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Cynthia Steele

Through the Lens of Justice and Light: Matt Witt's
Writing and Photography

Before the first rays of morning sunlight stretch across the Southern Oregon landscape, Matt Witt is already
preparing for another hike. From his home in Talent, nestled near the edge of the Cascade-Siskiyou National Monument,
he checks his gear:a Nikon D5200 DSLR with an 18-105mm /3 lens, prized for its versatility; and an identical Nikon D5200
DSLR fitted with a 70-300mm f/4.5 lens — ideal for wildlife shots, from raptors wheeling in the sky to a fox yawning while

resting on the forest floor.

For Witt, photography isn't just a hobby — it's a con-
tinuation of a life rooted in attention, justice, and storytell-
ing.The stories we shared included a Zoom interstate chat
and follow-up questions. His writing strikes as powerfully
as his images. We begin with now, his photography, and
show how each art form emerged from the other. But,
make no mistake, they coexist.

After a four-decade career in the labor and social
justice movements—supporting groups like UPS drivers,
flight attendants, and health care workers across the
country — Witt turned to photography not as escape, but
as transformation.“l wanted to be present in the moment”
he explains, “to find peace and pay close attention to the
world around me!

Witt's process is as intentional as his politics. He
often starts before sunrise, seeking the low, slanted light
that reveals texture in the land. His hikes take him through
familiar places — Upper Table Rock, Grizzly Peak, Hobart
Bluff — but he’s not retracing steps so much as deepening
them.“Even when | go back to the same trail, the light and
life are different. It keeps me engaged and grounded”
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In winter, he's drawn to the soft blues and whites
of snow-draped terrain; in spring, to bursts of Arrowleaf
Balsamroot and the return of migratory birds. His Nikon
D5200 allows quick focus and reach for capturing these
quick, distant subjects. He often waits quietly for the
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One With the Water

Matt Wit

scene to unfold — a towhee hopping into a shaft of light,
a layer of mist rising from a spring-fed creek.

He doesn't create images with artificial intelligence.
“There's so much false imagery out there,” he says. "l want
my photos to reflect the beauty that's real — to help
people appreciate what's here and worth protecting.”

His latest book, Monumental Beauty: Wonders Worth
Protecting in the Cascade-Siskiyou National Monument,
shares 132 photos of a region in southern Oregon
and northern California that is world renowned for its
biodiversity. The area received national monument status
from the Clinton and Obama administrations, prohibiting
mining, logging for commercial purposes, new grazing,
or other development. Now, the future of this and other
national monuments is uncertain as a result of political
attacks. All of the money generated by Monumental
Beauty goes to local nonprofits defending and promoting
public lands.

Witt's plaintive passion for public awareness is
palpable.

“I don't know how it is where you live, but | find that
even some people who've lived around here a long time
don't really know what a national monument is or how that
designation provides some protection for the land. When
| start naming places in the Cascade-Siskiyou National
Monument, they say, ‘Oh, yeah. |'ve hiked there. | took my
out-of-town visitors there! There's so much at stake if our

national parks and national monuments are destroyed. |
hope that people read Monumental Beauty and see the
photographs and are reminded of the importance of our
public lands.”

A former chair of the Klamath Tribes, Don Gentry,
wrote the forward to Monumental Beauty: “In our culture
we have a saying that if you harvest berries from a bush,
you don't take them all, and if you collect duck eggs to
eat, you leave some so there will still be duck eggs in the
future. Today, protection of the land is urgent as climate
change puts our watersheds and forests, and even our
homes and our culture, at risk.”

Witt's commitment to communication about our
public lands mirrors his decades of organizing. During
his years in labor communications, Witt was often behind
the scenes — training union members to write op-eds,
framing campaign messages, documenting marches, and
helping grassroots voices be heard.

Matt dedicated his career to labor and community
organizing, beginning at age 21 when he volunteered to
help coal miners in southern West Virginia and eastern
Kentucky in their fight to democratize the Mine Workers
union.

Monumental Beauty
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Matt mentions the name Yablonski.“You might have
heard of the murder of Jock Yablonski and his family?" he
asked me.

| hadn't, yet | felt | should have. Fortunately, Matt
was a cog in the wheel and could fill me in. Yablonski
challenged corrupt United Mine Workers (UMW) President
Tony Boyle in a 1969 union election — an election in which
the incumbents controlled the vote count. After Boyle
claimed victory, Yablonski called for a federal investigation
into election fraud. Three weeks later, Yablonski, his wife
and daughter were murdered in their Pennsylvania home.
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The Yablonski murders, which Boyle was convicted of
ordering, finally sparked a federal investigation and lead
to major reforms within the UMW.

Matt explained: “So that's when | came into it —
when a new election had been ordered under Labor
Department supervision. With a level playing field, the
reform movement won, and | ended up working for the
Mine Workers union for almost five years”

Matt Witt

Lost Falls in May

| asked if his folks were pleased with his switch of
gears at that time to volunteer.

“They were not pleased that | dropped out of college
(after two years at Harvard), but they came to see the
value of what | was doing instead”

“I assume the miners fed you and took care of you
while you were helping them win that second election.”

“When | say volunteered, we got a stipend of $50 a
week. We had food”

Matt Witt and Earl Dotter joined the staff of the United
Mine Workers Journalin 1973 after miners ousted Boyle and
began to democratize the union. Witt served as managing
editor, then editor, with Dotter as photographer. During
their tenure, the publication won a National Magazine
award in specialized journalism and the two were finalists
for reporting excellence.

Long-term bonds formed early. Matt met future wife
Linda through her sister, a union coworker of his, and Witt
wed Linda when he was 25. By age 28, his first book, In
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Our Blood: Four Coal Mining Families (1979), a cooperative
venture with photographer Dotter, was published. His
wife had her own work, founding and serving as principal
of an alternative high school. Likewise, Matt continued to
work with Earl Dotter for many years on various projects.

In Our Blood tells stories of miners' families and
communities and how they organized on issues like
environmental and occupational health, racial justice,
indigenous rights, and workplace democracy. “The
objective is clearly to show exploitation as still the order
of the day in coal mining, whether it involves strip or deep
mining, black or white workers, Appalachia or Navajo
country,” commented a review in the Appalachian Journal.
All proceeds from In Our Blood supported education
projects for miners.

Matt went on to work as an organizer and trainer
with schoolteachers in Maryland and sawmill workers in
the South and collaborated with environmentalists and
unions in New Jersey to reduce toxic exposures. He also
spent two years in Mexico linking union members there
with their counterparts in the U.S. and Canada who have
a common interest in better wages and conditions in all
three countries. To that end, he created a short film: “$4
a Day? No Way!: Joining Hands Across the Border” that
provides an engaging look at workers in Mexico, the
U.S, and Canada organizing together against the North
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and global
corporations like Ford and their political allies.

Matt Wiet

Feather of Tears
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After relocating to southern Oregon nearly 20 years
ago, Witt became part of another community — one of
photographers who help elevate their craft.

Matt’s photography influences involve a kind of
fate or openness instead of seeking. When photographer
David Lorenz Winston and his wife who came from the
East Coast moved to Talent, Winston had an open house
to meet people. "Somebody | knew had already met
them and said | should drop by. | ended up talking to him,
and we had coffee, and then we showed each other our
photos. He said, ‘You know, I'm in this group (Southern
Oregon Photographers Forum). You should come and see
if you could join.!” Notably, David's photos are published by
UNICEF, National Wildlife Federation, Hallmark, and others.

Matt was welcomed into SOPF, which he describes
as “not very institutional. It's just people meeting and
helping each other.They saw potential in me, but | needed
a lot of mentoring, which | got there!

Matt explained the group’s value in feedback, which
reflects his own learning streak: “One of the things that
really stuck with me is a question that one member of
the group often asked. As a photo was projected on the
screen, he said to the person who took it, ‘So in your
mind, what is this photo about? He didn't want to make
assumptions about what the photographer was trying to
do; he wanted to hear that from the photographer. He or
others then might say, 'Well, if that's what it's about, then
you might have thought of this or you might have tried
that! The group helped me use photography not just to

show other people what | saw, but what | was feeling
when | saw it

He gradually found his own groove."For a while, | had
images in shows around here and in Northern California.

Purple and White Trillium
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Even in Barcelona and other places. But eventually, | lost
interest in that”

He served as an artist-in-residence at several national
parks and public lands, including Crater Lake National
Park and the Cascade-Siskiyou National Monument.

In recent years, Matt merged artistic practice with
his organizing roots, supporting, through photography,
local efforts around affordable housing, climate action,
and environmental protection. After a devastating fire in
2020 destroyed much of his town’s affordable housing, he
collaborated with community groups to provide framed
nature photos to 300 fire survivor households.

He continues to photograph community actions,
from anti-pipeline protests toracial justice demonstrations,
All income from photo sales through his website goes to
local nonprofit organizations.

Rally Against Fracked Gas Pipeline and
Expaort Terminal

Matt Witt

The “Feather Atlas of North American Birds” aka the
poet and naturalist Pepper Trail referred Witt to Cirque
many years ago for submitting writing and photos. Trail,
known world-wide for his expertise in bird identification,
began publishing his own poems in Cirque in 2011 and his
writing continues to appear in the journal.

Witt published two pieces in Cirque. "They Say the
War Is Over,” a nonfiction piece about his response to
the Draft, appeared in Cirque #24 (July 2022) in which
he describes an encounter between a veteran and a bus
driver who asks the veteran to make less noise.

“You think I'm scared of you?” the veteran shouts,
with his hands waving wildly in the air, “I've been to
fucking’Nam and you think I'm scared of you?"“Go ahead,’
he says to the driver and begins to chant in an unnaturally
slow, steady cadence: "Shoot. Me! The story delves into the
different perspectives and realities of the Draft depending
on class status.
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Likewise, Witt's poem and photo “Mileage” appears
in Cirgue #14 (July 2016). In"Mileage,”a long-haul trucker's
mileage is GPS tracked to the extent that the boss knows
when he sleeps and for how long, so relevant now as
companies use apps to track employees' movements. Still,
companies don't know what they can’t track, such as what
the trucker sees at a lake he passes:

...They don't know that he walked
along the curving shore

in his t-shirt that used to be white
and watched the young sun light up
the ridges in the salt-covered mud...

Witt's poem shows a multidimensional person. The
company doesn't know that the trucker thinks about
climate change and sees evidence of it everywhere. The
poem’s relevancy strikes me.

By 2016, three of Witt's images had appeared Cirque,
then four, then eight in Issue #26 (September 2023), and
so on. His work is a treasured and culled staple of the
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journal. Witt and others are attracted to Cirque’s photos
and writing in response to environmental issues and
many other themes across Alaska, the Pacific Northwest,
and beyond.

That duality — beauty and urgency — is intentional.
“I try to convey both the beauty of the natural world and
the urgency of protecting it Witt says. "It’s not either-or”

He curates an online gallery at MattWittPhotography.
com and, at age 74, still hikes regularly. Observation
continues to be central to his practice. I spend more time
watching than shooting,” he says. “The photo is just a way
to say:‘Look at this. Isn't it worth noticing?”

Many of his favorite backpacking trips have been
with his son Hays and/or daughter Maria. “Both of them
have the patience to humor me when | need to invest
some time in a photo opportunity in the backcountry.”

Through his lens, the world is not just beautiful — it's
interconnected, fragile, and deserving of both awe and
action. Whether framing the arc of a hillside or the firein a
protest chant, Matt Witt continues to see — and to help
others see — what matters. O

Matt Witt



