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� ere was a time when 
a hunting coat had to be 
red plaid. Deer hunters, 
of days gone by, wore red 
buff alo plaid Mackinaw 
coats. � ese jackets were 
quiet and made from wool, 
which made them incred-
ibly warm, dense, and 
water-repellent. Red, as it 
turns out, is an ideal color 
for hunting. To a deer, red 
looks green.

Introduced in 1850 by 
the Woolrich Woolen Mills, 
red and black Buff alo plaid 
has been worn religiously 
by hunters and frontiers-
men. In the 1950’s, people 
began looking for a better 
color to make more hunters 
visible and thereby, keep 
them safe.

Nowadays, hunters wear 
hunter orange or pink. 
When you look at a distant 
hillside, it looks like a 
bunch of people wearing 
pumpkin suits, with a few 
doses of pink Pepto Bismol 
running around. Good 
thing hunting season is 
near Halloween.

Daylight fl uorescent col-
ors, refl ect light, instead of 
being charged by it, so no 
glow in the dark phospho-
rescent will work the same 
way. � e simple test is to 
see if the color will refl ect 
the garment color back 
to your hand in the direct 
sunlight, hence the name 
“blaze orange.”

Fluorescent colors refl ect 
between 200 and 300 per-
cent of its color by convert-
ing short color wavelengths 

into longer wavelengths. 
Standard colors only refl ect 
a maximum of 90 percent 
of a color present in the 
spectrum

Originally, a study in 
California in 1956, began 
to push for a non-fl u-
orescent yellow for the 
hunting community. � e 
yellow color was brought 
to Ralph “Jack” Woolner 
in New Hampshire. Jack 
worked for the Massachu-
setts Division of Fish and 
Game, and did not feel the 
yellow would work, and 
began the Fort Devens 
experiment.

� e Fort Devens study 
was to determine which 
color best stood out in a 
variety of fi eld conditions. 
� e study used 1,100 
soldiers from the Army’s 
Strategic Army Corps, 
including 9% who had 
some type of color defi cient 
vision. � ey studied blaze 
orange, fi re orange, neon 
red and arc yellow.

� e tests took place from 

October 1959, through 
January 1960. � e sol-
diers took part in 3 tests, 
in winter conditions, and 
hunting season foliage, 
in midday, evening, early 
light, and at distances 
from 25 to 100 yards. � e 
reaction test asked soldiers 
to shoot popup targets, but 
only white ones, within 4 
seconds or less when the 
popup appeared.

Blaze orange won hands 
down. It was the only color 
never confused to be any 
other color by any soldier, 
including those with at 
least some color blindness. 
Second place was neon red, 
followed by fi re orange, and 
arc yellow was last.

I would have thought the 
yellow would have scored 
better, until I learned the 
human eye cannot register 
yellow through the center 
of the eye. Take a small 
piece of yellow and tack it 
to a wall. Back off  about 
40 feet, and the yellow will 
appear white. � e fear was 

a hunter wearing a yellow 
hat could be mistaken for a 
deer’s fl agging white tail.

A bonus to the blaze 
orange garments for hunt-
ers is that deer can’t see it. 
A Deer has diohromatic 
vision, meaning they only 
see shades of blue, purple, 
and green. Only short and 
medium wavelengths of 
light may be seen.

Humans, on the other 
hand, have trichromatic 
vision, which adds long 
wavelength light and a sen-
sitivity to red and orange. 
Without this third pho-
toreceptor, the deer can’t 
see orange, but we can. To 
a deer, the orange comes 
across as a pale yellow. 
Blue is a color deer can 
see very well, so a hunter 
would be smart to ditch 
the blue jeans.

New blaze orange 
clothing sometimes has 
ultraviolet enhancements 
and brighteners from the 
factory. � is makes the col-
ors really pop to the human 

eye, but it can also appear 
blue enhanced to deer, and 
may even appear as a glow 
to the deer’s eye. A good 
tip is to wash your new 
blaze vest a couple times in 
the laundry before hitting 
the fi eld with it, removing 
some of the enhancers.

I have hunted big game 
for over 50 years wearing 
the blaze orange colors. 
Many times, I have had 
deer or elk walk up to me, 
or pass closely by, without 
seeing the colors. As long 
as the wind is in your face, 
they won’t detect your 
scent.

What deer, elk, prong-
horn, and most big game 
do see well, is movement. 
Consider that a deer has a 
fi eld of vision that covers 
300 degrees, compared 
to a human eyes that 
cover only 180 degrees. 
A deer has a horizontal 
visual streak. � eir pupils 
are not round like ours. 
� ey are horizontal and 
have a wide band that 

allows them to see more 
detail. � is is how deer 
can detect threats along 
a horizontal plane, which 
is where predators attack 
them.

� ere are 42 states that 
have a blaze orange re-
quirement. � e remaining 
eight states do not require 
blaze orange, but strongly 
encourage its use. Some 
states are now accepting 
hunter pink.

In Colorado, hunters 
must wear 500 square inch-
es of solid fl uorescent or-
ange or pink material, and 
a hat of fl uorescent orange 
or pink, visible from all 
angles, while hunting deer, 
elk, pronghorn, moose, 
and bear with any fi re-
arms license. � is includes 
muzzleloader hunters, and 
archery hunters who hunt 
during rifl e seasons. Cam-
oufl age orange or pink is 
not legal in Colorado. Mesh 
blaze clothing is legal, but 
not recommended.

While hunting is still one 
of the safest sports around, 
it is a good idea to be seen 
when afi eld. Non-hunters, 
who take to the woods 
during the hunting seasons, 
should also wear blaze 
hunting clothing. Not only 
does it make them more 
visible for safety reasons, 
but they also get to take 
part in the pumpkin suits 
with the rest of us.

Mark Rackay is a colum-
nist for the Montrose Daily 
Press, Delta County Inde-
pendent, and several other 
newspapers, as well as a 
feature writer for � e Nauti-
cal Mile, and other saltwater 
fi shing magazines. He is an 
avid hunter and world class 
saltwater angler, who travels 
around the world in search 
of adventure and serves as a 
director and public informa-
tion offi  cer for the Montrose 
County Sheriff ’s Posse. Per-
sonal email is elkhunter77@
icloud.com For information 
about the posse, call 970-
765-7033 (leave a message) 
or email info@mcspi.org

Bring on the blaze orange

The columnist and his friend, Billy Morgan, display the latest in high fashion, donning their blaze orange pumpkin suits. (Mark 
Rackay/Special to the MDP)

Tips from 

the Posse
By Mark Rackay

“We want action,” Wal-
dvogle said. “And I think 
the way I defi ne action is 
for [lawmakers] to move 
forward in developing a 
program in order to really 
catalyze our communities 
into these discussions. To 
really develop all the side-
boards necessary to have a 
program is going to take a 
longer time frame.”

Western States Ranches
Conscience Bay owns 

about 3,800 acres on 
parcels scattered through-
out Delta County, 3,000 
of which the company 
says are irrigated. About 
3,200 of these total acres 
are clustered in Harts 
Basin near Eckert, making 
up the headquarters of 
the company’s reach-
ing operation known as 
Western States Ranches. 
� e ranch participated in 
the SCPP in 2024, with 
water to some fi elds shut 
off  June 1 and others July 
1. � e ranch saved about 
550 acre-feet, or 7% of its 
water, according to ranch 
managers.

Ranch representatives 
see participation in these 
early voluntary conserva-
tion programs as a way to 
have some control over 
their operations should 
water cuts become man-
datory in the future. � ey 
say they are interested in 
innovative ways to adapt 
to water scarcity, and they 
partnered with Colorado 
State University scientists 
to study the eff ects on 
forage crops of taking 

irrigation off  their fi elds 
that were enrolled in SCPP 
in 2024.

“We wanted to fi gure out 
how this is going to aff ect 
us, and if we are required 
to do this in the future, we 
want to have the knowl-
edge to make good deci-
sions,” said Mike Higuera, 
agricultural operations 
manager of Western States 
Ranches. “We assume 
that we are going to have 
to conserve water in this 
game.”

Western States Ranches 
hosted an August fi eld day 
in Eckert with the Western 
Landowners Alliance for 
other local farmers and 
ranchers to learn about 
drought-resilient ranching 
and share the fi ndings 
from CSU researchers.

� e ranch’s participation 
in SCPP has resurrected 
fears that the owners, who 
began purchasing the 
Delta County properties 
in 2017, are speculating 

— buying up land for its 
senior water rights and 
hoarding them for a future 
profi t. With a water-con-
servation program in the 
Upper Basin all but guar-
anteed, some worry that 
Western States Ranches 
could be looking to profi t 
off  sending their water 
downstream.

� e question came up at 
the August fi eld day when 
a Paonia-area rancher said 
he had heard the ranch 
owners were speculators. 
Conscience Bay represen-
tatives have always denied 
that accusation.

“I can tell you there are 
a lot better ways to make 
money,” Higuera replied.

According to SCPP 
documents, the ranch was 
paid $278,372 for their 
water in 2024. Higuera 
said that amounted to 
about 10% of their revenue 
last year, with cattle sales 
making up the other 90%.

Colorado in recent 

years has tried to tackle 
the thorny issues of how 
to fairly roll out a con-
servation program while 
prohibiting speculation. 
Defi ning what speculation 
is and who is a speculator 
is slippery and hinges on 
determining the water 
rights purchaser’s intent 
— a nearly impossible 
thing to know or police 
with 100% certainty. � e 
bottom line of the state’s 
existing anti-speculation 
policy is that water-rights 
owners must put that wa-
ter to benefi cial use.

Ultimately, a 2021 
workgroup failed to fi nd 
consensus about ways to 
strengthen protections 
against speculation and a 
drought task force failed 
to provide recommen-
dations about conserved 
consumptive programs for 
lawmakers, underscoring 
the diffi  culty of protecting 
the state’s water without 
infringing on private 

property rights. Some 
agricultural producers 
balked at laws that could 
restrict their ability to 
make money by selling 
their land and associated 
water rights.

At the heart of specu-
lation concerns is the fear 
of large-scale, permanent 
dry-up of agricultural 
lands. Mueller has long 
cautioned that conserva-
tion programs, if not done 
carefully, could dispro-
portionately impact rural 
agricultural communities. 
Although SCPP was open 
to all water-use sectors, all 
of Colorado’s participants 
in SCPP in 2023 and 2024 
were from Western Slope 
agriculture.

“Any program that we 
have must be designed for 
our state’s best ability to 
support the longevity of 
agriculture and the vitality 
of our communities, and 
we’ve got to be thoughtful 
and precise,” Mueller said.

Paying for programs
Another big question 

about Upper Basin conser-
vation remains: How will it 
be paid for?

SCPP in 2023 and 2024 
was funded with money 
from the federal Infl ation 
Reduction Act. � e bill 
that could have authorized 
SCPP again in 2025 is still 
stalled in the House. Over 
2023 and 2024, the pro-
gram doled out about $45 
million to water users in 
the Upper Basin and saved 
about 101,000 acre-feet.

Without overhauling 
the West’s system of water 
rights, voluntary, tempo-
rary and compensated 

conservation programs are 
one of the only carrots to 
entice agricultural water 
users — who account for 
the majority of water use 
in the Colorado River Ba-
sin — to cut back. But they 
are expensive, and it’s un-
clear how future long-term 
conservation programs 
would be funded.

Colorado’s entire 
congressional delegation 
in early August sent a 
bipartisan letter to federal 
water managers, in an 
eff ort to shake loose $140 
million in funding that 
was promised for projects 
addressing drought on the 
Western Slope in the fi nal 
days of the Biden adminis-
tration and then frozen by 
the Trump administration.

U.S. Sen. Michael 
Bennet, D-Colorado, 
addressed the question at a 
Colorado Water Congress 
meeting in Steamboat 
Springs in August.

“We’re now not going to 
have a great federal part-
ner for a while, I’m afraid, 
and we’re going to have 
to fi gure out how to rely 
on each other and do it 
in more imaginative ways 
than maybe we have in the 
past,” Bennet said.

Heather Sackett is the 
managing editor at Aspen 
Journalism and the editor 
and reporter on the Water 
Desk. She has also reported 
for � e Denver Post and 
the Telluride Daily Planet. 
Heather has a master’s 
degree from CU’s Center for 
Environmental Journalism 
and her reporting has been 
recognized by the Colorado 
Press Association.
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