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  Preface & Acknowledgments




  In today’s over-civilized world, people often long to escape the demands of everyday life and dream of a home on the frontier. When my husband and I wintered in Yellowstone National Park’s isolated interior, there were times when my only interruption was a swan’s shadow on my computer screen as it flew by my window. Our nine years of living year-round on the modern frontier also provided spurts of adrenalin. Snowmobiling among large mammals many times our size was only one of the challenges we faced.




  Our story is about community as much as individuals. When we lived in Yellowstone in the late 1980s and early 1990s, there were no cell phones or email, and only limited television. We witnessed how the arrival of television dramatically changed the community dynamics. Through our experiences and interviews with others who lived in the park from the 1930s to the 1970s, we came to cherish our community and to be reminded that life on the frontier was about symbiosis and mutual dependence more than independence.




  This book would have never happened without the encouragement—and criticism—of many friends and family members when they read various versions of the book over the past twenty years. In particular, the late Philippina Halstead told me in her inimitable, direct way, “Quit your day job and write that book!” After I quit my day job in southwest Colorado and moved back to Atlantic City, Wyoming, the Atlantic City Writers Group formed. Phil and the other members (Bob Townsend, Barbara Townsend, and Jo Trumble) gave me incentive to churn out chapters, and they spent hours offering their critiques.




  Ranger Jerry Mernin read many of the chapters and provided factual corrections, advice about tone, and grammatical suggestions. It was a bit embarrassing for a lifelong journalist to get grammar lessons from a ranger, but Jerry was not just any ranger. His own memoir will be published soon. Cindy Mernin provided some of the most memorable slogans used in these pages, including “Paradise isn’t for sissies.” Grace Nutting provided the words used in the title: “Yellowstone has teeth.”




  My father, Edward Ambler, and his wife, Susie, helped ease our isolation by visiting us winter and summer, braving long snowmobile rides over Sylvan Pass and harrowing boat rides on Yellowstone Lake when many people their age would have stayed home.




  Thanks to Nancy Gregory. Although she has lived and traveled, often alone, all over the Middle East and Africa, she validated our perceptions of danger in our adventures. Jazmyn McDonald, also a solo international traveler, helped me find the story arc and its significance. She reminded me there is a fundamental deception of every adventure story: Ninety percent of the journey is tedious, but the authors tell the parts that people want to hear.




  A workshop on “The Hero’s Journey” given by Gwynne Spencer in Cortez, Colorado, provided a framework to hang the material on, once I overcame my resistance to being the hero, even a flawed hero.




  The advice of authors and friends Cassandra Leoncini, Evonne Agnello, and Karen Reinhart about the publishing process was invaluable.




  I benefited from more than a dozen Yellowstone colleagues who checked facts and interpretations in these chapters, but any mistakes are my own. Many friends contributed their time to critiquing the book outline and chapters when they were in very primitive form, including Chip Clark, Claudia Whitman, Lorna Wilkes, Phyllis Mascari, Sara Wiles, and my sister, Becky Strouse.




  My husband, Terry Wehrman, never lost faith in the worth of this project, even when it meant that more household chores fell on his shoulders for many years.




  The journals of Kathleen O’Leary and Lowell Baltz contributed greatly to the fire chapters. Lowell was a Lake District maintenance worker and fire fighter in 1988, and Kathleen lived at the remote Thorofare Ranger Station with her husband, Ranger Dave Phillips. Many of the statistics in the three fire chapters derive from Yellowstone’s Rebirth by Fire: Rising from the Ashes of the 1988 Wildfires by Karen Wildung Reinhart (Farcountry Press, Helena, Montana, 2008).
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  Freeze the Golden Romance




  





  Here’s a poem some guy’s written/




  ’bout Wyoming’s sunny skies




  ’bout her rattlesnakes and wood ticks




  Porcupine and bottle flies. . ..




  





  Oh, he sure gives some description




  Of this healthy, wealthy state




  And he longs to travel back here




  so he says at any rate.




  





  But there’s one thing that’s apparent




  I can tell it in his rhyme




  This guy must have hit Wyoming




  In the good old summer time. . ..




  





  There’s sides to this here country




  That our poet’s never seen,




  It would freeze the golden romance




  Of any poet’s dream.




  





  I’m no pessimist or cynic,




  Poet friend, I’d have you know.




  But who can dream ’bout romance




  When it’s thirty-eight below?. . ..




  





  —Tim McCoy (1891-1978)


  Western film star who lived in Wyoming most of his life




  Chapter One




  Pioneers in Paradise


  




  Let us go then and risk our lives unnecessarily.




  —Isak Dinesen, Out of Africa




  The moment we heard Cindy Mernin’s voice on the phone we knew she had bad news. For the past three months we had lived in southwest Colorado, hundreds of miles away from Yellowstone National Park. A day never passed, however, without our thinking about our mountain home. My husband, Terry Wehrman, and I chatted often with our Yellowstone friends to catch up on the latest news about our former human neighbors and the bison, bears, and chickadees. When did the lake freeze? Is there enough snow? After nine years of living year around in the middle of the 2.2-million-acre park, Yellowstone was in our blood. We were Yellowstone. Yellowstone was where our souls lived.




  In television documentaries Yellowstone is a magical wonderland in winter. Bison whitened with hoar frost stand silhouetted above the vast, frozen lake. Waterfalls thunder hundreds of feet down through caverns of ice. Geysers hurl steamy droplets high into the winter sky. When we left the park and moved to Mancos, Colorado, people in Colorado could hardly believe that anyone was allowed to live in Yellowstone, much less get paid for it. “Why in the world did you ever leave?”




  Yes, it was beautiful, often quiet, a whole other world, we would tell them. We had also experienced a different Yellowstone, a Yellowstone with teeth. It was hard to explain something we only partially understood ourselves. So we learned to smile and nod and change the subject. In the backs of our minds, we started to question our mixed feelings about that faraway paradise.




  But when Cindy called on January 17, 1994, she reminded us of Yellowstone’s darker side. “Are you sitting down? There’s been an accident on Sylvan Pass.” As we tried to deal with the impact of her call over the following weeks, we pondered our experiences in the park and their significance.




  * * *




  In October 1984 Terry received a job offer from the National Park Service for a winter position at Lake Village. He would be running a snow groomer, packing the roads for snowmobilers. Terry was thrilled. Heavy equipment operators like him have a hard time finding work in Wyoming during the winter. Although it was a temporary, seasonal position, the pay was good. He looked forward to working in such a beautiful place, and the prospect of being isolated did not bother him.




  As the owner of the Atlantic City Mercantile and Saloon for several years in the 1970s, Terry had proven his tolerance for isolation and for an incredible variety of eccentric mountain people. Atlantic City is an old gold mining town of about fifty people perched on the Atlantic side of South Pass, a historic route over the Continental Divide. The “city” is thirty miles from the nearest grocery store, gas station, and post office. Terry had had temporary road jobs before, camping out of the back of a pickup for weeks at a time, eating his own cooking.




  I wasn’t so sure. Naturally resistant to change, I had misgivings. Terry and I had been living together for a couple of years, and I did not look forward to the 200-mile separation even though it was just for one winter. There was no question that I would stay in our home in Atlantic City. I had my own work as a freelance writer, and had our dogs to take care of. Furthermore, I had followed a man to his job location once, and it had been a bad decision.




  Terry had several years’ experience sculpting dirt with scrapers and bulldozers, the heavy equipment used for road construction, so he was qualified for the job. More importantly, he was one of the few applicants willing to spend the winter in Lake Village, a community of twelve employees and spouses in government housing near the north shore of Yellowstone Lake. I would commute to visit him when I could.




  We packed what we imagined he might need for his apartment for five months—a mattress, some winter snow gear, canned food, and a lot of books, and delivered it to the apartment assigned to him at Lake Village. The frame fourplex looked more like a motel than the cabin I had pictured in the woods, but its beautiful location made up for that.




  We could not delay—the park stopped plowing the roads in the fall, and they would be impassable to anything but snowmobiles by the time Terry’s job started in December. While multi-passenger snowcoaches traveled the roads from the more popular entrances, they rarely reached Lake Village. Nobody asked Terry if he had a snowmobile or whether he knew how to operate one. Luckily Terry had snowmobiled half a dozen times. He bought a used Ski-Doo to get through the winter.




  When Terry climbed on the Ski-Doo in December and started up the road from the East Entrance, the park was almost unrecognizable. It was not yet open for the winter, so no one else was on the road. Terry had to open the combination lock on the entrance gate to start the thirty-mile journey. Except for the sound of his own snowmobile, the forest was ominously silent, and growing increasingly dark as he climbed up Sylvan Pass and dropped down toward the lake. When he bounced past the Fishing Bridge store—an area bustling with hundreds of visitors and employees during the summer—it was silent, shuttered, and barely visible in the snow. His headlight was the only light he could see as the day faded, and he searched anxiously for the Lake housing area turn off. Finally he saw it, turned up the road, and started his new life.




  On my first weekend visit, Terry met me at Pahaska Tepee, a lodge just outside the East Entrance. I was delighted to see him. The snowmobile suit disguised the slender figure I had grown to love, but one could still see that Terry Wehrman was a slender man. He joked that his Indian name would be “Makes No Shadow.” Not a slave to the latest fashions, he had worn sideburns and button-down collar shirts when I met him ten years earlier, and he still preferred them, just changed into flannel shirts and sweaters under his snowmobile suit.




  I was eager for the new adventure, but snowmobiling was not my idea of fun. I had grown up on skis, downhill skiing during my youth and cross-country skiing for the past fifteen years. Snowmobilers and skiers don’t mix. As a skier, I had gagged on the machines’ fumes and cringed at their roar. When my fellow skiers and I heard snowmobile riders whining about sore muscles around the fireplace at a snow lodge, we rolled our eyes disdainfully. To visit Terry that winter, I had to swallow my purist pride. Even I had to admit that skiing thirty miles over 8,500-foot-high Sylvan Pass to Lake Village for weekend visits was not an option. The Ski-Doo seat was barely long enough for us to squat on together, even though he made no shadow.




  Remembering what we wore on long-distance motorcycle trips in winter, I added a few layers, and I stuffed a few belongings into a knapsack on my back. By the time we had traveled the first two miles from Pahaska to the park entrance, my arm muscles cramped from fighting gravity, trying to hold on to Terry’s waist despite the knapsack. As the snowmachine pulled up the slight incline at the park gate, I rolled off the back and into the road at the feet of two rangers and lay there, squirming in the snow, a turtle on its shell.




  Not exactly what I would have chosen as my first introduction to our new neighbors. The two rangers, Bob Mahn and Tim Blank, graciously turned their backs and pretended to ignore the scene. Although tempted to laugh, Terry could see two burning dots in the heap of clothing—my eyes glaring at him. (Later, he said I looked like the Michelin man—the rotund figure made of tires—lying there. At the time, however, he was smart enough NOT to mention the Michelin man.)




  I pulled my body out of the road and back onto the snowmobile. As we traveled on toward Sylvan Pass, I sublimated my embarrassment into fury at imagined offenses. Terry deliberately swung around corners to try to throw me off; he slammed into the bumps on purpose; he didn’t stop often enough for me to stretch my limbs. The steep grade, the light breeze, the heavy pack, my choice of clothes—everything was HIS fault. Squatting on the vibrating, roaring machines, exposed to the elements, was miserable, and I blamed him for putting me there.




  Having grown up in Colorado, I was accustomed to high mountain passes. The 300-foot-drop below our trail up Sylvan Pass might not have bothered me if it were not for the huge, orange sign saying, “WARNING! Avalanche zone. No stopping for the next mile. Keep 100 yards between machines.” It didn’t take much imagination to figure out what that meant: Space the machines so that you won’t all get swept off the pass at the same time. The snowmobile road slanted sideways toward the drop off, following the contour of the avalanche chute. Terry yelled at me, “Lean uphill,” hoping that ballast would keep the snowmachine moving forward instead of sliding toward the cliff. I shut my eyes and held on.




  After only a few endless minutes, Terry and I rode past the avalanche zone on the pass and started jouncing down the mountain toward Yellowstone Lake. I started to relax and experiment with leaning into the curves, gripping the snowmachine between my thighs. Terry told me to shift my hips rather than tilting my head. Although he was too delicate to mention it, I realized he meant my lower half provided more ballast than my head.




  We knew only the basics about motorized over-the-snow vehicles. Both snowmobiles and snowcoaches utilize skis on the front to steer with and tracks to provide momentum. Snowcoaches carry half a dozen passengers in relative comfort inside the heated vehicle, but they took people to Old Faithful, not to Lake. The only option for Lake employees was squatting on a snowmobile, low to the ground, protected only by a windshield. As we traveled toward Lake, I entertained myself with the fantasy of being a pioneer, taking off into the frozen wilderness. Instead of riding a bouncing Conestoga wagon, we bounced on a snow machine; snow coated our world, not dust. Rather than swollen rivers and disease, we had Sylvan and cold.




  And buffalo. When we dropped down toward the lakeshore, we encountered the first buffalo. Suddenly there they were, in the road, with no big orange signs instructing us what to do. The first one seemed to fill three-fourths of the road width. Seeing the gigantic beasts filling the road, I had trouble remembering that they were herbivores and presumably would not eat us. Terry pulled over to the side. In the national park, we weren’t allowed to ride off the road, so we focused upon making ourselves small and non-threatening.




  The first buffalo glanced down at us as he walked past, his eyes glowing red. The smaller one that followed looked younger and more skittish of our roaring, metallic beast. He trotted nervously, daring us to try anything. We didn’t. Someone had advised Terry to hide behind the machine if a buffalo charged, but that seemed foolhardy to me. This guy looked ready to lower his head and gore anything in his path, and the snowmachine looked puny as a shield. Coming at us slowly to plan his attack, his horns grew longer and sharper with every step. His hump towered far above his head, blocking out the sun. I considered the power behind that horn if it ripped into my flesh. I wished I hadn’t read that gory Hemingway bullfight story earlier in the week.




  Terry thought about gunning the machine and leaping over the berm, out of the road. To hell with the rules. But the snow beyond did not look firm enough to support our machine. Maybe we could jump it anyway and climb under the machine when it bogged down in the deep, fluffy snow? The soft snow might cushion us so we wouldn’t get crushed by the buffalo’s charge.




  How many people had died from such encounters, I wondered?




  Finally the herd passed by us, Terry squeezed the throttle, and we continued our journey along the lakeshore, over Fishing Bridge, and on to Lake Village. As Terry turned off the key, I sighed with the welcome silence and squirmed with embarrassment about being such a sissy. I remembered an old friend’s motto: “You have to scare yourself to death once in awhile to feel really alive.”




  My thighs felt like a Cossack dancer’s after an hour-long performance, and my sore hips barely allowed me to lift my leg over the machine and onto the snow-packed ground. So much for thinking that snowmobiling was a lazy person’s sport.




  The snowmobile ride over, I silently forgave Terry for his imagined offenses. A real frontier woman would have felt lucky to have such a partner. Terry’s heart is as big as all Wyoming. I made an unlikely pioneer woman. Later I would hear stories from people who lived in the park in the 1930s and on, before snowmobiles, who were pioneers. I should not have been angry at Terry. But I was entering a world that had belonged mostly to men for more than a century—a place where the niche for spouses and children was still being defined.




  Perhaps my fury sprang in part from fear. I had never considered myself especially brave or cowardly. Even though I had hitchhiked alone across Canada and Europe, I lagged behind my father and my younger siblings, Becky and Steve, on the ski slopes, too timid for some of the jumps they leaped off. As a third generation Colorado native, I was genetically predisposed to living on the fringe of civilization. I was handier with a chain saw and an ax than with a hair dryer and a curling iron. Terry and I were both accustomed to mountain living, risk taking, and harsh winters. A love of adventure first attracted us to one another; we rode his motorcycle across the country, and he was building a biplane in his basement when I met him. I was surprised to realize how different Yellowstone was. My first trip suggested new dimensions for the courage necessary there.




  It was a good thing that we were young enough for such a rigorous life (I was thirty-six and Terry was forty-four.) Looking at the three other apartments and two houses, I assumed they, too, must be robust outdoorsmen and women. Turning around, I could see the Absarokas—the mountains around Sylvan Pass—glistening on the far side of the lake. An open meadow, begging for a set of ski tracks, stretched from the apartment toward the lake. Maybe I could enjoy my weekend visits after all. Little did I know how many times we would watch that lake freeze and thaw, listening to its strange moans. How many snowmachines we would buy for that parking place. What four-legged and two-legged neighbors we would come to know. Or how many times Sylvan Pass, the lake, and buffalo would make us feel really alive.




  Chapter Two




  Flung Together By the Fates


  




  There are two kinds of adventurers: those who really want to have one and those who just as soon not.




  —William Least Heat Moon, Blue Highways




  One evening during Terry’s first year in Yellowstone National Park, Chris and Hume Lilley invited the ten other residents of the Lake community to their home for a chili supper. Hume was Terry’s boss, the Lake District maintenance division foreman. He and his wife rented one of the two government houses large enough for everyone to gather. If we had been in the outside world, the women might have been discussing world events or the governor’s race or showing pictures of grandchildren. Instead, the topic was snowmobiling. How fast will your John Deere go versus Lorie’s Polaris or my Ski-Doo? How do you get around stubborn bison in the road?




  For residents of Yellowstone, snowmobiling and watching for wildlife are not mere hobbies. If they wanted to get groceries or go to the dentist or eat a restaurant meal, they had to snowmobile thirty miles over Sylvan Pass to the East Gate or fifty miles to the north. For five months of the year, snowmobiles carried the milk, eggs, hamburger, and any guests brave enough to visit. I listened to Terry’s neighbors for ideas to ease my own transition into this new world.




  Alice Roller told us she liked to run her snowmobile with the throttle wide open. It infuriated Bob, her cautious husband, especially when he had to rescue her. Maybe that’s why she did it. Back in Wisconsin, where she and Bob lived before moving to Yellowstone in 1972, she would zoom across frozen lakes at eighty-five miles per hour with her grandkids on board. Her Yellowstone accidents taught her how risky that could be.




  The first time she rolled her machine in Yellowstone, she had been swerving back and forth, trying to entertain herself while she dallied behind her slower husband. When she swerved too wide in Hayden Valley, her machine went off the embankment and Alice flew off, toward the Yellowstone River. To get it back on the road, Bob had to ride his machine into the treacherous, deep snow to pack a track for her, and he never let her forget it. Digging a snowmobile out of deep snow required some physics but lots of mass, and she did not have it. She weighed about one hundred pounds. Looking at her white, curly hair and vivid pink polyester blouse, it was hard for me to imagine the Barney Oldfield racecar driver inside.




  The winter before, she accidentally rammed the back of Bob’s machine. Traveling home after dark, he had stopped suddenly, trying to avoid hitting a snow-covered buffalo lying in the road. She squeezed her brakes, but snowmobiles don’t stop like cars. The brakes stop the track from turning, but then the machines usually slide sideways. They missed hitting the buffalo, bucking and dancing in the headlight’s beam ahead of them, but she couldn’t avoid hitting Bob’s machine.




  The next time she rolled her machine, she rolled with it, but she scrambled to her feet and managed to push and pull it upright before Bob came back, looking for her. She hoped to escape another scolding. She could not hide the fact that her windshield had broken off, however.




  Although Alice had loved snowmobiling in Wisconsin, after nine winters in Yellowstone, it had lost its appeal. They couldn’t choose the weather or the snow conditions when they would go out. By the time I met her, she was sixty years old. The accidents and squatting for thousands of miles had taken their toll; snowmobiling had become a painful ordeal. She still zipped down the road, but when she climbed off the machine, she reached for her crutches. Both of her hips had been reconstructed, and she had knee surgery after one of her snowmobile accidents, but she was determined to stay at Lake with her husband.




  She might have lost her spryness but she kept her spunk. When Bob invited her out to lunch on his day off, she didn’t hesitate to climb on her machine, knowing the closest lunch would be thirty miles over Sylvan Pass to Pahaska Tepee Lodge, or fifty miles to Old Faithful. One time a blizzard came up while they were enjoying their lunch at Pahaska, and it took them an hour to go half a mile across the top to get back home. Alice would be an invaluable asset to a rookie like me. She hosted dinners, taught me her special techniques for transporting and storing food, and shared tips for dealing with the isolation. “Not everybody can adjust to it. People who party a lot just can’t,” Bob Roller said. Alice’s advice: “Keep your mind and your hands busy.”




  Young park friends invited her to spend the winter with them on the outside, but the pain kept her up at night, and she didn’t want to bother them. I suspected that despite her complaints about Bob, she couldn’t stand being separated from him after more than forty years of scrapping. She was sixteen and he was eighteen when they married. They were devoted to each other, but Terry called their relationship complementary antagonism—they kept each other strong. The Rollers had some of their biggest squabbles over snowmobiling. Perhaps the disputes derived from forced dependence. They had been raised in an era of gallantry when men thought they were responsible for protecting the womenfolk. Yellowstone was one of many places where such roles were difficult to maintain.




  One fall day, Alice telephoned Bob from inside their trailer to tell him a grizzly was prying the door open. “What do you expect me to do?” he asked, expressing anger instead of the helplessness he felt. Alice was glad to have me as a new audience for her favorite story: She had been busy cooking in their sixty-foot trailer home when she noticed a group of people gathered outside with their cameras. One of them asked, “Did you know there is a grizzly trying to get into your trailer?” When she slid the window open, she found herself face to face with a giant bear. “All I could think of was the mess he could make in the house,” she said. Beans baked aromatically in the oven. Salads for the evening’s potluck spread across the table. The winter’s canned food stores lined the hallways.




  She considered hooking a hose to the bathroom faucet and squirting him in the face with hot water, but she realized she didn’t have enough time. She kicked at the door to scare him. “He grabbed the bottom of the door with one paw and zip, off it came.” When he entered the back door, Alice raced out the front door, leaving it open behind her in the confused hope that the bear would use it rather than exiting through a wall. She ran to the maintenance shop and found Bob. Bob sneaked into the trailer to get his gun from the back bedroom, but a ranger finally appeared and advised Bob not to shoot the bear. Finally the bear was lured out the back door, tranquilized, and sent to live out his days in a Canadian zoo.




  Our hostess, Chris Lilley, was nearly twenty years younger than Alice Roller, but she liked snowmobiling even less. She told us her teeth got sore from gritting them as she tried to keep up with Hume on the snowmobiles. Her waist-length hair was as thick and honeyed as her North Carolina accent. She was accustomed to a Southern climate, and she liked cooking, spending time with her children, and collecting stuffed animals. She did not derive pleasure from the out-of-doors and certainly not from snow and buffalo. But Hume had a good job, so they stayed in Yellowstone’s interior for nearly ten winters.




  During the long Yellowstone winters, Chris’s life revolved around the television and the telephone and reading National Enquirer. They had the only satellite dish at Lake; anyone else who wanted to watch could connect to their dish, but they had to watch what the Lilleys were watching. To entertain her family back in North Carolina, she mined her life for stories of life in the “wil-l-l-derness” (pronounced with at least five syllables). In her hyperbolic tales, her lifestyle rose from rugged routine to become exotic and hilarious. One time a frozen buffalo chip flew up and hit her in the head. Without a helmet, she would surely have been killed, she said. “If I ran into buffalo like Bob and Alice did, I would have needed an extra bag between my legs.”




  Once someone at the park headquarters in Mammoth made the mistake of telling Chris how lucky she was to live in the park’s interior. Winter residents all believed that Those People (administrators) rarely if ever ventured into the park in the winter. Chris told the visitor what she once said to a doctor giving her a proctology exam. “Why don’t you climb up here and see how you like it?” At the chili supper, this story brought roars of approval from the group. Winter exacerbated the normal alienation between any headquarters and its field operations staff, especially during the shoulder season—those months between snowmobile and car seasons when interior residents would sometimes go weeks without any mail.




  Terry’s neighbors shared stories of Mammoth’s insensitivity. Lorie Rippley was shoveling two feet of snow off her car after a long, cold snowmobile ride to Mammoth, when a woman asked her, “Isn’t snow wonderful?” Chris’s husband, Hume, battled headquarters regularly on their behalf, trying to get regular mail service for them. “Chris and Alice expect mail from their grandchildren,” he told them. “When it doesn’t come, they feel like someone forgot their birthdays.” When the National Park Service tried to convince the Postal Service to deliver mail to the interior, they said it would endanger their employees’ life and limb. “Whatever happened to neither snow, nor rain, nor heat, nor gloom of night?” Terry asked.




  Chris’s favorite snowmobiling topic was buffalo. Soon after my first trip into Yellowstone, I had called the public affairs office to ask about snowmobile v. bison accidents. (Technically, the beasts are bison—there are no buffalo in North America—but that is not what most people call them.) Headquarters reported no record of such encounters. When I mentioned headquarters’ comments to Terry’s neighbors, they all laughed. “How would they know? They never come out here. No one would report accidents anyway. It would mean too much paperwork.”




  The park’s top bison expert, Mary Meagher, told me that when the park began to groom the roads, the bison numbers expanded exponentially: They could move on the roads without much effort to places with less snow. So in a way, Terry and his fellow groomers were to blame for all the bison in the road. I didn’t mention that to Chris, however.




  The Rollers shared their own experiences and the legends that circulated around the park interior. One night a snowmobiler knocked on their door in the middle of the night. He had walked in from Hayden Valley, more than ten miles to the north, after he and another guy had crashed into a bison, demolishing the machine and breaking the other guy’s arm. The next day in the Hayden Valley, a bison died from a cracked skull.




  Everyone at Lake had heard the story about Ranger Tim Blank. One moonless night, he caught sight of some snow-covered sleepy lumps in the road. Grabbing the brakes, his machine missed the first bison but collided with the next. The second bison’s horn punctured his windshield and jammed Tim’s hand, breaking his wrist. Six inches to the left and the horn would have missed him, but six inches to the right and the horn would have been imbedded in Tim’s chest.




  A particularly horrifying story featured a guy who careened into a fog bank at night only to find it full of bison. He hit a calf, which flipped through his snowmobile’s windshield and into his lap, two of its legs broken. He was sickened by what he had done but even more upset by the reaction of the cows, clearly upset by the calf bawling. The man dove under a log, inches away from their sharp, nervous hooves and close enough to feel their steamy breath. When the bison would start to drift away from him and the calf, he’d jump out and pull the rope, trying to start his snowmobile. Then a new surge of bawling would attract the cows back again. This pattern continued most of the night until he finally realized the accident had pushed in the engine’s kill switch. He pulled it back into position and escaped. The calf was not so lucky; it had to be shot.




  Alice Siebecker, the ranger who lived at the other end of Terry’s quadraplex, said she found a new way to scare bison off the road. Even the biggest ones scattered when she alternatively accelerated and decelerated, waved her arms, and made other sharp motions to scare them. During such parties, Chris could laugh at the absurdities of our lives. Yet she brooded about the dangers during the long winter days she spent alone. The bison on the road worried most of us, but they terrified Chris. In addition, Chris suffered from asthma; one of her closest friends died in Yellowstone one summer from the same condition. Would she be next?




  Of course I thought skiing would save everyone from the winter doldrums. When I tried to nudge Chris outside one day to ski, she said she doesn’t go out “in weather like this.” Looking out at the sunshine and the snow melting from the roof, I realized she really was more content inside baking cakes and cookies, and making fudge for Christmas. Women like her created these holiday traditions that drove us career women crazy if we tried to uphold them. Nevertheless, we all relished the extravagant desserts she prepared for our potlucks.




  Before going home from our chili dinner, we crowded around the Lilleys’ VCR and watched Yellowstone in Winter. The movie on Nature showed all the animals and one young, robust human family living at Canyon Village, Steve and Angela and their children. In the show, it looked as if the winterkeeper there at Canyon was the only person who shoveled snow from the roofs in Yellowstone to keep them from collapsing. We all looked at Lorie Rippley, twenty-three, her lacy white blouse contrasting so nicely with her tan face. She was tan in December for a reason—she shoveled the government roofs in the Lake area. The film didn’t mention Lorie or her counterparts in other areas of the park. Lorie laughed, saying, “I’ll have to call Steve and get him over here to take care of our roofs.” The film didn’t depict Alice Roller with her aching joints or Chris Lilley with her fears and lively stories. The rest of the human community in the heart of Yellowstone seemed invisible.




  Looking around the room, I remembered visiting a church in the Denver ghetto where a woman fell suddenly to the floor, speaking in tongues. The preacher said, “Leave her lay where Jesus flang her.” Here in Yellowstone, the fates had flung a bunch of people together, only some of whom would have chosen it on their own.




  Chapter Three




  Making Peace with Paradise


  




  When you change the way you look at things, the things you look at change.




  —Wayne Dyer




  Snow gossiped shamelessly at Lake without much wind or melting to hush it up. Two little trenches in the trail showed where Lorie had dragged her ladder behind her snowmachine on her way to shovel roofs. With only twelve people at Lake, I knew that Bill Berg (a winterkeeper for TW Services at the Lake Lodge) had made the new ski tracks up Elephant Back ridge. When I attempted the steep ski run down the side of the buried water reservoir, I knew Bob Roller could see my sitzmark and judge my skiing prowess when he checked the reservoir the next day.

OEBPS/Images/RB-logo_EBOOK.jpg
RIVERBEND
Stimyinpriie





OEBPS/Images/yellowstone_map.jpg
.m NorrHEAST ENTRANCE

NortH ENTRANCE
Q Gardiner, MT / <0 Coog,
o}

i* Lower Falls

.
2 20 h \c Upper Falls
- a N\ Madison "

West Yellowstone

e
West Entrance 20" River

e

Jon ojof

EasT ENTRANCE

)YELLOWSTONE

~ LAKE

4

Park Boundary
— Road
—— River
e Entrance

Visitor Area

{3 Highway Number

Soutn ENTRANCE j to Grand Teton National Park






