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The Insta-Facebook West
Do you “LIKE” it? By Jim Stiles
ne of my favorite poet/songwriters, Utah

OPhillips, once wrote:

I’ll sing about an emptiness the East has
never known,
Where coyotes don’t pay taxes and a man
can live alone.
And you’ve got to walk forever just to find
a telephone.
It’s sad, but the tellin’ takes me home.
The West was and is and should always be
about silence and space. Lots of it. About endless landscapes that stretch to infinity, and
skies so vast and unbroken that they defy
description, and moments of such incredible
beauty and clarity that you think you’ll burst

A century and more ago,
early traders to the West
disappeared for months
or even years. Friends and
family waited for news.
Sometimes no news came
at all. And legends began.

Dry Wash and Courthouse Towers
at Arches National Park in Utah.
© David Muench

if you don’t share this extraordinary moment
with someone right now.
And what makes the West so special is that
you can’t.
The West has always been about remoteness and unimagined quiet, and sometimes it
made us crazy trying to decide if we loved it
for its solitude or loathed it for its isolation.
We really did have to walk forever to find a
telephone. No one can truly know the West
and love the West without also hating it. But it
was the West’s unforgiving nature that also
made us feel stronger. We chose to live here
with all its emptiness and hardship and
unforgiving space. Somehow being able to
survive the West on its terms gave us a leg up
on the world.
Still, the West overwhelmed us and filled
us with unbridled joy and crushing loneliness, all at once. Like a bear hug from the

universe, we’d stand on the summit of a
favorite peak or stretch out on our backs in
the middle of a desert valley and for a
moment we’d almost be giddy. This, we said,
is pure unadulterated joy!
And then the silence would sweep over
us and we’d search for some sign that we
aren’t as insignificant as we feel, and we
couldn’t find it. We’d look around and
think—it’s so...big. And suddenly our laughter would sound like the hollow giggles of a
madman let loose in a coliseum and we’d
start to cry. Because this is as good and as
bad as it gets. And we feel so alone and we
want to tell someone. We want to hear a
voice. But we can’t. Because this is the
West—the big, hard, breathtaking, heartbreaking, unrelenting, unforgiving American
West. Or at least, it was...
It can be fairly argued that the demise of
the “Old West” has been a century-long
lament. Ever since John Fremont rediscovered
South Pass and James W. Marshall found gold
at Sutter’s Mill, the pristine West has been
chopped and whittled and reshaped by its
conquerors, and, for those of us who still suggest there is something more to be lost, our
laments increasingly fall upon deaf ears. The
truth is, most of us like the “New West.” Or, to
be more precise, we “LIKE” it.
This is fast becoming the “Facebook
West,” where a man never looks for a telephone and where no one ever needs (or
wants) to be alone. Where you can bring the
world to your favorite “lonely spot.” Or at least
your “friends.” And maybe even your “friends
of friends.” Facebook is just a click away from
the most remote places on Earth.
I’ve always wished I talked less and listened more, but the world today has little use
for the archetypal westerner—that laconic,
taciturn individual who only spoke when he
had something worth hearing, and maybe not
even then. Nobody measures their words
now. It goes from brain to keyboard to everyone. The Facebook West is strikingly similar
to the rest of the world.
Facebook has grown to a billion members in just a few years and its homogeneity—its sameness—is stunning. Nobody is
ever out of touch. No personal thought is
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Do you “LIKE” this?

ever too intimate.
A century and more ago, early travelers to
the West disappeared for months or even
years. Friends and family waited for news, and
when it came the letters were cherished relics.
Sometimes no news came at all. And legends
began.
As a 19-year-old wandering the West for
the first time so many years ago, I was gone
for three months. It felt like longer. I’d never
felt so far away. Before I left home, my grandpa gave me a stack of preaddressed postcards.
“Send me one a week,” he said. When I came
home safe and sound, my cards sat in a stack
on the kitchen table where he had read and
reread them each morning.
Today, a traveler to the West posts hourly
updates. Tonight’s sunset? It’s just too lovely
not to “SHARE.” Post it on the News Feed.
You just got a sense of your own immortality? Please tell the world.
We “LIKE” this.
You’re in Durango or Sedona or Flagstaff
or Taos and you have a taste for Thai tonight?
Post your culinary desires and someone out
there will help you satisfy that hunger.
The West’s icons—its landscapes and its
heroes—are celebrated in the Facebook West.
It makes the perfect gallery for photographs
because, after all, the medium is more visual
than thought provoking. And many of the
images are stunning. What often gives pause
is the way its viewers embrace those images.
18 • RANGE MAGAZINE • WINTER 2021/2022

© JIM STILES

ABOVE: Traffic congestion at the Arches National Park entrance station is from its traffic cam. CENTER: Jim Stiles’ image for “Facebook West.”
BOTTOM: The crowds at Horseshoe Bend.

The world today has little
use for the archetypal
westerner—that iconic,
taciturn individual who
only spoke when he had
something worth hearing,
and maybe not even then.

As lovely as a photograph might be, it cannot
be a substitute for the real thing and sometimes it’s not clear if Facebookers know the
difference.
Environmental heroes are honored by
Facebook in its own inimitable way. The
poet/conservationist John Muir can claim
that 4,190 Facebook users “LIKE” him. Henry
David Thoreau is embraced by 18,037 fans.
Not bad for men who have been dead for
decades or centuries.
Wendell Berry (who is still quite alive and
kicking) has 4,616 fans, despite the fact that
he doesn’t own a computer and has, by choice
and design, never logged onto the Internet.
On a page “to promote and discuss the
writings and life of Edward Abbey,” his role
as a naturalist (one he loathed) usually
trumps any serious discussion of Abbey’s
more controversial positions like immigration and his membership in the NRA. Occasionally a contributor to the Abbey page asks
the question no one wants to consider:
“What would Abbey think of Facebook?”
The consensus is always that he would have
hated it and then a swarm of Facebookers
click the “LIKE” button.
Even Cactus Ed’s assumed revulsion for
the medium gets a “thumbs up” from its most
ardent users and his most enthusiastic admirers. Nobody seems to notice the contradiction.
In the end, the Facebook West is coming
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for us all. There is an inevitability about it
now that I refused to consider even a few
years ago. The banality that we’ve hoped to
avoid is now perched on our shoulders and
lulling us into submission. It’s comforting to
many. We get to be participants, even stars, in
what passes for a public discussion in the 21st
century.
And everything is public. A Facebooker
recently chastised one of her “friends” for
posting “inappropriate comments” on her
wall. “Even if it doesn’t offend me,” she
explained, “you never know who is in your
audience.” This is what Facebook is really
about: We’ve become willing performers,
playing to an “audience” full of “friends” who
“LIKE” us. Andy Warhol and his “15 minutes” were spot on.
That explains, I suppose, our willingness
to abandon the privacy we claim is so precious. We’re asked to list our favorite books
and we eagerly comply. Which great actor do
we most resemble? We answer without hesitation. What car would we be? Why, the car that
suits our personality, whether it’s Mucho
Macho or New Age Sensitive.
We unwittingly give the world every detail
of our private lives, manufacturing a persona
for ourselves in the process. And while we voluntarily spew all our details, somebody out
there is taking notes, compiling our profiles,
and we keep making their job easier.
“Yup” and “Nope” just wouldn’t work in
the Facebook West. This is no place to be reticent or understated. Gary Cooper wouldn’t
stand a chance.
Then it occurs to me. I lament the loss of
the empty West and its remote and lonely vistas. I think of the cowboy, Jack, from “Lonely
Are the Brave”—all alone, just him and his
horse. And then I think of millions upon millions of solitary little figures, all around the
West and the world, hunched over their various electronic devices in windowless rooms,
wishing they were anywhere but where they
are, furiously typing their most private
thoughts to whomever will listen, and hoping
that somebody will reply—that somebody
will “LIKE” them.
And I think, damn, what could be lonelier
than that? n
Jim Stiles is the founding publisher of the
Canyon Country Zephyr and the author of
“Brave New West: Morphing Moab at the
Speed of Greed.” He is currently working on its
sequel, “The Bears Ears Borg: Green Money,
the Media, and the Assimilation of the American ‘New’ West.”

The Oath
Keeper
Vote for the right kind of sheriff.
By Patricia Aiken

F

rom rural Eureka County, Nev., has
emerged a dedicated, outspoken,
straight-arrow, award-winning constitutionalist. Sheriff Jesse Watts takes his
oath of office seriously and instills that same
commitment in his deputies and staff. Just
glancing through his Facebook page it’s
obvious that many people from outside
Eureka support him. On June 27, 2021,
Sheriff Watts received a standing ovation at
CCWExpo, an event supporting concealed
carry permit holders in Las Vegas following
a question-and-answer session. Watts
discussed the difference between water rights
and water permits, the BLM, oaths of office
and other topics. He recently posted that
although he’s been strongly urged to run for
Nevada governor, he has no interest.
Originally from Amity, Ore., with farms,
vineyards, 1,600 people and unending rain,
he and his wife prefer raising their family in
sunnier, small-town Eureka. As a teen he was
a member of Future Farmers of America, but
it was being a cadet at the Amity Police
Department, starting at age 12 that molded
his career choice. It’s refreshing to have a
“people person” sheriff. Watts can drive past
any house and tell you who lives there and
what their kids’ names are.
The sheriff strongly urged the county
commission to stand up to the governor’s
“scamdemic” COVID mandates and declare
an economic emergency which reopened all
businesses. He knew it wouldn’t be popular
with everyone but quoted Steve Jobs who
said, “If you want to be popular sell ice
cream, don’t be a leader.”
Eureka should have been the second
county in northern Nevada to declare itself
a constitutional county. Sheriff Richard
Mack’s Constitutional Sheriffs and Peace
Officers organization actually came to Battle
Mountain, Nev., to celebrate when Lander
County signed on as such. Sadly, it seems the
Eureka old guard county commissioners
decided they would rather play politics than
support the people and the Constitution. A
screenshot of a text reply from the chairman

to a constituent who was asking when
Eureka would be a constitutional county as
Sheriff Watts requested and if it would be on
the commissioners’ agenda for discussion
reads: “Not sure it will. A lot of questions and
concerns. I’m not turning this into a
campaign event for sheriff race. Nothing to
gain here.”
When asked at the August 20 meeting
why the sheriff’s item was removed from the
agenda, the commission chair boldly insisted
that the sheriff had lied. Emails reveal that
someone is lying but it’s the chairman, not
Sheriff Watts.
The commission chairman isn’t alone.
While Watts won 51 percent of the vote with
three candidates running, people on the Left
are doing their damnedest to undermine his

Sheriff Watts agrees with Steve Jobs, who said,
“If you want to be popular sell ice cream, don’t be
a leader.”

office. Several women, branded “Marxists,”
“Karens” and other not-so-flattering terms by
Facebook comments supporting the sheriff,
have circulated a recall petition using baseless
claims that he’s abused his power, is unfair
and so forth. Using “anonymous source”
tactics, they’re now claiming Sheriff Watts
uses drugs. No names, no facts. But since
when does the Left let facts get in its way?
Local ranchers, learning of this insanity, didn’t
think it would get much traction. But another
constitutional sheriff met that fate and folks
are urging Watts to give it no quarter.
In spite of the attack, Sheriff Watts stands
firm in his commitment to serve his
constituents. He implores people: “Stand up
and let your voices be heard. This is our
country and we’re going to have to take it
back county by county, state by state.” n
Patricia Aiken loves living in the Diamond
Valley, Middle of Nowhere, Nev.
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