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AH:
Mayor Merrill, has a nice ring to it, doesn’t it? Let’s start out with a little biographical information. Where were you born?
NM:
I was born in Pocatello, Idaho. My parents were going to school there.

AH:
Just like Judy Garland, right? Only you weren’t born in a trunk.

NM:
Exactly right.

AH:
And there’s no Princess Theater in Pocatello, nor ever has been. Pocatello has a nice sound to it. I suppose that’s why they used it. Do you mind saying what year you were born?

NM:
I was born in 1947.

AH:
You’re the same age as my oldest daughter.

NM:
The years go by faster every day.
AH:
Did you live in Pocatello, then, for a long time?

NM:
No, I think we only lived there for a couple of years and then my parents moved back to Emmett, where my Dad was born. They did some businesses there, one of them was a SpudNut Shop – those were wonderful. Then he began to work at the U. S. Post Office. And my mother was a nurse and my father was a postal officer.

AH:
What was your father’s name?

NM:
Joseph G. Cheney. C-H-E-N-E-Y. My mother’s name was Zola Hites, H-I-T-E-S. My Dad was one of eight children, his father passed away when he was two and his mother raised all eight children in the Emmett Valley. My mother was born and raised in Arizona, the Phoenix, Arizona, area. They met when my dad was in the service, and married, and moved out west.
AH:
Is your family L.D.S.?

NM:
My family is L.D.S., that’s L.D.S. background.

AH:
I know the older Mrs. Merrill is, and her husband was. She told me the, someways sad, story of her life. They both lost their mates, very close to the same time.


     Now what did your father do for a living in Emmett? You said it…
NM:
Well, they just …I think they did a myriad of things. They worked in the fruit orchards. They had a small little business of a SpudNut Shop, but they actually gave away too many doughnuts to the family so the business didn’t survive very well. And then he began working for the U.S. Postal Office, and they moved over here to Boise. So from that, my Dad stayed with the Postal Service and worked in that until he retired at the age of 55. And my mother was a nurse, and worked up at St. Luke’s Hospital. We also, during that period of time, were foster parents for numerous children (from) throughout the valley. And one of which is my youngest brother, whom we adopted, through that program. So we had many, many opportunities to have other children as family members in our home as we were growing up.
AH:
Great, nothing like a big family. When did you first end up in Eagle?

NM:
We moved a home from Boise, off of State Street and Riveria Drive, out to Eagle and Highway 55, across from what used to be the Lake Parachute Club. There was an airport there.
AH:
Yeah, Floating Feather.


NM:
Floating Feather Airport. And we moved a home out there that had hot water heating underneath in the floor, and we dug a basement and our home was heated with the hot water. We lived out there on five acres, and we raised horses, and cows, and milked. I grew up on horses and riding in the foothills out there in Eagle valley when I was twelve. So we’ve lived in Eagle ever since then.

AH:
No wonder you care about the foothills, and saving what’s left.
NM:
I love the foothills, and the equestrians, and riding there…it’s been such a part of my life.

AH:
When did you become involved in local politics?

NM:
Umm…I’ll go back to just one more thing before that. I’ll begin where we met with my husband and the egg farm, I’ll finish that story.

AH:
Oh, yes.
NM:
I began working at Merrill’s Egg Farm when I was about… well, before that I started working in Emmett Valley and was driving a little Henry J. over the mountains at the age of fourteen. On Freeze-Out Hill, I…I can not tell why my mother allowed that. But I picked cherries over in Emmett until I was about sixteen, and, at which time I started working at Merrill’s Egg Farm. And I met my husband there at church and through the egg farm there, and we dated and were good friends, and became engaged in 1965. Actually we got married in 1965 and out first baby was born in 1967. And I have four brothers and five… three brothers and a sister who live in the area here, so we began our family here in the Eagle valley.

     My political career started when we, you knew that we had the egg farm in Eagle?

AH:
Yes.

NM:
And we were annexed into the City of Eagle, and I went down to City Hall to find out why. And I could not understand why they would annex an egg farm and how they were going to provide sewer for three-hundred fifty thousand chickens. So I began just attending some meetings and becoming involved. My background, at that point, as my children were being raised, I was in the design world and in the painting world. And I had a little shop, retail shop, and a teaching studio in my garage that we turned into a full-time studio. So I had full-time teachers working for me, as well as myself, and had a retail shop in there; I traveled with interior designers throughout the northwest, both teaching my classes as well as painting and working at homes throughout the northwest, in California, Oregon, and Washington. And I would go and travel with those folks, and would do the murals on the walls, the hand-painting, the changing the colors of the furniture, and those types of things. So that’s kind of my background on that.

     Mayor Guerber asked me to serve on a downtown redevelopment committee with Joe Schrieber, in which they were looking at an urban renewal district. And also if I would serve on design review, a little design review board where we sat around a table. I think there were four members on it and the City Clerk, at that time. And we began designing the community.
AH:
That would be where the Historical Museum is now.

NM:
That’s about right. So that’s where I began.

     I remember sitting in a meeting one time and they were talking about the planning; I remember Councilman Yzaguirre and Councilman Bastian and Mayor Guerber were there talking about the planning for the future in Eagle, and at that time we didn’t have a planner, and I remember saying to them, “I have a question. I don’t understand why we don’t have a planner for the City of Eagle. It would seem to me each of you are experts in your own field of business but none of you are planners. How can we plan for the City if we don’t have a planner?” It was shortly after that we hired a planner, and it was shortly after that that Mayor Guerber asked me to serve on Planning and Zoning. And I took, what was his name? Tom, a large fellow…Eastland or… I can’t remember the Councilman’s name, Mayor Guerber would remember. And that’s the person I took his place, was not able to continue his term.

     So I started serving on Planning and Zoning. Served on Planning and Zoning for a couple of years, one of which things I was involved in was these large public notice signs. And one of the things I’ve always thought was very, very important to a community is public involvement.  At that time we had eight-by-ten little public notices that were tacked on telephone poles. I really felt we needed to involve the public more in the decision making as well as making them aware of what was going on. So we created these large four-by-eight signs as part of an ordinance requirement. And we now see other cities and the county around the valley doing that. So I served on Planning and Zoning, I really liked it. We served on one night a week…one night a month, on Monday nights, was a nice time to serve, back to the community. I was slowing my business down a bit, so I was able to balance the two.

     And I had a, one of the Councilmen, Morgan Masner, came to me during election time, and said “We want you to run for city council.” And I scoffed at that, I thought…I don’t know anything, I’ve never been involved in public, I’m just loving learning about Planning and Zoning, and I love to sit on this board and be able to help. But I’m surely not a person that anybody would vote me in to serve their community. And I don’t have that background. And they convinced me by bringing me a signed petition of people that would support me, and so I turned that in and thought maybe the Merrill name might carry it, because we knew so many people in the valley. Well, I started going around talking to people out here and knocking on doors, and I found out that a lot of people didn’t even know who Merrill’s Egg Farm was particularly, and that there were new people in the community. So I found their interests, and…was elected, I had the highest votes for that year, in 1995, and began my career working on the Council.

     I realized that working on the City Council was a lot different than Planning and Zoning, that my commitment was much heavier – besides just coming to the regular Tuesday night meetings twice a month, I had extra meetings that I would represent the City on; one of those was the Design Review Board, one of them was the opportunity to work still with the planning in the Planning Department on that. My background enabled me to work through some of these issues of what architecture should be, and colors and design for the streetscape, and I was heavily involved with all those things. I ran my platform on increasing recreation opportunities and pathways for the community, bringing the community…making sure it had opportunities for families, and that it built on the family and community. And so the first park that we did was the Heritage Park in the downtown area. We acquired that, and I’m sure you heard the history of that. It was a huge success, and it’s been a great sense of place for our community. We’ve planted a live Christmas tree, instead of bringing a Christmas tree in every year; we figured it would grow with our community, it was small when we started, but we knew that it would grow in the park there. And trees became a huge part of my life.

     Eagle Road was being widened and the bypass came in. One of the things that was being requested was that Eagle Road be widened to five lanes from the bypass into State Street. Well, that was our corridor into our downtown area. We had some historic old trees in that area which we wanted to keep, particularly the Shari Sharp’s big sycamores. We had some large ones there where the Albertsons was going to go; they were going to remove the big trees that are now there where McDonalds are. So we worked with those businesses, and realigned the street. We had the Ada County Highway District digging around the roots with shovels instead of coming in with equipment to save the trees. We kept the road narrow where we put the arch sigh over that, and began that entry into the city. And I began my quest on trying to save the large trees in the community as much as possible so that we didn’t look like a brand new city.
AH:
Did you have a lot of resistance to the bypass in your time?

NM:
We did. The bypass was a large resistance. In fact, it went right through the egg farm and it cut our personal property in half. And it was difficult, a very difficult time for the farmers that lived out here. The Kunklers were very much affected, as were some others out here, simply because we couldn’t get an alignment decision that we could depend upon. It took quite a while to do that. The bypass cost a lot more money than we anticipated, simply because of the property values, and there were some lawsuits and condemnation involved with that. So that was a big, a big problem in our community at that time. And Mayor Guerber was the forefront leader on that, and we supported him on that. It took a while to get that through but I think as everyone sees now it was absolutely necessary. Clear back before the bypass happened, all the traffic came through Eagle, including the logging trucks.
AH:
I know.

NM:
There was concern that the downtown would not recover from the bypass, but the design for the community was that the bypass would compliment, not compete, with our downtown. We’d keep our downtown with different requirements than our bypass.

AH:
If they had widened Highway 44, it would have wiped out downtown.

NM:
And many of our historic buildings. We are, all of us, are very keen to the need to retain our roots in this community. And the council that’s here, has been here for a while, and that is one of the things we want to do is keep our history. And that’s why the old Eagle Drug Store, which just nearly made its hundred-year birthday, was required and requested of the developers, don’t take that down. Let’s see what we can do to work around it. And they have agreed to build a steel frame inside the building, and to keep the exterior with its historic nature. So we’re hoping we can still do that. 
AH:
Do we have it in writing? That they’re not going to take it down?
NM:
We’re working on that. When they come in for their review and for their new building on that, that’s one of the things that will happen as part of their development agreement, their conditions of approval, for that.

AH:
Of course, without the signage, it isn’t a particularly interesting building.

NM:
Yes, that’s true. That’s true. 

AH:
So hopefully whatever goes in there can still keep its name and those signs. Because historic signs can be put on the National Register of Historic Places.

NM:
That’s a good idea. I didn’t realize that, but that’s a great idea.

AH:
My experience is that you don’t trust what a developer says he’s going to do unless he’s absolutely nailed down, in writing.
NM:
And you’re exactly right. So we try to get them interested and work with them on that, as much as we possibly can, give them incentives to do that and keep that going.
AH:
Well, you’ve dealt with lots of developers. You’d probably agree there are good ones and bad ones, there are trustworthy ones. I picked up on the internet that you had given an award to one developer fairly recently for the quality of their commitment and the quality of their product. I can’t recall the name of it right now.
NM:
I think it’s the Eagle River, and with Chuck Harlese. That’s one of those first developments that when it first came in it took a long time for them to see our vision. And we butted heads and we locked horns for quite a bit of time. One of the things was that we wanted that pathway to continue along the levee, behind the hotel and where all those businesses are. They wanted to flatten that and put houses in there and move them closer to the river because river-front property is beautiful for homes. We didn’t want that. We really wanted to keep them away from that. We knew there was historical flooding in that area, and even though the levees were not a registered levee from the Corps of Engineers, that they were indeed working and they were part of our flood plain protection out there. So we locked horns with them, and we did get them to finally come out and stand on that levee with us and agree that that was a good place for a pathway, regional pathway. And we prevailed, and that is now part of the regional pathway that will go to Lucky Peak.
AH:
Now that was one of the platform points of Chuck Bower. Tell me about your experience with Chuck Bower.

NM:
Well, you know, Chuck Bower was a very interesting fellow. We had a very trying time during that period of time with our, both with our staff and with the community. There was quite a division, at that point of time, and I don’t that’s anything unusual when you’ve got a growing community, you’ve got the old guard and the new people coming in, type of situation. The most disconcerting thing for me, and probably the reason for requesting the recall also, was the turnover of staff. We had thirteen people that moved through.
AH:
How did he rub staff the wrong way, to that extent?

NM:
He was very condescending, he was …in fact; I’ve got a whole file from Barbara Montgomery. He worked behind their backs, from the Council, when the Council would give direction, he would work behind the back of the Council. Just not very, not supportive, demeaning, wanted to change times of work without Council approval. Very questionable behavior in meeting and making deals with people off site, and different organizations; that brought a lot of contention into the community. I think the thing that concerned me the most was a…what seem to be a bi-polar, and I would not say that for sure because it was never diagnosed as that…but a different kind of personality. One of the times at the Council there was a decision being made, and Mayor Bower stood up from his chair and got behind the Council table and started walking back and forth and ranting and raving, and he literally sent the attorney and staff underneath the table for fear. He carried a metal suitcase that he strategically placed wherever he felt he needed it, and openly said that he carried a gun. I was called in to the FBI, and was questioned by the FBI about his behavior, and was told never to go anywhere alone. It was a very fearful time for us.

AH:
How did the FBI become involved?

NM:
They would not tell me. They would not tell me, we simply had no background on the gentleman. It only went back so far, and there was no way of defining who he was or where he was from.

AH:
I’ve heard the suggestion that the credentials he offered were not all bona fide. 
NM:
And we agreed with that. There was just many, many questions out there. And he was not a team player in working with the Council. It was just not that kind of situation. He actually won by a very narrow, several votes.

AH:
That was pretty astonishing to everyone, wasn’t it?

NM:
And I think it was even to him. Even to him. So it was a very controversial time in our community, our community was very split, and we really had a desire to bring it back, to bring cohesiveness back to our community.
AH:
Well, I have an hour interview with Chuck Bower, and an hour with Morgan Masner, so I’ve heard two sides of the question. And to me, you really understand these things only if you listen to both sides of every issue. Which old-timers in the community should I be talking to, that you think might have information important to the background of Eagle and how it developed?

NM:
Well, I think certainly the Kunkler family would be one. They have been here a long, long time. Umm, let’s see, who else would I…

AH:
I’ve talked to the Fishers.

NM:
The Mace family.

AH:
The Mace, yes.

NM:
The Fishers, the Mace, the DeShazo’s have been here for a while. Now Robert with his water company has quite a history in the community. We didn’t…years ago, you know, there was a real divisiveness in, in, that divided the community, with Eagle’s… the City of Eagle and the Sewer District. And there were several other different groups out here which we could not work together with. And over the years we’ve crossed those bounds and are working very, very well with each other, we’re communicating, planning together, trusting each other, and it certainly builds a better community with all the organizations working together. So, I think those are some of the things we’ve done that are positive. That, and Mr. DeShazo and the Water Company, one of the water companies in town, and he has a long history here also. Shari Sharp, of course, would be one you surely would want to talk to.

AH:
 I’ve talked to Shari.
NM:
And Lynne, Lynne Sedlacek, with her family, the Kunkler family, Lynne’s got a long history here also.

AH:
Well, we can’t talk to everybody. But I appreciate your suggestions. How good a mayor was Steve Guerber?

NM:
Steve was an excellent mayor. Steve was a very visionary mayor, he was not afraid of stepping outside the box and leading. And he did a tremendous job in bringing a lot of things to our community. He brought in to us the Community Block Grants for the Senior Center and the City Hall, the first little City Hall there. Was always moving things forward, very progressive in putting together the Horizon Task Force, which was looking at our Comprehensive Plan and planning in the community. Steve was not afraid to reach out and bring others in to the process of the decision making, and gathering others around to help in that decision. And I believe that he was a very good leader.
AH:
Well, he’s done a good job at the Idaho Historical Society. I don’t know how this trouble he’s in now is going to shake down.

NM:
I think it’ll come out all right. I think when you find, when everything is laid out, that we will find out that he’s O.K., that he’s done everything to the best of his knowledge, that he was doing the right things.

AH:
I noticed the Council came out in support of him when it first happened, and his board of trustees did. But I talked to somebody else in state government a couple of days ago, who said he’s done, he’s washed up. I hope that’s not true because I directed that Society for seventeen years, and anything that puts them on the front page of a negative nature is not good. I feel personal pain over that.
NM:
 It’s not good because you have to go and stand before those folks and ask them for money. And that’s difficult to do. And you know, unfortunately, when ever the media gets a hold of something, whether they’re right or they’re wrong, there’s public opinion that is formed and that can never go back and be changed. And that is very harmful and very sad that it has happened.

AH:
And the public tends to feel somebody’s guilty immediately. Instead of innocent until proven guilty, it works the other way around. I suppose the adoption of a master plan for growth is probably the most critical thing that can happen in a community like this. Probably the only community in Idaho that’s growing faster is Meridian right now. I did a history of Nampa for Idaho Magazine recently, and you probably knew Winston Goering?
NM:
I did. What a gentleman.

AH:
Of course he wasn’t mayor at that point, but, in fact he died shortly afterward. But he was a far-sighted leader, I’ve always thought, and a good front man for his town. We never had an event over there in their Center without him being right out there greeting every body. Well, I know there are a number of organizations acting, right now, that are dealing with planning for growth. You’re a member of all of them.
NM:
I certainly am.

AH:
How do you have time for all of those meetings?

NM:
Well, you just schedule them better, and take good notes, and sometimes you send staff people to some of those, make sure that you are aware that you can make those decisions if you have to. This year I’m also serving as president of the Association of Idaho Cities, so that’s the 202 cities across the state.

AH:
Oh, boy.

NM:
And so I’ve made a commitment to contact those cities and be able to see what we can do as a state organization to be …

AH:
That’s part of Steve’s background, isn’t it? Association of Idaho Cities?

NM:
He’s never served in a leadership part of that, but he’s been a member, yeah.
AH:
Now there’s a thing called Treasure Valley Partnership which I gather is elected officials from all of the towns in the valley?

NM:
From Nampa and Caldwell, and…I’m president of that organization also. That is a great organization because we deal with events and situations and problems that cross boundary lines. For example, the pseudoephedrine bill was one of the ones that we put together with our Mayor’s Youth Committees and we took that individually to our Councils, we passed our ordinances for that, and then we took it to the legislature. After the legislature had not passed it for the previous year, we as cities passed it, said “This is important enough that we will support you, and this is our legislation saying that we will.”  At the next legislative session last year that same bill was passed. So we feel like a coalition of Mayors across the valley can make some difference. Right now we are also doing the same thing with a program where we are hiring a federal prosecutor that will serve in Owyhee County and will be just for gangs and prosecuting gang members. And the reason we are doing that on a federal level is because if we can prosecute, have those kids prosecuted, have those gang members prosecuted on a federal level, they won’t be housed in state prisons, they’ll be housed elsewhere. Part of the problems with the gang members in the valley is that they’re caught, they go to jail, and they’re in jail with their friends. And so the gang activity continues in the jails. And so this is an effort to separate them, away from anyone that they can continue to contact. So this is another program that we’re working on.
AH:
Any gang activity in Eagle, as far as you know?

NM:
Not that I know of. We’ve had, I think, some wanabe’s; we’ve had very little problems with graffiti or any that kind of thing. I think our officers in our community policing are very on top of that. It’s certainly not that we’re immune to that, and as the community continues to grow it’s something we’ll be looking at.
AH:
What happened in the Steve Smylie campaign? I know you were a supporter.

NM:
As far as what happened?

AH:
Maybe I’m remembering this wrong. I thought much to everybody’s astonishment, he lost in the primary.

NM:
He did. He did. And I…

AH:
How could that happen? He was supported by everybody.

NM:
It was, you know… I don’t know how that could happen. It’s that old adage of going and knocking on doors, and contacting people; and a lot of new people moving in that don’t know the history behind a person that has served for a long period of time. Those are some of the things that happen.

AH:
I was quite flabbergasted by that. What happened to Judy Peavey-Derr?

NM:
Well, Judy Peavy-Derr, as well as many county commissioners across the state of Idaho, I believe they got caught up into the property tax revolt, if you will, from the folks out here, who have seen a huge increase in taxes, particularly from the county assessors, was very discerning. Also the role that Ada County commissioners have taken as far as changing the county to an urbanized development has caused a lot of concern with city officials, as growth is being directed towards the county, instead of towards the cities. So you see, a, urbanized developments being approved in the county, where before the county was to preserve the county land. So there’s been a philosophy change in the county, and Ada County particularly. And I think those are two of the things that were Judy’s demise.
AH:
I had the impression that she and Rick agreed on most things on the Commission.

NM:
I agree with that. I’ve seen that happen.

AH:
Well, I suppose it’s healthy to keep changing horses along the way as long as it’s not in midstream. Tell me more about your philosophy of foothills development. Are we going to be able to save enough foothills so that this town doesn’t totally lose its rural feel?

NM:
I think we will, Arthur. I think that we’ve just gone through some studies and some scenarios and some building of maps where we’ve looked at, kind of looking at it a little different than going out and saying, “How many houses can we put up here?” What we’re doing is looking at it from a backwards point of view, but perhaps it’s forward. And that is looking at what are the resources that we want to preserve? What’s important to us as a view corridor? What’s important to us to wildlife management? What are the sensitive species up here? How much traffic can we hold? And where will the traffic go? Where are the existing trails, and which are the ones that we want to interconnect, so that we have an interconnecting trail system that can move all the way through the foothills as well as come down and hit our river trails? We’re looking at those types of things. What is our, what’s the availability of water in those areas? So we’re looking all of those issues up there and then we’re seeing there are areas where we can put development. It won’t be on every hill, it won’t be on every inch of space up there, but it may be in a cluster, it may be in a different type of setting. We’re looking at the slopes and erosion, so we’re looking at all those kinds of things that very near and dear to all us that have lived in this valley for a long time. Realizing that, number one, if Eagle is to become involved in this process, and that land is to be developed, that we would much prefer that it’s to be developed under our standards, developed with our planning, that its commensurate with what we are doing, where we can establish where the schools, the infrastructure is going, how we can help control that. As well as guide it. If it is developed in the county, it still will be developed, and still a number of homes will be up there. It just won’t be, it won’t be complimentary to Eagle. And so as City officials and leaders, we are having to open our eyes to a new area and a new horizon that we’ve never looked at before. You put us down on the river and we can tell you every inch of that river and what kind of development can go down there, and what’s going to happen down there, and…we’ve been called river rats. You take us up to the foothills and we’re babes in a new area up here. So we are gathering around us all of the experts that we can, all of the agencies that we can, to educate us and to help us make the best decisions we can for the future. We’re looking at a lot of years out here.

AH:
How much land around can you annex? Are you butting heads with the county when you try to annex the foothills?

NM
Actually, we do requested annexations. When a property owner comes into the City of Eagle and requests to be annexed in, then we look to that to see what is the benefit to the community on that; State law allows cities to annex outside their areas of impact on requested annexations. We do that if they are contiguous, and if they can fit into our plan. The counties don’t really have anything to say with that part of it. They would like us to, in fact the Blueprint for Good Growth is asking us to set up twenty-year horizons impact area and then not annex outside of that. So the cities are, all across the valley are now looking at where we’ll be growing in the next twenty years, and looking at the services that will be needed, and how the funding will be provided. 
AH:
How many new communities are we going to start in this county?
NM:
Well, I can tell you that there are twenty-four planned communities outside the areas of impact, that are being looked at by the county. And that is this new philosophy that I have been telling you about. We believe that planned communities should be within the city limits; that they should be contiguous to the infrastructure that’s there, that they will indeed affect our libraries, our police, our fire, and that those tax dollars need to go to the community that they’re affecting. 

AH:
Well, I’ve been a consultant on three of them, two I would approve; one I’m dead against. That’s Hammer Flat, you probably know about that.

NM:
I do know about that one, yes. 

AH:
To say that they’re going to build that many houses up there and improve the habitat for game, that’s totally ridiculous. 

NM:
That’s kind of like saying, the developers come and tell us that their development won’t affect the river if they do a Letter of Map Revision. We’re on a floodway where the river has historically flowed and you see it on the trees, where the high water marks are. And my comment to them is, “Who’s going to tell the river, that that’s where it has to go?” And that about what you’re saying, who’s going to tell the habitat and the animals that THAT’s their place to stay.
AH:
Well, only if you’re willing to give them up totally. Well, there’s an awful lot of greed in the world, to develop whatever can be developed, to build where ever you can. We lived in Massachusetts for sixteen years while I was teaching back there, and I ended up being the chairman of the town conservation commission. And developers wanted to build in the Connecticut Valley, in an area that had traditionally, had fourteen feet of water. They were going to build and get out, never mind. So we finally got flood plain zoning that protected all of that from any development of that kind. What we did was turn it into a nature preserve, a wildlife sanctuary. We had the Boy Scouts build trails. But we saved the town from a potential disaster. So I have a feeling that a lot of developers have no conscience.
NM:
Well, you’ve had those experiences on that. That’s why we have conservation easements, and why we are, the preservation of as much of the river as we possibly can on that, as we try to do that with development, don’t allow development to encroach.
AH:
What kind of teeth does current flood plain zoning have? We know that people are building on the flood plain, and I guess everybody on Eagle Island is on a flood plain, and a lot of people on Dry Creek are on a flood plain.

NM:
You know, you’ve probably read Susan Stacy’s book When the River Rises.

AH:
Yes.

NM:
And one of the things that was amazing to me in that book was when they built the political battle around Lucky Peak, and when Lucky Peak was finally built, and of course a lot of water users helped pay for that, for irrigation as well as flood control, but one of the main reasons why that was built was for economic development on the Island. And so the reason for that being there was that’s how development started happening on the Island, or downstream, on the Island, to allow for that economic development to occur. So when that first started, once you open those flood gates, with development occurring in those areas, the only thing you can do is control that as to where it can and cannot happen. And so that’s very important, as we look at those things, the history of that.   

AH:
Well, the history of this town is fascinating. I’ve been collecting it for twenty years before I ever had the opportunity to write a book about it.
NM:
It is, it is an interesting town. Eagle is, the topography of Eagle is so different from other communities. Of course it’s not all just flat. We have the bluff, we have the river, you know, then we have another bluff, and now we’re looking at the foothills. So we have a variety of opportunities for development as well as protection of land, both in space and open land that we need do. So it really creates a different kind of community with a lot of opportunities.

AH:
Well, I think, in my view, Eagle has managed its growth about as well as you can, knowing there are some things you really can’t control.
NM:
And some things you’d like to do better, if you possible could.

AH:
Well, I attribute it to good leadership and community involvement. Part of the history of Eagle that fascinates me, in fact it’s what I am working on right now, a chapter on the ethnic history of this town. This morning I was working on (a chapter) “Wet or Dry - Eagle and Alcohol”. Because in 1909 when local option was possible, and counties could decide to be wet or dry, Ada County voted to stay wet. And there were people who talked in the Odd Fellows Hall here, representing Boise, what amounted to the Chamber of Commerce, and they were all against prohibition, because they were sure that if prohibition for Ada County were passed all the business would go to Canyon County. And the voters made a terrible mistake, and the farmers in this valley, in the Eagle area, they wouldn’t go to Boise to shop any more, they’d go to Nampa or Caldwell, where Dad could get a drink while Mother was doing the weekly shopping. But the ethnic aspect of that is, of course, that we had lots of Germans, French, Italians, and Europeans, sometimes first generation, who were used to making their own wine. You know, they weren’t alcoholics or drunkards, but they were used to having a glass of red wine on the table when they had their pasta, or whatever. And obviously national prohibition was a tremendous failure, did more to organize crime than anything ever had, horrible thing, impossible to enforce. I haven’t really found out yet whether there were any moonshiners in what’s now Eagle. There could have been. Have you heard any stories?
NM:
I have not heard any stories on that. That would be very interesting to know that.
AH:
Well, they sure collected a lot of them over in Canyon County. In fact, where ever you could put up a whiskey still, they did. And then they were importing Canadian liquor illegally. Well, what I’m trying to do in the book is get a context within the regional and national context as well, because everything that happened here was played out on a bigger field. So what I love to do is make connections between things.
NM:
That is great. That is a good connection. And those are good connections. One of the things we’re talking about right now, there is an organization, the Idaho Wine Growers, and there’s a member of that Idaho Wine organization that’s here in Eagle that is putting in a vineyard up off of Beacon Light.  And what they have decided and learned is that the soil is so conducive, and the weather and the way the sun hits, is so conducive to growing grapes that they think this area could be a great grape growing area for wine. So that comes full circle back around again.
AH:
That’s zoned agricultural still?

NM:
Yes. And of course Ag land can always be, any land can be Ag land, and they can always grow something on that. So that would be good.
AH:
How hard is it for a farmer, in what’s now Eagle, to resist developers when he is being taxed for development values instead of farm values?

NM:
Well, actually, if he’s farming and his Ag land…look at Mr. Kunkler out there. His land is zoned Ag and he’s taxed on Ag. And until his property changes hands and changes use, it will be Ag land and taxed as Ag land.

AH:
But as soon as he stops farming, then its potential development land, is that right?
NM:
It still is zoned Ag until the use actually changes, somebody has to come in and request that change.

AH:
I was with Carla Mace out on Eagle Island on what’s left of the old Mace property, her son is fifth generation living on that land, have you been out there?

NM:
I have, I have. In fact, I’ve had a developer come in and show me a plan for the Mace property.

AH:
Well, she says she’s being taxed five hundred dollars a year and it’s being assessed as development property. Now it’s abandoned, there’s nobody farming there or anything, it’s a sad, sad, shambles.

NM:
Well, if she’s only being, if all that land’s only being assessed five hundred dollars a year, then it’s not development land. I mean, it…
AH:
Oh, well. It’s eight and a half acres or something like that, and naturally she thinks she’d like to hang on to it because of the family history, but at five hundred dollars a year she’s wondering how long she can continue to do that.

NM:
And some of the land may have that problem with it, but I, the ones that I know, particularly where development has come in…for example, when the Legacy folks came in to do their development, they bought the land from the farmer, and they kept their Ag designation on that until their plan was approved. And so that stayed, they paid their taxes as Ag land, until their plan was approved on that. 

AH:
I guess I’ve never really understood that. Because I’ve heard this from a lot of farmers, who say, “We were taxed as though this were developable property rather than Ag land, and so we finally had to sell.”

NM:
There isn’t that designation on that. If you look on our comprehensive plan, all of that is designated as A-R, what that land is, that’s their taxable, that’s what they’re taxed at. 

AH:
O.K. Well, they’re not telling it right.

NM:
They may not be understanding, or they may, or the assessor may not be assessing it right. But from our point of view, that’s what that land is designated as, and that’s what it should be taxed as. Now if they’re, maybe they’re in the county, and the county has other requirements or they might do different in the county than the city. But in the city, that’s the way our city code reads.
AH:
One of the things I’m trying to get from all my interviewees is something that will add a little spice and humor to the story.
NM:
Well, I could tell you some real fun ones for Merrill’s Egg Farm. As we had a community growing around us, we had our growing problems. Part of the problems was the fact that we would move the manure away from our business, simply to get it away - the odor out – we had to clean our buildings out. I remember a time when we had a request for the manure to go to Pine Top, which is a church, was a church camp up in Idaho City. And so they loaded up the truck and headed up to Pine Top. And when they got up to Pine Top, there wasn’t any manure left. But it had been dropped…the tailgate had opened and it had been dropped all along State Street, up along Warm Springs Avenue, all the way up the hill, and they were slipping and sliding and the car washes were full. We got the call that that had happened. Another time going through town, the bosses said to the drivers, “Don’t step on the brakes. When you come into town go very, very slow, and make sure that you go with the stop lights but don’t step on the brakes.” Well, the driver was a new driver, and the light changed red, and he stepped on the brakes and the manure came out of that truck and hit all four corners of the down town. And we always paid a lot of money to the fire department because they were our very best friends; when they came for volunteers, came for money, we would always pay a lot of money to the volunteers for those kinds of things. So we have several stories like that with the, in the farming of this egg farm around the city. I can’t imagine an egg farm in the middle of the City right now. You know, I don’t believe I would probably be a Mayor. So when we had a fire in 1989 and had to move our business, I guess there’s always somebody else that’s watching out over you, that knows better what’s going to happen in your life. And while it seemed so devastating at that time, it was a proper thing to go ahead and move it out of the valley.
END OF TAPE ONE SIDE ONE
END OF INTERVIEW
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