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In Northwest Colorado near Rangely is the 
Waving Hands pictograph site. Believed 
to be of  Fremont origin, the site is named 
for a life-size pair of  disembodied hands 
painted on a sheer sandstone rock face. The 
hands are mysterious. Are they welcoming 
or warning? Drowning or emerging? 
Celebrating a victory or pleading for 
deliverance? No one knows for sure, but 
the waving hands are arresting and thought-
provoking, and remain a distinctly human 
statement in a remote wilderness.
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Of  the many myths of  the American West, one of  the most enduring 
is that of  wild mustangs rich with Spanish and Andalusian blood living 
undisturbed on sagebrush plains. Stallions carefully protect their mares, and 
foals gambol under a wide Western sky. Burros hide out in canyons, wisely 
watching water holes, and all is equine equipoise. The reality, however, 
kills the myth. The Spanish brought horses north from Mexico in 1540. 
Centuries later, thousands of  horses and burros were abandoned during 
westward migration and after the homesteading era and allowed to graze 
for themselves. Today, each feral horse on Western ranges consumes 
approximately 32 pounds of  forage a day, plus valuable water. No rare 
Spanish mustangs remain.1

Wild horses are really just feral animals daily eating valuable grasses, 
and yet the mustang myth continues and is now codified in federal law. 
Americans are confused and misinformed when they try to protect wild 
horses. A deep divide exists between horse lovers, many of  them urban or 
suburban horse fanciers, and public lands administrators. “Where some saw 
wild horses as one of  the last remnants of  a bygone era and a symbol of  
the American West, others viewed them as the shoddy remains of  frontier 
history, a nuisance to ranchers and land managers alike,” relates historian 
Leisl Carr Childers.2

When there was a market for horsemeat in the 19th and 20th centuries, 
“mustangers” gathered wild horses and sold them to canning factories. 
Velma Johnston, nicknamed “Wild Horse Annie,” convinced Congress 
to prohibit the use of  motor vehicles in rounding up burros and wild 
horses in the Wild Horse Protection Act of  1959. Two years later, the 
1961 Hollywood film The Misfits starring Clark Gable and Marilyn Monroe 
demonstrated the brutality used in rounding up wild horses in Nevada.3 A 
few Nevada residents, who did not live on ranches, vigorously campaigned 
for equine protection under what would become known as the Wild Horse 
Annie Law.

In 1971, as the environmental movement accelerated with passage 
of  the National Environmental Policy Act in 1970, Congress passed the 
Wild Free-Roaming Horses and Burros Act, which would have enormous 
consequences for the Bureau of  Land Management, whose lands are 
primarily lower elevation lands in the sagebrush sea of  the American 
West. “Whereas in the past, wild horse and burro needs would have been 

Busting the Mustang Myth: 
Wild and Feral Horses on Public and Tribal Lands
By Andrew Gulliford



5

balanced against livestock needs in favor of  livestock, the new act made 
wild horses and burros the top forage priority in a number of  areas,” 
explains historian James R. Skillen. He adds, “The 1971 act led to numerous 
court battles, and it gave wildlife advocates, humane societies, and 
environmentalists a powerful tool with which to attack the BLM’s grazing 
program.”4

Where wild horse herds were found in remote locations across the 
West in 1971, those locales are now Herd Management Areas or HMAs. 
The two federal laws—The National Environmental Protection Act (1970) 
and the Wild Free-Roaming Horses and Burrows Act (1971)—are often 
in opposition to each other. “The bureau was struggling to reconfigure 
multiple use to include wild horses as a separate category of  animal,” 
explains Childers. “Branded neither wildlife nor livestock, wild horses under 
the new law were declared a national heritage species. However, no one had 
any real idea what that meant in terms of  management.”5

***
In 1971 horse fanciers could not conceive of  what would happen when, 

with no market forces to encourage rounding up mustangs, the wild horse 
population would dramatically rise at a 20% annual rate, devastating grasses 
and endemic plants and competing both with wild animals and domestic 
cattle and sheep. No one contemplated wild horses overgrazing their ranges. 
Critical provisions for balancing horse herds with delicate desert landscapes 
were not written into law. Now we’ve learned a bitter lesson. We’ve learned 
how aggressive feral herds can be.

Roping a wild horse, 1950s. Photo by Gus Bundy, courtesy of  the University of  Nevada, Reno
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Motion-activated game cameras at Mesa Verde National Park in 
Southwest Colorado have filmed stallions successfully defending water holes 
against bull elk.6  In an article titled “Ravaged Western Lands: The Dilemma 
of  Horse & Burro Management” published in The Wildlife Professional, Neil 
Perry describes watching a white stallion at Mesa Verde chasing elk away 
from a spring. With a camera trap, he documented “42 instances of  horses 
chasing elk away from one spring.”7  Author Nala Rogers explains, “Horses 
(Equus caballus) were introduced to Americans by Europeans five centuries 
ago. Today many people view the charismatic animals as an iconic part of  
western landscapes.” But she states, “In ecological terms, however, they are 
an invasive species.”8  The article describes how feral horse range has fewer 
native grass species and much more compacted soils that shed water rather 
than absorb it.

“Research shows how wild horses negatively impact the ecosystem at 
certain population levels, and BLM sets management objectives that reflect 
this knowledge,” states Keith Norris of  The Wildlife Society, “and yet, 
BLM continues to prescribe management actions that have no hope of  
actually achieving its science-based objectives and maintaining an ecological 
balance.”9

The good intentions of  the Wild Free-Roaming Horses and Burros 
Act have become an administrative nightmare for the Bureau of  Land 

Afternoon fun at the watering hole, Sand Wash Basin HMA. Photo by Janele Husband.
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Management, which has herd management areas across western states 
including in Colorado: the 190,130-acre Piceance-East Douglas HMA to 
support 135-235 animals southwest of  Meeker; the Sand Wash Basin HMA 
at 156,500 acres and 163-362 horses 48 miles west of  Craig; and the Little 
Book Cliffs Wild Horse Range of  36,113 acres north of  Grand Junction, 
partially within the Little Book Cliffs Wilderness Study Area. That range is 
home to 90-150 wild horses moving between sagebrush parks and pinyon-
juniper cliff  habitat.10  Another BLM herd in the Disappointment Valley 
seems to have formed when the market collapsed for horses no longer 
needed by the U.S. Army after the end of  WWI and the demise of  the U.S. 
Cavalry.

In Northwest Colorado, Friends of  the Mustangs, a Grand Junction 
wild horse non-profit organization, helps with volunteer labor assisting in 
horse roundups, trail clearing and, most importantly, with horse adoptions. 
BLM staff  and volunteers diligently work to trim the horse herds to fit the 
landscape. Wild horses in black, dun, sorrel, roan, and pinto colors can be 
picturesque standing atop canyon rims, but their genetics are not unique. 
Those are the pretty pictures. The reality is many inbred, slack-jawed, sway-
backed horses. A BLM brochure explains, “Some of  the Little Book Cliffs 
horses can trace their ancestry back to Indian ponies, but the majority are 
descendants of  horses who escaped from or were turned loose by ranchers 
and farmers.”11  In other words, the animals are feral, not “wild” with 
ancestral bloodlines. While the BLM seeks an eco-balance with its herd 
management objectives for the wild horses and burros it oversees, across 
Native nations, feral horses have become an eco-disaster.

***
On the sprawling 17-million-acre Navajo Nation, 40,000 feral and 

wild horses roam 27,000 square miles, eating grasses no longer available 
for livestock and guzzling precious water from natural stone tanks or 
tinajas. The tribe has not put dollars into horse management, and some 
tribal members are culturally opposed to rounding up strays. Diné for 
Wild Horses spokesman Leland Grass, who lives near Navajo National 
Monument, argues, “Our people don’t like roundups because that’s not our 
way. If  you destroy something that’s living, it’s going to grow back again and 
come back stronger.”12  Similar conflicts exist with the Colville and Yakama 
tribes in Washington State, the Shoshone-Bannock in Idaho, and the 
Confederated Tribes of  Warm Springs in Oregon. In Southwest Colorado, 
feral horses on Ute Mountain Ute land routinely trespass into Mesa Verde 
National Park, damaging grasses, waterholes, and sacred springs, while 
leaving large stud piles of  horse manure on roads and trails.
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Solutions include rounding up the animals and putting them up for 
adoption, or BLM staff  can attempt permanent birth control by shooting 
contraceptive darts using porcine zona pellucida or PZP but, to be effective, 
the contraceptive must be successfully administered to mares every year for 
five years. Another possible solution would be to understand scientifically 
horse veterinary science and disperse a food supplement on the ground that 
could limit or stop reproduction.13

Horses can also be hunted and shot, but few Westerners have the 
stomach for that. With inadequate birth control, no castration of  stallions, 
and a herd population that grows dramatically each year, the humane option 
of  horse and burro adoption remains attractive but equally expensive. Many 
animals are never adopted and have little economic value. Animals not 
adopted can cost in excess of  $50,000 each for their lifelong care, creating 
an expensive tax burden for all Americans and an environmental and fiscal 
headache for dedicated BLM staff. 

A Utah BLM manager confirmed for me that each horse gleaned from 
a roundup or “gather” can then cost an additional $49,000 to $52,000 
per horse until the equine’s death. The animals go into a holding system 
of  federal corrals and pastures both leased and owned. The over 50,000 
animals “in holding” now cost taxpayers millions of  dollars each year, while 
out on the range the feral horse herd numbers continue to escalate with 

Mare and foal, Sand Wash Basin HMA. Photo by Kathy Simpson.
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no end in sight.14  I wish I would have known these facts years ago when 
I first saw a helicopter roundup of  the Sand Wash herd in Moffat County. 
I was captivated by the romance of  wild horses because I did not really 
understand what they were. I did not realize that often under the chopper’s 
whirling blades were bone-thin hungry horses wild-eyed from decades of  
drought.

***
I grew up with a dozen horses on Colorado’s eastern plains as we 

struggled along with our quarter section of  land, pretending to be ranchers. 
In winter I busted hay bales to feed them and, under a star-strewn sky, 
chopped holes in iced-over water tanks so the animals could drink. When I 
left for college, we sold the string, but I’ve always believed that the outside 
of  a horse is good for the inside of  a man. Now I ride whenever I can, 
especially into remote hunting camps, but I’ve come to question so-called 
wild horses on our public lands.

Sure, they look great. Manes flying. Tails outstretched as herds 
race across open spaces. But, in the process, they trample native plants, 
introduce invasive species, monopolize rare water holes that other mammals 
need, and continue to multiply. Irresponsible owners release domestic 
horses onto public lands when the economy drops or hay prices rise.15  One 
of  the icons of  the West, enshrined in myth, is now scientifically being 
re-examined. Half  a century after the Wild Free-Roaming Horses and 
Burros Act was passed, we know a lot more about ecosystem balance and 
the carrying capacity of  animals on public lands. Factor in drought, and 
ecological conditions are in desperate shape.

According to a report by the Office of  the Inspector General, the 
number of  wild horses and burros adopted out decreased from 6,644 in 
2004 to only 2,960 in 2010, yet the herd size doubles every four years, and 
“each year the number of  wild horses and burros the Bureau of  Land 
Management manages increases as does the level of  public interest and 
scrutiny.” The BLM controls 180 herd management areas or HMAs. Feral 
horses from the BLM are in “long term holding facilities” where animals 
no longer inhabit desert and sagebrush landscapes but instead have been 
shipped east. You and I as taxpayers are footing the bill for their final years. 
Call it donkey welfare.

Though the Wild Horse and Burro Act does not apply to the National 
Park Service, the NPS has a few horsey-headaches of  its own. At Mesa 
Verde National Park, feral trespass horses have run into the park from the 
south and Ute Mountain Ute land. One attempt to fence them out actually 
fenced them in. The approximately 65-80 in-bred horses continue to 
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damage rare and threatened plants and to pollute sacred springs known and 
revered by Pueblo Indian tribes. Tribes seek to have bighorn sheep, prolific 
on prehistoric rock art panels, re-introduced into the park, but that cannot 
happen until the feral horses are removed. The park has been installing 
boundary fences because “the horses at the park are essentially wild or 
feral” and Mesa Verde “is not authorized under federal policy to manage or 
have them.”16 

I’m an environmentalist, but also a pragmatist. We simply have too 
many feral horses and burros threatening ecological balance. By default, 
we now practice equine birth control, but after a few years contraceptive 
darts lose their potency. For wild horse lovers, that strategy far exceeds the 
bruising benefits of  helicopter roundups, which can run animals into dense 
oak brush or box canyons and can certainly panic and fatigue horses as 
they are crowded into corrals. The Office of  the Inspector General admits, 
“The risk that horses or burros will be injured or killed is an unavoidable 
consequence of  gathering. Injuries and broken bones can and do result 
from the effort to herd, capture, and transport the animals.”  After the 
gathers, it’s off  to pleasant pastures in Kansas, Oklahoma or South Dakota, 
at a total taxpayer cost for the horse and burro program of  $66 million 
annually and climbing. It’s time to stop and smell the sagebrush.

***
I know horses. I’ve placed my head against their warm flanks after 

currying them down. I love their smells and their soft lips, the way they 
blow on an apple before they eat it, and I’ve  enjoyed the comfort of  sitting 
in a saddle, knowing that a good horse will find its way home no matter 
how dark the trail. I also believe you can have too much of  a good thing, 
and we have too many feral horses on public land. Recent events have only 
highlighted this ecological and cultural conundrum, including intense, out-
of-control wildfires and shrinking water supplies across the West.

Some wild horse enthusiasts believe that horses did not die out during 
the ice ages of  the Pleistocene epoch but somehow went into hiding and 
were re-discovered by Native Americans. There’s not a horse hair’s worth of  
truth in that idea, but false facts flourish. Yes, North America’s grasslands 
had a prehistoric horse—Eohippus or “the dawn horse,” with its five toes, 
lived 56 million to 34 million years ago but went extinct. Today’s horses 
come from Spanish stock.

Some horse-friendly groups have tried to argue that so-called wild 
horses should be protected, like grizzly bears, desert tortoises, and wolves, 
under the Endangered Species Act (1973). The Nevada Cattlemen’s 
Association, the Public Lands Council, and the National Cattlemen’s Beef  
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Association would have none of  that.17  But the current system and its 
expensive funding are not working, either. The Palomino Valley National 
Wild Horse and Burro Adoption Center, 20 miles north of  Reno, Nevada, 
has had its budget slashed and services reduced.18  Finally, in 2019, the 
Bureau of  Land Management tried a new strategy: paying $1,000 a head for 
Americans to adopt wild horses in an Adoption Incentive Program. The 
financial incentive worked, but not as planned.

An Arkansas farm family received $20,000 for the horses they adopted, 
but the mustangs quickly went to a Texas livestock auction where “kill 
buyers” or slaughterhouse brokers often purchase animals to be used 
for fertilizers and dog food. In May 2021 The New York Times reported, 
“records show that instead of  going to good homes, truckloads of  horses 
were dumped at slaughter auctions as soon as their adopters got the federal 
money. A program intended to protect wild horses was instead subsidizing 
their path to destruction.”19  Other horses died due to climate change and 
devastating drought. 

In the hottest summer yet recorded, 2021, the Sand Wash herd in 
Northwest Colorado faced death due to dried up water holes, forcing the 
BLM to remove more horses. As the BLM stepped up its plans to remove 
733 horses and treat 25 with fertility controls, the Sand Wash Basin Wild 
Horse Advocacy Team (SWAT) stated, “We are angry and saddened.” The 

Two stallions confront each other while the others ignore the commotion. Photo by Kathy Simpson.
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American Wild Horse Campaign argued that the horses should be left 
alone and, instead, that the BLM should “prioritize the removal of  privately 
owned cattle and sheep that graze in federally designated wild horse and 
burro habitat.”20  Some groups are founding horse sanctuaries like Skydog 
Ranch in Oregon as well as the Great Escape Mustang Sanctuary in Elbert 
County, Colorado, where visitors can sleep in a cabin “and wake up with the 
wild ones.”

The latest figures on America’s public lands estimate 79,000 wild 
horses and 15,000 burros roaming 26 million acres across ten states. 
Horse numbers on Native nations can only be guessed at, but the problem 
is exploding there, too. Despite what is happening at sales barns, horse 
slaughter remains illegal in the United States, and so-called “kill buyers” 
know that. Kathleen Parker writes in The Washington Post, “Some of  
the thousands of  mustangs chopper-chased into a confined area this 
summer and fall will end up in Canada or Mexico, where slaughterhouses 
are plentiful and imaginably cruel.” She laments, “Surely a nation of  
entrepreneurs and animal lovers can figure out ways to preserve and protect 
these iconic symbols of  freedom and wild beauty.”21

Parker is caught up in the “mustang myth” and fails to understand the 
hard ecological realities of  too many hooves pounding too little range. If  it 
is cruel to round up feral horses and cram them into double-decker trucks, 
it is also cruel to destroy Western landscapes that will take generations to 
restore. And what about those ranch families on both public lands and 
tribal reservations whose income depends upon cattle and sheep which 
have less and less to eat? A basic Navajo cultural concept is that of  hozo 
or balance, but there is no balance on the West’s drought-ridden pastures. 
There are too many horses.

***
Utah has 22 herd management areas with names like Bonanza, Blawn, 

Robber’s Roost, Chloride Canyon, Swasey’s, Confusion’s, and King Top. 
Only sixty miles from Salt Lake City, the Onaqui Herd Management Area is 
well visited by horse lovers and photographers. In the summer of  2021, the 
BLM hoped to gather 400 of  the 500 horses, but misguided politics began 
to intervene with the American Wild Horse Campaign posting photos of  
horses “whose freedom will be lost forever.” Dozens of  activists showed 
up to monitor the gather and to make long days difficult for the wranglers 
just trying to do their jobs. Oblivious to the environmental damage, a group 
named Friends of  Animals is opposed to sterilization of  mares, describing 
the contraceptive PZP as a “fertility pesticide” that would permanently 
damage the popular herd.22
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For Western ranchers it can be a no-win situation. In Nevada some 
ranchers have failed to adjust to impacts from the Wild Horse and Burro 
Act and grazing restrictions imposed by the BLM. Ben Colvin complained, 
“They were running horses on my range, and they wouldn’t reduce the 
number . . . I’ve paid my dues, paid my grazing fees, and as far as I knew 
I was doing everything right, trying to be a good guy. And they came up 
with this thing . . . this range management plan.” Colvin stopped paying his 
grazing fees. The BLM seized his cattle, which began a long legal scuffle 
because the rancher “found himself  at odds with the BLM over grazing 
rights in a dry land. The horses and burros dined at the expense of  Colvin’s 
cattle. Once the grasses were eaten, the BLM prohibited the land’s use for 
grazing.”23

Even if  grasses are failing, if  muddy water holes are now dusty dry, the 
myth endures. “Culturally speaking, the wild horse of  the American West 
is an exalted symbol of  our national consciousness, an icon of  mythical 
proportions,” explains author and oral historian Paula Morin. “The mustang 
manifests all that is grand and glorious on the frontier of  the landscape and 
our imagination.”24  The image of  running, wild horses remains a powerful 
symbol. Artist Veryl Goodnight produced a dramatic sculpture for an urban 
park in Berlin, Germany, of  horses bursting through the fallen Berlin Wall 
to commemorate the end of  the Cold War. The U.S. Air Force delivered 

Stallion displaying his arched neck, Salt Wells HMA. Photo by Kathy Simpson.
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the heavy piece of  art directly to Europe in a large cargo transport plane.25  
Wild horse enthusiasts abound. By writing about feral horses and their fiscal 
and ecological costs, I personally felt pressure similar to that endured by 
BLM staffers. 

***

I published an earlier, shorter version of  this article in my monthly 
newspaper column in the Durango Herald.26  Soon, letters to the editor 
came tumbling in, along with an editorial blasting me for my “curiously 
callous anti-mustang hit piece” and a description of  my writing as “a screed 
apparently aimed at making the American people forget how much we love 
and appreciate these iconic symbols of  the American West.”27 Other writers 
chided the Herald for even publishing my column. They blamed ranchers 
for the lack of  forage for “wild” horses.

One letter writer stated, “There is no wild horse and burro population 
problem on federal lands. The issue is the greed of  the National Cattlemen’s 
Beef  Association and other livestock interests that want no competitors 
for the grass that grows on our public lands.” The author added, “There 
are now more than 4.3 million cattle and sheep on our western lands—30 
of  these for every wild horse across all public lands in the American West. 
These ranchers have long wanted to exterminate the wild equines . . .”28  So 
much for science and ecological damage.

But I did get a warm and friendly email from a public lands researcher 
who appreciated my “comprehensive, thoughtful, and appropriately 
aggressive article.” He wrote:

Many of  us have attempted to illustrate this issue for much of  
our careers. But the reality of  horse impacts on our lands are 
often overshadowed in the media by emotional outpourings of  
advocates, and unfortunately also downplayed by our politically 
motivated agency leadership. I appreciate a balanced article, but the 
‘wild horse myth’ has resulted in devastating ecological imbalance 
across the Western US. Next time you could add that the BLM 
budget for ALL federally threatened and endangered species across 
the west is about $30 million annually [compared to FY 2021 with 
a $116 million expense for feral horses and burros]. As a current 
BLM employee, I find that disparity of  resources in favor of  horses 
utterly unconscionable.29

The mustang myth continues, but Western landscapes suffer. Yes, the 
horses look beautiful with their long tails flying and their unkempt manes, 
but too many horses and burros are one of  the 21st century West’s greatest 
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ecological threats. Trim herds to fit their habitats. Preserve Western 
landscapes. After all these centuries, there are no rare Spanish equine 
bloodlines to maintain. The famous Western mustang is just a horse. 

Equine birth control is too haphazard, too expensive, and does not 
last. Allow excess horses to legally and humanely enter the food chain, 
as happens in other countries. The French enjoy eating horsemeat. Let 
them. It is past time to correct the history of  the West and to puncture the 
mustang myth. There are other valuable symbols of  our Western heritage.

***
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Right - Velma Johnston, “Wild Horse Annie,” on her horse, Hobo. Johnston was one of  the 
driving forces for the passage of  Federal Legislation in 1971 (PL 92-195) that gave protection 
to wild horses and burros on public lands from death and harassment.
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Protection of  Mustangs and Burros, ISPMB
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Fifty years ago—December, 18, 1971—the Wild Free-Roaming Horses 
and Burros Act, which passed unanimously in the U.S. Congress, was signed 
into law.

We should be celebrating but, unfortunately, the law has been woefully 
subverted by the federal agencies that manage public lands. America’s wild 
horse and burro program is now in dire straits, especially the mustang and 
burro herds that are supposed to be wild and free, naturally living and 
thriving presences in their respected habitats on federal lands.

The federal law was spearheaded by animal welfare activist Velma 
Bronn Johnston, also known as Wild Horse Annie. Velma was my good 
friend and mentor. It is in her honor that, as a wildlife ecologist and a 
Nevadan, I have been a constant advocate for wild equines and urge others 
to action to help restore the protections that she fought for more than five 
decades ago.

Restoring the Intent of  the Law
The situation is urgent. Restoring wild, naturally-living horses and 

burros and preserving their viable habitats are essential, but a vortex of  
greed and selfishness stands in our way. When we consider only our own 
species to be important and regard other life forms as merely objects to 
be exploited for the purpose of  short-term materialistic indulgence, we 
endanger the entire planet.

By returning to the intent of  the Wild Horse and Burro Act, we can 
take a step toward a healthy and more balanced ecosystem. That was the 
intent behind the 1971 law, which enjoyed public support then and has 
even more proponents 50 years later. This, the Act’s jubilee year, can be 
the rallying point for those who want the law to be restored to its original 
power and intent and to break “capture” by the traditional enemies of  
the federal land agencies that are responsible for the wild horse and burro 
program.

In the decades since my work with Wild Horse Annie, I have learned 
many more lessons about our equine neighbors, and more evidence that the 
Wild Horse Act is a benefit to humans and the ecosystem has come to light.

The Wild Free-Roaming Horses and  
Burros Act: Subverted Over Fifty Years
By Craig C. Downer
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Here Are Some of  Those Facts:
The law mandates the integration of  wild horses and burros into 

the public lands ecosystem as the principal resource recipients and with 
management and interference at the “minimum feasible level” with 
their natural lifestyles and habitat. Other laws, including the National 
Environmental Policy Act, Endangered Species Act, National Historical 
Preservation Act, should be used to uphold the rights of  wild horses and 
burros throughout the West to viable populations in viable habitats.

The horse family, Equidae, is of  North American origin. Many species 
of  equids, including the modern horse, evolved on this continent, fill a 
valuable niche here, and have a right to roam free today.

Wild, naturally living horses and burros complement North America’s 
life community in many direct and obvious as well as more subtle ways. 
Their unique digestive systems, for example, enable them to eat coarser, 
drier vegetation and break this down into the nutrients they need. That 
process can greatly benefit other grazing herbivores as well as energize and 
enrich the ecosystem as a whole.

The wild equids act as keystone species, benefiting hundreds, even 
thousands of  species of  plants, animals and microorganisms, with which 
they have co-evolved. They contribute to many important food chains, 

Wyoming wild horse, a curly mustang having the “curly gene” Salt Wells HMA. Photo by 
Kathy Simpson.
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which include canids, felids, raptors and many other important ecosystem 
components.

During colder seasons, the wild equines often open up iced-over water 
holes or ice-crusted vegetation so that many weaker animals can continue 
to eat and drink. During hot weather, they can sniff-out water sources and 
dig down to them, even through hard and rocky soils, thus allowing critical 
access to water for myriad plants and animals. They are great mutualists 
who, with their powerful and energetic bodies, can open up thickets to 
allow other animals to move around in bushlands and access important 
food sources. They also wallow in places such as those with clay, where 
their wallows create natural water catchments benefiting many plants and 
animals.

Wildfires and Grazing
Research shows that wild horses and burros play a major role in 

mitigating and often even preventing major wildfires. Horses can help 
diminish the invasive cheat grass, which greatly contributes to wildfires, by 
eating the plants before they have set seed and by disseminating many other 
less invasive and native bunch grasses among other forbs and shrubs. They 
also reduce the ladder-like lower branches on shelter trees, thus preventing 
“crown fires.” These are often junipers and edible-nut-providing pinyon 

Released stallions moving off after the recent wild horse gather, fall 2021, Sand Wash Basin HMA. 
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pines—thousands of  which are being eliminated by BLM to provide more 
grass for livestock but to many species’ detriment.

The rounded, blunt hooves of  equids cut less deeply and sharply into 
moist meadow and streamside soils when compared with cloven-hoofed 
cattle, sheep, elk, deer, and pigs; their hoof  prints often plant seeds at 
perfect depths for germination. In addition, wild horses disperse their 
grazing pressure over larger areas within their home ranges and, unless 
forced into it, do not tend to camp around water sources as do domestic 
cattle. They also forage in a patchy manner, leaving islands of  palatable 
grass, forbs, etc., to set seed. This is an instinctive form of  wise rest-
rotation that has permitted them to survive for millions of  years. Moreover, 
their possession of  upper and lower incisors permit them to carefully prune 
plants in contrast to cattle and sheep, who lack upper incisors and often rip 
out roots.

Though Bureau of  Land Management claims there were 53.4 million 
acres of  original acres for wild horses and burros on BLM lands, and at 
least several million more existed on U.S. Forest Service lands in the 11 
Western states at the passage of  the Act, the BLM now plans to allow 
these wild equids on only 26.9 million acres. Research reveals that about 88 
million acres actually may have qualified for being legal habitats, as the wild 
equids were found there in 1971. Yet, BLM, USFS, and other government 

Released stallions moving off after the recent wild horse gather, fall 2021, Sand Wash Basin HMA. Photo by Kathy Simpson
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agencies allow cattle and sheep to forage on about 300 million acres, which 
include nearly 100% of  the wild horse and burro legal areas and where 
these agencies on average allocate about 85% to 90% of  the forage for 
livestock. This is a direct violation of  the Wild Horse Act, which states that 
the wild equid legal areas shall be “devoted principally to the welfare and 
benefit” of  the wild horses and burros, not the public land ranchers, oil and 
gas drillers, big game hunters, miners, off-road vehicle users, and others.

In spite of  government efforts to conceal the gross inequity involved, 
“100-to-1” more accurately describes the ratio of  resource allocation of  
livestock and big game in relation to wild equids on the public lands. Public 
lands domestic livestock produce only 2% to 3% of  beef  in the US, and 
about 4% of  the mutton. 

According to the Species Survival Commission, Equid Specialist 
Group: “For captive populations, we recommend a minimum population 
size …of  500 individuals … [but] for wild populations we recommend a 
minimum size of  2,500 individuals.” Yet, federal agencies ignore that crucial 
and knowledgeable recommendation and do not even adhere to what seems 
to be their own standards of  from 150 to 200 individuals. 

In 1859, there were an estimated two to three million wild horses on 
the plains, prairies, deserts and mountain ranges of  the U.S., but by 1976, 
five years after the passage of  the WFHBA, only about 60,000 remained. 
Though 17,000 is the official figure given by BLM for wild horses on the 
public lands at the passage of  the Wild Horse Act in 1971, this is widely 
considered to be low by at least a factor of  two, according to the Animal 
Welfare Institute.

Since the passage of  the Burns Amendment to the Wild Horse Act in 
2004, many thousands of  wild horses have been shipped over the border 
from the U.S. to Canada and Mexico, mostly for a cruel and terrorizing end 
to their lives.

“Agency Capture”
America’s wild horse and burro herds have either been reduced to non-

viable population levels or eliminated in most of  their 349 original legal 
herd areas on BLM lands, according to the Animal Welfare Institute. And, 
an even more outrageous situation exists on U.S. Forest Service lands that 
should have viable wild horse and burro herds on viable habitats.

The smear campaign against the wild horses and burros in the wild 
and the ruthless infiltration and evisceration of  government programs 
by their enemies count among the most dishonorable and unsupportable 



23

happenings today and in American history. What is termed “agency 
capture” has occurred in our nation’s wild horse and burro program. 
Agency capture occurs when an agency is taken over by people and interests 
that the very agency is supposed to regulate, so it ends up being controlled 
by them.

Wild horses and burros should be restored to their original herd areas 
throughout the West, including the approximately 70,000 horses and burros 
now in government corrals and long-term holding pastures. The legality 
of  their refuges is based upon where they were found in 1971; this should 
be interpreted as meaning year-round habitats. But these areas are today 
largely empty of  wild equids: a fact that, on the face of  it, evinces the 
gross injustice with which these marvelous animals have been treated. The 
reestablishment of  the horse and burro in the North American Great Basin, 
Great Plains and Prairies, as well as in many suitable western mountains and 
valleys, can help to combat the noxious effects of  global climate change by 
greatly balancing and enhancing the native ecosystems.

Solutions Exist:
We must restore the wild horse and burro herds and their habitats 

through “Reserve Design” and “rewilding” in order to allow for long-term, 
genetically-viable populations. This can be done in a way that permits these 
remarkable animals to integrate harmoniously into their natural habitats and 
to be naturally self-stabilizing in their numbers to attain a “truly thriving, 
natural, ecological balance,” as the Wild Horse Act requires.

This Can Be Achieved By:

Letting the equids reoccupy their full federally-designated Herd Areas 
or Territories wherever possible and in no case less than 75% of  the 
original home range established in 1971.

Where a reduction in equid occupation is necessary, there shall be a 
compensatory acquisition of  wild equid habitat of  equal or greater value.

We must allow the horses and burros themselves and the world of  
nature to show us what works best for each given area and allow a natural 
equilibrium of  species to establish itself, including natural predators such 
as puma, bobcat/lynx, coyote, wolf  and bear. Also, all the other herbivores 
including ruminant deer, elk, pronghorn, bighorn as well as smaller species 
such as rodents and rabbits, birds and reptiles, would be allowed to realize 
their respective roles and niches along with a great diversity of  plant species.
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Existing, but often ignored, federal regulations should be employed to 
reduce or curtail livestock grazing within legal herd areas and territories.

Mandate purchase at fair and just value of  base properties and water 
rights in conflict with the sound establishment of  viable wild horse and 
burro herds. This can be on a voluntary basis. But, if  necessary for the 
survival of  the herds, it can be mandated.

Where necessary, employ semi-permeable, artificial barriers in designing 
each wild horse/burro Herd Area or Territory as the true sanctuary the 
Act intends. The Log-&-Pole, buckrail-type fences that are employed in 
Montana BLM’s Pryor Mountain Wild Horse Range work quite well.

Do not overly restrict the wild equids, as by fencing or other means, 
within their large, viably sized and complete habitats. Also, make it a policy 
to minimize or eliminate vehicle impacts, roads, off-road vehicles, and 
impacts from mining or fracking within the wild equid areas.

Design and employ buffer zones around the wild equid areas. On 
those, a gradual tapering off  of  wild equid presence would occur through 
the implementation of  discouragements to their moving into areas where 
danger exists for them, such as in farms, towns or cities. 

Employ existing law to incorporate lands from other government 
agencies, including state, county and municipal, as well as private lands, 

Life on lookout Mountain, Sand Wash Bsin HMA. Photo by Janele Husband.
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into the legal wild horse management areas. Exercise Sections 4 and 6 of  
the WFHBA to establish Cooperative Agreements in order to establish 
complete, year-round habitats for long-term viable populations of  wild 
horses and burros. Also, exercise Section 10 to establish Wild Horse and 
Burro Study herds and their corresponding habitats to learn the many 
enlightening lessons these equids have to teach us.

Mount a positive, public education campaign with people who live and 
work around and visit the wild equid habitats so that they will positively 
participate in the realization of  truly long-term-viable wild equid herds 
and their adequate, commensurate sanctuary habitats. These people could 
become monitors and protectors of  the herds and their habitats and derive 
benefits, as for example, from ecotourism and/or subsidies from the 
government in adopting this very worthy goal in life.

End the draconian, herd-gutting roundups, often by helicopter or bait- 
or water-tapping, which disrupt the animals’ mature social units and destroy 
their natural form of  self-regulation.

Do not employ invasive castration or ovariectomies, IUDs, nor 
fertility control drugs such as PZP and GonaCon. Those methods torture 
and debilitate, genetically alter, cause out-of-season, deformed and still-
born births—and often kill—the wild horses and burros. And, over the 
generations, such management causes social disruption and in summation 
is a form of  domestication that is entirely antithetical to the true and core 
purpose and intent of  the Wild Horse Act. PZP injection over just a few 
generations will weaken the immune systems of  the horses and burros and 
set them up for decline and demise because they will no longer be resistant 
to disease and stress—that we can foresee as becoming considerably more 
serious due to global climate change. “Reserve Design” is the solution, not 
the current cruel and disrespectful kind of  treatment of  the wild equids that 
places them at the very bottom position of  priorities within their own legal 
areas.

Work to have America’s wild horses and wild burros declared as 
UNESCO World Heritage, as well as in the United States, National Heritage 
species.

And remember, it is only in the wild, natural bio-diverse world that has 
established itself  over the course of  millions of  years that the true vigor of  
the species—and the life community we all share—is preserved.
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Snooping Chicken | Rene Harden

Right - Chief  Alchesay | Suzy Pattillo

Three | Kathy Simpson
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I stumbled onto a hefty, coiled snake recently
which left me with an interesting something to contemplate: 

in my many multiple years in the area
how many rattlers have I actually run across?

I’ve covered a lot of  ground
out in the desert where Colorado and Wyoming collide
so, well, let’s see:

I’ve bumped into five around Juniper Springs
and five at least on or around Bald Mountain
In the country near Godiva Rim.

In Brown’s Park I recall coming across two–
both grumpy and on the move–

and I’ll never forget  getting close to a large one 
out along the Little Snake
while on a hike with a red-haired friend.
That reptile was in an aggressive, rattle-shaking angry mood.

Out west near a dirt road off  of  highway 40 
I saw two in one afternoon
and another time, in the same area
I startled two together.
They were unhappy to see me; I blundered into their business
on my way up a narrow ravine.

I’ve seen three on different visits 
to a high, rocky ridge near Maybell
and three at least north of  the Wyoming border– 
one of  them took a shot at me and missed.

I don’t recall where I was the day
I crossed paths with the biggest tail shaker 
I’ve ever seen:

Snakes on the Brain
By David Morris
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He lies silent and perfectly still
in a tight coil
in the shade of  a sagebrush. 

He pretends to be aloof
unaware I’ve just invaded his personal space
but he sees me all right.

I back carefully, slowly, off.

Look, man, I tell him 
it’s been a pleasant day up till now
and neither of  us wants a problem–
I’ll just be on my way and we can pretend
we never met.
You were here first, and you clearly like this spot–
you just continue to chill here
and I’ll get out of  your road.

The meeting was an unexpected surprise 
but in the end 
a good tale for the both of  us to tell later 
to entertain our friends.

Rattlesnake Surprise
By David Morris

lightning fast, he hustled down a hole 
but I could still hear him loud and clear
underground and rattling away.

I’d guess I’ve met around 25
give or take a snake or two
and not counting the ten or so dead specimens I’ve seen
crushed by vehicles on lonely roads–
it wouldn’t be fair to include those.
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The memorials for the two teens
stand within yards of  each other
on the edge of  a deep, slow, bend in the Yampa.

On a warm spring day
the girl waded into the river’s deceptive calm
and blundered out into deep water.

On another pleasant morning
not many weeks later
the boy was violently thrown from a frail rubber raft
into the river’s rushing, rock-filled waters
a mile or so upstream.

Both bodies were recovered
lifeless and alone
on the edge of  the same deep, slow, bend in the Yampa.

The girl’s memorial 
is a simple metal cross
engraved with her name and date of  birth.

The boy’s memorial
consists of  three crosses, ribbons,
plastic flowers, flags, written testimonials,
toys.

The two appear to have had little in common
yet they’ll spend forever together here

on the edge
of  the same 
deep, slow, bend in the Yampa.

A Deep, Slow, Bend in the Yampa
By Davis Morris
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Even from a long way off
I can hear the piteous bellowing screams
of  a massive herd of  cows
and I wonder

What’s put a bee in their bonnets?

I get the answer soon enough:
men and women
some on horseback some afoot
drive a plethora of  desperate beasts
into a series of  large semi-trailers
despite their piteous bovine bawling
and their every attempt to resist.

A lady on horseback sees me watching and waves
and I yell
“Those cows don’t appear too happy
to be going wherever it is you’re taking them.”

She grins and replies.
“The dummies don’t know they’re going to better pasture.”

As I head down the road it occurs to me—

most of  us don’t.

An Afternoon Stroll Past a Local Ranch
By David Morris
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Right - Hell Can’t Wait | Jessica Navarro

Years ago I was driving with a pal
on one of  the roads that leads to the Juniper Hot Springs
when he pointed towards a high hill to my right
and said

“That’s where I took Bingo 
for his final walk.
He was really old, you know,
played out,
and we walked up that hill until he couldn’t walk anymore
and then I shot him.”

Over the years 
I’ve given the tale a good deal of  thought
as I drive past the cedar-covered high ground

and one thing’s for sure:

I’ll know I’m in big trouble
when members of  my family
and/or friends
take me for what I believe is a pleasant ride
and then herd me up Bingo Hill.

Bingo Hill
By David Morris
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West of  Trappers Lake | Barbara Willaby

Narrow View | Joseph Lansing

Left - Natural Phenomenon | Janele Husband
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Happiness Comes in Rushes | Steve Cochrane

Right - Glow in the Forest | Terri Robertson

Don’t Worry, Be Happy | Anna Shanks
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For We Are Many ... | Ashley Smith

Back Forty | Ann Root

Left - The Mandalorian | Isabella Spano
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New Bern Marina in North Carolina | Jeff  Stoddard

Barn at Sunset | David Foster
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On moonless nights, it is easy for a person to feel lost in a sea of  
sage. Those who have never lived in sagebrush country might easily 
underestimate its dominant presence on the landscape. The tough, 
woody plant serves as a soil stabilizer, winter forage, and animal shelter 
in unforgiving climes where little else can survive. Sage’s knotty stems 
resemble the forms of  some ancient bonsais; the plant’s dense foliage 
provides the only color on a bleak landscape for half  the year, creating an 
ombré mass of  pale blue, green, and grey. The citrusy, antiseptic aroma 
of  sage wafts up and overpowers the senses as you wade through it. The 
Vikings had a word, hafvilla, which meant the wind had failed and they were 
drifting helplessly at sea with no sense of  direction. I have often felt this 
loss of  direction on the sagebrush steppes, especially on overcast summer 
nights. The acoustics of  the mountains are disorienting, playing tricks on 
the mind. A sound might funnel through a gulch, bending it away from its 
source, or amplifying it to make the source sound deceptively close. An 
echo might redirect a voice, deceiving the mind into believing it’s hearing 
a chorus instead of  a soloist. Wandering in the sagebrush alone, we may 
feel that our human presence does not belong. We are strange creatures in 
a strange land, unanchored from what we relate to in order to define our 
humanity. Meanwhile, many other animals feel perfectly at home in this 
biome. Deer, elk, grouse, prairie dogs—they prefer no place else.  

We humans mark places with words that commemorate our 
experiences, or name them after people we wish to honor. A place might 
be named after someone who never came within a thousand miles of  that 
region, or carry the legacy of  a culture that existed in a completely different 
age or continent. In dog cultures, however, I imagine they name things 
according to recent lived experience. A slope littered with bleached bones 
might be, “Where a Mountain Lion Hunted.” A rock might be called, “The 
Place Where We Stood to Look for Trucks.” A clearing in a scrub oak grove 
could be marked, “We Rest Here After Chasing Coyotes.” Perhaps dogs 
don’t name places at all, and only mark them with urine.

I began to think about how dogs view geography after our livestock 
guardian dog, an Akbash named Lucy, decided to take control of  her 
life and move two of  her puppies onto public land. The pups, nearing 
weaning, were ready to meet prospective owners, and after the first buyers’ 
visit to our farm, she understood the implications, and did not like them. 
We realized the puppies were gone when we went out to do evening 

Dogs’ Country
By Lauren Smith-Kuckkahn
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chores. The early winter sunset did not favor us. I found myself  wearing a 
headlamp and coat, walking the ridgeline overlooking our property as my 
visible breath evaporated into the silent air. I called for Lucy and stopped 
to listen, the scent of  sage clinging to my clothes. I heard our dog at home 
bark in distant response. I pushed myself  further, yelling, whistling, and 
listening as I hiked. I knew that Lucy was stubborn and clever, and gradually 
realized she did not want to be found. Still, I hoped one of  her puppies 
would at least whimper in response, hungry and desirous of  soft bedding 
and familiar shelter. My quest through the sage-infused quietness was 
fruitless. I imagined Lucy lowering her face to her puppies, warning them 
not to move nor make a sound. Frustrated and worried, I had to give up 
my search for the night, but I could not sleep. I sat up, listening, stepping 
outside when I heard our other dogs bark. 

Around sunrise, I heard Lucy’s familiar voice respond from the 
very ridge I had been searching. In response, her mate ran toward her, 
disappearing for the day. That afternoon, we resumed our mission, Bear’s 
Ears looming on one horizon, Cedar Mountain on another. Our male 
dog revealed himself, standing on a rocky overhang above the road as we 
approached, and followed us as we drove back to the ridge. He walked 
beside me, taking small detours as we wove through the sagebrush, 
wandered into oak groves, and stumbled upon abandoned sheepherder 
camps. He seemed familiar with every watering hole, every rugged pathway, 
and I realized that although I stared at the hillside every day from our 
house, I didn’t know anything about it. As is so often the case when viewing 
mountains, it seemed smaller, and simpler, when seen from my kitchen 
window. I was in my dogs’ country now, a landscape they intimately knew 
through experience and intuition, attached to a history all their own that 
was an enigma to me.  

While my search was revealing new landmarks to me every moment, I 
understood the dogs had already mapped it out in their heads. Meandering 
sheep and deer trails were their scenic byways, hidden rabbit burrows and 
decaying elk corpses their rest stops. They often made souvenirs of  deer 
legs that smelled so acridly pungent that we couldn’t bear to walk within 
ten feet of  them. Hazards such as rattlesnakes and recreationalists, and 
annoyances such as skunks and porcupines were undoubtedly challenges 
during their odysseys. Pools of  water lined with the odoriferous sludge 
of  aquatic compost, inhabited by interesting creatures like crayfish, were 
novel attractions. Streams for drinking, pools for wading, and shrubs for 
shade were all the pleasant offerings of  travel. The trips were not pointless 
wanderings, however. Only juvenile dogs seemed to travel the countryside 
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to discover what exists in the world. For the older dogs, the short journeys 
followed a ring around our property, a web of  waterways and ridgelines 
constituting highways with heavy predator traffic, as evidenced by the 
decades’ worth of  bone litter scattered along the way. 

On a typical night, under a dome of  stars, flashing airplanes, and 
orbiting satellites, the dogs follow a pattern of  snoozing and waking. 
If  the solemn hoots of  an owl or the unsettling chatter and howls of  
coyotes pierce the nocturnal stillness, the dogs rise and bark, not once, but 
sometimes for as long as an hour. If  predators lurk too close, the dogs dart 
into the darkness, following sight, scent, and sound toward the disturbance. 
On subzero nights during the winters, warmed by their thick undercoats 
and body mass, they curl in straw barn bedding, legs and heads tucked like 
sleeping cats. If  predators are near, they stand outside, frosted sentinels, 
each warning bark releasing a cloud of  frozen vapor into the air. I have 
watched them silently chase coyotes along the steep hillside opposite our 
creek, heads down, trots purposeful, three or four coyotes fleeing ahead 
of  them. Morning, no matter the season, will usually be welcomed with a 
predawn frolic. 

If  coyotes announce one last hurrah before sunrise, the dogs will take 
flight in their direction, which might result in a perimeter check before 
returning home for the day. Livestock guardian dogs tend to be self-reliant 
and capable as they perform their perimeter checks, scent marking their 
territory to warn predators not to enter. Livestock guardian dogs see an 
advantage to patrolling beyond their responsibilities, as creating a buffer 
zone offers a margin of  protection. When the dogs can engage predators 
at a distance, they lose fewer sheep. The distance of  this buffer zone 
may range from one-fifth of  a mile to two miles from their livestock, and 
although it is an effective precaution, it necessitates a wider patrol. Wolves 
are thought to regard the dogs as competing wolves, and this alone will 
discourage them from coming close to a herd of  livestock.

There are obviously rituals and rhythms surrounding the dogs’ 
activities, but I taught them none of  these. They are part of  what some 
call “dog culture,” a way of  living carried in genetic memory perhaps, or 
imparted from one generation to the next when older mentors are present. 
The culture of  livestock guardian dogs itself  emerged in a place halfway 
around the world from Colorado. They originated in, or at least very near 
to, the cradle of  civilization, the Fertile Crescent: the birthplace of  Afro-
Eurasian agriculture. Dogs were the first animals to be domesticated, 
followed by sheep. It stands to reason that the livestock guardian dog 
developed soon after. War dogs, fighting dogs, shepherd dogs—the 
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ancestors of  our livestock guardian dogs—were multi-purpose, charging 
with their people into battle and defending their flocks against formidable 
foes. Grey wolves, striped hyenas, golden jackals, and Asiatic lions were 
familiar neighbors and adversaries. Persian leopards, brown bears, and the 
now-extinct Caspian tigers migrated through wetlands and along riverbanks, 
attacking livestock and humans when opportunities presented themselves, 
except when intercepted by bold hunters and dogs. 

The Book of  Job, written over 3,000 years ago and considered perhaps 
the oldest book in the Bible, mentions sheep-guarding dogs. Battles fought 
to win wars were aided by the courage of  these ancestral canines, empires 
built or toppled by the outcomes of  these conflicts. The dogs heard ancient, 
forgotten languages, ran past temples of  mysterious, lost religions, and 
plodded along patiently with early farmers as they experimented their way 
through domestication of  crops and livestock. They chased predators away 
from early sheep and wild ungulates away from fields of  precious, newly 
domesticated grains. Above all, they were the backbone of  transhumance, 
the pastoral lifestyle that drove the evolution of  the livestock guardian dogs 
that we have today. It is undoubtedly this migratory culture, dependent 
upon communal seasonal grazing, that nurtured the dogs’ wanderlust 
and their instinct to claim large tracts of  territory. Civilizations were built 
around the performance of  livestock guardian dogs, while most of  our 
modern house pet breeds were developed to fit the preferences of  an 
industrialized and urbanized society. 

Studies are underway to illuminate the genetic relationship between 
livestock guardian dogs and wolves. It is rumored that because of  the 
frequent interactions between wolves and guardian dogs in the fields, 
shepherds would allow their dogs to interbreed with wolves, believing the 
exchange “freshened” and strengthened the dogs’ gene pool. Using heavy 
culling to select only the best sheep dogs, shepherds eliminated undesirable 
wolf  characteristics. This resulted in an intelligent, willful, primitive dog, 
matched in size and strength to its hereditary foe, guarding prey animals 
from lupine cousins while itself  subsisting on kitchen scraps and porridge. 
Some have recorded that early livestock guardians would often spend their 
winters as scavenging village dogs, voluntarily returning to their sheep herds 
in the spring. Regardless to what extent this is true, all evidence points to 
the fact that livestock guardian dogs exercised more free agency in their 
own making than the average lapdog. 

After the invention and spread of  firearms, the dynamic between 
humans, sheep, predators, and dogs began to change. In places where wild 
animals had been stripped of  their cultural significance, most of  them 
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were exterminated within a few centuries. Livestock guardian dogs became 
less needed. Tucked away in the last pockets of  pastoral existence, mainly 
mountainous regions where a few apex predators survived, livestock 
guardian dogs were never modernized, continuing to live as they had for 
several millennia. When Europeans boarded ships to sail to the Americas 
bearing guns, their relationship with livestock guardian dogs was severed. 
This cultural divorce contributed to a shift in agrarian culture in North 
America, one that, unlike its Old World predecessor, was not built around 
the use of  livestock guardian dogs but, instead, gunpowder. 

Transhumance would appear and reappear a few times on the American 
landscape. In Appalachia, livestock producers practiced seasonal upland 
grazing on old bison balds for centuries. In much of  the West, including 
Northwest Colorado, seasonal open grazing on government-owned 
parcels fueled the beef  and wool industries and was infamous for causing 
the Sheep and Cattle Wars, a fifty-year dispute over grazing rights on 
public lands. As cowboys and sheepherders roamed the high plains and 
alpine meadows, inevitably they encountered wolves, bears, cougars, and 
multitudes of  coyotes. Dogless (though not petless), sleepless, losing sheep 
and calves, they resorted to shooting, trapping, and poisoning. Gradually, 
apex predators disappeared from the landscape, and people rested a little 
easier. Livestock depredation never ended, however, and after wolves and 
mountain lions went regionally extinct, the adaptable coyote expanded its 
range to fill predator niches. Aerial threats, coyotes, and packs of  preying 
dogs continued to harass livestock and poultry, which prompted the genesis 
of  the Livestock Dog Project in the 1970s. Raymond Coppinger, professor 
of  cognitive science and biology at Hampshire College in Amherst, 
Massachusetts, worked with his wife Lorna on the project, importing dogs 
from Europe and studying them for a decade. Although there had been 
efforts to import and introduce livestock guardian dogs to the United States 
before, this time it “took.” 

Livestock guardian dogs spread from east to west across the United 
States, populating small farmsteads and vast rangelands. In Colorado, 
they followed large sheep bands into the high country, spending their 
summers patrolling thousands of  acres of  public land, their shepherds 
living in simple sheepherder wagons. Wildlife conservation and predator 
reintroduction gained traction in the mid-twentieth century, and while 
urbanites fell in love with the ideals of  rewilding, American livestock 
guardian dogs were reintroduced to the large apex predators their 
predecessors knew well: wolves, bears, and lions.
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Somewhere on the more recent end of  that impressive timeline, I was 
trudging over frozen ground, cursing under my breath, and searching for 
my defiant Akbash. I stumbled upon a skeleton laid out on the bare ground 
like a museum display and pondered whether the victim had died a death 
of  a thousand bites, hounded by coyotes, or was taken down in a swift 
ambush, under the paws and heavy weight of  a mountain lion. I shuddered 
as I wondered aloud how many times my dogs had encountered the latter 
of  these animals, a question I knew they could never answer. I called for 
Lucy again, without a result. My aggravation grew as I considered the fact 
that although I didn’t know where she was, she knew where she was in 
relation to the farm, and she knew where I was in relation to her. Yet, she 
would not help me. Again, I had to go home empty-handed.

Hours later, I heard a shrill noise in the distance. I stepped outside 
once again and caught the distinct yelp and whimper of  a puppy. Better 
yet, it was unbelievably close, and I could pinpoint which hill it came from. 
Wasting no time, I threw on my coat, grabbed my flashlight and headlamp, 
and drove less than a mile down the road, turning my car to shine my 
headlights on the mountainside. I got out, headlights still on, climbed over 
a fence, and began trudging up the slope, calling for Lucy. Suddenly, she 
showed herself, weaving nonchalantly through the sagebrush toward me, 
showing no surprise, no excitement, and no remorse. When we reached 
each other, I scratched behind her ears and asked her to show me the 
puppies. She turned and, at a deliberately slow pace, we walked back up to 
the ridgeline. As we walked, she sniffed a few feet off  the trail and then 
wandered to inspect something of  interest. Again, I repeated the word 
“puppy” to bring Lucy’s attention back to what we were doing until, at last, 
she stepped into a sagebrush clearing, and a small, fluffy head popped up to 
greet her, to my immense relief.

When I entered the clearing, I found both puppies alive and well, 
although very tired and dehydrated. I lifted them, 25 pounds apiece, one 
under each arm, and strained to carry them as I walked back toward the 
road. Reaching a crest where I was visible to my husband, who had just 
arrived below, I used my flashlight to signal for help and then plopped 
down to rest. Later, at the house, I would discover that the yelp I’d heard, 
which helped me locate the puppies, happened when, inexplicably, one 
puppy’s leg had been needled by a single, tiny porcupine quill, no larger 
than a grass seed. In that moment on the slope side, however, all I could do 
was look down at my house and marvel how close it seemed, yet how many 
miles we had covered looking for the dogs. Lucy, who could hear and see 
everything happening on the farm with clarity from her vantage point, had 
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not wandered far, and the farm was only five minutes away for someone 
who could run a direct path on four athletic legs. I also ruefully noted how 
many times in the last 48 hours I had circled close to Lucy’s hiding spot, as I 
knew from her morning bark that she had stayed in the same vicinity during 
her entire absence. It seemed to me that she had finally answered my calls 
when she realized her puppy was hurt, and she could not help him. 

In Lucy’s judgment, going across the road was no different from 
sleeping in our pasture; as long as she could see and hear the farmyard, 
everything was fine. She was never lost. I could not help but compare what 
a different thought process it was from the one in which we distinguish 
boundaries based on fences and legal ownership. Her nearness also 
explained why our male dog had spent the last two days dividing his time, 
running between his mate and his duties at the farm. Covering that distance 
was almost as easy for them as running from one end of  the house to the 
other is for people. Reflecting over the difference in perspective made me 
appreciate how out of  our elements we so often are in each other’s worlds. 
We live on the same land, but we map it in different ways. Trying to see 
the world through my dogs’ eyes is as bewildering for me as my seemingly 
arbitrary rules must feel to them. I noted the dynamic between shepherd 
and dog seemed simple but, in fact, it was not. Daily I interacted with an 
animal that carried its own cultural heritage as well as its own knowledge of  
the landscape. As I watched my husband hike toward me from a distance, 
I affectionately pressed my cheek against my puppy’s head and noted her 
fur smelled like sage. Out in the wilderness, a lone specimen of  my own 
species, it was unclear which parts of  my identity made me most human, 
or whose world I was inhabiting. I was not afraid of  being adrift in the 
sensation.
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I rise in the morning and greet the smoke.
Every day I live in it.
The smoke surrounds everything.
I think of  the burning forests and grasslands destroyed.
I shudder at the thought of  all the animals trying to escape the flames.
I say a silent prayer for all those in the path of  the flames and the heat of  
the winds.
I can’t see the Cathedral Bluffs or Texas Mountain anymore.
There is no Blue Mountain or Split Mountain.
They have disappeared into the smoke.
I can’t see my neighbors just across the White River.
The smoke is eerie and changes my reality.
My vision is altered.
I have no sense of  direction or distance anymore.
The smoke seems to muffle sounds.
It blocks the light of  the sun.
It darkens my days.
At night there is no moonlight.
The smoke is in my lungs and pushes into my bloodstream.
Smoke courses through my arteries and veins.
It has invaded my body on a cellular level.
My skin touches the smoke.
The smoke burns my eyes and throat.
The smoke is in my vegetable garden, saturating my tomatoes and corn.
I eat the smoke with each taste of  my garden.
The leaves and grasses hold the smoke.
The smoke is in all my animals.
My bacon and eggs are smoked.
It is deadly and dangerous, drifting silently around me and through me.
More smoke is coming.
It is thicker and lasts longer.
I cannot escape it, and neither can you.
Nothing can.

Smoke
By Oakley Hopkins
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     wondering 
if  she is dead or toothless

and happily so,
so much cocaine under the bridge.

Or else married, content 
in older age to raise new broods of  rebellion, 

nurture younger souls that flocked to her 
seeking freedom, 

seeking someone to recognize their need to fly,
as she did with her needles,

a bird of  hollow bones, hopping briefly in air, 
from one crash to another.

It is her acceptance I miss
and those kisses.

I Think of  Her Sometimes
By Joseph Hardy

     in the valley after 2 a.m. 
a shadow rides silent shotgun 
 
puts a hand on the wheel by mine
winking in and out of  existence.
 
A malice craving ruin buzzes 
with the frying metal of  a street light
 
drips eye-for-an-eye with the turn signal 
impatient for a death.

Some Nights 
By Joseph Hardy
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I peed my pants in second grade, 
standing at one of  those rectangular tables for arts and crafts 
beside a blond girl whose face I can’t remember. 

Her shout of  disgust, seeing her shoes in a yellow pool, exposed me.

But before that, I remember the impossible moment 
the warm flood broke loose, the one or two frantic seconds 
in anguish, I was able to hold it back, before—immense, 

it overcame me, claiming my leg, my jeans, my left sock and sneaker, 
spilling out onto the tiled floor while I stood rooted.

I do not remember deciding, only stepping to the right, 
pretending it hadn’t happened. 

I do remember the worst part of  it, 
when I stood in urine-soaked jeans and maintained, 
It wasn’t me. I didn’t do it. 

I think, humiliation needed only my complicity to be complete.

We lived across the street from school then, 
so I was encouraged to walk home to change. 
Once out of  sight, I ran. 

On my return, hesitating outside, one hand 
on the doorknob, I heard a friend ask, But, why would he lie? 

I do not remember the teacher’s next words, but they were wise 
and kind. As I re-entered, I understood their silence 
had been agreed upon in my absence.

Complicity
By Joseph Hardy
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Rider of  Unease
By Ken Bailey

I have always loved trains. But I do not love this one.

I am standing on a railroad station platform. A metal sign creaks in 
an intermittent breeze. The sign reads, “Rangely, CO,” but I could be 
anywhere. It does not matter. Twin steel rails cross flat terrain and disappear 
against the distant mountains.

No evidence suggests an approaching train. But it is out there. I can 
feel it. Of  late, every time that my feet pause on this platform, I look down 
those tracks . . . and my stomach tightens.

I have loved trains for as long as I can remember—that I was not born 
clutching a toy locomotive in my hand confounds me. From my earliest 
years, I poured over train pictures in my father’s books. I also loved to draw, 
and trains and locomotives intruded into my early sketches so often that, in 
my second-grade class, I was forbidden to draw any at all.

Except for three boyhood summers, I never enjoyed the sights and 
sounds of  living near an active rail line. But whenever my family traveled, 
I would scour the horizon where the highway paralleled railroad tracks, 
searching for diesel exhaust. When a telltale sign appeared, my pulse would 
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quicken, and as the whiff  of  smoke or the distant air disturbed by heat 
became an onrushing behemoth—hopefully with three or four diesels “on 
the point”—my heart would rejoice. 

I have always loved trains. But not this one. Not the one I now search 
for on the horizon.

The station is deserted. Inside the bay window, the telegrapher’s desk 
is undisturbed, unmanned. No clacking brass key indicates the presence 
of  anyone in the scene except me. No one in the waiting room, no other 
passengers. Just me . . . 

. . . and the coming train.

The warm, soft breeze tousles my hair. The station sign creaks again. I 
stand on the platform and squint at the gleaming rails.

“I know you’re out there, you bastard.”

No response. Silence. Just two rails and the desert.

The railroad train I am expecting is an old one that has taken many 
forms and gone by many names. As with many of  its compatriots, this 
train has been the subject of  lore and song for generations. Some hoboes 
spoke of  the Wabash Cannonball, a “death coach” that would appear and 
whisk a departed hobo to his eternal reward; others sang about “The Fast 
Mail.” But no ballad about this train portends a wreck or derailment, as in 
“Casey Jones” or “The Wreck of  the Old ’97.” No. This train reaches its 
destination, accomplishes its mission, stays on the rails, and lives to run 
another day . . . very efficiently, 
very effectively, repeatedly.

And it is always “on time.”

I look again at the deserted rail 
station, a spare clapboard depot—
probably built about the same time 
as Nichols first Main Street store. 
The Rangely sign—I puzzle over 
that detail—why Rangely? I have 
not lived there in almost fifty years. 
The location and station could be 
anywhere, as I said. But Rangely 
seems to fit.

When I lived in Rangely, the 
town had no rail station—and 
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there is not one there today. But the sign continues to swing slowly back 
and forth, squeaking gently, asserting its presence, even though my brain 
and common sense tell me otherwise. I do not care. It’s just me, this 
apocryphal railroad station, and the twin rails stretching off  into infinity.

And the Fast Mail. And a strange sense of  dread.

“C’mon, bastard—show yourself. I dare you.”

No response. But it is out there. My flesh crawls thinking about it.

I never feared trains as a boy—even this one. Trains made me happy: 
watching the westbound California Zephyr glide beneath my feet as I 
stood on a highway overpass near Glenwood Springs or photographing the 
Rio Grande freight trains passing the Grand Junction depot. . . .  And the 
Rangely of  my boyhood made me happy, too—this place, on whose non-
existent station platform I now stand. 

I was no stranger to elation back then—it was my middle name. Youth 
came with boundless optimism, but the figure standing on the platform has 
seen half-a-dozen decades and a miscellany of  years roll by. The posture of  
the body peering down the tracks no longer bespeaks elation.

The train is coming. There are days I find myself  wishing it were 
already here.

The Fast Mail delivers Death. I am not afraid of  Death. I am afraid of  
DYING. There is a difference.

For many years I have found consolation in the promises made by the 
Savoir in the Holy Bible. I do not need to fear “being dead.” I believe the 
promises and I trust the Lord. I know where I am going.

“Getting there” is what I fear—and it makes me quake in my boots 
some nights.

I strain to hear a whistle, a sound of  distant exhaust. Nothing today. 
But the dread settles in my gut, and I stare down the tracks and grit my 
teeth.

“C’mon, bastard. Show yourself. Let’s do this. Show yourself, show 
yourself, show yourself!”

But the rails merely gleam. Not today.

“Well, if  you’re not gonna show, I’m sure as hell not gonna stand 
around waiting for you.”

And I leave.

Death is called “the last enemy” for a reason. There will be a duel 
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someday, a duel in the desert, for each of  us. The day will come when the 
Fast Mail pulls in, the Grim Conductor dismounts and—as in the famous 
movie—pulls out his passenger list and looks down at each of  us and 
inquires, “You coming?”

As I said, the Conductor has no power over my destination—that detail 
was spoken for by a higher power. The train will arrive, and I will board.

And part of  me will be so glad when that last train ride is done.
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Partners in Crime | Rebecca Hilley

Cow Moose | Karen Mack
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The light is brightest here
at the edge of  the storm,
refracting perfectly
through that curvature of  rain.

Color—cascading
vibrantly—calls you
to get closer, reach
for that drawn bow of  light.

But at the apex of  the arch
clouds overtake you, leave you 
without treasure. Except the memory
of  illumination, all brilliance and gold.

Where Gold Awaits 
By Amy Irish

Timeless moments all in love,
While Saturn’s movement departs above.
To wait a moment in blissless space;
To hold another in helpless grace.

Everything and nothing take the call
For when you find and have it all.
This moment of  forever reigns;
In heartache and listless pain.

For now, the call of  winter’s deep,
Keeps in tune with summer’s heat.
Tomorrow’s heartache is but a whim;
So wait upon this eternal hymn.

Now hear them thunder in awe and wonder,
The celestial feelings of  the others. 
Gold and silver reign no more;
And all will reach their final chord.

Saturn’s Grace
By Ashley Barber
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This single day of  stillness,
with the axial precision 
of  a dancer en pointe
reminds me of  the opposite–
the daily errors,
the wobbles and sways and stumbles
of  the Earth along its path, 
like mine.

Tugged by the gravitational pull
of  opposing stars, dizzy
and aswirl from facing each day,
breathless from the constant dervish
of  urges and desires–
our imperfect ballet 
tipping us
like a drunk.

Unwound by every revolution,
we trip and lurch and slip.
But for a single 
elegant spin, oh–
with what grace
we dance.

At the Equinox
By Amy Irish 

Wonderland | Tammy Dahle
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the slow corrosion
of  the electrical box
on one side

the wild fight
of  the thornberry bush
on the other

and the pin-oak
split by lightning
straddling the line

Between Worlds
By Amy Irish (with thanks to William Carlos Williams)

The swirl of  light
reflecting crystal
upon the water
Flashes of  nothing
but riparian greens
wholesome feelings
the sounds trickle in
they wash peril
away–
gone, the day, the worries,
the strong heat of
Summer
as it too, flashes away
Sitting in one spot
along the river,
low tide and dying now
it all becomes very clear–
Clarity is water–
Clarity is peace–
Stillness
is the river.

A River Poem (At Dusk)
By Ana Lash
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I open the book and the world falls away.
I am here, there, and everywhere.
I think I’ll stay inside today.

Knights from castles save the day,
And come from here and there.
I open the book and the world falls away.

The witches and wizards have had their stay,
I vow to visit them again, I swear.
I think I’ll stay inside today.

Unsolved mysteries for me to survey.
He’s the greatest detective, beyond compare.
I open the book and the world falls away.

A man with two hearts will laugh and play.
The blue box, ancient, new, with stories to share.
I think I’ll stay inside today.

Hobbits, elves, and rings, hurray.
The greatest story, I declare.
I open the book and the world falls away.
I think I’ll stay inside today.

One Book Away
By Madisen Arnett
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If  the hours were lupine
Faint purple and thin
White lines
I’d follow closely
As the mountain
Trembles, every pore
Of  life falling silent

I’d be translated
Into stone

Cold Mountain
Bald Mountain
Mind Eye
Sight Unseen

This is a country
For divine children
Who pay no attention
To elevation, a land
I’d rather forget, better
To sit in the garden
And think of  the mountain
As something faraway

For those who are elderly
The immense power
Of  high and low turns
Around, inside
Memories are pressed
Between layers of
Night, the mountain
Maintains, birds Fall
From highland trees,
No one gets a pass,
All are consumed

Mountain Song
By Neeli Cherkovski
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The mountain is
A collection of  circles
And squares, men will
Go there when they are
Primitive, men
Will growl and howl
And flood their dreams

the hours fell apart
rain clouds bled
On steep walls of  granite

There’s need
To consider dazed ideas
Of  love and gain

That’s not a mountain
In your mind, it’s a
Speed bump

Take your time

Elk Mountain | Joseph Lansing
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I’ll tell you why the sacred path
Doesn’t work,
You may not believe me,
You may not wish to observe
The baboon or
A tree filled with robins

I imagine you sympathize
With magic, that you
Go on and on as we all do
Climatized by chirping
Solitude, listening for
The sparrows

The baboons are finding
It difficult, war comes
To your beautiful retreat
In the cloud Forest, what
Chapter unfolds? snow
Melt proves significant

All that men love turns
Quickly, baboon mother
Scoops blood-red
Moon, trees are on fire
Open the entangled myths
And leave a door unlocked

Come home to your bow
And arrow if  you still feel
Like vapor, follow dark light
Under the canopy, train
A camera on the baboon
Lost in a forgotten corner

So what if  your heart
Remains empty with desire?
Go fill the leaking bowl,

Sacred Paths 
By Neeli Cherkovski
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Watch sunlight turn down
The boulevard after a
Storm subsided

Gibbons came out of
A Chinese poem from
The 7th Century, moon-
Light follows, powerful
Warlords turn into porcelain
Bowls, (in the museum)

What did he mean by
“The Sacred Path of  the
Warrior?” Spare us
Tranquility and a balanced
Mind, if  you need clarity
Look at the sun

The happy bird perches
And preens
As if  he owned the chimes
And xylophones

You may pass on your way
To the station
Give a moment, smile as if
This bird was eternal

Your train will arrive at
Grand Junction Station
The bird sanctifies your
Banal existence

Be quick stay nimble —
Epiphanies of  form
Are what made us human
And hungry for love

The Happy Bird
By Neeli Cherkovski
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0600, November 10, 1975. The Coast Guard Cutter Mesquite had just 
moored portside to City Dock, Sturgeon Bay, Wisconsin. With the engine 
room secured, it was time to head up to the mess deck for breakfast. The 
Mesquite had just completed an arduous four-week buoy run on the north 
end of  Lake Michigan. What lay ahead was a typical workday with plans and 
preparations to get under way at 1900 hours that evening (7 p.m. civilian 
time).

Before getting underway, we needed to take on fresh water and transfer 
fuel from the forward tanks to the aft tanks. The cooks made a run into 
town to resupply the galley. Deck force was busy off-loading lighted buoys 
and loading winter markers for southern Lake Michigan.

I was never envious of  deck force; I enjoyed the warm temperatures 
down in the engine room. When I enlisted, I did well on the Armed 
Services Vocational Aptitude Battery, the ASVAB test. I wanted a school in 
electronics, so I was thrilled when told I qualified for all of  the “A” schools. 
However, after taking the color vision test (I think they lie; there are no 
numbers in those dots!), I was disqualified for all of  the schools except for 
Yeoman and Engineman. I was not the pencil-pushing type, so I opted for 
Engineman School. And that’s how I ended up in the warm engine room. 
No complaints. The Lord was good to me, and engines became my life-long 
career. 

As we prepared for the run to southern Lake Michigan, the skipper 
warned us it was going to be a rough trip. So we spent a great deal of  time 
securing any loose gear in the engineering spaces as well as all other spaces. 
Sometimes it doesn’t matter how well you think you have things tied down; 
they still come loose. Loose is synonymous with dangerous on open waters. 
One time at 2 a.m. a safety sign broke loose from an engineering space 
bulkhead during rough seas; it shorted out some batteries and started a 
small fire. The engine room watchstander was just coming into that space 
while making his rounds. He put the fire out and moved the sign. No harm 
done that some paint couldn’t cure. After years of  rough sea experience, 
you do become wise in the art of  securing stuff.

The cooks had supper ready a bit early so we could all be fed, cleaned 
up, and ready to get underway. At 1800 hours we began prepping the engine 
room to depart. At 1845 hours deck force cast off  all lines except #2 spring 
line. The bridge began moving the ship forward as the stern swung out to 
starboard. Once the proper angle was achieved, the spring line was pulled 

Standby
By David Olson
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in, and the ship began to move astern. The skipper gave the order to head 
out lake side. After a few turns of  the screw, “all stop” was signaled.

The bridge had received a call to stand by for a possible search and 
rescue. A taconite ore ship by the name of  the Edmund Fitzgerald had 
disappeared from radar and visual sight on Lake Superior, as reported by 
the Arthur M. Anderson, another 767-foot taconite ore carrier. Both ships 
were headed for White Fish Bay, Wisconsin, with a full load of  ore, and 
ultimately for the lower Great Lakes.

After a two-hour wait, we were instructed to proceed as planned. Head 
south on Lake Michigan to finish your work, was the order. To assist in the 
search and rescue would have required a 14-hour run north to reach White 
Fish Bay. There were other vessels much closer that could assist. We headed 
out to Lake Michigan, where we ran into 15-foot waves right out of  the 
break wall. It was a long night and a rough run. At one point off  the shore 
of  Milwaukee, we were able to maintain control into the waves, but we were 
actually pushed astern by about 5 miles. Keep in mind that the Mesquite was 
a 180-foot sea-going icebreaker/buoy tender, a heavy, tough ship built in 
1941.

As we worked buoys on the south end of  Lake Michigan, we received 
updates on what had happened on Lake Superior. Information was slow in 
coming because of  the duration of  the storm. It is believed that a 25-foot 
wave hit the bow of  the limping Edmund Fitzgerald and forced it under. 
The compartments flooded instantly, and the 767-foot ship hit the bottom, 
bow first, with about 200 feet of  stern pointing up out of  the water. At 
that spot the Lake was about 600 feet deep. The stern broke off  and sank. 
All 29 sailors aboard perished. Even as young as we were, we realized as 
sailors the power of  the Great Lakes. The waves on the Lakes break, rather 
than roll as they do on the ocean, which makes them quite deadly. As it 
turns out, Gordon Lightfoot was fairly accurate in his lyrical account of  the 
event. Hearing the song brings back a rush of  memories of  that day, one I 
will never forget. 

Serving in the Coast Guard was a true honor and life-changer for me. 
As a side note, the Mesquite ran aground in 1989. Nine months later she was 
sunk due to excessive hull damage. It now serves as a diving reserve in 110 
feet of  water on Lake Superior off  Keweenaw Peninsula, Upper Michigan. 
All 180-foot Coast Guard buoy tenders are now decommissioned, but not 
forgotten. All who served aboard them took pride in their vessels, even to 
this day.
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Winter Fluff  | Kathy Simpson

Texaco | David Foster
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Madisen Arnett of  Dinosaur writes, “I’m a 
freshman working toward an AA degree, and 
I’ve been writing for nearly 10 years. ‘One Book 
Away’ was written for my Literature class and is 
a villanelle about how books can consume the 
reader.”
Ken Bailey grew up and attended school in 
Rangely in the late 1960s. He is a frequent 
contributor to Waving Hands and now lives in 
Sheboygan, Wisconsin.
Ashley Barber of  Craig is an aspiring writer 
who comments, “I graduated from CNCC in 
2017 with an AA in English, and I have been 
working on getting back into writing again. I 
call my style ‘Nonsensical Poetry,’ and I enjoy 
writing poems which follow a strong rhyming 
pattern.”
Victoria Burns lives in Craig.  
Steve Cochrane of  Rangely writes, “My hunger 
for adventure and a passion for nature have 
taken me to some amazing locations. Wanting to 
record these adventures, I developed a passion 
for photography. Follow my adventures on 
Instagram: stevecochranephoto or my website: 
www.stevecochranephotography.com”
Neeli Cherkovski grew up in Los Angeles 
where he edited The Anthology of  Los Angeles 
Poets with Charles Bukowski and Paul Vangelisti. 
He moved to San Francisco in 1974 where he 
was associated with Jack Hirschman, David 
Meltzer, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, Gregory Corso, 
and a whole tribe of  poets. His essay collection, 
Whitman’s Wild Children, originally published in 
1989, provides intimate portraits of  many of  
these contemporaries. In 2019 he co-edited The 
Collected Poems of  Bob Kaufman, another close 
friend. Cherkovski’s poems have been translated 
into Italian, German, Spanish, Turkish, and 
French. His most recent collections are ABC’s 
(Spuyten Duyvil) and Hang On To The Yangtze 
River (Lithic Press). Round Your Tongue: New and 
Selected Poems, 1959-2021 is also forthcoming 
from Lithic Press. 
Tammy Dahle lives in Rangely.
Jj D’Onofrio writes of  Taking Me Apart, “I 
have been showing my art for nearly fifteen 
years in galleries, publications, and as notecards. 
This image shows a different aspect of  the 
ubiquitous selfie by which we are all victimized. 
No silly grins. No faces pushed together at the 
drunken part of  a wedding reception. Instead, 
there’s fear and trepidation about a world gone 
mad and one person’s response to it.”

Craig C. Downer of  Minden, Nevada, is a 
wildlife ecologist and president of  the Wild 
Horse and Burro Fund and the Andean Tapir 
Fund. He is the author of  The Wild Horse 
Conspiracy and many scientific articles about 
wild horses, mountain tapirs, Perissodactyls, 
and their environments. He worked with Wild 
Horse Annie (Velma Bronn Johnston) in the 
1970s when the Wild Free-Roaming Horses and 
Burros Act was first being implemented. His 
websites are thewildhorseconspiracy.org and 
andeantapirfund.com
David Foster of  Craig writes that Texaco 
was photographed “when everything was 
closed during 2020” and that Barn at Sunset is a 
manipulated photograph: “I replaced the sky—
mostly— and changed the barn’s color.” 
Andrew Gulliford is a professor of  history 
at Fort Lewis College where he specializes 
in conservation and public land research and 
teaching. Reach him at gulliford_a@fortlewis.
edu 
Rene Harden of  Rangely writes that the 
subject of  her photograph Snooping Chicken 
“belonged to a neighbor who happened to be a 
schoolteacher but maybe not a coop builder. It 
was always crossing into my yard.”  
Joseph Hardy is one of  a handful of  writers 
that live in Nashville, Tennessee, who does not 
play a musical instrument, although a friend 
once asked him to bring his harmonica on a 
camping trip so they could throw it in the fire. 
His wife says he cannot leave a room without 
finding out something about everyone in it and 
telling her their stories later. His work has been 
published in Gyroscope Review, Inlandia, Penultimate 
Peanut, Structo, and the tiny journal among others. 
He is the author of  a book of  poetry published 
in August 2020, The Only Light Coming In.
Rebecca Hilley, a Colorado native, has been 
painting most of  her life. Growing up in a 
family of  artists, she studied art under her 
father, Hal Rice. Rebecca has been greatly 
influenced by her love of  nature and the beauty 
of  Northwest Colorado. Her paintings express 
a strong sense of  free movement and boldness, 
yet ever-so-delicate in concept. Rebecca 
has developed a unique style through the 
combination of  watercolor, pastel, and acrylic to 
create a subtle, translucent effect.
Oakley Hopkins of  Rangely captures an 
unforgettable aspect of  the summer of  2021 
with her poem “Smoke.” 

CONTRIBUTORS’ NOTES
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Janele Husband of  Craig writes of  Natural 
Phenomenon, “A bucket-list photo location led me 
to a tour through Lower Antelope Canyon near 
Page, Arizona, on Valentine’s Day 2022. The 
incredibly abstract walls need to be experienced 
in person to truly feel the intimacy of  this 
spectacular slot canyon.” Janele’s photographs 
also accompany this Issue’s articles on wild 
horses.   
Amy Irish received her MFA from the 
University of  Notre Dame and then moved 
to Denver to recover. Her most recent work 
can be found in Stone Gathering (Danielle Dufy 
Press), Thought for Food (South Broadway Press), 
and her chapbook The Nature of  the Mother 
(Turkey Buzzard Press). Her chapbook Breathing 
Fire won the 2020 Fledge Competition. For 
more information, go to amywrayirish.com
Joseph Lansing is a watercolor practioner, an 
ex-Rangelyite, and a lover of  Colorado and the 
West. . . living in Oklahoma. 
Ana Lash is the Director of  the Hayden Public 
Library. She notes, “I have been writing poetry 
since about 7th grade, mostly out of  survival 
and lessons learned. One of  the poems I wrote 
this year concerned the death of  my friend and 
colleague who died of  COVID at the young age 
of  34. We worked together for 10 years. Poetry 
helps heal and release grief, and for that I am so 
grateful.”
Karen Mack of  Craig writes, “I’ve been 
taking wildlife photos for 5 years. It’s dirt-road 
therapy.”
David Morris of  Craig taught language arts for 
35 years and is now affiliated with the CNCC 
Gateway Center. He has published three books 
of  poetry and has an unpublished novel. He 
tries his hand at a variety of  art forms and loves 
to let those creative juices flow. 
Jessica Navarro writes, “I moved to Rangely, 
Colorado, from the West Coast a few years 
ago and was blessed to become the Parkview 
Elementary School art teacher. I love to help 
kids develop their individual talents and use art 
to offer people a way to be creative, no matter 
what skill level. Art is for everyone. My painting 
El Mariachi is acrylic on a 24”x36” canvas and 
is part of  a collection of  La Dia de los Muertos 
characters honoring traditional dress and 
culture. 
David Olson taught in the diesel program at 
CNCC from 2014 to 2020. He adds, “From 
1973 to 1976, I served on the Coast Guard 
Cutter Mesquite on Lake Michigan. Its primary 
duties were ice breaking, buoy tending, and 
search and rescue.”

Suzy Pattillo is a multimedia artist and 
photographer who resides in Routt County, 
Colorado.
Christina Payton has been a Craig-based artist 
for over 30 years.
Janine Rinker of  Craig writes that Sing 
Like You Mean It was “drawn for a scientific 
illustration class and repurposed for birthday 
and Christmas cards.”
Terri Robertson is a Craig-based artist. 
Ann Root is a Craig-based mixed media artist. 
Anna Shanks is a student in the National 
Park Service Park Ranger Law Enforcement 
Academy at CNCC, Rangely. She comments, “I 
have enjoyed photography as a hobby for many 
years and caught this smiling lizard basking in 
the sun while I was admiring the petroglyphs 
along Highway 139. This picture never fails to 
make me smile.”
Kathy Simpson of  Craig is retired CNCC 
faculty who is “enjoying the free time to pursue 
photography.” Kathy’s photographs also 
accompany this Issue’s articles on wild horses.   
Ashley Smith of  Meeker writes of  For We Are 
Many..., “We all have had enough of  COVID. 
Regardless of  what you believe, can we all agree 
on that? Having been an ER Nurse for almost 
30 years, my take is unique; being an artist, I 
can depict it. In the media’s fever and search for 
heroes and villains alike, the day-to-day battles 
are forgotten. COVID is not the only threat 
health workers face. It’s not the first nor the last. 
It’s certainly not the most formidable. This piece 
was inspired by a meme, floating in cyberspace, 
which missed the complexity of  health care and 
warriors.”
Lauren Smith-Kuckkahn holds a BA in 
journalism and English and worked as a 
newspaper reporter and webpage content 
writer for ten years. She lives in the Elkheads 
in Northwest Colorado with her husband, 
children, and animals.
Isabella Spano is 19 years old and a Colorado 
native. She writes of  The Mandalorian, “I did this 
art piece as a fun gift for my loved one. Digital 
art is one of  my hobbies, and this is one of  my 
first digital art pieces that really resonated with 
me. I had a hard time getting started in digital 
art and I still do. I used YouTube, Pinterest, and 
my past art smarts to help me create this piece. I 
hope you enjoy it.”
Jeff  Stoddard, a long-time resident of  Craig, 
is a free-lance designer, writer, and painter 
who now lives with his wife, Franziska, in Rye, 
Colorado.
Barbara Willaby writes that West of  Trappers 
Lake is an oil painting done in Craig, Colorado.



El Mariachi | Jessica Navarro
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