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My name is Tom Sutak and I would like to comment about this project.  I am a historian who has spent a good portion of the past fourteen years studying the overland trails to Southern California for the period prior to 1860.  In 2012, I published a book, Into the Jaws of Hell, which discusses travel along the Old Spanish Trail, the development of the Mormon Road, and the Southern Trail (Cooke’s Wagon Road/The Gila River Route), the development of the City of San Bernardino, the creation of San Bernardino County, and other early California political activities.  I have also written several journal articles and presented several papers at various locations, including Pomona and Temecula, on the subject.  I am a member of The Old Spanish Trail Association (Tecopa Chapter) and The Oregon California Trail Association Trail Association (Southern Trails Chapter).

To be clear, I am not opposed to OHV areas; in fact I strongly support the recreational use of OHV areas.  I personally have been driving four wheel drive vehicles for both research and recreational purposes on forest service roads and BLM and NPS roads for nearly forty-five years.  What I do oppose is any use of public land which will compromise, restrict or destroy historically important trails and roads.  And, some aspects of the Baldy Mesa OHV project would do exactly that.  

As a historic trail researcher, I am very aware that numerous segments of historic trails consist of several variants that were used at different times or for different purposes. For example a wagon road may well have traveled is different areas from mule trails since wagons could not always go where mules could, or trail and road improvements were made over time.  I am also aware that many archaeologists and others who conduct EIR’s or other studies may not be aware of the often complex accounts of trail travel along routes and, consequently, may not search for or locate identifiable variant traces.  A recent example is located in Inyo County about 135 miles northeast of the Baldy Mesa Area where the EIR for the Hidden Hills Solar Project missed several variants that were unmapped but which cut directly through the project area.

For these reasons, I urge the Forest Service to do the following:

1.  Do all that is possible to protect known places and segments of the Old Spanish Trail/Salt Lake to Los Angeles Road/Mormon Road routes, and I specifically refer to the locations known as the Sanford Cut, the Hogsback, and Sanford Pass and the trails and roads that lead to and from these locations.
2. Insure that non-OHV users such as hikers, who are interested in the historical trails have unthreatened access to significantly important locations such as those listed above. Hikers to these locations should not be endangered by motorized vehicles on the same trails or at the same locations.
3. Utilize the efforts of expert trail researchers to locate and map significant trails and locations in the Baldy Mesa area and elsewhere in the national forest.  Those experts can be found in associations such as the Old Spanish Trail Association, the Oregon California Trail Association (Southern Trails Chapter), the Heritage Trails Association, and the San Bernardino Historical & Pioneer Society.

OHV and historical interest uses are not incompatible.   A number of locations exist and a prime example is the Black Mountains OHV area in Utah where the OHV area includes incorporates and protects both OHV trails and a significant segment of the Salt Lake to Los Angeles Road.

Thank you for the opportunity to comment.


Tom Sutak   


