








“By evening the fire which we had encountered in the morning had swept down to near the caBin, 
and only with the greatest exertions, and By ourselves Burning a space around it, was it saved.  we 
were all compelled to spread our Blankets that night on a sand island at the mouth of the river in 
order to Be secure from the Burning trees.  ...the fire ran up Both sides of the canyon to the very sum-
mits of the mountains with the speed of a hurricane, accompanied By terrific crackling and roaring.  it 
was a grand, But fearful spectacle, as we lay on the sand Bar on the night of august 2nd, watching the 
immense sheets of lurid flame licking up everything in their path as they followed along the shore of 
the lake, from the water’s edge to the very summit, making a veritaBle mountain of fire.  at frequent 
intervals huge rocks loosened By the great heat went tumBling down the precipitous mountain sides 
with a crashing noise and plunged into the lake Below, throwing up great columns of water, red tinted 
in the glare of the Burning forest.” 

1889  ~ alfred downing ~  a visitor to John horton’s caBin

Fire 2007

Flick creek Fire 2006

Domke Fire 2007

“This road provides criTical access for fire suppression and is, Therefore, criTical To The healTh and safeTy of 
residenTs of our small communiTy.  ThaT sTaTemenT may, in facT, prove To be a gross undersTaTemenT.” 

~sTehkin fire disTricT #10 commissioners~

Access criticAl to Public sAfety 
 
As commissioners of the newly formed Chelan County Fire District #10, we are 

writing to request that you support legislation that would reestablish the Stehekin Valley 
road to Cottonwood with no net loss of wilderness.  This road provides critical access for 
fire suppression and is, therefore, critical to the health and safety of residents of our small 
community.  That statement may, in fact, prove to be a gross understatement.

As you may know, the Stehekin Valley Road is not one road among many in the 
valley.  It is the only road that accesses vast forests northwest of our small community.  
This is the direction of the prevailing winds; it is the direction from which we face the 
greatest threat of catastrophic wildfire.  Much of the forest is unhealthy including large 
stands of beetle-infested or diseased trees that speed the spread of fire.  Should a fire get 
started in these stands at the height of summer, winds would likely cause rapid spread 
into the lower valley putting lives at risk.  

The best hope for avoiding such a disaster is rapid response.  Throughout Stehekin’s 
hundred-year history, the Stehekin Valley road has provided access for firefighters.   As 
recently as 2003, firefighters used this road to contain the 80-acre Shady fire.  If the road 
had been closed, as it is now, firefighters would have lost critical hours by either hiking 
into the burning area – a slow and dangerous approach – or waiting for limited air-sup-
ported resources (helicopter rappellers, smokejumpers) to access the blaze.  Areas clear 
enough for a helicopter to land are also limited in the dense forests, creating additional 
access difficulties.   

Our first concern as commissioners is the health and safety of local residents, but 
there are also financial considerations. The cost of fighting just one catastrophic wildfire 
can easily exceed the cost of road reconstruction.  In the past six years alone, we have 
seen the 2001 Rex Creek Fire ($4.3 million), the 2004 Deep Harbor Complex ($18.6 mil-
lion), and the 2006 Flick Creek Fire ($4.1 million) along Lake Chelan.  Once again, the 
key to avoiding such costs is rapid response which depends upon access. 

We are asking that you take whatever steps necessary to assure that this road is rees-
tablished.  Thank you for your time.

Sincerely,
Ana Maria Spagna
David Kurth
Bob Nielsen
Stehekin Fire District #10 Commissioners

    Fire Fighters at stehekin lanDing

                          2007



 A more reasoned approach would be to consider wilderness access
questions not with religious zeal but case-by-case reasoning... 

I n the Northwest, the battle for the fu-
ture of wilderness is increasingly be-

ing fought where the rubber meets the road.  
The roads in question are mostly gravel and 
lead into some magnificent pieces of wil-
derness. Case in point: the Stehekin River 
Road in the North Cascades.  A lot of you 
will remember the ride: A shuttle bus used 
to make semi-regular runs from Stehekin, 
the picturesque community at the head of 
Lake Chelan, 23 miles up the river to Cot-
tonwood Camp. From there, the splendor of 
wilderness literally surrounded you. Unfor-
gettable alpine haunts such as the waterfall-
festooned Horseshoe Basin were a short 
day-hike away — a five- or six-mile round-
trip.  That hike became medium-length in 
1995, when the upper three miles of the road 
washed out. And it got flat-out long in Oc-
tober 2003, when floods closed the road in 
the High Bridge area, leaving the upper 10 
miles accessible only by foot.  

As it mulled the future, the National 
Park Service heard from Stehekin visitors 
and residents who wanted the road reopened. 
They also listened to environmentalists ar-
guing that the road should be left closed, to 
help restore true “wilderness.”  The park, 
noting that wilderness rules tied its hands on 
relocating washed-out stretches, announced 
last year that the upper road would revert to 
nature.  

It hasn’t set well with a lot of Stehekin 
fans, who have launched a new lobbying ef-
fort for Congress to nudge the wilderness 
boundary enough to allow the road to be re-
built.  Environmentalists, predictably, argue 
that such roads are inherently anti-wilder-
ness, and that it’s silly for cash-starved fed-
eral agencies to spend millions sending out 
the road graders after each major flood.  It’s 
a reasonable position. And it’s one repeated 
in battles over dozens of other Northwest  
backcountry roads in sensitive areas, such 
as the Carbon River Road in Mount

Rainier National Park and the White 
Chuck River Road, a primary access to the 
Glacier Peak Wilderness.

The problem, from this longtime trail-
wanderer’s perspective: People who show 
up at public hearings about such things tend 
to be a bit too in love with their own argu-
ments.  Stereotypes are flung about: Enviros 
call road advocates fading, selfish, gimpy-
kneed hikers who want Horseshoe Basin to 
be a five-mile roundtrip walk, like it used to 
be, rather than the prohibitive 32-mile back-
pack it is today. Road advocates call envi-
ronmentalists elitists who believe the only 
true wilderness is the one they can enjoy by 
themselves.    

There’s some truth in all that, and also a 
lot of bunk. Life is a lot more gray. So, too, 
wilderness management.  A more reasoned 
approach would be to consider wilderness 
access questions not with religious zeal but 
case-by-case reasoning.  Some logical crite-
ria: Is a washed-out road the only access into 
an area, and will leaving it closed lock out 
the vast majority of potential wilderness vis-
itors? Is there another road access to similar 
wilderness in the same area? Will reopening  

a road subject the lands to crowds incom-
patible with “wilderness?” Is the road project 
itself an environmental hazard outweighing 
the convenience of easy public access?

I apply those questions to the upper Ste-
hekin Valley Road and come to an easy con-
clusion: Rebuild it.  This isn’t a road that will 
bring a billion SUVs into the wilderness. It’s 
one that starts in a tiny village inaccessible by 
car, and then sends only an occasional shuttle 
bus into wild lands. I’d never argue for build-
ing a road to Cottonwood Camp — or any 
place like it — from scratch today. But since 
the bulk of the road is already there, fixing it 
to restore previously established public ac-
cess just makes sense.  

Some people will call that an environ-
mental cop-out. I call it a real-world com-
promise.Fortunately, those who want a more 
solitary, untrammeled wilderness experience 
are in luck. They can simply avoid Stehekin 
Valley and set foot toward the other million-
plus acres of pristine North Cascades wilder-
ness (combining the National Park and adja-
cent Pasayten Wilderness), the vast majority 
of it nowhere near anything that even looks 
like a road.  That’s the blessing we enjoy in 
the Northwest, where — thanks largely to 
visionary environmental groups, some now 
arguing for road closures — the last, greatest 
unspoiled places in the lower 48 states are 
expansive enough to provide for both uses.

A road here and there, and millions of 
acres of true wilderness all around it. That’s 
a pretty healthy balance. Maybe we should 
embrace it — and expend our energy protect-
ing it from real threats.  A shuttle bus and a 
strip mine are vastly different creatures. And 
with a vigilant public in charge, the contin-
ued existence of one need not necessarily 
herald the arrival of the other.

Ron Judd’s TRail Mix coluMn

appeaRs eveRy ThuRsday. To conTacT hiM: 
206-464-8280 oR RJudd@seaTTleTiMes.coM. copy-

RighT © 2007 The seaTTle TiMes coMpany

Wilderness Fans lobby For ... a road
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Letter From terry Lavender
in response to

an editorial in the Wild CasCades sent to:
editor, the Wild CasCades, summer/Fall 2007 

north CasCades Conservation CounCil 
p.o. Box 95980  

seattle, Washington 98145-2980

As a long time member of the “environmental community” I am appalled to see the use of inflam-
matory language and untruths in “Hastings Launches Effort to Gut the Wilderness System”. It is 

discouraging to see tactics, long complained about by environmentalists, used in THE WILD CASCADES 
magazine. 

 
     In Denali National Park, there is administrative authority to move access roads for trails and services 
when damaged in storm or flood events without an Act of Congress. The non wilderness corridors are 
fixed in size but flexible in location as the environment changes.  This provision has existed since the Park 
Wilderness overlay was established. Because the Washington Wilderness Act creating the Stephen Mather 
Wilderness Area designated a 100 foot wide road corridor tied to geographic points with no such flexibility, 
it truly takes an Act of Congress to move an access road that has been damaged by flooding. 

     The Hastings proposal simply asks that the 100 foot non Wilderness Road corridor be traded to an 
area well away from the river and the riparian area next to the river become wilderness. This is the same ad-
ministrative flexibility that exists in Denali. The Hastings proposal is carefully specific only to the Stehekin 
Road.  There is no change in the amount of wilderness, no change in the Park management plan allowing 
road access to trailheads, no change in the requirements of the Environmental Species Act, no huge amount 
of acreage involved (less than three miles of one lane dirt road is about seven acres) and no conspiracy to 
remove the overall wilderness designation. How can this be gutting the Wilderness System? Are we really 
so afraid of common sense and flexibility, so stuck in the fear of giving an inch that this kind of language is 
necessary and acceptable. If so, I think we are at great risk of being marginalized as extremists.

     The article contains several less than factual points. It states that the Park Service decided to close 
the damaged road after extensive public process – True. The majority of testimony, both written and oral 
was in favor of keeping the road open, however. The majority of editorial press across the State has also 
favored keeping the road open. The proposal to trade the riparian area to wilderness and move the road 
is precisely so the road will be easier and less expensive to maintain. Yes, it is less expensive to maintain 
nothing but disingenuous not to compare maintaining the road in the existing location vs. a less flood prone 
location. A less vulnerable location would leave intact the Park management plan that includes this limited 
access corridor to accommodate visitors. 

     I am saddened that common sense or at least fact based disagreement is not part of what the environ-
mental community holds sacred. It will be very difficult to put together coalitions for additional Wilderness 
Areas like the Wild Sky, Wild Pratt River or Alpine Lakes addition if members who are not strong, long 
distance backpackers or willing to cede areas from all human use feel their access is threatened. As environ-
mental advocates, I think we do harm by attempting to exclude reasonable human use and enjoyment by a 
broad range of citizens from my 77 year old mother to casual day hikers like myself who just might fall in 
love with the North Cascades and become strong advocates for protection. 

     It was the NCCC and others who successfully secured this area as National Park by showing the 
wonders and beauty of the Horseshoe Basin which was a day hike from the end of the Stehekin Road at the 
Park’s inception. It is now completely out of reach by all but a strong few. I think we will pay dearly for the 
loss of this inspirational opportunity.

How can you help reopen the road?... See back page



Don’t Call It a ‘natIonal’ Park
Tracy Warner, ediTorial Page ediTor, The World

WenaTchee, Wa
PosTed augusT 14, 2007

“i suPPose oPening The sTehek-
in road should haPPen for The fol-
loWing reasons: elderly should 
have The Pleasure of seeing The 
uPPer sTehekin valley, families 
WiTh young children deserve This 
exPerience and research on The 
flora and fauna and mycoTa of 
The easT sloPe of The norTh cas-
cades can be done in sTehekin beT-

Ter Then anyWhere.” 

~ Jim TraPPe ~

I t used to be the term “national” in national  
park implied mutual ownership. It was ev-

erybody’s. The people, whoever they might be, could 
visit and appreciate the nation’s natural heritage, the 
places we valued so highly that we set them aside to 
be preserved in perpetuity  Exclusivity wasn’t part 
of the concept. National parks weren’t backpacking 
preserves only for the enjoyment of the tiny minor-
ity who are fit, healthy, wealthy and endowed with 
much free time. Although the nature of backcountry 
and wilderness made much of the parks accessible 
only on foot, there were always a few places set up 
for ordinary people to come, look and share the ex-
perience, to have a chance to appreciate the park that 
in a real sense belongs to them.

For the Stehekin Valley that kind of populist 
it’s-everybody’s-park attitude has been fading for 
years, kept alive mainly by the stubborn locals who 
based their economic existence on it. They are losing 
the struggle. The National Park Service seems indif-
ferent and the environmentalists who greatly affect 
official opinion are openly hostile. Some promote 
exclusivity in the name of preserving the wilderness 
which, if their attitude prevails, will be accessible 
only to people like them. That’s the idea: Humans 
begone, except us.

So in the absence of the political will to prevent 
it, access to some of the most beautiful places in 
North America will be lost permanently, and a com-
munity that relies on less-than-exclusive public ac-
cess to those areas will wither and fade. The effects 
are already felt, as Sunday’s story on the closure of 
the Stehekin Valley Road by The World’s K.C. Me-
haffey showed vividly.

The road once ran from Stehekin landing 23 
miles upriver to Cottonwood Camp, well within the 
North Cascades National Park. That Stehekin itself 
is accessible only by boat, plane or foot meant the 
road was lightly used compared with national park 
thoroughfares elsewhere. But, it made the North 
Cascades accessible, putting such great beauty only 
a short walk away.  But in 2003 a massive flood 
and washout cut the road in half. Last August the 
National Park Service announced it was abandon-
ing the upper 10 miles of road. The must-see places 
the road once reached now are accessed only after a 
strenuous backpack.

The proposed remedy is simple. Rebuild the 
road on the old mining trail, above the river. It’s 
cheap, relatively, and could avoid future wash-
outs. But, building there requires changing the 
boundaries of the Stephen Mather Wilderness, 
which the road bisects. That requires an act of 
Congress, which is extremely difficult to get, 
next to impossible some say. Propose any change 
in wilderness boundaries and people will fight it, 
even one this small, even if this proposal would 
not lose a square inch of wilderness, only ex-
change one road for another.

Wilderness boundaries are not a divine writ. 
They are human creations. Humans can change 
them. Doing it to rebuild a road, to return to the 
public what the public has lost -- access to its na-
tional park -- is an entirely just reason. The wil-
derness system will not fall if this is done. Vaca-
tion home builders and mining engineers are not 
waiting for this opportunity to pounce.

If the road is never rebuilt, the Stehekin 
Valley will become something different: an ex-
clusive zone, only for some, and most likely not 
for you. It won’t really be a “national” park, not 
anymore.  



The review has included: 
1) a historical recognition of the Upper Valley Road and its impor-

tance to valley visitors and the Stehekin Community, 2) a presentation of 
data that suggests dwindling visitation in the North Cascades National 
Park and the lower Stehekin Valley, 3) an introduction of the essential 
elements of legislative history that codified the value of maintaining 
visitor access into the heart of the Cascades, 4) quotes from public tes-
timony representing the majority of respondents who supported reopen-
ing the road, 5) a presentation of public safety issues not addressed by 
the Envirmental Assessment conducted by the NPS,  6) a sampling of 
news articles and editorials favoring reopening the Upper Valley Road 
and  7) recommendations for ACTION you can take to promote visitor 
access and public safety in the North Cascades of Washington State. 

      We hope you will actively
      support reopening of the
  Upper StehekinValley Road... 

“Our children no longer learn how to read the great Book 
of Nature from their own direct experience or how to act cre-
atively with the seasonal transformations of the planet.  They 
seldom learn where their water comes from or where it goes.  
We no longer coordinate our human celebration with the great 
liturgy of the heavens.”

 ~Wendell Berry~

The Law 
The National Park Service (NPS) decision to permanent-

ly close the Upper Stehekin Valley Road countermands the 
intention of all legislative action regarding visitor access in 
the North Cascades National Park Complex. 

PubLic TesTimony
The NPS Environmental Assessment (EA) minimized or 

willfully ignored the preponderance of public testimony sup-
porting the reopening the Upper Valley Road. 

 DaTa GaTherinG anD assessmenT 
It is not apparent that the NPS gathered or analyzed data 

(in the form of visitor surveys or other quantifiable instru-
ments) to assess impacts of the road closure on visitor access 
and public safety values. 

The NPS “Finding of No Significant Impact” document 
declaring the permanent closure of the road is heavily laden 
with NPS opinion but disturbingly light on actual data sup-
porting these opinions.

concLusion
When the NPS permanently closed the Upper Stehekin 

Valley Road, the agency ignored the intention of Congress as 
it pertains to visitor access, minimized the bulk of public tes-
timony supporting the reopening of the road and offered little 
quantifiable data assessing the impact of the road closure on 
visitor access and public safety issues.  

acTion
1) At a minimum, the NPS should be required to con-

duct an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) assessing the 
value of reopening Stehekin’s Upper Valley Road. The Envi-
ronmental Assessment (EA) performed by the agency was far 
too blunt an instrument to properly assess the impact of visitor 
access and public safety issues.

2) Stehekin Heritage encourages you to write: National 
Park Service Regional Jon Jarvis (address found on page next 
page) sending copies of your letter to elected officials.

This letter would  communicate your desire that the NPS 
conduct an EIS concerning the reopening of the Upper Ste-
hekin Valley Road and that the EIS consider alternatives that 
support low impact vehicular access along the Congressio-
nally mandated access corridor.

3) Additionally, if the NPS believes it impossible or un-
desirable to conduct an EIS, it will be necessary to request 
that elected officials support Congressman Doc Hastings’ Bill 
H.R. 3408 that would reopen the Upper Stehekin Valley Road 
with no net loss of Wilderness. 

The wilderness opportunity available to
sierra club’s David brower and his sons
in 1958 should be available to stehekin 

Valley visitors in 2008.



   Write letters, the addresses to our public officials can be accessed by
   visiting...   http//www.stehekinchoice.com/Stehekin Heritage

   Read letters from other individuals who support our cause and sign up for email updates,                     

Name ______________________________________________________________________________________

Street _____________________________________________________________________________________

City & ZipCode _____________________________________________________________________________

email addreSS  ______________________________________________________________________________

$50$25

  Order a DVD with more information, and tell us how many you would like.  Send us      
        $5.00 for each copy.

      Help by donating money...  Send check or money order to:                                                           
        Stehekin Heritage, PO Box 1, Stehekin, WA  98852

  visit …  http//www.stehekinchoice.com/Stehekin Heritage 

  We CoNtiNue to Need your Help,  Here’S HoW...

tHaNkS to everyoNe for all your Support.           
       We have Well over 1,000 letters and petitions but, this issue is far from being resolved. 

or more
$100

3
3

Secretary of the Interior
Ryan Zinke
Department of the Interior
1849 C Street, N.W.
Washington DC 20240
202-208-3100
webteam@ios.doi.gov

Congressman Dave Reichert
Washington, DC Office
1127 Longworth HOB
Washington, DC 20515
Phone: (202) 225-7761
Fax: (202) 225-4282 
Wenatchee: (425) 677-7414

Senator Patty Murray
154 //Russell Senate Office 
Building
Washington, D.C. 20510
Phone (202) 224-2621
Fax: (202 224-0238
Toll Free: (886) 481-9186

Senator Cantwell
311 Hart Senate Office Bldg
Washington, DC 205100001
ph: (202) 224-3441
fax: (202) 228-0514

Governor Jay Inslee
Office of the Governor
PO Box 40002
Olympia, WA 98504-0002
Call 360-902-4111
or 1-800-833-6388.
Fax 360-753-4110

State Senator 12th District 
Brad Hawkins
P.O. Box 40412
Olympia, WA 98504-0412
Phone: (360) 786-7622
Toll-free: (800) 562-6000
brad.hawkins@leg.wa.gov

Laura Joss 
Pacific West Region 
Regional Director NPS
333 Bush Street, Suite 500
San Francisco, CA 94104-2828
(415) 623-2100



As a future visitor to the Stehekin Valley, I feel that my recreational 
use and enjoyment of this area has been greatly curtailed due to the clo-
sure of the Upper stehekin Valley Road.  I support the reopening of this 
road through legislation or administrative action that will result in no net 
loss of wilderness in the Stephen Mather wilderness overlay.  

Name ________________________________________________
Signature _____________________________________________
Address ______________________________________________
 
Return To ... Stehekin Heritage, PO Box 1, Stehekin, WA 98852

Email Address ________________________________________________

For Stehekin Valley Road Updates, include your email address and give us permission to keep you informed.

or the flickering light

weaving across the river

as i watched, the colors faded

like water drained out

   
this morning i watched the sun

rise over rainbow mountain

turn the river into running fire

set the mountains aglow

drinking the mountain
~Jeff bilbro~

through tight cupped hands

so i  bent and drank deep

and turned to go as the last guzzled

drops dripped from my chin

i stopped, trying to freeze time

and wished for my camera

but no camera could capture

this vast beauty welling in my throat

“we need to have common sense 
in our decision making.  a few miles 
of road to allow shuttle access to 

magnificent trailheads should be seen 
as a positive, important part of the 

north cascades national park.”

washington state governor
mike lowry, 2008

“What the bill would not do is to keep 
the park visitor shut out of the park. All 
the existing transportation and develop-
ment corridors would be excluded from 
wilderness designation. ... I believe the 
parks are there to provide recreation, 

as well as, the preservation of the natu-
ral ecosystem.”                        

Senator, Dan Evans, 1988

Jeff hiking goode Ridge


