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Forum: Commodifying the “Wild"

Stefanie Ganger and Michael Bollig

Introduction: Commodifying
the “Wild":

Anxiety, Ecology, and
Authenticity in the Late
Modern Era

Anxieties about species extinction, habitat loss, and climate change
attributed to the uninhibited commodification of nature—the
“massive anthropogenic erosion of biodiversity”—are a theme of our
times, marking the Anthropocene.! Some of the most acute and se-
vere expressions of ecological guilt and “endangerment sensibilities,”
expressed in the media and the social and cultural sciences alike, re-
volve around the waning of “wild” fauna, flora, and landscapes as a
consequence of commodification.? Indeed, much of the public con-
cern at present centers on the dramatic decrease of wildlife popula-
tions as a result of the wildlife trade—the dwindling of elephant and
lion populations by some 58 percent between 1970 and 2014 alone,
for instance, or the extinction of certain rhino subspecies and other
charismatic megafauna at the hands of poachers and trophy hunters.*
Though scientists adduce other causes for the decline, including habi-
tat loss and climate change, public debate frequently revolves around
the incompatibility of capitalist markets and what stands as their con-
ceptual opposite in the public imagination: a wild, unfallen natural
world that is the last refuge both of nature and human innocence.*

This forum is concerned with the modern history of the fraught re-
lationship between commodification and the wild. Contributions to
the forum explore the impact of market relations on wild fauna and
flora—plants and animals customarily conceptualized in opposition
to domesticated, captively raised, or cultivated organisms.’
Contributors examine the consumptive use of seahorses, caoutchouc,
elephant tusks, cinchona bark, rhinoceroses, and grizzly bears as mal-
leable raw materials, gourmet delicacies, or extraordinary medicines.
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The wild has long been a source and measure of physical health and a
place for trophy hunting, musealization, and tourism—namely, for
communing with the authentic. It has, in short, long been a con-
sumer good.® The particular concern of the forum is with the socio-
ecological anxieties that have resulted from the expansion of market
relations of monetary exchange to wild organisms since the early
1800s. The articles are concerned both with ecological misgivings
about alterations in the distribution and abundance of species and
with worries about these species’ loss of authenticity or wildness—
that is, with the processes of acculturation or domestication often
entailed by commodification.

Chronologically, the forum centers on the centuries spanning from
the early nineteenth century to the present, a time in which human
beings are generally thought to have become a major biogeochemical
force. Indeed, the late modern era is often associated with a hubristic
faith in the human ability to alter the natural world, while denying
or belittling the degree to which humanity is altered, shaped, and
entrapped by it.” The contributions to the forum are interested pre-
cisely in that hubris and the resulting lamentation of the supposed
ability of humans to single-handedly manage, control, and alter the
natural world beyond recognition. The nineteenth century not only
saw the advent of that hubris, but it also saw the concomitant (and
consequent) rise of ecological anxieties in relation to the wild contri-
butions with which this forum is concerned.® For it was in the early
nineteenth century that humans were first confronted with almost ir-
refutable evidence for the reality of extinction, long after they had
apprehended that changes to nature could be anthropogenic.® It was
also during the nineteenth century that concern for the environment
in the modern sense—that is, discourse about the necessity of allow-
ing diverse living things and habitats to coexist with humanity—first
emerged and, with it, practices of conservation and nature protec-
tion.'® Most importantly, perhaps, it was over the long nineteenth
century, especially in its second half, that “wilderness,” in a dramatic
shift of values, ceased to be a deserted, desolate, barren place where
one came only against one’s will in fear and was remade in the image
of the “romantic sublime,” becoming a place of civilizational
longing—of the pristine, moral, and sacred.'! With it, wilderness be-
came a site that, rather than endangering humans, was endangered
by them. Wild nature came to be conceptualized in opposition to,
and remote from, humanity, capitalism, and civilization; in the mid-
nineteenth century, it became the one place “where,” as William
Cronon phrased it, “symbolically at least, we try to withhold our
power to dominate.”'? Human interference with the wild has carried
both a peculiar fascination and the association of inherent wrongtul-
ness ever since.
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Along those lines, the contributions to this forum are indebted to a
wide range of mostly North American scholarship on the “received
wilderness idea” since the nineteenth century that has long exposed
wilderness as “a matter of perception—part of the geography of the
mind.”"? Some of that scholarship has also discussed the relationship
between wilderness and capitalism; the alienation from nature that
industrial capitalism produced and the concomitant ideas about wil-
derness as a sanctuary and as mankind’s best hope of salvation from
it.'* The ideal of wilderness rendered the wild a valuable commodity,
one that possessed “an economic value” and one that could be
bought and sold as trophies and live capture or as experience and
spectacle, consumed on the very premises.'® It also entailed, as histor-
ians of North America and the British Empire, in particular, have ar-
gued, concerns about wild nature’s vulnerability in the face of
modern technology, capitalism, and trade from early on—anxieties
about the possibility of anthropogenic changes and extinction and
ensuing discourses and practices of conservation, nature protection,
and environmentalism.'® Indeed, though critiques of the expansion
of market-based monetary exchange in social life more broadly are a
common theme across the history of Western intellectual thought
and far beyond, these censures are rarely as poignant as when market
relations override, and defy, the purported inviolacy of wilderness or
its late modern surrogate, biodiversity—a seemingly more scientific
concept that does perpetuate, however, as scholars have argued, the
same values of artlessness, integrity, and numinousness.'”

The contributions to this forum not only shift the focus to percep-
tions of nature at its most wronged and its most profoundly threat-
ened, but they also study sites often associated with the wild in the
Western imagination (southwestern and eastern Africa, the
Himalayan and Andean highlands, the American West, and the
Amazon rainforest), and, thus, they bring new insights to the field.
Though various historians have studied the cultural and cognitive
processes in which elements of nature more broadly are marked as
commodities, accounted for, and placed in patterns of exchange,
much of the literature on wilderness, environmentalism, and capital-
ism is focused on modern North America and Europe.'® This forum,
in contrast, brings studies on the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
and on Anglo-American ideas of wilderness, together with contribu-
tions by anthropologists, early modernists, and linguists examining
the non-English speaking world to reveal the idiosyncrasies of the
modern Anglo-American tradition and to uncover both continuity
and change over time in the ways in which humans categorize
aspects of the natural world and assess their own ability to affect or al-
ter it. With their global comparative approaches, the contributions
lead us to question, or add nuance to, established chronologies—of
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the worldwide circulation of the ideal of wilderness or of anxieties
about extinction—in global environmental history.

The articles that follow also underscore the relevance of the partic-
ular affordances of ivory, grizzlies, or seahorses in this variation, a
question hitherto neglected in many histories and anthropologies of
natural resources, and the importance of wild things’ peculiar mate-
rial, reproductive, or behavioral properties in determining the range
of their appeal, targets for their charisma, or vulnerability to extinc-
tion.'® Most importantly, however, the contributions highlight the
variety and longevity of vernaculars and the differences in how socie-
ties relate to their surroundings. They present views of nature that do
not distinguish between domesticated and wild; discuss ideas about
the wild that are not romantic; highlight efforts at conservation that
are not at odds with commodification; study anxieties about extinc-
tion that are not ecological; and examine understandings of wild na-
ture that do not exclude humankind—understandings that are “rich
in relationships as well as in species.”

Stefanie Ganger is professor of modern history at the University of
Heidelberg. Stefanie’s work considers the histories of science and medicine
in late colonial and early Republican Spanish America as well as in the
wider world.

Michael Bollig is professor of social and cultural anthropology at the
University of Cologne. Michael’s work currently focuses on the social and
economic ramifications of conservation in the savannahs of eastern and
southern Africa in the context of global environmental governance. He is
particularly interested in historical continuities and discontinuities of
human-livestock-wildlife interactions.

Notes

We would like to acknowledge the generous financial and administrative support of
the University of Cologne’s Global South Studies Center, funded by the German
Excellence Initiative, for hosting the workshop Commoditizing the “Wild” in May
2016, which allowed us to lay the groundwork for this forum. We would also like to
thank the two anonymous readers and the editors for their time and their valuable
comments and suggestions.

1 Gerardo Ceballos et al., “Accelerated Modern Human-Induced Species Losses:
Entering the Sixth Mass Extinction,” Science Advances 1, no. 5 (2015): e1400253.

2 The term “wild” and others used in this forum—*“civilized,” “romantic,” and
“domesticated”—are contested, historically contingent, and subjective concepts.
For readability’s sake, however, we use scare quotes only upon first mention.

3 Ceballos et al., “Accelerated Modern,” 6090; see also Hans Bauer et al., “Lion
(Panthera Leo) Populations Are Declining Rapidly across Africa, Except in
Intensively Managed Areas,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the
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Stefanie Ganger

Cinchona Harvest,
Deforestation, and
"Extinction” in the
Viceroyalty of New
Granada, 1752-1811

The most “injurious abuse” the harvesters were culpable of, wrote
Francisco José de Caldas (1768-1816) in his 1808 memorandum on
the state of the cinchona trees, was that of removing the trees’ bark
by means of “barbarous” and “destructive” techniques that caused
them to wither and die. The harvesters were entirely “careless about
the future” of the tree populations, he lamented. Indeed, one could
find but “with great difficulty” a “wild (silvestre)” cinchona sapling in
the Cordillera Real, “the great jungles and forests” that, for over a
century, had supplied “all the Kingdoms of the World” with that pre-
cious and valued medicinal substance.' “Many of the harvesters,”
Caldas grieved,

“excorticate the tree, break the branches in the most rustic
and gross manner [to] take the bark and [thereby] render
that individual unusable forever, for, thus mistreated, it inev-
itably dries up. Others the first thing they do is to fell the
tree at the base, a mindless practice, though less detrimental
than the previous one. The stump,” he continued,
“regenerates into two, three or sometimes, five sprouts. It is
to this beneficial natural regeneration that we owe the trees
that provide his Majesty, and our pharmacies [with the
bark]. Without it, they might perhaps [already] have
extinguished the species.”?

We tend to associate unsustainable harvest practices, the overex-
ploitation of vegetable raw materials, as well as anxieties about
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species extinction with the late modern era. As historians have argued
for some time now, however, at least some Prussian, French, and, it
would seem, Spanish and Spanish American naturalists of the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth century were already debating not
only the possibility of alterations in the distribution and abundance
of vegetation but also that of plant species, in particular, as a result of
the economic practices of exploitation and extraction.* As a matter of
fact, by the time Caldas invoked the specter of the extinction of cin-
chona as a species, the very possibility of species loss and
extinction—the conception that the world of plants was fragmented
into a series of discrete, fixed, and stable ontic unities that could ap-
pear or vanish forever—had just arisen.* Caldas’s lament over the
impending danger of deforestation, the wild cinchonas’ scarcity, and
conceivable extinction, as a consequence of their commodification,
was not only in some measure still unconventional and controversial
but also philosophically and religiously troubling.> More impor-
tantly, the weight and meaning of these processes was as yet unfixed,
unsettled, and debatable. This article sketches the grounds, and the
epistemic contours of the environmental anxiety—the specter of the
wild cinchona tree’s anthropogenic rarity and closeness to
extinction—that Caldas conjured in Andean South America in the
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. It reassembles the
scale and dynamics of forest loss driven by the cinchonas’ commodi-
fication and seeks to situate, and read, the construal of these observ-
able consequences in the period’s lexis, categories of thought, and
order of knowledge.
*kk

Caldas was an exceptionally well-connected and well-travelled
man. He worked as a peddler in the Andes before training as a bota-
nist and scientist with José Celestino Mutis (1732-1808), Alexander
von Humboldt (1769-1859), and Aimé Bonpland (1773-1858). His
observation that the harvesting practices adopted by bark cutters
were destructive—that carelessness, greed, and ignorance were to be
blamed for the trees’ destruction—echoed what was conventional
wisdom at the time in the principal bark-growing regions in the
Quito Audiencia, then part of the Viceroyalty of New Granada. Bark
cutters—“Indians,” in the majority—did indeed either fell the trees
directly or decorticate the entire trunk of cinchona trees to be able to
excorticate more conveniently, and those practices did, as another
contemporary phrased it, “cripple the [tree] forever” and almost inev-
itably caused it to dry up, wither, and die. But a very small minority
of trees, “those that had escaped standing, and with some part of
their bark,” survived a first harvest to regrow a second layer of bark.®

Thousands of trees withered and died, presumably as a conse-
quence of destructive harvesting practices intended to satisfy demand
across the Atlantic world. By the late 1700s and early 1800s, the bark
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of the cinchona tree, which prospered only on the precipitous, east-
ern slopes of the Andes at the time, was one of the Spanish Empire’s
most coveted and profitable export products, and some 400 tons of
that material left South American ports every year.” A widely cele-
brated febrifuge and universal remedy, the knowledge of which, so it
was said, had come to mankind from its simplest, and humblest,
specimens—“wild Indians” close to nature and privy to its most cov-
eted secrets—cinchona was in popular demand in societies from
Scotland to the Bosporus and from the Italian peninsula to Illinois.®
According to contemporaries, a thirty- to forty-year-old cinchona tree
yielded around forty to fifty kilograms of bark; a younger one—say,
five or six years old—only some six kilograms.® Calculating with these
upper and lower bounds, the harvesting of 400 tons would have occa-
sioned the destruction of between eight thousand and seventy thou-
sand trees per annum. These figures apparently escalated at times,
owing to changing consumer tastes and fashions. Miguel Garcia
Caceres, the governor of the Jaén de Bracamoros gobierno, lamented
in 1785 that the current preference for fine, thin bark in commerce
was to be held accountable for excessive tree mortality. With a robust,
regular-sized tree yielding on average some five libras of thin bark,
Garcia Caceres calculated that it was “necessary to fell one hundred
thousand large trees to collect twenty thousand arrobas of thin (fina)
cinchona,” some 230 tons. If thick bark, or crust, were also used, it
would “only have required thirty-four thousand trees,” and it would
not have been necessary, Garcia Cdceres grieved, “to miserably de-
stroy sixty-six thousand just to satisfy the whim of the merchants of
Europe.”’® Not only were tens of thousands of cinchona trees
destroyed every year; close observers soon apprehended that the re-
covery of tree populations—the “natural regeneration” that Caldas
pinned his hopes on—might be slower than anticipated. As Pedro
Xavier de Valdivieso y Torre, the governor of Loja, warned already in
1779, one was not to expect a tree to mature “in the short period of
two or three years,” as did some of his contemporaries, or even to
“yield marketable bark (se sazona su corteza)” in five or six years.
Rather, according to his observations, it took saplings more than two
decades to become full-grown trees.'*

While cinchona forests had long been believed to be vast, “dense
and extensive,” particularly from the mid-nineteenth century, colo-
nial officials, bark merchants, and harvesters in the central and north-
ern Andes began to observe, and express unease about, “much
diminution” in the tree populations.'? A sense of endangerment and
impending scarcity increasingly settled in over the later eighteenth
century, a veritable gold rush, when hundreds of bark cutters,
responding to high market demand and exorbitant prices, went into
the bark-growing regions and often brought back hundreds of kilo-
grams each in one season. Already by the 1760s, contemporaries
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noted the depletion of some particular mountain slopes. Harvest
workers complained about the ever greater difficulty involved in
searching for the bark “in the roughness of the hills.” They often
spent many days in the forests without discovering a single cinchona
tree, they consistently declared, because the hills had been “lumbered
and destroyed entirely.”'® By the late 1770s and early 1780s, there
were still some merchants, landowners, and officials who claimed
that cinchona supplies were “abundant” and that the hills were
“inexhaustible.” However, an awareness of the vulnerability, scarcity,
and fragility of cinchona tree populations had already come to super-
sede and supplant the earlier vision of a land of plenty in official, as
well as in popular, discourse.'* Too notorious was the “decline of the
hills where the fine cinchona grows,” as a group of prominent Loja
residents phrased it in 1782, “owing to the quantities that had been
extracted from them.”'® By 1788, all investigations pointed toward
the same direction: the “near annihilation” of all of the cinchona for-
ests of Loja.'® In 1809, preoccupation with scarcity had developed
into a sense of urgency and finality, intense enough for Caldas to
evoke even the specter of extinction. Within some sixteen to twenty
square leguas—some 67.2 to eighty-four square kilometers—of Loja,
Caldas intimated, there was now hardly a “single [cinchonal] tree.”!”

Caldas himself was involved in the search for new cinchona harvest
areas, the chief measure pursued by the Crown and merchants in re-
sponse to the threat of cinchona extinction. By the late 1700s and
early 1800s, there was considerable controversy both over the bound-
ary and confines of cinchona vis-a-vis other plants and over the varie-
ties “cinchona” was to encompass. There was, accordingly, also great
disagreement, and dispute, about the extension of the tree’s natural
habitat.'® Bark cutting moved from the original harvest areas to other
sites in the Viceroyalties of New Granada and Peru, but often only un-
til misgivings about the “virtue,” identity, or efficacy of the bark in
the new sites discredited their viability.'® Variations in how
contemporaries evaluated the urgency of scarcity, and the possibility
of extinction, closely correlated with uncertainty about the confines,
solidity, and definiteness of the species as well as its potential areas of
growth. As elsewhere in Spanish America around 1800, the vastness
of the poorly explored territory, where supposedly extinct species
might still be found undetected, was a key argument against the real-
ity of extinction.? To Caldas and his contemporaries, extinction was
thus still a distant and uncertain possibility, but it was a possibility
nonetheless.

The late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries saw both the ad-
vent of the modernist faith in the human ability to alter the natural
world and the rise of socio-ecological anxieties about it. Concerns
with man-made deforestation, destruction, and extinction, which
contrasted with earlier views about the general “beneficence of
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human activity in environmental terms,” evidently resonated in the
learned, creole circles of the Viceroyalty of New Granada.”! Caldas’s
reading of species rarity, vanishing, and anthropogenic extinction
was, like that of most of his contemporaries, not ecological. To him,
these alterations did not yet constitute a wanton, potentially cata-
strophic, violation of a requisite natural equilibrium among constitu-
ent species or of the forest as a guarantor of climatic stability.?* Nor
was his concern romantic, as in a learned, sublime lament over injury
to a preferably wild and undisturbed nature.?* Such interpretations,
though increasingly available in contemporary thought, were still a
minority discourse, not yet so compelling as to make them manda-
tory for Spanish American observers—even someone like Caldas, who
quite possibly was aware of them—to subscribe to them.** Indeed,
Caldas was one of the most outspoken supporters of a cinchona plan-
tation system, clearly having no qualms about wild cinchonas be-
coming cultivated organisms or dislocating a jigsaw piece in nature’s
even balance.?® Rather, Caldas’s and his contemporaries’ lamentation
of the cinchonas’ closeness to extinction was primarily utilitarian, on
account of its removing a source of income for the harvest areas’
“wretched inhabitants,” occasioning the shortage of a “highly useful
medicine,” and entailing a loss of tax revenue for the Royal
Treasury.?® So was that of Indian bark cutters, who lamented the
bark’s scarcity principally because it made their forays a less profit-
able, protracted, and more hazardous business that forced them into
unfamiliar, rough terrain where they risked accident, starvation, and
sickness.?” But, while their and Caldas’s reading of deforestation was
quite conventional in its pragmatism—apprehensions about defores-
tation as resource loss through exploitation, misguided stewardship,
or happenstance had a long history in the Iberian world and
beyond—it was not so in the sense of urgency, possible irrevocability,
and finality that had made a foray into their concerns, through the
notion of extinction.?®

The nineteenth and twentieth centuries not only produced in
some measure wilderness, rarity, and extinction as categories, but
they also saw them accrue their peculiar, modern meaning, value,
and associations.?” Caldas’s lamentation over the impending danger
of the wild cinchonas’ scarcity, and conceivable extinction, as a con-
sequence of their commodification, marks a key moment in environ-
mental history: the beginning, and worldwide dissemination, of
modern endangerment sensibility, a sense of ecological urgency, fa-
tality, and impending loss.>® Historians have argued for some time
now that eighteenth-century science in the Iberian world was much
more consonant, and interwoven with, its northern counterpart than
has hitherto been assumed and that Europeans and Spanish
Americans partook of many of the same naturalist discourses and cat-
egories.>! Spanish officials’, Creole merchants’, and Indian bark
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cutters’ awareness of, and preoccupation with, the loss and extinction
of a wild species, on account of the economic practices of extraction
and exploitation, was one such instance. By the late 1700s and early
1800s, the damage done by the commodification of wild plants had
just begun to seem calculable to them, as to many others, and, with
it, immeasurable.
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Timothy James LeCain

The Consumption of
Humans: How the Danger of
Grizzly Bear Attacks in
American National Parks
Became a Commodity

When scholars think about the commodification of wild nature,
they typically assume that whatever the commodity in question, it is
we humans who will be consuming it. But, in the case of the grizzly
bears living in American national parks, a very different form of com-
modification and consumption began to emerge in the late 1960s. In
the big northwestern parks like Yellowstone and Glacier where size-
able populations of wild grizzly bears (Ursus arctos horribilis) remain, a
growing number of park visitors sought to consume an experience
that had become a rare and strangely reassuring commodity: the sta-
tistically remote, but nonetheless entirely real, possibility that they
themselves might literally be attacked and (even more rarely) con-
sumed by a wild animal.

Just a century ago, of course, most Euro-American settlers would
have found it nearly incomprehensible that humans would value and
even seek to preserve the risk of a wild bear attack. As one pair of
authors put it in their 1973 discussion of the African crocodile, more
typically “civilized man will not tolerate wild beasts that eat his chil-
dren, his cattle, or even the fish he deems to be his.”! Indeed, Euro-
American settlers typically saw the grizzly and other bears as the
antithesis of the human and, thus, a useful means of contrasting their
own supposedly more civilized state with the natural wildness of the
“beast.” Not only did the grizzly bear sometimes kill and eat the set-
tlers’ precious stocks of domesticated animals, but they also occasion-
ally killed and sometimes ate the settlers themselves. Once settlers
gained a measure of control over the valleys and neighboring forests,
the grizzlies retreated deeper into the mountains, eager to avoid
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conflict with trigger-happy Americans. Yet their continued presence
provided westerners with their first way to commodify the grizzly: by
selling the increasingly ritualized experience of hunting down and
killing the animals. To be sure, the bodily parts of the grizzly bear
itself—most especially, a carefully prepared hide or a mounted
head—became valuable commodities in their own right. Yet, even at
this early stage, it was clear that grizzly bear hunters were also seeking
what contemporary economists have termed an “experiential
commodity.”* Here, the affective experience of hunting the bear was
as important, and perhaps even more important, than the material
commodities extracted from a dead bear’s body. Some believed that
the experience of hunting and killing a creature that at least in theory
might hunt and kill them would reinvigorate what they feared was a
flagging masculinity. In reality, the risks were carefully managed; few
bears stood much of a chance against the deadly long-distance accu-
racy of modern rifles. Reports from the first Euro-American visitors to
the Yellowstone area suggest that the animals were common and eas-
ily hunted. But, during the 1870s, hunters quickly reduced the once
vibrant population to an isolated remnant.?

With the arrival of regular rail passenger service to Yellowstone in
1883, the railroad companies, which also provided hotels and other
tourist services in the park, were anxious to present (and profit from)
the experience as one that was simultaneously authentic and safe for
the whole family.* Perhaps not coincidentally, the hunting of griz-
zlies and all other wildlife within the park boundaries was also pro-
hibited that year.®> Tourists increasingly did not want the bears and
other wild animals killed and removed; rather, they wanted a way to
experience a bit of wild nature without too much effort or risk. To ca-
ter to this lucrative market for a new experiential commodity, first,
concessionaires and, eventually, the park service itself deliberately be-
gan to feed the bears left over food and garbage from the hotels.
Eating under cute signs like “Lunch Counter for Bears Only,” dozens
of mostly grizzly bears became the unwitting stars of nightly shows
that tourists could watch from grandstands. Rangers stood by with
rifles should any of the bears become a threat, but with ample free
food to be consumed, the grizzlies had little interest in making a meal
of their audience. By the 1920s, the railroads and hotels frequently
promoted the park with ads that depicted the generally more pacific
black bears (Ursus americanus) as cute and friendly, human-like crea-
tures who would stand on their hind legs and beg for handouts.
Technically, it was illegal for tourists to feed either grizzlies or black
bears after 1902, but park officials often did little to discourage the
practice. Horace Albright, the Yellowstone park superintendent from
1919 to 1929, believed not unreasonably that the chance for such
close encounters with the bears attracted tourists and increased popu-
lar support for the park.® These seemingly tame and friendly creatures
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suggested a sort of “Peaceable Kingdom” model of experiential com-
modification, one in which tourists with adequate financial resources
could visit a place where humans and bears—and, by extension,
humans and nature more broadly—seemingly lived in harmony.

In the post-World War II era, however, park administrators, biolo-
gists, and a growing number of visitors began to question the
Peaceable Kingdom approach. Reflecting changing ideas about the
concept and value of wilderness, many park officials came to believe
that the grizzly bears who visited the park’s garbage dumps were be-
ing made comical, degraded, and, perhaps most importantly, unnatu-
ral. As the authors of one recent report put it, the park sought instead
to re-wild the “grizzly bears as awe-inspiring symbols of power and
wildness, rather than conjuring images of Yogi bear attempting to
steal picnic baskets from Jellystone Park.”” By the postwar period,
considerable evidence had also accumulated that close interactions
between people and bears were risky to both. The Peaceable Kingdom
had always been something of an illusion, as park officials had fre-
quently intervened by shooting bears that crossed some ill-defined
boundary beyond which they were perceived as dangerous or a nui-
sance. Some wildlife biologists also began to argue that the behavior
of bears that harmed property or humans was not just unfortunate
but also unnatural, a consequence of their habituation to people that
undermined what would otherwise have been supposedly instinctual
fear.® Precisely why the ability of some bears to tolerate and benefit
from human actions should be deemed unnatural or degraded was
not always clear. Indeed, the entirely natural ability of some bears to
better tolerate the proximity of humans was probably a useful sur-
vival strategy that allowed them to avoid dangerous battles with
other more dominant bears that sought to monopolize backcountry
food sources.’ But most biologists and administrators seemed to find
it self-evident that a bear was wild in inverse proportion to its contact
with, and acceptance of, humans. Increasingly, park officials valo-
rized the grizzly bear’s lesser tolerance for human habituation in com-
parison to the more adaptable black bear as one of their most
attractive traits. As one 1990 study asserted, the grizzly simply
“cannot adapt to the domestication of its habitat,” thus making it a
superior emblem of “the power, uncertainty and challenge of wild
places.”!?

Seeking to recreate what the historian Alice Wondrak Biel terms the
“Wilderness Bear,” Yellowstone administrators began to close the
grizzly garbage dumps and actively discourage roadside feeding of
black bears.'" In the 1960s, when growing numbers of visitors began
to venture into the backcountry, these efforts to limit close human-
bear interactions came to be seen as all the more important. In
Glacier National Park in far northern Montana, the increase in back-
country campers combined with the careless handling of food and
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garbage created a dangerous situation. On a single night in August
1967, two different grizzlies killed two women in separate incidents.
It was later revealed that employees at Granite Park Chalet, where
one of the attacks occurred in a nearby campground, had still been
setting out table scraps that generated evening bear visits popular
with the tourists.'? The park service responded to the killings with
strengthened regulations for managing garbage (pack-it-in, pack-it-
out and bear-proof garbage cans), storing food, closing trails, and
dealing with bears thought to be excessively dangerous.'* Indeed, re-
gardless of whether or not the bears habituated to human feeding
were really acting unnaturally, the evidence suggested that the elimi-
nation of anthropogenic food sources helped to reduce violent
encounters.'* True, the numbers of grizzlies initially plummeted fol-
lowing the closing of the garbage dumps, contributing to their listing
as an endangered species in 1975. But, by the turn of the millennium,
the populations in both Glacier and Yellowstone had largely recov-
ered, confirming the wisdom of the Wilderness Bear management
model, at least from a biological perspective.'®

Out of this complex confluence of human and non-human histo-
ries emerged the latest and perhaps most intangible way that the griz-
zly bear has been both protected and commodified. Whereas the
Peaceable Kingdom model had provided the tourist with a valuable
opportunity to see and even interact with grizzlies and black bears up
close, the new commodity in the Wilderness Bear model was some-
thing much more ineffable: an affective experience that derived from
knowing that the bear was out there, even if rarely seen, and, thus,
the remote but still genuine chance that the grizzly might actually at-
tack and (even more rarely) partially consume the visitor. Some hint
of this new experiential commodity was already apparent in 1968
when a sow with her cub attacked a schoolteacher and naturalist
named Robert Hahn in Glacier. Unlike the two women Kkilled the pre-
vious year, Hahn survived the attack, and, from his hospital bed, he
issued a telling plea: that the sow that had attacked him not be killed.
“It was my fault,” Hahn said. “I was intruding in her territory, and I
had no right to be there.”!® But whatever his “rights” might have
been, Hahn had deliberately chosen to intrude into “her territory,”
and this just a year after the 1967 deaths had made the risks of doing
so evident. Hahn clearly must have judged the small chance of being
attacked as a reasonable risk to take for the rare opportunity to experi-
ence a beautiful and authentically wild place.

What is less clear is whether Hahn at least in part also considered
the Glacier backcountry a place worth visiting precisely because of
that risk. If he did ascribe at least some value to that risk, the stance at
that point was still somewhat unusual in the region. In 1968, a num-
ber of other Montanans argued that the recent series of attacks
demonstrated that grizzlies were too dangerous and should be
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annihilated. One newspaper warned that tourists would stop visiting
Glacier and other Montana wild areas if the grizzlies remained. Yet
Hahn’s more tolerant view was even then winning out on a wider na-
tional stage. In a survey of 3,420 people conducted immediately after
the 1967 Kkillings in Glacier, the Christian Science Monitor found that
only about 3 percent of respondents favored the elimination of the
grizzlies.!” Likewise, fears that grizzly attacks would scare off tourists
soon proved unfounded. An examination of the visitor statistics at
Glacier and Yellowstone demonstrates that in the years immediately
after a fatal grizzly bear attack the number of visitors typically in-
creased rather than decreased. Visitation to Glacier, for example,
went up by 9.1 percent in the year following the widely reported
1967 deaths.'® Of course, the visitation numbers at the two parks
were affected by many different variables and have mostly trended
steadily upward over the past fifty years. Nonetheless, these numbers
do raise an intriguing question: to what extent was the danger posed
by a grizzly a key part of an experiential that made Yellowstone and
Glacier world-class destinations worth paying significant amounts of
money to visit?

To be sure, administrators and scientists never deliberately set out
to engineer parks where there was even a remote chance that their
human visitors might be attacked and perhaps eaten. To the contrary,
they sought to avoid violent encounters between humans and bears
in order to better protect both. Nonetheless, as they worked to create
or preserve what they viewed as a more natural or wild population of
grizzlies, they were also willing to accept that these wild bears would
very occasionally harm visitors. Initially, this risk may have
seemed an unfortunate, but not unreasonable, price to pay for pre-
serving and protecting the wild grizzly. Further, the risk could be
minimized through wise management policies and by educating park
visitors on how to avoid bear attacks. Yet, from the start, it also seems
apparent that the danger posed by the wild grizzly bear was often
seen not solely as a liability but, rather, as a vital part of a true north-
ern Rockies wilderness experience. Consider, for example, the words
of Stephen Herrero, one of the leading researchers on bear attacks,
who observed in a 1976 scientific paper that even a small chance of a
grizzly attack sets the “mood” for any backcountry visit. “It does not
matter if you fail to encounter a grizzly,” he argued. “A partial foot
track set in mud showing claw marks well beyond the toes, or a mas-
sive scat full of partially digested huckleberries, is enough to make
most backcountry travelers feel the presence of the bear.”'® Another
wildlife biologist who had worked in Glacier suggested that the pres-
ence of the potentially dangerous grizzly grants the backcountry ad-
venture much of its appeal: “They make you more alert, make you
more aware and they add a yeast to life—sometimes too much.”*® A
recent report on the Yellowstone grizzlies also stresses ho