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How smooth must be the language of the whites, when they can make right look like wrong, and wrong like right.

—Hin-mut-too-yat-lat-keht

(Thunder Rolling Over the Mountain

also known as Chief Joseph)
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1: What’s It All About?
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Ability to see the cultural value of wilderness boils down, in the last analysis, to a question of intellectual humility.

—Aldo Leopold

We are all citizens of history.

—Clifton Paul Fadiman

(1904-1999)

If they don't have highpoints in Heaven, I'm not going.

—Jack Longacre

(Founder, Highpointers Club)
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Hello!  If you’re new to the Ameritrekking and Highpointing series of books and booklets, Welcome!  If you and I have met before, however indirectly, Welcome Back!
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I’ll explain what this little booklet is all about in just a moment but first I wish to be completely upfront and make the following ...

!!!!!  FULL DISCLOSURE  !!!!!

... which is that this short story is taken essentially word for word from a full-length book entitled Ameritrekking and Highpointing: Discovering America the Beautiful.  Therefore, if you already have that book, there is no need to buy this booklet.
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And now, here are quick explanations of Ameritrekking and highpointing.  What are those things?  What’s it all about?

Ameritrekking is a word I made up.  It began in 1995 when my employer told me to start using up months of accumulated vacation time.  I talked my way into three weeks off all at once.  I used the time to see the country by car.  This became the first book in the series, Ameritrekking and Highpointing: Discovering America the Beautiful.  Along the way I realized that something above and beyond a long vacation was happening.  That something I eventually called Ameritrekking.  The next year I took another three-week trip and a pattern was established.  It’s been over 20 years now and I’m still rolling around.  So far I’ve driven over 100,000 miles and been to all of the states in the Lower Forty-Eight.  I’ve spent over twelve months on the road.  After each trip I wrote up an extensive report based on notes and pictures taken along the way.  Lastly I rewrote the reports to create what I hope is a series of entertaining tales about a beautiful country.  That is Ameritrekking.

Highpointing is a word somebody else made up.  A highpoint is defined as the highest natural geographic point in a state.  Each state has a highpoint, even lowly Florida.  Every state is unique and so is every highpoint.  Some are mountains while some are not.  Some are accessible by wheelchair (once you drive to them) while some require a significant investment in mountaineering equipment and training even to attempt.  I have been to 45 of the 50 highpoints.  I live in Florida within walking distance of saltwater, at an elevation of 13 feet above sea level, and have few illusions about my abilities.  I am not a mountaineer.  Nevertheless I managed to climb higher than I thought possible and maybe reading about my journey will inspire you in your life.  That is highpointing.

Highpointing involves a lot of travel, much of it by car.  Even if you decide to fly you’ll find that in most states airports and highpoints are far apart, so you end up driving a long way anyway.  Ameritrekking and highpointing are two different creatures but they complement each other well, especially if you embrace the idea that the journey matters more than the destination.

It was between my first two highpoints on the first Ameritrek that I went to White Bird Battlefield, which is in Idaho.  Chief Joseph fascinated me as a boy because I thought we shared a name, although as the opening quote shows, it turned out that we didn’t.  By the time I found out we didn’t, it no longer mattered.  The Nez Perce War took place one year after Custer was killed at the Little Bighorn fighting against another tribe.  The Nez Perce had been friendly toward the whites for generations, until injustices and demands were inflicted on the tribe that many members could not accept.  There were multiple battles in the war; White Bird was the first one.  The battles took place on a fighting retreat over a thousand miles long as the tribe attempted to flee to Canada.  They fell short by 40 miles.  It is a fascinating and tragic tale.

It’s now been over two decades since these things came to pass and looking back over that span of time I honestly can’t say that the highpointing was better than the Ameritrekking or the other way around.  They were both worth doing and today the recollections of each are warm and fuzzy in some vital but indescribable way.

They form a mental bank account on which we draw in leaner times.

—Edwin Way Teale

(on memories)

Chapter 2 in this booklet first appeared as Chapter 18 in the book Ameritrekking and Highpointing: Discovering America the Beautiful.  There are occasional references to things in the full-length book that may seem out of place here.  I left those references in so that you can see exactly what you’ll get in the big book.  The events described took place in August 1995.  You may wonder how I can be so specific about a trip that happened many years ago.  The answer is simple: I wrote the details down in a notebook at the time, and when I returned home I wrote up a much more comprehensive report while the memories were still fresh.

This booklet is not a visitor’s guide to the area or a comprehensive history of the battle, although I provide an overview.  It is my personal journal of experiences.  Another visitor may have similar experiences, or totally different ones.

There are better ways to visit White Bird than the way I went about it.  I should have given myself more time at what is a relatively unknown but beautiful place in a beautiful country.  I regret not doing so.  But I was short on time.  If you read the big books you’ll see that this is a common problem in Ameritrekking.  America is bigger than my vacations were long, which is a nice problem to have, although it’s still a problem.  But short visits are better than no visits.  I was learning by doing.  I’m still learning.  I hope you enjoy the story and if you ever go there yourself, may you profit from my example.
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Lilo' ynunin oykalo'.

(Glad to see each and every one of you.)

—Nez Perce greeting

I think that we can justly affirm, to the honor of these people, that they are the most hospitable, honest and sincere that we have met with on our voyage.

—Meriwether Lewis

(on the Nez Perce)

What person pretends to divide the land and put me on it?

—Too-Hul-Hul-Sute

(during negotiations between

the US Army and the

Nez Perce, 1877)

I am that man.

—General Oliver O. Howard

Hear me, my chiefs.  I am tired; my heart is sick and sad.  From where the sun now stands I will fight no more forever.

—Hin-mut-too-yat-lat-keht

(Thunder Rolling over the Mountain

Chief Joseph

Bear Paw Battlefield

5 October 1877)
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Shortly before leaving Spokane, DJ asked me what was next on the itinerary.  I told him that I was “going to Hell.”

The temperature was 61 degrees under a blue, cloudless sky when I left DJ, after turning down an invitation to breakfast.  I passed scattered amber wheat fields south of Spokane.  I saw cattails by the side of the road.  Cattails grow not far from my house in Florida.  I had now seen cattails on one side of the country and the other east to west as well as north to south.  I noticed snow poles along the road that were ten feet high.  I angled east to return to Idaho, then headed south on US-95.

At about 1000 hours somewhere north of Moscow, Idaho, I pulled over at the Virgil Talmage McCroskey rest area.  The rest area was named after a private individual who donated 4,500 acres to the state of Idaho so that it would be preserved.  The state accepted the gift on the condition that McCroskey manage the mountainous property for 15 years.  A significant obligation at age 79, McCroskey agreed.  McCroskey died at age 93 just a few months after the 15-year period expired.  The management must have entailed significant expense for McCroskey because he sold his own home to help defray the costs.  The rest of that story cries out to be told; lamentably, I do not know it.

During this trip I saw many rest areas.  The best were in Idaho and the Virgil Talmage McCroskey rest area was the best of all.  The facilities were quiet and clean.  The surrounding hills and forests might as well have been a park.  Picnic tables were set out in the shade of big pine trees.  Best of all from my point of view, there was a short paved nature trail that looped around up onto the high hill behind the building.  At this time the temperature was becoming hot in the sun but the nature trail was pleasantly cool in the deep shade of many tall trees.  As an added bonus, many of those trees were identified by their common and botanical names.  I ended up spending an hour there.  This place of toilets and trees may be the most quotidian of the things I questioned on the whole trip but it led to a worthwhile experience.  Years later, I made a point to return, strange as that may seem, so pleasant were the memories of my first visit.

As I pulled out of this most restful of rest areas, in addition to the usual signs admonishing one to buckle up, I noticed a sign painted on the road in big letters warning travelers:

DON'T BE A GUBERIF

Do you know what a guberif is?  I will reveal all a little later.

Continuing south on US-95, the forest gave way to rolling hills about half covered with mature wheat ranging in color from yellow to brownish-yellow.  Still farther south, some hills were almost entirely covered in wheat.  Certain fields were being harvested using large vehicles that raised big clouds of dust, sometimes as much as 100 feet high.  It was an impressive sight and reminded me of book passages I had read about the Great Plains.  In fact, what I was seeing looked more like the Great Plains of my imagination than the actual prairie I had driven across the week before.

Hungry and regretful that I had declined DJ's breakfast invitation, I stopped in Moscow.  Immediately I was detained by agents of the Soviet NKVD.

No, I am just kidding about the NKVD; it was really the KGB and the officers who conducted my beatings were quite professional as uniformed thugs of secretive, unaccountable police agencies go.  Indeed, I was so "pleased" at my treatment that I "voluntarily" signed a "confession" with
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