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Something will have gone out of us as a people if we ever let the remaining wilderness be destroyed; if we permit the last virgin forests to be turned into comic books and plastic cigarette cases; if we drive the few remaining members of the wild species into zoos or to extinction; if we pollute the last clear air and dirty the last clean streams and push our paved roads through the last of the silence, so that never again will Americans be free in their own country from the noise, the exhausts, the stinks of human and automotive waste. And so that never again can we have the chance to see ourselves single, separate, vertical and individual in the world, part of the environment of trees and rocks and soil, brother to the other animals, part of the natural world and competent to belong in it.


—Wallace Stegner


For Man is God


and man is eating the earth up


like a candy bar


and not one of them can be left alone with the ocean


for it is known he will gulp it all down.


The stars (possibly) are safe.


—Anne Sexton
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PROLOGUE


I spent the summer of 1990 “hiding out” at my parents’ modest home in western Sonoma County. At twenty-nine years old I’d landed back at the family abode after my two closest colleagues had been violently attacked and almost killed for attempting to protect redwood forests. I had a target on my back. So, hunkered in a nook on the back deck, thwacking an ancient Smith Corona like Jack Nicholson in The Shining, I began to write the first drafts of the story that would become part of this book. The process was cathartic, the prose near gibberish.


Over the ensuing years I picked up the thread a few times, only to shelve it. These iterations focused on the political and often physical struggle, during the 1980s and 1990s, to protect redwood habitats, in particular the three-thousand-acre Headwaters Forest, in Humboldt County, then the largest virgin redwood grove remaining in private ownership. In 1985 Headwaters Forest and thousands of acres of surrounding redwood lands were bought up for liquidation by a Houston company after a junk-bond-fueled corporate takeover. The epic struggle to save Headwaters Forest would generate headlines throughout the world. It was a big story. The version of the story I wrote, though, seemed somehow untethered. The anchor, it turned out, was history.


Beneath the surface of the fight to save Headwaters Forest emerged a much broader struggle. Headwaters was by no means a footnote. But what occurred there, and throughout the California Northwest during the last two decades of the twentieth century, is only really explicable if set in the context of western development since the 1850s. This book presents this history in its entirety, for the first time, and in doing so dissolves the many tropes and fallacies that have shrouded and obscured the true history of redwood logging and preservation efforts.


During the early 2000s I began the process of uncovering redwood history by gathering the stories of aging activists who had spent years in the trenches of the previous redwood battle—the movement to create a Redwood National Park during the 1960s and 1970s. Then, by a happy coincidence, during the 2010s archivists at the University of California (UC), Berkeley’s Bancroft Library began organizing and curating a particularly revealing trove of hundreds of thousands of pages of primary documents. The Bancroft papers had been generated by an organization launched in 1917, when three prominent “men of science” met with titans of American commerce at an exclusive Sonoma County retreat and created a new organization that would dedicate itself, on paper, to “saving the redwoods.” The collection unveiled an authentic yet unreported history of redwood liquidation.


At Bancroft I copied nearly ten thousand pages of the newly curated archive. These papers, alongside hundreds of other sources, demonstrate how and why American industry, even in the face of virulent public outrage, was able to clear-cut all but 4 percent of the original two-million-acre redwood ecosystem in what amounts to an ecological instant. After years of connecting dots, as with pointillism, a picture formed of a corporate shell game that stands out as one of the most tragic cons in American history.


A puzzling though prominent thread that ran through the Bancroft archive was the crossover between the leadership of this new organization and that of an emerging field called eugenics—or “scientific racism”—a pseudoscience rooted in a venomous strain of white supremacy that would eventually inform the Holocaust. This finding seemed important, and I have explored it here in detail.


To make sense of these interconnected but at times distinctive threads, I have broken this book into five primary sections.


Part One, “Stumps,” explores the ancient redwoods of the lower Russian River, a western snake of a stream in my homeland of Sonoma County. The river’s banks once grew crowded with some of the greatest collections of trees to have ever stood on planet Earth. This entire forest, more than one hundred thousand acres, had been eliminated well before my grandfather was born alongside the Russian River in 1903. Part One concludes during the mid-1980s, when my career as a reporter led me far deeper into the redwood story than I had ever expected to go.


Part Two, “Empire,” tramps back in time, to the mid-nineteenth century, when the redwood belt north of Sonoma County remained wholly intact and in the public domain. Within a few decades, nearly all of these forestlands would be privatized, primarily through illegal acquisition and consolidation of US land grants. The notorious timber thefts gave corporations total control and ownership of nearly the entire redwood timber inventory, which in turn fed metastasizing levels of industrial growth in the West and throughout much of the country.


Part Three, “A League of Their Own,” opens during World War I, when American capitalists were preparing to take hold of a greater stake in world markets that would inevitably follow the conflict then devastating Europe. The men of industry looked to the 1.2 million acres of redwood then still standing in California’s northwesternmost counties—Mendocino, Humboldt, and Del Norte—as an irreplaceable building block of empire, alongside finance, water, petroleum, electricity, land, ore, and labor. Yet, at the same time, public efforts dedicated to protecting these primordial treasures were likewise growing in numbers and sophistication. A counteroffensive would be needed to usurp these movements and thereby ensure an unfettered flow of redwood products for industrial uses. The leading champion of this counteroffensive would emerge and grow in San Francisco alongside the offices of redwood producers and industrial redwood consumers. This champion created the nation’s first and most successful example of a phenomenon that today we call “greenwashing,” leaving a massive paper trail that would keep me in thrall for years.


Part Four, “The Empire Strikes Back,” returns to the struggle to save Headwaters Forest and other redwood habitats from a warlike devastation that was perpetrated by major corporations and facilitated by the state. The rending of precious habitat would be mirrored by attacks against Americans who would dare attempt to save our last ancient redwoods. These attacks would be overlooked and enabled by those charged with protecting Americans from violence and upholding our constitutional right of dissent.


Part Five, “Home,” follows a tornado and reminds us again that Dorothy was right.


In this book I present the most comprehensive account yet available of one of the world’s greatest natural phenomena—the unique redwood belt—and the multigenerational efforts to exploit virtually the entire redwood biome in service of the manufacture of American empire.



























Part One


STUMPS


This long connection of a family with one spot, as its place of birth and burial, creates a kindred between the human being and the locality, quite independent of any charm in the scenery or moral circumstances that surround him. It is not love, but instinct.


—Nathaniel Hawthorne


Wilderness begins in your own backyard.


—Edgar Wayburn
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For my fifth birthday we would journey to the kingdom of giant stumps. They stood just down the hill, and downriver from us, about a half mile away at the Clar Ranch, in my hometown of Guerneville. Why my parents chose the Clar Ranch for this particular birthday, on June 19, 1966, is a detail lost to time. We weren’t particularly close to the Clars, though our families had been friends and acquaintances since 1877, when Ivon Clar landed in western Sonoma County from Santa Barbara, four years after my ancestors arrived from Canada. I do remember being excited to see the stumps.


In 1966 my birthday fell on Father’s Day, so we celebrated both. My mom, Jessie, wore light pants and a floral blouse. She spun her ink-black hair into the beehive fashion of the day, then darted across our angular ranch house, tending to my little sister, Laura, not yet two years old, while gathering games and food. Mom stuffed party favors into paper bags she’d colored and inscribed with the names of each child. Anna, my older sister by eighteen months, stood in the living room, hands on hips, ostensibly in charge.


My dad, Tom, stacked firewood, then stepped inside to prep for the party. Dad was only thirty-two years old, but his impeccable banker’s hair was already silver, a gift of the Irish. When Dad finished outside, he shed his “grubbies” and donned the summer uniform: white shorts, crewneck, and tennies. He popped the front trunk of our black 1960 Volkswagen Beetle, filled it with party goods, plopped Laura ignominiously into the “back of the backseat,” and zipped us down the short, steep pitch of Birkhofer Hill to low-lying Drake Road.


Like most things in Guerneville, the Clar Ranch wasn’t far away—a few hundred yards west on Drake Road to State Highway 116, then a quick jaunt southward, and we were there. Before it belonged to the Clar family, the land, like nearly every stitch of dirt along the lower Russian River, had held magnificent groves of ancient redwoods. In their grandeur the redwoods, individually and as a distinctly singular forest, had stood boldly as one of nature’s greatest displays of breadth and three-dimensionality. Before Guerneville was Guerneville, great trees had glutted the landscape like candles on an octogenarian’s cake.


Ivon Clar had purchased his ranch around 1890, after it was logged. To earn a living, he’d spent long days splitting thousands of shingles from the remaining stumps. For some reason Clar left several impressive examples of the former forest near his farmhouse. In 1966, and today, these edifices remained solid. To a five-year-old the stumps were magical spirits from a mythical kingdom. Amid the massive leavings, a dozen “river rat” progeny, mostly towheads, climbed, encircled, and hid behind the stumps. Other than this misty image, only one other memory stands out from that day: the moment that my friend Herbie, as we stood with the other kids atop what seemed an impossibly high stump, pushed me off.


I see the stump from which Herbie ejected my urchin self as standing ten feet above the ground, twenty feet across—room enough for twice as many children, or even a small cabin. The top was spongy and layered with viridescent mosses. My flight from the stump remains dreamlike, ceaseless, my hands rope burned from a hanging redwood branch that drooped from a nearby second-growth tree and slowed my descent.


Sonoma County’s redwoods were among the widest and the tallest trees ever to have stood on earth. Many were wider than twenty feet. At one time Guerneville was known as “Stumptown,” until the villagers, in 1870, changed the name in honor of the man who owned the largest redwood mill in the region. But the stumps remained ubiquitous, and the town simply grew up around them. Occasionally buildings and even roads were built atop the stumps. During the 1970s, workers installing Guerneville’s first sewage system learned the hard way about the buried stumps when their trenchers ran into them. The stumps were as solid as the day they were cut, and the price of laying pipe doubled.


No doubt many visitors puzzled over the name “Stumptown,” for nary a stump nor even a tree stood downtown after the mid-twentieth century. Before white settlers first occupied the lower Russian River, around 1860, the redwood forests were forever deep, cool, and moist, running along wide river flats for nearly thirty miles to the coast. The forest coated slopes and dominated streams that almost never saw sun. Forty years later, the great trees were gone. A forest without peer had been erased without pause. By the mid-1960s, tourists would again see green hillsides surrounding the town, but these were second-growth redwoods, as well as Douglas fir and hardwoods.


Today we know nearly nothing about the Guerneville redwoods or about similar though distinctive primordial realms that collectively made up the original coast redwood ecosystem. The natural redwood range covers an area of about 2 million acres. The forest follows a narrow band along California’s coastal mountains for 450 miles, from Big Sur to a point 20 miles north of the Oregon border, never growing more than 30 miles inland.


Thanks largely to an accident of economics, a few small remnant groves of ancient redwood still stand, comprising almost eighty thousand acres, or about 4 percent of the original ecosystem. The redwood forest is a world fantastically alive. John Steinbeck called redwoods “a stunning memory of what the world was like once long ago.”


Redwoods began evolving two hundred million years ago, at the beginning of the early Jurassic period, arriving just after the dinosaurs. They survived the breakup of the supercontinent Pangaea and continental drift, and they managed to withstand, escape, and evolve within raging climatological shifts. Sixty-six million years ago, when the Chicxulub meteor wiped out the dinosaurs and 75 percent of all life on Earth, redwoods prevailed and then thrived. To withstand ongoing reorganizations of climate, redwoods migrated. Today redwood fossils are found throughout the Northern Hemisphere. Tourists in the eastern foothills of the Rocky Mountains might visit a small group of large fossilized redwood stumps, at eighty-two hundred feet elevation, at the Florissant Fossil Beds National Monument in Colorado. The stumps are thirty-four million years old.


Eventually the redwood family split into three genera. Coast redwood, the “ever-living” Sequoia sempervirens, remains the only species of the Sequoia genus. Several small islands of the coast redwood’s cousin, the giant sequoia (Sequoiadendron giganteum), still stand in the Sierra Nevada mountains and are major tourist attractions due to their otherworldly sizes. The redwood’s true ancestor, the dawn redwood, or Metasequoia glyptostroboides, was long believed extinct until a small pocket of the trees was rediscovered in south-central China in the 1940s. Once the coast redwoods settled along a tiny sliver of coastline in North America, they withstood cataclysmic earthquakes, epochal floods, raging wildfires, and hurricane winds—and prospered.


Nearly all of the ancient redwood inventory that stands today is found principally in five state parks (Jedediah Smith Redwoods, Del Norte Coast Redwoods, Prairie Creek Redwoods, Humboldt Redwoods, and Big Basin), Redwood National Park, and the federally managed Headwaters Forest Reserve. All except Big Basin, near Santa Cruz, are in Humboldt and Del Norte counties. No grove larger than 500 acres stands between the southernmost park, Big Basin, and the next one north, Humboldt Redwoods, a distance of three hundred miles. Perhaps most extraordinary about this grim statistic is that today in Mendocino County—where once 640,000 acres of ancient redwood grew in an unbroken band eighty-five miles long—fewer than 1,000 acres of the original forest remain.


The scattered archipelago of remaining ancient redwood islands provides sensational aesthetics and critical habitat—endangered marbled murrelets, for instance, would today be far closer to extinction were these redwood groves not available to them—but they are vestiges all the same. They stand as tiny remnants that remain vulnerable to “edge effect” from heavy and widespread industrial logging that continues to surround them. Climate change is already threatening the groves, as terrain dries and fog diminishes. In 2020, two of the preserved groves, Big Basin in Santa Cruz and Armstrong Woods in Guerneville, burned throughout, though not catastrophically at Armstrong Woods. The results are not in at Big Basin, which largely burned to a crisp, though, incredibly, most of the redwoods survived. Redwoods are generally fire resistant, thanks to thick bark and lack of resin. Yet even this hearty tree can withstand only so much scorching.


A walk through an ancient redwood grove remains a moving, even life-changing journey. It’s not just the size of the extraordinary trees but their collectivity and dominance that awe the wayfarer. It’s the absolute, even mystical quiet of place, under which an impossibly high canopy extinguishes sky and presents a prehistoric remnant of a twilight millions of years old. The breadth and history of the great forests are palpable, tidings from another dimension.


From an ecological perspective, the ancient redwoods that remain today stand as living artifacts, almost museum pieces, whose long-term survival is not a given. Tramping these worlds, the end of the redwood rope is quickly reached. The groves give us an idea of the original redwood ecosystem in the way a child’s face reminds us of her grandparents. For the most part we can only guess at what was lost. Like our human ancestors, the true spirit of the ancient redwoods reaches us primarily as specter, or perhaps rumor.


The redwoods were in the wrong place at the wrong time. Redwood lumber was too fine, useful, and available to be saved from the grasp of industry. The rise of the United States, and especially of the western states, to world economic and military dominance was paved, sometimes literally, with the life of the redwood forest. Old-growth redwood produced mostly “clear” lumber products, meaning it was largely free of knots and straight grained. The wood was strong yet light, beautiful. No lumber was more versatile. Redwood lumber resists rot and pest infestations, and it can last for centuries. Timbers used by the Russian military to build Fort Ross, on the Sonoma Coast in 1812, today remain sound.


The northern redwood belt, which ranges from Sonoma County to the Oregon border, produced spectacular volumes of high-grade lumber. Most redwoods stood under twenty feet across, but some were much larger and reached widths of thirty feet. (My house is thirty feet wide.) One tree might have a diameter of twenty feet and stand near a twelve-footer, not far from a sixteen, with a smattering of babies (four to six feet) just to offer scale. And that’s just one family. A stone’s toss will reach another such clump. The scale of growth was far out of proportion to anything humans have ever known anywhere else on earth.


Redwoods grow so tall that a person standing in the middle of the forest rarely sees the treetops. Lack of light below the canopy renders lower branches superfluous, so the first branch might be 150 feet, sometimes more than 200 feet, above the ground. The trees are ancient. A nineteenth-century history compiled by Santa Rosa attorney Thomas Jefferson Butts claims that a redwood cut down along the Russian River, sometime in the 1870s, was thirty-three hundred years old.


Butts lived in Guerneville at the time. During the second half of the nineteenth century, Guerneville ranked second only to Eureka, in Humboldt County, as a supplier of redwood products. After counting the rings of this tree, Butts reported that the redwood was seventeen feet in diameter “when Christ was upon the earth.” Its diameter was only twenty-three feet two thousand years later, meaning that the tree had put on just one inch of width every thirty years.


An 1895 edition of the trade journal Pacific Coast Wood and Iron carried an essay in which Butts claims that the old redwood was also “the largest tree that ever grew in Sonoma County, so far as is known.… It was chopped down by a man by the name of [William] English, and was manufactured into shingles of which it made upwards of 600,000.” The key phrase here may be “so far as is known.” Butts explains that very little witnessing for future generations occurred among the men who cut down these trees.


Three years later Butts ran his essay in the 1898 edition of Reynolds & Proctor’s Atlas of Sonoma County. Here the author either corrects or embellishes the earlier piece. In the Atlas version, the great Russian River redwood would have yielded 150,000 board feet of lumber and earned English $3,000. (It took English two years to chop his 600,000 shingles, and he became prosperous in the process.) The exact number is unimportant, though I’m inclined to believe the larger figure. For instance, in 1876 a travel writer for the Cincinnati Gazette toured the West and somehow found his way to Guerneville. In what amounted to a footnote, the reporter noted that “one tree, and I helped to measure it, will cut 240,000 feet of inch boards, nearly all clear lumber.” We have no idea where this astonishing tree stood or who cut and milled it.


Such a figure boggles the mind. During the latter half of the nineteenth century, the best of the East’s remaining great pine forests produced 30,000 board feet per acre. Yet a single redwood that clocked 240,000 board feet, while not necessarily common, was certainly a regular discovery.


In his 1952 study, 100 Years of the Redwood Lumber Industry, historian H. Brett Melendy notes, “The maximum volume known for [a single] coast redwood is 361,366 board feet, sufficient lumber for twenty-two five-room bungalows.” Yet even this extraordinary figure requires updating. A redwood discovered in 2014, and still standing in one of the northern parks, may hold more than four hundred thousand board feet of lumber volume. Somehow Melendy missed the Lindsay Creek tree, which grew along a riparian flat just above the Mad River, in Humboldt County. According to an elderly logger, interviewed in 1971, the Lindsay Creek tree, at 390 feet tall and 34 feet in diameter at the base, contained a science-fictional tally of more than one million board feet of lumber. It was the largest known single-stem tree ever to have stood on planet Earth. Today the Lindsay Creek stump remains in place, still sound.


The “Church of One Tree,” built in 1873, rose entirely from lumber milled out of one of history’s well-referenced redwoods. This great conifer stood 275 feet tall and was 18 feet in diameter, according to historical records. It grew on the Guerneville “Big Bottom,” an ancient river oxbow that drained when a natural levee breached some seven thousand years ago. Once dry, the south-facing plain held dozens of feet of silty soil that gathered airborne redwood seeds and grew a forest that, measured in volume and sheer physical grandeur, was equaled by just two other sites in the world, both of them in Humboldt County. When the levee broke it left a high, straight riverbank that, once logged, is where Guerneville pioneers built their town.


No tree grows taller than the coast redwood. The tallest measured tree found on the Big Bottom—and here I emphasize measured, for very few redwoods actually were—was affectionately known to locals as the “Monarch of the Forest.” This grand spire topped out at 367.7 feet—62 feet taller than the Statue of Liberty. (In 1963, the National Geographic Society would announce discovery of the “world’s tallest tree,” on Redwood Creek in Humboldt County, which measured 367.8 feet.) Sometime in the 1870s, loggers felled the Monarch of the Forest along Fife Creek, near the present-day Guerneville Safeway, where I worked as a teenager.


There is little doubt that trees taller than the Monarch once stood on the Big Bottom and at less prominent sites along the lower Russian River and elsewhere in the redwood range that were witnessed only by timber workers. Some Russian River redwoods may have reached or exceeded 400 feet. In 1889, the Humboldt Times noted a redwood on Elk River that loggers claimed was 424 feet tall when they brought it down in 1886.














2


When he lived in Guerneville during the 1870s, Thomas Jefferson Butts worked as a logger and studied law. He reported on many big trees, several of which he helped fell, including one near Guerneville that was “22 feet in diameter, and was perfectly round and without blemish. The bark on this tree was 14 inches thick, and in 1869 a ring of bark 4 feet long was stripped from this tree and taken to New York” to be put on display. In the redwood forest, even the dead trees—called snags—are spectacular. Butts wrote of “the dead stub of a once mighty tree” that grew alongside the Russian River. “This stub, long before the advent of civilized man into the country, was broken off about 200 feet from the ground and was 10 feet in diameter at the break. It was hollowed out like a huge flue or chimney. The writer and another party felled this stub about fifteen years ago and manufactured from it over $900 worth of shakes and other products.”


Butts found his trees primarily in an area that would soon be called Russian River Station—a place that no longer exists, but I know where it is.


During the late nineteenth century, the Northwestern Pacific Railroad ran from Sausalito through western Marin and Sonoma counties until reaching the Russian River five miles downstream of Guerneville, near the small town of Monte Rio. Russian River Station primarily served the redwood timber industry, but even as early as the 1870s, Bay Area tourists made the long journey by train to swim in the sparkling Russian River and see the majestic, and doomed, ancient redwoods that stood along its banks. As it happens, Russian River Station also stood at the heart of an eleven-hundred-acre expanse of redwood forestland that was owned by my ancestors.


The low-lying and easily accessed groves on the property were logged in the 1870s and 1880s, before my great-great-uncle Thomas King and his partner, John Starrett, purchased the land around 1890. Yet the hillsides and small tributaries remained coated in great redwoods. King and Starrett built their mill at Russian River Station. Lumber produced by the partners traveled swiftly along sleek rails to a burgeoning Bay Area and beyond.


Both King and Starrett were inveterate timbermen. The longtime friends hailed from large Canadian families that had spent the previous two generations clearing the Canadian wilderness outpost of Spencerville, Ontario, of its great pine and oak forests. Thomas King’s grandfather, also Thomas, an English loyalist, had emigrated from Castleblayney, Ireland, to Canada in 1823 to take title to a 190-acre British Crown land grant, which the government awarded to settlers who would provide lumber for warships and merchant vessels.


The Thomas King who immigrated to Sonoma County in 1873 was one of four King brothers who, in the chain-migration pattern of the day, uprooted for the new land of American promise. Six siblings would remain in Canada. Thomas, William, and James King arrived in Sonoma County together that year, and a younger brother, my great-grandfather David, joined them in 1887. They were following their uncle John King, the son of Thomas and Margaret. During the late 1860s John King had settled in Westport, north of Fort Bragg in Mendocino County, to log the redwoods there.


On my wall hangs a black-and-white photo of the four King brothers. In late May 1915, they posed for Monte Rio photographer J. B. Rhea. The aging men stand shoulder to shoulder in front of redwood branches blurred by breeze. Rhea was photographing a King-Starrett family reunion, “the first time in 47 years that the Starrett family had gathered together, and 25 years since the King family had been together,” reported the Petaluma Daily Morning Courier. More than fifty relatives attended. In the photo the King men are grizzled, grim faces pocked and etched. No one is smiling. Brow lines break like ocean surf to full heads of hair. They’re lean in Sunday-best suits, ties, and collared white dress shirts.


Only David King does not wear a vest. A dress coat, rarely worn and too large, hangs off his rounded shoulders. It may have belonged to someone else. David’s tie is oddly striped, poorly knotted, and doesn’t reach his navel. He is the shortest, youngest, and evidently the least prosperous, the only King brother who failed to amass a small fortune.


David and his wife, Annie, did own land along the Russian River, in Monte Rio. They called it “King’s Grove” and offered “boating, fishing and swimming,” along with “tents and camping space to let by the day, week or month.” They bought the land, four riverfront lots cleared of redwoods, in 1907, for $150. My grandfather, Tom King, and his siblings, John and Lorabelle, were all born in David and Lora’s small redwood home across the dirt highway. My father was born there, too, in 1934.


James, to David’s right in the photo, is the tallest of the brothers, standing about six feet. He wears a walrus mustache and pince-nez. He’d traveled for the event from his large dairy and poultry ranch in western Petaluma, in southern Sonoma County. He’d wanted nothing to do with the unwieldy redwoods.


On the right side of the photo is William King. He stands dapper, implacable in a tailored suit with a fine, stiff white collar. A gold watch chain loops from his vest and disappears under a pocket square. He glances away from the camera, as if distracted, or bored. Of the four brothers, William, or “Billie” to his friends and political cronies, was most successful. For many years William King served as Sonoma County deputy assessor, then as county supervisor. He was smart, smooth, and popular. He’d amassed nearly two thousand acres of prime ranch and timber land in the hills of Cazadero. The land is still called the King Ranch, though by now it’s subdivided into “ranchettes” and vineyards. You get there by driving the labyrinthine King Ridge Road.


Austin Creek, which runs through the middle of “town,” defines the Cazadero territory. It’s a large stream, clear with deep pools, popular with swimmers and vacationers and the few year-round residents who call it home. The westernmost stands of the Russian River’s redwoods grow on Austin Creek, and today a few examples of the river’s original redwood forest still hug the flats of this fine stream. The trees were initially preserved by members of the prestigious Bohemian Club, of San Francisco, who began hosting their annual summer retreat underneath Austin Creek’s redwoods in the 1880s. A decade later the Bohemians would move their camp upriver to create their now famous Bohemian Grove, eventually amassing twenty-seven hundred acres of redwood forestland, including two hundred acres purchased from Thomas King and John Starrett.


In the photo, between James and William, stands Thomas, the lumberman. Of the four cheerless faces, his is the bleakest. King and Starrett owned prime riverfront property that was surprisingly close to the Clar bunkhouse on Mays Canyon—though if you drove from one to the other, you’d never know it, because the lower Russian River curves in on itself like a snake. The drive is seven miles; a flight would be two miles. Once King and Starrett had exhausted their timber supply, around 1901, the partners set out to develop their two miles of Russian River frontage and the lush flatlands of Dutch Bill Creek, the lowermost mile of which they owned as well. They grew hops and built a hotel, sued and were sued. Competition was fierce in the growing West County. After selling land to the Bohemian Club, King, in 1915, sold his remaining interest to Starrett for a mortgage of $25,000. Starrett developed the land along the river into what now constitutes most of the town of Monte Rio.
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I was ten years old when I first met C. Raymond “Buster” Clar. The encounter was, as often happened in Guerneville, by chance. Early one summer day in 1971, Dad announced that he was headed to the hills above town to chainsaw some downed oak and madrone for our winter firewood stash. Did I want to come along? The question was rhetorical. I loved these excursions. Dad didn’t throw footballs or ride bikes. Tramping the land and cutting firewood was how we had fun together. First stop was two miles north, at my grandparents’ small ranch, to borrow Grandpa’s truck to haul the wood. Then it was up to the seventy-five-acre parcel—which we called “the property”—that my parents owned in the hills above Guerneville.


Even within the handsome low coastal mountains that surround Guerneville, our land stood out for its borderless fit into a larger natural area that was, and remains, Sonoma County’s wildest outback. The parcel’s western boundary adjoined Armstrong Woods, an 800-acre state reserve, half of which stood as the largest intact ancient redwood grove remaining in Sonoma County. (Before logging, 150,000 acres of virgin redwood forest grew in Sonoma County.) Armstrong Woods was adjacent to the 6,000-acre Austin Creek State Recreation Area, which itself abutted tens of thousands of acres of ranchlands that ran northward to Mendocino County and westward to the coast. My dad and grandfather and great-grandfather and their assorted siblings and spouses spent their lives traversing this rugged, almost unpopulated countryside, just as my sisters and I and our cousins would do when we came along.


I savored firewood days with Dad, laboring within the natural human framework of self-reliance. (Thoreau: “Every man looks at his woodpile with a kind of affection.” Dad, and his dad, at the woodpile: “Every piece has a place it fits.”) When the work was done, we’d plop onto the warm slant of a sweeping meadow, under a great live oak on a high knoll one thousand feet above the valley. Branches the size of small trees grew overhead in mighty bends and reached back to the earth in front of us, arcing along the ground for a while before jutting back skyward. These oaks stood always inviolate—Dad never cut a standing tree.


Lounging against the oak’s rough bark, we’d breathe the lea’s perfumed air and cool tidings from the coast, and Dad repeated the landmarks: Guerneville proper and the canyon-hidden draw of the wide Russian River three miles in the evergreen south. Then, at two miles, Guerneville Elementary School, where I attended kindergarten through eighth grade, and where once stood one of the region’s largest remaining stumps until the principal had it removed, around 1970, because the older kids smoked and necked behind it. Near the school rose the low protuberance of Lone Mountain, around which wrapped the wide ancient river oxbow of the Big Bottom. On the northwestern flank of Lone Mountain was my grandparents’ ranch, our next destination.


Grandma and Grandpa—Annie and Tom King—occupied one of the more picturesque of the old-school properties that still dotted Guerneville’s hidden niches. Surrounding the land and its long driveway were rustic picket fences constructed of eighty-year-old, hand-hewn redwood grape stakes. We noted the sign whose punctuation we always hoped was in error (“The King’s Lone Mountain Ranch”) and eased past two dozen Gravenstein apple trees, planted here and throughout Sonoma County in 1919 and 1920, when the Volstead Act, better known as Prohibition, banned production of all alcoholic beverages except hard cider. We left the truck laden with firewood and went in.


My grandparents’ house was tucked into a hillside below second-growth redwoods. Visitors always entered through the back door, first fording the pantry, then reaching the kitchen. Everything happened in the kitchen. The front door was almost never used, except to venture outside with highballs and Cokes onto a long redwood deck that overlooked the Big Bottom and hundreds of acres of chardonnay grapes farmed by Korbel Champagne Cellars.


Lone Mountain Ranch was originally Grandma Anne’s land. She was born there in 1903, and she died there in 2000. During the late nineteenth century, Grandma’s father, Albert P. Laughlin, for whom the valley is named, hired on as a drover and herded cattle from Missouri to Sonoma County. At the end of his third drive, Albert collected his pay and stayed in Sonoma County. He looked around for a while, then settled in Guerneville. In 1883 Albert Laughlin purchased 160 acres of cutover land on the Big Bottom. There, among house-sized stumps, Albert grazed his Holsteins.


Dad rapped briefly on the windowed pantry door, and we went right in. On most firewood days we’d spend a half hour in the kitchen to chat and listen to my grandparents’ stories of life and characters on the Russian River of yore. I’d grab a Coke from the fridge, and Grandma would occupy her seat by the door to the hallway, while Grandpa spun yarns and chipped ice at the wet bar for bourbons and water. Today, though, was different. When we arrived, Grandma and Grandpa had a visitor, Buster Clar.


He was long and lean like a country preacher with the wizened face of a rural poet who liked to work outside. He wore a modest but trim button-up shirt and, no matter the heat of the day, a cotton sweater. Neatly combed graying hair retreated from his forehead and well above what I saw were large ears. Browline glasses with chrome highlights made his eyes look big, adding a professorial air. He stood solidly, almost formally, with his hand on a Naugahyde kitchen chair. Behind him stretched Grandma Anne’s glass display case lined with thin, gleaming pottery, spun by her friend Marguerite Wildenhain, the noted Bauhaus artist whose home and Pond Farm Pottery were adjacent to Armstrong Woods. (The state has since annexed the property.) The Wildenhain cups, saucers, and bowls were just about the only “fancy” items owned by my practical grandparents, save their collection of Western-themed liquor bottles (gunfighters, race cars, schooners) that occupied high shelves built around the perimeter of the kitchen. An unlocked cabinet held a dozen of my grandfather’s hunting rifles, all of them loaded. When Dad and I entered the kitchen, there sat the man who in Guerneville would always be known by his childhood name.


“Buster’s writing a book,” Grandpa told me, by way of presentation. Grandpa, a gracious man, included me as an equal. Dad needed no introduction; he’d known the Clars all his life. Both of my grandparents had known Buster since 1903, the year they all were born just a few miles apart on the Russian River. The old-timers spoke as familiar friends, no matter that they hadn’t seen each other much over the fifty years since they all traveled by train to Santa Rosa High School.


Raymond Clar lived in Sacramento, as he had for decades, working as a forester and historian for the state of California. His brother, George, was the Guerneville postmaster and my grandmother’s boss. George still lived on the family ranch where Herbie had ejected me from the stump.


Raymond Clar’s archives are now held at the University of California, Berkeley’s Bancroft Library. He set a high bar for original forestry research. He wrote A Brief History of the California Division of Forestry (1957), the historically important California Government and Forestry: From Spanish Days Until the Creation of the Department of Natural Resources in 1927 (1959), and his last book for the state, now more pertinent than ever, Evolution of California’s Wildland Fire Protection System (1969). (For many years the state’s official program to address forest fires was called the “Clar Plan.”)


Writers were so out of league with anyone I could imagine knowing that it was as if Grandpa had introduced me to an astronaut. I asked Buster Clar what his book was about. His thin mouth broke into a warm smile, and he answered me briskly.


“Guerneville,” he said. Buster was there to pick my grandparents’ brains about the “old days” for his forthcoming history, Out of the River Mist, which, upon publication in 1973, instantly became a regional treasure. Clar first published an exclusive run of four hundred copies for local folks who’d provided interviews and documents. Today I have my parents’ signed copy, number 176.


On this day Clar was interested in the Big Bottom and my grandmother’s history of the ranch where she still lived. He suggested we step out onto the deck.


Clar gazed quietly at the two-dimensional flat expanse that extended north and west for a half mile in each direction until the valley rose into the steep slopes of Pool Ridge and into a narrow canyon called Forgotten Valley. The large flat occupied the northwestern quadrant of the great river oxbow now drained seven thousand years. All of us on the deck that day were aware that a stupendous redwood grove had once occupied the valley. But on this day Clar made another claim, one that, to my impressionable ears, had the effect of parting the denatured grape field as if it were a theater curtain to reveal a three-dimensional specter, the vision of which remains with me today. Of all the remarkable redwood groves that had stood along the lower Russian River, said Clar, pointing from the deck to the vineyard, “Right here was the greatest forest that ever stood.”


In Out of the River Mist, Clar wrote,


One particular ox-bow flowed north, probably into the floor of present Armstrong Grove, and then turned south, leaving Lone mountain as a virtual island. Eventually, the river in flood state cut through the top of the ox-bow U, and the river assumed its present course. As a professional forester, and as one who insists upon exposing historical facts with as much accuracy as human activities and observations may be reported, I dare to make this bold statement. I believe that on the Guerneville Big Bottom there once grew the most voluminous and the tallest body of living vegetable matter ever to have grown upon this earth at any place and at any time.


Later in the book Clar explains that in 1886 John Washington Bagley, an early Guerneville pioneer who in 1865 had built the first sawmill on the Big Bottom, reported to the California State Board of Forestry that “the trees from one measured acre on the Big Bottom produced 1,431,530 board feet of redwood lumber. Only about one-fourth of the tree was utilized under the crude milling methods of the time.” That one acre, containing perhaps six million board feet of lumber, was owned by William Henry Willits on his Big Bottom claim, the stump land later populated by Albert Laughlin’s cows and the desertified vineyard I saw every time I visited my grandparents. The world’s most magnificent forest had been reduced to bubbly.


For a while we stood on the deck without talking. No doubt one of the grown-ups broke the silence by saying, “Back then they didn’t know what they were doing,” a hollow refrain I’d heard many times in defense of our ancestors. Thing is, they knew exactly what they were doing. The destruction of the forest happened in real time; the math was simple, the visuals clear. In 1875 a writer for the Sonoma Democrat examined the county’s redwood production, estimated “increased yearly demand,” and concluded, “The demands of commerce [will] strip our redwoods within fifteen years.” He was off by ten years, but the gist was accurate.


By 1880 the counties of Sonoma, Mendocino, and Humboldt were collectively producing well over two hundred million board feet of redwood lumber annually, an extraordinary volume. Even at the time, total exhaustion of the forest was given. The end came first to Guerneville. By the time Herbie pushed me off that stump, any aged Guerneville native could recount the day on February 7, 1901, when Bagley ceremoniously ran the very last redwood log through the town’s very last lumber mill. The moment marked the end of one of the most rapid, forceful, and—given the unprecedented sizes and ages of the trees and fragile, irreplaceable habitat they produced—tragic outbreaks of deforestation in human history. Bagley had also run the first log through the mill thirty-five years before.


The closing of Guerneville’s last mill was a countywide event, held on a Saturday. Spectators traveled from Santa Rosa, Petaluma, and even the Bay Area to witness the mark of time. “The idea was a neat one,” the Santa Rosa Press Democrat reported the next day, “and a large crowd of spectators gathered to witness the performance of the work.” The story continued,


In the crowd witnessing the sawing of the last log were men who, while they had not the distinction belonging to Mr. Bagley of having run the saw through the first log, were present when he performed the task. These pioneers told a story of the day of long ago anew on Saturday afternoon and it was heard with deep interest. Down in their hearts these old-timers hated to see the saw make that last cut. It recalled the time when the mill was first built. Little by little, as the saw ran its way through the log the recollections of the thirty-five years came home to them. Once in a while one of the old men would point with his finger to the open stretch of country or to the hillsides for miles around which had been robbed of the mighty redwood giants during the tenure of activity in the milling days that ended with Mr. Bagley’s sawing of the last log. Others recounted the millions upon millions of feet of lumber that had been turned out by the mill and as to its value. It was a time of reflection all round.


Like many government functionaries, Buster Clar believed that his presence in Sacramento could have a leavening effect on harmful timber practices. He was wrong, as he eventually came to understand. In 1969, just after he retired, Clar wrote to his brother, Clarence, “The loggers were only half the thieves—the remainder—and most responsible were: 1. the legislators at federal and state level who refused to meet the issue squarely; and 2. the profit-makers who shaped the government.”
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I grew up versed in the lore of the great redwoods that once stood in Guerneville, and I absorbed the grandeur of the ancient forest during countless forays through Armstrong Woods. The redwoods became so much a part of my spirit that I chose a college, the University of California, Santa Cruz, in part for its proximity to the many redwood parks of Santa Cruz County.


Late in the summer of 1985, after I graduated college, I returned to Guerneville, as if connected by a rubber band. I took a job at the town’s gutsy weekly newspaper, the Paper (today the Bohemian). I rented a house whose backyard overlooked a small redwood grove along the Russian River halfway between Guerneville and Monte Rio. As soon as I’d paid my rent and deposit, I hiked out the back door into the woods. I discovered an unused fire lane that ended at a well-maintained dirt road that, in one direction, headed uphill to a low ridge and, in the other direction, led downhill to a seventy-five-acre alluvial flat covered in large second-growth redwood trees. Very soon I would learn that this tract, called the Silver Estate, held the largest remaining flat grove of redwoods on the banks of the Russian River. It was also the southernmost extent of the old Clar Ranch.


The south-facing forest soothed me and drew me in. On warm days I reveled in the cool shade of the maturing redwoods. Easy ocean breezes commonly hissed through the canopy. A rough path, overgrown with ferns and mosses, wended through the flat to the river. In places the redwoods were five feet in diameter and stood two hundred feet or taller. The few stumps not milled by Ivon Clar were enormous and, like the one from which I descended on my fifth birthday, stood ten feet off the ground. The butts of the stumps were pocked with rectangular holes the size of bricks, where the loggers had fixed scaffolding to chop the trees, by hand, above the butt swell.


The forest was moist even on the driest days. Hearty sprays of bay laurel indicated a high water table. I felt lucky to have discovered the place, and I spent a lot of time tramping the small grove.


One day while wandering, I found a new stretch of woods near the center of the Silver Estate. As I stepped over and around the splayed branches of a large fallen tanoak tree, the corner of my eye caught something about fifty feet distant. Instantly I knew what it was. Individual old-growth redwood trees tend to visually announce themselves even from afar. I scurried over to the now obvious bole, stunned by the enormity of this great redwood. How was this possible? Here was a tree of trees, with a diameter of at least twenty feet, straight as a rod and showing little taper. Even at the time I understood that it was the biggest tree standing in Sonoma County.


In one of his Guerneville remembrances, Butts wrote, “There were formerly a great many trees in the forests of this county which ranged in diameter from 15 to 20 feet. But of all the large trees that once adorned the groves of Sonoma County, I know of but one tree that still remains standing that has a diameter of 20 feet, and that tree is known as the ‘Clar Tree,’ and stands on the south bank of the Russian River, about one and a half miles below Guerneville.”


The Clar Tree! Raymond Clar, when he was twenty years old, had measured the great conifer and found that it stood 336 feet above the ground. It was then, and today remains, the tallest tree in Sonoma County. It is also the widest and, at possibly two thousand years old, likely the oldest tree in the county. Neither Clar nor anyone else I eventually talked with had any idea why the nineteenth-century loggers had left this one tree.


One day not long after I found the Clar Tree, I returned to the riverside tract. I came up short at a new sight. In the interim someone had strewn the forest with long strips of pliable orange plastic, which I would later learn is called “flagging.” Other flags were blue; some were striped. I didn’t know what these strips meant, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t good. Back at the newspaper office, a few calls took me to a forester with the California Department of Forestry (CDF; today called CalFire).


“That stand,” the forester told me, “is owned by Louisiana-Pacific [LP] Corporation, and they’re gonna log it.”


In 1985, Louisiana-Pacific stood among the world’s largest forest products companies. I asked myself, and others, why LP would target such a small, biologically important grove as Clar Flat, a paltry seventy-five acres, when the company owned nearly four hundred thousand acres of redwood land in Mendocino and Humboldt counties and hundreds of thousands of acres of additional forest across the country and around the world.


Yet Louisiana-Pacific wasn’t just targeting tiny Clar Flat. Later I would learn that the company was planning to log the rest of its twenty thousand acres of timber in Sonoma County, then sell the land for development. The company felt an imperative to liquidate its Sonoma County holding because the county’s changing demographics were skewing toward an upwardly mobile class of nascent elites who were not fond of logging in their neighborhoods. The lovely views from these stately homes often included redwoods held by LP. When the new residents hiked in the Fort Ross and Sonoma Coast state parks, images of LP’s adjacent logging would be even more pronounced. But about the time I moved into my house above Clar Flat, no one knew that the forest was in mortal jeopardy. It would take a whistle-blower alerting a reporter to expose Louisiana-Pacific’s liquidation scheme.


Nick Valentine was a portly man who so rarely lifted himself from a ragged antique chair set behind an old metal desk laminated in hillocks of paper that he looked as much an office fixture as the desk itself. If you asked central casting for a robustly bearded, antisocial but warm, cynical small-town newspaper editor addicted to Coke and Virginia Slims, a crack journalist with the perfect name who expertly managed a small staff on an even smaller budget, they’d send for Nick Valentine.


Nick was my new boss at the Paper. When we met in 1985, Nick was running the Paper out of an office in downtown Guerneville. I needed a job, and happily, when I walked into his office one day in late summer, Nick Valentine needed a reporter.


A few months into the job, I approached Nick with a photo that I’d just processed in the Paper’s tiny darkroom. In the self-portrait I was squatting in front of a clump of large second-growth redwoods on Clar Flat. Nick leaned back, and his tired chair squeaked. The leather arms and back were frayed, as if slashed by a cat. Peering over his graying, nicotine-stained beard, spiked with a smoldering cigarette, Nick studied the image. I told him that I’d been trespassing in the grove for weeks, and LP was going to log it. I wanted to run a story. I could tell he was excited because his eyes widened slightly and his beard briefly nodded.


There was no aspect of logging with which I was familiar; my ignorance of the industry was total. I knew only that a transnational corporation was proposing to log my beloved Clar Flat. That was enough to get me started. I studied the labyrinthine laws and regulations that guided logging in California, principally the 1973 Forest Practice Act. The act had reconstituted the state Board of Forestry’s role as a rule-making authority and had created the California Department of Forestry to examine logging and enforce those rules on private timberlands. There is no end to the labyrinth, just interlocking circles of dry and often discordant statues and rules designed to ameliorate the public’s concerns about destructive logging practices while in large part allowing them to continue. The Board of Forestry printed its rules in a handy one-hundred-page, pocket-sized guide. I still have mine, from 1985, with its bright blue cover. When I first got the book, I went crazy with a red pen, underlining what I would soon learn were called “weasel words.” The most significant result, and overriding purpose, of the Forest Practice Act was to assure the public that California has the toughest timber harvest laws in the country—a refrain I would hear with rueful regularity.


The “rules” spun logic into pirouettes. Clear-cuts were now limited to 80 acres but could be increased to 120 acres with CDF approval, and they could be spaced with buffers just 300 feet wide. In a few years the buffer could also be logged. One mystifying justification for increasing the size of a clear-cut from 80 to 120 acres was to “reduce the overall detrimental effects of erosion.”


Trees were to be felled away from streams “to the fullest extent possible.” Operators of thirty-five-ton steel-treaded tractors were required to carve into delicate soils and underbrush “in such a manner as to minimize damage” to soils and water quality. Other weasel words included “minimize the effect,” “exercise due diligence,” “wherever possible,” “feasible protection,” “reasonable expectation,” “due consideration,” and, as always, “exceptions may be proposed and used when approved by the director” of CDF.


Rich Lehtinen, an inspector with the Sonoma County Planning Department, had inspected the logging site. He told me that LP officials “didn’t like us being out there. They obviously weren’t very happy that anyone from the county was interested.” When I pressed him about the possible impacts to forest habitat along the Russian River, Lehtinen admitted, “There will be some impact. They’re going to cut a lot of trees.”


Nick Valentine used the quote for the headline of my first logging story in the Paper. “They’re Going to Cut a Lot of Trees” ran on November 21, 1985, and with that I was plunged headlong into the contentious and convoluted world of California timber politics. Once the story began spreading to other media outlets, locally and in the Bay Area, officials at CDF and Louisiana-Pacific received hundreds of complaints.


One reader of the article was Sharon Duggan, an environmental attorney who worked in Sebastopol, a small city fifteen miles southeast of Guerneville. Duggan’s affability camouflaged a doggedness. For the past three years, she had been working with activists in Mendocino and Humboldt counties to halt the logging of a small virgin redwood grove that stood 150 miles north on the Mendocino coast. The activists had named the forest Sally Bell Grove, in honor of one of the last surviving Sinkyone Indians who had lived in the region. Sally Bell Grove held the last ancient redwoods for miles in all directions.


In December 1985, shortly after CDF approved LP’s plan to log Clar Flat, I began regularly consulting with Duggan. She expertly dissected the morass of language and paperwork that constituted California’s forest practice laws. Early in 1986, a local group formed to fight LP’s logging in Sonoma County, and they hired Duggan to represent them.


At her Sebastopol office Duggan was warm and forthcoming, but when she recounted the timber industry’s many violations of state laws that had occurred since passage of the Forest Practice Act and the state’s ready approval of illegal timber harvest plans (THPs), an almost visible cast of incredulity limned her words.


I’d brought with me all of the paperwork I’d copied from CDF’s Clar Flat logging file. Duggan thumbed the material, shaking her head and chuckling sardonically.


“This looks like the same plan,” said Duggan, comparing the Clar Flat THP to another, nearly identical THP from 1982. “I can’t believe they didn’t notify more neighbors.”


The forest practice rules required timber companies to contact owners of all properties found within three hundred feet of a proposed logging site. In 1982, LP foresters had contacted twenty-five neighbors. In 1985 they contracted three.


I told Duggan I was also worried about the Clar Tree. Louisiana-Pacific foresters had assured me that they would leave the tree standing. Nonetheless, it was worth nearly $100,000 as finished lumber. To my astonishment, Duggan said that no local, state, or federal statute obligated LP to preserve one of the world’s widest, oldest, and tallest trees.


After we spoke Duggan decided to check for herself the distance between neighboring properties and Clar Flat. It was an unusual action for an attorney. But Duggan was an unusual attorney. She contacted a local tree surgeon, Darrell Sukovitzen—who would soon be teaching activists how to climb redwood trees—and together, tugging a three-hundred-foot rope, they piloted a rowboat from the riverside homes at Northwood to Clar Flat. They determined that LP had neglected to notify dozens of homeowners of the planned logging, as required by law. When I brought the omission to the attention of Greg Checkal, the LP forester who had designed the THP, he agreed he’d made a mistake.


Duggan was incensed by the “mistake,” but she held CDF just as responsible as LP.


“I want to know why a state agency like CDF… could forget that these people were entitled to notice,” Duggan told me. “To me that is an incredible abuse of discretion on the part of CDF.”


Duggan told me that such abuses by the agency were the rule rather than the exception. Even when it came to the cutting of Sally Bell Grove, the last virgin redwood island on California’s Lost Coast, CDF had violated state law by allowing Georgia-Pacific (GP) to liquidate the stand. Duggan and the Environmental Protection Information Center (EPIC), a small nonprofit group in Garberville, Humboldt County, and the International Indian Treaty Council had sued CDF and GP over the logging. Plaintiffs won their case in a California appellate court, setting a precedent that confirmed that logging in California was regulated not just by the Forest Practice Act but by the much stronger California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). For decades the decision would reverberate through the superheated world of California timber politics, where I would find myself stirring the pot.


In early 1986, while Duggan litigated and I reported on timber dramas, Houston-based Maxxam Corporation was completing its hostile buyout of the Pacific Lumber Company in Humboldt County. By then Pacific Lumber (PL) was the world’s largest—and indeed the last remaining—producer of old-growth redwood products. Maxxam was a mid-level conglomerate led by Texas native Charles Hurwitz, who specialized in buying “undervalued” firms and liquidating their assets. Pacific Lumber was the venerable Humboldt County timber operation that everyone at the time understood owned the last sizable holdings of ancient redwood still standing outside parks.


The Maxxam takeover marked the endgame of logging in the ancient redwoods. By now 95 percent of the entire old-growth redwood biome had been eliminated. At the time, and for whatever reason, I believed that logging California’s old-growth redwoods was illegal. Over the coming years many people I spoke with told me they believed the same thing. The timber industry and state officials had a different perspective.


Maxxam paid just $872 million for all of Pacific Lumber, a company with assets reportedly worth five times that amount and which held a long-term debt of just $24 million. Maxxam accomplished the deal by securing $754 million in high-yield, high-risk, high-interest “junk bonds,” popular at the time among smallish fish attempting to become big ones. To ensure success, the company’s financial wizards employed the sleight-of-hand economic services of not one but three soon-to-be convicted financial felons: Ivan Boesky, Boyd Jeffries, and—at the notorious junk-bond firm of Drexel Burnham Lambert—Michael Milken.


As we spoke in her office, Sharon Duggan asked if I was at all familiar with the “northern redwoods.”


Only as a tourist, I said.


She thought about that for a while and asked, “Do you know where the Pacific Lumber redwoods are located?”


I told her I did not.


“Have you been to Sally Bell Grove?”


I had not.


“Hmmmm,” she said, before telling me she had to get back to work.


As an attorney, Duggan could not encourage me to trespass. Yet her family had roots in Humboldt County, where her father was an insurance agent, and she cared deeply for her homeland. I was a young reporter still learning the art of the understatement, so I was fortunate that I hadn’t missed her point. When I returned to my desk at the Paper, I made some calls up north. I reached Richard Gienger, an activist with EPIC and the Sinkyone Council and a leading voice for protecting the Lost Coast.


“Sure, come on up,” he said. “I’ll show you around.”
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In early March 1986, I took a road trip. It was, as they say, the beginning of the rest of my life. Along the way I stopped at a lovely redwood home built into the sprawling prairies of Navarro Ridge, overlooking the Mendocino coast. Here resided Gail Lucas, chair of the Sierra Club’s State Forest Practices Task Force, and her partner, Jim Sears. At that moment Lucas was tussling with the State Board of Forestry over its proposal to allow timber companies to clear-cut areas larger than 120 acres if they provided “clear and convincing evidence” that no harm would be done to the ecosystem—a baffling if not impossible-to-meet stipulation.


Lucas’s home was surrounded by Louisiana-Pacific’s three hundred thousand acres of second-growth redwood forest in Mendocino County. I got a few quotes for a story, but most intriguing was when Jim Sears, who published the North Coast News, a weekly paper in nearby Fort Bragg, mentioned that the paper “might be looking for an editor.”


My next encounter was with Richard Gienger. I wrestled my beleaguered 1973 Toyota Celica down the sinuous, deserted arc of Navarro Ridge until the narrow lane dead-ended at California’s Highway 1. Northward along the coast, I forded the tiny settlements of Little River, Mendocino, Caspar, and finally the small city of Fort Bragg, population five thousand. Then northward again through Cleone, Inglenook, Newport, and finally to Westport, home of my ancestors.


John King was the uncle of my great-grandfather David King. John King settled along Wages Creek, just north of Westport, sometime in the 1860s. He logged redwoods and kept a small ranch. The land was still wild. White settlers were little known north of John King’s ranch. Family lore has it that, not long after John King built his ranch house on Wages Creek, a government surveyor traveled across the rugged, largely uncharted coastal hills to ascertain the northern terrain. He rested and dined for a few days at the King home, the last outpost of white civilization encountered by the surveyor for at least the next week. From the King ranch the surveyor continued north into the Lost Coast, which is anchored by a small, dramatic mountain range that rises four thousand feet straight out of the Pacific Ocean. Perhaps recalling his last soft bed, the surveyor named these mountains the King Range.


Seven miles north of Westport, at the once redwood-rich Hardy Creek, Highway 1 knifed inland. The route would not straighten for fifty miles; nor would I again see the coast, at least not while driving. Hardy Creek was an extremely steep stream with no flat land. The watershed marked the southern reach of the Lost Coast, twelve miles south of Sally Bell Grove. It’s a place where residents understand that an entire half of their planetary existence is dominated by an endless sizzle of blue-gray slate, an oceanic infinity that ecologist Carl Safina calls “a place of tide and tantrum” that every year “gets hammered and reshaped like molten bronze.”


A few miles after turning inland, I noticed, to my left, a dirt lane that did not appear drivable. This was the southern terminus of Usal Road. I stayed on the pavement. Here began eighty miles of driving across a wide geographic loop to reach the Gienger home, which was just fifteen air miles from Hardy Creek.


The road wended upward until I crossed a ridge and descended to an old steel-truss bridge that spanned the South Fork Eel River, just before Highway 1 ended at US Highway 101. Up the federal highway, at the former mill town of Piercy, I passed an odd establishment slathered across a wide flat on one of the river’s bends: the Bridgewood Motel, now no longer a roadhouse but a provider of low-rent housing. With the Bridgewood to my left, a sign appeared: “Humboldt County.”


I exited the freeway at the small, bustling town of Garberville. Two miles on a back road, following the South Fork Eel River, brought me to an even smaller village called Redway. Signs pointed to the King Range National Conservation Area. Driving was a workout.


Miles up the road I was in an outpost called Whitethorn. An old church stood by the road, pocked by a neon cross blazing the words “Jesus Saves.” The Whitethorn Valley once boasted five lumber mills to process the thousands of acres of redwood and Douglas fir that surrounded the former boomtown. The region was also the site of a tannin industry. Tannin was derived from the bark of tanoak trees, whose acorns had fed the Native peoples of the region for millennia. A great tanoak is a sight, as stout a tree as you’ll find. They can rise more than one hundred feet overhead in broad canopies of evergreen, with trunks four to five feet across. Many of the Mattole’s tanoaks were very old, possibly older than three hundred years. The near-universal destruction of California’s old tanoak trees is a story yet untold. Today, tanoaks that were growing prior to the arrival of white settlers are rarer than ancient redwoods.


I rolled southwesterly until pavement gave way to gravel, and I was back in Mendocino County. A scattering of old-growth redwoods, left for reasons unknown, lined the small river. Here the Mattole ran softly over fine pebbles, an easy flow that once served great migrations of spawning Coho salmon, a species now nearly extinct in California. The Mattole is an odd river in the redwood range. The only redwoods that grew naturally in the watershed were found in the headwaters, which lie just three air miles from the Pacific. From there the undammed river runs northeasterly, then wraps around the eastern flank of the King Range before the waters fan and slow through the wide meadowed flats near the river’s mouth, sixty-two miles from where it started. Along the way the river takes in seventy-four tributaries, large and small, and runs parallel to, and west of, the South Fork Eel River. The Mattole River is the beating heart of California’s Lost Coast.


I followed the Mattole headwaters nearly to their terminus and came to a high point, where I found a driveway at the sign marker Gienger had given me. I killed the engine and sat for several minutes, my view obliterated by an intense rainstorm. I had arrived in one of the rainiest locales in the Americas.


On foot I tramped along a trail, convinced that no one could possibly live here and that I would eventually be found soaked and dead from hypothermia because the light was now clearly on the wane and I would get lost and that would be it. I pressed on. A quarter mile in, a dim orange glow caught my eye: candlelight. I followed it to a tiny cabin. This was an occupied abode, but it seemed impossible that it was Gienger’s, because he lived with his wife, Noni, and their three children. I knocked nonetheless.


“Mr. King! Come in!”


Richard Gienger was stout with a wide face and long, straight hair. A thick Pancho Villa mustache ran below his chin. His low voice was raspy, friendly. He’d been living on this land for nearly a decade, an East Coast transplant. By his mannerisms and speech, I’d stereotyped him as a former truck driver or brick setter. Yet he’d fled westward after earning a degree in architecture from the University of Pennsylvania. I would find many richly crafted lives in these hills, stories of folks whose outer layers revealed very little about them, except their obvious reverence for working and protecting a piece of land. Everyone had dirt under their fingernails.


I met Noni and the young children in the one-room shack. I had no idea people lived like this. We ate delicious stew and homemade bread. I slept in a sort of glorified tent made of greenhouse plastic, kept up half the night by the deafening percussion of the rain.


“Might not be the best day to see Sally Bell Grove,” Richard said the next morning. We stood near his cabin on a luxurious meadowed bluff during a break in the storm. Clouds gathered at altitude and presented a wide view of the roiling Pacific. The ocean was two miles away, but from an elevation of fourteen hundred feet it appeared touchable. I agreed, thanked Richard and his wonderful family for the hospitality, and promised to return.


On the drive home I stopped at a charming Garberville bookstore called Orange Cat Goes to Market. Browsing, I passed a case of detailed US Geological Survey topographic maps that covered nearly all of Humboldt County and northern Mendocino County. Near the maps, a small queue had formed at the store’s pay phone, which was coveted by hill dwellers who lived an hour away on dirt roads. The proprietor was a friendly man named John McClellan—aging sweater, welcoming smile, soft-spoken, articulate. An orange cat lazed on the counter, next to a display copy of Rob Connell Clarke’s seminal DIY handbook Marijuana Botany. I asked if he had topographic maps for lands owned by Pacific Lumber. He gave me a knowing glance.


“Well,” he said, finger at temple, “I have most of Humboldt County.” He opened and closed a series of wide, narrow drawers stuffed with poster-sized maps. He dragged out a selection, put the rest back, glanced over his glasses at a map key taped to the wall, and circled an area with his index finger.


“I think around here,” he said.


I bought ten maps that together covered roughly six hundred square miles. McClellan smiled, “That ought to do it.”


Two weeks later I returned. South of Garberville I again noticed the Bridgewood Motel, looking no less beleaguered on a nice day. Yet hundreds of beautiful homesteads surrounded the town. After World War II, timber companies and small holders began liquidating the great fir forests that once carpeted the hills in all directions, leveling nearly everything in two decades. Many landowners maintained profits by subdividing and selling the land, cheap, to all comers. Canny entrepreneurs, notably Bob McKee, scion of early Humboldt pioneers, subdivided the ranches and sold them to disaffected “back-to-the-landers”—hippies and antiwar radicals, urban refugees, market-culture misfits. The Woodstock generation had made its nascent homeland in the rugged hills of that fine land.


Clashes were inevitable. At first, many old-timers resented the newcomers. When cannabis cash started resurrecting local businesses, things quieted for a while. Then people started turning up sick all over the newly occupied former forestlands. They soon learned that seven major California timber companies—and the federal government—were “treating” nearby clear-cut terrain with all manner of toxic herbicides, chief among them a combination of 2,4-D and 2,4,5-T otherwise known as Agent Orange. The companies wanted to destroy “weed trees,” such as oak and madrone, that might compete with lucrative monocultures of conifers grown for the pulp market. The conifers themselves often grew from seeds that were first treated with rodenticide and tumbled in aluminum paint to keep birds from eating them. Predictably, the birds ate the seeds anyway and died. Then came the helicopters, piloted by Vietnam vets who first scattered the seeds, then returned with Agent Orange.


Herbicide spraying was often indiscriminate. Frequently the newcomers’—and many old-timers’—water supplies, gardens, pets, and even homes and children “accidentally” got doused.


In Vietnam, the taint of which many back-to-the-landers were attempting to escape, the US military had sprayed more than eleven million gallons of undiluted Agent Orange to defoliate eight million acres of virgin rainforest so that US servicemen shooting from helicopters, strafing from jets, and bombing from B-52s could better pick out targets. Agent Orange contains dioxin, the most toxic chemical in existence. Its use in Vietnam caused widespread cancer and birth defects among the local population and sickened US troops as well.


Perhaps not coincidentally, timber companies started buying Agent Orange in quantity shortly after the US government began phasing out its use in Vietnam, in 1971.


The Environmental Protection Information Center launched in 1977 when newcomers and some old-timers organized to ban aerial herbicide applications in Mendocino, Humboldt, and Del Norte counties. In July 1977, Garberville physician Irving Tessler reported to a state investigations committee that “young, strong, healthy people” living near spray areas were experiencing numerous and serious physical disorders, including liver damage. Humboldt County agricultural commissioner John Hart told the committee that the herbicides were “as safe as table salt.” In August, the seven companies, facing down a lawsuit, declared a “voluntary moratorium” on aerial spraying, which stuck.


On this second northward journey, I was trying to find Garberville’s chainsaw repair shop, behind which, in a tight gravel parking lot, sprawled the EPIC office. There I got out and leaned against the car for a while until an unresolved coil of a man shot out of the office, instantly noticed me, and beelined my way. He was slim and wore ratty jeans and inadequate shoes. A tired plaid shirt hung off his frame and, oddly, was tucked in. From his head exploded a knot of inky curls, which fairly bobbed under the pressure of short, impatient steps and was complemented by a kinky black beard. This was Darryl Cherney.


“Hey,” he said, “how you doing?” He was affable, intense. I told him I was doing fine, that I’d just arrived from Sonoma County, and that I was looking for Sally Bell Grove.


Darryl thought about that for an instant. He drew a short breath and said, in a kindly voice, “Oh, well that’s perfect, because we’re going to Sally Bell Grove.” He looked behind me at the Celica. “Can we take your car?”


Darryl explained that a large cadre of locals was, on that very day, caravanning to Georgia-Pacific property to plant redwood seedlings in the cutover landscape of Little Jackass Creek, just above Sally Bell Grove. He was afraid his vehicle wouldn’t make it. He pointed to a van parked nearby, which Darryl had driven from his native Manhattan the year before, seeking a new homeland. By now, Darryl was managing the Bridgewood Motel.


Darryl told me that the tree planting was “an action” timed to coincide with the spring equinox. After planting trees, the group would camp at the small beach bisected by the end run of Little Jackass Creek, just below the remaining ancient redwood forest. I had no idea we were upon the equinox. I wasn’t even sure what the equinox was. That night I would also learn, for the first time, how to find the North Star. In many ways, my timing was exquisite.
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Four of us crammed into my car, camp gear in the trunk and on laps. Darryl rode shotgun. We traced the same route I’d followed two weeks before, but this time, when we got to Four Corners, we launched onto Usal Road. The rutted dirt track ran fifteen hundred feet above the Pacific Ocean. Georgia-Pacific owned nearly fifty thousand acres on these near-cliffs and throughout the region. (Fourteen years earlier, Louisiana-Pacific had been carved out of Georgia-Pacific in an antitrust action.) By 1983, GP had been logging the Usal tract for two decades, but now it was nearly out of trees. Sally Bell Grove was the last seventy-five-acre plug of ancient redwood still standing on private land along the Lost Coast. The forest clung to the bottom of Little Jackass Creek, a five-hundred-acre clamshell watershed that GP had otherwise clear-cut over the past couple of years. The logging had caused severe landslides despite, or because of, the empty regulatory exhortations of the California Department of Forestry. Topsoil melted like candle wax into the creek. Inside tiny Sally Bell Grove, five small subwatersheds coalesced. Removing Sally Bell Grove would cause the watershed to blow out completely.


In the car, much of our conversation centered on Maxxam and Pacific Lumber and the last of the redwoods. I told Darryl that I’d been investigating Pacific Lumber’s 1986 timber harvest plans at CDF headquarters in Santa Rosa. Until 1985 Pacific Lumber had spent four decades selectively logging its ancient redwood groves. Under Maxxam, the company was becoming a clear-cutting overachiever. “And it’s pretty much all old growth,” I told Darryl.


One of our passengers recalled the day that local activists stormed Sally Bell Grove, in October 1983, to shut down Georgia-Pacific’s logging. The locals got help from a nascent environmental group called Earth First! One of the founders, Mike Roselle, helped plan the action.


Georgia-Pacific had anticipated the demonstration by financing dozens of Mendocino County sheriff’s officers to defend the cut. The cops emboldened loggers, who now cut trees even at the risk of their falling on protesters. One tree landed on a local woman named Mem Hill, who was lucky to survive with just a broken arm. A center of the action was at the very bottom of the grove, at the end of a descending ridge that overlooked a confluence of three streams and held a stunning redwood, twelve feet in diameter, that activists called the Medicine Tree. “Most of us felt that this tree was the heart of the grove,” Roselle later wrote in the Earth First! Journal. The loggers targeted the great redwood, slicing into it until a local activist named Lon Mulvaney draped his body across the logger’s arms, inches from the saw. The logger stopped cutting, and shortly thereafter a runner arrived with a court order to stop the logging. Twelve protesters were arrested, but Sally Bell Grove was still standing.


We pulled off near a smattering of cars and parked on a wide flat of mud. The recently denuded landscape appeared as if plowed by a drunken farmer. We donned packs. Mine was freighted with two Nikon cameras, three lenses, and an eight-pound Bogen tripod—my burden, and blessing, for the next several years. We found a happy clutch of tree planters gathered along the path. Each planter carried a hoedad, an axe-like tool with a curved wooden handle and a flat blade that resembled the beak of a duckbill. They worked swiftly, swooping the hoedad into the mud, carefully placing the redwood tree root into the hole, then pushing the hole closed with a toe. The group planted thousands of trees.


The skid trail dropped suddenly to the north, forming a near free fall for almost a mile until we’d lost a thousand feet of elevation and found ourselves standing on the most charming stretch of sand I’d ever seen. The wide bowl of Little Jackass watershed rose sharply on all sides, as if we stood cupped in someone’s hands. The expanse of beach covered no more than five acres. Surf pounded muffled explosions. Scents of evergreen and brine merged at the beach. The broad hiss of fanning white seas poured into coarse sands and sizzled like frying bacon. Sea lions bellowed in the near distance. In the southern sky, the sunshine blinked under a large brown bird. “Golden eagle,” said one of my passengers.


A woman named Ayisha offered me a tour of Sally Bell Grove. Ayisha lived at an “intentional community” in Mendocino County called Annwfn (pronounced ANN-woofin).


We made our way along the creek zone, first through screens of grasses and shrubs, willow and alder. Conifers next, namely Sitka spruce, which will accommodate salt air, and Douglas fir. Several rare plants occupy the Sinkyone—Mendocino coast paintbrush, redwood lily, California pinefoot, maple-leaved checkerbloom, leafy reed grass—but I wouldn’t have known them. I’d been dropped into a foreign country.


Huffing upslope, we spotted the first redwoods. These were of average size, but the trees grew bigger as we moved uphill. We encountered several giants, some sprouting bulbous buttresses or knotty burls the size of cars. The tops of many of the lower trees had blown off, leaving great branches spiking outward like umbrella ribs. We forded a small tributary that entered Little Jackass Creek to our right, then continued up the creek until we paused to marvel at three streams coalescing almost in the same place. Here we ascended into a nearly pure stand of ancient redwood, where we found the Medicine Tree.


The downhill side of the wide redwood hung over a steep drop. On this side we found a great scar where the logger had penetrated the ancient conifer with his chainsaw. The scar ran around much of the tree—he had attempted to girdle it. On the uphill side we saw that a large triangular wedge had been cut, removed from the tree, and then put back. Someone had slathered the scars with mud. We sat with the Medicine Tree for a while, then moved along.


Hiking a seventy-five-acre redwood grove is a short journey. I wanted to reach the top of the Little Jackass watershed, but Ayisha needed to get back to camp. I carried on alone, only to quickly understand why Ayisha had begged off. I moved through the forest until an encroaching brightness gave me pause. Moving along, I found several old-growth redwoods that had been sawed off at the base. It was here that GP had been logging. Maneuvering around the fallen trees, I reached a place so severely different from the forest that for an instant I was confused.


The clear-cut was a desolate ruin. I continued uphill as best I could, straight up, diagonal, side-hill, back down. I came to a large redwood stump and climbed aboard. Looking back the way I’d come, I saw that Sally Bell Grove formed a rectangle of trees, like a zipper, down the center of Little Jackass watershed. Expanding outward from both sides of the zipper were near vertical slopes sprouting not a single standing tree. The forest, once a living relic of an ancient past, had been razed.


I continued looping in a northwesterly arc, aiming to rejoin Sally Bell Grove near the middle of the zipper, but I was blocked by an immense landslide. The entire slope had failed, from the top of the ridge at fourteen hundred feet elevation, for a quarter mile, straight into one of the tributaries of Little Jackass Creek. Laying across the slide was a redwood that had stood taller than two hundred feet and was eight feet wide at the base. I crawled up a slash pile at the butt end of the tree, ascended the bole, and walked to the middle of the tree. I stood twenty feet above the deeply incised slide. Mud and debris loosed by the slide had dumped into the creek and created a dam at least ten feet thick.


My knees gave slightly, and I began to sob. The carnage was a shock, the tears a surprise. For reasons still a mystery to me, it was the first and last time I would cry at the sight of a clear-cut.


I wrote in my journal, “I wonder how much the Sally Bell trip will have eventually changed my life. I am inspired, charged, revolted by it all so much that I know its impact will be substantial.”


I didn’t know the half of it.


Back in Sonoma County, I continued reporting on Louisiana-Pacific’s logging. Yet I kept one foot farther north. I was too aware that Maxxam was now liquidating the very last ancient redwoods—more than a hundred Sally Bell Groves. At the office, a sympathetic Department of Forestry official had called me to warn that Louisiana-Pacific was planning to log all of its twenty-thousand-acre Sonoma County redwood inventory and then sell the land to developers. My story ran with the headline “Cutting More to Get Out?” By the time the THPs were approved, in CDF’s predictable rubber-stamp fashion, a citizens group had formed to litigate the logging.


On April 6, 1986, I took myself on a tour of Sonoma County backroads to get a look at one of the proposed logging sites, on Kolmer Gulch, near Fort Ross State Park. My plan was to park along an isolated county road and hike all day. But as soon as I stepped out of the car, one of LP’s loggers pulled his soldierly diesel pickup behind me, emerged slowly like John Wayne off a horse, and said, “What are you doing here, Greg?”


My life didn’t exactly flash before my eyes, but I well understood that this guy could kill me. He stood over six feet tall and was solid like granite. My dad knew his family. He came with a well-deserved reputation for violence.


“Oh,” I said, “just looking at Kolmer Gulch.”


“Yeah?” he seethed. He turned his bulging head slowly toward the forest in question, then slowly back and straight into my eyes. “Well, we might just bury you there.” I was dumbstruck. We stood there longer than forever. Finally, he said, “Get out of here.”
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The battle for the last ancient redwoods accelerated on July 1, 1986. That day, Maxxam issued a prospectus that promised a doubling of Pacific Lumber’s rate of cut in the ancient forests to pay off the debt the company had incurred with the takeover of PL. The prospectus was a gut punch: “The Company is exploring various alternatives for generating additional cash flow, including increased lumber production and enhanced marketing efforts. Management has already taken steps to substantially increase the timber harvest, the volume of sales of unprocessed logs, and lumber production and may consider selling portions of its timberlands.” The company had also changed logging methods from selection to clear-cutting, meaning that now PL would be logging more than three times the volume of the previous year.


In public, the company would claim a “sustainable” increase in cut, justified because the old Pacific Lumber had been “underproducing.” Shortly after Maxxam issued the prospectus, a PL spokeswoman told the San Francisco Examiner, “Redwoods are renewable resources. They are not something that will be wiped out in 10 to 20 to 30 years.” Hewing to the playbook, the company’s PR department issued a statement that said Pacific Lumber “conducts its harvest operations in strict compliance with all the regulations of the California Forest Practices Act, which is the most restrictive forest practice law in the country.”


In November, Maxxam sold its downtown San Francisco office tower, at 500 Washington Street, for $31 million to a Tokyo real estate developer. Maxxam also sold PL’s welding company for another $360 million and even raided the workers’ $90 million pension fund. According to the New York Times, Maxxam kept $50 million of the pension fund and invested $37 million of it in high-risk annuities “purchased from the Executive Life Insurance Company of Los Angeles, which has provided annuities to employees at several companies taken over with Drexel Burnham financing.” The paper noted that “a large proportion of [Executive Life’s] assets are in high-risk securities, among them a significant share of the [junk] bonds issued for Maxxam’s takeover of Pacific Lumber.” In 1990, after servicing a slate of quasi-legal and outright fraudulent corporate takeovers, Drexel Burnham Lambert declared bankruptcy. The following year, Executive Life, heavily invested in Drexel’s junk bonds, also declared bankruptcy, taking with it the pensions of thousands of retirees.


None of the windfall from the Pacific Lumber fire sale went into paying down the company’s newfound debt. Instead, Maxxam purchased Kaiser Aluminum, another venerable northwestern company, and eventually gutted that firm into bankruptcy as well.


Standing in relief against Maxxam’s liquidation plan was the capitulation thereto by state officials, elected and appointed. In the summer of 1986, I’d attended a meeting of the California State Board of Forestry in Sacramento. During a break I hailed one of the board members as he strolled down an aisle. He stood out on the board because he was stout, with the taut face of a working man. He wore a Stetson cowboy hat and said very little. I asked the man why the state didn’t step in and stop Maxxam’s rapid clear-cutting, especially when such logging couldn’t stand up to the spirit and intention of the combined California Forest Practice Act and the California Environmental Quality Act. In an appellate court ruling against Georgia-Pacific, the Environmental Protection Information Center had set a state precedent that determined that CEQA’s powerful prohibition against environmental harm applied to logging.


The board member looked surprised. As if reading from a script, he claimed, “California has enacted the toughest forest practice laws in the country. There might have been some bad logging in the past, but today timber companies are responsible, good public citizens.”


But, I said, those “good public citizens” couldn’t include Charles Hurwitz, the man now liquidating the last of the world’s ancient redwoods to pay off junk bonds and make himself rich. Couldn’t the state step in and halt Maxxam’s logging?


“Why would you want to do that?” he asked, incredulous. “An old-growth forest is a biological desert, anyway.”


I stood there and blinked. “A what?”


“A biological desert. It’s decadent, overmature, it’s stopped growing. By clearing away the old, dead trees you make room for vigorous young trees that grow faster, they’re more vibrant, more productive. Today there are more redwoods growing in Humboldt County than ever before.” Then he walked away.


A man drew up behind me. He was slender and somewhat older than I was. He introduced himself as a California Assembly aide, and I realized we’d spoken on the phone. He’d been listening in.


“You know who that was?” the aide asked me.


“I was just about to go read his nameplate.”


“Joseph Russ the Fourth.”


“The fourth what?”


“The fourth. He’s the patriarch of Humboldt County’s most powerful family, some of Humboldt’s first white arrivals. Quite a family. They own a lot of land up there. Duke put him on the board to carry water for Maxxam.”


“Duke” was California’s Republican governor George Deukmejian, a great friend of timber. In January 1986, in the earliest weeks of Maxxam’s tenure in Humboldt County, Deukmejian had appointed Russ to the Board of Forestry.


Russ was the great-grandson of Humboldt County’s first Joseph Russ, a pioneer who’d arrived on the North Coast as a young man in the early 1850s. During the 1880s, Russ the First was a principal organizer of one of the most notorious land-fraud schemes ever perpetrated against the US government. In a single, brazen con, two hundred square miles of prime ancient redwood forest were stolen from the public domain and turned over to timber companies and investors.


In 1986, the Russ family still owned fifty thousand acres in Humboldt County, among the largest noncorporate private holdings in the county, which they logged and ranched. Joseph Russ was an intelligent man; yet despite his nonsensical thinking—the breathtaking conceit, if not redundancy, of “biological desert”—I have no doubt he believed what he said.


Russ was not alone among those in Sacramento offering base justifications for eliminating the last of the ancient redwoods. On September 5, 1986, when I asked State Senator Barry Keene, a Democrat, if it would be possible to legislate a moratorium on logging old-growth redwood, he answered, “What for? What good are they then? The old growth has basically stopped growing, and if you don’t cut them then they just stand there, not doing anyone any good. The [redwood] parks are underutilized now.”


In mid-July I visited Darryl Cherney at the Bridgewood Motel. After we greeted, Darryl grabbed a newspaper, the Earth First! Journal, which he’d picked up over the July Fourth weekend at the movement’s annual Round River Rendezvous, held that year alongside the North Fork of the Lost River in the Challis National Forest, Idaho. I’d never seen the paper. Darryl jerked a freshly opened beer to and from his mouth, and the foam spewed like a volcano, a trademark.


“You see this?” he asked, clutching the tabloid. “These people are pissed!” Earth First! advocated “direct action” at the point of environmental destruction. The movement was loosely based on Edward Abbey’s 1975 novel The Monkey Wrench Gang, a tragicomic tale of four disparate misanthropes who sabotage machinery and set out to destroy Glen Canyon Dam, on the Colorado River in Arizona. As the “real” Monkey Wrench Gang, Earth First! had announced itself to the world in 1981 by running a triangular three-hundred-foot length of black plastic down the face of the actual Glen Canyon Dam, “cracking” the seven-hundred-foot concrete edifice. At a gathering near the dam, Ed Abbey himself delivered the keynote address:


The industrialization, urbanization, and militarization of the American West continues. More dams are proposed, more coal burning and nuclear power plants are projected… more river diversion projects, more strip-mining of her mountains, more clear-cutting of her forests, the misuse of water, the abuse of the land. All for the sake of short-term profit, all to keep the industrial-military empire going and growing, until it finally reaches the point where it must self-destruct, and destroy itself.… Oppose the destruction of our homeland by these alien forces from Houston, Tokyo, Manhattan, Washington, D.C., and the Pentagon.
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