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BRANCHING OUT 

Four years after the deadliest landslide in U.S. history, Darrington, Washington, is a community 

on the mend. 

Story by Timber Lockhart | Photos by Nick Pinkham 

From the entrance to the Oso Memorial site, a soft, white mist hangs low on the distant mountains. Mementos including 

beer cans, a neon-colored plastic lei and a weather-worn baseball sit atop concrete barriers. The words “Oso” and 

“strong” are spray painted in green capital letters on the cement blocks. Forty-three Western red cedar saplings planted 

at the site recall the lives lost to the deadliest landslide in the United States’ history. 

 

An unopened beer can and other mementos sit on a makeshift memorial along the entrance of Steelhead Drive, the 

site of the Oso landslide. 



DARRINGTON, A LOGGING town east of Oso, is a community on the mend. Survivors and family members of those lost 

in the landslide won a lawsuit against the state of Washington and Grandy Lake Forest Associates, a logging company. 

Two summers following the landslide, state and local officials joined heads to create the Darrington Collaborative. The 

ten-member steering committee was chosen to represent community voices, conservationists, recreationalists, 

educators and timber fallers. 

On March 22, 2014, more than 16 million metric tons of sand, till and clay flooded the North Fork Stillaguamish River. 

Forty-three lives and 40 homes were lost, covered in debris in the wake of the catastrophic landslide. In the months 

leading up to the slide, precipitation was almost double the average, providing an opportunity for debris to carve its way 

down the mountain. 

Today, evidence of the catastrophic event remains. Heaps of soil littered with broken tree trunks extend from the edge 

of State Route 530 to the bottom of the barren, newly formed cliff. Steve Skaglund, a third-generation logger and 49-

year resident of Darrington, recalled the day of the landslide as surreal. The road out of town was rendered impassable 

by the newly formed mountain of rubble, keeping many commuters from reaching their jobs. Alongside neighbors and 

local business owners, he helped clear a path. Members of the community contributed every piece of equipment they 

had, Skaglund said. 

“If you ever had a doubt in humanity, the doubt went away by about day three,” Skaglund said. “Everybody knew that 

no one was going to get paid for this, but we didn’t care. This is what needs to be done.” 

From the entrance to the Oso Memorial site, a soft, white mist hangs low on the distant mountains. Mementos including 

beer cans, a neon-colored plastic lei and a weather-worn baseball sit atop concrete barriers. The words “Oso” and 

“strong” are spray painted in green capital letters on the cement blocks. Forty-three Western red cedar saplings planted 

at the site recall the lives lost to the deadliest landslide in the United States’ history. 

 

Local morale and the local economy 

were stunted by the natural 

disaster. Darrington was once 

economically booming in an era of 

mass timber production. Now, 

residents face higher rates of 

poverty, decreased school 

enrollment and falling housing 

prices, said Oak Rankin, member of 

the Darrington Collaborative. 

Rankin is the unofficial executive 

director of the Glacier Peak 

Institute, established after the dust 

from the landslide had settled. 

“People that have disagreed for a 

long time are coming together to 

partner and work together and find 

things in common to create benefits 

for the economy, the community 

and ecosystems in this area,” Rankin said. 

One of the aspects unique to the Darrington Collaborative is a focus on funding science, technology, engineering and 

math (STEM) education for their school district. As part of the collaborative, the Glacier Peak Institute expands youth 

participation in ecological restoration projects in the area. 

The Oso landslide occurred on March 22, 2014. It was the deadliest landslide 

in United States’ history. 

 



Rankin and Mike Town, a teacher at Tesla STEM High School in Redmond, Washington, pioneered an educational 

exchange between students from suburban Redmond and rural Darrington. 

“I’ve been teaching for 33 years and this has been kind of one of the more powerful moments I’ve had,” Town said. 

He beams as he recounts how his high school students enjoyed designing science curriculum using Minecraft, drones 

and map-making technology to share with the middle schoolers. Darrington students bring knowledge of trees, 

mountains and salmon to the table. They learn from one another, as kids do, Town said. 

“So, as we develop these programs, we’ll work on building these urban-rural relationships and partnerships,” Rankin 

said. “How do we really start to break that divide and offer something phenomenal?” 

For Darrington, the answer is timber. The collaborative allows community members to decide how their timber dollars 

are spent. Rather than sending the receipts from timber sales for processing at the federal level, the funds remain 

controlled by Mount Baker-Snoqualmie National Forest for reinvestment in restoration projects. Tom Uniack is on the 

collaborative’s board of directors and brings knowledge about ecosystem management to the table. 

One aim of the collaborative is to create old-growth characteristics within existing second-growth forests. Restorative 

thinning, as opposed to clear cutting, removes smaller trees and creates more room for older trees to thrive. When 

timber is clear cut it grows back into a thick stand of trees, all the same age. Restorative thinning allows a complex 

understory to develop, improving soil quality and overall ecosystem health. 

 

Skaglund was invited to serve on the 

collaborative and speak on behalf of 

local loggers. Only a few loggers 

remain, but younger generations in his 

community pursue the science and 

management aspects of forestry. 

Skaglund said he hopes the logging 

industry will continue to provide a living 

in Darrington. 

“Darrington isn’t the Darrington that it 

was 20 years ago,” Skaglund said as he 

steered his truck onto a logging road. 

Moments before, he gave a left-hand 

wave without fully removing his hand 

from the steering wheel, smiling as one 

of his fellow loggers drove past. 

“To people who’ve never logged, 

they’ve never seen what we get to see,” Skaglund said. “Quite a few mornings out of the year when you get to work, you 

work for awhile and the sun starts coming up over the side or the top of the mountain and you can see for miles and 

miles to the Puget Sound. At that point it doesn’t matter if you make four dollars an hour, ya know?” 

 

Steve Skaglund oversees logging projects all over Washington state. 


