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PROLOGUE


THE CALLER SAID his name was Jake. He was telephoning from Colorado Springs, where he was living in a friend's trailer, his packhorse tied out back. He had made his way down the Continental Divide from Canada, intending to ride all the way to the Mexican border. He had come as far as southern Colorado when an early winter drove him out of the mountains. He planned to resume his journey in the spring. In the meantime, he wondered if the newspaper I worked for, the Los Angeles Times, would be interested in publishing an account of his trip. He offered to show me his diary. We talked for a half an hour. He regaled me with stories of grizzly bears and blizzards, of getting lost in the mountains and finding shelter in places that most travelers don't encounter—pinpricks on the map, like Heart Butte, Montana, and Jeffrey City, Wyoming. As much as the mountain scenery, he said, such places had captured his fancy. He had lingered longer than he ever expected in cabins and cow camps, doing a little work and a lot of talking with strangers. No offense, he said, but people are more interesting and life richer than the news media would lead you to believe sometimes. I encouraged him to send me his diary and promised to stay in touch. I never heard from him again. When I tried to call him back a month later, the telephone had been disconnected. I did what you do when someone ignites a small campfire in your imagination. I thought about it at night, feeding it bits of kindling, listening to L.A.'s eerie chorus of car alarms, police sirens, and coyotes. I knew a bit about the territory Jake had explored. I'd taken overnight hikes in Glacier and Yellowstone national parks, ridden a horse over the Divide in Wyoming's Wind River Range, camped in the high desert in northern New Mexico. But mostly, I had read about places along the Divide. “There is something in the country . . . in the vastness and emptiness of it, that resists knowing,” Rob Schultheis wrote a quarter of a century ago in his book The Hidden West. Did such a country still exist? Was there still a world out there capable of living up to the expectations of the overstimulated armchair traveler? I had Jake's testimony that there was.

A few months later, a friend handed me a press release about a project to build a Continental Divide Trail, from Canada to Mexico, across 3,200 miles of mountain and desert. The trail provided the sort of organizing principle you need when you are looking for an excuse to drop everything, lock the door on your life, and light out. It also gave me a route to follow. I found a website for people hiking the trail and got in touch with three men who would be starting north from the Mexican border the following spring. They invited me to join them. I planned to walk with them for a few days and then branch off on my own. I was less interested in the Divide trail than I was in the Divide country and its inhabitants. I wanted to spend time around people who have tailored their lives to fit into exposed places where adventurous travelers spend only a night or two. I wanted to find them while they were still there.

I knew how to start the search. I had been reporting on Western politics and environmental issues for twenty-five years. I had notebooks and index files full of the names of politicians, activists, artists, country lawyers and doctors, small-town newspaper editors, game wardens, and forest rangers. They could help me find the people I was looking for—the ones who shot their own meat, who made a living on horseback, who were still trying to adjust to the twentieth century on the verge of the twenty-first. I didn't draw up an itinerary. The less structure the better. I had been tethered to an office for thirty years and I looked forward to breaking its bonds. I had an urge to drift. I would travel by horse and mule, by truck, and occasionally on foot. I would finagle rides and employ pack animals.

I started out on a nameless dirt road in southwestern New Mexico. I was headed for an expanse of desert once described by the explorer John Russell Bartlett as an “unbroken waste, barren, wild and worthless.” The three other hikers and I met in Hachita, a speck of a town twenty-five miles from the Mexican border. From there, we caught a ride to the border, where the dirt road ended. The beginning of the Continental Divide Trail was marked by a windmill, the bones of a stockman's cabin, and a barbed-wire fence. From the trailhead, the three of us planned to walk north to the Big Hatchet Mountains, our first day's desination. Under hazy April skies, the low, jagged mountains shimmered like a sculpture garden of razor blades.

The Continental Divide, which runs the length of North and South America, is where nature separates the waters that flow to the Atlantic and Pacific oceans. In the United States, the Divide traces the crest of the Rocky Mountains from their spiny genesis just north of the Mexican border to their majestic exit into Canada. It reenters the United States in Alaska above the Arctic Circle and extends across the state to the Bering Sea. People have been hiking the Divide for years; the trail is an effort to establish an official route woven from the braids of old wagon tracks, logging roads, stock trails, and footpaths.

Great trails breach the centuries. Nearly 500 years ago, the desert would have looked much the same to Coronado's army as it does to us, especially at midday when the dusty glare erases detail and flattens color, let alone any glimmer of the mineral wealth the conquistador hoped to find. Propelled by visions of seven cities of gold, Coronado resolutely ignored the barrenness of his surroundings, placing his trust in tantalizing rumors. The four of us were more interested in finding water as we pondered the route to our evening destination, a nameless spot on a United States Geological Survey map that held out the only possibility of water within a day's walking distance. Quite a number of people die of thirst and exposure in this desert every year. Most of them are the descendants of Coronado. They are the torchbearers of the eternal golden dream bound for the seven cities—Los Angeles, San Diego, Tucson, Las Vegas, Phoenix, Albuquerque, Denver—and beyond. Recently, one of them showed up on a nearby ranch and dropped to his knees, believing he had reached the end of his journey after a scorching seventy-two-hour slog. The exhausted pilgrim thought he had made it after sighting the faded sign on the ranch's water storage tank that read: CHICAGO PUMP CO.

                  

THE CONTINENTAL DIVIDE Trail does not adhere strictly to the Divide. The trail meanders down a corridor that extends out fifty miles on either side of the Divide, avoiding terrain where only mountain goats can travel and detouring around man-made obstacles. I planned to take full advantage of that latitude. My goal was not to hike the trail from start to finish. I wasn't going to follow a hiker's timetable or triptych, north to south or vice versa. On newspaper assignments in the past, I'd rarely had the chance to linger. Swooping in and out, as newspaper reporters tend to do, teasing a comparatively simple story out of life's complexities, I had been avoiding some undistilled truth, some murmuring ambivalence. In the midst of researching environmental stories about the damage done by grazing or logging or mining, I realized I frequently enjoyed the company of the people who were most responsible. I did not overlook the messes they had made. Often as not, I differed with their politics. But I could not quite accept the notion that things would be better when these people were gone, when the slate was wiped clean of their wagon ruts.

         

JUST OVER 100 years ago, historian Frederick Jackson Turner wrote that the strength of American democracy grew out of its experience of the Western frontier. The “Great West,” said Turner, became the forge of America's vaunted resourcefulness and ingenuity. His 1893 essay, titled “The Significance of the Frontier in American History,” was the opening salvo in a century-long debate among historians, environmentalists, Native Americans, and feminists on the legacy of the pioneer experience. Where Turner had seen heroic enterprise, others saw reckless expansion and exploitation. The Indians were dispossessed and exiled. The beaver and bison were exterminated. The rivers were poisoned and the forests plundered.

The scholars got a little ahead of themselves. The subject of Turner's eulogy wasn't quite dead yet. As defined by the census takers in Turner's time, the frontier was a region of fewer than two people per square mile. By that definition, close to 13 percent of the landmass of the lower forty-eight states still qualified as frontier in 1990. All of it was west of the Mississippi, much of it scattered along the Continental Divide.

My journey along the Divide did not get under way until 1999, not a moment too soon. The decade came closer than any other did in the past century to filling in the empty spaces. If I was going to find traces of that old world of remote ranches, one-room schoolhouses, volunteer fire departments, of mule packers, gyppos, trappers, prospectors, and range riders, it was time to start looking. By 1995, the Western mountain region had become the fastest growing in the country. The changes were most conspicuous in rural counties. A quaint outpost like Yuma, Arizona, once famous for its territorial prison, was suddenly classified as a metropolitan area, leaping past the city stage altogether in its overnight metastasis. The economic changes were more dramatic. By 1995, less than 5 percent of employment in the Rocky Mountain states was still in farming, ranching, and mining. Wyoming might have a cowboy on its license plate, but barely 3 percent of its population made a living raising sheep and cows.

For the anti-Turnerites, these were signs of a long overdue transition. The sooner the Old West died, the better. “We must put our agrarian sympathies aside,” wrote economist Thomas Power in his 1996 book Lost Landscapes and Failed Economies. Agriculture does not step lightly on the land, Power said. According to Power, there is nothing uniquely wholesome about people living on the land and harvesting its riches by the sweat of their brow. Just look at what the old-timers have left us. “Landscapes stripped bare, silted streams with dead fish, fragmented ecosystems devoid of wildlife.”

Like Turner before him, Power only fueled more controversy. Some of the most thoughtful criticism came from the environmental movement, from people who had condemned the destructive impulses of the Old West but could not bring themselves to embrace Power's vision of a new order where subdivisions and office parks are cheek by jowl with national parks and wilderness. Richard Knight, a Colorado State University wildlife biologist who studies the effects of development, contends that the most carefully planned subdivision can unleash more destructive energy on fragile environments than the worst-run ranch. Knight argues that we will not heal the land by treating it as a suburban playground, by letting the dogs chase down the deer or caravaning through the forest in all-terrain vehicles. We merely compound the sins of our much maligned forebears as we colonize the open space, crowd out the wildlife habitat, and draw down the water table.

A lot of the pioneers didn't know any better. They came west with an evangelical optimism stoked by land promoters who said that the arid, stony ground was the most fertile on Earth, that you could farm it without capital, and that rain would follow the plow. During the course of the last century, a lot of people gave up and left. Of the ones who stayed, some learned to work with the land and modify their expectations. They settled for unquantifiable riches. Those were the people I was going to see. I wanted to know more about the secret of their good fortune. Such intangible wealth is hard to describe and harder yet to promote at a time when it does seem possible to get rich without investing much capital, let alone sweat equity. Why grub around in the ground when all you may need is a modem and a broker's tip sheet? Aside from the mountain views and the vaulting sky, what's so special about the natural world that can't be reproduced in a laboratory or relocated safely in a park? As the late economist and environmental contrarian Julian Simon liked to say, the only thing that society hasn't figured out how to clone is water. Simon neglected to mention experience. Progress may have liberated us from the need to work the land, but it has not freed us from the impulse to do so. Disconnected from nature, we become strangers to our senses. But the senses are like smart dogs that grow restive when they are ignored for too long. They need work to be happy. Pay is not an issue. It is the experience that matters.

I come by these notions honestly. I am the son of a gold miner who knew something about the glittering promise of toil that produces little. I have a picture of the unheated cabin my father and mother lived in the first winter of their marriage in 1935. It sat on a forested mountainside about ten miles southeast of the Continental Divide. The Second World War cut the life of the mine short. By the time it was over, the price of gold had fallen and the mineshafts had collapsed. My father went on to a career in the Navy and in business. He and my mother retired to a comfortable house in the suburbs. But when they reminisced, it was about that other life they had abruptly and logically deserted. To the end of their days, that life trailed after them like an orphaned dream. “In the woods,” wrote Emerson, “a man casts off his years, as the snake his slough, and at what period soever of life, is always a child. In the woods is perpetual youth.”

         

LIKE MANY OF the nineteenth-century wayfarers who assembled at the great Western trailheads in Independence, St. Joseph, and St. Louis, the four of us gathered at the Mexican border that April afternoon were strangers to one another. We had different goals and itineraries but decided to band together through the Big Hatchets, where there was no marked trail. We would hike together for a couple of days, sharing snacks and water, then shake hands and part company. The group included Fred Nollan, an unemployed waiter and aspiring novelist from Seattle who planned to walk as far north as he could before the anxiety of joblessness interrupted his idyll. He figured to get as far as the Colorado border, about 400 miles away. Joseph Gendron, a surveyor from Silver City, New Mexico, was on a volunteer assignment from the Continental Divide Trail Alliance to plot the southernmost segment of the trail. Gendron's neighbor, an amiable jester named Herbie Marsden, said he needed a break from his job as a contractor and planned to walk for two or three days. Marsden wore rubber thongs, tennis shorts, a tank top, and the sort of cheap plastic sunglasses you can find at the five-and-dime next to the rack of novelty postcards picturing people who are dressed like Herbie Marsden. He carried the smallest backpack I had ever seen.

Setting off on a cross-country journey over mountain and desert can be a forbidding prospect—a bit like setting off on an ocean voyage in a small boat. You stand on the shore, making one last mental inventory of your meager provisions and your precious supply of water. It doesn't matter that you've performed this ritual several times already. Nor will it do any good to discover you have forgotten something essential, since the truck that dropped you off is long gone. But taking stock one more time is a form of relaxation, a mild opiate for the fluttering gut. Squatting in the sand, we discussed our course. We would follow a series of intersecting arroyos about twelve miles to the edge of the mountains, then switchback over a steep saddle through trousers-shredding thickets of ocotillo, yucca, and crucifixion thorn, down a long, doglegged canyon to another windmill, which, if working, would be pumping fresh water into a stock tank. Even if it weren't working and the water in the tank turned out to be stagnant, we could filter it. We did have a filter, right? Yes. Two hands went up.

Still, we dithered.

Next to the border fence, Herbie Marsden uncovered the stubbly remains of a monument to past times. The barely legible inscription read: FRANK EVANS, BORN JUNE 12, 1865, KILLED HERE MAY 1, 1907 BY A CRAZY COOK. MURDER IN COLD BLOOD WITH AN AX.

How fitting. Where the Rocky Mountains make their southern debut, where the West begins . . . a killing. Marsden suggested we do something to mark the occasion. “Let's be outlaws,” he said, stepping through the border fence and back, violating the laws of two countries. The rest of us followed him through the barbed wire, bonding in international trespass and beginning our journey with the right note of don't-fence-me-in Western defiance. Only a dozen scrawny cows witnessed the crime. Then we shouldered our packs and started north.

         

THE CONTINENTAL DIVIDE Trail has been on the drawing board of federal land management agencies for more than thirty years. The trail is a grand idea. It is a third again as long as the Appalachian Trail, longer than the highway distance from Los Angeles to Portland, Maine. It meanders through alkali badlands, climbs to the roof of the Rockies, dips and rises again as it snakes north along the zigzag course of one of nature's more sublime feats of engineering, the Continental Divide. In geographical terms, the Divide is the part in the hair of a hemispheric watershed that reaches from Alaska to the Strait of Magellan. The map of Manifest Destiny was written by the explorers, emigrants, surveyors, and engineers who forged the wagon roads, mail routes, rail corridors, and highways across the Divide.

The Continental Divide Trail intersects with history at Lemhi Pass on the Idaho–Montana border, where Lewis and Clark crossed the Divide in 1805. The most heavily traveled crossroads lie several hundred miles to the south, where the Wind River Mountains give way to a nearly treeless, sage-clad prairie at South Pass. That's where the Pony Express raced through on its way to California and where some 400,000 emigrants made their way by horseback, oxcart, and wagon to Utah, California, and Oregon between 1840 and 1870. Farther south, in Colorado, the trail scales heights first described by the explorers Zebulon Pike and John Frémont. In New Mexico, the trail meets the old Spanish Trail blazed by Francisco Atanasio Domínguez and Silvestre Vélez de Escalante, two strapping, cigar-smoking priests who set out in 1776 to establish a route from Santa Fe to Monterey. Heading out almost 100 years before John Wesley Powell made his daredevil voyage of discovery down the Colorado River and the Grand Canyon, the two priests became the first white men to see many of the geologic marvels of the Colorado Plateau, though they never made it to California.

Here and there along the trail, the New West intrudes. The trail crosses interstate highways, skirts oil fields, power plants, and subdivisions. It winds through the outskirts of Silver City, New Mexico, and, some 300 miles to the north, enters the town of Grants. In Colorado, it takes hikers down the main street of Grand Lake. Still, it would be hard to find a route in this country that offers a more extensive immersion in time travel. The trail passes ghost towns, abandoned mines, Indian reservations, and 300-year-old Hispanic villages. It runs through three national parks, Glacier, Yellowstone, and Rocky Mountain, a dozen wilderness areas, and a score of national forests. There is one section of the trail through Colorado that does not meet a paved road for 100 miles. Hikers hoping to make the entire trip in a single season must be prepared to walk 20 miles a day, sometimes in terrain that requires 5,000 feet or more of steep, uphill walking. Move any less briskly and you risk being marooned by autumn snowfall. The modern traveler faces many of the same hazards confronted by Domínguez and Escalante, including blizzards, lightning storms, flooding streams, and hungry bears, although people are more likely to get in trouble as a result of losing their way, running out of water, or twisting an ankle.

The trail is the brainchild of Jim Wolf, a Baltimore lawyer who first saw the West as a boy attending summer camp near Yellowstone. As an adult, he found himself going back every year and eventually began writing guidebooks for people who wanted to explore the Divide country in Montana and Wyoming. In 1978 he formed the Continental Divide Trail Society to prod the government into building the trail. But Wolf was more comfortable in the mountains with a map and a compass than he was raising money or lobbying and the project languished. Moreover, his vision of the trail as a quiet footpath through the Rockies was a bit old-fashioned for the times—as legions of Lycra-clad bicyclists were discovering the West and sleek advertisements for a new generation of off-road vehicles were luring motorists to mountain trails.

By the mid-1990s, the project was starved for money and 1,000 miles short of completion. At least $10 million was needed. A new organization, the Continental Divide Trail Alliance, set out to capture the imagination of the new Westerners and accommodate their outdoor tastes. Under the direction of Bruce Ward, a former official of the American Hiking Society, and his wife, Paula, a landscape architect, the Alliance built a base of corporate support that Wolf and his group had shunned. New sponsors included ski resorts and condominium developers, eager to publicize the proximity of their property to a national scenic trail. They included outdoor clothing and equipment companies such as L. L. Bean and Recreational Equipment, Inc., better known as REI. Even Wal-Mart contributed.

Privately, the Wards endorsed pretty much the same trail as Wolf did. But they were primarily interested in getting it completed, and they did not want the fractious politics of wilderness recreation to get in the way. The Wards said they didn't like the idea that at least one third of the trail would be open to off-road vehicles, but they weren't going to pick a fight over that issue, or any other, if they could avoid it. When I visited the project office in 1997, the Wards had made considerable progress. The trail had become a perennial item in the U.S. Forest Service recreation budget. Hundreds of volunteers were turning out each summer to work on sections of the trail. Only about a dozen people were walking the entire 3,200 miles every year, but the more accessible segments of the trail were drawing thousands of hikers. While much of the trail was still poorly signed or not marked at all, about two thirds of it was in good shape.

Still, the Wards were uneasy. Too often, the trail was bumping into local resistance and requiring lengthy detours. Only about 20 percent of the trail actually coincided with the Divide. The architects labored under an unusual handicap. They agreed to forgo any power of eminent domain that might help them secure rights-of-way. But the concession did not go far enough. Members of Congress from Western states blocked the trail builders from purchasing rights-of-way, even when landowners were willing to sell. Private property is jealously guarded in the West because it is in relatively short supply. The state and federal governments control close to 50 percent of Western land. Any subtraction from the private stock can reduce the tax base and erode the region's sense of autonomy and independence.

The trail encountered its first roadblock just west of the route I was following from the Mexican border. Rancher William Hurt was one of the first to object. Hurt manages a herd of cattle along a mostly lawless, waterless stretch of border country that he said was no place for city-bred sightseers. “You see a stranger walking around and you don't know if he's drug smuggler or a cattle thief. Just about everybody down here is armed and on edge. It would just make matters worse to have backpackers wandering through, looking for water and scaring the livestock.”

West of Hurt's operation, another New Mexico ranch manager, Ben Brown, refused to let the trail come across his land. “The only places a trail could go through is beside stream banks and riparian vegetation, which we're trying to protect,” Brown said. At the north end of the state, the Divide leads to the Jicarilla Apache Reservation and another barred entry. Next door, in New Mexico's Rio Arriba County, the trail becomes entangled in land rights politics. Hispanic residents don't want the trail to cross either private property or national forest land, which they believe was taken illegally from them by the U.S. Government after the war with Mexico. In Colorado environmentalists threatened lawsuits and stopped the trail from going through areas favored by wolverine and bighorn sheep. In south central Wyoming, more objections by ranchers, oil companies, and environmentalists forced the trail onto a road for many miles through the Great Divide Basin.

The reactions seemed out of character, a violation of the country code that welcomes visitors and extends a helping hand to travelers in need. Isn't this the place where a warm pot of coffee is always waiting and the refills are free, where the gas stations let you pump first and pay later, where people leave their keys in the car and their front doors unlocked, where the farmer's field is open to the hunter in the fall, where you bring unruly city kids to learn some manners?

It seemed to me there was a time when people were proud to show off their history. In ranching towns along the Divide, in places like Eden, Farson, Big Sandy, Boulder, and Pinedale in Wyoming, there are leatherbound books kept next to the Bibles that record the lineage of pioneer families and their descendants, that tell you who married whom, who drove the cattle to market, and what the calves sold for every year for 100 years. The story of the West is in large part a compilation of these records. The toil and sacrifice, rarely mentioned but easily inferred from these family chronicles, is what Turner was paying tribute to and what Hollywood later romanticized. Now, just as technology, the siren song of the future, is wooing us away from our romance with the past, along comes an epic trail to the old days. Yet, the very people whose culture and history would be on display don't want anything to do with it.

To be sure, not everybody is against it. Here and there, slumping old mining and railroad towns see in the trail a chance to revive their economies, if they can figure a way to lure the backpackers to cafés and shops. Yet, even in these places, there are misgivings. Amid the forces homogenizing, uprooting, or obliterating rural Western culture, a path over the mountains can seem like a small thing. But often it's the small things that get our attention. In many parts of the West, this has been a period of bitterness and blame, of selling out and forting up. The fights have been over gun control and religious freedom, over the fate of mighty rivers and national forests. But some of the angriest battles have been waged over the fate of desert tortoises, minnows, kangaroo rats, ferrets, and pygmy owls.

The trail was also was my excuse for making my own twilight ramble across God's country, for visiting some of the last lonely outposts of a time and place that were slipping away like dust spilling out of a clenched fist.

         

BY THE END of the first day, the four of us had walked six hours, slowly getting used to the unexpected pitch and yaw of journeying through desert terrain that does not reveal its steep contours until you are well within it. We had come barely ten miles.

Just before dark, standing on a high ridge, we spotted the windmill marking the water hole. The windmill was turning slowly. We plunged ahead, our nearly empty canteens flopping on our belts, oblivious of the one essential ingredient missing from the picture. Cows. Where there is water on the open range, there are cows nearby. There were none here. A quarter mile closer and we could see the empty spout that should have been spewing water into the tank. Closer yet, and we could make out the greenish cast of the stagnant substance in the tank. Oh well, we did have a water filter. But dipping it into the murk quickly fouled the mechanism. That was that. We would have to save what little water we had left for tomorrow's hot morning hike to the next windmill, another ten miles to the north. It would be pumping fresh water, we told ourselves, too tired to worry about it. For now, we would have to satisfy our thirst by passing around the bottle of beer Marsden had stuffed in his pack. Warm beer and cold snacks. It was too windy to light a fire.

We found ourselves in one of those places, bare ground chockablock with desiccated cow turds, that environmental groups point to in their campaigns against cattle ranching. They refer to places like this as sacrifice areas, where the cows have trampled or eaten the vegetation in all directions around a water hole. Over time, with enough wells, windmills, and livestock, it's a good way to turn a living desert into a dead one. Ranchers say the wells provide a critical source of water for desert wildlife, particularly bighorn sheep. Environmentalists counter that the man-made water holes have become easy ambush sites for mountain lions who prey on the bighorn, thus contributing to the sharp decline of sheep herds across much of the West. And, so it goes.

We didn't worry about mountain lions jumping us at the water hole. They rarely attack people. Still, we might have moved farther out into the desert, if only to get away from this derelict oasis. For some reason, we didn't. Instead, we booted out the cow flop and spread our sleeping bags next to the water tank.

We lay there looking up at the decrepit windmill, poking like some ironweed out of the primeval garden. Silhouetted against the Big Hatchets, its slowly turning blades caught the moonlight as they clanked and rasped and sawed the wind.

“What's that tune it's playing?” someone asked.

“Home on the Range,” someone answered.




MYTHOPOLIS


 ONCE, FINDING A wilderness trailhead was like looking for the entrance to a secret passageway. You got there by following a homemade map that resembled a child's crayon drawing of barns, churches, and hay fields until you got to the end of a dirt track with weeds growing down the middle. You peered into a green wall of forest, searching for the spot where the trees parted and a wisp of a trail took off. For those of us who get slightly giddy at the idea of a weeklong trip into the wilderness, a proper trailhead can hold all of the pent-up excitement of New York Harbor or Grand Central Station in the grand old days of ocean crossings and transcontinental rail trips. Poised at the edge of the world, you waited for the snap of the conductor's watch and the lurch of the locomotive to bear you off to the exquisite unknown.

I'm looking for Turpin Meadows, a flat spot along the Buffalo River, in the upper left corner of Wyoming about eight miles southwest of the Continental Divide. Turpin Meadows is a popular trailhead and the gateway to the largest contiguous spread of wilderness in the lower forty-eight states. Drive into the parking lot, I was told, and search out a red Dodge pickup pulling a trailer full of mules, driven by an old coot wearing red suspenders. Those were my instructions for finding Dick Inberg, from Inberg himself.

         

I HAD NOT intended to start my journey on the Mexican border only to hopscotch 2,000 miles to northern Wyoming. But fate had intervened in the form of drought and forest fire, temporarily closing off a chunk of countryside in between, and so I was forced to go where nature permitted. The pattern would repeat itself. I'd go where I could: from New Mexico to Wyoming and back, then north to Colorado and Montana before doubling back again. I'd get used to it. I have always had a nomad's indifference to a well-planned future. I like waking up in unfamiliar places. I am a city dweller, a “dude” in the old-fashioned sense of the word. But as Oscar Wilde and Rudyard Kipling, among other famous dudes, discovered a long time ago when they toured the American West, city dwellers often have more in common with country folk than they realize. They are not risk averse. They thrive on the unexpected.

         

BRUCE WARD OF the Continental Divide Trail Alliance told me about Dick Inberg. He said he had been roaming around the mountains of northwest Wyoming for a long time, and no one knew the territory better. For the past two summers, Inberg had been volunteering for the Alliance, working to complete a section of the Continental Divide Trail through the Teton Wilderness. He invited me to join him in exploring one of the few stretches of this country he had not seen—the lower reach of Two Ocean Plateau, a long barrier ridge that rises above timberline to just over 10,000 feet. He planned to go in from the south, just below Yellowstone Park. He suspected that the only trail that went up the plateau petered out on top amid glacial rubble and shallow tarns. “I want to go and find out just how lost you can get up there,” he chuckled over the phone. “Sound like a good plan to you?”

Turpin Meadows is a large campground perched at the head of a narrow valley that leads into the Teton Wilderness. The afternoon I get there it is as busy as a truck stop on an interstate highway. I drive in circles, dizzied by the crush of vehicles and horse trailers and the steady drone of diesels and the thump-thump of generators. There are at least 100 people milling about. Some are camped here, as close to the wilderness as they can get and still live out of a motor home. Others are clients of commercial outfitters preparing to ride into the mountains. They stand by their horses, fiddling with unfamiliar trail garb, chaps, and spurs, applying sunscreen to children's faces, waiting for a signal to mount up. Some of the larger ones require assistance. The horses bear up stoically. They are already heavily laden, camera bags tied to saddle horns, folding chairs and fishing rods strapped to their flanks, and water bottles and sack lunches bulging out of saddlebags.

Ah, wilderness.

Eventually, I spot a large man wearing red suspenders. He is standing in one of the camping alcoves, having a furious argument with another, much smaller man. The two are standing toe to toe, snarling at each other like a pair of lunging dogs. Inberg, 6' 4'', with a wide slab of a torso, towers over his pudgy antagonist, but the little fellow doesn't back off. He calls Inberg a scofflaw. Inberg calls him a puffed up little Hitler. They are arguing over a $5 admission fee, which Inberg doesn't think he should have to pay. The other man is the campground “host.”

All the while, Inberg's wife, Judy, is pulling gently at her husband's sleeve and attempting to point out that the golden age card he thinks entitles him to free admission is not valid here.

“Dick, Dick, your card is only good at Department of Interior campgrounds. This camp is run by the Department of Agriculture.”

There is a pause as Inberg looks at his wife and fingers his golden age card.

“OK, Adolph, I guess you win. Satisfied?”

“Not until I get your money,” the little man says, but he is retreating now. “And not until I get his,” he says, waving disdainfully in my direction.

Inberg, who appears invigorated by the fracas, extends a big paw in my direction and grins. He has a broad, coarse-featured face with liquid eyes, arching brows, and creases that make him seem like he is smiling, even when he isn't. He introduces his wife and suggests we go over to the corral and meet his mules.

“I want you to meet Stuart. You'll be riding Stuart. The two of you will be spending some time together, and it's a good idea for you to get to know each other. A mule needs to be talked to, see. Ya, he does.”

At the corral I meet Trouble, Inberg's mule; Apollo and Hay Boy, two magnificently muscled pack animals; and Stuart, who looks morose and potbellied and reminds me of Eeyore, the dyspeptic donkey in Winnie-the-Pooh.

“The thing about a mule,” Inberg says, “you can count on him for life. If he likes you. But if he don't, God help you.”

“Hello, Stuart. How you doing? Looking forward to the trip?” I give his fat, sleek rump a friendly pat. He moves away.

         

AT SIXTY-THREE Inberg has been riding his mules around the mountains for forty years. The son of a Finnish farmer, he grew up in a little town in northern Wisconsin where hunting and trapping were the normal pursuits of rural kids trying to earn pocket money. He came west in the 1950s, lured by a uranium boom, to prospect in the Gas Hills in central Wyoming. After a few years and not a whole lot of luck, he went into the land-surveying business. He married Judy and built a house in the irrigated farm country outside Riverton. In the early 1960s, he began exploring the Absaroka Mountains that fold around the southeast corner of Yellowstone Park. Over the years, these humpbacked massifs became Inberg's second home. At first, it was just a summer playground where he took his kids to hunt and fish. But in time the Absaroka formed the geography of his life.

He nearly died in an accident a few years ago on the Trident Plateau just east of Yellowstone Park. He still limps from the massive injuries. In his head, he carries around the map of a four-year-long search for his son Kirk, a wildlife biologist whose plane went down in the Absaroka in 1991.

Inberg has another life. He runs his own surveying company and is president of the Riverton Lions Club. But he says he is most comfortable in the mountains. He travels by himself most of the time, though he admits he has become cautious, maybe even a bit superstitious. He wears a belt and suspenders. He coddles his mules, slathering them with liniment at the slightest sign of abraded skin. When he packs them, he uses customized pack straps he made out of trampoline cloth that won't pinch the delicate flesh behind their forelegs. On steep descents, he dismounts and leads his animals. It's easier on them and safer. He rarely travels more than fifteen miles a day. There are places he won't return to. The Trident Plateau is one.

By firelight that evening in Turpin Meadows, he unfolds an oilskin map and goes over the route we will take.

“From right here, we'll go up the north fork of the Buffalo, past Soda Fork, up North Fork Meadows to Trail Creek.” He pronounces it “crick.” “Probably, we'll spend tomorrow night at Trail Creek, ya. There's good grass for the mules and we won't have to push all that hard to get there. Then we'll follow Pacific Creek to Two Ocean Pass and try to make our way up over the plateau.”

If there's snow on the trail or a storm is threatening, we'll have to skirt the plateau's high, exposed crown and settle for a longer, less adventurous course around the southern flank. We wouldn't be the first travelers foiled by Two Ocean Plateau. Jim Bridger, the famous mountain man and scout, was leading a U.S. Army surveying party to the park in the early summer of 1860, when deep snow forced him to detour around it. A “bird wouldn't fly over there without taking a supply of grub along,” Bridger told the party's commanding officer, Captain W. F. Raynolds. The setback delayed the first official survey of Yellowstone Park for ten years.

Inberg believes we will have better luck. Besides, if we were to get stuck up there, we have a pannier full of grub—steaks, chops, sausages, beef stew—and a stove to cook it on.

“If we don't get lost, I figure we'll come off the plateau at Phelps Pass and camp over on Mink Creek,” he says. “There's a good spot on Mink Creek where I stashed some firewood a couple of years ago. Then the next day we'll drop down into Fox Park. It's a real pretty place, and we might just have it to ourselves. The fishing isn't so hot, and the outfitters don't tend to take many tourists in there. We'll lay over in Fox Park a day or two, and maybe do some day riding into Yellowstone. After that, hell, I don't know. Maybe, come back down around Enos Lake to Clear Creek. We'll figure it out when the time comes.”

Altogether, we plan to cover a 100-plus leisurely miles. We'll be following a network of trails blazed by Shoshone Indians who came north on hunting trips into the Yellowstone region. Crossing over Two Ocean Pass, we'll intersect the trail many historians believe John Colter took in 1808 when he became, in all likelihood, the first white man to lay eyes on Yellowstone's fuming wonders. He returned with stories of smoking pits, noxious streams, brimstone odors, and a fifty-foot-long petrified fish. Some people wondered if Colter's account wasn't all one big fish story. Real or imagined, it sounded like a fearful place, and the Yellowstone country came to be known as “Colter's Hell.” It wasn't designated a national park for another sixty-four years.

In the morning Inberg and I saddle up after a hot breakfast fixed by Judy.

“Aren't you going to kiss me goodbye?” she asks her husband.

But Inberg, mounted on Trouble, has already developed a case of the 100-mile stare. His mind's eye is fixed way out there on an aspen grove near the juncture of Trail Creek and Pacific Creek where he hopes to find a two-year-old cache of firewood and tepee poles, if he can only recall the hiding place.

“Goodbye.” Judy Inberg waves. “Be careful.”

The best thing about Turpin Meadows is how fast it disappears once you're on the trail. You round a bend, and a curtain parts on a world not unlike the one Colter and Bridger saw. You are on a sliver of trail grooved into a steep, forested mountainside that falls away to the North Fork of the Buffalo, a shining ribbon of water 500 feet below.

“Come on, you lazy bugger,” Inberg says.

He is talking not to me but to Trouble, the mule he raised from a rubber-legged colt. Trouble's pace is set by his own internal metronome, and some mornings the beat is barely perceptible. But no amount of cursing or flogging will change it. Nor is Trouble always in a traveling mood. He may stop at the first stream, turn around, and head for home. But he ran the race of his life once, saving Inberg's life in the process, and the two of them are bonded now like bickering brothers.

“That way is Soda Fork,” Inberg says, pointing to a trail that splits off to the east. “That's where they found Kirk's plane.”

For most of the morning, we travel in silence, listening to the clink and groan of tack, to muffled hoofbeats on soft earth, the screech of jays, and the tattoo of woodpeckers on hollow trees. The sounds aren't unique to wild places. We aren't hearing howler monkeys or jaguars. You can hear jays and woodpeckers in your backyard, but the sounds usually aren't as true. Wilderness is the great clarifier.

After an hour, the forest gradually gives way to North Fork Meadows, a ten-mile-long dogleg of open country. It is the main access route for fishermen and hunters into the game-rich Thorofare region thirty miles northeast of here. Thousands of people, horses, and mules come through every year, and the trail they have cut, actually a dozen parallel ruts, is twenty-five feet across. In wet weather it becomes a muddy slough. Grooved like a giant storm drain, the trail captures moisture that might otherwise feed trees and grass and sluices it away to creeks and rivers. Much of the native vegetation has been lost, replaced by hardier invader plants that offer little nourishment to wildlife.

Yet, it remains a lovely scene. Nature has a way of camouflaging its wounds. In the perverse way that graffiti can masquerade as art, a scarred landscape can seem as arresting as an unblemished one. To an ecologist, the spare, geometrical contours of a steeply down-cut river channel slicing through bald earth are the classic signs of desertification. Yet, such a damaged place is often startlingly beautiful. Erosion created the Grand Canyon. Travel magazines refer to the close cropped meadows of Yellowstone Park as America's Serengeti, neglecting to point out that the veldlike beauty is the result of overgrazing by wildlife. The Trail Creek campsite where Inberg and I stop for the night has a welcoming spaciousness that belies its sorry condition. The ground where we pitch our tents has been cleared of bushes, rocks, and nettles. The trees have been stripped of low-hanging branches, their trunks burled, and their delicate roots exposed. For years, people have been tying their mounts to the trees. The horses have eaten all the grass and pawed away at the earth, damaging the roots and girdling the tree trunks as they pulled against their halter ropes. Now the ground is barren and the trees are dying.

“It's bad like this in a lot of places,” Inberg says. “We all did it in the old days. Didn't know better. You still have to educate some people. Don't tie your horses overnight to the trees, even though your grandpa did it and your pa did it and you did it all of your life. You can learn to use the place without using it up.”

He points to other signs of slovenly camping. The fire pit is still smoldering and there are horse pellets, spilled from a feed sack, strewn about. This is grizzly bear country and leaving out food of any kind is like dangling your hand in a shark tank.

Inberg quickly scoops up the pellets. We tie up the mules just long enough to unload the packs. Then we move them to a nearby meadow where we hobble the front feet of Stuart and Apollo and picket Trouble and Hay Boy to a pair of short stakes we pound into the ground.

In the morning we will tie all four to the trees again for the few minutes it takes to saddle and repack them. Inberg says if his wife were along, she wouldn't permit even that.

“I'm married to a tree hugger. Good thing, too. Ya.”

For a long time, Inberg's attitudes toward wild country were rooted in the workaday values of the farming and logging community where he grew up. He had a trap line by the time he was eight. With his mother's help, he skinned the muskrat and mink he caught and boxed the furs off to a Montgomery Ward store in Chicago. “I'd make two dollars per rat and twenty dollars per mink. I might make two hundred dollars in a winter. Not bad for a kid in them days. Many a grown-up was making under a buck an hour in wages.”

There was also a $100 bounty on wolves. “Us kids would chase 'em behind hounds, on snowshoes. Killed all the wolves off in two years. I was part of it. I shot my first wolf when I was nine. Back then, we had the bright idea that if we killed off the wolves, the deer population would bounce back. It didn't. No one stopped to think that, maybe, the reason the deer were disappearing was because we were logging the hell out of the forests. But that would have meant blaming ourselves, and why do that when you can have a good time shooting a bunch of ornery wolves and make some money to boot?”

Inberg doesn't usually bring a gun into the Wyoming wilderness, even though going without a pistol into grizzly country strikes many people as foolhardy. Inberg thinks the pistoleros are the fools. “Christ, they look like Pancho Villa with their big revolvers and ammo belts. But you tell me how good a handgun is going to be up against a bear storming into camp and coming at you.”

He goes into a crouch, hands outstretched and trembling as he grips an imaginary pistol. “There they are, scared out of their wits, trying to put a bullet into a bear's brain about this big.” He holds up a fist. “They're lucky to hit anything. If they do, they usually just wound the bear and make him more dangerous.”

It was just such a chain of events that led to the death of his son.

Kirk Inberg was a bear expert with the Wyoming Department of Game and Fish. He was searching for a wounded grizzly when his plane went down in the Teton Wilderness on a windy October day eight years ago.

It was Kirk's job to deal with injured or troublesome grizzlies. He had to decide whether to kill them, move them, or leave them be. The bears have been protected under the Endangered Species Act since the mid-1970s when any grizzly that wandered outside the park was fair game and the Yellowstone population was sliding toward extinction.

Once shielded by the law, the bears slowly recovered, and by the early 1990s, local sentiment was growing to cancel their protected status. Increasingly, wildlife agencies, like the one Kirk Inberg worked for, came under fire for coddling grizzlies that were killing livestock or menacing hunters.

Just twenty-eight, Kirk Inberg was a rarity, a champion of grizzly bears who was widely admired by people who did not share his love for the animals.

The search for his downed plane was the most extensive in Wyoming history. It involved nearly forty airplanes and helicopters and hundreds of people on the ground. Dick Inberg spent the first weeks coordinating the search from a command post set up by the Teton County sheriff's office. But when the searchers failed to turn up the lost plane, Inberg set off on his own. Riding Trouble, his supplies lashed to Hay Boy or Apollo, he spent much of the next four years crisscrossing the Continental Divide, heading up one drainage after another in the 900-square-mile Teton Wilderness and well beyond it. Sometimes he had company. Much of the time he was alone.

         

“
I STARTED OUT in the Grouse Mountain area where the wounded bear was first reported. Then I went way up Pacific Creek, but it was already pretty late in the year and I got snowed out before I could do much looking around.

“The next summer I went to Yellowstone
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