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R
anger L

a
rry H

arper is one of_a 
vanishing breed, and his dom

am
 

m
ay be one of the best-kept_secrets 

in the N
ational P

ark Service sys
tem

. 

■
W
H
I
R
i
•
 South rim

 is 15 m
iles 

east o
f M

ontrose. N
orth rim

 is 
13 m

iles w
est of C

raw
ford. 

I R
anger rules rem

ote north rim
 of G

unnison canyon 
H

arper is the uncrow
ned king al 

the north rim
 or the B

lack
-C

anyon 
or the 

G
unnison 

N
ational 

M
onu

m
ent, 

a 
hidden 

spot 
few

 
know

 
about. 

A
lthough the canyon is only 1,300 

feel across al its narrow
est point, 

it is 97 road m
iles from

 
H

arper's 
w

orld lo the busy south rim
 visitor 

center. 
T

he 
south 

rim
 

attracts m
ore 

than a quarter-m
illion tourists a 

year -
m

ost of w
hom

 sw
ing off' 

U
.S. 50 only long enough for a stroll 

and a ~'Tlapshol. 
T

hose w
ho are in on the north 

rim
's secret -

few
er than 50,j)OO 

people last•year -
w

ould like lo 
keep it that w

ay
. 

T
hey fear it w

ill becom
e spoiled 

by 
those 

w
ho 

fail 
lo pause .long 

enough to see the glistening blan
ket of stars, hear the laughter of · 
coyotes at sunrise, w

atch sw
allow

s 
dart am

ong the cliffs or cast a line . 
in one of the best fishing spots in 
C

olorado. 
T

hey don't w
ant crow

ds in the 
handful of cam

psites clustered in 
the piiion and juniper at the can
yon's lip. 

H
arper, loo, enjoys the peace, 

but he's also got w
ork to do. 

"L
arry's job is unique. It hark

ens back to w
hat the early P

ark
 

Service w
as," said R

on T
horesen, 

chief ranger for the B
lack C

anyon, 
on C

olorado's W
estern Slope near 

M
ontrose. 
In an era of rangers w

ith ad
vanced degrees and specialized 
jobs, H

arper is responsible for law
 

enforcem
ent, em

ergency m
edical 

care, fence and road repair; daily 
cleaning of. toilets and trash pits, 
supplym

~ firew
ood and providing 

m
form

at1on ab;out everything from
 

■
D
A
f
t
S
1
C
a
n
y
o
n
 is 2 m

illion 
years old. Proclaim

ed a nation
al m

onum
ent in 1933. 

■
D
E
P
T
H
,
 D

eepest point 2,650 
feet from

 rim
-to river . A

verage 
depth 2,000 feet. 
■
U
N
G
T
N
I
 A

bout 53 m
iles. O

n
ly the deepest, m

ost spectacu
lar 12 m

iles are w
ithin the m

on° 
um

ent. 
■
F
A
C
I
L
m
U
1
 S

outh rim
 has 

paved roads, light snacks, film
 

at the tourist center, and 102 
/ 

cam
p sites. N

orth rim
 has un

paved roads, 13 cam
psites. 

■
n
u
s
 South rim

 $
3

 entrance 
lee, $

4
 cam

ping fee. N
orth rim

 
free entrance, free cam

ping 
and free firew

ood
. 

■
v
t
s
n
o
a
s
,
 L

ast year: south 
rim

, 236,614; north rim
, 48,825. 

A
verage stay: 1 05 m

inutes. 
S

o
u

rce: N
atio

n
al P

a
rk

 S
ervice

. 

w
ildlife and geology to basic cam

p
ing. H

e is the only ranger on the re
m

ote north rim
, although 13 rang

ers are assigned to the m
ore devel

oped, heavily visited south rim
. 

H
arper, 37, w

ears a badge, gun 
and 

handcuffs, 
but 

he 
declined ' 

overhead red and blue lights for his 
vehicle, preferring low

-key diplo
m

acy to m
ore visible trappings of 

law
 enforcem

ent. 
B

efore he joined the P
ark Ser

vice last year as a sum
m

er em


ployee, 
he spent 15 years as an 

em
ergency m

edical technician, so 
he know

s how
 to use the big orange 

box of em
ergency supplies on his 

truck. 
E

ven a sprained ankle in that· 

P
lease see R

A
N

G
ER

 on 2-8 

R
A

N
G

ER
 from

 P
age 1-B

 

canyon- '-'is_.a.m
aj6(.m

edical em
er

gency," because it takes 20 to 30 
people to get a $pecial litter 2,000 
feet up lo the rim

, he said . 
In the last fo

u
r years three peo

ple have fallen to their deaths w
ith

in the canyon. O
ne w

as a fisher
m

an w
ho fell w

hile trying to get to 
the G

unnison R
iver, and the other 

tw
o w

ere rock clim
bers. 

H
arper, w

ho used to rock clim
b 

, for fun, says the sport has only a 
short 

spectrum
 

"betw
een 

ban
dages and body bags." Still, 

the 
gray and w

hite w
alls of the canyon 

are a m
agnet. L

ast year 107 techni
cal clim

bers registered w
ith rang

ers. A
nother 102 registered in the 

first seven m
onths of this year. 

: 
A

w
ay from

 the danger and thrill 
of the sheer canyon w

alls, H
arper 

m
akes it a point to visit w

ith his 
·ca·m

pers each evening and m
orn-

ing. 
,. 

. 

· H
e is _prepared to answ

er their 
questions about everything from

 
the canyon's 5-foot-high poison ivy 

· plants to its w
ildlife, including the 

brook, lake, cutthroat and G
erm

an 
· brow

n 
trout 

w
aiting 

2,000 
feet 

dow
n in the river. 

H
arper som

etim
es is asked to 

help 
em

b
arrassed

 
new

 
arriv

als 
erect tents o

r cook food
. "T

hey 
buy 

this high-tech equipm
ent and 

. don't know
 how

 to use it." 
O

ne 
novice com

plained that a 
bag of freeze-illied shrim

p alm
on

dine looked like applesauce. "I told 

chasing cow
s th

at brow
se around 

his hut during the night. 

N
 

• 
1

0
M

IL
E

S
 

-
him

 that is the w
ay it is," he said. 

before going dow
n into the canyon. 

"H
e· is one of the nicest P

ark
 

T
hen, about 6 a .m

., he becom
es a 

R
angers w

e've ever m
et" because 

horseless cow
boy, rounding up and 

he takes tim
e to visit, said D

avid r-
R

obertson· of R
oanoke, V

a. 
I: 

T
he cam

pers on the north rim
 

· 
also seem

 to be a different breed 
from

 
those encountered in larger, 

m
ore accessible cam

pgrounds. 
D

uring 
one 

night 
recen

tly
, 

cam
pers spoke in subdued tones 

from
 sunset until everyone w

as ot>
viously 

up 
and 

about 
the 

n
ex

t 
m

orning, and one couldn't h
ear ei

ther a radio or tape deck, although 
11 of the 13 cam

psites w
ere full . 

H
arper's day often begins at 4 or 

5 a.m
. w

hen a clim
ber o

r fisher
m

an knocks on his door to register 

L
ike 

H
arp

er's 
job, 

his 
W

orld 
W

ar 
II-vintage 

Q
uonset hut is 

a 
throw

back to 
a sim

pler era. G
as 

lights his lam
ps, h

eats his stove 
and cools his fridge. T

he w
ashing 

m
achine sits quiet and unused, be

cause the generator died in 1979. 
P

ro
b

lem
s often 

are 
solved in 

non-technical w
ays. W

hen he first 
m

oved in this su
m

m
er, a half-doz

en m
ice w

ould craw
l all over his 

room
 at night, so "I fin

ally got a 
bunch of bull sn

ak
es an

d
 tu

rn
ed

 
them

 loose inside." 
H

arper plans to resu
m

e his stud
ies in p

ark
 and recreational m

an
agem

ent at M
esa C

ollege in G
rand 

Junction after leaving his post in
/ 

N
ovem

ber. 
/ 

B
ut for now

, he enjoys his
"

s 
-

tary sunset hour from
 a c

o
o

/°1) 
able perch on the rim

. 
L

_
L
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