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Abstract 

 

The American West is a land of great diversity and stark contrast. It is also a landscape 

marked by rapid change as a result of such forces as globalization, population growth, and 

heightened interest in natural resources (either for recreation or extraction). This dissertation 

investigates these changes to the region through a repeat photography analysis. Between 1982 

and 1984, Thomas and Geraldine Vale traveled along U.S. Highway 89 from Glacier National 

Park, Montana to Nogales, Arizona. Their subsequent work, Western Images, Western 

Landscapes: Travels Along U.S. 89 (University of Arizona Press, 1989), contained fifty-three 

photographs from this journey, representing a cross section of the West from border to border. 

Nearly every facet of the region was represented, from the remote prairie landscapes of Montana 

to the bustling Phoenix downtown, and from the largest open pit mine in the world to seldom 

visited corners of Yellowstone National Park.   

Between March 2009 and August 2010, I retraced the steps taken by the Vales and 

successfully rephotographed all of the locations contained within their book. The observed 

continuity or change is examined thematically in order to address the landscapes and cultures of 

the West in greater detail. Specifically, chapters within this dissertation visually and textually 

describe changes that have occurred along national borders, within Native American 

reservations, throughout the rural landscapes and national parks of the region, within the many 

resource extraction industries, and within towns and cities of every size. Significant findings, 

which are well depicted in the photographic pairings, include heightened national security along 

the borders, problems of overuse in many parks and protected areas, the transition of traditional 

small towns into communities increasingly dependent upon tourism for survival, and both 

beautification and revitalization efforts taking place in the urban cores of Phoenix and Salt Lake 



 

City. By painting a vivid picture of recent Western geography, this research provides for greater 

ability for residents and scholars of the region to understand the forces at work within their 

communities and surroundings. 

Keywords: American West, Repeat Photography, Landscape Change, National Parks, Urban 

Morphology, Natural Resources. 
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Abstract 

 

The American West is a land of great diversity and stark contrast. It is also a landscape 

marked by rapid change as a result of such forces as globalization, population growth, and 

heightened interest in natural resources (either for recreation or extraction). This dissertation 

investigates these changes to the region through a repeat photography analysis. Between 1982 

and 1984, Thomas and Geraldine Vale traveled along U.S. Highway 89 from Glacier National 

Park, Montana to Nogales, Arizona. Their subsequent work, Western Images, Western 

Landscapes: Travels Along U.S. 89 (University of Arizona Press, 1989), contained fifty-three 

photographs from this journey, representing a cross section of the West from border to border. 

Nearly every facet of the region was represented, from the remote prairie landscapes of Montana 

to the bustling Phoenix downtown, and from the largest open pit mine in the world to seldom 

visited corners of Yellowstone National Park.   

Between March 2009 and August 2010, I retraced the steps taken by the Vales and 

successfully rephotographed all of the locations contained within their book. The observed 

continuity or change in the landscape is examined thematically in order to address the subregions 

and cultures of the West in greater detail. Specifically, chapters within this dissertation visually 

and textually describe changes that have occurred along national borders, within Native 

American reservations, throughout the rural landscapes and national parks of the region, within 

the many resource extraction industries, and within towns and cities of every size. Significant 

findings, which are well depicted in the photographic pairings, include heightened national 

security along the borders, problems of overuse in many parks and protected areas, the transition 

of traditional small towns into communities increasingly dependent upon tourism for survival, 

and both beautification and revitalization efforts taking place in the urban cores of Phoenix and 



 

Salt Lake City. By painting a vivid picture of recent Western geography, this research provides 

for greater ability for residents and scholars of the region to understand the forces at work within 

their communities and surroundings. 

Keywords: American West, Repeat Photography, Landscape Change, National Parks, Urban 

Morphology, Natural Resources. 
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Chapter 1: A Western Landscape of Contrast and Change 

The American West is a land of great diversity and stark contrast. Across Arizona, towns 

and cities alike exemplify what has become known as the New West: centers of high-tech 

industry, homes for amenity migrants, and tourist destinations that advertise not only traditional 

Western imagery such as cowboys and Native Americans and expansive opportunities for 

outdoor recreation, but also diverse cultural experiences that visitors may not necessarily expect 

in the region (Wyckoff 2006 and Riebsame et al. 1997). In Sedona, for example, spiritually-

motivated visitors hiking the local trails can find a series of ñvortexesò believed by some to 

provide positive energies. A short distance away, the former mining town of Jerome has 

reinvented itself in recent decades, boasting historic museums, art galleries, and haunted hotels. 

In Winslow, a sizeable portion of a downtown city block has been renovated into a park 

dedicated to the lyrics ñStandinô on the corner in Winslow, Arizona,ò from The Eaglesô song 

Take It Easy. Mesa, a Phoenix suburb situated in one of the driest parts of the continent, will 

soon be the home of Waveyard, one of the worldôs largest water park resorts. All of these 

Arizona developments stand in sharp contrast to the small towns along Montanaôs Rocky 

Mountain Front. Aside from the addition of some modern gas station and grocery store chains, 

past and present ranching and mining towns such as Neihart, Wilsall, Choteau, and White 

Sulphur Springs appear to have barely changed at all over the past thirty years.  

In Utah, contrasting landscapes can be found on a much finer scale. Since the late 1990s, 

beautification efforts in downtown Salt Lake City have been underway, initially as preparation 

for the 2002 Olympic Games. Since its completion in 1999, Salt Lake Cityôs light rail system has 

shuttled residents and tourists alike to recently-constructed local attractions such as the improved 

visitor centers at Temple Square, City Creek and Brigham Young Historic Parks, the outdoor 



2 

 

Gateway Mall, and the Clark Planetarium. A short distance to the southwest, the Kennecott Utah 

Copper Corporation is implementing aggressive expansion plans at the Bingham Canyon Copper 

Mine (the largest man-made excavation on Earth) that may provide a steady source of income 

and employment to the region through the end of the 2010s (Deseret News 2010).  

Only sixty miles to the south, however, is a modern ghost town. Thistle, a former railroad 

settlement situated at the confluence of Thistle Creek and Spanish Fork River, held a population 

of approximately fifty when a catastrophic landslide and subsequent floods destroyed it in 1983 

(Sumsion 1984). Although no deaths resulted from the disaster, the town was never rebuilt. 

Travelers along U.S. Highway 89 today may see burned out foundations and partially submerged 

homes along the roadside. 

The landscapes of the American West are also diverse with regard to the pace of change 

and the forces driving that change. As outlined by William Riebsame, Hannah Gosnell, and 

David Theobold in their work Atlas of the New West (1997), there is no single ñfaceò to the 

region. Traditions of the ñOld West,ò mythologized as a mostly barren landscape speckled with 

ghost towns and populated by mythic characters, are not only misleading in the present day, they 

really never were accurate. Certainly, the West has large expanses of sparsely populated arid and 

mountainous terrain that is indeed used by Caucasian and Native American ranchers alike. The 

vast majority of the regionôs population is, however, urban or suburban and 90% lives in the 

major metropolitan areas of cities such as Phoenix, Denver, and Salt Lake City. Most of the 

inhabitants of the American West, therefore, view the regionôs rural landscape as a place for 

recreation and, occasionally, spiritual rejuvenation. Somewhat ironically, developers and 

entrepreneurs from this ñNewò and modern West have helped to reinforce stereotypes of the 

region by establishing tourist attractions and resort towns that revolve around ñOld Westò 
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mythology, such as the resort community of Jackson, Wyoming, and the ñghost townò of 

Goldfield, Arizona. 

Additionally, the American West is a land of greater cultural diversity than generally 

perceived, as outlined in the essays of Gary Hausladenôs edited volume Western Places, 

American Myths: How We Think About the West (2003). Mormons, Latinos, and dozens of 

distinct Native American tribes, addressed by Richard Jackson, Terrence Haverluck, and Akim 

Reinhardt, respectively, all dominate areas of the region and produce a unique and highly visible 

imprint on the landscape. In the same collection of works, Paulina Raento describes how the 

West also supports a unique gambling culture. This theme manifests itself primarily in Las 

Vegas and the rest of Nevada, on many Indian Reservations, and within several municipalities in 

Colorado. More recently, the entire state of Montana has also legalized the activity in hopes of 

drawing in tourism and investment. 

Other scholars have attempted to not only describe the differences in landscapes across 

the West, but to also investigate the pace of change across the region. In 1980, geographers 

Thomas
1
 and Geraldine

2
 Vale transected the American West along U.S. 40 as part of a larger 

project to rephotograph locations documented by renowned author and English professor George 

Stewart in U.S. 40: Cross Section of the United States of America (1953). The findings of the 

Vales, published in U.S. 40 Today: Thirty Years of Landscape Change in America (1983), 

indicated that change across the West (and the nation as a whole) is primarily occurring in 

isolated pockets of urban growth. The vast majority of the region remained virtually untouched 

and most rural photo locations closely resembled their 1950s appearance. The Vales did, 

                                                 
1
 Professor Emeritus, Department of Geography, University of Wisconsin - Madison. 

 
2
 Retired Madison Public School Teacher, English and Geography. 
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however, admit that their sample may have been skewed due to Stewartôs overemphasis on 

completely unpopulated, natural landscapes after he crossed into the Rocky Mountains.  

William Wyckoffôs (2006) more recent analysis of Montana, repeating sets of highway 

survey photographs from the early twentieth century, produced results contrary to those of the 

Vales. While major land uses have not changed drastically over time, there is a noticeably 

uneven pace of small town evolution seen across the state. Some communities have modernized 

completely, while others still appear as they did in the 1920s. In his conclusions, Wyckoff 

recommended more research be undertaken in order to ascertain possible reasons for this 

disparity. 

The primary research question addressed in this study will therefore be an investigation 

of how many landscapes of the West are changing in the modern era, and where there is 

available data, why they are changing in the ways that they are. The goal is to contribute to the 

general understanding of the American West by providing photographic examples of landscape 

change over the past quarter century along a nearly 2,000-mile cross section of the region. As 

will be outlined in more detail later in this chapter, this line of research will contribute to many 

different branches of the geographic discipline, including cultural geography, regional 

geography, urban morphology, natural resource management, and in a some cases, even physical 

geography and biogeography. Additionally, this study reveals ways in which repeat photography 

can be used as a methodological tool to measure landscape change.  

Shortly after they completed their work on U.S. 40, Thomas and Geraldine Vale traveled 

along U.S. 89 between the border fence in Nogales, Arizona, and Montanaôs Port of Piegan 
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Border Inspection Station. Between 1982 and 1984, the Vales completed a total of fifty-two
3
 

photographs that they eventually published in the work, Western Images, Western Landscapes: 

Travels Along U.S. 89 (Vale and Vale 1989). I rephotographed all of these images between 

March, 2009 and April, 2010. The Valesô goal had been to document ñtypicalò roadside images 

and analyze the extent to which the landscapes exemplified the prevailing mental images of the 

American West. These images included the West as an empty space (the ñEmpty Quarterò), a 

place of great aridity (the ñDesertò), a land of abundant and exploitable natural resources (the 

ñBig Rock Candy Mountainò), a ñFrontierò still dominated by cowboys and Indians, and a place 

full of natural beauty that, depending upon location and ownership, could be either a ñProtected 

Wildò landscape or a ñPlaygroundò for locals and tourists alike. At the same time, many also 

view the West (and Mormon Utah especially) as a ñMiddle Landscapeò of small, close-knit 

agricultural communities surrounded by an expansive wilderness that is nonetheless threatened 

by urban expansion (the ñTurnerian Progressionò) in some locations and in need of protection 

(Vale and Vale 1989, pp. 7-10). Although the themes addressed in this dissertation differ from 

those outlined by the Vales, their images nonetheless proved diverse enough to serve as baseline 

data for this study in repeat photography.  

Although I considered adding to the Valesô collection of photographs, I ultimately 

rejected that idea. Acquiring additional photographs from a variety of sources would add new 

biases into the analysis, including my own, and would likely not introduce any new themes given 

the comprehensiveness of the Valesô dataset. No academic study conducting repeat photography 

in a linear fashion has ever used multiple sets of original images.  

                                                 
3
 This number increases to fifty-three if one includes the book jacket image of Arizonaôs Vermillion Cliffs 

(photographed in 1989). This extra image has been rephotographed and is displayed in chapter five. 
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Broadly speaking, this research addresses two of the fundamental questions of the 

geographic discipline, as outlined by Cutter et al. (2002): how and why regions differ from one 

another, as well as how those differences can affect local responses (and perhaps resistance) to 

change and globalization. Specifically, as a work in regional cultural geography, this research 

investigates the question of how change in the visual landscape over the past twenty-five to thirty 

years reflects the differences in the American Westôs landscapes and cultures. More narrowly, 

this spatially diverse analysis of landscape change addresses and contributes to the understanding 

of several key issue studied by geographers and related academics throughout the American 

West. These issues include, but are not limited to:  

¶ The extent of the dichotomy and occasional conflict between the ñOldò and ñNewò West, 

as well as the extent to which the two can merge (Wyckoff 2006 and Riebsame 1997).  

 

Á The ongoing and sometimes painful reinvention of former ranching or resource 

extraction industry-dominated ñOld Westò towns into ñNew Westò centers of tourism 

and amenity homes (Krannich and Luloff 1991, and Resnik et al. 2006).  

 

Á The continual decline of agricultural communities unable or unwilling to make this 

transition (Popper and Popper 2006 and related articles in the Buffalo Commons 

debate). 

 

¶ The growth and evolution of urban areas throughout the region (Wyckoff 1991).  

 

¶ The processes by which federal land agencies walk the balance between the politics of 

preservation and use (Dilsaver 2003, and Dilsaver and Wyckoff 2005).  

 

¶ The visible presence of minority populations on the landscape (Hausladen (2003). 

 

Why U.S. 89? 

 As Figure 1.1 reveals, U.S. 89 passes almost exclusively through what Walter Nugent 

(1992) found to be the ñUnambiguous West.ò This refers to a significant portion of the United 

States that is agreed upon by the vast majority of Americans as being unquestionably in the 

West. The territory stretches from the Mexican to the Canadian borders, and from the Rocky 
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Mountain Front to the eastern edge of the urban areas along the Pacific Coast (Nugent 1992, 

Hausladen 2003, and Riebsame et al. 1997). As Meinig (1972) and Steiner and Wrobel (1997) 

point out, however, the West is in no way a uniform ñregion.ò Cultural landscapes crossed by 

U.S. 89 include the western edge of the Great Plains in Montana, the Rocky Mountain 

communities of western Wyoming, the Mormon Culture Region in and around Utah, two major 

Indian Reservations (Navajo and Blackfeet), three major urban centers (Salt Lake City, Phoenix, 

and Tucson), and the increasingly Latino Southwest. In addition to the Rocky Mountains, the 

Colorado Plateau and the southern portion of the Basin and Range province are also traversed 

along the route, overlapping with these cultural areas. U.S. 89 is thus extremely diverse in 

regards to both landscapes and cultures encountered, and a rephotography study traversing its 

entire length achieves a north-south transect of the nation with a level of comprehensiveness on 

par with Vale and Valeôs 1983 repeat photography along the east-west running U.S. 40. 

 The level of prestige that Thomas and Geraldine Vale hold within the geographic 

discipline is another reason why I selected their photo set for study. Authors in the Geographical 

Review praised the Valesô works on both U.S. 40 (Lewis 1985) and U.S. 89 (Lewis 1991) as 

being well written and researched, appealing to academic and popular audiences alike. The Vales 

also conducted similar research in Yosemite National Park, published first in a 1987 article 

contained within Annals of the Association of American Geographers (solely authored by 

Thomas Vale) and in 1994 in the comprehensive book Time and the Tuolumne Landscape: 

Continuity and Change in the Yosemite High Country. The latter received credit in the Annals as 

being ña tangible example of the best the repeat photography genre has to offerò (Larson 1995, 

196). These works differ from this rephotography of U.S. 89 due to their focus on the physical 

geography of the landscape, as well as the fact that a sampling of postcards and other historical 



8 

 

photographs provide the baseline photo set instead of a linear set of images taken by a single 

person. Due to their focus on both physical and cultural geography, the Vales were able to put 

together a comprehensive photo set incorporating all types of landscapes during their travels 

along U.S. 89: a level of diversity that is highly useful for analysis of change over time. As 

Thomas Vale explained in private correspondence with me over the spring and summer of 2009, 

he and his wife had intended to rephotograph their route, though the opportunity never arose. He 

wished me luck in my study, and even offered assistance regarding the exact location of any 

image needed, though this never proved necessary. 
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 Figure 1.1: The route of U.S. 89 in relation to the Unambiguous West, as outlined by Nugent 

(1992).  Base map from Riebsame et al. (1997), p. 50. Note that the road has been federally 

decommissioned between Nogales and Flagstaff since 1992 (Cowlin 2010). State and federal 

routes that have replaced it are discussed in Chapter Three. For the sake of simplicity, all maps 

will depict U.S. 89 as a unified entity. 
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Figure 1.2: U.S. 89 in relation to Indian and Federal Lands. ñBLM Protected Areaò refers to national 

monuments, as well as recreation, wilderness, and conservation areas administered by that agency.  Due to the 

overarching importance of public lands throughout the West, as well as their prevalence throughout this 

dissertation, this will be the base map used to introduce most chapters.  
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As shown in Figure 1.2, U.S. 89 also passes through or in close proximity to nearly two-

dozen national park units or other protected areas, as well as paralleling or directly traversing 

national forest land for the majority of its route. Ten of these protected places are directly 

addressed in the Valesô photography, including the major national parks of Grand Teton, 

Yellowstone, and Grand Canyon, as well as numerous smaller sites in Utah and Arizona. As of 

its creation in 1996, U.S. 89 also transects a small part of Grand Staircase-Escalante, an 

expansive national monument managed by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM). Although 

not all national park units along U.S. 89 boast higher visitation today than in the early 1980s (in 

fact, numbers at Sunset Crater, Tucumcari, and Grand Teton are actually lower), all did 

experience a dramatic increase during the 1990s that has left marks on the landscape (National 

Park Service Public Use Statistics Office 2011). Due to its proximity to so many outdoor 

recreation destinations, U.S. 89 is therefore also a perfect road along which to study ñgatewayò 

resort communities adjacent to such lands, such as Jackson, Wyoming, as well as the direct or 

indirect impacts that humans have upon nature, such as forest fires, clear cutting, the importation 

of invasive species, and water resource issues. 

On a broader scale, this study contributes to the literature on the rephotography of 

roadways across North America. Parallels exist with Wyckoffôs 2006 analysis of Montanaôs 

changing landscape, as well as ongoing studies being conducted by Southern New Hampshire 

Universityôs Frank Brusca along U.S. 40, and University of Alaska - Fairbanks geographers 

Thomas Eley and Cherie Northon (2003) along what George Stewart referred to as N.A. 1. 

Coupled with more distant studies, such as Martin Mitchellôs (2001) rephotography between 

Salina, Kansas and Taos, New Mexico, as well as Jonathan Walker and Jonathan Leibôs (2002) 

journey along Mexicoôs Topia Road, this network of routes covers a vast portion of territory 
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across the United States and North America. If researchers continue to document these locations, 

physical and cultural landscape change across a variety of scales and regions will be able to be 

compared and contrasted. For its part, this dissertation is the most comprehensive rephotography 

of the American West to date. The methods and general findings of this study could easily be 

used as a baseline from which to launch an investigation of nearly any other region of the United 

States or Canada. This is especially true regarding the forces of change at work surrounding 

issues such as urban expansion and revitalization, resort community development, preservation 

vs. use (including both recreation and natural resource extraction), and the interactions between 

various landscapes and cultures.  

Organization of the Dissertation 

Due to the thematic nature of this study, the photographic pairs revealed in this 

dissertation are arranged in chapters according to the type of landscape they depict. Chapter Two 

will consist of a literature review detailing the merits and uses of repeat photography, along with 

a brief description of my own methods of replicating images. With the exceptions of border 

landscapes (Chapter Three) and Native American reservations (Chapter Four), the remaining 

sections are organized on a spectrum ranging from remote rural landscapes in Chapter Five 

(there is nothing that could truly be considered ñwildernessò along U.S. 89) to busy urban centers 

in Chapter Nine.  

This chapter layout prevents the needless literary backtracking that would be present in a 

linear format, and allows for the discussion of important themes of landscape change in greater 

detail. Factors at play regarding urban morphology in Tucson, for example, will obviously be 

different from the processes at work regarding the evolution of Tumacacori National Historical 

Park, and an analysis of either will drastically differ from that of the international border at 
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Nogales. Although these three sites are in relatively close proximity to one another, they are 

better addressed separately in chapters dedicated to major urban areas, parks and protected 

places, and border landscapes, respectively, than in one section encompassing all of southern 

Arizona. In this way, this dissertation will therefore act as a more efficient reference tool for 

anyone attempting to learn about change occurring in the various subsets of the American West.   

Regarding the absence of a chapter specifically dedicated to Mormon landscapes, my 

decision is based upon a lack of ability to determine exactly what constitutes ñMormon.ò The 

United States Census Bureau does not collect information on religious preference, and while 

polls conducted by other entities reveal raw numbers and percentages, such information is 

presented at the county level or higher. It is therefore difficult to know, with the exception of the 

official church structures in Salt Lake City, Manti (Utah), and Paris (Idaho) what (if any) 

influence religion has had on the development of individual photo locations over the past three 

decades. Although changes in areas traditionally dominated by the Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter Day Saints are important, they will be discussed in the chapters relating to the size and 

nature of the community in question. 
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Chapter 2: Geographical Applications of Field-Based Repeat Photography 

The description of landscape through visual imagery is not a new phenomenon. Robert 

Turner et al. (2003) explain that ground level photography possesses some advantages over aerial 

imagery at certain scales of analysis, in that objects can be examined in more intricate detail and 

from multiple angles. Additionally, ground level imagery can also serve as an engaging means of 

educating local populations about pressing issues facing their community. This chapter provides 

a broad sampling of research in, and practical applications of, repeat photography, both historic 

and present day. This literature review is primarily limited to the geographical applications of 

field-based repeat photography, and the works cited here illustrate how geographers and related 

researchers are contributing to the understanding of the world through the use of repeated 

imagery.  

First, it is important to note the value of photography in research in general. For an 

example of a geographer who has used a single set of photographs to tell an important story, see 

James R. Shortridgeôs (2000) analysis of Junction City, Kansas. Nearly 150 turn-of-the-century 

images were used in order to give an example of what mid-sized Midwestern communities 

looked like and consisted of prior to being linked with the rest of the nation through automobiles 

and super highways. These photographs would certainly be worth repeating one day in order to 

depict what happened to the businesses and local sense of place in the city after, in Shortridgeôs 

words, ñpeople were able to drive into Topeka easilyò (p. 224). 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, George Stewart, a renowned science fiction writer 

and professor of English at the University of California - Berkeley, published two major 

photographic works detailing what he considered to be ñtypicalò North American landscapes 

(both cultural and physical): U.S. 40: Cross Section of the United States of America (1953), 
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which included ninety-two scenes from Atlantic City to San Francisco; and the N.A. 1 series 

(1957), which detailed approximately sixty sites between Circle, Alaska and Costa Rica 

(excluding the contiguous United States). In fact, on page 14 of his N.A. 1: Looking North (1957) 

work, Stewart identified U.S. 89 as ña road of much beauty, passing close to Glacier National 

Park and right through Yellowstone,ò but also ñnot, however, a road which is of much historical 

significance, or displays any good cross section of the country.ò Stewart likely would have, 

however, agreed that it is a good cross section of the American West as a region, and although 

U.S. 89 itself possesses little historic value, it passes through or near many places that do.  

In his photographic works, Stewartôs goal was simple: to interpret in words and 

photographs the roads in question and the scenery alongside them, while at the same time 

educating the reader regarding the local history and culture along the route. Despite such simple 

goals, Stewartôs photographs and text in both U.S. 40 and N.A. 1: Looking North have attracted 

the attention of geographers who are rephotographing those routes today (see the previously 

mentioned works by Vale and Vale (1983) and Eley and Norton (2003), as well as Craig 

Campbellôs (2000) work that is discussed later in this chapter).  

Repeat photography is a tool that has been used by academics of many different fields, 

dating back well over 100 years. Sebastian Finsterwalder, a professor of mathematics at the 

Munich Institute of Technology, is credited with the first use of the method, having initiated a 

study of alpine glacial movement in Switzerland in 1889. Using the recent invention of 

photography, Finsterwalder compared images over several years in order to measure rates of 

glacial advances or, more commonly, retreats (Webb et al. 2007). He is also credited with the 

invention of the ñphotogrammetric gun,ò a camera attached to the end of a rifle that proved 

useful for early air photo analysis (Georgopoulos 1980). Although several decades would pass 
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before these methods became widespread, Finsterwalderôs work established repeat photography 

as a legitimate scientific tool by the end of the nineteenth century.   

  Landscape ecologists became the second group of researchers to adopt repeat 

photography. In a two-year field excursion lasting through 1956 and 1957, H.L. Shantz retraced 

the steps he had taken over thirty years previously as a photographer for the American 

Commission to Negotiate Peace. His mission following World War I had been to document both 

natural vegetation and agricultural resources along a cross section of Africa from Cape Town to 

Cairo. Revisiting the same sites one-third of a century later, Shantz and his team were able to 

document several important changes to the continent: a rise in both native and European human 

populations, clearing of forest land to create artificial savannahs, the encroachment of farms into 

increasingly arid regions, and a remarkable ability for native plant species to reclaim the few 

abandoned farms and grazing pastures that were observed (Shantz and Turner 1958). 

James Hastings of the University of Arizona and Raymond Turner of the United States 

Geological Survey published The Changing Mile in 1965. It served as the first academic study in 

repeat photography to be conducted in North America. Instead of repeating a single set of 

photographs, as no such dataset existed, Hastings and Turner depicted landscape change in the 

Sonoran Desert by using an assortment of photos taken between 1880 and 1920. The authors 

named their study The Changing Mile because the approximately 100 sites revisited in both 

Arizona and Sonora ranged from sea level to one mile in elevation. Although some evidence in 

the study pointed toward the movement of most plant species to higher elevations over the first 

half of the twentieth century, as well as a general invasion of traditional grasslands by woody 

plants, the exact causes of these migrations were unknown. Hypotheses that this change in 
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vegetation could be due to cattle grazing, fire suppression, climate change, and/or rodent activity 

were suggested but ultimately dismissed due to an overall lack of data. 

This uncertainty led to a second study of the same sites nearly four decades later, led by 

scientists at the University of Arizonaôs Desert Laboratory (Turner et al. 2003). As stated in their 

work, The Changing Mile Revisited, the authors hypothesized that thirty-five additional years of 

landscape change would yield answers to the questions put forth in 1965. Overall, the trends 

observed during the mid-twentieth century persisted through the beginning of the twenty-first.   

By the early 2000s, woody plant species, such as mesquite and cottonwood, dominated 

virtually the entire study area. Analyzing historic land use and climactic data in conjunction with 

repeat photography, the study concluded that three factors have likely influenced this change in 

the Sonoran Desert: the elimination of grasses through the overgrazing of cattle (past or present), 

wildfire suppression in the early part of the twentieth century that allowed tree species to move 

into the area, and increased carbon dioxide levels in the atmosphere. Additionally, the twenty-

first century photographs revealed themes in the landscape missed by researchers in the 1950s 

and 1960s. First, the growth patterns of invasive species pointed toward new housing 

developments in the area as the source of that problem. Secondly, the saguaro cactus populations 

of the Sonoran Desert did not completely fade away due to competition and climate change as 

predicted by Hastings and Turner forty years ago. Instead, the saguaro colonies likely suffered a 

temporary setback due to especially cold winters during the mid-twentieth century, but are now 

showing remarkable recovery even amongst the increasingly forested landscape.  

 Repeat photography has also been extremely useful in studies of remote mountainous 

regions that lacked any aerial images until the latter half of the twentieth century.  In the 

Himalayas, several studies have examined the assertion that increased tourism and modernization 
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of agriculture are slowly destroying the local ecosystem. Although population has increased and 

at least partially modernized throughout the region, various expeditions have photographically 

shown that the long-term impact upon the landscape is not as drastic as commonly believed. Jack 

Ives (1987) analyzed terrace slopes in Nepal over a period of approximately ten years, 

concluding that while terraced agriculture does run the risk of catastrophic collapse in times of 

flooding, the hillside can be rapidly repaired with proper funding and native vegetation will 

reclaim the disturbed soil in only a few years. Likewise, Jan Salick et al. (2005) analyzed eastern 

Tibetan photos 80 years apart and concluded that while the people of the Himalayas are slowly 

expanding their villages and agricultural terraces, this expansion did not cause a significant 

amount of deforestation. Nor has increased trekking through the Himalayas caused nearly the 

level of ecological damage that the Western world believes, as Alton Byers (1987) proved by 

analyzing past and present photos along popular routes to Mount Everest. 

 By proving that Himalayan ecosystems are not being degraded as badly as previously 

thought, researchers have affected government policies in the region.  In his analysis of Chinaôs 

Yunnan province, Robert Moseley (2006) used early-twentieth century photos of the Royal and 

National Geographic societies in order to prove that forest cover has not changed significantly 

over the past 100 years. As a result, the Chinese government has scaled back efforts to ñreforestò 

places where, according to the photographs used in Moseleyôs report, trees have never existed 

(steep slopes and high elevations). The same study also revealed that all glaciers in the region are 

receding at approximately the same speed, including those that have yet to be discovered by 

tourists. In dispelling the myth that pedestrian traffic can enhance the effects of climate change 

on glacial melting, these findings convinced the Chinese government to abandon plans to expel 

adventure tourism businesses from the region.  
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 In the realm of human and cultural studies, cityscape rephotography has made its way 

into popular culture to a greater extent than any other application of the method. A brief search 

of any large library or bookstore indicates that nearly every major city in the United States, as 

well as dozens of smaller towns, boasts a Now and Then publication. Although these are often 

little more than picture books with brief captions, scholars can use such photographic records in 

pursuit of knowledge regarding neighborhood succession, the success (or failure) of 

revitalization efforts, the extent of suburbanization, and more.   

Edward Watson and Edmund Gillonôs (1976) repeat photography of over sixty sites in 

New York City, as an example, revealed changes in Manhattan since the turn of the twentieth 

century: the decline of streetcars in favor of personal automobiles (with parking lots to serve 

them), the decline of old ethnic (Jewish and Italian) tenement neighborhoods in favor of modern 

skyscrapers, and the rise of chain stores and mass consumerism. Interestingly, this exercise also 

revealed that street vendors in New York have altered very little in appearance since 1900. 

 Thomas and Geraldine Vale, as mentioned in the previous chapter, began their research 

in photographic analysis in 1980 by following in the footsteps of George Stewart along U.S. 40, 

a road that was by this time largely overshadowed, and in some areas replaced, by Interstates 70 

and 80. Their goal, like Stewartôs, was relatively simple: to depict and describe changes in the 

American landscape from the East to West coasts. Although the route passes through major 

urban areas such as Baltimore, St. Louis, Denver, and San Francisco, one of the central points 

that the Vales make in their conclusion of U.S. 40 Today (1983) is that, spatially, the United 

States is still a highly rural nation. Although it is certainly true that urban populations are 

increasing and extending suburban strip malls and cookie-cutter housing into the surrounding 

countryside, such growth is limited when placed into context with the nation as a whole. In fact, 
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between 1950 and 1980, the Vales observed very little change at all in the more remote areas of 

U.S. 40 aside from such modernization of farmsteads as electrical wires, indoor plumbing, and 

improved farm machinery. 

 Although the findings of Craig Campbell (2000) do not necessarily contradict those of 

the Vales, the more recent rephotography of Stewartôs photos in Kansas and Missouri revealed a 

faster rate of change between 1980 and 1992 than had occurred between 1950 and 1980. 

Specifically, Campbell documented examples of heightened decline in areas where U.S. 40 had 

been bypassed by I-70: the end of a wooded town park in Bellevue, Kansas, and the 

disappearance of antiquated family farm buildings along what is now U.S. 24. A rephotography 

of the entirety of U.S. 40, using the photo sets of Stewart and the Vales as baseline data, is 

currently being conducted by Frank Brusca of Southern New Hampshire University. 

 Not far from U.S. 40, John Charlton retraced the steps of Alexander Gardner along the 

Union Pacific Railway (1998) and the Kaw/Kansas River (2000). Gardner, who photographed 

the Union Pacific Railway in 1867 from Kansas City to Hays, was one of the first professional 

photographers of the American West. In retracing Gardnerôs steps 130 years later, Charlton 

found that the physical landscape in Kansas has not changed significantly on its own. As 

anticipated, the most striking differences between the photo sets came from the human impact on 

the landscape: construction projects in former river channels, the damming of waterways by the 

Army Corps of Engineers, and the destruction of tallgrass prairie in favor of agriculture. 

Charltonôs rephotography project along the Union Pacific Railway also revealed the damage that 

tourists have caused to Kansasô Castle Rock limestone formation, eroding the landform faster 

than would be possible by natural forces alone. 
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 Further to the south, Martin Mitchell (1996) retraced the steps of George Miller from 

Salina, Kansas to Taos, New Mexico. Miller, a professor of geography at Mankato State 

Teacherôs College, traveled this route and took over sixty photographs in 1936 in order to 

analyze the effects of the dust bowl on the Great Plains. Sixty years later, the landscape showed 

remarkable changes. Though arguably unsustainable, the sparsely vegetated yellow soil of 

Millerôs day had turned bright green with the invention of pivot irrigation. Success in agriculture, 

however, did not correlate with success in other local businesses. By 1996, many of the small 

towns observed by Miller had withered away as populations began concentrating around county 

seats. Finally, and most remarkably according to Mitchell, nearly every photograph taken at the 

turn of the twenty-first century revealed an increase in forest cover over the past sixty years.   

In Montana, William Wyckoff (2006) repeated photographs taken by highway engineers 

between 1920 and 1940 to examine landscape change in Montana. In selecting the 58 sites 

Wyckoff made an effort to divide his research evenly between the plains of the east and the 

mountains of the west. Themes of change over the past 60-80 years included continued 

dominance of agriculture, though with fewer farming ñsettlements,ò the collapse of mining and 

railroad communities as the resource extraction industries declined, the growth of suburbs and 

amenity migrant communities, and the fact that cities and commercial districts of smaller towns 

evolve faster than the rural countryside.  

 Studying a much larger area, James Campi (2002) traveled the entire eastern half of the 

United States in order to discover how various Civil War battlefields and other important sites 

are remembered today. Utilizing the Library of Congress and the National Archives, Campi 

managed to recapture images taken 140 years previously during one of the first photographed 

wars. Overall, the findings of this study proved that the National Park Service and U.S. Army 
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have preserved Civil War-related sites well. Unfortunate exceptions include Virginiaôs Fort 

Sedgwick, now the site of an abandoned superstore, Georgiaôs Resaca Battlefield, which has 

been taken over by an interstate highway, and an unnamed fort in what is now a residential 

district in Atlanta. 

 Outside of the United States, Jonathan Walker and Jonathan Leib (2002) recently retraced 

the steps of Berkeley graduate students Robert West and James Parsons in 1940/41 along the 

Topia Road, an historic trail linking together several mining communities in northwestern 

Mexico. Walker and Leib described several positive and negative experiences common to many 

scholars using repeat photography to document human activity over time. Although many 

images require researchers to gain access to private property, this is generally not a problem. 

Landowners are typically entertained by seeing historical images of places familiar to them, and 

more often than not, local residents are happy to help find the exact spot shown in the original 

photograph, as well as do their best to explain how changes in the landscape came to be.   

Walker and Leib discovered that stark differences evolved between towns at the northern 

and southern ends of the Topia Road, separated by the nearly impassable (by road) Sierra Madre 

Occidental. Settlements at the southern end of the road were still heavily involved with mining 

and changed little over the past sixty years. In the north, mining faded away and towns 

modernized greatly, though the majority of working-age males recently became migrant laborers 

in the Chicago area, sending remittances home to help their families.   

Methods Used in this Study 

 The findings of the studies previously mentioned are important in order to understand the 

types of problems that can be addressed and potentially solved through repeat photography. This 

section will briefly describe how I rephotographed U.S. 89. In all, I traveled to the previously 
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outlined Unambiguous West nine times between the summer of 2008 and winter of 2012. 

Seventy-five days were spent in the field, forty-two of which focused solely upon U.S. 89. Time 

away from the highway was primarily spent investigating notable landscape change elsewhere in 

the region, as well as touring sites that the Vales had described in their own textual analysis of 

the region. For an example of the former, see the discussion of Glacier National Parkôs Goat 

Haunt Ranger Station in Chapter Three. For an example of the latter, see the discussion of the 

Sevier River Watershed in Chapter Seven.  

Regarding the repeated images, the vast majority of my photographs were taken using a 

Canon PowerShot A1000IS (10 megapixel and 4x zoom capability). Though some images 

needed to be cropped in order to more closely match those of the Vales, I did not encounter any 

technical difficulties in replicating the scenes. Digital photography has greatly aided the pursuit 

of repeat photography with its advantage of instant review of the image. 

 

 
Figure 2.1: Dissertation fieldwork in progress at Big Rock Candy Mountain, Utah 

(featured in Chapter Eight). Image courtesy of Mitch Stimers and Keela Andrews. 

Date and Time of Photography: 3:30pm, Wednesday, March 18, 2009. 
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Although literature produced by landscape architects and plant biologists often contains 

identical pairs of photographs, geographers of all sub-disciplines tend to be focused more on the 

thematic content of the photograph pair than the necessity of exact technical replication. In their 

work detailing landscape change within Yosemite National Park, Vale and Vale (1994) admit to 

changing the camera angle ñif the resulting view provided more informationò (p. 52). Wyckoff 

(2006) acknowledged the same in his analysis of cultural landscapes in Montana. This proved 

necessary in replicating some of the views in Western Images, Western Landscapes, and is 

especially true in the case of the Cape Cod-style home in Logan, Utah (figure 9.5). Standing in 

the ñfootstepsò of the Vales in this case would have shown nothing but tree branches. A closer 

vantage point proved necessary. Like Wyckoff and the Vales, I also took a photograph of the 

original angle for reference even if it may not necessarily appear in the chapters that follow. As 

the themes of landscape change discussed in this dissertation transcend seasonal differences, I 

did not find it necessary to replicate the month and time of day of the original images.   

Upon retaking a photograph and recording its location, other actions taken included: 

¶ Completing full panoramic shots of the area surrounding each of the Valesô images. 

 

¶ Taking the GPS coordinates of the location, which are listed in Appendix A of this 

dissertation. 

  

¶ Photographing any other points of interest nearby (for example, any interpretive signage 

in the area, or new and/or ongoing construction projects or infrastructural improvements). 

 

¶ Writing extensive field notes relating to the surrounding landscape. Examples here 

included recording all businesses (open or closed) seen when in a populated area, or the 

numbers and types of visitors in a park or other protected area. 

 

¶ Collecting written texts related to landscape change in the area, such as local newspapers, 

tourist brochures, postcards, or books relating to the history of the location.  

 

¶ Informally interviewing local residents as to how and why the landscape has changed. 

As needed, I also contacted community leaders by telephone or email after the conclusion 

of fieldwork. 
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While analyzing each photographic pair, I took great care to avoid any preconceptions 

regarding what I may see. Approaching each set of images with an open mind allowed me to find 

and analyze changes that were missed during the course of fieldwork. For example, while 

repeating the photograph in Orderville, Utah (figure 7.8), my traveling companions
4
 and I 

focused our attention upon the farming and mining aspects of the landscape. Not until I closely 

examined the 1983 and 2009 photographs weeks later, did I notice the addition of a new home 

immediately above the local gravel pit, indicating that the mining operation is not universally 

perceived as a residential disamenity.   

Unexpectedly, one of the most important tools in uncovering answers to questions 

regarding the change (or lack thereof) in locations covered in this dissertation has been the 

internet: a tool that promises to revolutionize repeat photography as it pertains to cultural 

phenomena, just as it has changed the face of other qualitative methods across the academic 

spectrum (Michalak 1998; Denissen, Neumann, and van Zalk 2010). Using such online sources 

as local government and community association master plans, newspaper archives, business 

profiles, state and federal publications, and email exchanges with community leaders in the 

public and private sectors, descriptions of forces at work behind the observed changes in the 

landscape reach a high level of depth and accuracy. Examples found within this work include the 

stories behind individual businesses (past or present) in Phoenix and Sedona, Arizona; Panguitch 

and Salt Lake City, Utah; and Afton and Jackson, Wyoming, as well as the reactions of residents 

to the changes occurring within those communities and their surroundings. Beyond community 

character in populated places, internet sources also proved valuable in gauging public reaction to 

                                                 
4
 No author has ever stated that assistance is necessary for a successful endeavor into repeat photography, and 

neither shall I. However, I was accompanied to the vast majority of photograph locations by friends, family, and/or 

colleagues, and found the extra set of eyes extremely helpful in finding the exact location of each image pair. A full 

list of those who assisted me in my fieldwork can be found in the acknowledgements. 
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the expansion of the Bingham Canyon Copper Mine, increased border security, and public land 

agency policies regarding the dichotomy between preservation and use. Additionally, minor 

mistakes such as those found in the Valesô original work are easily avoided today using 

resources such as Google Earth.
5
   

Through the use of these procedures, this dissertation takes its place among the 

meaningful works of repeat photography described in this chapter. Walker and Leib (2002) 

revealed to the world the visual effects that migrant workers have upon the communities they 

leave to find temporary jobs elsewhere. Campi (2002) revealed important yet largely unknown 

historic sites badly in need of preservation. Ives (1987), Mosley (2006), and Salick et al. (2005) 

helped to expose the myths and realities regarding environmental impact that tourists and locals 

alike have on the Himalayan ecosystem. Wyckoff (2006) discovered a significant disparity in the 

ways in which towns in Montana have evolved over the past century. In a similar fashion to these 

authors, this research not only contributes to the overall understanding of the world by revealing 

trends of landscape change across a significant region of the United States, but it does so in a 

visual fashion easily understandable by both academics and the general population. Along these 

lines, and in addition to the contributions to the geographic discipline as outlined in Chapter One, 

this research will allow local community leaders across the West to be able to see what is 

happening in their area, and therefore be able to make more informed decisions regarding how to 

harness, slow, or perhaps even stop the forces of change at work around them.  

                                                 
5
 Although errors are an anomaly in Western Images, Western Landscapes, three examples include: 

a) The mislabeling of Ordervilleôs Elkhart cliffs as the White Cliffs, and the misplacement of that photograph  north 

of Glendale, Utah, instead of its actual location some five miles further south (pages 71 & 76 in the Valesô work, 

figure 7.8 in this dissertation). 

b)  The mislabeling of Montanaôs Castle Mountains as the Little Belt Mountains (page 131 of the Valesô work, 

figure 5.4 in this dissertation). 

c) The mislabeling of slopes from Montanaôs Showdown Ski Area as natural meadows (page 131 of the Valesô 

work, figure 7.4 in this dissertation). 
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 There is perhaps no greater contrast among U.S. 89 landscapes than in the difference 

between the Mexican and Canadian borders. The bustling and heavily guarded border city of 

Nogales, Arizona, dwarfed in population twenty times over by its Mexican neighbor of the same 

name (together, the cities are known as Ambos Nogales), stands in sharp contrast to the vast 

expanse of empty grassland that characterizes the Canadian border just east of Glacier National 

Park. Both the northern and southern termini of what is or used to be U.S. 89 do, however, reveal 

signs of heightened border security. 

 Because the Arizona portion of this chapter will cover sections of road that are no longer 

designated as U.S. Highway 89, it is first prudent to briefly describe what has happened to the 

road in the years since the Vales traveled it. In 1992, at the request of the Arizona state 

government, the American Association of State Road and Transportation Officials 

decommissioned the highway between Flagstaff and the international border at Nogales. The 

Arizona Department of Transportation requested the elimination of the U.S. highway in order to 

divert thousands of through-travelers onto the interstate system (specifically interstates 19, 10, 

and 17), which was better suited to handle the growing volume of traffic throughout the central 

portion of the state (American Association of State Road and Transportation Officials 1992, 

Weingroff 2009, 2012).   

Thus, U.S. 89 no longer stretches from border to border. In its place today are Arizona 

State Highways 89 and 89A, as well as a small portion of U.S. Highway 93 between Flagstaff 

and Wickenburg, U.S. Highway 60 southeast from Wickenburg and through the Phoenix 

metropolitan area, Arizona State Highways 79 and 77 through Florence and Tucson, and finally a 

mixture of local streets and Interstate 19 between Tucson and Nogales. Although U.S. 89 

remained an isolated entity within downtown Nogales for many years after its general 
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disappearance from the region, this too was finally decommissioned in 2007 with all related 

signage removed from the city (Sanderson 2009). 

 Regardless of the status of the road it overlooks, however, the McDonaldôs patio in 

downtown Nogales (figure 3.1)
6
 remains as much a center of activity and window into the local 

culture as it was when Thomas; and Geraldine Vale photographed the location in 1982. Over the 

past three decades, the population of Nogales, Arizona has grown from approximately 15,500 to 

nearly 21,000, and the percentage of people identifying themselves as being of Hispanic or 

Latino origin has risen from 85% to 95%. These numbers serve as a microcosm of general trends 

in Arizona, which has seen a population gain of almost four million since 1980, with the 

Hispanic/Latino percentage rising from 16% to nearly 30% (U.S. Census Bureau 1981, 2011). 

 The increased percentage of Latino residents in Nogales, coupled with Mexican migrants 

who enter the United States here each day for shopping and/or employment, has made at least 

one highly visible mark on the landscape: the change of wording on the McDonaldôs entrance 

sign from Welcome to Bienvenidos. Inside the restaurant, only the managers spoke English, 

though the other unique attributes described by the Vales after their visit (the Spanish menu, the 

jar of jalapeños, and the currency exchange option) were no longer present.
7
  

Today, the McDonaldôs patio serves as a meeting point of cultures. In the restaurantôs 

parking lot, closely watched and guarded as ñcustomers only,ò vehicle license plates spanned the 

continent, ranging from Sonora to Michigan. The patrons themselves proved equally as diverse, 

                                                 
6
 in all photo pairs the older image is placed above or to the left of the newer) 

 
7
 This is likely indicative of the McDonalds Corporation wishing to present a uniform chain of restaurants across the 

nation, though company representatives did not answer my emails regarding the reasons and dates behind the 

changes. 
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from entire families of Latino descent who walked up the hill from the direction of the border 

crossing, to expensively dressed Caucasian tourists wielding both cameras and binoculars.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.1: The view southeastward from the McDonaldôs patio in downtown Nogales, 

Arizona. Heroica Nogales, Sonora (Mexico) lies beyond the fence in the distance. Due to 

minor structural changes in the patio area over the past three decades, the camera angle 

needed to be adjusted slightly in order to keep the ñwelcomeò sign in the frame. 

Date and time of rephotography: 3:15pm, Sunday, January 10, 2010. 
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 The tourist appeal of the location is clear. The vantage point of the above photographs 

allows visitors to take in a sweeping view of the developing world from the perceived safety and 

comfort of the developed. Additionally, and although neither the 1982 nor the 2010 image reveal 

much in the way of businesses, a wide variety of establishments including restaurants, bars, 

discount stores, and even a tattoo parlor can be found only a few blocks away, catering to locals 

and visitors alike. Immediately to the left of the area photographed, and only two blocks from the 

McDonaldôs, stands the Pimeria Alta Historical Museum, offering exhibits, lectures, and tours 

dedicated to the entire history of the region from the earliest Spanish explorers to the modern era. 

 The ability to find services and entertainment on the Arizona side of the border has 

become especially important in recent years, as Americans are being discouraged by their 

government from entering Mexican border cities due to the drug-war related violence there, as 

cartels battle both one another and the federal government. In 2008, for example, Heroica 

Nogales (generally referred to simply as ñNogalesò), Sonora witnessed 176 murders, up from 

only 52 the previous year, with similar increases in other violent crimes (Overseas Security 

Advisory Council 2009). By contrast, Nogales, Arizona did not report a single homicide between 

2008 and 2010, and the local government has been working hard in recent years to dispel its 

reputation as a dangerous city (Wagner 2010). Despite political rhetoric to the contrary, all 

American cities situated on the border with Mexico boast crime rates lower than similarly sized 

cities elsewhere in the country (Padgett 2010). Nogales Police Chief William Ybarra (2009) 

stated in a personal correspondence that ñthe streets of Nogales, Arizona are as safe, even more, 

than any other city in this country,ò largely due to the high level of security provided by local, 

state, and federal law enforcement agencies all operating in a relatively small area. Local police 

make a visible presence throughout the downtown area, while Border Patrol agents keep a 



32 

 

constant vigil at every street intersection adjacent to the border. In fact, one such agent was 

stationed directly behind me as I photographed the 2010 image in figure 3.2. According to 

Border Patrol agents interviewed in an episode of the National Geographic Channelôs Border 

Wars (2009), such a presence is needed to thwart employees of Mexican drug cartels who use the 

higher ground of Nogales, Sonora to spy on American operations and exploit any gaps or other 

weakness they see. 

 Heightened security along the Mexican border is clearly visible in figures 3.1 and 3.2. 

Portions of the national border have been marked by a fence through Nogales since 1910, 

initially at the request of the Mexican government as a ñdeterrent to outlawryò (Pimeria Alta 

Museum 2008). The United States government later completed the division of the city in 1918, 

following the ñBattle of Nogalesò in which border guards of the two nations exchanged fire 

amidst heightened tensions following the interception of the Zimmerman Telegram during World 

War I (Arreola, 2001).  

In recent years, the nearly century-old barrier has undergone significant upgrades. The 

Border Patrol and Army Corps of Engineers replaced the wire-mesh fence photographed by 

Thomas and Geraldine Vale in the 1980s with the current design in 1994. Decried as an eyesore 

by residents on both sides of the border, the barrier observed in the two Nogales photographic 

sets is made of surplus landing strip material once used by the United States military. The 

agencies involved stated that the improvements were meant to reduce the ability of ñborder 

banditsò to cut holes in the fence, rob unsuspecting people, and escape back into Mexico. Given 

that robberies and aggravated assaults fell by more than 50% in Nogales between 1994 and 1995, 

the effort appears to have been successful (Deseret News 1995). Today, parts of the fence 

elsewhere in Nogales and its surroundings have been upgraded further. Closely spaced steel 
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poles filled with concrete now rise up to 16 feet above the ground, and descend five feet below it, 

simultaneously reopening the view to the other side and making it impossible to cut holes in the 

barrier with blow torches, and increasing the difficulty of either drug or human traffickers trying 

to tunnel underneath the border (Trujillo 2009). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.2: The border fence at the intersection of International and Hereford 

Streets, Nogales, Arizona.  

Date and time of rephotography: 3:45pm, Sunday, January 10, 2010. 
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 Regardless of increased crime on the Mexican side of the fence, or a heavier police 

presence on the American side, cross-border traffic between the two nations continues to 

increase. Together, the Nogales Ports of Entry, including the Dennis DeConcini crossing in the 

cityôs downtown and the largely commercial Mariposa Port of Entry immediately to the west of 

Nogales, rank fifth among all border crossings in North America (and are by far the busiest in 

Arizona) (Bogan 2009). Both nations improved their customs and inspection stations during the 

early 1990s in preparation for greatly increased traffic flow as a result of the signing of the North 

American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) (Arreola and Curtis, 1993). Nogalesô Mariposa Port 

of Entry serves as the southern terminus of the CANAMEX Trade Corridor: a proposed, yet 

unfinished, continuous four lane highway crossing the United States between Nogales, Arizona, 

and Sweetgrass, Montana. 

While current-year estimates of traffic are not available for public viewing, total volume 

in 2009 for the two Nogales border crossings amounted to just under three million vehicles (an 

average of over 8,000 per day); more than ten times the 223,000 vehicles (~610 per day) reported 

in 1997 (U.S. General Accounting Office 1998, Levin 2010). This is in addition to the 4.2 

million pedestrians that crossed into Nogales, Arizona in 2009, for a total estimate of 12.76 

million people (a staggering average of almost 35,000 per day) (Levin 2010). Due to longer lines 

relating to the increased traffic, as well as increased security after the 9/11 terrorist attacks, two 

cable companies based out of Sonora have dedicated television channels to the monitoring of the 

border, letting travelers know when the lines are shortest (Ibarra 2010). 

 Regarding the Sonoran side of Ambos Nogales, the city has grown substantially over the 

past three decades, from just over 68,000 residents in 1980 to over 220,000 recorded in Mexicoôs 

2010 Census. Cross-border water treatment facilities for Ambos Nogales, based in Arizona since 
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the 1940s, are planning infrastructural improvements to account for an additional uncounted 

150,000 people that are estimated to have moved into the city during the first decade of the 

twenty-first century (Arreola and Curtis 1993, EPA Good Neighbor Environmental Board 2009, 

Instituto Nacional de Estadistica Y Geografia 2011). Due to a combination of drug-related 

violence, transient populations, and general distrust of the government, populations in border 

communities proved highly difficult to accurately count during the most recent census (Licon 

2010). Regardless of precise numbers, however, the increased population of Nogales, Sonora can 

be seen in both figures 3.1 and 3.2, as housing density has increased on the hills in the distance 

near the cityôs eastern boundary. The Mexican border city model created by Arreola and Curtis 

(1993) explains that these new homes are an example of a low income neighborhood formed on 

the urban periphery in recent times by migrants seeking work in the growing tourism or 

maquiladora industries. Many of these dwellings possess no visible electrical lines, and can only 

be accessed by steep, narrow, unmaintained paths. 

 The model created by Arreola and Curtis, as well as other models of Mexican border 

cities (see Gildersleeve 1978 and Hoffman 1983), also places the central business district 

adjacent to the primary international border crossing. Typically, and in an ever-increasing 

fashion since the Prohibition Era, this is a zone dominated by tourism from the northern side of 

the border. Americans enter the border cities for any number of reasons: authentic restaurants 

and bars, souvenirs, prostitution, cheap medical and dental care, and generally to experience 

what they perceive to be the stereotypical ñMexicolandò (Arreola and Curtis 1996). Recognizing 

the economic potential of these visitors, local, state, and federal governments within Mexico 

have catered to the demands of tourists in a number of ways. Alcohol laws remain lax, bull and 

cock fights are common, prostitution districts have been set up in some cities, and excepting 
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random inspections at the border, foreigners are allowed to enter the country as they wish, with 

passports and visas being checked only once a person reaches a highway checkpoint further into 

the interior of the country (Arreola and Curtis 1993). 

 Figure 3.2 reveals improvements to Nogales, Sonora made possible by the influx of 

tourist as well as NAFTA money. The buildings lining the international border now appear 

larger, palm trees beautify the landscape, figures 3.1 and 3.2 each reveal at least one new 

communications tower. Recent developments relating to the previously-mentioned drug 

violence, however, is changing everything and may require models of the Mexican border city to 

be revisited and revised. Though exact numbers are unavailable, the Mexican side of Ambos 

Nogales has experienced a drastic decrease in the number of tourists, despite increased security 

measures and assurances from the local government that Americans are not targets in the 

ongoing conflict. Instead of being the prosperous district it once was, Nogales, Sonoraôs 

downtown is now full of closed shops and restaurants, and struggling merchants. Discount 

medical and dental providers now personally escort American customers from the border to their 

clinics in order to ensure a stable clientele (Kocherga 2010, McCombs 2010).  

The situation is similar in other Mexican border cities. Merchants in Tijuana, once 

referred to as ñthe most visited city in the world,ò reported a 90% drop in foreign customers 

between 2005 and 2008 (Marosi 2008). In Ciudad Juarez, where the number of murders reached 

a staggering 1,600 in 2008, tourism has ñbeen pronounced deadò (Tessier 2008, Nortesur 2008). 

Soldiers from neighboring El Pasoôs Fort Bliss have even been ordered to stop crossing the 

border. At this time, the future of Mexicoôs border region is unstable and uncertain. 

 Meanwhile, 1,500 miles to the north, where U.S. 89 crosses from Montana into Alberta, 

Canada, the numbers and the scene are drastically different along what has been referred to as 



37 

 

the longest undefended border in the world. Officers present at the Port of Piegan Border 

Inspection Station estimate their yearly total of vehicles to be approximately 200,000 (~550 per 

day), and due to the remoteness of the location, there are no pedestrians at all. Long delays at the 

border are virtually unheard of, and the checkpoint operates only between the hours of 7:00am 

and 11:00pm. 

 Comparing figures 3.2 and 3.3, the differences in the two border landscapes are almost 

too many to list. Aside from the border checkpoint itself (see figure 3.4), the vicinity of U.S. 89ôs 

entrance into Canada as Alberta Route 2 has barely changed at all. Unlike the twelve to sixteen-

foot high barriers of Nogales, the fences of the Montana-Alberta border appear to be, as also 

noted by the Vales, little more than cattle guards (though no cattle were visible at the time that 

photograph was taken). The atmosphere is so relaxed, in fact, that not all customs officials on 

either the American or Canadian side knew exactly where the international border was, or which 

country technically controlled the road depicted in figure 3.3. The dead-end gravel pathway 

begins between the two inspection stations and is flanked by fences on both sides. The fences 

also fulfill the 1908 and 1925 treaty requirements of maintaining a well-marked line across the 

entire 5,525 mile border between Canada and the United States (Smith 2010). The border is 

delineated by a wide clear-cut path in forested areas and by stone markers in locations above tree 

line by either elevation or latitude. 
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Figure 3.3: An unnamed, dead-end gravel road running west through short grass prairie along the 

international border adjacent to the Port of Piegan Inspection Station. The distant structures in both 

photographs belong to the United States Customs and Border Patrol. Canadian soil begins on the far side 

of the fence to the right. The Lewis Range of Waterton-Glacier International Peace Park rise in the 

distance. 

Date and time of rephotography: 11:30am, Thursday, August 20, 2009. 
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This is not to say that security has not tightened at all in rural Montana since the 1980s. A 

short distance to the west, at Glacier National Parkôs Goat Haunt Ranger Station, an interpretive 

display depicting New York City against a backdrop of the Rocky Mountains has been erected to 

tell the story of what has happened since the September 11
th
 terrorist attacks. The remote ranger 

station and its surroundings can either be reached through a multi-day hike from the nearest 

American road, or by a short passenger ferry ride from Waterton Village, Alberta. Prior to 

September 11, 2001, tourists traveling by ferry were free to disembark at Goat Haunt and hike 

around the area regardless of nationality. Today, and after a period of total closure of the entry 

ñport,ò this right is granted only to citizens of the United States and Canada. As the interpretive 

display concludes, ñthe worldôs first international peace park was a less peaceful place as the 

hard realities of the world overshadowed the ideals of cooperation and collaboration shared here 

between nation friends.ò  

Returning to U.S. 89, its Port of Piegan border inspection station has received extensive 

upgrades over the past decade, though not specifically due to the September 11
th
 attacks. The 

rustic building depicted in the foreground of figure 3.4 served as the United States Border 

Patrolôs offices from 1934 until the turn of the millennium. The Border Patrol deemed the 

structure obsolete during the 1990s and a far more modern facility was completed in 2000. 

Today, the original building serves as officer housing as part of a residential expansion 

undertaken to provide living space for new officers being brought in. This small cluster of houses 

that includes the old station (approximately four square blocks with no commercial services) is 

the only option for federal employees in the area, unless they wish to live in the numerous 

Blackfeet Nation towns to the south.  
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Figure 3.4: The Port of Piegan Border Inspection Station, Montana. The view is from the 

intersection of U.S. 89 and Chief Mountain Road, facing north. The new, blue-roofed inspection 

and customs building is visible in the distance. Taking photographs of ongoing vehicle inspections, 

as the Vales did during the early 1980s, is now strictly forbidden. 

Date and time of rephotography: 6:30pm Monday, August 17, 2009. 
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Relations between the federal and tribal authorities have been tense over the past decade 

and a half. The border post resides on reservation land, and the Blackfeet have constructed their 

own welcome sign only a few hundred feet south of the location photographed in figure 3.4. 

Much of the new federal construction has been implemented against the wishes of the Blackfeet 

Nation who claim they have not been paid tribal taxes regarding construction on their land 

(Missoula Independent 1999). As recently as July of 2009, Blackfeet law enforcement officers 

shut down a minor construction project at the border and issued fines to the companies involved 

due to lack of proper tribal permits (The Associated Press 2009). Additionally, tribal law 

enforcement places blame on state and federal agencies for their reservation being used for cross-

border drug trafficking, citing inadequate funding to properly combat the threat (Kidston 2007).  

Relations between Native Americans and the federal and state government are also tense 

near where U.S. 89 crosses the Mexican border. As outlined by Kenneth Madsen (2006), the 

Tohono Oôodham suffer from the division of their people between the United States, where a 

formal reservation exists, and Mexico, where one does not. Unlike the status granted to tribes 

along the Canadian border, such as the Cree, the Tohono Oôodham do not possess dual 

citizenship. Traditionally considered by human and drug traffickers to be a weak point in 

American border defenses, the United States Customs and Border Protection agency increased its 

patrols and began construction on a triple layered fence at the reservationôs southern edge in 

2006. While the still uncompleted barrier surely acts as a deterrent to illegal crossings, it also 

divides the Tohono Oôodham nation even further, as the majority of the tribeôs members lack the 

money (or even the vehicles) necessary to make the long drives to official border crossings in 

San Luis, Sasabe, or Nogales in order to reach their friends and relatives in Mexico (Gross, 

2006).  
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More recently, President Barack Obama ordered 1,200 soldiers to the Mexican border, 

with calls for more than three times that number by Republicans in Congress, to assist an already 

expanded Border Patrol force. Viewing these developments as a potential militarization of their 

lands, several Tohono Oôodham activists staged a sit-in protest at the Border Patrol office in 

Tucson on May 21, 2010, aided by Mexican-American and Caucasian-American protesters who 

had also come to protest the passage of Arizonaôs SB-1070, a bill which would allow law 

enforcement officers to check the legal status of any person who has committed a crime or 

infraction (Lemons 2010). Such contested relationships between Indian reservations and 

surrounding communities are a theme visible along many sections of U.S. Highway 89, and will 

be discussed in the following chapter. 

Through only four sets of repeated photographs, the stark contrast between the Canadian 

and Mexican borderlands can be seen plainly. Ambos Nogales serves as a useful case study for 

trends occurring across the entire border between the United States and Mexico. From 

Brownsville and Matamoros in the east, to San Diego and Tijuana in the west, violence between 

competing drug cartels, as well as the battles occurring between said cartels and the Mexican 

military, have drastically impacted the human environment. Although international trade has 

drastically increased since the early 1980s as a result of NAFTA, American tourism to Mexican 

border cities has dropped to the point that geographic models of these places should probably be 

revisited. Security on the American side has increased to combat the ever growing drug and 

human trafficking problems, and the border violence over the past five years has led to a distrust 

of the increasing Mexican population of the American Southwest, leading to laws such as 

Arizonaôs heavy-handed SB 1070. As Terrence Haverluck stated in 2003, ñAnglo media still 
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often portrays Hispanics as drug dealers, illegal immigrants, and criminalsò (p. 181), and the 

recent border violence has only made things worse. 

 Far to the north, however, what has been touted as the ñlongest undefended border in the 

worldò remains so today. Aside from a post-9/11 requirement that Canadians must now possess 

passports to enter the United States (and vice versa), and the construction of updated facilities to 

process said identification, very little has changed on the boundary between the two allied 

nations. What the two border landscapes do share in common, however, is the difficult dilemma 

between ensuring security and adhering to the rights and wishes of Native American tribes that 

happen to reside in those locations.  
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 Native American tribes, numbering over one million in population, directly control 

approximately 1/5 of the American West (Riebsame et al. 1997). U.S. Highway 89 passes 

through two major Indian Reservations: those of the Navajo in Arizona and of the Blackfeet in 

Montana. Together, these lands encompass more than 17 million acres and a population of over 

200,000 people. Through an analysis of four photographic pairs on these two reservations, and 

their surrounding areas, this chapter will address important issues facing Native American 

populations in the modern era, including: the economic hardships faced by residents of many 

reservations, recent attempts to create a tourist industry through the use of casinos and attractions 

playing upon the ñmystiqueò of what was once known as ñIndian Country,ò and conflicts 

between Native Americans and neighboring Caucasian communities over what were once 

considered to be important or even sacred tribal lands. 

  In Arizona, the highway, now designated as Arizona State Route 89, also passes within 

only a few city blocks of the Yavapai-Prescott Indian Reservation. This reservation, consisting of 

1,395 acres and 159 tribal members is, with the exception of its two casinos, virtually 

indistinguishable from the surrounding suburban environment of Prescott and neighboring 

Prescott Valley which hold a combined population of approximately 80,000. The hotel and 

convention center, mentioned by the Vales to be under development in 1982, is now fully 

functional and accompanied by the Buckyôs and Yavapai Casinos, the Frontier Village Shopping 

Center, and a business park. As a result, the small tribe is able to boast as being one of the largest 

employers in the area with over 2,500 workers (Yavapai-Prescott Indian Tribe 2010).   

 Stories of Native American tribes achieving the same level of economic prosperity and 

success as neighboring communities can also be found in parts of the Northeastern United States. 

Examples include the Oneida Nation of New York and the Mohegan Nation of Connecticut. In 



46 

 

terms of the western United States, however, the Yavapai-Prescott are the exception rather than 

the rule. Although reservations of the West can be expansive, they generally consist of 

unproductive and largely worthless lands left unwanted by American settlers of the late-

nineteenth century, and are also usually far removed from any significant centers of population. 

The research of Anderson and Parker (2008) also indicates that non-Native American investors 

and creditors tend to avoid reservations that do not cede judicial sovereignty to their respective 

states. Unemployment rates run high in the majority of these places, despite some jobs being 

created by the gambling and outdoor recreation tourism industries. Although the number of 

Native Americans leaving their reservations for major cities has increased over the latter half of 

the twentieth century, a significant number choose remain in their place of birth, or return to it 

later in life for any number of personal reasons (Reinhardt 2003). 

For these reasons, it should be little surprise that if one includes Alaska and the Dakotas 

in the definition of the ñAmerican West,ò twelve of the top twenty poorest counties (or county 

equivalents) in the United States lie within the region and consist of lands overwhelmingly 

dominated by Native American populations. Regarding the two expansive reservations crossed 

by U.S. 89, the Navajo Nation includes the poorest areas of all three states it lies within (Utah, 

Arizona, and New Mexico). Glacier County, Montana, home of the Blackfeet Nation, ranks 84
th
 

poorest out of the countryôs 3,141 counties or county equivalents (Red Feather Development 

Group 2010). The Blackfeet Reservation, with a population of approximately 7,000 people, 

suffers from an unemployment rate of 70% (Coleman 2010). Immediately to the north, a close 

relative of the Blackfeet whose 6,000-7,000 members possess dual citizenship, the Blood 

Reserve of Alberta reports an unemployment rate as high as 80%. This Canadian statistic is a 
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staggering increase over the official estimate of 29% unemployment in 1996 (Magzul and Rojas 

2005).  

Figure 4.1 reveals a fairly typical landscape on the Blackfeet Reservation, though more 

hilly than other locations that could have been chosen. With fewer than 10,000 inhabitants 

residing on 1.5 million acres of land, it is not unusual to see a landscape completely bare of 

human habitation. Excepting a handful of small, clustered towns, the vast majority of the 

reservation is as open as the two images in figure 4.1 suggest. In fact, this photographic pair is 

one of the few in the entire set of 53 that actually reveals a loss of structures since the early 

1980s. Unfortunately, no information is available regarding exactly what happened to the barn 

and adjacent sheds visible in the distance on the right hand side of the Valesô photo. 

In a similar fashion to the disputes over the land surrounding the Port of Piegan Border 

Inspection Station, the boundary between the Blackfeet Reservation and Glacier National Park, 

drawn at the Rocky Mountain Front seen in figure 4.1, is a point of legal contention between 

tribal officials and the federal government. The Blackfeet nation sold what is now the eastern 

edge of the park to the federal government in 1896 for the purposes of mining exploration, but 

retained the right to hunt and fish on the land. The creation of Glacier National Park in 1910, 

however, led to the end of all native rights to the land. Although local Native Americans from 

the Blackfeet and other tribes have successfully sued to be exempt from park entrance fees, other 

historic land uses remain restricted.  
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Figure 4.1: U.S. 89 on the Blackfeet Indian Reservation between Browning and St. Mary, Montana.  The 

view is facing west. As in figure 3.3, the Lewis Range of Glacier National Park rises in the distance.  

Date and Time of Rephotography: 5:30pm Monday, August 16, 2009. 
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Superintendents over the course of the last century have all agreed that hunting is not 

conducive toward the goals of their park, and their policies have been upheld by the United 

States Court of Appeals (United States v. Peterson) as recently as 1973. Fishing rights have 

remained more ambiguous over the years (Scholar 2004). When National Geographic author 

William Ellis (1976) passed through the Blackfeet Reservation shortly after the Court of 

Appealsô decision, he found extreme animosity among the residents. ñI will tell you this,ò one 

Blackfoot native remarked, ñWeôre going to get what belongs to us, and if that means taking it, 

then it will be takenò (p. 106).  The conflict is nearing resolution today, as there have been 

discussions of circumventing the restrictions by reintroducing buffalo herds to Glacier National 

Park, which would in time need to be culled by native hunters. Parks Canada is investigating a 

similar option for Waterton Lakes and other national parks in the Rocky Mountains (Scholar 

2004).  

 This is not to say that all interactions between the reservation and the outside world are or 

have been negative, however. In fact, the prominent summit on the left of the horizon in figure 

4.1 is a symbol of peace between Native Americans and the larger Caucasian population of 

North America. Rising Wolf Mountain, the tallest peak in the vicinity of Glacier National Parkôs 

Two Medicine Lake, at an elevation of 9,513 feet, is named after a nineteenth century British 

Canadian fur trader who lived amongst the Piegan (or Piikani) tribe of the Blackfeet Nation for 

the majority of his life. As he was named by his wealthy parents in Quebec, Hugh Monroe 

(1798-1895) briefly served at the Hudson Bay Companyôs Mountain Fort along the 

Saskatchewan River (later Bow Fort, approximately forty miles west of what is now Calgary, 

Alberta) as an interpreter and diplomat to the then virtually unknown Piegan. By the age of 

twenty, Hugh had left the companyôs employment, been accepted into the tribe he served as 
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interpreter for, and adopted the name ñRising Wolfò after proving himself as a hunter, as well as 

warrior and peace negotiator dealing with the Crow to the south. He never returned home. After 

his death, Rising Wolfôs biographer, James Schultz, served as a local guide for a group of 

American surveyors who named a prominent peak along the Rocky Mountain Front after one of 

very few white men of the nineteenth century who established and maintained peaceful ties with 

the Blackfeet of what is now Alberta and Montana (Schultz 1919).  

Today, as in the time of the Hudson Bay Companyôs trading posts, interaction between 

the Blackfeet and outside visitors remains extremely important to the local economy. As was 

noted by the Vales in 1984, the Blackfeet villages of St. Mary and Babb maintain a small but 

steady tourist industry, providing travelers to Glacier National Park with food and lodging 

options. Also unchanged since 1984 is the general absence of Native American imagery in these 

gateway communities, excepting a few souvenir stores. Such themes are, however, present in the 

reservationôs capital of Browning. Immediately to the left of the photographerôs position in 

figure 4.1 is a billboard displaying a head-dressed Native American on horseback, accompanied 

by the text ñWestern Curios: Local Crafts, Souvenirs, Restrooms, Reasonable Prices. Browning, 

8 Miles Ahead.ò 
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Figure 4.2: Faughtôs Blackfeet Trading Post, Browning, Montana. The photograph is taken from 

across the street, in front of the local Subway sandwich shop. 

Date and Time of Rephotography: 4:30pm, Monday, August 16, 2009. 
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 Faughtôs Blackfeet Trading Post, depicted in figure 4.2 and likely the store mentioned by 

the above-mentioned billboard, is an example of Browningôs successful courting of tourists over 

the past several decades. The trading post has been in operation for over fifty years, and had 

amassed enough wealth by the year 2000 that a new store could be constructed, twice the size of 

the one visited by Thomas and Geraldine Vale. Caucasian owned, the store acts as a source of 

employment for the native population of the city, provides name-brand items of clothing for the 

reservation, and dedicates its entire ñgift shopò section to goods made by Native American 

residents of Montana (Browning Area Chamber of Commerce 2004, Elliott 2010). The 

positioning of the store at the intersection of U.S. Routes 2 and 89 undoubtedly helps business at 

what is advertised as the ñlast stoplight heading west,ò though Native American artwork is used 

to draw tourists to the store as well (Browning Area Chamber of Commerce 2004). In addition to 

the patterns drawn on the façade facing the camera, the western wall of the trading post holds a 

large and perplexing mural depicting Arizonaôs Monument Valley (generally associated with the 

Navajo) in the background and a wooded pond landscape in the foreground.  

 Other attractions in Browning include the Museum of the Plains Indian and the Glacier 

Peaks Casino. The Museum of the Plains Indian, an organization funded by the Department of 

Interiorôs Indian Arts and Crafts Board, not only displays historic artwork and clothing of all of 

the tribes of the northern Great Plains, but also periodically hosts exhibitions where local Native 

American artists can sell their creations and attempt to make a regional or even national name for 

themselves. Glacier Peaks Casino is the last attraction visitors will pass by as they drive out of 

Browning along U.S. 89 toward Glacier National Park and the Canadian border. Games offered 

include slots, bingo, and various forms of poker.  
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Under Montana state law, all profits made by the Glacier Peaks Casino (and any other 

gaming establishments built on the Blackfeet Reservation) can only be used to ñfund tribal 

government operations and programs; provide for the general welfare of the Tribe and its 

members; promote tribal economic development; donate to charitable organizations; or help fund 

operations of local government agencies.ò The Reservation also retains the right to make per 

capita payments of casino profits to tribal members, provided the state government is notified of 

this change of policy (Blackfeet Tribal Business Council 1997, 1). Similar payments ($200 per 

capita as of December 2009) are, however, already made to tribal members as a result of taxes 

received from oil drilling on reservation land (Blackfeet Tribal Business Council 2009). Since 

1985, Indian casinos in Montana have needed to compete with partial legalization of the activity 

across the entire state. With the maximum payouts in non-Indian casinos/bars limited to $800, 

and the state legislatureôs 2003 defeat of a proposal to bring Las Vegas-style casinos to Butte, 

however, reservations will continue to dominate Montanaôs gaming industry for the foreseeable 

future (Montana Department of Justice 2010). 

 Non-tourist industries have also grown in the Browning area in recent years and have 

helped to at least partially offset the reservationôs staggeringly high unemployment rate. For 

example, Pikuni Industries, a native Blackfeet establishment, is known for providing fencing, 

cattle guards, and building construction material to rural farmers and ranchers. Under the Bush 

and Obama administrations, this small business has received a number of multi-million dollar 

grants from the federal government to team up with Alabamaôs Radiance Technologies, Inc., to 

construct a new factory on reservation land and produce lightweight materials for military use. 

Hundreds of new workers have been, or will soon be employed by the expansion, which will 

produce parts for a diverse range of equipment including aircraft, Humvees, and even missiles. 
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In what is perhaps a textbook example of economic ñinsourcingò of jobs to areas of domestic 

poverty, the federal government awarded these contracts to the Blackfeet as a result of Pikuni 

Industriesô status as a ñsmall, disadvantaged businessò (Associated Press 2007, Montana 

Associated Technology Roundtables 2009).  

 Exiting the Blackfeet Reservation, it is more than one thousand miles to the south that 

U.S. 89 next crosses Native American lands. Between the cities of Flagstaff and Page, Arizona, 

the road skirts the western edge of the Navajo Nation, the worldôs largest Indian Reservation, 

passing through a handful of small towns. Visitors who do not stray off the highway are unable 

to get a sense for the quarter of a million people living on the reservation which, at 27,000 square 

miles, is larger than ten eastern states.  

All three named places along U.S. 89 on the reservation; Bitter Springs, The Gap, and 

Cameron, have populations of fewer than 1,000 people, and in terms of housing and 

infrastructure, all three consist of little more than scattered homes connected by poorly 

maintained dirt roads. A public school can be spotted in Bitter Springs, consisting entirely of 

decaying trailers, and giving a visual suggestion of why the Navajo high school graduation rate is 

under 50% (Griffin-Pierce 2000). There is more promise for prosperity in Cameron and The Gap, 

which have both managed to at least partially capitalize on their proximity to the major tourist 

attractions of Grand Canyon National Park and Glen Canyon National Recreation Area (Lake 

Powell), much in the same way that Browning has taken advantage of its proximity to Glacier 

National Park. The rustic-looking Gap Trading Post, approximately fifteen miles south of the 

intersection of U.S. 89 and 89A, provides visitors with a variety of grocery and souvenir options 

on what is otherwise a desolate stretch of highway. In Cameron, at the intersection of U.S. 89 

and Arizona Highway 64 (the eastern entrance to the Grand Canyon), the attractions are more 
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elaborate. The Cameron Trading Post dates to 1911, when Hubert and C.D. Richardson 

established a small business with the successful intent of trading with the local Navajo people 

(Cameron Trading Post 2005). Today, the establishment consists of a hotel, restaurant, gas 

station, gift shop, and Native American art gallery.  

A particularly common sight along all major roads passing through the Navajo Nation is 

that of the roadside stand. At these places, local people sell homemade items to tourists in the 

form of one of the few haggling systems left in the United States. Where possible, and in order to 

maximize the number of potential customers, these stands are positioned strategically around 

tourist attractions. Examples include the Four Corners Tribal Park, the Navajo Bridge across the 

Colorado River along U.S. 89A, and, as is the case of the market depicted in figure 4.3, the 

canyon of the Little Colorado River. Often, major market centers also require entry fees to be 

paid by visitors, though the entrance booths are not always manned. 

Figure 4.3 reveals the largest collection of roadside vendors on the western edge of the 

Navajo Nation. Although not evident in this photographic pair, this marketplace along Arizona 

State Highway 64, and others throughout the Navajo Nation, grew substantially during the late 

1980s. Previously, a large number of Navajo had traveled to the famous Indian Market of Santa 

Fe to informally sell their wares. In 1985, however, conflict between the Navajo salespeople and 

licensed local vendors led to the cityôs banning of unlicensed peddlers. The displaced merchants 

generally took their wares and established new booths next to friends and relatives on the 

reservation, at major roadside markets such as the one depicted in figure 4.3 (Indermill 1990). 
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Figure 4.3: A popular trading post along Arizona State Highway 64, between the 

Cameron Trading Post and Grand Canyon National Park. Visitors must walk through this 

market in order to reach a particularly remarkable overlook of the canyon of the Little 

Colorado River. 

Date and time of rephotography: 10:00am, Sunday, April 12, 2009. 
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Another major change is evident between the two photographs. In place of the Arizona 

state flag, a sign now reveals that credit cards are accepted by the merchant. In fact, many of the 

stands at this location accept credit cards. Though credit cards were less ubiquitous during the 

early 1980s when the Vales visited this location, a 2008 survey revealed that 82% of Americans 

consider them to be essential to everyday life (Prater 2008). There has also been a shift of 

ownership in the stall shown in the photographs. While this is to be expected over a span of 

almost three decades, the reasons behind the change reveal that, although roadside market stands 

are generally part of the informal economy and left unregulated, the Navajo Nation places great 

emphasis upon the authenticity of goods sold. According to the bemused women currently in 

possession of the stand in the center of figure 4.3, the owner of the shop photographed by the 

Vales was put out of business by tribal authorities in the early 1990s for selling tapestries 

produced in Mexico and advertising them as Navajo-made.   

 Though many other roadside stands appeared deserted during the course of my fieldwork 

in April of 2009, and later in January of 2010, such informal marketplaces reportedly account for 

a $6 million industry, or approximately .5% of all revenues made on the reservation in any given 

year (Fonseca 2009). The informal economy jobs they create help to at least partially ameliorate 

the Navajo Nationôs over 40% unemployment, and reach their apex of business in the summer of 

each year. Due to the generally steady flow of tourists through the area even in times of 

economic hardship, the roadside stands also, along with the fact that residents generally lack any 

ability to invest in the larger national or global market, help the Navajo Nation stave off the 

effects of the recent nationwide recession (Davidson 2009, Fonseca 2009).  
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Figure 4.4: A Native American-themed business, owned by the Antelope Hills Hay  Company, 

between Cameron and Flagstaff along U.S. 89. The San Francisco Peaks  rise in the distance to 

the southwest. In both  images, the transmission lines bring electricity from the Navajo Power 

Station in Page, past Flagstaff, to the greater Phoenix area (United States Securities Exchange 

Commission 2010). 

Date and time of rephotography: 1:00pm, Monday, January 11, 2010. 
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 Roadside stands and other tourist-oriented businesses within the Navajo Nation are likely 

aided by the fact that Native Americans, and particularly those of the iconic Colorado Plateau, 

have been idealized as a quintessential part of the American West since the writings of Zane 

Grey and others during the early twentieth century (Blake 1995). Drawing upon this image, signs 

reading ñFriendly Indians Ahead!ò appear on the road shortly before some roadside markets. 

Establishments just beyond the border of the reservation also make use of this imagery in an 

attempt to draw customers. Figure 4.4 reveals an example of this. Though located within the 

boundaries of Coconino National Forest, rather than the Navajo Reservation, the site nonetheless 

served as an American Indian trading post (ñGem Cityò) during the early 1980s. Around the turn 

of the millennium, the Antelope Hills Hay Company, a Caucasian owned business with 

partnerships in the Phoenix metropolitan area, came into possession of the property. The new 

proprietors have, however, allowed the words ñThe Native Americanò to remain on the largest, 

now vacant, building on the premises.  

 Other businesses in the region pay homage to now-extinct prehistoric tribes of native 

peoples in order to raise tourist interest in their establishments. Directly behind the photographer 

in figure 4.4 stands another Caucasian-owned business: the Sinagua Trading Post. The trading 

post, which serves primarily as a general store with some additional tourist-related items, owes 

its name to one particular tribe that bore witness to the eruption of Sunset Crater over 900 years 

ago. In Grey Mountain, an unincorporated village to the north of the Sinagua Trading Post, but 

still not on reservation land, the Anasazi Inn
8
 beckons to travelers using the name of an Ancient 

Puebloan culture that is rooted in western mythology. A link on the innôs website 

                                                 
8
 The name ñAnasaziò roughly translates in the Navajo language to ñAncient Enemies,ò and is not an accurate label 

to place upon the Native American group that occupied much northern Arizona over five hundred years ago (Vess 

2000). However, the term ñAnasaziò is deeply ingrained in American culture and is likely far more lucrative in 

marketing than using the phrase ñAncient Puebloanò or the Hopi word ñHisatsinomò (People of Long Ago). 
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(www.anasaziinn.com), however, indicates that its owners are affiliated with the very non-

western themed Hawkôs Nest Resort in the Bahamas. 

 The recent (2008) widening of U.S. 89 from two to four lanes between Flagstaff and the 

junction of U.S. 160, approximately fifteen miles north of Cameron, indicates that all businesses 

in the area, Caucasian and Navajo, are experiencing the benefits of increased vehicular traffic 

throughout the area. Over the past thirty years, the population of Flagstaff has nearly doubled 

from approximately 34,000 in 1980, to over 61,000 today. Its metropolitan statistical area, 

encompassing all of Coconino County (and therefore several Navajo towns and cities), has 

meanwhile grown from just under 80,000 to nearly 140,000 (U.S. Census Bureau 2011). By 

2008, the Arizona Department of Transportation (ADOT) reported daily vehicle traffic as high as 

25,000 immediately to the northeast of Flagstaff along U.S. 89 (ADOT 2008). Additionally, 

visitation to the Grand Canyonôs south rim has drastically increased over the 1980 statistics. 

Although improved bus and train access has allowed visitors to increasingly explore the park by 

other means, South Rim entrance stations recorded over 2.2 million personal vehicles in 2004, 

compared to only 1.54 million in 1980 (National Park Service 2005). At the same time U.S. 89 

was being widened to accommodate this additional traffic, ADOT also constructed new passing 

lanes along Arizona State Highway 64 between Cameron and the South Rimôs east entrance 

station (City of Flagstaff 2008). 

 Although growth in population and tourist traffic are unquestionably positive 

developments for Navajo businesses along U.S. 89 and AZ 64, a significant negative impact in 

the eyes of the Navajo and other nearby tribes, has been the continued encroachment of wider 

American culture upon their sacred mountains. As outlined by Kevin Blake (2001), the volcanic 

San Francisco Peaks overlooking the City of Flagstaff (and visible in figure 4.4), have perhaps 
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suffered the most of all Navajo sacred sites. Receiving its officially designated name from 

Spanish explorers and missionaries during the earliest days of colonization, the volcanic massif 

is known as ñDook'o'ooslild,ò or ñNever Thaws on Topò by the Navajo. The vendors I spoke 

with at the trading post along Arizona State Highway 64, depicted in figure 4.3, simply referred 

to it as ñSacred Mountain.ò 

 Due to their proximity to moderately sized population centers, the San Francisco Peaks 

have been plagued by development since the early twentieth century. Mining in the vicinity of 

the mountains ended shortly before the turn of the millennium, as a result of political campaigns 

by Native American groups and environmental activists alike, though other land uses remain in 

force. The two highest summits of the range are also the highest points within the State of 

Arizona: Humphreys Peak (12,637 feet above sea level) and Agassiz Peak (12,356 feet above sea 

level). A network of well-maintained trails allows thousands of hikers to access the summit of 

Humphreys Peak each year. The Highpointers Club (est. 1987), an organization whose members 

aspire to reach the highest elevation in all fifty states, held a convention in Flagstaff in 

September of 2008 that resulted in more than 100 hikers climbing Humphreys Peak over a three 

day period. Once entering Coconino National Forestôs Kachina Wilderness Area, however, all 

highpointers were required to hike with a club-provided guide in order to ensure that none 

attempted to ascent nearby Agassiz Peak, which would add only a two-mile round trip ridgeline 

traverse to the journey. Despite its accessibility, such recreational ascents of Agassiz Peak are 

extremely offensive to the Navajo who, like Native Americans in Wyoming witnessing outsiders 

climb Devilôs Tower, view these activities as sacrilegious.  

In order to protect the endangered species Senecio franciscanus (San Francisco Peaks 

Groundsel; an alpine relative to the sunflower), Coconino National Forest closed Agassiz Peak to 
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hiking in 1984. Winter ascents are still allowed with appropriate permits if more than a foot of 

snow is present on the ground (Cross 2010). Although not the primary reason for the closure of 

the Agassiz summit to ordinary hiker traffic, these restrictions serve to protect archaeological and 

ceremonial sites on the mountainôs upper reaches. To the Navajo, however, the entire mountain 

is sacred rather than simply the summit (Blake 2001). Therefore, the Arizona Snowbowl resort, 

which has operated ski lifts and trails on Agassizô southwest face since the late 1930s, has 

always been viewed with disfavor by the Native American tribe.  

Over the past ten years, the war of words over appropriate land uses on Agassiz Peak 

reached a critical stage. An intense legal battle has raged over the resortôs plans to not only 

deforest more of the mountain by adding two new ski lifts and over a dozen new trails, but also 

begin making snow on the mountain using reclaimed wastewater from the City of Flagstaff 

(Arizona Snowbowl 2010). In their lawsuit against the Snowbowl Resort and Coconino National 

Forest, which retains actual ownership of the land, the Navajo and other Native American tribes 

from Northern Arizona claimed their religious freedoms were being violated by having to stand 

back and watch as snowmakers spread human excrement all over a sacred mountain (Fox 11 

2009). The federal 9
th
 Circuit Court of Appeals ruled in favor of the developments on the 

mountain in 2008, stating that no religious freedoms would be violated. When the United States 

Supreme Court refused to hear the case a year later, the Navajo, Hopi, and others began 

appealing directly to the public through local community and city council meetings. Although 

public opinion amongst non-Native populations remains in favor of expansion and snow making 

on the flanks of Agassiz Peak, as the Snowbowl is occasionally only able to open for one to two 

weeks per year due to a lack of natural snow, one compromise currently being suggested by all 

sides is for clean, uncontaminated drinking water to be used instead of untreated wastewater 
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(Cole and Ferguson 2010). Doing so, however, would cost significantly more money and call 

into question the sustainability of Flagstaffôs water resources.  

Other Navajo sacred mountains are also climbed on a regular basis with repercussions 

largely unknown to the Caucasian world. Shiprock, for example, could no longer be used as a 

location for ceremonies to honor young warriors after a Sierra Club expedition first climbed it in 

1939. Local displeasure regarding anyone climbing that peak today often comes in the form of 

vandalism to the mountaineerôs vehicle. By climbing high summits and angering the spirits that 

reside there, the Navajo believe that the Western World will bring destruction upon itself in the 

same way that they believe the Anasazi did hundreds of years earlier (Griffin-Pierce 2000). 

 There can be no question that poverty is the norm on Native American reservations 

throughout the western half of North America. There are, however, signs of hope evident on both 

the Blackfeet and Navajo Reservations. In Arizona, the revenue generated by roadside stands and 

an aggressive (if loosely coordinated) strategy of marketing the Native American ñmystiqueò of 

the Southwest have allowed the Navajo Nation to at least partially stave off the effects of the 

recent economic recession. An increasing number of non-Native American visitors and residents 

in the area, however, have also had the negative effect of increased encroachment and outright 

ñdefilementò of traditional sacred mountains. 

The overt imagery used by the Navajo and their neighbors to draw in tourists stands in 

contrast to the Blackfeet Reservation in Montana. Aside from the attractions of the reservationôs 

capital of Browning, there is a near total lack of advertisement that a motorist on U.S. 2 or 89 is 

passing through tribal lands. Nevertheless, a combination of tourist-oriented gambling 

enterprises and lucrative military construction contracts in Browning itself are providing the 

local Blackfeet population with an increasing number of jobs as the twenty-first century enters its 
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second decade. Negotiations with the National Park Service and Parks Canada may also soon 

allow local Native Americans to regain some of their lost heritage through the hunting of buffalo 

herds in the Waterton-Glacier International Peace Park, which may in itself attract more curious 

tourists to the small towns along the parkôs eastern edge. Just as it will be important to revisit 

border landscapes in a few decades in order to see how current political crises will play out in the 

long term, it will be equally useful to follow how much benefit the Navajo and Blackfeet 

reservations gain from these small yet beneficial industries over the coming years, as well as to 

see how (or if) compromises are eventually reached in regards to land use conflicts between 

Native Americans and the larger American population.  
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 Of the eight photographic pairs depicted in the two preceding chapters, five depict 

landscapes that could be considered both remote and rural. This is unsurprising given the nature 

of the study area. Excepting coastal California, considered by many to be outside of the region 

entirely (Hausladen 2003), the American West is generally a place vacant of human habitation. 

As outlined by Riebsame et al. (1997) and Paul Starrs (2003), populations west of the 100
th
 

meridian are largely centered in urban pockets, while the countryside is dominated by an 

overlapping network of public lands and private ranching enterprises. In fact, the average 

population density for the five states analyzed in this study is just under 22 persons per square 

mile; far below the national average of eighty-seven (U.S. Census Bureau 2011).  

It would not be inconceivable that a selection fifty-three random photographic sites in the 

American West would reveal little human habitation or change over the course of the past thirty 

years. The focus on a major U.S. highway results in frequent evidence of landscape change, yet 

more than twenty of the photographic sets analyzed in this dissertation are located in areas that 

could be considered both rural and remote. Chapters Five, Six, and Seven examine these images 

thematically. This chapter analyzes rural landscapes that lack significant connections to tourism 

or resource extraction industries. Themes include the repopulation and reintroduction of 

endangered species into the wild, the encroachment of development (real or perceived) upon 

traditional ranchland, and the memorializing of place after tragedy. Discussion here begins with 

a photographic pair adjacent to the Navajo lands of chapter four, then proceeds north through 

Utah to the prairie landscapes of Montana, before returning to Arizona to detail a small, isolated 

roadside memorial that will lead into the discussions of parks and protected areas in Chapter Six. 

Chapter Seven will then complete the set of rural locations with an investigation into the 

development of natural resources in the West.   
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The above photographic pair is the only set of images in this dissertation in which the 

original was not taken by Thomas or Geraldine Vale. It is included here, however, due to its 

significance as the cover image of their book. The view is of a remote section of U.S. Highway 

89A, known as the ñVermilion Cliffs Scenic Road,ò in the Arizona Strip (the northwestern 

section of Arizona isolated from the remainder of the state by the Grand Canyon). The tourist 

traffic along this road is primarily focused on reaching the North Rim of the Grand Canyon 

during the summer months. With this photograph, and although U.S. 89 passes through many 

 

 
 

Figure 5.1: A rephotography of the cover image of the Valesô book. The original photograph, credited to James 

Tallon, reveals a section of U.S. 89A in Northern Arizona near the Vermilion Cliffs. The view is facing east. At an 

elevation of approximately 6,000 feet, snow is not uncommon here in January. 

Date and Time of Rephotography: 3:45pm, Monday, January 11, 2010.  
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highly urban areas between Canada and Mexico, the bookôs cover clearly asserts the image of the 

West as a beautiful, yet empty place (Riebsame et al. 2007).  

Little visible change has occurred here since the mid-1980s. The scenic viewing area 

evidently used by James Tallon to take his photograph is now closed, replaced with a larger one 

approximately ½ mile away, just to the right of the area shown in the photographs. In the 

distance, as of a presidential proclamation on November 9, 2000, the Vermilion Cliffs have been 

designated as a nearly 300,000-acre national monument under the stewardship of the Bureau of 

Land Management. According to official BLM statistics, annual visitation to the monument 

approximates 60,000, and the vast majority of visitor contacts occur on the north side of the 

monument in the vicinity of Paria Canyon (Bureau of Land Management 2009). The canyon, 

world famous for its colorfully banded, smooth rock formations has, along with the Vermilion 

Cliffs themselves, been designated a wilderness area.  

The creation of the national monument has, however, barely affected the landscape along 

U.S. 89A. Aside from a condor viewing area along House Rock Road, immediately to the north 

of the photographed area in figure 5.1, there are no park facilities of any kind along the 

monumentôs southern border. No regularly maintained road connects U.S. 89A with the ranger 

contact station, campground, and trailheads in the vicinity of Paria Canyon twenty-five miles 

away. Additionally, the number of visitors who explore the Vermilion Cliffs is dwarfed by the 

roughly 300,000 tourists who visit the North Rim of the Grand Canyon annually (National Park 

Service 2005). Therefore, most of the lodges and convenience stores in the tiny nearby 

communities of Marble Canyon, Vermilion Cliffs, Cliff Dwellers, and Jacob Lake have barely 

noticed the slight increase in visitation to the area and still operate largely on a seasonal basis 

relating to visitorsô ability to access the Grand Canyonôs North Rim.  
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Although its visitation is not great, the condor viewing station at Vermilion Cliffs is 

worth noting as a symbol of a major change in the Southwest. California condors are the largest 

birds native to North America, with wingspans of up to nearly ten feet. They are also one of the 

most endangered. Once populating much of the southern United States and Mexico, the 

worldwide population of these birds dwindled to only 22 by the 1980s, all of which could be 

found in California. In 1987, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, in conjunction with the Los 

Angeles Zoo and San Diego Wildlife Park, made the difficult decision to capture all remaining 

birds in the wild and repopulate the species. The effort has proven a remarkable success. By July 

2009, the worldwide population of California condors had surpassed 350, roughly half of which 

are made up of re-introduced wild populations in California, Northern Arizona, and Mexicoôs 

Baja California (Arizona Game and Fish Department 2009). 

In Northern Arizona, over seventy of the birds can be found nesting in caves at the Grand 

Canyon and the Vermilion Cliffs, eight of which have been born in the wild (National Park 

Service 2009). Periodic releasing of captive birds into the wild, whose human contact beforehand 

had been limited as much as possible, began at the Vermilion Cliffs in 1996, and is now a tourist 

attraction. Biologists station themselves at the viewing shelters along House Rock Road to 

answer any questions from visitors, who themselves provide a temporary boost to the small 

number of businesses along U.S. 89A such as the Vermilion Cliffs Lodge (Dungan 2009). All 

birds released are marked and carefully followed, and any unusual behavior such as visible 

sickness or egg abandonment is extensively investigated to ensure the future survival of the 

species (Feltes 2010).   
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Figure 5.2: This view depicts U.S. 89 immediately to the north of Birdseye, Utah. The view is 

facing north, toward the former town of Thistle and the Wasatch Mountains. The tallest mountain in 

the distance is Uinta National Forestôs Spanish Fork Peak, at 10,192 feet above sea level.  Although 

the open range sign has disappeared, this is still, by all indications, open rangeland. 

Date and time of rephotography: 2:00pm, Monday, August 3, 2009. 

 



71 

 

When they passed through the area in the late spring of 1983, Thomas and Geraldine 

Vale found it impossible to travel the section of U.S. 89 between Birdseye and Spanish Fork, 

Utah. Heavy rains and spring snowmelt had inundated much of Utah and northern Arizona. As 

will be shown in figure 6.13, this resulted in the near-loss of the Glen Canyon Dam. Another 

significant impact of the high amount of moisture, as briefly outlined in chapter one, proved to 

be a landslide that caused the Spanish Fork River to flood the former town of Thistle to a depth 

of approximately 120 feet. In the aftermath of the costliest (in economic terms) landslide in 

American history, and Utahôs first presidential disaster declaration, U.S. Highways 6 and 89, as 

well as the major railway between Denver and Salt Lake City, shut down for several months 

while the Army Corps of Engineers constructed diversion tunnels to drain the new lake. The 

town of Thistle never rebuilt, and the federal government rerouted U.S. 89 to slightly higher 

ground, where passing motorists can still observe the ruins (Sumsion 1984, Milligan 2005, Utah 

Department of Public Safety 2010). As the detour sign in the 1983 photograph explains, the 

Vales and other travelers reaching this point in the road needed to backtrack to the town of 

Mount Pleasant, and instead use a combination of Utah State Highway 132 and Interstate 15 to 

reach Salt Lake City; adding seventy miles and over an hour to the trip.    

 Thistle today is mostly forgotten, and the average motorist will likely not understand the 

meaning behind the partially submerged and destroyed buildings along the side of the road 

unless they stop at a viewing area along U.S. 6/89 to the north of the former town site. While 

certainly a noteworthy location to photograph immediately following the landslide, the location 

of the 1983 detour sign is, today, little more than an average rural landscape just to the south of 

the Wasatch Mountain Range. Behind the photographerôs position is a sparse collection of homes 
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that makes up the unincorporated town of Birdseye. The nearest incorporated communities, 

Fairview to the south and Spanish Fork to the north, are both more than twenty miles away.  

One noteworthy business in the area is the Birdseye RTC Boyôs Ranch, constructed in 

1989 by state licensed, Spanish-Fork based Heritage Youth Services for the purpose of using a 

combination of therapy, education, and outdoor activities to help ñadolescent boys overcome 

sexual behavioral problemsò (Heritage Youth Services 2009, 1). The Silverado Boys Ranch, a 

similar entity specializing in the treatment of substance abuse, also exists along U.S. 89 in the 

vicinity of Bryce Canyon National Park. Although not run by the Church of Latter-Day Saints, 

this style of rehabilitation clinic is tied to the history of Mormonism in Utah. As early as the late 

1860s, church leaders and ñMutual Improvement Associationsò established a series of gender-

specific wilderness camps that focused on sporting and recreational activities in the mountains. 

Here, they believed adolescents would be removed from the destructive temptations of urban 

lifestyles and learn to become moral, functioning members of society.  

Additionally, as Mormons believe the physical body is kept after death (ñthe body as 

templeò), maintaining a level of fitness has always been important to many in Utah. Aside from 

the restorative outdoor clinics along U.S. 89 and elsewhere in the state, other modern 

manifestations of this belief system can be seen in a higher-than-average number of Utah youths 

enrolling in scouting organizations, and the hosting of the 2002 Olympic Games in Salt Lake 

City (Skidmore 1941, Kimball 2003). Other significant impacts of Mormonism upon the 

landscape of Utah, of which church membership makes up approximately 60% of the population 

(Deseret News 2008), will be discussed in the chapters that follow. 
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Figure 5.3: U.S. 89 between Wilsall and Ringling, Montana, facing southeast. 

The Bridger and Bangtail (right), as well as the Absaroka (left) mountain 

ranges are visible in the distance, though are obscured by haze in the 2009 

image. Cottonwood Reservoir is also visible in both  images at the center right. 

Date and Time of Rephotography: 3:30pm, Sunday, August 12, 2009. 

 



74 

 

 Similar to figures 5.1 and 5.2, figure 5.3 portrays another fairly typical rural landscape 

with little visible change over the last thirty years. After leaving Yellowstone National Park in 

the south, and with the exceptions of the Little Belt Mountains (figure 7.4) and the periphery of 

Glacier National Park (figure 4.1), U.S. 89 traverses the western edge of the Great Plains for the 

majority of its passage through Montana. Here, in a state with a population density of 

approximately six persons per square mile (U.S. Census Bureau 2011), and only two 

metropolitan areas (Billings and Missoula) with more than 100,000 residents, human habitation 

is sparse and change is an anomaly. Very little, for example, has changed between the images 

depicted in figure 5.3. Even the amount of water in Cottonwood Reservoir, mentioned nowhere 

in any travel literature except as a particularly windy spot to bird watch, appeared to be the same 

in 2009 as it was in 1984. The recently constructed road at center left of the 2009 image appears 

to lead to the single-runway, unmanned Wilsall airport, which itself is made up of little more 

than a mowed patch of grass. The town of Wilsall, hidden behind the low rise at right-center, is 

discussed in chapter eight. 

 Thirty miles to the north, as depicted in figure 5.4, lies the location of the second of three 

photographic pairs in this entire study that revealed a loss of manmade structures. The building 

shown in the 1984 photograph is listed on topographic maps of the area as a ñstage house.ò 

Today, only a foundation remains. Historical societies in Helena and White Sulphur Springs 

could not provide any information as to the former structureôs possible importance. The property 

in the foreground is still active ranchland, as evidenced by the fence improvements made since 

1984. While no cattle are visible in the modern image, a large group of cows stood only a few 

hundred yards to the southeast.  
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Figure 5.4: An entrance to private ranchland, approximately eight miles north of Ringling, 

Montana. The view is facing north, toward the Castle Mountains. Aside from a small amount of 

deforestation on the slopes closest to the camera, patterns of vegetation on the slopes in the 

distance appear unchanged between the two photographs. 

Date and Time of Rephotography: 3:30pm, Sunday, August 12, 2009. 
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 Official estimates place rangeland, both public and private, as by far the most widespread 

land use in Montana. As Starrs (2003) explains, a general rule worldwide is that any land settled 

that is not urban, forested, planted with crops, or protected in some other way can be considered 

rangeland. Of the 94.1 million total acres in the state of Montana, 65 million, or approximately 

69% are used for grazing. Heads of beef cattle alone outnumber the human population of 

Montana (roughly one million) by more than two to one (USDA Natural Resources Conservation 

Service 2010). In Utah, the percentage of rangeland comparative to total state acreage is even 

higher, at 80%, more than double the national average (Utah State University 2010).  

 Despite these numbers, rangeland in the American West faces threats where it comes into 

contact with rapidly expanding urban areas. While Thomas and Geraldine Vale wrote of 

suburban expansion in places such as Tucson, Phoenix, Salt Lake City, and Great Falls in the 

early 1980s, Woods (2006) explains that conflict between ranching and other land uses did not 

really enter mainstream national news until the latter part of that decade. The metropolitan areas 

of Phoenix and Los Angeles, in particular, have exploded in size over the past thirty years: the 

population of the Phoenix Metro Area has expanded from 1.6 to 4.2 million people since 1980, 

while that of Los Angeles has grown from 7.5 to nearly 18 million (U.S. Census Bureau 2011). 

Even if one considers the urban core of the latter to be outside the boundaries of the American 

West, its suburban expansion is continuously pushing up against, and often annexing, private 

ranchland. In fact, prior to the economic crisis of 2008, which will be detailed in later chapters, 

private rangeland in the West was disappearing at a rate of 50 acres every hour (Travis 2007).  
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Figure 5.5: U.S. 89, approximately thirty miles northwest of Great Falls, Montana. The view is 

facing northwest, and the structures visible along the road in the distance are power lines. 

Date and Time of Rephotography: 2:00pm, Sunday, August 16, 2009. 
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Though their reasoning is not explained in Western Images, Western Landscapes, when 

Thomas and Geraldine photographed the location of figure 5.5 in 1984 they may have expected 

to see this landscape eventually turn into a suburban residential environment. Clearly, this has 

not happened. The new owners of the property are evidently also using it for ranching purposes, 

as homes remain extremely sparse along this stretch of highway. The phone number listed on the 

1984 ñFor Saleò sign remains that of a Great Falls-based real estate agency, though it is now 

registered to Gourley & Company instead of Ranch Management. 

The fortunes of cities in the West have always greatly affected the pace and scale of 

change on the nearby rural landscapes. The city of Great Falls, for example, witnessed rapid 

growth during the 1950s and 1960s after the city became host to Malmstrom Air Force Base 

during World War II. Its population stagnated and actually declined between the late 1970s and 

early 1990s, though, due to a steady falling off of local resource extraction industries. 

Additionally, the 1991 Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START) that came at the end of the 

Cold War temporarily cost the city further jobs with funding cuts to the air force base 

accompanying the emptying of 200 nuclear missile silos throughout the immediate region. The 

downward trend reversed itself during the late 1990s, in part due to a re-militarization of the 

landscape. The briefly emptied silos are once again active and home to the new Minutemen III 

intercontinental ballistic missiles. The resurgence of military personnel into the city required 

upgrades and renovations to almost every aspect of the military facilities, leading to the baseôs 

1999 designation as the ñbest Air Force installation in the continental United Statesò  

(Malmstrom Air Force Base 2010).  

With a current metropolitan population of approximately 81,000 (U.S. Census Bureau 

2011), Great Falls has grown to be slightly larger than it was in 1980, though neighboring 
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rangelands do not appear to be greatly threatened by this limited expansion. Several of 

Montanaôs other major cities - Billings, Butte, and Helena - grew only moderately over the past 

three decades. This does not mean, however, that rangeland in Montana is necessarily safe from 

outside encroachment. Several long-time residents from the outskirts of the capital city of 

Helena, during the course of my fieldwork in that area, lamented the loss of locally owned 

ranches to retirees and other wealthy investors from the West Coast. Rather than being confined 

to the urban fringes, these buyouts can happen virtually anywhere.  

Californians are often singled out as the villain, though in Montana, the highest numbers 

of these ñforeignersò actually migrate from the state of Washington at a rate of over 4,000 per 

year (DelHomme 2005). Primary complaints revolve around the tendency of these new 

landowners to essentially turn hundreds of acres at a time into nothing more than private retreats 

by eliminating most or all animal domestication on the premises and fencing off the property 

from what is sometimes considered to be communal rangeland. Property values (and therefore 

property taxes) are also raised in areas attracting migration from other states, placing additional 

burdens on landowners who do not wish to sell their properties. Although none of this has 

happened to the property visible in figure 5.5, a home only two miles to the southeast displayed a 

for ñsale signò along U.S. 89 in August of 2009.   

As outlined in the California case study of Huntsinger and Hopkinson (1996), ranchers 

today not only face adversity from land developers, but also from urban environmentalists who 

wish to see complete wilderness upon leaving their cities. Ironically, although both ranchers and 

environmentalists generally wish to limit the spread of suburban sprawl, they are often unable to 

reach common ground on how to do so. By the mid-1990s, 70% of California ranchers actually 

listed environmentalists as the most serious threat to their existence.  
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In Montana, the face of environmentalism is that of billionaire Ted Turner. Since his first 

land purchases in Montana during the late 1980s, the founder of the TNT and CNN television 

networks has become the single largest landholder in all of North America, at approximately two 

milli on acres. The equivalent of over 3,000 square miles, this is more land area than the 

combined states of Delaware and Rhode Island. Though considered just another wealthy retiree 

to the region at first, the sheer size of Turnerôs land acquisitions over the past three decades has 

aroused suspicion in western ranchers from border to border. Turnerôs often repeated quote, ñI 

donôt want to own every ranch. Just the ranch next door,ò coupled with a 2007 high profile case 

in which Turner Enterprises casually outbid all others in a $10 million purchase of 23,000 acres 

in western Nebraska, has done little to push such fears aside (Gunther 2006, Jenkins 2007). The 

most popular conspiracy theory revolves around a belief that Ted Turner is attempting to buy up 

all private ranchland in the West, forming one enormous wildlife refuge under the guidance of 

the United Nations, to which he has donated over one billion dollars. Essentially, this would limit 

human settlement to only a few isolated urban pockets in the region, end ranching in the United 

States, and create the expansive, continuous ñBuffalo Commonsò as spoken of by Deborah and 

Frank Popper (1987, 2006).    

Turner Enterprises lists different reasons for the actions of its founder. First and foremost, 

they say, ñTedò (as he prefers to be called) is simply a businessman who also has a personal 

interest in protecting the environment. The immense sizes of his properties, such as the 113,613 

acre Flying D Ranch in Montana, and the 590,823 acre Vermejo Park Ranch in New Mexico, are 

necessary to provide habitat for threatened species of the West, such as bison, elk, big horn 

sheep, and wolves. Populations of many species on the ranches are managed through guided 

hunting expeditions for tourists. Periodic slaughtering of the bison also occurs for use in the 
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national restaurant chain, ñTedôs Montana Grill,ò which, in part, has the goal of introducing the 

meat to consumers as a healthier, more sustainable choice to beef products.  

In the specific case of the Flying D Ranch, the preserved landscape is said to be a buffer 

against the rapid development of the Gallatin Valley along U.S. 191 just to the northwest of 

Yellowstone National Park, coming from both the direction of the Big Sky resort town to the 

south, and the city of Bozeman to the northeast (Turner Enterprises, inc. 2010). Recently, the 

ranch has taken in an additional eighty-seven wild bison from Yellowstone National Park, adding 

to Turnerôs total of over 50,000. What makes this most recent addition to the Flying Dôs herd so 

unique is that the wild bison will be kept in isolation from the domesticated stock on the 

property, and if they should remain disease free for a period of five years, they may be 

transplanted to a different part of the state or region to create a new line of free roaming bison. 

Although this philanthropic goal is generally met with positive reactions in nearby Bozeman, 

where Turner often meets with the local population to talk freely about his role in shaping the 

landscape, it draws ire from ranchers and environmentalists alike elsewhere in the West. 

Ranchers fear that an uncontrolled herd of wild bison will ignore weak fences and pose a threat 

to their own cattle. Environmentalists, meanwhile, object to the point of filing lawsuits to the 

transferring of Yellowstone bison to private land that is used for the slaughtering of animals 

(Johnson 2010).  
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Figure 5.6: A view facing east, of Emigrant Peak, Montana (10,921 ft.), from an historical 

marker turnoff along U.S. 89 approximately twenty straight-line miles north of the north 

entrance of Yellowstone National Park. The tree-lined Yellowstone River is less than a quarter 

mile in front of the camera, and is advertised as being part of the property being sold in the 

historic image. 

Date and Time of Rephotography: 6:30pm, Thursday, August 6, 2009. 

 



83 

 

 After driving the length of U.S. 89 between Gardiner and Livingston, Montana, Thomas 

and Geraldine Vale (1989) wrote of their expectations that the Paradise Valley of the 

Yellowstone River would become equally threatened by development as Ted Turnerôs 

neighboring Gallatin Valley to the west. Regarding their photograph in figure 5.6, they stated 

that ñthe land sales sign suggests that outside interests are eager to take advantage of the 

resources that mountainous Montana has to offerò (p. 125). As the repeated image shows, 

however, no major visible forces of change have come to the property over the past three 

decades. Pivot irrigation agriculture continues on the land, drawing water from the nearby 

Yellowstone River. Individual trees remain in their original locations. In the distance, on the 

lower flanks of Emigrant Peak, some forest expansion has even occurred. Aside from a handful 

of small lodges and bed and breakfasts scattered along this stretch of highway, and despite being 

a filming location for such popular modern films as A River Runs Through it (1992) and The 

Horse Whisperer (1998), Paradise Valley remains virtually undisturbed by tourists. The turnout, 

from which the photograph in figure 5.6 is viewed, contains an historic marker dedicated to a 

short-lived gold rush in the area during the mid-1860s. In August 2009, this wayside appeared to 

be somewhat overgrown with weeds and unused.  

Emigrant Peak itself is a popular summit to climb for the local population. From the 

peak, all of southern Montanaôs mountain ranges are in view, as well as the Grand Tetons of 

Wyoming. Though considered to be a relatively easy climb during the warmer months, winter 

ascents can be dangerous, as evidenced by the avalanche death of a retired National Park worker 

and his 14-year old son on New Yearôs Eve, 2000 (Orlando Sentinel 2001).  

 One historic threat to the valley noted by the Vales has been virtually eliminated from the 

valley. The Church Universal and Triumphant (CUT), a doomsday cult that in 1984 operated the 
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12,000-acre Royal Teton Ranch in the vicinity of Corwin Springs, a short distance north of 

Gardiner and Yellowstone National Park, is now but a shade of its former self. The first blow to 

the religious organization came in 1990, when the cultôs leaders misinterpreted the pending 

collapse of the Soviet Union as the precursor to their prophesized nuclear war. Nearly three 

thousand armed followers from around the world entered the churchôs series of bomb shelters in 

Paradise Valley on March 15 of that year, only to emerge the following day to find that nothing 

had happened. After this serious blow to the credibility of the church, its influence slowly waned 

during the 1990s, culminating in the 1999 resignation of its founder, Elizabeth Clare Prophet.  

Over the course of the first decade of the twenty-first century, the new leaders of the 

Church Universal Triumphant decided to shed the secrecy and cultish nature of their religion, 

and make every attempt to live in harmony with other residents of Paradise Valley. Membership 

has dwindled from the thousands to mere hundreds worldwide, 6,300 acres of formerly CUT 

ranchland has been sold to public land agencies, and although the church headquarters will 

remain in the Gardiner area for the foreseeable future, it no longer presents any threat to the 

valley in terms of land development (Branch 1993, McMillion 2005). One of the few points of 

contention remaining between the church and surrounding landowners and agencies is its 

tendency to kill Yellowstone bison that stray onto its property (Buffalo Field Campaign 2008). 
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Figure 5.7: The Monument to Tom Mix, located on Arizona State Highway 79 (formerly U.S. 89), 

between the cities of Florence and Tucson.  

Date and Time of Rephotography: 10:30am, Sunday, January 10, 2010. 
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  The final photographic pair of this chapter returns the discussion to Arizona, where a 

random event seventy years ago transformed an empty stretch of Sonoran Desert into a distinctly 

western memorial. On October 12, 1940, Western film actor Tom Mix died at this spot in an 

automobile accident while en route from Tucson to Phoenix. Seven years later, as witnessed by a 

crowd of over five hundred, the Florence chamber of commerce erected the memorial shown in 

figure 5.7 (The Florence Reminder 1980). The plaque reads: 

 

 

 

 

 

 While Tom Mix is credited with over three hundred movies over the course of his life, 

and for being an early influence for future Western movie actors, perhaps the greater reason for 

his being remembered in this fashion is due to his real life experience as a ñcowboyò before 

becoming rich through Hollywood. Growing up in rural Pennsylvania at the end of the 

nineteenth century, Mix learned to ride horses at an early age. After briefly serving in the army 

during the Spanish American War, he moved to Dewey, Oklahoma to be with his third wife, 

Olive Stokes. Once there, Mix worked on a cattle ranch, competed successfully in local and 

national rodeos, eventually became the countyôs deputy marshal, and finally entered the film 

industry by showing off his skills on horseback to managers of a nearby production set (Stephen 

2010, Tom Mix Museum 2010). Museums dedicated to his life and career exist in both Dewey 

and in his childhood home of Dubois, Pennsylvania.  

Jan. 6, 1880 ï Oct. 12, 1940 

In Memory of 

Tom Mix 

Whose spirit left his body on this spot 

and whose characterization and portrayals 

in life served to better fix memories of 

the old west in the minds of living man. 
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Media sensationalism elevated the cowboy actorôs credentials to hero status. Obituaries 

credited him with being a former sheriff of Montgomery County, Kansas (untrue), as having 

served as a Texas Ranger (an honorary title only), as having accompanied Teddy Roosevelt on 

his charge up Cubaôs San Juan Hill during the Spanish American War (Mix was assigned to 

different artillery brigades along the East Coast with the purpose of guarding against an invasion 

that never occurred), and as having volunteered in foreign conflicts around the world: The 

Mexican Civil War, the Boer War in South Africa, and Chinaôs Boxer Rebellion (all untrue). 

Many Hollywood publicists even insisted on Mixôs having been born in El Paso Texas, thus 

eliminating any stigma of the East from his Western persona (Jensen 2005).
9
 Although many 

younger Americans today may not remember Thomas Hezikiah Mix, his life, both real and 

imagined, played an important role in solidifying the rugged, honest, individualistic cowboy as a 

crucial part of the mythical West.  

When Thomas and Geraldine Vale visited Tom Mixôs monument in 1982, the late movie 

actor still possessed a significant amount of fame in the country and around the world. In 1980, 

unknown vandals stole the iron statue atop the monument, dedicated to Mixôs favorite and most 

famous movie mount, ñTony the Wonder Horse.ò In response, the Pinal County Historical 

Society immediately ordered a replacement, crafted by inmates of the nearby Arizona State 

Prison, and held a formal rededication ceremony on July 19, 1980 (The Florence Reminder 

1980). This second statue disappeared as well in 1989. Although no formal ceremony 

accompanied its replacement with the current ñTony the Wonder Horse III,ò Florence resident 

and former friend to Tom Mix, Billy Earley (then over 100 years old), reported receiving letters 

from fans as far away as Greece, denouncing the repeated theft of the statue and expressing 

sympathy. Two years later, an anonymous citizen returned the second horse to Earley, provided 

                                                 
9
 For an example of this sensationalism, see the St. Petersburg Independent (1940). 
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that no questions be asked by the authorities (Macomber 1994). After a dedication celebration 

involving some 250 people, that statue now rests at the Pinal County Historical Museum in 

Florence (Ridder 1994). 

 Today, as shown in figure 5.7, the third statue of Tony remains atop Tom Mixôs 

monument, though it is now marred by patches of rust and bullet holes. The Pinal County 

Historical Society remains in control of the monument itself, while the Arizona Department of 

Transportation (ADOT) maintains the surrounding picnic area. ADOT representatives could not 

identify exactly when the thatched picnic shelters visible in the Valesô photograph were updated 

to the modern metal shelters. The surrounding area remains every bit as rural as it was in 1947 or 

1982. The city of Florence is twenty miles to the north, while the furthest northern suburbs of 

Tucson lie more than thirty miles to the south. Additionally, there is no running water and there 

are no bathroom facilities of any kind at the monument, making the small park inconvenient for 

anything more than a short picnic stop. Recently, the highly rural, scenic nature of Arizona State 

Highway 79 has been promoted as the ñPinal Pioneer Parkwayò in an attempt to draw motorists 

traveling between Phoenix and Tucson away from I-15. The Tom Mix Monument is one 

suggested stop along this alternate route (Stanley 2007).  

 As noted by Wyckoff (2006), the pace of landscape change in the West is not uniform, 

nor is it always predictable. Observations noted in this chapter seem to indicate that different 

processes of change exist in remote rural areas when compared to their counterparts just beyond 

the urban fringe. Expanses of desert and rangeland surrounding cities such as Phoenix, Salt Lake 

City, Los Angeles, and Denver are being swallowed up gradually by suburban developments as 

populations increase over time. Remote rural locations, however, are unaffected by these events. 

When change comes to such places, it appears to come rapidly and without warning.   
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In two photographs depicted in this chapter (figures 5.5 and 5.6), the Vales expected that 

forces of globalization would swallow up ranchland listed as being for sale during the early 

1980s. In neither case did this happen. Two additional study sites, however, revealed how 

quickly and suddenly change can occur, even if that change did not necessarily come since the 

time of the Valesô visit. In Thistle, Utah, a catastrophic landslide turned a small but functioning 

community into a barren, uninhabitable landscape in a matter of only hours. South of Florence, 

Arizona, a freak accident leading to the death of a prominent actor transformed an empty stretch 

of desert land into a permanent memorial and minor tourist attraction. Thus, while locations such 

as the stretch of U.S. 89 between Wilsall and White Sulphur Springs, Montana, or the southern 

boundary of what is now Vermilion Cliffs National Monument, show no virtually no change 

over the course of the past several decades, it will be prudent to revisit the sites in twenty or 

thirty years despite what trends may show, as the unpredictable can happen. It will also be 

important to trace the development of unseen forces at work in the region. For example, how will 

reintroduced populations of California Condors thrive or falter over the course of the next several 

decades, and how (if at all) will their continued presence affect the visible landscape? 
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 Any photographic study of U.S. 89 represents the ideal opportunity for an analysis of 

parks and protected areas of the United States. The route followed by Thomas and Geraldine 

Vale, which encompassed more than simply U.S. 89 itself, passed through or near two dozen 

national parks or similarly protected areas run by the United States Forest Service, Bureau of 

Land Management, and various state park agencies. It is for this reason that the road has been 

advertised as ñthe worldôs most beautiful highwayò during the 1960s (Gray 1976, 6). As outlined 

by Riebsame et al. (1997) and Lary Dilsaver (2003), the West is where the concept of national 

parks and protected areas began, and it remains where the majority of them are located. 

Therefore, it is also an ideal region to analyze regarding the health and evolution of these special 

places. 

 Several pressing issues in protected landscapes of the American West will therefore be 

addressed in this chapter, including how the parks are coping with a general increase in visitation 

over the past thirty years, and how the visitors change the visible landscape. A related issue is 

how park management is evolving as the individual National Park Service units set about 

implementing their improvement projects in accordance with the agencyôs 2016 centennial 

initiative. Visitation in the majority of national parks presented here peaked in the early to mid-

1990s, though numbers still tend to be higher than their early 1980s counterparts. After an 

introduction to the importance of outdoor recreation and parkland in the minds of people in the 

American West, and to the different types of government agencies involved in the protection of 

these lands, this chapter will first analyze large, iconic and famous parks (Grand Canyon, 

Yellowstone, and Grand Teton) before moving on to smaller, lesser known sites, and those 

protected areas that are nonetheless suffering from effects of overuse.  
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Figure 6.1: U.S. 89 at the Arizona/Utah 

border.  The view is to the northwest, into 

Utah, with the uplands of Grand Escalante 

Staircase National Monument (BLM) in the 

distance. To the right is a close-up image of 

Utahôs ñWelcomeò sign. 

Date and time of rephotography: 6:00pm, 

Monday, April 13, 2009. 
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 The first photographic pair presented is not set within a protected area, though it is 

included in this chapter due to its nature in revealing the importance that outdoor recreation has 

in the minds of people living in, or visiting, the American West. The most evident change that 

one will notice upon first looking at figure 6.1 is that Utahôs former ñwelcomeò signs have been 

replaced with those celebrating that stateôs scenic landscapes and its hosting of the 2002 

Olympics in Salt Lake City.   

 As will be discussed in chapter nine, the preparations for the Olympic Games drastically 

altered the character of Salt Lake City and its surroundings. Those changes, however, are not the 

focus of the signôs imagery. In fact, aside from the text and the ski jumper, the focus is not really 

on the games at all. Instead, by erecting these signs at all major entrances to the state in 1998, 

Utah successfully took advantage of the Olympic Games media spotlight to promote its outdoor 

attractions. On the signôs right hand side is Delicate Arch, the most iconic attraction of Arches 

National Park. On the left appears to be Mount Timpanogos, an imposing 11,750 mountain in the 

Wasatch Range that overlooks the city of Provo. The peak, whose name translates to ñWater on 

Rockò in the language of the Ute, is the most climbed mountain in Utah, and since 1922, even 

boasts its own National Park unit in the form of Timpanogos Cave National Monument (Cooper 

2009, National Park Service 2010). 

 Since the taking of the photograph in figure 6.1, the ñWelcome to Utahò sign has changed 

yet again. In 2008 the Utah Office of Tourism announced its plans to replace all thirty-one 

welcome signs with new ones depicting scenes from throughout the state. Governor Jon 

Huntsman commemorated the first of these, displaying a generic skiing image, at the border 

between Utah and Wyoming along State Route 150. Fittingly, the welcome sign along U.S. 89 

now displays an image of Lake Powell. Five other designs include an allosaurus (Utah shares 
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Dinosaur National Monument with Colorado), Arches National Park, Zion National Park, 

Golden Spike National Monument, and the Salt Lake City skyline set against the backdrop of the 

Wasatch Mountains (Utah Office of Tourism 2008). All images are accompanied by the text 

ñLife Elevated,ò and the State of Utah expects that these new signs will be seen by nearly twenty 

million travelers per year. Once taken down, the older markers were sold on the online auction 

service, Ebay, in order to offset costs of installing the new signs (Daley 2008).   

 The goal of the most recent signage changes is not, according to the Utah state tourism 

officials, to leave the Olympics in the past. The games will always be remembered fondly as a 

part of Utahôs history, and their legacy can be seen in many places. Rather, the new signs are a 

reaction against a 2006 survey in which the majority of Americans could not identify the stateôs 

popular attractions. Although Utah contains the third largest percentage of public land in the 

nation (after Alaska and Nevada, see Riebsame et al. 1997), and boasts over two dozen national 

parks or other protected areas, most believed Arches National Park, Golden Spike National 

Monument, and even the Salt Lake City skyline to be in other Western states (KSL 5 TV 2008). 

Even though it is recognized that a large number of motorists may simply be passing through on 

their way elsewhere, and that nearly everyone likely already has a destination in mind, the Utah 

Office of Tourism hopes that by educating people as to natural wonders of their state, they will 

ensure higher visitation in the future.  

 Such aggressive marketing to tourists may at first seem strange for a state controlled by a 

Mormon religious population whose ancestors that initially came to Utah to escape the influence 

of the rest of the country. This line of advertising may even accelerate the migration of 

permanent residents who, at present rates, are expected to reduce Mormonism to a minority 

religion in the state by 2030 (Canham 2005). According to several tour guides interviewed at Salt 



95 

 

Lake Cityôs Temple Square, however, this is not a concern in the modern era. The Church of 

Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints (LDS) today embraces outsiders and, while not rooted in any 

scripture, has always maintained a positive stance toward parks and outdoor recreation. Joseph 

Smith himself had been a sport and outdoor enthusiast, and his encouragement to people to have 

fun in nature helped him to gain early converts over Protestant faiths that, in the early nineteenth 

century, shunned recreational activities as sinful and selfish distractions (Skidmore 1941 and 

Kimball 2003). By advertising and celebrating their natural attractions, the guides explained, it is 

inevitable that some visitors will also investigate the LDS temples and associated visitor centers 

scattered throughout the state, and in doing so, take the first steps toward conversion. 

 While the majority of parks and other recreations areas in Utah may be appreciated by 

local and visiting populations alike, one invisible change in public lands between the two images 

in figure 6.1 has proven highly controversial. The cliffs in the distance are now a part of the 

Bureau of Land Managementôs 1.9-million acre Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument, 

established in 1996 by presidential proclamation. The monument spans from Kanab and 

Orderville in the west, to Glen Canyon National Recreation Area in the east, and from the 

Arizona border in the south, to Bryce Canyon National Park in the north. The size of Delaware 

and Rhode Island combined, it is the third largest protected area of any kind in the contiguous 

United States, after Death Valley and Yellowstone national parks.  Major attractions include the 

famously rough terrain of the Kaiparowits Plateau, the northern reaches of the Paria Canyon 

system, the northern portions of the Vermilion and White cliffs, Grosvenor Arch, several other 

natural arches and bridges, and numerous archaeological sites relating to both Native American 

groups and early Mormon settlers. Some of these sites are, however, difficult to reach without a 
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four wheel drive, high clearance vehicle, or in some cases, the ability to hike for hours (or even 

days) across harsh arid terrain.   

According to the Antiquities Act of 1906, and without the consultation of any state or 

congressional authorities, the President of the United States may declare a national monument in 

order to protect resources of historic or scientific interest. The size of any such monument is to 

be limited to ñthe smallest area compatible with the proper care and management of the objects 

to be protectedò (Rusnack 2003, 675). Many in the Utah government and population therefore 

accused President Bill Clinton of drastically overstepping the intended purpose of the act, which 

has generally been interpreted as giving the president power to protect small parcels of important 

land under immediate threat of development (for example, see Arizonaôs 1,120-acre Tonto 

National Monument, created by President Roosevelt in 1907 for the protection of prehistoric cliff 

dwellings). Although the text of the monumentôs creation states that all existing land use permits 

would remain in place (The White House Office of the Press Secretary 1996), it has been labeled 

by many, including Utahôs governor at the time, as ñthe mother of all land grabsò (Rusnack 

2003, 671).  

Hundreds of potential jobs did, in fact, disappear when companies holding coal mining 

leases on the Kaiparowits Plateau suddenly found that they could no longer construct access 

roads or install power lines over portions of the monument they had not previously leased. Some 

of the potential mining sites actually belonged to Utahôs Department of Education prior to the 

monumentôs designation, in accordance with an agreement between the federal government and 

the State of Utah dating back to statehood. The loss of those 180,000 acres meant the elimination 

of potential education funding through the leasing of mining rights. That issue reached a 

resolution in 1998, when the federal government awarded Utahôs Department of Education 
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similarly valued plots elsewhere in the state. (Kelly 1999). Adding to the local furor, Utah state 

officials received only eleven days warning that the proclamation would be made, and that 

warning came through an information leak to the Washington Post (Davidson 1996).  

Accusing President Clinton of pandering to environmentalists during the election season 

at the expense of Utah children and workers, several members of Congress introduced bills to 

severely curtail the power of the president in declaring national monuments. Most notably, 

Democratic senator Bill Orton of Utah proposed a law which would allow the president to 

declare national monument protection for only 180 days, by which time Congress needed to vote 

on whether to permanently designate it as a protected area. His Republican counterpart, Jim 

Hansen, followed up by proposing that all future national monuments be limited to a maximum 

of 5,000 acres. Meanwhile, Senator Larry Craig (Idaho) and Representative Richard Pombo 

(California), both Republicans, called for mandatory consultations with Congress and state 

governments over the establishment of any future monuments. None of these proposed bills ever 

came to a vote, and the Antiquities Act remains unchanged (Davidson 1996).  

Contrary to the hyperbole regarding job losses and despite the controversy surrounding 

its creation, however, Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument has become a major tourist 

attraction. By 2000, annual visitation had reached 570,000, making it the thirteenth-most visited 

site in Utah. This amounts to nearly 200,000 more people than visited Dinosaur National 

Monument, Canyonlands National Park, or Monument Valley Tribal Park during that same year 

(Utah Travel Council 2001). Although only approximately 20% of these visitors plan for Grand 

Staircase-Escalante National Monument to be their primary destination, the vast majority of all 

visitors surveyed in a 2004 study indicated that they had contributed to the local economy by 

shopping or lodging in Kanab, Escalante, and elsewhere in the monumentôs vicinity (Burr, 



98 

 

Reiter, and Blahna 2004). Bureau of Land Management jobs have also been created due to the 

need to staff four visitor/interpretive centers and maintain dozens of trails, roads, and campsites.  

 

 

  

 

 After leaving Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument, U.S. 89 passes through 

additional BLM land, and skirts the edge of several National Forests, but does not again enter 

what could truly be considered to be a ñparkò until Logan Canyon. Here, in a thirty-mile stretch 

between Logan and Garden City, near Utahôs border with Idaho, U.S. 89 has been declared a 

scenic byway. The road follows the Logan River upstream almost to its headwaters as it snakes 

through the lower elevations of the Bear River Mountains, before climbing over a 7,800- foot 

pass to reach Garden City and Bear Lake. Much of the land falls within the jurisdiction of Cache 

Figure 6.2: A southwestward view from a bridge over the Logan River, connecting U.S. 89 to the Spring 

Hollow Campground within Cache National Forestôs Logan Canyon, Utah. Topographical maps of the 

region do not give a name to the peak in the background.                                                                     

Date and Time of Rephotography: 1:00pm, Thursday, August 6, 2009. 
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National Forest which, over the past forty years, has become co-managed with the Wasatch 

(1973) and Uinta (2007) national forests further to the south. 

 Although not officially designated as a recreation area, Logan Canyon and its 

surroundings are home to over two dozen attractions, including campgrounds, trail networks, 

historic sites, the Wind Cave, and fishing lakes. The area has served as a center of recreation 

almost since the settlement of Utah. In fact, at the Spring Hollow Campground depicted in figure 

6.2, one can find the ruins of an early twentieth century lodge once dedicated to bringing young 

women out into the wilderness: a relic of the previously mentioned and historic LDS practice of 

taking children and young adults to rural retreats where they would learn teamwork and survival 

skills, and temporarily escape the evils and temptations of urban life (U.S. National Campground 

Guide 2007, Skidmore 1941, Kimball 2003). In modern times, the campground holds eleven 

sites usable by tent or RV. While not the most common route, trails leading south from the 

campground can also be used to reach the summit of Logan Peak which, at 9,710 feet above sea 

level, stands as the highest summit in the southern Bear River Mountains. The spot also remains 

a popular trout fishing location. Although not visible in the modern photograph, three fishermen 

were standing only a few dozen yards upstream from the bridge. 

 Unfortunately, no employees at Cache National Forestôs Logan offices could provide any 

details regarding the obvious Logan River bridgework. Several other recorded improvements 

have, however, been made to Spring Hollow Campground and other parts of Logan Canyonôs 

front country to accommodate a steadily increasing number of visitors per year. Bear Lake State 

Recreation Area, immediately to the east of the canyon, reported a visitation increase from 

160,205 to 310,175 between 1990 and 2002. The principal environmental impact of this has been 

heavy pressure on the lakeôs fish population. Between 1995 and 2002, total fishing hours on the 
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lake rose from 27,711 to 66,645. In order to offset depletion of the lakeôs species, which include 

cutthroat trout, whitefish, cisco, and yellow perch, and to ensure a permanent self-sustaining 

population, four artificial reefs have been constructed in order to create the most beneficial 

environment possible for breeding (Palacios et al. 2007). 

  Average daily traffic counts on U.S. 89 between Bear Lake State Recreation Area and 

the City of Logan nearly doubled between 2000 and 2004, from 2,867 to 5,320 (ibid). To 

accommodate such a drastic increase in visitation, the Forest Service and Utah state government 

set about to improve the infrastructure of Logan Canyon and Bear Lake. During the summer 

months of 2000 and 2001, contractors for Cache National Forest installed new water storage 

tanks at the Spring Hollow Campground, along with new tent pads and fire rings. New 

footbridges and low water crossings were constructed across Spring Hollow Creek (Whitaker 

Construction 2010). Additionally, in 2003, the National Forest successfully petitioned the state 

and local government to connect several campgrounds in Logan Canyon to Loganôs public water 

supply, which largely comes from springs and reservoirs within the canyon (Logan Ranger 

District, Wasatch-Cache National Forest 2003). It is likely that the undated bridge renovations 

visible between the two photographs in figure 6.2 came during this same time period. 

 The National Park Service, too, is attempting to improve its facilities and adjust its 

policies to cope with increased visitation nationwide. Although generally lower than their peak in 

the mid-1990s, annual visitor numbers remain significantly higher than their 1980 values in the 

majority of national parks. As a whole, the National Park Service counted approximately 220 

million recreational visitors in 1980. The number peaked at just over 287 million in 1999, and 

dipped slightly during the first years of the millennium before returning to approximately 281 

million in 2010. Non-recreational visits, which largely consist of through traffic in such places as 
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Yellowstone or Death Valley national parks, have steadily risen from approximately 80 million 

in 1980 to 153 million in 2010 (National Park Service Public Use Statistics Office 2011). 

  During the 1990s, individual parks planned and implemented changes as needed to 

adjust to alterations in visitor numbers. As of 2007, the entire agency has implemented the 

Centennial Initiative (or Challenge) to use a mixture of federal funding and non-government 

partnerships to achieve a variety of goals by the 100
th
 anniversary of the creation of the National 

Park Service. Similar to the Mission 66 effort that coincided with the agencyôs 50
th
 anniversary, 

the goals of the initiative include the improvement of facilities, invasive species management, 

reduced environmental impact of park operations, improved outreach programs to children (such 

as the Junior Ranger booklets that all parks have), cooperation with other land agencies, and a 

restructuring of the workforce, including a greater number of volunteers, ñto meet the needs of 

Americaò (Arrington 2007).
10

  

 Grand Canyon National Park, one of the most famous attractions in the country, and a 

world heritage site since 1979, has experienced an especially large increase in visitation over the 

1980 total of 2.5 million.
11

 Reaching a high of over 5.1 million in 1997, statistics in 2010 still 

numbered approximately 4.4 million: the second highest in the country behind Great Smoky 

Mountains National Park (National Park Service Public Use Statistics Office 2011). The 

increased usage is not visible in figure 6.3, which depicts a lightly traveled area on the eastern 

edge of the Park.  

                                                 
10

 Although funding cuts since the economic collapse of 2008 have severely hampered the National Park Serviceôs 

efforts to the point that all mention of the 2016 Initiative has been stricken from the primary www.nps.gov website, 

all individual parks mentioned in this chapter have incorporated the plans made under the Challenge into their 

general management plans.          

 
11

 Unless otherwise noted, statistics for individual include both recreational and non-recreational visitors, as both 

have an effect upon park resources. 
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Figure 6.3: Desert View, Grand Canyon National Park. The view is facing northeast, across a 

branch of Tanner Canyon, toward Cedar Mountain. The mesa sits within the national park, 

though all points beyond are part of the Navajo Indian Reservation. The Cedar Mountain Trail, 

remnants of an old four wheel drive road, winds around to the east side of Tanner Canyon and 

circles the mesa, allowing overnight hikers ample opportunity for a trail-less ascent. An 

employee at the nearby bookstore referred to the formation in the foreground as the ñWolf Pup 

Rocks.ò However, this designation remains unconfirmed by any literature. 

Date and Time of Rephotography: 11:30am, Sunday, April 12, 2009. 
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Desert View, like all points of interest along the South Rim of the Grand Canyon, did 

experience the effects of the drastically increased visitation that peaked during the mid-1990s. 

Had Thomas and Geraldine Vale chosen almost any other direction to photograph from their 

vantage point in figure 6.3, change would be highly evident. The 1995 General Management 

Plan for the park decried the vehicle congestion, pollution, and threat to wildlife caused by five 

million visitors per year, and proposed to alleviate the problem in a number of ways. Some of 

these suggestions have since been implemented. While not allowed on backcountry trails, 

cyclists and pedestrians may now make use of a network of maintained bike trails that parallel 

the parkôs roads and connect major attractions. Rentals are available. West Rim Drive/Hermit 

Road is now closed to private vehicles from March 1 through November 30, requiring visitors to 

                                                 
  

Figure 6.4: The Desert View Area in relation to the South Rim of the Grand Canyon 
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instead use shuttle services. The access road to the Yaki Point overlook and trailhead is now 

restricted year round to shuttle and foot/bicycle traffic only. At Desert View, a new visitor center 

has been constructed a short distance back from the canyon rim, allowing the famous stone 

watchtower at the location to be reverted to its historic purpose: that of an elaborate viewing 

platform that also houses a small book store, as well as some interpretive and Native American 

artwork displays.  

Other more ambitious proposals found within the plan, however, have not been 

implemented. Although park and ride services to the canyon were made available in the southern 

gateway community of Tusayan in 2008, there is still no such option for visitors arriving from 

Cameron and U.S. 89. Likewise, although visitors coming from Tusayan can be advised on 

congestion and parking difficulty within the park, those entering from the direction of the Navajo 

Nation have no such information available to them. This is logical, however, as the Tusayan-

oriented entrance along U.S. 180 serves the vast majority of visitors coming from the directions 

of Flagstaff, Phoenix, or Las Vegas, with traffic count of over 1.1 million in 2010. By 

comparison, the Desert View entrance station recorded only 210,000 (NPS Public Use Statistics 

Office 2011).  A proposed bypass of Desert View for travelers preferring to skip the attraction in 

favor of points westward failed to come to fruition, as did plans to expand both the employee 

housing and campground areas at this eastern end of the parkôs developed area. 

In regards to the Centennial Initiative, Grand Canyon National Parkôs goals closely 

mirror those that had been put forth by the agency as a whole. Generally speaking, this includes 

improved environmental stewardship, rehabilitation of seldom used trails throughout the park, 

the creation of better educational and community outreach programs, and the renovation and 

revitalization of existing structures to make the park more visitor friendly (Grand Canyon 



105 

 

National Park 2007). Specifically, there are two major projects underway. First, in cooperation 

with Glen Canyon National Recreation Area (to be discussed at the end of this chapter) and the 

Grand Canyon River Outfitters Association, research funding is being put toward the 

development of new motorboat engines that will use alternate sources of fuel in order to reduce 

both pollution and noise within the two parks (Grand Canyon National Park and Glen Canyon 

National Recreation Area 2008). Secondly, proposals are being put forth to return the south rimôs 

power house near Grand Canyon Village to active use for the first time since 1956, providing 

steam powered electricity to nearby facilities. Also within the historic chalet-style building, 

which currently houses a bookstore and park offices, would be interpretive displays relating to 

the human history of the park: Native American heritage and early twentieth century tourism and 

transportation to the canyon, including routes by stagecoach, water, and railroad (Grand Canyon 

National Park 2007). 
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Figure 6.5: The northwesterly view from an isolated, unofficial fishing trail along the Firehole River, 

between the Fairy Falls Trailhead and Grand Prismatic Spring, Yellowstone National Park, 

Wyoming. This area is known as ñMuleshoe Bendò to the fly fishing community. The camera angle 

and photographerôs position has been lowered slightly in order to minimize erosion on the fragile 

hillside. 

Date and Time of Rephotography: 2:30pm, Friday, August 7, 2009 
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The only major national parks directly passed through by U.S. 89 are Yellowstone and 

Grand Teton which, since 1972, have been linked together via the John D. Rockefeller Memorial 

Parkway. In similar fashion to their photograph of Grand Canyon National Park, Thomas and 

Geraldine Vale chose to capture one landscape in Yellowstone National Park still relatively 

untouched by humans. Figure 6.5 depicts what the Vales described as a ñspecial placeò that had 

ñavoided the crush of humanityò in an otherwise heavily trafficked park (p. 121). In order to 

reach this location, one must park at an unmarked pull-off along Grand Loop Road (an unlabeled 

section of U.S. 89) and follow an unofficial social trail to and along the riverbank. The trail, 

according to Park Historian Lee Whittlesey (2010b), is one of many paths along the Firehole 

River that have been in continuous use by fly fisherman for decades. Although thermal springs 

and geyser runoff heat the river to unusually high temperatures, the trout population artificially 

introduced during the 1880s has adapted well, and the waterway has held the reputation of one of 

the worldôs most unique and beautiful fly fishing destinations since the late nineteenth century 

(Brooks 1984).  

Looking into the distance in figure 6.5ôs 2009 image, it is evident that an ecological 

change has come to the landscape. The deforestation here is a result of the events of the summer 

of 1988, in which fifty-one different fires caused by lightning strikes (42) and human error (9) 

burned nearly 800,000 acres; over 1/3 of the entire park burned to some degree. A record hot, dry 

summer, combined with abundant fuel resulting from fire suppression programs dating back to 

1910 (Shea 2008), created the perfect conditions for the largest and most costly fire-fighting 

effort in American history up until that point. Over 25,000 workers, including firefighters, 

mili tary personnel, volunteers, and National Park Service staff (both local and temporarily 

imported from elsewhere) labored throughout the summer for a total cost of $120 million. As 
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shown in figure 6.6, every road and attraction in the park needed to be closed and evacuated at 

some point during the summer, including Grant Village, Mammoth Hot Springs, and the 

attractions at Old Faithful. In Montana, the governor declared a state of emergency and martial 

law in Cooke City, evacuating the entire community. He also issued an ñorder banning all non- 

essential outdoor activities beyond cities, towns, and settlements in Montanaò (Yellowstone 

National Park 2008, 5). 

 

 
Figure 6.6:  The extent of the 1988 Yellowstone Fires.  Image source:  Wildfire Today 2009. 
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Figure 6.7:  Facing north from the viewing platform of Yellowstone National Parkôs Old Faithful Geyser.   

Date and Time of Rephotography: 1:30pm, Friday, August 7, 2010. 
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As depicted in figure 6.7, the 1988 fireôs impact on Yellowstoneôs vegetation is even 

more pronounced on the ridgeline north of the Old Faithful Geyser, approximately five miles 

from figure 6.5ôs Muleshoe Bend. On September 7 of that year, the same day on which the 

governor of Montana declared martial law in Cooke City, a separate blaze swept over the 

hillside, raining ash and burning embers down upon the area for over forty-eight hours. 

Firefighters stationed at the historic Old Faithful Inn, however, managed to protect it and 

adjacent park facilities from destruction. A week later, colder temperatures and even snow 

caused all fires within the park and its surroundings to retreat, and by September 23, the crisis 

had ended. With only rare exception, the predominately lodgepole pine forest grew back faster 

than expected, aided by the fact that some of that speciesô cones are serotinous, only opening 

during exposure to extreme heat. The rebound occurred so rapidly in the vicinity of the 

Mammoth Hot Springs that the Childrenôs Fire Trail, originally intended to educate young 

people about the nature and necessity of burned landscapes, needed to be redesigned 

interpretively in 2003 to tell the story of all natural forces at work in the northern part of the park 

(Yellowstone National Park 2008).      

Throughout Yellowstone National Park today, on nearly any road or trail, one will pass 

through a patchwork of new and older growth forest that, in most cases, directly relates to the 

fire of 1988. One example, barely visible in the distance behind Old Faithful in figure 6.7, is the 

Geyser Hill Loop Trail, constructed during the 1930s (Whittleesey 2010b), which brings visitors 

from the Old Faithful Boardwalk up 200 feet on the ridgeline in the distance to a wooden 

platform where they can watch the famous attractionôs regular eruptions from above.   

Although park officials initially believed that the fire ñdamageò would deter visitors in 

the years following the fire, the opposite proved to be true (Yellowstone National Park 2008). 
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Although numbers dipped from 2.5 million recreational visitors in 1987 to 2.1 in 1988, they 

rebounded to a previously all-time high of 2.6 million in 1989 as tourists came to see what had 

happened the previous summer. The numbers continued to grow. Unlike other parks around the 

country, Yellowstone counted more visitors in 2010 than in any other year: 3.6 million 

recreational, plus over 900,000 non-recreational (generally those who use the roads of 

Yellowstone and Grand Teton National Parks as through highways) (National Park Public 

Statistics Use Office 2011). Approximately 90% of all recreational visitors to the park come to 

see Old Faithful as a part of their experience (Yellowstone Park Foundation 2010a).  

Since the early 1960s, there has also been a growing desire to reach Old Faithful and 

other major attractions in winter, when much of the park is accessible only by cross country 

skiing, snowcoach transportation, or snowmobile. Though experimental engines had been 

designed by various inventors since the first decades of the twentieth century, not until 1960 did 

practical personal snowmobiles enter the consumer market. Their effect upon Yellowstone 

National Park was immediately felt. During the 1963-64 winter season, only 1,067 visitors 

entered the park. By the end of the decade, this number had increased ten-fold. The 1983-84 

season, coinciding with the Valesô visit some months later, recorded 48,342 visitors, with an all- 

time peak of nearly 150,000 guests ten years later (National Park Service Public Use Statistics 

Office 2011, Yochim 2009). Initially left unchecked with very few regulations, the sheer number 

of snowmobiles present daily by the mid-1990s led to noise and air pollution in even the most 

remote corners of the park. In response, officials prepared a series of environmental impact 

analyses and statements which advocated a variety of solutions ranging from an outright ban of 

snowmobiles in the park, to limiting the number of such vehicles that can enter the park per day.  
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Lawsuits have resulted ever since, filed by preservationists and recreation advocates 

alike. Preservationists argue that snowmobiles violated the Organic Act of 1916, which directed 

the newly created National Park Service to ñconserve the scenery and the natural and historic 

objects and the wild life therein and to provide for the enjoyment of the same in such a manner 

and by such means as will leave them unimpaired for the enjoyment of future generationsò 

(Yochim 2009, 6). Not only do the vehicles ñimpairò the natural silence of the area, the 

preservationist camp argues, but animal species (such as the famous bison herds) are harassed 

and stressed by the noise to the extent that natural migration patterns may be altered. Advocates 

for recreation, meanwhile, argue that their snowmobile activities are no more damaging than 

vehicle traffic during summer months, and that restricting the freedom of movement provided by 

the machines is simply ñun-Americanò (Smith 2008, 249). Additionally, a hearing by the House 

Subcommittee on Tax, Finance, and Exports, part of the Committee on Small Business, found in 

2000 that the loss of tourist revenue due to a ban on snowmobiling within Yellowstone National 

Park could cost the five gateway communities (West Yellowstone most severely) nearly $20 

million in revenue, along with the loss of several hundred jobs (Yochim 2009). As of the time of 

this writing, the situation remains unresolved.  

A similar, though less politically charged battle has been playing out in recent years 

regarding boating on Yellowstone Lake. Just as cross country skiers have complained for years 

about the noise created by snowmobilers, so too have canoeists complained about noise and 

wakes generated by motorboats. A compromise in place since the early 1970s created a 5mph 

speed limit/òno wake zoneò within the two remote southern arms of the lake. At the furthest 

southern tip of these arms, absolutely no motorized traffic is allowed. The number of motorboats 

on Yellowstone Lake has, however, increased drastically over the past four decades, to the extent 
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that even canoeists and kayakers at the far southern tips of the arms report that they cannot 

experience true wilderness. This nuisance to preservationists is in violation to a series of policies 

adopted by the National Park Service in 2001, which direct the agency to protect natural quiet 

(Yochim 2007). Although there is no immediate talk of banning motorboats within Yellowstone 

National Park as is being discussed in regards to snowmobiles, this issue also remains unresolved 

at the time of this writing. 

The National Park Service recently capitalized on the popularity of Yellowstone in order 

to promote its first nationwide fee-free weekend on August 15-16, 2009. On that Saturday, 

President Obama and the First Family paid a brief two-hour visit to the Old Faithful area as part 

of a three day tour of the American West. The following day, they spent a comparable amount of 

time at the Grand Canyon. When asked the reason for the presidentôs detours to the parks, away 

from the public town hall meetings that characterized the rest of his tour, White House Press 

Secretary Robert Gibbs responded ñPartly to highlight our national park system, to highlight the 

weekend where we hope millions of Americans will enjoy the national park systeméò (Dewell 

2009, 3). Although press photographs generally depicted the First Family visiting the site in 

solitude with only rangers and the Secret Service as company, personal accounts of the visit 

mention hundreds of onlookers. Additionally, the Executive Chef of Xanterra Parks and Resorts, 

the largest concessionaire in the National Park system, presented the high-profile guests with a 

meal of locally produced food in order to highlight its sustainable practices on the national stage 

(Pratt 2009). Ultimately, the National Park Service declared the fee free weekend to be a 

resounding success, and designated several such events in 2010, including the presidentially-

proclaimed ñNational Park Weekò from April 17-25 of that year in order to celebrate the 40
th
 

anniversary of Earth Day.  



114 

 

In regards to the foreground of the photographic pair, it is not possible to conclude 

whether the higher number of tourists present in the modern image of figure 6.7 is due to the 

increase in Yellowstoneôs popularity and visitation. The eruptions of the Old Faithful Geyser are 

caused by the periodic boiling of the water table by the nearby magma of Yellowstoneôs super 

volcano, and their timing can be predicted to within a few minutes. Schedules are posted 

throughout the park, allowing visitors to plan their tours accordingly. Thus, while I took my 

photograph approximately five minutes before one such eruption, it is possible that the Vales 

took theirs shortly after one. Additionally, the shadows in the Valesô photograph indicate that 

their image was taken during the early morning hours, while my own was taken during the early 

afternoon. 

The dramatic rise in visitation to Yellowstone and Old Faithful has made existing 

facilities surrounding the attraction inadequate. An assessment of the Old Faithful Visitor Center 

in 2002 reported that due to overcrowding and a general lack of proper interpretation, the 

majority of visitors left the attraction without gaining any knowledge regarding the geological 

processes at work in the park, and some even remained unaware that numerous other geysers 

existed within a short distance; more, in fact, than in the rest of the world combined 

(Yellowstone Park Foundation 2010b). Additionally, by 2005 estimates, the outdated structure 

contributed to a $22 million backlog in needed maintenance and repair needed in the park (Smith 

2008). To help rectify these problems, the private Yellowstone Park Foundation raised $15 

million for the construction of a larger educational center. Groundbreaking occurred in 2006, and 

construction completed in May 2011. Based out of Bozeman, Montana, the Yellowstone Park 

Foundation is the official fundraising partner of the park, providing financial assistance for 

dozens of projects that range from building construction, to trail maintenance and campground 
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improvements, to research grants and educational outreach programs. The Yellowstone 

Association, the parkôs official education partner, raises additional money through the sale of 

related books, games, and other merchandise both in the park and beyond. 

 

 

 Figure 6.8: The Roosevelt Arch and the north entrance of Yellowstone, with the 

city of Gardiner, Montana in the background.  

Date and Time of Rephotography: 5:00pm, Friday, August 7, 2010. 
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 It is the Yellowstone Association that is the cause of a major change in figure 6.8, even if 

it is not readily apparent. Just beyond the park boundary, the historic W.A. Hall General Store in 

the center of both images dates back to 1903. It was designed by the same architect (Robert 

Reamer) and constructed in the same year as the more famous Roosevelt Arch that marks the 

northern entrance to Yellowstone National Park. At the time of the Valesô visit, the building 

belonged to Cecil and Ethyl Paris, who operated it according to its traditional role as restaurant 

and general store/gift shop. Their business closed shortly after the turn of the millennium, and 

after a few years of operation as a subdivided indoor mall, the structure began to attract the 

attention of major hotel and convenience store chains.  

This alarmed the Yellowstone Associationôs executive director, Pat Cole, who regarded 

the former general store as being equally important to the Roosevelt Arch, in that both structures 

served as two of the first attractions to greet visitors as they entered the park through what was 

then the main entrance. Purchased by the Yellowstone Association in 2008, with remodeling 

completed in 2009, the building now holds the offices of the Association (formerly housed 

within the park at Mammoth Hot Springs), an educational bookstore and information desk, 

historical displays regarding the building itself, and classrooms for community outreach 

programs (Ronnow 2009). Shortly after the purchase, the Gardiner Chamber of Commerce and 

Yellowstone Association jointly took down the ñCecilôs Fine Foodsò sign and gave it away in a 

free raffle as part of a community open house at the former general store (Gardiner Chamber of 

Commerce 2008).  

 In the distance in figure 6.8, the town of Gardiner appears to have changed little. As 

outlined by Thomas and Geraldine Vale (1989), Gardiner served as the only entrance to 

Yellowstone National Park during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century.  The advent of 
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the automobile, however, led to the creation of additional roads into the park. The north gate 

slowly decreased in importance in favor of other routes, and by the time the Vales passed 

through the area during the early 1980s, both the resident and tourist populations of Gardiner 

paled in comparison to other gateway communities.  

Today, the trends are no different. In 2010, approximately 12% of the 1.18 million 

vehicles that passed through a park gate entered through Gardiner.
12

 Of the five entrances, this 

number ranks second to last, ahead of only the northeast gate (NPS Public Use Statistics Office 

2011). Likewise, of the five immediate gateway communities, Gardiner ranks fourth in 

population (875) according to the 2010 census behind Jackson, Wyoming (9,577), Cody, 

Wyoming (9,520), and West Yellowstone, Montana (1,271). Only Cooke City, Montana, with a 

population of seventy-five, is smaller (U.S. Census Bureau 2011). Thus, while multinational 

corporations have changed the faces of Cody, Jackson (to be discussed in Chapter Nine), and 

West Yellowstone over the course of the twentieth century, Gardiner has maintained a small 

town feel. As previously mentioned, the expected population boom as a result of the influx of 

Church Universal Triumphant members never occurred. The tourist-dominated downtown 

maintains a feel of the ñOld West,ò with saloons and small hotels, while a handful of modern 

convenience stores and coffee shops have appeared on the townôs northern fringes. 

 Yellowstoneôs north gate itself has also changed little over the past thirty years. The 

Roosevelt Arch remains the primary attraction here, and during my three passes under its span in 

August of 2009, tourists could be seen taking photographs of the historic monument. The jump 

in visitation that occurred in the park following the fire of 1988 did precipitate an upgrade in the 

entrance station directly behind the photographerôs position in figure 6.8. In 1991, the 10-by-15 

                                                 
12

 This number excludes the more than 750,000 vehicles that merely pass through the western periphery of the park 

along U.S. 191. 
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foot structure, known by park staff simply as ñthe boxò was replaced by a larger, more attractive, 

log cabin type of structure (Whittleesey 2010a). There are no visitor services offered here, as 

Mammoth Hot Springs Village is only six miles distant. As a final side note, hitch hiking within 

Yellowstone National Park was as illegal in 1984 as it is today. Since the 1950s, Montana law 

has prohibited the soliciting of rides while standing on a roadway (Montana Legislative Services 

2009), and in regards to civil matters such as this, the National Park Service defers to local 

legislation (Kim 2005).  The Vales labeled the two individuals in their photograph as ñhitch 

hikersò (p. 123), though as they are neither standing in a roadway nor actively soliciting any 

vehicle, their activities at that time could have been considered legal. 

At the opposite end of the combined Yellowstone/Grand Teton National Park complex, 

figure 6.8 depicts the southern entrance to the latter, adjacent to the gateway city of Jackson, 

Wyoming. As noted by the Vales, the two parks, while bordering one another, have drastically 

different characters. U.S. 89, unlabeled through these federal lands, is generally lined with tall 

ponderosa pine trees through Yellowstone National Park, awarding few views of the surrounding 

landscape. In Grand Teton National Park, however, vistas such as that depicted in figure 6.9 are 

common. This is indicative of the two parks in general. As outlined by Peterson (2010) in his 

guidebook to the area, all of the famous attractions of Yellowstone can be reached by 

automobile, and toured by those in ñaverage shapeò (p. 10). In the Tetons, however, one must be 

willing to hike and possibly backpack significant distances to reach the flanks of the major 

peaks, and possess climbing skills and equipment if they are to reach any of the glacially-eroded 

summits. The Snake River and manmade Jackson Lake provide for more accessible, active 

recreation, though additional fees are involved. Thus, the focus of Yellowstone National Park 

tends to be on geologic features and wildlife, while Grand Teton National Park is known for its 
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scenery, which is often viewed from the road or from a number of resorts ranging from log 

cabins to five-star accommodations.  

 

 

 
Figure 6.9: The southern entrance of Grand Teton National Park. The view is facing northwest, 

toward the Teton Range. Grand Teton, the highest point visible (mostly obscured by the sign in 

the 2009 image), stands at 13,775 feet above sea level. 

Date and Time of Rephotography: 6:30pm, Sunday, August 23, 2009. 
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Grand Teton National Parkôs annual number of recreational visits has generally been 

lower than those of its northern neighbor since the early 1980s: 2.66 million in 2010, compared 

to Yellowstoneôs 3.64 (NPS Public Use Statistics Office 2011).  The lodging statistics of the two 

parks reveal the differences in visitor usage more clearly. Both parks post campground statuses 

at all entrance stations so that visitors can better plan their stays. As was true during my six 

passes through the region in August of 2009, visitors will notice that virtually all Yellowstone 

campgrounds (2,086 sites not counting group facilities) fill to capacity by mid-day. At the 

entrances to Grand Teton National Park, an hourôs drive or less from Yellowstone, the boards 

tend to list the majority of campgrounds (1,070 in total) as having vacancy. In fact, the parkôs 

website advises prospective visitors to seek out the Lizard Creek and Gros Ventre campgrounds 

as two that almost never fill to capacity (Grand Teton National Park 2010). When both 

campground and other lodging facilities are combined, only one in five visitors to Grand Teton 

National Park is estimated to spend the night in some capacity. In Yellowstone, the numbers 

exceeded one third in 2010 (NPS Public Use Statistics Office 2011).    

Regardless of its nature, visitation at Grand Teton National Park is far above the numbers 

of the late 1980s. Though only hit with a glancing blow by the 1988 fire, the disruption of 

tourism in the greater Yellowstone area that year decreased the number of tourists to 1.2 million, 

the lowest it had been since 1956. The numbers rebounded to over 2.7 million visitors in 1998, 

before dipping slightly in the first decade of the twenty-first century (ibid). The new sign, 

depicted in the 2009 image in figure 6.8, dates to the height of this visitation curve: July of 1998 

(Moore 2010). The lack of camera wielding-tourists can be attributed more to the time of day of 

the rephotography than to any lack of interest in the attraction. Carloads of visitors could be 
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spotted here on other days in August of 2009, though at those times, clouds obscured the Teton 

Range in the distance.  

At the time of this writing, construction is taking place adjacent to the welcome sign. As 

part of Grand Teton National Parkôs strategy for the Centennial Initiative, bicycle pathways will 

be constructed parallel to the major roads throughout the park, as well as between the park and 

nearby gateway communities (Grand Teton National Park 2007). The plan received a significant 

boost in August of 2010, when residents of neighboring Teton County to the south voted to fund 

a twenty-five mile pathway from the city of Jackson, through the National Elk Refuge, to the 

parkôs southern border near the welcome sign (Teton County 2010). Other goals relating to the 

Centennial Initiative, as it was originally outlined, include the acquisition of remaining private 

inholdings within the park, the restoration of 4,000 acres of native rangeland, the construction of 

several modern visitor and interpretation centers throughout the park, educational outreach 

programs with local schools, the increased use of youth conservation programs in trail 

maintenance, and the purchasing of hybrid vehicles for park operations in order to cut down on 

local pollution (Grand Teton National Park 2007). The Jackson Hole Airport, the only 

commercial airport in the country entirely within a national park, has operated under strict noise 

standards since 1983. The Centennial Initiative goals of the park also attempt to make the facility 

more environmentally sustainable by proposing runway adjustments with the goal of minimizing 

risk of skidding off the pavement in icy conditions (a relatively common occurrence with little 

harm to passengers or equipment, but responsible for severe damage to adjacent vegetation) 

(Jackson Hole Airport 2008, 2010).   

In 2008, the park established the ñGreen Team,ò which outlined further objectives of the 

environmental impact side of the centennial strategy. These include increased recycling of all 
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possible items, the use of fluorescent light bulbs, and the purchasing of 100% green power for 

the parkôs operation. Construction within the park will also be limited to only those structures 

that have been certified by the Green Building Council, a non-profit organization, based out of 

Washington D.C. that investigates new construction projects of participating corporations or 

government agencies in order to judge how well they are minimizing pollution and waste. One 

major catalyst for these efforts in Grand Teton National Park is the decline of the American pika: 

a small mammal, related to rabbits, known for its unique squeaking sound. Unable to survive 

warm climates, these creatures have been gradually forced, since the end of the last ice age, onto 

what are essentially ñislandsò of habitat on high mountain summits. Though denied endangered 

species status by the Obama administration in February 2010 (Wolf 2010), further global 

warming could eventually cause the species to become extinct all together (Grand Teton 

National Park Green Team 2009).  

Smaller national park units, too, are making strides to improve their facilities in 

accordance with the Centennial Initiative. Wupatki National Monument, less than fifty miles 

southeast of the Grand Canyon, protects approximately 35,000 acres of land that hold a number 

of Ancient Puebloan dwellings. Wupatki Pueblo, the largest and most frequently visited of these, 

with a one-time population of around ninety people, is depicted in figure 6.10 (Wupatki National 

Monument 2010). Though not quite at its all-time high of 267,000 in 1992, visitation at the 

monument has increased from 162,000 in 1980 to 221,000 in 2010 (National Park Service Public 

Use Statistics Office 2011). The parkôs 2002 Master Plan details the impact that these numbers 

have had on the landscape, and details the ways in which these effects will be mitigated in years 

to come. The goals of the plan also serve the secondary role of fulfilling the parkôs Centennial 

Initiative.  
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With the exception of the Crack-in-Rock dwelling, which requires a two day guided 

backpacking trip to reach and explore, none of the attractions in Wupatki National Monument 

have any permanent, or even regular, ranger presence. During my own ninety-minute stay, no 

Figure 6.10: The kiva and main dwelling at Wupatki National Monument. The photograph is 

taken from an overlook behind the visitor center, facing  northwest, along the trail leading to the 

site.  

Date and Time of Rephotography: 12:00pm, Monday, January 11, 2010.  
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member of staff could be even be found on the trails surrounding the dwelling directly behind the 

visitor center, which include two multi-room ñhouses,ò a ceremonial kiva, and a ball court. 

Therefore, the most significant problem cited in the master plan was, unsurprisingly, the 

degradation of the parkôs cultural resources through the unsupervised actions of visitors 

(accidental or intentional). Other issues included damage to vegetation adjacent to overused trails 

and vehicle congestion along Coconino National Forest Road 545: the monumentôs only 

through-route.  

 
 

 
Figure 6.11: Wupatki and Sunset Crater National Monuments. Source: Wupstki National Monument 2011. 
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Although Wupatki National Monument shares management and is often advertised 

together with the other two ñFlagstaff Areaò monuments of Sunset Crater (to be discussed 

toward the end of this chapter) and Walnut Canyon, it is a separate entity. Therefore, one project 

proposed to mitigate visitor impact is the construction of a new entrance station near the northern 

intersection of U.S. 89 and Loop Road/Forest Road 545 (see figure 6.11). Currently, only visitors 

coming from the southerly direction of Sunset Crater pass through a contact station. Those 

entering from the north do not have to pay a fee or speak with rangers unless they enter the 

visitor center. A northern contact station will therefore both raise park revenues and educate all 

visitors as to proper conduct in the various archaeological sites. All spur roads and parking lots 

will be gated at night in order to prevent unauthorized access to the sites. Additionally, the spur 

road to Wukoki Pueblo will be remade into a loop in order to reduce traffic jams during busy 

weeks and months. Finally, the preferred management plan (Wupatki National Monument 2002) 

calls for 25,000 additional acres of land to be purchased along the parkôs northern border. 

Although there are no immediate plans to develop the new acquisition for visitor use, sensitive 

archaeological sites would be permanently protected from any future actions of mineral 

extraction industries in the area.   

One additional change to Wupatki National Monument and other nearby parks has 

occurred in the night sky. During the 1980s and 1990s, the doubling of Flagstaffôs population 

created light pollution for dozens of miles in almost any direction: a microcosm of a trend 

affecting rural areas along urban fringes worldwide. In 2001, however, Flagstaff became the first 

municipality in the world to earn the designation of a ñDark Sky City,ò drastically reducing the 

radius and intensity of its light pollution. Achieving this status does not require any laws or 

regulations regarding the use of electricity, but rather promotes other methods, such as the use of 
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shielding on building and lamp posts, and downward facing bulbs on flag poles, to prevent light 

from escaping skyward (Friederici 2001, Flagstaff Dark Skies Association 2008). Also along 

U.S. 89 in Arizona, Pinal County and the Phoenix Metropolitan area have societies dedicated to 

bringing dark skies to those places as well. Although few options exist to legally experience the 

night sky within the Flagstaff Area National Monuments, those taking part in the overnight hikes 

to Wupatkiôs Crack-in-Rock Ruin are likely appreciative of this change. 
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Figure 6.12: San José de Tumacacori Mission, Tumacacori National Historical Park. The view is facing 

west, toward the prominent peak and mountain range of the same name within Coronado National Forest. 

Obscured by the park wall in the 2009 image is a very small business district of hotels and restaurants 

catering to park visitors. 

Date and Time of Rephotography: 3:00pm, Sunday, January 10, 2010.  

 


































































































































































































































































































































































































