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Congress just passed the largest piece of environmental legislation in decades, 
voting to protect forever 26 million acres of the country's most scenic and 
historically significant sites. Odds are you've never heard of them. Jim Robbins 
reports on some of our last and least-known wild places-and the rewards of 
seeing them now. 
 
To describe lonesome Virgelle, Montana, as being in the middle of nowhere is 
charitable. Antelope gallop across the far-flung ranches and treeless prairie, and 
mule and white-tail deer wander the ravines. It looks like an American Serengeti. 
This tiny outpost on a dirt road was founded by Virgil and Ella Blankenbaker, a 
couple who came west in 1912 to ranch and trade with homesteaders flocking to 
the state. They built a sturdy redbrick bank, post office, and mercantile, and 
expected the little burg to flourish. Instead, a withering drought struck, and by 
1930 most of the homesteads had blown away like the wind-whipped sagebrush 
that was rolling down the dirt road when I visited.  
 
When everyone is home, the population is two. Don Sorensen, a retired 
pharmacist, rescued Virgelle when he bought it in 1975 and turned the 
mercantile into a bed-and-breakfast and antiques store. He lives in the back of 
the Virgelle State Bank, where he also trades antiques next to the teller's cages. 
Jimmy Griffin operates the single-car ferry that shuttles vehicles across the 
Missouri. He lives across the street from the bank, near the grain elevator.  
 
The engine that drives Virgelle's economy is the Upper Missouri River Breaks 
National Monument, an isolated, coffee-colored stretch of river and surreal 
badlands that mesmerized explorer Meriwether Lewis when he floated the Upper 
Missouri at the beginning of the nineteenth century. "It seemed as if those 
scenes of visionary enchantment would never have an end," he wrote of the 
place.  
 
Sorensen and Griffin make their living on this enchantment, guiding visitors on 
canoe trips and renting out rooms in the mercantile. "The monument sustains 
us," says Sorensen over coffee in the kitchen in the back of the merc.  
 
 
 



The Missouri Breaks, as it's known, is one of 850 federally protected areas in the 
26-million-acre National Landscape Conservation System (NLCS), which was 
established a decade ago but not written into law until this past March, when 
President Obama signed the Omnibus Public Lands Management Act. The 
landmark legislation, which includes more than 160 conservation bills, gave 
federal protection to the first major system of American public land in 
generations. "In these moments when our national character is most tested, we 
rightly seek to protect that which fuels our spirit," Interior Secretary Ken Salazar 
said at the signing. "For America's national character-our optimism, our dreams, 
our shared stories-is rooted in our landscapes." 
 
The lands of the NLCS, largely unknown to most Americans, range from the 
Carrizo Plain National Monument, the largest remaining grassland in California, 
to the rock cliffs of Arizona's Grand Canyon-Parashant National Monument, to 
the Snake River Birds of Prey National Conservation Area in southern Idaho, 
which has North America's densest population of raptors. Colorado's Canyons of 
the Ancients National Monument, a carefully preserved rock-walled dwelling of 
the prehistoric Pueblo Indians, and Nevada's Black Rock Desert, a lake bed as 
flat as a billiard table where the Burning Man Festival is held each year, are also 
part of the system.  
 
These surviving traces of landscapes long vanished are wild, quirky, remote, 
usually stunning, and managed by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), an 
agency known more for its chumminess with oil, gas, and mining interests than 
for its conservation ethos. Which is why former interior secretary Bruce Babbitt-
in close consultation with longtime conservationist Edward James Norton-created 
the NLCS in 2000, giving the BLM a clear conservation mandate to follow.  
 
Norton, who is now involved in, among other things, protecting Indonesia's 
orangutans, bristled at my suggestion that the NLCS could be seen as a second-
tier National Park System. "There's nothing second-tier about it," he said in a 
phone interview from his home in the San Francisco Bay Area. "It's different, but 
it's not second-tier."  
 
Yet the NLCS is a bit of a bastard child when it comes to federal funding. The 
system receives little financial support to provide visitors centers, rangers, and 
in many cases even Porta-Pottys. NLCS lands receive only about $55 million a 
year for everything from signs to management plans to law enforcement, while 
the National Park Service's annual budget is $2.4 billion. This lack of resources 
might explain, at least in part, why the BLM is often unable to enforce the rules 
designed to protect these lands-a criticism frequently leveled by 
environmentalists. Recreationists in places such as California's rolling Imperial 
Sand Dunes roar over fragile landscapes in all-terrain vehicles, creating serious 
erosion and damaging vegetation and archaeological sites. People steal 
prehistoric pots, dinosaur fossils, and other artifacts: The Red Rocks Canyon 
National Conservation Area, just outside Las Vegas, displays prehistoric 
petroglyphs seized from someone who jack-hammered them out of the rocks to 
sell.  
 
 



Alarmed by these problems, a group of concerned citizens created the National 
Conservation System Foundation two years ago to help ensure that the BLM 
adequately protects and promotes the NLCS. Norton, Babbitt, and Norton's son, 
the actor Edward Norton, all sit on the foundation's board. "We're trying to raise 
the profile of the system," both within the BLM and outside it, said Brian 
O'Donnell, the foundation's executive director, from his office in Durango, 
Colorado. "Americans should know that these places belong to us and be proud 
of them." And visit them, of course, which may be the very best way to protect 
them.  
 
That's where Edward Norton the actor comes in. Like his father, he's a 
committed conservationist and has his own projects, including working to help 
Kenya's Masai tribe protect their lands in the shadow of Kilimanjaro, and I'm 
curious to know why he added the NLCS to his list of causes. "Apart from the 
fact that my father is chairman of the board and I do what my father tells me," 
he joked, "I was inspired by the revelation that there was something so 
significant that I had never heard of. 
 
I can't believe I didn't know about this treasure chest of public lands that are 
underserved, undermanaged, and underappreciated." To lend his support to the 
cause, Norton has narrated a short film about the NLCS and has done media 
interviews to get out the word. At the Cannes Film Festival last year, Norton, 
who starred with Matt Damon in the poker film Rounders, won a charity poker 
tournament and donated the $100,000 proceeds to the foundation. Its $2 million 
annual budget, raised primarily from private donations, goes toward promoting 
the system in the media and working with the BLM on policy issues. While the 
influence of a celebrity helps, it's the ground game that Babbitt and the elder 
Norton say is crucial. And the single most important part of their strategy is 
creating local Friends Groups. "It's not the suits in Washington who get things 
done," says Norton senior. "If you look at the history of well-protected lands, the 
main ingredient is local support."  
 
My search for the "Falling Man" pictograph takes me to Nevada's Gold Butte 
Wilderness, where I meet three of the system's most impassioned local 
supporters: Nancy Hall, a former casino waitress from nearby Mesquite, and a 
retired couple, Roy and Betsy Miller. They are the heart of the Friends of Gold 
Butte, formed to push for federal protection of this 300,000-acre stretch of 
desert that was home to 2,000 rugged souls at the turn of the last century but 
has long been abandoned to their ghosts.  
 
An hour east of downtown Las Vegas, the now-stalled carpet of homes ends and 
the desert rolls uninterrupted into the mountains. We tool over a rutted, 
boulder-strewn, axle-breaking road. An hour later, the road peters out and we 
park in the sand. After a short hike through rock-cobbled desert studded with 
Joshua trees, we enter a small canyon with red, brown, and gold walls. I'm 
pleasantly surprised to realize that I am standing in an aboriginal art galley. 
Scratched and pecked into the desert varnish, the dark mineral patina that 
covers the walls, are mysterious symbols left by people who lived here a 
thousand years ago-spirals and arrows and figures of humans, usually in panels 
with dozens of other figures. One rock, called Newspaper Rock, has hundreds of 



different symbols etched into it. No one really knows what they mean, but 
guesses range from art created in trance states to news of the day's events. We 
clamber along a circuitous, precipitous route across a rock face to a small saddle 
of smooth, rounded stone. Through a hole in the rock, a circle of blue sky 
beckons. I bend down, crawl through, and head down a trail. In the middle of a 
wall the color of an Irish setter is a beguiling stick figure in motion, a realistic 
depiction of a man hurtling backward toward the ground.  
 
"No one knows what it means," says Roy Miller. "Did someone fall?" It is a 
mystery that will likely remain a mystery.  
 
These three desert rats are what Norton and Babbitt have in mind for their 
Friends Groups. And we run into more friends. On our way into Gold Butte, we 
stop and chat with a carload of people who are "site stewards." Trained by the 
BLM and committed to protecting artifacts, these volunteers prowl the desert, 
watching over the petroglyphs and looking for damage, alerting the BLM if they 
see any suspicious activity, filling in the gaps created by federal underfunding. 
(There is only one BLM law enforcement agent for this expansive stretch of 
desert.)  
 
Some locals who have used this landscape as they please for a long time-to ride 
off-road vehicles or graze cattle, for instance-aren't happy with the new 
protections, which involve trail closings and the posting of notices by BLM 
staffers to reassert ownership. Some signs have been chain-sawed down; others 
have been filled with bullet holes. "There haven't been any confrontations out 
there, but we have to be careful," says Gail Marrs-Smith, who manages the area 
for the BLM. "We travel in pairs."  
 
Cliven Bundy, a local organic melon farmer, is one of those who resent the 
changes. To protect an endangered tortoise, Clark County has set aside habitat 
by buying and retiring all of the government grazing leases in Gold Butte. But 
Bundy still runs his cows through here, even though since 1993 he has been 
ordered to desist because he has no permit. Bundy says that his family has 
grazed here since the nineteenth century and that he doesn't recognize the 
authority of the federal government. He has threatened resistance if anyone 
enforces the court order to remove his cattle from the wilderness. "It's so 
blatant," says Rob Mrowka, a conservationist who works for the Center for 
Biological Diversity, in Las Vegas. "Anyone can go out there anytime of the year 
and see cattle. BLM employees trying to protect sensitive plants and animals are 
very frustrated. It's a problem that's been going on and on."  
 
The next day, I drive in the opposite direction, west of Las Vegas until the sprawl 
quits at the doorstep of Red Rock Canyon, a 200,000-acre slice of dramatic red- 
and cream-colored rock that explodes out of the desert. It's a natural refuge 
from the green-felt jungle of Las Vegas, a cool oasis in the desert heat. More 
than a million visitors crowd the trails and picnic tables each year. "We're the 
star of the system," says Pat Williams, president of the Friends of Red Rocks, 
proudly, as we chat in the old visitors center, which is bustling with people. (The 
place is so popular that a new $20 million visitors center is being built.) "It's the 
most visible of all the NLCS lands," she says, "the crown jewel in the tiara."  



But it ain't bake sales that have funded development here. The Southern Nevada 
Public Lands Management Act allowed the U.S. government to sell off chunks of 
hyper-valuable land to developers. Millions of dollars from those sales have gone 
into this place.  
 
This is the pinnacle of what Norton Sr.'s foundation has in mind-a creative way 
to protect and enhance these far-flung landscapes. Without funding and 
someone to pay attention, protections are always in danger of collapsing. "Satan 
never sleeps," he says. "These places will always need more and better 
management."  
 
A good example is Sloan Canyon, a treeless sepia moonscape on the edge of Las 
Vegas, which I hiked into. It is not as dramatic as Red Rock, but it's wild and 
famous for its well-preserved pictographs. Its undistinguished entrance, 
however, at the edge of a new subdivision, looks like a junkyard. There are 
mounds of old tires strewn around and piles of torn-up sidewalk, and someone 
has yanked a heavy metal gate off its hinges so folks can keep driving into the 
area to dump their trash.  
 
Without friends, funding, and greater awareness, conservationists fear, the NLCS 
could be overrun. Even with the 15 Friends Groups for the biggest areas, critics 
wonder if the BLM is up to the task of protecting these lands. "The BLM has a 
mixed record," says Mrowka, who cites Sloan Canyon and Red Rocks as two 
points on the spectrum: Red Rocks has proceeds from the sale of federal lands, 
while Sloan Canyon doesn't. "Unless the land in question has a dedicated funding 
source, any commitment to protect it is a lot of lip gloss." But Babbitt is 
optimistic about the BLM. "The bureau is full of a new generation of people who 
see the importance of preservation," he says. "Put down whatever you're doing 
and go visit these lands. It might take a little bit of work on your part-there 
won't be an entrance gate or a ranger to guide you-but these are fabulous 
places."  
 


