
general, or even the Legislature,
to sue major companies, or
to work toward settlements
for claims on behalf of New
Mexicans who were harmed?

We have to hire more lawyers
so that we can sue the federal
government when (it) needs to
be sued for encroaching on our
state sovereignty, or ruining our
environment. We need to sue the
federal government when (it’s)

taking funds away from people
who are promised benefits. I
think that we really need to build
that out, because New Mexico
has to press these issues with the
federal government in a big way. I
think that’s how we do it, through
the courts.

What could you do as governor
to ensure that the history curric-
ulum about the federal Indian
Boarding School erais taught in
New Mexico public schools?

Native American History is
American history. Every single
American in this country owns
that history — that terrible,
violent, horrible federal Indian
Boarding School history. Let’s see
how we can make sure that this is
something that all children know

and understand, because board-
ing schools happened right here
in New Mexico.

My grandparents were put on
atrain and sent to St. Catherine’s
here in Santa Fe. My great-grand-
father was only able to visit my
grandmother twice in the five
years she was separated from her
family, because all he had was a
horse and a wagon to travel. This
is New Mexico history. Fort Union,
which is north of Las Vegas, was
a way station, and they would
take Native children to that place
and shave their heads, burn their
clothes, put them in uniforms,
and send them on a train to what-
ever boardingschool they felt they
needed to go to. New Mexico has
a deep history when it comes to
federal Indian boarding schools.

We have an important state; we
have an important history. It’s a
history that every New Mexican
should know about. We all have
an obligation to that. -

Shaun Griswold is from the
high-elevation deserts in
New Mexico. They’re a sover-
eign citizen from the Pueblos
of Laguna, Jemez and Zuni
who writes about Indigenous
people living with colonialism.

Charles Montoya (Tamaya/
Walatowa Pueblos) is a New
Mexico-based analog film photog-
rapher. Montoya documents
everyday life, community and
cultural identity. His work has
been featured in both local and
national publications.
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MARKETPLACE

Notice to our advertisers: You can place classified ads with our online
classified system. Visit hcn.org/classifieds. Aug. 1, 2026, is the
deadline to place your classified ad in the September 2026 issue.

Email advertising@hcn.org for help or information.

Advertising Policy — We accept advertising because it helps pay

the costs of publishing a high-quality, full-color magazine, where
topics are well-researched and reported in an in-depth manner. The
percentage of the magazine’s income that is derived from advertising is
modest, and the number of advertising pages will not exceed one-third

of printed pages annually.

REAL ESTATE FOR RENT

Coming to Tucson? — Popular
vacation house, furnished, two
bedrooms, sleeps 3-4, one bath,
laundry room, dog-friendly,
fenced/walled large yards.
Contact Lee at cloler@cox.net or
520-990-3689.

REAL ESTATE FOR SALE

Quiet retreat property on California’s
Central Coast — 126 acres on
Cypress Mountain Road. Two
ponds and one well. Serene private
retreat between Paso Robles and
Cambria, California. Call/email
Alicia DiGrazia: 805-835-3373
pasoregal@gmail.com

An oasis in the Moab high desert

— A private 10-acre ranch in a
protected wildlife conservation
corridor, minutes from town center.
435-260-8245
rachel@bhhsutah.com
www.moabreco.com

Toovuhsuhvooch Archaeological
District for sale — Opportunity to
own this 160-acre land in Nine
Mile Canyon, Utah. 731.2 acre-feet
of water. Listed on the National
Register of Historic Places.
djensen@erabrokers.com
www.toovuhsuhvooch.com

10 acres for sale — South of Tyrone,
New Mexico. 25 minutes from
Silver City. Seasonal running
water, hiking trails, wildflowers,
hummingbirds and world-class
stargazing. $300,000 OBO.
650-269-5282
lantilford@gmail.com

Two thriving AirBnB retreats — Kale’s
Cottage and Laura’s Tower are
two of Paonia’s favorite places

to stay, offering charm, privacy
and a truly unique lodging
experience. Perched above town
on nearly an acre, this exceptional
property provides endless
possibilities. Both are excellent
income producers. Adding to the
property’s appeal is a studio, a
separate laundry facility, a root
cellar and a shed. MLS #834664.
Listed by: Greta Gibb and Ann
Marie Gambino, Paonia Realty.
970-270-3311
greta@paoniarealty.com
https://ksvc.paragon.ice.com/s/
goto/Fz914w1br8X

TOURS AND TRAVEL

Grapevine Gallery local art —
Explore the creativity of Paonia,
Colorado’s local artists through a
collection of ceramics, paintings,
photography and other unique
works.

970-508-1255
www.grapevinegallery.co/

DONOR ADVISED FUNDS

APPRECIATED STOCK

ou avoid ay| g cap gains taxe
can deduct the full market valu
stock on your tax return.

If you are 70 Y- or older, you may donate up to
$111,000 directly from your IRA to HCN tax-free.
If you’re 73 or older, you may use this transfer
to satisfy some or all of your required minimum
distribution.

Looking for a
way to simplify
how you donate?
You have options!

e Learn more
-F"-E about the many
|¢ ways you can
[y support HCN at:
'z hcn.org/support

e
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INSPIRE. ENGAGE. PROTECT.
MAKE YOUR VISIT MATTER.

With Grand Canyon Conservancy, every step, story,
and purchase helps protect the park you love.

Explore deeper through immersive Field Institute adventures —
from rim walks to multi-day backpacking trips. Be inspired

by artists, scholars, and scientists in residence who share free
programs with visitors. Shop with purpose in GCC Park Stores
across the South Rim.

SCANTO

public education, and the protection of wildlife and habitats - DISCOVER
today and for generations to come.

Your support funds trail and historic building preservation,

i GRAND CANYON @& &

1 CONSERVANCY

THE OFFICIAL NONPROFIT PARTNER OF GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK

www.grandcanyon.org




LIFEWAYS

An Inuit woman explores living in direct relationship
with the land, water and plant and animal relatives of Alaska.

Sila decides

In Inupiaqg, when the weather talks, you listen.

BY LAURELI IVANOFF
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IN WINTER, Papa would stand at the
north-facing window of his home, looking
to the open sky and his neighbor’s sleeping
garden. “Alapaa,” he would say: “It likes to be
cold,” in Inupiaq. He was talking about Sila,
the weather.

And on January days during my child-
hood, when we all gathered for supper and
the house shook from coastal storms and the
snow berms throughout town grew and grew
over the season, Papa would say something
like “Pigsiguktuq,” to my Gram, mom, aunties
and uncles.

In Inupiaq, pigsiq translates to “stormy.”
The syllable guk means “likes to” and tuq
signifies “it or they.” The string of sounds
sounded familiar and comfortable, but I
didn’tunderstand that it translates to “It likes
to be stormy.”

Because Papa and Gram were punished,
physically and psychologically, for speaking
Inupiaq in school classrooms as children,
they did not want my mom and her siblings
speaking the language and experiencing the
deep and unjust shame and pain they carried.
Mom and her siblings understood Inupiaq
but couldn’t speak it. I grew up not speaking
or understanding it. As a kid wearing braids
and bobbles, Ididn’t have the knowledge that
our language is imbued with the Indigenous
understanding that the weather, Sila, is living
with us. And Sila is boss.

Papa was born with this understand-
ing. In fact, he understood the weather so
well he was a traditional weather forecaster.
Iimagine he learned the signals from his dad,
who learned them from his father and the
generations before him who made Unalaqtiq,
the southernmost Inupiaq settlement,
their homelands. What settlers changed to
Unalakleet. He would stand at the beach, look
out at the ocean, the current, the clouds and
the color and movement of it all, and let Sila
decide our days, our week ahead. If wind was
coming, we couldn’t hunt ugruk. If Sila said

“rain,” we waited to fish for humpies until
a good stretch of clear skies arrived for days
of hanging and drying. Sila told us, and
continues to decide for us, our activities.

Papa was a slight, slender and sinewy
man with a full head of gray hair and browline

Fred W. Paniptchuk, “Papa,” at camp near the
mouth of the Unalakleet River. lvanoff family
photo by Karen Erickson

glasses. He moved with purpose, was comfort-
able with silence, never complained, and
always seemed to look ahead. He wore
scratchy wool plaid button-up shirts, chewed
snuff, and smelled like earth, fresh air and no
nonsense. He had the most wrinkled face I'd
ever seen, sported a crewcut, had large ears
that stuck out, and was the type of man who,
when he talked, people listened.

We often ate supper at Papa and Gram’s
house. All of us. Aunts, uncles, all the cous-
ins. So many that there weren’t enough chairs,
and Papa or Dad would haul a bunch of white
5-gallon buckets from the back porch to fit as
many as could sit at the kitchen table. I never
wanted to sit on one of those buckets. My legs

Our language is imbued
with the Indigenous
understanding that the
weather, Sila, is living
with us. And Sila is boss.

were too short for my feet to reach the floor,
and the raised rims on the lids hurt my thighs.

On those cold or stormy winter days,
Gram would stand at the oven and stir a pot of
fresh caribou soup. The yeasty smell of baking
bread wafted through their small home and
softened the talk, as we knew we’d eat fresh
bread slathered with Crisco very soon. The
oven and all our bodies warmed the room.
Some of us young cousins stole away to play
in the back bedroom, reserved for grandkids
who lived with them, to escape boring adult
conversation and the stuffiness. I didn’t know
it then, but those conversations I passively
heard while thinking of something to do
shape my values and mindset today.

THIS TIME OF YEAR, communities through-
out coastal Western and Northern Alaska are
thinking of and preparing for the coming fall
storms. When I was a child, we experienced

fall storms, but nothing like what we’re
seeing today. I grew up hearing about a major
flood in the 1960s. My dad’s dad’s house
floated off its foundation and landed in the
spot where it still stands, where my uncle
and auntie now live. When it landed there,
my papa jovially asked the man across the
road, “Can I be your neighbor?”

Last fall, Typhoon Halong started in the
central Pacific Ocean, southeast of Japan. The
storm traveled north and hit Alaska’s entire
western coastline, flooding and damaging
45 communities and forcing the total relo-
cation of Kipnuk and Kwigillingok residents,
turning them into climate refugees. In
response, the governor declared a state disas-
ter emergency, and the president approved a
federal disaster declaration.

These floods used to occur once every
100 years or so. Today, the fall storms that
bring high water are a threat every year. I
chatted with Alaska’s leading climatologist,
Rick Thoman, about the frequency of storms.
He said the oceans are warming. Glaciers and
ice sheets are melting. “They combined to
produce a double whammy driving sea-level
rise,” he said. “Coastal erosion is aggravated
by the longer sea-ice-free season. Warmer
oceans can increase also the intensity of
storms.” That was likely a factor in the feroc-
ity of the Halong flooding. He said permafrost
is thawing only a few feet above sea level in
places, and the sinking and settling land can
cause catastrophic flooding where it might
otherwise have been minor.

As we brace for whatever Sila may bring
to us this fall, I often wonder what Papa would
say today, looking out of his window. I wonder
what he’d think when it rains for days on end
and we’re unable to dry our fish like we used
to on the fish rack. How we are now drying our
fish inside empty bedrooms, garages or hall-
ways, using fans. I wonder what he’d say about
the ocean eating the coastline where he and
Gram camped during fishing season. I wonder
if, standing on the sandy beach, looking west
to the horizon, he could see the messages in
the signals and predict the weather like he
used to. Iwonder what kind of conversations
I would hear, sitting at the kitchen table.
Iwonder what Sila would tell him.

Laureli Ivanoff is an Inupiaq writer and jour-
nalist from Unalakleet, Alaska, now based
in Anchorage.
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REPORTAGE

The animals
are standing by

Conversations and kinship with
the creatures in our midst.

BY PAM HOUSTON
ILLUSTRATIONS BY KATE SAMWORTH

MY HUSBAND, MIKE, is retired now, but
he served the public for 41 years in the U.S.
Forest Service. Being retired, he did not
receive the now-famous “fork in the road”
email, in which lifelong public servants
were asked to give up their jobs or risk being
fired, but it hurt him, I know, to think that
41 years could be disregarded so utterly, that

many of his still-employed friends were
told unilaterally by the richest man in the
world that their projects were expendable,
that their work — including many scientific
studies that would now be abandoned after
years of collecting data — had no value at all.

We live in the Rio Grande National
Forest, the forest where Mike served. We
look up into that forest from every window
of our house. Yesterday, while Mike sat at
the kitchen table eating his birthday blue-
berry pancakes, 150 elk came down out of
the forest and into our horse pasture. It is
my unwavering belief they came, perhaps
among other reasons, to remind him that
the work he did was valuable, and to wish
him a happy birthday.

ON THE DAYS I’M IN DESPAIR about the way
our elected officials are positioning BIPOC
people for erasure, the way they’re setting
up trans kids to be the victims of hate crimes,
the way they’re pushing their hypocritical
and hateful agenda to the point where they’ll
get to achieve their primary goal: the thrill
of using lethal force on their own citizenry, I
follow my feet out to the corral to hang for a
few hours with the horses. More often than

not, Raj, the horse I rescued on Election Day
2024, or sometimes Ben, the horse I rescued
during high COVID, will place his forehead
right against my forehead and keep it there
for a while. We will push on each other very
lightly. I think of this as a kind of mind meld,
a mechanism by which Raj pulls all the dis-
tress out of my head and flicks it away with
his lush auburn tail, meanwhile transmit-
ting joyful present-based thoughts into the
empty spaces those bad thoughts have left
behind. Can you feel the sun warming your
coat? Isn’t the sky an astounding blue today?
How lucky that this alfalfa is of such high
quality! If you scratch on my withers, I will
wrap my giant neck around you like a shield.
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YEARS AGO, | WAS HIKING withafriend
in Arizona, and we came upon a rattlesnake,
not stretched across the trail but curled lazi-
ly 10 feet downslope beside it.

“Hello, beautiful!” I said, stepping higher
off the opposite side of the trail to make a wid-
er berth while my friend made noises of dis-
tress behind me. The snake watched us pass
with not a lot of interest, then lay its diamond
head back down on its shimmering brown
and gold body. Twenty minutes later, I could
no longer ignore the fact that my friend had
stopped speaking to me. “You OK?” I asked.

“I can’t believe,” she said, hissing a
little herself, “that you gave that thing
a compliment.”

Did I smile? Giggle a little? Even in those
days, I thought everyone who knew me knew
I talked to animals, though I didn’t in those
days tell too many people how often they talk-
ed back. I can report, with lingering wonder,
that my complimenting the snake brought
about the end of that friendship, which had
not been long, nor particularly deep.

1 have always spoken, aloud, to every
animal I encounter, be it hummingbird, Arc-
tic fox, alligator or grizzly bear, sometimes
out of delight, sometimes out of fear, but
mostly because it would seem rude not to.
I speak to humans on deserted streets and
dark alleys for some of the same reasons. At
least one of us, in any scenario, is likely to
be more frightened than the other. Speaking
nearly always alleviates that fear. The bear
chuffs, the moose snorts, the beaver slaps its
tail, the redtail cries, the grasshopper clat-
ters, the human says, Hello, beautiful — one
being encountering another, acknowledg-
ing the other exists.

I also believe in my ability to call wild
animals to me, not all animals and not at all
times, but the number of times I've thought
hmmm, this looks like excellent moose terri-

tory, right before a big bull pops out of the
trees, or it’s been a long time since I have seen
an eagle over the ranch, only to look up and
have one appear, or it would sure brighten my
mood on this beach walk to see a harbor seal
or a humpback or a reef shark seconds before
one emerges, seems too large to be chalked up
to coincidence. Since lockdown, when briefly,
the skyways and byways were largely, if tem-
porarily, returned to the animals, I have felt
the animals calling me back out into the open.
I have felt their curiosity as they’ve watched
me encounter my post-lockdown life.

Among COVID-19’s many teachings was
the way it brought us face to face with our
creaturely selves, reminding us that we, too,
have animal bodies, bodies that need food
and toilet paper and lungs clear enough
to breathe. Our loss of movement gave us
access to and empathy for wild creatures’
incessant loss of habitat, and our adapta-
tions during the pandemic helped us under-
stand the animals’ continuous imperative
to adapt themselves to us. For all of these
reasons, COVID-19 could have and should
have been an inflection point, a moment we
decided clean air and water was better than
rich men serving each other exotic animals
on platters. I believe the animals were hop-
ing, collectively, for something like that. So
I made my own inflection point. I would
dedicate the rest of my life to listening to the
animals. I realized, with something like true
clarity, that I have always been most inter-
ested in what they have to say.

ON THE DAY AFTER ELECTION DAY
2024, I was opening the gate between the
corral and the pasture when the reddest red
fox I have ever seen found himself trapped
between a rock and a hard place in the
corner where the corral meets the yard. Our
1-year-old Wheaten terrier, Bodhi, has gotten

over- curious about the horses, and our mini-
donk, Isaac, would like nothing better than
to teach him a lesson in etiquette, so we’ve
put up new chicken-wire fencing along the
barbed wire fence that separates the pasture
and the yard. The red fox’s normal escape
route was suddenly not available to him, and
so he found himself with me on one side, the
dogsonthe other, the horses in between and
no available holes in the fence to slip through.
“You’re OK,” I said, by way of greeting,
though Icouldn’t be certain it was true.

Everybody froze for a second to gauge
everyone else’s intentions, even, luckily, Bodhi,
and then the fox made the best decision possi-
ble and scooted right between my legs.

I spent the rest of the afternoon read-
ing stories from many traditions about foxes,
trying to interpret the visitation. I am still
thinkingabout all of that, butIbelieve the main
thing he came to remind me about was stealth.

ELK, HORSE, RATTLESNAKE, FOX. The
animals know, especially now, how fright-
ened we are, as we face together the destruc-
tion of the planet we call our home. They
understand, even when we fail to, that we
have long been and still are kin, and they are
trying to help us, as kin do for one another, I
am sure of that all the way down to my bones.
The owl calling who cooks for you? The
ermine who pokes his head out from behind
a hay bale, not once but six times, because
each time elicits human laughter. The aging
wolfhound who stands in the middle of the
kitchen at precisely 4 p.m. (in spite of her
fear of linoleum) to remind me it’s time for
her afternoon cheese. The osprey turning
lazy circles above my pasture. They are,
every one of them, as expendable to the
current administration as we ourselves are,
every one of us. So, we must bear witness to
their brief, beautiful lives as they bear wit-
ness to ours. We are in this together, all of us
creatures. Let us honor one another’s exis-
tence, and fight for each other to be free.

Pam Houston is the author of two novels, two
short story collections and three books of
nonfiction. She lives in Colorado and teaches
at UC Davis and the Institute of American
Indian Arts. This story is excerpted from her
book Animals Taught Me Everything, dueout
in October from Torrey House Press and used
by permission.
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OREGON
Every night, they descend upon
downtown Portland like myste-
rious black-cloaked characters
from an old-fashioned Gothic
novel — and for over a century,
naturalists have wondered why.
The Bird Alliance of Oregon
believes that the crows — over
20,000 of them — converge
during fall and winter for “infor-
mation sharing,” i.e., at times
caw-cophonous corvid conver-
sations. We suspect their group
chats involve subjects like
where to find the best place to
eat or which neighborhoods
to avoid, all discussed in their
customary caws, clicks and
rattles. As caw-inspiring as this
Crowpaloosa/Crowchella may
seem, there is an inevitable
downside: bird poo, gobs and
gobs of it. Aftertrying street clean-
ers, including the impressive-
sounding Poopmaster 6000,
Portland recruited some trained
hawks. Overseen by the Bird
Alliance, the “crow patrol” moni-
tors the streets at twilight, and
thelicensed falconers send their
hawks into the trees, like flying
bouncers enforcing last call.
In response, the crows make a
discreet exit, Discover Wildlife
reports. “Their very presence
dissuadesthe corvids from hang-
ingaround.” Now if we could just
find a way to dissuade ICE ...
Elsewhere in Portland,
locals have other problems. File
this next story under “awkward
conversations we’d like to avoid.”
Imagine knocking on your neigh-
bor’s door, not to, say, borrow a
cup of sugar, but rather, ahem, to
complain about the unpleasant
odor wafting from the tiny home
parked on that neighbor’s prop-
erty. Thiswasthe situation for one
fed-up couple living in Portland’s
Parkrose Heights neighborhood.
John and Trudy Benjamin told
KOIN that the smell coming from
their neighbor’s tiny home “is so

Heard Around the West

Tips about Western oddities are appreciated and often
shared in this column. Write heard@hcn.org.

BY TIFFANY MIDGE | ILLUSTRATION BY DANIEL GONZALEZ

bad, they’re forced to wear respi-
rators on their own property.”
And they’re suing to the tune of
$200,000 for “the distress caused
by the odor.” The problem began
last year, after the neighbors
wheeled a tiny home onto their
property, and a resident moved in.
According to the lawsuit, the tiny
home contains a chemical toilet
that’s not connected to the city’s
sewer system. After repeated
attempts to communicate with
the neighbor about the smell with
noresolution, the Benjamins filed
a complaint with the city, which
found the tiny home to be in viola-
tion of city code. But the problem
persisted, and the Benjamins
say the smell has resulted in
respiratory illness, nausea, light-
headednessand headaches. Good
fences may make good neighbors,

asthesayinggoes, but apparently,
a good septic and sewage system
can also work wonders.

CALIFORNIA

There’s a new sea-lebrity
making waves at Pier 39 on San
Francisco’s Fisherman’s Wharf:
Chonkers, a 2,000-pound Stellar
sealion. But just what makes this
dock-lounging, barking, yawning
pinniped stand out among the
many dock-lounging, barking,
yawning pinnipeds? People have
peeped at San Francisco’s sea
lions since forever, so why’s every-
one “bonkers for Chonkers?” Well,
for one thing, Chonkers is much
bigger than the others. Stellar sea
lions (Eumetopias jubatus), and
the California version ( Zalophus
californianus), are two distinct
species that differ, most notably

insize. Stellars weigh up to 2,500
pounds and measure up to 10
feet long, while their California
cousins generally weigh 900
pounds and reach lengths of
about 7 feet. Sue Muzzin, a
spokesperson for Pier 39, told
SFGATE that Pier 39’s webcam
typically gets about 2,000 visits
a day, but after Chonkers’ made
national news, viewing jumped
up to15,000. A stuffed animal in
Chonkers’image hasbeen selling
out, and perhaps he’ll achieve the
legendary status of Humphrey
the whale or San Francisco’s
wild parrots.

THE PACIFIC NORTHWEST

For anyone looking to “visit” with
a deceased loved one, air their
feelings or express their grief,
a wind phone can help provide
the closure they’re seeking. What
arewind phones?you ask. They’re
rotary or push-button phones
placed in secluded natural areas
like parks or along walking trails
or overlooking a beach. They’re
not connected to any actual
phone line; instead, people use
them to “call” their deceased
loved ones and carry on one-way
conversations, Smithsonian
magazine reports. “For many,
it is a deeply moving, life-
affirming experience.” There’s
a list of wind phones posted on
the Pacific Northwest Bucket
List Facebook page: Grayland,
Washington, for example, has
one overlooking the ocean, while
others are at Tacoma’s McKinley
Park, Grandview Forest Park
in Gig Harbor and 0.0. Denny
Park in Kirkland, Washington.
Altogether, there are around
200 wind phones currently
available throughout the U.S.,
and even more around the world.
According to Taryn Lindhorst,
professor of social work at the
University of Washington,
“There is comfort to be found
through a one-way call.”
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_how they are, looking at their new haircut.

119 Grand Avenue
PO Box 1090
Paonia, CO 81428

U.S. $5 | Canada $6

#IAM
HE
WEST

CRUZ SALAS (THEY/THEM)
Barber
Portland, Oregon

The barber school | went to was in
downtown San Diego, and the haircuts
were $5, so affordable that it really served |
that community. | was always pretty quiet,
but it got to the point where | was doing
like seven or eight haircuts a day. | was,
like, “Oh, | really have to talk to people for
anywhere from seven to 10 hours straight!”
That’s the only taxing part about my job,
the social aspect. It can be a very intense
thing to be in control of — how someone is
going to look, and how they’re going to

feel about themselves. Sometimes their
haircut is that deep. It depends on the
person, how nervous they are, how much
they want to open up, but a lot of times, |
have some very heartfelt conversations. It
feels really good to see how pumped they
are once they get the mirror and they see

Nathaniel Perales / HCN

Do you know a Westerner with a great story?
Let us know on social.

®@highcountrynews | #iamthewest | hcn.org
fOXdW
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