The Rocky Mountain Front:
Collaboration for Conservation

  The autumn angles of early morning gray shadows bend through the trees on the Rocky Mountain Front. Ear Mountain eventually glows red, then orange.  Finally the sun rises high enough so that the light settles into the cliffs that hide white pockets of an early snow in the northeast facing crevices. The aspen groves, some of which are still green, shimmer bright yellow in a light morning breeze. 

  Like the seasons, people too cycle through these canyons, wade in these rivers and walk in these mountains.  Outfitter Chuck Blixrud likes to share this country with many of them, and has for fifty years. To him its the best piece of wild country left in Montana.  A life long resident of the Front, Blixrud thinks people come here looking for something they feel has been lost in America, they try to connect to the land and wildlife, “like water seeking its own level.” 

  Blixrud is a modest, soft spoken man who seems to possess a higher understanding of what mountains, water, and the wildlife that depend on them mean to local communities and our culture as a whole. 

  “I was born right here in the mouth of the canyon, in a little log house right along the side of the road,” he reflected as the morning sun pored in over his shoulder, illuminating the steam rising off a cup of coffee. The canyon he still calls home is where the Middle Fork and the North Fork of the Teton River come together and eventually flow by the 7 Lazy P ranch, his home, where he and his wife Sharon have been outfitting for 44 years.  When asked what’s changed, he says, “not much, except the canyon gets more beautiful to me with every year that passes.”  

  Chuck Blixrud’s history spreads out over the Front and the adjacent Bob Marshall wilderness like few others, mirroring the movements of elk and the hunters who revere them.  When he was six his family moved out of the log house at the mouth of the canyon and onto their ranch nearby.  As a boy he rode five miles cross country on horseback to attend school in Bynum, until his eighth grade year when he started high school in Choteau. Blixrud began guiding hunters the first fall after graduating highschool.  

  “I came up here and hired out to Joe White, who owned this place at the time,” gesturing around him, “been doing it ever since. The rest is history.”

  When he explains how many of the local outfitting businesses got their start, “before his time,” he talks about what he calls a “certain element of men, who were horsemen, who loved the mountains,” some of whom came from Glacier Park after the Going to the Sun road was built.

  “You can think back to how those people, those men, those wranglers felt when they opened the highway. That gut-shot the park.  That ruined the park for those people.  So some of them came down here, looking for the very same thing they had in Glacier Park.”  The very same thing people still seek and can still find here today.

  “Today people are becoming more and more aware of what this country (the Front) has to offer.  People come out here and see that this is really a special part of the world that they aren’t going to find any place else.  I think too, people come up here because they want more control over their lives, because [in] the busy business world they have no control over their lives.”

  When asked what he thought of the plans to allow exploratory drilling for natural gas on the Front he paused and then said, “I think we are compromising so much if we let them come in here and develop this country.  We’re actually writing this country off as one of the last wild places.”

  Located just six miles north of Blixrud’s ranch, the “Blackleaf Unit Gas Field” is made up of over 50,000 acres of public land including the BLM’s Blindhorse Outstanding Natural Area.  In BLM literature, “natural” is defined as an area that “generally appears to have been affected primarily by the forces of nature, with the imprint of man’s work substantially unnoticeable.”  They define Outstanding as, “standing out among others of its kind; superior to others of its kind; distinguished; excellent.”  Designating lands as Outstanding Natural Areas is certainly in line with the BLM’s mission statement, “to sustain the health, diversity and productivity of public lands for the use and enjoyment of present and future generations.”  But how does this fit in with ensuring that future generations get to experience these wild, outstanding landscapes or the directives to the BLM that may allow drilling?

  Blixrud is certainly mindful of future generations.  He believes the Front should be managed to keep it the way it is today.  “If we do, its going to be here for our grandchildren and their grandchildren.  Our grandchildren right now, today, are not going to understand why we would put up such a fight to keep that development out, because they haven’t seen it (full scale development) yet.”    

  When applying the BLM’s mission statement to the Front, it can be viewed in the context of what they have defined as “outstanding” and “natural,” and doesn’t need to be trapped within the current value paradigm, which views “productivity” and “use” as resource extraction.  Sustaining health and productivity can, and should, include the protection of habitat, of our public lands.  This kind of paradigm shift, moving away from the traditional value system of public lands defined as natural resource reserves, to a more comprehensive perception of public lands having intrinsic value, does not go beyond the mission of the BLM, nor does it exclude local economic benefit.  Certainly the Blixrud’s and their employees will benefit from long-term protection along with other outfitters and local businesses, and, in fact, protecting unfragmented habitat has been documented by economists as leading to long-term economic security and growth in local communities, as opposed to the boom and bust of traditional resource extraction.  Granted, the conservation of wildlife habitat and the resulting protection of myriad public recreation opportunities would not generate an immediate injection into troubled rural economies, but instead will ensure steady, stable economic growth and the creation of jobs and tax revenue for this and future generations. And, the wild lands would still be capable of supporting wild life - a significant component of Montana culture. 

  As the rest of the nation sees a decline in its truly wild landscapes - Montana is becoming  a highly attractive destination for outdoor enthusiasts.  In 2001 its estimated that $108 billion was spent on wildlife related recreation activities, and in Montana the same cross section of tourists spent an estimated $943 million. The economic benefits from tourism, hunting and angling, and the related service industries have been documented by the Montana Department of Commerce as generating more dollars for Montana than agriculture. As the amount of high quality wildlife habitat decreases around the country and the globe, a growing number of wildlife-outdoor enthusiasts, conservation biologists, students and teachers will be seeking places like the Rocky Mountain Front to enjoy hunting, hiking and the beauty of one of the “last best places.”  Increasingly, people are seeking landscapes where they can “connect” with the outdoors; this new-generation of explorers also carries with them some management problems. 

  Blixrud understands the inherent value in wildness and the importance of protecting the Front’s wildlife diversity.  

  “I don’t see where gas development can be a good thing.  The Rocky Mountain Front is known for its diversity of wildlife.  You can pretty much go anywhere now and see a herd of elk in a fenced in pasture, but what’s up here is wild elk.  I pick out the elk because that’s what has made my life, the (self sustaining) elk herd.  It’s the greatest wild animal we’ve got here.  Probably even greater than the grizzly bear.  Its just such a magnificent animal.”

  Blixrud said he doesn’t even look over at elk in a fenced in pasture, “because they’re domesticated.”  He thinks that if full field gas development were to occur on the Front a lot of people will say “’Well, you’ll still have the grizzly bear, you’ll still have the elk.  They’ll become accustomed to it, and it won’t displace them.’  And maybe it won’t,” Blixrud admitted, “but over time that changes the elk himself.  He’s no longer that magnificent wild animal.  [He’s no longer] the kind of wild animal your not going to see, [the kind] your not going to see because he is wild.”

  When talking to hunters that come to his place he says they understand they may not get an elk, “and that’s OK,” he says looking subdued, serious, “They know their in some beautiful country.  Sure they can go down to Yellowstone Park and see domesticated elk, but most of them would say they wouldn’t hunt them.  They don’t want that kind of a hunt.  You know you can go to New Mexico and pay ten thousand dollars to go out on a ranch and shoot a big bull.  But the hunters we have say they would never take part in something like that.  So, they’re satisfied to come out of the mountains empty handed rather than get a guarantee. Why is that?  Because they know they’re hunting on the elk’s terms.  And that’s what makes a true sportsmen.  Your pitting your skill against theirs.”

  That’s what Blixrud says gets him excited. He understands how easily and quickly we could loose all of this.  The wilderness to the west may be secure for the elk in the summer but Blixrud knows as well as anyone that its the narrow strip of public property between the wilderness and the private land that is the most important for elk, bighorn sheep, and deer as crucial winter range. These areas cannot be chopped up, segregated, or developed as separate entities - they are all interconnected and compose the Front.

  “[The elk]have to come out, and their going to be here on the Front, and the more they come into contact with human activity, the more domesticated they become.  That’s something we’d have to give up, the wild animal.”

  Chuck Blixrud will tell anyone willing to listen that the current state of the Rocky Mountain Front is that of an unparalleled piece of publicly owned wildlife habitat, with substantial habitat security and unmatched wildlife diversity.  People today can still find the Front in a condition that the BLM refers to as pristine, “an area with little or no disturbance of its natural character; generally unaffected by civilization.”  A place where hunters can still experience the bugle of the bull elk, the crack of big horn sheep rams butting heads, and the changing of the season, a transition that still resembles the thousands of seasonal changes that came before it.

  The value of the Front cannot be overstated. Nor can the value of hunters, anglers, wildlife enthusiasts, landowners, county commissioners, business owners, agencies, and outfitters coming together to ensure its future. Only by setting aside some differences, through collaboration, and by making our voices heard can we ensure the chance for our grandchildren’s grandchildren to ‘connect’ to wild landscapes, much like “water seeking its own level.” u
