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The Gang of Four – Showdown at Opal Creek, Oregon’s Uncut Gem  
 

Introduction 
 
 One can’t imagine the beauty of the Opal 
Creek Wilderness unless you actually step foot 
beneath its towering trees, some 1000 years and 
older.  The Opal Creek Forest was first inhabited by 
Native Americans.  Points and lithic scatter dating 
back at least 2000 years have been found across the 
watershed.  The site that is now Jawbone Flats is 
believed to have been a summer camp for the 
Santiam Kalapuya Indians a very long time ago.  
Nearby, Whetstone Mountain was a place where 
Native Americans retreated for vision quests and 
sweats.  The Whetstone Mountain Trail, which 
crosses the valley, is believed to have been a 
frequent trade route for area tribes.  
  
 Part of the forest has survived two forest 
fires, estimated to have occurred around 1550 and 1835.  A little known fact to some and 
not as many that should know is that forest fires in old-growth forests are rarely totally 
devastating.  In this forest, many of the big trees survived, particularly those located in 
cool, wet places along the area's hundreds of streams like Cedar Flats.  
  

 In 1859, miners arrived in the valley and 
discovered gold.  The Jawbone Flats mining 
camp was built beginning in 1930 by “Grandpa” 
James P. Hewitt, a relative of the Atiyeh family, 
who mined lead, zinc, copper and silver.  Some 
of the mining roads and the Gold Creek Bridge 
were constructed in 1939 under President 
Roosevelt's New Deal.  In 1992, mining ceased 
and the Shiny Rock Mining Company gave 

Friends of Opal Creek a land gift valued at $12.6 million.  Included were 151 acres of 
land:  Jawbone Flats and a stand of old-growth forest.  
   
 Friends of Opal Creek was established in 1989 to lead the effort to secure 
permanent protection of the Opal Creek ecosystem by increasing public understanding of 
the natural and cultural resources, scenic beauty, plant and animal diversity, and 
ecological complexity of this extraordinary area.  This effort culminated in October 1996 
with the establishment, through federal legislation, of the 20,827 acre Opal Creek 



Wilderness, the 13,538 acre Opal Creek Scenic Recreation Area and a 3,066 acre Wild 
and Scenic River designation for Elkhorn Creek.  Except for Jawbone Flats, the Opal 
Creek Act required that all privately owned lands be returned to public ownership. 
Friends returned other donated lands and mining claims in the Opal Creek protected area 
to public ownership, as did other landowners.   
 
 The organization changed its name to Opal Creek Ancient Forest Center in 2005 
to reflect their evolving mission of education and stewardship. 1 

 
Characters 

 
JC Viamonte, Pablo Gonzales, George Atiyah, 

and Cynthia George came together for the love of one 
common thing and to stop the logging in the Opal 
Creek watershed.  Their paths crossed about 17 years 
ago when the area was under pressure by logging 
companies to strip the land of its old-growth on a grand 
scale.  Clear cuts could possibly mar the landscape for 
life.  Precious habitat would be lost forever.  
Watersheds would be destroyed, leaving the once 
pristine land in a state of disrepair.  Not only was the land at risk but the community of 
Jawbone Flats, its historic properties, and the people who cared for the land was also at 
stake.  Back then, it was a place not frequented by many, it was closed to traffic, and 
required a three mile hike to visit Jawbone Flats.  The Gang of Four were intent on 
protecting this land come hell or high water. 

 
JC Viamonte was an Argentine 

transplant and environmental activist.  He 
was a peaceful protestor of sorts, and was 
a lot like George W. Hayduke.  His radical 
views and style always made one feel 
uncomfortable.  Yet he had that sweetness 
and gentleness about him.  He would be 
willing to risk his own life to save the 
Earth. He was knowledgeable and a well-
spoken poet in his own rite.  He played the 
guitar, harmonica too, and wrote songs 

about love and nature.  His home was the wilderness. He wasn’t happy unless he was out 
there, away from the city, away from lights and all the hoopla of the city.  He lived 
simply and frugally.  He was a backcountry guide, an architect of sorts who could build a 
shelter in a pinch.  He knew his roots and language.  He was a skilled orienteer and 
docent tour guide.  He was persuasive and charming, but sometimes a little over the top 
in his persuasion. 

 

                                                 
1 It should be noted that some facts and figures were taken from the website: www.opalcreek.org.  



Cynthia George was a caring, gentle soul, a motherly figure, a tall and beautiful 
Native American.  She’d been married, well sort of, and divorced and remarried to 

George Atiyeh, member of the Gang of Four.  
The two of them were always together 
because they worked alongside each other to 
try to preserve Opal Creek.  You couldn’t tell 
if they were fighting or getting along.   It just 
depended on which way the wind was blowing 
that day. 

 
 George Atiyeh, he was an ex-logger 
and kin to Oregon Governor Vic Atiyeh.  
George’s relatives were involved in the 
construction of the Jawbone Flats in the 

1930s.  It was used back in those days as mining camp where they mined lead, zinc, 
copper and silver.  When mining ceased in 1992, the Shiny Rock Mining Company gave 
Friends of Opal Creek a land gift valued at $12.6 million that included 151 acres of land, 
Jawbone Flats, and a stand of old-growth forest.  It was George’s mission in life to 
forever protect this land.  He came from the other end of the spectrum; land-stripper 
turned environmentalist.  Damn environmeddlers, that’s how the loggers saw them.   
 
 The economy once thrived in Detroit, OR, profiting from the logging industry.  
George was like Doc Sarvis.  He could find a fix for everything.  He was a handsome 

character and wore his cowboy boots like 
they were his roots.  He was a real steward 
of the land.  His roots are of his long-ago 
ancestors who were the first to attempt to 
protect the forest around Opal Creek.  
 
The Fight 

 
How did they do it?  Great pressure 

was being put on politicians to extract the 
old-growth, to turn a profit.  Who cares about the costs!  In comes Pablo Gonzales, 
caretaker, resident and old rogue of Jawbone Flats.  He was a bit like Seldom Seen Smith.   
Pablo had a plan on how to stop the logging.  He would block the gates, send a few 
people up the trees – sitters they were called.  Send ‘em up there to watch out and protest 
against corporations trying to get a slice of the pie.  The area was being threatened by 
Time Warner, then owners of Disney, and they were the ones that had to be stopped.  
They only saw the area for its trees, dollar signs, rather than an entire living, breathing, 
ecosystem.  Opal Creek was one of the last remaining low-elevation temperate rainforests 
left in the world.  The Uncut Gem, it was termed, had to be saved and they had to prove 
to politicians that it was worthy of saving.  The gatekeeper, the tree sitters, and the 
educators would only act as a temporary block until the Gang of Four could gather 
enough signatures to attract the attention of then Republican Senator Mark O. Hatfield.   

 



It took months, years of protest and signature gathering and awareness about the 
Uncut Gem, which was at stake of being annihilated.  JC was good with signature 
gathering and leading guided tours through Opal Creek.  He was excellent at educating 
the public and gaining more public awareness.  Cynthia was a specialist in their effort at 
holding educational retreats, gathering national and international attention through letter 
and grant writing.  She lobbied Congress and several interest groups like The Nature 
Conservancy to help protect and establish Opal Creek as a wilderness area that would 
hopefully last forever.  Pablo kept an eye on the gate and made sure to block and logging 
operations by sending his sitters up into the trees of cutting off road access by blocking 
the bridge leading up to the gate into the old-growth of the Opal Creek Area.   

 
Good ‘ol George, he had his way with politicians being the ex-governor’s son and 

all.  He had his way of speaking to both sides.  He was quite charming and had a way 
with words.  He could twist your thoughts 
without saying anything at all.  He just sort 
of gave you that look.  He owned a house 
not too far down the road from Opal Creek.  
This made his fight a little closer to home.  
He had a stake in its protection and 
understood the cycle of change, balance and 
harmony.  He understood the death of an 
economy and new beginnings.  Logging had 
at one time been booming and thriving to 
support the local community of Detroit, OR 
and beyond.  It was the town he grew up in, the people he’d known all his life.  George 
didn’t want to take anything from them.  But, suddenly the logging came to a halt in 1990 
and the Spotted Owl was blamed for the death of the logging industry.  “Goldamn bird, 
are they more important than jobs?”  That was the kind of mindset and naïveté that the 
environmentalists (environmeddlers) were up against.  It was George’s job to turn the tide 
toward a broader thinking about economy and living.  How was he going to expand their 
minds when they were bitter as hell and lost all they had?  How could he get them to stop 
thinking of their whole situation as an us vs. them dilemma? 

 
 Now, I know this isn’t the radical story you’re so used to hearing about with 
George W. Hayduke and his crazy Monkey Wrench Gang, and its not about blowing up 
bridges and setting shit on fire or running from the law… Although a few fires were 
probably set by the opposition and a few bails might have been set…burn that forest 
down, damnit!  This tale was more of a story of using more peaceful means to do the 
same thing to protect something REALLY worth saving.   
 
 After years and years of back and forth banter, several hundred tours, thousands 
of visitors, federal legislation was passed and Opal Creek and the surrounding areas were 
designated as scenic and wild.  This legislation took years to finally pass but it protected 
a total of almost 40,000 pristine acres including the trees and its watersheds, the land and 
the buildings.  Since the passing of the law, the Opal Creek forest has received 
international attention and is enjoyed by over 50,000 visitors each year.  It is a little bit of 



the same idea and a controversy as well, this eco-tourism.  But, one might hope to use 
tourism to gain an area’s attention.  However, there is always a cost to something good.  
What about all that foot traffic on the trails and through Jawbone Flats now?  Trails are 
getting trashed.  People litter and don’t clean up their campsites.  Swimmers frequent the 
area and leave their empty cans lying around like G.W. Hayduke.  Used to be, you 
couldn’t drive your truck in past the gate and had to hike the three miles to camp, and to 
get up on Whetstone Mountain or hike into Cedar Flats.  Now they are shuttling people in 
for school camps for kids and educational retreats.  So, there is a price to pay in a way but 
the alternative would have been a wasted land, robbed of its beauty, its trees and plants, 
clean air and water, and its rare animals and 
birds. 

 
Conclusion 

 
In that year of 1989 when Friends of 

Opal Creek was established, it was a 
monumental way in which to try to model the 
area as an educational center to be used to 
teach people about the importance of 
protecting habitat and the significance of the 
area on a larger scale.  Through the efforts of the Gang of Four, they could now secure 
permanent protection of the ecosystem by increasing public awareness and understanding 
of the natural as well as the cultural resources, scenic beauty, plant and animal diversity, 
and ecological complexity of this “Uncut Gem.”  

 
So, peaceful protests work as well and perhaps more efficiently and effectively 

than going around blowing stuff up.  That is what this Gang was all about.  This is a true 
story and one that I was involved with just out of high school.  I was just 18 years old and 
I couldn’t understand the injustice and why everyone that stepped foot in this forest 
wouldn’t want to fight to save it for future generations to come.  What was the appeal to 
chop it all down, wipe out thousands of years of life and create clear cuts that were ugly 
and destructive to habitat?  The so-called “rotting” forest was the greatest debate between 
loggers and environmentalists.   

 
I always find it so interesting how 2 groups can be so far apart on an issue – at 

complete opposite ends of the spectrum.  Both sides feel so adamantly about a particular 
topic, the way this particular battle was, the showdown at Opal Creek.  It was won, but it 
is only a beginning and a model for others to look to.  So many other lands have similar 
issues and have almost been completely destroyed by deforestation like South America.  
Degradation of rainforests is heightened by agrarianism.  The Gang of Four developed a 
sister city in Costa Rica to help spread global awareness so that people might start to act 
within their own communities.  Something first needs to be done at the grassroots level to 
inspire change.  The Gang of Four has inspired others within their own communities to 
stand up and give a voice to their issue, to be heard about deforestation and watershed 
management.  
 


