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Chief Arvol Looking Horse (center in red) leads Lakota Sioux into 
Wounded Knee, South Dakota, during the annual Big Foot Memo-
rial Ride commemorating the Wounded Knee Massacre of 1890. 
Temperatures on the day of the massacre hit a record 40 below 
zero. The day this image was captured, 100 years later on Decem-
ber 29, 1990, conditions were identical. December 2015 marks 
the 25th anniversary of the memorial ride.    ALLEN RUSSELL
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ISOLATION NATION  / by John S. Adams
The nation is grappling with overcrowded 
prisons and a form of punishment that many 
consider torture. A number of U.S. states 
are reforming solitary confinement laws. In 
Montana, secluding inmates is a current reality. 
John S. Adams investigates the old Montana 
prison and the new, and examines what’s next 
for “Isolation Nation” in The Treasure State.

39FEATURES
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THE SHOOTER / by Todd Wilkinson 
Nature photographer Thomas D. 
Mangelsen is considered among the 
best in the world. But there’s a battle 
mounting against his most beloved 
subject: the grizzly bear. Mangelsen is 
now bringing this conflict to the forefront 
of his lens, and Todd Wilkinson writes 
how “The Shooter” may be a last line 
of defense for grizzlies in the Greater 
Yellowstone, and wildlife around the 
globe.

ESCAPING KYRGYZSTAN: THE 
HORSEMAN AND THE HUNTED / 
by Chad Rothacher
Chad Rothacher was exploring remote regions on 
a solo motorcycle trip across Central Asia. When 
he was attacked in his tent one night in Kyrgyz-
stan, he thought he’d just been robbed. Then the 
assailants returned to kill him. To escape, Roth-
acher pens how he relied on Montana hunting 
skills, and how “The Horseman and the Hunted” 
met face to face. Again.

69 103
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FROM THE EDITOR
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Vi s i o n . 
Cra f t.
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CHAD ROTHACHER grew up 
in the mountains of northwest 
Montana with a knack for 
practical mechanics and the 
ability to teach himself anything 
he set his mind to. With a pas-
sion for the outdoors and solo 
adventure travel, Rothacher 
balances his time between 
biking, skiing, travel, family, 
and RMR Group, his custom 
home construction business in 
Big Sky, Montana. (“Escaping 
Kyrgyzstan,” Page 103).  

HEIDI UTZ has served as a writer 
and editor for National Geograph-
ic Books as well as Trend, Moth-
ering and Outside magazines. 
She has published hundreds of 
features in publications including 
Outside, Mothering, NPR.org, and 
E: The Environmental Magazine 
(“Butte: Underground,” Page 96). 

TESS FAHLGREN regularly 
writes for The Glasgow Courier, 
and her work has appeared in 
The Missoula Independent, The 
Oval, and on the radio show Re-
flections West. She holds a bach-
elor’s degree in creative writing 
from the University of Mon-
tana in Missoula, and teaches 
high school art and creative 
writing in Nashua, Montana 
(“Supaman: The Rise of Crow 
Hip-hop,” Page 50). 

JOHN S. ADAMS is an award-
winning investigative journal-
ist and former Capital Bureau 
Chief for the Great Falls Tribune. 
When he’s not studying arcane 
bureaucratic processes, digging 
around in dark corners of major 
institutions, or holding elected 
officials accountable, Adams 
spends much of his time seeking 
untracked powder in Montana’s 
backcountry (“Isolation Nation,” 
Page 39). 

F E A T U R E D  C O N T R I B U T O R S

Last August, I stood at a 
barbecue on our publisher 
Eric Ladd’s back deck, and 
first heard Chad Rothacher’s 
account of being attacked, 
robbed and hunted during a 
solo motorcycle trip across 
Central Asia. The story 
lasted an hour and a half. I 

don’t think I shifted my weight once.
The tale was over before I knew it. It was one of survival, 

of fear, and later, of empathy. It was a tale of risk.
That same month, I had a discussion with my mother – co-

incidently the most adept editor I know – about the concept 
of risk. As a professor of writing and rhetoric, she said that 
standing in front of a class has elements of risk. Will stu-
dents connect with the syllabus? Will they have questions? 
Will they write good reviews at semester’s end? 

Risk informs people in different ways. We put ourselves 
at risk physically, emotionally, financially, spiritually. Some 
define skiing as a risk, or skydiving. For many, the mere 
thought of flying buckles their knees.

Is it fear of failure that gives risk such a powerful name? 
Is it the twinge of self-doubt that prevents us from under-

taking certain risks? Ultimately, whether it lurks behind a 
fear of public speaking, flying, or storytelling, risk must be 
calculated. 

This edition of Mountain Outlaw magazine depicts risk-
takers of all types: Chad Rothacher risked his life in Kyrgyz-
stan. Tess Fahlgren pens how Crow hip-hop artist Supaman 
risked his career converging rap music with the lives of 
American Indians. Thomas D. Mangelsen takes risks by 
advocating for wildlife through his imagery in Todd Wilkin-
son’s profile of the famed Jackson Hole photographer.

In “Isolation Nation,” John S. Adams explores penal-
ties that can stem from certain risks. And five athletes in 
“Be Tough” take calculated risks to further their careers and 
pursue their passions. 

Without risk, we feel safe. But we also subject ourselves 
to complacency. At Mountain Outlaw, we appreciate the risks 
our storytellers and their subjects take. Necessarily, risk im-
plies deliberate action, and risk-takers make for great stories; 
they, in fact, make history.

Joseph T. O’Connor, Managing Editor
joe@outlaw.partners

The Gravity of Risk

 ABOVE: CHRIS DAVIS   BELOW L-R: DYLAN H. BROWN, MAGGIE SAMSON, PATRICIA PRUNTY, WES OVERVOLD
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MONTANA POND HOCKEY CLASSIC
FEBRUARY 19-21 / KALISPELL, MONTANA

Established by Scott Crowder, son of former Boston Bruins 
coach Bruce Crowder, the Pond Hockey Classic tournament 
first took place in New England in 2009, and featured 77 

teams. The event has since exploded, and the 2015 Classic saw 450 squads compete 
between New Hampshire, New York City, Vermont and Montana.

Returning to Kalispell for the third year, the Montana Pond Hockey Classic 
promises another epic tournament on Foys Lake in the shadow of the Mission 
Mountains. With two days of hockey, vendors, a community skating rink, snow 
bike demos, and a Tamarack Brewing Company beer garden, this Classic entertains 
the whole family and brings ice hockey back to the basics. – Taylor-Ann Smith

EVENTS

KAREN OATEY POLE 
PEDAL PADDLE RACE
MARCH 26 / JACKSON, WYOMING

As powder season melts 
into spring, Jackson, Wyo-
ming, throws one last hoorah to 
celebrate. The Karen Oatey Pole 
Pedal Paddle is an annual tradi-
tion combining four activities in 
one epic race. Named in memory 
of the late 2015 participant Karen 
Oatey, the relay’s competitors 
vie for cash prizes and rad gear 
in four disciplines: alpine and 
Nordic ski, bicycle, and boat. 

Starting at Jackson Hole 
Mountain Resort and ending at 
the Snake River Sporting Club, 
the event takes racers through 
Jackson and finishes off with 
an awards ceremony featuring 
killer BBQ and locally brewed 
beer. Most importantly, the Pole 
Pedal Paddle raises funds for the 
nonprofit Jackson Hole Ski and 
Snowboard Club, which pro-
vides affordable winter programs 
for youth. – T.S.

MAD WOLF WINTER RELAY RACE
FEBRUARY 27 / BIG SKY, MONTANA

Modeled after the Pole Pedal Paddle, the first annual Mad Wolf Winter Relay 
Race will lead competitors through Big Sky’s best winter recreation venues. Start-
ing at Big Sky Resort and finishing at Lone Mountain Ranch, the Mad Wolf begins 
with an alpine ski/snowboard segment, transitions to a cross-country ski leg, and 
ends with contestants racing on snowshoes or bikes to the finish line. 

Proceeds from the event will support the Big Sky Ski Education Foundation in 
its mission to promote quality ski programs for area kids. Dust off that 80s one-
piece and grab your wig – costumes are encouraged in order to keep spirits high and 
fun abundant. – T.S.

  L: GRAVITY SHOTS   R: JACKSON HOLE SKI & SNOWBOARD CLUB 
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REEL

‘UNBRANDED’

In 2013, four rowdy young cowboys rode 
16 adopted mustangs across 3,000 miles 
of the most pristine, formidable wilder-

ness the West has to offer. 
They navigated from Arizona to Montana, along a 

nearly contiguous thread of unspoiled public land. Over 
the course of five months, the band of riders faced heat, 
storms, injury, disease and the social turbulence that comes 
with raw human ambition. Lucky for us, they packed a 
camera.

“Unbranded” is a gripping, honest documentary cel-
ebrating the glory of the Western landscape, and advocates 
for the thoughtful conservation of an iconic creature, the 
wild horse.

Beneath breathtaking cinematography and a well-drawn 
environmental debate lies the true heart of “Unbranded”: a 
miraculous evolution of four restless college grads and the 
pack of once-wild mustangs they brought out of contain-
ment.

“I think that we’re saving each other by doing this long 
trip,” says rider and producer Ben Masters in the award-
winning film’s opening minutes. “We’re getting them out 
of their captivity, and they’re helping us get out of ours.”
– Jacob Osborne

“Unbranded” won the Audience Award at the Telluride Mountain-
film festival, as well as the People’s Choice Award at the 2015 Banff 
Mountain Film and Book Festival.   GRAVITAS VENTURES
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CAUSE May 17, 2015: The Sherpa 
Four are scared, covered in 
bug bites and in shock, now 

living among 80 children in a Kathmandu orphan-
age. They are four of the many children orphaned 
and homeless after the spring 2015 Nepal earth-
quakes that decimated the country. I feel over-
whelmed. First thing’s first. I need to clean this girl’s 
bug bites.

Nicknamed the “Sherpa Four,” Tsering, 
Pem Nuru, Possi, and Pema Sherpa are siblings 
recently sponsored by the 
Bozeman, Montana-based 
charity Tsering’s Fund. A 
child sponsored by Tsering’s 
Fund receives education and 
boarding, and the Sherpa Four 
are now attending private 
boarding school in Kathman-
du through 11th grade. 

“Our primary mission of 
educating deserving children 
continues to expand,” said 
Tsering’s Fund Founder Peter 
Schmieding, after returning 
from a recent trip to Nepal. 
“The sight of these wonder-
ful young children being 
transformed into healthy, happy and smiling students is 
truly special.”  

The massive earthquakes destroyed much of Nepal killing 
nearly 9,000 and leaving hundreds of thousands homeless. 
The Sherpa Four’s porter father perished in the powerful 
landslide that buried the small village of Langtang. 

Nepal was already struggling as one of the poorest coun-
tries in the world, and the earthquakes worsened an already 
poor living situation. Children in Nepal are often without 
education after sixth grade, and young females, especially, 
are often pushed into child labor situations at young ages.

Education and safety for children is paramount to Tser-
ing’s Fund, which has sponsored well over 150 children, 
and operates with no overhead allowing for 100 percent of 
donated proceeds to assist efforts.  

“It is simple … for us 
to have an incredibly life-
changing impact on the 
lives of families in Nepal,” 

Schmieding said. “By identifying deserving [children], most 
coming from illiterate, poor families, and educating them in 
English through high school or beyond, we can do more to 
improve their family’s future than any direct aid could ever 
accomplish.”

On average, $100 month will allow a child to experience 
a safe, quality and lasting education experience, one that can 
change the trajectory of their lives forever. – Eric Ladd

Outlaw Partners Publisher Eric Ladd and Videographer/
Photographer Wes Overvold visited Nepal to offer on-the-
ground assistance following the earthquakes last spring, and 
continue to support the effort.

Visit Tseringsfund.com for information and to offer support.  

TSERING’S FUND: 
A MISSION TO EDUCATE

The Sherpa Four in May 2015 
(left), weeks after the devas-
tating Nepal earthquakes. And 
then in mid-November, after 
Tsering’s Fund sponsored the 
children sending their lives on 
a new trajectory. 

  ABOVE: PETER SCHMIEDING  BELOW: WES OVERVOLD
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NEIHART, MONTANA

Though Neihart’s population has 
dropped from 4,000 at its mining-
boom peak in the 1890s to 51 in 
2015, it’s anything but a ghost town.

Located along U.S. Highway 89 in the heart of the 
Little Belt Mountains, Neihart is an ideal place to get lost. 
With food and lodging at 
Bob’s Bar and rations aplenty 
at the Inconvenience Store, 
the town provides easy 
access to top-notch hiking, 
fishing, and camping, as well 
as 250 miles of snowmobile 
and mountain biking trails.

Snow, however, is what 
Neihart does best. Nine 
miles south of town, Show-
down Ski Area, Montana’s 
oldest continuously operat-
ing ski mountain, rises 8,200 
feet to the summit of Por-
phyry Peak. Founded in 1936, Showdown offers 34 trails 
to riders of all abilities, and is celebrating its 80th season 
this winter by sticking with what works: friendly service 
and natural snow.

Neihart resident George Willett has owned Show-
down for more than 40 years, and says early mountain 
mornings are still his favorite moments: “My main title 
here is ‘Chief Product Tester,’ so when there’s fresh snow, 
I need to get up and test it to make sure it’s OK for people 
to ski on.”

Willett is proud of Showdown’s legacy of all natural 
“product,” and he’s grateful, too. 

“The ‘Big Guy’ – he seems to put snow here most 
years.”  – J.O.

VISIT

Showdown is Montana’s oldest continuously operating ski area, and 
always relies on all-natural snow. 

STATE-OF-THE-ART AUTOMATION.  
HUMAN EXPERTISE.  
ASTOUNDING FINISHES.

Outstanding f inishes on…
Inter ior/exter ior mi l lwork • Doors
Windows  • Cabinets  • Metal • Fu rn itu re

See how our 9,000 square foot facility, 
coupled with our knowledge and 
experience, can enhance your next 
project.

406-763-4847 | info@montanaprefinish.com

www.montanaprefinish.com

‘Chief Product Tester’ 
George Willett

  ABOVE: COURTESY OF SHOWDOWN MONTANA  BELOW: TYLER ALLEN  ABOVE: PETER SCHMIEDING  BELOW: WES OVERVOLD
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TALES

STANDING ABOVE THE POWDER-FILLED MEADOW, I was just inside the 
northwestern border of Yellowstone National Park. The sky was cloud-
less, the bright sun illuminating surrounding trees and mountains like a 
spotlight. It was perfectly silent.

wound our way through the mead-
ows and short stands of trees, even 
catching a little air off of a small rock 
outcropping. 

The descent spit us onto a final 
football field of powder, delivering us 
back to the car.

We gazed back at our tracks, which 
were easy to pick out. They were the 
only ones. In moments like this, I 
thought to myself, my decision to live 
in Montana’s mountains is reinforced, 
hammered home with Steinbeckian 
authority.

The parallels to daily life are obvi-
ous. We live here because we choose 
to, to stand out from the crowd, to do 
something extraordinary. We have the 
ability to make the mountains part of 
our daily lives, to blend in with a land-
scape about which many only dream. 

As we quietly loaded up the 
car to head home, a moment of 
perfect clarity: We live here for a 
chance to leave our mark.  

Freelance writer Brian Hurlbut is the 
author of the Insider’s Guide to Yellow-
stone and Grand Teton National Parks, 
and Montana: Skiing the Last Best 
Place. He lives in Big Sky, Montana, 
with his wife and two children.

To Leave Our Mark
BY BRIAN HURLBUT

My wife and I had skinned up on 
splitboards to reach this point, a mel-
low patchwork of snowfields perfect 
for newcomers to the sport. It was her 
first time, and I was eager to demon-
strate the endless riding possibilities 
within a few miles of our Big Sky, 
Montana, home. 

Both our young children were in 
school, no one else at the trailhead. 
As we sat down for a snack, I thought 
about this stroke of luck: Here we 
were, a short drive from home, ready 
to snowboard fresh powder in our 
country’s first national park. Nobody 
around, just us, together in the moun-
tains. 

It was still the middle of winter, 
but we basked in the warm, spring-

like day. The sun was heating up five 
inches of new snow to perfect consis-
tency – great conditions for lower-an-
gle terrain. We didn’t talk much as we 
geared up for the descent, the silence 
too strong to interrupt. A slight 
breeze rustled the lodgepoles and for a 
moment I didn’t want to leave.

In the distance, we saw a single 
set of ski tracks on an open face across 
the highway below. “How do we 
get there?” we wondered, making a 
mental note and promising to find out 
soon. 

We made plans to meet at the 
bottom. No need to stop on the way 
down. We took off, making effort-
less turns in hero snow. I let out 
a few obligatory “whoops” as we 

LOVE STREET MEDIA



23MOUNTAINexplorebigsky.com

SECTION



24 MOUNTAIN explorebigsky.com

TALES

It started much like any ice-fish-
ing trip. You commit, gear up, and 
head south to the Hebgen Dam. 
The weather that day was toler-
able. It’s all about the wind, but for 
the most part, it’s the therapy you 
seek. The isolation. The motivation 
to hang out at one of the coldest 
locales in the country.

We counted 120 bull elk off 
the highway on the way down. 
Blowing past the Happy Hour Bar, 
we arrived at the Hebgen Dam 
parking lot at the crack of dawn. 
A quick survey: Four rigs with 
Idaho plates; 5 below zero; slight 
southwest breeze. Game on.

In the flat light we trundled 
to some old ice holes. Lucky for 
me, my old fishing pals Terry and 
Lance brought the motorized ice 
auger and bored eight fresh holes 
in the two-foot-thick ice. We got 
to work. 

Thirty minutes passed. Nada. 
Then, a legal nibble. My two 
poles were propped up just right. 
I passed the time scooping the 
small circular space with my 
aluminum dipper. I carved a snow 
berm with my avalanche shovel, 
pulled my line to clean ice off the 
tippet, and checked the meal-
worm on my ice tick.

‘Don’t Look 
Him in the Eye’

HEBGEN LAKE, DEAD OF WINTER, ICE FISHING. Best trout day of my life.

BY J.C. KNAUB
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Just then, divine intervention showed me the 
black, rubber-legged shrimp imitator nestled be-
neath the split shot in my trusty tackle box. With 
frozen fingers and chattering teeth I finished 
the knot. My lure was through the ice and going 
down when - Bam! A lurking lunker nailed my 
bait. The fight was on. Giddy with anticipation 
I reeled what felt like a 3-pound rainbow to the 
bottom of the ice hole.

Ice chunks flew off the leader as I got the slip-
pery beast to the surface. Then I committed the 
cardinal sin: I looked the fish in the eye. He rolled 
and spun the hook sideways and was gone. Bo 
Terry always said, “Don’t look him in the eye!” 
Not to be deterred, I reloaded and as I dropped my 
line, pole No. 2 went down hard. Bam! Hook set, 
20-inch rainbow on ice. Pole two dives again: 18-
inch rainbow on ice.

Then, out of nowhere, a rare “double.” Both 
rods bounced with fish as long as my arm. Noth-

ing in this world compares to a double when 
you’re ice fishing in the dead of winter. 

I would limit-out 15 minutes later. In an hour 
and a half I landed a total of 25 big trout, releasing 
20. It was the trout version of a legend all-you-
can-eat buffet. As the fish were flopping, the 
Idaho potato farmers snuck closer to the action, 
eager to claim my spot.

When it slowed, my partners and I concluded 
that a large school had settled under my two lucky 
auger holes, coupled with the black rubberlegs 
lure and the sun and moon, to produce this stellar 
morning on the frozen high-mountain lake.

In an hour I was in the tram line at Big Sky 
Resort, the sweet smell of fish guts wafting in the 
breeze. 

 J.C. Knaub is a 43-year resident of Big Sky and an 
avid outdoorsman who cherishes the Greater Yel-
lowstone culture.

It was the trout version 
of a legend all-you-can-
eat buffet. “

L: Terry Thomas holds up a winning rainbow trout from 
a successful day in 1996, ice fishing on Hebgen Lake. 

R: Terry and his black lab, Rooster, pose with Mike 
Samardich and their frozen “school” of trout. 
   BOB MILLIGAN 

Terry’s twin brother Lance displays 
a monster 5-pound brown trout.  

  TERRY THOMAS
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The Finest Properties in Southwest Montana
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You are riding in the back as always. 

The fog comes up and the road is icy.“

  KIM MICHELS



The sun goes down. You catch

glimpses of the center line, a white-rimmed edge.

  WHITNEY KAMMAN



And now the downhill part, curving

with patches of gravel.

Of course there is a destination 

and there will be towns along the way.

  TYLER BUSBY
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The dog wakes and your children scrape ice

from their windows. Somewhere above,

  LAUREN GRABELLE
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you see through angular crystals

how the nearly full moon dispenses light,

  NICK DIAMOND



where you know pheasant and turkey feed

in the daylight. But this is late,

and you come to a shallow valley,

snow-covered sage brush, fields

  ETHAN CONFER
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the day creatures are asleep,

and your family continues in the dark.

”

  GARY KACHADURIAN
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HUNTING | RANCHING | FLY FISHING | CONSERVATION

Preserve & Enhance
A premier Ranch Brokerage Firm, specializing in the � nest sporting and conservation properties.

LiveWaterProperties.com

Montana | Wyoming | Idaho | Colorado | Oregon | Utah

Toll Free 866.734.6100

Double Eagle Ranch
Star Valley, Wyoming

245 Acres | $7.75M
� is 7,260 sq�  high-end home 
o� ers spectacular vistas along 

¾ mile of the Salt River.

E. Gallatin River Ranch
Bozeman, Montana
230 Acres | $5.25M

� is ranch is minutes from Bozeman 
with 1½ miles of river o� ering 

exceptional � shing and hunting.

Foster Slough
Teton Valley, Idaho

200 Acres | $1.975M
With over 4 acres of waterfowl 

ponds, this agricultural o� ering is in 
proximity to resort amenities.

Silver Creek Ranch
Mancos, Colorado

401 Acres | $3.975M
Bordering national forest, this ranch
has trophy big game hunting and is 

located near Durango.

Gallatin Preserve

I N  T H E  M I D D L E  O F  I T  A L L

With stunning mountain views and an abundance of wildlife, Gallatin Preserve is a rare 

opportunity to own a ranch in one of the fastest growing ski towns in America. 

Private, gated 160-acre tracts starting at $3.5 million

Martha Johnson, Owner/Broker 
C: (406) 580-5891 O: (406) 995-6333
martha@bigskyrealestate.com

• Located minutes from dining and entertainment in Big Sky 
Town Center

• 

• Surrounded by local trails

• Private access road to Yellowstone Club 

• Bordering Spanish Peaks Mountain Club

• 

BIG SKY •  MONTANA

R

All information from sources deemed reliable, but not guaranteed by Montana Living - Big Sky Real Estate, independent investigation is recommended. For  properties being purchased at Spanish Peaks Mountain Club approval for 
membership is required prior to closing. If you are currently working with another real estate agent, this is not intended as a solicitation.  Montana Living is a registered Montana trademark of Newwest, llc.
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CUSTOM SKIS & SIT SKIS HANDCRAFTED IN JACKSON HOLE

WWW. MAIDENSKIS.COM | 307.264.1640 | KELVIN@MAIDENSKIS.COM

ASPEN  ●  BOZEMAN & BIG SKY  ●  JACKSON HOLE  ●  STEAMBOAT  ●  TELLURIDE  ●  VAIL

WWW.ASCENTAIRCLUB.COM  | (303) 495-5928

Brand new locally-based private air club reducing the
cost of private aviation by 10-60% while improving

safety, aircraft access and service.
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N O W
>>ISOLATION NATION / p. 39     >> SUPAMAN / p. 50  

America’s correctional 

institutions are 

rethinking the use of 

solitary confinement. 

In Montana, moving 

prisoners out of 

isolation presents 

challenges. 

BY JOHN S. ADAMS

PHOTOS BY WES OVERVOLD

View an inside look at Montana’s State Prison at
explorebigsky.com/isolation

A vacant administrative 
segregation, or “ad seg” 
cell in the Montana State 
Prison’s Locked Housing 
Unit 2, used to isolate dan-
gerous or unruly prisoners.
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NOW / Isolation Nation

MELANIE SANCHEZ UNLOCKS THE PADLOCK SECURING A BARRED METAL DOOR ON 
WHAT LOOKS LIKE A SMALL, STUCCO TOOLSHED. 

Rusted on its hinges, the heavy door 
resists as if it doesn’t want to spill its 
secrets. “Nobody’s been down here in 
years,” Sanchez explains.

This solid gate guards the entrance 
to what is now considered a taboo form 
of prisoner punishment, even for the 
most dangerous of inmates. Behind 
the door a dark, forbidding staircase 
leads into what can only be described 
as a dungeon. 

We’re at the old Montana State 
Prison in Deer Lodge, Montana, and 
if you’ve ever seen The Shawshank 
Redemption, or taken a tour of Alca-
traz, you understand what this place 
looks like. 

In 1979, the last remaining prison-
ers of this castle-like compound were 
shipped a few miles south of town to 
a new prison facility in the foothills 
of the Flint Creek Range. The old 
prison, which opened in 1871 when 
Montana was still a territory, is virtu-
ally untouched since its retirement 
from official business. It now serves 
as a museum, and offers a glimpse into 
the evolution of correctional thinking 
over the past 14 decades or so.  

One by one, flashlights in hand, 
we descend into this underground 
isolation chamber known as “the hole” 
to the inmates who once occupied this 
grim facility. It’s where a 26-year-old 
burglar and car thief named Larry 
Cheadle mysteriously perished on the 
dirt floor of one of these pitch-black 
cells on October 31, 1966. 

The hole, as reported in a 1968 
Associated Press newspaper article 
about Cheadle’s mysterious death, is 

“a complex of three unlighted cells 
beneath a prison building. Steam pipes 
ran through it. The furnishings were a 
mattress and a bucket of water.” 

Our tour guide, Sanchez, says 
prisoners kept in these 7-foot square, 
white stucco rooms were also afforded 
a wool blanket and a bucket for excre-
ment. Prisoners in the hole received a 
cup of water and a slice of bread three 
times a day. “Every third day they got a 
hot meal,” Sanchez says. “And every 10 
days a doctor would check in on them.” 

The prison stopped using the sub-
terranean dungeon after Cheadle died 
here under mysterious circumstances 
– allegedly from heart failure – but his 
death and the apparent cover-up by 
prison officials touched off a furor in 
Montana. Cheadle’s mother sued the 
state and five prison officials for wrong-
ful death and a violation of her son’s 
civil rights. 

In a 1968 editorial the Helena 
Independent Record newspaper wrote, 
“ … the public has a right to know 
whether its prison is being used to pun-
ish inmates in an 18th century manner 
or whether it is seeking to rehabilitate 
them in the 20th century manner.” 

While today’s correctional facili-
ties are nowhere near as barbaric as “the 
hole,” in Montana and throughout the 
nation human rights groups and correc-
tions officials are at loggerheads over the 
merits of isolating dangerous or unruly 
prisoners. What those in the correctional 
community view as a continuum of 
maximum-security lockdown, those in 
the human rights camp commonly label 
as solitary confinement. 

The Old Montana State Prison 
employed solitary confinement 
units like this one featuring a “slide 
rail” to which guards would cuff 
stripped-down inmates. 
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W hen the average person hears 
the term “solitary confine-
ment,” an image of something 

not unlike the hole at the old Montana 
State Prison jumps to mind. It’s the 
stuff of Hollywood movies, but those 
images are rooted in reality.

 After all, it wasn’t all that long 
ago that especially unmanageable or 
violent prisoners at the old prison were 
stripped naked and handcuffed to metal 
rails in “slide rail cells” or locked in 
pitch-black, soundproof metal boxes 
and left alone for weeks or months. 
Right up until the old state prison 
closed in 1979, some of those seem-
ingly medieval techniques were still in 
practice, according to Sanchez.

 Today’s corrections officials, such 
as Montana State Prison Warden Leroy 
Kirkegard, say the corrections commu-
nity has moved beyond such inhumane 
treatment of prisoners. “From my 
perspective, solitary confinement is 
something you’ll see at the old prison: 
the old, dank, dark dungeons with 
the hole in the floor … it has no place 

in modern correctional 
philosophy,” Kirkegard 
says during a recent visit to 
the “new” 68-acre Montana 
State Prison compound, 
which opened a few years 
before the old prison offi-
cially closed for good, and houses some 
1,440 inmates.

Warden Kirkegard, 56, is a barrel-
chested, imposing figure with a neatly 
groomed silver beard and balding, 
closed-cropped hair to match. He’s a 
Montana native who spent nearly 20 
years of his professional life working as 
a correctional officer in Las Vegas be-
fore returning to his home state in 2011 
as warden of the state-run men’s prison. 
In his beige suit and opened-collared 
white dress shirt, Kirkegard’s hard gaze 
and thin-lipped expression give the 
appearance of a man with little patience 
for bullshit. 

However, Kirkegard’s imposing 
physical presence is offset by a grandfa-
therly affectation and friendly sincerity. 
He says he’s a nice guy whose tendency 
is to trust people, but his eyes tell you 
not to betray that trust.   

Kirkegard walks us through the 
Montana State Prison grounds with 

the air of a tour guide. 
Our small party includes 
Kirkegard, a Montana 
Department of Corrections 
attorney, and a public rela-
tions official. As we walk, 
unguarded, from the prison 

administration building to the maxi-
mum-security unit where offenders are 
held in “administrative segregation,” 
the warden explains the layout of the 
facility as guards “keep an eye on us” 
from the towers above.

On one side of a tall, chain-link 
fence topped with razor wire is the 
area of the prison known as “low side,” 
housing prisoners who don’t pose a 
serious threat to each other or prison 
staff. On the other side of that fence 
is “high side.” That’s where the more 
dangerous or unruly inmates are kept 
under more restrictive custody. 

We’re heading to the far end of the 
facility and its two “locked housing” 
units, maximum-security areas where 
prisoners are mostly isolated from each 
other in individual cells. The unit we’re 
about to tour on a late-September after-
noon is Locked Housing Unit 2, which 
on this day has 52 inmates confined 
within six separate cell blocks. >>

The grounds inside 
the Old Montana State 
Prison, which ceased 
operation in 1979, located 
in Deer Lodge, approxi-
mately five miles east of 
the current facility.



LOCKED HOUSING UNIT 2 IS WHERE 
MONTANA’S TWO DEATH ROW IN-
MATES, William Jay Gollehon and 
Ronald Allen Smith, count their 
remaining days on earth. Gollehon was 
sentenced to death in 1992 for the beat-
ing death of a fellow inmate in 1990. 
Smith, the only Canadian on death 
row in the U.S., earned a trip to the 
execution chamber in 1983 for murder-
ing Harvey Mad Man and Thomas 
Running Rabbit, cousins from the 
nearby Blackfeet Indian Reservation, 
after they picked him up while he was 
hitchhiking. 

According to MSP policy, locked 
housing “is the primary resource for 
housing inmates who are unmanage-
able, present a threat to others or 
themselves, or who for other reasons 
require removal from the general 
inmate population.” Kirkegard says 
this unit of six custody blocks is used 
for “administrative segregation,” and 
“prehearing confinement,” two forms 
of isolated housing he says are neces-
sary, but a far cry from the hole. 

Administrative segregation is 
partly used as punishment, and partly 
as a safety precaution. Prisoners start 
their stint in administrative segrega-
tion, or “ad seg,” with little more than 

the clothes on their backs. Over time 
good behavior can earn back basic privi-
leges, such as time out of the cell in the 
“day room,” phone calls, 
and possession of books or 
magazines. 

Prehearing confinement 
is much the same but used 
to isolate prisoners for a 

period of time – up to two weeks – prior 
to in-prison hearings to evaluate their of-
fense then dole out the punishment. 

Each bed in these 8-foot by 10-foot 
cells is a concrete slab with a 3-inch-
thick mattress. Another concrete slab 
serves as a desk; a sink and toilet are 
in the corner, next to the door. Hooks 
were once attached to the cinderblock 
walls, explains unit manager Scott 
Clark, but prison officials ordered 
them removed after some inmates tied 
bedding to the hooks and tried to hang 
themselves.

Inmates held in ad-
ministrative segregation 
are allowed out of their 
cells three times a week for 
showers and five times a 
week for an hour in the rec 
yard, according to prison 

NOW / Isolation Nation

WE TRY EVERYTHING WE CAN TO KEEP 
THEM OUT OF THERE. BUT SOME PEOPLE 
HAVE BEEN THERE A LONG TIME AND 
THEY’RE GOING TO BE 
THERE A LONG TIME.

Below: Warden Leroy 
Kirkegard speaks 
through the ad seg 
door with death row 
inmate William Jay 
Gollehon in Septem-
ber 2015.

-WARDEN KIRKEGARD

8 FT.

10 FT.

3 IN MATTRESS

WINDOW

DESK

ADMINISTRATIVE
SEGREGATION 
CELL
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policy. In some less restrictive lockdown units, prisoners 
can interact with other inmates outside the confines of their 
cells. Prisoners held in more restrictive lockdown are never 
free to interact with others, except for whatever commu-
nications they can manage through air ducts, or by yelling 
through the slot of their heavy, steel cell doors.

“People have to earn their way into administrative segre-
gation,” Kirkegard says. “We try everything we can to keep 
them out of there. But some people have been there a long 
time and they’re going to be there a long time.”

Ad seg is a tool the prison must use when 
dealing with the most violent, most dangerous 
or otherwise severely out-of-control inmates, 
according to Kirkegard. “If I had perfect inmates 
here who came in and did their time, we 
wouldn’t have to have any of this. But unfor-
tunately I don’t,” he says.

This is the area of the Montana State 
Prison human rights advocates have a prob-
lem with. To them, the difference between 
“solitary confinement” and “administrative 
segregation,” “supermax,” or “lock-down,” is 
a matter of semantics. These cells are de-
signed to isolate prisoners from human con-
tact and cut them off from the world. That, 
the activists say, amounts to torture. 

D r. Terry Kupers is a psychiatry profes-
sor at The Wright Institute, a clinical 
psychology graduate school in Berke-

ley, California. Kupers has interviewed 
thousands of isolated prisoners over the past 
four decades, and written extensively on the 
effects solitary confinement has on inmates’ 
mental health. 

Kupers is familiar with the Montana State 
Prison’s isolation policies in part because he 
served as an expert witness in a 2009 lawsuit 
filed by the American Civil Liberties Union of Montana 
on behalf of a mentally ill teenage boy named Raistlen 
Katka, who spent more than a year in solitary confine-
ment at MSP. Katka twice attempted suicide in isolation 
by biting through the skin on his wrist to puncture a vein.

“My thought process was if I don’t die, at least I’ll 
get out of my cell for 30 seconds,” Katka testified in 
court, according to a 2010 Billings Gazette newspaper 
article about the case. 

“It is predictable that prisoners’ mental state deterio-
rates in isolation,” said Kupers in a recent email interview. 
“Human beings require at least some social interaction 
and productive activities to establish and sustain a sense 
of identity and to maintain a grasp on reality. In the 
absence of social interactions, unrealistic ruminations and 
beliefs cannot be tested in conversation with others, so 
they build up inside and are transformed into unfocused 
and irrational thoughts.”

Kupers says it’s common for disorganized behaviors to 
soon emerge in isolated prisoners. Their inter-
nal impulses tied to anger, fear and other strong 
emotions grow to “overwhelming proportions.” 

Warden Kirkegard denies that prisoners at 
MSP are ever subjected to total isolation. “We 
don’t cut people off completely,” Kirkegard 
says. “They interact daily with staff; they 
interact with medical; they interact with mental 
health. They interact with each other.” 

Kupers maintains that while the sensory depriva-
tion may not be total, the intermittent slamming of 
steel doors, yelling, and other noises do not consti-
tute meaningful human communication. “Prisoners 
in this kind of segregation do what they can to cope,” 
Kupers says. 

Some prisoners relentlessly pace around their 
cells and do pushups to try to relieve emotional 
tension. Those who are allowed books, paper and 
writing utensils read and write letters. Kupers says 
the tendency to suffer psychiatric breakdown and 
become suicidal is made even worse by sleep depriva-
tion, which is a frequent occurrence among isolated 
prisoners. 

“There are noises at night as other prisoners, for 
example those suffering from serious mental illness, 
cry out … officers yell out orders on the unit. Then, 
the lights are likely on all night,” Kupers says. 

That lack of sleep intensifies psychiatric symp-
toms, according to Kupers, by interfering with the 
normal diurnal rhythm – the steady alternation 

of day and night that orients human beings with time – and the 
resulting sleep loss creates fatigue and magnifies cognitive prob-
lems, memory deficits, confusion, anxiety, and sluggishness. 

“It is under these extreme conditions that psychiatric 
symptoms begin to emerge in previously healthy prisoners,” 
Kupers says. “Of course, in less healthy ones – and a majority of 
jail inmates suffer from or are prone to mental illness – there is 
psychosis, mania or compulsive acts of self-abuse or suicide.”>>

1,440
MONTANA STATE 
PRISON HOUSES
APPROXIMATELY

INMATES

52
INMATES ARE IN 

LOCKED HOUSING 
UNITS 

(as of October 2015)

80,000
PRISONERS IN THE 
U.S. ARE IN SOME 

FORM OF ISOLATED 
CONFINEMENT*

MORE THAN

*ACCORDING TO BUREAU OF JUSTICE STATISTICS 2005 CENSUS
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F ormer Montana State 
Prison inmate Leroy 
McKelvey did not cope 

well during his stint in “ad seg” 
isolation. McKelvey, 32, was 
convicted in 2008 of aggra-
vated assault but found by the 
court to be mentally ill. He was 
first admitted to the Montana 
State Hospital in Warm Springs 
in January 2009 and was even-
tually released, but a probation violation landed him back in the 
state’s only psychiatric hospital in May 2012. 

McKelvey has myriad mental health diagnoses ranging from 
schizoaffective disorder, to post-traumatic stress disorder, to 
antisocial personality disorder. He also 
suffers from drug and alcohol dependen-
cy and a host of other physical ailments 
and mental health issues. According to his 
health records, he was hospitalized more 
than 10 times for psychiatric conditions 
prior to his readmission to the state 
hospital in 2012. 

At 5-foot 9-inches with buzz-cut hair 
and a short brown goatee, McKelvey is 
affable and recalls certain details with 
amazing clarity, but he’s also jumpy and 
doesn’t tend to hold eye contact for long. 

NOW / Isolation Nation

He’s proud that 
he has a handle 
on his mental 
illness, is hold-
ing a steady job, 
and is engaged 
to his girlfriend, 
who he met in a 
mental health group home. On this fall 
day he’s raising money for a fundraising 
walk to benefit the Montana chapter of 
the National Alliance on Mental Illness. 

McKelvey talks easily and openly 
about prison life. Remembering his 
“house” – or prison cell – on low side, he 
speaks almost fondly about work activi-
ties and prison shenanigans he and other 
inmates took part in.

But when he describes the July 
16, 2012 episode that landed him in 
pre-hearing confinement, and the 
events that followed, his mood becomes 
serious. McKelvey’s gaze hardens, his 
eye contact more consistent, and he 
responds to questions with short, direct 
answers the way a trained soldier might 
address his commanding officer. 

In fact, McKelvey served tours in 
Iraq and Afghanistan as a U.S. Marine, 
he says, and according to his own 
account was dishonorably discharged 
after assaulting his commanding of-
ficer.

McKelvey says while in prison 
a PTSD flashback from his military 
days – a painful memory of watching 
two close buddies die in combat – 
sent him into a violent rage that July 
day in MSP. He began beating his 
mattress, believing it was his former 
commanding officer, the man he 
blamed for the death of his comrades. 

When prison guards arrived at his 
cell and ordered him to “cuff up,” 
McKelvey refused and was physically 
restrained and extricated from his cell. 
“You can go peacefully, or you can 

of U.S. prisoners 
have psychiatric 
disorders “that 
result in significant 
functional 
disabilities”*

8-19%
prisoners held 
in isolation have 
some form of 
mental illness*

1 in 3

L: Leroy McKelvey, former Montana State 
Prison ad seg inmate, during a September 
2015 interview with Mountain Outlaw.

R: Razor wire lines Locked Housing Unit 
2, where as of late October 2015, some 52 
inmates were being held in administrative 
segregation.

*ACCORDING TO ESTIMATES BY THE NATIONAL 
ALLIANCE FOR THE MENTALLY ILL
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defy orders and they’ll give you a nice 
shot of OC [pepper] spray,” McKelvey 
recalls. 

That incident landed McKelvey 
in pre-hearing confinement, he says, 
which turned into stints in isolation. 
Here, McKelvey’s mental state rapidly 
deteriorated. He threatened to kill the 
prison psychologist. By Oct. 31, 2012, he 
was referred back to the Montana State 
Hospital. 

According to his re-admission 
evaluation at the hospital, “Mr. McK-
elvey had become unmanageable in 
the past few months…in the prison 
setting despite involuntary medication 
administration and maximum security 
placement for an assortment of out-of-
control behaviors including not eating 
and losing weight, unable/unwilling 

to communicate rationally, disrobing, 
urinating on the floor, smearing feces, 
crawling in the toilet, angry/belliger-
ent/demanding/entitled/threatening 
outbursts, and manipulative and drug-
seeking behaviors.”  

McKelvey says he begged mental 
health staff for anti-psychotic medica-
tions to treat his mental illnesses, but 
former prison staff psychiatrist Peter Ed-
wards – who oversaw McKelvey’s mental 
health treatment at the time – noted that 
he believed McKelvey exhibited drug-
seeking behavior and was “malingering,” 
or faking mental illness to get out of 
isolation. 

The former inmate doesn’t recall 
much about his time in solitary. “I 
remember there was feces on the floor, 
toilet paper … supposedly I was eating 

MY THOUGHT PROCESS 
WAS IF I DON’T DIE, AT 
LEAST I’LL GET OUT OF MY 
CELL FOR 30 SECONDS...
-RAISTLEN KATKA, 
FORMER MSP INMATE

toilet paper… I guess when I threw out 
toilet paper and shit, I guess I thought 
I was creating a new universe, which 
is weird,” McKelvey says with an 
embarrassed laugh. “I was always try-
ing to cover my floor with my Barney 
Rubble suit and call it my carpet. I don’t 
remember getting any sleep. I thought I 
seen Hitler in there.” 

“Barney Rubble suit” is the name 
prisoners use to refer to smocks worn 
by suicidal inmates which resemble the 
outfit worn by the The Flintstones cartoon 
character. 

McKelvey says since he was on a 
behavioral management plan, he was fed 
a “food loaf,” which he described as being 
made of “raisins, carrots, and nasty-ass 
bread stuff.” He says he was so consti-
pated from the food loaf and water diet 
that at one point he tried pulling feces 
out of his anus with his fingers. “The 
guards, you know, they just laughed 
about it,” McKelvey says. 

Prison officials declined to discuss 
McKelvey’s case. 

When an average individual is placed 
in isolated confinement, he will develop 
massive free-floating anxiety, hyper-re-
sponsiveness, paranoid ideas, confusion, 
perceptual distortions, and psychomotor 
excitement and become frightened, says 
Kupers of The Wright Institute.

And those are the widely reported 
symptoms experienced by relatively 
stable prisoners in isolation, Kupers 
says. “Just imagine how difficult it 
would be for someone who is prone to 
paranoid psychosis or suicidal despair to 
remain balanced.” >>
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D isability Rights Montana is a federally mandated civil-rights watchdog and 
advocacy organization based in Helena, Montana, and is the lead plaintiff 
in a pair of federal lawsuits against the Montana Department of Corrections 

and the Department of Public Health and Human Services. The complaints 
center on a practice of shipping guilty-but-mentally-ill patients from the state 
mental hospital in Warm Springs to the state prison in Deer Lodge without giv-
ing those patients due process. 

The lawsuit against the Montana State Prison alleges the prison is guilty of a 
pattern of withholding medication, misdiagnosing prisoners with long histories 
of mental illnesses, and punishing mentally ill inmates for behavior caused by 
their mental illness. 

According to DRM’s investigation and lawsuit, prisoners with mental ill-
nesses were routinely subjected to months or years of solitary confinement and 
“behavior modification plans” that deprived them of clothing, working toilets, 
bedding and proper food, which only exacerbated 
their illness and caused needless suffering. 

NOW / Isolation Nation

SEGREGATION SHOULD BE UTILIZED 
RELATIVELY RARELY, AND ONLY 
WHEN LESS RESTRICTIVE AND PO-
TENTIALLY DAMAGING ALTERNATIVES 
HAVE BEEN TRIED 
AND EXHAUSTED...

For good behavior, certain prisoners 
are allowed out of their cells in Locked 
Housing Unit 2’s “day room.” According 
to Montana State Prison policy, ad seg 
inmates are allowed out of their cells 
for three showers and five hours in the 
rec yard per week.

“It’s torture. It’s inhumane,” says 
DRM Executive Director Berna-
dette Franks-Ongoy. 

If Kirkegard is a warden 
straight out of central casting, 
then Franks-Ongoy could play 
a middle school librarian. She 
has short, salt-and-pepper hair 
and wears dark, square-rimmed 
glasses. She smiles easily when 
she talks, but her friendly 
demeanor belies a fiery passion 
fueling her advocacy on behalf of 
people with disabilities. 

Franks-Ongoy says DRM 
doesn’t typically get involved 
in prison litigation because such 
lawsuits tend to diminish an 
advocacy organization’s financial 
resources. But DRM made an 
exception in this case. 

“Some of the things we were 
hearing were really outrageous 
in terms of prisoners being put 
in solitary confinement; prison-
ers not getting their medication, 
prisoners being identified as ma-
lingerers when they have mental 
illness,” Franks-Ongoy said on 
September 3, a few hours after a 
federal judge in Helena dismissed 
the corrections department from 
the lawsuit, though DRM is now 
appealing that decision. Neither 
side would comment on the 

lawsuit specifics citing the pend-
ing litigation, but Franks-Ongoy 
spoke openly about her fierce 
opposition to isolation as a form 
of punishment. 

“Uncategorically, it is abso-
lutely an inappropriate way in 
which to manage and in which 
to treat any person with a dis-
ability,” she says. “Solitary never 
works.”

H ow to appropriately 
handle and house the 
most dangerous offend-

ers is issue du jour throughout 
the nation’s correctional systems. 
Critics contend isolation has no 
rehabilitative value, and only 
serves to fuel violent behaviors 
and exacerbate mental health 
problems. Facing pressure from 
human rights activists and litiga-
tion, some prisons are scaling 
back the use of isolation, super-
max, or solitary confinement. 

States including Maine, 
Mississippi and Colorado have 
dramatically reduced the number 
of inmates they hold in solitary 
confinement in their prison sys-
tems by moving the less-dangerous 
prisoners into different settings. 

-DR. TERRY KUPERS
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And a lawsuit settlement last fall in Cali-
fornia aims to cut the numbers of solitary 
confinement cells and reduce the amount of 
time prisoners spend there.

Human rights advocates say there 
are ways to safely confine dangerous 
prisoners without violating basic human 
rights. 

“There are little things 
the prison can do such as 
increasing out-of-cell time, 
increasing contact through 
phone calls, or through letters 
or through in-person visitation 
through a barrier … so you’re 
lessening the negative impacts 
of someone being completely 
alone,” says Niki Zupanic, 
public policy director for 
the ACLU of Montana. 

Zupanic points out 
that the vast majority of 
prisoners who are held 
in isolation will one day 
be released back into the 
public. She says it’s coun-
terproductive to subject 
inmates to seclusion that could exacer-
bate their mental health issues or harden 
antisocial behaviors.

The anti-solitary confinement advo-
cates we spoke to for this story say they 
do not oppose short-term segregation 
in emergency situations or for safety 
reasons. But Kupers points out that 
the Special Rapporteur on Torture for 
the U.N. has said that solitary confine-
ment for longer than 14 days is a human 
rights abuse. 

“Segregation should be utilized rela-
tively rarely, and only when less restric-
tive and potentially damaging alterna-
tives have been tried and exhausted,” 
Kupers says. 

For his part, Warden Kirkegard says 
he’s tuned in to the national focus on 
administrative segregation and consid-
ers himself a part of that conversation. 
While he says he personally doesn’t 

believe in administrative segregation, he 
calls it a “necessary evil.” 

“We have offenders here that are 
violent to the point that they have to be 
locked up,” Kirkegard says. “I would 
much rather be sitting here talking to a 
reporter … or talking to a judge defend-

ing my use of administrative 
segregation, before I’d have 
to stand in front of anybody 
and have to defend someone 
killing one of my staff or kill-
ing another inmate.” 

Kirkegard says he’s taking 
steps to reduce the number 
of inmates housed in segrega-
tion. The prison is working 
on infrastructure upgrades 
that will eventually turn 
some lock-down isolation 
units into less-restrictive 
housing blocks. 

But Kirkegard says he 
faces significant challenges. 
While the “new” Montana 
state prison may be a century 
advanced from the one built 

during Montana’s frontier days, it’s now 
almost 40 years old. The locked housing 
units were built in 1982 and reflect the 
predominant correctional philosophies of 
the time. Kirkegard has to work within 
the parameters of the facility he manages, 
he says. 

“What you saw today is what I’ve got, 
and I’ve got a lot of inmates,” Kirkegard 
says. “So yes, we are well-aware of the 
national trend, but I have limitations here 
at the Montana State Prison.”

While they may be in philosophical 
tug-of-war over the use of segregation, 
Kirkegard and human rights groups agree 
that drastically reducing the number of 
prisoners in segregated housing will re-
quire significantly more financial resourc-
es from the state. 

“My problem with population is man-
aging with the beds that I have,” Kirkeg-
ard says.  

$75,000

EACH PRISONER IN 
SOLITARY COSTS 

TAXPAYERS

ANNUALLY

$25,000
AS COMPARED TO

A YEAR FOR AN 
INMATE IN GENERAL 

POPULATION*

L arry Cheadle died in 
the cell at the far end 
of “the hole” in the 

old Montana State Prison. 
In some of the hole’s other 
cells, prisoners used crude 
tools to carve slashes in the 
stucco walls marking the days 
they spent isolated beneath 
the prison’s administration 
building.

Bill Felton, a former cor-
rections officer at the new 
prison, periodically visited 
the old penitentiary during 
the late 1980s. According to 
Ellen Baumler’s book, Dark 
Spaces: Montana’s Historic 
Penitentiary at Deer Lodge, 
Felton wrote eloquently 
about the way prisoners were 
treated at the old prison. 

“Although there is plenty 
of death within the walls, 
more men came into the 
prison, did their time, and 
were released than died at 
Deer Lodge,” Felton wrote. 
“While they were there, the 
prison took their souls.”  

Five decades after Chea-
dle’s death in the hole, the 
debate surrounding the use 
of solitary confinement has 
certainly changed, but it’s 
still a long way from being 
settled. The controversy over 
isolation in Montana and 
throughout the country con-
tinues to smolder.  

*ACCORDING TO A 2004 STUDY BY THE URBAN INSTITUTE



48 MOUNTAIN explorebigsky.com

SECTION



B I G  S K Y  |  J A C K S O N

Y O U  D R E A M ,  W E  B U I L D .

Visit  tetonher itagebuilders.com  to star t  building your  dream.



50 MOUNTAIN explorebigsky.com

NOW / Scene

S U PA M A N :
T H E  R I S E  O F  C ROW  H I P - H O P

ILLUSTRATION BY KELSEY DZINTARS



On a stark prairie landscape, a man in Native 

American “fancy dance” regalia plays keyboard 

then beats a hand drum. Vibrant beads and 

long tassels adorn his bodice, leggings, 

breechcloth and feathered bustle.

BY TESS FAHLGREN
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Capturing the sounds on a microphone, he loops the 
recording as a woman in a traditional, beaded dress and 
moccasins begins to dance. Bells sewn into the fabric jingle 
to the beat of her steps. Then, in a husky voice, the man 
begins to rap in Crow. This is Supaman, accompanied by 
Acosia Red Elk, in his latest hit music video, “Why.”

A native Apsaalooke from the Crow Indian reservation in 
southeastern Montana, Christian Takes the Gun Parrish, aka 
Supaman, released the recording late one night in September 
2015, and is confident in its success. Indeed, the video had 
1.7 million views on Facebook by mid-November.

“Good music is going to go where it’s going to go,” 
Supaman says.

The song, inspired by Jadakiss’s 2004 release of the 
same title, mirrors the New York-based rapper’s questions 
about hardships in life. Supaman’s “Why” lyrics focus on 
the prevalence of substance abuse and broken homes he 
witnessed at an early age on the reservation. His parents 
were alcoholics and he spent a difficult childhood in foster 
care. 

“I’ve been drug and alcohol free my whole life,” Supaman 
said in an interview after a riveting performance during the 
TEDx convention at the MSU-Billings campus in October 
2015. “At a young age something clicked in my mind and 
heart and I decided I’m never going to be that person.”

Despite popular perception, American Indians have one 
of the highest rates of drug and alcohol abstinence in the 
nation. But, Supaman says, that kind of control is necessary. 
“It’s harder for us, [because of] the oppression from the 
traumatic experiences our people had,” he says. “[It] carries 
on for generations. Alcohol and drugs take your mind off 
things when there’s no hope.”>>



Instead of turning to substance abuse, 
Supaman found hip-hop music and heard a 
voice for his people. “The ghetto, the rez,” 
he says, “there are similar struggles.” At 
the time, he was committing petty crime, 
breaking and entering, and theft. “[We 
were] influenced by gangster rap. But that 
life was short-lived.”

This was the late-‘90s, the Golden Age 
of hip-hop, and turntablism was growing. 
When Supaman heard the rapper Litefoot 
– famous as “Little Bear” in the film The 
Indian in the Cupboard – on the radio, he 
realized other Native Americans were 
adopting the hip-hop sound.

Supaman loved the scratch of a needle 
on a vinyl record. In 1997 he bought 
a turntable with the money he made 
working on a hotshot fire crew out of 
Helena, Montana. “I practiced for hours 
and hours,” he says, “until the paint 
was coming off the mixer [under] my 
fingernails.”

He sent a demo to Litefoot, who was 
also drug and alcohol free, and the duo 
began touring in 1999. The relationship 
cemented Supaman’s positive lifestyle, 
and he says that tour molded his future.

Now, 20 years later, Supaman performs 
around the globe and sees evidence of a 
miseducation about his culture in each 
place. “Native American people,” he says, 
“all of us, everywhere, we get questions 
all the time.” When Supaman was in 
New York City performing in the 2013 
Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade, people 
wondered: “Do you live in a teepee? Do 
you ride horses every day?”

With every performance, Supaman 
aims to reverse cultural misconceptions 
and inspire audiences with his music. 
“You can do anything in life that you 
want to,” he says. “You are in control of 
your happiness. Once you know that, it’s 
enlightening.”

Supaman’s new album, 
“Illuminatives,” will be released on New 
Year’s Day 2016. 

  

NOW / Scene

“I’ve been drug and alcohol free 

my whole life. At a young age 

something clicked in my mind 

and heart and I decided I’m never 

going to be that person.”
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ABOVE: COURTESY OF SUPAMAN BELOW: COURTESY OF TEDX MSU-BILLINGS
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Carpet Cleaning • Soil & Stain Protectants • Spot Cleaning • Upholstery Cleaning • Leather Cleaning • Fine Area Rug Cleaning • 
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Town Center, B ig  Sky, Montana CREIGHTONBLOCKGALLERY.COM |  (406) 993-9400
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CONTEMPORARY COLLECTION

Creighton Block

Opening June of 2016 – Put a GIANT ZIP in your Trip on the Sleeping Giant Zipline

Winter fun for 
the whole family
 

Sleeping Giant is one of the most affordable ski areas 
in the region! Bring your family and join the winter fun!
Located just 50 miles outside Cody, Wyoming and 
minutes from Yellowstone National Park.
 
5th Graders ski FREE at Sleeping Giant
 
Sleeping Giant Ski Area
348 Yellowstone Highway Cody, WY 82414
www.skisg.com | (307) 587-3125
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>> WILD GAME RECIPES / p. 57     >> GEAR / p. 90         

WES OVERVOLD

Each winter, you regale comrades 

about that November day you tracked 

a monster bull elk five miles up No-

Name Draw. It’s the Greater Yellow-

stone, after all. And you love hunting.

Or maybe you prefer that corner 

table at your favorite eatery, ordering 

the chef’s take on venison paired with 

a glass of red. 

Whether you hunt it or buy it from 

the butcher, here are some brilliant 

wild game recipes you can try at home 

or back at hunting camp next season. 

– Ersin Ozer

R E C I P E S
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GUIDE / Wild Game Recipes

O P E N  R A N G E
 This is one of Chef Andrew Amerson’s favorites at 
Open Range, Mary and Jay Bentley’s latest restaurant 
in downtown Bozeman. 241 E. Main St., Bozeman, 
Montana. openrangemt.com (406) 404-1940

BISON TENDERLOIN WITH 
LEMON PARSLEY COMPOUND BUTTER

Serves 4

4 bison tenderloin filets 
(2 ½ inches thick)

4 tablespoons olive oil or melted butter
Sea salt and black pepper to taste

Lemon Parsley Compound Butter:
Blend 1 cup softened butter with 1 juiced lemon, 2 
tablespoons cracked pepper, ½ cup fresh chopped pars-
ley. Make 2-inches in diameter, wrap in plastic, and chill.

 
Preheat your charcoal or gas grill to high. When grill is 
ready, brush steaks with oil or butter then sprinkle the 
meat with salt and pepper.

Place meat over the hottest part of grill and cook for 
seven minutes or less per side. Test temperature 
by poking meat with finger. Really soft means rare, 
slightly firmer means medium rare. Don’t cook bison 
steaks or any kind game beyond medium rare. They 
have very little internal fat and will dry out quickly. If 
you test one with a meat thermometer it should be 
around 120 F.

As soon as you remove steaks from heat allow a 
1/2-inch slice of the herbed butter to melt over meat. 
Serve immediately and enjoy!

E V E R E T T ’ S  8 , 8 0 0 
Perched atop Big Sky Resort’s 8,800-foot Andes-
ite Mountain, Everett’s 8,800 restaurant offers an 
American-West reflection of the finest European Alps 
cuisine. Slip out of your ski boots and into a luxuri-
ous dining experience served with spectacular views 
of Lone Mountain. 50 Big Sky Resort Road, Big Sky, 
Montana.  bigskyresort.com (406) 995-8800 

ROAST LOIN OF WILD BOAR, 
USZKA DUMPLINGS 

Serves 4

1 whole boar loin
1 cup granulated sugar
½ cup sherry vinegar

½ cup huckleberry syrup
2 leeks

3-4 cups chicken stock
½ cup butter

1 teaspoon salt
6 cups pork stock

½ cup brown sugar
2 star anise

1 cinnamon stick
Apple cider vinegar to taste

¼ ounce per plate watercress

Reduce sugar, huckleberry, and vinegar until thickened and 
cool. 

Slice leeks 1/2-inch thick, simmer in stock, salt and butter 
until soft.

Reduce stock, sugar, and anise until sauce sticks then 
strain and finish with vinegar. Sear loin in cast iron pan until 
browned, bring to 120 F in oven, and let rest. Boil uszka until 
tender and plate with leeks and watercress. Slice loin into 
medallions, plate and finish with au jus and gastrique.

Find uszka dumplings at any fine grocery store or polish deli.

Wild Boar



SECTION

R A I N B OW  R A N C H  L O D G E
Rainbow Ranch Lodge combines the true mean-
ings of relaxation, celebration and recreation into 
one amazing destination. Where else can you find 
majestic mountains, a classic Montana river, and 
award-winning food and wine all in one place? 
Come discover Rainbow Ranch, where heritage 
and innovation meet. We are open seasonally for 
breakfast, dinner, and happy hour at our hand-
crafted bar. Our full-service property has warm 
accommodations and event spaces for 20-300 
guests. 42950 Gallatin Road, Big Sky, Montana. 
rainbowranchbigsky.com (406) 995-4132

Special Advertising Section

LEMON ROSEMARY PHEASANT

1 whole pheasant or organic chicken
Fresh rosemary sprigs

4 fresh lemons, quartered
Kosher salt and fresh cracked pepper

Extra virgin olive oil

Rub whole bird with olive oil, fresh chopped rosemary, lemon 
zest, salt and pepper. Stuff pheasant with two lemon quar-
ters and chopped rosemary, put remaining two lemons and 
rosemary on cooking sheet, and place pheasant on top for 
baking in the aromatics. Roast at 325 F until internal pheasant 
temperature reaches 140 F (150 F for chicken).
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B U C K ’ S  T - 4  L O D G E
Situated in Big Sky between the solitude of Yellowstone National Park and 
the casual sophistication of Bozeman, Buck’s T-4 Lodge has a rich history of 
flavorful, approachable game creations. We pride ourselves on using local in-
gredients, but find guests prefer small, tender New Zealand elk chop to larger 
North American wapiti. 46625 Gallatin Road, Big Sky, Montana. buckst4.com 
(406) 763-6227

NEW ZEALAND ELK CHOP AND 
BABY CRIMSON YAMS WITH 

FLATHEAD CHERRY GASTRIQUE

Serves 4

GASTRIQUE
2 cups red wine vinegar

2 cups sugar
½ cinnamon stick

2 star anise
3 cups Flathead cherries

BLUE CHEESE BUTTER
½ cup butter, room temperature

½ cup crumbled blue cheese
1 teaspoon black pepper

ELK CHOP
Sear single-bone chops from an eight-
bone rack in cast iron to medium rare. 
Cover with foil to rest before plating. 
 
Allow gastrique to pickle for a minimum 
of three days. Strain out cherries and set 
aside. Simmer to reduce liquid by half, or 
until it forms a light syrup. Combine blue 
cheese butter ingredients. Chop 1-pound 
bunch of Swiss chard leaves, wash, and 
sauté until they begin to wilt. Bake two small 
red yams then cut open, and butter. Place 
chard on plate, then elk chop. Drizzle gas-
trique on chop and garnish with cherries. 

G O U R M E T  G A L S
Offering take-home dinners, catering, and private chef services 
with a convenient location in Big Sky Town Center. 
33 Lone Peak Drive, Big Sky, Montana. thegourmetgals.com 
(406) 995-7300

ELK WELLINGTON WITH PHEASANT PÂTÉ 

PHEASANT PÂTÉ 
3/4 pound pheasant livers, 

cleaned and deveined 
2 1/2 ounces pancetta, sliced 

2 tablespoons chopped shallot 
2 teaspoons chopped garlic 

2 teaspoons olive oil 
1/3 cup cognac

1 tablespoon fresh thyme 
12 ounces butter 

ELK WELLINGTON 
4 pounds elk tenderloin, trimmed 

2 teaspoons olive oil 
1 tablespoon dijon

2 puff pastry sheets 
1 egg 

In hot pan, sauté pancetta until fat is 
rendered. Add shallot and garlic until 
brown, and set aside. In same pan, 
add oil, livers, salt and pepper. Stir on 
medium-high heat for 2-3 minutes. 
Remove pan from heat, add cognac 
and thyme, then stir. Return to heat 
and simmer until liquid is absorbed. 
Combine with pancetta in food pro-
cessor until smooth. Add butter and 
continue processing. Refrigerate. 

Halve tenderloin, rub with salt, pepper 
and dijon. Add oil to hot pan and sear 
until brown on all sides. 

Cool tenderloin and top with pâté. 
Drape puff pastry over each, tuck-
ing edges under and brushing with  
beaten egg and splash of water. Bake 
at 425 for 25-30 minutes. 

GUIDE / Wild Game Recipes
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“MeatEater” is the weekly outdoors show hosted by Steven 
Rinella on The Sportsman Channel. We asked Rinella to sub-
mit a real outdoorsman recipe from his best-selling book, The 
Complete Guide to Hunting, Butchering, and Cooking 
Wild Game, Volume 1: Big Game. He delivered. As Lanter 
says in The Big Sky, “Treat it right, nigh any meat is good.” 

This recipe was inspired by A.B. Guthrie’s classic Western novel, The Big Sky. 
It calls for a skinned deer’s head to be buried beneath coals of a fire, which is 
fun, rugged, and surprisingly effective. The meat comes off the bone easily, 
and it’s super succulent. You can eat it with just salt, but it’s even better when 
you use it to build tacos.

BIG SKY ROASTED HEAD

 1 deer head, skinned
Kosher salt

Freshly ground black pepper
For serving: 

small corn tortillas, crumbled 
queso fresco or fresh goat 

cheese, green salsa, thinly-
sliced scallions, cilantro sprigs, 

and lime wedges 

Let a big fire burn 45-60 min-
utes to build up a strong bed of 
coals. Use any wood, but dense 
hardwood will produce hotter, 
longer lasting coals. Mesquite 
is ideal, but oak is also great. 

Heavily salt and pepper the 
head and triple-wrap it in foil. 
Soak a burlap sack in water 
until fully saturated. Wrap the 
foil-covered head tightly in the 
wet burlap.

When a good crop of coals has 
collected, use a spade to scrape 
out a trench large enough for 
your venison head, and place 
a bucket of coals in the hole. 
Cover it with 3 inches of dirt 
then set the head in the trench. 
Cover the head with another 3 
inches of dirt and build the fire 
back on top of the head. Cook 
for approximately 3-4 hours.

Remove roasted head and place 
on a stone to cool. If you’re 
concerned, insert an instant-
read thermometer through the 
foil into the flesh in the head. 
Between 170-180 F is ideal. 
Unwrap burlap and foil, but 
don’t remove meat from the 
head until it has rested 10-20 
minutes.

Wrap corn tortillas in foil and 
warm on the dying embers.
Begin shredding the meat. 
There’s all kinds of good stuff 
on the head, particularly the 
tongue and the jowl meat, 
which tastes a bit like pulled 
pork. And it’s easy to remove 
with a knife and fork. Season 
the meat with salt and pepper 
and a squeeze of lime juice. 

Assemble the tacos, crack open 
some beers, and check out the 
stars. You’ve earned it.

From the book THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO 
HUNTING, BUTCHERING, AND COOKING 
WILD GAME: VOLUME 1, BIG GAME by 
Steven Rinella.  Reprinted by arrange-
ment with Spiegel & Grau, an imprint 
of Random House, a division of Penguin 
Random House LLC. Copyright © 2015 
by Steven Rinella and Zero Point Zero 
Production, Inc.

S T E V E N  R I N E L L A’ S  ‘ M E AT E AT E R ’
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IT’S 7 A.M. AND 18 INCHES OF SNOW HAVE PILED UP 
OUTSIDE THE BAY WINDOW. IT’S A PEACEFUL SIGHT. 

Inside, however, chaos ensues. Your brothers are 
fighting over the best gloves; little sister can’t find 
her left ski boot, which you may have seen fall into 
the snowdrift behind the rental car. Mother is map-
ping out the best route from the blue squares to the 
bar. Dad’s stretching like some pear-shaped yogi.

Everyone wants to ski. Everyone but you. Your 
ski boots gave you a bunion the size of an apple; you 
wanted to vacation in Saint Kitts, not the Rockies.

But here you are, watching the falling 
snow and devising a knee injury. It’s warm by 
the fire. The coffee is hot. And you haven’t 
yet finished the third season of Game of 
Thrones. You are not skiing today. You need 
“me time.”

And that’s OK. From the warmest cloth-
ing and finest whiskey to a card game that 
will leave you in stiches, we’ve got the gear to 
help you weather the storm. Here’s a guide to 
your indoor survival. – The Editors >>

SOREL JOAN OF 
ARCTIC KNIT II BOOT

JADE YOGA 
HARMONY MAT 

A MONTANA 
JOURNAL

BLACK DIAMOND 
EQUIPMENT APOLLO 

LANTERN

MOUNTAIN MAN TOY 
SHOP 1095 HAND FORGED 

THROWING TOMAHAWK

WILLIE’S DISTILLERY 
MONTANA HONEY 

MOONSHINE
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CLOSER TO THE GROUND: AN OUTDOOR 
FAMILY’S YEAR ON THE WATER, IN THE 
WOODS AND AT THE TABLE 
Author Dylan Tomine watched two 
children on the same couch texting each 
other and decided his kids would lead 
a different life. The resulting memoir 
documents the year his family spent 
foraging their own food and becoming 
“connected” in a different way: to the 
earth. $17.95  patagonia.com

BEST FRIENDS GIRL HOODED 
CARDIGAN 
Lightweight and warm, this hooded 
cardigan will be a welcome addition to 
your wardrobe. The flyaway cut adds 
clean, flattering lines to this tunic-
length sweater. Plan on layering it over 
your favorite shirt since this will be your 
new go-to cardigan.  $45  mtnmaven.com

KÜHL FLIGHT VEST 
Made with mid-weight Italian plush 
fleece, the Flight Vest brings luxurious 
comfort to the next level. Features 
include generous pockets, a uniquely 
designed stowaway hood, and 
microsuede accents. This vest provides 
the essentials: flattery and warmth.  
$149  kuhl.com

TOAD & CO. DIAMOND SWEATER SKIRT 
This merino wool skirt will add 
some “chic” to your cold-weather 
ensembles. The Diamond Sweater 
Skirt combines comfort and class 
with its geometric print and well-
structured boiled wool. Wear with your 
favorite leggings to maximize warmth 
with style.  $109  toadandco.com

SOREL JOAN OF ARCTIC KNIT II BOOT
Combining warmth and style that resists 
temperatures as low as minus 25 F, this boot 
is built for the depths of winter. Fully sealed 
seams, waterproof suede and a rubber 
shell shun the elements while a bonded-felt 
midsole keeps out the cold.  $170  sorel.com

MOUNTAIN MAN TOY SHOP 1095 HAND 
FORGED THROWING TOMAHAWK
Everyone can use a throwing tomahawk, and 
Mountain Man Toy Shop’s is the toughest 
around. Split kindling on a cold winter’s day 
or take it out back and practice for the next 
hawk-throwing competition at Riverton, 
Wyoming’s Mountain Man Rendezvous.  
$109  mtnmengifts.com

BLACK DIAMOND EQUIPMENT APOLLO 
LANTERN
Smaller than a beer can, Black Diamond’s 
Apollo collapsible lantern packs a 
200-lumen punch whether you’re chopping 
wood or when it snows so hard the power 
goes out. At less than a pound, it’s like 
having your own portable sun. 
$49.95  blackdiamondequipment.com
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CALIBER COFFEE, INC. PATROL BLEND
Big Sky, Montana’s only coffee roaster, Caliber Coffee 
sources the best beans on the planet. Patrol Blend is a 
smooth, medium-dark roast with hints of bakers cocoa 
and nutty undertones. This brew is ideal any day the 
snow’s flying and the fireplace is roaring. 
$10, 8-ounce bag  calibercoffeeinc.com

BONAVITA STOVETOP GOOSENECK KETTLE, 
PORCELAIN IMMERSION DRIPPER, GLASS CARAFE
Pour-over coffee is the Holy Grail for coffee snobs. 
Pack Bonavita’s porcelain immersion dripper, kettle 
and glass carafe on your next trip to the mountains, 
and you’ll have total brewing control over your favorite 
beans. If you care about the coffee that fuels your day, 
don’t mess with another system.  Gooseneck Kettle: 
$44.99; Immersion Dripper: $39.99; Glass Carafe: 
$19.99  bonavitaworld.com

JADE YOGA HARMONY MAT 
Deepen your practice with the Harmony Mat, 
which packages joint-saving cushioning and 
amazing grip into a totable 5 pounds. Jades 
most popular yoga mat is made with eco-
friendly, natural rubber. Plus, a tree is planted 
with every purchase.  $74.95  jadeyoga.com

EXPLODING KITTENS CARD GAME
Created by cartoonist Matthew Inman, aka “The 
Oatmeal,” Exploding Kittens has surprisingly 
simple rules and hilarious artwork considering 
it raised more than $8.5 million on Kickstarter. 
Keep your kitten alive in this “highly strategic, 
kitty-powered version of Russian Roulette.” 
$20  explodingkittens.com

WILLIE’S DISTILLERY MONTANA HONEY MOONSHINE
Willie’s team in Ennis, Montana makes its Montana 
Honey Moonshine with three local grains and a secret 
molasses – a sort of whiskey/rum hybrid, they say. The 
sweet concoction cures any powder fever, and allows you 
to mix “Bee Stings” or “Honey Badgers” for your ski-
weary fam.  $39  Info. at  williesdistillery.com

A MONTANA JOURNAL
Combining inspirational vistas from around Montana 
and quotes from notable writers with space for creative 
musings, A Montana Journal captures the unbridled 
spirit of the West. Bring it on your next adventure as 
the last best place to keep your memories.  $24.95  
Riverbendpublishing.com
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Welcome Home...

BIG SKY MT  |  BOZEMAN MT  | DENVER CO 
303.840.0020  

CENTRESKY.COM
406.995.7572 406.586.2267
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L A N D
>> THE SHOOTER / p. 69         >> ENVIRONMENT  / p. 80 

Jackson Hole wildlife photographer Thomas D. Mangelsen shows 
how nature art can inspire viewers to save the wild world.

T H E  S H O O T E R

BY TODD WILKINSON  | PHOTOS BY THOMAS D. MANGELSEN

A polar bear and arctic fox 
survey frozen Hudson Bay in 
Manitoba, Canada.
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LAND / The Shooter

“There is only you and your camera. 

The limitations in your photography are in 

yourself, for what we see is what we are.” 

– Ernst Haas, pioneer of color photography

Suppose you are a globally renowned wildlife photographer, 
a shooter who’s been at it for more than 40 years. Right 

before your eyes you see animal subjects – individual, spectacu-
lar creatures you’ve come to know better than any others – and 
now, it seems, they are about to be killed.

 What would you do? Exercise journalistic objectivity and 
passively witness their potential demise? Chronicle the tragedy 
with your camera? 

Or, would you intervene by crossing the thin line separating 
artist from activist?

For Thomas D. Mangelsen, there was never a choice. Look-
ing back, the “combat nature photographer” who makes his 
basecamp near Moose, Wyoming, still can’t decide whether the 
feeling welling up inside him was one of desperation, power-
lessness or pure dread.

WES OVERVOLD
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As he stood high on the edge of Teton Point Overlook in 
the valley of Jackson Hole watching the ingredients of 

mayhem materialize, he saw people and grizzly bears converge.
The jagged crown of the Teton Range rose to the west, 

burning with an accent of dawn light. The tranquility of sun-
up, however, was quickly broken by the reverb of gunshots 
popping all around. 

“It was kind of surreal,” Mangelsen will tell you. “I knew 
it had the potential to end up badly and there was nothing I 
could do to stop it.”

What a dozen and a half hunters below Mangelsen could 
not see in the wavy, choppy topography obscuring their 
sightlines was a mother grizzly with three near-grown cubs 
weighing 200 pounds apiece. The hunters were firing at elk in 

what the National Park Service 
terms the “Elk Reduction Pro-
gram” in Grand Teton National 
Park.

The bears were feeding 
on the full carcass of a spike 
bull elk felled and abandoned 
by an unscrupulous hunter. 
Mangelsen had been observing 
the bruins with a long, boom-
ing camera lens. It could have 

gone badly, but mother and cubs took off on the only line to 
the Snake River that avoided hunters.  And miraculously, the 
hunters never saw them.

The ursid matriarch is among 60 grizzlies known to 
inhabit Jackson Hole  today, though she isn’t just any griz. A 
400-pound celebrity bruin given the name “399” by research-
ers with the Interagency Grizzly Bear Study Team headquar-
tered in Bozeman, Montana, she and her brood had become 
favorite subjects of Mangelsen and a cadre of wildlife watch-
ers. Images of 399 are among the most popular in Mangelsen’s 
portfolio, which has attracted collectors around the globe. 

Just as 399 does not fit the profile of an average bruin in 
Greater Yellowstone, Mangelsen is no run-of-the-mill nature 
photographer. He is counted among the best on Earth. Millions 
have seen his groundbreaking “Catch of the Day” portraying 
a spawning Alaskan salmon sailing through the air into the 
awaiting jaws of a massive brown bear. He was named BBC 
Wildlife Photographer of the Year for a sweeping panoramic, 
“Born of the North Wind,” featuring a polar bear and Arctic 
fox set in the Far North. Another image, “Polar Dance” – 
capturing two polar bears and summoning attention to the 
issues of climate change – was voted among the top 40 wildlife 
photographs of all time by the International League of Conser-
vation Photographers.

Mangelsen also has galleries in a half dozen states and 
his works are considered touchstones for those interested in 
collectible nature photography, a market that started long ago 
with Ansel Adams, Eliot Porter and others.

In person, Mangelsen is somewhat of a silvertip himself 
– a naturally shy and soft-spoken product of the American 
heartland. He grew up working in a family-run five and dime 
store in Nebraska. Only after his mentor, Dr. Paul Johnsgard, 
one of the country’s foremost waterfowl biologists, handed 
him a camera to conduct research, did he discover he had a 
gift. Until then, his greatest accomplishment had been twice 
earning the title “world champion goose caller.”

Few wildlife photographers in the world have cultivated 
a more intrepid mystique than Michael “Nick” Nichols who 
often ventures to the front lines of environmental crises. 
Nichols is the lead coordinating photographer for a special is-
sue of National Geographic devoted entirely to the Greater 
Yellowstone region as the National Park Service marks 
its centennial in 2016. (That special May 2016 issue also 
will be written entirely by famed science journalist David 
Quammen of Bozeman).

A guy who doesn’t bestow praise easily, Nichols told 
me he holds Mangelsen in highest regard. “As shooters, 
our pictures are a reflection of who we are. I am the ulti-
mate assignment reporter, an adrenalin junkie, who came 
up through the system of photojournalism. Assignments 
pay my way. For Tom it’s different. There are no guaran-
tees that him sitting for long stretches will give him a 
monetary reward,” Nichols explains.

Mangelsen patiently waits for the moment when all of 
the variables – the animal itself, backdrop of habitat, good 
light, and sometimes atmosphere – align. It can take days, 
months, years to materialize, returning to the same place 
and preparing for magic to happen.

Mangelsen’s work has been featured in several best-
selling books but this autumn he produced a volume that 
he says, “is the most personally meaningful of my career.” 
Grizzlies of Pilgrim Creek, An Intimate Portrait of 399, 
the Most Famous Bear of Greater Yellowstone tracks the 
dramatic ongoing tale of Jackson Hole grizzly 399 and her 
family.

Full disclosure: I wrote the narrative. Mangelsen and I 
intended for the book to serve as a window into contem-
plating the federal government’s plans to soon remove the 
Greater Yellowstone’s grizzly population from federal protec-
tion under the Endangered Species Act. After management 
of grizzlies is handed over to Montana, Wyoming and Idaho, 
those states intend to bring back a trophy sport hunt. >>

L: “Catch of the Day”:
An Alaskan brown bear 
perfectly positions himself 
above Brooks Falls to catch 
a leaping salmon.

Below: Thomas D. Man-
gelsen photographing 
near his home in Jackson, 
Wyoming.
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The thought of it riles Mangelsen, who believes it’s anach-
ronistic that conserving large carnivores means human-

ity has to kill them. “Grizzlies are worth far more alive today 
than they are dead, not only from an economic standpoint 
[but] they reflect our worth as a society,” he says.

Mangelsen has followed 399 and her offspring for a de-
cade and amassed a quarter of a million frames, which he ed-
ited down to his 150 favorites for Grizzlies of Pilgrim Creek.

In contrast to some of his contemporaries, Mangelsen has 
no interest, he says, in being known as just an “art photog-
rapher” whose interactions with wildlife are superficial. 
Rather, he wants to be remembered as a lensman who bore 
witness, who used the camera as a tool for seeing without re-
sorting to radical digital manipulation. Most of all, he hopes 
that when he is gone and his work serves as his testament, 
viewers realize he took a stand for the survival of species.

Critics and connoisseurs like Kathy Moran, the photo 
editor at National Geographic, reference another rare distinc-
tion that Mangelsen and a select few hold in today’s world. 
With four million images in Mangelsen’s corpus, ranging 
from penguins in Antarctica, tigers in India, elephants and 

rhinos in Africa to jaguars in 
Brazil, breaching whales from 
the Pacific and Atlantic, to all 
manner of North American 
creatures, every single one is a 
photograph of animals under 
wild conditions. 

In September 2015, Reader’s 
Digest magazine interviewed 
prominent photo editors to talk 
about their favorite shooters and 
their images. Mary Anne Golon 
of The Washington Post singled 
out Mangelsen. “My photogra-
phy collection consists primar-
ily of black-and-white prints of 
dark subjects like war, famine, 
poverty, and neglect,” Golon 
said. “For some visual relief, 
I approached Tom Mangelsen 
years ago to buy one of his im-

LAND / The Shooter

“Tom sees 
wildlife as 
fellow beings, 
as extensions 
of the places 
they live, 
and that out 
there on Earth 
is a sense of 
relatedness 
among life 
forms...” 
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ages. When I chose this photo of a silverback gorilla running through the green mountains 
of Rwanda, he laughed and said, ‘Of all the photographs in my gallery, you have selected 
the only war picture!’ I still find this image soothing.”

Why is having an “all-wild” portfolio notable? Although many readers here might 
assume that all the wildlife pictures they see in magazines, art galleries or online were shot 
in the wild, the truth is that a huge percentage are not. 

Many photographers harvest photos of wild animals at game farms. None of Man-
gelsen’s result from visiting game farms and enlisting captive animals as model for hire. 
Mangelsen has attracted the scorn of some photographers who did not want the secret let 
out of the bag, but he has never worried about being outspoken.

“I’m not going to judge them personally because each of us has to make our own 
choices according to conscience and our convictions. But for me wildlife photography is 
about celebrating animals that are expressions of wild lives,” Mangelsen says. “And as far 
as commercial game farms go, their emphasis isn’t on doing what’s right by the animal but 
exploiting the animal. If you want to do what’s right for an animal, you protect its habitat, 
you make space for it to live in our crowded world, and you speak out against abuses.”

A dozen years ago, he was on the ground floor in establishing the International League 
of Conservation Photographers, whose tenets require photographers to disclose if images 
were shot in wild or captive settings.

The noted ethologist Marc Bekoff, professor emeritus of ecology at the University of 
Colorado Boulder, says Mangelsen’s photographs tap into something invisible that com-
municates the sentient spirit of his subjects. “Tom sees wildlife as fellow beings, as exten-
sions of the places they live, and that out there on Earth is a sense of relatedness among life 
forms,” Bekoff says. “It’s what makes our planet special.”>>

L: Traced into the intrica-
cies of snow-dusted aspen 
branches, a great gray owl 
settles into his perch as day 
breaks over the Midwest 
plains.

R: A ray of late-morning 
sun filters through the 
jungle canopy to fall on a 
resting bengal tiger cub in 
Bandhavgarh National Park, 
Madhya Pradesh, India.
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A long line of bison 
trek through the snow 
beneath the Tetons in 
Grand Teton National 
Park, Wyoming. 
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Every spring, Mangelsen heads home to 
Nebraska to get grounded. For the last 14 

years, he and his close friend, the legendary 
conservationist and chimpanzee researcher 
Jane Goodall, have gone to the Mangelsen 
family shack along the Platte River to watch 
hundreds of thousands of migrating sandhill 
cranes. A few years ago they were joined by 
musician Dave Matthews. 

Goodall says it was Mangelsen who first 
made her aware of the challenges facing griz-
zlies in the Northern Rockies. For Goodall, 
his photographs are a reminder of how nature 
can be a balm to chaos, and the next best thing 
to being in nature is having it ever-present on 
the wall. 

“Tom is among a rare breed of wildlife 
photographers who doesn’t only aspire to 
pull us in visually. He wants us to empathize 
with his subjects, which is just another way 
of saying he wants us to relate to them,” 
Goodall says.  

Today, a debate rages over whether 
humans should bestow wild animals with 
human names or if numeric references, used 
as markers for identification are enough. 
Mangelsen sees nothing wrong with a little 
anthropomorphizing. He notes that when 
Goodall started her pioneering work with 
chimpanzees, she was roundly criticized with 
bestowing names, but the world would never 
have connected so deeply with her subjects – 
or cared – had they been given cold numbers, 
the effect of which only distances at a time 
when humanity should be re-embracing its 
bond with nature.

 “I wish that your bear – 399 – had a 
name,” Goodall told Mangelsen in autumn 
2015. “Names are how we acknowledge 
recognition of individuals and recognition is 
the first step to knowing … By spending time 
with animals, we bring them into our hearts 
and indeed, in that place, we rally our power 
to protect them.”

Mangelsen echoes a theme that runs 
through both Goodall’s and Bekoff’s numer-
ous best-selling books that call attention to 
intellects and emotions of animals. He has 

LAND / The Shooter

watched both 399 and her grown daughter, 610, run franti-
cally in search of their cubs, bawling and seeming to call for 
assistance when mothers and offspring became separated.

Mangelsen’s advocacy for 399 and family has been 
uncompromising and he 
has called for an end to 
making them the targets 
of “too much invasive 
research.” In particular, he 
says it’s time to leave bears 
alone, to refrain from trap-
ping, anesthetizing, radio 
collaring and ear-tagging 
large numbers of bears. He 
points out that 399 as well 
as 610 and other kin have 
been captured more than a 
dozen times. 

“Much can be learned 
about bears and bear be-
havior by simply spending long hours observing them in 
the field with a pair of binocular, a camera lens, a journal 
and a tape recorder just as Jane Goodall and her research 
teams still do today with chimpanzees.” 

The West, Mangelsen says, has evolved past the adage 
that “the only good bear is a dead bear.” Wolf and grizzly 
watching are anchors in a $1 billion annual nature-tourism 
industry, he notes. “I’ve heard that we need to ‘manage’ 
grizzlies by hunting and killing them. But do we really 
need to send a message to bears, telling them that every 
time they see us they should turn tail and run for their 
lives?”

Of the 15 bears descended from 399, half have per-
ished, many in various kinds of lethal run-ins with people 
which only shows, Mangelsen says, that even for an 
incredibly smart and fertile mother like 399, surviving in 
Greater Yellowstone isn’t easy. He has spent thousands 
of hours photographing grizzlies and has seen numerous 
bears bluff charge clueless tourists. “You need to give 
them room. There are times when circumstances don’t 
feel right so I just pack up the camera and go home,” he says. 
“Grizzlies are nothing to mess around with. They can kill 
you.” 

The photographer wants his new book to inform readers 
about the plight of 399 and her species. “I’m hoping Grizzlies 
of Pilgrim Creek will not only give people insights into griz-
zlies but make them more aware and sympathetic of the chal-
lenges this population faces going forward,” Mangelsen says. 

“… By spending 
time with 
animals, we 
bring them into 
our hearts and 
indeed, in that 
place, we rally 
our power to 
protect them.”

View the interview with Thomas Mangelsen at 
explorebigsky.com/mangelsen
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standing not far from the spot where Ansel Adams 
famously composed the black-and-white landscape 
portrait, “The Tetons and the Snake River.”  

Mangelsen, Allen says, has taken collectible 
nature art to a new level where it can serve as a daily 
meditation on what’s important in the modern world.

“A still photograph made into art by someone like 
Tom Mangelsen lets us study that moment, find a 
myriad of connections within it, and process it in our 
own minds perhaps to find larger truths.”

Todd Wilkinson lives in Bozeman and has been writing 
about the environment for 30 years. He is the author 
of several critically acclaimed books including Last 
Stand: Ted Turner’s Quest to Save a Troubled Planet. 
Autographed copies of Grizzlies of Pilgrim Creek, by 
Mangelsen and Wilkinson, are available at 
mangelsen.com/grizzly.

“It’s amazing we still have them 
in Greater Yellowstone. It’s part 
of what makes it a privilege to 
live here. It’s also a testament 
that in the wild backyard of 

America we’ve learned to co-exist with grizzlies, and maybe 
it will show other countries they can live with tigers and 
lions now pushed to the brink.”

Bill Allen, the now-retired editor of National Geograph-
ic, explains why Mangelsen sits inside the pantheon of the 
great talents.

“So many things compete for our attention that often we 
are forced to focus on the here-and-now rather than consid-
ering the long term,” Allen explains. “We see headlines on 
environmental issues when a catastrophic oil spill or other 
disaster hits; yet the bigger challenges often get lost in the 
cacophony of our everyday lives.”

That day not so long ago when Mangelsen watched peo-
ple and grizzlies converge at Teton Point Overlook, he was 

Grizzly 399 and her three 
cubs walk down a dirt road 
in Grand Teton National 
Park, Wyoming. 
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CAMP ARROWHEAD, BEEHIVE BASIN
Spectacular compound on 25 acres totaling 8 bedrooms and 7.5 bathrooms between the main house with caretaker apartment and 
fabulous guest house. 360 views to Lone Mountain, Beehive Basin and Andesite. Highly energy efficient with solar and wind power. 
Total luxury and privacy.Fully turn key. No HOA and no covenants. Virtual tour online. MLS#208912, $8,350,000

214 SILVERADO TRAIL, SPANISH PEAKS NORTH
Luxury 6,663 sq. ft. 5BR/4BA home adjacent to Spanish Peaks Mountain Club 
and easy access to the Yellowstone Club. Custom cabinetry and finishes, 6 fire-
places, multiple porches, elegant living and dining rooms, large sunroom, game 
room, wine cellar and more. In immaculate condition this home is furnished and 
ready for new owners to enjoy. Virtual tour online. MLS#202031, $2,600,000

LOT 2, TIMBER RIDGE, MOONLIGHT BASIN
Incredible 20 acre homesite with access through 
a private gated road and deeded access along 
the Jack Creek Roadway to Ennis. Easy access to 
Big Sky and Moonlight Basin skiing and/or golf. 
Premium location. Spectacular views.MLS 208218, 
$1,350,000

An independently owned and operated broker member of BRER Affiliates, Inc. Prudential, the Prudential logo and Rock symbol are service marks of Prudential Financial, Inc. and its related entities, registered in many jurisdictions worldwide. Used under license with no other affiliation 
of Prudential. Equal Housing Opportunity. All information contained herein is derived from sources deemed reliable; however, is not guaranteed by Prudential Montana Real Estate, Managing Broker, Agents or Sellers. Offering is subject to error, omissions, prior sales, price change or 
withdrawal without notice and approval of purchase by Seller. We urge independent verification of each and every item submitted, to the satisfaction of any prospective purchaser.

BHHSMT.COM 

Stacy Ossorio, Broker
C: 406.539.8553
stacy.ossorio@gmail.com

Eric Ossorio, Broker
C: 406.539.9553
eric.ossorio@gmail.com
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Joseph Hautman was bow hunting 
for elk in Montana’s rugged Gravelly 
Range with his brothers Robert and 
James on September 19, when the win-
ners of the 2015 Federal Duck Stamp 
Contest were announced in Shepherd-
stown, West Virginia. 

Saving B I R D S 
 with B RU S H S T RO K E S  

The Hautman brothers, considered Duck Stamp legends from 
Minnesota, were out of cell phone range when U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service Assistant Director for Migratory Birds Jerome 
Ford declared the winners. But the Hautmans drove back into 
service when they arrived in Alder, Montana, to resupply fuel, ice 
and other provisions for elk camp. 

“[It] took us a while to figure out who won,” Joseph said in 
October 2015 from his home in Plymouth, Minnesota. “We got 
emails saying, ‘Congratulations! … ‘Hautmans win all three!’”

BY TYLER ALLEN
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Saving B I R D S 
 with B RU S H S T RO K E S  

They soon discovered Joseph had won his fifth Federal Duck Stamp Contest 
with his rendering of trumpeter swans, and Robert and James’s mallard duck paint-
ings had placed second and third, respectively. The Hautmans made history in this 
illustrious art contest by sweeping the top three spots as a family. The brothers have 
now won the contest 11 times between them. 

Every waterfowl hunter in the country who’s 16 or older is required each season 
to purchase the $25 duck stamp, which raises nearly $25 million annually for 
habitat conservation. Since its inception in 1934, the Federal Duck Stamp program 
has generated over $800 million to acquire and lease more than 6.5 million acres of 
migratory bird habitat. 

Jay Norwood Darling created the program as head of the U.S. Biological Sur-
vey, a forerunner to the USFWS. A two-time Pulitzer Prize-winning cartoonist 
and noted conservationist, Norwood drew the first duck stamp depicting a pair of 
mallards landing on a marsh. In subsequent years, noted wildlife artists were invited 
to submit designs until the first art contest was held in 1949 – won by Walt Weber 
with his painting of trumpeter swans.

The trumpeter was one of five species – along with the blue-winged teal, cinna-
mon teal, gadwall, and mallard – available to artists in this year’s contest, and the bird 
has special significance in Montana. The state hosts one of three resident trumpeter 
swan populations, and was among the birds’ last North American homes in the early 
1930s when they were on the brink of extinction.

Fewer than 70 trumpeter swans were known to exist in North America at that 
time, and nearly half were found in southwest Montana’s Centennial Valley. Presi-
dent Franklin D. Roosevelt created the valley’s Red Rocks Lake National Wildlife 
Refuge in 1935 as a sanctuary and breeding ground for wildlife. 

The largest North American bird, with a wingspan up to eight feet, the trum-
peter swan is a conservation success story. Today, more than 500 live year-round on 
the Red Rock’s refuge and are joined each winter by more than 4,000 trumpeters that 
migrate from Canada. 

USFWS now owns more than 50,000 acres of habitat – and manages nearly 
25,000 acres more through conservation easements – in the Centennial Valley.

“[The] migratory bird stamp is one of these efficient ways to conserve wetland 
and grassland habitat,” said Bob Sanders, manager of conservation programs for 
Montana Ducks Unlimited. “It’s very rancher friendly, which is the key if you want 
to make it work for [both] people and wildlife. It doesn’t restrict grazing [so] it’s a 
perfect partnership.” >>

L: Joseph Hautman’s acrylic painting 
of trumpeter swans will grace the 
2016-2017 Federal Duck Stamp 

R: James, Joseph and Robert Haut-
man with their paintings that swept 
the top three spots in the 2015 
Federal Duck Stamp Contest.
   COURTESY OF JOSEPH HAUTMAN
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In Montana, USFWS has spent 
nearly $9 million in federal duck stamp 
funds over the life of the program to 
acquire refuge land and purchase con-
servation easements, which prevent 
habitat from ever being developed but 
allow ranchers and other landown-
ers to keep their land in production. 
Cattle-grazed grassland provides ideal 
nesting ground for waterfowl, Sanders 
said, because these birds evolved with 
grazing mammals. 

Joseph Hautman’s acrylic painting 
of trumpeters will raise millions to 
conserve wild places like the Red Rock 
refuge, will be carried by every adult 
waterfowl hunter during 2016-2017 
season, and will be sought after by 
stamp collectors around the world. But 
the professional wildlife artist with a 
doctorate in physics is conspicuously 
understated when asked about the 
significance of winning a fifth contest.

“It’s cool … to have 
your name on that 
stamp,” Joseph said, 
noting it wasn’t easy 
to get his name on this 
one since more than 160 other artists 
were vying for the prize. “People came 
out of the woodwork to paint swans.”  

  The contest has exacting standards 
also: Submissions must be 7 inches by 
10 inches with a 1-inch mat, and a panel 
of five anonymous judges vote on each 
entry. Artwork is critiqued on everything 
from the habitat depicted to the correct 
number of primary feathers on the wings 
if a bird’s in flight. 

The Hautman brothers’ exacting re-
productions have gained them notoriety 
beyond the art, conservation and stamp 
collecting worlds. They garnered men-
tion in the 1996 cult-classic film Fargo 
when the character Norm Gunderson 
entered the contest with a painting of a 

mallard. He was beat 
out by “Hautman’s 
blue-winged teal,” 
Norm laments in the 
film.

“It’s pretty funny, we get a lot of 
people mentioning [Fargo],” Joseph 
said. “It’s kind of fortunate that it re-
ally is a good movie.” 

The Hautman brothers don’t seem 
preoccupied with the fame they’ve 
experienced from their duck-stamp 
prowess. They didn’t even stick 
around in civilization to celebrate 
their historic trifecta in this year’s 
contest. They had elk to chase in 
Montana.

“We got the news and went back 
out into the mountains for another 
week or so,” Joseph said. “We kind 
of missed an opportunity to do some 
interviews and things like that but, 
you know, you gotta hunt.”

406-993-2510  •  169 Snowy Mountain Circle  •  Big Sky, Montana

santoshabigsky.com

Bringing you closer to 
Santosha (contentment) today...

yoga
massage

acupuncture

chiropractic
ayurveda

thai massage

5:45 - 7:00pm
Weekend Wind Down

All Levels Yoga

9:00 - 10:15am
All Levels Yoga

6:00-7:15pm
All Levels Yoga

7:00-8:00am 
All Levels Yoga 

8:15-9:15am
Pilates

9:30-10:45am
All Levels Yoga 

 
5:30-6:30

Barre

6:45-7:45
All Levels Adult Ballet

7:30 - 8:30am
All Levels Yoga

9:00 - 10:15am
All Levels Yoga

Noon - 1:00pm
All Levels Yoga

4:30 - 5:30
Apres Ski Yoga

7:00-8:00am 
Zumba

8:15-9:15am
Barre 

9:30-10:45am
All Levels Yoga 

5:30 - 6:30pm
Pilates (or variation)

8:30-9:30am
Level II Yoga 

10:00-11:30am
All Levels Yoga

9:00-10:15am
Ashtanga / Vinyasa 

Flow
All Levels Yoga

SUNDAY MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY THURSDAY FRIDAY SATURDAY

Please see website for more 
details on classes, kids classes 
and teachers.

LAND / Environment
“[The] migratory 
bird stamp is one of 
these efficient ways to 
conserve wetland and 
grassland habitat...”
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LAND / Geotourism

The Idaho highways connecting Ashton to Swan Valley un-
dulate with the rolling hillside and appear like gray ribbons 
in the wind. A broad valley to the south unfolds and unveils 
farmland once covered in summer hay, barley and potato 
fields, now simply blankets of snow and miles of snowmo-
bile tracks. 

This is the Teton Scenic Byway. Living up to its name, the 
west side of the Teton Range juts into air, a vision painted 
against the cobalt sky. The byway meanders through several 
quaint yet vibrant towns, including the Teton County seat 
of Driggs. Located in southeast Idaho, near the Wyoming 
border, one discovers another gem: the eastern 
Idaho portal into the country’s most scenic and 
wild areas.

Wyoming’s Teton Pass is famed for its exten-
sive backcountry skiing access, while Grand Tar-
ghee Resort and Jackson Hole Mountain Resort 
offer world-renowned, lift-accessed terrain. To 
the north, the country’s first national park, Yel-
lowstone, and neighboring Grand Teton National Park present 
boundless adventure opportunities.

The accessibility to adventure is endless. But first, a stop 
into the Teton Geotoursim Center in downtown Driggs is a 
must. (TGC is also smack dab in the center of the Teton Scenic 
Byway.) Inspired by National Geographic Society’s concept of 
“geotourism” or sustainable local travel, TGC is the world’s first 
geotourism center, a space that elucidates the grandeur of Teton 
Valley and its place in the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem, while 
encouraging preservation of the area’s culture, environment and 
heritage. Tourists and locals alike can learn about the history, 
economy and events the region offers.

It’s also where Deb Hinkley’s affinity for the Teton Valley 
greets you like an old friend.

“I have a passion for keeping the door open,” says Hinkley, 
executive director for TGC. “When we moved here from Seattle, 
people [here] were friendly and caring, and easily conversational. 
It’s rewarding to talk to [visitors] and to share what I love about 
the valley.”

TGC held its grand opening in 2014, unveiling exhibits 
about discovery and pioneer settlements, flora and fauna, ava-
lanche safety, and agriculture in the valley, among others. The 
center embodies all the treasures in this special valley: downhill 

and Nordic skiing, snowshoeing, year-round fly fishing, restau-
rants, and the arts. The secret is getting out beyond the valley’s 
hamlets – Tetonia, Driggs and Victor.

“We have this 30-mile, three-tiny-town [stretch with] 
10,000 people,” Hinkley says. “We’re turning around our 
economy by maintaining our agricultural roots and expanding to 
accommodate not only the high-tech telecommuter, but also 
recreational visitors.” Family friendliness, with most events 
tailored toward kids and dogs, fill the calendar.

When you visit, you may want to stay. But if you do 
leave, come on back. “Teton Valley represents peace and calm 
and renewal,” Hinkley said. “It just gets harder and harder to 

leave.”

Discovering Teton Valley

Special Advertising Section

TETON VALLEY WINTER EVENTS

Great Snow Fest: snow sculpting, skijoring, backcountry film fest
Free groomed cross-country ski trails   •  12th annual Backcountry Film Festival   
International sled dog race   •  Sno X snowmobile race  •  Fat bike race 

THE WORLD’S FIRST GEOTOURISM CENTER
TYLER ALLEN
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Explore the possibilities.

406.995.6333  | 11 Lone Peak Dr. , #102
(In Town Center Next to Grizzly Outfitters)

R

All information from sources deemed reliable, but not guaranteed by Montana Living - Big Sky Real Estate, independent investigation is recommended. For  
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real estate agent, this is not intended as a solicitation.  Montana Living is a registered Montana trademark of Newwest, llc.
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C U L T U R E

Ski 
Vacation 
Activities 
for Kids…
That let parents play too

>> FAMILY / p. 87      >> WINTER CAMPING / p. 91     >> BUTTE: UNDERGROUND / p. 98

Hot Chocolate at Lone 
Mountain Ranch.

       LONE MOUNTAIN RANCH

The mountains in 
Montana and Wyo-
ming are home to 
phenomenal ski areas. 
And many ski hills 
have family-friendly 
events such as a 
Christmas and New 
Year’s celebrations, or 
epic Easter egg hunts. 
But which activities 
will hold the kiddos’ 
interests?

These resorts offer 
unique experiences 
for our kids – the 
secret is the bonus for 
parents. When you 
plan your family ski 
vacation, consider 
what the kids will do 
while you’re lapping 
the tram. Here are 
the top five unique 
programs to entertain 
your little ones at our 
regional ski resorts. >>

BY BECKY STIRLING 

BigSkyRealEstate.com

Explore the possibilities.

406.995.6333  | 11 Lone Peak Dr. , #102
(In Town Center Next to Grizzly Outfitters)

R

All information from sources deemed reliable, but not guaranteed by Montana Living - Big Sky Real Estate, independent investigation is recommended. For  
properties being purchased at Spanish Peaks Mountain Club approval for membership is required prior to closing. If you are currently working with another 
real estate agent, this is not intended as a solicitation.  Montana Living is a registered Montana trademark of Newwest, llc.
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LONE MOUNTAIN RANCH 

Winter Outdoor Youth 
Adventures Program
During Christmas and New Year’s, Big 
Sky’s Lone Mountain Ranch has the tick-
et for kids’ winter fun. The Winter Out-
door Youth Adventures Program at LMR 
allows the adults to enjoy their preferred 
outdoor activity, while the kids partake 
in their own adventures such as snow-
cave building, snowshoeing, Nordic 
skiing, animal tracking and sledding, and 
finally hot chocolate and s’mores by the 
fire. Part of LMR’s Holiday Discovery 
Package, the program includes authentic 
Montana lodging, adult Nordic ski and/
or snowshoe tickets, three meals a day, 
yoga, live music, and a family sleigh-ride 
dinner you won’t forget.

GRAND TARGHEE 

Tubing Park/Kids’ Night Out
After hitting the slopes – or even instead of 
skiing – take a magic carpet ride up and whiz 
down Targhee’s specialized tubing park on a 
huge inner tube. Riders must be at least 42 
inches tall and hours are limited. Ready for a 
break by week’s end? At Targhee, parents and 
kids can each have their own special night out 
on Saturday evenings from 4:30-8:30 p.m. 
Targhee’s Kids’ Night Out provides children 
ages 2-12 with dinner, gazing at the evening 
sky, crafts and all around fun. Parents can take 
in an evening snowcat tour, treatment from 
Anew Massage, a soak in the heated outdoor 
saltwater pool, or fine dining at the resort.

BIG SKY RESORT 

Kids Club 
Big Sky Resort’s Kids Club engages your child with 
daily themes such as Mask Making Mondays, Tie Dye 
Tuesdays, Wild Montana Wednesdays, and Slimy 
Sundays, plus special events that involve a bungee 
trampoline, climbing wall, games, dinner and movies 
all while the adults take to the slopes on their own. 
Big Sky Resort boasts “The Biggest Skiing in Ameri-
ca,” and offers the Kids Club along with free skiing to 
children 10 and under staying with their families at 
Big Sky Resort-managed properties. Additionally, the 
“Lost Frontier,” a family-friendly adventure area off 
of the Pony Express Lift, has just opened this season.

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: LONE MOUNTAIN RANCH, LONNIE BALL, NOAH CLAYTON, JENNIE MILTON,  GRAND TARGHEE
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WHITEFISH MOUNTAIN RESORT 

Kid’s Center, Ski and Ride School
Whitefish Mountain Resort offers programs to 
get your kids proficient on the snow while you 
enjoy the mountain. The Kid’s Center provides a 
Child Ski/Board and Play. The option of a half or 
full day includes an on-snow lesson with tickets 
or indoor activities. Alternatively, children can 
be dropped off for daycare if they’re not ready to 
rip up the slopes quite yet. Young ones can also 
join the Ski and Ride School, which offers ev-
erything from private lessons to kids groups that 
receive “Adventure Card progress reports” with 
a Montana Mountain Animal theme, letting you 
know what terrain your child can handle. 

BRIDGER BOWL 

Playcare, Torchlight 
Procession and Fireworks
Bridger Bowl Ski Area offers Playcare, a 
slopeside, sunny facility with qualified 
caregivers who encourage your children in 
creative play, snowman building, and sliding 
in an outside arena. Playcare also has a ski 
lesson option or a Snowsports School for 
more advanced kids. You relax and enjoy 
an adult day of skiing. Just in case you start 
to miss the kids, some fantastic family fun 
awaits. On December 30, Bridger Bowl 
celebrates New Year’s Eve a day early with 
a spaghetti dinner and festivities starting 
at 4 p.m. Watch the torchlight procession 
and fireworks with your family as the sun 
sets, and enjoy live music in the Jim Bridger 
Lodge.

A creative and freelance writer, Becky Stirling splits time between Big Sky, Mon-
tana and Kauai, Hawaii, working and playing hard to experience life to its fullest. 
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Then I tried winter camping. I was 
contemplating this decision when I 
stomped out of the woods, my pack dig-
ging into my shoulders and my stupid 
gaiters sliding down my calves. The 
final snow-covered meadow stretched 
out before me, one last godforsaken 
booby trap on this frigid hike. 

I took a tentative step onto the open 
snowfield, then another. On the third, 
I plunged through the crust jamming 
myself so deep I had to flop onto my 
stomach and rock like a beached whale 
to free the entrapped leg. I rolled to 
a solid spot, took three steps, and re-
peated the torturous process. My fiancé 

Rocky followed, falling waist-deep and 
muttering a string of curses under his 
breath.

We weren’t on an impressive moun-
taineering trip or backcountry expedi-
tion. On this February day, Rocky 
and I, along with our giant mutt Sako, 
were just trying to get to Mystic Lake, 
outside of Bozeman, Montana. We’d 
spent the past four hours slipping and 
postholing, and planned to spend the 
freezing night under ripstop nylon and 
soggy down.

Our “campsite” at the frozen lake 
was silent and still on arrival, the area 
slumbering under a blanket of snow. 

I turned in slow circles beneath the 
dull gray sky, looking for a place to 
set my backpack.

“There’s nowhere dry,” Rocky 
said, pulling the tent from his pack. 
“There’s snow. Everywhere. Let’s get 
the tent set up before my hands freeze 
off.”

We stamped out a semi-flat area, 
and pitched the tent with numb 
fingers. I shoved the stakes into the 
snow. They instantly popped out as 
we tightened the fly. In an unchar-
acteristic show of common sense, 
we reburied them horizontally, and 
counted it a short-lived victory. >>

THERE ARE PLENTY OF SENSIBLE WINTER ACTIVITIES IN MONTANA. 
Most folks ski, snowboard, ice climb, or borrow a kid and go sledding. I’m in the minor-
ity of Montana-dwellers. I spend the frozen season dashing from house to car and back, 
cranking the living room thermostat.

STORY AND ILLUSTRATION BY MAGGIE SLEPIAN

WINTER CAMPING
LIKE HELL, FROZEN OVER

CULTURE / Winter Camping
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The most basic of camp chores turned 
infuriating as we fumbled through crusty snow 
attempting to keep our gear dry. By the time we’d 
unloaded our packs and inflated our sleeping 
pads, the sweat from our hike had dried, and we 
were both shivering under clammy, synthetic 
base layers. We changed into dry camp clothes, 
which I’m convinced saved my life.

As the sky dimmed and Sako began chasing 
snowflakes, I pictured friends back in Bozeman 
sitting in a cozy restaurant booth, stuffing their 
faces with sushi and knocking back $9 cocktails. 
Rocky lit our thimble-sized stove and gingerly 
wedged it in a pocket of snow, balancing the pot 

on top. Within a 
minute, the snow 
under the stove 
melted and tipped 
our sad clump of 
shelf-stable Alfredo 
to the ground.

I retreated to my 
sleeping bag and 
gnawed a half-
frozen granola bar, 
trying not to think 

about a warm bed or real food. Rocky trudged 
off to hang the food bag (to deter hibernating 
bears) then reappeared and dove shivering into 
the tent, shoving his Nalgene into his sleeping 
bag.

“We need to sleep with our water bottles so 
they don’t freeze.”

“The fuel canister too.”
“Someone told me the water filter breaks if 

it gets too cold.”
“Put your socks in there so they’ll dry 

out.”
I shuffled the debris pile at the bottom of 

my sleeping bag until I could lay flat, then 
buried my head in the mummy hood and tried 
to sleep, listening to the dog leaping through 
branches outside.

It was pitch-black when I opened my eyes, 
and my watch said 2 a.m. I lay there for a mo-
ment, trying to figure out where I was and 

why I was lying on a canister of fuel. As my 
mind cleared, I heard a rattle and “clack-
clack-clack” from Rocky’s side of the tent.

“Rocky?” I hissed, shaking him. He was 
shivering.

“I don’t think … my sleeping bag … is warm 
enough.”

“Which one did you bring?”
“My 37-degree. I thought I’d be warmer.” 
If I hazarded a guess, I’d say the temperature 

that night hovered around 200 below zero. It 
might have been 25 F. Instead of berating my 
popsicle fiancé, I whacked the tent to shatter the 
crusted ice, unzipped the fly, and stuck my head 
out, squinting for our dog. 

“Sako!” I called hoarsely. He crunched over 
and stuck his head inside the tent. I knew the 
added body heat would make the night bearable, 
so I grabbed Sako’s collar and dragged his bulk 
inside, wedging him between Rocky and the 
tent wall. We spent the rest of the night tossing 
around the stinky nylon sardine can, but at least 
we weren’t hypothermic.

In the morning, we hacked our way out of 
the ice-encrusted nylon igloo, frozen shut with 
the condensation from our breaths. I stuffed my 
feet into frozen shoes and we shook off the 
tent, crushing it down to pack into its stiff 
stuff sack. Without ceremony, we began the 
six-mile posthole/ice luge back to the truck.

While we wouldn’t win the award for sav-
viest campers, we didn’t die, so points for that. 
And we did some good ol’ fashioned learning.

It turns out venting your tent is key to 
escaping it the next morning; a 37-degree bag 
just will not do; camp clothes will save your 
sorry life; and snow won’t keep your tent 
stakes down just because you wish it so. Our 
glorious shakedown hike also made me bite 
the bullet and learn to ski. Those people tend 
to stay on top of the snow.

Maggie Slepian lives in Bozeman and hates 
winter. She just returned from through-hiking 
the Appalachian Trail, which incidentally, was 
really cold.

If you still think 
winter camping 
sounds fun, here 
are some pointers 
to make the process 
more enjoyable. We 
learned the hard way 
so you don’t have to.

Bury your tent 
stakes horizontally 

using a “deadman 
anchor.” Or invest in 
snow stakes, aka tent 
stakes on steroids.

At camp, immedi-
ately remove hiking 

layers and don dry 
camp clothes before 
you get chilled. It’s 
harder to warm your-
self up than to stay 
warm.

Melting snow uses 
more fuel than 

boiling water – bring 
enough fuel for melt-
ing snow and cooking. 

Bring the right gear. 
Sleeping bags have 

two ratings: “com-
fort” and “lower.” Still 
screwed it up? Put a 
bottle of hot water in 
your sleeping bag. And 
secure the bottle cap.

Vent your tent. 
Condensation builds 

when warm air can’t 
escape the tent. Keep 
the fly pulled tight, 
but leave the zipper 
partially open. 

Have fun out there.

SNOW
CAMPING
SAVVY

It was pitch-black 
when I opened 
my eyes, and my 
watch said 2 a.m. 
I lay there for a 
moment, trying to 
figure out where I 
was and why I was 
lying on a canister 
of fuel.

1

2
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CULTURE / Winter Camping
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“This expansion builds on 
the promise that Bozeman 
Health began more than a 
century ago.” 

Just as iconic Lone Peak adorns Big Sky’s horizon, a 
new addition to the skyline this winter marks a sig-
nificant evolution in healthcare within this mountain 
community.

Bozeman Health commenced operations of the Big Sky 
Medical Center in December 2015. The first phase of the 
51,625-square-foot facility includes a six-room emergency 
department; primary care clinic; pharmacy; medevac heli-
copter-landing pad; laboratory services; a four-bed inpatient 
unit, and an imaging center complete with a permanent state-
of-the-art magnetic resonance imaging scanner.

“For a community that thrives on the tourist industry, 
this is a huge advantage and really transforms the way we can 
provide emergency medical services locally,” said William 
Farhat, chief of Big Sky Fire Department. “Instead of 
transporting patients 50 miles to Bozeman, we will be able to 
address most needs right here in Big Sky.”

Nearby Yellowstone National Park draws more than four 
million annual visitors, and last season Big Sky Resort saw 
370,000 skier visits. Combined with nearly 3,000 year-round 
residents, and over 2,300 workers commuting to Big Sky each 
day, the need for quality, full service care is apparent. 

The addition of Big Sky Medical Center will have sig-
nificant impact on the local economy. In 2015 alone, donors 
provided the nonprofit Bozeman Health Foundation nearly 
$3 million in cash and in-kind support to assist in complet-
ing Phase 1, installing a 1.5 Tesla MRI, and creating the new 
Fund for Excellence and Innovation in Big Sky Patient Care.

“We have a responsibility and a commitment to the 
communities we serve to meet the healthcare needs both 
now and as we move into the future,” said Bozeman 
Health Chief Strategy and Business Development Officer 
Cheryl Ridgely. “This expansion builds on the promise 
that Bozeman Health began more than a century ago.”

The Big Sky 
Medical Center 
vision began in 
2003 as part of a 
long-range stra-
tegic planning 
process. Boze-
man Health has 
served southwest 
Montana for more than 100 years, and has for decades in-
vested in facilities and services to meet community needs.
In addition to the Big Sky Medical Center facility, Boze-
man Health will be co-launching new electronic health 
records within its network to provide connectivity and 
enhanced collaboration among medical providers. The ob-
jective, Ridgely says, is to better facilitate patient experi-
ence and personal engagement in improving health. 

“Quality, safety, and sustainability are key elements in 
everything we do,” Ridgely said. “Providing high-quality 
essential community services is a long-term endeavor and 
a testament to that ongoing commitment.”
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CULTURE / Butte: Underground

‘THE RICHEST HILL ON EARTH’ 

HAD A DARK UNDERBELLY IN THE EARLY 1900s. 
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Butte hosted a rambunctious mix of hard-work-
ing, hard-playing miners from around the globe, 
and high-rolling entrepreneurs who leveraged its 
rich copper mines for all they were worth. In Up-
town, the two sometimes crossed paths beneath 
the sidewalks, in a web of back rooms and base-
ments that formed the Butte underground. 

Within a decade, the city’s population had 
swollen to more than 100,000 – three times its 
previous size – and about 130 establishments 
maintained spaces in the “sidewalk below the 
sidewalk.” Among their ranks were extensions 
of stores like Gamer’s Shoes, a barbershop, and a 
clutch of speakeasies that sprung up like wildfire 
in the wake of the 1919 Prohibition Act. 

Kristen Inbody, writing in the Great Falls 
Tribune in 2014, paints a vivid picture of a town 
jam-packed with sensory assaults. “Pollution was 
so thick that the lights were on all the time, and 
sulfuric acid tainted the rain,” she notes. “That 
and the noise made basements even more ap-
pealing.” As stamp mills crushed ore and mine 
whistles blasted at regular intervals, the clamor 
indeed must have been overwhelming.

With a soaring demand for its minerals dur-
ing WWI, bustling Butte employed enough 
miners and tradesmen to fuel “Venus Alley,” a 
renowned, round-the-clock red-light district that 
employed up to 1,000 ladies of the evening. The 
population spike also kept retail space at a pre-
mium, says local historian Dick Gibson, author of 

the well-researched historical account, Lost Butte, 
Montana. Basements could provide additional 
square footage that many business owners used to 
full advantage. 

The underground was also the perfect spot for 
activities that thrived in the shadows. “There’s no 
doubt that opium was used in the back rooms of 
Chinatown,” Gibson says of the two-square-block 
area between Galena and Silver Streets. “In 2007 
an archaeological dig found 18 broken opium 
pipes … The Chinese population knew how to use 
it recreationally, but some of the non-Chinese got 
addicted.” >>

AT THE TURN OF THE 20TH CENTURY, THE MILE-
HIGH CITY OF BUTTE, MONTANA, WAS A THRIVING 
METROPOLIS. The town had quickly progressed from 
a smattering of mining camps to one of immense 
wealth from its gold, silver, and copper mines, and 
contained surprisingly modern amenities. The first 
skyscraper west of the Mississippi, Hirbour Tower, 
rose from the core of the city’s Uptown district, and 
electricity arrived in Butte in 1882, well before most 
large American cities had it.    

BY HEIDI UTZ

Butte’s red-light 
district, “Venus Alley,” 
employed up to 1,000 
ladies of the evening. 

  BUTTE-SILVER BOW 
PUBLIC ARCHIVES

UNDERGROUND
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AND THEN THERE WERE THE 
SPEAKEASIES. In a town where any 
hunger – gambling, prostitution, 
liquor, drugs – could be satisfied 
for a price, it’s not surprising that 
Prohibition did little to slow the 
tidal wave of indulgence that 
coursed through the “richest hill 
on Earth.” Gibson estimates 150 
drinking establishments remained 
open in Butte during Prohibition, 
more than half of the 240 saloons 
the town had hosted prior to the 
rampages of Bible-thumping 
temperance movement radical Carrie 
Nation, famed for attacking bars with 
a hatchet. 

Most prominently, the Rookwood 
speakeasy, tucked away in a basement 
cloakroom down a marble staircase 
in the Rookwood Hotel, served as 
an upscale gathering place in subter-
ranean Butte. It attracted clients that 
may have included the mayor, police 
chief, and judges, to the two-way 
mirror at its clandestine entrance. The 
Italian marble–wainscoted building 
at 24-26 North Main Street, built 

in 1912, rented 45 rooms to local 
tradesmen – but may have been best 
enjoyed for its secret watering hole, 
which entertained flappers dancing to 
live jazz bands during the 1920s and 
early ‘30s. 

Operating today as a museum, 
the elaborately columned room was 
discovered by Mike Byrnes, formerly 
of Old Butte Historical Adventures, 
during a 2004 cleaning. Its terrazzo 
tile floors, stained-glass skylights, 
elaborately carved ceilings, and ma-
hogany moldings inset with elephant 
hide had languished perhaps for more 
than 70 years in the exact condition 
they’d been left when the space was 
abandoned. 

A green-felted poker table now sits 
on one end, while a carved hardwood 
bar with an American flag–draped 

backsplash shows where patrons once 
enjoyed locally bootlegged hooch. On 
the walls hang a wooden baseball bet-
ting board, some Art Nouveau prints, 
and several posters from the era 
advertising such libations as Olympia 
beer.

While the city was considered 
“wide open” for drinking, with cops 
being paid off to look the other way, 
the Rookwood did manage to find 
itself subject to at least one raid. On 
March 8, 1928, federal agents flew 
through its doors; destroyed its 
whiskey, beer, and wine stashes; and 
arrested notorious bootlegger Curly 
McFarland. It’s no wonder that most 
of Butte’s speakeasies sported trap-
door escape hatches.

Just down the alley, a less 
effervescent place to pass the time 
was the old city jail, aka the “Butte 
Bastille,” a dark, damp dungeon 
that occupied City Hall’s basement 
from 1890 to 1971. Considered a 
particularly brutal pen, here inmates 
endured lengthy interrogations, 
100-degree temperatures, 

CULTURE / Butte: Underground

...150 drinking establish-
ments remained open 
in Butte during Prohibi-
tion, more than half of the 
240 saloons the town had 
hosted prior...

L: The Hirbour Tower 
was the first skyscraper 
built west of the 
Mississippi. R: Walker’s 
Bar on East Park Street 
in Uptown Butte. 

  BUTTE-SILVER BOW PUBLIC ARCHIVES

  WORLD MUSEUM OF MINING
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overcrowding, and discipline with 
weighted blackjacks and brass 
knuckles. Conditions were so bad 
that a 1971 federal investigation 
shut it down.

Now a museum with historical 
memorabilia, the jail once offered 
“three hots and a cot” to daredevil 
Robert (“Evel”) Knievel, who did 
time for reckless driving cheek-
to-jowl with suspected murderer 
William (“Awful”) Knofel in 1956. 
Of their tandem incarceration, 
a prison guard once remarked, 
“What a place! We’ve got Awful 
Knofel and Evel Knievel!” 

The city’s underbelly also saw 
its share of gambling, at places 
like the famed M&M Cigar Store 

at 9 South Main Street, which 
opened in 1890. In Prohibition-era 
Butte, a “cigar store” was a euphe-
mism for an illegal bar, and thirsty 
patrons quickly sussed out their 
locations. Hosting miners and other 
carousers 24/7, the M&M’s first 
floor served as a restaurant, while 
card sharks slipped Aces into deal-
ers’ decks in a back room in the base-
ment below. The M&M is currently 
undergoing renovation and should 
be open in time for Butte’s renowned 
St. Patrick’s Day celebration in 2016. >>
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The old city jail, aka the 
“Butte Bastille,” occupied 
City Hall’s basement from 
1890 to 1971.

The M&M Cigar Store opened in 1890. 
In Prohibition-era Butte, a “cigar store” 
was a euphemism for an illegal bar, and 
thirsty patrons quickly sussed out their 
locations. 

  BUTTE-SILVER BOW PUBLIC ARCHIVES
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CULTURE / Butte: Underground

IN THE 21ST CENTURY, BUTTE HAS 
MORPHED INTO A CALMER TOWN OF 
ABOUT 34,000 THAT FEELS MORE 
LIKE A MOVIE SET, as its 4,000-plus 
historic structures in nine square 
miles form one of the country’s 
largest National Historic Landmark 
Districts. Old Butte Historical 
Adventures donates its profits to 
restoring some of these buildings 
– which means that more pieces of 
the underground 
could potentially 
be uncovered. 

A number 
of local edi-
fices have been 
repurposed as 
loft apartments, 
retail estab-
lishments, or 
mixed-use com-
mercial/residen-
tial buildings. 
Both the Sears 
Building and the 
Leonard Hotel have been completely 
renovated, and the once-dilapidated, 
100-foot Hirbour Tower has been 
transformed over the last five years 
into a condo complex with retail 
shops. Considered to sport the best-
preserved sub-sidewalk storefront in 
town, the Hirbour housed an under-
ground barbershop with a speakeasy 
for customers in the late ‘20s and 
early ‘30s.  

In a town this rich in history, 
Butte’s underground gives us a 
window into southwest Montana’s 
rollicking past and a sense of what it 
must have been like to live in a place 
that transformed from mining camp 
to free-wheeling, free-spending 
boomtown at the speed of a stamp 
mill crushing ore.

[Butte’s] 4,000-
plus historic 
structures in 
nine square 
miles form one 
of the country’s 
largest National 
Historic Landmark 
Districts. 
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Be in the 
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on the go!
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Find relief
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• Open 7 days a week

Learn more at: montanabuds.com
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A D V E N T U R E
>> ESCAPING KYRGYZSTAN/ p. 103          >> BE TOUGH / p. 112         

I clutched my hatchet 
and headlamp, knowing 
I’d only have a split 
second to react, and 

thought about the irony 
of the situation. I 

grew up hunting in the 
mountains of Montana, 
and learned at a young 
age the importance of 
staying downwind, be-

ing silent, and staying 
hidden from wild game. 
I now had to put myself 
in the position of the 
prey – now I was the 

hunted.>>

HORSEMAN

ESCAPING KYRGYZSTAN:

AND THE

HUNTED

THE

BY CHAD ROTHACHER

  WES OVERVOLD

Find relief
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• Edibles / Tinctures
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• Delivery Available

• Veteran Discounts

• Open 7 days a week

Learn more at: montanabuds.com
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SECTIONADVENTURE / Escaping Kyrgyzstan

A month earlier, on May 8, 2015, I left Montana 
for a 6,500 mile, solo motorcycle trip through 
Central Asia to explore and to test my navigation 
skills in the most remote and challenging envi-
ronment I could find.

Departing Istanbul, Turkey, on my KTM 1190, I headed for 
Almaty, Kazakhstan, and all that lay between. I investigated 
Eastern Turkey, the wine region of Georgia, and the oil-rich 
town of Baku, Azerbaijan. Arriving at Baku and the Caspian 
Sea, I had a choice: hire a “fixer” to get me through Iran, or 
walk the shipyards looking for passage across the Caspian.

I played it safe securing a trip on an old Russian freighter, 
and four days later docked in Turkmenistan. The U.S. State 
Department in 2014 called Turkmenistan a “country of 
particular concern” for its record of religious persecution, 
and I made quick tracks to neighboring Uzbekistan then onto 
Tajikistan.

This region was decidedly challenging to navigate on the 
bike, and at one point I found myself laying on a goat-track 
road after crashing near the northern Afghan border with my 
bike precariously balanced above a raging, glacial-fed river. 
Two pulleys, fixed anchors, and a mini-winch later, I was rid-
ing north to Kyrgyzstan. The next day I was fighting for my 
life. 

Excerpt below adapted from daily blog at 
chadrothacher.com.

  JUNE 5
8 A.M. – Today I took a back road to Naryn, Kyr-

gyzstan, which will connect me to Lake Issyk Kul 
in two days. I stopped at a market to pick up fresh 
tomatoes, cucumbers, bread, and a couple duck 
breasts then rode up the canyon and found a perfect 
spot along the river to set up camp. 

As I unloaded the bike, a local goat herder on 
horseback stopped by and we began a hand-gestur-
ing conversation interspersed with some broken 
Russian I picked up on the Internet before I left. He 
asked the typical questions: where I’m from, how 
long I’m staying, if I have cigarettes or anything to 
eat. I tossed him a tomato and he asked for a second 
for his friend who sat on his horse by the road. 
With only one tomato left for dinner, I told him 
no and both men departed smiling about the mini 
bounty they just scored from the traveler.

I’ve been eating nothing but pasta variations 
for a few weeks now, so ever since I found the duck 
breasts at market, dinner’s been on my mind. The 
simple salad and fried duck was the finest meal 
of the trip so far – certainly topping the countless 
nights of noodles or mixed bag of the local fare. Af-
ter dinner I stripped down for a bath in the icy cold 
river, then crawled into the tent to catch up on my 
photo downloads and journal entries. I fell asleep 
around 9 p.m., clean, and with a full stomach.
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10:30 P.M. – I woke up to the 
sound of voices outside my tent. I could 
hear two men talking, and first assumed 
it was a couple locals stopping by with 
good intent. It’s common in this part 
of the world for people to visit at all 
hours of the day or night to say hello. 
I listened to the men for a minute or so 
hoping they would leave, then looked 
out the tent’s side door and caught the 
eyes of a man peering back at me. Be-
fore I could say anything, the men leapt 
on me and began smothering my head. 
I felt one of my worst fears was starting 
to unfold – a kidnapping for ransom.

The men roughed me up with 
punches to the side of the head and 
midsection, but with all the tussling 
and down feathers, nothing landed 
with any substance.

When the beating ended, the man 
on my back switched tactics and tried 
getting a bag over my head, which was 
still partially buried in my sleeping bag 
and under the shredded tent fabric. 
This confirmed my fear: A robbery 
was one thing, but kidnapping was 
an altogether different program, and 
something I couldn’t afford. 

I don’t travel with a weapon due 
to border crossing requirements and 

differing laws between countries, but 
carry a small hatchet for various camp 
duties; it could potentially be used for 
self-defense.

During the next few minutes of the 
struggle, I decided if things went fur-
ther south, I needed enough energy to 
break away from the assailants, grab the 
hatchet nearby, and start swinging. The 
man on my back was lightweight and 
weak, and I knew I could throw him in 
an instant and go for the hatchet. If I 
could limit the damage and keep from 
being stuffed in their vehicle, I’d be 
OK losing a few belongings. I had no 
plans of exacerbating the situation 
over a few items or the little cash I 
was carrying.

Over the next few minutes, I put 
up just enough fight to let the attack-
ers know I wasn’t completely giving 
up. As long as I could keep the men 
from moving me, didn’t exert undue 
energy, or get beat unconscious, I felt 
in control. But when the man on top 
of me realized I could move at will, 
he gave up on the bag and tried to get 
a rope around my neck.  

I somehow caught the noose with 
my right hand at forehead level and it 
was crystal clear that if the line made 
it to my neck, it would be the end. 

My mind fixated on controlling my por-
tion of the rope.  

10:45 P.M.  – I went back to work 
on the bag zipper with my left hand. 
This apparently wasn’t as subtle as 
I thought, and I received the first 
blow to the back of the head. Stars 
appeared. A few more seconds and 
another blow - more stars than last 
time. I knew I couldn’t take many 
more of these before I lost conscious-
ness. The final blow caught me 
square in the back of the neck, and my 
head pounded as I struggled to keep 
conscious, still fixated on keeping the 
noose from slipping around my neck.

The assailant adjusted and tight-
ened his grip on the rope, and I could 
hear the other man going through 
my bags. I knew this would soon be 
over, and my thoughts shifted to 
what might happen next. Would they 
throw me in the river? Start beat-
ing me again? Kidnap me? Kill me? 
It might have been a fear from my 
kayaking days, but now my biggest 
concern was getting thrown into the 
fast-moving, frigid river, while still 
in my sleeping bag – I would surely 
drown. >>
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Chad Rothacher rode his motorcycle approximately 
6,500 miles across Central Asia from Istanbul, 
Turkey, to Almaty, Kazakhstan last summer. The map 
above shows the route of his journey.



106 MOUNTAIN explorebigsky.com

SECTION

One more crashing forearm blow to the back of 
the neck snapped the thought out of my head, 
and the man started yelling at me as he loos-
ened his grip. I assumed he was telling me to keep my 
head down, as he jumped off and ran. I looked up as the 
two men crested the hill. It was dark. The moon hadn’t 
yet made its way into the canyon, but I could vaguely see 
the headlights as the car sped off.
 
11 P.M. – I got up, dressed, and took inventory. The 
robbers are gone, what next? I was still hazy from the 
blows to the head, and not thinking clearly. At some point 
I realized the gravity of the situation and needed to get my 
head straight to make a plan. I decided to pack up the bike 
and move in the opposite direction of the car. As I packed 
gear at random, I realized my electronics bag was missing, 
which had my iPad, navigation system, passport, emer-

gency beacon, and satellite phone – there was no way to send 
an emergency signal or call for help. I knew I couldn’t find my 
way to the next town on the labyrinth of roads in the night 
without navigation, and had no choice but head in the same 
direction as the robbers, and back to Naryn.  

I loaded my bags on the bike and realized my key was miss-
ing – it was in my electronics bag. “No problem,” I thought, “I 
have a spare in my pack.” I found the key, put it in the ignition 
and went to fire it up – nothing. I tried again, nothing. The 
next two attempts brought the same result. I was stuck.   

The robbers didn’t get my wallet or cash – “Not too 
thorough for robbers,” I thought. It then dawned on me: 
They might come back once they discover the bag only had a 
few dollars worth of Uzbekistani som. My only option was 
to hide until morning. I grabbed my sleeping bag, headlamp, 
hatchet and Leatherman, and searched for a spot to wait out 
the night.  

ADVENTURE / Escaping Kyrgyzstan

Rothacher’s view having just ridden 
through the 5-km-long Anzob Tunnel, 
aka the “Tunnel of Death,” in Tajikistan. 

 COURTESY OF CHAD ROTHACHER
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11:30 P.M. - My options were limited. I was camped on the 
only flat piece of ground on the valley floor, the small campsite 
surrounded by steep canyon walls; I was in a bowl surrounded 
by water on two sides at the river confluence, a cliff on the third, 
and the road directly above me. I found a spot 50 yards from 
camp, and curled up with my sleeping bag, headlamp and hatchet.

It wasn’t long after I wrapped my bag around me that I saw 
headlights coming from the direction the robbers fled, and 
ducked down as the lights went by. No problem, just traffic. But 
the passing car gave me the idea to flag down the next vehicle 
headed toward Naryn, and have them drop me at the police 
station – it seemed better than laying on the wet ground until 
morning.  

11:45 P.M. – Headlights coming down the road. As the car 
approached, I ran up the hill waving my arms and headlamp. It 
wasn’t slowing down much, so I lowered my light on the vehicle 
and saw two young men in a white car approaching. “Shit, did the 
robbers double back?” They stopped beside me. The driver didn’t 
look over but I saw the passenger start to get out, so I quickly 
moved over to meet him, hiding the hatchet behind my leg. I told 
him I needed to go to Naryn. He shook his head, no. I repeated 
myself, and got the same answer. He just stood there looking at 
me with his hands in his pockets – was he hiding a knife? A gun? 
Something wasn’t right.  

I gave him a friendly “OK, goodbye” nod and started to back 
off. He turned and got in the car as they slowly drove away. 
I looked for a license plate that wasn’t there. “Holy shit,” I 
thought. “I was just face to face with one of the robbers.”

12:00 A.M. – I returned to my hiding spot to wait it out – no 
way was I flagging down another car tonight. No sooner did I 
think, “Only six hours left, no problem,” when I saw headlights 
coming up the road again, from the direction of Naryn. I heard a 
police siren and a man on a loud speaker. It sounded like police, 
but there were no flashing lights. “No way, it couldn’t be the 
police,” I thought. I didn’t buy it. The car pulled to a stop, and I 
watched the silhouette of a man get out and walk down the hill 
carrying a small light. I remembered the hint of a bluish glow 
during the robbery, and the light headed my way clearly had the 
blue tint of an LED. It was too familiar; no way was I coming out 
of hiding. The man started whistling and yelling. 

I knew it at the time, and it was confirmed later by one of the 
Kyrgyzstani military officers – the two men came back to kill me.

While the man searched the area with his light, I left my 
sleeping bag and slithered into the brush that lined the riverbank. 
I knew to keep quiet and find a position I could defend from, as 
well as attack if need be. A patch of heavy brush bordered the east 
end of the campsite, with only one obvious way around. If they 
came toward me, they’d surely walk around the brush through 
this clearing. I decided to hide on the other side, where I could 
see them before they saw me. My plan was to shine my headlamp 

I knew it at the time, and 
it was confirmed later by one 
of the Kyrgyzstani military 
officers – the two men came 

back to kill me.

in their eyes when they rounded the corner 
and determine if they had weapons or not. 
If they did, I’d have to attack instantly. I 
held on tight to the hatchet in one hand and 
the headlamp in the other, ready to jump. 

1:00 A.M. – I was a statue while they 
combed the area for me then I heard car 
doors shut. But the vehicle didn’t pull 
away. They were waiting me out.  

With the men directly above me on the 
road, I sat as still as possible, my legs intermit-
tently falling asleep. My mind wandered to 
my family, and I had to fight off the thoughts. 
I focused on every sound, every shadow, every 
movement I saw in the darkness. My life 
depended on it. 

Every time my mind drifted, I snapped it 
back to focus on my surroundings. I could feel 
the slightest puff of wind; hear a mouse in the 
grass (which sounded like an elephant); smell 
the willow trees and the dirt below me. I 
watched every shadow move as the moonlight 
slowly worked its way down the canyon 
walls. I’d never been so focused as I was 
during those haunting hours.  

2:30 A.M. – I finally heard the car leave, 
but still had a terrible feeling they’d return 
or that this was just another attempt to 
lure me out of hiding. The police imper-
sonation didn’t work; I was sure the silent 
attack would be next. There was nothing I 
could do but sit on the cold, damp ground 
and continue to stay acutely focused until 
daylight. >>
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ADVENTURE / Escaping Kyrgyzstan

6 A.M. – I was starting to turn hypothermic, but the gray-
ing morning gave me enough light and courage to come out 
of hiding. I had to get to Naryn and find the police station. 
First I’d have to stash my gear and motorcycle in the brush 
hoping it would be left alone.

9 A.M. – When the first vehicle approached, I ran up the 
embankment and jumped in front of the car, undoubtedly 
startling the passengers. Ironically, they probably thought 
I was going to rob them. As soon as I told my story and we 
headed down the road, I felt the flood of emotions engulf 
me. The gravity of the situation became clear: I was stuck in 
Kyrgyzstan with no passport, no visa, no proof of motorcycle 
ownership (or any way to move it), and limited communica-
tion. I had no choice but to keep my shit together and figure a 
way out of this mess.

 JUNE 6
I arrived at the local military post around 11 a.m. to find a 
few Kyrgyz officers, and none who spoke or understood 
English. I kept telling the officers, “Embassy, embassy,” 
and pointing to the phone. After some convincing, I made it 

through to the U.S. Embassy in Bishkek and quickly found 
out they couldn’t do anything until I went to the capital city, 
about five hours away. As soon as I passed the phone back 
to the officer, he started yelling at the embassy operator and 
abruptly hung up. My heart sank – this guy just hung up on 
the embassy. “Now I’m really screwed,” I thought. There was 
no American cavalry coming to get me out of here.

After a very exhausting day of driving around with a few 
military officers and Saykal, a local woman who helped trans-
late, I was finally dropped off at a dumpy hotel with strict 
instructions not to leave the building. After a failed attempt 
at a shower (there was no water in my room), I hit the sack, 
my head still spinning from the past 24 hours.

  JUNE 7
Today it became quite clear the military had no desire to let 
me leave Naryn. The corruption ran deep and I knew I had to 
get out of there before I was moved to a holding cell for my 
own “safety.” There was no clear line on who I could trust, 
so I put my faith in Saykal and asked her to help me arrange 
transport to Bishkek, some 300 miles away. Early the next 
morning, I quietly left the hotel and met the driver at 4 a.m. 
in the alley for a long ride to the capital city.



I was stuck in Kyr-
gyzstan with no 

passport, no visa, 
no proof of motor-
cycle ownership 

(or any way to move 
it), and limited 
communication.

The author’s camp setup, just after cross-
ing into Kyrgyzstan, near the town of Sary 
Tash. He was reentering grasslands and 
herder territory. This photo was taken five 
days before he was attacked.

 COURTESY OF CHAD ROTHACHER

  JUNE 8-11
First thing Monday morning I showed up at the Embassy 
expecting a sense of elation similar to what you might 
see in movies: The guard lets you through the gate onto 

green grass with Americans stroll-
ing around, and you’re now free to 
move about on U.S. soil. It wasn’t 
the movies. I was shocked to find 
locals, contracted as security guards, 
working both sides of the gate. 
There was no feeling of my native 
soil, just a couple Americans who 
could help very little. I was just a 
number stepping up to the glass, 
explaining my story to the clerk on 
the other side. I was crushed.

The next few days were spent 
trying to get a temporary passport 
– which Kyrgyzstani border guards 

don’t want to accept upon leaving the country or entering 
the next – as well as securing a new visa and technical 
passport for the bike. 

I received a call from Saykal on the night of the 9th 
informing me the officers had caught the robbers, one 
of whom was the horseman I met six days prior, and 
recovered most of my items. I traveled back to Naryn 
the next morning and spent the day interviewing with 
journalists and trying to negotiate the return of my 
motorcycle. I finally exchanged cash for my items, and 
left town. Riding through the night, I made it back to 
Bishkek early the next morning.

   JUNE 12 
After a grueling eight hours of being hassled at the 
Kyrgyzstan border crossing, I crossed into Kazakhstan 
and arrived in Almaty around midnight. I secured 
shipping the following day and left for the U.S. the 
morning of the 13th, arriving that same evening (a 
32-hour time difference) in Big Sky, Montana to a very 
concerned family and dog.

I’ve kept in touch with Saykal, who agreed to act 
on my behalf in the following months as the trial 
progressed. She’s told me on numerous occasions that 
she feels a duty to her country to stay involved with 
the case to the end.>>
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ADVENTURE / Escaping Kyrgyzstan

The ordeal Chad Rothacher 
faced during his five-week 
solo motorcycle trip across 
Central Asia rattled him, 
to a degree. But, he says, 
one bad experience doesn’t 
define an entire journey.

On November 10, five 
months after he returned, 
Rothacher sat down with 
Mountain Outlaw to reflect 
on what he says remains 
nothing less than an ex-
traordinary adventure. 

 AFTERWORD

Q&A
BY JOSEPH T. O’CONNOR

Mountain Outlaw: Why did you want to take 
this trip in the first place?
Chad Rothacher: A couple years ago, I spent 
[three weeks] in Mongolia riding around solo. 
It was a great experience but I was looking for 
something more challenging. I looked around 
the world and there are very few places 
where we can really get off the grid. 

M.O.: Plenty of logistics and planning were 
involved. What expectations did you have?
C.R.: I expected I would be in some tough sit-
uations with the bike [and] border crossings, 
but I also expected to find out a lot about the 
people living there. The expectations changed 
from country to country, [and] from what to 
see to, basically, how to [survive].

M.O.: You can’t fit much on a motorcycle. 
How do you prepare for a journey like this?
C.R.: My goal was to not stay in hotels. [I 
wanted to] to sleep outside, to eat from 
markets. You just go, I think. But I did a lot of 
research. There were some areas I wanted to 
steer clear of or at least skirt their borders.

M.O.: It must have been terrifying to be at-
tacked, robbed and then hunted. 
C.R.: I spend a lot of time thinking about it 
[but] I don’t dwell on it. What I think about 
most is that I impacted lives in a massively 
negative way. I’m not defending the guys, but 
… if I wasn’t there they’d still be shepherding 
their goats.

M.O.: Where are the two men who attacked 
you now?
C.R.: They were convicted within two months 
and sent to prison for five years. The [justice 
system] moved swiftly and in this case, ac-
curately.
 
M.O.: When you learned that the horse-
man was one of the assailants, what went 
through your mind?
C.R.: I was walking down the hall in the 
military barracks, and this guy’s coming the 
other way – he’s in cuffs – and I was excited 
in a weird way because I recognized him. But 
then the light bulb quickly went off, and I was 
so bummed, so deflated. We had this connec-
tion. I was just like, ‘Why?’

Months later … his family emailed me: 
‘They’re good men, please forgive them.’ It’s 
hard, and you have to wonder do you forgive 
them or not? I forgave them the minute I sat 
down with them.

M.O.: Why?
C.R.: I don’t think they showed up with harm 
in mind. The herdsman didn’t strike me as a 
malicious type of person. I think they had a 
bad idea and it went from bad to worse.

M.O.: You mentioned sitting down with the 
attackers.
C.R.: I was sitting in this room – too small 
and full of smoke – they wanted to interview 
me, and one of the thieves. They brought the 
guy in and sat him a foot away. So I’m sit-
ting right next to this guy who assaulted me 
and was beating me and hunting me. It was 
surreal because in Western culture it’s not 
something we do. 

M.O.: What are three words you’d use to de-
scribe the people you met during your trip?
C.R.: Generous, caring, giving. The people 
were wonderful. Cities are cities, but you get 
outside the city walls and people want to help 
you. They want to understand you. They want 
to bring you in.

 Watch the Mountain Outlaw video and 
extended interview with Chad Rothacher at
explorebigsky.com/hunted.

Tajik children pose with 
Rothacher in a small 
Tajikistan village.

 COURTESY OF CHAD ROTHACHER
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Maximizing mental and physical strength isn’t easy. Hell, if it were we could all do it. The 

five following individuals are the elite: chasing their desires and accomplishing inconceivable 

tasks. From circumnavigating the globe to redefining the adaptive sports world, these athletes 

are sending it above and beyond. Why? Because they’re tough.

BE TOUGH Simply put, some people just do it better.

BY RACHEL ANDERSON

MIKE WOLFE AND MIKE FOOTE / THE MIKES

Traversing the Crown of the Continent from Mis-
soula, Montana, to Banff, Alberta, ultrarunners Mike 
Wolfe and Mike Foote, accompanied by photographer 
Steven Gnam, accomplished a feat never before at-
tempted. 

“The Mikes,” as they’re known, ran the Crown’s 
13 major mountain ranges while scaling 150,700 feet 
of vert. Wolfe and Foote ran for 22 days carrying packs 
with sleeping bags, winter clothing, a small Jetboil 
stove, a tiny two-man tent, and all their food. They 
cleared nearly 600 miles of uncharted territory in just 
24 days.

“We essentially dreamed up our route,” said 
Wolfe, 37. “We were not relying on trails, just a vision 
of traveling light and fast in the mountains while 
using the highest, aesthetic ridgeline terrain we could 
find.” 

Wolfe and Foote, 32, bushwhacked as many as 50 
miles a day through demanding and technical terrain 
and mastered innovative route-finding techniques. 
When they arrived in Banff, the Mikes had logged 
599.7 miles. So they took a few laps on Main Street to 
get them to 600.

The Mikes ascend the summit ridge of Mount Northover, in Alberta, 
Canada on day 21 of the Crown Traverse.    MIKE IRVING

ADVENTURE / Be Tough



RESI STIEGLER / EL TIGRE

A three-time Olympian and 14-year veteran of the 
U.S. Ski Team, slalom specialist Resi Stiegler tears through 
gates faster than most.

Growing up in Jackson Hole, Wyoming, and ripping 
since the age of 6, Stiegler is the daughter of Olympic gold 
medalist Pepi Stiegler. Fierce competition runs in the fam-
ily, but the course hasn’t been easy.

After suffering multiple broken bones and ligament 
tears, she bounced back again in 2015 to showcase true 
grit. “It’s hard to keep coming back, but it also gives me a 
really good reason to keep pushing myself,” said Stiegler, 
29. “I love the accomplishment of getting my body back to 
the highest level and trusting my mind.” 

Representing the U.S. at the highest levels of alpine ski 
racing, Stiegler finished 11th in Aspen’s 2015 World Cup 
slalom. She’ll be back this winter, displaying the unbreak-
able nature of a true mountain beast. After all, she used to 
sport tiger ears on her race helmet.

DAVID POOLE / THE MADMAN

There’s no stopping native Mon-
tanan David Poole from tackling any 
adrenaline-infused extreme sport. 
Excuses aren’t part his vocabulary.

After sustaining a T7 complete 
spinal cord injury in a 2006 skiing 
accident, he’s redefining the adap-
tive sports world, and pushing every 
boundary he can find. “I tell people 
I didn’t get in a wheelchair by being 
careful,” says 30-year-old Poole, nick-
named “Madman.”

Returning to the mountain the fol-
lowing season, Poole hit it hard on his 
alpine sit ski, and has since expanded 

his badassery. Nordic and alpine ski-
ing, biathlons, adaptive wake surfing, 
off-road hand cycling, whitewater 
rafting, ice and rock climbing, you 
name it and Poole is willing to go 
faster and launch higher. 

“It’s easier for me to accept who I 
am and the injury if I can continue to 
enjoy my life,” Poole said. 

Now engineering a new sport 
called downhill bucket biking, an 
adaptive version of downhill moun-
tain biking, Poole is inspiring every-
one in his path.  
 

MARKUS PUKONEN / THE GLOBETROTTER

Routes of Change founder Markus Pukonen is cir-
cumnavigating the entire planet. Big deal? He’s not using 
a motor.

Pukonen, who shoved off from his native Toronto, 
Canada, last July, expects his journey around the globe 
to take five years, and is using any motorless method 
possible. From pogo sticking across Winnipeg to row-
ing the Atlantic – which he’s done before – Pukonen is 
embracing environmental and social justice for the next 
50,000-plus miles.

“Life can be short and we shouldn’t waste time doing 
something we’re not passionate about,” said Pukonen, 
33, who hatched the plan after his father passed away 
from leukemia in 2009. “I needed to figure out my dream 
by calling on this planet and pursuing it completely.”

A team of fellow adventurers will support Pukonen 
on various stages of the journey ahead, raising awareness 
for impactful change and a wiser world. 

Pukonen was skiing across the southern Canadian 
Rockies through British Columbia in early December en 
route to San Francisco. Then it’s across the Pacific, stop-
ping for a breather in Hawaii.

400 km (250 miles) 
by trimaran on Lake 
Superior.

  ROUTES OF CHANGE

Resi rips it in her 
father’s hometown of 
Lienz, Austria.
   KEVIN PRITCHARD

David Poole ascends a steep ice route using a modified bike 
frame in Ouray Ice Park, Colorado in 2015.    DIRTMYTH 
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M iddle  Fork
Salmon  R i v er

I d aho

 5  n i gh t /6  d a y  tr i p s  |  boundaryexped i t i ons .com

y o u r  a v e r a g e  d a y
A T  H O M E O N  T H E  R I V E R

On your cell phone
2.5 hrs 0 hrs

Screen time
9 hrs 0 hrs

Commuting
1 hr 0 hrs

Under the stars
0 hrs 12 hrs

Adventuring with your kids
0 hrs 12 hrs

Connecting with Mother Nature
0 hrs 24 hrs

t i me  to  book  a  r i v er  tr i p .

Boundary Expeditions operates under special use permits with the Salmon Challis National Forest and Payette National Forest and is an equal opportunity provider.

ADVENTURE / Boundary Expeditions

Special Advertising Section

“We have such a brief opportunity to pass on to our children 
our love for this Earth, and to tell our stories. These are the 
moments when the world is made whole.” 
– Richard Louv, Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children from Nature-Deficit Disorder

Slowing Down with Boundary
NEW OUTFITTER OFFERS UNIQUE TAKE ON THE LEGENDARY MIDDLE FORK OF THE SALMON

Humans are connected to the matrix more than ever 
before. Nearly two-thirds of Americans own a smart-
phone, and American teenagers average nine hours a day 
consuming media.

This time we devote to devices increasingly disconnects 
us from the natural world, but there are still truly wild 
places left on this continent, where geography forces you to 
tune out the digital ether. 

One of these places – a stunning, 104-mile stretch of 
waterway free of dams, motors and cell service – lies in 
the heart of Idaho’s Frank Church-River of No Return 
Wilderness.

The Middle Fork of the Salmon is a technically de-
manding river run by private boaters who score a launch 
date through a highly competitive lottery, as well as by 
professional guide companies.

In its inaugural season in summer 2016, Boundary 
Expeditions is one such company. Boundary acquired 
a business with a 43-year history guiding on the 
Middle Fork, letting it tailor trips to focus on small 
groups, safety and education. These unique excur-
sions include naturalist-led hike/raft combinations, 
guided tours fly-fishing for native cutthroat trout, and 

nightly campfire concerts with professional 
musicians, among others. 

“River trips are a great way to reconnect with 
friends and family, whether it’s the thrill of a 
class IV rapid or the tranquility of sitting in a 

hot springs watching the water flow by,” said Boundary co-owner 
Justin Howells. “[When] you’re on the river in 5 million acres of 
wilderness, it slows your life down.” 

Howells, a veteran Middle Fork guide and Big Sky, Montana, 
resident says Boundary trips will be catered with locally sourced, 
organic meals. Guests will soak-in evenings at campsites perched 
above the tumult of the Middle Fork, while Boundary guides share 
tales of local history and adventure.

Some of those stories will center around the Mountain Shee-
peater people, a group of Shoshone Indians that made the Middle 
Fork corridor their fall and winter home for at least 3,000 years. 
Boundary plans to employ guides who can interpret the physical 
evidence left behind by the Sheepeaters throughout the drainage, 
and describe their rich history. 

While Boundary will offer distinctive ways to experience the 
Middle Fork, Howells says the most vital element they offer cli-
ents is the river itself. Over six days, kids connect with the natural 
world, and spouses and friends reconnect with each other – on one 
of the last best boat vacations in the world. 

Summer is ephemeral in the Northern Rockies, and there’s no 
better way to capture a slice of it than on a river trip, Howells says, 
quoting the legendary filmmaker Warren Miller. “‘If you don’t do 
it this year, you’ll be one year older when you do.’”

  OUTLAW PARTNERS PHOTOS
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ORGANIC & LOCAL PRODUCE
GRAB & GO DELI • FRESH MEAT & FISH

GOURMET CHEESE • WINE & BEER

OPEN DAILY  7 AM TO 9 PM

Feed your Soul

20 Huntley Drive  Big Sky, MT 406-995-2295
Located in Big Sky Town Center next to new Hospital

5 miles south of Big Sky on HWY 191

BREAKFAST - LUNCH - DINNER EVERYDAY!

corralbar.com  406.995.4249

Check out our menu online



Luxurious Lodging  |  Beautiful Scenery  |  Gourmet Dining 

9105 Thorpe Rd., Bozeman, MT   |   406 388 0148   |   grlodge.com

$ 2 7 5 includes dinner for two, bottle 
of wine, lodging & breakfast
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SECTIONOUTLAW

He’s an all-
American, 
professional 
badass.

  WES OVERVOLD
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It’s been said that ski patrollers work long hours; that 
they ride chairlifts before dawn, in snowstorms pushed 
by 80-mph winds; that avalanche control and the term 
“blaster” are listed in the job description; that a safe 
return isn’t guaranteed. 

Phil Capy doesn’t know for sure, but people have told 
him he’s the oldest professional ski patroller in the country. 
This winter marks Capy’s 20th season at Montana’s Big Sky 
Resort, and he’s been patrolling on and off for the last 54 
years. He’s 87.

When Phil Capy was born in April 1928, St. Moritz, 
Switzerland had just hosted the second Winter Olympic 
Games – without alpine events. That same year metal edges 
were first introduced to skis. And Herbert Hoover was 
elected president.

In 1961 Capy, a Texas native, began his ski patrol career 
in Vermont at Mount Snow and then at Haystack Mountain. 
After a decade writing in Hollywood, he moved to Oregon 
in 1978 and worked as a pro patroller and lead medic at Mt. 
Bachelor for 17 years. Then he found Montana.

“I love the mountains here,” Capy says. “I can hike and I 
can ski, and I like looking at them. That drive from Big Sky 
up to [Bozeman], when you look at Castle Rock, that’s the 
same beauty you get in Yellowstone. I don’t get tired of look-
ing at that.”

Big Sky Resort employs roughly 105 paid patrollers and 
140 volunteers, and this season will again find Capy along-
side his comrades patrolling the slopes of Lone Mountain. 
Capy no longer runs avalanche routes but still patrols the ski 

area as a rover, checking sleds 
and rope lines, responding to 
incidents, and tracking medi-
cal supplies. He teaches mass 
casualty incident training at the 
resort, and helped write MCI 
plans for Oregon’s Deschutes 
County and Gallatin County here in Montana.

While Capy hasn’t dropped into the resort’s famed Big 
Couloir since 2007, he’s committed to the patrol at least 
through the 2015-2016 season. “It’s year to year now,” he 
says. “I just do what I like to do, [and] try not to fall. I’m get-
ting too old for that.”

As a measure of his calculated approach to skiing and life 
these days, Capy’s only injury in more than 65 years of ski-
ing was a torn thumb ligament after he was knocked over by 
another skier in 1990.

“Phil is just a legend,” said Big Sky Ski Patrol Director 
Bob Dixon, who hired Capy in ‘95, the same year the Lone 
Peak Tram began hauling skiers to the summit. “He’s very fo-
cused and very knowledgeable, and extremely experienced – 
a great role model for the ski patrollers coming up. He should 
probably be nominated for the [National] Ski Hall of Fame.”

It’s safe to say Capy has squeezed the most out of the last 
87 years. He’s been shot down while flying an Army plane 
in the Korean War; sang in a traveling jazz trio; sailed on the 
Navy’s first Arctic Ocean icebreaker ship; wrote pilots for TV 
shows including “Gunsmoke”; and trekked to Everest base 
camp.

Capy claims he’s no adrenaline junkie, but he still rides 
his 1976 BMW motorcycle to work in Big Sky Resort’s main-
tenance department during the summer. He sometimes rides 
it to the patrol locker room in winter, affixing a studded rear 
tire to the bike. 

“He’s an all-American, professional badass,” mused fellow 
Big Sky patroller Patrick Robbins. >>

PHIL 
CAPY

FEATURED OUTLAW:

BY JOSEPH T. O’CONNOR

A young Phil Capy poses 
in New York City for a pro-
motional photograph to ac-
company his musical acting 
portfolio, circa late 1950s. 

  COURTESY OF PHIL CAPY
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OUTLAW

Phil Capy answers the 
front door of his Boze-
man home with a grand-
fatherly smile and a well-
kempt white beard. Balding 
on top, Capy’s snow-white 

hair is slicked back, feathery wisps peeking out from behind 
his ears. He stands 5-feet-6-inches tall, but claims he was 
once 5-foot-8. “I keep shrinking every year,” he says, grip-
ping my hand firmly. 

At home, Capy is more prudent than daredevil. He reads 
spy novels and history books, and listens to jazz and folk 
music with his partner of nearly 30 years, Linda Herrick. “He 
likes to cook and bake bread, and if he has enough time he 
likes to make his own yogurt,” says Herrick, who met Capy 
in Oregon in 1987. “He’s a very kind and caring person [and] 
very generous with his laughter. He laughs at all my jokes 
even if they aren’t very funny.”

Ornate knives and ivory statuettes of Ganesh from India 
and Nepal decorate a wooden shelf along one wall of the 
house. Capy, a 50-plus-year Hindu convert, has visited the 
region five times. He practices yoga. He’s a vegetarian. 

Photos of Nepal treks adorn Capy’s walls – of trips to 
Annapurna and Everest base camps – along with ski patrol 
plaques marking 35 years of National Ski Patrol service, and 
17 seasons as lead medic and patroller at Mt. Bachelor. A 
framed image of Lone Mountain, signed by the entire Big 
Sky patrol at Capy’s 80th birthday celebration in 2008, hangs 
in his bedroom. In red marker across the top is written, “Phil, 
you inspire us all.”

Capy had enlisted in the Navy after high school, with 
hopes of becoming an air crewman at the tail end of World 
War II. But in 1948, after serving as an engineer and member 
of the Scouts and underwater demolition team – precur-
sors to the SEALS known as frogmen – Capy completed his 
service and returned stateside. 

In 1950, Capy learned to ski at Vermont’s Bromley Moun-
tain at the age of 21. The Korean War started in June of that 

year. Capy had earned a pilot’s license on his own, and 
with the hastiness of U.S. involvement in Korea, the 
Army was looking for every good man it could get.

During the war, Capy’s Piper J-3 Cub fixed-wing 
was shot down mid-air. “I could hear the thump, 
thump, thump on the plate,” he said, referring to en-
emy fire hitting armored plates retrofitted under the 
plane to protect the pilot. But as the bullet thumps 
moved forward, they began piercing the fuel tank 

and one hit Capy in the wrist. Luckily, he says, it only grazed 
him.

“I just said, ‘I’m gonna die,’” Capy told me. “It was that 
serious. We were behind enemy lines.” 

As fuel poured out of the tank, Capy thought back on 
his extensive training in forced landings. He steered the 
craft back toward the battle line and landed safely in a South 
Korea field. “I was back flying the next day,” Capy says, run-
ning an index finger 
over the scar on 
his right wrist. 
“It taught me an 
appreciation for 
life. I’m still alive; 
friends aren’t. If 
you can walk away 
and nobody gets 
hurt, that’s a good 
landing.”

Camaraderie 
runs deep in the 
military. It’s critical, as well, on any emergency response 
team. Capy sees these similarities in ski patrol. “What keeps 
me around is the family. Everybody looks forward to get-
ting back to the ski area just because we get to see each other 
again.”

It’s 8:30 a.m. at Big Sky Resort, and the blowing snow 
from a rogue April storm stings the face. Phil Capy peers 
through yellow lenses and wipes melting snow from his 
goggles. “PHIL” is scrawled in black Sharpie on the index 
finger of his worn Kinco work gloves. 

“This is what it’s all about,” he says, and, looking over his 
shoulder, shoves off down the fall line. “Public can’t even 
get on the lift until 9 a.m.”

With arms akimbo, and balanced on still-steady legs, 
Capy makes deliberate turns in the fresh snow, and disap-
pears into the storm. He has sleds to check. 

View interview with Phil Capy at
explorebigsky.com/capy

What keeps me around 
is the family. Everybody 
looks forward to getting 
back to the ski area just 
because we get to see 
each other again.

Capy with his 1976 BMW motorcy-
cle and sidecar. He still rides it in 
winter, occasionally, to ski patrol at 
Big Sky Resort. The sidecar, Capy 
says, is more for balance than 
function.   WES OVERVOLD
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Rider: Shane Stalling
Bridger Mountains, Montana

  REID MORTH

LAST LIGHT
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