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Diane Carlson Evans poses for a photograph in Helena’s Memorial Park in this 2018 file photo.

Helena Vietnam veteran and Presidential
Citizens Medal recipient dies at age 79

CHRISTINE COMPTON
christine.compton@helenair.com

There’s a statue of three uni-
formed women and a wounded man
in Washington, D.C.

One nurse cradles the wounded
soldier, a hand
clasped over his
injury and a solemn
look on her face.
Another looks to
the sky, one palm on
the first nurse’s arm

as she stands guard.

B A third kneels with a
Carlson helmet in her hand.
Evans During the Viet-
nam Women'’s

Memorial location dedication,
the statue’s main advocate, Diane
Carlson Evans, stood humbly in the
face of her many accolades, retired
Army Col. Ray Read remembered.
It was where they first met.

Hailing from Buffalo, Minnesota,
but making Helena her latest home,
Carlson Evans was a smart, kind-
hearted woman who sought to care
for the needy, whether it was on
the front lines or back home where
they served American Legion Post
2 together, Read said.

It had taken years for that statue
to be completed, first approved by
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Diane Carlson Evans, left, laughs as her hushand, Michael, holds her medals
June 19, 2025, at the Montana Military Museum at Fort Harrison after she

said jokingly, “These are heavy.”

Congress in 1988 and completed in
1993, but it was far from the end of
Carlson Evans’ advocacy, Read said.
She’d take on veteran homelessness
and healthcare, and she seemed
tireless and focused through it all,
he noticed.

“Her voice is strong,” Read said.

Diane Carlson Evans, an Army
nurse and lifelong veteran advocate,

died May 20 at 79 years old after
battling cancer.

Carlson Evans began her service
inthe Army in 1968, tending to the
wounded at the 71st Evacuation
Hospital in Pleiku, Vietnam, and
the 36th Evacuation Hospital’s
burn unit in Vung Tau. Women

Please see CARLSON EVANS, Page A2
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US SENATE RACE
Bodnar
campaign
submits 30K
signatures

Independent candidate
needed 13,000 to get on
ballot, leads fundraising

CARLY GRAF
carly.graf@missoulian.com

While Republicans and Democrats
vying for Montana’s open U.S. Senate
seat are one week out from their pri-
maries, Seth Bodnar, who left the top
post at University of Montana to run
for the office as an independent, says
his campaign has gathered more than
twice the signatures needed for his
unconventional candidacy.

The Bodnar campaign announced
Tuesday it had col-
lected nearly 30,000
signatures from Mon-
tanans. The cam-
paign needs more than
13,000 signatures to be
approved by the Mon-
tana Secretary of State
to get onto the Novem-
ber ballot without a
party label. Tuesday
was the deadline to 278,
submit signatures
to county election
administrators.

“While DC Insiders tried to rig
this election in March by installing
a handpicked candidate who will do
their bidding, our campaign has spent
months building a political movement
of Montanans who want the chance to
send leaders to Washington who will
always put Montana First,” Bodnar
said in a statement. “I will never pay
allegiance to Party bosses or political
elites, and I will work every day until
Election Day to earn the vote of every
Montanan.”

State law allows independent can-
didates to avoid the primary gauntlet
and instead demonstrate buy-in from
voters by collecting a certain number
of signatures, a threshold that varies
depending on the office sought.

The campaign first submits the peti-
tions to county election officers, who
approve or reject signatures from local
residents before passing the batch of
approved signatures to the secretary
of state for another round of verifica-
tion. Only after Montana’s top election
administrator has signed off on the total
does an independent candidate get on
the ballot.

By Tuesday afternoon, county elec-
tion officials throughout the state
had approved 11,000 signatures and
rejected 3,984 of those that had been
submitted, according to information
provided by the secretary of state’s
office. County administrators have
until June 1 to evaluate and submit
signatures to the secretary of state for
certification.

Bodnar’s campaign said it submitted
signatures fromresidents in 52 of Mon-
tana’s 56 counties.

Bodnar

Please see BODNAR, Page A3

Congress considers cattle for wildfire suppression

spread invasive species, hurt endangered

New federal grazing policy
proposals would open up
millions of acres to grazing

ROBERT CHANEY
Montana Free Press

More than 1,000 cows and sheep died
when the 2024 Remington fire scorched
almost 200,000 acres in south-central
Montana. If proposed federal grazing
policies become law, those livestock could
be considered firefighters instead of fire
victims.

Under federal proposals floated by
both Congress and cabinet agencies this
spring, livestock could become major
players in wildfire suppression efforts by
literally eating the fuel before it burns.
However, current research indicates the
results could vary widely depending on
what landscape and climate are involved.
And critics say the revised policies would

ones and do nothing to stop wildfires.

Both Republicans and Democrats have
pitched grazing-as-firefighting bills in
the current congressional cycle, and the
Trump administration has released new
agency grazing policies listing fire sup-
pression as a justification. But the debate
rarely gets at a central question: Are fire-

fighters asking for ranchers’ help toreduce
grass fires, or are ranchers asking for more
grass by claiming that grazing could be a
wildfire suppression tool? At stake are
millions of acres of public grassland and
forest that currently have little or no live-

stock accessibility.

“From a livestock producer standpoint,
we’ve been having these conversations for
many years about bringing cattle grazing
into the toolbox for fire mitigation and
management,” said Raylee Honeycutt,
executive vice president of the Montana

Please see CATTLE, Page A3
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Cowboys move cattle near Deadman Coulee in Lewis and Clark County on Sept. 5, 2023.
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ZORTMAN-LANDUSKY GOLD MINE
Montana moves to settle
mining violations at gold
mine for half original fine

SAM WILSON
sam.wilson@missoulian.com

Montana regulators are pro-
posing to settle their allegations
of recent illegal mining activities
at the former Zortman-Landusky
gold mine by requiring a payment
of less than half the original fine.

The consent decree would
require a $200,000 settlement
to the Department of Environ-
mental Quality (DEQ), but no
admission of guilt. It was imme-
diately opposed by the adjacent
Fort Belknap Indian Community,
which has for decades been bur-
dened by extensive water pollu-
tion from the shuttered mining
complex.

The DEQ in July 2022 issued
a fine of more than $500,000 to
Luke Ployhar, Owen Voigt and
their companies for what it then
called a “violation of major grav-
ity that has compromised recla-
mation work at the site and rep-
resents a risk of acid rock drain-
age” Satellite images showed
unpermitted exploration activity
had previously occurred, the DEQ
alleged.

Ployhar, Voigt and their com-
panies have denied wrongdoing.
They were ordered in 2022 to halt
exploration and mining activities
until they secured needed explo-
ration permits. They had previ-
ously applied for and received a
permit, but it was blocked by a
state court after being challenged
by the tribes and other groups.

Reached Tuesday, both referred
questions about their work and
the case to a statement from Ploy-
har, who purchased the property
more than 25 years ago after the
original mine closed. It notes they
continue to deny wrongdoing and
“we firmly believe that our con-
duct — in all respects — complied
with applicable law”

“Along with Montana DEQ, we
jointly proposed this settlement to
avoid further costly litigation and
to bring resolution to the parties
involved,” continued the state-
ment, in part.

Filed May 22 in Phillips County
District Court, the proposed con-
sent decree also requires the men
to withdraw their exploratory
mining permit, but allows them
to reapply for a new one.

Fort Belknap Indian Commu-
nity President Randall Werk Sr.
said the settlement fails to address
“long-term impacts of the envi-
ronmental issues associated with
the Zortman-Landusky site”

“This area lies within our
ancestral homelands, and we
have aresponsibility to protect our
lands, waters, cultural resources
and future generations,” Werk
wrote in a statement Tuesday.
“Significant environmental con-
cerns remain unresolved, water
treatment continues indefinitely
and important questions regard-
ing the full scope of environmental
damages have not yet been fully
evaluated. We believe additional
accountability, = environmen-
tal review and meaningful tribal
involvement are necessary before
this matter is resolved”

Earthjustice, which is repre-
senting the tribes in the case,
stated they plan to file their oppo-
sition to the consent decree.

A DEQ spokesperson said the
agency does not comment on
ongoing litigation.

The $200,000 settlement
would be used for remediation and
water treatment at the mine site,
under the consent decree.

The state’s account to pay the
Zortman mine’s cleanup costs is
on the verge of running out, DEQ
Director Sonja Nowakowski told
lawmakers last August. But DEQ
spokesperson Madison McGef-
fers wrote in an email Tuesday
that the dire account balance was
incorrect.

An accounting error failed to
include money from metal mine
taxes that had not been trans-
ferred to the cleanup account,
McGeffers wrote. The balance in
that account currently stands at
$7.6 million.

In August, Nowakowski also
said her agency had requested
financial help from the federal
Bureau of Land Management,
which already pays about half of
the annual $3 million cost of oper-
ating the site’s six water treatment
systems. The federal agency has
not formally responded to that
letter, according to the DEQ.

In a state pockmarked with
the toxic scars of past min-
ing practices, the former Zort-
man-Landusky mine hasbecome
something of a posterchild for the
far-reaching impacts of mining
practices. For about two decades,
the open-pit mine extensively
used arsenic heap-leaching, a
once-common gold mining pro-
cessthat has since beenbannedin
Montana by popular referendum.

By the time the mine’s owner,
Pegasus Gold, closed the mine
and filed for bankruptcy in 1998,
its operations had extensively
degraded the 1,200-acre mine
site at the foot of the Little Rockies
mountain range. Acid mine drain-
age and heavy metal contamina-
tion have heavily polluted surface
and groundwater in the area.

It’s also among a number of
Montana’s mining sites that may
never be fully remediated. Mon-
tana requires mining companies
to pay a bond on par with the
estimated costs of cleanup, an
attempt to guarantee taxpayers
don’t get stuck with the bill.

But due to Pegasus’s bankruptcy
and the state drastically under-
estimating the bond needed for
cleanup, Nowakowski said tax-
payers have, to date, spent more
than $63 million on cleanup at the
Zortman site since 1999. Federal
taxpayers have covered $20 mil-
lion of that total, while state tax-
payers have spent $39 million.

The company’s failure to clean
up its mess resulted in it and its
executives being banned from
working in Montana, under the
state’s “bad actor” mining law.
Since then, Montana has also
updated its bonding laws in an
attempt to more accurately fore-
cast the costs of minereclamation.

Carlison Evans

From Al

didn’t need to serve, she’d say to
Congress during her push for the
memorial, but she volunteered
“believing we belonged with our
brothers-in-arms.”

When she returned to the
United States, she struggled with
the things she had seen.

Much of her life afterward was
defined by a fierce determination
to aid veterans and recognize the
women of war who were too often
overlooked, including the Red
Cross volunteers, administrators
and photographers.

“How proud I was of those
many women I served with!”
Carlson Evans wrote in a mes-
sage from the Vietham Wom-
en’s War Memorial Foundation,
titled “Dare To Dream. “Yet, as
the nation dedicated memorials
to Vietnam veterans across the
country, very few recognized the
vast and essential role of women.
I knew that the nation could not
forget them and began to dream of
adding a statue portraying wom-
en’s strength, compassion, cour-
age, and service on the hallowed
ground of the Vietnam Veterans
Memorial. Many others agreed,
and together we founded the Viet -
nam Women’s Memorial Project
in 1984

“Because of Diane, countless
women veterans finally received
the recognition they so deeply
deserved and saw themselves
reflected in our Nation’s history
for the very first time,” nonprofit
Military Women’s Memorial
wrote on social media. “It is our
privilege to preserve and share
Diane’s story of service, ensuring
future generations will know and
remember her story, her courage,
and her unwavering dedication to
those who served our Nation.”

Her service would be applauded
on a national stage, even reach-
ing the Oval Office when she was
awarded the Presidential Cit-
izens Medal on Jan. 2, 2025, by
then-President Joe Biden.

“Her duty and devotion embody
the very best of who we are as
Americans,” the White House said
in a news release at the time.

“Iknew I was nominated for the
award, but I didn’t think I would
get it)” Carlson Evans told the
Independent Record shortly after.
“I was overwhelmed”

After her service, Carlson Evans
made the Queen City her home
with her husband, Mike Evans, a
doctor she’d met and fallen in love
with at Brooke Army Medical Cen-
ter at Fort Sam Houston, Texas,
where they both once worked. She
and Mike have been “part of Hel-
ena for years,” Read said.

On Feb. 24, 2025, the Helena
City Commission celebrated
Diane Carlson Evans Day in her
honor, packing the Commission
chambers with flower-bearing
attendees.

“On behalf of my sister vet-
erans,” Carlson Evans told com-
missioners after she accepted the
award. “It’s they who deserve the
recognition and honor.”

Cmdr. Kenneth Rosenbaum,
who headed American Legion
Post 2 and was a fellow Vietnam
War veteran, said it made him
emotional when Carlson Evans
was celebrated.

It’s hard to forget the brutal
injuries his comrades suffered, he

said. In those same memories, he
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American Legion Post 2 Cmdr. Kenneth Rosenbaum and Diane Carlson
Evans, two Vietnam War veterans, attend a celebration in Carlson Evans’
honor. Carlson Evans received a Presidential Citizens Medal in January

and was honored by the city Feb. 24.

doctors—»

.
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Helena Mayor Wilmot Collins declared Feb. 24, 2025, Diane Carlson Evans
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COURTESY DIANE CARLSON EVANS

Diane Carlson Evans from 1968 to 1969 in South Vietnam

remembered the nurses fighting to
keep them alive.

“It’s like visiting a cemetery,” he
said after the city’s celebration.
“Not the grief, but the memo-
ries. Seeing Diane honored today
... she deserves it. This is a day to
celebrate her and everyone she
represents.”

Beyond her service, Carlson
Evans is remembered by her
homemade jam and love for her
family, her obituary says. A per-
fect day for her, so she said, was
spent outdoors by a lake, where
loons called and the kids played.

Carlson Evans is preceded in
death by grandson Wyatt Michael

Evans; parents Newell and Doro-
thy Carlson; and brothers Chester,
Ronald and Ward Carlson. She is
survived by her husband Mike;
children Guy, Luke, Carrie and
Jon-Erik; grandchildren Azaria,
Maisie, Kacie, Kai-Biko, Revy
and Nora; her brother, Maynard
Carlson; and sister, Nola Nilsson.
In lieu of flowers, her family
requested mourners thank a vet-
eran for their service and invite
them to share their story, or to
donate to an organization sup-
porting community veterans.

Christine Compton is a reporter for
the Helena Independent Record.
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