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Introduction

Douglas Cazaux Sackman

Look upon this canvas (see cover). You see an image of the American
sublime — the Grand Canyon. Its steep, plunging walls open up a chasm into
the earth into which sunlight glances down as far as it can go. Deep down
below flows the water of the Colorado — one of the archetypal American
rivers. Up above, standing at the edge of this vast precipice, you see the icon
of American wildlife — the buffalo. This is American nature, it would seem.
This is the place to come in search of American environmental history.
And environmental historians have come here, and to places like it. They
have written about the buffalo — and have come back to revisit the surpris-
ingly complex story of how they were pushed off, by the hundreds and thou-
sands, to their deaths. They have written about the National Parks and
sublime landscapes — and have come back to revisit the topic to assess what
has been gained and who has lost. They have written about the river — show-
ing how its waters were dammed for growth and power, or how dams planned
near this canyon were stopped by environmentalists. Each time they go back
to these sites, they seem to develop a different and often multifaceted picture
of the relationship between nature and humanity. Neither nature nor history
is static, fixed. Take a picture in the 1960s — as Roderick Nash did in his pio-
neering book on the American view of wilderness (1967) —and take another
in the 1990s — as William Cronon did when he reexamined the American
idea of wilderness and found trouble therein (1995b) — and two very differ-
ent images representing Americans’ relationship with the natural world
develop. The earlier picture showed the free-flowing river against a backdrop
of earlier industrial rampage as a hopeful sign of an unfolding ecological con-
sciousness. The later one pointed to how we were nonetheless separated
from the natural world when we idealized a certain view of wilderness, and
how “we” did not actually include all of us after all. This canyon looks very
different if you put the Havasupai into the picture as full participants in this
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landscape (Jacoby 2001). It looks very different as well when you look at the
Colorado from the vantage point of Los Angeles or irrigated fields in
California’s imperial valley (Worster 1985; Davis 1999; deBuys 1999).

Environment and history shift before our eyes in this canvas. Look down
to the bottom, and you start to see something the artist has hidden in plain
sight — people. Their presence violates the genre of wilderness imagery, and
so we do not expect to see them. But now that we do, we have to wonder
what they are up to. They appear to be miners and builders. They are work-
ing — doing something in nature that is essential to human life, but which
had escaped the serious attention of environmental historians until recently.
The people are, as the artist Mark Tansey gives away in the title for this
work, “Constructing the Grand Canyon.”

Of course, we remake nature — even seemingly pristine places. Tansey’s
painting literalizes the “constructivist” perspective — the walls of the can-
yon, on close inspection, turn out to be red-tinted collages of words cut
from magazines. Through words, people (like Fred Harvey, John Wesley
Powell, or Wallace Stegner) did indeed construct the Grand Canyon as
grand (Rothman 1998; Pyne 1999). But the geological and hydrological
forces, over millions of years, have a great deal to do with it as well. As Marx
said of history, we may make nature, but not just as we please.

The so-called cultural turn in the humanities and social sciences built on
a constructivist basis sparked one of the great academic debates of a decade
ago. It hit environmental history late, but it set off a conflagration of con-
troversy. The postmodernists were ridiculed from some quarters. The
notion that reality is in some fundamental way constituted through human
ideas and representations struck many environmentally oriented scholars as
solipsistic, hubristic, and anthropocentric to a nauseating fault. Someone
suggested he would like to see a postmodernist encounter a real bear.
Meanwhile, a group of scholars went out and looked at, say, Smoky Bear
and the cross-cultural politics of nature preservation. Their work enriched
the field. Some saw a drift to the representational as dangerous, as if it was
a firestorm that might come sweeping through destroying everything that
was good and real in its path. Instead, it proved to act more like a seasonal
fire, clearing out some thickets and inspiring some new growth.

The debate hooked into a central analytical tension that has characterized
the field of environmental history. Some environmental historians have
concentrated on the so-called material dimensions of history — ecology and
political economy or modes of production. Others have looked primarily at
changing ideas about the natural world. This book as a whole does not take
a side on the issue of whether environmental history should hew to a more
materialist path, or a more representational or cultural one; proponents and
practitioners of both approaches are included. There is clearly a need for
both kinds of histories, as well as for studies that show the interrelationship
between the material and the ideological on all levels.
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In some of the most illuminating studies, the environment is viewed not
as a thing but as a set of relationships under ongoing construction; matters
of perception, political economy, and the dynamics of living ecosystems are
viewed together, using interdisciplinary approaches. Environmental histori-
ans have argued that nature is a force to reckon with; many regard it as an
actor. In the best studies, nature is not portrayed as a stone-faced slab and
society is not reduced to a monolith. A dynamic nature, rather, is fitted into
riddled human history, so that the place of the familiar social fault lines of
class, gender, and race can be traced over time and through space.

When they look for human relationships with the natural, environmental
historians no longer confine our vision to the “Big Outside” (or the legislative
chambers where the future of those places was decided). Now, environmental
historians take us to the streets of Philadelphia, to the 9th ward of New Orleans,
to golden arches along route 66. Having traveled over hill and dale — and into
canyons, down rivers, and up mountain tops — environmental historians have
struck out into new territory to examine cityscapes and spatial segregation, the
body, climate change, energy, consumption, genetically modified flora and
fauna, the technological reinvention of nature itself. They have probed the
cultural and political construction of the wilderness idea, laid bare its class,
gender, and racial prejudices, and opened room for investigations of environ-
mental justice in the past. They have jettisoned the impulse to tell past envi-
ronmental history as a dramatic conflict pitting “man” against “nature,” with
nature as the inevitable, tragic loser. Environmental historians now search for
a more complicated narrative, one that probes the social and cultural differ-
ences in the category of “man” and shows how they matter if we are to truly
understand the role and place of nature in North American history.
Environmental historians are as likely to look at human health as they are to
look at efforts to preserve bison, redwood trees, or wild rivers; they are as likely
to trace the connections among cockroaches, asthma, and an “urban ecology
of inequality” in Harlem (Mitman 2007) as they are to trail a John Muir into
the Sierra Nevada. An earlier generation of environmental historians often
seemed to do just that, becoming camp followers of a sort, hoping to inspire
themselves and others with the great cause of environmentalism by sanctifying
a heroic few who found a way to rise above the industrial din of their day.

In the days of its emergence in the 1970s, the pioneers of environmental
history, propelled by the spirit of environmentalism, sought a vista that
would allow them to see into, and through, the smog of the contemporary
metropolis. They wanted to reveal the lay of the land as it had changed over
the nation’s industrializing history, uncovering the story of environmental
declension as well as creating a pantheon of environmental heroes, from
George Marsh, Henry David Thoreau, and John Muir to Aldo Leopold,
David Brower, and Rachel Carson. To be sure, from the beginning,
American environmental historians have done much more than establish a
canon of environmental heroes in the past. Early works showed the critical
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importance of nature and biological exchanges in shaping the modern
world. The diverse interests of historians interested in the environment coa-
lesced in 1976, with the initial call to form the American Society for
Environmental History. Over the next three decades, environmental his-
tory proved its worth by providing innovative perspectives on the history of
the United States, its environs and its peoples. Over that time, the field
evolved and diversified, and earned capital within the discipline of history
and academia more generally.

By the beginning of the 1990s — marked by the roundtable forum on envi-
ronmental history in the Journal of American History (Worster et al. 1990)
and by the publication of William Cronon’s widely acclaimed Nature’s
Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West (1991) — environmental historians
had managed to elevate the status of their field within the profession. Most
other historians finally took serious notice of the field, though there remain
many misconceptions about the field (most common among them, that it is
fired by a myopically presentist environmentalism, that it is misanthropic and
not interested in people or class, race, and gender, and that it limits its atten-
tion to wilderness areas). But our field can now claim four Bancroft Prizes
(for Donald Worster’s Dust Bowl: The Southern Plains in the 1930s, Cronon’s
Nature’s Metropolis, Jack Temple Kirby’s Mockingbivd Sony: Ecological
Landscapes of the South, and Thomas Andrews’ Killing for Coal: America’s
Deadliest Labor War —and the first Bancroft was given to Bernard DeVoto,
a proto-environmental historian). An interdisciplinary field — often combining
forces with the natural sciences, literary or eco-criticism, anthropology, science
and technology studies, American studies, geography and other fields —
environmental history is gaining interest across the academy and among the
public. In addition to Americans’ continued fascination with wild places,
there is a growing appetite for work exploring historical dimensions of food,
climate change, urban environments, and sustainability or catastrophe.

In its organization, A Companion to American Environmental History
secks to showcase the vast array of works in our field and reflect as well as
probe the ways we have pursued our work. Part One, “The Elements of
Environmental History,” begins with Louis Warren’s essay on landmarks in
the field, in which he wonderfully situates a place — one that many would
like to imagine as existing outside of history and beyond the reach of
humanity — in its historical, cultural, and ecological context. We then go to
the elements themselves — or the 7oots, as Empedocles, the pre-Socratic
philosopher and herbalist who is often credited with identifying the four
clements of the Western tradition called them. In very different ways, Nancy
Langston, Donald Worster, Stephen Pyne, and Rebecca Solnit explore Air,
Earth, Fire, and Water. Our authors take their subjects seriously, and have
tracked them not only on the continent of North America but to the ends
of the earth (but they have stopped short of what Empedocles is said to
have done in his pursuit of fire — plunging to his death in a volcano).
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In Part Two, “Nature and the Construction of Society and Identity,”
Colin Fisher, Chad Montrie, Susan Schrepfer and I examine what environ-
mental historians have said, and might yet say, about the ascendant catego-
ries of analysis in the discipline of history — race, class, and gender.
Environmental historians, contrary to stereotypes, have done important
work showing what difference difference makes in understanding American
relations with the natural world. Indeed, they have shown the reciprocity
between making gendered, racial, or class identities and structuring access
to, experiences of, and wealth derived from nature. Neil Maher then looks
at the body — an important topic that has been explored by a number of
different disciplines in recent years. Detractors of the various studies of the
body often complain that there are no real bodies in this Foucault-inspired
scholarship. Be that as it may, environmental historians, with their interest
in materiality and nature as well as the cultural history of the body, have
important insights into human beings as animals on this planet shaped by
culture and nature.

Part Three, “The Nature of American Culture,” begins with Richard
White’s essay situating environmental histories after the “cultural turn” —
considering works that explore the boundaries between as well as the hybridi-
zation of “nature” and “culture.” Matthew Dennis, Aaron Sachs, and Finis
Dunaway contribute three original essays to form the core of this section:
they explore Americans’ multifaceted relationships to and ideas about nature
from the colonial era through the twentieth century. This chronologically
organized set of essays is flanked by David Rich Lewis’s authoritative and
probing discussion of American Indian environmental ideas and practices
and Andrew Kirk’s reflection on the “ecotopian” countercultural strain in post-
World War II environmentalism. Tom McCarthy concludes the section with
a broad-ranging and penetrating essay on that essential human activity —
which is at once cultural, economic, and ecological — consumption.

Part Four, “Contact Zones: Americans Conjoining the Natural World,”
presents a series of essays examining the different ways we have, and may
yet, explore particular places where Americans have interacted with the
natural world, from flora (Frieda Knobloch), fauna (Edmund Russell), for-
ests (Ellen Stroud), fields (Sara Gregg), and food (Douglas Sackman) to
cities and suburbs (Chris Sellers), energy (Brian Black), mining (Katherine
Morrissey), water (Patty Limerick), oceans (Helen Rozwadowski), and the
overseas landscapes Americans have colonized to capture the wealth of
nature (Richard Tucker). To some extent, this section tends to be more
material in orientation to balance the cultural orientation of Part Three.
Still, that easy distinction is broken down, or transcended, in many of the
essays in both sections.

Part Five, “Outside of the Grid: Place, Borders, and Scale,” explores the
fundamental conceptual building blocks of our field. How do we carve up
our field — conceptually, spatially, chronologically? The usual ways that US
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history is bounded and periodized are often at odds with the way environ-
mental historians have looked at the past. Sometimes, we have wanted to
consider the long durée (of evolutionary or geologic time) rather than the
usual half-decade or half-century focus of many monographs in US history.
Sometimes, we have wished to look at regions or “bioregions” rather than
states, as Dan Flores explores in his essay. Geographer Richard Walker and
environmental historian Sarah Thomas show how the approaches of geog-
raphy can continue to enrich and expand the analytical reach of environ-
mental history. David Igler looks at the Northeastern Pacific as a
water-connected region. His sharp essay helps us think about how we go
about writing histories of places, whether they are littoral, oceanic, or, for
that matter, land-locked. How are the places we study bounded (in our
conceptions and out there in the real world)? When and to what effect are
borders crossed? A volume on “American” environmental history is unset-
tling to many environmental historians, because we often look beyond
political boundaries in writing our histories. Environmental history can play
a key role in intimating the ways in which people and goods now enjoy, and
have endured, social lives that are at once local and warped into transna-
tional and global pathways and exchanges. In other words, following the
movements of plants and animals in global commodity chains and through
the Columbian, Pacific, and other exchanges is one way that environmental
historians can continue to contribute to the transnationalization of American
history. Focusing on the overlapping or comparable environmental histo-
ries of the United States and Canada, Ted Binnema maps a number of ways
to do transborder history. Finally, Paul Sutter persuasively shows how US
historians, whether or not they will trace the global or international con-
nections in their topics, could see new horizons open up for their work by
following the environmental histories written about nations and places
beyond our borders.

As you will discover, each of the essays in this Companion takes on a dif-
ferent form. I did not impose a rigid grid to follow. Instead, I wanted essays
to result from journeys the authors wished to make, so that they could best
reflect their energies and convey their gifts of knowledge and insight.
I proposed topics for each of the authors, but these were only points of
departure. Some authors, to be sure, departed more quickly from where
I left them than others. The first essayist in the volume, for example, went
wildly off course —and I’'m glad he did. I asked him originally to make a list
of “landmark” studies in the field of environmental history. He instead
went to the land itself, and wrote an essay that embodied the best of envi-
ronmental history writing, turning “landmarks” from a metaphor into an
orienting practice of interpretation.

But I never found out just what would have been on Warren’s list. The
essays collectively portray the vast work that has been done in our field in
little over a generation. Like other scholars in other fields, we stand on the
shoulders of giants. But the giants sometimes stand on the rest of our shoulders
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as well when they reach for the next level. So any list of landmark works in
American environmental history is bound to be woefully incomplete, regret-
tably leaving out essential contributions. But I’ll go ahead and oftfer a list of
two dozen important books anyway — 14 from what we might now consider
the middle period of American environmental history, four from the period
before “environmental history” existed as such (1977, when the American
Society for Environmental History was founded) and six for the period after
2000 (which has not yet been subjected to the historians’ test of time): first,
Walter Prescott Webb’s The Great Plains(1931), Samuel P. Hays’ Conservation
and the Gospel of Efficiency (1959), Roderick Nash’s Wilderness and the
American Mind (1967), and Alfred Crosby’s The Columbian Exchange
(1972); next, Donald Worster’s Dust Bowl (1979), Stephen Pyne’s Fire in
America (1982), William Cronon’s Changes in the Land (1983), Worster’s
Rivers of Empire (1985), Arthur McEvoy’s The Fisherman’s Problem (1986),
Carolyn Merchant’s Ecological Revolutions (1989), Cronon’s Nature’s
Metropolis (1991), Robert Gottlieb’s Forcing the Spring (1993), Andrew
Hurley’s Environmental Inequalities (1995), Richard White’s The Organic
Machine (1995), Cronon’s edited volume Uncommon Ground (1995), Mart
Stewart’s “What Nature Suffers to Groe” (1996), William deBuys’ Salt
Dreams(1999), and Mike Davis’s Ecology of Fear (1999); finally, Karl Jacoby’s
Crimes Against Nature (2001), Edmund Russell’s War and Nature (2001),
Ted Steinberg’s Down to Earth (2002), Paul Sutter’s Driven Wild (2002),
Linda Nash’s Inescapable Ecologies (2006), and Gregg Mitman’s Breathing
Space (2007). Linvite you all to make up your own lists, either before or after
you read these essays (or both). There is a stunning array of quality work in
our field, and the essays in this volume will guide you to them.

In these essays written by both younger scholars and established leaders
of the field (including several past presidents of the American Society for
Environmental History), you will find handles and toeholds, but this is not
a step-by-step guide to get you to a single peak. It does not chart every
approach, nor does it document all of the climbs that have come before.
Though this volume is robust in the range and scope of the essays, it is by
no means exhaustive. Many topics, many places, remain unexplored. But
many places are charted. Moreover, in each essay you are exposed to man-
ners of exploration — multiple approaches to environmental history, if you
will. You may be interested in a topic not touched on here directly. You may
wish to adapt some of the approaches here — or, having seen what’s been
done before, find your own way. Go off the trail. Light out for a new terri-
tory. My hope is that this volume will equip you as a scholar or a reader with
orientation skills, an understanding of the places we’ve come from and
encouragement to follow your curiosity about what lies beyond the next
bend. In the end, what we are bringing back are tales from the field, as
William Cronon (1992) reminds us.

History is always an alchemy of research and imagination. It is facts and
stories — intermixed. Environmental history is people and places, flora and
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fauna, soils and waters, fire and steel, growth and decay, work and leisure,
race making and haymaking — intermixed. Environmental history insists
that the great green, blue, and brown setting of human experience — the
planet — always be in the mix of history. Without the earth, human history
is diminished — in fact, it is eroded and parched. If it does not critically
engage with the ecological context of human experience, history in effect
turns humans into mummies — dehydrated shells of their real selves sus-
pended in an airless netherworld. Environmental historians, by contrast,
hope to put us fully in our place — and thereby make the past come alive.
Vashon Island, Washington
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THE ELEMENTS
OF ENVIRONMENTAL HISTORY






Chapter One

PatHs TowarRD HOME: LANDMARKS OF
THE FIELD IN ENVIRONMENTAL HISTORY

Louis S. Warren

This is nature — it must be.

Getting here was not easy. You drove five hours out of the city, then
parked at Mammoth Ski Resort on the eastern slope of the Sierra Nevada.
There you unloaded your gear, and boarded the shuttle bus to the trailhead
in Reds Meadow. On disembarking, you lifted your backpack and began a
dusty hike through the foothills, until you came up a steep set of switch-
backs to the outlet of Shadow Lake. Now, hiking along the lakeshore,
you’ve come to your campsite. Here you pause.

You could hardly imagine a place more natural. The mountain slopes you
ascend are part of the Ansel Adams Wilderness Area, which contains some
230,000 acres of the eastern Sierra Nevada. This rugged geography practi-
cally reverberates with the grand personalities and events of environmental
history. A haunt of John Muir, who exhorted Americans to take to the wil-
derness as early as the 1870s, this mountain was first draped in the protective
codes of conservation with a flurry of laws passed in 1890, when the federal
government temporarily attached much of it to Yosemite National Park
(which today abuts the Ansel Adams Wilderness just north of here). Three
years later, the ground where you stand became part of the national system
of “forest reserves” (now the national forests), and Theodore Roosevelt
added more of the mountainside to that system in 1907 (Rose 2000: 77).!

In 1964, Congress compounded its protections by enshrining this very
spot in a designated wilderness area. The Wilderness Act of that year
declared this “an area where the earth and its community of life are untram-
meled by man, where man himself is a visitor who does not remain”
(Wilderness.net 2009; US Congress 1964). Originally called the Minarets
Wilderness — after the jagged peaks that crown this section of the mountain
range — authorities posthumously honored the nation’s leading wilderness
photographer by renaming it the Ansel Adams Wilderness in 1984.
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The stunning beauty of this place is fitting tribute to Adams, whose
images of unpopulated mountains and meadows are imprinted across eve-
rything from calendars and posters to coffee cups and T-shirts. To a sig-
nificant degree, Adams taught millions of Americans the meaning of
wilderness as it became enshrined in the Wilderness Act, the place “where
man himself is a visitor who does not remain.”

If you could look past the relatively few hikers and campers in view you
might be tempted to see this as a mountain outside of history, a place
indeed “untrammeled by man.” From the crashing cataract in the stream
below your campsite beside Shadow Lake to the thick trunks of Jeftrey pine
surrounding it and upward to the soaring mountain peaks, this “commu-
nity of life” could indeed fool you into thinking you have stepped into an
Adams photograph.

But for a place without history, there sure are a lot of rules here. To enter
the trailhead from the road, you had to show your permit to a ranger. This
is a popular destination, and for the permit itself you had to apply months
in advance, and pay a fee.

Then you had to find a way in. Entrance is permitted only on official
trails, and you entered on the one assigned to you by the National Park
Service, which administers this wilderness. Now that you’re here, you’re on
deadline. The permit requires you to enter the wilderness on a particular
day, and leave within a set number of days to make room for the next
permittee.

The permit spells out a host of other regulations you must obey: You
cannot have fires if you camp at elevations above 10,000 feet. You cannot
cache equipment, and you cannot take along any wheeled cart to carry any
ofit. You cannot camp within fifty feet of any stream or lake, and you have
to carry all your garbage out. You cannot play touch football or participate
in any other “competitive event.” You cannot bring a dog.

These administrative proscriptions have a history of their own, some of
which is inscribed into the very earth. To discourage cross-country ram-
bling — which erodes slopes and damages meadows — the Park Service main-
tains trails (which you are required to use). In many places a steady column
of hikers has worn them deep into the soil. On hard terrain, where path-
ways might become less legible, temporary laborers have carved them into
the earth with shovels and adzes. The switchbacks about a mile below were
lined with stones, and graded with carefully placed steps. In one place
above, they are even blasted into bedrock with dynamite and reinforced
with concrete.

The trails and rules serve similar purposes. They exist because so many
visitors resort to these peaks that they easily reproduce urban problems.
Thus, if you collect water from that cascade below, you would be wise to
endure the tedium of pumping it through a filter to avoid ingesting giardia
intestinalis, a parasite that infests watersheds all over the rural US in part
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because of the feces of backcountry hikers. (Containing giardia is one of
the reasons for the ban on camping within fifty feet of a lake or stream.)

The rules also stipulate you must stow your food in a small, fiberglass
barrel provided by Forest Service headquarters. This “bear can” is impervi-
ous to assault by the black bears. Once the animals were rare, but in the last
two decades the abundant refuse and ill-tended provisions of hikers have
provided them with enough food to colonize this mountain, even to eleva-
tions where they have little or no natural habitat.

So authorities manage hikers to preserve as much as possible of the
“untrammeled” wilderness experience they — you — seek. The rules are a
means of making this landscape look and feel the way you want, reflecting
the fact that you are part of a powerful constituency that deploys votes and
money to support the regulatory system that governs this slope. It is not
too much to say that if recreationists like you were not here then the Ansel
Adams Wilderness would not be here either. The condition of this moun-
tain is partly an expression of the power of its visitors.

And this is a remarkable thing, because wherever you might be from, the
vast majority of people who visit here actually live in distant cities and sub-
urbs. How did the mountain end up in the hands of people who live so far
away, in landscapes so different from this one? What compels so many of
them to seek respite in this place? How is this landscape connected to the
one they flee or, more specifically, how has the making of this place been
connected to the making of that one? What are the implications of city-
dweller dominance for near-by people, and for the natural systems of this
mountain, and how did the government — “the state” in scholarly parlance —
gain the power to direct your travels and your behavior across a landscape
that symbolically represents anarchic American freedoms?

Environmental historians explore the changing connections between peo-
ple and nature, a project that has been dominated by questioning, abrading,
interrogating, and otherwise troubling the boundary between nature and
culture. In recent years, they have expanded their field to include landscapes
close to most homes, and the environmental history of suburb and city is
now a major component of our work (Hurley 1995; Tarr 1996; Kelman
2003; Orsi 2004; Klingle 2008; Melosi 2008; Walker 2008a). This essay,
which introduces some of the major insights and debates of environmental
history, might just as easily have considered a city as a wilderness area.

But in the end, to confront the landscape of the Ansel Adams Wilderness
is to risk a profound sense of bewilderment at how a superficially pristine
and natural landscape in fact represents a weird and potent mix of country
and city, nature and culture, a mélange whose history is complex, confus-
ing, and for that reason all the more intriguing. Thinking as a historian on
this journey means confronting questions of law and the state, race and
class and gender, work and leisure, the confluence of the natural and the
artificial, and the forces that draw them together. To find your way through
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this place and its history is to discover that the Ansel Adams Wilderness is
less a world apart from the city than a peculiar, contingent expression of the
city’s connections to the most remote rural landscapes. To understand what
you see on the trail to Mt. Ritter and back is to travel not only through
space but to consider key connections to environmental histories of coun-
try, city, and the spaces between.

Your backpack weighs in around 60 pounds. Loaded with almost every-
thing you need for your survival, it suggests a cultural connection to the
mountains and your ecological separation from them. Onerous as it is, it is
also a material, historical legacy of Victorian naturalists like John Muir, who
first crossed the Sierra in 1869, descending toward the eastern lowlands via
a canyon not far north of where you are standing at Shadow Lake. Like
you, he was a seasonal visitor, a lowland dweller who sought respite from
his daily cares in the sublime mountain peaks and canyons. And like you,
he carried urban goods on his back, everything he required for his journey.

As he made his way down this eastern Sierra slope, he encountered a
band of Indians from Mono Lake headed the other direction, “on their way
to Yosemite for a load of acorns” (Muir 1911: 294).

In that passing, two ways of seeing the Sierra Nevada and of understand-
ing its creatures also passed. Muir was hiking for fun. The Mono Paiutes
were hiking for food.

Muir and the Monos differed, too, on what these mountains were. Muir
saw them through a lens at once secular and religious. An intellectual heir to
Romantics like William Wordsworth and William Blake, his nature was the
home of a God who seemed, after the scientific and industrial advances of the
eighteenth century, profoundly distant from everyday experience. Although
Muir published scientific articles on the geologic origins of the Sierra, his
mountain wilderness was also benign and holy, the creation of a decidedly
merciful God who intended it to serve as “the People’s Playground.”

The Mono Paiutes also loved the mountains, and still do, but in ways
profoundly different from Muir. To them as to many other Indians, the
land was not part of a unitary “Nature” but the home of many powerful
spirits who had to be appeased to retain luck in the hunt, in childbirth, in
health. Good fortune flowed only to those who made the proper ofterings
and gifts to spirits like Kwi’ina, Golden Eagle, who created the Sierra
Nevada when he flew so low his wings touched the soft mud of the young
earth and raised it into mountain peaks (Beesley 2004; Lee 1998; Heizer
and Elsasser 1980; Nelson 1983).

For Mono Paiutes, the mountains were not a mere playground, but
home. They played here, to be sure, but unlike Muir and you, they also
worked here, fashioning lodges, food, and tools from these forests. You can
believe in a mythical land, untouched and “untrammeled” if you want, but
if you know where to look there are traces of Indian occupation — Indian
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labor — everywhere. By the trail, here and there, flakes of obsidian glitter
in the sun, detritus left by Indians crafting knives, hide scrapers, arrow
straighteners, and weapons from the black, volcanic glass.

And then there is the path itself. The first people to enter the Sierra
Nevada probably came the same direction you have, the same way those
Mono Paiutes did on the day they met John Muir: up the slopes from the
Great Basin some 8,000 years ago, on the heels of the retreating glaciers
(Beesley 2004: 20).

For them and for succeeding generations, there were many reasons to
travel into these mountains. Perhaps the biggest prize was protein-rich pine
nuts, which drew gatherers who collected them by the ton in the fall of each
year. These and other resources from the Sierra, such as acorns, sustained
even distant villages, helping to make the future state of California one of
the most densely populated regions in early North America.

When Columbus crossed the Atlantic, there were probably 100,000 Indians
living in these mountains, including not only Mono but Sierra Miwok, Pit
Rivers, Maidu, Nisenan, Awhaneechee, and others (Beesley 2004: 21). Many
of the trails so carefully reinforced by today’s Park Service were first worn into
the Sierra soil and rock by Indian travelers, who carried obsidian along with
pine nuts, red paint and sinew-backed bows to trade west of the Sierra. There,
Yokuts, Miwoks, and others offered skins of deer, antelope, and elk, baskets
of willow bark, acorns and shell beads (Farquhar 1965: 12-13).

Beyond trails and flaked tools, you have to look more carefully for clues
to the Indian peoples who lived here. Indians pruned and coppiced moun-
tain plants and thereby influenced the size and composition of thicket and
glade. In valleys like Yosemite, for example, Awhaneechee people cut the
ends of branches off oak trees to enhance acorn production the following
year. Here by Shadow Lake, Mono women cut specific elderberry bushes to
ground level, which actually made them grow faster and increased produc-
tion of berries, and they sometimes transplanted productive plants nearer
trails for easier access (Anderson 2005: 138-9).

But their most powerful tool was fire. In the words of Stephen Pyne, fire
is both a force of nature and an implement of culture — “the first product of
the natural world” domesticated by people (Pyne 1982: 3). Like North
American hunters east and west, Indians of the Sierra Nevada fired under-
brush to encourage the growth of meadows and forage for game. An occa-
sional burn increased the availability of food plants like gooseberry, chia,
and wood strawberry. Flames consumed decaying plants first, making room
for the healthier plants that survived. They scorched insects and diseases
that threatened wild food and basketry plants. And burning oft the old
brush encouraged sprouts that were most useful for making baskets, fish
weirs, and clothing (Anderson 2005: 136; Lewis 1993).

Along the trail on the way to your campsite, nearly hidden in the forest,
are old burned stumps, clues to a fire in decades past. You might also note
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a profusion of wild onions growing here. Perhaps it is a coincidence, but
Mono Indians once fired gentle slopes like this — for the onions that grew
from the ashes (Anderson 2005: 138-9).

To reveal Indian traces in the land is to discredit one of the oldest tropes
of “savagery” in the European canon, the powerful stereotype of Indians
who lived without working. In fact, what Indians created here on the eastern
slope of the Sierra Nevada was a mixed landscape where labor and natural
processes wove together in what Thomas Andrews calls a “workscape.”
The Mono workscape was neither completely natural nor completely cultural,
but a “constellation of unruly and ever-unfolding relationships” in which
people and the natural world constantly responded to and reshaped one
another. Indian work required understandings of mountain slopes and their
natural communities that have all but vanished (Andrews 2008: 125). Not
only did working in the land reshuffle its biotic communities and contribute
to Indian sustenance, it also shaped Indian identity, as people of this place.

You keep your fire carefully at night and douse it completely before you
leave camp in the morning. If once this was a landscape tended with fire,
today it is a monument to fire suppression. A series of lightning strikes
ignited a blaze not far from Shadow Lake just a couple of months ago. The
area is so remote that it burned for over a week before authorities got word
of the blaze and dispatched a helicopter with fifty firefighters to extinguish
it (McClatchy News 2008a).

Whether this mountain remains a workscape is a question we shall return
to below. For now, if cultivating a landscape through fire is work, so is fire-
fighting. And as work, a century of firefighting has made of the eastern
Sierra a dramatically different place from the one we have just described.
Whereas the forests around Shadow Lake used to burn every ten to twenty
years, at current rates two hundred years might elapse between sustained
blazes. The effects may not be immediately visible to the untrained eye, but
they are all around you. Trees unculled by fire grow more closely together.
They are thinner in diameter. In part because the trees compete with one
another for water, they grow weaker, and insects that once were minor
pests become major threats. Stands are more uniform. Where once the
most useful plants for Indian cordage and baskets were abundant, today
they are often rare (Beesley 2004; Anderson 2005).

The ecology of this new workscape is remarkably different from the old.
In the long decades between blazes, deadwood accumulates. When fire
does come, it tends to burn much hotter and more extensively. A century
ago, fires were frequent enough that they seldom generated enough heat to
kill large stands of trees. Today, Sierra fires rampage through hundreds of
thousands of acres at a time, at temperatures so extreme they incinerate
every living thing — and the soil, too (McKelvey et al. 1996; Walker 2009;
McClatchy News 2009).
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How fire suppression became such a major strand of modern management
is an issue to which we shall return, but of course, the removal of Indian fire
from these forests began with the removal of Indians, and that began cen-
turies ago with colonial expansions that pushed Indian populations sharply
downward. The Spanish colonists who claimed the California coast in 1769
brought not only weapons of war, but also Eurasian pathogens such as
smallpox, measles, influenza, and malaria. The arrival of these microscopic
organisms constituted an ecological revolution. Because they had been iso-
lated from Eurasia since before these diseases evolved, Indian bodies had
never developed resistance to them. As Alfred Crosby and others have made
so clear, this “ecological imperialism” was responsible for sweeping away
millions of Indian people. In California, epidemics repeatedly hammered
the coastal missions and the surrounding countryside. The Sierra Nevada
was somewhat protected from these outbreaks because of its distance from
the coastal missions, but even here some disease, possibly smallpox,
decimated villages in 1800 (Crosby 1972, 1986; Hackel 2005; Runte
1990: 9).

Along with diseases, the missionaries and their soldier escorts brought
other invaders. As you proceed up the mountain, you are on occasion
obliged to step out of the way for pack outfits. Horses have their own his-
tory here, and it begins, too, with the Spanish, who brought not only horses
to California but cattle, pigs, sheep, and goats as well as alien plants, includ-
ing not only farm crops but weeds in animal feed.

Initially, livestock remained on coastal meadows, far from the Sierra
Nevada. But by the first decades of the nineteenth century, Spanish and
Mexican ranches were raising vast herds of cattle to provide leather for the
factory belts and other goods needed for the industrial revolution in the
United States. To manage the cattle, they also accumulated huge horse
herds.

By the 1830s, Shoshones, Utes, and Paiutes from east of the Sierra
Nevada routinely stole large numbers of these horses and drove them over
the mountains — at times, perhaps, on this trail. Once over the Sierra Nevada,
the animals went to trade fairs on the Great Plains, where some of them
sold to the expanding Plains nomads. Others went as far east as Missouri,
where they were snatched up by residents of the burgeoning United States
(Fountain 2007; Flores 1999: 81-124).

The sale of these animals is a clue to another dimension of the environ-
mental revolution that came with European colonialism. Today, this area is
a retreat from commerce: there is nothing to buy and no place to pay for it
in the Ansel Adams Wilderness. But if trade between Indian peoples helped
motivate ancient peoples to carve trails through these mountains, market
capitalism would have even greater impacts. Work in nature long pre-dates
capitalism, as we have seen. But market exchange had a way of dramatically
altering the ends toward which people worked the land.
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Thus, even in the earliest days of European expansion, colonists often
showed up in North America owing money to creditors back home. And,
as the world economy expanded in the nineteenth century, debt and the
dream of profits drove the conversion of American nature into urban com-
modities, so that country and city continually remade each other. Meadows
became pastures for producing hide, beef, cheese, butter, and milk; forests
became timber for ships and houses; fur-bearing animals from beaver to
bears became simply furs. In New England, the vast European appetite
for these goods drove the region’s transformation from a patchwork of
biological communities shaped by Indians to a largely deforested farmland
by 1800. Indian and non-Indian hunters combined to trap fur bearers for
cash and trade goods, and many Indians took up horse-powered nomadism
to exploit the market in bison robes (which sold as cold weather gear in the
United States). In Mexican California, cattle and horses ravaged native
grasses and helped spread wild oats and other European grasses naturally
selected for grazing — all processes which accelerated after the US annexed
California in 1848, and again when the transcontinental railroad was com-
pleted in 1869.2

Here, in the Sierra Nevada, the horse trade may have been a tenuous link
to Euro-American markets, but the full force of urban commerce arrived
with the suddenness of an earthquake in 1848, in the form of the Gold
Rush. For all its gaudy mythology, the rush represented a gigantic intrusion
of urban exchange into these mountains. Gold lubricated trade in London,
Paris, New York, and every industrial capital around the world. The quest
for it brought hundreds of thousands of miners. Their camps lined virtually
every Sierra stream, no matter how small, and the workscapes they created
were profoundly different from what came before. Miners were at once
laborers in nature, often exposed to the natural world in ways utterly new
to their experience, but also dependent on small town or even city markets
in Sacramento and Stockton to provide their food, clothing, and other sup-
plies. The eastern Sierra did not see the massive removal of slopes by hydrau-
lic mining outfits that prevailed on the western side of the mountains. But
even here, miners in pursuit of the precious metal diverted entire rivers, pil-
laged stream beds, and poured millions of gallons of mercury into Sierra
waters in hoping to aggregate flecks of it into clumps big enough to catch
in the riffled bottoms of the sluices they built from the trees they felled
(Isenberg 2005).

Like the Mono Paiutes, the miners’ work in nature was a key to their
identity. While we do not know as much as we would like about Chinese,
Mexican, or other minority mining groups, US miners saw themselves as
profoundly “natural” laborers who drew wealth directly from the land (at
least until their claims failed). Many idealized the work as essentially masculine.
Panning and digging seemed to be (but usually were not) means of earning
independence through labor in nature, like the farming of an earlier era.
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Such dreams proved especially appealing in the middle of the nineteenth
century, when increasing numbers of men and women were drawn into the
rapidly expanding market economy, where they found themselves ever more
vulnerable to business cycles and industrial accidents, and ever more
dependent on credit (Morse 2003; Johnson 2000; Rohrborough 1997;
Streeby 2002; Isenberg 2005).

In the Sierra, miners’ labor required their complete attention, for hours
on end. In the summer months, they worked relentlessly and to the exclu-
sion of their other needs like food (for which they paid cash or gold). To
miners, Indian work seemed like leisure. Combined with pre-existing
notions of their inborn superiority because of their “white” natures, min-
ers’ perceptions of Indian work led them to see themselves as radically dif-
ferent from (and better than) the prior inhabitants of these mountains.

Thus, as with colonists and Indians on nearly every front, the Gold Rush
brought war between Indians and miners, whose race hatred reached geno-
cidal proportions. Miners and other settlers frequently raided Indian vil-
lages, slaughtering the adults and selling children into de facto slavery,
helping to drive California Indian populations from perhaps 150,000 in
1848 to 23,000 by 1880. Just north of here, in 1852 after a number of
conflicts with miners and farmers from the lowlands, a band of Awhaneechee
drove a party of miners out of Yosemite Valley; Army volunteers soon retal-
iated by killing five of the Awhaneechee and driving the rest temporarily
into hiding (Hurtado 1988: 100; Russell 1926).

To nineteenth-century Americans, making commodities was perhaps the
highest use of natural goods. Theirs was a far more market-oriented work-
scape than that of the Indians whom they murdered and dispossessed.

But on the heels of the Gold Rush and its genocide, there emerged a
distinctive way of seeing the Sierra Nevada, one that foreshadowed recrea-
tion of the city dwellers who today flee to the Ansel Adams Wilderness.
Soon after soldiers related the stunning mountain glories of Yosemite to
journalists, a series of writers and artists began to extol their beauties. By
1865, the Yosemite Valley had become a state reserve for tourists to retreat
to the wilderness.

This enthusiasm for the wilderness was a new cultural phenomenon. But
as with the mania for resource extraction, tracing its origins leads us to the
city, which was in many ways its point of genesis and the site of its most
vigorous consumption. The first writer to promote the valley’s natural
attractions was J. M. Hutchings, a San Francisco publisher who was edu-
cated in Birmingham — a smoky, roaring crucible of England’s industrial
revolution. The first artist, Thomas Ayres — whose paintings of the serene
valley surrounded by craggy peaks mimicked popular paintings by Hudson
River School artists like Thomas Cole and Frederick Church — was born in
New Jersey and worked in an engineering firm in St. Paul, Minnesota before
emigrating to California. Hutchings and Ayres, each dependent on the city
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to provide their respective livelihoods, also shared popular longings to
escape the industrial, urban revolution that was creating modern metropo-
lises like New York, Chicago, and San Francisco (Runte 1990; Russell 1926;
Palmquist and Kailbourn 2000; Browning 1990; Hutchings 1962).

Their success in promoting Yosemite suggests how much the romance
of wilderness had already captured American imaginations by 1859.
Traditionally, Americans were most fond of pastoral landscapes, the farms
that represented the reclaiming of the Edenic garden from the looming,
forbidding wilderness. But as industrialism and commercialism expanded,
wilderness came to seem less forbidding, a welcome redoubt from modern
life, an Eden in its own right (Marx 1964; Merchant 2003). The depths of
anxiety provoked by America’s urbanization can be deduced from the vehe-
mence of Frederick Law Olmsted, who became the first chairman of the
state commission that governed the valley in 1864. Olmsted was a Bostonian
who had designed New York’s Central Park to be a retreat from urban
anxieties and commercial stress and a place for the fractious community
to regroup. In his view, Yosemite’s wild nature would allow Americans to
recover from the ills of urban living, which included “the severe forms of
softening of the brain, paralysis, palsey ... [and] insanity ... mental and
nervous excitability, moroseness, melancholy ... [and | irascibility” (Olmsted
1865; Hickman forthcoming).

Olmsted’s litany of symptoms would soon be pathologized as an actual
illness — neurasthenia. Supposedly, this malady most threatened white, middle-
and upper-class people because they were most prone to “over-civilization,”
to the softening of their minds and bodies in the offices, banks, and mana-
gerial desks where they disproportionately worked. Because it dampened
their sexual ardor, neurasthenia allegedly threatened the fertility and dyna-
mism of the Anglo-Saxon race (Bederman 1995; Lears 1981). Such threats
were particularly ominous as immigration brought millions of Irish and
Germans to the US prior to the Civil War, and millions more southern and
castern Europeans in the closing decades of the nineteenth century. As Jake
Kosek has observed, the wilderness movement was born in part from a
national moment “filled with obsession over the purity of bloodlines and
the nation’s body politic” (Kosek 2006: 154). Romantic wilderness retreats
promised to shore up beleaguered white masculinity. In the right circum-
stances (which often meant in the company of the right class of white men),
its meadows and streams appeared as sites of reproductive energy that
promised to strengthen femininity, too. Yosemite became a healing place
for gender norms, a tonic for white Americans seized with dread by the city
of the future, ever more nostalgic for the frontier receding into the past
(Scharft 2003; Merchant 1980, 2003; Schrepfer 2005).

Although Olmsted and other Yosemite advocates often believed they were
preserving an uninhabited wilderness, in reality they had to create it first.
Across the United States — at Grand Canyon, Yellowstone, Glacier, Death
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Valley, and other national parks — the campaign to preserve monumental
landscapes often entailed eviction of Indians who lived among them. In
Yosemite, the ideal of uninhabited wilderness obscured how much Indian
coppicing and burning — Indian work — had contained the oak groves and
maintained the valley meadows that Americans now saw as pristine wilder-
ness. Indeed, Indians continued to live in Yosemite long after it became a
park. They survived by combining old forms of work — acorn gathering,
hunting, and fishing — with new forms: day labor, selling baskets to tourists,
and performing dances and stories for money. The long-running effort to
exclude Indians from the valley would end with their expulsion in the
1930s, as a “degraded,” modern people who were unsuitable for tourists in
search of the primeval (Spence 1999; Warren 1997; Jacoby 2000).

Today, wilderness recreation is ostensibly open to all. But to an unset-
tling degree, the early history of wilderness as resource for whiteness con-
tinues to ramify through modern politics. California was the first state in
the modern age to see its white majority slip into a minority, in 1999 (Quay
2008: 9). But even now, wilderness enthusiasts — the people around you —
are overwhelmingly white and middle class. Indian peoples still contest
resources in national parks and wilderness areas, while the increasingly non-
white populations of California and the nation relate to nature in ways that,
for now at least, exhibit little enthusiasm for wilderness (although as Solnit
[2005] observes, there are far more non-white visitors to Yosemite now
than there used to be).

Of course, race was not the only marker of exclusion at Yosemite. There
were class lines, too. Miners, market hunters, herders, and loggers all saw
their work curtailed or banned. Increasingly, US legal codes inscribed elite
assumptions that those who used the wilderness should be cash-paying
recreationists who packed in their gear rather than laboring ruralites who
depended on natural goods of the landscape (Jacoby 2000).

After the first legal protections of Yosemite in 1864, the Sierra Nevada
and many other places were at the center of an increasingly intense clash
of environmental ideals — the one that saw nature as resources waiting to
be extracted and marketed, the other that believed it a retreat from the
modern world. The lines between these schools of thought were not
always clear. Indeed, enthusiasm for wilderness solitude on the one hand
and wilderness destruction on the other often waxed in the same indi-
viduals, simultaneously. When Frederic Law Olmsted proposed protecting
the Yosemite Valley from mining and timber felling, he was supervising
those two activities himself as manager of a near-by gold mine (Hickman,
forthcoming).

So the growing reputation of the Sierra as romantic retreat ran headlong
into the expanding exploitation that was rapidly changing them. In the
1870s, as John Muir began extolling the beauties of the Sierra as a vacation
resort in popular magazines, ranchers in the San Joaquin and Sacramento
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Valleys sent millions of sheep into the high Sierra for summer grazing, so as
to provide more wool and mutton not only to the population of booming
San Francisco, but to overseas markets, too. At the foot of the eastern
Sierra, mining towns like Aurora, Mammoth Lakes, and Bodie erupted.
Their loggers and herders and sheep and cattle exacted a fearsome toll from
the forests.

These kinds of work dramatically altered the pre-existing Indian work-
scape. Climbing upward, as you reach the outlet of Garnet Lake, you may
stop to rest on a small meadow among the boulders. This patch of grass
probably would not have been here had you visited a century ago, when
sheep stripped the mountains practically bare, unleashing severe erosion. As
one visitor here put it in 1898, “The great obstacle to the explorer is not
the danger of crag or chasm,” but the starvation of his pack animals because
of “the destruction of the fine natural meadow pasturage by sheep”
(McKelvey and Johnston 1992: 232).

The work of sheep herders was not completely dissimilar from the work
of Indians. In fact, some of them were Indians: beginning in the 1870s, the
Mono Paiutes began running their own livestock on these slopes, alongside
herds tended by Basque, Greek, Mexican-American, and white shepherds.
Like earlier Indian inhabitants of this forest, sheep herders often set fires to
stimulate meadow growth. But their exclusive focus on creating food for
sheep contrasted sharply with Indian cultivation of variegated stands of
grass and cordage, wood, and food for people (sheep grazing itself often
deprived Indian women of the grass seed they gathered to feed families). In
the end, pastoralism in the high elevations brought weed invasions, increased
uniformity of plant types, and dramatic erosion.

The gnarled trunks of the forest and the thick green meadows around
you are a sign that something changed between then and now, and the
change is so dramatic that you might believe for a moment that nothing of
the old lumbering and grazing workscape persists. But signs of it endure —
in the decaying stumps you might notice among the Jeffrey pines (a prime
lumber tree) and in the weeds which proliferated with grazing and which
flourish still. As you rest here, you may still pluck from your socks the spear-
head seeds of cheatgrass that brushed off on your shoes at the trailhead.
Kentucky bluegrass, a European import, punctuates even these high alpine
meadows, and in many places native sagebrush has colonized the grassy
swards of bygone days (D’Antonio et al. 2004).

A crucial difference between you and those mountain shepherds, loggers, and
miners is that you are not here to work. You are here to play. Although it
contains elements of workscape in fire suppression and trail maintenance, this
mountainside is now a landscape of leisure, enforced by the state. Law and
regulation constituted the primary bridge from the overcut, overgrazed work-
scape of the past to this landscape of tall Jettrey pines and lush high country
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meadows. John Muir and other preservationists helped build that bridge,
turning to the state to remake this place as “the People’s Playground.”

Of course, law and the state had been a major force in the shaping of the
mountains for decades. Law guaranteed so few rights for Indians that kill-
ing and dispossessing them seldom brought consequences. California’s leg-
islature and the US Congress ensured that claims to just about every kind
of resource — minerals, timber, land, and water — were easy to stake and easy
to transfer for American white men, enabling them to profit from com-
merce in mountain resources. The making of a market in land and other
natural goods was a primary achievement of the American legal system in
the nineteenth century (Hurst 1956; McEvoy 1986; Isenberg 2005).

But now, preservationists followed on their successes at Yosemite by
invoking the state as a means to constrain market activity. In 1892, scien-
tists from the University of California and wilderness enthusiasts created
the Sierra Club to lobby for mountain protections, with John Muir as its
first president and figurehead. Even before they founded the Sierra Club,
many of the same people joined in a successful campaign for Sequoia
National Park and General Grant National Park® in the southern Sierra
Nevada, and a Yosemite National Park to surround the earlier state reserve
(for a brief time they even expanded its protections to include much of the
area that is now in the Ansel Adams Wilderness) (Runte 1990: 55-6;
Worster 2008: 323-30).

From those tentative beginnings the state has become a primary force in
the making of Sierra nature. California forests have never been so closely
regulated as they are now. Even outside wilderness areas, the state of
California and the US Forest Service, having determined that forests are
overcut, have clamped down on the lumber industry. Throughout California,
over sixty lumber mills have closed since 1990 (Knudson 2003). And saw-
mills are only among the most recent workplaces to disappear in the Sierra.
Like the other wilderness areas that straddle the crest of this mountain
range, the Ansel Adams Wilderness is a space where most kinds of work — such
as lumbering, grazing, and mining — are now forbidden.

To put it mildly, locals have been unsettled by the absence of work oppor-
tunities. In today’s rural West, a living wage is a rare thing, and a working
sawmill is one of the few places you might find it. A wilderness area offers
little consolation for the unemployed, and not just because there are few
jobs in them. Because the Wilderness Act of 1964 defines wilderness areas
as roadless, wilderness designation means a ban on new roads and often the
closing of old ones. For hikers, this is paradise. But to hunters, fishers, and
off-road vehicle enthusiasts — many of whom live nearby — wilderness areas
often seem to be an assault on the rural economy and rural identity by
well-heeled, urban elites.

Aggravating these disputes over work and mobility is an abiding rural
sentiment that country people sacrifice for wilderness in ways urban
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recreationists do not. Despite the rural poverty that rolls in waves around
each shuttered sawmill, in the cities there is no shortage of wood. When
California timber disappeared from markets, builders went right on making
homes, office parks, apartments, and the furniture that fills them by cutting
forests that are out of state and conveniently out of sight. The old-growth,
boreal forests of Canada have been clearcut in some places to meet the
demand. In 2001, Canada shipped enough wood to the US to build a city
the size of San Diego (Knudson 2003).

Such are the dynamics of capitalism. When the forests of Wisconsin and
Pennsylvania were cut to exhaustion in the late nineteenth century, local
jobs vanished. Cities kept growing — with wood from the Pacific Northwest.
Their residents barely noticed the change (Cronon 1991).

But in today’s Sierra, declining incomes, constrained mobility, and
unapologetic urban blindness about the real costs of urban appetites have
fueled booming anti-wilderness sentiment. They help to explain the bomb-
ings and vandalism of Forest Service offices in neighboring Nevada in recent
years, and the appeal of anti-wilderness politics in rural western counties
generally, where the industry-funded Wise Use Movement garners much of
its local support. By eliding or obscuring the connection among work,
nature, and identity, historians have too often omitted a central feature of
human experience and a major force in shaping the natural world and the
politics that swirl around and through it (White 1996; Montrie 2008;
Andrews 2008).

To the degree that the wilderness around you is a functioning natural
system, it is a monument to environmental consciousness, and a vital reserve
of ecological networks.

To the degree that the Ansel Adams Wilderness allows you to ignore
your appetites and their costs — the two-by-fours and plywood from the
hardware store and the new pine trim around your doors — it is arguably
helping to destroy distant woodlands. Thus the wilderness you are enjoying
and whose management you have assisted with your permit fees simultane-
ously expresses environmental virtue and environmental blindness (Cronon

1996b; Price 2000).

But assessing the modern fights over wilderness begs a central question.
How did we get from the (arguably overworked) workscape of the 1890s,
to this landscape where there is practically no work at all? To answer that is
to see why there is no easy way to change the management of the Ansel
Adams Wilderness. For the mostly work-free mountain and its forests con-
tinue to serve utilitarian purposes that are reinforced by their Romantic
attractions.

You may meditate on this at the base of Mt. Ritter. At 10,000 feet,
snowbanks endure into August. Where the melt rushes out from under the
snow, you can drink: no parasites, no filter. Mix snow with a shot of tequila
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and a package of Gatorade powder, and you have a margarita — sort of.
Savor it while you watch the stream rush down the mountainside to cobalt
blue Lake Ediza. There it pools before plunging through an outlet, out
into another stream, and down the mountain.

Follow that stream and you would learn that this deceptively premodern
landscape has in fact been created partly to serve one of the most modern,
complicated, and heavily manipulated in the world. These are the headwaters
of the San Joaquin River, which gathers run-off from the eastern Sierra Nevada,
curves south and west around the mountains and then heads north. Along its
course, the river waters the Chinook salmon’s southernmost spawning site on
the entire globe. Not far to the east of San Francisco, just before it empties
into the Pacific Ocean, it pours into the world’s largest inland river delta.

That is, it used to. Today, the dams, siphons, and diversions throughout
its course mean that it often dries up completely at various points along its
150-mile length. In the nineteenth century, private irrigation companies
and wealthy ranchers — among them the West’s dominant firm of Miller
& Lux — carved out a lucrative farm landscape by mixing river water with
earth via irrigation canals (Igler 2001; Hundley 2001).

In the twentieth century, the US Bureau of Reclamation, the Army Corps
of Engineers, and the state of California spent billions to spread the San
Joaquin over one million acres of valley farmland. The gift of water in the
arid summer created a year-round growing season in what has become the
nation’s most productive agricultural landscape. The valley today produces
annually billions of dollars in apricots, almonds, beans, and cherries, thou-
sands of tons of alfalfa and wheat, vast herds of dairy cows, and tractor trailers
packed with beehives (Worster 1985; San Joaquin County 2006). There is
in fact an excellent chance that, a year or so ago, the stream before you
flowed into the peaches, apricots, and almonds that were subsequently
picked and dried before being packaged as that trail mix you bought at the
grocery store last week and have now carried in your backpack up to these
headwaters ... to eat with your margarita.

In addition to farmland, cities, too, spring from these mountain streams.
Fresno receives 40 percent of its water from the San Joaquin River (City
of Fresno 2007). Other Sierra streams become even more metropolitan.
To the east, down the mountain and a little south, are the headwaters of
the Owens River. Follow those and you would come to the town of Bishop,
and soon after that you would reach the diversion channel of the Los Angeles
aqueduct, through which most of the Owens River crosses 200 miles of
desert before watering the second largest city in the United States.

If the San Joaquin Valley is in your food, there’s a strong likelihood that
Los Angeles, too, has a claim on your visit. Your lightweight gear is manu-
factured from petroleum-based synthetics and high-energy products like
aluminum and plastic. If your equipment was not made in the City of Angels,
it likely came through there (LA’s port is now the biggest in the nation).
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Moreover, your gear and your food are processed with petroleum — in fact,
food production with its combines, petroleum-derived fertilizers, and long-
distance transport requires more fossil fuel energy than the food itself con-
veys to you in calories. As you were driving from home to this mountain,
you might have considered that since Los Angeles County provides over half
the refined oil in California, and 6 percent of the oil refined in the US, there
is a good chance that some quantity of LA oil powers your wilderness sojourn
(Thornton 2009).

Incongruous as it might seem, the flow of these mountain rivers into
such heavily corporatized farmlands and densely populated urban land-
scapes is not a historical accident. These streams are wild, but the laws that
preserve them are expressions of politics. Those politics, in turn, have long
reflected visions and plans for lowland cities and golden harvests, dreams
that drove preservation of Sierra forests at the expense of the pastoral and
lumbering workscape of the Gilded Age. In the early 1860s, at the same
time Frederick Law Olmsted was urging protection of Yosemite Valley to
ensure racial health, George Perkins Marsh was making a different but
related case for protecting high country forests. A one-time ambassador to
Turkey, Marsh was fascinated with the mysterious disappearance of civiliza-
tions in the Mediterranean. What had caused the collapse of the great cities
of Greece, the empires of Rome and the Near East? And would the United
States follow them into oblivion?

In 1864, Marsh published his conclusions in his classic study Man and
Nature, explaining that overgrazing and deforestation were keys to the
puzzle. By devastating their forests and fattening their herds on high coun-
try grasses, the ancients had eroded mountains into rivers, desiccating the
land and turning fertile plains into deserts. By allowing unrestrained cut-
ting and grazing in modern forests, and by not suppressing the numerous
wildfires that swept through them, Americans were taking the same dark
path (Marsh 1864).

Man and Nature became a touchstone for the modern conservation
movement, its warnings becoming more pressing as the era of frontier
expansion approached its close. The appeal of Marsh’s prescriptions mounted
as prospects for new infusions of lumber dimmed, and as the public became
more anxious to maintain America’s traditional abundance of resources and
avert the downfall of American civilization. Thus, almost immediately upon
the closing of the frontier in 1890, Congress passed the Forest Reserve Act
of 1891, which authorized a system of forest reserves to constrain grazing,
lumbering, and wildfire, and thereby to prevent erosion. Influential
Californians like Muir echoed the call, and some officials were pointing out
that severe erosion from the Sierra was filling the higher reaches of the San
Joaquin River with mud. Farmers and farm country advocates soon joined
the clamor for watershed protection to protect the irrigated lowlands of the
San Joaquin Valley (McKelvey and Johnston 1992).
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Responding to these concerns, President Benjamin Harrison in 1893
created the Sierra Forest Reserve. Blanketing five million acres of the San
Joaquin headwaters with new protections, the reserve was the biggest in
the United States. Although timber harvesting, grazing, and mining could
continue in the new reserve, they would be more rigorously controlled and
scientifically managed. By the late 1890s, cavalry patrols were enforcing the
new regulations, seizing livestock from Mono Paiutes and forcing others to
pay for permits or find new range. The forest remained a workscape, but it
was no longer a home. In the words of Mono Paiute historian Gaylen Lee,
the new regulations in the 1890s “effectively closed the Sierra National
Forest to habitation” (Rose 2000: 79; Lee 1998: 123).

The Sierra Forest Reserve was but one example of how conservation
implied state bounding of resources — from forests to fish, game, and water —
as forms of public property, often at the expense of the poorest local people.
“The first duty of the human race is to the control the earth it lives upon,”
wrote Gifford Pinchot, first head of the US Forest Service. In his view, that
control should be exercised to secure “the greatest good to the greatest
number for the longest time” (Pinchot 1910: 45, 48). In practice, this
often meant diverting local resources from minority users. By controlling
who used natural resources and how, and by utilizing scientific methods to
make trees, animals, and plants produce a “sustained yield,” conservation-
ists hoped that resource abundance could become a permanent feature of
national forests and the American landscape (Hays 1955).

Indeed, for conservationists, science quickly became a kind of techno-
logical fix, the means to split the baby of nature between the competing
demands of resource extraction and scenic recreation (Taylor 2000). At
times, the compromises were unsustainable. The Sierra Nevada was site of
the period’s most famous battle between utilitarian and preservationist ide-
als, the struggle over the damming of Hetch Hetchy Valley in Yosemite
National Park to provide water to San Francisco (Righter 2005).

But on the whole, utility and preservation were usually enshrined together
in Sierra managementregimes. “In California,” observed Theodore Roosevelt
in 1903, national forests meant nature would be preserved “for the sake of
its use and of its beauty” (McKelvey and Johnston 1992: 225; emphasis
added). In 1907, Roosevelt added the Inyo National Forest to this region of
the eastern Sierra, further ensuring water for lowland users and recreation for
high country tourists (Rose 2000). Thus was created the system whereby
mountain streams would be preserved for manipulation by farm and city.

But if conservation married science and the state to achieve perpetual
abundance, the long-term results were often disappointing. “People indeed
make their landscapes,” Mark Fiege reminds us, “but they do not make
them exactly as they please” (Fiege 1999: 209). Instead of healthy forests
thick with timber, suppressing fires produced trees with thinner trunks that
are more prone to pest invasion — and the fire threat is greater than ever.
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Wildlife biologists too often assumed that breeding stocks alone
determined a species “yield” in a given year, and failed to recognize the wide
array of habitat factors, from the availability of food and cover to the levels
of pollutants in water and competition from other species that might drive
fish and game populations up or down (McEvoy 1986; Langston 1999;
Warren 1997). In 2009, as Congress was committing some $800 million
to restore a continual flow to the San Joaquin River and hopefully save
its faltering salmon, the salmon runs of the much better protected and less
polluted Sacramento River suddenly and mysteriously collapsed. Scientists
hope to restore Sacramento River salmon by planting fry in the soon-to-
be-restored San Joaquin (Weintraub 2009).

And if the state has succeeded in keeping the San Joaquin River flowing
into the valley, the results have not always been what even the best science
might have predicted. Nature’s dynamics shaped the fields and the ditches,
and at times the mixing of nature with technology and farmland proved dis-
astrous. In the most notorious episode, for a period in the 1970s and 1980s,
run-off from farms on the west side of the San Joaquin Valley was diverted
into what was conceived as a restorative wetland and waterfowl habitat at
Kesterson Reservoir, which was part of the San Luis National Wildlife Refuge.
But the run-off deposited concentrations of naturally occurring elements,
especially selenium, in toxic proportions. This led to monstrous deformities —
legions of one-legged, one-eyed chicks, and chicks with no eyes at all — and
finally an enormous battle over the fate of the reservoir and the obligations of
growers and the state to clean it up. By the late 1980s, the reservoir had been
closed, capped with soil, and declared a toxic waste dump (Garone 2000).

The pungent odor of mosquito repellent emanates from your clothes days
after you spray it on. If your brand is effective, it likely contains the miracle
chemical DEET (technically known as N, N-diethyl--toluamide), which is
the most widely used insect repellent and until very recently the only one
approved by the EPA (Environmental Protection Agency 2009).

You mean to repel mosquitoes, not kill other creatures. But you can
never do just one thing in nature. DEET] it turns out, is hazardous to fungi
and freshwater zooplankton. It may bioaccumulate — increasing in concen-
trations in the bodies of hosts as it moves up the foodchain. As thousands
of backcountry sojourners spray repellent onto their clothes even now, so
molecules of DEET drift into streams and lakes, permeating small organ-
isms in the water and perhaps gathering in Sierra fish (Seo et al. 2005).
What will the chemical do to them? EPA assurances aside, what is it doing
to you? Whatever its effects, hiker enthusiasm for DEET is particularly
ironic, insofar as what brings so many of them to this wilderness is, in part,
its assumed remoteness from chemical dangers.

In contrast, few places in America have been more identified with such
perils than the San Joaquin Valley. The fashioning of California’s agricultural
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dominance was intimately linked to pesticides, which became a central
technology in modern agriculture after World War II. In particular DDT,
a chlorinate organic hydrocarbon, achieved widespread popularity among
farmers soon after 1945. As insects developed resistance to this “miracle
chemical,” the growers of the San Joaquin eagerly embraced newer pesticides,
including highly toxic organophosphates. By the mid-1960s, they applied
more pesticides in greater variety than any farmers anywhere else on earth.
Over 16,000 different pesticides drifted onto fields along the San Joaquin
River, in literally dizzying combinations that could bring on unforeseen and
often fatal interaction in workers. By that time, California’s migrant work-
force — which was overwhelmingly Mexican — had the highest incidence of
occupational disease in the state (Nash 2006; Russell 2001; Dunlap 1982).

“Unequal distribution of environmental pollution burdens based on race,”
as scholar Julie Sze observes, would come to be known as environmental
racism only in the 1980s (Sze 2007: 13). But for scholars of the subject, one
of the primary and most salient examples was in the San Joaquin of the
1960s.* As early as 1967, California farm workers mounted a campaign to
separate pesticides from their bodies. Their efforts drew substantially on
Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, which appeared in 1962 and achieved a wide
public readership. Carson’s warning against the unforeseen effects of DDT
exposure and the hubris of “economic entomology” did much to discredit
the old conservationist ideal of managing nature exclusively to produce
goods for people. As Carson argued (with a jab at Gifford Pinchot), “The
‘control of nature’ is a phrase conceived in arrogance, born of the Neanderthal
age of biology and philosophy, when it was supposed that nature exists for
the convenience of man” (Nash 2006; Carson 1962: 297).

Exposures of working people to toxics in California’s farm fields and in
other industrial settings had been among Carson’s case studies, and after
the book was published, farm worker rhetoric was crucial to building public
support for Carson’s warnings. Amid mounting concerns about radiation
in fall-out of Cold War nuclear testing, Silent Spring and news of farm
worker poisonings helped reinvigorate older ideas about environmental
health as a kind of balance between a body and its natural surroundings,
and to create a radically new consciousness of ecological systems. Insofar as
the modern environmental movement drew its inspiration from Silent
Spring, we might say that it was a product of the modern workscape, for
it was workplace encounters that gave Carson much of the data for her
arguments (Pulido 1996; Sellers 1997; Nash 20006).

But by the same token, public awareness of pesticides heightened the
appeal of “untouched” landscapes like the Ansel Adams, driving ever more
recreationists here.

That the poisoned bodies of workers helped galvanize support for the
Wilderness Act and leisured landscapes in which few of those workers
recreated is one of the chief ironies of our story. By the early 1990s, the
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unwillingness of major environmental organizations to address environ-
mental health of the workplace or public health more broadly led activists
to form what has become known as the environmental justice movement,
one of the most diverse and engaged sectors of environmental activism
today (Sze 2007; Bullard 1997, 1999, 2005).

Today, environmentalists discover they cannot avoid issues of environ-
mental justice, in part because even the most remote Romantic escape is no
guarantee of safety. If few people thought about chemical pesticides before
World War II, you have been aware of such threats practically since you
could read. That is why you wonder about DEET. And you will not be
completely surprised tolearn that even here you are at some risk. Occasionally,
plumes of valley insecticides drift high into the Sierra Nevada. In minute
quantities, they are likely in that snow, and in your drink. And so they run
back down into the San Joaquin River, into fish and into the bodies of con-
sumers in Fresno, and workers in the fields (McConnell et al. 1998).

In a sense these mountains, the river, and the valley below comprise what
Richard White has called an “organic machine.” We depend on the mix of
river, land, and technology to generate goods, including farm crops, elec-
tricity, drinking water, fish, and waterfowl. To secure these, we manipulate
the river and manage it much like a factory. Dammed into reservoirs, drained
through hydroelectric generators, pumped onto fields, mixed with petroleum-
based fertilizers, misted with pesticides, infused with feedlot growth hormone,
and transpired into the cellulose of plants seeded by computer-monitored
machines, what reaches the delta that the San Joaquin shares with the
Sacramento is no longer the same river it was at its headlands.

But for all that — for all the fertilizer, pesticides, and other technological
wonders imposed upon the river — the goods we derive from it can only be
produced by its natural dynamics. And these remain in many ways mysterious.

As White has observed about a different river, when Californians struggle
over the fate of the San Joaquin River, they confront a system “they in part
create but which contains within it, at its heart, something they have not
made” (White 1995: 111). The river’s nature remains the central engine of
production in our machine, even if we do not know how it works, let alone
how to control it. We cannot take this machine apart to fix it or even to see
how it functions. We cannot shut it down without causing enormous polit-
ical and social damage. For all the harm we continue to inflict on it inten-
tionally or not, we labor mightily, and sometimes blindly, to keep the river
from failing completely. This is the Faustian bargain of the organic machine.
All we can do is attempt to manage it — and that imperative entails a thou-
sand disputes, among them how best to behave at its headwaters so the
river, however unnatural it may be, can continue to flow.

One long day of hiking will get you from the base of Mt. Ritter to the
trailhead at Reds Meadows. There you catch the shuttle bus back to town,
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where you parked your car. As you wait for the shuttle, cars and trucks
occasionally roll past on the road. Strange to see cars after days away from
them, stranger still to ride a bus after hiking so many miles.

This tension between driving and hiking can easily obscure how pro-
foundly connected they are. The car is in a sense a parent to this and every
other modern wilderness area. To understand that, we might return to
America’s most car-obsessed city, that mighty creation of the Owens River,
Los Angeles.

Strictly speaking, modern Los Angeles is a product of the Southern
Pacific Railroad, which reached the place in 1887 and promoted settlement
to attract customers. But the city boomed after World War I (after the
Owens River water arrived) and thereafter it grew up with the emergent
transportation technology of the day, the automobile. As Douglas Sackman
has observed, Los Angeles “initially portrayed itself as the most natural city
on carth.” Paradoxically, the automobile became a key component of that
image. Americans moved to LA for detached suburban homes, private
dwellings on private lots in the garden setting of the orange groves. But the
more popular this mode of settlement became, the more geographically
dispersed Los Angeles grew. In this sense was the private car — today associ-
ated with traffic jams and air pollution — the means to a more natural way
of living: a dwelling in the garden with easy connections to work, schools,
and shopping. By the mid-1920s, more cars drove on Los Angeles streets
each day than were registered in all of New York state, and the intersection
of Adams and Figueroa, through which nearly 70,000 cars traveled on a
typical day, was the busiest in the United States (Sackman 2005: 24; Starr
2005: 185; Fogelson 1967).

This pattern of dispersed development woven together by auto traffic
continued even as the burgeoning aerospace industry led southern
California into its industrial age. With abundant water from city and state
water projects (which rerouted to LA not only the Owens River but the
Colorado and even the Sacramento), cheap food from California’s agri-
business, and plenty of affordable real estate, Los Angeles and the state
grew prodigiously. In the 1960s, California became the nation’s most pop-
ulous state, and its top agricultural producer. Soon after, it became the
nation’s leading manufacturer. Californians commanded a relatively high
degree of disposable income and leisure time, and they were among the
nation’s most urbanized people. Today, 97 percent of Californians are
metropolitan residents (Nash 2006: 130; Quay 2008: 9; Walker 2008b:
85; US Department of Agriculture 2009).

Where American nature enthusiasts once had to content themselves with
traveling into the countryside by train, by the 1920s increasing numbers
had turned to the car. The results were dramatic. Traffic jams at the Yosemite
entrance, and the explosion of motorist amenities there in other national
parks, and the proliferation of roads in ever more remote places, led to
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widespread concern that the “natural” qualities of parks and forests were
diminishing (Belasco 1979).

So a backlash gathered against the road and the car itself. In the early
1930s, Aldo Leopold and Arthur Carhart helped craft the “Special Primitive
Area” designation for select areas of national forests, in which new roads
would be forbidden in order to preserve the natural setting and the “pioneer”
heritage of backcountry hiking. One of the first such public areas was in
today’s Hoover Wilderness just east of Yosemite. To carry the fight further,
Leopold joined with other prominent conservationists to create the Wilderness
Society, which became the leading force for wilderness preservation in the
United States (Sutter 2002; Louter 2000).

Developments of the postwar era strengthened public demand for wil-
derness. In many cities, and particularly in Los Angeles, mass production of
suburban developments after World War II facilitated even more rapid pop-
ulation growth. Like their prewar predecessors, postwar suburbanites hoped
for a healthy mix of nature and culture on their private lawns. But as each
wave of new suburbanites watched surrounding fields and ravines fill with
still newer developments, votes in favor of preserving open space and natu-
ral systems multiplied, and sympathy for Sierra Club wilderness campaigns
grew (Rome 2001; Hays 1987).

Partly because of demand for postwar homebuilding, lumbering in
national forests skyrocketed. Increasingly, outdoors enthusiasts bemoaned
the timber-oriented policies of the US Forest Service, the agency which had
exclusive control over “special primitive areas” and which all but refused to
designate new ones after 1939 (Hirt 1994). After decades of struggle to
expand wilderness areas, activists persuaded Congress to pass the Wilderness
Act of 1964, thereby securing more “primitive” landscapes as recreational
retreats and ecological reserves — as places where one could escape not only
the city, but the car and its attendant roads, gas stations, traffic, noise, and
exhaust (Harvey 2007).

California’s ongoing love triangle between the car and the mountain per-
haps helps to explain some peculiarities of its political ecology. The state
that has one of the nation’s most urbanized populations also has what is
arguably the greatest dependence on the automobile; Californians consume
more gasoline and diesel fuel than any country in the world except the
United States itself (California Energy Commission 2007: 11). In the con-
text of its wealth and auto dependence, it begins to make considerable
sense that the state today has the greatest concentration of wilderness in the
lower 48 states. California’s abundant wealth in the postwar period, and
particularly in the 1960s and 1970s, led to a vast increase in auto ownership
and wilderness recreation. With the San Francisco-based Sierra Club lead-
ing the way, the state’s environmentalists fought hard for new wilderness
areas, and they often won. The Sierra Club was critical to remaking vast
acreages in the Sierra and Inyo National Forests into the Minarets Wilderness
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in 1964, and finally into the Ansel Adams Wilderness twenty years later, in
1984. That same year, in the same piece of legislation, much of the crest of
the Sierra Nevada was swept into the wilderness system, and most of its
lumbering, grazing, and mining was banned. Today, California has more
acres of designated wilderness than any state but Alaska.® It has more
distinctive designated wilderness areas than any state, even the Last Frontier
(Beesley 2004: 199-201; US Forest Service 2009).

The shuttle will take you to the town of Mammoth Lakes — population
7,000 — where you may buy dinner and beer from people whose primary
employment is providing services to tourists. For all the care you took on
the mountain, what you and others do here is likely to have at least as much
impact on the nature of the Ansel Adams Wilderness as anything you
did there. In the last twenty-five years, the glaciers of the high Sierra have
declined by 31 percent. A warming climate has seen the pika, a small
mammal, move to higher elevations, and it — along with many other species
— may soon be extinct (McClatchy News 2008b). The molecules of CO, in
your car exhaust and pouring out the smokestacks of electrical plants that
power your home will soon be multiplied many times over as Asia industri-
alizes. The earth’s heat-trapping atmosphere will continue to expand. Once
you had to be in the forest to change it. Then, as markets in forest products
took shape, local people would do the work of changing the forest on your
behalf. Now, all you need do is start your car, or heat your home, or leave
your lights on. You don’t need to do any work at all to change the world
in ways you never intended. Around the globe as electric lights click on at
the end of the petroleum age, so the Sierra peaks grow darker.

NOTES

1 This essay is inspired by a wide range of readings, most of which are cited
parenthetically. Of particular influence have been William Cronon (1990, 1992,
1996a), Jennifer Price (2000), Donald Worster (1990), Richard White (1990),
Steven Pyne (1990), and Carolyn Merchant (1990).

2 These themes are so ubiquitous in the literature as to make simple citation impos-
sible. But major works include Cronon (1983, 1991), Worster (1979), Flores
(1991), Isenberg (2000), Brosnan (2002), White (1980), and Preston (1998).

3 General Grant National Park was absorbed into the larger Kings Canyon
National Park in 1940.

4 How labor, race, and place combine in the reshaping of nature and community
have inspired some remarkable new works of environmental history, and how
farm workers and other laborers have sought to manipulate nature toward their
own ends is a fertile field for further research. See Montrie (2008), Stewart
(1996), Sackman (2005: 123-53), Kosek (2006: 103—41), and Chiang (2008).

5 California has 4,491,055 acres in 54 designated wilderness areas; Alaska has
5.8 million acres in 20 wilderness areas. See US Forest Service (2009).
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6 A representative sampling of Sierra Nevada glaciers in 2004 revealed declines
between 31 and 78 percent over the past century (Braasch 2009); the image of
dark peaks is a reference to Orlove et al. (2008).

REFERENCES

Anderson, M. Kat. 2005. Tending the Wild: Native American Knowledge and the
Management of California’s Natural Resources. Berkeley: University of California
Press.

Andrews, Thomas. 2008. Killing for Coal: America’s Deadliest Labor War.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Bederman, Gail. 1995. Manliness and Civilization: A Cultural History of Gender
and Race in the United States, 1880-1917. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press.

Beesley, David. 2004. Crow’s Range: An Environmental History of the Sierra
Nevada. Reno: University of Nevada Press.

Belasco, Warren James. 1979. Americans on the Road: From Autocamp to Motel,
1910-1945. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Braasch, Gary. 2009. Earth Under Five: How Global Warming is Changing the
World. Rev. ed. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Brosnan, Kathleen. 2002. Uniting Mountain and Plain: Cities, Law, and
Environmental Change Alonyg the Front Range. Albuquerque: University of New
Mexico Press.

Browning, Peter. 1990. “Editor’s Introduction.” In J. M. Hutchings, ed. In the
Heart of the Sievras: Yo Semite Valley and the Big Tree Groves. Latayette, CA:
Great West Books.

Bullard, Robert D. 1997. Unequal Protection: Environmental Justice and
Communities of Color. Berkeley: Sierra Club Books.

Bullard, Robert D. 1999. Confronting Environmental Racism: Voices from the
Grassroots. Cambridge, MA: South End Press.

Bullard, Robert D. 2005. The Quest for Envivonmental Justice: Human Rights and
the Politics of Pollution. Berkeley: Sierra Club Books.

California Energy Commission and California Air Resources Board. 2007.
California State Alternative Fuels Plan. December 16. Available at www.energy.
ca.gov/2007publications/CEC-600-2007-011 /CEC-600-2007-011-CMF.
PDF (accessed July 24, 2009).

Carson, Rachel. 1962. Silent Spring. New York: Houghton Miftlin.

Chiang, Connie. 2008. Shaping the Shoveline: Fisheries and Tourism on the Monterey
Coast. Seattle: University of Washington Press.

City of Fresno. 2007. Resolution 2007-147. April 17. Available at www.fresno.
gov/NR /rdonlyres/0F44A4F2-B91D-44EC-AB10-EFC25B96A672,/0/
Res02007147SupportingSB59ReliableWaterSupplyBond.pdf (accessed July 17,
2009).

Cronon, William. 1983. Changes in the Land: Indians, Colonists, and the Ecology of
New England. New York: Hill and Wang.

Cronon, William. 1990. “ Modes of Prophecy and Production: Placing Nature in
History,” Journal of American History 76 (4): 1122-1131.



PATHS TOWARD HOME 27

Cronon, William. 1991. Nature’s Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West. New
York: W. W. Norton.

Cronon, William. 1992. “Kennecott Journey: The Trails Out of Town.” In William
Cronon, Jay Gitlin, and George Miles, eds. Under an Open Sky: Rethinking
America’s Western Past. New York: W. W. Norton, pp. 28-51.

Cronon, William, ed. 1996a. Uncommon Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in
Nature. New York. W. W. Norton.

Cronon, William. 1996b. “The Trouble with Wilderness, or Getting Back to the
Wrong Nature.” In William Cronon, ed. Uncommon Ground: Rethinking the
Human Place in Nature. New York: W. W. Norton, pp. 69-90.

Crosby, Alfred. 1972. The Columbian Exchange: The Biological and Cultural
Consequences of 1492. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press.

Crosby, Alfred. 1986. Ecological Imperialism: The Biological Expansion of Europe.
New York: Cambridge University Press.

D’Antonio, Carla M. et al. 2004. “Invasive Exotic Plant Species in Sierra Nevada
Ecosystems.” In Dennis D. Murphy and Peter A. Stine, eds. Proceedings of the
Sierra Nevada Science Symposium. Gen. Tech. Rep. PSW-GTR-193. Albany, CA:
Pacific Southwest Research Station, Forest Service, US Department of Agriculture:
176-180. Available at www.fs.fed.us /psw/publications /documents /psw_gtr193 /
psw_gtrl93_5_2 DAntonio.pdf (accessed June 19, 2009).

Dunlap, Thomas. 1982. DDT: Science, Citizens, and Public Policy. Princeton:
Princeton University Press.

Environmental Protection Agency. 2009. “DEET Factsheet.” Available at www.
epa.gov/opp00001 /factsheets /chemicals/deet.htm (accessed July 24, 2009).
Farquhar, Francis P. 1965. History of the Sierra Nevada. Berkeley: University of

California Press.

Fiege, Mark. 1999. Irrigated Eden: The Making of an Agricultural Landscape in
the American West. Seattle: University of Washington Press.

Flores, Dan. 1991. “Bison Ecology and Bison Diplomacy: The Southern Plains
from 1800 to 1850,” Journal of American History 78 (2): 465-485.

Flores, Dan. 1999. Horizontal Yellow: Natuve and History in the Near Southwest.
Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press.

Fogelson, Robert. 1967. The Fragmented Metropolis: Los Angeles 1850-1930.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Fountain, Steven Michael. 2007. “Big Dogs and Scorched Streams: Horses and
Ethnocultural Change in the North American West, 1700-1850.” PhD disserta-
tion, University of California, Davis.

Fox, Stephen. 1981. John Muir and His Legacy: The American Conservation
Movement. Boston: Little, Brown.

Garone, Philip Frank. 2006. “The Fall and Rise of the Wetlands of California’s
Great Central Valley: A Historical and Ecological Study of an Endangered
Resource of the Pacific Flyway.” PhD dissertation, University of California,
Davis.

Hackel, Steven. 2005. Children of Coyote, Missionaries of St. Francis: Indian-Spanish
Relations in Colonial California, 1760-1850. Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press.

Harvey, Mark. 2007. Wilderness Forever: Howard Zahniser and the Path to the
Wilderness Act. Seattle: University of Washington Press.



28 LOUIS S. WARREN

Hays, Samuel P. 1955. Conservation and the Gospel of Efficiency. Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press.

Hays, Samuel P. 1987. Beauty, Health, and Permanence: Envivonmental Politics in
the United States, 1955-1985. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Heizer, Robert F. and Elsasser, Albert B. 1980. The Natural World of the California
Indians. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Hickman, David. Forthcoming. “Landscapes of Green and Gold: The Environmental
Imagination and the Development of Rural California.” PhD dissertation,
University of California, Davis.

Hirt, Paul. 1994. A Conspiracy of Optimism: Management of the National Forests
Since World War I1. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press.

Hundley, Norris, Jr. 2001. The Great Thirst: Californians and Water — A History.
Rev. ed. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Hurley, Andrew. 1995. Environmental Inequalities: Class, Race, and Environmental
Pollution in Gary, Indiana, 1946—1980. Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press.

Hurst, James Willard. 1956. Law and the Conditions of Freedom in the Nineteenth-
Century United States. Madison: University of Wisconsin Press.

Hurtado, Albert. 1988. Indian Survival on the California Frontier. New Haven:
Yale University Press.

Hutchings, J. M. 1962. “The Great Yo-Semite Valley.” Hutchings’ California
Magazine 4 (October 1859). Reprinted in Roger R. Olmsted, ed. Scenes of
Wonder and Curiosity from Hutchings’ California Magazine 1856—61. Berkeley:
Howell-North.

Igler, David. 2001. Industrial Cowboys: Miller & Lux and the Transformation of the
Far West, 1880-1920. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Isenberg, Andrew. 2000. The Destruction of the Bison. New York: Cambridge
University Press.

Isenberg, Andrew. 2005. Mining California: An Ecological History of the Gold
Rush. New York: Hill and Wang.

Jacoby, Karl. 2000. Crimes Against Nature: Squatters, Poachers, Thieves, and the
Hidden History of Conservation. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Johnson, Susan Lee. 2000. Roaring Camp: The Social World of the California Gold
Rush. New York: W. W. Norton.

Kelman, Ari. 2003. A River and Its City: An Environmental History of New Orleans.
Berkeley: University of California Press.

Klingle, Matthew. 2008. Emerald City: An Environmental History of Seattle. New
Haven: Yale University Press.

Knudson, Tom. 2003. “State of Denial: Chapter 2 — Scarring the Boreal.”
Sacramento Bee, April 27. Available at www.sacbee.com/static/live /news/
projects/denial /c2_1.html (accessed September 7, 2008).

Kosek, Jake. 2006. Understories: The Political Life of Forvests in Northern New
Mexico. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Langston, Nancy. 1999. Forest Dreams, Forest Nightmares: The Paradox of Old
Growth in the Inland Northwest. Seattle: University of Washington Press.

Lears, T.]. Jackson. 1981. No Place of Grace: Antimodernism and the Transformation
of American Culture, 1880-1920. New York: Pantheon.



PATHS TOWARD HOME 29

Lee, Gaylen D. 1998. Walking Where We Lived: Memoirs of & Mono Indian Family.
Norman: University of Oklahoma Press.

Lewis, Henry T. 1993. “Patterns of Indian Burning in California: Ecology and
Ethnohistory” [1973]. In M. Kat Anderson and Thomas Blackbourn, eds. Before
the Wilderness: Environmental Management by Native Californians. Menlo Park,
CA: Ballena Press, pp. 55-80.

Louter, David. 2006. Windshield Wilderness: Cars, Roads, and Nature in
Washington’s National Parks. Seattle: University of Washington Press.

McClatchy News. 2008a. “New Fire Discovered in Sierra National Forest,” Fresno
Bee, July 1. Available at www.fresnobee.com /263 /story,/706472.html (accessed
September 8, 2008).

McClatchy News. 2008b. “Climate Change Puts Heat on High Country,”
Sacramento Bee, August 3.

McClatchy News. 2009. “2007 Fire Illustrates Need to Thin Trees, Some Say,” July
12. Available at www.sacbee.com/capitolandcalifornia/story,/2019141.html
(acccessed July 23, 2009).

McConnell, Laura L. et al. 1998. “Wet Deposition of Current-Use Pesticides in
the Sierra Nevada Mountain Range, California, USA,” Environmental Toxicology
and Chemistry 17 (10): 1908-1916.

McEvoy, Arthur. 1986. The Fisherman’s Problem: Law and the California Fisheries,
1850-1950. New York: Cambridge University Press.

McKelvey, Kevin S. and Johnston, James D. 1992. “Historical Perspectives on
Forests of the Sierra Nevada and the Transverse Ranges of Southern California:
Forest Conditions at the Turn of the Century.” In The California Spotted Owi:
A Technical Assessment of Its Current Status. Albany, CA: Pacific Southwest
Research Station; USDA Forest Service Gen. Tech. Rep. PSW-GTR-133, ch. 11.

McKelvey, Kevin S. et al. 1996. “An Overview of Fire in the Sierra Nevada.” In
Sierva Nevada Ecosystem Project: Final Report to Congress, vol. 2: Assessments and
Scientific Basis for Management Options. Davis: University of California, Centers
for Water and Wildland Resources, ch. 37.

Marsh, George Perkins. 1864. Man and Nature: Physical Geography as Modified by
Human Action. London: Sampson Low, Son and Marston.

Marx, Leo. 1964. The Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in
America. New York: Oxford University Press.

Melosi, Martin. 2008. The Sanitary City: Envivonmental Services in Urban America
from Colonial Times to the Present. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press.
Merchant, Carolyn. 1980. The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology, and the Scientific

Revolution. San Francisco: Harper and Row.

Merchant, Carolyn. 1990. “Gender and Environmental History,” Journal of
American History 76 (March): 1117-1121.

Merchant, Carolyn. 2003. Reinventing Eden: The Fate of Nature in Western
Culture. New York: Routledge.

Montrie, Chad. 2008. Making a Living: Work and Environment in the United
States. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press.

Morse, Katherine. 2003. The Nature of Gold: An Environmental History of the
Klondike Gold Rush. Seattle: University of Washington Press.

Muir, John. 1911. My First Summer in the Sierra. New York: Houghton Mifflin.



30 LOUIS S. WARREN

Nash, Linda. 20006. Inescapable Ecologies: A History of Envivonment, Disease, and
Knowledge. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Nelson, Richard. 1983. Make Prayers to the Raven: A Koyukon View of the Northern
Forest. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Olmsted, Frederick Law. 1865. “Yosemite and the Mariposa Grove: A Preliminary
Report.” Available at www.yosemite.ca.us/library /olmsted /report.html (accessed
June 25, 2009).

Orlove, Ben et al. 2008. Darkening Peaks: Glacier Retreat, Science, and Society.
Berkeley: University of California Press.

Orsi, Jared. 2004. Hazardous Metropolis: Flooding and Urban Ecology in Los
Angeles. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Palmquist, Peter E. and Kailbourn, Thomas R. 2000. Pioneer Photographers of the
Far West: A Biographical Dictionary 1840-1865. Stanford: Stanford University
Press.

Pinchot, Gifford. 1910. The Fight for Conservation. New York: Doubleday, Page.

Preston, William. 1998. “Serpent in the Garden: Environmental Change in
Colonial California.” In Richard Orsi and Ramon Gutierrez, eds. Contested
Eden: California Before the Gold Rush. Berkeley: University of California Press,
pp- 260-298.

Price, Jennifer. 2000. Flight Maps: Adventures with Nature in Modern America.
New York: Basic Books.

Pulido, Laura. 1996. Envivonmentalism and Economic Justice: Two Chicano
Strugyles in the Southwest. Tucson: University of Arizona Press.

Pyne, Steven. 1982. Fire in America: A Cultural History of Wildland and Rural
Fire. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Pyne, Steven. 1990. “Firestick History,” Journal of American History 76 (4):
1132-1141.

Quay, James. 2008. “Defining California Through Culture.” In William Deverell
and David Igler, eds. A Companion to California History. Oxford: Wiley-
Blackwell, pp. 3-21.

Righter, Robert. 2005. The Battle Over Hetch Hetchy: America’s Most Controversial
Dam and the Birth of Modern Environmenatlism. New York: Oxford University
Press.

Rohrborough, Malcolm. 1997. Days of Gold: The California Gold Rush and the
American Nation. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Rome, Adam. 2001. The Bulldozer in the Countryside: Suburban Sprawl and the
Rise of American Environmentalism. New York: Cambridge University Press.
Rose, Gene. 2000. San Joaquin: A River Betrayed. Clovis, CA: Word Dancer Press.
Runte, Alfred. 1990. Yosemaite: The Embattled Wilderness. Lincoln: University of

Nebraska Press.

Russell, Carl P. 1926. “Early Days in Yosemite,” California Historical Society
Qunarterly 5 (December): 328-341. Available at www.yosemite.ca.us/library/
early_years_in_yosemite/ (accessed June 18, 2009).

Russell, Edmund, III. 2001. War and Nature: Fighting Humans and Insects with
Chemicals from World War I to Silent Spring. New York: Cambridge University
Press.

Sackman, Douglas Cazaux. 2005. Orange Empive: California and the Fruits of
Eden. Berkeley: University of California Press.



PATHS TOWARD HOME 31

San Joaquin County Office of the Agricultural Commissioner. 2006. 2005 Crop
Report, May 23. Available at www.co.san-joaquin.ca.us/agcomm,/Docs/
CropReport.pdf (accessed June 25, 2009).

Scharff, Virginia A., ed. 2003. Seeing Nature Through Gender. Lawrence: University
Press of Kansas.

Schrepfer, Susan R. 2005. Nature’s Altars: Mountains, Gender, and American
Environmentalism. Lawrence: University Press of Kansas.

Sellers, Chris. 1997. The Hazards of the Job: From Industrial Disease to Envivonmentaol
Health Science. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press.

Seo, J. et al. 2005. “Biodegradation of the Insecticide N,N-Diethyl-m-Toluamide
by Fungi: Identification and Toxicity of Metabolitesm,” Archives of Environmental
Contamination and Toxicology 48 (3): 323-328. Available at www.springerlink.
com/content/h7j51110835263pr/ (accessed July 20, 2009).

Solnit, Rebecca. 2005. Yosemite in Time: Ice Ages, Tree Clocks, Ghost Rivers. San
Antonio: Trinity University Press.

Spence, Mark David. 1999. Dispossessing the Wilderness: Indian Removal and the
Making of the National Parks. New York: Oxford University Press.

Starr, Kevin. 2005. California: A History. New York: Modern Library.

Stewart, Mart. 1996. “What Nature Suffers to Groe”: Life, Labor, and Landscape on
the Georgin Coast, 1680-1820. Athens: University of Georgia Press.

Streeby, Shelly. 2002. American Sensations: Class, Empire, and the Production of
Popular Culture. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Sutter, Paul S. 2002. Driven Wild: How the Fight Against Automobiles Launched
the Modern Wilderness Movement. Seattle: University of Washington Press.

Sze, Julie. 2007. Noxious New York: The Racial Politics of Urban Health and
Environmental Justice. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Tarr, Joel. 1996. The Search for the Ultimate Sink: Urban Pollution in Historical
Perspective. Akron: University of Akron Press.

Taylor, Joseph E., III. 2000. Making Salmon: An Environmental History of the
Northwest Fisheries Crisis. Seattle: University of Washington Press.

Thornton, Gary. 2009. Los Angeles Almanac. Available at www.laalmanac.com/
energy/enl6.htm (accessed June 26, 2009).

US Congress. 1964. “The Wilderness Act.” Public Law 88-577. Sept. 3. 78 Stat,
pp- 890-891.

US Department of Agriculture. 2009. “State Fact Sheets: California.” Economic
Research Service. Available at www.ers.usda.gov/Statefacts/CA.htm (accessed
August 14, 2009).

US Forest Service. 2009. Homepage. Available at www.fs.fed.us/land /staft/lar/
LAROG /table7.htm (accessed July 17, 2009).

Walker, Richard. 2008a. The Country in the City: The Greening of the San Francisco
Bay Area. Seattle: University of Washington Press.

Walker, Richard. 2008b. “Defining California Through the Global Economy.” In
William Deverell and David Igler, eds. A Companion to California History.
Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, pp. 75-96.

Walker, Roger. 2009. “Formulating Adaptive Management Strategies for Restoring
Forest Health in the Eastern Sierra Nevada.” Reno: Nevada Agricultural
Experiment Station. Available at www.cabnr.unr.edu/NAES /Research_Details.
aspx?GrantID=473 (accessed July 5, 2009).



32 LOUIS S. WARREN

Warren, Louis S. 1997. The Hunter’s Game: Poachers and Conservationists in
Twentieth-Century America. New Haven: Yale University Press.

Weintraub, Daniel. 2009. “River Restoration Project Offers a Sprinkling of Hope,”
Sacramento Bee, April 26.

White, Richard. 1980. Land Use, Envivonment, and Social Change: The Shaping of
Island County, Washington. Seattle: University of Washington Press.

White, Richard. 1990. “Environmental History, Ecology, and Meaning.” Journal
of American History76 (4): 1111-1116.

White, Richard. 1995. The Organic Machine: The Remaking of the Columbia River.
New York. Hill and Wang.

White, Richard. 1996. “ ‘Are You an Environmentalist or Do You Work for a Living?’:
Work and Nature.” In William Cronon, ed. Uncommon Ground: Rethinking the
Human Place in Nature. New York: W. W. Norton, pp. 171-185.

Wilderness.net. 2009. “Ansel Adams Wilderness.” Available at www.wilderness.net/
index.cfm?fuse=NWPS&sec=wildView&WID=12 (accessed August 30, 2008.)

Worster, Donald. 1979. Dust Bowl: The Southern Plains in the 1930s. New York:
Oxford University Press.

Worster, Donald. 1985. Rivers of Empive: Water, Avidity, and the Growth of the
American West. New York: Pantheon.

Worster, Donald. 1990. “Transformations of the Earth: Toward an Agroecological
Perspective in History,” Journal of American History76 (4): 1087-1106.

Worster, Donald. 2008. A Passion for Nature: The Life of John Muir. New York:
Oxford University Press.



Chapter Two

AR

Nancy Langston

The air within our lungs ties us to our planet’s past and to its precarious
future. Each molecule within the atmosphere circulates through the bio-
sphere time and again. Those molecules cross scales, moving inwards
through our lungs, and outwards into atmospheric currents that moderate
the planet’s temperature and protect us from the sun’s radiation. Scientists
with spare time on their hands have estimated that one to ten molecules
breathed by the Buddha in his last breath are making their ways through
our lungs right now. The carbon taken up by forests in Brazil once may
have moved through your body; the carbon that threatens our shared
futures on earth comes from the coal once taken up by plants in ancient
forests. Across time and space, the atmosphere connects us all (Fleming
et al. 2006: ix—x).

Anxiety about climate change and its potential effects on society domi-
nates contemporary environmental concerns, but it is important to recog-
nize that anxieties about climate are not new. For centuries, climate concerns
have been part of discourses about colonization, power, and place. This
essay explores the environmental history of air, using climate change as its
central theme. It will focus on America, but because the atmosphere escapes
national boundaries, and because political concerns about the atmosphere
challenge our understanding of these boundaries, I will consider examples
outside of America as well. Air encompasses many topics other than cli-
mate, of course, and this essay could equally well have focused upon pollu-
tion or energy.

The essay will begin with a brief examination of changing climates over
earth’s deep history, focusing on a few key episodes of abrupt change with
powerful repercussions for life on earth. I will then turn to a history of sci-
entific and public concern about climate change, asking when that concern
began and what social and political forces shaped it. Finally, I will explore
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climate-society interconnections, examining ways that various disciplines
have perceived relationships between climate and society, and ways that
these understandings may affect current debates over climate change and
society. I argue that the seemingly macro scale of climate change has every-
thing to do with the intimate scale of sense of place — and with it, issues of
cultural identity that are bound up with history and policy.

Changing Climates

Quantitative understandings of past climates have grown far more detailed
in the past four decades. Historians have reconstructed regional and local
climates over the last several centuries from archival sources, including diaries,
church records, weather station records, and ships’ logs. Across longer time
scales and broader spatial scales, climate scientists have developed what are
called “proxy” data — indirect estimates of past climates that researchers con-
struct from the size of growth rings on trees, the gas vapors trapped in ice
cores taken in Antarctica and Greenland and the bed of the ocean, and pollen
trapped in peat bogs and lake sediments. Often working collaboratively, sci-
entists have reconstructed climate going back more than 700,000 years, and
historians have pieced together remarkably detailed, local climate records for
more recent centuries. Being able to reconstruct past climates doesn’t neces-
sarily mean that scientists can understand why those climates changed, much
less predict how climates might continue to change. For these tasks, clima-
tologists have developed complex computer models, particularly ones known
as “general circulation models,” or GCMs. Innovations in computing tech-
nology have allowed researchers to run increasingly sophisticated analyses
that attempt to predict possible future climates by comparing model outputs
to reconstructions of past climates (Carey, forthcoming; Weart 2008).

The more information scientists gain about past climates, the more they
recognize that climate systems are extraordinarily complex. Interconnected
teedback loops among the components of the atmosphere, soils, oceans,
plants, and people make climates subject to abrupt, unpredictable changes.
Even as climates affect life on earth, living systems affect those climates.
Earth’s atmosphere has been anything but stable over the history of this
planet, and life on earth has been changing the atmosphere ever since
single-celled organisms first evolved.

Four and a half billion years ago, the atmosphere contained very little
oxygen, far too little to sustain animal life. About three billion years ago,
an extraordinary innovation — photosynthesis — transformed the earth’s
climate. Cells adopted sunlight as an energy source, in the process fixing
carbon, releasing oxygen, and creating carbohydrates. By about 2.4 billion
years ago, photosynthetic bacteria were producing so much oxygen that the
gas created an ozone layer, which in turn absorbed a significant amount of
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ultraviolet radiation, allowing cells to leave the ocean surface and colonize
land. Some of the first multi-celled organisms evolved the ability to incor-
porate bacteria and their photosynthetic machinery into their own cells,
leading to an explosion of green plants that covered much of the planet
quite quickly. The result was a series of evolving feedback relationships that
dramatically transformed the earth’s atmosphere and climate into a vast,
interactive system tying together atmosphere, oceans, rocks, soil, bacteria,
plants, and animals. Plants, in other words, through photosynthesis, helped
to create the climate and atmosphere that sustains them, and indirectly,
ourselves (Morton 2008: 234). The fossil fuels we burn today come from
energy trapped three hundred million years ago by photosynthesis. The
carbon we give off by burning those fuels is carbon taken from the ancient
atmosphere. Each mile we drive, each step we take, is part of an intimate
exchange with the climates and ecosystems of the past.

Abrupt climate changes over the past two hundred million years shaped
the evolution of earth’s plant and animal communities. When dinosaurs
walked the earth two hundred million years ago, the carbon dioxide level
was more than three times our current level (which is about 360 parts per
million), and dense tropical forests spread across much of the globe, creat-
ing a warmer, wetter atmosphere. When plate tectonic movements churned
up the earth, they altered earth’s climates as well. When India collided into
Asia, silicate rocks from deep within the earth’s crust were exposed to the
weathering forces of wind and rain. These chemical weathering processes
used up much of the carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, thus cooling and
drying the climate and lowering carbon dioxide levels.

As the climate dried, fires increased, which fostered the spread of grasses,
which in turn increased fires — a positive feedback loop that resulted in an
evolutionary advantage for grasses. In this cooler, drier, climate, open sweeps
of savanna grasses were able to replace dense forests, fostering the fire cycles
described in detail by the environmental historian Steven Pyne (1997,
2001). As the science writer Oliver Morton puts it, “In the burning world,
just over a quarter of the land covered by vegetation is covered by forests; in
the world without fire, that more than doubles” (2008: 289-90). Periodic
climate changes triggered bursts of evolution and extinction in many mam-
mals, including hominids. Mammals that relied on fruit and browse disap-
peared early in the transition from forest to savannah vegetation and were
not replaced, while those that ate broad leaves and grasses either adapted
and persisted by changing their diets to include more grass or disappeared
and were replaced by immigrant species with similar diets. Mass extinctions
followed abrupt climate changes, yet over evolutionary time, mass specia-
tion led to numerous new species evolving to fill the vacant niches.

Starting about two million years ago, the modern ice age began, with con-
tinental glaciers periodically expanding over much of North America. Each
glacial cycle lasted for about one hundred thousand years of ice growth,
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followed by twenty thousand years of warming, with massive repercussions
for individuals and community assemblages in the path of the ice. When the
ice retreated, plants regained their hold on formerly glaciated landscapes,
shaping climate feedback cycles that chased the ice back even faster. The
most recent (but probably not the last) ice age ended abruptly some 11,500
years ago, ushering in what the archeologist Brian Fagan (2004) calls the
“Long Summer” of the Holocene Era. It was during this long Holocene
summer that human societies in America expanded and diversified.
Climatologists once thought the Holocene’s climate had been quite stable.
New paleoclimate records, however, show that several widespread cooling
events occurred, persisting for centuries and recurring every 1,500 to 2,000
years. Megadroughts were also common, affecting regional and continental
climates. These climate shifts were often quite abrupt, occurring over just a
decade. Between 7,000 to 4,000 years ago, the climate was warmer in Europe
and parts of the Americas than it is now, as was also true during the Medieval
warm period (AD 1000-1400). During the Little Ice Age (1400 to 1860),
the climate was substantially colder in Europe and North America. George
Washington and Thomas Jefterson commuted to Washington, DC by sleigh,
and the Dutch skated on their canals (deMenocal 2001; Carey, forthcoming;
see also Pfister 1980; Richards 2006: 56-88; Lamb 1995; Hulme 2008).

With the expansion of fossil fuel economies, humans began to have pro-
found effects on climate, yet the relationships were rarely simple or direct.
In Great Britain, the shift from wood fuels to coal increased carbon dioxide
emissions into the atmosphere, but it also slowed deforestation. Without
the shift to fossil fuels, fewer of Britain’s forests might have survived. With
new sources of energy, canals gave way to railroads, steam engines gave way
to steam turbines, and eventually they all gave way to the internal combus-
tion engines of the car, truck, and aircraft. These technological innovations
unleashed stored energy into the atmosphere, releasing the buried carbon
of'a hundred million years in just a few centuries, changing the earth’s cli-
mate cycles in ways that scientists are only beginning to comprehend
(Morton 2008: 343).

History of Climate Concerns
The historian James Fleming writes:

Climate apprehensions did not begin in 1988 or in 1957, or even in 1896.
There were colonial, early modern, and even ancient precedents. From a
climate discourse steeped in the tradition of literary analogy, through a long
and continuing effort to establish positive climate science, we have arrived,
late in the twentieth century, at a climate discourse that is again saturated
with metaphor, values, and apprehensions. (Fleming 1998: 136)
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As historian of science Karen Kupperman (1982) argued, European per-
ceptions of climate shaped colonization of the New World. Fears of American
summer heat and humidity and winter cold were balanced by desires for the
commodities colonies might offer. Extracting those commodities required
extensive monitoring of the new world’s actual climates, stimulating the
development of a new climate science (Kupperman 1984).

Settlers in the Americas were initially shocked by the continent’s extremes
of summer heat and humidity, and in the north, by its winter cold. Europeans
who stayed at home thought the colonists were foolhardy, risking their
health and lives in a climate unsuited to European health. Initial boosters
for American colonization attempted to frame the American climate in the
best possible terms, but after the cold winter of 1607-8, when so many
Jamestown colonists suffered deprivation, disease, and death, the task was
more difficult. Then colonists and boosters began to argue that the American
climate may not be ideal in its wild state, but that it was susceptible to
human intervention. In 1769, the colonist Edward Antill wrote “we are
every year fast advancing to that pure and perfect temperature of air, fit for
making the best and richest Wines of every kind.” Many American patriots
agreed, insisting that their efforts would rapidly improve the climate, and
that such improvements justified the colonial project. Hugh Williamson of
Harvard College wrote in 1811: “While America remained a great forest,
inhabited by savages, under the constant dominion of westerly winds, there
was not any climate on the eastern coast, in which we could expect a fair
skin. By the progress of cultivation, the general course of the winds is mate-
rially affected ... as shall prevent the tendency of complexion to the clear
brunet.” European thinkers such as Peter Kalm the traveler speculated that
women were particularly vulnerable to the harsh American climate. Kalm
believed “women reached menopause” earlier in America, and many
Europeans were convinced the climate was unsuitable for white women, for
it “produced degeneracy among the aborigines.” Colonists were defensive
about such charges, arguing that deforestation would improve the health-
fulness of the country, “ventilate” the country, and thus “furnish the most
salubrious and consequently valuable situation for settlers” (quoted in
Fleming 1998: 23-30).

Even as many observers celebrated climate change, others worried about
it. As historian Richard Grove notes in Green Imperialism (1995), colonial
powers in the eighteenth century expressed grave concerns about Caribbean
deforestation and its potential to lead to climate change, particularly to
drought. Such desiccation theories led to the first forest conservation poli-
cies of many of Britain’s colonial states.

Such beliefs about climate change in response to European settlement
were met with some skepticism, and that skepticism helped to motivate the
growth of climate science in America. The colonial physician Benjamin
Rush, for example, agreed that eventually cultivation might ameliorate the
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American climate, but noted that initial clearing of forests seemed to have
actually made local climates less healthy. Benjamin Franklin, Thomas
Jefferson, and other American intellectuals recognized that memories of
climate change might be unreliable, and that detailed weather records were
critical for the development of a new country under scientific principles.
Physicians, natural scientists, and state agencies began to collect, chart,
map, and collate weather observations, establishing the foundations of
climatology (Fleming 1998).

The drive to standardize and coordinate weather observations created
what historians Fleming, Jankovic, and Coen call a meteorological “synop-
ticon.” Such science evolved to serve the course of empire and corporations,
enabling surveillance and control (Fleming et al. 2006). Markets and mili-
tary efforts alike required detailed knowledge of climates, in order to plan
agriculture, health, and military campaigns. Climate scientists played impor-
tant roles in nation building. The professionalization of climate science
marked important changes in American and European ideas about nature’s
agency, as well as about links between humans and nature.

The anthropologist Julie Cruikshank discusses Alaskan native beliefs that
glaciers have willful agency, responding to human violations of a social
order with disastrous consequences. She points out that, foreign as these
ideas seem to modern scientists, similar beliefs about sentient landscapes
were also part of Western European history. During the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, European scientists and industrialists rejected such
ideas about what Cruikshank calls “a country that listens.” With the rise
of systematic data collection, beliefs about nature’s agency and human
influence on climate change lessened, replaced by mechanical models of
causation (Cruikshank 2001).

Yet beliefs about human influence on climate did not entirely vanish. In
1896, the scientist Svante Arrhenius showed that changing concentrations
of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere could affect the earth’s heat budget
and surface temperature. Moreover, he also pointed out that such changes
might trigger feedback cycles such as changes in glaciation that could lead
to even greater climate changes. Three years later, the scientist Nils Ekholm
expanded on Arrhenius’s work by showing that coal burning could double
the concentration of atmospheric carbon dioxide, leading to a change in
temperature. More concerned about global cooling than about warming,
Arrhenius believed that the burning of fossil fuels could help prevent
another ice age (Fleming 2006). In the mid-twentieth century, the British
scientist G. S. Callendar documented links among increasing temperatures,
increasing emissions of carbon dioxide from human sources, and global
warming. As Fleming notes, Callendar’s writings “revived the theme of
human agency, which had been dormant since the age of Jefterson, pointing
out that humanity had sped up natural processes and had become an agent
of global change by interfering with the carbon cycle” (2006: 237).
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Climate and Society

In 1915 the American geographer Ellsworth Huntington argued that cli-
mate determined human “migration, racial mixture, and natural selection”
(1924: 3). Above all, climate dictated how civilized a society might become.
Temperate climates led to more advanced civilizations; hot climates led to
savagery. Carey (forthcoming) notes that Huntington’s racism and envi-
ronmental determinism stigmatized climate studies, discouraging many
American historians from its study.

The French historian Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie’s classic Times of Feast,
Times of Famine (1971) showed that historians could produce climate data
that were quantifiable, rigorous, and detailed enough to reconstruct fine
climate shifts at local scales. Nonetheless, Ladurie doubted that these
climate shifts had important consequences for human history, writing that
“in the long term the human consequences of climate seem to be slight,
perhaps negligible, and certainly difficult to detect” (11). In the late 1970s,
scholars began to challenge Ladurie. The British historian Hubert Lamb
(1995), for example, argued that while climate change might not be the
major factor shaping events such as wars, climate could still profoundly affect
individuals and societies.

A special 1980 issue of the Journal of Interdisciplinary History presented a
lively debate between scholars who retained Ladurie’s skepticism about
climate’s influence on society, and scholars who agreed with Lamb that climate
was indeed a force in human history. In this volume, the historian John Post
recognized that attempts to find simple correlations between low tempera-
tures and high mortality rates or crop prices would not be particularly fruitful.
European preindustrial societies were able to develop resilience to climate
change, a resilience based on the diversity of crops, stored grain, expanding
trade, and welfare systems (Post 1980). Such resilience meant that simple
correlations would not exist; social and political factors made the relation-
ships between culture and society far too complex to be revealed by statistical
analyses. David Fischer (1980) begged fellow historians to take climate seri-
ously nonetheless — not as the only force determining European politics, but
as one critical factor among many. Fischer acknowledged that “climate and
culture have not been connected through history in one simple, universal
causal relationship of the sort which so many scholars have tried in vain
to discover.” Instead, climate change might lead to “crises of adaptation”
during times of rapid or particularly variable climate change (828).

Since the 1980s, scholars have attempted to explore not just direct effects —
did climate change cause economic or demographic chaos? — but indirect
effects. Some of the most fascinating work has been done by anthropologists
and archeologists, who examine the ways that changing climates might influ-
ence social networks that in turn influence resilience. The archeologist Brian
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Fagan’s research on varied European responses to the Little Ice Age examines
some of the ways that social institutions, technology, power, perceptions,
and culture influenced the different choices that societies made. As Fagan
writes: “Climate is, and always has been, a powertful catalyst in human his-
tory, a pebble cast in a pond whose ripples triggered all manner of economic,
political and social changes” (2004: xiv).

The Little Ice Age’s effects on the Norse in Greenland provides an impor-
tant case study of the complexities of climate and society interactions. In
the 1990s, Thomas McGovern and his colleague Astrid Ogilvie had argued
that the “impact of climate change, the failure of their pastoral subsistence
base, and an inability to adapt were key factors in the end of Norse settle-
ment in Greenland” (Dugmore et al. 2007; see also McGovern et al. 1988;
McGovern 1994, 2000; Ogilvie and McGovern 2000). McGovern’s thesis
was popularized by Jared Diamond, who argued in a New York Times op-ed
piece that the critical factor leading to the Norse’s lack of resilience to climate
change was an

unwillingness to re-examine long-held core values, when conditions change
and those values no longer make sense. The medieval Greenland Norse lacked
such a willingness: they continued to view themselves as transplanted
Norwegian pastoralists, and to despise the Inuit as pagan hunters, even after
Norway stopped sending trading ships and the climate had grown too cold for
a pastoral existence. They died off as a result, leaving Greenland to the Inuit.
(Diamond 2005)

In the last several years, McGovern and his colleagues have revised their
carlier views of Greenland Norse responses to climate change. In an impor-
tant 2007 paper, the archeologists Andrew J. Dugmore, Christian Keller,
and McGovern argued that economic changes and patterns of trade, not
climate alone, could have marginalized the Norse Greenland settlements,
leading to their abandonment. The authors explore the factors creating
resilience to environmental change among the Norse, concluding that the
social and economic elements that made the Greenland Norse viable for
most of the colony’s existence were precisely the same factors that led to
their collapse during the Little Ice Age.

Rather than being victims of “hide-bound thinking,” the Norse devel-
oped complex subsistence networks that were excellent at providing resil-
ience during normal environmental fluctuations. Exploiting a wide range of
food resources buffered the Norse against normal food shortages, but the
system required a great deal of collaboration between households. Such an
integrated system, with its ability to cope with small-scale variation, may
have been overwhelmed when climate change began to unravel the links
between communities (see also Haberle and Lusty 2000; Wigley et al.
1981). In other words, the Greenland Norse might not have collapsed
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because their population was too high for the available resources, but rather
because their population dropped too low, unraveling the cooperative social
structures that they relied upon to survive times of environmental fluctua-
tion. The archeologists are not arguing that climate change was unimportant
for the Norse. Rather, social, political, and economic structures mediated
the Norse’s resilience to climate change.

The Americas

Archeologists and paleoecologists have recently collaborated on studies of
the ways cultures in the Americas responded to climate change. As the pale-
oecologist Peter DeMenocel writes in Science (2001 ), comparing the arche-
ological record of cultural change with detailed Holocene paleoclimate
records allows scholars to explore how complex societies responded to cli-
mate changes. During the late Holocene droughts, some empires collapsed,
while others adapted. Showing that societal changes happen at about the
same time that climate changes doesn’t necessarily prove that one caused
the other, but such correlations suggest avenues for future, more detailed
research (Diaz and Stahle 2007).

Researchers have observed that prolonged drought, rather than tempera-
ture changes alone, appears to be the key climate factor affecting preindus-
trial American societies. Megadroughts, or extreme droughts leading to
major ecological changes, have been a frequent force shaping environments
in the Americas since the retreat of the glaciers. Tree-ring chronologies and
lake sediment records from across the United States have helped research-
ers reconstruct summer droughts extending back to Ap 1200. Megadroughts
were extremely intense, persisted for decades, and recurred roughly once or
twice every 500 years. In California before 1350, even longer, more intense
droughts appear in the record.

The Classic Maya in Mexico and Central America 1,200 years ago, the
Moche in Peru 1,500 years ago, and the Tiwanaku in Bolivia and Peru
1,000 years ago, were all affected by megadroughts, but they responded in
quite different ways. Some societies changed subsistence levels, abandoned
cities, and simplified systems of supply and production. Other societies
developed more complex political structures to control shrinking water sup-
plies. DeMenocel notes that these events are particularly relevant to modern
concerns over climate change because they show both the resilience and
vulnerability of complex civilizations to environmental variability.

In a special 2007 issue of the journal Climatic Change, scholars from his-
tory, paleoecology, and the earth sciences presented research on the poten-
tial links between climate change and societal change in the Americas. Larry
Benson, Kenneth Petersen, and John Stein investigated the interrelation-
ships among maize cultivation, drought, and settlement in the Chaco
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Canyon region of New Mexico. They found that drought had indeed
contributed to abandonment and migration. Cultural factors also played a
key role, however, because even during a severe drought, some areas would
have been viable for growing enough maize to support small populations.
Drought alone did not determine migrations, but rather intensified the
effects of deforestation, warfare, and religious turmoil (Benson et al. 2007).
D. A. Hodell, M. Brenner, and J. H. Curtis explored associations between
droughts in the Yucatan Peninsula and several critical Mayan cultural mark-
ers over a thousand year period. Their work suggests that a major drought
occurred near the end of the Late Preclassic period of Mayan history, coin-
ciding with an increase in deforestation for agriculture. The shift in climate
may in turn have shaped Mayan political development, as irrigation became
increasingly important for agriculture during the drought. Control of water
resources, in turn, contributed to changes in political power during the
Classic period (Hodell et al. 2007). Archeologists studying Peru’s Moche
people in the seventh and eighth centuries collaborated with climatologists
studying ice cores in the Andes. They found that prolonged drought and
El Nino-Southern Oscillation events occurred just when the Moche people
increased human sacrifices, and then abandoned their complex coastal set-
tlements. The fine detail available in the new climate reconstructions helped
archeologists make sense of the Moche people’s fate (Carey, forthcoming).

The sixteenth-century megadrought across North America may have
been one important factor aftfecting English and Spanish colonization in
the New World. Drought, clearly, was not the cause of the demographic
collapse of American Indian peoples following colonization. But it may
have intensified the epidemiological tragedies of European settlement in
the New World. Similarly, the collapse of bison populations on the Great
Plains after the Civil War was influenced by both climate change and soci-
ety. New technologies such as guns and railroads, new economic opportu-
nities, and new political pressures all shaped the human decisions that led
to intense market hunting of the bison. Drought, however, led to the
bison’s lack of resiliency in the face of this intense human predation (Stahle
et al. 2007). Decades later on the Great Plains, another ecological catastro-
phe followed the onset of drought, and this too was shaped by interrela-
tionships between climate and society. As Donald Worster argues in his
classic Dust Bowl (1979), cultural factors shaped the decisions made by
farmers on the southern plains, and those decisions led to greatly height-
ened vulnerability to drought. Culture, not climate change alone, led to the
Dust Bowl.

Scholars in political ecology have recently stressed the ways that power
relationships influence the effects of climate change on people. For exam-
ple, recent research on El Nifo-Southern Oscillation (ENSO) events has
shown that ENSOs are indeed correlated with famines, particularly in parts
of Brazil, as earlier scholars had argued. In Late Victorian Holocausts(2001),
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the political ecologist Mike Davis demonstrates that the El Nino events did
not cause the famines; political decisions led to famines. Climate change
acted as a trigger, but the structure of the global economy and political
decisions led to massive starvation. Discrepancies in power determine access
to resources, shaping why some people survive and others die when the
climate changes.

Recent Concerns about Global Warming

In February 2007 the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)
released its report, “Climate Change 2007: The Physical Science Basis.”
Established by the United Nations to provide decision-makers with an
objective source of information about climate change, IPCC reports attempt
to find consensus among climate scientists (Solomon et al. 2007). The
2007 IPCC report opened with the statement that the burning of fossil
fuels is “very likely” to be responsible for the current climate change trend,
an assessment that indicated “more than 90 percent” certainty. The IPCC
reports highlighted the overwhelming evidence that the climate was chang-
ing, and humans were substantially contributing to those changes.

As soon as the 2007 IPCC reports were released, the denial industry
swung into action, offering $10,000 to scientists willing to attack the
reports. The historian of science Naomi Oreskes (2007) shows that since
the late 1980s, global warming deniers have coordinated a campaign to
create doubt and paralysis around climate change. The deniers use many
tools to make their case, including advertisements, op-ed pieces, lobbying,
and commissioned reports from the few scientists who agree with them.
First, they argue that the world isn’t warming. Second, they argue that even
though the world really isn’t warming, any warming that does seem to be
happening is entirely natural. And finally, they argue that the human impacts
of any warming that did happen would benefit people (at least those in the
temperate zones). Oreskes’ work shows just how powerful this well-funded
campaign has been, particularly in dismantling legislation, eviscerating gov-
ernment reports on climate change, and creating a sense among the public
that scientific consensus is lacking.

Abundant parallels exist between the global warming skeptics and an ear-
lier generation’s tobacco lobbyists. Not only are the strategies the same; the
people, funding sources, hired consultants, and media firms are often the
same as well. Oreskes argues that one key political tactic involves manufac-
turing a fake debate to dispute emerging scientific consensus. The same
thing has happened with the consensus that sulfur and nitrogen emissions
cause acid rain, the consensus that chlorofluorocarbons cause the hole in the
ozone layer, the consensus that cigarette smoking causes cancer, and the
emerging consensus on environmental carcinogens. These efforts follow a
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similar pattern. First, denialists argue that the science is uncertain. Second,
they argue that concerns are exaggerated and the true risks are small, par-
ticularly compared to natural risks already existing in the environment.
Third, they state that technology will solve the problem, so there’s no need
for government interference. The campaigns against global warming and
public health regulation involve the same institutions, run by the same peo-
ple, funded by the same sources (Oreskes 2007; see also Begley 2007).

As an earlier section of this essay detailed, concerns about climate change
have had a long history. These anxieties had intensified in the 1950s, when
both the scientific and the popular press had expressed concerns about
warming temperatures, rising sea levels, and their possible effects on agri-
culture and cities. What the historian of physics Spencer Weart calls “the
discovery of global warming” in the twentieth century represented a key
shift in post-Enlightenment scientists’ views of the earth. For generations,
climate scientists had believed that the climate system was a kind of machine,
one that we could eventually understand and control if only we developed
powerful enough tools. Scientists believed climate changed, but only slowly,
driven by forces external to human influence. But as Weart (2008) demon-
strates, by the end of the twentieth century, new understandings of climate
had emerged. As a physicist, Weart focuses on the efforts of physical scien-
tists to comprehend climate change, paying particular attention to the
emergence of modeling technologies. Weart tends to overlook, however,
the work of biologists and climate historians who have long explored the
roles of biological systems in climate feedbacks (Cushman 2005).

Weart argues that increasingly complex climate models — particularly the
GCMs — have been critical in helping scientists understand the unpredicta-
ble feedbacks from climate systems. Yet such models are not simple or direct
representations of nature; they are filled with assumptions and uncertainties.
Models that incorporate human dimensions, for example, often tend to take
for granted a set of external factors such trade rules, intervention possibili-
ties, and human behavior, often without acknowledging that these social
factors are historically contingent rather than fixed constants (Rayner 2003:
282-3). When policymakers extend these models into social and cultural
realms, model assumptions can lead to disastrous oversimplifications.

For example, consider the 1995 IPCC report. This report considers
human dimensions of climate change, addressing adaptation responses,
decision-making frameworks, equity, and economics. Yet adaptation con-
siderations focus almost entirely on national-level decisions, even though
the anthropologists J. McIntosh and colleagues argue that most human
adaptation will come at the local or regional scale. Often, these environ-
mental responses are based on local knowledge which remains hidden from
national governments (McIntosh et al. 2000: 3—4). People survive by what
the anthropologists call “networks of social relations.” The large-scale tech-
nological problem-solving recommended by model outputs can disrupt such
social networks, leaving people vulnerable. In Intimate Universality (20006),
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James Fleming and colleagues note that climate modelers have grown
increasingly enamored of engineering efforts to manage and control human
impacts on the climate. The history of intentional climate engineering is
riddled with unintended consequences and technological hubris, making
Fleming quite wary of such efforts.

Historians rarely believe history can be prescriptive for policy. Yet several
themes do emerge from fine-grained studies of historical responses to cli-
mate change. Societies use their past experiences of environments — their
shared environmental histories — as guides to the future. Environmental
memories help people develop ways of living in place, by teaching people
how to monitor land use, population levels, and economic activities. But at
times of abrupt, unpredictable change, shared environmental histories may
become deceptive. Historians can examine the ways people use, and mis-
use, environmental histories when they are trying to adapt to unpredictable
change (Dugmore et al. 2007; Mclntosh et al. 2000).

A second central theme is that economic and political structures shape a
society’s resiliency to climate change. Economies based on exploitation of a
wide range of resources may be less vulnerable to gradual climate change
because people can shift resources when the climate shifts, but as the Norse
example shows, those same economies may become more vulnerable during
times of abrupt change. Economies based on commercial exploitation of
fewer resources may connect dispersed communities, but that can create
increased vulnerability during climate changes, if remote markets upon which
a community has come to depend are affected (Dugmore et al. 2007).

A third key theme is that scale matters. On an evolutionary time scale,
extinction of species is a perfectly natural process. Species assemblages do con-
tinually change, and as the earth’s climate warmed at the end of the last ice
age, numerous species migrated north, colonizing landscapes freed from the
ice. Some species went extinct, unable to adapt to changing environments;
other species evolved new forms. The critical difference today is one of scale.
These changes now are happening at what the ecologist Sarah Wright calls
“break-neck speed. They are slow on our human time scale, but on Earth’s
time scale they are as sudden and violent ... leaving little time for species to
adapt and to maintain their relationships with one another” (2007: 16).

Scale is likewise a critical factor shaping human responses. When the
Greenland Norse failed to adapt to climate change, commercial changes in
Europe, rather than decisions the Norse made in Greenland, may well have
been a key driver that created heightened sensitivity to climate change.
Donald Worster argues that many modern, complex socicties have learned
to adapt to natural variation by concentrating “enough power and wealth
at the center in order to overcome most natural vicissitudes. They learn
how to create stability out of chaos by sending out money regularly to
compensate for local loss” (1999: 68-9). While this helps minimize vulner-
ability to small fluctuations, such strategies may increase vulnerability
to large-scale, abrupt environmental change. Historians can work with
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anthropologists to learn which political and social structures have led to
more resiliency in the face of abrupt change.

The importance of narratives emerges as another key theme for historians
to bring to the conversations about global warming. The anthropologists
Sarah Strauss and Ben Orlove, after observing meetings of the UN
Framework Convention on Climate Change and the Kyoto Protocol teams,
noted that while the teams hoped to alter human actions, their major activ-
ities to date had actually been an effort “to construct a shared narrative,
a verbal framework that links specific actors, institutions, and political enti-
ties” (Strauss and Orlove 2003: 11). Similarly, Patricia Romero-Lankao,
a sociologist working with the IPCC teams, stresses the importance of nar-
ratives in interpreting the causes of climate change. Narratives are central to
the work of environmental historians (Cronon 1992), and our training can
help scientists understand the ways competing narratives influence climate
change — both the causes and the responses (or lack of responses to evidence
of global warming).

Narratives are a way of understanding cause and effect relationships,
which help communities construct their perceptions of agency and ethical
responsibility. The anthropologist Julie Cruikshank argues that with con-
cerns about global warming, westerners are returning to a sense that humans
are engaged in intricate relationships with climate. She locates similar pat-
terns in traditional indigenous narratives. Cruikshank writes: “Narratives
underscore the social content of the world and the importance of taking
personal and collective responsibility for changes in that world.... In the
past, then, things and people were always entangled. In the future, they will
be more entangled than ever” (2001: 391).

What’s threatened by global warming is not the earth but ourselves.
What won’t persist is our sense of place and time — our own human histories
on this earth. It’s the places we love, the relationships we cherish with the
species that make their homes in those particular places, that help to make
us human. As Wallace Stegner (1992) reminded us, we see the world
through our own human eyes, and it’s that human vision of the world that
is under threat. John Burns, a naturalist in the northwoods of Wisconsin,
writes in Paradise Lost: Climate Change in the North Woods:

The climate change scenarios currently projected for Wisconsin at the end of
this century utterly boggle the mind. Conservative middle-ground scenarios
show Wisconsin becoming the climatological equivalent of Arkansas, whileh
Madison’s climate will morph into a twin of Oklahoma City.... Meanwhile,
the North Woods may gradually transition into an oak savannah. That’s so
difficult to imagine, so close to what we can only think of as science fiction,
that all of us have a great deal of trouble even conceiving of the possibility.
Yet there it is, looming on the horizon like the eerie bruised sky that so often
precedes a tornado. But how does one address the coming of a tornado,
much less the coming of a global environmental upheaval? (Burns 2007: 3)
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The potential loss is indeed difficult to comprehend, and the perspectives
that historians can bring to the discussion are critical. Who wins, and who
loses, when the climate changes? Who has the power to define the terms of
the debates over global warming? How can humanistic perspectives help us
understand people, places, and landscapes through time?

In a seminar this fall on the past and future of the Great Lakes forests, we
closed with a discussion of global warming. One of our seminar members was
a forest planner from the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources, whose
job involves trying to plan future forest conditions for the state. She expressed
her frustration at how difficult it was to manage forests given the growing
uncertainties of global warming. Our forest plans are based on history, she
pointed out. Desired future conditions, allowable cuts, silvicultural treatments —
they’re all based on trying to restore forest types from the past, forest types that
we now know are ghosts. They’ll never exist again. But if we give up on trying
to restore historic conditions, then how can we manage forests? Ecologists tell
us to focus on restoring processes, not historic patterns, but global warming is
also changing those ecological processes. Are we supposed to give up on the
hemlock, the white pines, on Wisconsin’s forests altogether?

Ecological historians feel as if they are watching the collapse of ecosys-
tems they spent their careers immersed in learning about, and then in learn-
ing to love. Things that to the rest of us seem trivial, or even sweet — a
family camping trip with a load of firewood from home, a fishing trip with
a can of earthworms for bait — spell disaster to them, because they under-
stand the ecological history of abrupt community collapse. They know that
a stick of firewood may well contain several emerald ash borers, and if just
a few of those insects get out of the firewood and into the surrounding for-
est, that could mean 95 percent of our ash trees are dead within five years
as the climate warms and trees lose resistance to insect attacks. So much for
a key component of the forest (and so much for the cultural associations
local Menominee women have with ash trees, which are important for bas-
ket making.) The ecologists know that wiggling worms don’t all get impaled
on fishing hooks. A few squirm free, and havoc results in the hemlock for-
ests, because non-native earthworms transform nitrogen cycling on the for-
est floor. If you walk with an ecologist in Sylvania Wilderness Area, essentially
the last old growth hemlock forest left in the Great Lakes states, you can
trace what the ecologists call a “killing wave” of earthworm activity. The
combined stresses of insects, invasive species, and climate change may mean
that the forests we now know and love are unlikely to persist and unlikely
to return, at least within the historic time scales that matter to people.

What then can environmental historians do that scientists and social his-
torians might have a hard time doing, in the face of rapid, irreversible eco-
logical and social transformations? I hope we can do some translation: speak
to the ecologists of cultural changes, and speak to other historians of eco-
logical changes, in a language that helps both communities understand that
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complex relationships are being unraveled. Global warming challenges us
to reexamine what history means to us, when we are changing the earth so
quickly that our shared environmental histories are vanishing, possibly
never to be witnessed again. Without reference to an ecological past that
may no longer resemble our ecological futures, how will we learn to live
responsibly in place?
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Chapter Three

THE LIvING EARTH: HISTORY,
DARWINIAN EVOLUTION,
AND THE (GRASSLANDS

Donald Worster

What we arve all able to do is to realize this gap [between natuve and
culture], to be impressed by its abyss with reverence and humility, and to
J0 our paths on its vespective sides without self-deluding attempts to bridge
the eternal chasm, or empty boasts that its span is achieved.

(A. L. Kroeber 1917)

Early in 1834 the young naturalist Charles Darwin left his ship’s berth
aboard the HMS Beagle to venture across the grassy plains of Patagonia.
The plains, or at least what was buried in its soil, left an impact on his mind
that was almost as powerful as the impact of the more famous Galapagos
Islands. Despite their dusty monotony, the plains offered him vivid glimpses
into the deep, unknown history of life on earth — vestiges of creatures now
extinct and ways of life now vanished.

At Port St. Julian, where grassland meets ocean, he discovered the fos-
silized remains of a large mammal. It was the first time in his voyage of
exploration that he had come across such ancient bones. They turned out
to be those of an extinct giant llama, not the mastodon he supposed, but
unmistakably they spoke of “the changed state of the American conti-
nent,” where species succeeded species, throwing “more light on the
appearance of organic beings on our earth, and their disappearance from
it, than any other class of facts.” Patagonia forced Darwin to confront the
power of nature, the mutability of organisms, and the ecological revolu-
tions that had occurred in the past (Darwin 1860: 74, 500-1; Worster
1994: 122-4).

Born two hundred years ago, Darwin is surely the most influential
scientist in modern times, not only as the founder of evolutionary bio-
logy and ecology but also as the inspirer of anthropologists, economists,
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psychologists, and philosophers. Despite the stubborn resistance of many
religious people, his science has profoundly reshaped our modern
worldview — indeed, evolution is its very foundation. His book On the
Origin of Species, published one hundred and fifty years ago, argued that
life has evolved by wholly natural processes, without any supernatural
design or intervention. The nature of every organism, he pointed out, var-
ies in some degree or trait from all other organisms, and that variability is
basic to evolution. In a world of limited resources, variation must compete
against variation, sometimes in an intense struggle for existence, and those
individuals that survive and leave offspring give shape to the future. They
provide the next generation of organisms who, in turn, may leave heirs of
their own. The less successful — those less fitted to their environment — may
eventually vanish into the earth, unless conditions suddenly change in their
favor.

Today, we know far more about the history of life than Darwin did,
although the main outlines of his theory of evolution through natural
selection have held up amazingly well. Since the discovery of the structure
of DNA in 1953, scientists have learned how to track natural selection
and other forms of evolution back in time millions of years. Through the
science of ecology we know a lot more about how complex ecosystems
evolve, often in response to large-scale and sometimes sudden and violent
environmental disturbance by shifting climatic regimes, drifting conti-
nents, and crashing meteors. And not least in significance, we have directly
observed what Darwin did not actually see in Patagonia or his native
England: evolution actually taking place, not in some long ago period and
at imperceptible rates, but in the present at a measurable pace (Weiner
1994: 6-9).

We also know much more than Darwin did about how humans have
evolved in mind and body, and we are beginning to establish scientifically
how much of our behavior is rooted in nature, proving that we are not
solely the product of society or culture. The evolutionary biologist
Edward O. Wilson suggested in 1975 that our behavior has much in
common with other species — a view that led to much controversy and
even acts of intimidation. But that suggestion no longer meets fierce
resistance when it is not reduced to a simple genetic determinism. The
study of evolutionary psychology is making significant gains toward
explaining how the brain has evolved and how it shapes what we see and
how we behave. Today, more and more social scientists, following the
lead of the natural scientists, are eagerly pursuing neo-Darwinian theories
at the level of the individual mind, group interaction, and even religion
and culture.

We humans, those scientists tell us, are not born into this world with
minds like blank pages, waiting to be written on by others — family, church,
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politicians, advertising executives. We emerged as a species a half-million
years ago, during the Pleistocene, and ever since we have followed what
Wilson calls “epigenetic rules,” which he defines as “innate operations in
the sensory system of the brain. These are rules of thumb that allow organ-
isms to find rapid solutions to problems encountered in the environment.
They predispose individuals to view the world in a particular innate way and
automatically to make certain choices as opposed to others” (1998: 210).
The list of those inherited predispositions is still speculative and much dis-
puted, but they may include the mother-child bond, a sense of fairness and
justice, loyalty to one’s tribe, the avoidance of incest, bonding with other
forms of life, and a propensity for religion — all possible ways in which
nature melds the diversities of people into one species.

This is not to say that inborn genetic drivers explain every bit of human
behavior. In many species, evolution can be cultural as well as biological, as
Darwin himself realized and modern scientists agree. Cultural variants — or
what some call “memes,” the cultural counterpart to genes (Dawkins 1989:
192-201) - pass from individual to individual or from group to group by
learning and imitation rather than by genetic transmission. Particularly in
the case of Homo sapiens, the processes of cultural evolution deserve at least
an equal place alongside those of biological evolution.

If one means by culture simply “learned behavior,” then apes and
whales, ravens and finches, are all cultural animals. But clearly humans
have carried cultural evolution beyond their fellow creatures. With us,
“culture is best seen not as complexes of concrete behavior patterns — cus-
toms, usages, traditions, habit clusters ... but as a set of control mecha-
nisms — plans, recipes, rules, instructions (what computer engineers call
‘programs’) — for the governing of behavior” (Geertz 1973: 44). Thus,
humans may act in accordance with epigenetic rules but also in accord-
ance with the cultural rules that societies invent, propagate, sometimes
vote on, and sometimes impose and try to enforce. Those man-made con-
trol mechanisms can be a powerful means of survival — more rapid and
flexible in their responsiveness to environmental change than genetic var-
iations alone.

Human evolutionary theory thus rests on the concept of a “dual inherit-
ance,” in which genes and culture both have determinative powers and
co-evolve. Cultural change is distinguishable from genetic change and they
follow an independent path, but no “eternal chasm,” as the anthropologist
A. L. Kroeber (1917) would have it, separates them. Over time, genes and
cultures interact repeatedly, constraining or reinforcing each other, forming
a “dual inheritance” that shapes the life ways of the human organism
(Durham 1991: 159-61; Richerson and Boyd 1978).

If ever there was a scientific theory that purports to explain change over
time, it is evolution through natural selection and its corollary, humankind’s



54 DONALD WORSTER

dual inheritance. Yet the guild of historians who professes to study that
process of change has been conspicuously resistant to evolutionary theory.
Why, from the publication of Darwin’s Origin of Species down to the
present, has that been generally so? Why have historians insisted on main-
taining and policing a rigid boundary separating culture from nature? What
are the possibilities for overcoming this persistent chasm?

Perhaps the biggest reason why historians have resisted the evolutionary
worldview is that they still cling to an ancient Judeo-Christian moral belief that
humans stand completely separate from and above the rest of nature. Like
anti-Darwinian creationists, they do not like to think of themselves or their
subjects as animals. In their view all humans, whether corporate executives or
hunter-gatherers, are a “special creation,” uniquely possessing a soul, con-
sciousness, ethics, or language (as if we were the only species that did so).
“Special creationism,” which is just another way of saying “exceptionalism,”
applied in this case not to nations but to species, is an antiquated way of think-
ing that protects itself against the sciences by defending a “humanistic” out-
look, ignoring the impressive advances those scientists have made in redefining
what it means to be human and reestablishing our link to other species.

Few historians, it would appear from their bibliographies, have read
much evolutionary science, and perhaps as a result they may have acquired
distorted ideas of what it might lead to in moral and political values. They
associate Darwin’s legacy with superficial and sometimes horrific efforts to
argue that cutthroat economics must be allowed as the law of nature or that
“unfit” people should be sterilized or exterminated. Taking up Darwin,
however, does not mean endorsing the views of either the political right or
left or advocating repulsive notions of innate racial superiority or controlled
breeding. Modern evolutionary theory does not teach us that nations
should let their poor starve to death or force them to undergo sterilization.
Those ideas appeared long before Darwin and owe little to his or other
scientists’ ideas about how change over time occurs.

Historians sometimes justify their resistance to evolutionary science by
saying that they are opposed to all “laws” and all “theories,” that they pre-
fer a less “deterministic” approach that gives weight to the unique, contin-
gent, and particular. Evolutionary theory, however, is based precisely on
understanding how contingency rules in nature and how unique and par-
ticular circumstances influence the direction of evolution (Gould 1989:
285-91). If it is theorizing about such qualities that is objectionable, then
historians should admit that in fact they have always followed theories and
could hardly do otherwise. Albert Einstein once noted, “it is the theory
which decides what we can observe” (1972: 63). Like scientists, historians
have always adopted theories in the form of broad explanatory ideas about
politics, economics, race, class, gender, nature, and technology, and those
theories have shaped their observations. But when it comes to the natural
sciences, historians are still trying to close the theoretical gates.
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The good news is that the field of environmental history has emerged to
contest the old dualism and to broaden our view of the changes that have
occurred in human life. Environmental historians focus specifically on the
relations that people (defined as individuals, societies, or cultures) have car-
ried on with the rest of nature. They take for granted that humans are part
of the natural world and that historians should make history more truthful
by placing human life in that broader context. They have repeatedly criti-
cized bifurcated views (“man vs. nature”), whether derived from Judeo-
Christianity or from Cartesian philosophy, that pose a rigid moral separation
and lead to psychological alienation. Compared to their colleagues in social
or political history, environmental historians tend to read scientific books
and articles on evolution and ecology and seem willing to bridge the gap
separating them from the natural sciences.

So far, however, environmental historians have focused mainly on the
human impact on nature—i.e., on man-made changes in the land, exploita-
tion of natural resources, the wilderness giving way to cities — and on the
rise of conservation and environmental reform movements. Some have
written out of a sense of loss, as witnesses to a wild nature disappearing
under the advancing tread of conquering machines. Others, in contrast,
have tended to accept this transformation as part of human progress; they
would bridge the chasm with roads and bulldozers. Environmental histori-
ans have not agreed, in other words, on whether the modern transforma-
tion of the natural world has been good or bad. Should environmental
change be judged by what was good for people, in the sense of whether that
change promoted economic growth, social justice, or improved health and
nutrition? Or should historians judge the past by less anthropocentric stand-
ards, i.e., what was good for other species or ecosystems? However one
answers those questions, the new historians have seen their role not only as
reporters of how humans have transformed nature but also as advocates for
making that change more just or ecologically sustainable in the future.

This tendency among environmental historians to see the past through
the lens of various political reform movements explains part of their negative
reaction to the recent history-writing efforts of Jared Diamond. An evolu-
tionary biologist and physiologist, Diamond tries to bridge the chasm
between culture and nature in new ways. His Pulitzer Prize-winning book
Guns, Germs, and Steel (1997) attempts to explain, through ecology and
biogeography, why there is inequality in the world and why wealth and
power have become distributed as they are, with Europeans and their oft-
spring nations — especially the United States — dominating the globe. His
answer to that big question is that, going back 11,000 years ago, different
natural environments allowed different rates of economic development.
Briefly, nature in the Middle East was blessed with an unusually large number
of plants and animals that showed a high potential for domestication, while
the geography of Eurasia allowed for quick and easy dispersion to Europe.
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With that advantage the Europeans ended up more technologically advanced
than anybody else. Only much later did people in Africa or the Americas
invent their own agriculture, leaving them far behind in the competitive
race. “Geographic variation in whether, or when, the peoples of different
continents became farmers and herders,” writes Diamond, “explains to
a large extent their subsequent contrasting fates” (86). He denies any sig-
nificant genetic differences among humans, arguing instead that nature
decided the pace of cultural evolution and the unequal distribution of wealth
and power.

Whatever the merits of his overall argument, Diamond has not explained
satisfactorily why two closely related cultural variants, capitalism and indus-
trialism, first arose in Europe but not in China, although both regions were
parts of the same Eurasian land mass. A complete answer to that question
would lead to a more complicated story than who first domesticated crops
or livestock. But for many critics, Diamond’s biggest error lies not in
explaining the present by ancient “ultimate” causes, but in seeming to make
inequality a permanent and impersonal condition. If inequality is so ancient
in origin and so rooted in biogeography, then how could anyone really
criticize the Europeans for their rise to empire? Or how could any poor
nation expect to escape their inferior position? Capitalism, industrialism,
colonialism, and imperialism all seem, in Diamond’s approach, the irresist-
ible work of natural selection — a conclusion that historians who have
devoted so many volumes to attacking those Western evils cannot accept.
A similar reaction greeted the book on which Diamond heavily drew: Alfred
Crosby’s Ecological Imperialism (1986), which argued that Europe’s ascen-
sion to global power was not due to innate superiority but rather to unwitting
non-human allies, including smallpox, pigs, and weeds that invaded with
the Europeans and gave them victory.

Another strategy for merging evolutionary science and environmental his-
tory comes from the scientifically trained scholar Edmund Russell, who is
less controversial than Diamond or Crosby because he emphasizes the more
tamiliar and popular theme of how culture changes the environment. Russell’s
essay “Evolutionary History” (2003; updated and expanded as chapter 18 in
this volume) begins with the fact that evolution can occur through domestic
or artificial selection, like the breeding of dogs or cattle, as well as through
natural selection. Darwin, he reminds us, drew inspiration from plant and
animal breeders to argue that nature does for the whole earth what the cattle
breeder does for the farm. Russell turns Darwin’s reasoning around to show
that what the cattle breeder does for the farm, humans are doing for the
whole earth — guiding evolution to suit their needs. The chasm between
what is natural and what is artificial vanishes, as the whole environment
becomes increasingly a product of human intervention.

But there are a few anomalies in this picture of an increasingly man-made
planet: those organisms that evolve in response to human presence but
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without any human control. Insects, for example, have evolved rapidly to
withstand the barrage of modern pesticides; deadly germs have evolved
even in sterilized hospital rooms, defying all efforts to stamp them out; and
mountain lions have learned how to wait for new kinds of prey along the
jogger’s trail. This is not natural selection as Darwin understood it, nor is it
similar to deliberate breeding or hybridization, which is to say, artificial
selection. An insecticide-resistant mosquito or herbicide-resistant thistle is
not the product of human intention in the way that a show dog or a book
of poetry is. In such cases organisms have self-evolved in an environment
that humans have created but do not truly manage; those organisms elude
control and often pose a nuisance or a danger to their hosts.

These provocative efforts by Diamond, Crosby, and Russell do not
exhaust the possibilities of merging history and evolutionary science.
Another strategy would be to approach cultures, not as completely inde-
pendent, self-determined phenomena, but as strategies that people develop
in order to adjust to the natural world and exploit its resources. Instead of
bridging the nature-culture chasm by making nature a subset of culture, in
other words, historians might begin to approach culture as a subset of
nature. We can think of this approach, following the lead of biologists, as
redefining culture as a mental response to opportunities or pressures posed
by the natural environment. In other words, culture can be defined as a
form of “adaptation.”

The word “adaptation” is not unfamiliar to historians any more than it is
to biologists. Scholars often talk of cultures clashing and adapting to one
other, mixing and merging through trade, immigration, and mass commu-
nications; or they talk about societies adapting to new technologies like the
automobile or computer. More rarely, however, do they talk about people
adapting through cultural change to their natural environments, not only
in so-called primitive societies but also in the most technologically advanced.
Historians have paid insufficient attention to this view of culture as an adap-
tive strategy — as a response to the capacity of soils to grow crops, the supply
of water that can sustain life, the vicissitudes of climate, the limits to growth
and material consumption in a finite landscape.

The Oxford Dictionary of Science defines adaptation as “any change in the
structure or functioning of an organism that makes it better suited to its
environment” (1999: 13). After the word “organism,” we should add the
phrase “or society or culture.” In the case of biological organisms, adapta-
tion occurs whenever a new shape of wing or beak allows a bird to fly better
or crack more seeds than its rivals. Such physiological change does not, of
course, depend on intention or will power; it proceeds blindly to fit organ-
isms better to their environments, enabling them to use resources more
efficiently. In the case of artifact-making organisms — the beaver building
a lodge or the heron a nest — adaptation can mean modifying the environ-
ment to improve the organism’s chance of survival and those of her offspring.
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In the case of culture-making organisms like humans, adaptation can involve
acquiring new information, learning new rules, and altering one’s behavior.
Communities can develop strategies to meet changes in climate, energy
sources, or diseases they confront. They can discover, through thoughtful
observation, how to avoid degrading or depleting the environment on which
they depend. They can learn (or they can fail to learn) how to become more
resilient in the face of such change.

Pre-Darwinian naturalists like Bishop William Paley, author of the 1802
religious classic Natural Theology, pointed to the marvelous fitness of plants
and animals to their environments, showing the handiwork of a rational
God. They assumed that everything in the world must be perfectly organ-
ized and perfectly adapted to its assigned place. But Darwin’s theory of
evolution overturned that assumption and its theological lesson by drawing
attention to the reality and frequency of maladaptation. After him, the sci-
ence of adaptation could no longer claim to reveal a perfect world in which
everything works for the best or where nature always achieves the ideal
solution to a problem. Nature cobbles together solutions from whatever
material is available. When those solutions fail, the costs of maladaptation
can be severe. Contrary to modern critics like Stephen Jay Gould and
Richard Lewontin, the so-called “adaptationist program” in modern biol-
ogy — which acknowledges failure, impoverishment, dysfunction, and death
as much as fitness, functionality, and good health — does not teach that we
live in the best of all conceivable worlds (Gould and Lewontin 1979; Mayr
1983). This is certainly the conclusion we are led to when we examine
adaptation in the case of human cultures.

No society, whether the mammoth hunters in ancient Nebraska or the
commuters in Tokyo’s suburbs, has ever reached a state of perfect fitness to
its environment. Yet some socicties have managed to sustain themselves far
longer than others. Historians should ask why that was so, why some
endured over long stretches of time while others did not, why some socie-
ties created strong environmental rules while others did not, and how those
rules changed as conditions changed. Historians, in other words, should
join evolutionists to ask what both adaptation and maladaptation look like.
They should investigate how societies can be trapped by a maladapted cul-
tural inheritance and even become extinct, leaving their remains behind in
libraries and museums.

As young Darwin discovered in South America, the grasslands are a won-
derfully legible place to watch evolution, adaptation, and maladaptation at
work. The North America grasslands, too, have furnished an instructive
laboratory. As recently as the nineteenth century, those ecosystems stretched
across almost a billion acres, covering most of a territory now divided into
more than twenty states and provinces. At their maximum extent the North
American grasslands swept from the Texas panhandle into Saskatchewan
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and extended westward from Ohio and Indiana to the Rockies, with sig-
nificant outliers in the intermountain West. Grasses dominated that vast
expanse because the environment was neither consistently humid nor arid,
because droughts were frequent and temperatures fluctuated dramatically.

The grasses survived by investing most of their growth underground in
elaborate root structures that captured the moisture and held the soil in
place. They never achieved a static equilibrium but spread and shrank back,
died and recovered. Today, because of human intervention, they are at a
historic low point: the tall-grass prairies of the Midwest have diminished to
a single-digit percent of their circa Ap 1800 extent, replaced by corn and
soybeans, while the native short-grasses of the High Plains have lost more
than a third of their range.

In very recent geological time humans from Asia and Europe entered
these grasslands and tried to wrest a living there. Some eventually became
bison-hunting Comanche and Lakota; others, Spanish, English, and
German-speaking farmers, ranchers, oil drillers, and railroad builders. Each
group entered the place with different assumptions and values. Yet they
shared a common tendency to work collectively to exploit their environ-
ment, and each group made an ecological impact, whether it was by setting
fires and pushing back forests, by killing large animals to the point of extinc-
tion, or by plowing up vegetation.

The first historian of the North American grasslands was Walter Prescott
Webb, author of The Great Plains (1931). No historian before him had
made adaptation so important a theme, although forty years earlier Frederick
Jackson Turner had begun to write in vaguely Darwinian terms. “The pecu-
liarity of American institutions,” Turner declared, is “the fact that they have
been compelled to adapt themselves to the changes of an expanding people —
to the changes involved in crossing a continent, in winning a wilderness”
(Turner 1961: 37). Turner’s story of a white man’s civilization evolving new
institutions in response to the “wilderness” turned out to be a narrative of
conquest, as “civilization” finally obliterated “nature.” Webb, on the other
hand, saw a more permanent impact of nature on the settlers who entered
the grasslands. His chiefinterest lay with his own tribe, the Anglo-Americans.
The dry, treeless plains, he argued, forced them to alter their way of life —
weaponry, fencing, transportation, water law, animal husbandry, and farm-
ing. A grassland version of what it meant to be American emerged, forever
distinct from that of the eastern United States (Webb 1931: 8-9).

Nowadays, historians tend to dismiss Webb’s work as an oversimplified
and untenable “environmental determinism.” They are wrong because
most of the adaptations Webb chose were indisputable examples of how
nature did determine what tools or techniques would work and what would
not on the plains. They are right, on the other hand, because Webb’s adap-
tations were limited to the level of material culture and did not include
deeper attitudes. He convincingly showed, for example, how barbed wire
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had to be invented where there was little wood for fencing, how cattle came
to be herded on an open range, and how windmills were needed to pump
up groundwater where rainfall failed. He seems to have believed that such
material adaptation indicated also a change in the values and beliefs that
settlers brought to the grasslands. But that non-material culture did not
undergo any metamorphosis. Whatever regional stories they invented, the
Texas rancher’s view of the world did not differ significantly from that of
the Georgia cotton planter or the Massachusetts textile manufacturer.

Webb’s failure to show any deep cultural adaptation has continued among
grassland historians down to the present. Following closely on his heels,
James Malin published in 1936 a pathbreaking study of “adaptation of the
agricultural system” that had gone on in his native western Kansas, and well
into the 1950s he persisted, almost alone in the profession, in trying to fol-
low an evolutionary approach to history (Malin 1984 ). More knowledge-
able than Webb about scientific concepts and more devoted to quantitative
research, he was also quicker to defend the Anglo-Americans’ use of land as
successful adaptation. Malin was a champion of the plow. He had begun
writing during the Dust Bowl years, when drought, high winds, bare soils,
and massive erosion turned the region into a world-class disaster and when
conservationists, scientists, and government officials were pointing fingers
at plow agriculture as the main culprit. Stung by those critics, Malin set out
to show that farming had achieved a successful equilibrium, until nature
had blasted the terrain with catastrophic drought.

Malin, however, could not overcome a wealth of evidence showing how
poorly adapted commercial, industrial agriculture had been on the plains.
Contemporary scientists like John Weaver, Frederick Clements, and Paul
Sears (and more recently, scientists at the Land Institute in Kansas), along
with many rueful farmers, rightly concluded that the plowman was partly
responsible for his plight. The Great Plains Committee appointed by
President Franklin Roosevelt in 1936, which was influenced by those scien-
tists, called for major changes, not merely in machinery or techniques, but
in the plowman’s “attitudes of mind” — including his attitude of environ-
mental domination, economic individualism, and extreme risk-taking for
the sake of profit.

Malin admitted that Great Plains farmers had overused the plow in the
beginning:

On invading the grasslands, forest man refused to recognize native grass as
the vegetation best adapted to the region, plowed up the native grass, and
attempted to grow eastern tame grasses. When these grasses did not grow, he
condemned the country. It took many years to learn that native grasses would
perpetuate themselves and provide pasturage and hay for an unlimited time if
only man would give nature a fair chance — which consisted mostly in just
letting it alone. (1984: 66)
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Here was a frank admission that settlers had not adapted to nature’s
evolutionary strategies. But Malin went on to argue that a new generation
of post-frontier farmers, armed with improved knowledge and better prac-
tices, had learned to avoid such errors, had used their plows more wisely,
and had achieved a better fit.

Other historians, scientists, and even some farmers have debated that
conclusion. After the passing of the pioneer generation, they ask, did the
people of the plains truly develop more adaptive attitudes? Or did they
ignore the limits of their environment before, during, and after the 1930s,
indeed right down to our own times? Has the driving logic behind plains
farming ever truly respected or adapted to nature to the point of becoming
sustainable?

James Malin did not try to demonstrate in detail that a culture well
adapted to the Great Plains had evolved during the post-World War I era.
That task has been taken up by Geoff Cunfer, whose recent prizewinning
book On the Great Plains (2005) marks an impressive milestone in the
quantitative study of the region’s history. Cunfer makes far more sophisti-
cated use of census data, plant ecology, and soil chemistry to provide a
fuller history than Malin, but he ends up with the same shaky conclusion:
Anglo agriculture on the plains, after an initial period of maladaptation,
evolved to be more adaptive and sustainable. “Farmers quickly learned,”
Cunfer writes, “which land could support crops and which would serve
only as pasture for cattle.” Already by the 1930s, he believes, this region’s
agriculture had reached a state of evolutionary fitness that only an unfore-
seeable change in the weather could disrupt. The Dust Bowl, by this reck-
oning, was such a destabilizing event — “a temporary disruption in a stable
system” (2005: 5-6). This upbeat assessment, however, cannot be recon-
ciled with the reality of economic decline and persistent vulnerability all
over the region. It pays little attention to what farmers have long known
about plains volatility and long ignored, to how they have perceived the
worth of native grasslands as buffers against disaster, and to how they have
regarded the taking of risks in a competitive economy or weighed the mer-
its of short-term profit versus long-term stability.

Ifin fact farmers did learn to listen to nature, her voice proved less audible
whenever crop prices rose substantially and promised quick and easy returns.
In such times louder voices in the financial and manufacturing sector con-
vinced farmers to buy more machinery, use more chemicals, and put more
acres under the plow or use their lands more intensively. Over and over dur-
ing the twentieth century, farmers chose temporary technological panaceas
over new “attitudes of mind.” For example, in the decades that followed the
“dirty thirties” they put their hopes in the miracle of deep-well irrigation,
purchasing powerful water pumps to tap the immense Ogallala Aquifer
in order to irrigate fields and free themselves from the persistent threat of
drought. This “man-made rain” earned billions of dollars for those irrigating
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crops to feed to cattle in confined animal feedlot operations. But it also led
to the breaking out of marginal lands with unstable soils or keeping lands in
production that should have reverted to natural vegetation, and it exposed the
irrigators to a new potential catastrophe — eventual ground-water depletion
leading to economic collapse (Opie 1993: 122-60; Cunfer 2005: 164-200;
Worster 2004: 251-4).

The voice of government, like the voice of credit and industry, has often
spoken against, not in favor of, agricultural adaptation. Take, for example,
federal subsidies and disaster assistance, which have become a perennial
prop to the Great Plains economy, shifting large amounts of cash from
urban taxpayers to farmers while encouraging a mass-production, factory
mentality, often in defiance of environmental realities. It was a government
official who in a moment of wild-eyed exuberance proclaimed that through
deep-well irrigation farmers could achieve a “climate-free agriculture” on
the plains. Not only was it a false promise, it was a dangerous one. In this
era of global warming and the threatening long-term desiccation of the
plains, such wishful thinking may prove to have severe consequences
(Worster 1999).

An evolutionary approach to Great Plains settlement would require us to
pay attention to the interplay of nature and human belief systems as well as
technology. To be sure, it is not easy to measure a society’s beliefs or meth-
ods of reasoning in the way that bushels of wheat or numbers of tractors
can be counted. The historian of cultural adaptation must rely on written
documents generated by farm organizations, political leaders, agricultural
economists, and newspaper editors, and it is never easy to know whether
those documents reflect the whole community or only a few of its mem-
bers. The difficulties in studying cultural evolution and adaptation are great,
but to ignore the cultural side of the dual inheritance would be profoundly
unscientific.

So how might we characterize the full cultural phenotype that Euro-
American settlers have introduced to the grasslands? To map it completely,
as geneticists are mapping the human genome, would be an enormous
undertaking, requiring the identification of every resident’s beliefs about
race, gender, religion, citizenship, health, the body, food, landscape aes-
thetics, work, progress, Congress, Wall Street, and overseas trade, and then
determining their distribution through the population. A somewhat sim-
pler strategy would be to isolate the dominant economic beliefs that have
had so much to do with how people have used the land. Those beliets are
also difficult to map in their full complexity, but we will not go far astray if
we focus on key terms like “market rationality” and “market logic.”

We also will not be wrong if we assume that Great Plains economic cul-
ture is not indigenous to the region, any more than Christianity or the
English language. Market or capitalist economics first emerged on the other
side of the Atlantic Ocean more than three centuries ago, long before
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Europeans made it to the interior of North America in large numbers. Since
then those beliefs have traveled far and wide like the invasive dandelion,
until they have established themselves in every corner of the plains region.

Economists have long tended to view the historical origins of European
capitalism as a non-issue, since for them capitalism’s behaviors are all rooted
in a supposedly unchanging human nature — a tendency of all peoples at all
times to trade and seek a profit. That view may sound Darwinian, but in
truth it has not been established by evolutionary psychology or cultural
evolution. On the other hand, those who have seen capitalism as an emerg-
ing cultural phenomenon, as a more recent invention, have tended to fol-
low Karl Marx’s theory of dialectical materialism, which flattens modern
history into a simple, all-explaining war pitting evil capital against noble
labor. That view also is not Darwinian, and therefore generally not convinc-
ing. Pointing to the exploitation of labor by capital, within Europe or across
the globe, as the sole engine of change has usually led historians, with a few
exceptions, to ignore the impact of a changing natural environment. In
contrast, evolutionary theory would seek to explain capitalism’s rise to
prominence, and its support even among those without capital, by asking
what changed in terms of the environment, ecology, and natural resources.
A change of that kind, within Europe and abroad, could give rise to new
economic ideas, make them triumphant over their rivals, and encourage
their spread all over the world.

This is a huge topic beyond the purpose of this essay. But as a beginning
point we should note that the rise of market culture coincided with the
“Age of Discovery,” the period from about ap 1500 on when ambitious
navigators like Christopher Columbus, Ferdinand Magellan, and Francis
Drake, through their voyages to the New World and the Pacific, stimulated
Europeans of all classes to dream about the possibility of vast natural
resources lying on the other side of vast oceans, so much more abundant
than their depleted, overtaxed home environments. Capitalists and many
others began to ask how those resources might be possessed and exploited.
That discovery of an entirely “new” hemisphere lying on the other side of
the Atlantic Ocean, not to mention the hitherto unknown or underappreci-
ated world of the Pacific and Asia, was one of the most extraordinary events
in human history. It represents, to borrow from the language of inverte-
brate paleontologists, a moment of punctuation, when evolution abruptly
picks up new energy and a more rapid pace, following a long period of
relative stasis. As in biology, so in culture: a new global environment and an
influx of natural resources challenged the fairly stable body of European
culture, which had long been characterized by slow, gradual change. What
Walter Prescott Webb called the New World “windfall” stimulated innova-
tion, a burst of cultural reinvention that brought success to some and catas-
trophe to others (Webb 1964: 173-9; Eldredge and Gould 1972; Braudel
1984: 387-8).
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Evolutionists have shown how biological traits like the scales of reptiles or
the hemispherical eyeballs of fish can persist more or less unaltered for very
long periods. On average, mammalian species survive for a million years,
clams for ten million. In contrast, human cultures can rise and fall much
more rapidly. In this day of mass communications, the life span of a cultural
innovation may last less than a year. Capitalist culture has survived much
longer than that. It is no passing fashion, but has been around since what
the French Annales historians have called the “long sixteenth century.” In
that period of spreading global ascendancy, capitalism has changed its phe-
notype a great deal as it has tried to reorganize diverse societies and ecosys-
tems. Compared to alternative economic cultures that have lost out in the
struggle for existence, it has been a tremendous success and nowhere, despite
its many busts and booms, does it seem to be in immediate danger of extinc-
tion. But its stunning successes in terms of cultural evolution and spread
should neither obscure past failures nor guarantee a permanent future.

The adaptive advantages of market culture lie mainly in its ability to
mobilize capital and labor quickly and efficiently in order to seize resources
in distant lands and make them available to consumers living far from the
site of extraction. The end result is what Marx and others have called “met-
abolic rift,” a displacement in the cyclical flows of resources and wastes
from the local to the global (Moore 2003: 326). The grasslands were
among those distant lands — located thousands of miles away from the cent-
ers of finance and trade. The farmers and manufacturers who arrived in that
region bearing that culture, understanding and believing in it, were the
ones who managed to reap its largest rewards, including access to credit,
government aid, and public approval. Similarly, nations that proved to be
good replicators of the new economic culture gathered in wealth and power
on a scale unprecedented in world history.

But market culture looks more successful as an adaptation at the global
rather than local level. While it was spreading rapidly across continents to
discover and exploit resources, it was often destroying its local ecosystems,
depleting soils, forests, and minerals, and piling up its wastes — a strategy
that can work only until every locale is appropriated and exploited. The
environmentally maladaptive aspects of this economic culture need to be as
carefully examined as its triumphs. The historian should ask whether capi-
talism has produced in any place a sustainable way of life or whether it has
typically led to land depletion and land degradation, pollution of air and
water, population instability, derelict rural or industrial districts, dying
towns, and abandoned farmsteads. Could this economic culture have sur-
vived as long as it has without the windfall of the New World’s rich ecosys-
tems and geological deposits? Could it have survived without the restraining,
counterbalancing rise of a conservation movement calling for laws and reg-
ulations of economic growth and enterprise? What rival cultures have man-
aged to survive, overwhelmed but still lurking in the shadows, and how
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might they lead to a different future where they would prove better suited
for survival in a now heavily plundered world environment?

The evolutionist in biology tries to explain change over time by con-
structing what Ernst Mayr calls a “historical narrative” that addresses such
questions as these: why did this trait appear in an organism when it did,
what function did it serve, how did it reshape the whole organism and help
it reproduce itself, when did the trait decline and disappear? (Mayr 1983:
325). These are good questions for an evolution-minded historian to pur-
sue as well. They should suggest the framing of more of our historical nar-
ratives around changes in soil or climate conditions, accessibility of new
resources, technological innovation, modes of production, the rules people
make up and follow, and the moral ideals they invent to guide their rela-
tions with the natural world.

Above all, historians need to follow the natural sciences by taking the
environment more seriously as a powerful force in human life. We need to
acknowledge, with the aid of evolutionary psychology, the reality of a
human nature that evolves through time — the in-born but never static
behavioral tendencies that unite all people in a common humanity and
influence decisions as much as cultural norms have done. And we need to
think about the role of those cultural beliefs and rules as a quasi-independ-
ent but never isolated force on the planet — a force that never functions in
an ecological void, a force that can have a devastating effect on other forms
of life and can enhance or threaten our survival.

The human mind is remarkable for finding multiple pathways through
the natural world, but those paths are always contingent on what came
before and what is happening now to the planet. Historians need to acknowl-
edge that dependency on the environment and to embrace the science of
evolution for the dazzling light it sheds on the origins, development, and
fate of humanity.
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Chapter Four

FIRE

Stephen J. Pyne

Point of Ignition

We are a uniquely fire creature on a uniquely fire planet. Among the ancient
elements fire is the exception because it alone is a reaction while the others
are substances. Fire is what its circumstances make it: understand those
circumstances and you understand fire, control those circumstances and
you control fire. This makes fire both a process and a synthesizer. Moreover,
while fire has long existed quite apart from people, humanity holds a spe-
cies monopoly over its manipulation: it’s what we do that no other creature
does. It is a diagnostic signature of our ecological agency. All human socie-
ties have fire, and only humans. So one might expect fire to claim at least a
focal point of any history of how humanity and the Earth have interacted.
(“Focus,” after all, is the Latin word for “hearth.”) It hasn’t. It may never.

Why? Is there something about fire as a phenomenon and subject that
resists study, or at least prevents fire from acting as an informing principle?
Is there a firebreak (as it were) between the scientific study of fire, including
fire history, and the humanistic study of fire? The one resembles a crown
fire, the other a candle. Or does the reason lie with the fact that from an
early stage one author, without successor students, has dominated the topic
with a suite of volumes not easily slotted into existing historiography? Or is
it all inertia, the sheer ruttedness of history as an intellectual enterprise done by
a guild, aggravated by entrenched categorical imperatives and an incapacity
to fashion narratives organized around actors other than the overtly human?
Gaston Bachelard (1987) once concluded that the reverie induced by flame
prevented any rational analysis of fire (and then demonstrated that argu-
ment by his own hallucinatory inquiry). Light a fire and people will be
drawn to it, but write a fire book, and it will likely burn by itself. The only
fire department at a university is the one that sends emergency vehicles
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when an alarm sounds. Perhaps the reason for fire’s historiographic isolation
includes a bit of all the above.

Still, over the past twenty years, a diverse literature has emerged. In many
respects scholarly interest has mirrored the media enthusiasm that blos-
somed after the 1988 Yellowstone conflagrations. Where fire once appeared
episodically, a random expression of western American violence like a griz-
zly bear attack, fire season now belongs in an annual almanac that embraces
hurricanes, tsunamis, floods, and other disasters. While the output does not
add up to a corpus that might underwrite a discipline of fire studies, or that
could even constitute a self-identified subfield within environmental his-
tory, it has a presence it lacked before, a few identifiable trends and genres,
and by some standards, scholarly heft.

And ifit cannot constitute a subfield by itself, it has proved adept at inter-
breeding with other genres. Among those scholarly hybrids are urban fire,
fire technology, Native American fire, big fires and disasters, memoirs and
meditations, and histories of forestry, public lands, and fire institutions. In
addition, scientific studies abound from which to construct more humanis-
tic histories, some organized in ways that can constitute a shelf of reference
materials. And there is, awkwardly, one attempt to provide a first-order,
multi-volume survey of planetary fire history.

Fire and Cities

Perhaps the most consistent trend places fire within urban studies. This
should hardly surprise anyone: fires have long gutted cities with the fre-
quency they did surrounding countrysides, particularly during frontier
times. Cities were made of the same materials as their wooded environ-
ments and burned analogously under similar conditions of drought and
wind. The critical difference of course is that people construct those cities
and either burn them or seek to protect them from fire. The built landscape
is a clear reflection of its builders. It belongs within a shared political, insti-
tutional, and moral realm. The story is about people interacting with peo-
ple with fire as a medium of exchange, which allows fire to find niches
among existing topics and tropes.

Two outstanding studies help to frame that narrative. Mark Tebeau’s
Eating Smoke: Five in Urban America, 1800-1950 (2003 ), while necessarily
selective in its choice of cities, furnishes a connective chronicle of themes
and events that spans the great era of urban conflagrations. Peter Hoffer’s
Seven Fires (2000) is an exercise in synecdoche. The book samples, as its
title indicates, seven fires for what they reveal about the state of urban fire
from 1760 to 2001. Each blaze has its own theme and narrative. Both
books are major advances over the more popular texts that had previously
prevailed: Paul Lyons’ Fire in America! (1976), written under the auspices
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of the National Fire Protection Association, and Dennis Smith’s The History
of Fivefighting in America: 300 Years of Courage (1980).

Another strategy is to combine urban history with those themes that
already prevail in urban studies, using fire to make an intellectual weld.
Amy Greenberg’s Cause for Alarm (1998) thus examines volunteer fire
departments within the prism of gender studies, as others will no doubt do
for race, ethnicity, and class. Rachel Maines does something similar for
technology and body studies, with Asbestos and Fire (2005). In fact, a large
literature on firefighting technology exists written largely by and for the
urban fire-services fraternity. Most emphasize appliances, protective cloth-
ing, and of course engines.

Probably the future will follow Mike Davis’ “The Case for Letting Malibu
Burn” in The Ecology of Fear (1998), in which he uses fires to burn away
obscuring rhetoric and politics and expose core political realities. In this
case he contrasts the money and media attention lavished on Malibu, a
place that nature has designed to burn — a veritable floodplain for fire — with
inner-city tenements that have become death traps for the poor because
their owners have shrugged off fire codes. The success of his study will
surely inspire other, similar attempts.

Fire as Disaster

As Hofter’s book suggests, fire history segues seamlessly into separate stud-
ies of big fires. The attraction is obvious: fire comes with an internal narra-
tive structure complete with beginning, middle, and end; it has action; and
it can pivot around politics and choice by individuals and institutions, which
endows it with moral drama. Here, at the point where disaster and adven-
ture converge, is where most writers aspiring to a truly popular audience
will cluster.

The fires that matter most to historians are those that affect lots of peo-
ple, especially those that rack up fatalities, and major events have sparked a
sub-literature for such urban catastrophes as Chicago (1871), San Francisco
(1906), and (one can expect) the World Trade Center (2001), and such
celebrity calamities as the Triangle Shirtwaist Fire (which has spawned a
subgenre of its own). Locally published photo essays have become popular
to document such outbreaks as the Oakland fires (1991), Santa Barbara
(1990), San Diego (2003) — what the Lake States were for fires in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, California is today. It is to wild-
fires what Florida is to hurricanes.

A parallel literature exists for frontier communities consumed by confla-
grations. While badly dated, Stewart Holbrook’s Burning an Empire (1943)
is still useful as a register of the major events. The great fires that plagued
the Lake States, in particular, from 1870 to 1930, have catalyzed accounts
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as soon as the ash cooled (e.g., Larson 1912; Wilkinson 2008), and these
continue today with such retellings as Grace Swenson’s From the Ashes: The
Story of the Hinckley Fire of 1894 (1988) and Francis M. Carroll and Franklin
R. Raiter’s The Fires of Autumn: The Cloquet-Moose Lake Disaster of 1918
(1990). The 1871 disaster that incinerated Peshtigo, Wisconsin constitutes
almost a genre in itself. Among the most recent contributions are the
republication of the Reverend Peter Pernin’s eyewitness account as The
Great Peshtigo Fire (1990), and a popular retelling by Denise Gess and
William Lutz, Firestorm at Peshtigo (2002). Although Peshtigo is widely
boosted as “America’s forgotten fire,” it is in truth its best known and its
story the most frequently retold.

A second subgenre involves the fabled Big Blowup of 1910. At least four
books are devoted wholly or in large measure to that story (Koch n.d.;
Spencer 1956; Cohen and Miller 1978). The most recent, which includes a
bibliography of its predecessors, is Stephen Pyne’s Year of the Fires: The
Story of the Great Fires of 1910 (2001b), which has the advantage that it
seeks to relocate the story from simple adventure into a political context
and examine what the Big Blowup has meant for the larger history of fire.
Already other authors are under contract to tell the story again; and again.

In recent times two events have kindled interest among the literate public.
One is the 1988 Yellowstone fire scene; here a media campaign met a celeb-
rity landscape. A swarm of picture books immediately fed on the burns, like
bark beetles. A more thoughttul though still journalistic account that places
the fires within the context of Yellowstone and the national debate about
fire policy is Rocky Barker’s Scorched Earth (2007). A twenty-year retro-
spective conference on the fires is planned; more books are sure to follow.

The other event was the publication of Norman Maclean’s posthumous
study of the 1949 Mann Gulch disaster, Young Men and Fire (1992). The
book won literary awards and became a bestseller, but what granted it real
power was the 1994 South Canyon fire that overran a fire crew in ways
eerily reminiscent of what Maclean described at Mann Gulch. That collu-
sion sparked new subgenres of fire literature, notably the further investiga-
tion of disaster fires and fascination with fire memoirs.

To complete the cycle, Maclean’s son, John Maclean, has commenced a
series of investigations into contemporary fires: Fire on the Mountain (1999)
examined the 1994 South Canyon burn; The Thirty-Mile Fire (2007), a
firefighter fatality fire in Washington; and Fire and Ashes: On the Front Lines
of American Wildfire (2003) included essays on similar events. The likeli-
hood is that enterprising writers will seek out other “forgotten” historic
fires to supplement those that contemporary times have provided. The
downside is that the genre, written as catastrophe, reinforces the sense that
fire is somehow an exogenous presence in the environment, or at least to
human agency; that it is a visitation rather than an ecologically integral
process. Like other “natural disasters,” even fire, upon closer inspection,
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becomes a story of interaction between people and the world around them.
Too often the disaster yarn emphasizes action over agency, and forces of
nature over the force majenre of politics.

Fire as Memoir

The field is (surprisingly) lean on biographies; it needs them. What do exist,
like Earl Cooley’s Trimotor and Trail (1984) or John Buckley’s Hotshot
(1990), tend to be collections of adventure anecdotes and are locally pub-
lished, or like William Greeley’s Forests and Men (1951) include fire inci-
dentally as part of a larger career. In a few instances the gray literature,
printed by agencies, has been cleaned up and republished formally, as Hal
K. Rothman did by editing “I’2l Never Fight Fire with My Bare Hands
Again”: Reflections of the First Forvest Rangers of the Inland Northwest
(1994). Most of the anthologized tales concern firetighting.

A couple of practicing career memoirs do exist for scientists: Herbert
Stoddard’s Memoirs of @ Naturalist (1969) and Harold Biswell’s improba-
bly titled Prescribed Burning in the California Wildlands Vegetation
Management (1999). (Stoddard has been the subject of a recent essay by
Albert Way [2006].) But none of the major figures, including such patri-
archs as Ed Komarek or such formative researchers as Richard Rothermel,
or even prominent administrators such as Roy Headley, who oversaw
Fire Control for the US Forest Service from 1919 to 1942, have been the
subject of scholarly biographies. One partial exception are two autobiogra-
phies, Gifford Pinchot’s Breaking New Ground (2009) and William
Greeley’s Forests and Men (1951), in both of which fire figures. More
genuine biographies, however, would make good transitional studies to
full-gauge histories.

What the field does have, however, are firefighter memoirs sprouting like
fireweeds. These have long been a staple of urban firefighting (Smith 1972,
2002; Brown 1994). The inspiration for wildland counterparts is Maclean’s
galvanic Young Men and Fire (1992), which takes the form of a meditation,
and assumes the status of an intellectual memoir; it is probably the most
influential book on fire published in America. Stephen Pyne’s Fire on the
Rim (1989), a coming-of-age story set amid a fire crew at Grand Canyon’s
North Rim, preceded Maclean’s book by three years, but it led nowhere,
and found trade publisher interest largely by catching smoke trails of still-
smoldering interest in the Yellowstone outbreak.

Since Maclean’s triumph, however, wildland fire memoirs have found a
market, especially those that try to leverage personal fire experience into a
more meditative essay. They seem inextinguishable. David Strohmaier has
published two: The Seasons of Fire: Reflections on Fire in the West (2001) and
Drift Smoke: Loss and Renewal in a Land of Fire (2005). Murray Taylor has
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written about the Alaskan experience in Jumping Fire (2000) and Peter
Leschak (1995) has written about Minnesota. Even Sebastian Junger has
weighed in with a personal essay in Fire (2001). They serve as the reworked
journals and rough notes on which fire histories in the future will likely
depend. Expect a lot more.

Fires and Indians

One arena in which fire scholarship is contributing to a larger question
concerns the fire habits of Native Americans. Whether Indians burned, and
if so, how, to what purposes, and with what effects, mark a point of inter-
section among anthropology, ethnicity, wilderness, and fire. A consensus
has emerged that Indians did indeed burn, but no agreement exists as to its
scope or meaning. The discourse pivots around whether, by burning, indi-
genes upend the concept of pristine nature and if that heritage might justify
interventionist burning today. Some fire scholars, usually anthropologists,
have concluded that burning was widespread. Wilderness advocates insist
the answer to both concerns must be “No.”

The lost classic is Omer Stewart’s Forgotten Fives: Native Americans and
the Transient Wilderness (2002); lost because Stewart wrote it in the 1950s,
and then let it languish in manuscript until Henry Lewis recovered it after
Stewart’s death, and with editorial help from Kat Anderson saw it into print
in 2002. It remains a good source of references. Supplement it with Gerald
W. Williams” unpublished (but available) compendium “References on the
American Indian Use of Fire in Ecosystems” (n.d.), and with Shepard Krech
1IT’s Ecological Indian: Myth and History (1999), which includes a chapter
on fire among its roster of indigenous manipulations and which has helped
advertise the topic to groups otherwise insulated from the subdisciplinary
literature.

Henry Lewis himself — like almost all the other contributors, an anthro-
pologist — published one of the earliest entries with Patterns of Indian
Burning in California: Ecology and Ethnohistory (1973) and A Time for
Burning: Traditional Uses of Firve in the Western Canadian Boreal Forest
(1983). A good distillation of his oenvre is available in an essay co-authored
with Teresa Ferguson, “Yards, Corridors, and Mosaics: How to Burn a Boreal
Forest” (1988). See, too, Kat Anderson’s exploration of similar fire themes
in her own Tending the Wild (2006), and her earlier, co-edited volume, Before
the Wilderness (Anderson and Blackburn 1993).

Several mixed anthologies tackle the topic. A useful beginning is Robert
Boyd’s Indians, Fire, and the Land in the Pacific Northwest (1999).
Depending on where you stand on fire and wilderness, Thomas Vale’s
edited volume, Fire, Native Peoples, and the Natural Landscape (2002), is
cither brilliant or badly blinkered by an ideology of wilderness (I favor the
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latter; but then almost the entire literature by natural science is blinded by
a subconscious wilderness ethos). William Balée’s edited volume, Advances
in Historical Ecolggy (2002), includes several useful essays on the ethnography
of fire.

The topic endures mostly within the disciplines of anthropology and
geography, and as a subset of wilderness scholarship. Environmental histo-
rians have not much plumbed the topic. They have probed into a cave
illuminated by candles, and find themselves enthralled by the shadows pro-
duced rather than the source of the flame itself.

Fire and Technology

The literature on fire technologies is ancient; literally. It enjoyed a revival
during the Renaissance with such classics as Agricola’s De Re Metallica
(1950) and Vannoccio Biringucci’s Pirotechnin (1966). Since then, fire has
vanished as an overt theme in the history of technology. Still, surrogates
abound. Hazel Rossotti’s Fire (1993) is, in reality, a study in fire technol-
ogy, and has value for historical research. But like fire itself, ever a catalyst,
pyrotechnology appears if it is searched for.

Among the few studies that focus specifically on fire is Margaret Hindle
Hazen and Robert Hazen’s Keepers of the Flame: The Role of Fire in American
Culture, 1775-1925 (1992). The “keepers” in the title are the various
devices and appliances that “hold” fire for productive use. Alfred Crosby has
expanded this range to include projective technology in Throwing Fire
(2002). But fire also underwrites his popular inquiry into the history of
energy, Children of the Sun (2006). And that suggests a productive line of
inquiry, for while renewables are enjoying newly enfranchised enthusiasms,
it is combustion that has powered humanity’s world, and it’s humanity’s
capacity to manipulate fire that has made a fossil-fuel world possible.

So while not normally appreciated as a “fire” subject — that topic gets
reserved for public lands — it is. And because technology cannot be sepa-
rated from its creators, pyrotechnology can furnish the links to join nature’s
fires to humanity’s combustion habits. That perspective puts fire into the
nuclear core of technology history; and it puts people as fire creatures at the
pith of fire’s narrative. It’s a valence that merits further study. It leads, for
example, to such classics as Vaclav Smil’s Energy in World History (1994)
and John McNeill’s Something New Under the Sun (2000).

An interesting subset that further illustrates how fire is universally present
and universally invisible is military history. Again, because fire gets defined
by most sponsored research as “natural” flame on wildlands, incendiary
weapons and their consequences aren’t recognized. Yet national fire pre-
vention campaigns arose out of World War II, under the direction of the
Wartime Advertising Council; fire and sword have shaped landscapes as
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fully as fire and axe; and humanity’s use of fire for weaponry speaks to both
our identity and to fire’s history in our hands.

Consider, for illustrative purposes, two samplers. First, the Stockholm
International Peace Research Institute’s Ecological Consequences of the
Second Indochina War (1976), which (among other topics) shows the
unholy alliance between defoliants such as Agent Orange and military
attempts to kindle firestorms in the Mekong Delta. Secondly, Horatio
Bond’s edited book, Fire and the Air War (1946), which summarizes the
fire lessons from the strategic bombing campaign conducted by the Allies
in World War II. Here, fire, technology, and urban history converge with
lethal results. (An interesting obverse is occurring in Europe as former mil-
itary sites are being rededicated to nature protection, and sufter losses of
biodiversity precisely because they are no longer being slashed and burned
during maneuvers.)

Fire and Agriculture

The real forgotten fires are those in agriculture. As with technology, there
is no subset of agricultural history that self-identifies as fire-based. Instead —
no surprise here — fire appears in passing. Older geographies often include
it, as do anthropologists concerned with swidden (slash-and-burn). But
most agricultural histories obsess more about the patterns of field rotation
than with the fires that were integral to that strategy.

Yet most of the world’s fires exist within an agricultural matrix of farming
and herding (sub-Saharan Africa overwhelming dominates global statistics
on area burned). There are good reasons to consider agriculture outside of
floodplains as a biotic pyrotechnology, as an exercise in applied fire ecology.
For aspiring fire historians, fire is unavoidable; that agricultural historians
misread its significance speaks perhaps more to the inertia of academic edu-
cation than to its absence in the field.

As an example of what a fire perspective might contribute, take the
“problem” of fallowing. Most historians, following their historic agronomic
sources, condemn it or dismiss it. It is either pointless, superstitious, wasteful,
opaque, or all of the above. But a fire history would recognize immediately
that fallowing was the necessary prelude to burning. That is, the farmers did
not burn the fallow to remove it like waste, but grew it in order to burn it and
thus get the fertilizing and fumigating effects flame produces. In such
ways fire again proves a torch through labyrinths.

No American agricultural fire histories exist explicitly. Rather, fire appears
in settlement accounts, stories of frontier conflagrations, reports by touring
consultants, and in passing within agricultural histories like Steven Stoll’s
Larding the Lean Earth (2002). The most abundant references are located
outside the US. There are, for example, Axel Steensberg’s Fire Clearance
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Husbandry (1993); Frangois Sigaut’s L’Agriculture et le fen (1975); a special
issue on swidden published by Suomen Antropologi (Raumolin 1987);
H. H. Bartlett’s magisterial 3-volume Fire in Relation to Primitive Agriculture
and Grazing in the Tropics: Annotated Bibliography (1955-61); and the
varied passages devoted to fire in Europe in Stephen Pyne’s Vestal Fire
(1997¢).

The typical task is to take something like Terry Jordan and Matti Kaups’
The American Backwoods Frontier (1998) and add the flames it ignores.
This particular book manages to trace the colonizing impulse of Finns
throughout the Baltic and then across the American continent by focusing
on styles of fencing, log cabins, and long hunts, but not through the fire-
catalyzed practices that actually converted the new lands or periodically
renewed them. For that one must go into the Finnish literature — say, the
massive surveys by Arvo Soininen (1974) and Olli Heikinheimo (1915) —
and then insert them through interlinear transposition, as it were. In this
instance the omission seems doubly odd since Finland has long celebrated
its peculiar variants of swidden as an index of cultural distinctiveness.

Fire and Public Lands

When most people think fire history, they conjure up flames on wildlands,
which is to say, free-burning fires on public lands, complete with stirring
firefights, policy debates, and ecological controversies. In truth, this is a
special case in fire history, an outcome of industrialization and imperialism
that has left America, Australia, Canada, and Russia as the Big Four fire-
powers. If, however, you consider agriculture, then the major countries
shift to places like Brazil, and to continents like Africa.

In 1880 C. S. Sargent constructed a map of forest fires for a study of
American forests for the census. Compare that cartography with the USGS
map of large fires from 1980 to 2005 and you immediately see that
America’s fire history has inverted its fire geography. The 1880 scene is a
map of agricultural burning, quickened by industrialization; the US then
looks much like Brazil today. The 2005 map traces, with almost eerie fidel-
ity, the public domain. Through technological substitution, private lands
have removed open burning, while public lands have established a quasi-
permanent habitat for it.

Fire-burning fire has all but disappeared from quotidian life in America,
save as a disaster and as a TV spectacle staged on the public domain. Funding
for fire “research” is almost wholly directed toward scientific or technical
inquiries, done to assist management on such lands. Sponsors in the human-
ities think of fire as a topic for science, while scientific sponsors are reluctant
to address anything involving people, save, perhaps, a little, in token quan-
tities, for disciplines like economics and sociology that claim to be scientific
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or at least can mimic its appearance. The sources for fire history as academic
history are lean. The field doesn’t exist.

It gets some assistance from public history, that is, through agencies that
are interested in recording their institutional stories, particularly if their
mission involves fire management as the public-land agencies do. The major
surveys, Stephen Pyne’s Fire in America (1997b) and Hal Rothman’s
Blazing Heritage (2007) were conceived as administrative histories and
funded, respectively, by the US Forest Service and the National Park Service.
The first leverages what commenced as an administrative history of policy
into a panoramic narrative of wildland and rural fire up through the late
1970s. The second burrows more deeply into the NPS and its awkward
relationship with fire. This matters particularly because twice the agency has
led national reform, once when the cavalry assumed control of Yellowstone
in 1886 and established a paramilitary model of fire protection that still
persists, and again in the 1960s when it led the movement to reinstate wild
fire in wild lands.

Much fire material remains embedded within institutional histories of
public land management agencies or places under their administration.
Good examples are Harold Steen’s The US Forest Service (2004), Nancy
Langston’s Forest Dreams, Forest Nightmares (1995), Richard Sellars’
Preserving Nature in the National Parks (1997), and Robert Cermak’s Fire
in the Forest (2005), a chronicle of the US Forest Service in California.
Additionally, consider agency histories such as Duane Hampton’s How the
US Cavalry Saved Our National Parks (1971), which explains how the
federal government backed into its paramilitary model, and John Salmond’s
The Civilian Conservation Corps (1967), which summarizes the existence
of a temporary agency that made possible the adoption by the federal gov-
ernment of a somewhat enforceable suppression-only policy in 1935.

In fact, however, most fire protection falls under the purview of the states
(which is why fire is fought rather than “managed”). A state history par-
ticularly rich in fire references is Raymond Clar’s 2-volume study, California
Government and Forestry (1959, 1969). Most state agencies have in-house
records if not outright histories; some have published accounts in a kind of
gray literature that is enormously useful. And some critical private institu-
tions have either incidental histories (e.g., Tall Timbers Research Station)
or none at all (Nature Conservancy).

Over the past couple of decades a literature has emerged regarding fire
policy, most of it from practitioners and scientists arguing in favor of a more
progressive strategy. Examples include David Carle, Burning Questions
(2002); Stephen Arno and Stephen Allison-Bunnell, Flames in Our Forest
(2002); and Christopher Huggard and Arthur Gomez’s edited volume,
Forests Under Fire (2001). An attempt to transfer fire history into fire policy
is Stephen Pyne’s Tending Fire (2004). A deep-ecology polemic against the
policy is George Wuerthner’s The Wildfire Reader (2000).
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That implicit polemical character is what animates these studies; it is also
what limits their tractive power. They remain locked in the 1960s when
America’s great cultural revolution on fire bubbled over. They continue to
dress up the conflict in a Smokey Bear costume; they quote over and again
the patriarchs who voiced the need for fire pluralism; they frame the narra-
tive against what preceded the reformation of the 1960s when, for some
agencies, what has happened since then has enjoyed a longer lifetime. The
revolution no longer needs manifestos: it needs histories that will begin,
not end, with it.

Fire and Forestry

Forestry is a highly self-conscious profession. Whether or not outsiders
consider it such (or view it more as a guild) matters less than the fact that
its self-esteem has spun oft many histories, and since imperial forestry
defined itself very largely on its capacity to control fire, these professional
histories are also often fire histories.

Particularly promising are comparative studies, especially since the Big
Four firepowers have all shared analogous colonial experiences and had
granted to foresters the administration of acquired public (or crown) lands.
Such histories now exist for the major fire countries, and in the case of
France, for the countries under its colonial rule (Woolsey 1917; Kuhnholtz-
Lordat 1938). And beyond fire per se, there are impressive studies of impe-
rial forestry for India, Madagascar, North and West Africa, Canada, Australia,
and Cyprus, all of which contribute to a general fire history since they help
explain the principal institution that sought to govern fire on the land (e.g.,
Boudy 1948; Kull 2004; Thirgood 1987; Stebbing 1922).

India constitutes almost a subgenre in itself. This matters particularly because
British India was the inspiration for state-sponsored forestry in most of the
colonial world, and directly affected three of today’s firepowers (Australia,
Canada, and the US). The classic accounts are Edward Stebbings’ comprehen-
sive (iftedious) 3-volume The Forestsof Indin (1922 )and Berthold Ribbentrop’s
Forestry in British Indin (1989), which gives the practical views of an Inspector
General and something of the obsession presented by fire. (“More frequently
than of any other subject, I have mentioned that of fire-protection; but it is
one of the most important in forest administration in India, and I have no
hesitation in doing so once more”: vol. 1: 149.) For a good summary of what
colonial forestry meant, see Madhiv Gadgil and Ramachandra Guha, This
Fissured Land (1993). For a distillation of Indian fire history, see my essay,
“Nataraja: India’s Cycle of Fire,” in World Fire (1995).

Indians themselves have boosted the general topic in recent years, and
because of fire’s relevance to pastoralism, swidden cultivation, aboriginal
hunting and foraging, and forestry, fire seeps through their texts. Among
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that growing roster are Mahesh Rangarajan, Fencing the Forest (1999), Ajay
Rawat, Indian Forvestry: A Perspective (1993) and History of Forestry in
India (1991), and K. Sivaramakrishnan, Modern Forests (1999). More is
likely to come; and similar literatures are emerging from Africa and Dutch
colonialism.

Those studies range beyond the assigned scope of this essay; but anyone
serious about fire within environmental history will find them indispensa-
ble. Moreover, a library of country-based “reports” on the contemporary
fire scene has been gathered by the Global Fire Monitoring Center. While
they speak to immediate concerns — disastrous fire or fire seasons — they
often include historical introductions or point to sources that historians
could well find instructive. Helpfully, they are available online.

Fire and the History of Science

Moreover, it is part of forestry’s self-identity that it is a science-based branch
of engineering; foresters did with trees what mining engineers did with ore
and hydraulic engineers with water. This determined the character of fire
science, or more broadly, of fire research. Since most fire science is govern-
ment science, the vast proportion of which comes from agencies charged
with fire management, the history of fire science over the past century can
properly fall under their general rubric.

Of course, fire involves far more than firefights on the public domain,
but the history of fire as natural philosophy is spotty, divided by the scien-
tific revolution, for as John Donne expressed it:

The new philosophy casts all in doubt
The element of Fire is quite put out.

Once fire ceased to be an informing element, its history became subordi-
nated to that of more comprehensive fields. Some aftershocks persisted in
the form of phlogiston and caloric theories, the last echoes of alchemy ( phi-
losophus per ignem), but since the discovery of oxygen, fire has been snuffed
to the status of a mere reaction and no longer worthy of its own autono-
mous history.

This also proves true for the modern era of agency-sponsored science. One
excellent study exists, Ashley Schift’s Fire and Water (1962), an exposition
of how the Forest Service’s responsibility to manage compromised its ability
to do research. Other sources include administrative histories of research sta-
tions and experimental forests and ranges. Otherwise, the only attempt to
incorporate fire research within environmental history is lodged within sev-
eral of Pyne’s volumes: Fire in America (1997b), Burning Bush (1998),
Vestal Fire (1997¢), and Awful Splendour (2007). In all of them, fire research
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constitutes a distinctive subtheme, part of a larger aspiration to understand
how people (and agencies) have imagined fire and why they did so.

Fire and Fire Science

A vast literature exists of self-described “fire history” within the natural sci-
ences, based on fire-scarred trees, charcoal in soil and lakes, some ice cores,
age-stand mapping, and the like. The scope for estimating the contempo-
rary geography of fire has expanded enormously with the advent of remote-
sensing satellites. These data, coded into GIS and correlated with population
statistics, are overwhelming historical sensibilities simply because they are
abundant and visually graphic, and can attract funding.

As one might expect, such studies get published in scientific journals, but
also in conference proceedings (frequently as government documents).
Often the data, coded into GIS and correlated with raw population statis-
tics and burned area, mirror the kind of exercise scientists dismiss as anec-
dotal when historians draw them from archives. Naive, flawed, but
quantitative (even if consisting of anecdotal numbers) — such studies today
flood the “fire history” field. Climate change can generate funding for them
in the way carcinogens can for biomedicine. Amid such circumstances it can
be hard for a humanistic-based scholarship to find a handhold.

Still, the data are a source that can be absorbed within historical scholarship,
and it is valuable to know where they can be found. Increasingly, that means
websites. Perhaps the single most useful is NOAA’s International Multiproxy
Paleofire Database (at www.ncdc.noaa.gov/paleo/impd/paleofire.html).
It links to other, regional databases. Such sites serve as bibliographies, or
online libraries, for fire scientists. They can do likewise for historians inter-
ested in long-term records, many extending back far beyond the arrival of
humanity’s firestick.

Fire Caches: Sources and References

Is there something equivalent for environmental historians? The simple
answer is “No.” Like fire itself, sources are diffused throughout the general
literature; searching for them can be like trawling the open sea. Still, some
useful references and collections exist that can help anchor searches and
prevent pointless drifting.

David Newton’s Encyclopedia of Fire (2002) is valuable for defining terms
and concepts. Philip N. Omi’s Forest Fires (2005), part of ABC-CLIO’s
Contemporary World Issues series, introduces wildland fire, and directs
interested readers toward agencies, literature, and sources generally. Also
instructive for establishing a general appreciation for how and why fire
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exists in places are the (sadly dating) summary volumes assembled under
UNESCO auspices by the Scientific Committee on Problems of the
Environment on fire ecology for the northern boreal, Australia, and South
Africa, supplemented by more recent anthologies on northern Eurasia, glo-
bal biomass burning, among more local collections. A thorough biblio-
graphic summary lies outside the purview of this essay.

Instead, consider such sources as the E. V. Komarek Fire Bibliography
overseen by the Tall Timbers Research Station and accessible online
(Komarek 2009). This provides entry into the scientific literature and to
the Tall Timbers fire ecology conferences, begun in 1962, which are the
single most comprehensive collection available. While few contributions
are self-consciously “history” as historians understand the term, most
include historical material, and in themselves document changes in
understanding (and of course of science as an enterprise). Most of the
articles relate to the US, but there were special issues on Africa and
Europe, a number of articles on Australia, and of course lots of Canadian
references.

The literature on fire science has metastasized. Using the Komarek bibli-
ography, Peter Frost has traced the increase from the 1960s, when an aver-
age thirteen articles appeared per year, to the early 2000s, with over three
hundred per year. Science journals published by Blackwell, Elsevier, and
Springer featured two articles a year in the 1970s, and forty-one a year in
the early 2000s. The “fire” articles are interbreeding with many sciences,
far beyond their origins in government forestry. What had been a campfire
around which a small group could gather and exchange stories is now a
free-burning conflagration propagating across the countryside. The scien-
tific literature is becoming a more difficult place to begin.

For American historians, a few classic sources from the later nineteenth
century are unusually rich in fire references: Franklin Hough’s Report
Upon Forestry (1882), C. S. Sargent’s volume on “Forests” for the 1880
census, and, more tangentially, J. W. Powell’s Report on the Lands of the
Arid Region of the United States (1879), which includes a map of burned
area in Utah. Worth mentioning too is Alianor True’s edited anthology of
American fire texts, Wildfire: A Reader (2000). Although there is nothing
original in the choice of selections, it is useful to have many of them
gathered together.

The many publications of Carl Sauer, one of the giants of American
historical geography, are rich in fire references. Almost alone, Sauer kept
the flame burning, arguing consistently that humanity’s control over fire
was critical to its habitation of the Earth. See his collection of essays in
Land and Life (Sauer and Leighly 1974), and his 4-volume survey of the
New World as revealed by explorers, The Early Spanish Main (1992), and
North America in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (Sauer 1968,
1971, 1980).
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Cycle of Fire

Viewed as a hybrid — fire and something else — historical scholarship about
fire is surprisingly robust. Viewed in itself — fire as a subject in its own right
and as an organizing principle for narrative — the scholarship is sparse. There
is, however, one striking exception, and discussing it is awkward since I am
its author.

This is a library of fifteen books to date, seven of which are organized
into a panorama of global fire history called the Cycle of Fire. At present,
the cycle suite includes Fire in America (1997b); Awful Splendonr [ Canada ]
(2007); Burning Bush [Australia] (1998); Vestal Fire [Europe, including
Russia] (1997c¢); The Ice [Antarctica, the land without fire] (1999); and
two global surveys, one an anthology of essays, Worid Fire (1995), and one
a systematic though popular summary, Fire: A Brief History (2001a). At
least one more volume is planned that will introduce the fire histories of
Latin America, sub-Saharan Africa, and Asia, and perhaps a second volume
that will survey the fire history of Mexico. Flanking this set is a bevy of
other fire books that include a short revisitation of Australia (The Still-
Burning Bush, 20006), a college-level text (Introduction to Wildland Fire,
1984, in two editions), an exposition on policy options (1ending Fire,
2004), a retelling of the Big Blowup (Year of the Fires, 2001b), a successor
collection to World Firve (Smokechasing, 2003), a popular distillation
(America’s Fives, 1997a), and a memoir (Fire on the Rim, 1989).

Together they constitute a nearly unique corpus of scholarship. The only
comparable works are Johan Goudsblom’s Fire and Civilization (1992), a
sociologist’s inquiry that centers primarily on Europe, and Christian Kull’s
Isle of Fire (2004), a political-anthropological study of fire on Madagascar.
Few indeed are the books that grapple with fire as a theme in a way that
allows fire to claim a distinctive scholarship ofits own, that grant it standing
as an organizer of fundamentals. Given the contextual nature of fire as a
reaction, perhaps that fact should not surprise us.

Yet the Cycle suite, in particular, raises other awkward questions. As a
biologist might put it, it appears to be growing but not reproducing. In
part, this reflects a lack of students drawn to the subject in this way, which
is another expression of how insecurely fire history as a branch of the
humanities rests within the Academy; and in part, the sheer magnitude of
the Cycle makes the cost of entry high. The heft of the series now equals,
by volumes, Francis Parkman’s England and France in North America. The
more it expands, the more formidable the barrier for a newcomer. In some
respects, the Cycle is sui generis.

The other problem, however, is that it does not readily relate to existing
historiography. It does not fit into course syllabuses (at least in history). It
did not emerge out of contemporary concerns and theses argued by
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historians. It did not grow out of the literature. This was not a case of
recognizing in fire a topic that could contribute decisively to existing dis-
course. It grew, like fire itself, from its sustaining environment. I took the
raw materials available about why fire existed as it did and how this has
evolved over time and created a narrative. The text was not designed as a
thesis, or counter-thesis, or revision of a counter-thesis for this school or
that. Instead, it created a world as illuminated by fire, and used that world
to evoke and explain the significance of fire. Fire, particularly anthropo-
genic fire, became what literary theorists call an informing principle: it
organized and gave shape to the narrative. Fire took the place of primary
human actors. It was never anthropomorphized, but it was animated, and
it even assumed a moral dimension by forcing people to choose and by
illustrating the consequences.

Is this a style that can be taught? bred? emulated? Perhaps. But without
a secure institutional base, the likely outcome is that it will be more hon-
ored than imitated, and may ultimately resemble a gated community. It is
not my place to say. I can only say that fire, alone among the elements, and
perhaps alone amid the topics of environmental history, will enjoy a his-
torical synthesis that no other theme or topic will. If my assessment is cor-
rect that fire is a unique expression of our ecological agency, a particularly
revealing symbiosis between humanity and nature, then the Cycle may find
extra justification. It may even serve as a generic exemplar, as a way to dem-
onstrate the power of history applied to environmental topics, and the value
of constructing history from the ground up (literally) rather than from out
of the literature.

This seems to me a promise of environmental history generally, that it
can transcend somewhat the circularity of text-only scholarship by reading
from the Book of Nature. The particular expressions as coded in Cycle of
Fire may well prove too idiosyncratic and bonded to the personality of its
author to spark successors or even overt imitators. Still, its larger vision of
fire as an elemental narrative and an exemplar of environmental history may
survive. We’ll have to see.

After all, the Academy is full of improbabilities. It will accommodate
and often celebrate productive scholarship, even when it admires what it
does not understand. Moreover, the power of fire resides in its power to
propagate. There is ample room for thematic fire to spread far, far further
in historical scholarship than it has done. Biographies, intellectual histo-
ries, regional histories, comparative histories, ecological histories, agency
histories — all are kindling awaiting a spark. In De Igne Theophrastus
argued that it was the property of fire to fill voids. This is certainly proving
true in the contemporary Earth (think of the recently abandoned rural
landscapes of Portugal, now overflowing with feral fires), but whether the
observation holds equally in the landscapes of environmental history
remains to be seen.
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Pyromancy: The Future of Fire History

It’s hard to imagine fire as an organizing principle in contemporary scholar-
ship. It’s tricky even to conceive of a fire studies program emerging,
although that has been suggested (on the model of justice studies). If it did,
there would likely be scant room for the humanities, since they are unlikely
to contribute significant external funding. (In scholarship as in politics, a
good rule is, Follow the money.) Nor is it likely that we will see fire taught as
a subject within history programs. It might find a place in environmental
studies or sustainability programs, although it would probably not be
offered as history.

But while history may decide it doesn’t need fire, fire researchers most
assuredly need history. Historical scholarship would plug two gaping holes
in current conceptions. First, it would make the anthropogenic landscape
the originating field of study. Today — such is the power of wilderness and
a particular philosophy of physical science — the assumption is that any seri-
ous study must begin with the “natural” scene and build out. In practice
this means the research never gets to people, even though they dominate
the Earth’s fire realm. It just doesn’t happen. Human history spooks scien-
tists — all that cultural stuff] all that spongy talk about discourses and tropes,
they regard as religion and blather. Besides, dealing only with measurable
physical quantities — that’s science.

In truth it’s a misplaced reductionism. The evolutionary reality is that
humanity’s species monopoly completes the cycle of fire for the circle of life.
Ecologists would be lambasted if they began lopping oft categories of top-end
creatures because including them complicated equations. Yet that is exactly
what they do in that they deem fire history solely “natural” and exile humanity
from its realm. What results is a hypothetical world like the ideal frictionless
surface beloved by physicists. Rather, simply to do fire science properly they
need to incorporate humanity’s fire agency. Historians can show how.

Secondly, redirecting fire history, centered on human agency, is the great
missing link in the chain of combustion causality. The ruling environmental
crisis of today, climate change, is the outcome of humanity’s combustion
habits, yet because they refuse to organize fire history around humanity’s
species monopoly, theorists cannot link industrial combustion of fossil fuels
to the open burning of surface biomass. But it is precisely because people are
routing their firepower through machines rather than through flames that
the Earth suffers from too much of the wrong fire and too little of the right,
and too much combustion overall. The failure to get fire right is a subset of
that larger failure to understand the ecology of industrialization — which
after all might be defined as a change in anthropogenic fire practices.

This is a flaw so fundamental it casts a shadow over the entire enterprise.
But for historians to contribute usefully, they have to understand the
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ecologically elemental character of fire and its peculiar valence to humanity.
Instead, we seem too often content to exchange the candle for the light
bulb, and then fret over whether that bulb should be incandescent or
fluorescent.

Yet fire is there: that is its irrefutable reality. The heroic age of any field
emphasizes the extraordinary; the founding era of environmental history
has been no exception. For fire, this means the grand, the catastrophic, the
flame ennobled by wilderness or art. It has meant fire as epic. This may have
been, and may continue to be, necessary to make vivid what has been so
ordinary and pervasive that it seems invisible. It has made fire fill the Earth,
like the world-announcing and world-ending fires of the Stoics and Aztecs
and gods of Aesir. That is not, however, an act that can be routinely
repeated.

In time, fire will be seen for what it has typically meant for nature and
people, defined by its quotidian presence and the vernacular arts. It may
not require a special scholarship of its own. It will be in the hearth, the
stove, the furnace, the forge, the field, the pasture, the office, the engine,
the ship’s hold, the dynamo, the forest, and the mountains; it will be in
every part of scholarship, as it is in human life. The most defining of fire’s
attributes may be its capacity to catalyze; fire may be the ultimate interac-
tive technology, recalling the ancient dictum of Heracleitus that all things
are an exchange for fire, and fire for all things. Eventually, fire’s scholarship,
like fire, may be everywhere people are and so intimate with their presence
that it becomes unremarkable and so common in humanity’s dealings with
the rest of nature that it may again become unrecognizable.
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Chapter Five

WATER

Rebecca Solnit

The seashore is an edge, perhaps the only true edge in the world whose
borders are otherwise mostly political fictions, and it defies the usual idea of
borders by being unfixed, fluctuant, and infinitely permeable. The seashore
is the place that is no place, sometimes solid land or rather sand, sometimes
the shallow fringe of that huge body of water governed by the remote body
of the moon in a mystery something like love or desire. A body of water is
always traveling, and so the border between the land and sea is not a
Hadrian’s Wall or a zone of armed guards, it’s a border of endless embassies,
of sandpiper diplomacy and jellyfish exportation, a meeting or even a tryst-
ing ground. An open border but a dangerous one between the known and
the unknown, which only a few sibyls, amphibians, crustaceans, and marine
mammals traverse with impunity. The shore is also the site of the mutual
offerings of the dead, our drowned, their beached, another edge eftect, this
washing up of corpses, metaphors, myths. The mind is such a meeting
ground: its ideas are less often laboriously thought out than suddenly washed
up from unknown hatcheries and currents far beneath the surface, the dry
ideas of logic that drown in the sea, the dreams that like whales die crushed
by their own weight when they wash up on shore in the morning, and
amphibious poetry in between, for the seashore also suggests the border
between fact and imagination, waking and sleeping, self and other, suggests
perhaps the essential meeting of differences, essential as in primary, essential
as in necessary. Wandering the coastline with downcast eyes to find what
there is to be found, a material correlation to composing and thinking, is a
disreputable profession with its own word, beachcombing. Shopping at
one’s feet for stories, for the unknown, for the thing lost so long one can no
longer name it, for treasure that will transform, for that inhuman material
that sets free whatever is most human and immaterial. For adults, there is the
question of how to set the eyes — whether to beachcomb or more upliftedly
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regard the view of sea and land — but for children who have not yet learned
that rocks and shells will generally dwindle into rubbish away from the shore,
combing the beach is irresistible. Beachcombing, to comb the beach as
though it was the hair those mermaids are forever combing with one eye on
the sailors, for there is a litter of images, metaphors, inspirations that are
more portable and better looking removed from the beach than its physical
stuff. Generative graveyard, this coastline littered with shells from which the
dwellers have been evicted, sailor-strangling seafoam, and, says Rachel
Carson at the beginning of her book The Sea Around Us, Mother Sea. “The
sea floats her, ripples her, flows together with her daughter, in all our ways,”
writes Hélene Cixous. “Then unseparated they sweep along their changing
waters, without fear of their bodies, without bony stiffness, without a shell....
And sea for mother gives herself up to pleasure in her bath of writing.”
Fluidity, the biological body, Aphrodite of the unsanitary seafoam rather
than of marble, generated when Chronos, or Time, threw Uranus’s severed
genitals upon the open sea. The sea is a body in a thousand ways that don’t
add up, because adding is too stable a transaction for that flux, but the waves
come in in a roar and then ebb almost silent but for the faint suck of sand
and snap of bubbles, over and over, a heartbeat rhythm, the sea always this
body turned inside out and opened to the sky, the body always a sea folded
in on itself, a nautical chart folded into a paper cup. A person who nearly
drowns is more readily revived if her lungs are full of seawater than freshwa-
ter, for the sea just as salty as the body does not dilute the blood and burst
the cells. It was the sea in which all life evolved we were all told long ago,
and somewhere further along in biology blood became one kind of salty
ocean circulating nutrients, oxygen, flushing toxins and detritus along the
estuaries and channels of the body, and amniotic fluid another sea in which
each floated in darkness the first nine months of life until, as they say, the
waters broke. But where I come from the first people say that originally
Coyote or Raven or Creator drew solid land up as a fistful of mud from the
spreading waters, and the ones who live on the coast say that the dead go
west over the sea when they die, the place that every river on this Pacific
slope runs to. Another story from this terrain has the earth as Turtle Island,
a swimmer forever afloat in the sea, and all these stories assert that the liquid
is primary and solidity merely floats on it (and the night before I go to this
coast to think out this essay, I dream I am carrying a tortoise or turtle before
me in two hands, held out before me like an altarboy’s Bible, and the crea-
ture keeps leaking water, far more water than ought to be in its body, and
only upon waking do I realize that the room around which we proceeded
was my childhood bedroom). One thing leads to another: there are the sea-
shells children are told to hold to their ears to hear the sea, and only later are
they told that they are listening to the inward sea of their own body’s pulses
echoing in the seashell that was itself once a favorite metaphor for a delicate
car: these are pearls that were his eyes, but seashells that were her ears.
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Pearly eyed Alice cries an ocean and then swims in the sea that flowed from
her eyes to the strange world on the other side of her tears, and the American
artist Robert Gober’s Madonna comes flanked by two suitcases full of tide-
pool life that seem like allegorical wombs, for though it is obvious enough
that rivers are veins and arteries, the ocean is everything. Call it a sea of
amniotic fluid, the fluid in which life generated, but uterine hardly describes
this most open space under the sky unless to the most wide-open imagina-
tion. The seashore, everything always in motion, a place that seems the
essence of change, but the pelicans that skim the waves look like pterodac-
tyls and the trilobites scuttled blindly through the coming and going of the
dinosaurs without any more interest than they take in, say, photography
with its womblike darkrooms and amniotic developing washes, or in politics
or in poetry. The sea lapping like a cat at a saucer of milk or rather since it is
the liquid which acts, the sea like a vast saucer of milk lapping at a recum-
bent cat. The sea laps at the land, or the sea is in the lap of the land, the
ancient earth whose unseen depths cradle the seas and whose heights we
inhabit mostly at the altitude called sea level which global warming is due to
change and with it outdate all the coastal maps. This is not quite the allegory
meant in old movies when sex was implied by a cut to the waves whose
steady rhythm had more to do with hips than lips. “Yes, as everyone knows,”
remarks Moby Dick’s Ishmael when he’s still on shore waiting to ship out,
“water and meditation are wedded for-ever,” asking us to accept the play on
the liquidities of language in which the substance and the cerebral act can be
imagined as married like two members of the same species, a pairing like
love’s parentage of severed genitals and seafoam. “In all rivers and oceans,”
says Melville a little later, “is the image of the ungraspable phantom of life;
and this is the key to it all.” The linear narrative of following the coast, the
plot, the history, the sequence of pages versus the steady rhythm of the
tides, the waves, the desires. The book and the sea turn into each other at
the end, a stranding of black letters on the paperwhite shore, and the pages
of'a book at the windy seashore blow one over another like waves, a curl, a
comb of pages. The box of a book is a misleading shape, call it a pirate chest
made to be opened, call it the long thread of a story wound up on the spool
of a book’s solid shape, every page spread a valley landscape, though the
term gutter urbanizes the intimate central cleft between the pages. Open a
book and look at it endwise and it looks like a bird seen in flight far away,
spine for body and pages for wings, a fat black bible like a raven, slender art
books with thinner curves of pages to either side like albatrosses. This book
could be bound as a circle, the pages like spokes on a wheel, a turning inves-
tigation of the sea, a continuity that folds back on itself, a walk that went all
the way around an island to end at its beginning, or it could be imagined as
an aquarium, every page like the Madonna’s tidepool suitcases a sample so
fresh that some pages seem to splash, to have depth the hand could plunge
into to seize some of their treasure. Walk on the seashore: strands of seaweed
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lie hieroglyphically upon the strand and are sucked up by the sea and like
words turned back into fluid ink waver in the water before being cast up on
the sand in another equally unreadable version, roll of the dice, toss of the
yarrow sticks. Reading the sea, transparent at one’s feet, green as arching
wave and white as spray, its depths an opaque accumulation of transparen-
cies with blue borrowed from the sky. Building a museum case and filling it
with types of mussels is one way of knowing mussels, but on the shore a
mussel leads to a crab or a curious stone, which leads to another thing and
eventually leads back to mussels, which is another and perhaps a more far-
reaching way to know mussels. The sea that always seems like a metaphor,
but one that is always moving, cannot be fixed, like a heart that is like a
tongue that is like a mystery that is like a story that is like a border that is like
something altogether different and like everything at once. One thing leads
to another, and this is the treasure that always runs through your fingers and
never runs out.
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Chapter Six

RACE AND US
ENVIRONMENTAL HISTORY

Colin Fisher

Environmental historians routinely castigate their own field for its failure to
use race as a category of historical analysis.! But in so doing, these historians
overlook two important things. First, from the onset, US environmental
historians made one racial minority — Native Americans — central to their
narratives. Second, during the last fifteen years, the environmental justice
movement prompted many historians to write books, articles, and disserta-
tions that investigated that intersection of race and nature in new ways. The
upshot, then, is that race is hardly absent from the now-sizable literature in
environmental history. Indeed, from the beginning, race has often served as
a crucial hinge upon which environmental history narratives have swung.
Many Euro-American environmentalists of the 1960s and 1970s, espe-
cially those influenced by the counterculture, juxtaposed contemporary
American society (which they characterized as artificial, individualistic,
materialistic, and deeply alienated from the natural world) with pre-Columbian
Native American tribal societies (which they imagined lived harmoniously
in a wild Garden of Eden). Such anti-modern romanticism shaped environ-
mental history during its first decades. In “The Indian and the Frontier in
American History: A Need for Revision” (1973), Wilbur Jacobs, for
instance, argued that Indians had ecological answers for a late twentieth-
century American society that was out of balance with nature. The Indian’s
“religious and totemic beliefs and tribal customs prevented him from fol-
lowing a policy of soil exhaustion or animal extermination,” Jacobs wrote.
The Indian “solved the ecological dilemmas that all Americans now face”
(50). In American Indian Ecology (1983) J. Donald Hughes wrote that
Indians knew “the secret of how to live in harmony with Mother Earth.”
They adapted to the North American environment “without destroying,
without polluting, without using up the living resources of the natural world”
(1). In The Pathless Way (1984) Michael P. Cohen painted John Muir as
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a Zen Buddhist of sorts, but he also lamented that Muir had so little under-
standing of and respect for Native American cultures and that he did not
integrate the “figure of the Native Man into his ecological vision of the
American wilderness” (189).

Anti-modern romantic yearning for a primeval Indian wilderness (as well
as for Buddhism and East Asian thought) is also evident in the field’s first
classic, Roderick Nash’s Wilderness and the American Mind (1967). In this
intellectual history of Euro- and especially Anglo-American views of the
wilderness, history begins with the arrival of the Puritans and their prob-
lematic “civilization” (including their wilderness-hating religion). As wil-
derness and Indians (who like “so-called primitive people everywhere ...
grounded their religion in the concept of the community on earth of all
living things”) are destroyed, Americans come to yearn for the wildness and
savagery that they themselves conquered (Nash 1972: 366). But, for Nash,
it is clearly too late. Real wilderness and real wild men have been eclipsed
by modern technological society.

Even during the 1970s, the vision of a harmonious pre-Columbian
Indian wilderness outside of time imagined by some historians and many
environmentalists could not stand up to scrutiny. Static Indians living in a
primeval, unchanging wilderness made little ecological, ethnographic, or
historical sense. An early implicit critique was Alfred Crosby’s The Columbian
Exchange (1972), as well as its sequel, Ecological Imperialism (1986). In
these works, Crosby portrayed Indians as environmental actors who trans-
formed their environment, sometimes dramatically. He noted that although
pre-Columbian Indians domesticated few animals, they were some of the
most adept farmers on the planet, and the plants they domesticated would
later revolutionize the diet of Europe. He also made the controversial case
that Paleo-Indians hunted Pleistocene mega fauna, such as the mammoth,
to extinction. Indian overhunting in fact created the ecological niche that
would later be exploited by Europeans and the “grunting, lowing, neighing,
crowing, chirping, snarling, buzzing, self-replicating, and world-altering
avalanche” that accompanied them to the New World (1986: 194).

One problem with The Columbian Exchange and Ecological Imperialism
is that while Indians were certainly portrayed as environmental actors, they,
like the weedy European invaders, came across as just one more organism
struggling to exploit ecological niches. Crosby convincingly showed that
biology powerfully shaped contact, but in so doing he (as well as followers,
notably Jared Diamond [1997]) neglected to explore how economics, pol-
itics, religion, and social divisions mediated the ways both Indians and
Europeans encountered new environmental realities. In other words,
Crosby portrayed humans as animals, but not particularly special animals.

Like Crosby, Richard White (1980, 1983), William Cronon (1983),
Albert E. Cowdrey (1983), Carolyn Merchant (1989), Timothy Silver
(1990), and other environmental historians writing during the 1980s
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showed how pre-Columbian Indians transformed landscapes, and in so
doing they dispatched the myth that early Indians lived in perfect balance
with a primeval wilderness. But unlike Crosby, these historians wrote
regional, place-based (rather than continental or global) accounts of Indian /
European contact. As such, they could give far more nuanced accounts of
environmental change; they also took culture seriously. In these books,
changing views on the sentience of animals, the ownership of land, the
nature of weather, and the relationship between status and goods shaped
Indian environmental choices. At the same time, Europeans arrived not
only with their animals, their weeds, and especially their diseases, but also
with cultural baggage, in particular capitalism, an economic system that
suggested that land could be possessed, purchased, and sold and that capital
ought to be accumulated rather than distributed. Overall, these place-based
histories represented simultaneously a major step forward for environmen-
tal history and a substantial contribution to US Indian history, and they
inaugurated a rich, productive conversation between these two fields that
continues to this day.

While books such as William Cronon’s Changes in the Land: Indians,
Colonists, and the Ecology of New England (1983) and Richard White’s Land
Use, Environment, and Social Change: The Shaping of Island County,
Washington (1980) incorporated biology and culture into their histories in
novel ways and set new standards for the field of environmental history,
they also, in important ways, recapitulated the story of the fall — a fall from
a nobler (rather than noble) past into a debased capitalist-oriented present.
These before and after accounts left little doubt that European contact and
the arrival of capitalism represented decline, not just for Indians, but for
nature as well. At the end of many of these accounts, nature is degraded,
and Indians, formerly self-sufficient, are reduced to a state of dependency,
their cultural traditions eroded. As such, these histories from the 1980s,
good as they were, unintentionally sidelined stories about Indians and
nature that took place after the fall.

During the 1980s and 1990s, environmental politics again shaped the
ways in which environmental historians incorporated racial minorities into
their narratives. In 1982, black activists in Warren County, North Carolina
in effect launched the environmental justice movement when they attempted
to block truckloads of PCB-laced soil headed for a new landfill that the
state had built in their community. The fact that the Governor of North
Carolina chose a poor African-American community as the site to bury the
state’s toxins seemed to confirm something that many people of color had
long suspected: that there was a strong link between race and the location
of hazardous waste. The connection was confirmed in 1987 when the
United Church of Christ Commission for Racial Justice published “Toxic
Wastes and Race in the United States,” a study that found that neighbor-
hood racial composition was the best variable for predicting the location of
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hazardous waste facilities. Robert Bullard then buttressed this conclusion
with his landmark book, Dumping in Dixie (1990). These studies, as well
asthe 1991 National People of Color Environmental Summit in Washington,
DC, gave the environmental justice movement national prominence and
fueled criticism of mainstream environmentalism, which many saw as an
elite white movement that privileged wilderness protection over the health
of minorities, especially of those living in cities (McGurty 2007).

The environmental justice movement also brought with it a new histori-
cal narrative. During the 1970s and 1980s, as we have seen, wilderness
advocates and environmental historians often told a story of decline, from
a noble or nobler Indian past to a more degraded technology or market-
oriented Euro-American present. In contrast, environmental justice advo-
cates most often talked about progress rather than decline. While some
expressed nostalgia for pre-contact America, Africa, or Aztlin, most of the
new environmentalists associated the past with conquest, land loss, slavery,
and racial segregation. Instead of looking to a “wild” hunter-gatherer past
for an alternative to a degraded present, environmental justice activists
looked to the future when the marriage of social justice and environmental-
ism would begin to create a world that was simultaneously more just and
more sustainable. In other words, the new environmentalists yearned not
for origins, but a zelos.

Like environmentalism during the 1960s and 1970s, the environmental
justice movement of the 1980s and 1990s shaped environmental history.
Historians explored the racial politics of mainstream conservation, identi-
fied earlier moments of environmental inequality, and documented inci-
dents of minority environmental activism. In so doing, this new work
sometimes offered fresh interpretations of US Indian environmental his-
tory; it also belatedly incorporated African-, Latino-, and Asian-American
historical actors into environmental history.

But while the assumptions underlying environmental justice shaped
research agendas, historians did not follow the new movement in lockstep.
In fact, just as Cronon, White, and other environmental historians of the
1980s undermined the myth of the “ecological Indian” central to the wil-
derness movement, historians during the 1990s and early twenty-first cen-
tury sometimes came to conclusions that did not fit the environmental
justice paradigm. In particular, some historians concluded that environ-
mental inequality was based not just on race, but also on class; showed that
the correlation between race and class and environmental hazards was due
to more than discriminatory siting by corporations and /or the state; intro-
duced nature as an important and chaotic actor that not only reinforced but
also sometimes disrupted power relations; identified hopeful moments in
the past where social justice and nature advocacy coincided; and questioned
hopeful thinking about the inevitable confluence in the future of social parity
and environmental sustainability.
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Just like environmental justice advocates, prominent environmental
historians criticized traditional wilderness preservation (which they impli-
cated in the politics of class, gender, and race) and called for a more inclu-
sive environmentalism. For instance, Robert Gottlieb — author of Forcing
the Spring (1993), one of the first book-length responses to environmental
justice — characterized traditional environmentalism as a white, male, mid-
dle- and upper-class movement that had, after Earth Day in 1970, consoli-
dated power, hired lobbyists and experts, and pursued objectives from
within the Washington, DC power structure. Gottlieb also called for a new
environmentalism “that is democratic and inclusive, an environmentalism
of equity and social justice, an environmentalism of linked natural and
human environments, an environmentalism of transformation” (404).
Carolyn Merchant (1995, 2003a, 2003Db) also linked mainstream environ-
mentalism to the politics of race, class, and gender, and she called for the
development of a sustainable and equitable partnership of humans (includ-
ing women and minorities) and nature. Patricia Limerick noted that “the
history of conservation is thoroughly connected to a hierarchy of racial
inequity,” and concluded by guardedly hoping that the pursuit of social
justice and environmental quality would “combine” and make “the world
a brighter place” (2002: 353). Meanwhile, Richard White and William
Cronon linked the American wilderness fetish not only to alienation from
nature (in particular from nature close to home, especially in cities), but
also to class-based elitism, the cult of masculinity, and racial exclusion.
Both were hopeful. White argued that if we move beyond our fixation on
leisure in the wilderness, “we may ultimately find a way to break the bor-
ders that imprison nature as much as ourselves” (1995: 185). Cronon
urged his readers to turn away from the call of wilderness and focus on
nature closer to home. In so doing, we will “learn ways of imaging a better
world for us all: humans and non-humans, rich people and poor, women
and men, First Worlders and Third Worlders, white folks and people of
color” (1995: 85-06).

Environmental historians not only dethroned traditional environmentalism
and called for a new, more inclusive movement, they also looked into the
past, identified historical examples of environmental inequality, and chron-
icled the response of marginalized communities. Gottlieb, for instance,
described how the horrendous environmental conditions in early twentieth-
century American cities gave rise to an alternative environmentalism (com-
prised of settlement workers, industrial hygienists, and public health officials,
many of whom were women). He also described how women, workers,
and people of color (who, he argued, were “subjected to the most intense
environmental hazards”) continued to fight for safe environments at the
end of the twentieth century (1993: 38).

Another important response to the environmental justice movement was
Andrew Hurley’s Environmental Inequalities: Class, Race, and Industrial
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Pollution in Gary Indiana, 1945-1980 (1995). Hurley blamed the social
distribution of pollution not simply on free-standing racism, but more cen-
trally on industrial capitalism, which, in seeking to control nature, created
race, class, ethnic, and gender divisions. Hurley also complicated the thesis
that corporations and the state deliberately targeted minority communities
as sites for housing hazardous waste. He noted that just after World War II,
corporations exposed all of Gary’s residents to hazardous waste; in fact, due
to the idiosyncrasies of local housing segregation, African Americans found
their communities less exposed to pollution. At the same time, US Steel
relied on an unequal racial division of labor and exposed black workers to
greater levels of pollution on the factory floor. During the 1960s this situ-
ation slowly shifted. Due to the civil rights movement, the racial division of
labor began to break down and workers found themselves more equally
exposed to hazards. At the same time, pollution in black and poor white
neighborhoods increased relative to white middle-class areas. This was due
in part to white flight to the suburbs, racial segregation in housing, and the
use of smokestack scrubbers, which transformed air pollution into more
localized solid waste. “The age of ecology,” Hurley wrote, “corresponded
with the rise of environmental inequality” (172).

Hurley not only explored the social distribution of pollution, but also the
response of distinct working-class, middle-class, and African-American envi-
ronmental movements, which Mayor Richard Hatcher united in an uneasy
alliance during the early 1970s. Hatcher’s administration is the closest we
get to a utopian moment in Hurley’s account. There is no golden age, but
nor is there a happy ending. During the 1970s, a failing economy (which
US Steel used to its advantage in resisting environmental regulation) ush-
ered in conservative pro-business politicians at the local and federal level. As
a result of these new economic and political realities, “it became unlikely
that cities such as Gary would witness any reversal in the patterns of environ-
mental inequality, despite sporadic bursts of grassroots activism” (181).

Hurley followed up his book on Gary with work on the roots of environ-
mental inequality in St. Louis. He noted that the poor and racial minorities
shouldered a higher pollution burden, but he argued that correlation did
not necessarily mean discriminatory siting. In an article on the Wagner
Electric company, for instance, he observed that historically most of those
who occupied heavily polluted industrial areas of St. Louis had in fact been
white, and this had been the case in the neighborhood around Wagner
Electric. When whites left for better neighborhoods during the 1960s, real-
tors steered blacks into the area. And when Wagner Electric closed shop in
1981, the politically weak local African-American community inherited the
company’s toxic legacy. As with the situation in Gary, the ending to the
story is far from hopeful (Hurley 1997a, 1997b, 1997¢).

Similarly, in “Troubled Waters in Ecotopia” (1999), Ellen Stroud
explored why the most polluted section of Portland — the Columbia
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Slough — was home to African Americans and recent immigrants, as well as
some poor whites. Like Hurley, she found industry did not target commu-
nities of color. Pollution pre-dated the arrival of minorities, who moved
into the area in search of better and more atfordable housing. But the fact
that minorities had not been deliberately targeted did not mean that racism
played no role in the correlation of race and waste. Stroud attributed the
situation at the Columbia Slough to subtle forms of institutional racism in
housing, zoning, and environmental policy.

In the first of two case studies in Environmentalism and Economic Justice:
Two Chicano Struggles in the Southwest (1996), geographer Laura Pulido
explored how, during the late 1960s and early 1970s, the United Farm
Workers responded to the threat posed by pesticides. She argued that the
environmental organizations, committed to “quality-of-life issues,”
expressed little or no interest in Chicano workers’ exposure to these poi-
sons. It was left, then, to the UFW to fight this battle. In contrast to main-
stream environmental organizations, the union engaged in “subaltern
environmentalism,” which Pulido defined as the seamless merging of envi-
ronmental, labor, and racial identity politics. While Pulido’s book was path-
breaking in a number of ways, some complained that her definition of
subaltern environmentalism left little room for white working-class strug-
gles (Mitchell 1997).

In her book Packing Them In: An Archacology of Environmental Racism
in Chicago, 1865-1954 (2005), Sylvia Washington joined other historians
in arguing that racial segregation in housing was critical to understanding
environmental inequality. She also incorporated late nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century Euro-American immigrants into the story of environ-
mental racism by drawing on “whiteness studies” and arguing that these
newcomers were in fact not yet fully white. At least one reviewer, though,
worried that Washington’s approach, while novel, elided the importance of
class in shaping environmental inequality (Blum 2007).

While most of the environmental justice-inspired work addressed dispro-
portionate minority exposure to human-made toxins, some historians
explored unequal exposure to natural hazards. In “The Case for Letting
Malibu Burn,” Mike Davis (1998), for instance, juxtaposed the 1993
Malibu wildfires with a near-simultaneous fire in a Los Angeles tenement
notorious for unfixed code violations. Despite the exact same death toll,
resources flowed to affluent Malibu while the Mexican and Guatemalan
victims of the tenement fire were ignored. Andrew Hurley (1997¢) showed
the disproportionate effects of rats and floods on African-American com-
munities in St. Louis. In Acts of God: The Unnatural History of Natural
Disaster in America (2000), Ted Steinberg showed the federal role in spur-
ring development in hazard-prone locations and also identified race- and
class-based disparities in federal allocation of post-disaster compensation.
In Rising Tide (1997), John Barry told the story of how, after the 1927
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Mississippi Flood, Will Percy, an affluent scion of a Mississippi planter
family, essentially re-enslaved local blacks, forcing them to work on disease-
ridden levees without adequate supplies while whites were evacuated. The
flood response, according to Barry, made Americans more comfortable
with federal disaster assistance and catapulted Herbert Hoover (the man in
charge of the federal flood response) to the presidency. Meanwhile, blacks,
who had a very different view of the way Hoover handled the crisis, migrated
in even greater numbers to the Democratic Party.

The response to Hurricane Katrina will undoubtedly prompt more histo-
rians to study the intersection of race and natural disaster, which is currently
understudied. Hopetully, historians will not only continue investigating the
disproportionate ways in which these hazards impacted racialized commu-
nities, but also how these communities sometimes used these disasters as
opportunities to upset traditional American racial hierarchies. For instance,
as historian Joanna Dyl and others have shown, the 1906 San Francisco
carthquake and fire disproportionately affected the city’s Chinese popula-
tion, who were nearly permanently banished from the city during the
cleanup. At the same time, the Chinese creatively used the disaster (which
destroyed official birth and citizenship papers) to thwart the racist Chinese
Exclusion Act and bring “paper sons” over from China (Dyl 2006, 2008;
Ngai 2005: 204-0).

Another area that needs work by environmental historians is dispropor-
tionate exposure to disease. Environmental historians have long looked at
how the biological realities of disease shaped American history, from the
effect of “virgin soil epidemics” on Native Americans, to African-acquired
resistance to malaria and yellow fever (Crosby 1972, 1986; Curtin 1968;
Kiple 1988, 2002). At the same time, cultural historians have explored the
ways Anglo-Americans associated contagious disease with marginalized pop-
ulations and how public health became an important site of the social con-
struction of race (Kraut 1994; Shah 2001; Fett 2002; Molina 2006). Few
studies on health and race, though, successfully integrated biology and cul-
ture. One exception is Gregg Mitman’s excellent book Breathing Space: How
Allergies Shape Our Lives and Landscapes (2007 ). Not only did he show how
late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century doctors and others imagined
allergies as an upper-class white malady, he also linked high rates of asthma in
late twentieth-century black and Puerto Rican communities to an “ecology
of injustice that structures urban life,” an ecology characterized in particular
by pollution, lack of city services, poor health care, and slumlords (134).

Minorities and disproportionate exposure to hazards was the initial focus
of environmental justice activism, but many in the movement also ques-
tioned the inequitable distribution of resources, such as water, energy, and
land. Environmental historians have explored this side of the coin as well.
Mathew Klingle and Coll Thrush in their books Emerald City (2007) and
Native Seattle (2007) described how Indians and immigrants lost access to
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tidelands and other spaces in Seattle as a result of privatization and urban
development. “Changing Seattle’s physical terrain,” Klingle wrote, “rein-
forced inequality, concentrated it, and made it more visible. Re-engineering
topography had channeled the city’s castofts, quite literally, to the bottom”
(2007: 181). Matthew Morse Booker (2006) used San Francisco Bay to tell
a similar story. In Shaping the Shoreline (2008), Connie Chiang chronicles
racist efforts to banish Chinese squid fishermen from the Monterey, California
shoreline. David Torres-Rouft (2006) showed that the move from the
Spanish zanjas water and sewage system to modern pipes resulted in envi-
ronmental inequality for Mexican and Chinese residents of Los Angeles: not
only were these communities underserved by the new sewage system (result-
ing in a dangerous disease environment and fueling racist stereotypes of
minority communities as unclean), but they also lost access to public water.
In the antebellum South, slaves not only had limited access to nature’s
bounty, but little control over their own bodies. In his book “What Nature
Suffers to Groe” (1996) and in several insightful articles (2004, 2005a,
2005b), Mart Stewart noted that on the Georgia Coast and throughout the
South, growers used slaves to control nature and to grow rice and cotton,
in the process severely taxing black bodies and sometimes putting slaves in
harm’s way. Slaves, then, faced disproportionate exposure to natural haz-
ards, such as intense heat, insects, and floods, but at the same time, white
masters limited severely African-American access to the South’s abundant
natural resources. Despite the restrictions imposed by slavery, slaves did
make widespread use of the South’s forests, swamps, rivers, and coasts,
where they hunted, fished, farmed, and found a modicum of freedom from
the brutality of plantation labor. White planters sometimes responded to
even this modest use of natural resources by restricting slave movement and
enclosing many of the “commons” used by both blacks and poor whites.
Responding in part to the removal of local villagers attendant to the
application of the American wilderness ideal in contemporary Africa, Asia,
and Latin America (Guha 1989), a number of historians have chronicled
how American park building resulted in the displacement of racial and eth-
nic minorities from traditional hunting, fishing, and gathering areas as well
as from homelands. In The Hunter’s Game (1997), Louis Warren chroni-
cled how state and federal hunting laws championed by “elite” sportsmen
and wildlife advocates marginalized subsistence hunters, in particular Italian
immigrants and Native Americans. The transformation of local commons
into state-run parks not only resulted in unanticipated ecological change,
but also led to rural protest, poaching, and even, in one case, the killing of
a game warden. In a similar vein, Mark Spence (1999) and Robert Keller
and Michael Turek (1998) explored how government officials (often at the
behest of nature advocates) displaced Indians from national parks and how
Indians responded to these efforts by poaching, squatting, adapting to the
new tourist economy, and/or hiring lawyers. In the second case study
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explored in Environmentalism and Economic Justice (1996), Laura Pulido
chronicled the unsuccessful efforts of Granados del Valle (a Mexican-
American cooperative devoted to sheep raising and the artisanal manufac-
ture of woolen goods in northern New Mexico) to gain access to public
lands that had once been part of the Tierra Amarilla Land Grant established
under Mexican rule. In Crimes Against Nature (2001), Karl Jacoby showed
that displacement from homelands and the closing of local commons was
an issue not simply of race and ethnicity, but also of class. He showed the
ways in which state control of the Adirondacks, Yellowstone, and the Grand
Canyon disrupted traditional Indian and rural white land use. Drawing on
the literature of peasant rebellion, Jacoby interpreted poaching, timber
theft, trespassing, and other “crimes against nature” as resistance to the
imposition of an authoritarian system by distant elites.

Displacement from homelands and places of traditional subsistence labor
did not only occur in rural areas. In their social history of New York’s
Central Park, Roy Rosenzweig and Elizabeth Blackmar (1992: 64-73)
showed that to create a pastoral oasis in the center of New York, park com-
missioners obliterated Seneca Village, a mixed African-, Irish-, and German-
American working-class community that used the future park site to build
their home, grow food, and raise livestock.

During the last forty years, environmentalism has inspired environmental
history, and historians, in turn, have looked into the past and sometimes
critiqued the political movement that originally inspired their research. As
we have seen, some historians, inspired by the wilderness movement, came
to challenge the notion that Indians lived in a pre-Columbian Garden of
Eden and even came to undermine the entire notion of wilderness itself.
Similarly, historians, inspired by the environmental justice movement,
sometimes ended up complicating the useable past employed by some activ-
ists. It would be a serious mistake, though, to imagine that the role of the
environmental historian is to simply inform contemporary activists. The
relationship between politics and history remains dialogical, and the envi-
ronmental justice movement (and other variants of environmentalism, such
as political work on global climate change) continues to push the field in
new and fruitful ways, especially when it comes to the issue of race.

In 1991, Dana Alston, an environmental justice activist who worked on
African-American and “Third World” environmental issues, gave a speech
at the First National People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit in
which she noted that “the environment, for us, is where we live, where we
work, and where we play” (1992: 103). There are excellent works on how
the state and companies disproportionately exposed minority (as well as
working-class) homes and places of work to hazards. There is also a rich
literature on how minority communities have lost access to homelands as
well as local commons where they engaged in subsistence labor. While
much more work needs to be done on environmental inequalities at home
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and work, we also need to look at play, which I take in the broadest possible
sense. We need work on how, during their leisure time, African, Asian,
Latino, and Native Americans as well as European ethnics used the natural
world to play, pray, think, make meaning, and forge identity. Historians
have long chronicled European-American views of landscape in “nature’s
nation”; it is time to do the same for other Americans.

Some historians have made valuable steps in this direction. Eco-critics
and intellectual historians have begun the process of reconstructing a rich
tradition of African-American nature writing and environmental thought.
Kimberly K. Smith, in her book African American Environmental Thought:
Foundations (2007 ), and Mark Hersey, in his article “Hints and Suggestions
to Farmers: George Washington Carver and Rural Conservation in the
South” (2006), illuminated a rich black agrarian tradition in which slavery
and peonage are linked to environmental destruction; simultaneously, black
thinkers linked free labor, citizenship, and property ownership to good
stewardship of the land. Smith also noted how, as African Americans began
to migrate to cities, intellectuals, such as W. E. B. DuBois, romanticized
Southern blacks as a folk deeply connected to the land — this despite the
corrosive effects of American racism.?

But it is not only intellectuals of color who developed cultures of nature.
In “Disorientation and Reorientation: The American Landscape Discovered
from the West” (1992), Patricia Limerick noted that she at first thought
that migrants and ethnic Americans, unlike more privileged sojourners from
the east of the Mississippi, had little or no leisure time to develop aesthetic
responses to Far Western landscapes. She found, though, that despite the
imposition of racial restrictions, Asians and Asian Americans found moments
to imbue these landscapes with meaning and to play in nature. Even in the
World War II internment camps of the arid west, Japanese and Japanese-
American detainees found time and space for gardening and therapeutic
landscape design. Similarly, Dianne Glave (2006) has written on rank and
file African-American women, who gardened not just for subsistence, but
also to beautify their homes.

In “What Nature Suffers to Groe” (2003) and in his article “If John Muir
Had Been an Agrarian” (2005a), Mart Stewart showed that black slaves in
the South not only used swamps, forests, fields, and shoreline that lay
beyond the rigid rows of the plantation to sustain themselves, but also to
worship, to create cultural meaning, and to forge and re-enforce familial
and community bonds (2005a: 144-51; 2005b: 14-20). “For African
Americans who were slaves,” Stewart wrote, “the wilderness made quite a
different impression than it made on Thoreau.... In the wilderness they
found each other rather than themselves” (2004: 248).

Similarly, in Native Seattle (2007: 3-16, 162-83), Coll Thrush showed
how Seattle city fathers enclosed and transformed tidelands where Indians
clammed, fished, and lived and how local Indians fought government efforts
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to remove native inhabitants to the city’s hinterland. Not only were these
foreclosed landscapes places to live and to work, they were also good to
think with. Indians told what Thrush called “place stories,” which they used
to generate identity. For instance, Seattle Indians (local and not) forged a
pan-Indian identity by investing local Seattle landscapes with meaning.

Racial minorities not only used nature to overcome internal divisions,
but to bridge racial divides. In Richard White’s The Middle Ground: Indians,
Empirves, and Republics in the Great Lakes Region, 1650-1815 (1991),
Algonquian-speaking Indians, decimated by the effects of disease, famine,
and Iroquois warfare, made common cause with French fur trappers. The
middle ground here is simultaneously a place (the southern Great Lakes
region known as the pays d’en haut) and also a cultural space where Indians
and the French (and later, to a lesser degree, the British) forged a shared
symbolic, economic, linguistic, and diplomatic world where racial distinc-
tion between Indian and European made little sense. It was only after the
American Revolution that this “common world yielded to a frontier over
which people crossed only to shed blood” (456).

I think my own work also elucidates minority cultures of nature as well
as the use of landscape to create hybrid, interracial community. In “African
Americans, Outdoor Recreation, and the 1919 Chicago Race Riot” (2006),
I show not only how official Chicago restricted African-American access to
parks, but also how African Americans used landscapes available to them to
forge an urban African-American identity. The article is part of a book
(Fisher 2009) that explores also how European immigrants used Chicago
nature to imagine Irish, German, Polish, Czech, and Italian national identi-
ties, as well as American ethnic identities. At the same time, I show how
anarchists, socialists, and union leaders used natural landscapes in and
around the city to bridge racial, national, and ethnic divisions and forge a
working-class identity.

Dana Alston’s speech at the First National People of Color Environmental
Leadership Summit hit upon another theme instructive for historians. She
made it clear that environmental justice ought to be seen in international
terms. Her call and the environmental movement’s focus on the global threat
of climate change suggest that in some ways the contemporary environmental
movement is more cosmopolitan than the field of US environmental history.
As historian J. R. McNeill notes, US environmental history “looks rather like
some American TV weather maps, where everything, including advancing
thunderstorms and high pressure cells, stops at the border” (2003: 18).

There is some important work that follows those thunderstorms across
US borders. In particular, Richard P. Tucker’s Insatiable Appetite (2000)
looked at the effects of twentieth-century American consumer capitalism
on tropical ecosystems. He argued that while American corporate leaders
and their agents prided themselves on uplifting the uncivilized and cultivating
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the tropical wilderness of Africa, Asia, and Latin America, they in reality
often displaced local people and replaced complicated ecosystems with
unsustainable monocultural agriculture. In “‘Green Havoc’: Panama
Disease, Environmental Change, and Labor Process in the Central American
Banana Industry” (2001), Steve Marquardt used Panama Disease as a lens
on the United Fruit Company’s efforts to simultaneously control tropical
nature and Central American labor. Paul Sutter and Gregg Mitman are
working on books that address the intersection of American colonialism,
disease, and race in, respectively, the Panama Canal Zone and Liberia (see
also chapter 32, this volume). The editors of the anthology Echoes from the
Poisoned Well: Global Memories of Environmental Injustice (Washington et al.
20006) assembled histories of American environmental inequality alongside
cases from Australia, Martinique, Taipei, Thailand, Niger, South Africa,
Finland, and elsewhere. There is much, much more to be done.

Until recently, environmental and social history, both “new” fields born
of the tumult of the 1960s and 1970s, remained two separate planets. But
since the inception of the field, US environmental historians have incorpo-
rated race into their analyses. Although some in the field romanticized pre-
Columbian Indians, more careful environmental historians ultimately
transformed our understanding of pre-contact and colonial Indian history.
That said, until relatively recently the field made no contribution to African-,
Asian-, Latino-American, and European immigrant history, as well as the
history of America’s colonial, economic, and military adventures abroad.

Today, there are excellent histories born of cross-fertilization between
American ethnic and environmental history, and the insights generated by
these works will inspire more to come. Some ethnic, labor, and social histori-
ans now recognize that nature is a powerful lens through which to view race,
ethnicity, and labor, not to mention gender, nation, and sexuality. Partially
in response to the environmental justice movement and activism on global
climate change, environmental historians are also beginning to explore the
intersection of race and ecology in America’s colonial, economic, and military
adventures abroad. Increasing numbers of environmental historians recog-
nize that attention to subaltern populations produces richer, more nuanced
histories of the human encounter with nature. All evidence suggests that this
cross-fertilization will continue into the future, inspiring even more work that
illuminates the relationship among nature, power, and social division.

NOTES

1 The author thanks Mart Stewart, Sarah Elkind, Robert Johnson and Doug
Sackman for reading and commenting on earlier versions of this chapter.

2 African-American eco-criticism is beyond the scope of this essay. See Myers
(2005) and Wallace and Armbruster (2001).
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Chapter Seven

(GENDER

Susan R. Schrepfer and Douglas Cazaux Sackman'

The Work of Gender is Never Done

The intersection between gender and environmental history has not been
particularly busy. Sometimes it seems more like Robert Johnson’s lonely
crossroads than the corner of Main and Broadway.? Vera Norwood is one
of the scholars who has traveled to that crossroads and left a lasting mark
with Made From This Earth: American Women and Nature (1993). In that
book, Norwood wanted to find out the extent to which “gender roles have
influenced what women have valued in nature.” She also wondered, how
have American women “found meaning in, and ascribed meaning onto, the
biophysical landscape? Do they speak of nature as mother, sister, friend,
lover? It so, what do such metaphors imply?” (xii). Her answers, built out
of deep research into the experiences of nature of a variety of women over
the full chronological range of American history, were conveyed eloquently
and persuasively. Though Annette Kolodny (1975, 1984) and, especially,
Carolyn Merchant (1990a, 1989) had earlier made important contribu-
tions combining women’s and environmental history, Norwood put down
another milestone with Made From This Earth.

But in an essay contributing to a forum in the Pacific Historical Review
on the state of environmental history in 2001, Norwood could still observe
accurately that “Environmental history is just beginning to integrate gen-
der analyses into mainstream work” (2001: 84; see also Scharff 2003b). In
his contribution to the same forum, Richard White acknowledged the
importance of gender to environmental history, but issued a caution: “The
danger is not that gendering will be ignored in environmental history but
that it will become too predictable — an endless rediscovery that humans
have made nature female. Gender has more work to do than that” (2001:
109). Metaphors used to describe nature as mother (or virgin or whore)
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certainly reflect and reinforce social divisions between men and women,
expressing and reinforcing relations of dominance; gendered metaphors
certainly do work, as White implicitly concedes. But there are other ways
and areas in which gender works to mediate and inform relations between
people and the rest of the natural world. Though on the historiographic
level we can say that work on gender and American environmental history
has hardly begun, the work of gender in history is never done. It works
endlessly in all sorts of domains — not only in gardens, fields, the wilderness,
and in the environmental movement itself, but also in cities and their streets,
in homes and factories, in scientific dioramas and supermarkets, and on the
very bodies of women, men, girls, and boys (and those who cross these
“natural” categories of identity).

In this essay, we will point to some of the ways that gender has done work
in mediating relations between people and nature and, in turn, how those
relations have contributed to the construction of gendered identities. We
first outline how historians have pondered the human/nature and the
male /female nexuses when gender was little more than a grammatical term
and the words “ecology” and “environmentalism” were yet to appear. We
will also outline the changing relations among men, women, and nature
into the age of ecology and feminism. We discuss how gender has worked
in some environmental histories, and consider what work theories of gender
have done for environmental history and what work they might do next for
a field that is less than two generations old.

Nature’s Nation and the Natures Claimed by Men and Women,
from the Colonial Period into the Progressive Era

Scholars of American ideas and culture have long noted the way the envi-
ronment has been keyed to American identity. Perry Miller called the coun-
try “Nature’s Nation” (1967) and John Opie later used the term as the title
for his survey of the environmental history of the United States (1998).
Certainly, there has been a lot of nature in the formation and expansion of
the United States over its almost two and a half centuries of existence. It
laid claim to much of North America — the regions of generally temperate
climates, rich biological “edges,” the more fertile of the world’s soil types,
and the tallest of trees. The United States established what may have been
the world’s first national parks and what were certainly the strangest of
landscapes: the wilderness. Frederick Jackson Turner (1961) famously
argued that the encounter with this so-called wilderness made American
men. (Since women, except for a mention of Kit Carson’s mother, are sig-
nificantly absent from Turner’s essay, we don’t know if he thought wilder-
ness also shaped American women.) If a nation is an imagined community
(Anderson 1983), then the United States has often imagined its community
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as growing out of the wilderness. In this view, American men and women are
the offspring of nature.

While such a vision implies a sense of submission to nature and an
acknowledgment of its protean, life-giving force, the faith that America was
Nature’s Nation has actually reflected and abetted a righteous sense of
ownership that has often led to violence against other people, and other
animals, that might lay claim to the same land. Nature’s Nation is a close
cousin to Manifest Destiny. Both terms sublimate the facts of conquest and
cast national expansion as the unfolding of a script written by a deity or
nature rather than resulting from political acts of domination. US national
expansion has roots in the colonial contacts and conquests of the three
centuries prior to 1776. Of course, Europeans often feminized the conti-
nent, and turned such imaginings into licenses for domination. Land grabs
and sexual violence went hand in hand (Castaneda 1993; Trexler 1999). In
addition, sexual liaisons between Native women and Euro-American trap-
pers and traders were the intimate cross-cultural connections between men
and women that in turn linked Native American societies and their land-
scapes to the burgeoning Atlantic and world economies (Calloway 1997;
Van Kirk 1983). In some cases, though, scholars have argued that Native
women sought sexual relations with Europeans in order to increase their
power (Gutiérrez 1991). On several frontiers, Native women sought mar-
riage with European newcomers for a variety of economic, cultural, per-
sonal, and political reasons — as when Pocahontas married John Rolfe in
part to further the interests of the Powhatan confederacy (Townsend 2004;
Richter 2001).

European migrants wondered if American environments would pro-
foundly alter their very bodies, and if their identities themselves — including
their gender — would become unstable under the influence of New World
climates (Perreault 2007). As Joyce Chaplin explains about the English, it
was thought that New World “heat would enervate settlers and could
threaten gender and reproduction” (2003: 133). Noting that contemporary
scholars have privileged a constructivist notion of gender, Chaplin insists
that we reckon with the English beliefs in “natural differences between the
sexes” (119). Seeing men as warriors and conquerors, and women as “breed-
ers of new colonists and nurturers of English constitutions in their chil-
dren,” the colonial project was pursued in deeply gendered terms and
modes. English colonists “used nature to authorize unequal social roles in
the colonies, an authorization in which gender was a subordinate part of
larger interpretations of the creation” (119). Colonists constantly wondered
about how nature would affect their bodies, and puzzled over the differ-
ences they saw in Indian men and women (including their apparent physical
strength as well as susceptibility to disease). Rather than seeing them as
“natural,” they viewed both Indian men who trained to be warriors and
women who worked hard in the field as creating “artificial bodies” at variance
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with their own (243-79; see also Kupperman 2000: 41-76). Powerful ideas
about gender, the body, and nature mediated colonial encounters and rela-
tions on the Anglo-Native frontier, and clearly warrant more attention by
environmental historians interested in gender. English colonists pursued
changes in the land not only to make a livelihood as incipient capitalists, but
to create a more “‘English’ space” that would stabilize their gender and
identity rather than open them to what they saw as the potentially gender-
bending force of a foreign environment (Perreault 2003: 24).

Native Americans also worried about the impact of the newcomers on
their identities and bodies. Following the Delaware prophet Neolin, Indians
in the Northeast gave up the mixed-gender dancing Europeans had intro-
duced and ingested a “black drink” that induced vomiting — purging them
of European contamination. Conquistador Hernan de Soto had his priests
baptize Native women before his men raped them (Richter 2001: 180, 22).
In the Southwest in 1680, the Pueblo leader Popé instructed Indians to
wade into streams and scrub themselves with yucca plants to de-baptize
themselves, and reject Christian-sanctioned marriage practices and go back
to their old ways of forming bonds between the sexes (Knaut 1997: 174).
In Texas, as Juliana Barr (2007) shows, the Caddos’ native categories of
gender defined the political structuring of Indian-Spanish relations. Indian
concepts prevailed with gender categories cutting across European percep-
tions of racial differences. Ideas about bodies and gender mediated and
often expressed the political, cultural, and even environmental relations of
power between Europeans and Indians.

Discovering American nature and making sexual conquests continued to
be linked activities for colonial men. Paige Raibmon (2003) examined
Southern planter William Byrd II. His journal from the early 1700s detail-
ing his survey of the boundary between colonial Virginia and North Carolina
appeared in print in 1841, as attitudes toward wild adventures grew more
popular. This semi-official account of cataloging the resources of the eastern
slopes of the Alleghenies was widely read and well respected, quickly becom-
ing a classic wilderness narrative and natural history essay. Byrd had also kept
a diary, which he shared with friends at night around the fire, detailing how
in the course of the survey he had forced himself sexually on local women —
including at least one man’s wife, a “Dark Angel,” and a lame “tallow-face
wrench” (21). Before and after the diary came to public attention, the
chronicle portrayed what was in fact a sexual romp as an iconic tale of dis-
covering Eden. Together, the two accounts describe the relationship between
“ecological imperialism and sexual subordination” (Scharft 2003b: 17).
Raibmon argued that Byrd’s “natural history” was in fact one that “natural-
ized the power structures of colonial domination” to justify “their New
World domination of land and people” (21; see also Brown 1996).

If the exploration and conquest of lands and peoples in the Americas
were intertwined with both ideas of nature and intimate, often violent
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gender relations, the colonial societies established on the northern and
southern Eastern seaboard, the lower Mississippi, along the St. Lawrence
and Great Lakes, and in the Southwest were also places where gender and
environmental relations were tightly woven together and explain much
about colonial development. For slave societies, Mart Stewart (1996) pro-
vides valuable insights into how Africans’ contact with the nature of the
New World under slavery both structured their domination and also pro-
vided grounds for resistance. In Laboring Women (2004 ), Jennifer Morgan
pays particular attention to women who were enslaved, their experience as
agricultural laborers, and how their “reproductive identities ... significantly
influenced both the violence done to [them] in the Americas and their
ability to survive it” (11; see also Unger 2006). For the Southwest and
borderlands, Cynthia Radding’s (1997) “social ecology” approach shows
how social relations — including those of class, race, and gender — and eco-
logical relations were reciprocally intertwined.

While most of the colonial frontiers await a fully developed gendered
analysis of their environmental history, Carolyn Merchant has contributed
a far-reaching examination of the role of gender as a set of ideas and struc-
turing force in shaping environmental relations in New England, from the
colonial period into the market revolution of the early nineteenth century.
Merchant examines both perceptions of nature and women and the role of
reproduction — both physical and cultural — in driving ecological and social
change in the region. Initially conceiving of nature as an “animate mother,”
Merchant points out that colonial farmers in the eighteenth century per-
formed rituals to encourage nature to be generous in her gifts. Almanacs
instructed farmers to work with the cycles of the moon and taught them to
view Nature as a “human writ large with whom the farmer had an intimate,
personal relationship” (1989: 159). According to Merchant, the colonial
family’s contact with nature was relational and mythical; nature left its
imprint on the family, even as the New England farm family displaced
Indians and modified nature to support its own needs for production and
reproduction (social and biological) in the New World.

Patriarchal family relations and a sexual division of labor defined this way
of life. Fathers held title to land and exercised authority over this household
mode of production’s labor force — that is, his wife and six to eight children.
The very space of the homestead was divided up into gendered zones of
responsibility. Male “space radiated outward from the barn ... [w]omen’s
domain radiated outward from the farmhouse kitchen” (167). Fathers were
responsible for clearing fields, managing crops, and attending to livestock,
as well as hunting and fishing. Girls helped with their mother’s mountain of
work. As Charles Sellers points out, “While constantly pregnant or nursing
infants for fifteen or twenty years, wives were responsible for the domestic
interior, cooking, extensive food preparation, gardens, poultry, dairy animals,
and the endless textile processes of carding, spinning, weaving, fulling,
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dying, quilting, sewing, and mending” (1994: 9-10). Labor itself — the
work of bringing forth those astonishing numbers of babies — was an all-
female affair. Midwives aided in these births, and many also served as the
doctors of the countryside. To maintain a family’s health, midwives (and
wives) looked to nature, which “offered solutions to its own problems.
Remedies for illness could be found in the earth, the animal world, and in
the human body itself” (Ulrich 1990: 53).

But this homesteading life was anything but sustainable. Its lack of sus-
tainability had everything to do with how the family functioned on the
farm. Merchant identifies a contradiction between the requirements for
production and those of reproduction on the family farm. Because family
labor was so crucial, family sizes were large, but children would need land
of their own when they matured. This family’s driving desire was not infi-
nite accumulation; rather, it was to set up the next generation’s males as
independent freeholders and patriarchs and females as good wives and
mothers. The desire to reproduce the family farm required ever more land
and led to the adoption of commercial practices and, ultimately, a capitalist
ethos. Farmers increasingly turned to intensive methods of farm manage-
ment and sought out sources of cash that could be used to purchase new
lands. The ensuing world mechanized nature and split production along
gender lines. Women became ensconced in a separate sphere of reproduc-
tion: they would be mothers and nurturers. According to Merchant, while
New England was deforested, its soils eroded and watercourses altered to
feed early textile mill factories, the relatively elevated place women previ-
ously enjoyed due to their reproductive importance in an organic society
was also altered and eroded in the emergent market society. Young women
forced into the industrial economies as factory workers at Lowell often
expressed a longing for the close contact with nature they seemed to have
left behind (Montrie 2008: 13-34).

While the market and industrial revolutions deeply transformed and often
denuded American landscapes (“emasculated” them, as Henry David
Thoreau put it [Cronon 1983: 4]), many Americans became committed to
the need for economic progress and the heavy use of material resources.
But the speed of the changes technologies brought to North America
prompted attention, on both sides of the Atlantic, to the past and the future
of the natural order. In 1865 the American diplomat and naturalist George
Perkins Marsh published his lengthy treatise Man and Nature: The Earth as
Modified by Human Action (1865); he had initially wanted to title it Man,
the Disturber of Nature’s Harmonies. He drew evidence from across centu-
ries and continents of man’s destruction of forests and the resulting soil
erosion, looking at Italy during the Roman Empire and then at his home in
New England. Marsh’s thesis was chilling to those who were concerned
about the economic future of forests and fields, as well as to those who
loved, as Marsh did, familiar forested landscapes.
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Waves of romantic idealizations were already sweeping western Europe
and North America. Poets, philosophers, painters, and novelists found and
encouraged others to locate aesthetic pleasures and spiritual catharsis not in
churches but in nature. Although few contemporaries read his work, the
transcendentalist Henry David Thoreau, whose Walden appeared in 1854,
typifies the search for purpose in life through the experience of the cycles of
nature rather than through organized religion or commerce; he also con-
founded the separated gendered roles of domestic and productive spheres by
assuming both male and female roles. Five years after the publication of
Walden, British naturalist Charles Darwin challenged, if only hesitantly, bib-
lical and religious explanations of human history. His On the Origins of Species
hypothesized the causal role of natural selection in the evolution of animals,
locating explanations of what he blatantly called the “descent of man” within
the material rather than the spiritual realm and the search for truth in scien-
tific observation rather than religious authority. By the first years of the twen-
tieth century, theories of speciation and evolution developed into ecology,
a science that reflected what Marsh called “nature’s harmonies.”

Marsh introduced a discordant note to the nineteenth-century march of
progress. But he shared the dominant culture’s habit of gendering nature
as female and culture as male; after all, his book is about the conflict between
prodigal “man” and bounteous “nature,” which he referred to as “our
great mother” (1865: 8). That link has been both explicit and enduring:
“Women and nature have an age-old association — an affiliation that has
persisted throughout culture, language, and history” (Merchant 1990a:
xix). This affiliation had once empowered women, Merchant argued, but
the scientific revolution had changed the meaning of the natural world
within Western culture. After 1700, the dominant metaphor for the cosmos
was no longer the feminine and organic but rather the man-made, mechan-
ical, and the scientific.

Nature had died by 1700, Merchant concluded, and with its death
women had assumed a new, still “natural,” but more degraded status. Her
argument echoed writer and historian Henry Adams, who described
American society in 1900 as now captivated and energized by the “dynamo”
(electrical motors) rather than the Virgin of an earlier period. In America’s
mechanical age, the age-old power of the Virgin or Diana of the Ephesians
(“She was Goddess because of her force; she was the animated dynamo; she
was reproduction — the greatest and most mysterious of all energies; all she
needed was to be fecund”) seemed to be forgotten or downgraded (Adams
1918: 384). “The Woman had once been supreme” (384) Adams noted,
but now next to the dynamo, the Virgin as well as “the planet itself seemed
less impressive” (380). Everyone seemed to be taken by the machine, which
was gendered as male. According to Merchant, the affinity of the feminine
and the natural needed to be reinvoked (Merchant 1990a: 1, 288). However
compromised, the identification between a devalued nature and women
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intensified over the course of the nineteenth century — in ways that at once
restricted and, later, enabled the agency of women.

In 1848, an influential minority of British and American women and men
had questioned the place of women in society, declaring at Seneca Falls,
New York, that women have political and legal rights equal to those of men.
It is more fitting than ironic that they met at a community formed where
river power had been turned into mill power — industrial power. Connected
as well to the man-made Erie Canal, Seneca Falls was where women and
men sought to reclaim rights for women in a liberal, industrialized society.
The women met to redefine a sense of belonging to both community (and
to some extent nature) that had been severed in part through the industri-
alization furthered through such water-driven mills (Montrie 2008); at the
same time, they traveled the canal to appreciate nature as a sublime and
spiritual landscape threatened by rampant commercialism (Sheriff 1997).
Still, most English-speaking Americans did not support equal rights or
restraints on development, just as most conflated Christianity with the march
of Western civilization across presumably “savage” peoples and places. The
passivity and malleability of the natural and the feminine realms were natu-
ralized. Unexpectedly, however, women brought a new constituency into
debates concerning the natural world. In addition, support for the protec-
tion of nature increased as both sexes strove to fulfill increasingly refined
expectations of identity. Each gender claimed part of nature for themselves,
in ways that led them to contest industrial claims to the same landscapes.

Assumptions of the fundamental difference between the sexes with the latter
the more “natural” encapsulated Victorian culture. According to what histo-
rian Barbara Welter has labeled “the cult of true womanhood,” ladies’ maga-
zines and other forms of popular literature described the ideal women as passive,
pure, domestic, and pious. Her proper sphere was the home, where she was to
devote herself to reproductivity and nurturance (1966: 151). Such men as the
evolutionary naturalist who fought to save California’s Yosemite Valley, Joseph
LeConte, asserted that modern Western civilization rested upon the tensions
generated by the differences between men and women — the masculine and the
feminine (Schrepfer 2005: 49). Men preserved for themselves the avenues of
upward mobility in the emerging capitalist world; they would work in the busi-
ness world, and become the primary “breadwinners” of the family. While their
menfolk advanced their family’s interest in the grubby world of commerce,
women were charged with raising children, attending to higher ideals, and
making the home a “haven in a heartless world.”

Though the separate spheres ideology and the cult of true womanhood
were primarily artifacts of the middle class, society’s dominant imagery
increasingly disconnected women from productive work and etherealized
womanhood. The “true woman” became light and purity. She was to stand
above and apart from the grubby world of commerce and productive work
in the soil. Yet, it was considered proper for a woman to have contact with
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nature in a carefully cultivated garden (and in the kitchen). In the garden,
according to contemporary authorities, she could express her feminine vir-
tues and see society’s ideas about gender roles confirmed in the character of
plant and animal kingdom (Norwood 1993: 30). Women were encouraged
to use nature as a model and a resource with which to nurture children,
balm the market-wounds of their husbands, and build family harmony.
Meanwhile, men in the workplace were expected to continue the drive to
expand commerce, industrialize, and conquer nature.

These differences were reflected in the way men and women responded
to nature along the overland trail. Scholars note that the journals of those
who rolled or walked west betrayed the imprint of Victorian codes of
deportment. Despite parallel lives, the ways in which women “saw” the
western landscapes and the language they used to describe the vast new
places they encountered diverged from those of men. One may be tempted
to dismiss the differences as merely metaphoric, but in fact pioneers acted
upon their dreams. Annette Kolodny’s (1975, 1984 ) books contrasting the
“fantasies” of men and women, illustrate that the former imagined a poten-
tially difficult future of wrenching productivity from a recalcitrant land,
even employing savage languages of aggressive sexuality, while the latter
visualized future communities and gardens and the processes of blending
into their new landscapes of home.

Women and men who were not heading west into landscapes of produc-
tivity or promise but instead into the department stores of the “land of
desire” (Leach 1993) also enacted relationships with nature. Thorstein
Veblen described the impact of the industrial revolutions of the late nine-
teenth century, denouncing what he called the “conspicuous leisure” and
“conspicuous consumption” of the age. While critiquing men and women
alike, he targeted upper- and middle-class women who demonstrated by
their deportment and in their corseted and hobbled bodies their role as
consumers. In their new world of emporiums and parlors, ladies played
their role in the consumer revolution. They were adorned, juxtaposing the
beauty and coloration of feathers against their faces and hair, thereby pro-
moting the deaths of millions of birds netted by market hunters. A lady’s
presumed affinity for nature — that which had encouraged their wearing of
teathers and furs — had worked against both, as women tottered around in
French heels balancing large hats inhabited by dead birds. Assumptions as
to the receptivity and passivity of both the female and the earth under-
scored a sense of the appropriateness and inevitability of conquest (Veblen
1912; see also Price 1999: 57-110).

Yet the presumed equation linking women to nature could also empower
both. This was especially clear in the Progressive years between 1880 and
1920. Women and their formidable clubs lobbied vigorously to protect
many forms of life, including those of plumage birds, and to protect habitats
with parks, wildflower reserves, and wildlife refuges. The strong and organized
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interest of women and men in wildflowers was perhaps the most distinctively
feminine of progressive causes: interest in wildflowers capitalized on pre-
scriptions for domesticity. At the same time, protecting wildflowers required
sensitivity to fragile links between soils, slopes, wildlife, and plants so that
the feminine perspective (whether demonstrated by men or women) proved
particularly receptive to research in ecology. While visions of masculinity
made rugged, unpeopled mountain tops the ideal wilderness, the feminine
perspective made other men and more often women more interested in his-
toric preservation and in protecting archeological sites that illustrated the
human presence in nature. At least within the middle- and upper-class
English speakers, feminine visions of the romantic sublime cast the scenic
and wild lands as places of life (Schrepfer 2003).

The General Federation of Women’s Clubs lobbied strenuously in the
1880s for the establishment of the federal system of forest reserves, Yosemite
National Park, and in the early 1900s for the saving of California’s Hetch
Hetchy Valley (Merchant 1984, 1995: 109-36). Historian Polly Kaufman
(2006) demonstrates women’s interest in national parks and work with the
National Park Service. They laid claim to wild and scenic places by using
the code word home to define them — wilderness was their home and that of
the wildlife. Visions of femininity encouraged women to step out into the
natural world, where they might nourish and be nourished. Women, too,
found in their presumed affinity a right to advocacy. Claiming nature was a
way of claiming greater social and political room for their selves.

Expanding in yet another way on prescribed roles as homemakers, wives,
and mothers, women also moved into municipal reforms. They promoted
the implementation of basic hygiene, workplace safety, animal rights, and
civic improvements. They worked on anti-pollution and anti-smoke cam-
paigns (Stradling 1999; Gugliotta 2000; Platt 2000; Gottlieb 1993). They
used their “separate sphere” to provide a cultural space from which to speak
out in protection of the health of their families and in pursuit of distinc-
tively feminine agendas, such as clean streets. In the absence of the right to
vote, they reached for power using prescribed sexual roles and nature’s
metaphoric femininity (Hoy 1995; Melosi 1982, 2008). Alice Hamilton
pioneered industrial hygiene in America, fighting, with few real claims to
authority, to protect the bodies of men and women from industrial diseases
caused by the workplace (Sellers 1997).

The metaphoric femininity of nature and conventions of the new compan-
ionate marriage gave permission to some late Victorian men to love her and
to speak at times in hushed tones of her beauty (Mintz and Kellog 1988;
Coontz 1988). Byrd had raped women, but men in the late Victorian period,
reflecting transatlantic cultural values, expressed adoration for the natural
world much as they spoke of loving or even lusting after their wives. Both
men and women found something to love in nature and wilderness, and
materials with which to sculpt new versions of their gendered identities.
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The Gender Trouble with Wilderness

In developing a language to express his adoration of nature, John Muir
adapted romanticism and ideas of the sublime to create a voice that seemed
to cross gender lines. As a young man, Muir embraced the life of a wanderer
and came to California, becoming, as Donald Worster’s (2008) biography
shows, a worshipper of the Sierra Nevada. He had rejected formal education
and the pursuit of mechanical engineering, though at one time he seemed on
track to become an inventor or an efficiency expert like Frederick Winslow
Taylor. Instead of becoming transfixed by the Dynamo like Adams, Muir in
effect searched for the Virgin in nature. His life, Worster argues, crossed lines
of gender, race, and class. He blurred Victorian sexual roles. Muir deliberately
sought women’s voices in support of his successful efforts to have Congress
establish Yosemite National Park and his failed attempt to save from inunda-
tion Yosemite’s Hetch Hetchy Valley. By his death in 1914, however, most of
his friends and colleagues were slightly uncomfortable with his persona and
sense of the feminine sublime that had underscored his appeal to women.
Indeed, they seemed to prefer to split off this “feminine side”: most men
spoke of him in death as a manly man and a successful alpinist. As Adam
Rome (20006) points out, Muir’s crossing of gender lines opened him to
being taunted as a “political hermaphrodite.” To Rome, though, Muir in fact
was a political hermaphrodite: embracing qualities thought to be feminine,
Muir sought to redefine manhood, arguing that “manly men could love
nature and feel compassion for other creatures” (Rome 2006: 446).

Itis a standard trope in environmental history to pair Muir and Roosevelt,
with the two iconic “nature men” standing, respectively, for a biocentric
preservationism and a utilitarian conservationism. But on another level,
they represented two ways that men seriously engaged with nature with
respect to gender roles of their day — in particular, what might be called,
following Welter, the “cult of true manhood.” According to the rhetoric of
Victorian and Edwardian English-speaking, middle- and upper-class
Americans, the cultural and social requirements for manliness were spatially
defined. True men inhabited the public sphere, which included everything
outside of the home and family from the commercial market sector to the
political arena, the fields of agriculture, and the now delightful world of the
outdoors. Muir tweaked “true manhood” to include an eloquent apprecia-
tion of flowers and beauty; Roosevelt carried “true manhood” like a banner
on his body to the top of San Juan Ridge, into the Rockies and Sierras, and
onto the savannahs of Africa and the jungles of South America. Indeed,
Roosevelt’s “hyper-macho image ... protected him against any charge of
sentimentality” (Rome 2006: 449). Roosevelt’s big game trophies were a
shield against any charge of embracing a feminine embrace of nature (not
unlike the way that, as Barbara Ehrenreich argued, Hugh Hefner used the
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naked bodies of women in Playboy in part to shield the males who followed
his call to rebel from family values and the breadwinner ideal of the 1950s
from being jeered as maladjusted or “queer” [ Ehrenreich 1983: 50]).

To understand Roosevelt’s performances of true manhood in the out-
doors they must be situated within the context of the late Victorian crisis of
masculinity. In the late 1890s and the early 1900s, the anxieties raised by
Turner’s reflections on what we now see as the fictive closing of the frontier
melded into fears for the nation’s future and the future of manhood. Looking
at the depression begun in 1893 and the populist uprising, Turner anguished
later in the decade over what would happen to the country in the absence of
“free” lands on the frontier. The prescriptive visions of manliness had
morphed into what historian Roderick Nash called the “cult of the primi-
tive” (1966: 517). Two men anxious about modernity publicly and sensa-
tionally heard the call of the wild, and each became known in the media as
the “Nature Man.” Joseph Knowles, a pudgy newspaperman in Boston,
plunged naked into the wilderness of Maine, to prove that a modern man
could go back to nature, survive, and be reinvigorated by it (when William
Randolph Hearst questioned the authenticity of his month-long descent
into primitiveness, Knowles reprised the feat in Oregon as a media-stunt for
the Hearst newspapers). Ernest Darling, Nature Man number 2, had been
on his deathbed, but regained his health by imitating birds and gorillas
(beating his chest). After his recovery, he went around half-naked to pro-
mote the healing power of the sun — a practice that got him certified as
insane, and prompted his move to Tahiti (Sackman 2010; Kasson 2002).

But no one typified more clearly this cult of the primitive or used it more
effectively to his own political advantage than Roosevelt. Like the other
“nature men,” a sickly Roosevelt had experienced a reinvigoration of close
contact with nature. In his political career, he was responsible for transfer-
ring over two hundred thousand acres out of the public domain and into
public parks, national monuments, a wildlife refuge, and forest reserves,
becoming, as biographer Douglas Brinkley (2009) puts it, the “wilderness
warrior.” He defended nature for itself, for himself, and for the nation.
Roosevelt saw wilderness as the unknown, the unconquered, the not-yet
killed. He feared he would miss the opportunity to kill a buftalo. Whether
hunting in the West or in Africa, Roosevelt constructed “his manhood by
reenacting the white man’s evolutionary struggle with the primitive, thereby
experiencing true masculinity in its purest, most powerful form ... far from
the enervating decadence of civilization” (Bederman 1995: 209). In this, as
Donna Haraway notes, was a vision of rebirth — self-rebirthing, in an era in
which men felt “threatened with the failure of manhood.” “In the upside
down world of Teddy Bear Patriarchy,” Haraway argues, “it is in the craft
of killing that that life is constructed, not in the accident of personal, mate-
rial birth” (1989: 28-29). Roosevelt virulently condemned some of his
contemporary nature writers, who did not see the world of plants and
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animals as being red in tooth and claw (and whose views might question
the morality of hunting), as “nature fakers.” Their view of nature did not
support the version of true manhood Roosevelt was constructing. Muir saw
a different nature than Roosevelt, too, and tried to construct a different
version of masculinity upon it. Mostly, Roosevelt claimed nature as trophies
that verified a virility he felt was necessary for advancing life and progress in
the mechanical age; Muir claimed nature as a set of aesthetic and spiritual
wonders that would humble and reconnect men and women suffering from
the nervous exhaustion of modern life to the well-spring of life.

Acknowledging the importance of women to conservationand preservation
in this period, Rome suggests that the “story of the response of men to the
gender anxieties of the decades around 1900 ... offers a new way of seeing
a formative period in the history of American environmentalism” (2006:
443). Indeed, an anxiousness and unease with prescribed or received gen-
der roles both shaped and propelled environmentalism over the course of
the twentieth century, as men and women sought nature — especially in the
form of wilderness, but in other places as well, such as suburbs and parks — as
both a refuge and a stage upon which to perform new masculine or femi-
nine roles. “To understand the course of environmentalism throughout
the twentieth century,” Rome insists, “historians need to consider changes
in ideas about gender, not simply changes in attitudes toward the environ-
ment” (443).

In Nature’s Altars: Mountains, Gender, and American Environmentalism
(2005), Susan Schrepfer shows how women too were reinventing feminin-
ity, often right alongside men, on mountains. Vertical space was liminal
space for both genders. Female mountaineers could and did make their way
into the out of doors on trips into the wilderness, rejecting the dominant
command to women of the time to not lead a strenuous life; they often
claimed that nature was but an extension of the home — the original home —
thus making their presence on the steep slopes natural rather than an aftfront
to men who might otherwise claim those spaces as exclusive domains for
masculinity. Schrepfer documents the important role of women in the Sierra
Club, the Mountaineers, and other alpine clubs that evolved into environ-
mental organizations. She puts relatively unknown figures like Marion
Randall Parsons (the first female member of the Sierra Club’s board of
directors) alongside the well-known male leaders. The book puts gender —
as a set of ideas and expectations constantly being negotiated which were
unevenly embraced or placed on male and female bodies — fully in dialogue
with the evolving idea of wilderness.

“Protecting wilderness not only saves biological communities and
evidence of earlier inhabitants,” Schrepfer maintains, “but also preserves
centuries of a multilayered, cultural history, of meanings imposed upon
meanings, realities laid upon fantasies, and fantasies set against the force of
very special places” (2005: 8). In so saying, Schrepfer wedges her own
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work against William Cronon’s substantial critique of American
environmentalism, which he entitled “The Trouble with Wilderness; Or,
Getting Back to the Wrong Nature” (1995). For Cronon, the trouble with
wilderness had to do with the way that the idea, as a particular narrative
told most consequentially by groups of men claiming the American land-
scape for their own purposes, not least of which was as a space to prove the
mettle of their manhood, narrowed the way that environmentalists and
Americans at large have imagined themselves in relation to nature. In addi-
tion to effectively dispossessing Native Americans, the wilderness idea shut
out other stories about how people may value the places around them, even
if those places bear human fingerprints. Cronon conceded that Yellowstone
or Yosemite may be special places, but pointed out that they are hardly
untouched, for they are landscapes forcefully shaped by competing indi-
viduals, cultures, and institutions. One thing the new approach has done is
to put the State, as an agent that reinvented both nature and social relations
with its efforts to manage the landscapes urban nature enthusiasts loved,
back into the history of National Parks (Jacoby 2001).

Schrepfer, informed by the new historiography, ventures back into this
nationalized wilderness that was frequented by the Sierra Club and fellow
travelers from the late nineteenth century until 1964 (when the Wilderness
Act became law). Everywhere she goes, she spreads a kind of fine chalk,
looking for the fingerprints individuals, cultures, and institutions have left
in the mountains — and then she looks for how the mountains reshaped
gender. She begins with a discussion of place-naming in the Sierras, and
shows how a particular form of toponymy toppled Native American place
names and as the perspectives of male, Euro-American scientists and moun-
taineers gained ascendancy. Of 358 summits over 9,000 feet tall, 205
became affixed with the names of Euro-American scientists, climbers, offi-
cials, and artists. Schrepfer concludes: “These designations conveyed polit-
ical and cultural authority, erased the history of the range itself, and
decontextualized its topography” — and all in a manner that “celebrated
taking possession as a manly act” (2005: 32). Schrepfer wants to under-
stand how the culturally mediated encounters with wilderness reflected and
shaped the identities of actual men and women.

In doing so, she does not create cardboard cutouts of men bent on
conquest and women finding their feminine essences in the fields of alpine
flowers. Instead, Nature’s Altars documents a range of creative activity and
actions in the mountains to reveal how men and women “enjoyed the moun-
tains, and as they did so, constructed their own sense of self” (234). Men
and women are depicted as full-bodied human beings performing identities
in relation to culturally prescribed norms. Therein lies the gender trouble
with wilderness. As the feminist theorist Judith Butler argued in her influen-
tial book Gender Trouble (1999), there is nothing natural about sex, about
“men” or “women” as such. Instead, women are subjects created through
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discourses produced in particular historical circumstances. For Butler,
gender cannot be separated from the “political and cultural intersections in
which it is produced and maintained” (7). Yet, feminism, Butler pointed
out, had naturalized women, claiming that they shared an essential body that
must be protected from the damaging impact of patriarchy, and ultimately
liberated from it.

In “The Trouble with Wilderness,” Cronon did essentially the same
thing for environmental historians, showing how wilderness discourse cre-
ated the object it claimed to simply represent. “Wilderness,” he argued,
“hides its unnaturalness behind a mask that is all the more beguiling because
it seems so natural” (1995: 69). As Butler did with “women,” Cronon
wrote a genealogy of wilderness that revealed that this cultural construction
had been naturalized. Not all feminists and scholars involved in gender
studies were wild about Butler’s social constructivism, but it certainly
spread. Not all environmentalists and scholars involved in environmental
studies were wild about Cronon’s intervention (indeed, it generated force-
ful blowback), but it has certainly spread as well. Both interventions threat-
ened something held as dear and natural as any origin myth: the essential
difference of men and women, on one hand, and the purity and reality of
wilderness, on the other. For historians of the environment as well as
women, these interventions were at once threatening and liberating.

Out of Schrepfer’s narrative comes a full and persuasive account of just
how both gender and nature have been constructed. Moreover, she traces
the ways the two phenomena have been entangled in generative ways —
women and men formed and reformed their identities on the basis of the
way they formed and reformed their relationship with nature. She shows
how women and men performed gender in the mountains in relation to
scripts Schrepfer usefully labels the masculine and feminine sublime.
American men such as William O. Douglas, Clarence King, and David
Brower “climbed and hiked and wrote of their adventures as ways to simul-
taneously fulfill and contest complex and contentious ideas of what it meant
to be a man. What they sought — variously, the cultivation, the sublimation,
the escape from, or the release of, strong emotions — sprang from society’s
expectations that they struggle with each other and with the natural world”
(2005: 233). While men sought granite, women such as Alice Eastwood or
Mary Austin tended to look at the life of the mountains, enacting a “femi-
nine sublime [that] coalesced in moments of almost overpowering intimacy
with place, moments of keen awareness of the life forces that flowed through
the physical world and themselves, verifying the values of nurturance and
reproduction that society expected of women” (233). But women also used
the mountains to enact dramas asserting their equality with men. Miriam
O’Brien, for example, became an accomplished mountain climber. Finding
that if any men accompanied her on her ascents primary credit would go to
the man, O’Brien helped pioneer manless climbing (118). O’Brien and
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other women bagged summits not so much to conquer nature as to
transcend society’s containment of female power. As Schrepfer concludes,
“feminine narratives [of ascents] ... emphasized the sensuality of nature,
the pleasures of equity, and the desire to escape social strictures” (121).

Nature’s Altars goes on to trace how all-female climbing declined in the
1930s and how women lost power within the Sierra Club and other organi-
zations. She shows how gendered expectations about wilderness were incul-
cated through the Boy Scouts and Camp Fire Girls, whose organizers
“believed that gender was biologically determined, but their rhetoric betrayed
the fear that gender might be socially constructed.” Acting on this fear, the
Camp Fire Girls made sure “girls learned domestic skills in the wild” (157).
After World War 11, American wilderness was reconstructed as an essential
component of family life and a key to national identity. On family camping
trips, fathers, mothers, and female and male children would learn their proper
roles. Schrepfer notes that “philanthropist and eugenicist” Charles Goethe
believed that “reenacting the frontier bolstered the family” and sponsored a
Sierra Club essay contest to promote this idea (189). A racialist vision was
mixed in with Goethe’s efforts to bolster (some) families through contact
and appreciation with nature. As Alexandra Stern (2005) shows, Goethe and
other eugenicists were influential promoters of a whitewashed wilderness.
More work needs to be done to show class and racial identities intersected
with gendered identities in shaping experiences of and perspectives on
wilderness — and nature more generally — in the twentieth century.

In the end, Schrepfer suggests that both masculine ways of regarding
wilderness as a pristine and extreme landscape and feminine ways of seeing
it in domestic terms as a garden or home coalesced to generate support for
the Wilderness Act of 1964. While the Act portrayed wilderness as unin-
habited by people, “the act also gave voice to the feminine and domestic
sublimes by calling such places communities of life” (2005: 236). This
point is crucial to Schrepfer’s overall argument. Implicitly, she is arguing
that Cronon’s critique of wilderness is incomplete because it targets only
the masculine version of wilderness. Women had created an alternative view
of wilderness that accepted and respected the human history of these places,
valued them for their biological as well as aesthetic qualities, and, refusing
to draw a line between the human and the natural, saw them as a home.
Schrepfer reconfigures Muir as a wilderness enthusiast who combined in his
person and ideas the masculine and feminine and forged a “domestic vision
of the sublime” (235) — advancing a two-spirited embrace of wilderness.

The fundamental purpose of “The Trouble with Wilderness” was to liberate
American environmentalism from the constraining, and problematic, implica-
tions of what we may now, in light of Nature’s Altars, identify as just the
masculine myth of wilderness. That view “emphasized the emptiness of wil-
derness places” (235), holding that the nature that has been uncontaminated
by humans is most valuable. The trouble with wilderness was not that it was a
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construction of nature, but the particular form that structure had taken.
Cronon wanted environmentalists to see the commonplace nature around
them as a home; the masculine sublime stood in the way of such a vision, but
the feminine sublime opened the door on it, linking in myriad ways the domes-
tic sphere to mountains and wilderness. Muir himself had insisted that “going
to the mountains is going home” (Muir 1997: 721).

Scholars working at the intersection of gender and environmental history
need to continue to disentangle the strands of masculinity and femininity
that have been wrought into the wilderness idea — and into all visions of
nature over the course of American history. Each idea and vision became a
kind of structure or fence demarcating boundaries between men and
women, as well as between races and classes, as they all interacted with each
other and the natural world. Men and women both respected at times and
willfully transgressed these fences, which were the artifacts of the work gender
has done — not, of course, things that nature (or God) had wrought.

Women and Nature into the Age of Ecology

In the postwar period, women and men continued to work to promote and
protect wilderness places. Indeed, women were key proponents of the
Wilderness Act of 1964. In the context of the Cold War, the Sierra Club,
recreational groups, and public agencies suggested as new value wildern-
esses and parks: places of potential safety for the nuclear family in a nuclear
war. This view of wilderness as the last resort for life mirrored views that
saw it as an ideal site for weaving and reweaving the gendered strains of
family life in less toxic circumstances. But environmentalists at first had lit-
tle desire to add to the boldness of their own challenges to authorities by
associating with other causes, including the feminism born of Betty Friedan’s
The Feminine Mystique (1963). Even mainstream groups well into the
1980s had a youthful, male, and class-based bias.

Women remained strongest when they voiced ecological and domestic
concerns. Furthermore, Rome has argued that “the growing discontent of
middle-class women” (2003: 527) was one of three key factors that explain
why environmentalism took flight in the 1960s. Wilderness environmental-
ism involved women, but women also pushed for other forms of environ-
mentalism — including concerns over the health of cities and people, the
purity of food, and the dangers of pollution and of the fallout of nuclear
testing — that harkened back to their earlier twentieth-century roles of
municipal and ecological housekeepers. Their concerns and work also raised
issues of environmental justice.

On the preservation front, women in the postwar period channeled most
of women’s efforts into local campaigns, particularly those in defense of
families and wildlife, service in secondary rather than leadership roles, and
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volunteer rather than compensated professionalism (Riley 1999). Their
interests were epitomized by the Mountaineer’s Pauline Dyer, a leading
lobbyist for the North Cascades National Park (Schrepfer 2005: 223-5;
Riley 1999: 186) and feminist, ecologist, and wildlife conservationist
Rosalie Barrow Edge. Edge moved in the 1930s from advancing women’s
rights to animal rights. The wildlife protection movement in the United
States had since the 1880s represented a potentially awkward amalgam of
women and men interested in the rights of nature and sportsmen dedicated
to protecting game animals and birds. Edge opposed the National Audubon
Society’s practices of predator control on its own wildlife refuges, a position
that elicited sexist language of opposition. In response, she created in New
York City her own organization to lobby for the protection of places such
as California’s Kings Canyon. Edge also established Pennsylvania’s Hawk
Mountain, the nation’s first wildlife refuge for raptors, forcefully arguing
for the value of all forms of life. Borrowing language from the future, she
might be called one of the nation’s first ecological feminists (Schrepfer
2005: 168-71).

While Rachel Carson avoided explicitly claiming a feminist identity (Lytle
2007: 177-8), she embodies the continued role of women and feminine
traditions of ecological sensibilities in postwar America. Feminists, as envi-
ronmentalists, have claimed Silent Spring as a benchmark in their own his-
tory. Biographer Linda Lear (1997) did not belabor the theoretically
feminine nature of Carson’s work, but the message was imbedded in her
richly detailed narrative of Carson’s life. Carson’s writings about the sea —
Under the Sea-Winds (1945), The Sea Around Us (1951), and The Edge of
the Sea (1955) — established her reputation as a naturalist. She hoped that
exposure to nature and the idea of ecology might slacken human aggres-
sion. Since ecology’s etymological roots go back to ozkos, or home, Carson
often spoke of the niches and homes of undersea life in a way that appealed
to “a generation of women raised to attach a great deal of importance to
their homes as similar places of shelter” (Norwood 1993, quoted in Lytle
1997: 241).

Despite the popularity of her books and postgraduate training in the
biological sciences, Carson spent most of her career as an editor with the
US Fish and Wildlife Service. She moved from naturalist to social critic with
the publication in 1962 of Silent Spring. Silent Spring questioned the tech-
nologies of warfare — from chemicals to aerial bombers — that were being
used to fight what they called the “natural” enemies of the nation and
traced the toxic poisons like DDT as they coursed through the chain of
life — from soils, air, and water, through flora and fauna, to the human body.
Familiar with these technologies as a federal biologist, she was sensitized to
their impact through private communications from largely female observers
of wildlife and gardeners. Poisoned insects brought death to birds, human
cancer, and a birdless spring that Carson hauntingly imagined as silent.
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With her ecological sensibilities, love of nature, and attention to human
life, Carson epitomized the feminine sublime. Maril Hazlett has argued that
Carson’s work proved that man’s control over nature was a dangerous illusion
and implied that women and nature might well have the last word. Chemists,
industrialists, and public officials accused her of emotional alarmism, hysteria,
naivety, and sentimentalism (Hazlett 2003; Smith 2001). Partly to avoid this
trap, Carson did not limit her arguments about the dangers of dominating
nature to aesthetic or moral ones. Still, in speaking to a sorority of women
journalists, Carson said “I believe it is important for women to realize that the
world of today threatens to destroy much of that beauty that has immense
power to bring us a healing release from tension. Women have a greater
intuitive understanding of such things” (quoted in Rome 2003: 536). Men
and women alike believed her, but women — from wilderness trekkers to sub-
urban housewives — found her message particularly telling. Carson “cultivated
a network of women supporters, and women eagerly championed her work”
(Rome 2003: 536-7). Some of them faced a backlash analogous to the sexist
chiding Carson herselt experienced; one woman activist opposing road con-
struction was told “Get back in your kitchen, lady, and let me build my road!”
(quoted in Rome 2003: 540). Such reactions, while stinging, were taken as
invitations to women to further assert their views in the public sphere, now
conceived of as an inextricably connected ecological community.

Sparked by evidence presented by Carson and Murray Bookchin (1962)
indicting what President Eisenhower called the “military-industrial com-
plex,” the political climate of the 1960s and 1970s encouraged attacks on
the status quo and on authority. In 1967 and 1968 Americans began to
speak variously of a “new conservation” or environmentalism. “Ecology”
and “environmentalism” floated into popular consciousness as postwar
pressures on the nation’s forests soon grew to include broader social issues,
a global perspective, and the survival of humans along with other species.
Concerns about overpopulation, air and water quality, and open space vied
with conservation and preservation. Fears about losses of soils and forests,
expressed by Marsh, merged with issues of toxicity. The combined anxieties
were concretized by space age satellite photographs, one used by David
Brower in his 1968 advertisement for an Earth National Park and in analo-
gies between spaceships and what many called Mother Earth.

Nuclear power and weapons were potent symbols of the man-made threat
to life on earth. The anti-nuclear movement was propelled by women who
also pioneered new forms of politics. Pushing baby carriages and holding
pictures of children, Women Strike for Peace organized a protest against
nuclear weapons in sixty cities in November of 1961 (Rome 2003: 536;
Swerdlow 1993; Garrison 2006). As one participant explained, this move-
ment is motivated by “mother’s love of children” (quoted in Rome 2003:
536). Among the most dramatic attempts of men and women to move
away from tightly organized and hierarchically ordered movement models
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of reformism was the anti-nuclear protest movement that emerged in the
1970s. This direct action campaign adopted what historian Barbara Epstein
(1993) views as a feminist model of organization — a grassroots network of
volunteers who formed affinity groups that replaced formal hierarchies.
Each of the affinity groups constituting the eastern Clam Shell Alliance and
the western Abalone Alliances had a purpose, from those who were willing
to go to jail to those who would provide legal representation or take care of
children left at home.

While some women protested nuclear power because of potential contam-
ination of milk (Wellock 1998: 47) —a food whose special symbolic value and
prevalent consumption had long been an issue of particular interest to women
(DuPuis 2002; Freidberg 2009) — Carson’s exposé of the way that DDT and
other pesticides persist on plants and get into the bodies of animals and
humans empowered the movement for environmental justice spearheaded
by the United Farm Workers. In their grape boycotts, the UFW bridged the
gap between workers and consumers — as well as people of color and white
middle-class environmentalists (Pulido 1996). In Inescapable Ecologies(2006),
Linda Nash documents growers’ massive postwar use of such pesticides as
DDT and parathion in crops across the Central Valley. She compellingly traces
the interplay between changing material circumstances and competing ideas
of health and the body. Nash presents the voices of afflicted farmworkers and
shows how laboratory generated knowledge of chemicals, risk, and health
increasingly appeared to be in tension with local and embodied knowledge of
the effects of pesticides on workers” health. Nash positions Rachel Carson’s
powerful challenge to the modern conception of the body as isolated from its
environment. Carson’s exposé instead presented human beings as porous and
thus articulated what Nash calls the “ecological body” (212). While men
came to embrace this view, it is also clear that Carson’s ecological perspective
on life as it was received by middle-class women and mothers, and farmwork-
ers concerned with their own health and that of their children, critically
changed the terms in which environmentalism was conceived in the postwar
period. Working-class mother Lois Gibbs, in her fight to protect the children
of her neighborhood from the toxic legacy of Hooker Chemical Company,
furthered this version of environmentalism focused on the home and human
health. As Robert Gottlieb (1993) has argued, Gibbs’ Love Canal harkened
back to early progressive women’s activism in “municipal housekeeping,”
industrial hygiene, street cleaning, and waste disposal reforms. In one of the
few works to pursue a full-scale gender, class, and race analysis jointly, Elizabeth
Blum (2008) has revisited the Love Canal story to expose its multiple social
and political dimensions and tensions.

Rome’s point that tracing changing ideas of gender is a key to understand-
ing twentieth-century environmentalism is borne out in other areas as well.
For example, the gender dimensions of the radical environmentalism of Earth
First! — including the schism in the group — involved tensions between
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ecofeminism and the kind of strenuous, “wilderness warrior” identity some
maintained in the group. In both activism and scholarship, ecofeminism — in
both its essentialist (e.g., Griffin 1978) and more constructivist forms that
held that men and women have related to nature differently, but not solely
because of biological difference, but due als