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	Praise for Running the Old Road in Yellowstone

“I love this story because it’s about being an explorer—a reminder that we can all do this, but most people never get the chance. We all just need a friend to get us moving.”

—Bill Rodgers, 4x winner of Boston and NYC Marathons

“This book is like a daily run on the same course. Each page turn is like a new day, on a familiar course, but the nuances discovered along the way are palpable. Each word was like skipping and skimming along a gnarly trail, always taking in the hazards, as well as the beauty, cautious not to miss anything, as each footfall could create a new memory or help us recall one from the past.”

—Roy Pirrung, ultramarathon and long-distance runner
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Preface

Nobody saw it coming. Not the National Weather Service, not the National Park Service, not the Army Corps of Engineers or monitors from local and state governments, not any of more than 40,000 men, women and children living in and around settlements in Park and Carbon counties, from Livingston to Cooke City, Montana and south across the northern boundary of Yellowstone National Park to Mammoth Hot Springs, Wyoming.

On June 13, 2022, tropical air pushing up from Florida collided with a slow-moving cool front from the northwest. The storm and sudden snowmelt unleashed torrents and maelstroms, pumping the Yellowstone River and tributaries to all-time record levels, carving huge gaps into U.S. Highway 89 and sending rock and mud tumbling onto that main route connecting east with west and north with south. The tumult knocked out power, damaged bridges, flooded homes and businesses, polluted drinking water and cut off local communities from supply lines and the outside world. Residents and visitors alike, even the most self-reliant loners, would share collective losses and urgency.

As near as 500 yards above the Gardner River’s dramatic slash into the southbound U.S. 89 connecting Gardiner and Mammoth Hot Springs, a rough-and-ready companion route came through unscathed.

The Old Road.

I was not surprised. Even many current Park employees gave no thought to the old dirt-and-gravel wagon road that once carried stagecoaches and buckboards from the train station in Gardiner through Yellowstone’s north entrance to the hotel in Mammoth, where visitors could step into horse-drawn connections to the wider park.

That image of flood damage stays with me. When I came to Yellowstone for the summer season in 2005, I was awash in my own failures and self-doubt. I thought I had sought the Park for work at minimum wage, to pay what I could of child support and fend off creditors and the IRS.

Now, from a distance through time and space, I see photos of bulldozers and dump trucks troweling and smoothing the quirky gravel. Agencies leading the recovery from the floods have gone to work widening the Old Road to two lanes, shoring it up, smoothing it out, plastering much of it in pavement, not for any lasting need of humans and animals but for immediate access. And I expect, for a burst of political reassurance and temporary jobs and, maybe, a tidy profit for a few inflata-bulls, gaming the losses and fears. Easy for me to say, from a distance. Pressure to restore a link was enormous, and the quick work was impressive.

The only bulls I met in Yellowstone were bison, and they were loners. I had to relate. That’s where I came from and what I cultivated. Among many hundreds of workers and upwards of four million park visitors that season, I still felt alone. I could find strange comfort in that, and I sought solitude.

When I had very little but hope, the Old Road was part of my salvation. No human habitations allowed. Among the Road’s local residents: bison and pronghorn antelope, coyotes and elk, a celebration of birds and insects and small mammals (is that a groundhog? Is that a mole?), I felt a sense of community.

I needed humankind, too, but just then, I didn’t want it. I was stepping into a new frontier among a horde of strangers. My lifelong survivor shields were up and active.

I only learned slowly that, even more than money and solace, I was looking for reconstruction. For redemption. I had no idea how or where to look for that.
	






	

Introduction

As a scenic marvel and a getaway, Yellowstone National Park promises the extraordinary: novelty, surprise, grandeur, magic. Its most popular nickname is “Wonderland.” Some long-timers call it “Oz.” It’s also fully grounded, not just atop the massive cone of a simmering volcano but in hard human labor. I’ve learned that firsthand…and foot.

I lived and worked at Old Faithful in the park and then at Yellowstone Gallery & Frameworks in Gardiner, Montana, across Park Street from the North Entrance and Roosevelt Arch, for just seven months, April to October of 2005. Those months, though, left an indelible mark. Even laced into a work routine, every day seemed new. Facing personal ruin, I heeded the advice that my father recommended until the end of his 92 years, and took those days one at a time.

From color-splashed print coverage and advertising and from sublime and dramatic photoplays over multi-media, days and views in Yellowstone might seem similar, but no two are ever alike. Every geyser and “thermal feature” always comes that way. Every run does, too.

In the presence and present of Yellowstone, as in my many other stops, I did my best to run every other day. Running had rescued me from failures, restored my balance and confidence, fed my imagination, and, here, it took me out among the geysers and pools and terraces of travertine, along tumbling creeks, and onto a network of trails and boardwalks. I even hazarded a couple of riskier runs overland. Underbrush intrudes, fallen trees snag; I came back scratched and frustrated, and I stuck from then on to trammeled or at least half-prepared ground, to the uneven threads of bare earth first beaten by deer and elk, widened by Shoshone, Crow, Blackfeet and Bannocks, the first humans to live among the geysers.

This is ground charted and mapped for the wider world in the early 1800s by, among others, Father Pierre Jean De Smet and Washington Hood of the Army Corps of Engineers.

My feet only know the feel of them. Rocks. Roots. Marsh. Meadow. Clumps of scrub oak and clusters of pine. Smooth stretches stitching the rough patches together into a mapped trail.

In my time in Yellowstone and Gardiner, I kept a daily log of experiences on my laptop, and I’ll use those to shore up the story. Running and other exercise also have flavored my life as it unfolds every day.

The physical act of running and the physical place of America’s first and greatest national park have at least two key elements in common:

Balance and adventure.

Distance runners, navigators of roads and trails (as opposed to tightly measured oval tracks or circumscribed road courses) find footing in the commonplace and mystery in the unknown, in what waits around the next curve or corner or beyond the next hill or arroyo or bend in the river. And none of them knows exactly how a race or workout or even a casual run will unfold.

Yellowstone percolates with mystery. Even tourists rooted to the Grand Loop and its conjoined sites and walkways discover sights and sounds beyond their imaginations. The action crowd can find not just guided tours but horseback riding and river-running and mountain climbing. And there are the explorers, not just flamboyant or misguided risk-takers but anyone observant and curious and venturesome.

Most runners, in my experience, are born to explore. I like to think that most of them keep exploring, through the glare and fogs, the heights and bogs, the extended plains and pains of everyday existence, to the hope of something better, across that final finish line.
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Into the Wilderness

In more than 40 years of distance running, I had never worried about what was behind me and rarely felt threatened by what was ahead. I ran at my own pace, easy or urgent, confident or cautious, taking each run as it came. Even when, in my training for the New York Marathon in 1978, a dog jumped off a porch and across a lawn in suburban Omaha and took a little piece out of my left knee, I had a route to run. So, I yelled at the owner, who was just sitting in a porch chair on his hind parts and grinning. He never lifted a finger or his ass, and I avoided the temptation to give HIM the finger and kept going. (Not long after, that dog bit a neighbor and was taken in and put down. I would have saved the dog and taken in the owner.) I didn’t blame the dog, just the owner, and in those days, I didn’t like stopping, even for a red light or a torn knee.

I do honor red lights at intersections on city streets and busy roads, but I see those streets as serving both people in machines and people on foot. Years ago in downtown Salt Lake City, I was running across an intersection on State Street, heeding a green light in a crosswalk, when a braking car bumped me, I turned and slapped a palm on its hood as hard as I could. WHAM! I can still see the driver’s stunned and bug-eyed face. I gave him one more hard stare and kept running.

The only other time I remember stopping, in peak form, was when I was running a neighborhood route in Milwaukee with my best buddy, a shepherd-lab mix named Carmen, and a pit bull came after her off a porch. I kicked the pit bull in the teeth, wishing I could have kicked the owner. Instead, Carmen and I kept running.

On my last working night in Gardiner, Montana, the northern gateway to Yellowstone, I took a farewell run on (for me) hallowed ground: The Old Road. As I leaned into the third switchback on the road’s north-to-south ascent, between Gardiner and Mammoth Hot Springs, Wyoming, something came after me. I was alone, as usual, all-too-aware that the Old Road winds through wild country, with bison and pronghorn antelope nearby and wolves and coyotes and a possible bear in the offing, no canine companion to alert me. To feel nervous, I needed only to glance at warning posters in a few shop windows on Park Street in Gardiner as I walked to work, vivid views of the bloody result of a man whose back had been shredded by a grizzly.

No matter. In any entanglement with terrain or weather or wildlife, I didn’t like being bossed or dancing with worry, no matter how practical the warnings were. I did love, and still love, what running any course under any conditions always provides: mystery. Sometimes, as my own detective, I happily resolve it. Sometimes I’m the victim. Always, with a road or path playing out in front, I’m the author…author of my own effort, at least.

Now and then, something magical happens. It can also be tragic. On the road that last night, it might have been both. I had been living, and running, on the proverbial and sometimes literal edge. My spring and summer and early autumn here, in the park and just to the north, were over. I had no job ahead, no prospects. I was trying to survive.

Now, in tempestuous darkness, I’m not smiling. As I head up the switchbacks, I know that I would have to clean my rented apartment thoroughly in the morning and pack the Buick and head on out. No job waiting for me. No address of my own. Badly behind on child support. Nothing else I can do besides prepare for what’s in front of me right here, right now. Then listen for the rhythms of body and landscape and try to ride them.

Ahead of me, through the swirling dark, the Old Road rises with its ruts and rocks through three switchbacks toward the first high crown of hill. In the dark, I’m running more deliberately and cautiously than usual. Conditions on these mostly uphill five miles are getting worse. Chilling rain pelts me and softens the rocky ground underfoot, clarion of the first snow, and I focus on navigation and memory, trying to anticipate potholes and rocks and roots that could send me to a hard fall.

I’ve just started that turn into the third switchback when, from the darkness, a siren hits me. From ears to toes, it stops me like a mattress. It seems only a few yards away, but in a flurry of echoes off surrounding rocks I can’t tell if it’s ahead or behind or, as it seems, all around me.

I stand still, through my own breathing and blood-surge. No, not a siren, a bugle. I turn my ears and I find the source, up the hill to the right. The darkness shifts around something very big.

I listen, hear a slight shifting that must be the wind through wet fur. Vision coalesces around an elongated hulk, capped in a tree of sharp tips.

Bull elk. Five feet tall or more at the shoulder, they can weigh more than 1,000 pounds and run more than 25 miles-an-hour, and their antlers could skewer a family of five. That bugle is a challenge.

My runs are rarely interrupted, especially by animals, though I’ve swallowed my share of gnats and run through clouds of deer flies and (much better) lightning bugs. I’ve hopped over snakes and dodged alligators, dodged swooping hawks and owls, side-stepped herds of whitetail deer, even in New Jersey. As for humanity, I stopped, once, in a park in Omaha for a woman cyclist who had just been hit by a car, and I consoled her until the ambulance came.


This bull elk, I’m sure, isn’t challenging me. I’m no contest. He’s warning any other bull in the area to stay away from his female or females. As I stand, listening, he bugles again, a little closer, and it shivers my ears and my timbers. What could I do? I decide that I’m cold enough and wet enough and tired enough to turn around.

His sound and his stance, though, stay with me. He’s not a creature of some insurance company or somebody’s cartoon. He’s out in it, doing what he can, not just to survive but to live.

Running is not just physical. It is, for lack of a better word, spiritual. Maybe I look to running in the way I look to Yellowstone, as an anodyne to an erratic life; you know, the comforter. The painkiller.
 
Nothing can blur the written memories, at least, from my daily diary. With them, my time in Yellowstone seems as vivid as last night’s windstorm or yesterday’s run over dog-prints on a muddy trail in Copp Family Park, Groton, CT.
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Refuge

The adventure on the Old Road on my last day in Yellowstone freshened memories of my first day in the park and in Gardiner seven months before.

I was 56 years old, and I was broke and out of work. Also divorced and bankrupt and low on hope, beleaguered by bills, trying to support two young sons, Alex and Ansel, on what charitably could be called “limited income,” as in part-time temporary or seasonal income or, for some stretches, none.

I’d been living for more than a year and a half in Baraboo, Wisconsin, home of the Ringling family and Circus World Museum, inhabiting a well-worn double-wide trailer with my mother in a trailer court lavishly named Blackhawk Manor.

My mother, Myra Mae McMillan Norris Furse, and my stepfather, George Furse, had landed there because it gave them a central launch point in summer and fall for the weekend crafts-fair circuit.

I witnessed their move to Baraboo, early in 1986, from their half of a rented duplex on 41st and Center Streets in Milwaukee, the Sherman Park neighborhood, because I was living with them at the time, back from finishing grad school at the University of Oregon. I helped them load the rental truck, and I stayed behind, commuting by bus to a secretarial job at the Milwaukee County Zoo. Some days, after Animal Department meetings, I came home smelling like elephant.

Mom marketed her quilts (she almost gave them away, at a labor rate I once calculated at about 20 cents an hour), and George played and sold his bamboo flutes, painstakingly made in a small shed in all weathers. By hand he bored and smoothed the shafts and fluted the finger holes, and the music of his demonstrations called across town parks and shopping malls and courthouse squares. They lived in the trailer without even mild complaint, and the trees George planted in the yard around it, now a few stories high, splashed them with shadow while the flower gardens they tended garnished the lawns, papering it with color.

The walls of George’s heart were paper-thin, too, but the heart inside was big. He left a job teaching high school Spanish in Cleveland to live in the desert and then in the tropics among local people, and he spoke up for them in English-speaking courts, there and here, as a translator. He appeared in the Sauk County Courthouse the day before he died, to translate for a defendant who only spoke Spanish.

On George’s last morning, Mom found him curled near the toilet, where he spent too much of his time arduously executing functions routine for most people. Pissing hurt. Shitting hurt more. I never heard him complain. When he stood up to the draft board in Cleveland after Pearl Harbor and told them, respectfully, that as a minister’s son he couldn’t kill anybody, they sent him to Puerto Rico as an orderly in a hospital. He lost 40 pounds and wasn’t released from service until 1946. He said it was one of the great experiences of his life. He married and taught high school Spanish in Cleveland for 30 years and then threw it all over, the cars, the colonial, the wife, to live with the Incas in Peru, learning, among other things, flute-making. He came back to Texas, where he harvested bamboo for his own flutes, and it was there, literally sick at heart, that he first traded Voicespondence tapes with my mother.


He was braver than I’ll ever be. He would have done all right, I think, if he had gravitated to, say, Wyoming or Montana. I thought I might do all right out there, too. Seems easier out west for a vagrant to find direction.

When I landed in the trailer, I stuffed my furniture and belongings into a storage locker across the tracks where circus trains had run, south of the Sysco plant, and set my laptop on a table in the kitchen. We had no Internet access, so I had to reserve time on public computers at the Baraboo Library, 30 minutes per customer. Mom, insisting that I take the big bed in the master bedroom, slept in her sewing room.

I couldn’t replace George. I could help, clumsily, with a leaky faucet or a stuck door, and I could bring my young sons Alex and Ansel up from Madison on weekends. In the meantime. I canvassed Sauk County on foot and the World Wide Web on fingertips for a job.

Any day, I expected to be called back to newspaper work. I was good! I had won awards! OK, three, but they were GOOD. Put that in your cup of coffee and stir it.

Every day, I was disappointed. I spent part of each day in personnel offices filling out job applications and scanning online job sites (especially JournalismJobs.com), another part copying my stories and sending packets of resumes and clips to newspapers needing writers.

I also desperately needed income. I took part-time seasonal jobs at near-or-below minimum wage that most people avoided, cleaning the many public toilets at Devils Lake State Park, cutting tee boxes and grooming sand traps at Baraboo County Club, taking telephone catalog orders in a small booth at Lands’ End in Dodgeville. After more than a year, when my second Lands’ End winter season closed, I started casting about for work in places I loved. If I’m doomed to a purgatory of “temporary and seasonal,” I might as well spend my off-hours in a heavenly place.

Yellowstone topped the list. I visited the park first in 1961, at age 12, when the family camped at Jenny Lake down in the Tetons under a big yellow tent, took food from a Coleman cooler and light from a Coleman lantern and then ventured north to the Big Gig for a whirlwind tour of the Grand Loop. I remember hearing on a portable radio that Roger Maris of the New York Yankees was battling teammate Mickey Mantle
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