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operation will need its own 
commercial-scale coal-fired power 
plant, with all the air pollution and 
global warming effects that go with 
this dirty energy source. Then add air 
pollution from the retorting plants 
and/or in situ production facilities. 
And the end product is a fossil fuel 
that, when it’s burned, will be yet 
another source of greenhouse gases. 
It’s a global warming triple-whammy.

Wyoming’s Inferior Oil Shale 
Resources

Colorado has higher-quality oil 
shale deposits than Wyoming, and 
even the richest deposits in the 
Piceance Basin are marginal from the 
standpoint of economics and net 
energy gain. Colorado deposits 
average only 50 gallons of product 
per ton of rock. In Wyoming, the best 
deposits average 25 gallons per ton, 
and most average 15 gallons per ton 
or less. Wyoming has thinner oil 
shale deposits and fewer of them. It 

seems obvious that oil shale 
production – if it ever happens – will 
start in western Colorado.

Wyoming’s two oil shale targets 
are in the lower Green River Valley, 
from the town of Green River 
southward, and in the southern Red 
Desert, centered on the Adobe Town 
and Kinney Rim proposed wilderness 
areas. The Red Desert deposits are 
inferior in quality to the Green River 
area, but Anadarko Petroleum 
applied to the U.S. government for 
an oil research and development 
lease at the north end of the Kinney 
Rim several years ago. Its application 
was denied in the face of opposition 
from BCA and Governor 
Freudenthal.

The BLM is currently proposing 
to lease tens of thousands of acres in 
Wyoming, including sensitive 
wilderness lands in Adobe Town, the 
Kinney Rim, and the Red Creek 
badlands, in its Oil Shale Leasing 
Programmatic EIS. Despite the 
marginal value of Wyoming’s oil 
shale resources, there will 

BCA CELEBRATES BOARD MEMBERS
f you are a regular reader of 
The Voice for the Wild, you 
may have noticed the name 
“Alyssa Wechsler” slip 
quietly into the BCA Board of 

Directors.  It is not for lack of pride 
in our youngest board member that 
she hasn’t yet been formally 
welcomed in our newsletter.  On 
the contrary, this 23 year-old 
University of Wyoming (UW) 
student has been a steadfast 
volunteer for many years and 
brings great energy to BCA as 
demonstrated by her long list of 
awards and accomplishments.

Alyssa was featured in the UW 

newspaper The Branding Iron for 
her volunteer work with BCA.  She 
was nominated for USA Today's 
All American Scholar and awarded 
the Marshall Scholarship (a full 
ride) to study at Oxford University 
in the United Kingdom as a 
graduate student next year.  Alyssa 
helped co-found Students for 
Sustainability at UW and won the 
UW Leadership in Service award 
for her work with BCA.  Her 
visage adorns the recent cover of 
UWYO Magazine, demonstrating 
her success in helping found the 
ACRES student farm on campus.  
BCA awarded Alyssa the newly 
renamed J. Michael Oxley 
Volunteer of the Year Award at last 
year's Badger Ball and now we can 
congratulate her on her recent 
graduation with her Bachelor's 
degree in Zoology and 
Environment and Natural 
Resources.  

Whew, what a list!  
Congratulations, Alyssa!  We know 
you'll go far, and we're honored to 

work with you!
As you may know, BCA Board 

member Mark Jenkins is a local 
talent, an international traveler and 
renowned author.  Mark wrote the 
famous "The Hard Way" column 
for Outside Magazine for eight 
years, authored three books and 
served as Rodale Press' Global 
Correspondent, writing for 
magazines ranging from 
Backpacker to Bicycling.  Now 
adding to his accomplishments, 
Mark has signed on to write with 
National Geographic, and has 
published a memoir in book form, 
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doubtlessly be foolish fortune-
hunters who get suckered in by hype 
over the “Saudi Arabia of oil shale” 
in the interior West. There is a high 
potential for speculators driving 
bulldozers across the landscape and 
doing a tremendous amount of 
damage to fragile desert landscapes 
in a fruitless search for riches, much 
like the uranium prospecting boom 
that hit the Red Desert in the 1970s. 

Careful planning and 
management of oil shale activities 
would be necessary to prevent 
massive impacts from oil shale 
speculation and development if it 
happens here. All you have to do is 
look to your nearest gas field to 
realize that it doesn’t pay to expect 
this kind of responsible land 
management from the BLM. 
Citizens, as well as state and local 
governments, will need to maintain a 
high degree of vigilance to ensure 
that this latest form of fool’s gold 
doesn’t wreak irreparable impacts on 
Wyoming landscapes.
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The Island of 
the Plains

ou can see them from 
long distances in any 
direction, great rugged 
peaks of granite jutting 
skyward, their flanks 

wrapped in a thick forest of 
ponderosa pine, fir and spruce.  It 
is this heavy forestation which 
gives the Black Hills its name, for 
as you approach the area, the dark 
evergreens appear black.  Mount 
Rushmore, Harney Peak, The 
Needles, Bear Mountain, 
Cathedral Spire, these famed 
granite peaks, over 2 billion years 
old, are familiar to anyone who 
has traversed the Black Hills.  
Intertwined with the ancient 
granite peaks are metamorphic 
schists, sedimentary layers rich in 
iron and silica, which were later 
laid down in the ocean that 
covered the area.

Hundreds of millions of years 
even later during the tropical 
Mississippian period, the earth 
was rich in flora and fauna.  Great 
colonies of algae released lime 
secretions into the warm waters 
across North America, and this 
lime drifted to the bottom where it 
eventually built up thick crusts of 
limestone.  Over millions more 
years the limestone formations in 
the Black Hills became exposed 
from erosion.  We call this 
limestone outcropping the 
Madison formation, which in 
places is five hundred feet thick.  
Wind Cave and Jewel Cave in the 

southern Black Hills were carved 
out in the Madison formation by 
the relentless forces of water.

One the most distinctive 
feature of the Black Hills of South 
Dakota and Wyoming is their total 
isolation from any other mountain 
range.  A part of the Rocky 
Mountain system, they stand out 
on the northern plains as an island.  
The Black Hills are surrounded by 
a grassy sea interspersed with 
sagebrush, and they unexpectedly 
poke up from the flat landscape 
like a misplaced piece of geology.

The geology of the Black 
Hills is also unique.  An elliptical 
uplift, it stretches 125 miles long 
and 65 miles wide.  Five 
concentric geological rings are 
found within the Black Hills.  At 
the center of the ellipsis is the 
crystalline core of granite and 
schist which forms the great peaks 
and spires.  Surrounding the core 

is the Madison limestone formation.  
Encircling the Madison formation is 
the Red Valley, the deeply eroded 
bed of red shale whose edges are 
transition zones where the Great 
Plains grasslands mix with the 
Rocky Mountain coniferous forest.  
The most prominent of the red 
shales is the Spearfish formation, 
known as the 'racetrack' because it 
is exposed around the entire Black 
Hills.

The next concentric ring is the 
Dakota Hogback, a sequence of 
lower Cretaceous sedimentaries 
which record 120 million years of 
Earth’s history, and which surround 
the Red Valley.  Two of these 
sequences, the Sundance and Lakota 
formations, have been quarried for 
19th and 20th century buildings.  
The Lakota sandstones can be seen 
as backdrops for the Black Hills 

A Man's Life.  
BCA has benefited from 

Mark's wisdom and guidance on 
the BCA Board for many years.  
We're proud to congratulate you on 
your new successes, Mark!

Martha Christensen is a name 
well known in the Wyoming 
conservation movement.  A Ph.D. 
Botanist, Martha is a University of 
Wyoming Professor Emerita, and is 
featured in the book Ahead of 

Their Time: Wyoming Voices for 
Wilderness for her work 
championing the Wyoming 
Wilderness Act of 1984.  Martha is 
an ecologist and an expert on fungi 
who is widely published in 
academic journals on these 
subjects, and has contributed a 
great deal to her field.  Very active 
in conservation issues for decades, 
Martha has been a friend and 
supporter of BCA for many years, 
and we're overjoyed to announce 
that she has agreed to join the BCA 

Board of Directors.  Welcome to 
the team, Martha! 

Floral parks like this one harbor a rich diversity of flowering plants.                                          
Photo courtesy South Dakota Department of Tourism
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Sarah and Michael
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extensive experience with 
technology and management, and 
his sunny outlook on life.

Most of all, Mike was a 
beloved friend and fiancé.  We will 
deeply miss Mike's sweet smile.  At 
this year's Badger Ball, BCA 
dedicated the Volunteer of the Year 
Award in Mike's name, 
demonstrating our wish that his 
influence will spread like the 
concentric circles in a pond, and 
that his dreams will live ever on.  
We will always remember you, 
Mike.

adly we announce the 
death of J. Michael Oxley, 
BCA volunteer, member 
and sometimes staffer.  
Mike died suddenly in his 

sleep of a brain aneurysm on August 
25, 2007 in Nederland, Colorado, 
where he was organizing support for 
conservation at his favorite music 
festival, NedFest.  Mike is survived 
by his fiancée, Sarah Egolf (BCA 
Development Director), his father 
John Samuel Oxley, sister Lisa 
Marie Taulton, nieces Rachael and 
Kacey Taulton and nephew Logan 
Taulton.  Mike is also survived by 
his birth parents, George 
Livingstone and Sharon King, and 
brother Nathan King.  Mike was 
preceded in death by his mother, 
Royce Ann Oxley.

Mike's life took many turns and 
bends, but his passion for 
conservation was a constant.  Mike 
ordered his first "backyard wild" kit 
from National Wildlife Federation 
as a small child, and he died while 
in service to Wyoming's wild places.  
He lived a life that exemplified 
sustainability, and he cherished the 
simple pleasures.  Mike loved 
backpacking and his life goal was to 
hike the length of the Adirondack 
trail.  He considered BCA his 
favorite nonprofit and contributed a 
great deal to our mission.  Nurtured 
by his grandmother's stories of the 
West Virginia mine wars, Mike's 
spirit of resistance was energizing.  
Mike was admired at BCA for his 
creative, unorthodox ideas, 

In Memoriam: J. Michael Oxley

Stowns of Sundance, Whitewood, 
Spearfish and Edgemont.

The last and outermost ring is 
the belt of mountains on the 
northern edge of the Black Hills—
the Bear Lodge Mountains near 
Sundance, Wyoming.  These 
igneous rock intrusions formed the 
sites which are sacred to many 
Native American tribes, such as 
Devil’s Tower.  The area was also a 
mother lode of gold and silver, the 
discovery of which started a frenzy 
of hardrock mining in the area at the 
end of the 19th Century and into the 
20th Century.

Also unique to the Black Hills 
is the incredibly rich mixture of 
plants and animals which were left 
behind by the last receding ice age, 
when the ice came within 150 miles 
of the Black Hills.  Stranded in this 
island on the plains, these biological 
remnants of the Pleistocene Epoch 
contain many distinct populations of 
plants and animals which are found 
nowhere else on Earth.

There is a small plant 
community in the northern Black 
Hills near Beulah, Wyoming, which 
is more reminiscent of the boreal 
forests of Canada and the upper 
Great Lakes than the high, dry lands 
surrounding it.  Due to an average 
rainfall of 24 inches and a cool 
microclimate, this boreal refugium 
of the upper reaches of Sand Creek 
sustains northern holly ferns, 
clubmoss, miterwort, and moschatel 
among the birch and hazelnut trees.  
These and other relict plants are 
important to conserve to preserve 
the biodiversity of the Black Hills.  
They are also indicator species, 
meaning that they tell us when 
changes occur in the environment, 
and they provide clues about their 
evolution over the past 10 thousand 
years since they have been 
undisturbed during this time.

The McIntosh Fen, located in 
Castle Creek valley near Deerfield, 
South Dakota, divulges another 
unique relict population of plants 
and animal species, including a 
sedge moor underlain by peat bogs.  
This wetland community has rare 

plants that date back at least a 
million years in the Black Hills.  
The very rare bog buckbean and the 
green sedge no longer can be found 
in the fen, but other ancient species 
such as northern gentian, 
cottongrass and rush aster can still 
be found.  One of the state’s 
smallest snakes, the Black Hills red-
bellied snake, also thrives near the 
fen.  

We have only touched on the 
abundance of rare and unique 
communities which exist in the 

Black Hills.  Others have written 
whole books about them.  But 
human intrusions into these areas 
over the past century and a half 
have had significant impacts on 
these treasures.

We need to ensure protection 
for the whole Black Hills 
ecosystem, its exceptional geology, 
its Ice Age flora and fauna, its 
yellowbark ponderosa pines, and all 
the many other distinct features of 
the Black Hills.  There is no other 
place on earth like it.

Continued from page 9

Island of the Plains
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If wiley is the coyote and sly 
is the fox then how might one 
describe the largest terrestrial 
member of the weasel family? 

This stout and somewhat 
bear-like mammal is known by 
several no-so-flattering names 
such as devil bear, carcajou (a 
French Canadian nickname), 
devil beast, and skunk bear. 
Names that assign evil traits do 
not truly describe the “character” 
of the wolverine but the latter 
name, "skunk bear" is quite 
appropriate. The wolverine wears 
skunk-like yellow-brown side-
stripes from its neck to its rump 
and has anal musk glands that 
produce the pungent odor typical 
of skunks.

The wolverine’s strong teeth 
and jaw muscles can crush large 
carnivore bones. Its powerful 
legs and large feet and claws 
allow it to dig dens, 
climb trees, and 
traverse deep powdery 
snow. Its vision is poor 
but its keen sense of 
smell aids searching for 
carrion. Wolverines are 
opportunistic predators 
but typically feed on 
large mammals killed 
by bears, wolves, and 
mountain lions. In the 
summer, wolverines are 
“opportunistic 
omnivores” when they 
eat berries, insect 
larvae, small mammals, 
ground nesting birds, 
and even fish. Deep 
hunger will drive a 
wolverine to visit 
remote human 
dwellings and steal any 
food within its grasp. 
Legends abound about 
wolverines tripping steel-jawed 
traps and then vanishing, 
unscathed, with the bait.

Native American traditions 
describe the wolverine as a 
trickster-hero, and a link to the 
spirit world. More recently, 
settlers, ranchers and biologists 
have likened the crafty critter to 

Species Spotlight: The Wolverine, Tough but Vulnerable
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the great escape artist, 
Houdini.

Pioneering 
American wildlife 
biologist and 
conservationist Olaus 
Murie once wrote, “I 
wonder if there is 
another inhabitant of 
northern wilderness that 
so excites the 
imagination.” Murie, 
coming upon a 
wolverine trail in an 
early winter snowfall is 
said to have proclaimed, “Merely 
seeing those tracks in the snow 
made it a red-letter day.”

Having daydreamed about 
seeing a wolverine in the wild, as 
a child in Illinois, I nearly 
exploded with excitement when 
on April 29, 2007 fate smiled and 
I was privileged to video a 
wolverine pilfering along Pilgrim 

Creek in Grand Teton 
National Park. When 
another, more 
intrusive, human 
appeared far 
upstream the ever-
wary wolverine 
slipped silently into 
the stream and 
floated effortlessly 
downstream to safety. 
Legendary craftiness 
notwithstanding, 
wolverines are highly 
vulnerable to human 
disturbances to their 
habitat and range.

Wolverines are 
circumboreal, 
occuping higher 
latitudes in the 
northern hemisphere. 
Wolverines once 

occupied most of Alaska, Canada, 
the northern United States, and 
major mountain ranges such as 
the Sierra Nevada and Rocky 
Mountains as far south as central 
California, northern Arizona and 
northern New Mexico. 
Wolverines now occupy much of 
Alaska and Canada, but in the 
U.S. are restricted primarily to 

remote mountains of the Pacific 
Northwest and the Northern and 
Central Rocky Mountains.

In Wyoming, wolverines are 
now concentrated in the 
Yellowstone and Grand Teton 
region south to the Wind River 
and Wyoming ranges but between 
1857 and 2004, two-hundred and 
five sightings as far southwest as 
the Cheyenne area have been 
documented.

Wolverines have decreased in 
abundance and distribution in the 
continental U.S. over the past 150 
years. Its southern and lower-
elevation range is shrinking. 
Documented occurrences in 
California and Colorado are now 
infrequent. The major limit on 
population growth and expansion 
is likely increased human-caused 
mortality and disturbance to 
wolverines.

Over-hunting of large 
carnivores that might otherwise 
produce carrion consumed, by 
wolverines, also limits population 
growth and expansion. 
Persistence of wolverines on the 
southern edge of their current 
range will likely depend on how 
well these factors are managed. 
Wolverine life histories and 
population dynamics are poorly 
known from this region. More 
research is clearly needed. One 
thing we do know… the 
legendary wolverine is elusive, 
crafty, and tough but it is 
vulnerable to ill-advised human 
activities. 

"Picture a weasel -- and 
most of us can do that, for 

we have met that little demon 
of destruction, that small 

atom of insensate courage, 
that symbol of slaughter, 
sleeplessness, and tireless, 

incredible activity -- picture 
that scrap of demoniac fury, 
multiply that mite some fifty 

times, and you have the 
likeness of a Wolverine." 
Ernest Thompson Seton, 
Lives of Game Animals 

“

”

Wolverine          Photo courtesy The Wolverine Foundation
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Space is limited! Contact Carmi McLean at (307) 742-7978 or carmi@voiceforthewild.org to sign up.

May 17-18 – Powder Rim Bird Watching Tour. Join 
birding enthusiast Tim Banks for a day of identifying and 
learning about the bird life of the Powder Rim, a rich wildlife 
area in the southern Red Desert. Auto tour with light day 
hikes.

May 17-18  – Adobe Town – A two-day tour of Adobe 
Town, the crown jewel of Wyoming’s desert wilderness. Car 
camping and light to moderate day hikes along the 
spectacular rims and through the forests of eroded pinnacles.

May 24-26 – Southern Red Desert Caravan. A three-day 
auto safari with lots of wildlife and wild horses, visiting 
southern Red Desert highlights like the Atlantic Rim, Adobe 
Town, and Powder Rim. Auto tour with car camping and light 
to moderate day hikes.

June 7 – Ferris Dunes Day Hike. Hike along part of 
North America’s largest complex of actively migrating 
sand dunes, with a stop in the historic ghost town of 
Ferris. Light day hike.

June 7-8 – Wild Cow Creek Backpack – A moderately 
strenuous overnighter through rugged country 
representing the best wilderness lands along the Atlantic 
Rim.

June 14-15 – Tour of the Jack Morrow Hills. A two-
day auto tour of the proposed Northern Red Desert 
National Conservation Area. Visit prominent landmarks 
like the Boar’s Tusk and Dunes, The Pinnacles, and 
Honeycomb Buttes, with great opportunities to spot wild 
horses and desert elk. Auto tour with car camping and 
light to moderate day hikes.
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Wild Cow Creek     Doug Frick Photo


