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Great Trees of the Wasatch

SAVE OUR CANYONS is looking for great trees.
The photo below, taken by A. Kelner, is of the Jardine Juniper,
estimated to be over 2,000 years old.

See page 15 for details.
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The Year
of the Golden Eagle

By

ELLIE IENATSCH

Mlustrations by Margaret Pettis

On this late autumn day, I look up and see three golden eagles playing on the winds
above the snow-covered peaks of Big Cottonwood Canyon, above the valleys where only
weeks ago there were patches of russet oak, gold aspen, and red maple. The eagles soar
and swoop over the somber landscape. Across the slopes, the forest of fir has deepened
to black and the aspen stand misty gray without their leaves. Winter has come to the

mountains.

Untouched by the weather, the three magnificent birds celebrate the season as they cir-
cle skyward on the thermals. As I watch them, I celebrate too because this year, for the
first time in seven years, the Big Cottonwood golden eagles have nested successfully and
raised a baby. The following is a little bit of their story. The year is 2000.

Saturday, February 5: The pair of golden eagles,
whose territory includes most of Big Cottonwood
Canyon, has begun courting! I have been waiting for
this day all winter, and at noon, about an hour after
the ski helicopter left, in they came, low over the
ridge, bent on a purpose.

Generally, golden eagles are silent birds. They
mate for life and usually do not migrate, but we
rarely see them during the winter because they
forage alone and stay fairly quiet. Around the end
of January, however, that behavior changes dra-
matically and the eagles suddenly become extremely
vocal and visible. They begin flying as a pair,
staying for hours around one nest site. During their
courting, the eagles call to each other frequently.
They sit on rocks on the nest cliff. They may fly in
and out of the nest, often bringing in branches. The
Big Cottonwood eagles will not select one of their
six nests until they mate in late March or early April,
but this courting ritual that takes place every
February and March seems to be important in nest
selection. If this preliminary eagle activity is con-
stantly interrupted - as it is so often by the ski
helicopter - nesting will not take place.

Today the male is obviously trying to impress,
and at least in my case, it's working. He cavorts
around the female, looping and circling. He soars
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steeply and then, folding his wing tips back against
his side, he dives down at jet speed past his straight-
and-level partner who seems content to make lazy
circles in the air. She appears to be unconcerned. I,
on the other hand, am mightily impressed, and I find
myself whispering "Wow!" and gasping outloud.

This winter, the winter of 1999-2000, has been an
unusually warm winter. The snow falls in thick
amounts when it falls, creating high avalanche
danger, but then the air warms-again and the snow
melts rapidly. Today the ski helicopter could not fly
here for long and quit early, and so the eagles came
in about noon. When the ski helicopter is in one of
the side canyons where a nest is located, the eagles
leave.

The unusual thing today is that the eagles are
not favoring the main nest here, the big one that
they used often during the 1980's, but seem to be
concentrating on a pile of sticks hanging off a
nearby cliff. Ialways thought that pile of sticks may
have been a very old nest, one no longer used. At
least it has not been used in the twenty years I've
been watching. Twice today one of the eagles has
brought a branch into that old pile.

It's 5:00. The sun has left this snowbank where I
sit, but it shines with a pink glow on the cliff oppo-
site and on the playing eagles. I want to stay forever
and watch, but darkness comes fast, so I turn my
snowshoes homeward.

Saturday, March 4: I am back at the same nest
site. The old pile of sticks has definitely grown
larger. The eagles have been here all day because
snow conditions today have kept the ski helicopter
away. The eagles have been concentrating on the
main nest today, flying in and out of it briefly and
often sitting on the peak above it. They have been
calling and calling. It's sunny and very warm. I'm
overjoyed to be with the eagles and the sun, but
there is an ominous tone to the day that I can't
ignore. I hear running water all around beneath me.
There is a constant rumble of wet snowslides in the
distance. Two minutes ago something big let loose
up there on the peak to my right. It's only 3:15, but I
have stayed too long for a day like this.

4:00 pm Still here. Iwas beginning to pack up
my things when the female eagle left the area of the
main nest and flew toward the old pile of sticks.
She circled in front of it for a time and then flew up
to sit in the dead tree just above it. She is there still.
I must leave now. I will do some serious praying
when I traverse the big open slope above the steep
embankment that I have to pass over. One thought
comes to brighten my fears: the ski helicopter, under
the new permit, cannot fly here in this area on
Sunday and Monday. That is tomorrow and the
next day, three days in a row that will be for the
eagles.

Friday, March 24: The pile of sticks! That's what
they are choosing, I feel certain of it. As nesting
approaches, the male's flight becomes more and
more spectacular - vertical climbs and dives, rolls,
and lazy eights. The female seems to fly in and out
of the nest almost nervously. Sometimes she stays
in the nest calling for several minutes. Then she
flies out and joins the male in his erratic flying.

That's what I've been watching all day. Its anx-
ious activity and strangely disquieting. Ilook up at
that pile of sticks and wonder at their wisdom. The
main nest is on a beautiful ledge with a large
overhang. The pile of sticks they are favoring seems
to hang in midair, but perhaps there is a deep ledge
behind it. Isit so far below that I cannot see much
beyond the outer edge.

The ski helicopter did not operate in this canyon
all week. It could not fly on Sunday and Monday
because of the permit. Then, because of high winds
and poor snow conditions, it did not operate on
Tuesday, Wednesday, or Thursday. It was not here
again today. Good news for the eagles!

Saturday, April 1: Five years ago today I watched
the ski helicopter chase the nesting eagle away from
the nest simply by operating in this canyon. There
was no nesting that year, as there has not been for
seven years.

Today I'm sitting at that same site, though the
nest is different. The eagles are definitely nesting in
the old pile of sticks! They have managed to build it




up to be a substantial thing, although from down
here it still looks suspended in air. I hope and pray
that the weather will keep the ski helicopter away
from this place for the remainder of the heliski
season which ends on April 15. Just 15 days. Please.
Just 15 days.

Now the eagle behavior is all business. The
courtship is over. The adult birds are once again
silent for the most part. Only one is seen flying.

The other is sitting on the eggs. Usually there are
two eggs in the nest. But since they have been laid
several days apart, one will hatch before the other.
Eagles do not do selective feeding, so the bigger
chick generally gets most of the food and the weak
one dies.

Eagle watching during courtship is an ecstatic
experience. Eagle watching during incubation is an
exercise in patience. I have been here all morning
and all I have seen is one eagle flying along the
ridge on the right. It did not come into the nest
drainage at all. This peaceful quiet setting indicates
that the female is on the nest. The male does a quick
and rather distant fly-by periodically to see that all
is well. ‘

It is 4:30 now, past time to go home. The wet
slide potential remains high, but the activity of the
afternoon was too interesting to leave. At 1:30, there
was a changing of the guard. The male eagle flew
into the nest. Without a word, the female flew out,
circled once in front of the cliff, turned toward the
headwall and climbed steadily up, disappearing at
last over the ridge. For an hour, all was quiet. Then
the grumbling began.

Eagles talk in various shades of "Yuk". At first, I
heard just a couple of muttered "Yuk, yuk's" coming
from the nest. Fifteen minutes later, the volume and
duration of yuks indicated real purpose. The call
had the intensity of, "Get back here, Woman! I've
got better things to do than sit on eggs all day!" The
female was nowhere in sight. Nothing happened
for another thirty minutes and perhaps the male
took a nap because all was quiet in the nest. At 3:15,
the female appeared over the ridge and the racket
began. Such yukking! Icould see the male bounc-
ing about in the nest anticipating his mate's arrival
and his release. When at last she landed beside him,
he took off in a blast, soaring, circling, yukking,
rolling his joyous way up into the sky.

Since then, all has been silent. The sky darkens.
I pack up reluctantly. How fine to think of two
eggs, lilac-tinged, blotchy brown and white, being
kept warm tonight under those tremendous wings.

Thursday, April 13: The ski helicopter has an-
nounced that it is done for the season! This winter
bounced between high avalanche potential and
warm days with early melting. The half-mile buffer

zone placed around nests by the Forest Service is
effective at this site because there is no variance
allowed in this zone. So between weather and rules,
ski helicopter activity was curtailed, and the eagles
had a chance at last!

And they are making the most of it. I have had
a relaxed and happy day of incubation watching,
knowing that the eagles' primary threat is gone for
this season. The female sits on the nest for about
four hours and all is silent. The male sits on the nest
for forty-five minutes if he can get away with it.
And he talks to himself all the time.

There is another significant difference in
male/female behavior at this time. When the male
came to the nest today, about 2:00, he was carrying
something in his talons. It was about the size of a
rabbit, but because it was dark, I think it may have
been a large squirrel. The female did not leave
immediately. The two eagles stayed in the nest
eating. I have seen this happen several times before,
and it is always the male that brings food to his mate
during incubation.

How beautiful it is today! On the ridges and
south-facing slopes, the dirt and rock of earth have
appeared, warm brown in the sunshine. The
patches of gray aspen have taken on the merest hint
of green. Now a cloud comes over the sun and for a
time the white, gray slate of winter returns.

Wednesday, April 26: It took me all morning to
get to this new watching place on the ridge across
from the nest. Ithought it would be an easy climb,
but between the steepness and having to put snow-
shoes on and off constantly, it was not easy going. In
addition, I find that this spot is too far from the nest
and not high enough. I brought my scope today, but
it's not much use.

Because the eagles have not used this old pile of
sticks as their nest since I have been eagle watching,
I'haven't an established place to see down into it,
something I'll have to find if I want to watch the
babies grow. The eggs will not hatch until the first
or second week of May. I'll find a place by then.
Right now I'm eyeing a spot up-canyon and way
above the nest. Next time I'll see if I can get there.
I'll have to drive to a different starting place to do it.




Wednesday, May 31: I'have filled up a journal re-
cording the events of the past month. In it, I wrote
how eventually I found this wonderful spot to set
up my scope, close enough to the nest to see down
into it clearly, but far enough away not to disturb the
eagles in any way. I also wrote about the two
chicks that hatched. As predicted, one did not
survive. I guess the first lesson in being an eagle is
that you can't be a wimp.

So now there is one very healthy eaglet in the
nest. It looks like a white, fluffy, miniature bowling
pin on enormous yellow feet. Now strong enough
to be left alone for long periods of time, it wobbles
around by itself, exploring the immense circle of the
nest. Here, I think, is the second lesson in learning to
be an eagle. You have to enjoy solitude.

The nest from this angle still looks like a pile of
sticks hanging in midair, but as I suspected, it sits on
a deep ledge and is firmly anchored to it with thick,
hard-packed mud. o

The chick has been alone all morning. When I
got here, it was lying motionless in the middle of the
nest, a small, formless white blob spread out in all
directions. I am constantly jumping to false conclu-
sions as I try to interpret the eagle world that I'm
seeing. In this instance, I thought the baby was
dead. An hour later, up came a huge yellow beak
from the white blob, then a head, and finally the
baby got it all together, got its big feet underneath
and began wobbling about.

The sun came onto the cliff and into the nest
about 1:30, and  instantly the female adult was there
to shade the baby. She spread her immense wings
across the nest and over the chick. Her wingtips just
reached the edges of the nest. I realized then that the
distance from one side of that nest to the other was
about seven feet!

The mother eagle sat there facing out over the
canyon and for several minutes there was no
movement. Then something ruffled her breast
feathers; something was wriggling up in front of her.
I thought that perhaps she had brought live prey
into the nest in her talons and I had not seen it
earlier. But suddenly there appeared the tiny white
shmoo of a baby, pulling its body up from under her.
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The chick settled back into the mother and looked up
at it longingly. In due time, the mother bent its regal
head down to the baby and began to feed it by
regurgitation. After a while, the chick had enough.
It wobbled back along the side of its parent and
disappeared underneath. That happened an hour
ago. The scene has not changed since. The female
eagle has not moved. The sun continues to beat
against the cliff wall.

Thursday, June 29: Watching the baby grow little
by little this past month, I was hardly aware of just
when it became an adult. Now, looking at it today, I
feel an ache somewhere around my heart as I realize
that within a short time it will fly. My days in-
dulging in this obsession will be over. If only I was
certain they would return next year, the ache would
not hurt so much.

The young eagle is now as big as its parents. My
feeling is that it is a female because of its large size.
It is unusually dark for a young golden. There is no
white on its back at all. Orily the feathers on its
head appear somewhat chicklike, downy. When it
spreads its wings to preen and to exercise, there is
white on its belly and its boots, but there is not
much white under its wings.

Wing exercise is important. When the parents
decide it's time for the baby to fly, they will begin to
withhold food. They will fly in front of the nest
with food in their talons. They will sit in nearby
trees with food where the young eagle can see them.
Eventually in frustration the baby will launch out. It
has one chance. Only one. The first flight is mostly
a glide, hopefully to a place of safety, where the
young eagle can recoup and wonder at the marvel-
ous thing it has done. But this first glide requires
acertain amount of strength in those huge wings.

One of the fears I've had about this nest is that it
is rather small as eagle nests go, and there is no high
overhang under which the chick can exercise its
wings. But today, at least for a short time, the eaglet
did just that. It turned to face the cliff wall (so as not
to become airborne), dug its talons deep into the
sticks, and whooped away at the air with its massive
wings.




At 3:00, one of the parents brought something in
for the baby to eat. It looked like a mouse. It was
still alive, though not very lively. The baby picked it
up in its beak and threw it toward the back of the
nest. The parent flew away, and the baby sat looking
out over the valley, turning its head in all directions,
as if to make sure that nothing was going to fly in to
pounce on its food. Then it strutted to the back of
the nest and began to eat. :

When it had finished, it strutted back up front,
turned around, hung its tailover the edge of the
nest, and defecated in one neat, white shot to the
valley floor below. This nest fastidiousness applies
to food clean-up as well. Bones and debris left from
eaten prey are carried away or dropped overboard.

Wednesday, July 5: I am worried. The back of
the baby's head is completely bald. . The feathers are
gone. The weather has been excessively dry for
some time with no storms to clean the nest and the
baby of possible mites.

She, (this large baby must surely be a female),
seems healthy enough otherwise, though the heat in
the nest must be intense. A few minutes ago, she
picked up something and carried it around for a
while, then put it down, held it on the floor of the
nest with one talon, and tore off pieces to eat.

I have waited until the sun passed beyond the
nest, leaving it now in welcome shadow. It is 4:30. I
will go home. I am worried about the intense heat
and dryness, and about your head, my little friend.

Wednesday, July 12: Human worries are often
such a waste of energy. I am looking now at the
most beautiful golden eagle I have ever seen! The
bald head and neck are completely covered with the
elegant tawny feathers that give the golden its name.
The baby eagle is now an adult, exceptionally dark
for a young eagle, exceptionally large. She is ready
to fly. Irecognize that truth and try to accept the
beauty of it as I close my eyes and swallow hard.

She is sitting on the haunch of a fawn, leg and
hoof intact. From time to time, she reaches down
and pulls off a piece of it. How did the parents get
that huge piece of meat up into the nest? Someday
maybe Tl witness something like that. How much
there is to learn about this magnificent fellow
creature!

I took a short nap and when I woke up I saw
that the eagle had pulled the entire haunch to the
back of the nest and into the shade. She is sitting on
it again, resting, absolutely still. I hate to leave, but I
feel certain that she will not fledge for a few days,
not with that much food in the nest.

Saturday, July 15: Thank goodness, she is still
here. I have been focusing and refocusing my scope
on the nest because I simply can't believe what she
is sitting on today! The fawn haunch is gone and in
its place is a huge furry brown animal. A beaver? A
large marmot? Yes, something that big.

But now I begin to worry again. There is some-
thing bulbous on top of her beak! It is immense,
dark and ugly looking. A growth, a huge cancer
that covers her sight and keeps her from eating. She
sits silent and unmoving.

Two hours pass and there is no change. I have
not taken my eye from the scope. Another hour.
No change. Finally I lie back on my old blue pad
and ponder the nature of things, ponder grief and
acceptance. My eyes close and I sleep.

At 5:00 I wake up and look through the scope
once more. My young friend is cheerfully eating
away on her marmot. The "cancerous growth" has
fallen back into the large cavity of partially con-
gealed blood and entrails from whence it came. . .
When will I learn? '

As Ileave, I feel confident that her food will last
a good two days and that I will see her again.

Tuesday, July 18: The nest is empty. I have spent
the day scanning the sky, hoping to catch a glimpse
of three eagles. Nothing but the ubiquitous jet.

In the center of the clean, empty nest lies a green
bough from a fir tree.

Wednesday, July 19: It is over 100 degrees in the
valley today, and not much cooler up here. Iam
sitting in the middle of an old rock slide under the
nest and in full sunlight, because I can't find a shady
place where I can see all surrounding ridgelines. I
do not want to miss the eagles if they fly over.

I'have come here today with a grim purpose. If
the baby fell on its maiden flight, its body will be
here somewhere. I have combed every inch of this
slide and the forest on either side, but have found
nothing. Once, around noon, I heard an eagle call.
A few minutes later I saw one eagle above the ridge
to the right.
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Thursday, July 20: I have hiked to a place that is
much higher in Big Cottonwood Canyon than the
nest site. It is overlooking a lush valley that the
eagles used extensively to teach hunting skills to
their eaglet in 1993, the year of the last successful
fledge. I have seen a mountain bluebird today, and
a doe with two fawns. Late in the afternoon, one
eagle flew over the valley from down canyon, but
did not stay.

Saturday, August 12: Today I'm not leaving until
I see all three golden eagles together. These have
been frustrating weeks. I see two eagles flying; I see
one eagle flying. So far I have not seen all three
together and until I do, I cannot say with certainty
that I have seen the baby alive and well in the air.

In the nest, the baby grew to be exceedingly
dark for a young golden. Consequently, I find that
now I cannot positively identify it. Watching
through my binoculars, I see a flash of white on the
underside, but then I wonder if it was only a glint of
sunlight that Isaw.

4:45: Atlast! For the past thirty-five minutes I
have been in heaven. Here is what I saw:

At 4:10, three eagles flew over the ridge and
came into this drainage. One, (I'm fairly sure it was
the adult male), soon left. But that was fine. T had
seen what I wanted. I felt like cheering!

What followed was unbelievable. I think I've
been holding my breath for half an hour. What I've
been watching is spectacular, absolutely amazing,.
I've been watching lessons, baby eagle lessons!

First there was the rock-landing lesson up there
on a large brown-domed rock sticking out of the
hillside. The mother came in gracefully, flared just
below the top, lifted slightly, and settled down
smoothly. The baby, yukking away like crazy, came
crashing in way too fast, flared too low and made a
grab for the top of the rock from down below and
almost upside down. The huge talons held, and the
baby pulled herself up slowly. When she finally
reached the top, she shook her ruffled feathers and
looked around, as if slightly embarrassed.

Next came the tree-landing lesson. Again the
mother flew in easily and disappeared into the
green of the fir branches. The baby, still yukking
furiously, followed in hot pursuit. The branches
shook. The tree swayed. But all was well in the end.
The baby, teetering on her branch, had met with
success.

Then followed the stooping lesson. Stooping is
the name given to the rapid dive eagles do when
hunting. The mother gained considerable altitude,
folded her wings back, tips touching the body, and
came hurling down past the tree in which the baby
was still sitting. The mother soared skyward and
repeated the exercise. The baby continued to sit in

the tree. The adult bird did it again. The baby did
not move. "You want me to do WHAT?" I could
almost hear the baby saying that as she yukked
frantically. The mother went to sit beside the baby
in the tree.

The frustration of failure signalled an excuse for
distraction. The baby spotted me and came flying
over to see what I was, much like a first grader
interrupting a difficult lesson to run to the window
to see the first snow of the season. She flew back and
forth overhead until a gentle "Yuk" from the mother
brought her back to the tree.

Lessons resumed. This time it was learning how
to circle on a thermal. The mother was some dis-
tance above the baby, and for a circle or two all went
well. Then, while the mother continued in a spiral
climb, the baby's circles became all on one level. So
the mother dove down under the baby, showing it, I
suppose, the correct angle of the primary wing
feathers, and the climb began again.

I could not help thinking that human teachers
and parents could learn a lot from what I was
seeing: none of the eagle lessons continued for very
long; perfection was not expected; failure to try was
interpreted simply as failure to be ready for that
particular lesson.

The sun and the eagles have long since left this
paradise in which I'm sitting. Life is absolutely
complete. There is nothing else that I need.

* 0 ¥

The year 2000 is drawing to a close. The year of
the Big Cottonwood golden eagle. AsI watch the
three birds playing now on a cold wind under fast-
moving clouds, I wonder how long the young eagle
will stay with its parents. Often, if there is enough
food, it will stay through the winter. Then it will
move on, eventually to find a mate and establish a
territory of its own.

I wonder too, as I so often have wondered these
past weeks, if conditions will curtail ski helicopter
activity again this winter so that the Big Cotton-
wood golden eagles will have another chance next
season.

These mountains, these Big Cottonwood peaks
and ridges and valleys, belonged to the golden
eagles for many years before they belonged to man.
They belonged also to a myriad of other creatures
whose existence enriches the earth. Now, because of
human interference, some of those creatures have
left; some, like the eagle, are in the process of
leaving.

We humans do not have to absent ourselves
from Big Cottonwood Canyon in order for this
situation to be reversed. We can maintain the wild
nature of the backcountry that remains, and restore
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at least a part of what has been lost there, if we
simply agree on three ways to behave, ways all of us
learned a long time ago when we went to kinder-
garten. First, we need to go into our wild places
quietly. Second, we need to go with respect. And
third, because human population is increasing
dramatically, we need to determine a way to take
turns. Going quietly, going with respect, and agree-
ing to take turns are a small price to pay for the
benefits we will reap.

As a part of this agreement, we must realize that
our machines are inappropriate in wild places. Our
machines are magnificent in urban settings and have
given us the power to totally dominate our envi-
ronment. That is precisely why machines have no

place on our precarious wild lands. When we bring
our snowmobiles, motorcycles, off-highway vehi-
cles, and ski helicopters onto wild land, we domi-
nate that land. Machines make us capable of reach-
ing remote areas in large numbers very quickly,
capable of changing the natural environment
dramatically, and capable of seriously disturbing
species of animals that require seclusion and silence
to live healthy lives. The nature of our activities
when we come with our machines makes the land
ours. It no longer belongs to the wild animals. First
they hide. In time they leave.

Must we lose it all in order to appreciate what
we might have had? The deepest tragedy is that we
will not be able to get it back.O ,

ELLIE IENATSCH currently serves as SOC’s Wildlife Issues Coordinator

MARGARET PETTIS teaches high school English in Hyrum. She is a former
U.S. Forest Service wilderness ranger (Sawtooth Wilderness) and for many
years has been an activist for Utah wildlife and wilderness issues. At present
she serves on the Board of Directors of the High Uintas Preservation Council.
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The boreal toad, Bufo boreas boreas, is
listed as an endangered species in
Colorado and New Mexico. It is an alpine
species found at 8,000 to 12,000 feet in
wetlands. It has a distinct stripe down its
back. Populations of boreal toads have
greatly declined in recent years, the
decline attributed to the stress of human
development and recently to the chytrid
fungus. Recent genetic work by Anna
Gobel, University of Colorado, found that

Single Striped Toad
Seeking Partner For Romance...And More...

the Utah toads are closely related to the
Colorado ones.

Several boreal toads were spotted
during the recent survey work at
Snowbird by the Forest Service. But some
local experts believe that the boreal toad
has quit breeding in the Wasatch, as only a
few aged toads have been found recently.
If you spot any boreal toads in the
Wasatch, take photos and report their
location to SOC and the Forest Service.




Rare

Wildflowers

of the Central
Wasatch Mountains

By Bill King®

he Wasatch Mountains are very diverse in
geology and topography and contain a wide
sl array of habitats for plant and animal
species. More than 1,000 of Utah's 3,000
native plant species grow along the Wasatch front.
No plant species have yet been identified by the
federal government as qualifying for listing  under
the Endangered Species Act in the Central Wasatch.
Nearby species that have been listed as threatened
or endangered include: the clay phacelia, Phacelia
argillacea, in Spanish Fork Canyon, the
intermountain ladies tresses, Spiranthes diluvialis,
in the Diamond Fork drainage and Maguire's
primrose, Primula maguirei, in Logan Canyon. But
the Central Wasatch does contain many sensitive
species that have found their niche in unique
habitats which are imperiled and could result in
their listing as threatened or endangered if current
trends continue.

A good example of a plant that occupies a very
specific habitat is the Wasatch shooting star,
Dodecatheon dentatum var. utahense, which was
first described by Neil Holmgren of the New York
Botanic Garden in 1994. It grows in waterfalls and
seeps in Big Cottonwood Canyon and is known for
its beauty and its twisted petals. Larry England of
the US Fish and Wildlife Service believes that there
might be fewer than 1,000 individuals of this taxon
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Lesquerella garretti (Garrett’s bladderpod)
Hlustration by Kaye Thorn

and that it might soon be a candidate for listing. I
have visited one of the few known locations for the
Wasatch shooting star several times. On my last
visit, I was dismayed to find that someone had
thrown a dozen soda cans up the waterfall onto the
ledges that the shooting star occupies.

There are many rare alpine plants that exist by
clinging onto the windswept ridges and
mountaintops of the Wasatch. Among these is the
Utah ivesia, Ivesia utahensis, and Garrett's
bladderpod, Lesquerella garretti. The Utah ivesia
only grows in alpine tundra communities, often in
talus slopes, at 10,500 to 11,800 feet. It is only know
in eight locations in the Wasatch and Uinta ranges,
many of which are in ski areas or near hiking trails.
I have been monitoring one site near Mirror Lake,
for five summers. Unfortunately, the hiking trail
runs right through the middle of the main
population of fewer than a hundred individuals.
Garrett's bladderpod, was named after Albert O.
Garrett (1870-1948), East High School biology
teacher and author. It grows in scattered locations
from Big Cottonwood Canyon to Provo Peak on
talus or rock outcrops at 8,900 feet to 11,400 feet. A
recent survey estimated the total population of this
species at 4,250 individuals.

Some species that are locally common and easily
seen, may also be quite rare. The broadleaf
penstemon, Penstemon platyphyllus, which grows




in open rocky sites in mountain brush communities,
occupies precarious locations at the mouth of
canyons along the Wasatch front from Ogden to
American Fork. How many of us have admired its
beautiful lavender-purple flowers as we drive up
our canyons and not realized that it is a rare
endemic pleasure.

There are many factors that are resulting in
imperilment of our rare and endemic plants along
the Wasatch front. Foremost among these is our
increasing population that demands more outdoor
recreational activities every year. Construction or
expansion of roads and facilities to meet these
increased demands has a direct impact upon some
species while the effect of more humans has
another. Jack Ives, Institute of Arctic and Alpine
Research at the University of Colorado, states that:
‘It is evident that man does not need a machine
before he can cause damage. Trampling, whether in
tennis shoes or heavy hiking boots, especially where
concentrated, can obliterate the natural alpine
environment.” The recent deterioration of many of
our trail systems adds to this problem. The
conversion of ski resorts to four season resorts will
also impact plant communities adversely. While
snow helps protect the flora from skiers in the
winter, no such cushion will protect plants, during
their growing season, from increased recreational
uses. Snowmaking can lengthen the ski season but
at the same time it reduces the growing season,
which plants depend on for successful reproduction
and survival.

The US Forest Service controls most of the
federal land along the Wasatch and its regulations
are important. The USDA (regulation 9500-4) directs
the Forest Service to manage habitats for all existing
native and desired non-native plants, fish and
wildlife species in order to maintain at least viable
populations of such species and to avoid actions,
which may cause species to become threatened or
endangered. Furthermore, the Forest Service
Manual (FSM 2670.22 1) states: "Develop and
implement management practices to ensure that
species do not become threatened or endangered
because of Forest Service actions."

Our local Region Four of the Forest Service
maintains their own sensitive plant list, the last
major list was released in 1991 and does not include
such plants as the Wasatch shooting star, which
may soon be a candidate species for protection
under the Endangered Species Act. The Forest
Service began a review of their sensitive species list
in 1997 and issued a draft list in July of 1999 based

primarily on the list maintained by the Natural
Heritage Program of the state division of Natural
Resources. Subsequently the new list has been
reviewed and is substantially complete. However,
the new list has not been issued by the Forest
Service due to difficulties in achieving a consensus
for sensitive animal species. For the Wasatch-Cache
Forest the number of threatened, endangered and
sensitive plant species may increase from the
current 14 to 33 and for the Uinta Forest from 7 to 17
if the draft list is upheld. This would give these rare
species status and consideration in the decision
making process.

In the Save Our Canyons appeal of the Snowbird
Master Development Plan, additional direction was
given on plant issues by the appeals officer, which
will help some rare plants if the development plan
is carried out. The Forest Supervisor was directed to
develop and implement monitoring plans to
identify and document changes in populations of
sensitive and other plant species of concern in new
avalanche control areas and to identify and
document impacts of summer recreation on
sensitive plants. Included in the list of plants of
concern are 11 additional species that were not
originally surveyed. Furthermore, consideration
must be given to these species in the construction
footprint, utility lines, trail construction and noxious
weed control areas.

While these are some useful steps in protection of
sensitive species in the Snowbird area, what is really
needed is a thorough survey of all species and a
comprehensive plan to preserve all sensitive plants
along the entire central Wasatch Range to prevent
them from becoming threatened or endangered.
Save Our Canyons will be encouraging both the
Wasatch-Cache and Uinta National Forests to add
language in their upcoming Forest Management
Plans to begin detailed surveys of flora and fauna
throughout our national forests. Your input as
individuals will be especially helpful when the
Draft Environmental Impact Statements for these
plans are released next year.0

Bill King is a Salt Lake City businessman whose passion is

" wildflowers and alpine plants. He is a board member of the

Utah Native Plant Society and the Wasatch Rock Garden
Society.




Carnivores
in the
Wasatch

BY KIRK ROBINSON

Executive Director
Western Wildlife Conservancy

he Wasatch mountains were once home to
all species of carnivore native to North
American forests. These include four
Families in the Order Carnivora: Ursidae
(bears), Felidae (cats), Canidae (dogs) and Musteli-
dae (weasels). Membership in this Order results
from possession of carnassial teeth, which are mo-
lars adapted for cutting meat and tendon. The jaws
of carnivores are hinged to allow only a vertical
motion, with the top row of knife-edged teeth bit-
ing over the lower row like a pair of shears. This
explains why bears, which are dietetically omnivo-
rous, are carnivores taxonomlcally ,
Representative species of each of these Famlhes
may still be found in parts of the Wasatch moun-
tains, while some are now extirpated. The grizzly is
now missing, while the black bear occurs only in
low densities and mainly toward the southern end
of the mountain range. The mountain lion and
bobcat still slink through the forest in healthy num-
bers, but the Canada lynx is apparently long gone.
The coyote and gray fox are still present, but the
gray wolf is not. The beautiful marten may still be
found in small, isolated populations, while its
cousins, the secretive fisher and the wolverine, are
apparently gone.
Many factors have contributed to the extirpation
of carnivores from the Wasatch mountains, includ-

12

wolverine

ing trapping, poisoning, hunting, reduction in
numbers of prey animals, deforestation and habitat
fragmentation. Not all species are susceptible to the
same impacts in the same degree, but livestock
grazing has certainly had direct and indirect nega-
tive impacts on many species. Studies indicate that
livestock grazing reduces food sources for bears,
which may be one reason why there are so few
black bears in the northern Wasatch today. An-
other, more indirect, impact of livestock grazing has
been mainly to grizzly bears. Grizzly bears were
systematically eliminated earlier in this century be-
cause they occasionally preyed on sheep and cattle
and because of their fearsome reputation. The last
known grizzly bear in Utah was caught in a trap
and shot in Temple Fork of Logan Canyon about 60
years ago.- He was a monster too, weighing around
1200 pounds. For years his skull, now at Utah State
University, was kept in the Smithsonian Institution
in Washington, D.C.

- The high northern Utah mountains lie just inside
the southernmost edge of the historic range of the
Canada lynx This forest cousin to the bobcat is an

"obligate” species, so-called because it subsists al-
most exclusively on the snowshoe hare. It lives
only at high altitudes and high latitudes where the
ground is covered with snow much of the year,
which is why it has such long legs and large feet.




Utah provides only marginal habitat for the lynx,
and here the red squirrel constitutes a greater per-
centage of its diet than elsewhere. The last wild
lynxes that anyone knows for sure to have lived in
Utah were killed in traps in the Uintas in 1972.
These specimens are now in the Utah Museum of
Natural History.

The Forest Service is currently conducting "hair- .
snag" surveys to monitor for lynx in the northern
Bear River mountains, but has not so far detected
their presence. It is doubtful that there are any re-
maining, especially in the Wasatch mountains.
However, the lynx was recently listed by the US
Fish and Wildlife Service as a "threatened species,"
so there is hope that any remaining ones out there
will soon receive greater protection. Ideally, this
will require a change in the state trapping regula-
tions, which currently only require that a trapped
lynx be reported to the Division of Wildlife Re-
sources. Instead, trapping of all "furbearers" should
be done away with throughout potential lynx
habitat, since traps can't distinguish between a lynx
and a mink. It will also require that the habitat not
be fragmented by roads and clearcuts, or by exces-
sive backcountry use, including snowmobile use.

As Utah residents know by now, the gray wolf
may be on its way back to Utah after a 70-year ab-
sence. Like the grizzly, and for the same reasons,
the wolf was systematically exterminated earlier in
this century. Its return is most likely to happen
"naturally,” as lone dispersers from the Yellowstone
packs move south, rather than by means of reintro-
duction efforts. Yet it is not likely to happen soon,
since any wolves coming this way will have to run
the "gauntlet” of sheep herders and highways to get
here. Not only that, but a wolf that succeeds in
reaching Utah will have to avoid being shot, and
will also have to find a mate, before a breeding pair
can be established. That could take a long time.
Meanwhile, the FWS recently proposed that the
gray wolf be delisted within the Rocky Mountain
region as soon as 30 breeding pairs have been
documented for three successive years, which could
happen in as few as 3-5 years. If that happens, the
wolf will not enjoy protection unless the individual
states pass laws giving it protection. The Utah Di-
vision of Wildlife Resources is just getting ready to
begin work on a conservation & management plan
for wolf in case the species should be delisted. The
best wolf habitat in Utah is probably the Uintas and
the Book Cliffs, not the Wasatch mountains.

The fisher is a little-known member of the wea-
sel family, about the size of a raccoon, with a
chocolate brown coat and a thick pointed tail.
Contrary to what the name suggests, fishers do not
eat fish, but birds and squirrels and other rodents.
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They occupy much the same habitat that the lynx
and wolverine favor. The fisher did undoubtedly
once occupy our mountain forests, including the
Wasatch, but I don't know when the last docu-
mented sighting occurred. The species was proba-
bly trapped out long ago. Nevertheless, about 10
years ago I thought I saw one running through the
rain-drizzled forest just below Naturalist Basin in
the Uintas. At any rate, I saw something about that
size and color, but only briefly.

The wolverine, or carcajou, is the largest mem-
ber of the weasel family. The Blackfeet Indians re-
ferred to it as "skunkbear"” because it has dull yel-
lowish stripes.down its sides and is as fierce as a
grizzly bear. Its Latin name is Gulo gulo, which
means, essentially, glutton. Probably its reputation
for fierceness and gluttony both derive from the
ferocity with which it defends the carrion it eats. In
the old days, this included a significant number of
bighorn sheep killed in winter avalanches-a source
of food no longer available. Indeed, the preferred
denning habitat of the wolverine is at the base of
talus slopes deep in the tops of high canyons, where
mountain sheep might be swept down from
mountain ridges in avalanches. At one time the
wolverine lived throughout the forests of northern,
central, and eastern Utah.

In Journal of a Trapper , by Osborne Russell, the
author reports returning to the site of a bighorn
sheep he shot the previous evening at the mouth of
Weber (or perhaps it was Ogden) canyon, to find
that the carcass had been usurped by a wolverine.
Because he did not have his gun with him this time,
Russell decided to let the carcass go without con-
test. Last February, somewhere in Morgan, Weber,
Cache or Rich county (I'm not sure which), some
biologists saw what looked like a wolverine loping
through the snow a couple of hundred yards away.
When they arrived at where the animal had been it
was out of sight, but they did take pictures of the
tracks in the snow, which I have seen, and those
tracks sure look like tracks of a wolverine as far as I
can tell.

The fisher, the lynx and the wolverine have di  s-
appeared - or all but disappeared - from the Wa-
satch mountains. It is an open question whether
viable populations of any of these species will ever
again occur here, but the prospect is bleak. The
Wasatch is just too fragmented and abused, as well
as heavily used, for them to find a home here now.
But I wouldn't count it out completely. For all I
know, there might be a lynx tracking a snowshoe
hare in the upper basin of City Creek canyon right
now! And if there is not-well, at least there is a
mountain lion stalking a deer, and possibly a black
bear snuggling up in its den for the winter




Spring Bear Hunt Brings Growls from
Environmentalists s, i robinson

On December 19, the Utah Division of Wildlife
Resources approved a new and contentious
experimental spring bear hunt for Utah, to begin in
2001. Also, on November 14, the State Parks and
Recreation board voted unanimously against the
proposed deer hunt on Antelope Island.

The Utah spring bear hunt was terminated in
1993, mainly due to public outcry, though fall bear
hunting has continued since then. This was part of a
trend across North America, as states and provinces
eliminated spring hunts in response to public
concern about the orphaning of cubs. All newborn
“cubs orphaned in the spring die of starvation or
predation.

The proposed experimental hunt was devised by
DWR in response to a recommendation made by the
"bear discussion group'-a group of about 12 citizens
representing various interests who developed a new
10-year black bear management plan for the state of
Utah. The resulting proposal was a compromise
between what environmentalists and hunters
wanted-between no spring hunt and a full-blown
return of the spring hunt. It is being called an
experiment because only a few hunting units will be
involved, and it will end in five years, at which time
an evaluation of the results will be made.

Male bears emerge from hibernation about two
weeks earlier than females do. They are also
usually the ones that engage in livestock
depredation (killing mostly domestic sheep on
summer ranges). The hope is that, by timing the
hunt early in the spring, the male segment of the
population will be targeted rather than the female
segment. In turn, it is hoped that this will
accomplish two things: (1) prevent or reduce the
incidence of livestock depredation on the hunting
units in question, and (2) reduce the percentage of
females taken for the entire year (spring and fall
hunts combined), thereby sparing baby cubs.

The proposed spring hunt will have run from
April 13 through May 14 with the kill of lactatmg
females being closely monitored. Theoretically, it is
possible for hunters to differentiate between male
and females bears, but past data shows little success
of proper identification before shooting them. The
following three units are being proposed for a
spring hunt: Wasatch (roughly Strawberry Valley),
Nine Mile/ Anthro-Range Creek (the stretch
between Strawberry Valley and the Book Cliffs) and
the La Salle mountains. For the duration of the

14

experiment these units will no longer be hunted in
the fall, but three other units that will continue to be
hunted in the fall will serve as a control group.
These are: Manti (north and south), South Slope (of
the Uintas) and San Juan (roughly the Abajo
mountains). The aim is to compare the results on
both sets of units to see whether specially timed
spring hunts are better than fall hunts at
accomplishing the two goals.

Though their representatives in the bear discussion
group initially agreed to the compromise, hunters
are now reneging and are pushing to have the
season of the experimental hunt extended through
the end of May. They argue that the shortened
season won't do enough to reduce livestock
depredation, because not enough bears will be
killed, and won't give them an adequate
opportunity to hunt, especially in the higher
elevations. On the other side, environmentalists
point out that records from historical spring hunts
indicate that females in large numbers suddenly
begin to show up in the kill beginning the third
week of May, and continuing well beyond the end
of May.

The final decision on this contentious issue was
made on December 19 by the Utah Wildlife Board,
which voted 4:2 to adopt the spring hunt proposal
and extend the season by one week. The season will
run from April 13 through May 21 and all hunters
are required to attend a training session before the
hunt. To ensure that you receive notice of calls to
action for issues such as this one, subscribe to the
free Save Our Canyons e-mail action alert list by
sending a message to Stephen Mossbarger at:
info@saveourcanyons.org

You can choose the category of alerts you want to
receive by visiting the Save Our Canyons website at
www.saveourcanyons.org and clicking, “Join Us” in
the index.




Great Trees of the Wasatch

Calling all tree lovers! Send us your TREES, and your en-TREES:

e

Your tastes may be rather particular when it comes to your preference for a tree,
but Save Our Canyons wants them all. Whether it be a bodacious blue spruce,
an awe inspiring aspen, a stout sub-alpine,
or a luscious limber pine

send your Great Tree of the Wasatch to:

SAVE OUR CANYONS
PO Box 112017
Salt Lake City, UT 84147

Or by e-mail to:

gavin@saveourcanyons.org

Or by e-mail to:
gavin@saveourcanyons.org

Trees can be live, dead, or inbetween.
Entries, however, must be from the
Wasatch Range.

Include.asphotograph of the tree,
yourﬁam’e and address, and describe
the location of the tree (specific or general.) A- Kelner

You can also describe what this tree means to you. SOC will use these materials on our website
and in other SOC publications. Winning trees will receive the admiration that all great trees

deserve. (The pe&ple submitting the winning entries will also receive a free Save Our Canyons
T-shirt.)

Ski Area Environmental Scorecard Released!

Go to http://www.skiareacitizens.com to see the scores of resorts throughout the
west. Many thanks to Save Our Canyons' Environmental Scorecard volunteers
Lisa Kuhn, Kelly Polchronis, Karen Sclafani, and Nole Walkingshaw.

Winner of the “Can You Name This Place” contest
is Lise Brunhart.

She correctly identified Black Mountain
as seen from the ridge south-east
of City Creek Canyon.

The photo was taken by Alexis Kelner
along the ridge near the “Avenues Twin Peaks.”
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SAVE OUR CANYONS NEEDS YOU TO BECOME A MEMBER

The Citizens’ Committee to SAVE OUR CANYONS was founded in 1972 as a non-profit
organization dedicated to protecting the beauty and wildness of the Wasatch canyons, mountains and
foothills. SAVE OUR CANYONS is a 501(c)(3) organization; your donation is tax deductible.

<
Yes, I want to join SAVE OUR CANYONS i
Enclosed is my check made out to SAVE OUR CANYONS |
[] Annual Membership $35
[ ] Student Membership $15
[] Voluntary Contribution$
NAME
Mail To:
ADDRESS
SAVE OUR CANYONS
CITY & STATE 2P P.O. Box 112017
Salt Lake City, UT 84147
TELEPHONE '
. Phone: 539-5333
EMAIL ADDRESS
o

http:/lwww.saveourcanyons.org/

CITIZENS’ COMMITTEE TO
SAVE OUR CANYONS

P.O. Box 112017

Salt Lake City, UT 84147
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