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FROM THE EDITOR:

For me, this past spring began with plans for leading a couple
of Desert Survivors trips in the summer. In late April I spent a
weekend driving around Conglomerate Mesa trying to find an
easy route to the top; but only found approaches that seemed like
difficult, uphill slogs. I did seelots of wildflowers, the Sierra Nevada
mountaintops covered with snow from the winter’s record wet
weather, and the dust mitigation ponds on Owens Lake brimming
with clear blue water. After years of drought, I waslooking forward
to a summer of Desert Survivors camping with abundant water.

When I got home, I turned on my computer and found an email
from a former workmate. She was employed on an animation
movie in Switzerland. A colleague had to unexpectedly leave the
production, and she wanted to know if I would be interested in
taking the job. It took me about two seconds to come up with
my answer. Yes! I had never been to Europe, and though I had
been retired for a couple of years, I did miss the comradery of
working on a common project with others, that is in the nature
of motion picture production. The job would go from mid-June
through September 2023, located in the town of Martigny, in the
French-speaking part of Switzerland. So here I am, putting the
finishing touches on this edition of The Survivor in a town with
Roman ruins, a Saint Bernard dog-viewing kennel, buildings over
250-years old in a valley surrounded by the Alps. Sorry for bailing
out on leading Desert Survivors trips this summer, but this was
too good to pass up.

du Saint-Bernard,

This change of plans for me only made it all the more apparent
that Desert Survivors needs more trip leaders, to fulfill our
mission of getting people out there to experience the deserts. Our
president Chuck McGinn and the Board of Directors is actively
addressing the need for more trips, (note the recruitment pitch
on the opposite page), and we have announced a good schedule
of outings for the fall. Since the end of the Covid lockdowns,
there has been a lot of demand for our excursions—many fill up
to the limit of participants in a day or two of announcement—and
we hope to in one manner or another to satisfy this interest. My
winter plans include leading Desert Survivors trips and learning
how to get atop Conglomerate Mesa.

~Survivor »

The Journal of Desert Survivors - Experience. Share. Protect.

Desert Survivors is an affiliation of desert lovers committed to
experiencing, sharing and protecting desert wilderness wherever we find
it. We recognize the places we love to explore will not remain wild unless
we give others the opportunity to experience them as we do and unless we
remain vigilant and active in our efforts to monitor and preserve them.

A resident of Musée et Chiens

There have been a couple of big wins for protecting the desert
environment this past summer. In July the Bureau of Land
Management rescinded its earlier okay to a Canadian mining
company to do exploratory drilling for lithium just outside the
Ash Meadow Wildlife Refuge in Nevada. In reversing its earlier
decision, the agency wrote that the prior approval “was in error”
and the drilling was likely to disturb the region’s groundwaters
and cause “significant impacts” to the endangered and threatened
species that live inside the refuge.

On August 28, a federal appeals court reversed the decision of
a lower court that would have allowed exploratory drilling for a
potential gold mine in the Hot Creek area of Mono County. The
drilling threatened to harm an endangered fish and a dwindling
population of bi-state sage grouse. The court’s ruling overturned
a U.S. Forest Service 2021 approval of the project, and came just
days before the mining company could have started drilling. It is
not yet known if the mining company will appeal this decision.
Most likely, its best course for moving ahead requires a Republican
administration in the White House.

Claire via Zoom meeting

A special note about the magazine: While working full-time,
and publishing this magazine takes up most of my hours, for this
edition I had help! Claire Lindsay-McGinn, a Desert Survivors
member with a graphic design background and keen aesthetic
sense, has stepped forward to help produce this issue. Yay! Ms.
Lindsay-McGinn lives in Marfa, Texas and I am in Switzerland
and we are able to collaborate via the wonders of the modern
electronic age. She has been an indispensable help to me, and
brings a welcome and different graphic look to these pages.

Thank you so much Claire. .
—Nicholas Blake

Cover photo: Desert Survviors plunging through the turbulent, and muddy
waters of the San Juan River in Utah during our April 2023 rafting trip.
The abundant snow in the Rockies this past winter made for high water and
some of the best river running in years. Photo: Chuck McGinn
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Desert Survivors
Annual General Meeting & Retreat

Goffs, California 2023
Thursday, October 26 - Sunday, October 29

Goffs, CA today. ‘ Y

A 1920’s stop on Route 66.

This year we will host our Annual General Meeting retreat in the Mojave Desert at
Gofls, CA, at the historic Goffs Schoolhouse. The school was built in 1914 near the
railway line along old Route 66, for the families of the area’s miners and railroad
workers. The building is now the Mojave Desert Heritage and Cultural Association,
that houses a vast collection of books and research materials pertaining to the
American desert west.

Activities will include hikes, a tour of Mitchell Caverns, 4WD vehicle trek to the
ruins of Fort Piute, a pot luck feast and presentations and evening entertainment
with ragtime piano accompaniment to an old western movie.

Our Annual General Meeting, will take place on Sunday morning, October 29, 2023.
We will discuss organizational issues, hear reports from board members and elect a
new board of directors. The meeting is open to all Desert Survivors members. You
do not have to take partin the retreat to participate in the meeting. More information
will be coming by email, or go to our website: desert-survivors.org.

The responsibility of the contents and the opin-
ions expressed in this journal is exclusively of the
author(s). Desert Survivors is not responsible for er-
rors in the content or any consequences arising from
the use of information contained in it. The opinions
expressed in the articles in this journal do not nec-
essarily represent the views of the Desert Survivors.

Desert Survivors has a problem:
We are running low on trips because we are
running low on qualified people to lead them.

Our problem has roots in the Covid pandemic when we
shut down our trips for almost two years. Our leaders
couldn’t get their First Aid certifications; some moved
on and some are having knee operations. Folks, if you
want to have a strong and active Desert Survivors, now
is the time to step up!

If you are a member of our organization then you've
likely spent time in the desert, and so have something
important that you can share with others. So, use your
creativity to craft your unique excursions that will
inspire others.

Maore Trip ,
Leaders Are 5% M A 16-hour Wilderness First Aid certificate is required,

| &P,
LLLELEL as well as two trips to be co-led with other trip leaders.

Desert Survivors will pay for the first aid training, and reimbursements for trip costs.

Every trip leader has places they love and types of trips they want to lead. It is a
craft that takes time and effort to perfect, but it is hugely rewarding. We request that
anyone interested please contact Activities Director, Marisa Seaman.

Above illustration from a WW?2 poster recruiting Army nurses.
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The Bureau of Land Management Proposes

Sweeping New Rules that Promote Conservation
...or Maybe Not So Much

Experts fear upgraded conservation and
restoration designations will be used to
enhance livestock grazing.

by Nicholas Blake

In March 2023 the United States Bureau of Land Management
(BLM) proposed a new public land rule that would change how
it manages the 245 million acres of federal land under its control.
The rule would put conservation and restoration activities on
equal footing with commercial public land uses, such as mining,
oil and gas production, timber harvesting, recreation and livestock
grazing. The proposal would establish frameworks for parties
to pursue restoration of public lands through leases—similar
to leases of the extraction industries or livestock grazing. The
proposal would also set up a means to compensatory mitigation,
reimbursing the American people for the impacts of development
on public lands through restoration projects on other land.

This news brought some rejoicing to those in the conservation
community. For years the BLM has prioritized projects that made
so-called “productive uses” of federal lands. The seemingly routine
granting of leases for extraction industries, and livestock grazing
has been the foremost activity for most BLM field offices, often
with little care over the environmental damages of the projects
or the need of supervision. The new rule would give equal value
to projects to conserve land that is already in good shape, and to
restore degraded lands.

Livestock grazing occurs on 154 million acres of land the
BLM manages. The animals will often eat all but the
toughest plants, leaving the ground susceptible for invasive
flora, such as cheatgrass or Medusahead, to take root.

The BLM opened a 75-day public comments period for the
proposal. There was so much interest, that the deadline was
extended an additional two weeks with over 150,000 comments
submitted. In July 2023, an analysis of 10,000 of the responses
by the Center for Wildlife Possibilities showed that 92% of the
comments encouraged the BLM to adopt the proposed Public
Lands Rule as written, or strengthen its conservation measures.
About 4.5% of comments were against the proposed rule or
wanted to significantly weaken it. This response clearly showed
that interested American people—in spite of fear mongering and
misinformation from the oil and gas industries, grazing and other
commercial concerns—want their western lands protected. It
should give the BLM the backing it needs to establish the new
rules, in spite of opposition from Republican members of congress,
Republican governors and assorted right-wing organizations.
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Left photo: BLM map of livestock grazing allotments of
public lands found on its website. Overlays of this map,
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show colored coded assessments of the health of the lands.
Since this publication is in black and white, this image
cannot depict this. If it could, it would show that much of

i the land in the Great Basin “Did Not Meet Land Health

Standards”. Furthermore, much of the Great Basin received,
a “Determination Was Not Complete” designation—most
likely because the land health was bad, and BLM managers
did not want to, or could not, deal with the problem.

To see this map go to: https://mangomap.com/peer/
maps/126421/blm-rangeland-health-status-2020-the-
significance-of-livestock-grazing-on-public-lands#

It is also worth noting that that many areas of the map,
assessed as “All Standards Met”, were highly suspect, in that
only a bare minimum of range restoration, could put the land
into the top rating category by many BLM managers.
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Right photo:
Restoration Project?
An area where
Juniper and Pinyon
Pine trees have

been removed from
the public lands

by “chaining”—a
process where a

giant barbed chain is
attached between two
bulldozers and dragged across the ground uprooting and killing all large plants in its travel. The BLM often approves this sort of project
as “range restoration.” After the ground is scrapped bare, it is seeded with non-native, crested wheat grass—a plant that is highly valued
as fodder for livestock grazing. Clearly, this public land is being altered for the benefit of commercial ranching.

s

Left photo:
Chaining away
a forest in New
Mexico.

Right Photo:
The Chain!

While this is seemingly good news for us who want these lands,
as nature there is real worry about the new rules in its details.
In June 2023 the women’s conservation organization, Great Old
Broads of the Wilderness, sponsored a webinar that discussed
the new rule proposal, with particular focus on its consequence
to livestock grazing. The event featured two expert speakers on
the topic: Josh Osher the Public Policy Director for the Western
Watershed Project, and Dennis Willis, co-chair of the Sierra Club
National Grazing Team, who had a 35-year career with the Bureau
of Land Management. Both speakers expressed concerns that the
conservation rules, in their final form, will not be well thought
out and ill-defined, leaving the door open for interpretations that
actually work counter to conservation. There are also concerns
that the agency cannot or will not implement the changes.

Problems for the BLM

The Bureau of Land Management has a stated mission to sustain
the health, diversity and productivity of public lands for the
use and enjoyment of present and future generations. This is
an enormous task. The agency constantly finds itself having to
deal with competing partisan and economic interests for federal
land use. In recent decades the agency has been particularly
under attack from right wing, anti-government adherents, who
want more state and local control of the lands, if not outright
privatization. The Republican Party in congress, longing to roll
back government in general, has stagnated the agency’s budget,
making increasingly difficult to the agency to fulfill its mission.
Between 2010 and 2018 visitation to BLM lands increased by 8.5
million people yet its budget decreased by 14 million dollars. The

agency has more than four billion dollars in deferred maintenance
costs.

Over 154 million acres of BLM managed land is grazed by domestic
livestock for all or part of the year. In 1995 the BLM issued a
manual to its field offices on grazing regulations and standards,
that included a section explaining the fundamentals of rangeland
health. These were guidelines on such topics as healthy resilient
watersheds, desired soil conditions, a good mix of plants, etc.
Using these guidelines the managers were to inspect the sites and
rate whether they were meeting or failing these standards. If not,
they were to change the grazing allotment, and then go through a
process to address poor conditions of the range.

Osher produced maps of grazing leases in western BLM
administered lands, and their land health assessments, calling it,
“A visual representation on how the BLM has failed to follow its
own guidelines” The map was color coded and showed much of
the Great Basin was in red—meaning it did not meet land health
standards because of grazing. The map showed large swaths of
land, in and around the red areas, had not been evaluated, most
likely according to Osher, “Because the agency knows, in fact
these allotments are not doing well, and if they assessed them,
then technically by law they would be required to do something
about it” Osher’s map showed that nearly all of land in the Great
Basin did not meet BLM land health standards—overwhelmingly
because of livestock grazing.

Willis noted, “The agency has really been gutted in their staffing.
It is not unusual to find a field office with a million acres of public
land, graced with two or three hundred grazing permits and they
have one range specialist to deal with it. There is no way one
person can take care of million acres”
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The benefits of removing cattle from riparian ecosystems. Photos from a U.S. Forest Service study of the Hart Mountain Antelope
Preserve before and after cattle grazing was eliminated from riparian areas. The study found a 64% to 73% decrease in stream widths,
a 90% decrease in bare soil, as well as a significant increase in the cover of grasses, sedges, wildflowers, rushes and willows.

There are also cultural issues with many of the BLM managers and
offices that could demean conservation efforts. Willis tells, “Go
to a meeting of BLM managers and some are bragging about how
many tons of coal they leased, how many oil and gas wells they
permitted or AUM’s (assets under management) they permit. You
never hear anybody brag about how many miles of river or acres
of wilderness they manage. In fact, many managers see these as
marks of shame.“

Problems with the details?

While new rules promoting conservation and restoration are, at
face, admirable; however, the speakers worried about definitions
and the rule’s details. Osher expounded, “The outcomes (of the
new rules) should be addressing the bio-diversity crisis, addressing
the climate crisis and insuring we have clean water and clean air”

There is a big concern about what the BLM means by restoration.
One of the biggest fears of the speakers is that agency will authorize
grazing as a conservation tool. In recent years the BLM has
authorized the uprooting and destruction of thousands of Pinion
and Juniper pine trees, by dragging a chain between two bulldozers
as “restoration” A byproduct of the tree removal is opening the
landscape for increased grass growth, that clearly benefits livestock
grazers. Both speakers implored that conservation leases that
enhance livestock grazing are not consistent with conservation.

x v m:.r——-———-—

Osher implored,” There should be an absolute prohibition on non-
native seed. Planting wheatgrass is not restoration. The only thing
the BLM should use for planting is locally-sourced, appropriate,
native seed. That is key and should be in the rule”

There are concerns about proposed conservation leases for
mitigation. This would be a new mechanism where an entity
would lease a parcel of unhealthy land, and take actions to restore
the land to make up for destructive development elsewhere. It
is unclear from the BLM announcement who would be eligible
for the leases—presumably private parties, NGO’s, states or tribes?
The speakers speculated that this could bring about a whole new
industry—businesses that would be hired by oil & gas and mining
companies to make up for the messes.

Willis had another worry about the BLM’s notion of restoration,
“They seem to indicate that restoration is always an active
management activity, that you have to get in there and heavily
manipulate the landscape to accomplish. We would like to see
provisions for passive restoration. We know in a whole lot of
cases, that if you just remove the insult, nature will go ahead and
do the restoration work itself. We know on degraded riparian
habitat, that it will heal itself just fine if we take the cows off of it

On mitigation leases Osher explained, “We are very concerned
that people will be buying conservation leases and their restoration
plan will be some modified grazing system, and that will be used
as compensatory mitigation of a big solar development, or a
lithium mine, or a gold mine or whatever destructive thing the
BLM’s planning to permit.”

Both speakers hoped the new mitigation rule would be greater
than a one-for-one transaction—one acre of mitigated land for one
acre of disturbed land. Willis thought a ten-to-one (mitigation
land-to-disturbed land) formula would be justified.

The BLM will review and use the comments submitted by the
public, to revise and clarify the proposed rule. The new rule would

A land restoration success! Hart Mountain National Antelope Refuge
in southern Oregon had been grazed by cattle for many decades when
in 1991 the cattle were removed. Now there are more than 300 species
of wildlife present on the 280,000 acres federal refuge.

then be reviewed by the White House Office of Management
and Budget before being finalized and published in the Federal
Register. The process should take about one year. »¥
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Summer Rains

These have been tough times for
the roads in the California-Nevada
deserts. On August 21, 2023 the
rains of Hurricane Hillary hit the
American desert west bringing
record-breaking  rainfall  and
flooding. The Coachella Valley
received over a years worth of
rain in a single day. If this was not
enough, on Labor Day weekend
freak monsoon rains swept over the
Great Basin, turning the Black Rock
Desert playa, with 70,000 Burning
Man celebrants, into a muddy
mess and washing away desert paved
roads all over the place. Featured
here are  photos

Mojave National Preserve. =~ posted on government

agency websites of

"’“"“‘"’m just a portion of the
P damage to the desert
thoroughfares. ~ We

hope the roads will

be repaired soon, and

we can safely drive to

our favorite places.

—The Editor g3 R
! .d-:mH; W 2 1) - i
Whitney Portal Road in the Alabama Hills.

L O Nearly all the paved roads in the Mojave
b‘tg‘_\‘R,out_e 127 be\tween & o National Preserve are impassable.
‘Byker andyShiashone, CA, |

Left photo:

Badwater

Valley, State
Route 190.

State Route 190 at Stovepipe Wells, Death Valley N.P.
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A botanically-themed trip to Massacre Rim
in the northwestern most corner of Nevada
featuring a high desert lake, an abundance of
native blooms and a dark, star-filled sky.

Photo by David Oline

The group hikes among patches of pink onions blossoms that streak the meadow.
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Photo by John Huegli

Trip report by David Oline

Spring in northern Nevada is something
quite special, even more so when there
is a good water year and the hills turn
green and the flowers explode. Different
than mountain meadow flowers, the high
desert displays provide not only stunning
beauty but a chance to appreciate the brief
pulse of life that arrives with the season. In
the farthest northwest corner of Nevada,
Massacre Rim is a broad plateau that tilts
gradually up from the lakes at its southern
base and forms a steep escarpment where it
merges with the highlands of the Sheldon
Antelope refuge. Despite the gruesome
name, there is no historical evidence of
any actual massacre taking place here.
Research suggests that several rock cairns
marking caches of abandoned equipment
and supplies from passing wagons on the
Applegate Trail were misinterpreted as
mass graves. This evidence-free assumption
spread because it was sensational and
was ultimately published in newspapers
as eyeball-bait with lurid accounts and
a statistic of 40 people being massacred




Inkcap mushrooms growing from a cowpie.

made up from whole cloth. Engagement
and attention were driven by confirmation
bias and anti-Native sentiment of settlers
who wanted to believe it. After a while, the
stories died down, but the name stuck.

On my way to the trip, I met up with Kurt and
John for a few days of pre-trip exploration
and scouting, which served as a reminder
of why it’s always a good idea to travel with
multiple vehicles in these remote areas. At
one point I towed them out of a mud pit in
our unsuccessful attempt to reach Pinto Hot
Springs, and later they tailed me back to
Alturas after my alternator died - fortunately
we made it all the way before exhausting the
battery. With leaving my vehicle in the shop,
the logistics were complicated, but people
pitched in to give rides and carry gear, and
our convoy headed out from Cedarville to
the Rim only an hour and a half late.

This trip was the first botanically themed
trip I have led and was inspired by a detour
Frank Harris and I took after last year’s
Hawksy Walksy trip. He showed me road
and a campsite that he knew up on top of
the plateau, and we were amazed by the
floral displays, which had been magnified by
recent rains. We found numerous interesting
flowers and few introduced weeds and spent
a fascinating morning exploring it all. Upon
our return, when identifying and posting
observations on iNaturalist, I realized that
much of this area is an unexplored void,
with few observations simply because few
people there. I knew we had to have a DS
trip go here and given Massacre Rim’s recent
designation as an International Dark Sky
Sanctuary, it had to be during a new moon
in June so we could botanize at the peak of
spring and stargaze on the darkest nights.

“Sanctuary” is the International Dark Sky
Associations (IDSA) designation for areas

Photos'by Lynne Buckner

A rare site: Massacre Lake full of water.

Our campsite held a wonderful
surprise for us - all three of the
Massacre Lakes were filled to
the brim with water, and gentle
waves lapped at the shore
where there were tadpoles,
kildeer, and avocets.

which have exceptionally low light pollution
and enable the highest quality starry nights.
Only 17 such areas in the world have been
designated - Massacre Rim is right up there
with the Boundary Waters, Pitcairn Island,
and the South African Kalahari Desert. What
gives these areas their spectacular night skies
are their remoteness from any sources of light
pollution at night, such as large population
centers or industrial activity (think gas
flares). Death Valley doesn’t quite make it -
though there are almost no lights in the park,
the permanent sunrise of Las Vegas on the
horizon prevents it from being truly dark. The
IDSA estimates that one third of humanity
and 80% of Americans can no longer see the
milky way where they live because of light
pollution. This trip was our chance to see the
sky as it used to be.

Our campsite held a wonderful surprise for
us - all three of the Massacre Lakes were
filled to the brim with water, and gentle
waves lapped at the shore where there were

Nl

Jacquie Phelan with sweater sun protection.

tadpoles, kildeer, and avocets. This is a very
rare occurrence, to have all three of the big
lakes filled, roughly covering a ten square
mile area but very shallow, about ten feet at
their deepest. I don’t know if I've ever had
a lakeside campsite on a Desert Survivors
trip. We placed a stick at the high-water
mark, and over the few days we were there
we saw a substantial retreat of the waterline.
Though our focus was botanical on this trip,
there were multiple species of fungi growing
right in our camp - including some beautiful
inkcap specimens which were popping up
out of cowpies.
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¢ Photos by Lynne Buckner

Above left: Ricki Landes, Jessica Rothaar and Ron Cohen hanging out at camp. Above right: The Soldier Meadows cabin. The primitive cabin
is free to stay in and operates on a first-come, first-serve basis. Below: Photos of flowers documented on the trip.

Our first day’s hike was to Massacre Springs,
starting at the Bureau of Land Management
(BLM) Massacre Ranch Cabin. In this corner
of Nevada, the BLM has turned several
former cattle camp buildings into maintained
primitive cabins that operate first-come
first-serve, like campsites, and amazingly are
free. If the flag is flying, someone is there.
If not, put out the flag and it’s yours for the
night. Along with Massacre Ranch, there
is one at Soldier Meadows and another at
Stevens Camp at the north end of High Rock
Canyon. They are spartan at best, but can
provide welcome shelter, have a stove, and
make a perfect base camp for exploring the
area. But you can't count on staying there, it
was occupied, and so we began our hike.

On our way to the spring, the botanizing
began, and we were aided by a copy of the
BLMs list of common plants for the Surprise
District. Typical plants including phloxes
and lupines were abundant along with
enormous candelabra-shaped hawksbeards,
but there were also larkspur, buckwheat,
yarrow, and multiple types of penstemon.
Occasional finds included some way-too
healthy winterfat that was so atypical it took
us a while to confirm it. We also found a
few specimens of the bizarre thick-stemmed
wild cabbage, and some whitestem frasera
that was likely the modocensis subspecies,
unique to the high desert. The high rainfall
this year made it a fantastic display and we
were fortunate to hit it near its peak.

The problem with going stargazing near the
summer solstice is that you have to stay up
pretty late in order to get the true darkness.

It took hours for the stars to slowly come
out, constellations to become discernible,
the milky way to slowly make its appearance,
and to realize the full glory of the night sky.
I have to say the experience of spending a
few hours doing nothing other than wait and
watch for the stars to come out is special in its
own way, not a common one in our modern
world where theres so much competition
for your attention. People stayed up as long
as they could and gradually drifted off until
only John and I were left. He had set up a
tripod and took some timed exposures as
the milky way came out but was somewhat
lamenting the lack of horizon to truly set off
the stars. With the amount of time we spent
looking at the sky, we saw numerous satellites
and an iridium flare, along with several
shooting stars. I found it more difficult to
identify constellations with so many stars out
- usually you can only see the brightest ones,
but there was a rich background of stars even
away from the milky way. This would be the
place to be when a new moon coincides with
the August perseid meteor shower.

Showy Penstemon

Our next day’s botanizing mission required
a drive around to the northern rim and up
a steep escarpment about a thousand feet
higher where there were stands of juniper
trees. Here we roamed across the plateau
which was dotted with meadows and
springs. We found bighead and shasta clover,
bluebells, prairie smoke, and phacelia. But
the real show was put on by the flowering
onions, densely packed in shallow dry
washes that created winding streaks of pink
that meandered through meadows. We
stopped to have lunch in a River of Onions
that wound across the landscape. Here we
were at the edge of an open juniper forest,
where we found collomia, yellow paintbrush,
yampah, several species of penstemon, and
hillsides with huge patches of bright yellow
asters. Quick moving low clouds took the
edge off the heat, and at the springs we found
wet meadows filled with rushes, meadow
stars, and tadpoles in the small pools. The
display was even better than I had hoped,
and the rivers of onions far outshone what

we saw on last year’s scouting trip.

SHEA
Monkeyflower
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After the drive back to camp, as we waited
for the skies to get dark, we gathered to have
our desert trivia night created and hosted
by Karen. She had a well-researched series
of questions all on Nevada trivia (and some
non-trivial since they covered important
desert conservation issues) to challenge the
happy hour crowd. I wish the trivia nights at
my local pub would choose more interesting
desert themes like this. Afterwards was
supposed to be our second night of ultra-
dark skies, but it was almost completely
clouded over, with nothing at all to see. You
take what you get out here. Everyone went to
bed early.

Muddy roads made it foolish to try to reach
a petroglyph site on the other side of the
lakes basin, so we will have to save these
for another trip. So for our last botanical
exploration, we headed for the trace of the
Ruby Pipeline, a natural gas pipeline from
Wyoming to Oregon built in 2011 which cuts
just south of Massacre Lakes. Though the
pipe is underground, a 100-foot-wide swath
was bulldozed clear during its construction,
which creates a natural experiment allowing
us to see the effects of this disturbance
after 12 years. The swath was defined by
the absence of sagebrush, which grow back
slowly and represent a mature community
that will eventually reappear in the absence
of further disturbances. We found a number
of species along the pipeline trace we hadn't
yet seen, since the disturbed areas represent
a new type of microhabitat that wasn’t there
before, and some species selectively grow in
these areas adding to the overall local species
diversity. Some of these were invasive exotics,
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“Sanctuary” is the International
Dark Sky Association’s (IDSA)
designation for areas which have
exceptionally low light pollution
and enable the highest quality
starry nights. Only 17 such areas
in the world have been designated
- Massacre Rim is right up there
with the Boundary Waters,
Pitcairn Island, and the South
African Kalahari Desert.

such as pepperweed and crested wheatgrass,
sometimes found in large monospecific
patches. There were many showy flowers as
well, such as royal penstemon, lewis flax, and
desert globemallow. Some shrubs and a few
tiny sagebrush are starting to grow back, but
it will be a while.

The entire area of Massacre Rim is currently
a wilderness study area (WSA), a designation
given to land that has the characteristics
appropriate to a wilderness designation but
is in limbo waiting for congressional action.
Some or all of the WSA could be either
designated as official wilderness under the
1964 Wilderness Act, or the lands could
be released for other purposes if congress
decided the designation was not appropriate.
In either case, it requires congressional
action - which rather surprisingly is in the
works for this area.

Above left: The group prepairs dinner under cloud cover. Above center: A BLM map of the region showing the Dark Sky Sanctuary.

Senator Jacky Rosen (D-NV) is working
on updating a draft version of the Truckee
Meadows Public Lands Management Act,
which would end the limbo for multiple
wilderness study areas in Washoe County.
The western part of massacre rim would not
become wilderness, but part of the Massacre
Rim Dark Sky National Conservation
Area, while the eastern part would become
wilderness. The rationalization is that the
extensive cultural resources and petroglyphs
in the western part would be more easily
managed as non-wilderness. The bill is quite
complex, and while generally following
the BLM’ recommendations for what
should and shouldn’t be wilderness, it does
create several National Conservation Areas
which have vague and vyet-to-be-defined
management goals. While perhaps trying to
be a compromise designation, I fear it risks
creating contention and essentially extending
the period of limbo as those management
goals are developed and defined, and in the
end some stakeholders on one side or the
other will feel wronged.

Adding to the complexity of the bill are sales
and swaps of BLM parcels in the Truckee
Meadows, presumably for immediate
development near the fast-growing Reno
and Sparks suburbs, bringing in the issues of
affordable housing and suburban sprawl to
the legislative mix. Washoe County stretches
from Reno all the way to the Oregon border.
Northern Washoe is a very different place
- wild, empty, and dark. Yet its fate, like all
wild areas, is linked to human activities and
choices made in places far away. »
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MR. GUSTY
RIDES THE

WAVES:

SEVEN DAYS ON THE
SAN JUAN RIVER

Trip report by Angela Bean

When people heard I
was going on a river
rafting  trip, they
thought I was going
for the fleeting thrill
of cutting through
white water rapids. I
confess that was its
draw. In fact, April
2023 turned out to
be a banner year for
our Desert Survivors float down eighty-five
miles on the San Juan River in Utah.

Author
Angela Bean

At 4,300 feet elevation, the snow carpet was
getting threadbare in the afternoon vernal
sunshine as I drove into Bluff, Utah. After
all us trip participants settled into our rooms
and campsites, we met our tour company,
Wild Expeditions. The tour guides handed
out our dry bags, suggesting we fill them
after dinner, since we probably packed too
much stuff and it would take a while to figure
out what to jettison and what to cram into
the bag.

Photo by Stdcy Goss
A group photo including the Wild Expeditions
river guides and Desert Survivors.

A group of claret flowers.
Photo by Stephen Strom

DAY ONE:

The next morning, we went by van to the
Sand Island launch site. While the crew
readied the boats, we strapped into our rib
crushing personal flotation devices (PFD)
and heard the safety talk. The guides were
psyched as this was their first big trip of
the season and thrilled at the streamflow.
Thanks to last winter’s snowmelt, fantastic
channels of water flowed into the San Juan,
the largest tributary of 140,000 square miles
of the Colorado River System.

Finally ready, we divvied-up between the bow
and the aft of our 18-foot rafts. One boatman
(women are boatmen too) sat in the middle
of each raft as the sole rower. River rafting
is an entrenched culture. The rafts are the
guides’ homes for the entire river running
season. They take their breaks on the rafts
and most nights sleep on them, rocking
gently under the stars. It’s simple really; their
job is to keep us fed, safe, and lead us through
this section of the San Juan and receive its
bounty. Its gifts are replete with magnificent
archaeology, geology, and history. It would
come to us in the form of ancient dwellings,
multicolored sandstone uplifts, anticline
ridges, and rippled and scalloped walls that
look like rolls of soft skin on a fat dog. On
the river we would hit rapids, of course, but
we were all looking forward to the unique
enchantment of this part of the world; the
elegant deeply trenched curved meanders of
the river goosenecks, and seeing if we were
lucky, tons of underwater sediment currents
showing up as sand waves near the shore.

Out on the water, my boatman that day,
Kevin, remarked that the San Juan River
at Sand Island is a sovereign boundary

between Navajo land on river left, and
non-indigenous mostly Bureau of Land
Management (BLM) land on river right. The
river meandered here. Orange and black
streaked sandstone cliffs hung back from the
shore. Fittingly, our Wild Expedition guides
reflected the geographical distinction, as
two of our guides, Sierra Klemme and her
sister Chyenne Klemme, are Navajo, and
the other two, Kevin Christensen and Wes
Hawkins, are descendants of early Mormon
Pioneers. In fact, Wes, pointed out a few days
later, that he is a great, great grandchild of
one of the 200 Hole-In-The-Rock Mormon
Pioneers, who at their great peril in 1879,
built a shortcut from the rim to the Colorado
River by blasting open a narrow crack in the
sandstone that descended 1800 feet to the
water. They crossed the Colorado River and
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Panoramic photo by Chuck McGinn, River photo by David Oline

carved a new rock road up and over a nearly
vertical ridge they christened “San Juan Hill”
At the end of the road, they were spent. So,
they stayed and sanctified this bit of desert:
Bluff, Utah. It shows to go you, “If you build
it, they will come”” But apparently only that
one time.

Soon we pulled over to our first
archaeological site. We walked comfortably
in our light jackets in the high 50s breeze.
Beyond a meadow and up a stone path, we
reached a petroglyph site that extended along
a cliff shelf. The guides pointed to probable
Archaic nomad carvings (7000 BCE to 1500
BCE), and others dating to the Basketmaker
People--who unlike the Archaic nomads,
settled in the area, cultivated crops and built
structures, including kivas from 1500 BCE

hot y David Oline
Top: A panoramic shot of a campsite along
the river. Above: River House Ruin, an
ancestral Pueblo cliff dwelling. Right: A
river guide looks over her shoulder at two
rafts carrying trip participants.

to around 750 CE. The following culture, the
Ancestral Puebloan (750 to 1300 CE), built
structures, developed roads, conducted trade
and eventually urbanized. Around 1250 The
Ancient Puebloans migrated off, making
way for the early Utes and Navajo to live
life as they knew it; until Francisco Vasquez
de Coronado and subsequent rootless gold
seekers came through with their guns and
horses.

Staring at the rock imagery, I took in the
breadth of the continuity of the thousands
of years people continued to etch their lives
onto the sandstone. And how those stories
have endured. Pictographs and petroglyphs
are self-evident in many of the images;
representational and abstract in others.
Pastures of crops, certain animals such as

A series of petroglyphs along the cliff wall.

horses indicating a time post-European
invasion, and next to that what appear to
be Mastodons from the Pleistocene, extinct,
but somehow remembered by the Archaic
People. I listened to the ideas, suppositions,
theories, and history discussed amongst
Desert Survivors and tried to keep my mind
open and resist my 21 century imagination
from assigning meaning to the ancient
images. It became easier over the week.

In the boats once more for a hot second,
then we pulled ashore for more petroglyphs.
We stopped to poke around by a crumbling
ancient structure. Barb Bane spotted a small
flint arrowhead with her keen archeologist’s
eye. Etched upon the Navajo sandstone were
life-sized human figures with squared off
shoulders wearing what looked like rippled
stocking caps on their heads, thin arms and
fingers on both hands Nearby, more abstract
swirls, flowering yucca and big horned
sheep. Then lunch beckoned. Under a stand
of Cottonwood trees guides brought forth
platters of fruits, cut-up vegetables, cold
cuts, bread and pitas, and sweets. Nearby,
crows perched on our rocks and fallen limbs
and watched us devour the meal.

River House Ruin was our last stop. We
hopped off the boats and crossed the flood
plain of long-gone Puebloan farmland. Soon,
River House was before us, the magnificent
ancestral Puebloan cliff dwelling erected into
a concave cul-de-sac. Our guide, Chyenne,
pointed out a gorgeous claret cactus
blooming bright red near stone risers, as if
it were a doorstep plant. The structure was
built with mortared sandstone, with single
and two-storied rooms included a kiva, a
granary, and a few remaining artifacts. A
well-preserved keyhole window looked out
over the valley to the river. Both petroglyphs
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Photo by Wes Hawkins
The “Baseball Man” pictograph.

and pictographs of hands, undulating snakes
(or waves), and geometric shapes marked the
awning rock above. I repressed my atavistic
urge to go inside and wander about with an
encouraging prayer, let this place stand as it is.

A little beyond mile eight, was our first river
camp. It was a wind free evening. Desert
Survivors assisted the guides in a fire-line
(at times a comedy of errors) hauling heavy
tables, cast iron pots, fuel and the day’s safely
stored food on and off the rafts twice a day.
Cooking over a fire was done exclusively by
the guides, during which time we were free
to secure the best real estate for our tents.
We had ample time before dinner to walk,
hang out, read, write or nap! Evening meals
were hot and hearty, replete with daily fresh
fruits, vegetables, and dessert. One night we
feasted on a gooey (in a good way) dutch oven
chocolate cake.

DAY TWO:

It seemed to take forever to get on the water.
Not only was the crew getting into the groove
of working together, Kevin, the team leader,
had planned for us to hike to Chinle Wash
from camp. He wisely scouted the route first,
delaying our departure. About 20 minutes
later, he returned with news that the normally
dry or low water creeks necessary to cross
were just too high, and he nixed that idea.
So, we floated a mile down the river, pulled
to shore, and took a different path to Chinle
Wash. We crossed flat land and fawned over
the flora, then began climbing up a rocky
path along Chinle Creek next to a wall of red
sandstone. Cut into the stone high above us,
were small rooms, ancient living spaces and
granaries, now inhabited by squawking cliff
swallows protecting their nests. Eventually,
we stopped in front of a wide stone ledge.
For some of us, the quest to see The Baseball
Man had the earmarks of a pilgrimage. I had
imagined Willie Mays at bat, but the image
on the rock was a perfect circle and standing

within it was what looked like a figure facing
forward wearing earrings, a striped jersey and
socks made of wavy lines. The figure didn’t
quite fit inside the ball because the head stuck
outside the circle, as did several wide-open
hands, like a catcher reaching for an outside
pitch. After the trip participants got this
anachronistic silliness out of our system, I was
glad we transitioned to a discussion involving
an 800-year-old Ancestral Puebloan image,
that is neither baseball nor player.

Back in the rafts, we rowed down the river
through two major anticlines, Lime Ridge and
Raplee. Anticlines are ridge-shaped folds of
stratified rock that slope downward roughly
perpendicular from the ridge line. As the
river moved closer to the rock formations,
they interacted like dance partners, twisting
and turning, forming endless bends with
no end in sight. The massive rocks looked
like standing statues, shoulder to shoulder,
slightly bent like old men in African ebony
carvings or Olmec stone figures. It moved me
to see how the earth had given birth to these
stone shaped images.

When someone in our boat
remarked on the chill of the
unwelcome wind, Sierra told
our boat, “We do not say the ‘W’
word,” as if the mere mention of
it would make it blow harder. She
paused and gave a little smile,
“Sometimes we call it Mr. Gusty.”

April was shoulder season in this part of the
world, with temperate weather, mid-50s to
70s during the day with nights in the 30s and
40s. A notorious river wind descended upon
us nearly every day we were on the water. A
few folks lost their hats. When someone in our
boat remarked on the chill of the unwelcome
wind, Sierra told our boat, “We do not say the
‘W’ word,” as if the mere mention of it would
make it blow harder. She paused and gave a
little smile, “Sometimes we call it Mr. Gusty.”

One of my lessons from this trip was that the
river is more than water, it is a living being,
its silty brown blood, the bones of the high
walls, fauna and flora that feed it, the wind
swirling through all of it, relaxed under
blue sky or starry night. It is a mosaic and
alive, as much as I am alive, in my breath,

in my blood, and in my bones, the traveling
stranger under the sky and stars. We camped
at mile 19.

DAY THREE:

The next morning, we floated to Mexican Hat,
Utah. The Mexican Hat rock formation we
had passed a few miles earlier, did look like
a sombrero on a rock body, but as someone
in the group pointed out, quite convincingly,
it also looked like ET. At Mexican Hat
launch, our temporary guide, Manny, got
off the boat with six non-Desert Survivors
who had piggy-backed with us for a three-
day excursion. We also picked up Charlene
and Mike whose start with us was delayed
because of a dental emergency. While the
guides procured provisions, we tootled
around town buying candy, ice cream and
beer. Everyone took the exciting opportunity
to sit on a toilet instead of a box. Barb and
I rambled around near a leaking oil rig and
saw suspicious tailings.

et

Mexican Hat rock formation.

Leaving Mexican Hat, we entered one of the
world’s geological wonders. The Goosenecks
are only five miles across as the crow flies,
but theyre fourteen miles of entrenched
river meanders, resembling ribbon candy,
1000 feet below the rim. Six million years
ago this waterway was modified by a regional
uplift changing the river gradient. It had the
effect of a massive firehose shooting water
across the flank of this small section of the
river with such force the water carved deep
trenches into the meanders of the river like a
wood chisel curling butter. A hike to the rim
was not readily accessible, but at mile 30 we
pulled our boats to the bank and ascended
a gentle sandstone ledge several hundred
feet to visit prospector Mendenhall’s 1890’
tiny stone shelter. Not much to look at—-but
location, location, location. Mendenhall’s
view of The Goosenecks was far better than
gold. We spent the night at “37.5 Camp”
(guess what mile).
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Above: A map of the San Juan River. Above right: the rafts lined up on the shore.

DAY FOUR:

The Honaker Trail would be our big hike of
the trip. I had been anxious about this 5+
mile hike. I'm fit enough, and could do the
hike but, because I have mild lung disease,
I sound like 'm dying when I hike, but I
do it anyway. Then our guide Kevin said
something surprising, that I thought was
very kind, “Some of you might be thinking
you can’t do the hike because it might be
hard. But I encourage you to exceed your
expectations, to put yourself out there and
make the effort because you maybe can do
more than you think” Kevin’s words seemed
like something he had learned himself; that
we can live beyond our fears and expectations
of ourselves. I took his challenge as the
invitation it was meant to be and joined the
hike. Ultimately, and annoyingly for some,
the guides turned us back early because of
time.

We got back in our rafts and kayaks and
headed to False John’s Camp, mile 56. Along
the way, Ross Rapid was splashy, but it was
smooth sailing from then on. By now we were
in the camping groove. After the evening
meal cleanup, we sat in a circle around the
pan fire, talking and laughing until we all
turned in. We were treated to Chyenne’s
singing and guitar music.

DAY FIVE:

By now the river was dropping in elevation
and made fewer turns. We ran Government
Rapid in Chyennes expert rowing hands,
and pulled ashore at Slickhorn Canyon
Camp (mile 67). After setting up our tents
most of us went off to hike in the canyon and
swim and bathe in the clear water shallow
pools. I sat under a small waterfall with a
curtain of green moss and washed my hair.

We were all pretty relaxed after dinner. As
we were finishing dishes, Allen began to set
up the nightly pan fire. However, as soon
as it got going, Mr. Gusty came to pay us a
visit, causing sparks to jump out of the pan
like demented fireflies. Large raindrops fell,
blown by the wind. As we doused the fire,
the guides yelled, “Secure your tent flys!”

Photo by David Oline

Peter Woodsworth paddles
along side the rafts.

Three times that night the wind got under
my fly and pulled it from the stakes. Thank
goodness David crawled out of his and Kim’s
warm tent and helped me reattach the fly.
The wind continued to roar keeping us all
awake, slamming my fly against my tent for
another hour. Finally, the rain poured down
and gentled the wind.

DAY SiX:

As we continued descending with the river,
the silt flowed, the current slowed, and the
walls diminished. We saw a big horn sheep
on Navajo land, but no lambs. Great blue
herons flew around the invasive Russian
olive and native coyote willow along the

shore. One of our rafts got caught on a sand
bar--a common occurrence with so many
tons of silt collecting underneath flowing
toward Lake Powell. Sierra pointed out what
could be mistaken as riffles in the eddy called
sand waves, another peculiar phenomenon
of the San Juan River as a result of the silt
collecting and being pushed into a rhythmic
succession of sand currents that look fixed
but are moving slowly upstream until they
fizzle out.

We spent night six at Oljeto Camp (mile
76). Oljeto means moon reflecting on water
in Diné Bizaad (the Navajo language). The
camp bordered the mouth of the Oljeto
Wash, a gorgeous canyon grotto that went
on for miles. As soon as we could get our
tents up, several groups of us stepped over
the low creek and hiked up the wash. The
afternoon sun cast pastel shadows on both
sides of the sandstone walls, brightening
and dimming the rock as we followed the
canyon around every curve. We stepped
into alcoves under ledges and climbed ledge
steps that looked like bleachers. We rounded
one curve and above, standing at the edge
of her high rock nest, was a mama raven
squawking her head off until we disappeared
around the next bend. Shade muted the walls
and drew our attention to the cavern floor.
Water collected in smooth rock pools from
recent rains. Different hues of brilliant blue
reflected in the wetness. This grotto was so
protected it had the aura of a holy place,
quiet and peaceful. It felt like a good place to
say goodbye to the river.

DAY SEVEN:

We pulled out at Clay Hills, Utah and
thanked our guides for making this such a
meaningful excursion, I hope, for each of us.
Thanks also to Stacy Goss, who organized
the trip for Desert Survivors, and to Ricki,
David, Chyenne and Wes for sending
pictures of our trip. Okay, Stacy, where are
we going next? yf
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DESERT SURVIVOR BOOK CLUB

AN UPDATE AFTER NEARLY TWO YEARS

By Chuck McGinn

Sometime in late 2021, in the
middle of the miasma we like to
refer to as the Pandemic, when
the only trips going on were solo
trips, and the Board was just
staring at each other on Zoom,
we cooked up the wild idea of
a book club to help temper the
stir-craziness.

We had lots of suggestions for
books over the last year and half
but I have generally stuck to
the classics, the ones that have
quietly beckoned me from my
library shelves for many years.
We kicked off with the first
hundred pages of Cadillac Desert

DESERT

THE AMERICAN WEST AND 178
DISAPPEARING WATER

“K yrvagely witty Mstary. ST Ameriea‘t smchiask depbition of Its watss fevsorces’

(1986), the tale of the water grab
by William Mulholland and the
quest for water from the Owens
Valley.  Schemes, collusion,
skullduggery and backstabbing.
They should make a movie!

STEGNER

WALLACE

BEYOND the Hundredth
MERIDIAN

It was arguably a mistake
because another book, Beyond
the Hundredth Meridian (1953)
should have gone first. It starts
with the explorations of John
Wesley Powell and his amazing
travels down the Colorado River.
This was a glorious, Lewis-and-
Clark scale adventure through
uncharted America. And that
fact, that much of America was
uncharted, played heavily in
Powells role in government.
With friends in Congress and
large ambitions, he was awarded
the task to survey the country.
He took his time, much to the
frustration of his enemies in
Congress. Apart from the fact
that the young country did not
have enough trained surveyors
to do the job, he insisted on doing
a thorough and comprehensive
job that would go forward to
serve his country well into the
future.

TO JOIN THE BOOK CLUB
CONTACT CHUCK AT
MCGINN@DESERT-SURVIVORS.ORG

The existential conflict he
faced with Congress is that
some elected representatives
felt that beyond the basics,
the government should not be
involved in evaluation of land,
water  resources, geological
assessment or science in general.
They felt that the lands of the
United States should be under
the supervision of private
interests. But Powell felt that the
US Government should have
primary responsibility for the
management of public lands.
His efforts led ultimately to the
United States Geologic Survey,
the National Parks, the U.S.
Bureau of Land Management, the
U.S. Forest Service, the National
Weather Service, the National
Oceanic and  Atmospheric
Administration (NOAA), The
National Aeronautics and Space
Administration, and all the
rest. Otherwise, the nations
land would be run by private
contractors.

In recent memory there have
been several insertions of private
interest in the management
of public lands. I recall that
the concessionaire, Delaware
North Companies, attempted
to appropriate the name of
the Ahwahnee Hotel in the
Yosemite Valley because they
telt they could. Former president
Trump appointed the CEO of
Accuweather to lead NOAA. The
new director advocated for the

elimination of weather reports by
NOAA directly to the American
people and advocated for the
transfer of meteorological data
to private weather companies
only. The government would
remain responsible for forecasts
of weather emergencies thus
relieving a private weather
concern of any liability for
inaccurate forecasts. The same
old battle continues.

As I said, we should have read
Beyond before Cadillac because
the latter follows so completely
from the former. In spite of the
notion that the Government can
do good, Cadillac illustrates how
the Army Corp of Engineers
and the Bureau of Reclamation
completely went off the

rails when it comes to water
management as they became
captured by commercial and
agricultural interests.
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In between, we read Land of
Little Rain (1903) and White
Heart of Mojave (1922) both
written by women authors. The
former had an atmosphere of
magical realism that confounded
the readers because no one could
figure out any of the places the
author Mary Austin wrote about.

: - %
'WhiteHeart
bkﬁawe

of

., EdnaBrush Perkins

White Heart started as a venture
into Death Valley in 1920 by
a pair or rich dilatants from
Cleveland, but slowly morphed
into a gripping tale of suspense,
endurance and survival.

Tra_cmg_‘r_lme
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The first season ended on a high
point with Tracing Time (2022)
with the author, Craig Childs,
attending the Zoom and talking
about his efforts to decode some
of the mysteries of Great Basin
rock art.

Our second season started
with Settler Sea (2021) on the

mythology, history, current state
of affairs and uncertain future of
the Salton Sea. It would have not
been out of place as the third book
in the Beyond trilogy because it
illustrates the mismanagement
of water resources in the West
and California in particular.

THE SETTLER SEA

California’s Salton Sea and the
Consequences of Coloniali

TRACI BRYNNE VOYLES

Then we followed with a big
favorite of Desert Survivors
members, The Secret Knowledge
of Water (2000) by friend of the
Book Club, Craig Childs. The
author didn't join us for this
book discussion but he didn’t
have to. Among all the books
we have read, this one aligns
best with the lived experiences
of Desert Survivors in hiking,
exploring and experiencing the
desert environment.

Ways to Die in the |
Thirst and Drow

S

[ There Are Two Easy :

Craig Childs

Last month’s book was a little
off the beaten path with the
Sahara  Unveiled (1996) by
William  Langewiesche, a
personal account of his travels
across the Sahara in the 1990’
including some tense situations
and waiting and waiting. The
author, known for his writing in
the Atlantic, Vanity Fair, the New
York Times Magazine and many
books of non-fiction was able to
join us for the first half hour of
the discussion.

Saha )
e JRVEILR

ross the Deser

envaing (ba DOt o] Pel Bewter Vouth AIrigs medinge.” - Bauhe Emay

William [angewiesche

This brings us to the present. Our
next selection is Desert Solitaire
(1968) by Edward Abbey. A

EDWARD ABBEY
DESERT SOLITAIRE

classic of environmental writing
that I encountered long before I
had ever seen a desert. Abbey is
often described as having rough
edges. But as a Desert Survivors
friend has said to me, “He’s kind
of ajerk but he’s our kind of jerk”
I am looking forward to seeing if
he can live up to his reputation.

The final Book Club selection for
the year in November is yet to be
determined. Please contact me if
you would like to join us for our
session in September for Desert
Solitaire or in November and
help with the final selection. y¢

Photo by Esperanza Hernandez
Samm Garcia reading during a Death Valley backpack in November 2020.

FOR MORE DESERT READING RECOMMENDATIONS VISIT:
DESERT-SURVIVORS.ORG/DESERT-READING
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By Len Finegold

Long time Desert Survivor and physicist Len Finegold was too young to take part

in the Manhattan Project.

Being a student at London University in the 1950’s, he

got to know some of the scientists who built the first atomic bomb. Recently Fine-

gold saw the movie Oppenheimer. This brought back many memories of his days

as a young scientist, and thoughts about the nuclear weapons development on the

world’s deserts. —The Editor

The nuclear weapons war effort, code-
named The Manhattan Project, cost more
than 25 billion in today’s dollars, used a
fair percentage of the nation’s electricity,
and engaged many scientists. Like anyone
of the postwar generation engaged in
physics, I knew some of them. I was a
student at Queen Mary College, University
of London. My kind professor G.O. Jones
was one of the two youngest members of
a so-called Tube Alloys team flown from
the UK to the USA in 1943 to advise on
nuclear weapons, and so started the whole
game. The UK was a few months ahead
of the USA on this, but could not provide
the large industry necessary to make
nuclear weapons; also, the UK was within
bombing range of Germany (as yours truly
can confirm, being on the receiving end
of German weapons). The other youngest
member, Klaus Fuchs, was later found to
have given nuclear weapons secrets to the
Soviet Union.

The development of nuclear weapons
requires deserts and arid regions for
remoteness, for secrecy and to limit the
harm done by radioactivity. Such places
include the Nevada Test Site, Los Alamos
National Laboratory, NM, and the Sandia
National Laboratory, NM. The Colorado
Plateau was a known source of uranium.
The hiking trail youre on may have been a
uranium prospector’s one.

The world’s first atomic bomb, just hours before its
detonation in July 1945 at White Sands, New Mexico.

To remind you how to make a nuclear
weapon: One of my kids, aged eight,
asked me to make one, only a small one,
please, for Indian Guides. We will see
why I couldnt oblige. Since Einstein’s
1905 Special Relativity, it was known
that energy E and mass m are equivalent
E=mc2 =m x ¢ x ¢, where c= speed of light
(and is a very large number). So, a little
bit of mass equals a lot of energy, yet for
many years there was no way to release it.
The atom can be imagined like a miniature
solar system, with the sun (nucleus) at the
center, surrounded by planets (electrons).
An atom combines with other atoms
through the outermost planets (electrons),
so burning your camp stove is literally
atomic energy.

United Kinigdom Tests at

Maralinga, Australia

In 1949 the Soviet Union exploded its
first nuclear device at Semipalatinsk-21
in the Kazakh Steppe. The bomb was so
much a copy of an American plutonium
bomb that its plans were most likely
obtained by Soviet secret agents. 456
nuclear tests were conducted at Semi-
palatinsk from 1949 until 1989, with
little regard for their effect on the local
people or environment, and hidden for
many years by Soviet authorities.

Most atoms are stable, but the unstable ones
go pop quite randomly, releasing energy
via E=mc2. That energy keeps the inside of
the Earth hot, leading to the movement of
tectonic plates and nice geological features
like Death Valley. Inside the nucleus (sun)
are particles (protons) (you can think of
them as red balls) and neutrons (think of
them as black balls). If a neutron is shot at
a nucleus which is on the verge of being
unstable e.g., uranium, then that nucleus
splits (“fissions”) into two parts, releasing
more than two more neutrons, and lotsa
energy. If there are more uranium atoms
nearby, they too will split, releasing more
energy and more neutrons. So very soon
there’s a multiplier effect, called a chain
reaction, which will continue until there
are no more uranium atoms in sight.
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Yucca Flat, Nevada was the site for 739 nuclear tests, making it, “..the most
irradiated, nuclear-blasted spot on the face of the earth”. Just 50 miles from
Death Valley, the site features hundreds of subsidence craters from underground
nuclear weapons tests. From 1951 to 1962, 100 above-ground nuclear tests were
conducted in the Nevada Test Site. Because of the virtual impossibility of clean-
ing up the grounds, it has been characterized as a “national sacrifice zone.”

Project 596 was the first nuclear weapons test conduct-
ed by the People’s Republic of China. It was detonated
on October 16, 1964, in the Lop Desert in northwest
China in the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region. Un-
til 1996, 45 nuclear detonations took place at the site.

Hence there is a minimal size and a critical
mass to keep the reaction going, else it
will fizzle out. A slow chain reaction
provides nuclear power plant energy, a fast
reaction provides a nuclear weapon. By
stacking lots of blocks of uranium into a
“pile’, in 1942 in Chicago, Enrico Fermi
showed that a controlled nuclear reaction
was possible. (A very early self-sustaining
nuclear reaction occurred in now Oklo,
Gabon, Africa, two billion years ago.*)

The only woman present in Chicago, Leona
Woods Marshall, was Fermi’s graduate
student. Later she was a senior professor in
a department where I was the most junior.
She was called by many a “dragon lady”;

Right photo: Between ;
1956 and 1963 the United F¥.
Kingdom conducted L
seven nuclear tests in the
Great Victoria Desert

Right photo: Operation
Smiling Buddha May
18, 1974. India sets off
its first nuclear explo-
sion, underground, in
the remote Thar Desert
of Rajasthan. The test
was purposely conduct-
ed during the month of
May when the wind in
the region created seri-
ous sandstorms. The
sandstorms obstruct a
clear view to American
spy satellites.

though not with me; the reason I assumed
was because of the way women academics
were treated back then (I was respectful
of her.) She asked me to give some of her
lectures while she was away, to be returned.
She left the department, and still owes me.
Also present was Eugene Wigner, who
designed the Materials Testing Reactor at
the Idaho Falls National Reactor Site. This
well-made reactor lasted many years; The
site was chosen in arid Idaho to be distant
from human habitation. It had been good,
except for one little-mentioned event
where the safety of a small test reactor was
cancelled by a deliberately inserted wrench,
and the reactor exploded in a quiet puff. It
seems that there was a suicidal love triangle.

France conducted 17 nuclear tests in the Sahara Desert in Algeria from
1960 to 1966. Most of these tests occurred after Algeria had gained
independence from France. Here dummies are set up for a French study
the effects of heat and the blast from a nuclear bomb on humans.

of Australia. The site was left contaminated with radioactive waste. In spite of two cleanup
projects the ground is still considered dangerous for long-term habitation.

For various technical reasons, another
element—plutonium—is better for a chain
reaction and is used in nuclear weapons.
The first nuclear weapon, used plutonium,
and was exploded near Alamogordo, NM.
The test was called Trinity and the site
can be visited twice a year by the public.
There was some discussion that a nuclear
weapon could cause a world-wide nuclear
explosion.  This would seem unlikely
seeing how hard it was to get a nuclear
reactor to work in the first place. In the
movie Oppenheimer, (based on a well-
received book), someone asks Einstein if a
nuclear weapon can get out of hand; this
is improbable, for the question would be
outside Einstein’s expertise.

*To learn more, go to to: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Natural_nuclear_fission_reactor
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Left photo: This sign in
Reggane, Algeria warns
travelers today to stay

out of the area because of
lingering high radiation
levels from French nuclear
tests. Everywhere where

- above-ground nuclear
tests took place, is unsafe

' for living creatures.

Right photo: Twice a year,
+ = the US Army hosts a Trinity
" Site Open House where the
public may visit the place of

the first atomic blast.

Left photo: The Sedan Crater P‘g_w
is the worlds’ largest human- ’}:

made crater. It was created by a 1
nuclear explosion in the Nevada
desert as part of Operation
Plowshare—to see if atomic
bombs could be used for civilian

purposes such as mining, oil and (
gas production and large-scale |
excavations. The radioac- 4
tive fallout from this 1962 test £ x

contaminated more US residents
than any other nuclear test.

Right map: The development of

nuclear weapons and power plants

| created a huge and sudden de- ‘

N mand for uranium. Hundreds of ek,

uranium mines opened, and most U.S. Mines Wi'thl

were abandoned, leaving toxic "
tailings open to the environment. | Uranium Deposits

The scene is near water, presumably Lake
Carnegie in New Jersey. As a wannabe
graduate student, my wife Mary Krotkov
was in Princeton; the university did not
admit women students. Walking along the
shore of the lake, she saw Albert Einstein
rigging his small sailing boat. This is
always easier for two people to do, so she
helped him. Einstein chatted with her; she
told him that her brother was a graduate
student there and had taken a class from
him. Then she hoped that she would be
invited for a sail but was not. Sad.

=l
The author’s future wife, biologist Mary
Krotkov, evaluating water samples taken from
Lake Opinicon, Canada, (circa 1950) .

The day before the Trinity test, I'm told,
General Groves worried about sabotage,
and gave guns to the scientists, presuming
them to be more reliable. One explosives
expert (George Kistiakowsky) was asked
if he knew how to use one, and said in
his thick Russian accent “Of course I do,
I was proud member of Russian Imperial
Army”; I told his daughter Vera this story,
she hadn’t heard it.

It has recently been found that radioactive
fallout from the Trinity test reached 46
states, Canada and Mexico within 10 days
and that the radioactive deposition in parts
of New Mexico were on a par with (later)
levels at the above-ground explosions at
the Nevada Test Site, which is close to my
dear Death Valley.

After the test, Oppenheimer is said to have
quoted from the Bhagavad Gita (from the
ancient Indian literature) “Now I become
death, the destroyer of worlds” That
Oppenheimer studied Sanskrit and the
Gita impelled me to read the Gita much
later, wondering what was in it to attract a

physicist. I can say it beats the Bible’s Book
of Revelation.

Also present at this test was Oppenheimer’s
younger brother Frank, who was once
a senior colleague of mine. I didn't
appreciate at the time how much he must
have suffered from McCarthyism and had
to become a high school teacher. He was
never without a cigarette. He designed an
excellent undergrad lab course. When
he left, a lot of the magic of the course
left too. Stanislaw Ulam (co-inventor of
the H-bomb) was likewise a very senior
colleague; he called me “Len”. His students
called him Stan, I couldnt, it was always
“Dr. Ulam” In his book Adventures of a
Mathematician, he described how, during
war-time, people would vanish from
campus. Then he was invited to join a
top-secret project in New Mexico and say
nothing about it. So he went to the library,
took out a guide and looked at the tag
where recent borrowers were recorded. Lo
and behold, the names of all the vanished
people were there. So much for secrecy.
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Left photos: In 1947 the United
States Atomic Energy Com-
mission began an effort to
identify and develop domestic
sources of uranium for pur-
poses of national security. The
AEC put out advertisements,
made assessments of uranium
ores, and offered financial in-
centives—including a $10,000
bonus to those who found
high-grade uranium deposits.
The uranium rush was on!
Magazines and pamphlets of
the time promoted uranium
prospecting as a money-
making hobby; launching
thousands of atomic age
fortune-seekers, to comb the U.S.
west for a radioactive bonanza.

~—— WARNING

.
STAY AWAY! An abandoned uranium
mine in New Mexico.

About J. Robert Oppenheimer: I knew
a group of students in Berkeley who
rented a house from an absent professor.
On a TV show about Oppenheimer, I
knew the same street name. It turned
out they had the same house manager as
Oppenheimer’s. See www: A tour of J.
Robert Oppenheimer’s Berkeley (2665
Shasta). There was an old family friend
of my wife’s, George Volkoff, who I knew
had been an Oppenheimer student. I met
him in Vancouver and learned later that
they had done early work on black holes.
The “tour” has a picture of a brass plaque
naming six of Oppenheimer’s 25 Ph. D.
students, with Volkoff among them.

A person accused of Communist
tendencies was Edward Condon, ex-
director of the National Bureau of
Standards (now NIST) with whom I
chatted during faculty meetings. I was
bored by them, but he would doze, waking
to ask a relevant question, then dozing
again. I envied his dozing. FBI Director J.E.
Hoover called Condon “nothing more or
less than an espionage agent in disguise”

URANIUM PROSPECTING ISSUE
POPULAR

ELECTRONICS

: From RAGS 10 B ICHES

RANIUM

ARNOLE
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Havasupai Tribe members in 2009 protesting the proposed reopen-
ing of a uranium mine just ten miles from the south rim of the Grand
Canyon. Native Americans have particularly suffered with the health
effects of uranium pollution, include lung cancer from inhalation of
radioactive particles, as well as bone cancer and impaired kidney func-
tion from exposure to radionuclides in drinking water.

Condon once offered me a ride in his car,
I accepted doubtfully because he could
hardly see over the dashboard of his huge
Cadillac. He explained that by owning
it, no-one could accuse him of being a
Communist. Condon organized, following
Project Blue Book, a “Scientific Study of
Unidentified Flying Objects”, as the local
friendly solid-state physicist, I was asked
about some of their findings.

Once with friends, I hiked the Death Valley
Badwater Basin salt flats. In the middle
one could see something shimmering
in the distance, rather like the opening
scenes in Lawrence of Arabia. But where
there should be nothing, we came across
a meteorological station. Back home,
I found it was to measure groundwater
transpiration. Why? Because over the next
mountain range is the Nevada Test Site for
nuclear weapons. Nuclear weapons release
a lot of radioactivity, which is bad for
living things, including humans, especially
if exploded above ground. So you have
radioactivity in you, from such tests.

HOW TO BE A

Nobel laureate, Linus
Pauling campaigned
against such explosions.
For this he was rewarded
by the State Department
with the revocation of
his passport because of
“Communist tendencies”,
and a second Nobel prize
for his work on the Partial
Test Ban Treaty. Since
then, US nuclear tests
have been underground,
so no radioactivity could
leak  outside.  There
have been close to 1000
weapons exploded at the site
(the exact number is uncertain, as some
records have been lost); about a hundred
were atmospheric, The groundwater from
the site goes downhill, and the lowest
nearby place was Death Valley. Hence the
meteorological station was monitoring
the inevitable leakage of radioactivity into
Badwater Basin. Yucca Mountain there
was chosen as a repository site for waste
radioactive material from nuclear power
plants, but the site was notactivated. Winds
from the west carried the fallout from the
tests to towns such as St. George, UT. It is
rumored that when the winds would have
brought fallout to California, the tests were
delayed, for that state was less welcoming
politically. Camping in the Valley of Fire
State Park, I visited the nearby Lost City
Museum in Overton, NV, where the staff
were bitter about their exposure to fallout,
and inadequate medical follow up.

There 1is discussion now that our
present geological epoch be named the
Anthropocene (anthro=human), which
will be identified from the radioactivity
resulting from weapons testing. »f
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While scouting a future Desert Survivors
trip, David Oline met up with Califor-
nia Botanic Garden grad students Kim
Schaefer and Peri Lee Pipkin in the
Sacatar Trail Wilderness. The students
were documenting the plants at the
southern Sierra Nevada site.

0 Massacre Rim.

The horse wears a bow tie. Enroute t

\HappyHour” . — ——

and Scott Hassler’s ([Summ—aw
expression fits the

tree; the Ruth Bancroft Garden tour, May 2023.

Left photo: Kurt
* | Staib hosts his
S fecorafr i

p
participants on the
Massacre Rim.

Desert Survivors hikers and Old Glory on a windy day by the Salton Sea.

Lynne Buckner, Craig King, Chuck

Photos: Michelle Bashin, N. Blake,
McGinn, David Oline.

g o

Group of happy trekers on the “Mono Lake and Vicinity” trip, August 2023.

T 3
She is this much excited after running the rapids on the San Juan River.
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Photos From Our
Trips & Events

Alexis and Graham setting up
camp in the cloudy, Dark Sky
Sanctuary.

N ' 3 ‘ o
. . o > \ %Iud? olt in the Salt:n e f‘g(_) Hiker’s lunch break in the Mecca Hills, during
s ) k= erma: zone, SPHECHSEEES the March 2023 Salton Sea Discover Tour.
s Q . [ & ol - and very hot dirty water. .

David Carle, his son and wife Janet in 1984; from his March
2023 online presentation “Fire, Water and Mono Lake.”

]

Just hanging out, at the Bodie,
CA ghost town, August 2023.

7 R\

Kim Lewis found the only shade
tree in the Mecca Hills.

This rather large bug (a
Mormon cricket) joined

' our M im tri
Checking out some low-gowing desert flora M;y Ztol;;acre Rim trip,

on the U.C. Berkeley Botanical Garden tour,
April 2023

Tour of stamping mill in Bodie State Park, August 2023.
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Desert Survivors

P.O. Box 20991 Oakland, CA 94620-0091

Desert Survivors Membership Form

Membership dues are just $30/year, although additional donations are welcome.

You can join or renew your membership by filling out this form and mailing it in
with a check to the address shown below.

Name (req'd)

Street Address (req'd)

City, State, Zip Code (req'd)

Phone number:

E-mail address:

| want to join or renew at the following rate (make check payable to “Desert Survivors”):

___$30 - Tortoise (basic rate) ____ $50 - Roadrunner ____ $100 - Coyote
$500 - Bristlecone ____$1000-Bighorn

Desert Survivors ¢ P O Box 20991, Oakland, CA 94620-0991

A rodent skull found in the wilds of Nevada.




