ome here in July and Siiveron
Colorado, will play you for a sucker,
as | sometimes fear it has played
me. Summertime haere 18 wildiiowers
and rhubarb festivals and sticky
facod children gorging on funnel
cakes, long days and laughing jocals
playing soccer in the soft twiight at
the park, next to the gazebo down
the hill from the century-old ceme
tory. It is instant gratification and
andless possibilities and an abiding.
sun-dronched balie! that litie moun-
tain towns can save hves

Al night the creek by the gazebo
hurbles and in the morning light
{loods the hidden valloy, warnming
tho knots of tanned, limber chimbers
sprawled on the wooden porch out-
side the Avalanche Coffee House
where they sip steaming drinks and
trace adventures on topo maps. |
wTi0w poaphe who ‘have wisited hare

it the summer, hiked and swam and
miade thamselvas ropy and brown,
drifted 10 sleep under falling slars
droamed of rhubarb ples and blue
skles. cappuccino and first ascents
ey have sold their homes and
husinesses and moved here, and by
mid-January thay are eating dinner
at five o'clock, in bed by eight

By Fabruary thay are pasty and
soft and surly, and in early spnng
when snow is stll falling and pipes
still freezing, thoy have gained the
rueful wisdom of enlightened Suck:
ars and they are calling their realtors
back home

It s mid-February now, and | am
sitting on a poeling plasiic yoellow
chair in a small, wooden shack
where | sometimes ive in Silverton,
considering mountains and the -
foronco behtaeen sevkng salvahon

and munning away.
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More than a family visit |
The shack 15 18 toot-by-18-test, '
with windows that Gon i Oopean and 4 1
door that has no lock and a faucet 1
that froze and cracked a year ago r
At still les in the sink. In the moons
lght it gleams, the Wan cold neck ﬂ
a wounded bird. A biack stove hun-
kors in the meddie of the cphntered
plank floor and twoO paces from the
stave is the peeling chair and a
scratched-up card tabile | M‘ "_
a desk. Up a ladder on another ?f
plank flOOT IS @ L A @ TRy ,
| toll pecple I'm here o visik oYy
sister and her toddier and |
who live cross town. But 15 teatof
snow. on average, fall here every
year, often closing Molas and Red
Mountain passes, the anly *I’B
or out of town. Even on clear days,
s more than an hour over the Mol

avalanche-prone stretch of g

ll
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&
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"
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in North America to things like
fresh vegetables and bookstores
and a restaurant that stays open
past 8 p.m. So this is more than a
family visit.

There are 1,000 citizens, half
who depart before the first snow-
fall every year. | notice a dispro-
portionate amount of dental prob-
lems, but voters regularly reject
the state's standing offer to fluori-
date the local water supply. At a
lown meeting not too long ago, a
resident called a dentist testifying
on behalf of oral hygiene a Nazi.
Until this past winter, Silverton
was the only town of the only
county In the state with neither a
stoplight nor a 911 emergency

- number. It still has no stoplight.

I's a community where a 10-year-
old child boasts that his parents
home school him because “I did-
nt come from no damn monkey.”
My shack squats on a mound
of gravel across a dirt road from
an icy meadow that slopes down
to El Rio de las Animas Perdidas,
The River of Lost Souls. Two hun-
dred feet on the other side of the
Animas is Kendall Mountain, its
forested slopes scarred by long
white avalanche chutes. Some
nights, bellowing gusts of wind rp
from Kendall and Boulder and
Macomer and Garnett and Sultan
and Grand Turk and all the other
gentle monsters that ring the town

and they rattle the shack and
shake me from sleep. Other

ights, a deqp, uncaring

AT ]

the shadow of Kendall until 10
a.m. and the temperature some-

times drops to 30 below zero. On
those mornings | lie on the mat-
ress upstairs under two sleeping
bags, reading. | read Th® Great
Gatsby, The Odyssaey, Endurance,
the journals of John Muir. | read
the first volume of a two-volume

tures in the mountains. It quotes

Milarepa, “the patron saint of all
mountain mystics,” who wrote:

“Deep in the wild mountaing

hastrangemaﬂmplam
where you can trade the
and noise

of everyday life
for eternal Light*

.

That sounds very good to me.

People who need people

Tuesday, midwinter,
Ing at the Avalanche Coffee
House, where Bruce Conrad,
Dave Emory and | gather over
Pastries and coffee to discuss
road conditions, average annual
snowfall in town, the future of
Sliverton and the secrel to happi-
ness. This is not an alypical dig-
Cussion around here. Conrad s

32 and Emorylsdaandlamq_

%

and none of us is rich, or dis-
abled, or technically on vacation.
Yet here we are late on a week-
day morning, hoisting thick, hand-
made mugs with our names on

- them, manhandling cinnamon

rolls fresh from the oven, philoso-
phizing like internet millionaires
who got out in time. This is one of
the things | love most about
Silverton.

Before Silverton, Emory
worked as a high school teacher
and a Peace Corps volunteer, and
he tells me that Silverton has
more former Peace Corps volun-
leers per capita than any place in
the United States. Which might or
might not be true, but which indi-
cates the pride Silvertonians take
in the town's various claims to
singularity, which are consider-
able.

Emory wears rectangular,
meltal framed glasses, and has
short, neatly trimmed hair. He
runs 6-10 miles every other day.
For the past nine years he has
lived in a rooming house called
the Benson, in room seven. He
has no phone and he shares a
bathroom. He spends a lot of time
at the flibrary because he likes

reading. He comes to the
Avalanche because he likes the
coffee, Also, he says, because “I
feel like | don't got along with
people but | nad tham "
‘Silverton in the summer of ‘94, to
visit his father, and stayed. When

Ing, he's eften on his motoreycle.
He has broad shoulders, blue
eyes, and a brown beard and
ponytail. His girlfriends, of which
there have been more than a few,
lend 1o be seasonal. Conrad's
checkered work history -~ & great
many Silvertonians possess a
checkered work history —
includes stints bartending in the
Miner's Tavern, which is frequent-
ed mostly by former miners,
descendants of miners and peo-
ple who wish the mines never
would have closed. If | can be
permitted to make a vast and
sweeping generalization, | would
say the Miner's Tavern crowd
tends to distrust the federal gov-
ernment and to believe deeply In

the right to bear arms and ride

more likely to own climbing rope
and Cross-country skis and com-
puters than Snowmobiles, or
guns. Phyllis Belner, g Co-owner
of the Benson and a former
Miner's regular, calls the

Avalanche crowd “Trust fund
babiles”

have yet to meet a single obvi-

ously toothless person or anyone
wealthy enough that they can
afford not to work, though there is
an Avalanche waitress who drives
a Volvo and quotes Hegel, and
whose cashmere sweaters have
prompted talk.)

| ask Conrad if he treasures
the sense of community here.
Does he fully appreciate, as I'm
beginning to, how even though
Silvertonians might sometimes
dislike each other, might constant-
ly discuss one another, they're
comforted by the knowledge that
when they're in trouble, they can
always count on their neighbors in
this little mountain valley; men,
women and children bound
together by the harsh and unfor-
giving climate and the riotous
wildflowers and the star-drenched
night sky? Doesn't Conrad agree?

Conrad works over his cinna-
mon roll, then takes a sip from his
handmade mug, which has
“Bruce” written on it. He squints at
me, so | take a sip from my
“Steve” cup and try to squint
back. But it's no use. We both
know, mug or no mug, I'm strictly
a part-timer.

"Here's what | want people to
hear about Silverton,” Conrad
says. “| want them to hear that
they might not be able to get in,
and once they get in, they might

~ not be able to get out. That's what
| want people to hear” Y

Does he mean me? This is my
first winter at altitude, and other
locals have told me they won't
even bother learning someone's
name, much less inviting them to
dinner, unth that persan has

“endured a trio of Silverton's cold,
lonely seasons. On the other
hand, I've started running a tab. |
own a coffee mug with my name
on it. There's a photo of my
nephew taped to the cash regis-
ter. | can hold up my end of the
conversation when it comes to
road conditions and annual snow-
fall.

| hope he doesn’t mean me.
The truth is, I'd much rather
belong than be bathed in Eternal
Light. I'm starting to think that
belonging somewhere might be
better than Eternal Light.

b

“What're you working on?" a
friend of mine asks, when | tele-
phone her office one day.

| hate this question. Two years
ago | quit a full-time job so |
would have time to write, Since
then, I've produced a
file of a starlet in which,

also created a sSmug
Ing advice column under a pseu-
donym and accepted an assign-
ment to write a weekly online
horoscope, which, after | learned
how difficult it was to actually
research planetary movements, |

35

simply made up.

“The usual whore work,” |
respond.

Wrong answer. My friend is the
editor of a woman'’s magazine.
Even though I'm not referring to
any assignments |'ve completed
for her, she can feel my self-
hatred, and she takes it personal-
ly. | suspect | intend for this o
happen.

“That’s a nice attitude,” she
says.

“It's honest”

“You know,” she says, “you're
getting a reputation among a lot
of people as a hothead.”

“What people?”

“I'm not going to tell you that."

“Why?”

| don't want to get in the mid-
die of anything.”

“C'mon. You're supposed to be
my friend, This is my professional
reputation on the line. You won't
be in the middle of anything.”

“No, I'm not going to put myself
in a position that ...~

“Look, if you're talking about
that bald, fat-assed, weasel-head-
ed prick overat ... "

“You really need to work on
your anger,” she says. “You are
becoming someone who is not
pleasant. And | have to get back
towork.”™ .

| hate it when people with
office jobs tell me they have to get
back to work. Actually, | hate |

After hanging up, | hold the
recewver inches from my face

“Bitch,” | say. “Bitch, bitch,
pitch, biteh.”

It's been a bad week in a bad
month in a bad year. Last night |
argued with my girlfriend, who
has been married for the three
years we have been dating. We
argued about what a liar | am,
and how manipulative she IS, and
why I'm Incapable of love Last
night we argued about whether |
Secretly wanted to sleep with her
ittle sister. (I articulated the nega-
tive position: | might be unhappy,
and profoundly disturbed, but |
am not stupid.)

After we hung up, | grabbed
the television remote control and

the phone and called the deli
across the street. my usual
eévening routine since | quit going
o the gym a month ago because
all the people there seemed so
sSmug, and Successful, and like
they would always have to get
back to work. | have gained 10
pounds.

The guy at the deli recognized
My voice on the phone. “Ah,
apartment 40-F" he said, “per-
haps another pint of Chubby
Hubby onight, am | correct?"

He is Indian, and on the rare
evenings | have human company,
| imitate him. which Invariably
gets a laugh and makes me
despise myself even more

In the two years since quitting
my job, | have seen My savings

nearly disappear and my dream
of meaningful work remain
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deferred. | do whore work.
Which makes me a whore.
That night is when | started to

think that Silverton might be a

good place for an extended visit

Rubber tomahawks and
the evil within

Spend enough time at the
Avalanche, which is tough not to
do if you spend any time at all in
Silverton, and chances are before
long you'll have your own hand-
made mug with your name on it. It
will hang on the rack just inside
the door, next to “Ranger Rick
above “Bear. just below “UPS
Dave,” who without much prompt-
ing will proffer the opinion that
“the FedEx guy Is a faggot,”
because the FedEx guy won't
drive over Molas Pass during
heavy snows.

it's not just the delivery guys at
odds. Cross-country skiers tele-
phone the sheriff's office on a
regular basis to complain about
teenagers racing their snowmo-
biles, and snowmobilers threaten
to recall any city council member
who votes to limit their rights to
ride wherever and whenever they
want. Many of the local artists
fear and distrust the out-of-town
developers, and seven years ago
those artists played a part in
thwarting the plans of a man who
wanted to build a heli-pad outside
of town, which still irritates some

of the chamber of commerce
members who would have hiked 1o

e S VERTAN
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A

~

do business with the heli-guy’s
rich clients.

“Innovative ideas that might
pull us into a more prosperous
future,” wrote editor Jonathan
Thompson in the inaugural issue
of The San Juan Mountain
Journal, in June 1999, “are often
smothered by political infighting
and personal vendettas.”

(Thompson started the news-
paper aflter trying and failing to
purchase the 125-year-old

Silverton Standard. Consequently,

Silverton almost certainly publish-
€S more newspapers per capita
than any other community in the
us.)

Even animals cause squab-
bles. San Juan County officials
counted 103 dogs in town a cou-
ple years ago (many unlicensed),
which probably means more dog
owners per capita than anywhere
@lse in the U.S. it alse, until very

. ROCRY
MOUNTAIN
WILDLIFE

recently, was the home of a pet
mountain lion, whose dramatic
and contentious life is still being
mulled over at the Avalanche
Coffee House and The Miner's
Tavern. (More on this later.)

The latest local brouhaha
involves a 31-year-old by the
name of Aaron Brill, who came to
town in the fall of 1999 with plans
to build a backcountry ski center,
Colorado’s first new ski develop-
ment in 17 years. He told
Thompson of the Mountain
Journal, regarding his business
plan for Silverton Mountain Ski
Area, that “profits are not the
dominating factor here.” He also
confided to an Avalanche regular
he dated before his girifriend

moved to town that "My goal is to
retire at 35 and move to Costa

Rica.” Brill swore that he wanted a
“retro” ski area, ecologically sensi-
live, dedicated to preserving the

Prmnd‘ ng clients enwronmental services i the
Rocky Mountain Region since 1982
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land. But he started chopping
down trees before the Bureau of
Land Management (BLM)
approved his plans, and he — or
his father, under whose name the
purchase is recorded on the city
books — has purchased 12 lots
of property within the city imits,
land that would be useless for a
ski area, but extremely valuable
for a speculator. (Or, to be fair, it
could provide a good location for
employee housing.)

The entrepreneur has stirred
up passions and enmities that are
strong even by fluoride-hating,
invective-hurling Silverton stan-
dards. Those enmities erupted
last February when five
Silvertonians skied onto public
land next to Brill's property, public
land that Brill had marked
“closed.” The BLM requires Brill to
close public land while conducting
avalanche studies, and he
claimed that's exactly what he
was doing. The skiers said that
the “closed” signs were perma-
nent fixtures, had no connection
to studies being conducted or not
conducted, and represented noth-
ing more than an attempt by Brill
to limit access to public land. The
skiers accused Brill of setting off
explosives above them, and
asked the San Juan sheriff to
press criminal charges. Brill
accused the quintet of a cam-
paign of "harassment,” and asked
the county to up penalties for
frespassing from $300 to $1,000

uh.hl—-

e Noxious weed surveys ® Wetlland delineations ® Baseline biological / botanical

inventories ® Threatened/endangered species surveys ® Mapping and geographic
information systems © Forest management plans ® Range health assessments
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Custom orders welcome Pt w4, Dumﬂgo. Colorado
Dealerships welcome -~ 5’ el 7 2088
~ 205.327.308
52 Elk Lane . - : .
g Foyer/Reception [able Durango, CO Fal'l'lllll n. NEW MEXICD
A Handcrafted of Colorado Spruce ‘*70-34?-3157 ECOSPHERE gto
TENVIRONMENTAL

SERVICES www.ecosphere-services.com

See website for complete home furnishings

www.rockymtwildlifefurniture.com

Serving breakfast,
lunch and dinner
Fresh baked goods,

soups, salads,
mnovative
entrees and
crafl brewed
beer 1n our warm
friendly
atmosphere,
Come on in and
check us out.

Durango’s
original
brewpub.

1022 Main Ave.
Durango, CO
(970) 259-2545

LOCATED IN THE HEART OF HISTORIC DOWNTOWN DURrRANGO, CO
915 MAIN AVE. » 970.385.7901 » WWW.THEBEAN.COM
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Avalanche co-fﬂuﬁher Chris Nute
calls the seasonal merchants who
Profit off the train people. (He’s

not talking about Formea, whO
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lived here — angd kept his rest:
rant open year-round). ﬁ
And it's not just the train folk..
Developers — until Brill at least,
and some Silvertonians still aren’t
SO sure about him — are not to
be trusted.

Texans are hated, in part
because they make up a fairly
large percentage of the train peo-

. ple, and tend to adore rubber
~ tomahawks and “Your Proctologist
~ Called ... " T-shirts. Southern

i ~ Californians qualify for some
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by Texans and Californians. |
spend many hours on The

~ Avalanche’s sunny porch (when
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rocks. Plain rocks.) While "
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~ profession, cared so little about
- physical comforts that he would

full day whenever he needed to
take a trip to that notorious den of

Gaugin landed on Tahiti in 1891,
found it as repressive and stultify-
Ing as Europe, then sailed farther,
to the Marquesas islands, where
he kept a 14-year-old mistress,
infuriated the local police with his
repeated public drunkenness, got
thrown in jail, then died of alco-
holism.

get Mmporary life in the
ac _nOtWithstanding — that,
lly, 'm a New York Jew with
~  alaptop and a mutual fund.
But I'm also a Silvertonian, at
le_ast Part-time. So | continue
blt‘ching and moaning and snick-
ering, until the day an otherwise
mild-mannered and polite citizen
remarks to me, regarding local
Property values, that “the wet-
backs sure aren't helping”

*House Made Deserts

*Fresh Salads, Breads, and Olives
*Professional Kitchen Wares

l *Imported Meats & Hand Cut Cheeses
*European Picnic Lunches
l *Gift Baskets, Gift Certificates

3000 Main Avenue, Durango, Colorado 970 259-5028
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INto xenophobjg? Can | fear Brill, b z a a n n
loathe L

OS Angelenos and still SuMMIT COUNTY’s ONLY TRUE CE

o LTIC PUB
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@ W

lives, have historically found

peace, happiness and meaning
Just over the next snowy range, or
into the next deserted valley, or
_ At nearly uninhabited speck
of land in the deep blue sea, the
one dotted with Comely savages
and fruit bearing trees. At least
according to some of the more
reverent travel literature that
draws people like me to places
like Silverton.

A closer reading of the histori-
cal record, though, undertaken
beneath two layers of down, in
very cold temperatures, reveals
Some unsettling truths about pio-
neers in paradise.

John Muir, a sheepherder by

COOK a pot of beans, eat his fill,
then stuff his pockets with the left-
overs before he left for hikes that
lasted days and weeks, jamming
his hands deep into his pants
whenever he was hungry. (Is it
any wonder he spent so much
time alone?) Henry David
Thoreau feared psychic contami-
nation enough that he felt com-
pelled to fast and meditate for a
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- school. There, | &
~ train raper, right in the
*{; 1 -cuuntiys ﬂﬁ*p“’@n
& ?GY'OGS Kendall Mo

old beans, | Just want to pe an
Avalanche regular, a good

Si‘lvertanian. Is that too much to
ask?

there SOmewhere?” gsks Kevin
Patterson, a 32-year-old doctor
Who wrote about his sailing voy-
4ge to Tahiti ang his search for
Meaning in The Water in
Between, another book that
keeps me company in the shack.

“It's like lotteries — they represent

hope becayse €ven though the

Chances of winning are effectively

2€ro, they aren’t ze ro”

In the early Morning shadows
of Kendal Mountain, with snow
falling, in the chilly loft, those
three words are a great source of
comfort. “They aren’t zero”

The wisdom of Fred
The forest ranger cuts my hajr
while | sit in her kKitchen, and we

Chat about Yet; sightings and road

conditions and annual snowfall
and the future of Silverton and
rhubarb Ple recipes (Silverton is
the rhubarb capital of the world)
and the secret to happiness and
Whether Aaron Brill is a visionary
Or a lying profiteer. The librarian
greets me by name, and she

always asks if 'm having a good

-

B Ume. A construction worker Invites

gut.
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in. Or I ;
clamp op snowshoes ang trarng‘fj:“j_
~ toward a deserted mine. -
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niassage therapist and musician.
“Stay in the right side of the
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rain, dude,” Fred says when |
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Even the dump is serene,
ent. It hugs a hillside above the
r forested Kendall, ponder King

Solomon Mine Mountain, visible
Tom no other vantage point in

day,” | say.
- Beautiful day,” Fred says.
tiful spot, beautiful place on

iis earth. Figure out how many

% hats you need to wear, bro, and

- you can work it so you don't ever

ave to go back to the world.”

%e& “Yep,” | say, “it sure is pretty.”

~ “Bro,” Fred says, “if you figure it
~out, you can stay forever inside
the walls of Kong.”

“Uh huh,” | say. “Um, did you
say ‘walls of Kong?™”

“Yeah, dude,” Fred says, “the
‘walls of Kong. Those mountains.”
He sweeps his arm wide, pirou-
ettes 360 degrees. “That’s the
et. Staying inside the walls of

Kong.

dus p,nm Dy a ropy, bearded guy
d Fred, who also works as &

Saving sweet pea A

| branch out from the
Avalanche. | shoot pool at The
Miner’s Tavern angd discuss litera-
ture with a County employee who
Delieves the federal government
uses black helicopters to Spy on
its citizens and that it has discoy-
ered the cure for AIDS put is with-
holding it, naturally, to protect
Pharmaceutica] profits. One of the
town’s most Personable fluoride
fighters cooks me lasagna on a
still midwinter's night, and after
dinner | sit on the floor with her
three-year-old son and play catch.
| l_qck a iocc?'r ball.in. the. t}a.fnligl'rt'
with a teeﬂﬁged Snowmobiling
thug. And | attend the Super Bowl
party thrown by an NRA member
who refuses to use banks. | bring
chips. | even, | must admit, leave
the shack one cold and clear win-
ter night and walk to the other
side of town, where | watch ER
with the Hegel-lover, who owns a
television set, and with whom |
have been keeping company for
the past few, very cold weeks.
(When Avalanche co-founder Jodi
Harper-Nute finds out — there
are no secrets in Silverton, espe-
cially from Jodi — she takes me
aside and warns me that small
Populations and mountain passes
have been known to warp judge-
ment, especially when it comes to
romance. “We call it seeing the
world through Silverton goggles,”
Jodi says.)

One of my most constant com-
panions at the Avalanche is
Ronald Kenneth “Bug” Maynard, a
77-year-old bachelor with
unkempt white hair and clear
hazel eyes and a slow, deliberate
gait. Maynard took his first job in
the Silverton mines in 1947, when
he was 18, which was the same
year he fell in love. (“I didn't know
her name, but she had a place in
the Grand Imperial Hotel. All the
whores had rooms in the
saloons.”) He left the next year,
for college, then settled in San

A

Francisco and designed dams
throughout Northern California.
He drank too much, quit drinking,
married, got divorced, retired.

moved around. He returned to the

mountains in 1995.

Maynard spends most morn-
ings at the Avalanche, and most
evenings at home watching televi-

- Sion. He drives into Durango once

a week to do his shopping, and
every afternoon at three he takes
his 12-year-old mutt, Sweet Pega,

for a three-mile constitutional
along the dirt road that skirts the

bottom of a talus field on the hill
that shields the town from the
world to the west.

If he starts feeling restiess, he
drives to a trailer he owns in
Santa Fe. If the passes are
closed, he stays put. “The uni-
VErse speaks to us,” he tells me.
“If we’ll just listen, we can hear it.
Life is really very simple and easy
if you don't fight it

The only time | see Maynard
get visibly upset is over the moun-
tain lion.

The man who bought the
mountain lion is named Howard
Drake, a friend of Maynard’s. Until
he bought the mountain lion, that
is. Maynard is absolutely certain
Drake bought the cat 0 wreak
vengeance upon the town dogs,
who had bedeviled Drake for
years. Drake had suffered dog
bites, and no dog had been pun-
iIshed.

Maynard sympathized. He
thought the town was lax about
enforcing the leash laws. But a
mountain lion?

Maynard complained to the Ccity
council. He complained to Drake.
He complained to everyone in the
Avalanche.

‘But it was just a Kitten, so
€veryone would go over to
Howard's and pet it ang say how
Cute it was,” Maynard tells me
over coffee early one maorning. |
have never heard anyone say
“cute” with such violence.

‘I could see it growing up and |

the law in Colorado’ What both-

eredmewasﬂwetmmpeo;ﬂetﬁd-
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me they were sick of being toid
they had to choose sides regard-
Ing Maynard and Drake, Sweet
Pea and The Mountain Lion.
(Besides, the kitten had been
awfully, well. Cute.) Others told me
they could not stomach Maynard’s
constant philosophizing about the

his house. (He had driven into
Durango, but hadn't toid anyone).
Maynard doesn’t know it, but
one day | stand outside my sis-
ter's house and | watch him climb
the dirt road on the hill on the
western edge of town. embarking
on his afternoon walk Mid-winter,

edge of a talus field, carefully
plodding to nowhere in particular,
In every other place I've ever
lived, at this time of day, | would
be at a gym, or in an office,
checking messages, returning a
phone call. Or pPerhaps railing
against whore work while | day-
dreamed of eénough wealth to
crush my enemies and impress
my friends. Or maybe I'd be
watching an afternoon matinee, or
shopping for Something | didn't
really need. In Silverton. there is
nothing to distract you from what
you most want, from what you
maost fear. | want Peace, fear, soli-
tude. So | spy on Maynard ang
Sweet Pea. trying'to'learn some-

Good Silvertonians
A good Silvertonian should be

Civic-minded, | know. That, plus
the fact that there are No movie
theaters and | don't have a televi-
sion in the shack and the Volvo-
driver and | have Stopped keeping
Company, prompts me to attend
my first public hearing. | sit with
ten other Avalanche regulars, in
the back of the Second-floor
meeting room at the 100-year-old
town hall. We are here to offer
local input to our county commis-
sioners on Proposed federal leqgis-
lation that would close parts of
nearby public land to jeeps,
motorcycles, Showmobiles and Al
Terrain Vehicles. It Se€ems an emi-
nently reasonable idea, especially
IN an area whose MOost precious

JRLY
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natural resource is wild backcoun-
try. At least it seems reasonable
to us Avalanche requlars.

Others, though, have spread
the word that the law would close
much of the Alpine Loop, a heavi-
ly traveled jeep road that brings in
tens of thousands of tourist dol-
lars to Silverton every summer. In
fact, the legislation explicitly won't
close the Alpine Loop, but the
outrageous canard has succeed-
ed in stirring up anti-government
sentiment, never too difficult to
stir up in San Juan County, and In
packing the meeting with scores

of people opposed to the legisla-
tion.

Of the 150 people in atten-
dance, at least 50 speak out
against the law, while another 70
or 80, with their cheers, clapping,
jeering and shouwting, let il be
known where their sympathies lie,
Most of them, it becomes clear,
belong to the well-organized
motorized vehicle lobby, a coali-
tion of jeep tour operators, snow-
mobile and ATV manufacturers. A
good Silvertonian should not he

overly judgmental, | know, but the
lobby people and their acolytes
seem to me a uniformly rude,
offensive, dishonest bunch who
could all atford to dismount from
their machines, hit the hiking trail
and drop a few pounds.

"Motorheads,”™ mutters an
Avalanche regular. “Rednecks "
grunts another.

‘
,"l"
AC
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"Outsiders” | grumble.

Whenever one of us speaks in
favor of wilderness, cries of “anvi-

ros,” or enwronrnentos which |

sSuspect implies even more egre-
glous Characterological failings,

... the lobby
people and their
acolytes seem
o me a
uniformly rude,
offensive,
dishonest bunch
who could all
afford to
dismount from
their machines,
hit the hiking
trail and drop a
few pounds.

nng out. A jeep tour operator from

Texas turms and glares al news-
paperman Thompson — whose
greal-great-great-great grand-
mother settled in the Animas val-

mountaineering
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ley 125 years ago, whose wife
works as a waitress, clothing
salesperson and part time FedEx
driver, and who happens to sup-
port the legislation — then deliv-
ers a loud, bitter screed about
“elibsts™ who “want 1o take our
land away.”

Cheering, jeering, yelling.
Stomping. Wild applause.

John Poole, a Maryland native
who has spert the past 30 sum-
mers here and who recently
bought local property, says he
loves lo snowmobile. And some of
his best friends are jeepers. And
he's not sitting anywhere near the
Avalanche crowd. But, and here
he drops his voice, almost apolo-
getically, he also can help but
believe that some land would be
better off without motorized vehi-
Cles. "We all love the open space.”
he says. “We all want the same
thing. No one here doesn't appre-
ciate the wilderness." He drops
another octave now, urtil he is
almost whispering. "I think we
need to respect each other. We all
need to learn 1o get along.”

This guy is the Gandhi of the
San Juans. How could anyone
oppose his message of peace
and tolerance?

“Go back to Maryland! more
than a few members of the mob

of any local politician who dares
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o trampile on his rights to “peaple
who will know what to do about it”

“The environmentos have
taken away our mines,” shouts a
man with a wivte beard who | rec-
ognize as a regular from the
Miner's. “They've taken our graz-
ing rights. Now they wam 1o take
our tourism, and our forests, ool |
want 1o quote Joseph Weich.
‘Gentleman, have you no decen-
cy, have you no shame?7™

More yelling. Ugly stares
toward our lonely little knot. Name
calliing. Threats against ary who
oppose them. A good Sikvertonian
should be fair-minded. | know this
But | can't help but think of othver
politcal meatings I've recently
read about in the shack, equally
enthusiashc affairs held n 1319
and 1920, in Munich beerhalls
named Eberfbraukelier and
Hofbrauhaus.

At the Avalanche the next
moming, all we talk about is the
meeting. The weall-hinanced labby’s
embrace of the big lie, the bully-
Ng snowmobilers, the not-so-thin-
ly weiled threats.

“Damn motorheads.” one of the
regulars says.

“You cant blame them.,” anoth-
er replies. “A ot of the merchants
are living year-to-year. They can’
afford to pias anyone off. We cant
judge thed.”

“They're a bunch of angry, bit-
ter, frightened old miners,” | say.
Then | add, with an ease
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shuuld-—-bmﬂoesn‘t—-mmfy
me, “Fucking toothless old min-
ers.”

The house on the hill
There are not enough jobs. A
higher proportion of divorced peo-

ple (almost 20 percent) live in
San Juan County than in any
other county in the United
States.The school population,
which includes kindergarten
through 12th grade, just dropped
from an all-time low of 71 to an
expected enrollment of 45 next
fall. Unemployment is at 12.5 per-
cent, and it's estimated that it
nses to 30 in the winter. Almost
20 percent of the county's resi-
dents live in poverty, including
more than one out of every four of
Silverton's children. All of which
gives rise to motorhead rage,
nervous merchants and a local
populace bitter and frustrated that
many of its offspring peddie rock
— plain rocks — to seasonal
tourists. "The economy is so
unbalanced,” newspaperman
Thompson writes, "that it is worse
than having no economy at all.”
None of that matters, of
course, when you drive over
Molas Pass on a summer after-
noon, as | did five summers ago,
and drop into a valley of mountain
peaks and lush forests and wild-
flowers. None of it matters when
streams are singing, fragrant
breezes sighing. Who cares about
an unbalanced economy when

paradise is stretched below, wait-
ng?

Wylie Carmack says visitors to
Silverton will learn, whether they
want to or not. Carmack moved
here in 1959, five years before he
did a two-year tour of duty for the
Peace Corps in Sierra Leone, a
couple of decades before, one
presumes, he took up his poison
pen.
“What they will learn up here,”
he says, “is that when hope is bal-
anced against reality, reality
always wins.”

Here's what | hope: | hope that
if Brill's plan does go through —
last winter he took 20 skiers a day
up his lift for guided, steep, back-
country skiing on private property
he owns or has rights to, and he
hopes by the winter of 2003-2004,
the BLM will have granted final
approval for up to 475 backcoun-
try skiers a day to ride his lift and,
unguided, head down 1,300 acres
of public land — that it doesn't
turn Silverton into another over-
priced, precious mountain town
like all the other overpriced, pre-
cious mountain towns in the West,
where the only people who can
afford to linger over cinnamon
rolls like internet millionaires who
got out in time are internet million-
aires who got out in time, where
locals can't even afford to rent,
where people with office jobs
won't have time to talk because
they have to get back to work,
witiicih willl ino doubt be whore

work. | hope the Avalanche and
the Miner's Tavern continue to

prosper. | hope that Silverton
remains a place of extreme
weather and extreme opinions,
where | can while away the day
and trash the FedEx guy with
UPS Dave and drink coffee with
Bud as we mull road conditions
and average annual snowfall and
philosophize about the universe.

And here's the reality: Silverton
IS starved for money, weary of the
train people and the train rapers,
filled with former miners who lost
their careers long ago and who, |
suspect, would welcome a coal-
belching, dioxin-leaking biochemi-
cal weapons plant, as long as it
offered decent wages and year-
round employment. The reality is
that even if Brill means it when he
says “My goal is not to turn this
into another ski town,” and “profits
are not the dominating factor
here,” there will be other develop-
ers who take a less nuanced view
of the bottom line. The reality is
this cranky and wondrous place of
unpaved roads and unleashed
dogs and the occasional illegal
mountain lion might not be
around too much longer. The
motorheads are coming. Or the
trophy homes. Or both.

“Climb the mountains and get
their good tidings,” John Muir
wrote. “Nature’s peace will flow
INto you as sunshine flows into
trees. The winds will blow their
own freshness into you and the
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storms their energy, while cares
will drop off like autumn leaves.’
It's the only Muir passage | ever
memorized, at a time when | put
more stock in the power of words
and wildflowers. Now, | sit in the
shack and watch snow fall and lis-
ten to my paunchy stove while |
weigh hope and reality and wish |
knew what salvation felt like.
| will continue to visit Silverton.

To play with my nephew, to ski, to
hike. To check on the property |
have blown the last bit of my sav-
ings on — a plot of land on the
hill that rises from the western
edge of town, just below Anvil
Mountain. If | ever build, I'll be
sure to put in a big window that
looks onto the road that skirts the
bottom of the talus field. I'll sit at a
desk and watch Bud and Sweet
Pea, if they're still alive, taking
their slow, late afternoon strolls.
And if what | fear comes to pass,
property values will soar and peo-
ple who love heli-pads and drive
BMWs with out-of-state plates will
make me rich, which | hope will
make it easier to be lost.

Steve Friedman has written
for Esquire, GQ, and Outside.
In October, his work will appear
in The Best American Sports
Writing for the third time, as
well as The Best of OQultside:
Classic Tales and New Voices
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