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What people are saying about

Home of the Brave

Despair in rural communities and alienation among combat veterans are two of the biggest challenges facing our country. Donna Bryson gives a detailed and honest accounting of how residents of a struggling Colorado town revitalized their community by helping veterans desperately looking for a place to call home. From the Girl Scout who urges customers to donate cookies to the veteran's center, to the veteran's support meetings and the city council meetings, Bryson's unsentimental reporting and eye for detail takes the reader through the small victories and frequent setbacks faced by the well-intentioned people of Montrose as they grasped the enormity of their challenge. This book reminds us that compassion, kindness and service can transform lives and inspire entire communities and is a blueprint for others who want to make a difference.

Chris Tomlinson, author of the New York Times Bestseller Tomlinson Hill: The Remarkable Story of Two Families Who Share the Tomlinson Name - One White, One Black.

The story of one woman touched by the pain of veterans to build them a community and in the process define her town. The writing is powerful and the book is amazing in that it shows how far one person can change her own life and the lives of others.

Toula Vlahou, co-author with Brian Murphy of 81 Days Below Zero: The Incredible Survival Story of a World War II Pilot in Alaska's Frozen Wilderness

A tragic consequence of America's commitment to war is its veterans who commit suicide or suffer PTSD. Sadly, few Americans offer help to our wounded. Donna Bryson's fine book describes a small town, Montrose, Colorado where people and programs come together and offer a place where healing occurs. This book is a must read for community leaders in our towns and cities. It's time to understand the consequences of our wars, time to care for those our wars have crippled.

Edward W. Wood Jr., author of On Being Wounded, Beyond the Weapons of Our Fathers and Worshipping the Myths of World War II: Reflections on America's Dedication to War.
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Introduction

I call Denver home. These days, flocks of construction cranes roost in the heart of Colorado's capital. Chitchat over dinner at yet another new restaurant is often about rising rents.

The contrast is stark when reporting assignments take me across the Rocky Mountains to the Western Slope, a region of small towns, farms, ranches, hunting grounds and rugged tourist attractions.

On the Western Slope, I might find one Main Street storefront touting a “grand opening,” only to see a “for rent” sign in a dusty window a few doors down. Other American small towns have similar complaints. Perhaps it's the very lack of wealth as defined by building projects and rosy employment statistics that has encouraged rich inventiveness and innovation in this other America.

I first visited western Colorado's Montrose while writing an article about an intriguing grassroots program to support war veterans. I initially found in Montrose a nostalgia for more secure times; a sense of isolation; a worry that the future is rushing away along with all the young people seeking opportunity elsewhere. The mood would be familiar in many communities.

But Montrose had the audacity to look for solutions by taking on yet another conundrum: Can those on the sidelines of an enormous conflict find a way beyond saying “thank you for your service” to support America's warriors? In this part of the country, the phrase “freedom isn't free” trips easily off lips. Montrose showed it takes the responsibilities of democracy seriously when it set out to remake itself as a place where former fighters could be nurtured. And the mood in Montrose began to shift.

The non-profit project, christened Welcome Home Montrose when it got started, hosts a biannual outdoors festival that brings vets from across the country to hunt and fish. Welcome Home Montrose helped the town of 20,000 people and county of 40,000 develop a white water river park they hope will boost local tourism. The project also organized internships that offered young wounded vets a chance to consider what they would do with the rest of their lives now that they were no longer fit to fight.

A volunteer-run drop-in center is the engine of the project. There, vets can get a cup of coffee along with counseling and advice on jobs and training. Men and women who made the choice to volunteer to fight in strange lands can start to feel at home again at the drop-in center, and encounter people who stepped up to welcome them.

Montrose exemplifies a very American determination. Our nation also has been defined, for better or worse, by a war for each generation. For this generation, it is not everyone's war. While, as one vet put it to me, the rest of America “was at the mall,” the same volunteers, often from hometowns that resemble Montrose, have been asked to serve longer and longer and more and more often. Less than one percent of Americans have fought in the wars that followed 9/11.

As President Obama was moving toward ending the war in Iraq and winding down the war in Afghanistan, his White House said more than a million servicemen and women were projected to leave the military between 2011 and 2016. Bringing them truly home is a national challenge, one with which small towns in particular must grapple.

Vets are more likely than the general population to live in rural areas. They could simply be returning to their small hometowns, where the high rates of signing up for military service may be traced to a combination of patriotic tradition and economic necessity. Some vets have told me that returning warriors deliberately seek solace and calm in isolated, sparsely populated areas.

According to the Veterans Administration, more than 20 million veterans are living in the United States, and just under a third of those are Gulf War era vets. We can recognize our nation in the vets. The men and women who served are ethnically, racially and socio-economically diverse and come from across the country.

We can see ourselves. Or, we could look away, allowing a widening of a troubling gulf. Civilians on one side of the divide are unsure of how to reach out to those returning and perhaps even fearful of how war has changed the warriors. Veterans feel misunderstood and alone. What I saw in Montrose was not simply a desire to close the gap, but a recognition that connecting is crucial.

As former Veterans Administration Secretary Eric K. Shinseki told The Washington Post, this generation of soldiers has been asked “to do a lot more, in a smaller serving force, in some of the longest wars in our history.” The toll is evident in soaring rates of post-traumatic stress disorder, divorce and unemployment. One poll found that half the Americans who made it back from Iraq and Afghanistan say they know a fellow service member who attempted or committed suicide.

Since al-Qaida terrorists brought down the Twin Towers on September 11, 2001, the war on terror has spread beyond Iraq and Afghanistan to include some three dozen countries, places like Djibouti, Syria and Pakistan. Halfway through 2015, the toll was more than 6,000 Americans dead and more than 50,000 wounded. The end is hard to predict.

“In an earlier time,” former U.S. Defense Secretary Gates wrote in his memoirs, “people would speak of winning or losing wars.” But this is the time of “the forever war,” as veteran journalist Dexter Filkins titled his book on the conflicts in Iraq, Afghanistan and so many elsewheres. Victory seems impossibly distant. Instead, Americans must confront an ambivalent series of personal post-wars.

As I explored Montrose's history, I saw scars of the earliest conflicts that made America and considered our reluctance as a nation to acknowledge that bitter disappointment is part of our story. I've met Vietnam vets in Montrose who tell me they see parallels to their own long conflict in the war on terror, and not only in the political and social divisiveness of both eras. These vets have volunteered to help out at Welcome Home Montrose. In counseling and supporting younger returning fighters, the older vets have found their own healing. I also met vets of Korea and World War II who came to Welcome Home Montrose in a show of solidarity with men and women young enough to be their grandsons and granddaughters. Some older men and women surely found in the drop-in center a safe place to confront their own pain.

Failure is possible for Welcome Home Montrose. Newcomers who respond to the invitation that the project has extended and vets who are already in Montrose could have grievous physical and mental war wounds that need treatment and monitoring that are beyond the ability of people in a small town, no matter how well-meaning they are. The nearest Veterans Affairs hospital is an hour's drive away. The vets may need jobs that economically struggling Montrose can't provide.

The consequences of losing the battle that this small town took on could be dire. But that is no reason not to try.

The people of Montrose are bringing everything they have to the fight. Because they are open to the ideas of others, the nondescript shopping center where Welcome Home Montrose established the drop-in center became a broad tent. Taciturn Westerners raised to be suspicious of big government developed a new respect for, for example, federal legislation that ensures Americans with disabilities, including young wounded veterans, can work, play and shop where they choose. One vet who has embraced a New Age dream of a world without war has become a mentor to a fellow Vietnam-era warrior who is at the opposite end of the spectrum, over where the urge is strong to stock up the storm shelter for some civil conflagration. Welcome Home Montrose showed me what can happen when we are able to share more than one story about what it means to be an American. Conversation is possible. And measured, sober talk is a necessary precursor to action that can transform lives and communities.

Welcome Home Montrose is an extraordinary idea that came from an ordinary place. The initiative is as much for as by the community where it was born. It offers lessons in creating jobs based on a community's strengths and history; finding strength in binding diverse elements; and building platforms from which to demand fixes for the net of mental, physical and social services few realized was in such a dire state.

In the coming chapters, I will welcome readers to Montrose. It is a place to contemplate resiliency, to take stock of the past, to find hope for the future. A place to explore the possibilities of creativity, commitment and cooperation.


Chapter 1

Identities

Sticky notes in a rainbow of colors and pens were passed around at a town hall-style meeting. Montrose residents used the humble office supplies to jot down comments on plans that business leaders hoped would bring new energy to a small community that, like so many across America, had been exhausted by the Great Recession. Its Main Street was in such tatters that Montrose residents grumbled they had to go to the next town to find a shoe repair shop.

It was 2011. Leading entrepreneurs were convened as the board of directors of the Montrose Downtown Development Authority. They were searching for something that could enliven the kinds of brochures you find on the racks at tourism centers, go viral on social media or catch the eye of a potential angel scanning a prospectus.

They invited their neighbors to brainstorm about links to the romantic Wild West that might appeal to the nostalgic. Maybe foodies would be drawn by a campaign around the fresh produce featured at the weekly farmers market.

Montrose was too far from the interstate to present itself as a potential manufacturing hub, though it does have a candy factory attached to a supersized store that is a sweet tooth's dream. Maybe the key was to portray the town as a gateway to escaping urban crowds and seizing outdoor adventure.

One Downtown Development Authority board member, Melanie Kline, had scoured the Internet for background on famous people who haled from Montrose. She found information on such luminaries as Dalton Trumbo, the Oscar-winning screenwriter who a few years after Kline was researching him became the subject of a movie starring Bryan Cranston about the blacklisted Hollywood 10.

Trumbo's link to Montrose illustrates an aspect of this rugged, rancher, Republican country I would come to understand more deeply with each visit: it is a rich resource of sometimes unexpected talents, skills and points of view.

Still, while Trumbo may have been born in Montrose, he left with his family in 1908, when he was only three years old. He had been a southern Californian for decades by the time he was making a name for himself as a writer.

Kline's neighbors were unimpressed with the ideas they were hearing at the meeting. Those no-nonsense citizens weren't looking for Hollywood glitz. They prided themselves on a rough, pioneering authenticity.

Their town's original 320-acre site was laid out by D.D. Loutsenhizer and Joseph Selig in 1882. The former had been a member of the infamous Alfred Packer expedition that passed through the region in 1873. Loutsenhizer had the sense to question Packer's guiding ability and split off before the party found itself snowbound in the high mountains during winter. Packer dined on the men he had been leading in an episode of cannibalism that has fascinated chroniclers and even inspired a movie musical.

Loutsenhizer and Selig originally called their town Pomona, a Spanish name for a Roman goddess of orchards. The reference was aspirational for a region that would not become known for its agricultural bounty until the early 20th century brought a major irrigation project. Town lore credits Selig for the name change to something that, while sounding more prosaic, actually had literary pretensions. The new name came from a character in Sir Walter Scott's novel A Legend of Montrose, a stirring tale of love and war set in 17th century Scotland. Selig, who died in 1886 at the age of 36 from stomach cancer before he could see what Montrose would become, was evidently a Scott fan.

In the early days, mules would winter in Montrose after spending the bulk of the year helping men work the silver and gold mines in the surrounding hills. Ranchers headed to the train depot drove cattle through the main streets, kicking up dust, noise and the pungent-sweet aroma of manure. At the depot, the beasts were loaded into cars to be taken to market. It is an image, like the profile of a Native American in a feather headdress gracing a wall to greet visitors at Montrose High School that brings to mind the cherished, gritty icons that have shaped the idea we have of ourselves as Americans.

For centuries, the region where Montrose would develop into a town “was a land known only to the Ute Indians and a handful of white men who ventured within its borders,” local historian Elaine Hale Jones wrote in Many Faces, Many Visions: The Story of Montrose, Colorado.

Jones recounts that “following much publicity about the removal of the Utes from the Uncompahgre Valley in 1881, this isolated area now open for settlement held a type of mystique for people seeking new opportunities and adventure ‘Out West.’”

“Removal of the Utes” is a sterile phrase for a bloody and protracted chapter of American history. The tendency to gloss over the subjugation is reinforced in articles like one I saw in the local newspaper. The Montrose Daily Press told readers in the summer of 2015 about the upcoming family reunion of the descendants of a town pioneer. The story quoted so engagingly from his unpublished autobiography that I sought out the manuscript in the main library, an example of sleek modern architecture that contrasted with that of the traditional courthouse nearby.

In the library I found a photocopy of a closely typed pamphlet bound with tape and cardboard and, according to a hand-scrawled note, written in 1940. The publication date was given only as 19 followed by two question marks. It was grandly titled: Passing of the Two-Gun Era: Memoirs of the late Alva W. Galloway, Cowboy, Rancher, County Official and Businessman.

Galloway wrote that he had been working for a newspaper in the southern Colorado town of Pueblo when an uncle persuaded him he could find his fortune farther west. He arrived six weeks after Montrose's incorporation papers were filed. He wasn't the only dream-chaser.

There were young men “seeking work in the mines, little co-ed graduates of the East just landing in the big open West seeking a job as school teachers and eventually landing a good-looking cow puncher in marriage and growing up with the country,” Galloway wrote.

“Montrose wasn't much for looks,” he added. “But, boy, there were things doing that you had no idea of. One could at anytime of day or night strike a $5.00-ante poker game or over at the hotel meet all kinds of mine promoters just returning from the east with pockets of money gleaned from the poor suckers who wanted to own a gold mine and suddenly become rich.”

He concluded his reminiscences with a description of a 1924 U.S. Senate election. I was startled to find an almost casual reference to the Ku Klux Klan. I should not have been surprised. The Klan, by exploiting prejudices and appealing to a narrow vision of what it meant to be American, had spread into America's southwest from the south following the Civil War. The KKK dominated Colorado politics in the 1920s, stoking resentment and fear of Hispanics, Catholics and Jews as well as blacks. Galloway wrote that during that 1924 political race, Klansmen swept around town in a silent, menacing campaign against the local favorite for Senate. They even went into churches.

“When these boys, sheathed in long white shrouds with slitted holes in the hood for eyesight, long white gloves covering the hands, entered the place of worship, everything folded up in the beat of an eyelash, the atmosphere took on a ghostified eery feeling, a sensation often felt in the presence of the dead.”

Galloway linked the Klansmen to one death and to threats against a resident known only as “colored Bob,” but gave no details.

In 1862, the passage of the national Homestead Act had helped speed settlement of areas that would become the states of Colorado, Kansas, Montana, Nebraska, Wyoming and other states. The act offered land to adult heads of household who had never taken up arms against the United States and could pay a small filing fee, build a home and farm and endure for five years. Freed slaves and women were as entitled to land as white men. War was liberating African-Americans. And creating widows.

The rise of the Klan showed that that offer of opportunity to black Americans enshrined in the Homestead Act had not set well with all their fellow countrymen. There's little evidence many blacks ever joined “colored Bob” in inhospitable territory. According to the U.S. Census estimate for 2013, most people in Montrose are, as Galloway was, white. White's make up 86 percent of the population. I've seen a visit by a national veterans’ group exponentially increase, for a day or two at least, the number of African-Americans in town.

By some time in the 2040s, demographers say, Latinos, blacks and other minorities will together comprise the majority of Americans. In Montrose, where Hispanics comprise about 20 percent of the population now, any shift could be influenced by those who answer the call that townspeople have put out to veterans. Demographics are changing in America's armed forces, which were segregated until 1948 and in which advancement has often been denied to minorities. Between 1990 and 2011, according to Pew researchers, the percentage of racial minorities among officers and enlisted personnel increased from about a quarter to about a third. Whites are just over 70 percent of the military, less than their 77 percent of the general population. Blacks are 17 percent of all servicemen and women, while they are only 13.5 percent of all Americans.

America's experience of race relations gives little reason to hope the coming change will be smooth. The past can be instructive. But not if we only take note of the exceptional chapters. If we accept that in places like Montrose the current racial profile was the result of considered action in the past, perhaps we can be more considered about our own reactions as our world changes.

The Daily Press had left out the KKK in its article about a family gathering that had prompted me to seek out Galloways's memoirs. My own initial response when I read of the hooded racists rampaging through the region was to recoil from something that did not fit my stereotype of the West. I had to return to the library a day later to take proper notes on Galloway's final passages.

Galloway was an old newspaperman who knew it was crucial to give a fair and balanced accounting, to record the dark along with the romantic. He documented that America has been multicultural since its earliest days, and that the struggle for equal treatment and true democracy is a work in progress. No wonder we so often backslide into bitter conflict over narrow interests. We're still perfecting our union, even as we venture into the world to build the nations of others.

In the 19th century victory in the Mexican War vastly and with seeming suddenness enlarged the United States and sharpened the internal struggle for dominance between northern and southern states. The North refused to extend slavery to the new national holdings, the swaths of desert and mountains that would become Texas, Arizona, New Mexico, Nevada, Utah, California and parts of Colorado. The calls for secession made during that debate over slavery were calmed by compromise, but not for long. Southerners stalled efforts to settle the west and thereby increase the number and influence of free states.

During the Civil War southern lawmakers abandoned their seats in Washington to don grey uniforms at home, taking with them opposition to legislation designed to develop the West. In 1862, the passage of the Homestead Act helped speed settlement of the West. When Civil War at last came to an end in 1865, development accelerated. “Utes must go” was a political rallying cry the year Colorado became the 38th state, 1876.

The river that runs through Montrose is the Uncompahgre, the name of a Ute clan. The Utes, who pride themselves on being the oldest residents of Colorado, remember the earliest whites to arrive, the Spanish in the 16th century, for bringing new tools and livestock, including horses that allowed them to hunt buffalo; for bringing small pox and cholera; for bringing a fierce and violent competition for land. As the 19th century drew to a close, more and more clashes erupted between whites and Utes.

In 2015, legislators in Denver considered requiring schools in the state with Native American mascots to seek permission from tribes if they wanted to continue using images like the black-and-white-on-red face of an Indian in a feathered headdress that adorns the Montrose High School building. Tribespeople, some tearfully, testified before lawmakers in Colorado's Capitol about the pain of seeing such stereotypes. But the proposal failed, which made sense to people in the Montrose area like a broadcaster who opined online that even if some might call him insensitive, “I would have to argue that Redskins, Braves, Chiefs, or any other Indian moniker is not any more disrespectful to native Americans than Cowboys, Vikings, Titans, Patriots, or Packers are to the respective groups of people their name represents.”

It's strong, this temptation to discount the power of the past to shape the present and the future. To discount history. Or drive right by it.

Most cars roar past a cornfield, farmhouse, RV and trailer repair shop and a billboard-sized placard on the outskirts of Montrose on the main road heading into the mountains. I stopped once for a closer look and found the sign is not advertising. It was a page from history in white letters on fading brick-red paint erected by the State Historical Society. It identifies the roadside spot as the site of Fort Crawford, built in the 1880s. Later, I run across a photograph in a book by a local historian showing Fort Crawford in the 19th century. The sharp black-and-white image is dominated by what looks like a farm house with a comfortable front porch and several other buildings on a dirt field that is, perhaps, a parade ground. I learn from the caption that the farm house is a guard house, and that the fort also had a hospital and a bakery. The cantonment was, I read, established to “keep the Indians from going on the warpath.”

Until the global war on terror reached its first decade and kept going, the Vietnam War was often referred to as America's longest war. But according to Veterans Affairs our Indian Wars lasted eight decades. The fighting may have been sporadic from 1817 to 1898, and many Americans may have claimed ignorance of what was happening to the continent's indigenous people. But that does not make the story less brutal.

Americans don't like to think of ourselves as warlike, a term usually reserved for our enemies. Who wants to read history as some multi-count indictment? But what if never accounting for the crimes means never truly assessing the limits of power? We don't like to contemplate the costs others bear for our successes, let alone the way violence can haunt even the winner. But leaving out that part of the story also leaves out the lessons that survival, renewal and resilience can offer. The history we forget leaves its marks.

A small town, any town, has a secret history you have to dig to see and work to understand. Violence and broken promises are part of the American story and of the Montrose story. We don't have to gloss over hard truths to draw something from a story. We're on shaky ground when we see the past as cliché. We need to build the future on a firm foundation.

The novelist Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie grew up in Nigeria, was educated in the United States and has written about both countries. She once said in an oft-shared TED talk: “Stories matter. Many stories matter. Stories have been used to dispossess and to malign, but stories can also be used to empower and to humanize. Stories can break the dignity of a people, but stories can also repair that broken dignity.”

Adichie lamented that the single story often told of her own country and continent is a negative one. I propose that the single story of America we're used to reading makes the work of creating peace and prosperity, community and common purpose seem simple, a matter of a determined people, destiny and a few other details. Focusing only on the winners leaves us without the language or the resources to cope with change. Forgetting hobbles us.

Sally Johnson, who presides over Montrose's municipal museum, doesn't lock history up in her glass cases. She leads walking tours to the cemetery where pioneer families once gathered for Memorial Day picnics, or through the streets of the old brothel district. Of the latter, she said: “We had a fort outside town. Those soldiers had to have something.”

Johnson's bifocals and long, graying hair are a teacherly cover for her impish humor. She does, as it turned out, occasionally fill in as a substitute teacher in Montrose schools. She prefers engaging with younger children over taking on a high school classroom, where she says there's often little to do but sit up front watching teens do their homework or play with their cell phones. She takes the same hands-on attitude to her work at the museum. When a longtime Montrose resident dies and his or her papers end up at the museum, Johnson has to back off and let her volunteers go through the letters, diaries and property deeds. If the director were to start reading, she might not stop for hours.

Johnson also has been a cop. Her degree, from the university in nearby Grand Junction, is in law enforcement and criminal justice. She's also been a probation officer, a victims’ advocate for the district attorney and a family therapist. She joked that it was only when she reached her 50s and started working at the museum that she found her calling, one that has rooted her in the town she has called home for 20 years.

“I can go down to the post office or downtown and see someone I know every time,” said Johnson, who grew up in Salida, a small, rural town in Colorado's central mountains. “I like being able to sit on a bench on a street corner and say hi to people passing by. It's nice to go to Horse Fly or Two Sisters and know I'll run into somebody I know to talk to,” she told me, naming a Main Street microbrewery and a gastropub. Don't let anyone say the latest trends are passing by this town.

In its heyday, the railroad allowed the flow of commerce and communications in and out of Montrose.

“You bring the railroad, you bring the mining. You get the bankers, then the suppliers, the mercantiles,” Johnson told me. “If we didn't have the railroad come through here, we wouldn't be here.”

Trains aren't stopping like they once did. One pauses weekly to load lumber. Because passenger trains no longer call at this town made by the railroad, the century-old main station is free to house the museum, where Johnson's displays include two vintage cars out back that draw trainspotters.

At the turn of the last century came an ambitious infrastructure project that ensured the flow of a crucial element: water.

Johnson again: “If we didn't have the water, we wouldn't have the sugar beets, the potatoes, the sweet corn.”

The pioneers diverted water through a system of ditches from the Uncompahgre River, and the area's soil proved fertile. Once that system's capacity reached its limits, farmers eyed the Gunnison River, some six miles west.

The Gunnison carved the Black Canyon, so-called because its walls are so deep and sheer that little light reaches its floor. The U.S. National Park Service, which stewards the gorge, quotes legendary U.S. Geological Survey geologist Wally Hansen as saying of the canyon: “Some are longer, some are deeper, some are narrower and a few have walls as steep. But no other canyon in North America combines the depth, narrowness, sheerness and somber countenance of the Black Canyon of the Gunnison.”

This was the terrain into which men ventured to bring water to Montrose. In the 19th century, railroad survey crews said the canyon was inaccessible. As that century ended, a party set out to determine whether an irrigation project was feasible. The explorers gave up after a month of floating. Another group persevered, traveling 33 miles on a rubber craft over nine days in 1901. It was determined a tunnel could work and construction started that year.

The project that made the region a larder is commemorated on a sidewalk plaque near the corner of Montrose's two key streets, Main and Townsend. A stroller can pause to read about “the tunnel that made the desert bloom.”

Over eight years, which included a hiatus when funding temporarily ran out, some 500 men worked on the project. “None lasted long,” the sidewalk plaque notes. Some men gave up in exhaustion. Some were hurt or killed, including six who died when drillers encountered a pressurized stream that threw jets of water into the cavern where they were working.

The effort was so ambitious a private company was unable to complete it. Enter the federal government, in the form of the Bureau of Reclamation, the agency that gave Arizona and Nevada the Hoover Dam.

On July 6, 1909 crews drilling from the east met counterparts who had started from the west. President William Howard Taft came to Montrose for the Gunnison Tunnel's dedication a few months later. Day-long celebrations drew 10,000 people to the Montrose fairgrounds. Taft noted the beauty of the “incomparable valley with the unpronounceable name,” referring to the Uncompahgre.

When Taft visited, he could have seen people from Spain, France, Mexico, China, Japan, Sweden, Russia, Germany, Croatia, Ireland, Italy. They came for jobs on the tunnel. Many stayed to farm or ranch.

People in Montrose today might have grandparents who were farmers. Agricultural sectors now account for only 6 percent of jobs, according to state statistics. Government is the biggest employer these days, at 16 percent of work. Most of the ranches have, along with the passenger trains, disappeared. The spreads have been divided into housing lots or are little more than playgrounds for the wealthy who have bought land on which to build vacation retreats. But not far from downtown you can still find cornfields, and the crops, county fairs and farmers markets attest that today's Montrose has not lost touch with its past. Pomona, goddess of orchards, smiled on the region even if the town did reject her name. Along with the sugar beets, potatoes and sweet corn, museum director Johnson mentioned, the area is known for onions, alfalfa, apples, peaches, grapes and strawberries

I'm a connoisseur of small-town museums, and Montrose's has a quirkiness that enlivens its archives of conquest and industry. Johnson's exhibits include a log cabin out back. Inside is a mock-up of a country store with a shelf of empty bottles that once held the promise of miraculous cures.

“Every once in a while I find a kid reading the labels on the medicines and they're just amazed,” Johnson said.

Johnson loans crisply folded uniforms, including one her mother wore as a World War II Army nurse, to adorn floats that parade through town on the Fourth of July.

Vietnam-era uniforms, though, have escaped her collector's grasp. Does the Vietnam generation lack the hoarding instincts that the Depression instilled in World War II veterans, making clothing from the ‘60s scarce? Maybe it's something more troubling, Johnson mused, thinking of a 2008 trip to Washington, D.C. with her daughter, who was then starting high school. Her teen did not recognize the Vietnam War memorial, leaving Johnson to wonder whether a generation was failing to tell its story.

“I think we skip over those parts in the history we teach our kids.”

When Johnson was a kid in high school in south-central Colorado in the 1960s, she wore a bracelet etched with the name of a prisoner of war and heard the daily death toll on the evening news.

Recalling World War II, bloody as it was, is somehow more romantic. Montrose old-timers know that a prominent wall on a Main Street shop was once inscribed with the names of every hometown soldier who died in World War II. The wall has long since been painted over, but a nostalgic idea of World War II lingers.

One of Johnson's museum cases holds a March, 1946 article from Our Navy magazine that recounts the tradition of naming attack transport ships after U.S. counties. Kathy Ellis, whose grandparents owned bakeries on Main Street, told me Montrose was granted a ship because the townspeople donated an impressive amount of scrap metal to the war effort.

“The Navy looked at that and said: “Wow, we need to do something to honor what these people did,”’ Ellis said. And so, a link was forged between a landlocked Colorado county and the nation's maritime force.

The ship named for Montrose served in World War II, Korea and Vietnam before it was decommissioned in 1969. Those wars have shaped and reshaped modern America's idea of its place in the world. Savior of democracy in World War II. The nation's confidence in its strength and purpose starting to diminish in Korea and Vietnam. Now, we struggle to define victory in the war on terror and await history's judgment on how it will shape us.

In 2000, veterans who had sailed on the USS Montrose held their reunion in the ship's namesake county. For the event, the American Legion hosted a barbecue, at which a city official offered what could be the local motto: “Veterans are recognized and appreciated here.”

Our Navy magazine described the USS Montrose as having “slung no record amount of lead at the enemy. Her skipper wears no slew of Navy Crosses on his chest.

“The USS Montrose is just another attack transport, one of those hard-working, little-talked about babies who did their jobs faithfully.

“She's neither beautiful nor inspiring. She's top heavy, she's bulky and she rides the heavy swells like a wooden duck decoy.”

There's something of the town's character in that hard-bitten description.

Across the United States, in the big cities, employment is rising to levels not seen since the Great Recession started in 2007. In Montrose and other rural areas, numbers can't seem to catch up. The policy and advocacy organization Economic Innovation Group found that three-quarters of America's distressed zip codes are in rural areas. An Associated Press analysis of the group's data found central cities were, in economic terms, doing less poorly in 2016 than in 2000, while the areas with most of the country's rural populations had grown worse over that decade and a half.

According to the U.S. census, an average of 19 percent of Montrose residents were living below the poverty line between 2009 and 2013, compared with the statewide average of 13 percent during that period. The town's median household income averaged $42,925 for that five-year period; it was $58,433 statewide. Per capita income was slightly above $21,000 in the town and the county, compared with the statewide average of $31,109.

As employment levels in Colorado's economic hubs like Denver were regaining and even surpassing pre-recession levels, Montrose's county, which shares the town's name, had many fewer jobs than it once had.

The Montrose area's population dipped between 2010 and 2013. Montrose is not alone. Declining populations only increase the challenge for communities struggling to attract teachers to train the next generation, managers to guide development, doctors and nurses to treat the sick. National trends show cities enjoying a concentration of the most highly educated workers.

A look at national census figures led William H. Frey of the Brookings Institute to say in 2014 that the “prognosis does not look good for much of small town America.” The think tank expert noted that from 2010-2013, some six out of 10 rural counties lost population, up from less than half in the mid-2000s.

“As job and housing markets gradually pick up, it appears that large economically vibrant metropolitan areas will begin to grow. The situation for smaller places seems less certain. Still, small town America has been counted out before, but has, in many parts of the country, found ways to reinvent itself. This may well occur again,” Frey wrote.

The U.S. Department of Agriculture's research arm tracked dropping unemployment rates in both urban and rural areas since the end of the 2007-09 recession, but found that, particularly in rural areas, that was because so many people had given up looking for work or were no longer around to do so. Nationally, since the great recession, urban employment rose by 5 percent between the second quarters of 2010 and 2014, while rural employment rose by 1 percent over the same period.

In light of those grim statistics, no wonder Montrose's Downtown Development Authority leaders saw their community as an equation to be solved. If they could crack it, they could subtract all those boarded up Main Street storefronts and add new families.

You can define and dissect, measure and rank a town. You can know where the bodies are buried, trace the family trees of political feuds, map the streets that lead to the banks and those that lead to the brothels. What the Downtown Development Authority wanted was a tougher calculation: How to sum up possibilities?

Montrose and environs are almost pretty enough to distract from the grim economic realities. At the town's heart is a red-and-blond brick confection of a City Hall, erected in 1926. Around the corner, multi-colored tiles fight one another for attention in the lobby of the Fox Theater, an art deco gem that still shows first-run movies.

Outside town are dramatic canyons carved by ancient rivers and bare hills called adobes whose undulating forms are hypnotizing. In this landscape of few trees and long grasses, loners who are happy to stake a claim to a trailer park plot share spectacular vistas with millionaires who have winter homes in the region. During the not-too-hot summers, retirees retreat from city life for months at a time at RV campgrounds. Anglers stalk rainbow, brown, cutthroat and brook trout. From autumn into early winter, which isn't too cold, the hunt is on for everything from rabbit to mountain lion through archery, rifle and black powder season. Local guides hire out their expertise, some gleaned from the savvy placement of cameras that act as electronic scouts. Birders come for a glimpse of the great horned owl or peregrine falcons. Once winter has set in, skiers stop at the Montrose airport and perhaps grab a meal or groceries in town before heading on to the Telluride resort. Come spring and the snowmelt, adventurous kayakers take to the area's rivers.

Across 2,240-square-mile Montrose County, population density is 18 people per square mile, compared to the statewide average of 48.5. And if you live outside the town that is home to half its namesake county's population, you'd have more than the average share of elbow room.

At the town hall meeting, Kline wasn't alone in thinking that she and her neighbors weren't coming up with a way to explain all that this ruggedly beautiful setting promised.

“We just can't nail it,” Kline thought that day. Her neighbors saw something foreign about the whole exercise and the ideas it had produced struck them as gimmicky or stale. The chronicler of the USS Montrose or Galloway, that blunt newspaperman of Montrose's early days, might have thought the same.

Kline perused the jottings on the sticky notes.

“What I kept seeing, over and over again, was, ‘Why can't we just be us?”’ she said. “I asked people, ‘Well, what does that mean to you? What is ‘us’?

“They said: ‘Friendly. Patriotic. Independent. Embracing. Welcoming.’”

Kline, a transplant, admitted she did not know Montrose well enough at the time to understand the meaning behind those words. But the scrawls on the bright squares of paper stayed in her mind. They prepared the ground for the seed of an idea that would change her and change her town.
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