
Septe1aber 7, 1985 

Jim an Holly A1~enson 
Taylor Ranch 
Cascade, ID 83611 

Dear Jim and Holly: 

Mic ael Hofferber 
756 Bevier 

Piscata ay, J 8854 
(201) 878 - 0211 

I ' □ returning your slides to you after making sone du~licates and 
sending them off to Country Journal, which· as expressed some 
serious interest in the story. We 'll see how that 0 oes . 

Mean.-,hile, here's a copy of t. e story I drafted last fall . Please 
look it ov~r and send Me any comments, chanres or corrections that 
occur to you. 

Best of luck to you both . 

1k Careu- Wov-ld ~ovy (OV\I\~ GhJ-\- V\~+ ~o~ -
Tl l V~"4-\~ -:;v;.L- ~ov c:r-t 7-.. C-ef y-



~· i ~ 1 a 2 l l{ o -£ r be r 
7 5 - Bevier 
Piscataway, J 8854 
(201) 878 - 0211 

Proposal : Idaho ' s Pesearch Ranchers 

Idaho sweltered un 1 er a mid - ugust heat wave, ev n in the high 

wilderness of the Salmon River Range, but the four scientists 

huddled on a rocky ledge beside Big Creel iOrked in cool shade . 

With trowels and bare fingers they scraped at th_ t in bed of earth 

beneath them, digging for artifacts of a lost istory. Two twin 

circles of soft yellow ash had been exposed to the light fort e 

first title in centuries . Here sone man, in an earlier day, ad 

vaned hiL self from the winter ' s chill or bal<ed .I. is salnon on a 

spit, or huddled near the cliff wall with a fire blazing b tween hici 

dnd the b a ts of t e ni
0

'1t. 

o bin Joh ston, a oearded archaeolo6 ist fro□ the University of 

Idano, sifted buc ets of dirt from t e dig in a wire - rnest scr2en , 

plucking out pieces of bone and charcoal to add to a gro ?ing 

collection of plastic - bagged specinens . These tiny sa 1ples 

represented some the first solid evidence of prehistoric uman life 

i the rugged mountain ranges of central Idaho . On the day before, 

Johnston had found a button. 

Helpin0 witl t e dig were Ji and Holly A'enson, a 

biogeo~r apher and an animal biologist respectively . The Alrensons 

are oanag - careta'·ers oI t e University of Idaho ' s 65 - acre Taylor 

· anch, a wilderness research facility tucked away in the riddle of 

the 3.8 Llillion- acre Frank Church/ iver of No Return Wilderness 

Area. They live year - round, wit out electricity or en3ines, 1 ore 

t 1 an 4 0 1 i 1 e s fr o 1i1 th n e a r s t r o a <l • The r an ch i s fur t er f r om a 

roaJ in any direction than any oth r in th lower 48 states . It is 
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used erclusively for scientific rese&rch and education. 

The fourth er ber of th2 party waste cultural resource 

s~ cial i st forte ez Perce Indian tribe, Jim Lawyer . At the dig 

e was as 1Uch an observer as a participant. He wasted few words 

and ,_1i 

J im Aken on, a sanguine Swede, tall and lond wit1 a red 

beard, broke up the somnolent scene when an obj ct in his trowel 

cau0ht is eye . 

"Robbin, " he said, "I think I have oomething here . 

you anything t at that ' s a uman tooti1." 

I ' 11 bet 

J ohnston crouched beside hiJ, the ~nees of nis jeans ca~el with 

dirt, hist - shirt stained with si,eat . He fing red t e toot1 Akenson 

1anded hitl and nod ed t OU6 tfully . The tooth was defintely a tU1an 

1Jolar . A tooth like this could Lean an Indian burial site, or 

si~ply soLle pac~rat ' s trea·ure . 

He loo ~ed across the excavation at Lawyer , Jho was watchin2; him 

carefully, and said, " I thin<. we had better stop digging right here 

an<l go show this to rank." 

Franl Leonhardy , leader of the UI archaeology team at Tay l or 

Ranch , was worling at another site further downstream . There, along 

the banls of the creet, his students wer uncovering evidence of an 

Indian encampment several undred years old . "You mean they lived 

here in the wi ntertime?" visitors asled incredulously when e showed 

them the site . 

W en handed the tooth, Leonhardy caid, "Ye. , it looks li1<.e we 

ave a hu11an tooth h re, all right . A pre - molar, I ' d say, and fairly 

younb . I t doesn't sho\1 signs of much use ." 

Leonhardy sugC-Tested that the dig continue . "Occasional teeth 

do a pen," he said . "On tooth does not constitute a uria l." But 

Lavyer quickly drew hin aside and, after a heated argum nt, 
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Leonhardy changed his mind. Digging at the site stopped; the 

excavation was filled in. Burial or not, research would have to 

wait for new perwits in another season. 

"The Indians, you have to understand, are very sensitive about 

burial sites," Johnston ex lained. "There have been a lot of sites 

that have been vandalized and destroyed . I know a car dealer in 

oise w o bragged to me about this In ian skeleton that he found . 

I ts sKul 1 res ts on a she 1 f in his 1 iving roor1 for his chil ren to 

play with. i: or,,1, they wouldn't do that with their grandfath r's 

slull, but because it's Indian .. .. " 

W o's toot was uncovered deep in the Idaho wilderness? 

Surµrisin6 ly, there are many possibilities. 

efore t ere were Christians, and even before the Egyptian 

pyramids \1ere raised, tribes of Shoshoni Indians settled in the 

almon River Mountains of Idaho . These mountain - dwelling Shonshoni 

were cal led "Sheepeaters ." They were superior furriers, famed for 

their sheepskin and deerskin garnent. For centuries they lived in 

thatched huts and teepees along riverbanks and survived on berries, 

roots, game and fish . Hunting parties often canped overnight at 

cliffside shelters lil·e the one n ar Taylor Ranch. 

A Sheepeater woman, Sacajawe, helped guide Lewis and Clark 

throug ' the mountain passes, and her people gave i.10rses to L1e 

exp dition. They befriended white e plorers and trappers , but in so 

doing exposed tlemselv s to diseases which soon decimated their 

po ulation. y t elate 1800s only fragments of the tri e remained . 

The tootn in the shelter might have belonged to one of tr e 

soldiers w10 fought int e brief Shee eater War of 1879 . Skirmishes 
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between settlers and Indians in central Idaho prompted the U.S. 

,overnmment to send a troop of 60 men from the irst Cavalry into 

the Saloon iver country that su□mer to root out the remaining 

Sheepeaters and escort them to a reservation. 

In mid - July a troop under the co□ nand of Lieutenant Henry 

Catley traveled single fil down the trecherous Big Creek canyon, a 

"fastness of almost i . pregnable aunts," one soldier later recalled . 

As the troop was crossing Bi 6 Creek near the present site of Taylor 

ancn, the Sheepeaters o· ened fire from vantage points in t e rod y 

cliffs above . Tney severely wounded two of Catley ' s men . 

Shake1 by tne attack, Catley panicked and led his rnen up a 

nearby idge . He hoped to cli.b out of th steep canyon, but before 

1is coluwn reached the summit it was attacked from both the front 

an rear . Catley and his 60 troopers were trapped on a steep 

hillside under a blazing midsu 1er ' s sun for 14 hours . They became 

sot irsty they drank froLl a vinegar keg . 

Corne night all the troop--rs retreated from "Vinegar Hill" to 

urgdorf Hot Sprin~s on t1e Salnon River. There Lt . Catl y was 

relieve of his cornnand and court - nartial d. 

A wee~ lat r Captain euben ~rnard took t e harrowed troopers 

bacr into the canyon. This time they swe t throuGh the territory, 

capturing 50 She peaters, who t Len agr ed to nove to a reservation. 

The campaign ended and was called a succ ss . 

A v_Vi J 1 )a r" Dave Lewis, \J as in c11arg of t 1e 

J... \.) t 2 · conf 1 ic t. II re turn <... to t:1e 

Bi6 Cree· drainage aft r the fiJhtinJ was over and 1omesteade on a 

site just a few riles downstrea 1 from Vin gar Hill. He patented 

64 . 4 acres of land and lived on it until 1935. Shortly before 1e 

died he sold 1is property to a friend naoed Jess Taylor . T ~ land 

tnen became L<.nown as the Taylor Rane· . 

4 



The original homestead survey for the Taylor Ranch property 

hangs on a wall of Ji 1 and Holly Alenson's cabin. A nearby window 

affords a view of a sprawling green pastur hern.ed by pine and rocky 

canyon wal 1 s. Across Big Creek, Horse Mountain rears up to its 

8,000-foot elevation. Bighor sheep graze on its flanks. Mo~ents 

earlier, a blac bear sauntered by. 

A toi:,ographical ap of this territory covers a card table next 

to the wi <low. Little black letters name features of tlie landscape: 

T under ~ountain, Big Hill, Cliff Creek, Canyon Creek, Cave Creek, 

Sprin6 Cree , Bear Cree~, Doe Cre , Shee Creek, Snake Cre K, 

Soldier Creek, Cabin Cree, Cow Cree, Dave Lewis Peak. 

"Jess Taylor sold the ranch tote University of Idaho 

rimarily because of Maurice Hornocker (a UI professor)," Holly 

Akenson explains. "Hornocker was up here doing his couz;ar research 

and he knew that Jess was thinling about selling the place. He 

convinced him that the university would take the best care of it." 

Holly leans back in a padded rocker, her long straight black 

1air spilling down her shoulders. Her maiden naoe is Shehan, of 

Irish ancestry. She is tall, has pale blue eyes, a ruddy complexion 

and a broad sr ile. H r hus and, Jim, is in tne next roorn preparing 

dinner . They take turns fixing meals, just as they share all t . e 

chor~s on t1e ra ch. 

"Jess said that Hornocker reminded hiL>l an awful lot of Dave 

L wis," Holly continues. "They even looked alike. T at's why he 

li ~ea Hornocker as soon as he met him. 11 

Ironically, thoug , both Dave Lewis and Maurice Hornocker 

ecaJ.1e famous cougar experts, but fo .. 

Lewis was a crack 11ountain lion hunter, killinb mor e t han 6 

over 30 years and mal~in~ much of his living from the bounty he could 
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c o 11 e c t . The Ne~ York T i ~.§..§. f e at u red h i m in a Nov em b er 1 3 , 1 9 2 7 

issue posin3 with his hunting dogs . Hornocker, on the other hand, 

put an end to the cougar bounty in Idaho in the late 1960s witl 

painsta1'ing research that der onstrated the mountain lion was no 

treat to deer and el~ herds, but actually hel ed their populations 

by weeding out weaker animals and preventing overuse of winter food 

supplies . He helped save the coubar frOi1 extinction, and his 

research was popularized in a November, 1969 National Geographic 

article . 

"The pri1. itive area ~,as ideal for our study ," Hornocker wrote 

in the article . "Remote and roadless, it sustains a healthy lion 

population relatively undisturbed by human intrusion, partly because 

its granite cra6 s and deep-slashed valleys represent the gr atest 

topographical relief in all of Idaho ." 

DurinJ the years of his research, Hornocker had many enemies 

among the guides and outfitters who wor~ed the Idaho wilderness . 

They felt the cougar a threat to their live l ihood . They blar:1ed the 

lions for declining game herds . Like Lewis, they had kil l ed the cats 

for their bounty . In a small bar in the Idaho mountain town of 

Yellowoine a rroup of them were gathered t e night Hornocker ca e in 

for a drinz. Tney called him over to their table . The sci ntist 

nes i tated a L1oment, --nowing the resentments they had arbored, but 

if tt1ey r11eant violenc.a he could not escape it for lon~ . He wal1~ed 

u 1J to the and one said, "We just wanted you to know that wet 1ink 

that you 're doing a 5ood job ." Finally, after years of gatt1ering 

£acts Hornocker had gained their respect . 

The scientist also had the respect of Jess Taylor, and wen he 

recomnended that the ranch be sold to the University of Idaho the 

rancher 1 is tened . 
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"This place means a lot to me; my life is in it," Taylor told a 

UI science writer shortly before he died. "I sold it to the 

university for insurance, 'cause if I can't be assured of its 

future, tl1en remembering the ast will be a lot tougher." 

Tailor sold tne ranch to UI in 1969 for ~100,000 . A decade 

later a similar ranCJ.l just seven iles up tream sold for ~1.4 

million. 

Hornoc r's cougar study ended long aJo, but researc1 at Taylor 

rtanch continu s. Last inter Holly A~enson began a study of big .. orn 

s 1eep nabitat in the Big Creek drainage . Frorn Dec I her through 

April she and Jim spend much oft eir time snowshoeing up and down 

the canyon watching deer, elk and sheep herds . They observe the 

condition of the habitat, the size of the herds, the changes that 

occur over the winter . Holly estimates that 150 to 200 sheep winter 

in the drainage. She has seen as many as 70 ighorn sheep in a 

s in5 le day. 

"This area is an outstanding laboratory for wilderness 

stuJies," Jim notes as he sets a table for c inner. "Th place is 

virtually unaffect_d by man. It's the per ect control studies on 

the e f £ e c t s o f . an on the en vi r on r:1 en t . The r e are a r.1 u 1 t i tu d o £ 

projects that could e started here." 

Te Akensons both sit on the board of the Ul 1 s Wilderness 

esearc1 Center . The board 1aakes policy decisions for Taylor anch, 

deternining w ich research projects are wost appropriate for the 

facility . 

The board is currently looking for new projects to be stationed 

at the center, Jim said . Among the projects they are interested in 

osting are: 

"a fisheries project, anadromonous salmon or cutthroat 

trout ... " 
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"so thing on recreational us impacts ... horse camps . .. 

airstrips ... river use studies .. . " 

"som sort of xtensiv botanical study... Je are located to 

some major fires . You could do burn studies, or something on fire 

colo6y .... " 

The pri . ary factor wen considering requests to use the ranch, 

Jim said, is 1hether or not the research could be done outside the 

wilderness . A bobcat study now under way at Taylor Ranch by 

biologist Gary Kohler is a perfect exa11ple of a project that could 

not be do ~ as well anywhere else in the world, he not d. 

Kohler, a trim and intense young man who worked with Hornocker 

on his cougar study, is gatheri O fund a□ental information a out the 

lives of bobcat livin in the Big Creek drainage of the River of No 

Return ~ilderness . How do they space themselves? What are the 

effects of t i eir predation on their prey? What kind of Love ent 

patterns dot ey show? Wat is their rate of reproduction? 

Th es questions have b en as l·ed before, of course, but never 

about a Jopu so na · c~ ; ~ ~t~viti u of 

1 an. T .. 1 Bi u Cr e k bobcats are ) c rt of a na t u r a 1 a 1 ar c e t a 

wildlife o ana~ers want tor plicate in other, less re□ote, areas of 

tne country . 

"r y o e is that the i formation we ' re gathering here can be 

us d as a ve icle for r anagemcnt," said Ko ler one summer afternoon 

as he lounged on the grass outside one of Taylor anch ' s four 

cabins . 

In the late 1960s, after the U.S. si6ned an international 

treaty curbing t1 ir port of furs of the spotted cats - - leopards, 

ja6uar, cheetas -- furriers start d usin2 the spotted belly fur o · 

the North American bobcat and the Canadian lynx for their fur coats 

instead. A single bobcat hide soared in value to nore than $300. 
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The aniJals, native to almost every state, were heavily trappe and 

po~ulations be an to fall . Fearful of the ffect all this 

harvesting was having on the bobcats, Defenders of Wildlife , a 

conservation organization, sued t1e Fish and Wildlife Service to 

provide tais information. Since littl research had ever been done 

on bobcats, new studies were quickly commissioned . 

"Essentially, that ' s why we ' re here," Kohler explained . "A lot 

of states are now doing bobcat research. Studies siailar to this 

one are bein done elsewhere . But what is unique about this project 

is that we are studying these cats in a wilderness situation. No 

one else has ever been able to do that ." 

Kohler ' s research is financed by such disparate groups as the 

National Wildlife Federation, the National Rifle Association, the 

National Geographic Society, Defenders of Wildlife, and the Boone 

and Crockett Club . All have a stake in its results . 

Most of Kohler's field work on the study is done during the 

winter . Every raorning, from December through April, Kohler pushes 

1iraself out into tne Lrigid mountain air to walk a 22 - mile trap 

line . Bobcats captured in his traps are drugged, fitted wit radio 

ased again to the wild . The moveoents 

col l ared bobcats are t hen tracked by Kohler, his wife Mona, 

and one or two assistants wit receivers both on the ground and in 

the air . This is his fourth winter at Taylor Ranch. 

" It probably sounds like a real romantic kind of adventure to 

spend the winter up here," Kohler coT'1mented, "but it gets old real 

fast sloggincr up and down those trails ." 

Without Taylor Ranch and its year - round facilities deep in the 

Idaho wilderness Kohler ' s study, at least in its present for~, would 

be impossible . Its cabins shelter his r search team fron storms and 

sub - zero chills, and t ne snow-covered landing field, which Ji~ 
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A~ nson pac~s down aily witl a horse - drawn stee l roller, is the 

only winter access to food and equip,ent . 

Technically, th ap2roach to Taylor Landing Field in the middle 

o £ the \.iv er o f No e turn W i 1 de r n e s s i s one o f the 1i1 o s t d rn and in . 

No bush ilot, however s~illed, ,ould approach it 1itnout s cond 

thou6ht . Spread on a quarter - mile pasture on the banks o Big Cree1c 

at the bottom of a 4,000 - foot canyon, the field for~ives fer 

istak-s . In sum~er, a single - engine nail plane lands once eac1 

weel with letters and supplies . In winter, it slides in on sis 

every two or t 1ree wee ·s . 

J ir1 and Holly A~enson, ~oth nativ Oreeonians , d pend on these 

flishts for trad_ and trans ortation, but they are otherwis s_lf ­

suffici nt . 3ot1 arc cor petcnt carpenters, plu hers, ors .oers 

and rancn hands . In addition to the cabins, they care for five 

norses, two nules, an irri 0 ation syst~ , a coo~< house, two stora:_;e 

St eds, one corral, a '1ay fi le anc a s all ve etable ar 'en. Si ce 

coninJ to Taylor 1.tai. ch two years ago they have also learned to drive 

a old r'cCormic · sic:~1 bar rower ~1itl1 t 11eir t am of mules, 1)ack a 

train of torses, and thatcn a haystac~. They spl i t a ~1s,or annual 

salary and overs e the ranch ' s $14,000 OJerating budget . 

J im met Holly at Eastern Orebon State College in LaGrande . Sh_ 

Has 1lis teachine; assistant in biology cla ses . They Si. areu a comri1on 

interest in anL11als and open spaces, and a co non clisintere t in 

cities and hi~h technolozy . ither was a stranger to wilderness . 

Holly 1ad sp_nt many a night int woods collecting information 

a~out great ~rey owls for an EOSC Habitat Laboratory study. Jiu ad 

L iled hundreds of . il~s as a wilderness lan1er forte 3ureau of 
). 

Land nana r 1. ent. And oth volunteer cl for a two - rnont 1 observat i on 
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post in tle Sonoran scrubland of Arizona for a s t udy oft e habitat 

needs of nesting southern bald ea 0 les . 

T1e Taylor anch anager position was originally advertised for 

one person , butte Akensons each applied and attac1ed cover letters 

stating they would be interested in job - sharing . 

"The intriguing thing about the job was that it offered 

professional opportunities for both Holly and I . It was a c1 ance 

for us to pursue both our career and "Dersonal interests . We now ue 

worl' well together ," Jim said. 

At the University of Idaho, Ed Krumpe, director of the 

Wilderness Research Center , was looking for a manager who not only 

could handle t 1 e physical maintenance at the rancn, but who 

understood scientific research and could adjust to a renote living 

situation. The Akensons ' offer to job - share was attractive . With 

each workin; half - time, they would also have ti□e to devote to 

research, and Hhen one had to leave t e field station the ot..1er 

\vOuld still be in charge . 

rumpe is bouyantly pleased with the choice he made . "dot only 

do they take pride in operating the ranch, but tney are personally 

and professionally dedicated to advancing the purposes oft e 

Wilderness esearch Center," he said of the Akenaons . 

" orraal ly, when you have 1. eople worl ing in such a remote 

setting you worry about t em getting fed up and leaving . When Holly 

and J im are out visiting, they usually 1ant to know if it is okay if 

they go back early . That says a lot . " 

Durin 7 the long winter, when she isn ' t counting big orn sheep 

or feeding stock or writing research papers, Holly is often tallying 

points at a '"'Libbage board . Th game becane a consuming passion for 

t1e Al nsons last winter, and all sum□er long Holly out - peg ed 

visiting scientiuts . Her winnin streak was legendary. 
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"Part of t e lifestyle '.tie have is to follow wildern ss i ·eals," 

Holly ~xplain d ass e dealt out a hand of cards . Wilderne~s, 

accordin3 to the U.S. gov rnment, is a place where man is al 1ays a 

visitor, and yet she and Jin are year - round residents . T ey are 

w'.:)11 a\rnre of how special their situation is. Although Taylor Rane: 

·ivat _a · r e of t12 wildern - ss, t l ey 

."v.._ ri ou t t actors o t levision or even visitors for mo.:,t of the 

y_ar . They corn1unicate acros a batte y-povered radio ;1ith 

ighbors tl ey ave rc1r ly seen; supplie are ac ed in oy tUle or 

flot1n in at ei 1ht cents a ound; entertainment is ad c~ of cards. 

"vJ1en Jim and I ,ere married we told our relatives tat we 

didr 't want to receive any electric a)pliances as wed<li gifts 

oecause 1e. robaoly .wuldn't e able to use th .. ," Holly said . 

"AnJ o far v2 hav n't. l..,Iy rnotl er - in- law, of cours , thoubl t I was 

crazy . " 

© 1985 by 1ic. a 1 offerber 
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