
		
			[image: Cover for Uprooted]
		

	
		
			
			
			[image: Book title, Uprooted, Subtitle, Recovering the Legacy of the Places We've Left Behind, author, Grace Olmstead, imprint, Sentinel]
			

		

	
		
			
			[image: ]

			SENTINEL

			An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			[image: ]

			Copyright © 2021 by Grace Olmstead

			Penguin supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin to continue to publish books for every reader.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Olmstead, Grace, author.

			Title: Uprooted : recovering the legacy of the places we’ve left behind / Grace Olmstead.

			Description: New York : Sentinel, [20-21] | Includes bibliographical references and index.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2020038360 (print) | LCCN 2020038361 (ebook) | ISBN 9780593084021 (hardcover) | ISBN 9780593084038 (ebook)

			Subjects: LCSH: Communities—United States. | United States—Social conditions.

			Classification: LCC HN57 .O6 2021 (print) | LCC HN57 (ebook) | DDC 306.0973—dc23

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020038360

			LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020038361

			Cover design: Sarah Brody

			Cover image: Neil Becker / Moment / Getty Images

			pid_prh_5.6.1_c0_r0

		

	
		
			
			For Grandpa Dad, Grandma Mom, Grandpa Wally, and Grandma Elaine, with love and gratitude.

		

	
		
			Contents

			[image: ]

			Introduction

			Chapter One

			Chapter Two

			Chapter Three

			Chapter Four

			Chapter Five

			Chapter Six

			Chapter Seven

			Chapter Eight

			Chapter Nine

			Chapter Ten

			Chapter Eleven

			Conclusion

			Acknowledgments

			Notes

			Index

		

	
		
			Introduction

			[image: ]

			I step into a familiar graveyard. My husband is with me, and so is our oldest daughter, a curly-haired girl with dark lashes and thoughtful eyes. I am showing them the graves of my forebears, here where generations of my family rest in the soil of Emmett, Idaho.

			I brush snow off gravestones, searching for names. There are my great-grandparents, known as Grandpa Dad and Grandma Mom, side by side in the earth. Nearby, I see the graves of Grandpa Dad’s brothers, his sister, and his parents—along with dozens of other, more distant kin. My husband holds our daughter as he quietly reads inscriptions.

			To visit these graves today, I had to travel twenty-four hundred miles: over the Blue Ridge Mountains and the Great Plains, past the Rockies and the Sawtooths. It is good to be home in this quiet land, where purple shadows line the foothills and the Payette River is shadowed by cottonwood trees. It is good to be here, in a place where the past is still present and preservation is paramount. But much has changed here since I was a child.

			Fields that once were filled with corn and sugar beets, mint and onions are now graded, leveled, and covered with single-family homes. The farm stand where we bought tomatoes and peaches for canning is gone, empty—as are many of the small mom-and-pop businesses we frequented growing up. Everywhere I drive in my homeland, I see the past crumbling and fading away, increasingly paved over and forgotten. And even as I observe good changes, I mourn what’s been lost and what we are losing.

			I grew up surrounded by folks who committed themselves to this place for the long haul. They served and loved it, year after year. For many of them, including my great-grandparents, rootedness meant turning down bigger paychecks, adventure, excitement, and ease. But they were able to experience the wonder of each season, the pride of committed stewardship. They got to grow old next to the ones they loved—and got to watch a new generation of young folks, like me, grow up in the land they had tended.

			Now boom-and-bust cycles and the exodus of the young, including me, have worn down the threads of community and belonging. Many of the valley’s rooted individuals are still alive—but they are growing old.

			I learned my first stories about this town at the feet of my Grandpa Dad, who was an aged farmer by that point. He knew all his neighbors, and they knew him. He was out riding his tractor until his early nineties, attending church services and teaching Sunday school until the end of his days. Over his lifetime, this valley aged into postindustrialism and decay. I am sure that much of what he saw alarmed him, inspiring in him a sense of sorrow for the land’s lost past, its fading local culture. I think that is why he told me stories over and over again, making sure I would not forget the ones who came before us, the countryfolk that history books would ignore. To Grandpa Dad, their stories mattered. And so they mattered to me as well.

			Not everyone believes small towns matter. In 2015, Kevin Williamson wrote for National Review that “some towns are better off dead.”1 The prevalent national attitude, at least among many conservatives and libertarians, seems to be that we need to let communities evolve according to the dictates of the market. Protesting change is not only fruitless, it is backward and illogical. “Get the hell out of Dodge, or Eastern Kentucky, or the Bronx,” Williamson wrote. Leave the broken places behind. Rootedness, these writers seem to suggest, is an antiquated philosophy toward life: a nostalgic attitude that ought to be abandoned.

			The suggestion that leaving is the answer rubbed me the wrong way—because the more I studied the history of my own community, the more I realized that most of its struggles with depletion and brokenness were caused by those who leave. The only time things were mended and restored were the times when someone, somewhere, chose to stay.

			In my first few years living in Washington, DC, I wrote many articles defending broken places—fighting for people’s decisions to stay in hurting places of the world, fighting for towns experiencing postindustrial collapse or brain drain.

			But it felt hypocritical: How could I argue for these things when I had left Idaho behind? When I was living in one of the most prosperous areas of the United States, working in one of the most important and bustling cities in America?

			Now, in the graveyard, I am haunted by these questions. What do I owe the past? What do I owe the people who invested in the land that raised me? What do I owe the places where I’m from? Should I return, for my own sake and for the sake of the communities that gave me life?

			For several years now, I have felt as if my feet were planted in two different places, two very different sets of soil. I have experienced a deep sense of tension between the person I was and the person I’ve become, and have long wondered when or whether I should choose between these two identities, these two places.

			It could be too late for me to move back. Virginia is now the place where I have worked and walked and worshipped for more than ten years. It’s the place where I’ve attended town meetings, made new neighbors, and cultivated close friendships. Returning to Idaho would mean forsaking the roots I’ve started to send down in my new community.

			But something has to change. The place I love is hurting. The ways of life that bound people together are disintegrating. The homogenization of farmland and isolation of farmers, proliferation of food deserts, decline of regional commerce and industry clusters, deterioration of soil and water, and suburbanization of farmland that plague this rural land will destroy not just individual lives but our food sources if we can’t reclaim our roots.

			Will I go back? I don’t know. This book is my ode to the past, an attempt to pay back the debt I owe. It’s an attempt to push back against the exploitation and extraction that have become part of our economy and our moral calculations. It’s an homage to the “nobodies” who maintain our unknown places today.

			But most of all, it’s an exercise in discernment. Sooner or later, I will have to make a choice.
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			It is a cold, quiet November morning. The smoke from California’s devastating wildfires has finally dissipated from the Idaho air, but now a dense fog has taken its place. I am visiting home for a while, back in the brick house where my parents have lived for more than twenty-five years. Now, as I drive from Fruitland toward Emmett, I see a flock of geese flying south. Cattle graze on either side of the road, their breath steaming. The butte rises sharply in the distance, covered in deep purple shadows. One Emmett resident once noted on Facebook that when light hits the north side of the butte just right, it looks like the velvet on a deer’s antler: “silvery, surreal, and beautiful.”

			I pull into the parking lot for Emmett High School. It’s the first monolithic dome school ever built, constructed in the 1980s for its affordability and unique look. It’s also supposed to be pretty energy efficient. But I’ve heard that many of the students hate it; they are jealous of kids over the hill, in cities like Meridian, who are getting new, expensive high school buildings with walls of brightly lit windows. The city of Emmett has struggled to get bonds passed to make school improvements.

			I walk to the school’s agriculture building, a mini dome a short walk from the larger 180-foot-diameter school building. Inside, Nate Low—head of the agricultural science and technology department at the school—is talking to an advisory group of students who are interested in agriculture. The students look at me curiously as I walk through the door and sit down. I quickly tally them up in my head. There’s more than thirty students in this class. After Mr. Low introduces me, I stand and walk to the front of the classroom.

			“I grew up in Fruitland, down the road, but my grandpa and great-grandpa farmed here in the Emmett Valley,” I tell them. “Now I’m a journalist, working outside Washington, DC, and I am writing a book about agriculture in this area. I would love to hear more about your hopes for the future and whether you’re interested in farming long-term.” I pause. “Would you be okay with my taking a quick poll?”

			The students nod.

			“Okay. How many of you are interested in being a farmer or rancher after you graduate?” I ask.

			About three-quarters of the students raise their hands.

			I make a note. “Awesome. Now how many of you want to stay in Emmett after you graduate?”

			Three students slowly raise their hands. A few others giggle quietly.

			I write down the number and circle it. “If you’d like to talk to me more about your interest in farming, I’ll just be over here in the corner,” I say with a smile.

			A little later, five students—four girls and a boy—sit down across from me. They look excited and slightly nervous. One of them tells me she’d love to be a farmer’s wife or to help run a dairy someday. Another, from the nearby tiny town of Sweet, says he wouldn’t mind taking over his dad’s operation after graduation. A couple of them tell me that leaving Emmett is something they all talk about—but something they doubt kids will follow through on. Everybody likes to sound too good for this place. But a lot of them love it underneath the surface.

			I’m not so sure, though. I just talked to a Baptist pastor here in town. He told me there’s a single young man in his congregation, probably about thirty years old, who is one of the last members of his graduating class still living in Emmett. Everybody else has left him behind.

			Despite their bravado, the students I’m talking to may not plan to leave home. They don’t seem to have any concrete plans for exodus, just a sense that it’s good to say you have big plans. What remains to be seen is what they do when they experience the appeal of greener pastures, the siren call of other places—more “important” places—that will beckon to them, as they did to me, in times to come.

			For now, I enjoy watching these students lean over tables and talk quietly to each other, laughing and grinning and listening to Mr. Low. I enjoy seeing their eagerness as they tell me about the horses or cattle they help raise, the work they’ve done with Future Farmers of America (FFA) and the agricultural department here at the high school. I enjoy sitting here, watching a new crop of Emmett students enjoy their time in this soil. For as long as it lasts.
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			My Grandpa Wally is a pepper-haired man with an infectious belly laugh who waltzed with me as a baby. He would put on his overalls and boots and work while the sun slumbered—often waking at or before 4 a.m. during harvest season. His sweet corn, fresh beef, and brown-speckled eggs filled our stomachs year-round. Face brown and wrinkled from the sun, eyes glinting with humor, his bass voice made the floor tremble. When I was a young girl—shy and unsure of myself, buried in books—he asked me where I intended to go to college. I told him I wasn’t sure.

			“Go to college out East,” he said. “It’ll help you become your own person and figure out who you want to be.” Then, he added with a grin and a wink, I could become famous and write a book about him someday.

			It was unlikely that any of us would venture so far from home. My family had lived in Idaho for generations. Our relationships were close, bound as we were by history, tradition, and love. My siblings and I would shuck sweet corn grown by Grandpa Dad (my great-grandfather, Grandpa Wally’s father), sitting at a picnic table in my grandparents’ backyard. Our hands worked fast as we piled gleaming cobs in a box to carry into the house, where Grandma Elaine and my mother were cutting it off the cob, cooking it with sugar, salt, and butter, then freezing it. Grandpa Dad sat beside me, wearing a black-and-red gingham shirt, his snowy hair forming a thick white cloud around his head. Grandpa Wally sat next to him, strong hands palming the ears and shucking them with practiced care.

			Grandpa Dad’s deep, velvety voice rang out as he told stories about his wife, Iva, who passed away from cancer before I was born. She would write little love notes and tuck them in Grandpa Dad’s lunch box almost every day. She wrote them on little slips of paper, no bigger than fortune cookie messages. They said things like, “I love you to the moon and back.” Often, Grandpa Dad would write little responses on the back for her and return the notes when he carried his lunchbox back inside at the end of the workday.

			Over the course of his lifetime, Grandpa Dad dug many of the ditches that still feed water to crops in north Emmett—all of them with a spade and his two hands. By his nineties, his spine was bent and crooked, shaped by those long years of digging. His six-foot-one frame stooped low, bringing his face near to mine when I was still quite young.

			Grandpa Dad would keep telling us stories until after we finished the corn. Grandma Elaine would make us dinner: a giant lasagna bubbling with cheese, or shepherd’s pie piled high with mashed potatoes. Then there would be pie and coffee—rich, dark, black coffee—and we’d gather in the living room to listen as Grandpa Dad talked about watching silent movies as a child, and courting his beloved Iva. He was the first storyteller and historian I knew. His ninety-year-old mind was still sharp and vivid, overflowing with knowledge and narrative. I remember the poetry he shared with us around the dinner table—long verses that he would memorize while out riding his tractor.

			Growing up in a farm community connected me to the land. But perhaps more so, it connected me to a past that offered glimpses of (and hopes for) the future. Driving through the quiet farmland and observing its seasons brought to mind people, meals, and stories from years gone by and a sense of what might come around again in the future. Participating in farm tradition was like taking your place in the dance: joining arms with the company behind and before. Family, food, soil, and place were all bound together in the rhythm of the seasons, and to be fed was to remember.

			I never appreciated that time when living it. There was a casual, comforting reliability in it. There was no reason to expect anything else. Grandma’s candles and china, her careful place settings—they never changed. Neither, I thought, would we.

			But as I grew older, I struggled to find my place in the quiet river valley. I was known as Rick’s daughter or Wally’s granddaughter. My last name held more meaning for most people than my first. My siblings and I often laughed about the way that affected our life on a day-to-day basis, considering the people who were strangers to us, yet regarded us with a fondness and responsibility borne out of community ties. But I often wondered what it would be like to be known only for myself: for people to have no previous knowledge of those ties, and to take me only for who I was.

			I also craved novelty. Nothing big seemed to hang in the balance in our small town. Nothing noteworthy. Grit and dependency are important—but they can also be monotonous. (That is, in fact, their point: they are consistent.) The journeys of my favorite protagonists were, in contrast, anything but mundane: Frodo Baggins left the Shire on a quest that ultimately resulted in the salvation of Middle-earth. Jo March left home for New York City, seeking adventure beyond the stasis of Concord. Lucy Pevensie opened a wardrobe door and became the queen of a hidden country. Each had a quest, a mission: a calling beyond the quotidian. Belle, my favorite Disney princess as a toddler, was also the girl from a small town who sang plaintively, “There must be more than this provincial life!”

			I began to think about attending college on the East Coast. I was eager to write about far-off lands and research injustices in other places—eager to explore a new patch of earth. I could pursue new adventures, foster my own rhythms and patterns, seek out a quest worth embarking on.

			After all, Idaho did not need me, and I did not feel as if I belonged to it. I saw myself apart from place: a consciousness sculpted by family and education, literature and music, perhaps, but not by place. And so, eventually, Grandpa Wally’s prediction came true.

			My dad flew with me to Virginia the week of freshman orientation. I knew he was worried that if I left Idaho, I would never come back. But he didn’t once protest my plan to leave home. He filled my pockets with quarters for laundry and took me out for ice cream. We’d forgotten to pack any photos or decor for my room, so he bought a little black picture frame and doodled some stick figures for me: representing him, my mom, my siblings, and my cat.

			The last day, Dad hugged me and told me he was proud of me. After he left, I cried myself to sleep, feeling lonelier than I ever had. But I also felt hopeful and excited. I had wanted to forge new lines for myself. Here was my chance to forge them.

			Throughout college, I fell in love with Virginia. The sprawling hills, covered in lush greenery, reminded me of Beatrix Potter’s pictures of the English countryside. In the spring, my friends and I drove to see Washington, DC’s cherry blossoms, or went to the park and enjoyed the sweet, rich smell of warming earth and the vibrant pink of the azalea bushes. We stayed up all night studying books ancient and new, debating philosophy, or concocting pranks. These were the sorts of kindred spirits I had searched for my entire life. And there was a feeling of excitement in the air, knowing we were on the verge of someplace “important”: a city filled with politicians and diplomats, aides and scholars. My friends dreamed of becoming lawyers, judges, State Department officials, or humanitarian activists.

			College enabled me to grow the part of myself thirsty for knowledge—the nerdy child who daydreamed through math and science and carried around books instead of purses. But it also gave me, for the first time, the opportunity to reflect on what it meant to be an Idahoan. Sometimes you don’t sense or understand your roots, how they make you what you are, until you’ve been uprooted. That’s what moving to the East Coast did for me. All of a sudden, I felt absences: the smell of pine when hiking in the woods, the taste of Grandma Elaine’s pie on Sunday evenings. Those absences showed me little bits and pieces of myself that were owed to Idaho’s soil and culture. Often, they filled me with a soft sense of nostalgia: an ache for home and its beauty.

			That said, the homesickness I felt for Idaho in those days was relatively minor, easily dismissed. The absences and their eccentricities made for fun table conversation. But nothing more. I was too busy building out this new hunger, this new identity that allowed me to delve into philosophy and history and literature.

			During my junior year, I met a handsome and kind young man in the U.S. Air Force and fell in love. We got married after I graduated and settled in Alexandria, Virginia. My husband commuted daily to Andrews Air Force Base, and I started working in Washington, DC: first as a magazine intern, then as an editorial assistant.

			Every day, I raced past the commuter train’s closing doors onto smudged and dirty orange carpet, clasped a metal pole, and watched Virginia’s green countryside slowly fade into blackness. The train was always full, so I wrapped one arm around a pole and hugged a book to my chest, reading snippets when there was room enough to open it. I often felt intimidated by the dour people wearing important-looking badges and fancy leather shoes. Somber faces peered at phones, absorbed in the enormity of important emails and tasks awaiting them at the end of their commute.

			Washington was full of brilliant, incisive people, many of whom could feel austere and closed—at least when compared to the people and culture of my youth. The first time my sister rode the Metro with me into the city, she looked around and whispered in alarm, “Why is everyone so sad?”

			I had made a new life for myself and joined in another Idaho tradition—albeit one that few other members of my family had participated in historically. I was now part of the so-called brain drain.

			For as long as Idaho has been settled, people have come and gone as things got hard, as the land or community demanded more love of them than they were willing or able to give. Cycles of conquest and depletion, boom and bust, have gone on so long that they now seem normal. Few of us realize how much we have lost in the process—how much has blown away over those centuries of boom and bust and decay.

			Indeed, even as I rode that train with quiet strangers, plunging past green countryside into dark tunnels, I was completely oblivious to my role in that decay and loss. Although I ached for what I had left behind, turning the memories over and over in my mind, I didn’t even consider the fact that I was one of the kids that had blown away.
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			There’s a prevailing calm in Emmett as I leave the high school and drive back toward my parents’ home. Ten years ago, I might have driven to Grandpa Wally’s, but his farm is no longer in the family. Without any children or grandchildren able or willing to purchase the farmland, the family decided to sell it while I was in college.

			The sale devastated me, though it’s just one of many family farms sold, thanks in part to the mass exodus of young people from Idaho farms. In Fruitland, where I grew up, only 43 percent of children have stayed in their “commuting zone,” according to the Opportunity Atlas, created by the U.S. Census Bureau to track social mobility.1 Over in Emmett, where the family homestead is, 68 percent of the children who grew up there have stayed.2 That’s not a terrible exodus rate—in some areas of Idaho, the retention rate is as low as 20 percent.3 But Emmett’s commuting zone is not limited to this river valley: it extends throughout the entire Boise metropolitan area, which includes three large cities and has a population of more than seven hundred thousand people.4 In reality, the percentage of Emmett natives staying in their “tract”—the region of the county where they grew up—is minuscule.5 The number of children younger than eighteen living in Emmett continues to decline, and the town is “graying” with every year.6 The town’s prospects for future job growth and community vibrancy could literally die out.

			Idaho is not the only place where this is happening. In their book, Hollowing Out the Middle: The Rural Brain Drain and What It Means for America, Patrick J. Carr and Maria J. Kefalas note that a “hemorrhaging of people, specifically the younger generation, is hollowing out many of the nation’s small towns and rural communities.”7 In the early 2000s, Carr and Kefalas realized that the volume of loss was growing exponentially and that it “could spell the end of small-town America.”8

			The sorts of neighborly ties that once prompted us to care for one another have frayed. The oral history that helped us feel connected to each other, and to the past, is dying out. The farmers that gave this land a sense of common work, purpose, and culture are assailed on every side by economic consolidation, suburban development, and brain drain. Without these shared roots, we no longer appreciate our past or our ecology. We no longer have a healthy, self-sufficient local economy. We no longer share the seasons of feasting and harvesting that offered membership and meaning to this landscape.

			Few Americans take easily to the idea of rootedness. Our economists and politicians, teachers and celebrities often laud mobility and progression over any sort of planted mentality. For centuries, we have believed that success is a transitory thing, a progression. We characterize achievement as inherently, etymologically changeful: “You’ll go far,” we tell promising youth. Our cultural touchstones, from Disney movies to pop songs, suggest that separation, independence, and departure are inherent to true triumph. Those who stay put—who take over the family business, say, or live in their hometown—are considered failures.

			Consequently, there are people who believe the death of rural American towns is inevitable—perhaps even a sign of progress. Things like harvest festivals and decades-old mom-and-pop businesses are nostalgic aspects of rural culture, often seen as superfluous or secondary. Similarly, the loss of regional or local agriculture to large, industrialized farming is viewed as an inevitable result of progress. To want anything different—to miss the small, connected farms of yesteryear—is to wish for a “cutesy” relic of the past.

			But now, as I consider a future where most of Emmett’s young people have left, I fear not just the loss of family lore or tradition. I fear the loss of fruit that can come only from remaining in and loving our place. The children of Emmett who leave may indeed find success and happiness elsewhere. But, as we see from history, this kind of transience almost always results in extraction and exploitation of the places left behind.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two
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			If you are to understand this valley, you must imagine it as it once was: full of life and diversity, with hundreds of small farming families working alongside each other. Imagine orchards next to crops, cows and hogs and chickens creating mayhem and plenitude in barnyard and kitchen. Imagine a land in which farmers put up hay together, raise barns together, and loan each other equipment and labor throughout each season—working not in isolation, but in tandem. The roots go down deep, connecting each part of this community to the land and to each other.

			Now see its emptying: the slow homogenization of cropland, the aging farmer, the quiet Main Street. A farmer in this valley told me years ago that whenever he visited town, he no longer saw faces he recognized. He was beginning to feel like a stranger in his own community. The strands of communion and membership that once connected everyone have frayed, broken.

			When I was a child, I remember walking the streets of my hometown with my parents and running into folks we knew. My mom had to budget extra time for every trip to Walmart, just for socializing. We shared countless connections with the people around us—with folks from the local sheriff and police departments, town hall and post office, churches and societies, farms and factories, hospitals and coffee shops. They all made us members of this small community, responsible for and accountable to each other.

			But even then, things were changing. Local connections to the farm, in particular, were growing more feeble and sparse. The economy was struggling. Go back another generation, to when my dad was a kid growing up in Emmett, and the community was tighter-knit, the economy more vibrant. The farm crisis of the 1980s hadn’t yet hit, and many hopeful young farmers were just getting started. My dad ate burgers with his mother at Roe-Ann’s, a locally owned drive-in, after piano lessons in town, and played on the farm with his cousins after Sunday dinners. This community was full of connection and vitality. Exploitation and extraction hadn’t yet taken their full toll.

			To really understand how Emmett has changed and struggled, however, we have to look further than this. We have to rewind all the way to the town’s beginning—back before people were driving up Freezeout Hill, out of this valley, and were descending into it instead. Back before people had anchored themselves in this soil, and everything was much like it is today: fluid, transient, unknown.
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			Emmett stretches along the banks of the Payette River, hedged in by dry mountain land. The foothills along its northern and southern edges, where two alluvial fans coalesce, always looked to me like a great set of knuckles pressed hard into the earth. Cottonwood trees lined the river, while big sagebrush and native grasses carpeted the hilltops and the lands below.1 The big sagebrush sent their taproots three to thirteen feet down into the earth, anchoring them in the midst of their dry surroundings, lending their support to the soil. After a rainstorm, their leaves gave off a sweet, pungent aroma, filling the wide-open lands with fragrance. Purple mounds of lupine dotted the landscape, hugging the ground with their long roots and enriching the earth beneath with nitrogen.

			Idaho historian Hiram Taylor French described this landscape as “a wide valley of virgin lands, fertile as those of the Nile, stretching invitingly on both sides of a copious stream,” adding that it was perfectly calculated to “arrest the eye of the home seeker.”2 The Department of Commerce and Labor reported early on that the Snake River plateau boasted a sandy or silty loam derived from ancient lake beds, making the region “wonderfully fertile.” Wherever farmers could bring water, the report’s authors claimed, plants would grow.3

			Members of the Shoshone and Bannock tribes often camped north of the Emmett Valley, long before pioneers began flocking to this part of Idaho. They were hunters and gatherers with a deep knowledge of the landscape’s native plants and animals, terrain and climate. They traveled through the spring and summer, collecting and preserving food for use during winter: hunting wild game, fishing for salmon, and collecting native plants and roots such as the camas bulb in prairies to the north.

			“Shoshones called the region between the Lower Boise River basin and the Weiser River Séhewokíi, or ‘the country where the willows are tied standing in line,’” author John W. Heaton documents. “They viewed Séhewokíi as a ‘land of abundance’ where rivers teemed with fish and a variety of berries grew along the banks, such as the chokecherries that women mashed with a handheld grinding stone to make sun-dried patties. Hunters found small game and waterfowl there as well.”4

			In the early nineteenth century, fur trappers described this area of Idaho as “a landscape of grasses shoulder high to a horse, with brush and trees along even the intermittent streams and a riot of bird life,” along with bison, antelope, sheep, elk, deer, beaver, grizzly bear, wolves, coyote, lynx, and cougar.5

			Newcomers didn’t start arriving here en masse until the 1800s—but after gold was found in the Boise Basin, hopeful wealth seekers from California and Oregon streamed into Idaho. They came with empty pockets and full ones, with their own mixture of hope and fear. They came for riches they could then bring elsewhere, ricocheting across the state at the mere mention of a gold strike. And so the Basin Trail and Umatilla-Placerville Road filled with horses and freight wagons, pack strings and stagecoaches, while others journeyed west from Fort Boise, braving the shifting sands of Freezeout Hill to reach the valley below.6

			“They almost thought they could pick gold off the sagebrush,” recalled Nellie Bane, who first came to this valley in 1883.7 Idaho, the Gem State, is filled with the names that miners left behind. My hometown lies in the Treasure Valley, Emmett in Gem County. These miners were drawn by ancient stones, by the prospect of hope and wealth conjured out of old soil. All they had to do was dig.

			Arid states were “settled and exploited by adventurous fortune-seekers who were precipitated upon the country in little more than a day by reported mineral discoveries within its boundaries,” Ralph H. Hess wrote about the West in 1912. “All comers were competitors in robbing the land of such virgin wealth as was readily at hand.”8

			Idaho mountainsides are still pockmarked and scarred by the marks of mining, but most old mines in Idaho are now defunct: lost to memory and time, hidden in wild mountain land where people have forgotten their existence.9 Ghost towns are scattered across the state, shells of hope and gold lust, weathered buildings turning gray and decaying as nature takes back its ground. Silver City is one such ghost town in the south, Pearl another just east of Emmett.

			Emmett was founded almost accidentally by two men who had left their homes behind. Nathaniel Martin and Jonathan Smith joined a wagon train from Missouri to Oregon in hopes of finding their own fortune. But when the two camped in the Emmett Valley, under the shade of the cottonwood trees that clustered along the Payette River, they decided they had found their place. They built a ferry at the junction of the Umatilla and Placerville stage roads, along a space of the Payette River that often proved treacherous when waters ran high in the spring. The land they homesteaded became known as “the Smith and Martin Ranch.”10 Jonathan Smith dug the valley’s first irrigation ditch in the 1870s and planted a garden full of fruit trees, berry bushes, and grapevines.

			At first, the valley was home to only a handful of pioneers. Here, they built homesteads, hostelries, and feed barns. But as traffic through the area blossomed and the promise of irrigation beckoned, the settlement became an attractive location for a handful of enterprising townspeople. Emmett’s first sawmill was constructed in 1870 by John F. Basye and his son-in-law, Samuel Walker.11 Their enterprise was soon followed by a gristmill and a general store.

			In those early days, the village of Emmett was full of lawlessness and violence. The history of Emmett (originally known as Emmettsville) is rife with horrific stories of murder and abuse of local Native Americans, who were subjected to blatant racism by newcomers to the valley.12 Entire tribes were slaughtered by drunken trappers and miners, and war constantly loomed on the horizon. In the mid-1800s, the Emmett Valley was also home to Pickett’s Corral: a notorious rendezvous for highwaymen, horse thieves, and hawkers of bogus gold dust.13 There are multiple tales of drunkenness, angry brawls, and shootings stemming from this time. The town’s early population of journeying miners, wayfarers, and loggers didn’t lend itself to sobriety, community, or respect. Most came and went without families or roots. Emmett was a stopping place
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