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BURNS – Cowboys, mothers, retirees and dozens more from Harney County offered support
Wednesday for the anti-government message offered by militants occupying a federal
compound outside of town.

But they still asked the group of protesters to leave.

One speaker after another among the hundreds gathered for a community meeting said it
was time to talk the way to a solution. When a rancher volunteered to accompany the sheriff
to the Malheur National Wildlife Refuge, others shouted out their willingness to go as well.

About 20 protesters took control of the wildlife refuge headquarters on Saturday. The group
is led by Ammon Bundy of the activist Nevada ranching family who came to Oregon to spare
two local ranchers from prison.

Many local residents at the gathering said they supported the point the protesters are trying
to make with their occupation – that the federal government is overreaching -- and they
praised the militants for bringing national attention to federal land management issues that
residents have faced for years.

Bundy "has given Harney County our biggest and best platform ever to get our message out,"
said rancher Mitch Singer. He went to the refuge to meet with the protesters and urged locals
to pick up on the political battle.

Merlin Rupp, who has lived in the county 70 years, said he also went to the refuge to see what
was happening. "They ain't hurtin' a damn thing down there," he said, though he added it was
time for militants to go home.

Vanessa Leathers-King said she was in a group of 30 to 40 locals who headed to the wildlife
reserve for the same reason. "That's the cleanest I've ever seen the refuge," she said.

Area businessman Tim Smith said the new Harney County Committee of Safety met with the
militants as well. The committee formed last week at a community meeting organized by the
protesters.

Six local residents agreed to serve on the committee to press grievances against the government, but the community has viewed
it with suspicion because of its origins. Besides Smith, the committee includes a retired fire chief and two ranchers.

Smith said the safety committee reflects the divide in the community over the standoff – three committee members signed a
letter demanding the militants leave but three others wouldn't.
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As for the occupiers, Smith said, "We do not believe there is any threat to this community from this group."

Other speakers drew cheers for their criticism of the federal prosecution of Dwight Hammond Jr., 73, and his son Steven, 46. The
two reported to prison Monday to serve terms for lighting fires that burned federal land. Their cause had been the rallying point
for self-styled militia members who came by the hundreds to Harney County to protest over the weekend. Bundy and a small
group split off to stage the refuge takeover.

But the biggest applause lines of the night belonged to Sheriff Dave Ward, whose calm demeanor hasn't wavered over days of
handling the confrontation.

The sheriff noted his first anniversary on the job was the day the occupation started. When he took the floor to speak, he was
greeted by a sustained standing ovation. Several people shook his hands and some hugged him.

"I support you 100 percent," one rancher said.

Ward said he also found much to support in the militants' message. "I agree with a good portion of what they have to say," he said.

But he chided them for their behavior since coming to town. "You don't get to come here from elsewhere and tell us how to live
our lives," he said.

The community has endured trouble, he said, apparently from the militants. After someone flattened the tires on his wife's car,
"she packed up and left town," he said.

His parents were followed by protesters, he said. They were seated in the second row, and he had them stand to applause.

"Those are true Americans," Ward said.

He repeatedly addressed his comments to the militants.

"I don't want to see a single person hurt," Ward said. "At this point, nobody's been hurt. Some feelings have been hurt."

Then he asked, as he has for days, that the group go home. That drew sustained cheers.

Several residents suggested country diplomacy to settle the standoff. One recommended that the sheriff take just two others to
go to the refuge, 30 miles southeast of Burns, and talk to the militants.

Another speaker suggested a big group of people go to peacefully end the showdown. One rancher said he'd round up 100 men to
ride in on horseback if that would help.

As the meeting wrapped up nearly two hours later, someone asked the sheriff if the militants could go without fear of being
arrested.

"They're welcome to leave and I'll escort them outta the county," Ward said.

-- Les Zaitz
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