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anyone. Not sure where you will find
me. Should be interesting to hear every-
one tell stories about me.

Sometime in the early-morning hours,
Blanning pulled into a small parking area
next to the North Star Nature Preserve,
about two miles south of town, toward
Independence Pass. He turned off the en-
gine, stepped out of the vehicle, put a .38
revolver under his chin, and fired. The bullet
pinballed inside his skull, never emerging.
Police found him at 4:27, face up in the
snow, legs outstretched, eyes open.

Moments later, Grand Junction’s bomb
squad deployed the “remote opening tool”
on the Wells Fargo package, which they’d
safely moved to the sidewalk. When the
blast of water hit it, a four-story fireball
shot into the sky. “We’ll never know
whether the devices would have actually
worked,” APD’s Chris Womack later told
me. “But I personally believe that Blan-
ning intended to do damage”

He certainly had the firepower. In addi-
tion to the .38, he wore a fishing vest that
held eight semi-automatic-rifle magazines
and three .38-caliber speed loaders. In his
Cherokee, authorities found maps of Aspen
with several addresses marked, among
them the homes of Ireland and McCrory.
There was also an AR-15 rifle and enough
camping gear for a person to survive in the
woods for weeks.

Whether Blanning intended to do any
real harm will be the subject of debate on
Aspen’s barstools and chairlifts for years to
come. Some will demonize him, or catego-
rize him as a slightly more personable ver-
sion of the Unabomber. Others will
mythologize him as a man driven mad by
the forces of government. Braudis comes
down in the middle.

“Jim Blanning was not Don Quixote
fighting windmills,” he says. “He’s not a
romantic figure. Some people ascribe his
troubles to the closing of the door by gov-
ernment, but that’s romanticizing Jim
Blanning, and I'm not gonna do that. He
was a friend. And he was one of many col-
orful characters I’ve met in Aspen. He had
demons. He’d become critical, and critical
people have to take things to the next
level. Unfortunately he did that by fucking
up New Year’s Eve and then electing to kill
himself.”

SHORTLY INTO the new year, Vail police
announced that Blanning was a suspect in
two robberies from 2005 and 2006, both at
WestStar Bank, in Vail Village. Blanning
had made purchases and deposits equal in
value to five-figure amounts taken from the
bank, and the suspect in surveillance
footage wore a hat, glasses, and jacket iden-
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tical to the outfit Blanning sported in Aspen
on New Year’s Eve. The Vail suspect wore
white gloves and bronze face paint. Author-
ities found matching gloves and tubes of
bronze makeup in Blanning’s Denver apart-
ment—along with mining-claim maps,
field guides, books, camping gear, and re-
ceipts dating back to the 1950s. Blanning
had even saved the famous purple phallus
from his visit to La Cantina.

At the time of the Vail robberies, Blan-
ning didn’t own a car. Police found no evi-
dence of any car-rental transactions after
his release from prison, and they have no
leads as to a possible getaway driver. A
friend of his in Denver told me that he

o

thinks Blanning may have taken a bus—an
audacious and crafty move but not beyond
the scope of his behavior. Detective ser-
geant Craig Bettis of the VPD believes that
after the second robbery, Blanning may
have simply walked out of WestStar,
trekked up Vail Mountain, and camped out
for a few days until the heat died down.
“He certainly was bold enough,” Bettis
says. “But at this point, all we can do is
guess.” o

MIKE KESSLER’S STORY ABOUT CANCER
CASES AT A COLORADO NUCLEAR-
WEAPONS PLANT WAS INCLUDED IN THE
BEST AMERICAN MAGAZINE WRITING 2008.
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