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When Peter Skene Ogden traveled
through present-day Winnemucca,
Nev., on Jan. 28, 1826, he noted:

“Many in Camp are Starving and have been
so more or less for some time past, indeed...we
have been for the last ten days with only one
meal every two days still I am determined the
company’s horses shall not fall.” 

In 1927, Ed Cantlon, 17, staying at a camp
called Ten Mile at the edge of Nevada’s Smoke
Creek Desert west of Winnemucca, was help-
ing with a roundup. “We made a big circle east
of the home ranch and were to gather the ani-
mals at a long string of water troughs which
are known as Betty Creek,” he says in his Uni-
versity of Nevada, Reno, oral history. “The
foreman sent me on an outside circle to make
sure that we hadn’t missed any cattle. He also
cued me to ride to the east side of the steep
mountain, so that when I brought them back
I would see about 20 or 25 water troughs. One
would overflow and run into the next. When I
came back with about 200 head of cows and
calves, I kept looking for these water troughs
and wondered for a while whether I was lost.
Then, as we approached, I realized why I
couldn’t see them; they were covered by sage
hen. When those cattle moved toward the
troughs, it looked like the whole country was
moving. That’s the largest concentration of
sage hen I’ve ever seen in my life. Without
exaggeration, there must have been at least
10,000 birds in that group.”

When Ogden’s and other expeditions
crossed the Great Basin in the early 1800s they
found Indians eating insects. To survive, the
explorers often ate their own dogs and horses.
After cowboys and livestock showed up, sage
grouse numbers exploded and, from the late
1800s until the 1960s, there were so many sage
grouse you could kill one with a stick. But
when livestock numbers were drastically cut
in the 1960s, sage grouse diminished and they
might soon be listed as “endangered” or
“threatened” and will need all kinds of “pro-
tection.” (See Special Report, next to page 40.)

It is moments like this when emotions
rise, lawyers step in, and rural lives change.
Radical activists sue the federal government to
halt a business to save a critter and they wield

such a big hammer that the feds almost always
back down while real producers pay the price. 

Known as the sage grouse, sage hen or
sage chicken, this big, gray, ground-nesting,
low-flying bird roams around 100 million
acres of high desert. Weighing from two to
seven pounds, the males can be pretty, but the
chicken-sized females are, well, ordinary.
Ogden wished he’d seen one. Cantlon would
wonder where they went.  

The Bureau of Land Management is rid-
ing point, in charge of about 47 million acres
of sage grouse habitat. That’s half of what the
birds use. Even though sage grouse might be
the Forest Gump of game birds, another ham-
mer is coming down—just like it did on the
loggers in the name of the spotted owl in the
1990s. That pretty bird was said to only nest in
old-growth timber on the West Coast. Thanks
to “protect the spotted owl” propaganda, the
timber industry was decimated, hundreds of
mills closed, tens of thousands of good jobs
disappeared, and small towns are still reeling
from the onslaught. And it turns out that log-
gers were not the problem. 

Old growth was nice but not imperative (a
spotted owl’s nest was discovered in a Kmart
sign). The major problem was that in addition
to the slick, two-legged predators, winged ene-
mies emerged. Barred owls pushed enough
spotted owls out of old-growth forests that
they have been in decline since the chainsaws
moved out. Now the feds are putting a bounty
on barred owls to “save” their spotted broth-
ers. Too bad that truth was ignored.

Now most of the same players—enviros,
feds, state-agency people, and friends—have
come together to save the sage grouse. This
includes folks from BLM, NRCS, USGS,
USFS, plus tribes, state fish and wildlife
departments, sportsmen’s groups, wildlife
advocates, ranchers and other landowners.
They are meeting in most of the states affect-
ed—California, Colorado, Idaho, Montana,
Nevada, North Dakota, Oregon, South Dako-
ta, Utah, Washington and Wyoming—and
they want to make sure that sage grouse and
its habitat will continue to exist.

Ranchers should be scared. They will be
targets just like the loggers 20 years ago, and
they, too, want to continue to exist. Ed
Depaoli, former southern Oregon BLM area
manager, now ranches on the 40-Mile Desert.
“Sage grouse numbers were highest when
predator control was at its peak and when
livestock use was high, especially sheep use,”
Depaoli says. “Change without knowledge is a
risk to avoid.” 

Even in 1927, young Ed Cantlon knew that
ranchers are the sage hens’ best friends.  ■

Up Front
The big, fat,
gray chicken.

By C.J. Hadley
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