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			Head of the Minam River, Eagle Cap Wilderness, 1995.
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			I dedicate this book to the memory of

			Will H. “Bill” Brown

			long-time Director of the Northwest Region of the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife, who taught me many things, mostly by example, including appreciation for Wilderness and public lands—especially National Forests— and how to pack and handle horses and various tricks of the trade in hunting elk, mule deer, white-tailed deer, pronghorn, and grouse in what he called the “high lonesome” Wilderness in Northeast Oregon and Montana. He was, indeed, my mentor in many ways.

		

		
			FOREWORD

					. . . down deep I know there is, in reality, no beginning and no ending—only an eternal turning. Dust to dust, it is said. I think that emphasis is wrong: what lies in between is the essence of everything.

			Jack Ward Thomas, Wilderness Journals

			Wilderness Journals is the personal account of a burly and intelligent wildlife scientist from the Texas outback, Jack Ward Thomas. He loves the outdoors—especially its wildest parts—hunts and fishes, and thinks hard about what he’s doing. He also served as chief of the U.S. Forest Service during a turbulent period in the life of the agency, from 1993 to 1996. Before, during, and after his tenure as chief he made many horse-packing trips into Wilderness Areas, most often with a sidekick named Bill Brown, and sat alone at the end of the day updating his journal by the flickering light of a campfire.

			Wilderness provided him solace and refreshment of spirit. These are the familiar gifts offered by time spent in the bosom of nature, away from the hustle-bustle of a crowded life. And with each mess of brook trout that Thomas catches, dips in salt and pepper and breadcrumbs, and fries in bacon grease, that journal records a philosophical rumination or historical summary or meditation on life and death. It’s his reflections on mortality in particular, and the way the theme plays out in the many years covered by his journals, that give the book an elevated narrative curve. There’s plenty of wildlife gazing, trail riding, horse sweat, and fly fishing, enough to create envy in the heart of any fellow lover of the outdoors. But quietly and persistently, Thomas evokes the march of time as it plays its inevitable role in the lives of men and women in the book, whom readers come to know and enjoy through his portrayals and then to mourn. 

			And in this telling of human mortality lies an inevitable parallel to the life of wilderness itself. Fortunately, Thomas doesn’t hammer the parallel: Earth abides, he tells the reader. But wilderness can be ruined and lost in many ways, from the slob elk hunters who leave behind a foul campsite to “range maggots,” the flocks of sheep that overgraze once-pristine slopes, to the greater threats of encroaching development and vastly increased recreational use of the backcountry.

			Thomas is a lover of wilderness, and as chief of the Forest Service he also played a significant role in the management of Wilderness Areas. As the author of this book, he will continue to play a role as an inspiration to the next generation to recognize the gift that has been passed on to them and to guard and even expand it for future generations. For without that support, the Wilderness Areas, the lands “untrammeled by man,” as defined in the Wilderness Act of 1964, face a future in which they may be drilled, grazed, cut up by roads, logged, subdivided, and lost. These are not new arguments or sentiments. The strength of Thomas’s journals is that they make the case through force of character, his own and that of others, and lots and lots of hands-on experience. 

			I first met Jack Ward Thomas shortly after the South Canyon Fire of 1994 in Colorado, the fire that killed fourteen firefighters—a dozen of them Forest Service employees. I had asked to interview the chief and was surprised at how readily Thomas agreed to see me. I had quit a newspaper job to write a book about the fire, which had become embroiled in controversy: two of the Forest Service’s own fire investigators, for example, had refused to sign the official report. It was the sort of mess that Washington bureaucrats know how to dance around.

			I was familiar with the dance; I’d spent most of my journalistic career as a Washington correspondent for the Chicago Tribune. I had run into stand-up people in the ranks of the federal bureaucracy, especially in agencies such as the Forest Service or the military where lives are on the line. But most had a gift for invisibility in a crisis, and I assumed the chief would give me a quote or two and the “agency perspective” on the event, which meant a spin session. After all, the South Canyon Fire had been the responsibility of another agency, the Bureau of Land Management, not the Forest Service: if mistakes were made, let the blame fall on the BLM or on Mother Nature itself. 

			Thomas is a big, imposing man and looks like he could be very tough. But when we met in his Washington office, he talked to me as though we were just two guys who understood and respected each other, both of us wanting to do the right thing. He said he appreciated someone from the outside committing to tell the story of the fire. He knew my father’s book, Young Men and Fire, about the Mann Gulch Fire of 1949, another Forest Service disaster, and said he was glad to have me following in those footsteps. 

			He told me how he was awakened by a late-night call telling him multiple lives had been lost on a fire on Storm King Mountain in Colorado, the South Canyon Fire. At daylight, he packed his fire boots, grabbed a plane, and joined survivors of the fire at a bar in Grand Junction, where they had been bused in the aftermath of the disaster. He bought the firefighters drinks and shared stories. I later heard from survivors that the presence of the chief had been much appreciated, down to the White’s fire boots. 

			At the end of that first conversation Thomas offered me the full cooperation of the Forest Service in my investigation of the fire. Frankly, I didn’t believe him. 

			I’ve talked with Thomas many times since then about the South Canyon Fire, and he can’t go over the story with dry eyes. Those young men and women died “on his watch,” and the fire grieves him to this day. After the fire, he instituted many changes that improved wildland fire safety and remain in place today. 

			During the writing of the book, though, the time came when Thomas’s hand was called. The two investigators who had refused to sign the investigation report cooperated with me up to a point, but balked at providing the email record of their exchanges with the Forest Service’s Washington office concerning their refusals, which were key to understanding how the agency handled their dissent. The two investigators, Dick Mangan and Ted Putnam, objected to parts of the report, but they were loyal employees and rightly concerned about their careers. They sent a message to Washington asking what they should do.

			Thomas sent them back a personal message: “Give Maclean everything he wants.” 

			When I visited with Thomas last fall in Montana, the twentieth anniversary year of the fire, it was apparent that the march of time had taken its toll on him, but his courage and willingness to face reality remained undiminished. He’s a man with the spirit of the wilderness in his heart.

			John N. Maclean

			Seeley Lake, Montana

				

			John N. Maclean is the author of Fire on the Mountain: The True Story of the South Canyon Fire and other books about wildland fire.
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			Jack with Bill Brown in Sturgill Camp, Eagle Cap Wilderness, 1996. This horseback pack trip included Undersecretary of Agriculture Jim Lyons, who took the photo, and his daughter Elizabeth.

		

		
			PREFACE

			While working for the U.S. Forest Service (USFS) at its Range and Wildlife Habitat Laboratory in La Grande, Oregon, from 1973 to 1993, I became a close friend and regular hunting companion of Will H. “Bill” Brown, regional director of the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife for northeast Oregon. For reasons known only to him, he considered me a potentially influential player in increasing the USFS’s enhanced attention to fish and wildlife. As he put it, he considered me to have “potential” while showing signs of being “trainable.” He cultivated my friendship by inviting my wife Margaret and me to accompany him and his wife Bernice on horseback trips into the nearby Eagle Cap Wilderness on the Wallowa-Whitman National Forest. Over time, we became hunting and fishing partners, close friends, and—most of all—wilderness traveling companions. 

			Wilderness was Bill’s passion. He spent all the time he could in the wilderness, working or playing and often mixing the two. When he couldn’t be in the high lonesome, he talked about it, thought about it, and planned his next trip. We came to own a collective string of seven or eight horses and spent a month to six weeks a year on horseback trips to the wilderness, along with our various guests. Many of those trips centered on fishing and hunting mule deer, elk, ruffed grouse, and chukars. Bill schooled me until I was reasonably adept at riding, handling, and packing horses. He made sure that I understood the fine points of using such backcountry trips for “political purposes.” After all, who could resist a wilderness foray on fine horses, even though it made them a captive audience. 

			There are two definitions of “wilderness” in Webster’s dictionary. The first says that wilderness is “a tract or region uncultivated and uninhabited by human beings” or “an area essentially undisturbed by human activity together with its naturally developed plant community”; the second says that it is “an empty or pathless region.” A wilderness area is defined as a “large tract of public land maintained essentially in its natural state and protected against introduction of intrusive artifacts such as buildings or roads.” The Wilderness Act of 1964 said, “A wilderness, in contrast with those areas where man and his works dominate the landscape, is hereby recognized as an area where the earth and its community of life are untrammeled by man, where man himself is a visitor and who does not remain.” Such areas that were, by act of Congress, made part of the National Wilderness Preservation System became known in the USFS as Wilderness, with a capital W. 

			Off and on, between 1986 and 1999, I kept detailed journals that included descriptions of backcountry trips and hunting and fishing experiences—many in Wilderness Areas—in the United States and several foreign countries. The journal entries that had to do with my experiences as chief of the USFS during 1993–1996 were incorporated into a book, Jack Ward Thomas: Journals of a Forest Service Chief (University of Washington Press, 2004). 

			By age eighty, the accumulated impacts from a very active lifestyle—a twice-fused spine, artificial knee, shoulder repair, artificial lenses, and heart bypass surgery—had put an end to my backcountry adventures. I could no longer ride deep into the wilderness, and my desire to hunt waned as my partners in such adventures passed on to the “happy hunting grounds” or to retirement homes. I came to treasure my journals, as they brought back experiences much as I felt them at the time of writing. 

			When I was first encouraged to publish excerpts from my journals relative to my wilderness adventures, I resisted. But those who encouraged me overcame my hesitation by telling me that I had a talent for “telling it like it was, is, and might be.” If so, I thought, maybe these stories could help readers relate to the wilderness experience. 

			The stories related here are true to the original journal entries with a few exceptions: I’ve organized the trips into chapters, adjusted verb tenses, corrected spelling errors, removed extraneous or repetitive information, and occasionally added explanatory details. Additional inserts of information necessary to put the journal entries in context appear in italicized format.
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			Hells Canyon Wilderness, Snake River Canyon.

		

		
			CHAPTER 1

			The Old Forest Service Guard Station at Mormon—Snake River Canyon

			The Hells Canyon National Recreation Area and the Hells Canyon Wilderness were both established in 1975 through the Hells Canyon National Recreation Act—130,095 acres in Oregon and 83,811 acres in Idaho for a total of 213,906 acres. Despite the grandiose title and the vastness, only a very few travel through the area, mostly via its crown jewel, the Snake River Canyon, and along the river itself. The Seven Devils Mountains across the river in Idaho were named She Devil, He Devil, Ogre, Goblin, Devil’s Throne, Mount Belial, and Twin Imps, all topping 9,000 feet in elevation. There was a hint of danger and foreboding in those names that lay on the horizon reiterating the name Hells Canyon.

			June 19, 1986 

			For the past five days, my traveling companion, Bill Brown, and I had traveled via horseback the Snake River country, on the Oregon side of the river. We started from the Imnaha River, rode up Cow Creek, and made our first night’s camp at the Wallowa-Whitman National Forest boundary. The next day we rode up the trail along Cow Creek and topped out at the location of the old USFS Guard Station at Mormon. The buildings were long gone, burned many years ago after being abandoned for many decades. All that remained was the sagging barbed-wire fence that had surrounded the house and the privy. The next grass fire or the one after that will likely remove the posts and leave only the wire, or, given enough time, the posts will rot away. Sooner or later, a USFS crew will roll up the wire and haul it away. Then Mormon will just be another place-name on a map, and only a few will even know what or where Mormon was. 

			I wondered about the USFS men who had built the Mormon guard station. Who were they and how did they serve out their careers? For sure, they were tough and resourceful men! Mormon is difficult to reach today and must have seemed at the end of the earth when it was constructed. Everything used in its construction would have been packed in on horses and mules. The old guard station stood on a bald knoll overlooking the vastness of the Imnaha River drainage. Away to the west the Wallowa Mountains loom on the horizon. Almost surely the station was a fire lookout and a camping spot for the USFS man who was charged with overseeing the sheep grazing. 

			Down below in the trees along the stream bottom an old corral and a cabin are still standing. There is a spring nearby that had been developed to supply water to the old hollowed-out logs that served as watering troughs. The cabin, consisting of one room and a porch, was once the living quarters for the fire lookout. Then later on, it was used to shelter sheepherders and cowhands. We camped near the old cabin, which is no longer maintained and is slowly sinking into the ground as the timbers rot away from the ground up. Elk and deer hunters have used this same camp over the years, as revealed by the telltale meat poles tied between trees.

			June 20, 1986

			We rode the high ground between the Imnaha and Snake River drainages and then dropped down into the Snake River Canyon via the Cougar Creek Tail. We made camp at the site of the old Kneeland homestead, which was abandoned in 1916 following the failure of the bank in Enterprise, Oregon, which cut off any access to cash money needed to support operations. In 1974, when I first passed this way, the old Kneeland house was still standing—two stories with a basement—along with a large barn. Both buildings are gone now, the house in a grass fire in 1983 and the barn in a fire in 1984. All that remains to testify to the Kneelands’ struggles to make a go of their homestead in such tough country is a rock-walled basement and a rapidly decaying log springhouse.

			We camped above the old homesite at the edge of a mature ponderosa pine stand. After we set up camp and gathered and cut adequate firewood to length, I stretched out on my back and studied the copse of trees that surrounded our camp. The area burned several years ago, probably in the same fires that destroyed the old homestead buildings. The big ponderosa pines, which had evolved to live with fire, had been severely scorched but survived. The thinner-barked firs that had begun to encroach on the area were killed by the fires. 

			Nearly all of the ponderosas have forked tops at about the same height above the ground. The locals call such trees “schoolmarms.” They hosted a supposedly well-fed porcupine some thirty or forty years ago that gnawed away the tender, more easily chewed bark twenty feet above the ground. The girdled tops died, and the limbs emerging from the whorls immediately below turned upward and grew toward the light, forming the forks. The porcupines’ mark will likely remain long after all signs of the Kneelands have decayed away. 

			The next day we traveled north following the bench trail along the canyon’s side that lay halfway between the Snake River and the top of the canyon. We made camp at the old Somers Ranch. After camp was set up and the horses hobbled and loosed to graze, I looked over the old ranch house. I first saw this place some thirteen years ago when it was still being used by sheepherders. Inside there was a table and chairs and mattresses on two double beds. There was a back porch to provide shelter from the sun and a tool shed filled with rusting tools. The roof was still weather-tight. 

			But now time had taken its toll. The roof was gradually losing integrity, and water and time were working their deteriorating ways. The mattresses were gone—I wondered to where, and who would want them. All the furniture that remained was a stool made by cutting off the back and shortening the legs of an old kitchen chair. It sat in front of the wood stove. I imagined someone sitting there and warming his hands. The bed frames and springs were still here. There was a hook on the wall from which a pair of tattered jeans and two wool socks hung. Oddly, I remembered them hanging there thirteen years ago.

			A woman had lived here once, her presence indicated by the flowered wallpaper in the main rooms and the delicate pastels of the paint on the kitchen cabinets. Where the wallpaper had peeled away, the newspapers and magazines that had been pasted to boards to seal the cracks were revealed. I spent several hours reading from those newspapers and magazines (especially the Saturday Evening Post). The dates on the newspapers identified 1924 as the time of the papering of the walls. I was especially taken by an advertisement for the latest automobile from the Dodge Brothers and the newest-model Radiola radio. The old, decaying building and the library provided by the newspapers pasted to its walls imparted a feeling of a moment frozen in time.

			The old abandoned homesteads I have encountered in the course of my wanderings, whether in Texas, the Appalachians, New England, or the West, have always brought to the surface the same strange feelings. I felt that if I sat quietly and simply listened, I could hear—or maybe feel—the presence of the people who had lived there. I saw, among the rubble, the remains of a young girl’s shoe. I imagined that I heard her laughter, or maybe was it her crying? What happened to her? Did she grow up straight and strong and marry, have children and grandchildren, and die old after an adventure-filled life? Or did she die young? Is she buried nearby in an unmarked grave? I wondered. 

			But 1924 was only sixty-two years ago—not so really long ago. Down below, where Somers Creek flows into the Snake River, archaeologists have dug up Indian artifacts said to be more than 5,000 years old. Will anyone know in a half century that the Somers family lived here in the Snake River Canyon for a brief time in the early twentieth century? Not likely. 

			The Snake River Canyon is conducive to such contemplation. It is so remote, so rugged, so lonesome, and so relatively nonproductive that it is relatively little changed in appearance since Europeans arrived on the scene. The changes made by the homesteaders are simply melting back into the landscape. It seems that the world’s most barren dry places are the ones that were created to remind us of the once vast expanses of landscapes little influenced by mankind. 

			Jet boats come upstream against the torrent, the noise of the engines breaking the silence and reverberating between the canyon walls. The passengers sit back and sip their liquid refreshments while their captain yells out the names of the landmarks and recites the local history. The trip upstream affords the thrills provided by some real whitewater. Downstream come the rafters, looking for quiet and the thrills of running the rapids as “river rat” oarsmen alternately work against tremendous whitewater and lean on their oars and drift with the current. They pass one another, the jet boaters and the rafters—two kinds of beings, almost. They do not regard each other kindly. Both love and court the river, but they want different things from her. They live in uneasy compromise, each wanting and seeking a political advantage. After all, there are more and more suitors—of many kinds—and fewer and fewer such rivers to court as new dams are built. The ever-increasing need for clean energy and year-round sources of water for irrigation and cities does not, over the very long run, bode well for free-flowing rivers on public lands. “Preservation,” I fear, is doomed in the very long term to be a “once upon a time” thing. But at least today’s land allocation reserves a few choices for future generations. That, I think, will be increasingly valuable. 

			But each generation adjusts to present circumstances, while missing but little of what has gone before and it has not known. I tend, along with a few oddballs of my acquaintance, to retreat further and further into the “wilderness” in efforts to recapture the feelings and experiences of times past. As time passes, one place after another becomes too crowded, too used, too “now.” I know those who come after me will enjoy their experiences in these same places. The so-called “person days” of recreational use per unit of land—the currency of the USFS’s recreation managers—will mount gradually year by year, decade by decade. The USFS and other land management agencies have been, inevitably, co-opted by the “bean counters”—the purveyors of worship at the altar of cost/benefit ratios. We natural resource managers learned to play the game and, in so doing, produced a “monster of efficiency” that devours the cultural circumstance of human relationships to wild things and wild places that we set out to foster and preserve. It is a game that seems likely to end, given our societal proclivities, in increasing commercialization. No matter how we begin to measure values and costs, it eventually erodes into a metric of cost/benefit ratios measured in dollars and cents. Surely there are better—or at least different—ways to measure values.

			June 21, 1986

			We rode along the bench trail from Kneeland place to the old Tryon Creek Ranch and then on to what we called Bear Camp. Just as we came to Tryon Creek, we encountered some fifty elk, mostly cows and calves along with two spike bulls in velvet. The calves were just old enough to follow the cows at a walk. Some cows, we suspected, had left calves in the thicket along the creek as they moved out across the hillside to graze. 

			Once we crossed the ridge above Tryon Creek and began our descent into Deep Creek, we were almost constantly in sight of elk. We flushed out one bunch of a hundred or more—all cows and calves. And we heard many other elk that we could not see. The racket of the alarm calls and the cows and calves “talking” to one another was, as Bill put it, a “pure wonderment!” We came up upon a cow, likely with a calf too young to move and secreted nearby, that stood her ground. She ground her teeth, laid back her ears, turned her head slightly, and rolled her widened eyes as the pack string passed within twenty yards. After the horses had passed, the cow offered to take on Bill’s dog, who was trotting along last in line. Blitz wisely declined the challenge—or was it an invitation—by taking up a position in the trail between the last packhorses. The cow followed alongside, five to ten yards away, for at least a hundred yards. 

			When we arrived at our old campsite, we found a mess. The camp had been used earlier in the spring, judging from the “green” poles and tent stakes that had been cut to erect the camp. Poles had been left nailed between trees. Two sets of stovepipes were hanging in a tree. Numerous twenty-penny nails had been driven into living trees for some reason or another. We suspected the culprit to be a young man we knew in La Grande who had a guide’s license and had packed some dudes into this area for the bear season. We spent several hours cleaning up the mess before we set up our camp. 

			Range conditions had improved dramatically over the past twelve years due to improved management of livestock, including the exclusion of grazing in some areas. Bluebunch wheatgrass and Idaho fescue had gained ground against the exotic cheatgrass. There was abundant elk sign everywhere. Every open ridge we crossed was marked by elk beds in the grass. From that location the resting animals had a 360-degree view for approaching threats and could catch scents in the breeze from any direction. 

			It is extremely difficult to make a viable operation out of seasonal grazing of livestock in the semiarid conditions in Hells Canyon. Why pretend otherwise? Is livestock grazing in the Snake River Canyon the area’s “highest and best use”? This is one of the too few areas where the USFS manages both the summer and winter range of a major elk herd, which Bill and I both think has significant potential beyond its present numbers. After all, this special place is a National Recreation Area as well as a Wilderness. To be fair, the establishing legislation permitted grazing by domestic livestock to continue. Surely, the law is the law, but it doesn’t say the USFS needs to go out of the way to encourage grazing or to tolerate abusive grazing. Grazing that causes deterioration of range conditions—or prevents or significantly delays recovery from grazing—should be judged intolerable. 

			June 22, 1986

			We stayed over for another day in Bear Camp. Why the name? When Bill and I camped here for the first time in the spring of 1983, a beautiful cinnamon-coated black bear, exhibiting no fear, strolled by just above camp. Fearful that the bear would raid our camp while we were away, Bill fired several shots from his Model 1911 Colt .45 pistol, aiming over the bear’s head to speed it along to other environs. Bill could claim that it worked, as we didn’t see the bear again. 

			We took a day ride down the Deep Creek trail to a prominence overlooking the Snake River. From there we saw down below us a small bunch of elk—ten cows and five calves. Upon our return to camp a little after midday, we decided to spend the rest of the day “resting from our labors.” I finished reading Out of Africa by Isak Dinesen and, after a snooze, reread select parts of A Sand County Almanac by Aldo Leopold for what must have been the thirtieth time. Every time I read A Sand County Almanac, I remember with some pride that Leopold, a longtime USFS employee in the Southwest and then a professor at the University of Wisconsin, is the recognized father of my profession of wildlife management. 

			June 23, 1986

			We rode along the bench trail—mid-slope in the Snake River Canyon—to the Imnaha River, a major tributary of the Snake River. Just after we crossed Tryon Saddle and began our descent into Cow Creek, we encountered two cow elk and five calves lying on an open ridge—only the first of the many elk we would encounter this day. The cows, we thought, were likely “babysitting.” For the next couple of miles we were never out of sight and hearing of elk. At one point, we counted at least 160 elk, including some 50 calves, moving out over the ridge to the north. Others remained behind in the side draws that we caught glimpses of as we rode past. Similar to earlier in the trip, one cow, likely with a calf too young to travel, charged Blitz several times and traveled alongside the pack string for a hundred yards or so, longing, I thought, for a chance to stomp on the dog. If a grinding of teeth indicates severe irritation, the cow was surely irritated. 

			In midafternoon we arrived at the mouth of Cow Creek, where our trucks were parked. Over the course of our eight-day trip we had not seen a single person. What a rare experience that was, in the Year of Our Lord 1986, to be able to cover so much country without encountering another human. The Snake River Canyon is a magical place produced and protected by sheer ruggedness, absence of roads, a brutally hot dry climate in summer, deep snows in the high passes in winter, and an absence of highly valuable resources, not counting the existing and potential dam sites on the Snake River itself. 

			As we relieved the horses of their packs and saddles at the trailhead, we discussed why we had seen less than a dozen mule deer and no fawns, only three blue grouse, two ruffed grouse, and no chukars. But there was certainly no scarcity of cow elk and calves. We wondered why we had seen so few bull elk. I pondered why, given all that we had seen, our conversation centered on those species. Our lifelong identification with hunting—and being longtime big game biologists—was a likely answer.
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			Eagle Cap Wilderness Area, in the Wallowa-Whitman National Forest.

		

		
			CHAPTER 2

			No Beginning, No Ending, Only Eternal Turning

			The Eagle Cap Wilderness is located in the Wallowa-Whitman National Forest in northeast Oregon. In 1930 it was declared, by a USFS edict, that it would be managed as a Pristine Area, a designation that was changed, by law, to a Wilderness Area in 1940. In 1964 it was expanded by 73,000 acres (114 square miles), and the Wilderness Act of 1984 added 66,100 acres (103 square miles)—in total 361,446 acres (565 square miles). Eagle Cap Mountain, the area’s namesake, is 9,572 feet above sea level. Four legally designated Wild and Scenic Rivers have their headwaters in the Eagle Cap Wilderness: Eagle Creek and the Lostine, Minam, and Imnaha Rivers. 

			August 26, 1986

			We departed the trailhead—Bill and Bernice Brown, Margaret and I, seven horses, and one spotted dog (Blitz)—at Moss Springs at midmorning and headed into the Eagle Cap Wilderness. I had never seen the trails so dusty. The fine particles of volcanic ash soil formed clouds of dust when stirred by the horse’s hooves. We traveled most of the time with bandanas tied over our noses and mouths. 

			The horses traveled smoothly along well-maintained USFS trails. We needed only one stop to adjust packs and saddles in the course of our six-hour ride. The ride afforded me precious time and opportunity to appreciate my experience in this new habitat and cogitate. We arrived at a camp we called the Elk Camp, about a mile up the Minam River from its confluence with Elk Creek, with plenty of time to set up camp before dark. 

			As we lounged around the fire and darkness closed in around us, Bill gave his usual military-style briefing—which he delivered without notes—on what he figured we needed to know about the Eagle Cap Wilderness. 

			August 27, 1986

			In the very early morning, I fished the Minam River for about a mile downstream from camp—unsuccessfully in terms of providing our lunch. I imagined that the fish would have a different view of my failure. I didn’t really care all that much if I caught any fish. Just the doing—the being—was enough. The salmon were arriving in the Minam River at the end of their 600-mile journey up from the Pacific Ocean, via the Columbia, Snake, and Grande Ronde Rivers, to spawn and then—their mission complete—to die. We saw one or several, from time to time, in the crystal-clear water as they struggled mightily against the current, using up the last of their reserves to get to their special place in the river, near where they had been hatched, to reproduce their kind. There were no choices for the salmon, only the fulfillment of destiny. 

			My God, what a tremendous life force is focused in salmon! What a remarkable thing is life itself. Is the life on this little planet the only life in the universe? I watched the salmon hovering over their redds, knowing that they were only a few days—maybe just hours—away from the death in this place that was their destiny, foreordained by the evolution of their species. Now battered and nearly used up by the completion of their odyssey, they spawn and die. Then their decaying carcasses provide nutrients to streams essentially depauperate of such nutrients right at the moment they will be needed by their offspring. 

			Just before midday, we began our ride up the Cooper Creek Trail to near the summit. There we left the trail and set out cross-country to “Deer Camp,” located just at timberline and several hundred feet below the mountaintop. There stands of subalpine fir give way to limber pines that can withstand the terrible winds and brutal cold of winter at 7,000-foot elevation. Such was a sterling example of adaptation—evolution in process. We set up camp in short order and were free to pursue our individual interests and urges. 

			A quarter-mile walk from camp, I came to a place among the bare granite rocks from where I could see the fingered drainages of the upper Minam River. Across the valley, I saw smoke from three separate still-smoldering wildfires of several hundred acres each. These fires, just at the edge of the tree line, were probably set off by lightning strikes during the “big bust” of lightening-set fires that had taken place over the previous three weeks. These fires had evidently been allowed to burn as part of the USFS’s new policy for dealing with wildfires. Some USFS managers, however, seem a bit schizophrenic and maybe a little nervous about the new policy. Each morning and evening a small plane flew over for a look-see. 

			It is remarkable how range conditions have improved in these high mountain meadows since I first visited here thirteen years ago. Idaho fescue and bluebunch wheatgrass have reestablished themselves here and there on what was almost bare soil, dotted with occasional forbs, clumps of cheatgrass, and bunchgrasses. Likely these alpine meadows have not been grazed by domestic sheep since my last visit. It would have been difficult for me to justify—socially, economically, and ecologically—subjecting these high-elevation slopes, with their shallow soils and short growing seasons, to intensive grazing by sheep. 

			The reasoning that allowed such practices to continue for as long as they did seems to have rested in the political and social mores of the USFS to perpetuate a “traditional way of life”—plus the compulsion to actively utilize and manage resources and thereby prevent anything from “going to waste.” Such “utilitarianism” too often fosters management decisions that, in retrospect, seem to make little economic or ecological sense. Obviously, politics, public opinion, and customs have their roles to play. 

			Yet with reduction in livestock grazing, especially sheep grazing, there has been a decrease in mule deer numbers. Is that coincidence? Coincident with that decrease in mule deer numbers had been an increase in elk numbers. Is that coincidence? Which came first—the chicken or the egg? There is still much we don’t understand. 

			Perhaps we will never really know all the answers. It seems likely to me that reductions in livestock numbers, coupled with fire exclusion, have allowed development of range conditions to a state more and more dominated by perennial grasses, with a coincident decline in forbs and shrubs. Mule deer seem to have a much more restricted ability to utilize forage across the spectrum from succulent to fibrous, favoring the succulent end. Elk can handle the entire spectrum of vegetative conditions in addition to being bigger and tougher and more mobile. The vegetative conditions evolved away from those favored by deer and more toward those favored—or at least utilizable—by elk. When and where circumstances forced competition between deer and elk, elk seemed to have come out on top. 

			The USFS’s new “let burn” policy may produce a bit better situation for deer as burned areas will go through the early succession of forbs and shrubs before tending back toward perennial grasses. It will be interesting to watch—in terms of wildlife response and the USFS’s ability to hang tough with its policy. Just one or two “let burn” wildfires that spread over thousands of acres—or threaten homes and private property—will almost surely give rise to political backlash and perhaps revisions in policy. Climate change will come into play in decision making as wildfires become more prevalent and extensive. For certain, it will be an ongoing debate that will increase in intensity as temperatures rise, producing changes in rainfall amounts and distribution, and as wildfires become more of an ecological, economic, and social problem. 

			As I sat and watched the sun dip behind the ridge off to the west, I released my mind to daydream. When the sun disappeared from view, I felt a decided chill and smelled autumn in the air, which comes early up this high. Once upon a time, I looked forward to autumn and the various hunting seasons, but that passion is fading. Now, autumn more and more personifies an ending of an undefined something. 

			Of course, down deep I know there is, in reality, no beginning and no ending—only an eternal turning. Dust to dust, it is said. I think that emphasis is wrong: what lies in between is the essence of everything.

			August 29, 1986

			As daylight faded, dark boiling clouds began to gather, encouraging us to button up the camp, cover the woodpile, and prepare for rain. We were asleep early. Sometime in the early-morning hours, I heard thunder, seemingly far away. Then flashes of lightning occasionally lighted the top and walls of the nylon tent. When I saw the flash through the tent, I began to count slowly. At the count of five, I heard the resultant thunder. I was sleepy and could not remember the formula for computing the distance to the lightening. But it was too far away to worry about, at least not just now and likely not tonight. 

			The lightening flashes and the roar of the thunder—sometimes sharp like the crack of an artillery round and sometimes a prolonged rumble—continued for a half hour or so. We lay cuddled in the warm, dry cocoons of our sleeping bags, simultaneously dreading the storm and wishing its cleansing arrival. The storm passed away to the north, leaving us with only a sprinkle to remind of its existence. Then the horse bells, which had fallen silent when the horses moved under the trees as the storm approached, resumed their clanging. 

			Had there been danger? Maybe or maybe not. But surely there were spirits in the wind and mystery, all mixed together. I wondered if those things—the potential of danger and mystery—always come in a package. How dull it would be for those encamped in the high lonesome to be afraid to risk the first in order to experience the second.

			Less than two hours after sunup, we were mounted and en route to “No Name Lake.” We traveled cross-country to the Cooper Creek trail and then on up that trail to just beneath the lake. The lake was oddly perched near the ridgeline and was rarely visited by those of the human persuasion. As there was no clearly discernible trail to the lake, we called it “No Name Lake” to keep others from understanding exactly which lake we were discussing. Admittedly and quite selfishly, we tried to save the lake for ourselves—our guests would likely not know where they were and how they got there and were thus unlikely to return. We took the four saddle horses and one packhorse and traveled cross-country on up to the lake. In spite of a near adventure or two caused by the sliding of the horses’ shoes on the smooth granite dome, we arrived at the lake with no real problems.

			The eastern brook trout in the four- to five-acre lake had been stocked years ago by the State of Oregon’s fisheries biologists. For reasons unknown to me, eastern brooks had been able to sustain themselves in this and other similar shallow cirque lakes where rainbow trout had a more difficult time. The fishing had varied somewhere between most excellent and phenomenal over the years. Three of us fished, and we each took the limit. The brookies rose to everything we laid in front of them: bucktail coachmen, black gnats, and grasshoppers. I took ten fish on the same bucktail coachman before it became too battered to be recognizable as a fishing lure. I accorded the beat-up fly a place of honor on my battered, somewhat greasy Stetson. Once we each had a limit of fish in hand, I retrieved a grill, frying pan, some bacon grease, and some salt and pepper from the packhorse and cooked up a bounteous fish lunch at lakeside utilizing an old fire ring.

			We flushed four blue grouse on our ride up to the lake. They were safe—and seemed to know it. The hunting season for grouse opens tomorrow, and we had left our shotguns in camp. That was indeed fortunate for these feathered fellows, as we have our “collective lip” set for grouse stew. We flushed another four grouse—maybe the same birds, though I didn’t think so—as we rode back to camp. If Lady Luck smiles, we thought we might encounter these same fellows tomorrow when we ride up this same way to our next camp, Sturgill Camp, located where Sturgill Creek joins the North Minam River.

			Light is fading fast as I write this journal entry. The horses are grazing close at hand, their bells banging rhythmically. Fish are frying, and the women are laughing at some private joke. I feel warm and relaxed, inside and out. Maybe two generous drinks of good store-bought liquor have something to do with that. The world is as it should be. Things seem in order. 

			August 30, 1986

			When day came, I was lying awake and listening to the early-morning sounds as my comrades began to stir, somewhat reluctantly. We intend to move camp today and need to make an early start. When I stepped out of the tent, it had become noticeably colder. I dug out a wool shirt from my saddlebag and put it on over my blue denim cotton shirt. It felt good. Our world was blanketed by a dense, cold fog that reduced visibility to fifty yards, maybe less. 

			We ate breakfast and broke camp with studied dispatch. We were mounted and on the trail some two hours after first light—I would have said “sunrise,” but we could barely make out the sun rising through the heavy fog.

			As we traveled through the fog, I tried to visualize the lay of the land—sometimes knowing precisely what was out there beyond the fog and sometimes not. I pondered if this was not the way we spend most of our lives, enmeshed in a fog produced by limited perceptions so that we can see only what is immediately around us, and maybe not even that. Most folks seem content with such limitations. The few that strain their minds against such fog piece together bits and pieces of what they can see or remember or reason mixed with a dash of the experience of others. Can that combination propel the mind beyond the tight circle of what can actually be “seen” to a broader vista of what might lie out there in and beyond the fog? Scientists call such a stretch of imagination a hypothesis—a potential new vision of reality that must be appropriately tested to be either accepted or rejected. I hoped we might ride this way again someday—“Lord willing and the creeks don’t rise”—so that I might test my hypothesis of what lies out there shrouded by the fog. There will be no disappointment on my part if my hypothesis is rejected. To be able to formulate a vision and to wonder—and maybe test—seemed gift enough.

			As we rode through the thick cold fog, Bill allowed Keno, his coal-black thoroughbred gelding, to pick his way. I thought of a friend, a scientist that I worked with in Pakistan several years ago. When we sat around our campfires in the mountains of the Hindu Cush and discussed the future, he inevitably ended his surmises with the statement “Allah willing” or “If it is the will of Allah.” I concluded that I had different ways of saying the same things and expressing the same hopes. By the time we finished a month of working together in the mountains along the border with Afghanistan, he would say—in deference to the odd speech of his very strange American colleague—“Allah willing and the creeks don’t rise.” I could not help but laugh out loud every time he said it. He would smile with his black eyes flashing. I was pleased to leave behind some Texican culture in the Hindu Cush. Maybe my Muslim friend and I were not so different after all.

			Thick mountain fog was a blessing as it closed off visual distractions and allowed me to focus my thoughts inward. As we rode along, I could see clearly only the rider and two packhorses in front of me and very little else. As we plodded on, hour after hour, my mind was freed up to pry into the nooks and crannies of long-neglected memory banks, and then to dash from the past into the future to dream without obligation or intent of action. I pondered many things. What were the horses thinking about? They did what they “hired out to do”—to take us and our equipment where we wanted to go. At the same time, they were conscious beings, and in doing their ordained jobs from time to time, they exercised behavioral interactions of laid-back ears, bared teeth, and kicks. Not so different from humans, I thought, in their ritual of demonstrating who the “top horse” was. Maybe for them, people were just part of their habitat—nothing more and nothing less.

			We rode past Swamp Lake and then Steamboat Lake—at least, we believed that to be so, as we could not pick out the lakes down below in the clouds and the mist—and began our descent into the drainage of the North Minam River. Before we set out this morning, we discussed camping at one of the two lakes. Now we were cold and damp and just wanted to get down out of the chilling fog. The introspection induced by the dense cold fog was initially enjoyable. That feeling dissipated as I became more chilled. We descended some 2,500 feet to the Minam River. Shortly after we reached the Minam River Trail, Bill’s mare, without guidance or hesitation, turned off the main trail and took us into one of our old camps about a mile above North Minam Meadows. She came to stop where the picket line was usually tied between two trees. I was once again amazed at the ability of some horses to remember such things and know exactly where they were. In this case, it was even more remarkable as the visibility all day had been less than a hundred yards.

			We had initially planned to camp two and a half miles farther down the Minam River Trail. But by now we were cold, damp, tired, and hungry—and we could use a warming drink. So after a very short discussion, we rationalized that camping just a little early would be a good idea because the trails had been rough and steep and the horses were tired. Neither Bill nor I, in the macho tradition of the mountain men that we considered ourselves to be, mentioned that we were cold, damp, tired, and hungry and ready to make camp (though that was most decidedly so). The ladies, when asked, told it like it was—they were ready to camp right then and there. Why is it that in such circumstances “manly men” are reluctant to be the first to cry out “hold, enough!”?

			So, blaming Bill’s mare Manita for being tired (though she was just fine), as signaled by her turning off the trail, we made camp in midafternoon. There was no doubt that all members of the party, people and horses, were ready for that decision. The campsite was rechristened, as seemed appropriate, “First Chance Camp.” 

			August 31, 1986

			We intended to stay in First Chance Camp for two days to accommodate a planned ride up to our favorite high mountain lake, Green Lake, to try the fishing. We were dissuaded from a visit to the lake by the onset of lowering clouds, dropping temperatures, and the arrival of a persistent light cold rain. After some six hours of sitting under a tarp, drinking coffee, and watching the water drip off the tarp’s edges, we decided to stay put in camp for today and then tomorrow move camp some four hours down to the Minam River. That would leave us with only a four-hour ride out to the trailhead the next day on our way home. Our next camp, on the Little Minam River, was a traditional camp for Bill for hunting, fishing, and family fun. 

			As we were finishing breakfast, a USFS Wilderness Guard rode in and gently chided us about our open fire. A fire closure order had been issued several days earlier in response to the very dry conditions at the time. Of course, we had no way to know about the order; besides, with persistent drizzling rain of 24 hours duration and temperatures just shy of fifty degrees, it had not occurred to us that we could possibly be in violation of a fire closure order. We promised to make sure the fire was extinguished when we pulled out. Hell’s bells, we couldn’t have kept the fire burning if we had tried. But we understood her plight. Orders are orders, and regulations are regulations until rescinded. We shared a laugh. After one more cup of cowboy coffee for the road, she mounted her horse, gathered up the rope to her pack mule, and rode on up the trail, having done her duty. We admired her horse and mule-handling skills. She did the USFS proud. 

			She had told us that she was one of only four full-time USFS Wilderness Guards patrolling the Eagle Cap Wilderness this year. She also told us there were no trail crews working this summer due to budget cuts. It is little wonder that “multiple use” sometimes seems something of a joke to the public. On the other hand, wilderness advocates and environmentalists are often their own worst enemies when it comes to cultivation of public opinion and political support. Some wilderness aficionados too much enjoy the sport of attacking or jousting with the USFS. Too often, even when they win their point—in court or otherwise—they refrain from becoming advocates for the USFS to execute aspects of land management that they claim to value, and many in their ranks have lost sight of their ultimate objectives. The smartest and most productive thing now would be for them to morph into a constituency for the USFS, at least so far as the management of Wilderness Areas is concerned. They could, and should, be a force for obtaining funds and personnel to do the job that they profess to want done. It is well past time for them to cease wandering about the old political battlefields bayoneting the wounded lest they loose a political backlash in the process.

			We departed First Chance Camp in late morning and arrived at our next and last camp for this trip—at the junction of the Minam and North Minam Rivers—in late afternoon. We made camp just across the Minam River from the site of the “old dude” camp. The campsite clearly showed the impact of many years of heavy use—significant overuse in my judgment. I made a note to share my observations with the appropriate district ranger. 

			Bill and Bernice tried the fishing. The fish were the winners and lived another day to be tempted by the flies of some other fishermen on some future occasion. Neither fisher seemed especially disappointed. 

			I walked upstream and out of sight of the camp to take a significantly overdue cleansing dip in the very cold river. Afterward, while waiting for my goose bumps to subside, it came to me that dirty and smelly might have been the better state of being. It took me nearly an hour—plus a couple of snorts of apple brandy and two cups of steaming cowboy coffee—to quit shivering. Given my example, Meg eschewed a cold bath, insisting that lady riders, even after five days, did not give off the same vile aromas as those of the manly persuasion. Maybe it was the “sweet smellum” they used, even in the wilderness, that made the difference. When I proposed that hypothesis, the ladies rejected it out of hand, holding firm to their belief that the difference in aromas was genetic. 

			Just before the fire crumbled into ashes and we headed for our tents, the low-hanging clouds that had covered the skies for the past three days blew away. The effect was much like the lifting of the curtain at a stage show. The departure of the clouds revealed a moonless, crystal-clear sky and countless stars shining in all their brilliance. Such a display has become a rare experience for folks who spend their nights in the towns down below. Even if they cared to look up, the stars would be obscured by the glow of lights and the vapor particles condensed on the molecules of carbon monoxide spewed forth by a never-ceasing pulse of internal combustion engines and the burning of fossil fuels to meet ever-growing demands for electricity.

			Many do not look even up at the night sky; in many urban environs, this can be quite rationally viewed as potentially dangerous. So the eyes of city dwellers are kept to the ground or on the next alleyway or toward approaching strangers. Many scurry from one lighted and enclosed space to another, for therein resides safety and warmth—but limited fodder for the spirit. If our lifestyles cost us the stars, it might be well to examine the benefit/cost ratios. Like many other treasures, the stars are fixtures—above and beyond the lights and the smog—for determined seekers. “Seek and ye shall find.” 

			September 1, 1986

			In the late morning, after the horses were saddled, the packhorses packed, and the campsite cleared, we mounted up and headed downstream via the Minam River Trail. Our intent was to camp tonight at the junction with the Little Minam River. After a discussion around the campfire last night, which ended up being about grouse hunting, we had our “collective lip” set for a supper featuring ruffed grouse as the main course. Therefore, when we set out down the trail, Blitz was allowed to range widely on both sides of the trail. The shorthaired pointer eagerly shifted gears from traveling to hunting mode. It wasn’t long before Blitz succeeded in pointing a black bear cub and put it up a tree, having managed to get herself all fuzzed up and present her most fearsome persona to the small cub. The farce lasted about a New York minute and ended when mama bear arrived on the scene, likewise all fuzzed up but much more impressively so than the dog. After a period of consideration, I figured somewhere between five and ten seconds, Blitz decided that she had hired out to hunt grouse and not bears. She ran in under Bill’s horse and stayed right there until we were a half mile down the trail and she felt she could safely return to being a bird dog. With Blitz’s help, by midafternoon, I had managed to bag four ruffed grouse, three juveniles and one adult.

			We were only some two miles down the Minam River Trail below Red’s Horse Ranch when the sky darkened and it began to sprinkle. That led to a quick decision to make camp, and just as we rode into our campsite, Blitz went point. Bill pulled up the string. Riding last in line, I dismounted, pulled my 20-gauge Citori over-and-under shotgun from its scabbard, walked up behind the dog, and with two shots added another two grouse to our pending banquet. Frankly, I was on a roll. 

			The lady chefs announced that tonight’s supper was to be grouse corn chowder with dumplings, along with “spotted pup” (rice and raisins) for desert. Tang and rum served as pre-dinner, dinner, and post-dinner drinks. It beat the finest of wines. After finishing off three grouse and three drinks, Bill commented, “My God, this is a tough life—but, damn, somebody’s got to do it!” I agreed wholeheartedly. The vote turned out to be unanimous. 

			September 2, 1986

			We were up with the first light of day. After a quick cold breakfast of spotted pup with canned condensed milk, we saddled the horses, packed up, and were on our way down the Minam River Trail to its juncture with the Little Minam River. From there, we took the trail up and over the ridge to Moss Springs. 

			Ruffed grouse were plentiful along the trail—tame and tempting. As the horses were lined out and traveling fast and easy, my shotgun remained in its scabbard. Bill philosophized that “there was a time under the sun for all things” and kept riding. Maybe next time. 

			When the trucks came into view through the trees, this trip into the wilderness was at its end—except in memory. Driving my truck and horse trailer down the dusty mountain roads, I pondered why the trip into the trailhead always seems so long and the trip back to civilization seems so short. There is real joy to an escape to the wilderness and real joy to return home, and therein lies the beauty of the thing.
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