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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book is based on notes and recordings of interviews conducted by the author with the participants as well as public statements and records. No details are invented, and no names are changed. In passages containing dialogue, quotation marks are used only when the author was reasonably sure that the speaker’s words were verbatim, such as exchanges taken from court testimony or captured on audio recordings. When a source recounted a conversation from memory, the author did not use quotation marks in that dialogue. These quotes are introduced by a colon and are italicized. Occasionally, a quotation was lightly edited for clarity.
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ZION CANYON

In November 1994, a young Mormon woman from Orderville, Utah, asked Ryan Bundy to a dance. Ryan was age twenty-two at the time, the eldest son of a rancher named Cliven Bundy. The Bundys lived in Bunkerville, Nevada, two and a half hours away from the dance, a journey that would require Ryan to traverse three states and some of the most perilous hairpins, gorges, and drop-offs in the West.

Ryan said yes. It didn’t matter that Bunkerville and Orderville were in different states. They were sister cities of a sort, sharing a common history, culture, religion. Both straddled the Virgin River, and both were founded by Mormons as communal settlements, where all work, products, and land were shared. Also, both towns were part of the region called Dixie, an isolated slice of eastern Nevada, northern Arizona, and southern Utah, cut off by canyons and deserts, where state lines didn’t matter much and the old Wild West seemed not so long ago. So it wasn’t strange for a nice Mormon girl from Orderville to arrange to meet a nice Mormon boy from Bunkerville who’d recently come home from his two-year religious mission.

Ryan set out on a Saturday morning. It was chillier than usual—blustery, gray skies. He wore a white cowboy hat and drove a powder-blue 1976 Ford F150 pickup truck, a battered and angular two-seater. He was planning to help a rancher near Orderville move some cattle before the dance, so he threw some gear into the cab: a saddle, a rope, and a change of clothing. He carried a rifle, too, and a carton of .22-caliber shells in the glove box.

He got on Interstate 15 and drove northeast, up and out of the flat desert and into Arizona, threading through cramped, shoulderless mountain passes and into Utah, all the way to Hurricane, where he filled up at a Chevron station and faced a decision. He could loop south, back through Arizona, taking a few extra minutes but navigating much easier desert terrain, or he could head straight through the canyons of Zion National Park, a route renowned for its beautiful, treacherous passes.

But Zion Canyon was faster. And Ryan wasn’t thinking about which route would be the easier drive. Bundys didn’t take the easiest route. They took the route they believed in.

And maybe Ryan was looking for a fight. An opportunity to test his newfound beliefs.

He pulled up to the pay booth at the entrance to Zion National Park. A ranger said it cost five dollars to enter.

Ryan said, no, he wouldn’t pay the entrance fee. He drove into the park, not too slow, not too fast.

The ranger called the national park dispatcher: We got a gate runner.

DIXIE RESIDENTS TEND TO LOATHE THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT’S GRASP ON local lands, and Ryan Bundy and his twelve siblings had a deeper connection than most to Zion Canyon.

Way back in 1858, just a few years before the American Civil War, Ryan’s adoptive great-great-grandfather, Nephi Johnson, was the first white man to brave the rugged Zion Canyon. After his arduous climb into the gorge, which descends a half-mile deep in spots, Johnson reported back that it looked like good farmland. Over the next half century, the Mormons cultivated and grazed the fifteen-mile-long canyon, and a trickle of non-Mormon photographers and painters visited to document its beauty. The arches and chasms of Zion National Park are stacks of sandstone, shale, and volcanic rock, ablaze with deep reds and purples and brilliant whites. Blossoming wildflowers and ferns hang from seeping spring walls. Knotty pinyon pines and junipers cover the mountainsides, and Douglas firs tower above the high plateaus.

The pictures and photos made their way back to Washington, DC, and newly elected President William Howard Taft decided the canyon was too valuable to leave to a bunch of cows. In 1909, he declared the canyon a national monument. A decade later, the fledgling National Park Service designated more land and established Zion National Park. Park Service leaders were ambitious, driven by the alluring vision of a vast system of American national parks. Dixie ranchers who were used to open-range cattle ranching didn’t much like the idea, fearing that grazing would be curtailed. Mormons generally believed the land was here to be used by them, not gawked at by visitors.

The conflict over Zion Canyon is the story of the West. Look at a map of the United States that identifies federal land, and the disparity is clear. The eastern two-thirds of the country contains only sprinklings of federal property, mostly national forests. East of the Mississippi, the federal government controls only 4 percent of the land. A swath of the Appalachian Mountains. A chunk of Florida Everglades. Patches of upper Wisconsin and Michigan. Moving west, the middle north/south stripe of the country, the so-called Corn Belt from the Dakotas to Texas, is nearly free of federal control.

At the Rocky Mountains, everything changes. From Colorado to California, Washington to Arizona, the map is a swirl of national forests, national parks, national monuments, and millions of acres that lack those distinctions but are managed by a federal agency. Forty-seven percent of the West belongs to the federal government, regulated mostly by four agencies: the National Park Service, the Fish and Wildlife Service, the Forest Service, and the biggest landholder, the Bureau of Land Management. Every square foot of those western vistas is accounted for, part of an entangled system of federal, state, and private rights that dictate how the land is grazed and mined, how its vegetation is used, how its water is extracted and doled out.

Nevada is the epicenter of this phenomenon. The federal government controls almost 80 percent of Nevada, the highest percentage of any state.* From above, the delineation of western federal lands resembles the bands of a giant hurricane on a meteorological map, and Nevada is the swirling nucleus of the storm. Aside from a few splotches of privately owned land—the Las Vegas Valley and a serpentine strip following Interstate 80 as it heads from Reno toward Salt Lake City—the state is a near-solid block of federal land.

The reason so much western territory remained in federal hands is mainly because, for many years, nobody else wanted it. Throughout its history, the US government bought or took land as it expanded westward. It also transferred land to states and individuals through homesteading and land grants. In the agriculture-friendly Midwest, settlers snapped up millions of 160- to 640-acre homesteads.

But the eleven western states are marked by soaring mountains and arid desert, land where growing crops is impossible without massive irrigation. Settlers locked up the agricultural valleys, and the most beautiful and striking vistas were turned into national parks, including crown jewels like Yellowstone, Yosemite, the Grand Canyon, the Sierra Nevada, the Rockies. But vast stretches of the West were essentially unfarmable. So as the frontier closed in the 1890s, the federal government was left holding millions of acres of western land it couldn’t give away. For decades, ranchers enjoyed grazing their herds on this open range for relatively minor fees. But starting in the 1960s, ranchers were increasingly forced to share public lands with other users, including outdoors enthusiasts, the military, miners, and energy projects. In addition, as scientists learned more about how overgrazing damaged public lands, ranchers chafed under increasing environmental regulation. By the 1990s, the relationship between western ranchers and the federal government was spiraling into outright rebellion. Cattlemen began to adopt views similar to those of “Patriot” militias that believed they were the last bulwark against a too-powerful federal government.

Dixie was a hot zone in the range wars, full of ranchers who believed the federal government had become an abomination. Ryan’s father, Cliven Bundy, was one of them.

Ryan had spent two years away from the family serving as a missionary in Colorado for the Mormon Church, more formally known as The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (or, simply, the LDS Church). While Ryan was spreading the gospel, his father had refused to sign a new contract with the federal government, which meant the Bundy cattle were illegally grazing on public land. Ryan returned home in December 1993 to find that his father had gained a certain notoriety through his defiance of the Bureau of Land Management.

Ryan enrolled in classes at nearby Dixie State University in St. George, Utah, though he was increasingly busy with the construction business he’d founded and knew that he was not long for college. He was solidly built, favored boots and jeans and a Stetson, and was clean-shaven with neatly trimmed hair. His voice was an assertive bray, and even standing still, he bore himself with a certain hip-cocked cowboy swagger. Ryan had inherited the Bundy good looks, and he resembled his father and younger brother Ammon: big square head, strong jaw, and high cheekbones. But a week after his seventh birthday, an accident left Ryan with a lopsided face. A Ford LTD had run over him, breaking his arm and cracking his skull. Young Ryan recovered, but a bone splinter had sliced into a motor nerve that operated the left side of his face. Eight years later, the sliver of bone was removed, and his paralysis improved a little, but half of his face still sagged. This left him with a squinty eye and pursed lips on the right side of his face, and an aloof staring eye and downturned frown on the left. It was hard to read his facial expression, hard for some to even look him in the eye, though Ryan himself had no trouble returning a level gaze.

Ryan tried not to offend without reason, but he did not fear confrontation any more than his father did. He couldn’t deny that he took some pleasure in antagonizing those who, in his opinion, deserved it. Still, he wanted to live virtuously, and his stint as an LDS missionary had only strengthened his faith. So Ryan wondered whether his father was doing the right thing in firing the BLM. Ryan had always been a daddy’s boy, following Cliven as he worked the ranch, gathered cattle, fixed fences. Ryan wanted his own ranch someday, whether that meant inheriting Bundy Ranch or buying his own. Both Ryan’s father and grandfather had always paid grazing fees to the BLM. Now Cliven’s name was in the Washington Post, accusing the government of a “land grab.” It was a bold move. But was it self-serving or was it righteous? Ryan prayed for wisdom.

The answer had come during a different trip to Orderville, coincidentally, some ten months before Ryan ran the gate at Zion National Park. Cliven had been invited to speak to a group of a few dozen men about what he’d learned and knew about the proper form of government. Ryan accompanied him and listened as his father spoke.

Cliven said the King of England hadn’t protected the life, liberty, and property of the thirteen original colonies, so the colonists had rebelled and won independence. They became thirteen sovereign states, united by the US Constitution. States that joined the union later were supposed to exist on an equal footing. But how could Nevada and Utah be considered sovereign states if the federal government owned the majority of their lands? How could Nevada and Utah be free if the federal government ruled them as colonies? The federal government, Cliven told the ranchers, was acting unconstitutionally. The authors of the Constitution, he said, had not intended for the federal government to own land, except for a very few specific purposes, and the powerful bureaucracies that had grown up around the administrative branch had become a vast dark cloud over the country.

If the land was public, Cliven said, its management was the responsibility of the county government, the government closest to the people. Which was why Cliven was planning to mail a check for his grazing fees—$1,961.47—not to the federal BLM, but to Clark County, Nevada.

Ryan watched and listened, and a powerful and familiar sensation swept through him. The spirit of the Lord was delivering him a revelation, the answer he’d been looking for. What his father was teaching on this day was true.

From that day forward, Ryan vowed, he would never back down from this truth.

ABOUT A MILE AND A HALF INTO ZION NATIONAL PARK, A RANGER CAUGHT up with Ryan’s truck and switched on his lights and siren. Ryan pulled over.

The ranger approached, asked for Ryan’s name and driver’s license.

Ryan refused to hand over the documents.

He said: Do you have documentation that gives you the authority to stop me?

The ranger gave him his badge and identification. Ryan read them, gave them back.

Ryan said: The federal government has no right to stop me. You don’t have the authority.

The ranger recognized this kind of talk. He knew he was dealing with a constitutionalist. He told Ryan to wait, then called for backup. Ryan said he wasn’t going to wait. The ranger asked again for his license, and this time Ryan showed it to him but kept it in his hand. Ryan told the ranger that the federal government couldn’t charge an entrance fee to the canyon because it didn’t own the land.

The ranger said: You have three choices. Pay the five dollars. Turn around and take the alternate route to Orderville. Or, go to jail.

Ryan said: I don’t like any of those options.

He put the truck in drive, pressed the accelerator, and one of the most scenic police chases in history began.

The ranger jumped back to avoid getting hit, ran to his vehicle. Another ranger had arrived, and the two of them sounded their sirens, flashed their lights, and followed the pickup. It wasn’t much of a chase. Ryan stuck to the twenty-five-mile-per-hour speed limit on the hairpin turns. He wasn’t trying to escape. He simply didn’t believe these men had the authority to stop him.

The road through Zion Canyon, completed in 1930, was a marvel of engineering that had taken three years to build. It included the mile-long Zion–Mount Carmel Tunnel with six scenic “windows” blasted through the sandstone walls. A couple miles in, at the mouth of the famed tunnel, another ranger had stopped traffic so an oversized truck could pass through the narrow shaft. Ryan thought the rangers were trying to pull him over, so he veered into the oncoming traffic lane, zipped by the standing cars, and plunged into the dim tunnel. The rangers followed.

At the east exit of the national park, Utah Highway Patrol troopers blocked the entrance lane with a patrol car and unrolled a spike strip on the road. Ryan yanked the pickup into the opposite lane again, dodging the spikes. A trooper ran into the road to block him and then jumped out of his way. The ranger chasing Ryan tried to pass him but drove over the spike strip, shredding all four of his tires.

Ryan kept driving for fifteen more miles, until his path was completely blocked by two Kane County Sheriff patrol vehicles. Dozens of lawmen—state, local, federal—had gathered, guns drawn. Ryan didn’t believe he’d broken any laws, but he recognized the sheriff’s law-enforcement authority as the highest in the land. He stopped. Three officers took him into custody, while others trained their guns on him.

Ryan missed his date in Orderville. He sat in the Kane County Jail for a couple of days, and the state charged him with failing to stop for a peace officer, a third-degree felony. He entered into a diversion agreement, and the state eventually dropped the charges.

The National Park Service never pursued the case at all. Maybe they didn’t believe it was worth making a federal case over a five-dollar toll. Ryan chose to believe the feds knew he was going to challenge their ownership of the land, and they didn’t want to engage with him on that question. He believed they didn’t want to fight that battle with an informed and resolute opponent.

But Ryan knew he’d have another chance. It was just a matter of time until the Bundys and the federal government went to war.
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*   This percentage refers to 2017. In 1990, the federal government controlled approximately 86 percent of Nevada’s lands.
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Chapter 1
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A CALL TO ARMS

For decades, when Cliven Bundy was asked what he would do if the feds came for his cattle, the rancher gave the same answer: Whatever it takes. The phrase was pure Cliven—vaguely challenging, maddeningly ambiguous. Cliven liked to test people.

In March 2014, two special agents with the Bureau of Land Management traveled to Bunkerville to tell Cliven that the BLM was finally ready to seize his herd, twenty-one years after first threatening to do so. The herd was made up of some nine hundred head of cattle that roamed a vast stretch of rugged desert backcountry called Gold Butte, all of it public land managed by the BLM. The BLM agents went to the rancher’s house near the banks of the Virgin River and knocked on the door. Nobody answered. They drove into the Gold Butte range and found Cliven’s son-in-law, who worked the ranch. At their request, the son-in-law called Cliven, who answered but refused to speak to the federal agents. For the rest of the day, the BLM agents tried to track down various Bundy sons to discuss the impending roundup and gauge the family’s level of antagonism. Doors were slammed and phones hung up. That evening, they finally got ahold of Ryan Bundy and talked for forty-six minutes.

“We really want to know if we’re gonna have any type of physical problems with you guys,” the agent said. “Because we want to avoid that at all costs.”

Ryan didn’t hesitate.

“I’ll tell you the best way to avoid that is to start adhering to the Constitution, recognize that there are rights here that you are violating, and simply do not show up,” Ryan said.

“I have to be honest, have to inform you, that that’s not an option,” the agent said.

Things had heated up from there. Cliven sent a letter to Clark County sheriff Doug Gillespie, who headed up the joint city-county Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department. The rancher demanded that the sheriff protect Bundy Ranch from the feds. The family called friends, neighbors, and others they’d met over two decades of land-rights meetings and protests and asked them to back the Bundys when the BLM came to Gold Butte. Cliven boasted to reporters that people would come from hundreds of miles away, because they knew if the Bundys fell, they’d be next. In truth, the family had no idea whether people would show up at all.

Ten days after the phone call with Ryan, the BLM began closing chunks of the entire 578,000-acre Gold Butte area, a swath of desert and mountain nearly the size of Rhode Island’s landmass. For six weeks, there’d be no climbing on the Mormon Mesa. No off-roading in Gold Butte. No loading boats into Lake Mead from Overton Beach.

It was finally happening. The feds were coming for Cliven’s cattle. And not like the small-time rustlers who’d risked getting hanged to grab a calf or two from Cliven’s forefathers. The BLM had hired dozens of cowboys and brought several platoons to guard them—law-enforcement rangers and agents decked out in tactical gear, with rifles and ballistic vests and German shepherd dogs. On a deserted dry streambed called Toquop Wash, the BLM began constructing corrals and hauling in mobile offices and supplies to build a sprawling command post.

A band of men that included Cliven, Ryan, and the youngest Bundy sibling, Arden, age sixteen, rode out to Toquop Wash on horseback to investigate the federal operation. Arden wore a GoPro camera on his head, recording jouncy video of the scene. They encountered a long caravan of heavy-duty pickup trucks and big rigs hauling livestock trailers, campers, water tanks, flatbeds with stacks of portable metal fencing, hay bales, and livestock chutes. The trucks were pulling off Interstate 15 and heading toward the flat spot a half-mile north where crews would erect pens to corral the cattle before shipping them to auction. The mounted Bundy men mingled with the trucks like cowboys confronting an armored battalion. They dogged the vehicles to the fenced-off compound, where guards let the caravan vehicles inside, one by one. Arden mostly stayed out of their way, but Ryan moseyed his horse right in front of the trucks, staring down the drivers through their windshields, snapping photos with a cell phone.

THE FEDS PAID ATTENTION. APPARENTLY THE BUNDY FAMILY WASN’T ALL talk. The roundup hadn’t even begun, and the Bundys had shown they were willing to disrupt it. The commander of the roundup, a gung-ho BLM agent named Dan Love, decided to beef up the security operations, to counter force with force.

Tall and muscular, with wraparound shades and a thick black beard, Love was known to be arrogant but articulate, funny but aggressive. In 2009, Love had led an investigation into the illegal trading of Native American artifacts taken from federal lands. The case culminated in a massive raid in which 150 agents in tactical gear hauled away twenty-three suspects in shackles. Most of the defendants considered themselves collectors, not criminals. Two ultimately committed suicide, including a well-respected doctor from Utah. Locals resented the BLM’s heavy-handed tactics and said Love was too forceful to navigate the politics of the range wars, that his raid of the artifact traders would have been more suitable for the takedown of violent drug kingpins. But Love had ardent backers high in the BLM’s law-enforcement branch. After the operation, he was named “agent of the year” and promoted to special agent in charge of law enforcement for all of Utah and Nevada.

Now he was leading the Bundy roundup, a massive operation that the BLM expected to take at least a month to carry out. The scale of the roundup was partially determined by the vastness of Gold Butte. By now, Cliven’s cattle ranged far beyond his original permitted grazing area, which was called the Bunkerville Allotment. They had drifted far and wide over approximately one-fifth of Clark County. They nibbled golf-course turf in Mesquite and gulped water from Lake Mead, thirty-five miles away.

Under Dan Love, the roundup had taken on the flavor of a military campaign. One hundred and thirty-four rangers and agents from the federal land agencies and the Federal Bureau of Investigation volunteered or were assigned to the operation. Eighty-three of them were BLM rangers or special agents, which was about a quarter of the nation’s BLM law-enforcement personnel. Two FBI SWAT teams would be standing by with a helicopter, a mine-resistant armored vehicle, and two hostage negotiators. However, while working the roundup, law-enforcement officers were told to wear more casual uniforms, to keep the heavy-duty firepower and tactical uniforms out of sight.

The BLM was set to pay a private livestock contractor in Utah $966,000 to collect up to 1,100 head of cattle. The BLM didn’t want to tear up undisturbed land, so all off-road activity would be conducted on foot or horseback. Helicopters would run the clusters of cattle toward three temporary holding pens. The cattle would be hauled in trailers from the temporary pens to the command post in Toquop Wash before being shipped to a livestock auction house in Utah. The command-post location was chosen partly because it was a full seven miles from the Bundy property. It contained larger pens and dozens of white mobile trailers parked in a rectangle to form an impromptu office park. Portable spotlights lit up the area at night.

The plan covered hazards, too, including approximate travel times to nearby hospitals by ambulance and helicopter. By chopper, Mesa View Regional in Mesquite was five minutes away; University Medical Center in Las Vegas was fifty-five minutes, but it could handle more serious cases. Stay hydrated, the plan advised personnel. Seek high ground if it rained—the Virgin River’s meandering, ankle-deep waters could turn deadly in flash floods. Watch hands and feet. Snakes, scorpions, and Gila monsters were everywhere. Be cautious around the ornery Bundy bulls. Most of all, the plan said, beware the ornery Bundys themselves. If confronted, don’t lose your cool or venture further into their space.

Over the years, various law-enforcement agencies had evaluated the Bundy family to determine just how dangerous a roundup might be. In 2011, the FBI’s Behavioral Analysis Unit in Quantico, Virginia, had concluded that Cliven Bundy, though “hyper-sensitive” and “prone to anger-filled rants,” was unlikely to commit violence, mainly because there was no evidence he’d ever physically harmed anyone in his sixty-plus years. In its own 2014 assessment, BLM analysts had interviewed some eighteen relatives and associates and concluded that the Bundys posed a moderate threat.



The threats (Cliven) has made to “do whatever it takes,” appear to be more reactive than proactive, leaving BLM to assess that, although Bundy may support a violent reaction to a perceived threat to his property, family or person, he is not likely planning any preemptive strike against our operation. That being said, BLM does not have enough information to determine his threshold for this perceived threat or the precise trigger point that would elicit a violent response.

Of the family members, the analysts concluded, Ryan Bundy was the most radical and most likely to take action against law enforcement. The report mentioned the long-ago police chase through Zion Canyon and also described a 2007 traffic stop in Utah that ended with police using a Taser gun on an “extremely agitated” Ryan.

The BLM analysts determined there was little chance that the Bundy roundup would attract the attention of “violent, anti-government, anti-law enforcement extremist groups.”



At this time, there is no intelligence available indicated that any of the groups are aware of this operation or specifically interested in Bundy’s cause. However, Bundy’s rhetoric and the nature of his argument against the BLM may resonate with a violent Sovereign Citizen-esque organization.

The BLM was keeping a close eye on the Bundy family. During the day, plainclothes special agents rode dirt bikes on the roads and land around Gold Butte. After dark, they set up observation posts on high ground and used night-vision goggles to watch the Bundy house. Love also had a video camera erected on the public land across the road from the house, but hours after it was put up, the camera captured Ryan Bundy approaching on a yellow all-terrain vehicle. The live feed went black, and agents who went to investigate found the camera and tripod on the ground, knocked over.

Early in the planning process, Sheriff Gillespie had agreed to provide security for the BLM operation. Gillespie had gotten to know Cliven two years earlier, when the BLM was preparing a previous roundup operation that was eventually aborted. The sheriff knew Cliven’s views but had no luck convincing the old rancher to comply with a federal court order directing him to remove his cattle from public lands. Gillespie advised Love to wait until fall to do the roundup instead of conducting it during calving season, when the cows were more vulnerable. Love ignored the advice. To Gillespie, the BLM commander seemed needlessly aggressive. The sheriff decided he didn’t want any part of the operation—the BLM was on its own.

Love shrugged it off. Local sheriffs rarely had the stomach for controversial operations like this one. Like the artifacts bust in Utah, the Bundy roundup was a job for federal agents.

WHEN THE BLM FINALLY BEGAN ROUNDING UP CATTLE ON SATURDAY, April 5, 2014, some Bundy family members captured video of a convoy of six livestock trailers hitched to heavy-duty pickup trucks pulling onto the interstate in Mesquite. They could see livestock inside at least one of the cars. A caravan of white government SUVs flanked the shipment, police lights flashing.

“They got lights,” one of the onlookers said wonderingly. “It’s like the president of the United States.”

The family posted the video to the Bundy Ranch blog they had created two years earlier to document the festering conflict. The blog’s early posts had been nothing more than cut-and-pasted articles about the dispute from the Las Vegas Review-Journal and the St. George Spectrum. The posts had grown more heated as the BLM had begun planning the roundup. The Bundys posted contact information of state and county officials, asking readers to call in protest. When the Bundys discovered the identity of the livestock contractor the BLM had hired to round up the cattle, they posted his name and phone number under the headline: “Cattle thieves! Should be hung!” In early March 2014, the family started a YouTube channel and posted more than a dozen short educational videos starring Cliven and bearing titles such as “Range Improvements” and “Is Cliven Trespassing? NO he is NOT!” In the videos, Cliven drove around the ranch, pointing out examples of federal conservation folly, or explaining how his cattle adapted to the desert, or discussing his views on constitutional rights. Grandchildren, dogs, and prize bulls made appearances. Offscreen, roosters crowed.

The day after the roundup began, Dave Bundy, age thirty-seven, a fleshier, milder replica of Cliven, had dropped by the ranch to see how things were going. Midafternoon, he and Ryan headed out to see what the BLM was doing. They took Riverside Road, the narrow state highway the Bundys traveled to get from the ranch to Bunkerville and further east to Mesquite. The road cuts through range after range of small, dusty, nearly identical hills, roughly parallel with the Virgin River. Dave and Ryan stopped on the roadside where they had a view of a contingent of BLM vehicles gathered on Gold Butte land to the south, away from the river. Ryan had two daughters with him in his white van. Dave leaned against his sedan on the narrow shoulder of the road, holding up an iPad to film the khaki-clad feds. They didn’t have any cattle, but Dave was determined to get a picture if they did.

Ryan saw a black vehicle depart the BLM contingent and climb up a dirt road to the top of a hill. Two men got out and set up a rifle facing the Bundy brothers, and Ryan felt odd and uncomfortable seeing those men looking at him through a scope.* Ryan took a picture of the men: two black, featureless bumps peeking over the ridge, only their heads and shoulders showing.

The rest of the feds barreled toward the Bundys, raising a cloud of dust. Through a loudspeaker, they ordered the family members to disperse. Ryan turned his van in the direction of the ranch and began to drive off. Dave stayed put on the side of the road. The BLM vehicles stopped, and nine or ten men got out. They approached Dave cautiously. Dave put his iPad on the hood of his car. Ryan saw this and stopped. Then backed up to watch more closely.

The officers told Dave to leave, that Gold Butte was closed for the roundup. Dave replied that the road he was standing on was a state highway. The land surrounding it might be under federal control, but Nevada had an easement for Riverside Road itself. He said he was exercising his First Amendment rights by taking pictures in a public space. He dialed 911 on his cell phone and asked that the Mesquite police report to the scene.

Foot on the brake, Ryan sat in the driver’s seat of his van, rooted in the middle of the road, and stared hard at the two federal lawmen edging closer to his brother. A BLM agent came up alongside Ryan’s passenger window and told him he was “free to leave.” Other rangers surrounded the van in a semicircle, their feet wide, knees flexed, like linebackers waiting for the snap.

“I am free to leave,” Ryan agreed. His voice was calm, measured, determined. “But I will not leave without him.”

Backing down wasn’t Ryan Bundy’s style. But there were factors to consider. The men with the rifle on the bluff above them. His two daughters in the van. But most of all, his father’s instructions from earlier in the day. Cliven had told his sons and daughters to take pictures, track what the BLM was doing—but to not engage. Ryan didn’t consider himself a leader like his younger brother, Ammon. Ryan was a loyal and dogged foot soldier. An able disciple. He would follow his father’s orders.

Still, Ryan couldn’t bring himself to leave. The agents crept closer to Dave.

“He’s a grown man,” the agent outside Ryan’s window said.

“He is,” Ryan agreed. “And he’s my brother.”

“He’s being dealt with,” the ranger said. “Sir, this is the last time I’m gonna ask you. Your first choice is to leave.”

Ryan idled his van on the highway, watching his brother and the hovering agents. Help his brother? Or obey his dad?

The ranger on Dave’s left made his move, grabbing Dave’s arm. Then the one on the other side moved in. But Dave was strong, and the rangers had a moment of tug-of-war before a third and fourth piled on, wrestling him to the gravel. Another ranger rushed in with a German shepherd on a leash, the dog barking, over and over, eager to join the scrum.

The ranger at Ryan’s window spoke again, trying to command Ryan’s attention, his voice higher than before, more strained.

“Your first choice is to leave. To leave. Sir . . . sir. Leave now. Leave now.”

Ryan said nothing, just watched his brother struggling facedown on the ground, two agents kneeling on him, a couple more clustered around the throng.

Ryan’s foot eased off the brake, then pressed it again. Off, and on again.

“We’ve been playing this game all day,” the ranger said, his voice growing firmer. “Leave the area. I’m gonna drag you out of the car, okay? Here in a second.”

Ryan let off the brake, and the van traveled a few feet, then he braked again.

The ranger took two big side steps to stay even with Ryan’s window. “You have children in the car,” he said. “Don’t act like this.”

There was nothing to do. Cliven had told Ryan to stand down.

Ryan finally spoke.

“I am leaving,” he said. “I’m in the process of leaving.”

Ryan drove away, leaving his brother behind.

UP TO NOW, AMMON BUNDY, CLIVEN’S FOURTH CHILD, HAD NOT BEEN deeply involved in his father’s dispute. In fact, the BLM threat assessment report had labeled Ammon as the least dangerous of the male Bundys.

Ammon lived in Phoenix, Arizona, and led a more worldly life than Ryan and Dave and his other siblings. But Ammon had checked in regularly with Cliven as the feds had closed the lands around Bundy Ranch. The old man was frantic with worry and anger, his high-pitched voice sounding raw and creaky over the phone. But every time Ammon had asked his father what he should do, Cliven told him to stay in Phoenix. Cliven believed the feds would back down only if large crowds showed up to support Bundy Ranch. With thirteen kids and some fifty grandchildren, plus plenty of cousins and aunts nearby, the family alone would be a multitude, but they needed many more. Still, Cliven didn’t want everybody to gather at the ranch until it was necessary. His children had jobs, families of their own.

Always the planner, Ammon asked what he could do to prepare. Cliven said the Lord had given him one insight, that the family would need to feed an army of supporters. And he knew the exact amount of provisions.

Cliven told Ammon: I want you to get ready to feed a lot of people—two hundred people for seven days.

That, too, was pure Cliven. He’d issue a commandment but give little thought about how to pull it off. Still, Ammon was glad to have a job to do. He and his wife, Lisa, calculated how much food they’d need to feed that many people. They came up with a simple menu: spaghetti one day, hamburgers the next. Ammon stayed put in Phoenix and waited for his father’s call.

Then Dave got arrested. All Cliven knew was what Ryan had told them, that federal officers had grabbed Dave and wrestled him down to the gravel road and knelt on him. This enraged the Bundys, who were horrified by the idea of the gentlest Bundy brother caught in the maw of a corrupt and inexorable federal judicial system. Cliven began calling anyone he could think of—the sheriff, local lawmakers—and he still couldn’t figure out where the feds had taken Dave.

At 9:30 PM, Cliven’s wife, Carol, sat down at the family computer and logged onto the Bundy blog. She switched the font color to a bright, angry red, hit the all-caps button, and pounded out a furious call to arms, not bothering to check the post for typos:



YOU HAVE BEEN ASKING WHAT YOU CAN DO! AND NOW ITS TIME!!!!!!

They have my cattle and now they have one of my boys. Range War begins tomorrow at Bundy ranch at 9:30 a.m. Bring your signs and horses, and plan to stay as long as you can!

We are going to get the job done!

Later that night, Cliven called Ammon again, and this time he sounded different, grimmer.

Cliven said: It’s time. It’s time to get the family together.

WHEN THE BUNDY BROTHERS AND SISTERS ARE ASKED ABOUT THEIR MANY siblings, they sometimes rattle off the chronology, rapid-fire in one breath, reducing the whole family to an alphabet-like simplicity: Shiree-Ryan-Mel-Ammon-Dave-Lance-Katie-Molly-Hanna-Rachel-Bailey-Stetsy-Arden.

Thirteen kids, which doesn’t include Duane, a decade or so older than all of them, who wasn’t Cliven’s biological son but had come to live at Bundy Ranch when he was a teenager. So sometimes the family said Cliven had thirteen children, sometimes fourteen.

But the family is still more complicated than that. There are three waves of Bundy siblings. The first was the one girl and five boys Cliven had with his first wife, Jane. She left the family when Ammon was five years old. For a decade, Cliven raised the kids by himself, and then, in 1991, he married Carol, who brought her four daughters into the family. Cliven and Carol had three more children together. All thirteen siblings call Carol “Mom.”

The Bundys lived in the low-roofed house near the Virgin River that Cliven’s father built in 1951, a simple 1,200-square-foot structure with no air conditioning, where every surface bore a film of desert dust. Between his marriages to Jane and Carol, Cliven and the five boys sometimes slept in one bedroom, and Shiree had the other to herself. Then Carol and her girls joined the family, and things got really crowded before the older ones began graduating from high school and going on missions, one by one. Afterward, they mostly came back to Dixie and did not venture far from the Virgin Valley. They found jobs, found wives and husbands, and began producing their own large families, though none quite as large as the one they’d grown up in. Shiree, the oldest, married a cattleman and livestock auctioneer and moved to Orderville. Cliven’s sons mostly did the kinds of things their father and grandfather had done: They ran cattle and heavy equipment, built roads and houses. Ryan and Dave started their own construction outfits. Mel worked in a gold mine.

In the older wave of Bundy brothers, Ammon stood out. As a boy, he’d skipped a lot of school, which was easy to do because Cliven was often away working construction jobs in Las Vegas, and his mom was long gone, bouncing around southern Utah and Salt Lake City. When mail came from the junior high school, Ammon intercepted it so his dad wouldn’t know he was ditching class. Cliven was generally too busy to notice, caught up in being a single father of five, ranching, and making a living. And Ammon kept busy around the ranch, which was a young mechanic’s dream, strewn with junker cars, heavy machinery, farm equipment. Ammon took apart machines to figure out how they worked, and then tried to put them back together.

The Bundy boys learned ranching as they went. They rode horses, roped, chased cows, mended fences and water pipes. They drove tractors and trucks on the ranch from the time they could reach the pedals. By sixteen years old, driving was routine. When Cliven worked the ranch, the five older boys labored alongside him and were expected to carry a man’s load. At nightfall, if someone hadn’t returned from the mountains, the family would go out searching. In those days, before they had cell phones, if their truck broke down, the boys were in for a long walk or a cold night in the hills. They learned to carry big jugs of water with them on the range, plus beef jerky and cans of food, also a blanket. Ammon wanted to be a rancher, but when he was around fifteen years old, Cliven sat him down and told him that he couldn’t count on the ranch. The ranch didn’t even really support his single family, especially now that the Bureau of Land Management was really shrinking the Bundy herd. There was no way it would support the families of Ammon and his siblings.

But Ammon believed his father wasn’t maximizing the ranch’s full potential, and he let Cliven know it. Nothing worked properly. To harvest the hay, Ammon couldn’t just hook up the tractor to the swather. He’d have to dig a battery out of a truck and hook it to the tractor, then fix a flat tire, and then roll-start the machine. To loosen a bolt, he’d have to search through a dusty toolbox in a dim barn for twenty minutes to find the right socket. Finally, Ammon bought himself a pretty nice tool set, and before long Cliven was taking Ammon’s tools if his son forgot to lock the box. Ammon had yelling matches with Cliven, butting heads more often than the other sons. But Ammon understood when his father said he wasn’t going to be able to make a living off the ranch, and he began looking to a future beyond the Virgin Valley, beyond Dixie.

All the boys played sports at Virgin Valley High School, but Ammon was the best athlete. A sturdy playmaker at running back, he played both sides of the ball on occasion. He regularly made the St. George newspaper and earned all-league honors his senior year. He started fabricating his own fence panels in the school’s machine shop, selling them to teachers who had livestock, and he restored a 1966 Ford pickup. He graduated and went on a mission to Minneapolis, then returned home and began college at Southern Utah University in Cedar City. He met Lisa, who was immediately impressed by his self-assured maturity. Ammon started a traveling auto-maintenance business in the summer of 1998. He and Ryan outfitted a service truck with everything it needed for them to go to a customer’s home or work and top off their fluids, air up their tires, wash their windshields. The business was so successful that Ammon dropped out of college to pursue it. He focused on doing maintenance for truck fleets, naming the company Valet Fleet Service. He and Lisa married in July 2001 and found that Dixie was too small for his ambitions. Chasing larger fleets, the couple moved to Phoenix.

Ammon finally controlled his own operation, one he could run in a methodical, organized way. He put in eighteen-hour days at the red-white-and-blue warehouse on a busy corner in an industrial sector of the city. He created a tracking system designed to predict and service the fleets’ maintenance needs in order to prevent breakdowns. The company gradually grew to twenty employees, and Ammon also started a truck leasing business that operated out of the same location. He posed for the company website’s team photo, arm around one of his mechanics, in front of a white truck cab. His family grew also. He and Lisa had five kids. Life was busy. Too busy for any conflicts with the law, other than a speeding ticket in Gila County, Arizona, in 2005.

In this way too, Ammon was unlike some of his brothers. Cliven had run a traditional Mormon household—no alcohol, no tobacco. But Mel drank and chewed tobacco when he was young and generally raised a little hell. Younger brother Lance got hooked on narcotic painkillers and had been charged with serious crimes: passing bad checks, stealing guns, and selling methamphetamine, though the meth charges were later dropped. Ryan didn’t drink or smoke, but he did have a tendency to get into minor skirmishes with authorities that then escalated, much like his long-ago run through Zion Canyon. These incidents had nothing to do with intoxication or hell-raising. These were matters of principle, of liberty. Ryan clashed with school board members (they wouldn’t let his daughter carry a pocketknife to school), with city officials (he was burning brush without a permit), with animal control officers (he allegedly trespassed on an animal shelter to take back his horse). Ryan considered these disputes the price he paid to live free.

Theoretically, Ammon’s outlook wasn’t so different than Ryan’s. He believed people were unhappy without freedom, and that governments generally wound up striving to take away the agency of their citizens. But he’d gained a different status than Ryan and their father. At thirty-eight years old, Ammon wasn’t scratching out a living as a desert cowboy. He lived in the city and had remodeled his sprawling ranch house with a big yard for the kids. Valet Fleet Service was booming, and Ammon was busy developing his own fleet-management software. He was respected in Phoenix, in the church. It was not a life that put him in conflict with authorities. Most of the time, Ammon was the authority.

AMMON WAS NAMED AFTER TWO MEN. CLIVEN GAVE HIM THE MIDDLE NAME of his father, David Ammon Bundy, who died in 1996. Ammon’s other namesake was a prominent figure in the Book of Mormon, “a strong and mighty man” who journeyed on a mission around 121 BC to spread the word of the Lord. He worked as a shepherd and gained respect when he drove enemy shepherds away from a water hole. Ammon’s bravery convinced his fellow shepherds that his teachings about God were true.

The Book of Mormon was first published in 1830 by Joseph Smith, the founder of the religion, who said he’d translated the text from inscribed golden plates buried east of Rochester, New York. To the LDS Church, the Book of Mormon possesses equal or even greater weight than the Holy Bible, because Mormons believe that God never stops revealing principles and commandments to humanity.

Like Joseph Smith, the Bundys believe the Constitution of the United States is also a divinely inspired document, nothing short of a miracle given the chaos and discord of the period when it was written. In speeches and writings and sermons, Joseph Smith repeatedly predicted that a time would come when the Constitution would “hang by a thread.” At this moment, the prophet said, it would fall to the Mormon people to save the Constitution. This prophecy is an article of faith among many Mormons. In Ammon Bundy’s home, a framed image of a torn Constitution sewed together with a thread hangs in the main room.

The Bundys pay close attention to what others call gut feelings. Those notions, they believe, are the Lord’s way of communicating. These might be an answer to a prayer or an unprompted moment of guidance. As he prepared to set out for Bundy Ranch on that April morning in 2014, a few hours after his father’s urgent call, Ammon became aware of one of those divine nudges. He was loading up his travel trailer, which he was going to tow to Bunkerville behind his Chevy pickup, when he suddenly felt he should leave his firearms behind, even though he believed his family might face violence.

He said to his wife: I just feel very strongly that we’re not to be armed in any way. I don’t know why I’m feeling this way, but I want you to know.

LEAVING A NONPLUSSED LISA AND THE KIDS IN PHOENIX, AMMON DROVE north, crossing over the Colorado River and entering Clark County, Nevada. In Las Vegas, he stopped at a Sam’s Club and filled the trailer’s stowage space with a week’s worth of food for two hundred people, as Cliven had commanded.

Clark County is the southernmost county in Nevada, where the tip of the state’s broken arrowhead plunges into Lake Mead. The county butts up against California to the west, Arizona to the east. Utah is fifteen minutes away. Ninety-two percent of Clark County’s land is controlled by the federal government and managed by numerous agencies. The other 8 percent is owned by the state of Nevada and private landowners.

Even in the expansive West, Clark County is big. It’s the twenty-second largest county in the United States, a little smaller than New Jersey, a little larger than Connecticut. It takes an hour and forty-six minutes to drive the 123 miles across it on Interstate 15, from Primm through the sprawl of the Las Vegas Valley and all the way to Mesquite. Clark County contains 7 percent of the state’s landmass, but two-thirds of its people. The county is home to the Hoover Dam, to the pulsating Las Vegas Strip, to Nellis Air Force Base and its gigantic bombing range, to snowcapped mountains, to scorching desert. And increasingly, it’s home to lots of people. More than two million residents, almost three times as many as there had been twenty-five years earlier.

Clark County is also home to Bundy Ranch, seventy-five miles northeast of Las Vegas. When Cliven says “Bundy Ranch”—pronounced “rainch”—he sometimes is referring to the land his family actually owns, a 160-acre rectangle that straddles the Virgin River. But more often than not, he means the hundreds
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