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GALLUP — Lyndy Ben-
nett retired sooner than he 
wanted to as an 11th Judicial 
District Court judge because 
of complications related to 
cancer.

Bennett was diagnosed 
with prostate cancer in 2014, 
but for about e years it 
wasn’t a big deal for him. 
That changed within about 
a month’s time in late 2019. 
The cancer metastasized to 
his pel is and spine, rampag-

ing his bones.
Bennett went through 

eight rounds of chemother-
apy, but the cancer took an-
other foothold. He’s current-
ly going through radium 223 
treatments. There are some 
weeks where Bennett feels 
like he doesn’t ha e cancer. 
Other days, it keeps him in 
bed.

“That’s been my journey,” 
he said. “I wouldn’t say it’s un-
der control. We’re battling it. 
It’s battling us. That’s where 
we’re at.”

Bennett said he would not 
ha e retired if it weren’t for 

the cancer. It got to the point 
where it was affecting his 
stamina and attenti eness. 
The treatment schedule was 
also interfering with his work-
week.

“I didn’t feel that I could 
any longer gi e this position all 
the attention that it deser es,” 
he said. “I hold this position in 
such high regard. I’ll tell you, 
of all the things that cancer has 
stolen from me, this is one of 
the worst. I lo e this job. I lo e 
this position. I lo e it here in 
Gallup. I certainly would not 
ha e done this but for the dis-
ease.”

Filling the vacancy
Bennett’s last of cial day 

on the job was Feb. 28, which 
was the deadline for candi-
dates seeking election in the 
2020 primary. As a result, the 
acant judge position will not 

appear on the primary election 
ballot in June.

Alex Curtas, director of 
communications for the New 

exico Of ce of the ecre-
tary of tate, explained that 
the central committees of the 
state political parties are ex-
pected to select candidates to 
face off for the position in the 

2020 General Election in No-
ember.

Until then, the go ernor is 
expected to ll the position by 
appointment, and the appoint-
ed judge would ser e until 

-

McKinley County Courthouse in Gallup.

Cancer forces McKinley County district judge to retire early
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Feds act quickly on coronavirus,  
but locals ask what about uranium?
By Vida Volkert

 
eastnavajo@gallupindependent.com

 CROWNPOINT – As 
the federal go ernment acts 
quickly to allocate $8.3 billion 
in federal assistance to support 
research and de elopment of a 
accine against corona irus, 

Peterson Zah wants to remind 
the public that it has taken 
decades for the Na ajo people 
to see moneys for uranium 
cleanup on the reser ation and 
to compensate uranium ictims 
and their families.

“They are so afraid because 
of the epidemic. We ha e been 
dealing with uranium for 80 
years – 80 years. There’s not 
a soul here that has not been 
affected by uranium,” Zah, the 

rst Na ajo Nation President 
and the last chairman of the 
tribe, said at a public hearing 
on uranium issues held at Alma E. Hernandez/Independent

-

Alma E. Hernandez/Independent

-

Lyndy Bennett reflects on ‘most gratifying, most rewarding position’

By Kathy Helms
Special correspondent 

GRANT  — The New Mexico 
tate Police pecial Operations 

Aircraft ection successfully lo-
cated a lost motorcyclist unday 
about 2,800 feet from the top of 
Mount Taylor and transported 
him to a waiting ambulance at the 
Double Eagle Airport in Albu-
querque for medical e aluation.

tate Police were contacted 
around 7 a.m. to assist in locating 
the 40-year-old man whose motor-
cycle had become stuck in the mud 
on the mountain. His cellphone 
battery had died and he had been 
outdoors since aturday e ening, 

tate Police said in a news release.
Police were noti ed that the 

man did not ha e proper clothing 
for the weather and might be out 
of food and water.

It was the rst rescue mission for 
the Airbus H145 helicopter – call 
sign ABLE 7 – un eiled by tate 
Police less than two months ago.

“I’m ery happy with the 
outcome of this incident,” Tim 
Johnson, New Mexico tate Po-
lice chief, said. “The response of 
ABLE 7 and its crew most certain-
ly sa ed this gentleman’s life.”

The helicopter crew, consist-
ing of a pilot and two tactical 

ight of cers, took off toward the 
mountain in search of the lost mo-
torcyclist. He was found around 
10 a.m. in a wooded area about 15 
miles northeast of Mount Taylor.

ABLE 7 and crew, consisting 
of a pilot and two tactical ight of-

cers, landed safely at a spot about 
8,500 feet up the mountain, which 
tops out at 11,306 feet, and the crew 
loaded the man onto the helicopter. 

tate Police said he did not appear 
to ha e any life-threatening injuries.

“During the spring, as snow 
starts to melt, the roads get im-
passable from mud,” Cibola 
County heriff Tony Mace said.

“If you’re going to explore the 
great outdoors, ha e a capable e-
hicle, let people know where you’re 
going, and carry plenty of supplies 
– food, water and blankets,” Mace 
cautioned. “Because if your ehicle 
gets stuck, so will ours.”

 
State Police

tate Police 
rescue lost 
biker near 
Mt. Taylor

See Uranium hearing, 
Page 5

‘Uranium: That’s the danger’
Former Navajo Nation chairman:

Associated Press

 POJOAQUE — Former CIA 
operati e Valerie Plame’s bid for 
a congressional seat in northern 
New Mexico fell flat at a state-
wide Democratic con ention 

aturday where she failed to win 
enough local delegate otes to au-
tomatically qualify for the prima-
ry ballot.

he owed to stay in conten-
tion by submitting more petition 
signatures from supporters.

Candidates for an open con-
gressional and enate seat in New 
Mexico underwent the rst test of 
their political might as the Dem-
ocratic and Republican parties of 
New Mexico held statewide con-
entions.

Teresa Leger Fernandez, a le-
gal ad iser to Nati e American 
communities and acti ist on ot-
ing rights and affordable housing 
issues, won top position on the 
June 2 primary ballot, alongside 
Laura Montoya, a second-term 
county treasurer.

Both Hispanic women hail 
from politically acti e families 
in Las Vegas, New Mexico. They 
emerged from a eld of se en ini-
tial candidates seeking to succeed 
U. . Rep. Ben Ray Luj n, who is 
running for U. . enate as Dem-
ocratic en. Tom Udall retires. 
Democrats ha e monopolized the 
3rd Congressional District since 
its creation in 1982 with the ex-
ception of one special election.

Leger Fernandez arri ed at 
the state con ention with the 

Congressional candidate and 
former CIA operative Valerie 

support from local party dele-
gates at the Democratic Party 
preprimary convention in Po-
joaque Saturday.

New Mexico 
con entions 
set primary 
lineups  
for Congress

See Primary lineups,  
Page 5
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Navajo Technical University’s 
Wellness Center Friday. “Ura-
nium: That’s the danger, and 
you need to be aware of that.”

Zah noted that it’s election 
year and urged attendants to 
vote for the candidates that 
support efforts to clean up the 
Navajo Nation from uranium 
waste and to compensate 
victims of cancer resulting 
from exposure. He was among 
a couple dozen speakers who 
provided verbal testimony 
about their experiences with 
uranium on the reservation at 
the hearing organized by the 
Navajo Nation Council Friday.

Speakers included com-
munity members, survivors, 
local activists, researchers and 

Navajo Nation Council 
Delegate Charlaine Tso shared 
her personal story and told the 
audience her paternal grand-
mother, Rose Willie, suffered 
for nearly a decade before she 
died at the age of 76 with a 
tumor in her throat that was 
never diagnosed in life.

“We could not understand 
the swelling on her throat and 
took her to various hospitals 
nearby, and they told us it was 
because of her old age,” Tso 
said.

Years after Willie’s death, 
the family became aware 
that she might have been 
exposed to uranium from a 
mine near her home in the 
Teec Nos Pos area, and that 
her home had also been on the 
path of atmospheric nuclear 
waste brought by winds from 
detonations conducted by 
the United States in Nevada 
between 1951 and 1962. EPA 

records show that the United 
States conducted nearly 200 
atmospheric nuclear weapons 
development tests from 1945 
to 1962.

“We had to hire an inves-
tigator because we never got 

– it just said the cause of 
death was Alzheimer’s,” Tso 
said about her grandmother’s 
death. “And we had to do the 
un-sacred thing and get her 
body back out to re-examine 

she did have throat cancer, 
and she had been living with 
it for about 10 years. My 
family was mad, of course. It 
is something that we are never 
going to let go. To know that 
she suffered for years and it 
shouldn’t have happened if the 
proper care was there – the 
main obligation (the federal 
government) promised to 
uphold, health care for Native 
Americans, that was never 

Tso said one of her priori-
ties as delegate for the Navajo 
Nation is uranium cleanup. 
She has been meeting with 

testimony in Washington, and 
has been coordinating with 
members of the council as 

-
dent and Vice President of the 
Navajo Nation to strategize 
policy.

“It needs to be effective, 

clear,” she said. “It will take 
years to clean the Navajo 
Nation and the money is not 
there. We have over 500 mines 
on the reservation and over 
250 mines are unclaimed. How 

responsible for that?”

EPA estimates that from 
1944 to 1986, nearly 30 mil-
lion tons of uranium ore were 
extracted from Navajo lands 
under leases with the Navajo 
Nation. Hundreds of Navajos 
worked at the mines, often 
living and raising families in 
close proximity to the mines 
and mills.

Working, playing  
at the mines

Larry J. King — who 
worked at the United Nucle-
ar Northeast Church Rock 
Mine as an underground mine 
surveyor and witnessed the 
events of the mill tailing spill 
of July 16, 1979, the largest 
spill of radioactive material in 
the United States — turned to 
activism to stop more con-
tamination or yet another spill 
on his land. At the hearing at 
Navajo Technical University 
Friday, he talked about his 

experiences with uranium but 
was cut short when he ran out 
of time. Most members of the 
audience were granted three 
minutes to share concerns.

King talked about an aban-
doned mine approximately 
1,000 feet from his home in 
Churchrock which, he said, 
“has never been remediat-
ed.” The site, known as Old 
Church Rock Mine, drops 700 
feet to 900 feet below land 
surface and was operated by 
Phillips Petroleum between 
1960 and 1962, and United 
Nuclear Northeast between 
1977 and 1983, according to 
King.

“I remember this mine 
site clearly because as kids 
growing up there we often 
played on piles of dirt that I 
later learned were uranium 
ore stockpiles waiting to be 
transported for processing 
at a mill near Bluewater,” he 
said. “Years later, I witnessed 
the reopening and operation 

of the mine on a daily basis. 
Uncovered ore-hauling trucks 
transported ore from the mine 
to the UNC mill 2.5 miles 
away on New Mexico High-
way 566.”

He asked members of 
the Navajo Nation Council 

the Diné Natural Resources 
Protection Act, the Navajo 
Nation’s ban on uranium min-
ing and processing that was 
singed into law in 2005.

While all the uranium 
mines on the Navajo Nation 
are closed today, their legacy 
of uranium contamination 
remains, not only on site, 
but at nearby homes and 
water sources where elevated 
levels of radiation have been 
recorded, according to EPA 
records.

“Potential health effects 
from this contamination 
include lung cancer from 
inhalation of radioactive par-
ticles, as well as bone cancer 
and impaired kidney function 
from exposure to radionu-
clides in drinking water,” the 
EPA reports.

The EPA has entered into 
enforcement agreements and 
settlements valued at over $1.7 
billion to reduce the highest 
risks of radiation exposure to 
the Navajo people, and funds 
are available to begin the as-
sessment and cleanup process 
at 219 of the 523 abandoned 
uranium mines, according to 
the EPA Website.

The public hearings on 
uranium will continue when 
the Naabik’íyáti’ Committee 
of the Navajo Nation recon-
venes in Chinle, Arizona, 
March 13 and in Tuba City, 
Arizona, March 14.

a winner is selected in the general 
election.

Barry Massey, public informa-
-

said most of Bennett’s cases will re-
main on hold until a new judge takes 
over, but some cases have been re-
assigned to fellow 11th Judicial Dis-
trict Court judges Louis DePauli Jr. 
and Robert Aragon.

“I can speak for everyone with 
the District Court when I say 
that Judge Bennett will be sore-
ly missed,” DePauli said. “It was 
a pleasure to serve beside him. He 
brought honor and integrity to the 
bench. He lived up to his oath of of-

A welcomed challenge
Bennett was appointed to the 

judgeship by former Gov. Susana 
Martinez in January 2015. He then 
won election in November 2016.

Prior to that, from 2008 to 2015, 
he worked as a prosecutor for the 
McKinley County District Attor-

prosecutor in Farmington from 1998 
to 2008 — he served as the San Juan 

County district attorney from 2004 
to 2008. He worked as a police of-

California before that.
Bennett said he did not expect to 

be appointed judge, and although he 
disagreed with judges in the past, 

he always had great respect for the 
position, so he brought that respect 
to the job.

He had primarily done criminal 
work his entire career, so there was 
a steep learning curve when it came 
to civil, domestic and probate cas-

es. He was hearing terms he hadn’t 
heard since law school, and he found 
it challenging to prepare for these 
types of cases, but it was a challenge 
he welcomed near the end of his ca-
reer, rather than just drifting off.

He acknowledged that judges 

also facing political pressure and 

an elected position. But he said he 
tried to block out the static and rely 
on the facts of a case and the law in 
order to make proper decisions.

“I think it’s important for the ju-
diciary to be independent and just 
cut the noise out, and that’s hard,” 
he said.

‘Your life can turn out 
wonderful’

Bennett said all of his cases were 
special to him in a certain way, but 

the Children, Youth and Families 
Department. He remembered one 
case in particular where he decid-
ed to terminate parental rights, but 
within a year, he was presiding over 
a new family adoption for the same 
children.

“They were very happy in a very 

stable, solid environment for the 
children,” he said. “That to me was 
a success, and one that I went from 
agonizing over to it looks like it may 
have been the right decision.”

Bennett himself was adopted 
when he was 2 weeks old, but for 
him it was nothing special. He never 
knew his biological parents, so his 
adoptive parents were always his 
parents.

“What I like to impart to these 
parents and kids in court — some-
times they think there’s a stigma 
from being adopted — ’It’s not go-
ing to affect your life. You do what 
you need to do, and your life can 
turn out wonderful.’”

A difficult transition
Bennett said putting on his 

During his last criminal docket, it 

hearings that he knew he would not 
be presiding over.

“It’s hard to put into words what 
a transition this is,” he said. “This 
has been the most gratifying, most 
rewarding position in my life. This 
has been the perfect cap to my ca-
reer. Beyond that, I’ve been em-
ployed full time almost 50 years. 

That’s the other thing, going from 
a work-a-day life to now being re-
tired. What do you do? How do you 

Bennett said he doesn’t have 

but he considers himself a car guy 
and he would like to take some 
road trips in the summer with his 
son, who lives in San Bernardino, 
California. He said he and his wife 
Denise are also looking forward to 
traveling.

“Our idea of having a nice camp-
ing trip is the Hyatt,” he joked.

Bennett said he grew to love the 
Gallup community and the court-
house complex downtown. He com-
mended all of the staff involved in 
the system — including the court 
clerks, bailiffs and judge’s clerks 
— and described it as a well-run 

-
sional.

“I want people to know this is a 
little bastion of light here in Gallup,” 
he said. “I’m proud to be part of one 
of the cogs in this little complex 
right here. And I really have always 
enjoyed it. That’s a big deal to me. 
People need to know how profes-
sional and how hardworking these 
staff people are.”

Alma E. Hernandez/Independent

Members of the Navajo Nation Council listen to Edith Hood, of Red Water Pond, speak during a public hearing on the impacts of uranium Friday at 
Navajo Technical University in Crownpoint.

right, speaks with Lyndy Bennett, who was chief deputy prosecutor 

Courthouse in Gallup.

Judge Bennett
Continued from Page 1

endorsement of pro-abortion 
rights group Emily ś List and 
the Courage to Change polit-
ical committee organized by 
Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cor-
tez. She received about 42% 
of delegate ballots, while 
Montoya just cleared the 20% 
threshold to make the ballot.

“I had on the stage with me 
Native Americans, Navajos, 
(indigenous) pueblos, young 
people, old people, ranchers,” 
said Leger Fernandez, whose 
campaign has emphasized af-
fordable access to health care 
and environmental initiatives. 
“This is a coalition of every 
part of this district.”

Montoya lives in rapidly 
growing Sandoval County and 
Rio Rancho — where Trump 
held a political rally in August 
to declare his push for a 2020 
victory in New Mexico. Her 
low-budget social media ads 

-
ing gas money from a service 
station on the campaign trail.

Plame campaign manag-
er Alex Koren said that she 
will qualify for the ballot 
with “signatures from voters 
who are excited to support a 
battle-tested candidate with 
national experience ... who 
hasn’t been anointed by party 
insiders.”

Plame led rival candidates 
in fundraising efforts thanks 
in part to her enduring fame 
as a former U.S. intelligence 
operative whose secret iden-
tity was exposed shorty after 
her diplomat husband dis-
puted U.S. intelligence used 
to justify the 2003 Iraq inva-
sion. Trump recently pardoned 
vice presidential aide I. Lewis 
“Scooter” Libby of his convic-
tion for lying and obstruction 
during the investigation into 
the leak of Plame’s identity.

New Mexico Republicans 

on Saturday culled competi-
tion down to two candidates in 
each federal race. Navajo Na-
tion member and anti-abortion 
advocate Elisa Martinez won 
the top ballot position in the 
GOP Senate primary. She will 
vie against well-recognized 
television meteorologist Mark 
Ronchetti.

Former state Rep. Yvette 
Herrell earned top billing on a 
two-way Republican primary 
ballot for the 2nd Congressio-
nal District, winning roughly 
twice as many delegate votes 
as conservative former oil in-
dustry lobbyist Claire Chase. 

in 2018 when U.S. Rep. Xo-
chitl Torres Small defeated 
Herrell.

Republican Party Chair-
man Steve Pearce said the 
GOP’s primary candidates 
come from diverse back-
grounds and are well posi-
tioned to campaign as allies of 
Trump on issues of abortion, 
gun rights, public safety and 
employment gains under a vi-
brant national economy.

In the Senate race, Lu-
ján hopes to parlay his voice 
and experience as the fourth-
ranked Democrat in Congress 
into victory in an increasingly 
blue state where Democrats 
hold both Senate and all three 
congressional seats, along 

outside the judiciary. A second 
major Democratic contender 
dropped out of the race in Oc-
tober, clearing Luján’s path to 
the nomination.

In the Albuquerque-based 
1st Congressional District, Re-
publicans will chose between 
top-seeded Michelle Garcia 
Holmes, a former police de-
tective and 2018 candidate for 
lieutenant governor, and Jared 
Vander Dussen, a recent law 
school graduate, to run against 

Primary lineups
Continued from Page 1

Uranium hearing

Alma E. Hernandez/Independent

Edith Hood, of Red Water Pond Road, speaks to members 
of the Navajo Nation Council during a public hearing on the 
impacts of uranium Friday at Navajo Technical University 
in Crownpoint.

Continued from Page 1

 PHOENIX (AP) — The 
Arizona Department of Public 
Safety has returned round-the-
clock patrols to Nogales with 
plans to have 24-hour patrols 
to a second area later this year. 

The moves come nearly 
four years after Arizona Gov. 
Doug Ducey and DPS Direc-
tor Frank Milstead said restor-
ing such patrols in the border 
region was a top priority. 

In a 2016 interview with 
The Associated Press, Mil-
stead said he and Ducey were 

2015 that the highways along 
the U.S.-Mexico border were 
not patrolled at all hours. Du-
cey soon created the Border 
Strike Force to bring together 
local, state, tribal and federal 
authorities to target border-re-
lated crimes.

“The four border counties 

this Strike Force plan,” Mil-
stead said then.

budget proposal, said the lack 
of 24-hour coverage in the 
border region raised “public 
safety concerns, with the po-
tential for criminals to shift 
illegal activities into the eve-

ning hours when law enforce-
ment presence is diminished.”

The Arizona Republic re-
ports that although the Strike 
Force has spent an estimated 
$90 million since its inception, 

hour patrols in one area of the 

and much of the border area 
still goes unpatrolled over-
night.

DPS spokesman Bart 
Graves said 24-hour patrols 
were restored in the Nogales 
area in October, and similar 
patrols in the Yuma area were 
expected to be restored by 
June. 

Those patrols would in-
clude the border city of San 
Luis, according to Graves.

Also in June, 24-hour pa-
trols would be restored to the 
Willcox area, but those patrols 
would not include Douglas, 
about 70 miles away, the Re-
public said.

Graves said some areas of 
the border region are so remote 
that they would likely nev-
er receive 24-hour coverage. 
Graves said it was not certain 
whether those highways ever 
had round-the-clock patrols.

Ariz. DPS do 24-hour patrols  
again in some border areas


