
	 

 

A Long Way from Anywhere:

Living Off-Grid in the American West

 

 

Norah Esty

 








A Long Way from Anywhere: Living Off-Grid in the American West

Copyright© 2025 Norah Esty

All Rights Reserved

Published by Unsolicited Press

Printed in the United States of America.

Updated Second Edition: August 2024

 

All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

 

For privacy reasons, some names, locations, and dates may have been changed. Memory is a fickle thing; the author has taken great care in getting the facts straight, but memory is biased, subjective, and imperfect. No intention of misrepresentation or harm went into the craft of this book.

 

Attention schools and businesses: for discounted copies on large orders, please contact the publisher directly.

 

For information contact:

Unsolicited Press

Portland, Oregon

www.unsolicitedpress.com

orders@unsolicitedpress.com

619-354-8005

 

Editor: Summer Stewart

Cover Designer: Kathryn Gerhardt

 

ISBN-13: 978-1-963115-48-2


Contents

Contents

Mistakes

Alone in the Woods

Wandering Sheep

No Big Job

Sex and Violence

Bad Kitty

Crises

About the Author

About the Press



 

 

 

 

 










 

 

 

 

for Jim—

when we found a hell of a good universe next door,

he said, “let’s go!”










 

 

 

 

 

 

Remember how long you’ve been putting this off, how many extensions the gods gave you, and you didn’t use them. At some point you have to recognize what world it is that you belong to; what power rules it and from what source you spring; that there is a limit to the time assigned you, and if you don’t use it to free yourself it will be gone and will never return.

 

Marcus Aurelius







Mistakes

If something’s worth doing, it’s worth doing badly.

Kathleen Norris

It was October, nights were cold, Jim was gone. 

I awoke in the dark to the metronomic barking that meant my dog, Fly, had treed another raccoon. Bleary-eyed, I pulled on coat and boots, grabbed flashlight and shotgun, and tromped outside. The night was sharp; the air held no memory of summer. Stars shone with an extravagance found only in the tucked-away places of the world, far from all ambient light. I tried to guess Fly’s location from his barking: south, near the fruit trees. Emerging gradually from my foggy state, I realized he sounded more frantic than usual. Two raccoons? It had happened before. I drifted down a moderate slope beneath the bushy plum trees and past the rabbit hutches—a likely place for a raccoon on the prowl—and found Fly beneath an apple tree, his head in the flashlight’s oval making a staccato jump with every bark. I aimed the light high in the tree, casting around for the tell-tale flash of eyes. A few seconds late, my brain processed where Fly’s fury was directed: not straight up in the branches, but lower, near the first Y in the tree’s large trunk. I angled the light down. 

The beam of my flashlight settled on a large, black shape. Two red glints appeared near the top of the shifting mass as the bear turned his head to look at me. The barking dog had been annoying enough, and now some gun-toting lunatic was shining a bright light right in his eyes—this cozy neighborhood restaurant had gone rapidly downhill. The bear began to climb out of the tree.

 

The quiet country life is a misnomer. It’s not quiet—at least, ours isn’t. Even at night, there’s no guarantee of silence. Susurrations in the night create something akin to silence—the murmur of the creek makes a soft white noise concealing a larger stillness of place—but often even this spell is shattered by barking. Our livestock guardian dogs patrol the property and bark at anything suspect, shape or scent, sometimes for hours. Nor is the daytime atmosphere undisturbed, although by moving here I have traded in the screams of emergency sirens for the continual squawk and squabble of chickens, which seems to me an improvement. 

Even if you think the adjective quiet is meant to be metaphorical—shorthand for a more uniform existence than you would find in a city, a calm life where nothing much happens—our experience has been the opposite. Unlike the regularity of office jobs, on a farm the seasons are always changing the flavor of the work. Although the indifference of livestock to weekends means our Saturdays look a lot like our Tuesdays, a week in September is nothing like one in April. Gardens produce endless labor in May but require no tending in December, and sheep need an entirely different sort of attention during breeding season than they do during lambing. Even the day-to-day routine can be unpredictable. You never know when you’ll come out in the morning and find your ram has crashed through the gate on his paddock.

A decade ago, my life followed the rhythm of academic semesters, with peaks and valleys less connected to nature. I worked inside, so I dressed in the same kind of clothes no matter the weather. I woke up at 5:00 a.m. every day. I might have been rising during a pink May dawn or in the total darkness of an icy December morning: the alarm sounded either way, and if it happened to be winter, I switched on lights and downed caffeine to convince my body it should be awake. 

When we moved to the country, I imagined that I was leaving behind a hectic, stress-filled environment to arrive at peace and calm. That was inaccurate. Peaceful moments exist, of course, but compared to city life, country life is what mathematicians call high variance: the highs are higher and the lows are lower. My new life’s frequent emotional highs come from the beauty of the landscape, the unaccountable pleasure of watching groups of lambs gambol or a flurry of chicks run after a hen, and the satisfactions of feeding ourselves by our own labor. And then there are the lows: the grief when an animal dies, whether from old age, an accident, or our own hands; the nasty drudgery of mucking out chicken coops; the horror of teeming maggots eating into the living flesh of a sick animal. The successes are private and the stakes are high. I never caused the death of a student, but I have in a careless moment caused the death of a rabbit. I never worried our city jobs might kill us—like most of us, I ignored the continual low-level danger of cars—but here, our normal occupational hazards are considerable, and I’ve driven my husband to the nearest ER, over an hour away, frightened all the while at the amount of blood leaking onto the car’s upholstery despite our improvised tourniquet.

 

I’ve also run from a bear. 

You aren’t supposed to run from bears. I grew up in the west and I’ve heard that advice countless times, along with the various recommendations for what you should do: play dead (if it’s a grizzly, not a black bear), make yourself look big (if it’s a black bear, not a grizzly), climb a tree (if it’s a grizzly—black bears, ahem, have no problem climbing trees), back away slowly (if it’s a black bear, but not if it has cubs with it), make a lot of noise (wait—maybe that’s for a mountain lion?). And yet, when life presented me with a bear, none of those possibilities crossed my mind, not for a second. 

Of course, the standard advice is aimed at hikers who come around a bend and surprise a bear in the middle of the trail, or who return, tired, to their campground only to find a bear sifting contentedly through their possessions: the person is far from home, deep in the bear’s territory. Whereas I was fifty yards from my house. And the bear was still up in the tree. 

I was yelling at Fly to come, COME, a command he normally obeyed instantly. Riveted in place, he kept up the maniacal barking. A black bear in an apple tree made him furious in a way none of the many raccoons we’d confronted together had. The bear was halfway down the tree. I screamed at Fly, and my voice must have hit some previously unattained register which finally penetrated his outrage. He broke off barking and ran to my side. I grabbed his collar and hauled him uphill through the plum trees just as the bear’s back feet touched earth. A backward glance showed against the pale grass a dark, rounded shape undulating down the slope with that unmistakable ursine gait. Fly and I kept running until we burst into the mud room. I slid to the floor and put my arm around him. He was shaking—or else I was. Over and over, my tone somewhere between stern and hysterical, I repeated, “NO bark at bears! No-no-NO bark at bears!” 

The adrenaline rush kept me awake the rest of the night.

 

Ten years ago, we acquired 300 acres of land, a length of long, dry hillsides sloping down in folded pleats to a Snake River tributary in eastern Oregon. The occasional cottonwood or stand of flake-barked aspen lends deciduous flair to a terrain of mostly scrub brush and ponderosa pine. Carved into a hillside crook, a small garden brightens a smaller house set down on the only level spot for miles.

No meadow, no pasture—that’s why they sold up, the price of hay being what it was—but fruit trees, plums and pears and cherries. And apples. Large, unkempt, and numerous, everywhere we looked there were apple trees. Were any of these towering trees planted by those folk who first homesteaded here, back in the 1890s? Imagine so many long seasons endured. Surely most of the trees in this scattered orchard are volunteers—happy arboreal accidents, trees where there would be trees. The hillsides abound in them. An idle noonday wander might find three in a row by an overgrown irrigation ditch, or a bent and gnarled specimen tucked in a gully, hidden behind fierce hawthorn. The trees have survived generations of grazing mule deer and unchecked cattle, and their haphazard distribution is explained by innumerable piles of autumn bear scat. In May, flush with snowmelt, the hills go splendidly green, and clouds of white blossoms sing with the continual humming of hundreds of bees.

Forty miles from our property, the ruts of the Oregon trail are still visible, dusty faded scars carved into the land. Perhaps our apple trees are descended from seeds carried here in covered wagons a century before supermarkets saturated our senses. To the taste, each type is different, for apples, like people, don’t run true. Each seed is a unique mutation; a single tree harbors a million paths to future sweetness. Knowing the land, we name the trees, not the apples: not Granny Smith or Golden Delicious, but The One Where the Mountain Lion Stashed the Deer Carcass, The One by the Spring with the Tart Green Apples, The One Where I Ran into the Bear. 

We inherit this amazing abundance, a profligacy no number of apple pies, apple tarts, pints of applesauce, gallons of apple cider—not to mention the many apples plucked from the tree and consumed right there on the spot—can possibly dent. Come October we’re awash in apples, dropping whenever a light wind tousles the trees, enough to provoke Newton a thousand times over—and attract rambling bears hell-bent on becoming roly-poly. As fall progresses, untroubled sheep roll mealy groundfall apples around in rotating jaws, and in the midst of winter, Stellar’s jays high in bare branches still find frozen spheres to peck. Screeching jays knock snow from springing boughs with every flash of iridescent blue.

 

A few years after we started keeping sheep, I realized they were slowly killing the trees. Apple trees have a wonderful, aromatic bark—one reason it’s so often used in smoking meat—and the sheep have been contentedly stripping the bark from the trees, bit by bit, especially during boring winter afternoons when there’s too much snow for grazing. I didn’t know sheep would eat bark. Maybe other breeds stick to grass, but according to neighbors, our Icelandic sheep are “basically goats, now, aren’t they?” Even our beloved vet—a man who wouldn’t be out of place in a James Herriot story, a man who remembers our dogs’ names before he remembers ours—asks after the health of the goats when I see him. Normal sheep behavior or not, I have to find some way to protect the trees. 

For good or ill my family left country life generations back. Jim, too, is a long way from a rural history—his grandfather grew up in Brooklyn. We came to this land all enthusiasm and ignorance, without any plan, as enchanted as children by the dark skies and the wild turkeys, getting stuck in every type of mud. We learn fast, but lacking years of accumulated experience or a family background in farming, our learning comes mostly from our mistakes.

 

At first we kept track of every animal that died. Far too often, these were deaths we might have prevented if we had known better. If we had known, for instance, that children’s storybooks have lied to us all, and lettuce is bad for rabbits; or that chickens will eat anything, including insulation; or that in remote country, it’s better to have more than one dog, so they can watch each other’s back. At some point we stopped counting. Given how many animals died, some scattered plum and apple trees damaged by sheep might strike you as inconsequential. But rabbits are famously easy to replace. Mature trees are not.

 

Our first dead-animal incident occurred the very day we acquired our first live animals, fifteen mail-order chicks. Shipped the day they hatched, one arrived sickly and died within hours. A sadness, but a small one. 

The first animals I condemned to death myself came a month later. A man in town had offered repeatedly to sell me four of his chickens, old enough to lay, for five dollars each: “You’d like to be getting some eggs already,” he informed me, “instead of waiting for those biddies to grow.” I asked him if adult hens would get along with my chicks, and he assured me it would be fine. Two days later, I found the four full-size hens sitting in a comfortable semi-circle around the small trough of running water Jim had built into the chicken coop. My fourteen pullets were huddled in the far corner panting in the late-June heat, tiny beaks open, gasping. 

I caught the new hens, two at a time, shoved them into a garbage bag and hopped onto the ATV. Half a mile down an overgrown path I dumped them out beside a trickle of water shaded by an old cottonwood. The next day beneath the cottonwood there were two annular poofs of bronze feathers and nothing else.

 

Although it happened a full year later, our experience with sheep also began with a death. It was early May. The wild grasses around the house were knee high and full of ticks. Jim had long ago vowed never to mow again, and besides, there were acres of grasses, none flat enough to attack with a mower. We needed grazing animals. I spent ten minutes on Craigslist scrolling through ads for bummer lambs: lambs which, for whatever reason, have been weaned off the ewe early and are being bottle-fed. Within an hour I hopped into the car to pick us up a pair.

So many things we just stumbled into impulsively.

I did not intend to start raising sheep. During the previous year, I had visited sheep farms in the area and it was clear that keeping sheep entailed a level of work we had no desire to do, not to mention infrastructure we had no desire to build—barns and field fences and paddocks—but a couple of bummer lambs could serve as portable lawn mowers over the summer. When the grass stopped growing in the fall, we would have them butchered. Cheap meat, and grass fed, at that.

The Suffolk lambs were small enough that both together fit into a large dog carrier in the back of my car. The man who sold them to me for the astonishing price of $40 each—how does anyone here make any money?—told me the lambs had started eating grass and would be happy on pasture. They baaed and bleated in the back of the car for the entire two-hour drive home. We put them in a small, fenced section just south of the house to let them acclimate before turning them loose in the wilderness of the larger yard. We checked their water access—clear and good—and watched, pleased, as they immediately started browsing the dense grass. I bought some milk replacer and plastic nipples to screw on to washed-out Coke bottles. The lambs had goofy faces and floppy ears and little tails that waggled. We named them Flotsam and Jetsam. 

When I came out the next morning Jetsam was dead.

 

Here’s something you might not know: sheep can’t burp. If they get indigestion—say, from having their diet suddenly switched from one type of grass to another—it can kill them. It’s called bloat. I don’t know why the bloat struck Jetsam but not Flotsam. Later I learned I might have prevented it altogether by making sure the lambs had access to baking soda during their diet transition. If you put a dish of baking soda in their pasture, sheep will nibble at it as they need to; it cuts through the bubbles in their stomach, relieving the built-up pressure.

Once, I found a favored sheep standing glassy-eyed and foaming at the mouth. She’d broken into the fifty-pound tub where I keep the grain—a mix of corn, barley, and oats, which is like candy to sheep—and she’d gorged on it. She must have eaten ten pounds. The poor ewe was too ill to take notice of the baking soda I was shoving under her muzzle. Rummaging frantically through our disorganized box of animal medical supplies, I plucked out a large plunger designed for administering dewormer. We filled the plunger with olive oil and forced it down her throat, twice, on the theory that, like baking soda, it might cut through the bubbles. The next day she was okay.

Like so many of the frightening moments, this nearly fatal incident was my mistake. I’d forgotten to latch the gate to the enclosure where I store the grain. The sheep pay attention. They know where the candy is kept. Testing the gate and finding it unlatched, she’d nosed through, trotted over, and broken the plastic lid on the tub.

 

***

 

When we first came west to spend a couple of weeks pottering around Oregon looking at properties for sale—excitedly, blithely, not so much expecting to find anything as to get a feel for the area and give shape to a short vacation—Jim and I admired completely different settings. He was all a-burble about a hundred acres of nothing but Douglas fir that I found visually monotonous. He exclaimed over a pond surrounded by cattails; I made remarks about mosquitos. I caught my breath at the mountain view from a single-story board-and-batten ranch house tucked half-way up a slope—Jim frowned at the sandy soil kicked up by every step and wondered aloud why anyone would live somewhere so dusty. After we disagreed on the virtues of enough different properties, I realized that Jim was looking for greenery in a way that I wasn't. Having grown up in the cold high desert of southwestern Montana, I felt it was natural for brown to be the dominant color of a summer landscape. Nor did I need a hill to have tree cover so long as it featured craggy boulders where I could perch like a gargoyle and take in the view. Primed by his Ohio upbringing, Jim thought hills scattered with scrub and sagebrush looked barren, desolate. 

When we steered our Honda up the road that bisects this property, we saw a creek that shapes a narrow valley and gives rise to mixed vegetation in the basin. Ponderosa pines grow farther up and thin out to rocky ground and bare hills above. Expansive views run along the north-south axis, which Jim likes, and there is a nestled-in sensation between the hills to the east and west, which makes me feel protected and cozy. 

In other words, we got lucky.

 

We didn’t plan to move here. When we talked about buying land, we tossed around notions like holidays and retirement. We already had a home, 2,800 driving miles away—and although I never grew to love Boston, I did love my job. I envisioned a property out west as a form of escape, a place to spend vacations hiding out from the real world. True, I was taken with the land from the moment I saw it, but I was too accustomed to city conveniences to entertain the idea of living off-grid. Electricity from solar panels? Water from a spring? Heat from a wood stove? DSL internet?! You have got to be kidding me. Nor was I enthusiastic about the manufactured home, the floor of its third bedroom still bare plywood, one bathroom revealing a view of the crawlspace through holes in the linoleum. Fine for a week’s vacation—like camping, but with walls. Completely unsuitable for anything else. We figured over the years we’d fix it up. Besides, although Jim could work remotely, I could not. These wild acres are tucked into a canyon ten miles away from a town of 300 people. If you include the population of the entire surrounding valley, you get close to 800. There are no stop lights in this town. There are only a handful of stop signs. The nearest urban area, Boise, where I could conceivably find employment as a math professor, is a three-hour drive away. Moving here was impractical from every perspective.

 

They say you can’t choose who you love, and perhaps you can’t choose where, either. At first, we spent time here according to our original plan, flying out for a week now and then when our jobs allowed. We got to know a few people in town. We learned bits of the surrounding geography. While Jim worked remotely, making use of the amusingly slow internet at the house, I spent time walking the land, switchbacking up the hills on old cow trails, or picking through rocks down by Pine Creek. Soon I was besotted with this bit of canyon.

When you hear the word creek, you might picture a small, burbling stream running between banks of dense, green grass and crowned by an arched, wooden footbridge. That’s not what I mean. Tucked between various snow-capped ranges in the Wallowa mountains, our land sits at an elevation of 2,500 feet. In the driest months of the year, the creek shrinks, and might be only fifteen feet wide in spots. In April when the snow melts in the mountains, the creek rises and widens and splits into braided forks, and some channels grow to forty feet across. At a spot where in August you might carefully wade to the far side, in May the frigid water rushes past with a force that can sweep away a pickup truck. Unless a fortunate deadfall crashes across the breadth of the creek, we can’t access the eastern part of our property for half the year. Pine Creek is called a creek—in fact, it’s called a “crick”—but for much of the year it’s the size of a small river.

And few things are as pleasing as a river in the dry mountain west. Eons of evolution have taught us to love the range of noises made by the motion of water over rocks, water so clear you can stare through it right to the riverbed. High banks of soft soil undercut by springtime rushes retreat down to narrow irregular beaches. Small clumps of debris caught in eddies are constantly shifting back and forth under the current. In the dry part of summer, entire side-channel streambeds lie exposed, inviting you to cast around for a nice round rock, smooth in your palm, with which you might be able to thwock that cottonwood across the way, the one leaning out over the water. While searching for the perfect skipping stone, you may well find a bleached bone or two, a washed-up scapula or femur, a chance to reflect without anxiety on the currents of life and the shores of death to which all things come. Perched on the bank you can peer into the water at whatever creatures there inhabit, the various exotic forms of insect life, letting your gaze drift from water skippers down to the indistinct larvae that live in the murkier spaces between algae-coated stones. You may even spot the shimmering twitch of a trout. If you take off your shoes to do a little wading, you’ll be reminded how recently this water was snow. 

One day on a walkabout down by the creek, I stepped over the trunk of a large deadfall and found my right foot inches from a fawn. Tucked into a little cavity below the bulk of the tree, the fawn was no bigger than a watermelon and speckled like something out of a Gerard Manley Hopkins poem. I could see the infinitesimal shifts of his breathing, but otherwise he lay still as stone. After a moment I realized I was holding my breath, expecting the fawn to bolt, but his momma had hidden him there and told him to wait. Deliberately, slowly, I began to walk, and from twenty feet away my eyes could no longer find his form. I knew just where he was, but his camouflage was perfect.

It took four week-long visits before I knew I wanted to live here. It took another two years before I found the courage to quit my job and go.

 

I’ve never been much into crafts. I’m not the sort of person who says, “You know what would be fun? Making our own cheese!” I never learned to knit, although it was a common pastime among my friends. My previous exposure to gardens was exclusively through fiction. When we moved here from Boston, I could barely cook. I’m a fan of beautiful scenery, but I’m not particularly interested in hiking—although growing up in Montana, it was hard to avoid completely. I grew up in a community with agricultural roots, but my family wasn’t agricultural, they were academics. I wasn’t in 4H as a kid, and when we attended the county fair, I was more interested in the cotton candy than the prize-winning hog. All my passions until the age of thirty-five were abstract and sedentary: books, music, math.

What I’m trying to say is I was as surprised as anyone. The only points of continuity I can find are animals and the American west. I’ve always loved both.

 

When I lived in a city, my attitude was that there were things I was interested in and things I was not. I spent time on the things I was interested in, and the rest I ignored. Should something I wasn’t interested in be so ungracious as to insert itself into my life—suppose my hot water heater broke—I would pay someone else to deal with it, using money I earned being good at something I was interested in. Sensible.

Early on, it became clear that our new environment would require a new attitude. I nonetheless spent several years refusing to adjust. I can still occasionally be heard complaining that we should be able to just pay someone to do whatever it is. But we can’t. There are too few workers, and most are overbooked or unreliable. Shortly after we arrived, Jim asked our friend Kerry for his recommendation on who we might hire to help build the shop Jim was planning. Kerry, who is competent, thoughtful, and kind, began a circuitous monologue, sifting verbally though various options, tactfully and unhurriedly explaining why each one might end up not being the right choice. Ten minutes later, Jim realized he was being told in the politest possible way he was going to have to do it himself.

If you want something done, as the saying goes. Dammit. 

But hey, nothing provokes interest in the workings of hot water heaters like having one break in the middle of the worst winter in twenty years.

Our first winter off-grid was mild. In late November of the second year, however, the sky began generously distributing large flakes of snow and didn’t stop until April. The year before, temperatures had rarely dipped below freezing. That December, they dropped into the teens, the single digits, below zero. Although our canyon enjoys a microclimate warmer than town, it nonetheless remained in a hard freeze for months, and in the meantime, we accumulated four feet of standing snow. Locals loved to tell us this was what the weather used to be like back in the ’80s. It felt like Jim spent half his waking hours atop our brand-new tractor, plowing the two-mile stretch of Forest Service road that connects our dirt driveway to the state highway. Berms that began as tentative hillocks bordering a comfortably wide lane grew in bulk and converged inward with every fresh snowfall. By mid-December the car, necessarily equipped both with snow tires and chains, bounced off the snowbanks during each trip to town. When February rolled around we could no longer drive out. 

Jim, as it happens, is interested in everything. When the water heater broke, he took it as a personal challenge and hustled off to fix it. The shut-off valve, located behind an outbuilding, was buried under several feet of snow. I hovered around the edges while he dug it out. With the water off, he was free to poke around in the guts of the heater, where he discovered a broken part. It had fractured when the temperature dropped below zero—this was before we knew to keep a tap running in cold weather. We called up the manufacturer. They could get us a new part. In two weeks.

You can throw a hissy-fit or you can deal with the situation. I did both. 

 

It turns out people have lived without hot running water before. It can be done. We started keeping a full pan of water on the wood stove at all times—a habit we continue, for the humidity. There was no way I was going to take cold showers midwinter, but we took regular swipes at our skin with a soapy hand towel. Washing dishes was slow since I had to wait for water to heat on the stove. Apart from that, it was fairly easy. You adjust. That was the beginning, I think, of viewing these recurring interruptions in comforts I used to take for granted not as hardships to be endured but as occasions to learn something new, like a game. Play pioneer for a few weeks. See how it goes.

 

Fly never barked at a bear again. I’d like to think it was my earnest admonition—he was an unusually bright dog—but the following summer we put up a wire-lined three-rail cedar fence that surrounded the house, the chicken coop, and the rabbit hutches, and although I’m sure it would have presented no serious obstacle to a determined bear, the combination of fence and dog may have made the trees near the house less alluring. After all, there are dozens of other apple trees around.

Fly did, however, bark at other things. He was a quiet dog by inclination, and barked only to let us know something was amiss: a rabbit kit loose in the yard, a rattlesnake coiled on the driveway, a raccoon peering down from a tree. Some animals didn’t even merit that level of alert—deer, for instance, Fly chased off without preamble. If he spotted a cluster of mule deer walking along the tree line or standing far off in a pasture, he became a silent streak of black and white. The mulies, ears up, would assess the sudden change in situation and then turn as a group and flee, taking fences with a graceful springing bound. Fly would pursue them past the circuit of barbed wire fence that encloses the property before he considered the job done. He’d return to the front deck, panting and grinning. We never had deer in our garden.

To Jim’s delight, errant cows got a similar treatment. Less amusing was Fly’s feeling that skunks, also, should be given no quarter. Skunks are difficult to disconcert—even angry dogs leave them unimpressed—and I lost count of the times Fly came back, tail in a sheepish half-wag, accompanied by a stomach-lurching smell which didn’t waft so much as wallop. Given his intelligence, I concluded that Fly was fine with the odor—the thrill of pursuit was worth the resulting reek—but neither of us enjoyed the inevitable ritual after the chase, when I held Fly’s head by the collar under the standpipe, berated him for his life choices, and rinsed him off with round after round of tomato juice, Dr. Bronner’s, Dawn, or whatever else someone had recently assured me was good for getting off skunk-stench. 

As far as I can tell, nothing removes that stench but time.

 

Most of our wildlife encounters have been more pleasant than those involving skunks. Our second winter here was hard on all creatures, wild and domestic alike, and the unusually difficult circumstances produced some unusually wonderful moments. 

At the time we were still keeping cows—a small herd of Scottish Highlanders—and it’s a testament to the incredible density of the standing snow that even these bulky half-ton creatures had difficulty pushing through it. The cows would plod, single file, along paths they had trampled down as the season wore on, and they rarely ventured into unbroken fields of snow. We dumped hay onto the snow daily, loading the protein-rich alfalfa onto the ATV from a tall stack of bales stored in the new hayloft we’d built that fall—and a good thing, as the old loft collapsed beneath the weight when another twenty inches of snow fell in January. The tower of hay must have smelled like survival to every herbivore around, and Fly was constantly chasing off deer, a scene in slow motion: dog and deer using all their might to clear the top of the drifts, propelling themselves through snow and air in shallow arcs, then crashing back down. Jim and I might have left the deer to it—it was clear they were starving—but Fly didn’t understand exceptions.

One day, trudging down the narrow, uneven path to the hayloft, I saw a six-point bull elk standing in the snow. Head up, sizable neck supporting a tremendous rack of antlers, he was looking directly at me. The snow hid his legs from view. Fly noticed him too, and began a labored charge, but the elk stood unperturbed. Rather than turning to flee, as every ungulate in Fly’s life had done before, the elk lowered his head a few degrees and shook his massive antlers once. Fly tucked tail and floundered back through the snow to hide behind my legs. Immune for the moment to the comedy of the situation, I stood entranced by the enormous elk. His carriage was regal. He held my gaze—long enough to make the point that his departure would be his own choice—before turning to make a dignified exit. He pushed smoothly through the four-foot snowdrifts following no path.

 

Even in the rural west you might go your entire life without glimpsing a mountain lion. We saw them four times that winter. It was because of the road. Although our attempts to keep the road drivable were aborted part-way through the winter, the resulting compacted lane, too narrow for a car, was nonetheless far easier to traverse than anywhere else on the property. In effect, we’d made a two-mile highway for animals. Frequently, small herds of deer ran in front of us as we coasted the ATV down the lane. No one, neither us nor the animals, wanted to push through the snow, and the deer would wait as long as they dared before turning to jump into the drifts. It was in this same manner that we saw the mountain lions, always near dusk. Twice we saw a group of three—a mother and her two kittens, I thought, although I had no reason to know. They jogged down the lane in front of us for a long time—ten seconds? twenty?—before turning aside and leaping away from the road in elegant arcs. On our second sighting, two of the lions sprang off to the left, but the third went right. Separated from his family, he shot twenty feet straight up a tall ponderosa to wait for us to pass. We drew up alongside the tree and looked at him for a moment before moving on. 

You have to admire them. They’re nothing but muscle and grace.

The other two sightings were both of a singleton—a yearling male, I thought, again with no reason to be sure. Twice, coming down the driveway, we spooked him out from under a large apple tree just at the base of our drive. On the second occasion, I stopped the ATV and tromped over to the tree, where I found the deer carcass he’d stashed there. The tree was only a quarter mile from the house, so I’m sure the scent of human was strong—but under such snowy conditions it must have been too much work to drag the carcass any farther.

 

***

 

The sun has set behind the hill and the sky is a type of gray that is almost lavender. The pine trees and the mountains are losing their third dimension, becoming silhouettes. The crickets start up, and their rhythmic chorus replaces the crowing of the rooster and the burble of the creek as the dominant background noise. The bells on the sheep tinkle as they use these last minutes of light to graze a few more mouthfuls before settling down for the night beneath the plum trees. If I stay out a bit longer, I will hear the first owls calling, a soft and soothing sound to those of us
































































