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Trespass is the story of one woman's struggle to gain footing in inhospitable territory. A
wilderness activist and apostate Mormon, Amy Irvine sought respite in the desert outback of
southern Utah's red-rock country after her father's suicide, only to find out just how much of an
interloper she was among her own people. But more than simply an exploration of personal loss,
Trespass is an elegy for a dying world, for the ruin of one of our most beloved and unique desert
landscapes and for our vanishing connection to it. Fearing what her father's fate might somehow
portend for her, Irvine retreated into the remote recesses of the Colorado Plateau—home not
only to the world's most renowned national parks but also to a rugged brand of cowboy
Mormonism that stands in defiant contrast to the world at large. Her story is one of ruin and
restoration, of learning to live among people who fear the wilderness the way they fear the devil
and how that fear fuels an antagonism toward environmental concerns that pervades the region.
At the same time, Irvine mourns her own loss of wildness and disconnection from spirituality,
while ultimately discovering that the provinces of nature and faith are not as distinct as she once
might have believed.
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desert that trembles with spirits and bones.There are two reasons I came here: my father’s
death, and the lion man who prowled my dreams. Perhaps it was coincidence, but a man—half
wild, ravenous beyond words—slid from the dream world into the mud of the waking one the
same year my father left this world for another.Ghosts. Paw prints. I have tried to stay put.The
lion man is Herb. His name, his grandfather’s. It doesn’t quite suit him, but then, nothing about
the civilized world does. Even my mother, who prefers all things tame, cannot accept it. Instead,
she calls him Red for his long copper curls, for the heart pulsing on his sleeve. His eyes are a
piercing topaz. And he purrs of dimensions other than this one—says he sees and hears things
differently and that’s why he makes up his own rules. Me, I am at a loss for words. After
contending daily with the lion man’s incorrigible ways, I still don’t know what to call him.If Herb is
red, then my father was blue. Perpetually immersed in water and nostalgia, to the point of inertia,
he passed the days hunting—mostly in cattails on the edge of the Great Salt Lake, just outside
Salt Lake City. There he sat motionless, as if he could halt time. It was his attempt to deny the
seductive sirens of civility—their incessant beckonings to behave, to belong. He acted as if all
that mattered was the water, and the sound of wings flapping overhead. He was a good shot.But
he lost his fluidity. The lake swelled, then retreated. Constrained by convention, dulled by
bourbon, his primal reflexes failed. When the banks of soft marsh mud imploded beneath his
feet, he simply could not respond. Finally, on the first night of the new millennium, as the rest of
the world toasted a new era, my father put a bullet through his own heart.THE REDROCK
DESERT where I made my home sits on a tall, arid land mass called the Colorado Plateau. This
physiographic province sprawls across northern New Mexico and Arizona, western Colorado,
and nearly all of the southern half of Utah—my home state. Perhaps the most isolated portion of
the Plateau falls within the boundaries of San Juan County, in Utah’s southeastern corner. After
my thirty-four years in Salt Lake City—the state’s urban capital, at the base of the Wasatch
Mountains, in the northern region of the state—this remote and rural portion of the desert was a
welcome change.San Juan County is the size of three small New England states. And of its
7,884 square miles, only 8 percent of the land is owned privately. The rest is either Indian or
federal land—managed by the Bureau of Land Management, the National Park Service, and the
Forest Service. Included within these federal jurisdictions are Canyonlands National Park, Glen
Canyon National Recreation Area, and Hovenweep and Natural Bridges National Monuments.
Also included are two million acres of BLM lands with hardly any special designations—loosely
managed for “multiple use,” which means they can be utilized for grazing, mining, logging, and



nearly any form of recreation.So scenic are these lands that if any of them—any at all—could be
acquired, they would be considered prime real estate. But San Juan County, by and large, is not
for sale. The result: Less than two people per square mile. Not one shopping mall or gated
community. Only two stoplights and a single liquor store.But there are eleven Mormon churches
—three of them built right on Indian lands.IN THE LATE AUTUMN of our first year in San Juan
County, Herb and I hiked into a deep canyon on Cedar Mesa—the connective tissue between
the Abajo Mountains and the San Juan River. It was a cold and gray afternoon; the cottonwood
trees in the canyon bottom had lost their gold medallions and stood wretched. The birds were
gone. Everything was stripped, utterly silent. We tiptoed across stones made sleek and spherical
by flash floods. Herb stopped and looked up at an ancient Indian ruin, high on the ledge above
us. Perhaps a thousand years old, its earthen walls still stood. The two windows were dark and
hollow, like the eyes of an unlit jack-o’-lantern.The lion man turned to me, his eyes dilated in the
fading light. He said, I don’t think I’ve ever felt so alone.I disagreed. The ghosts were
everywhere, watching. And even their company would prove to be too much.SOON
AFTERWARD, Herb and I bought a cabin on ten acres. There were no phone lines, no power
lines, no pipes to deliver water or gas. With no service to collect what we discarded, we were
careful about what we used in the first place. And with scarcely an aquifer of groundwater in the
bedrock beneath shallow soils, there was little point in drilling a well. Instead, we hauled water
from town in an old pickup and stored it in a cistern.In winter, the snow would come suddenly
and pick dogfights with the sky. The wind would scream like a woman assaulted. On winter
mornings, Herb and I wrestled beneath the covers, to see who must leave our bed to light the
stove and scrape ice from the solar panels that stood in the yard like a broken-off piece of
spaceship. Summers were just as trying. Mornings would heat up like a struck match, and by
noon the sky was bruised with thunderheads. When we moved in, I had laughed at the three
lightning rods on the tarpaper roof—now I know they weren’t the least bit excessive. The rain
comes and goes so fast, often it does no good. In this redrock desert, only one thing is constant:
Evaporation duels saturation—a lesson on how easily matter can vaporize.The cabin sat on the
rim of a canyon, halfway between the towns of Blanding and Monticello. From the kitchen table
was a stunning view—thousands of acres of scarcely interrupted public land and Indian land,
yawning south for over one hundred miles. In the middle of the view lies the Four Corners, where
the Colorado Plateau states converge with rectilinear perfection. This ninety-degree meeting of
state lines is arbitrary, and invisible to the eye. But each day, as the light shifted across the sky, I
detected new canyons, new mesas. The bones of the earth illuminated.IT WAS MY FATHER’S
MOTHER, Ada, who first brought me to this desert, who taught me what to look for. I was six
years old when I first sat in red sand, leaning over her shoulder to watch as she painted land and
sky. She loved the capricious geography—how it rose and fell like the spikes and troughs on an
erratic cardiogram. She pointed out the sagebrush plain that suddenly plunged one thousand
feet into a canyon of bare pink stone, glistening with seeps and springs; the roiling river beneath
a ragged, bloody spine of a steeply rising anticline; the expletive of a sandstone minaret,



erupting from the desert floor like a bold stroke of red ink.An artist of abstractions, Ada
sometimes made the rock look like water. She taught me all that she learned from this place—to
look past the obvious, to see what might emerge at the edges.There is only wind, water, and
stone, Amy. Because of them, the desert is constantly undone.She understood erosion. How the
fierce winds—Arctic air in winter, gulf streams in summer—could scour away the soil until there
was only bedrock. How the Dirty Devil, the Colorado, and the San Juan rivers—opaque ribbons
of chocolate and jade—could gnaw at the sandy banks, granule by granule, until there was
nothing left to stand on. How even the smallest seismic shift beneath the earth’s crust could
calve pinnacles from canyon walls, or unearth the remnants of ancient peoples.Early on, I
remember sitting on a sandy beach at Lake Powell, in Glen Canyon Recreation Area. On a pad
of paper, my grandmother sketched the cliffs that rose from the depths of the water. They were
the color of raw salmon flesh. Sunlight leaped from the water and bedazzled the walls. Suddenly
she dropped her pastel crayon, held her hands up against the sun. The rays burned through the
pale webs of skin between her fingers.And color. It shifts. Light changes everything.She
marveled at how, in one hour, a single rock formation could run the gauntlet of reds, oranges,
even purples. Each shade was so exquisite, she said, that it defied description—or any other
kind of human attempt at acquisition. This may have frustrated another observer, but in my
grandmother’s mind, that intangible, luminous fluidity was the key to liberation. An atheist, an
aesthete, she never tried to reinvent. Instead, she unleashed her self on the canvas. In doing so,
she managed to interpret the desert’s sensuality, particle by particle. Back in Salt Lake, she
presented her work in galleries. From desert to city. She glided effortlessly between two
contradictory worlds, translating the liquid language of landscape—a place others have called
barren and harsh.MOVING TO southern Utah, I imagined myself as Ada. A visionary who could
see, interpret, the desert’s nuances. A woman free to go anywhere the senses led. A woman
who could sustain herself on beauty alone.The desert’s people seemed only a minor obstacle.
Mostly cowboy, mostly Mormon, they have their own way of seeing things. But I am used to this:
My mother’s side of the family possesses the same peculiar brand of faith—a rawhide religion
unlike anything you see in places more verdant, more populated. On public lands, in the high
desert of southern Idaho—in a place not at all unlike San Juan County—they too run cattle and
submit themselves not so much to the government as to God. I have spent my life among them,
loving them. It made me believe my desert fluency to be greater than Ada’s. It made me believe
that I could actually move to the heart of redrock country; that I could inhabit, even claim, its wild
interior as only a native could. There, I would grind down preconceptions, abandon past notions,
and finally see things reassemble themselves.It was my only option. Places more crowded, more
civilized, had become uninhabitable. To stay would have had me, eventually, duplicating my
father’s fate.Ada tried to warn me. She knew how hard it was for me to stand my ground, to hold
my own. She knew I was my father’s daughter.There are contradictions, you know. Stone
becomes dust, then stone again. And the dead stand Between the grains of sand.PEOPLE
LIVED HERE before the Anglos—long before even the Utes and Navajo. There were four eras of



prehistoric culture: The first period of known human habitation, the Lithic, took place about ten
thousand years ago, during the Pleistocene; the great gamehunters are understood only through
a vague scattering of ancient campsites and spearheads. The second period, the Archaic,
evolved as the region warmed, and was characterized by a highly mobile lifestyle of foraging.
Then came the advent of agriculture and two phases of people that are collectively called the
Anasazi: First, the Basketmaker period, named for the woven containers in which domesticated
seeds were kept until sown—when the harvest’s bounty could fill them again with edibles. The
fourth period, the Pueblo, ended in mystery; it was marked by an increasingly religious and
sedentary lifestyle that seemed like progress but was probably doomed from the beginning.In
San Juan County, the mark of the ancients is everywhere. High on the canyon walls. Strewn
across mesa tops. Buried along the banks of rivers. So numerous are their relics and ruins that
sometimes they are taken, literally, for granted. Of course, there are federal regulations to protect
these cultural artifacts, to honor the lands on which the dead reside. But in San Juan County,
people hang federal officials and environmentalists in effigy. They have enough rules to follow in
building up the desert in anticipation of Christ’s return to earth.Sure, there are attempts at tribute.
There is a museum in Blanding, and tour guides take tourists to some of the more spectacular
ruins. When sites are vandalized, it makes the front page of the San Juan Record. But when the
relics are removed, or even disturbed, they seem to lose their context, to be excised of their
meaning. The loss of the past dislocates the present, makes it stagger and fall from what was
once a stirring and sensual synchronicity between people and place.I don’t mean to romanticize,
to promote the loincloth and life in a cave. But there is something in those primitive ways that
deserves close examination—a way to measure the life that has evolved in its wake. To exhume
those ways is to gain a glimpse at the architecture of our own rise, at the potential for our
demise. To shed light on their remains, on their ancient animal affair with nature, is to disinter
what is buried in ourselves.The desert holds the past with the reverence of a pallbearer. I want to
witness the procession.I BEGAN to dig for what I needed to know. I thought that the people were
something to work around—that my quarry could take place outside their peripheral vision. But
the opposing forces were greater than anticipated, for they are fueled by something far more
fundamental than a love of profit, or an ethic of progress—a belief so deeply inherent one could
almost mistake it as primal.My presence, my rooting around, would inspire resistance and
uneasiness. Not that I blame anyone—even the most superficial existence in this country
ravages the soul. There are deprivations. Depredations. And one is ultimately driven to commit
passionate, irrevocable acts.At some point, all desert dwellers are asked to submit. And
eventually, the land sinks you to your knees. Then you have two choices: Pray, or crawl.The
desert’s people most often opt for prayer. I was quite certain I would choose the
contrary.Salvation would come, I would learn, by a wearing away of the body, by a grinding of
bones into slickrock until they mingled with sand and the howling dead. It would be how I found
my way back to myself—to something more basic, more original, than all that has been
prescribed to me. Only then would I understand my response to the lion man—the way the



cinnamon hair on his wrists makes me tremble. Only then would I understand my father—how
losing his ability to quiver with anticipation when the geese flew in slid him into the bottomless
backwaters of grief.It wasn’t graceful. It was a messy business to walk on such disturbed ground.
Still, an excavation was required. Even the deepest layers enlightened. Old relics brought new
meaning.Light changes everything.There are questions that linger: Have I further intruded upon
this desert by claiming it as my home? Has my father’s memory, or the honor of my marriage, my
family, my neighbors, been desecrated in the telling of these tales?This unearthing of things, it
threatens. The dead may be aroused. But how else does one dig without disruption? Without
disturbing what is sacred?From ruin to restoration. Already I beg forgiveness for the
encroachments.One must get to the bones of things.PART ILITHIC1MigrationFOUR MONTHS
AFTER my father’s death, I attach my pickup to the back of a U-Haul truck and drive it to the high
desert hamlet of Monticello. A month earlier, I had rented a small blue house at the south end of
town. It is twilight on a day in late April when I pull into the driveway with my belongings; before
me the house stands crooked, paint peeled, its backyard bleeding into a row of trailers and
portable satellite dishes at the Westerner RV Park just beyond. Five fence posts, connected by
two parallel strands of sagging barbed wire, divide the two places. On my side of the fence there
are ovals of matted grass—the imprints of deer that strayed into town and stayed for the night.
Beyond the impressed lawn and shabby fence, the rough-edged silhouettes of men lean against
the trailers and picnic tables. Others congregate around a barbecue. You can tell from their
unkempt hair and beards, their stained and ragged clothing, and the beer in their hands that they
are not Utah men. Soon it will be confirmed that they are indeed imports; they have been hired to
clean up the town’s Superfund site, a small mountain of uranium tailings still hot and blowing in
the wind after the last mining boom. The next morning, and every morning for the rest of the
summer, I will see these men wandering the sides of the highway, cloaked in white suits and
masks. But for now, the air hisses as they pop the tops of their cans, as their dinner drips onto
the coals. The aromas of charcoal and steak drift into my yard. Out on the highway that bisects
town, two semis roll past, brakes grumbling as they head down the hill that links this small,
forested plateau with the redrock country below.Herb lives fifty-four miles away, in a tourist town
called Moab, in Grand County. But he is with me now, helping me unload my life. I dare not point
out the space I am making for his things—in the bedroom closet, in the bathroom cabinet. I only
hope he will visit often—it’s all I can hope for—given the complicated overlap between his former
life and this new one with me. Little do I know how quickly he will relocate across the county line.
Nor can I imagine that in just one year we will own a cabin overlooking a canyon, just a stone’s
throw from the Four Corners.No one believes I will stay.We give you six months down there.
They’ll cut your brake lines. Poison your dog. Burn your house down. Watch what you say, and,
for God’s sake, don’t tell them who you work for.BESIDES THE UTE and Navajo Reservations,
San Juan County possesses three communities of note. The southernmost town is Bluff—on the
north side of the San Juan River, across from the Navajo Reservation. Blanding lies twenty miles
south of Monticello, the gateway to Cedar Mesa. Monticello is the northernmost town of



significance—and cooler, more green than the others. The town sits at seven thousand feet
above sea level, on a pedestal of land perched atop the larger Colorado Plateau—which also
serves as base for the Abajo Mountains, an island range that presides over the lower canyon
country.I choose Monticello not only because it is the town closest to the man with whom I have
fallen in love, but also because it reminds me of Malad, where my mother is from, where much of
her side of the family still lives. Monticello and Malad are both cow towns, full of Mormon
ranchers. They are places where you still hear the jingle of spurs, where racks of guns fill the
rear window of nearly every pickup truck. Many of the homes, both inside and outside of town
limits, are nothing more than trailers. Each yard, it seems, contains at least one old abandoned
car or piece of machinery. But parked in juxtaposition is almost always a shiny new ORV, and of
course, a good V8 pickup. Often, the truck has a window sticker displaying the cartoon character
Calvin, pants down. He is urinating on the acronym of the Southern Utah Wilderness Alliance,
my employer.On the main streets of either town, many buildings are vacant, their For Sale and
For Rent signs gathering dust in the windows until they are barely visible. These are poor
communities, and even the fact that Highway 191 runs right through Monticello’s Main Street,
and I-15 nicks the edge of Malad’s downtown, is not enough to keep most businesses afloat.
Only the service stations get the passersby, most travelers don’t stop for more than gas until
they get somewhere they can order a salad with something less oxymoronic than iceberg
greens.Malad and Monticello both boast relatively few private pastures—most of the cattle graze
the vast public lands at the towns’ edges—places hemmed by piñon-juniper groves and laid
open by plains of sagebrush and slender, intermittent waterways bordered by cottonwoods.
Monticello differs from Malad in that it has less vegetation—thanks to its southern latitude. With
so little water available for irrigation, you don’t see the corn, wheat, and potato fields that you do
in Idaho, or even northern Utah. Here you mostly see bean fields—grown with the ancient dry-
farming methods of the Anasazi and a whole lot of prayer.From Salt Lake City, it takes five hours
to reach Monticello. You begin at the eastern edge of the Great Basin, the gray limestone desert
that was once an enormous inland ocean. The Basin encompasses Salt Lake City and the body
of water for which the city was named; it also spans the rest of northern and western Utah,
almost all of Nevada, and southern Idaho. Along its former eastern shoreline, where Salt Lake
City meets the Wasatch Mountains, runs I-15. Take it north, and in about one hundred minutes
you end up in Malad. Take it south, and it takes that same amount of time just to escape the
throbbing metropolis that my hometown has become. Finally, though, you cross the south end of
the Wasatch Range and turn east until Price Canyon bends you south again and spits you out on
the northern end of the Colorado Plateau. You know you have arrived in redrock country
because the desert shifts suddenly from gray and gritty seabed to soft, uplifted sandstone in a
dizzying array of reds, oranges, pinks, and creams. Highway 191 continues in a straight stretch
before the town of Green River, where crusty badlands lash together two magnificent mounds of
geology—the Book Cliffs and the San Rafael Swell. At Green River, you barely notice when you
cross over the placid waters that thrilled Major John Wesley Powell, the one-armed Civil War



hero who in 1869 took four boats nearly one thousand miles through this and other uncharted
Colorado River tributaries—to emerge out of the Grand Canyon with only half his men. You are
more apt to notice how the speed limit picks up as you head east again for a brief stint on I-70
before meeting 191 at Crescent Junction. From there you head south through Moab, paralleling
the entire length of the Canyonlands Basin until the road climbs steeply up toward the Abajos, to
Monticello and my new blue house.DRIVING INTO Monticello this time, I see it with new eyes—
eyes that are not looking for a quick fill-up on my way to hike a canyon or run a river, but that
seek out the grocery store, the Laundromat, and the post office. And there is sudden
apprehension, as if I hadn’t really thought about what it meant to live deep in redrock country.
Indeed, the move was sort of impulsive—fueled by my desire to be near Herb, and by my
nostalgia for childhood summers on my grandparents’ ranch in Malad.But as I drive into town, I
realize how much more the outside world has penetrated Malad—if only by its proximity to Salt
Lake. San Juan County, on the other hand, is hours from anything remotely urban, more
insulated than nearly any other county in the lower forty-eight. The thought strikes like a viper as
the bright white of the Mormon temple comes into view, glittering starkly against the green
wooded foothills. The ink-blue peaks of the Abajos. The red desert beyond. At the temple’s apex
stands the Angel Moroni, sheathed in gold. He stands looming over the land, a golden trumpet
pressed to his lips, ready to sound the call that will gather Mormons to Zion during the last days
on earth.I GREW UP in the shadow of the main Mormon temple, in downtown Salt Lake. It is the
temple of all temples, the template for all the other Mormon temples across the globe—which
total 124 in operation, six under construction, and five announced.1 The one in Salt Lake is the
most grand, made from great blocks of severe white granite, quarried from the Wasatch
Mountains’ Little Cottonwood Canyon by early Mormon pioneers. I was born just blocks from it,
at LDS Hospital, an acronym for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, the Church’s
official name.The Church. In Utah, we say it and spell it with a capital “C.”My father’s side of the
family has been in the Salt Lake Valley for six generations. They were originally Mormons, but
more recent generations have become Gentiles, or non-Mormons. And although there is a
general, ongoing tension between the two groups, the Irvines get along beautifully with the
Saints—largely because my father’s family is an exceptionally considerate and well-mannered
bunch—conservative in dress as well as deed. These are the trademarks of a good Mormon,
and they’ll tolerate you if you model the same. My father was especially well liked among them;
when he wasn’t drinking, his conduct and appearance were exemplary. Since his boozing took
place outside of Mormon circles, they had a hard time seeing him as anything but one of their
own—in fact, in a lineup, one would have been hard-pressed to separate him from the state’s
majority. It was a good thing. In Utah, fitting in—not standing out—is paramount to all other
qualities. In both a social and professional sense, it is how one survives.The Irvines’ forefather,
my great-great-great-grandfather, was Major Howard Egan. Egan was a leader in the Mormon
militia and one of the first pioneers to set foot in the Salt Lake Valley. He served as personal
protectorate—first to the founding prophet, Joseph Smith, who said “he felt safe when Howard



Egan was on guard,”2 then to Smith’s successor, Brigham Young, who led the Saints to Utah in
1847. My ancestor moved easily within the Church’s most inner circle of power and privilege—
an exclusive group of men sanctioned by the First Presidency. The Church’s leadership was and
still is composed of the president, a man who rises in the Church and receives prophetic
qualities along the way, and two other men who act as private counsel to the president. Together
this powerful group of men divine from God the revelations that direct the Twelve Apostles, a
group of men who oversee Church business and teachings. It was through his proximity and
service to this hierarchy that Egan became one of the first to be told in hushed tones that God
willed Mormon men to take multiple wives. Over the course of his life, Egan took three.But Egan
was a man on the move, and maintaining wives and progeny hardly slowed him. Before coming
to Utah, he had helped build up the Church—first in Ohio, then Missouri, and then Illinois. Each
new settlement resulted from a flight from the last, for in each location the Saints had courted
trouble. The prophet’s odd ways offended many of his neighbors: it didn’t sit well with them that
he saw visions in stones. That, for a fee, he hunted for treasures that he swore were buried
beneath the crops of poor farmers. That he married up—and impregnated—young girls as fast
as he laid eyes on them. That the Saints voted en masse—which most often resulted in the
election of candidates with the same religious affiliation. That they were successful
entrepreneurs who managed to acquire (some say not honestly) the most lucrative businesses,
the most desirable lands and resources. These didn’t do much to help their reputation either.
Finally, in 1844, the prophet was jailed in Carthage, Illinois, after the state and federal
governments put their collective foot down and tried to rein in the Saints. A group of
exasperated, riotous Gentiles stormed the jail and shot Joseph Smith. He fell from the window
into a mob who desecrated his body with a merciless glee.For the third time, the Saints were on
the run, and Egan was with them. It was then that Brigham Young assumed the helm, moving the
brethren across the Missouri River, temporarily out of harm’s way. But the Gentiles were too
close for comfort, and still feeling vengeful toward the Saints. So Young chose Egan and 143
others to accompany him out west, in search of the new Zion, leaving the others at Winter
Quarters, in Nebraska. They would be sent for after God had revealed to him the promised
land.Egan, a rugged Irishman, proved to be a worthy choice for such long and difficult travel—
part of a small group quipped by Wallace Stegner as the “general strong-arm men of Brother
Brigham.”3 These were Mormonism’s fiercest and fittest, men who were ruthless with their guns
not for self-preservation or self-gain, but because their religion asked it of them. They moved
confidently through Indian territory. They could bring down a buffalo without fail. They could even
cook it over a fire made from nothing but the animal’s own dung. When food was scarce, Egan
and his ilk could give up their share to the others—for they had the wherewithal to eat their own
saddlebags if necessary. There was Hosea Stout; “to the extent that Zion was a police state,” he
was its “enforcement arm.”4 There was Porter Rockwell, “that long-haired, cold-nerved
instrument that Joseph had created,” who was “surely as dangerous a man as existed on the
whole frontier.”5 Some say that in the course of his life he avenged the blood of the prophet



nearly one hundred times—his alleged actions justified by a scripture in the Book of Mormon
that explained how some sins were only forgiven if the sinner’s blood was shed in retribution.
And there was John Doyle Lee, the man who would later be made the Church’s scapegoat for
his gruesomely enthusiastic participation in the Mountain Meadows Massacre—an event that
Mormons would just as soon forget about—in which a wagon train of Gentile men, women, and
children were slaughtered not only by Paiutes, but also by Mormons dressed as Indians.Egan
and these men—known collectively by some accounts as the Avenging Angels, although the
Church balks at confirming the existence of such a group—helped to guide that first
crosscontinental expedition of Saints with militaristic flair. Brother Brigham had divided the
pioneers into wagon companies of ten; Egan served as captain of the Ninth, the wagon
company of Heber C. Kimball, one of two men in the First Presidency alongside Brigham Young.
Kimball was also the man who adopted Egan as his spiritual son, another Mormon tradition. So
competent were these wagon companies against the forces of nature, and against wild savages,
that the first Mormon exodus across the continent was, by frontier standards, totally benign.
Nobody died, and only one man bowed out of the expedition to return to the East. He had
claimed illness as his reason, but Egan, a devout man who would have crawled to the ends of
the earth for his God and prophet, swiftly dismissed the man as being “weak in the faith.”6 The
first group arrived in the Salt Lake Valley on July 24, 1847, and, looking out at the glittering lake,
the pioneers sang three hosannas. Finally, they had found a home, a place where they were free
from the Gentiles and their big, bossy governments. They didn’t care that the lake was more salt-
laden, more lifeless, than the Dead Sea. That the deserts beyond looked barren, desolate, and
foreboding. They would never be bullied again.Their backs were turned on the East, on the
United States of America. Everywhere else, in every direction, there was vast desert: to the north
and west, the Great Basin; and to the south, the Colorado Plateau. Brigham Young quickly
claimed all of it—two physiographic provinces and then some. By today’s standards, we would
define those lands as portions of California, Oregon, Idaho, Wyoming, Colorado, New Mexico,
and Arizona—and virtually all of Nevada and Utah. Irrelevant to Young, or to Kimball and the
rest, was the fact that Mexico still owned it. Irrelevant was the fact that it already possessed
native peoples who claimed it as their indigenous territory. To Brigham, it was the Kingdom of
Deseret—the place to “get out from this evil nation.”7 Heber C. Kimball simply called it “the
promised land.”8The promised land. When recording Kimball’s words in his personal diary, Egan
highlights them.I WAS BORN and raised within the promised land. But for a homegrown Utahn, I
had an unusual relationship to its faith. My mother was born a Latter-day Saint—and in my
formative years she had evolved to a loosely practicing one known as a “Jack Mormon.” My
father was a Gentile who, despite his Egan pedigree, was devout in his lack of religious
affiliation. As Utahns, my sister and I had a unique half-breed status, for it is rare for Mormons to
marry outside their religion. In some families, it would be grounds for the severing of family
ties.Some Sundays, my mother urged us to go to church. Other weeks, she and my father took
my sister and me fishing, skiing, or camping. And in an almost teetotaling state, where Mormon



doctrine frowns mightily upon drinking, our home was stocked with alcohol—and plenty of it.
Often the arrangement produced great awkwardness. One day in Sunday school, when asked
what we would do if Jesus came to our house, my sister, barely five years old, raised her hand.
“I’d fix him a cocktail,” she said.Such situations branded us. My father took a perverse but private
pleasure in this—although he was careful to maintain a genteel manner in public. So, although
our neighbors were as gracious as Christ would have wanted them to be, we weren’t frequently
invited into their homes. For me, the social exclusions were unbearable. Still, my father refused
to let us be baptized. He said the whole religion was witchcraft—but he said it only within the
confines of our home, and then it was usually after a few drinks. It was a waste of a good day, he
said, to sit on a church pew when the pheasants were thick enough to flush from the brush by
the dozens. Eventually, I think his objections came down to this: the state of Utah so tightly
controlled liquor distribution that on the Sabbath, after being outdoors all day, if our cupboards
were empty, my father couldn’t get a drink to save his life.EN ROUTE TO Monticello in my rented
U-Haul truck, I had crossed the lower Canyonlands Basin and seen in the distance the white
flash of several dozen antelope rumps. An entire herd, shifting across the landscape en masse. I
had been reminded of my own kinetic impulses, how they have been shaped by pursuing such
movement, for I had grown up watching my father’s irresistible desire to follow wild animals. For
him, as compelling as the winged migration of birds was the hooved travel of ungulates—how
they rolled back and forth like a tide between high mountain country in summer and low valleys
and plains in winter. In autumn, he would pace as the light shifted and the days shortened. He
would forget to set the clocks back from daylight savings, but he’d be up before dawn, knowing
exactly where to go to make good on his game tags. He moved through time by seasons—
pronghorn season, mule deer season, then elk and moose, punctuated by time spent shooting
fowl and fishing trout. He wasn’t a macho kind of man—he was slight and fair and clean-cut. He
didn’t have all the latest hunting gear or a fancy four-wheel drive. Indeed, a grubby army-issued
duffel waited in the back of the station wagon—and in that family car, guns and fishing rods were
far more common than a road map and tire jack. Stashed in the duffel were ratty long-johns,
moth-nipped wool socks, ancient hip-waders, a camouflaged slicker left from his brief stint with
the National Guard, and a mildewed down-filled vest. That car logged more time in the
backcountry of the intermountain states than it did to malls and supermarkets. Armed for
weather and adventure, my father seemed helpless to do anything but move with the animals.
He never mowed the lawn.His name was Donald Karr Irvine. He was handsome and charismatic
—even when he was blackout, reeling drunk. At his memorial service, the word used most to
describe him was “gentleman.” But he was not cut out for the world prescribed to him: the three-
generations-old family lumber business, a marriage, a mortgage, and two daughters. As sweetly
civilized as his appearance and demeanor were, when the alarm rang on weekdays he turned
savage at the thought of going to work, of seeing his children off to school. Half the time, he
stayed in bed, then slunk out in the afternoons to cast his rod in the nearby stream of Millcreek
Canyon.When I was nearly two years old, my mother was about to give birth to my sister. “What



about the baby?” she called to my father from the porch, holding together a bathrobe that barely
reached around her middle. My father was in the driveway, loading the car with his fishing
gear.“Call the highway patrol,” he said over his shoulder. “They can find me if it’s time.”He made it
back just before my mother went into labor. And when they brought my sister home from the
hospital, it became apparent just how much I was my father’s daughter—hopelessly nomadic,
roaming the outdoors to escape the entanglement of human relations. When my parents weren’t
looking, I slid a chair to the front door and undid the deadbolt. And then, without so much as a
look at my newborn sister, I galloped off into the woods behind our house.Peripatetic ways run in
the family. In 1846, en route to Utah for the first time, Howard Egan detoured to Santa Fe, New
Mexico, to retrieve the paychecks of the Mormon Battalion, the Saints’ army which had been
offered to the U.S. government in its war with Mexico. They had not gone as loyalists—the
Battalion was employed to give the Saints leverage. After they helped win the war, after the West
was secured as part of the American Manifest Destiny, they were banking on the fact that the
United States would be grateful—grateful enough to leave the Saints alone, especially if they
settled in some remote and undesirable part of the acquisition, so they could live and worship as
they pleased. It was a trip on horseback, through formidable country that crawled with outlaws,
Indians, and wolves. But Egan returned unscathed. And he handed over the soldiers’ paychecks
to Brigham Young, who would use them to fund the massive Mormon relocation that had just
begun.The following year, after entering the Salt Lake Valley for the first time, Egan spun around
and went right back to Winter Quarters, where he helped mobilize the rest of the Mormons
toward their new home in Deseret. At that point, nearly any other man would have been happy to
settle in with his family and friends, but Egan set off immediately to blaze the Overland Mail
Route and portions of the Pony Express line. He also made countless trips to California, to work
the gold mines that had been discovered, and to sell livestock on behalf of the Church. Once, he
even set the record for making the trip by mule.9It is no wonder, then, that two of his three wives
eventually left him. And no wonder my mother eventually left my father—for he too was
impossible to pin down. And, like Egan, my father believed he had a higher calling in life, which
justified his missing piano recitals and birthday parties. For years we accepted his stories, with
their divine intimations and thrilling details, which filled and soothed his absences. With
reverence I told his tales at school, for Show and Tell; I can’t remember if the kids were
impressed with my recountings, or if it was simply my own rapturous state that seemed to
magnify those moments when I stood before the class—telling of the opening day of an
unseasonably wet deer hunt, a day when my father got the station wagon stuck in rain-soaked
knee-deep ruts. The tracks filled with so much water, he said, that toads came out of their
burrows in full chorus. Suddenly a county bulldozer appeared—a near miracle so far in the
backcountry—and my father rode its front shovel all the way back to civilization. When I got
older, I realized that, at that time of year, toads would have been in hibernation, and that, in Utah,
county bulldozers are always in the backcountry, maintaining an endless labyrinth of dirt roads
and sometimes making new ones. Still, I could give him this: the next day, sizzling in the oven,



there would be some succulent meat he had shot, dressed, and rubbed with sage—then stuffed
with fine ghostblue berries of juniper.Itinerant legs. Good shots. Good cooks. There is also a
pattern of Irvine men marrying undevout women—my father and mother were not the first.
Howard Egan’s grandson, my great-grandfather Robert Lee Irvine, married a coal-haired
nonbeliever named Sue Ulmer. She was as small-boned as a hummingbird, and somewhat of a
Freemason. She added her own traits to the family gene-stew: For her all-purpose firearm she
toted a Winchester 94 .30-30—a classic Western model often found in the saddle holsters of
cowboys. Almost daily she roamed the salt-crusted flatlands surrounding the Great Salt Lake,
where she and R.L. had built a haciendalike homestead. Without fail, Sue brought down some
kind of small game, then dragged it home where she coaxed a fire beneath a cast-iron pot and
concocted a hearty and delicious meal for her brood. She must have had brilliant aim, for the
rifle, although small and light, was really meant for large game and medum-sized predators like
coyotes. In order to knock off a large bird—a goose or swan—or any medium-sized creature (I
wonder, what did she kill that she could dress and drag home? Fox? Badger? Antelope?), she
would have needed a clean shot at close range. And in order to avoid blowing the meat to
inedible smithereens, she would have had to hit the animal square in the skull.Sue’s hunting rifle
was passed down to my grandpa Lee, her eldest child, who married Ada Chamberlain, another
Utah Gentile. Ada had already begun her artist’s career on the sidewalk of South Temple, in front
of Snelgrove’s Ice Cream, where she sketched children’s portraits for a nickel apiece. When Ada
and Lee’s children were grown, Sue’s rifle passed on to the eldest of their sons—my father. Of all
his firearms, it was my father’s favorite. It was the weapon he used to end his life.THIS IS my
heritage. This is what comes with me in the U-Haul, part of the baggage I convey to San Juan
County. I am ambivalent about this legacy, my place in it, and it is through this lens of uncertainty
that I now look upon the Mormon temple. Since birth, I have lived in the shadow of such a
building, but this one stands in what is true outback country—an icon that exemplifies not only
how saturated the West is with Mormon history and tradition, but just how deftly the religion
appeals to a variety of worlds. The temple of my childhood stood amid an urban epicenter, and
though that center was predominantly Mormon, it was a relatively sophisticated and worldly
brand of faith—if only by necessity. But San Juan County has changed little since the first
Mormon pioneers settled the area. It is a relic of the oldest kind; its people and culture seem to
outsiders not only oppressive but nearly prehistoric in their ways. The temple before me
represents a different kind of Mormonism, less diluted, more insulated—almost oblivious to the
machinations of the outside world.Yes, this move is impulsive. Not something I can explain in
rational terms. One year earlier, the idea had risen from the ashes of a failed marriage—but after
my father died, the idea of actually inhabiting the desert outback engulfed me with a certain
inevitability. My belongings were boxed weeks before I actually left.I am going on a leap of faith.
There is the obvious: watching the pavement and subdivisions of Salt Lake creep outward, into
the desert, up into the mountains, has become unbearable. There is the grief I hold for my father,
the belief that if I stay in a place where the pace is so rapid, I too will lose my already precarious



hold on life. And there is the affair for which I have forsaken nearly everything—a complicated
sum of southern-Utah sandstone and the man who lives there.This is not the first time I have felt
the urge to escape the city. The day after we scattered my father’s ashes, I fled west, to the
Great Basin. The desert of my mother’s family, in Malad. The desert of my father’s pheasants.
The desert of Howard Egan’s trailblazing.“Where are you going?” my mother asked. She had
come from England, where she lived with her second husband. She had been divorced from my
father for twenty-four years—since I was ten years old. She posed the question as I frantically
rammed my clothes into a backpack, mud-caked lug-sole boots on top of clean underwear. It
was the dead of winter.“I’m going somewhere where I can grieve,” I said.“Grieve?” she asked.
“You have seemed at such peace, so strong.”I was neither—not about my father’s death and for
that matter, not about anything in the realm of human relations. I have always lived at the tip of a
frail, slender branch that threatens to break whenever I am forced into close quarters with others.
Even at my father’s death, I put on a good show that even my mother cannot question—a show
that has been good enough to draw many friends and lovers. But then they would get too close,
and I sent them running for cover. It had been the thing that kept the lion man at bay for nearly a
year—and it would be the thing that would push him away again. It was also the thing about me
that aligned me with my father. It was, above all reasons, why I have always turned tail and run to
remote places. Which is why it was only a matter of time before I ducked into a place like San
Juan County.AFTER THAT first trip to the Salt Lake Valley, Howard Egan returned almost
immediately to Winter Quarters, to help guide the brethren to the new home that awaited them.
The first wave of the exodus was called the Big Company, roughly two thousand veteran Saints
who in their efforts to settle in three different locales had already honed the skills needed for
frontier life. Like the first group, they made the trek without much mishap. Death and hunger
infrequently visited their ranks. And the Indians gave them little trouble. That’s not to say that the
going wasn’t the endurance test of a lifetime, but they had already lost so much in Ohio and
Missouri—and then there was Joseph Smith’s martyrdom in Illinois. From there they had fled for
their lives, some with little more than the clothes on their backs. They had looked back over their
shoulders to see their prophet’s mutilated body hanged in public display, to see their beloved
Nauvoo Temple in flames. Later, they would hear that the mob of Gentiles had vomited and
urinated in that original temple’s baptismal font. All because God had given them the political
and economic acumen to dominate the communities in which they settled. All because they
were virtuous and obedient to the Heavenly Father, multiplying and replenishing the earth more
rapidly than anyone had ever imagined was possible. But the Gentiles had been jealous, had
resented the Saints’ access to the true and the right—and made them pay dearly. By
comparison, their travel through the wilderness seemed both a blessing and a reprieve.The
Mormon emigrants who crossed the continent after the Big Company didn’t fare so well.
Between November 1855 and June 1856, three years after the Stateside Saints had completed
their exodus to the Salt Lake Valley, 4,395 converts were brought from overseas. Fresh off the
ships from England, these foreigners were mostly down-and-out millworkers from England,



Scotland, Wales, Ireland, and Scandinavia. Most of them had been loaned travel funds by the
Church’s Perpetual Emigration Fund—money they would pay back once they prospered in
Deseret. They didn’t share the American Saints’ history of violent persecution and frontier know-
how. They were simple village folk, armed only with the promise of a less impoverished life and,
when it was all over with, an especially seductive version of heaven that would welcome them
with open arms: there, in the celestial kingdom, there would be infinite wealth—even streets
paved with gold.10 There, each man was guaranteed eternity with his family. What’s more, he
would transcend to godhood and receive a planet to rule as his own. The rewards were
tantalizing enough to send thousands across the Atlantic.In New York, after the last of the
emigrant companies had arrived, they were outfitted in haste, in an effort to arrive in Salt Lake
before winter. They were sent off with handcarts made of green wood and loaded with the
absolute minimum in supplies—the rule was seventeen pounds per adult. They were
“propertyless, ill-equipped, untried and untrained,”11 emboldened only by the Church’s
overseas mouthpiece, the Millennial Star, which assured them, “The gathering poor, if they are
faithful, have a right to feel that the favor of God, angels, and holy men is enlisted in their behalf.”
12Some would later say that the emigrants weren’t devout enough. But most of them suffered
simply because they were civilized people from the civilized world. Never before, in their wildest
dreams, had they hunted big animals or confronted hostile natives or slept under an empty
prairie sky. Ultimately, it was a mass migration of the most pitiful kind. Those who survived would
pull those cracked and splintering wagons nearly fourteen hundred miles. Those who did not
would be buried along the way—unless the wolves got to the bodies first. With so many wagons
crossing the plains that year, game had waned. The last handcart company to cross, the Willie
Company, saw hardly any animals and was reduced to eating personal daily rations consisting
of ten ounces of flour. By October of 1856, when the weather turned, they were still nowhere
near the Salt Lake Valley. They had little warm clothing or shelter, and finally their meager food
stores ran out. Disease from lack of sanitation settled in with a vengeance.It was nothing like the
crossings that Egan had known. Before the Willie Company reached Deseret, more than two
hundred members of its party perished. One night, a young girl awoke in screams; a boy from
another family was eating her fingers. He died after they carried him off, but not before he tried to
eat his own hands. On their knees, the newly converted emigrants turned their faces toward the
heavens. They asked for patience and the will to endure this dirty, destitute land. Soon the Saints
possessed more than an underlying sense of maltreatment in their group identity; as the
crossings became less successful, there developed a cultural conviction that the wilderness was
an adversary of the worst kind. Pioneer journals are littered with comments like one made by
John Chislett, written after his train crossed the Sweetwater in Wyoming. He wrote that the river
was “beautiful to the eye … but when we waded it time after time at each ford to get the carts,
the women and the children over, the beautiful stream, with its romantic surroundings … lost to
us its beauty.”13I MAKE IT to Monticello under far less dire circumstances than my forebears,
but the sight of the town’s temple instills a sense of perilousness. I remember when my grandma



and grandpa Blaisdell took me on a tour of a newly built Mormon temple; it was open to the
public for a short time before they closed the door and “dedicated” it exclusively to baptized
Mormons who had been good enough to receive a temple recommend from their bishop. It was
before my parents were divorced, so I hadn’t yet been baptized. I guess at that point my
grandparents figured that a public tour might be the only way I’d ever see the inside of a
temple.For the tour, we were given little white booties to wear. My grandmother explained that
they wanted to keep the temple’s new carpets clean, but also that they didn’t want the place
contaminated with the filth of the unworthy. On the latter point, I didn’t know if she was telling the
truth or was just trying to scare me into being a Mormon, but when we entered, everything else
was white too. White floors, white walls, white lamps. The temple tour solidified my image of the
celestial kingdom—the Mormon version of heaven—as a place that would be a sterile-looking
white room. I had imagined entering it in a white robe, and now I imagined I would be wearing
those dreadful booties too. A very large man with a long white beard would hand down the
judgment of my life. He would tell me that I hadn’t been good enough, that I would have to go to
a lower level of the kingdom, but my family—at least those good Mormons on my mother’s side
and my father’s illustrious ancestors—would be free to visit me down there. As God spoke, I
would look down at the spotless ivory tile. There would be not one speck of dirt. I would hear no
wind, or birds. And through the robe, hanging heavy and opaque, I wouldn’t feel my own body. It
was there on the temple tour that the idea of heaven began to terrify me—not enough to keep
me from getting baptized, but enough so that I would quit attending church by the time I was
twelve.My father was delighted. One might think we would have grown closer then, with this
obstacle between us finally removed. But it was as I stood on the threshold of adolescence that
my father began to recede from my life. That he quit taking me camping and skiing and duck-
hunting. By the time I was twenty-six years old, we had no relationship at all. When he died, I
hadn’t practiced Mormonism in twenty-two years, and my father and I hadn’t spoken in eight.IT
WAS the day after we scattered my father’s ashes, the day I fled to the Great Basin, that my
inherited sense of persecution caught up with me. I followed my father’s antelope across the
Thule Valley. Scared up his pheasants near Fish Springs. Tracked his mule deer among the
gothic granite crags of the Deep Creek Range. In the Deep Creeks I found the place where my
great-great-great-grandfather Egan had homesteaded during his mail-courier days. In a narrow
ravine nearby, amid aspens with bright-white bark that glittered like the spires of a thousand
granite temples, I found an enormous spearhead. It appeared to be a Clovis point—a remnant
from the earliest-known humans to move across the deserts of Deseret. With the exception of
this tool, this ancient culture of Paleo-Indians is almost completely obscured from us. As they
followed the migrations of beasts larger than anything that we can imagine, they toted no
possessions, traveled without laying claim or name to the landscape that carried
them.Pleistocene. A time when mud mattered. A way of life lain forgotten in the coils of our
DNA.In his wanderings across the land, Egan had thrived. But my father lost his momentum. On
a south-facing slope where snow had melted to reveal talus, I squatted and traced the spear



point where it lay. Then I thrust it at the sky, like a middle finger. A perfect projectile of geese flew
overhead, headed straight for the Great Salt Lake. I was surprised. I thought the geese had gone
south by then.There in the Great Basin, stroking that hard and ancient tool across my palm, I
resolved my own migration. To the Colorado Plateau. From one desert to another. Life there
would demand skills that I hoped were inherent in me. It didn’t occur to me then, just as it has
never occurred to me, to leave Deseret entirely. I would simply creep farther to the edge, away
from its society. The instinct was as natural as anything I have ever known.SITTING IN my U-
Halll that first night, I realize that this journey to the heart of the desert is a permanent move, not
some brief respite from which I will return. I take inventory: I have what my grandmother had—a
ravenous appetite for beauty. And I have what my father did not—the love of a lifetime, the kind
for which you would crawl across the most formidable of lands. These are enough, I tell myself.
They will sustain me. It is a pioneering kind of faith that fuels these beliefs.But Utah is a modest
place. There was a time, long ago, when the physical aspects of life were seen not as adversities
but as miracles. Now, in the shadow of Moroni, expressions of the sensual of fend—whether
committed by man or nature, it does not matter. One’s passions are forced to stagnate.
Movement is no longer admired.I formulate my plan: if I am to remain here, to survive here, all
must be hidden. My animal appetites for the land, for the lion man. And everything else born of
these yearnings: my politics, my writing, my work as a public-lands advocate.But I will learn. In
redrock country, everything is eventually revealed.2OriginsONE WOULD HAVE heard them first
—the desperate, rumbling thunder of hooves. Shards of light tumbled from the sky and shattered
on the desert floor, made the sagebrush and relic seashells glitter a silver-green. Across the
Western states, the Great Basin bled its ancient seabed: Nevada. Idaho. Utah.It was across this
desiccated ocean they ran, the ocean that spanned much of the former Kingdom of Deseret.
Their dust gathered and moved across the hardpan, a swirling vortex of sweat and breath. To the
men on their heels, it didn’t matter that, after the U S. annexed this portion of the Basin from
Mexico, the government had not left them alone, that instead its shadow loomed over their
settlements and tried to police their practices. It didn’t matter that eventually Washington had
portioned off the land to surrounding states. It didn’t even matter that the seriously truncated
version of their homeland, their Zion, had been renamed Utah—a tribute not to God but to one of
the region’s established tribes. In their minds, no map, no proclamation—unless divinely
ordained—could ever alter Deseret.From the cloud the band of wild horses broke, running for
their lives. Three cowboys were on the band’s left flank, with two on the right and one off the
back. Their heels dug hard into their mounts as they bore down on the herd, the tame forced to
terrorize their wild cousins.Hollering harsh single syllables, the cowboys drove the band toward
an outcrop of limestone cliffs. There the animals were bottlenecked into a dry wash, carved out
of a flat grassy bluff that stood above them. Two by two the horses stumbled over stones as they
ascended.They broke out on top of the bluff The cowboys circled them once, folding the herd
into itself. There was a quick turn of hand from the man at the back; then they pushed the
confused cluster of animals across the meadow. The herd became a galactic nebula,



indistinguishable except for whines of panic, a blur of muscled bodies and thrashing tails.At the
edge of the bluff, the cowboys reined in their mounts at the last moment. The herd’s momentum
launched them into the silver-green light. There was a gorgeous brief moment when the horses
looked winged, as if buoyed by currents of wind. And then the thud of bodies, the clock of
hooves and bone striking rock below.The cowboys grinned at each other, held their gloved
thumbs up in the air. They’d given it to the federal government, and to the congressional act just
passed to protect wild horses on federally owned lands. The buzzard-pecked carcasses would
be found the next week by a Bureau of Land Management employee, who had received an
anonymous tip. By the end of the week, the news would be broadcast across the nation, the feds
furious at the Sagebrush Rebels who had demonstrated that no one would tell them what to do
with their deserts or with any critter who competed with their cows for food.It was 1971—over a
century after the first wagon train of Mormon pioneers arrived. That year, a federal study
allocated forage for animals on Western public lands. Of those lands, tens of millions of acres lay
within the original boundaries of Deseret.Seven percent of the forage was designated for
indigenous wildlife: deer, elk, antelope, bighorn sheep. Thirteen percent went to wild horses and
burros—not even native to the land.Eighty percent was dedicated to domestic livestock.1THAT
FIRST NIGHT in Monticello, when Herb unlocks the door and I enter my newly rented house, I
am surprised by its interior. The dark veneer paneling I had seen the month before and resolved
to endure is now a bright white. Herb proudly explains how he had driven from Moab a week
earlier and jimmied a window, how he had painted until sunrise because he knew such a dark
space would quickly depress me. The house needs airing, so we spread out sleeping bags on
the porch. My Australian shepherd, Pablo, curls around our heads like a comma. I dream of
hanging my grandmother’s paintings, vivid bursts of color, on the blank walls of my new
home.The next morning, I awake to the rattle and hum of RV generators and idling pickups—the
stirrings of the uranium-tailings clean-up crew in the trailer park behind my house. While Herb
sleeps, I make a cup of tea and give a low whistle to Pablo, who follows me out into the
neighborhood. We cross the street to the edge of the municipal golf course—its green and
manicured acres a bizarre sight in such arid country. Along its edge is an old dirt two-track, a
road only in the sense that the passage of vehicles has worn away two parallel strips of
vegetation. It cuts a swath through thick clusters of Gambel’s oak, and piñon and juniper—the
high desert’s quintessential evergreens. These foothills are the transition zone between the
redrock desert below and the more alpine environment of the Abajos, where tall, yellow-bellied
ponderosa pine and quaking aspens dominate. This zone is very much like the woodlands at the
base of the Wasatch Mountains, which surrounded my home on the Great Basin’s ancient ocean
shoreline above Salt Lake City. It’s also much like the landscape that surrounds my
grandparents’ ranch in Idaho. It is much like anywhere in Deseret, that in-between land that
anchors islands of high country within desert.And, as anywhere else in Deseret, there are cows.
Pablo and I skirt the golf course and push through trees to enter a clearing full of them—a small
herd that has gathered for the sun’s first light. The entire meadow—which should have been



thick with fresh spring grasses and flowers—is bare to the soil. The entire setting is polkadotted
by enormous dollops of cow pies.It is unclear if these cows belong here, for I have crossed no
fences. If they so chose, they could easily stray into the neighborhood—onto the golf course, or
into my yard. That they are not sectioned off means nothing: in San Juan County—as is the case
in many of Utah’s rural counties—ranchers have no obligation to fence in their livestock. If you
don’t want them grazing on your property, it is your job to fence them out. And if you are driving
across open range and suffer the misfortune of hitting one of these enormous beasts with your
car, you will be legally obligated, if you survive, to compensate the rancher for his loss. But the
privileges of bovines do not pertain to other creatures. In fact, I am nervous walking through this
herd, on the lookout for a nearby cowboy. Only the year before, a friend was hiking with her dog,
near Blanding, through public lands permitted for grazing. The rancher was there, moving his
herd. The land was open to other uses as well, but that seemed irrelevant to the man on the
horse. From the saddle, he took aim and shot the dog on sight, its master only yards behind,
screaming in protest. She complained to the BLM, but the agency did nothing.Not that I
completely blame the rancher—dogs can be a grave threat to livestock. Nor do I blame the BLM.
There are instances when it has tried to reprimand such a man and found itself face-to-face with
the local sheriff—guns, posse, and all.IT COMES DOWN to this: in the more urban parts of
former Deseret—places like Salt Lake City—life has become more civilized. You don’t become a
major metropolis without interfacing with the outside world, without learning the skills of
tolerance and compromise, even if only for the sake of getting along. But in the more rural
corners of Deseret, things are very much as they were 150 years ago, when the first pioneers
arrived. Even now, when you enter a rural community in Utah, or in one of the surrounding states
that were once part of Brigham’s vision for a massive Mormon territory, you must understand just
how many degrees of separation there are between the locals and the nation’s capital—or any
other form of outside regulation or influence. You must understand how unyielding the people
can be to your overtures, the lengths to which they will go to protect their way of life and all that
they see as theirs.You must recognize that the term “democracy” really doesn’t apply, that only
God’s laws and cattle rule the land. Everything is described, measured, and comprehended in
terms of divine will and forage. With the exception of the missionary work—aimed at bringing the
rest of the world into the fold—and government subsidies for ranching and farming, the world
outside Zion remains largely irrelevant.I believe myself to be familiar with this insular way of life. I
had learned it as a child, experienced the contrast between my home in Salt Lake and my
grandparents’ cattle ranch in Idaho. And I knew how difficult straddling the two worlds could be,
how I lived mostly in a no-man’s-land in between. Sometimes there was outright rejection. As a
teenager, I had tried to describe to my grandma Blaisdell the foreign-exchange-student program
to which I had been accepted. I rattled on about meeting the Portuguese family to whom I had
been assigned, about my worries of learning to speak such a difficult language, about the thrill of
experiencing such a different place and people.My grandmother was leaning over the stove. Her
hair was in a hairnet, her housecoat splattered with the tenacious purple of beet juice. She had



gotten up before dawn, to feed the men before they went out to turn the water. Now she worked
furiously to get her beets canned before the day got too hot. As I spoke, her brow sank deeply
into her sweat-beaded forehead. Finally, she turned to me, her mouth a grim gray line of
disapproval.“What’s the matter,” she said, “ain’t it good enough for you here?”Months later, when
I returned from the exchange program, she and my grandfather joined my parents and my
father’s parents at the airport. I came off the plane in a flood of Mormon missionaries, young men
returning from two years in the field. They were set apart from other travelers by their polyester
suits—cheap and nondescript, but totally identical to one another. Even after two years abroad,
they were amazingly provincial—as if they had never left their hometowns. Other folks welcomed
people off the plane with small bouquets of flowers, but, for each young man there were
handmade banners, stuffed teddy bears, balloons, and masses of people. As I wrestled my way
through the suits, I caught a glimpse of my grandma Blaisdell’s face. She was looking wistfully at
the missionaries. I knew what she was thinking: the only good reason to leave our homeland was
to teach the Book of Mormon and beckon the rest of the world, if only figuratively, into the new
Zion.LATER THAT FIRST MORNING, while Herb and I are carrying my desk down the U-Haul’s
ramp, a young couple emerges from the house across the street. They approach us with wide,
eager smiles. Trent, who looks to be in his mid-twenties, introduces himself as a law-
enforcement officer for the state’s wildlife division. His wife’s name is Charity. Fair-skinned and
fair-haired, she appears even younger than her husband—but already she has the soft, full
figure of a woman who has borne several children, a figure that is barely visible beneath her
long, full sundress and a white embroidered sweater with a lace collar. The couple’s accent
matches my own—a distinct regional cadence that ascends the scale toward the end of each
word before dropping off in sudden staccato.“We’re so glad to have another young couple in the
neighborhood,” Trent says. “There’s hardly any folks our age here, seems they all have to move
away to find jobs.” I nod my head in understanding. Many of my relatives had taken second jobs
—driving semi trucks, for instance—to support their ranching lifestyle. But I am also taken aback.
We don’t look like Mormons, and so this eager overture is a bit unusual. Then I realize Herb’s
long hair is tucked up in a ball cap, and I am wearing baggy, nondescript sweats. We have not
yet been identified as the Gentile and Jack Mormon that we are.Then Trent asks what we do for
a living, and if we have kids. I talk over Herb, so he won’t blurt out his occupation as a public-
lands attorney. No kids yet, I say. For now, I’m a writer and Herb commutes to Moab to earn a
living.“Maybe we can go for walks in the afternoons.” I look directly at Charity when I say this,
hoping that the tangent will get us off the subject of work. I point to the long swath of oak and
juniper that runs from the Abajos down to our street, alongside the golf course. “I’d be delighted
for you to show me the woods.”“Oh, I just really stick to the street,” she replies.There is a pause.
And then Trent asks Herb if he is a Cougars fan. I wince when he is forced to explain that they
are the wildly popular football team that plays for Brigham Young University.Another pause.“Will
you be attending church?” Charity asks.I wince again. No chance for distraction this time.“Herb
here is Catholic, and I … uh, I’m no longer active in the Church.”The Church. I wonder if Herb,



the only nonnative Utahn among us, can hear the capitalization.Again, a pause.“Well … I guess
call if you need anything …”My new neighbors are gracious, even as they struggle to mask their
disappointment. Even as their voices and smiles recede onto the pavement, back into their
home.THE END OF my first month in southern Utah, and still I have hardly left the house, except
to walk along the golf course. There are the tasks of unpacking, and working under deadline. I do
find time to hang Ada’s paintings, and to order off the Internet some curtains I cannot afford. My
grandmother’s art begs for natural light, but I keep the draperies closed. My first encounter with
the neighbors has left me realizing that maintaining a low profile in a small Mormon town is going
to be more difficult than I had imagined.One morning, the landlord stops by for the rent check.
He smells the pot of coffee Herb brewed before he left for Moab and asks for a cup. This small
request eases the intense self-consciousness that plagues me, for it means the man doesn’t
abide by the Word of Wisdom—the Saints’ prescription for proper living—which requires
abstinence from caffeine, along with alcohol, tobacco, swearing, gambling, and sexual relations
outside of marriage.We sit on the porch, sipping from steaming mugs, talking about the weather.
Finally, I ask about his life in Monticello. He was born here, in a building just across the street
from my newly rented home—a building that was once the hospital before it became the
clubhouse for the golf course. His parents were born there too.“So you’re a real local,” I say.He
shakes his head. “Nah. Around here, you don’t count as a local unless you descended from Hole-
in-the-Rockers.”He’s referring to an especially notorious group of Mormons who, in 1879, were
called upon to settle the San Juan country—some thirty years after the Saints had first set foot in
Utah. Surrounded by deep, labyrinthine canyon systems, occupied by outlaws and “depredating
Indians,”2 it was known as the most impenetrable region in Deseret—if not the nation. Even the
Old Spanish Trail had detoured far north, just to escape the impossible topography and the
confounding gash of the Colorado River, where it sliced through the San Juan portion of the
Colorado Plateau. The Saints had attempted to claim the country before, but it was the unlikely
Hole-in-the-Rock expedition, which arrived by squeezing through a narrow chasm high above
the Colorado River, in the southwestern corner of today’s county, that succeeded where all
others had failed. Indeed, there were far less arduous ways to have entered the region, but the
expedition sought a shorter, more direct route. It was not long after Brigham Young’s death that
his presidential successor, John Taylor, chose a group of faithful to gather in the rugged
settlement of Escalante, named for a Colorado tributary on the opposite side of the river. From
there, a wagon train assembled and then headed out onto a canyon-carved bench beneath the
purple shadow of the sixty-mile-long Kaiparowits Plateau.It was tough country to begin with,
and, as in the last of the emigrant exodus from New York, the Saints got off to a late start. When
winter seized them by the throats, they had reached the point of no return, for their precious
horses and cattle had grazed everything behind them. Besides, a Mormon may have turned his
or her back on the government, but one never turned his back on the Lord’s will. So they
persevered through gnashing storms. Huddled beneath cotton quilts and animal skins, the
women gave birth in the backs of the wagons. Game was scarce on that long stretch of



badlands, so when the flour ran out they foraged from the wild grasses, whose tips barely stuck
out of the snow cover. This they ground in their coffee mills (somehow coffee was acceptable
back then—perhaps because the boost was needed for settling such tough lands as Deseret).
They lived on this fine dust, for they dared not cull the herds that would sustain them in their new
home.It never occurred to them that they might not make it. What they lacked in nourishment
they made up for in prayer. And despite their diminished strength and cold, rattling bones, they
danced by firelight to fiddle music within a grand amphitheater of sandstone. Through the dead
of winter, they plowed forward across the rough and ragged country, only to be stymied at the
end of the Kaiparowits Plateau. There the party was to cross the Colorado, but the bench on
which they traveled was like an enormous step—part of what is now called the Grand Staircase
—and it loomed nearly a mile above the water. One way off the bench was through the canyons
that led to the Escalante River, but they were found to be too narrow and tortuous. Eventually,
the scouts concluded there was only one way to descend the great stone terrace, and that was
through a notch barely wide enough for a wagon. Beyond that notch, the cliff dropped away; a
dugway of the steepest kind would have to be constructed from its face.That they even
considered such an improbable route was astonishing. And there they were, through the dead of
winter, dangling their best men from the escarpment above the Colorado. Spooning rationed
gunpowder into the rock, they blasted a steep and narrow ramp to create a downward-sloping
trough just wide enough to hold the inside wheel of a wagon. Five feet below the ramp, they
drilled by hand an inclining succession of holes that paralleled the ramp’s s slope. The narrowly
spaced holes were plugged with oak staves, carved from trees growing below the bench. From
the wall, the staves stuck out in a perpendicular row; they were covered with a broad mat of
brush, branches, and broken chunks of stones—which stuck out far enough to support the
wagons’ outer wheels. The result was a road, suspended in space.The settlers pushed eighty-
two wagons and eighteen hundred head of livestock through the Hole-in-the-Rock, a thousand
feet above the water. Then they loaded each wagon onto the dugway and worked it down the
face, with ten men braking the rear wheels, and several more up front, holding back on the
tongue. Down the matted staves the wagons creaked—followed by herds of animals, women,
and children. Raining red stone into the sky, pieces of the road gave away with each load, each
footstep.With gaunt bellies and worn-out boots, their horses’ and mules’ hooves ground to the
quick, the San Juan settlers then ferried their cargo across the Rio Colorado, over the Clay Hills,
across Cedar Mesa, and down Comb Wash, to the banks of the San Juan River—where they
would found the town of Bluff. When it was said and done, the expedition had traveled 260 of the
most circuitous and laborious miles known to humanity. Not a single life was lost, save the cattle
they finally relented to slaughter to prevent starvation. After all, they had planned for a six-week
trip, not the six-month journey it became.As they neared Bluff, the Saints had met a local Ute
man, to whom they described their route. The man threw up his hands in disbelief and rode off
disgusted—dismissing the Saints as liars. But the Hole-in-the-Rockers were unfazed. They were
the chosen people, destined to command the promised land. Their journey had been the result



of fusion—of bottomless faith welded to tenacity. They would settle Bluff, then Monticello and
Blanding, with that same amalgamation. Indeed, the Hole-in-the-Rock expedition would remain
a source of hauteur for the residents of San Juan County—the springboard for a culture of
cowpunching, roadbuilding, and wilderness-conquering.YOU DON’T LIVE in Utah all your life
without hearing the Hole-in-the-Rock story with some frequency. But now, as my landlord tells it,
he points to the houses in the neighborhood where Hole-in-the-Rock descendants live. Their
family names I have heard forever—in history books, in newspaper quotes, attached to Church
officials and county commissioners. I am still captivated as he rises from my plastic lawn chair
and tosses his coffee dregs into the grass.
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Eric Maroney, “The Rage of Otherness. Amy Irvine’s memoir Trespass: Living at the Edge of the
Promised Land is by turns a frustrating and enlivening book, with lots of moments far away from
these two extremes. Although Irivine is not likable in most conventional ways, she is an honest
and precise writer, and in the end that is what makes this book worth reading.What is Irvine’s
problem? I think this quote from the book sums it up: “the rage of Otherness that has threatened
to doom my personal life has also rendered me ineffective as an advocate for wilderness
protection, as an advocate for anything at all.”For Irvine, the world is not a safe place. She rages
against “the other” just as she often renders herself the other. Growing up a quasi-Mormon, and
then living in a very remote area of south-eastern Utah, had done nothing for her sense of
belonging. Ranchers versus environmentalists, Mormon's versus "Gentiles"... in this part of the
world relationships are strained and people are enemies as polarized communities life together
and fight over foundation issues.Sure, the author ends on a high note, but I have a feeling her
story is far from over.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “A question for every answer..... As I move through my own substantial
changes, I hang onto every word, every bared honest intimacy Amy shares with me. I sit alone in
my small cabin in the Great Basin and assess the movements of light and shadow and
civilization, past and present, yesterday and tomorrow. I cannot recommend this book more
highly; it not for the squeamish or those with answers. It was beautifully written for all of the
'others'; in this she is the most human of authors and is truly a pearl of great wisdom.Thank you
Amy for this remarkable work!”

L. Stell, “Visiting rural America? Read this book.. If only I’d read this book before emigrating to
Aztec, New Mexico. The idea that a religious group could intimidate and control local law
enforcement and courts, so beautifully depicted on this book, is true. Deseret is not for
everyone, and the cultish insistence that it is more compelling than federal or state law is the
thesis this author makes, lovingly, respectfully and with great conviction.”

A. M. Redd, “Critique of My Hometown. Amy Irvine is a gifted writer whose prose kept me
reading in spite of feeling offended several times in nearly every chapter about a variety of
subjects including the LDS Church, the little town of Monticello I grew up in, cattle ranching and
the seemingly inflexible wilderness attitudes. My younger brother enjoys riding what he calls a
four wheeler and she calls an ORV to see the incredible sights of the Colorado Plateau she so
beautiful describes in her book. It is clear that she and I share a love of the redrock country. As a
retired psychiatrist I enjoyed her fearless and at times appropriately veiled exposé of her
personal and family dynamics. I thoroughly enjoyed the interweaving of her knowledge of
ancient San Juan County cultures into the fabric of her personal story. The ending chapters were
unsettling to me and I am not sure I can explain why. Is it because it seems she has given up her



passionate quest? Is it because her trespass metaphor became blurred? Is it because she
became ill? I don't know. I will let it continue to percolate in my mind and I may read it again. I
recommend it. I agree with Terry Tempest Williams, "This is a transformative memoir that dances
between shadow and light.”

Lise Snyder, “Wow. What an amazing voice in the large swath of eco writers. Passionate and
lyrical. Had a very difficult time putting this book down. And I now have a new found appreciation
for the desert and its profound history!”

David in Sacramento, “A Solid & Compelling Read - more, please!. This is an extraordinary book
- one of the more compelling environmental and personal narratives I've read in years. Friends
of mine who are well read in all things Four Corners highly recommended this book to me and I
wasn't disappointed. I hope we see more and more from Ms. Irvine, an insightful chronicler of all
the contradictions associated with the desert and the humans who visit it. Desert Cabal is on
the way to me in the mail and I'm really looking forward to it.”

David Dye, “Money well spent, and time well used in reading it.. Great read. I really enjoy the
description of her experiences. One of the few books that can 'take me there.' I don't actually
agree with some of her positions, but what wonderful insight into who she is, her father, her
family, her upbringing, her stance. Enriching and enlightening to read. Very highly recommend.”

canyondreamer, “Desert . If you hiked in that area for years and love the southwest you’ll love it”

The book by Amy Irvine has a rating of  5 out of 4.3. 55 people have provided feedback.
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