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To my parents, Paul and Jackie Clayton,
who raised me with abundant love, curiosity, and national parks




PROLOGUE


On a crisp sunny morning after a spring snowstorm, I drove along an empty road that snaked through thick lodgepole pines. I came across a bison, quiet if obstinate, standing almost in the road. I stopped the car, killed the motor, stepped out. Keeping the car between me and potential danger, I snapped a photograph. The whir of the advancing film highlighted the surrounding silence: no noise of humans or their vehicles, instead the muffled drips of melting snow. I was so close to the bison that I could hear the air huffing out of its nostrils. I took a deep breath. I gazed at the animal. Then I glanced up and down the road to confirm that I was alone with one of the wonders of Yellowstone National Park.


It was May 1, 1988, my first visit to Yellowstone, and like any first-time visitor I wanted to understand this place. Why was Yellowstone famous? Why did so many people—including me—feel compelled to make this pilgrimage? The encounter with the bison pointed me toward one answer: here one could find unique and incredible wildlife.


Later that day I walked the rim of the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone River, with its extraordinary colors etched in snow. I also felt the whoosh of the Old Faithful geyser, right on time. I heard the gurgle and smelled the sulfur of nearby hotpots. The answer to my question broadened: here one could also find rare geological marvels. Combining wildlife and geology, Yellowstone stood for pure, rich nature.


I knew this answer had to be incomplete. I’d spent less than a day in this landscape of two million acres. I hadn’t read any books, watched only a quick introductory film at a visitor center. I missed several of the park’s famous destinations, including the terraces at Mammoth Hot Springs, more geysers and thermal features at Norris and Midway, a waterfall at Tower, and views from atop Mount Washburn. Furthermore, I spent most of my time in the car rather than out in that natural world. But I was satisfied that I’d gotten a start. I didn’t realize how that single day would expand to a twenty-nine-year quest.


In 1990 I moved to a small town a couple of hours away. Although I didn’t move to Yellowstone—I never worked in the park and spent much of my time in my own vibrant community—I did experience it regularly, in all seasons. And although I sometimes went alone, I eventually realized that many of my lasting, significant memories involved people. For example, one November afternoon, K— asked me to stop the car alongside Soda Butte Creek to watch what she thought was a wolf, although I thought it was a coyote. Several miles later, four grand animals suddenly swaggered in front of us. These were obviously wolves: bigger, darker, and far more regal than the coyote. I’ll never forget them, but the stronger memory of that moment is my experience of K—’s amazement. Likewise, one September evening, G—, J—, and I stood at the edge of a meadow deep in the Pelican Valley, watching the deer, elk, and other creatures materialize as the dusk faded, like vampires no longer threatened by daylight. The sighs of delight from my companions were as fascinating and rewarding to me as the meadow’s lively hush. A different experience: one August afternoon, C— and I sat in the lobby of the Lake Yellowstone Hotel, sipping cocktails. We admired the architecture, the well-heeled patrons, and glimpses of the broad lake out the window. C—, a former working-class kid from Long Island, the first in his family to go to college, didn’t speak about amassing the sensibilities to appreciate this upper-class activity, but I sensed his triumph and found it as valuable as the activity itself. Likewise, one June evening my parents and I shared a meal in a cafeteria near Old Faithful with a tableful of chatty international travelers. To me that meal was as memorable as the geyser, because that instant community was full of happy noises, comparing notes and sharing stories, everyone friendly and open like they could never be at home. I climbed Mount Washburn with D—, soaked in a remote hot spring with M— and the R—s, and watched a contented grin overtake L— as she promenaded around the terraces at Mammoth Hot Springs.


As magical as Yellowstone’s natural features were, to me their chief significance became the way they prompted experiences that I shared with other people. I had to admit that I was not Henry David Thoreau, immersing himself in nature for its solitude. Then again, once I accepted that “flaw” in my character, I realized that it probably held for other people too. Once I spent an hour at Artist Point overlook, as waves of tourists disembarked from buses and swarmed around in small groups. I noticed that they didn’t spend much time pondering the views in silence. Instead, they valued the sharing of the experience. As groups posed in front of the best panoramas, they gazed at the camera—at the world back home, because what mattered most was their engagement with their loved ones.


A friend who spent a few summers leading smaller, more intimate tours reported similar behaviors. He’d prepared for his job through lengthy study of the region’s science and history, but was surprised at how many guests simply asked for his life story. They valued the opportunity to get to know Yellowstone through biography rather than facts. It’s great to understand a natural wonder, but it’s more accessible, and perhaps even more satisfying, to approach that understanding through personal story.


So I started paying attention to people’s stories about how they experienced Yellowstone. It was usually in the context of relationships, such as a honeymoon, a family vacation, or a tour. They remembered their connections to other people: roasting marshmallows, singing campfire songs, telling stories, or rejoicing in the opportunity to share an emotional reaction. To many people, Yellowstone’s meaning arises from its function as a social place.


Although this notion surprised me, the more I thought about it, the more true it felt. I realized that often, when people (including myself) think we’re reacting to nature in Yellowstone, we really do so in the context of how other people have reacted. Maybe our reaction is shaped by the comments of a tour guide, the content of a Ken Burns documentary, or our previous history with religion or spirituality. Or maybe the reaction is in a class by itself, but in trying to express it we find ourselves quoting or paraphrasing Thoreau, Theodore Roosevelt, or Edward Abbey. Either way, our response to Yellowstone is framed by the accumulation of our experiences and values and social interactions—by our culture.


“The national park is nature that has been made culture, while claiming to be pure nature,” wrote scholar Lynn Ross-Bryant.1 At first I resisted this conclusion. After all, Yellowstone boasted so much nature. It had a gigantic lake, tall mountains, and travertine terraces; it had waterfalls and endless forests; it had wildflowers and rare plants; it had wolves and grizzlies and black bears and a huge, delicate web of processes and life-forms to support those wonders. It was all so unique, so overwhelming. Lacking skyscrapers or junkyards, lacking the bustle of workaday life, it felt like a place where people were—or at least should be—irrelevant.


But culture is all-encompassing. Culture affects the way we view nature—even the way we define it. Today we often define nature as wilderness, separate from humans, unspoiled by people’s activities. But that definition is itself a cultural belief; other cultures have seen people and nature as inseparable.2 Indeed over the past 150 years our own culture has changed its view of what nature means in Yellowstone. At first it was a set of resources, and the question was how best to exploit them. Then it functioned as a glorified zoo, where we granted sanctuary to wild animals. Later people came to define nature as a symbol of the bygone frontier, or of the explanatory power of blossoming scientific knowledge, or of spiritual purity unsullied by commerce. Each of these ideas was a cultural construction. In each case a shift in American culture as a whole shifted the features of nature that Americans chose to highlight in Yellowstone.


So, I concluded, our conception of Yellowstone’s “nature” was in many ways subordinate to our conception of its culture. Ultimately Yellowstone was a cultural place. So the key to understanding Yellowstone—to appreciating it, to knowing it—would be to engage its cultural history. My first step didn’t require political or administrative history, a chronicle of laws or superintendents. Nor—although it would be fascinating—did I need indigenous history, a history of the worthy cultures that preceded my own in this place. First I wanted to understand Yellowstone in the context of my own culture, to know why Yellowstone was important to previous generations of people like me. Why it was famous, and why that fame endures.


Culture is always layered, with new meanings piling atop old ones, adding to them rather than eradicating them. In 1870, the earliest white explorers didn’t see much more than a geological freak show, and that still matters, even though today Yellowstone’s meaning encompasses much more—including wildlife, architecture, frontier history, and environmental politics. These newer layers merely add to the geological significance, like additional layers of deposition atop old rocks. Indeed, one reason Yellowstone today feels so central to our culture is that it has accumulated so many varied and compelling layers of meaning. Those early explorers called it Wonderland after the weird place in Lewis Carroll’s just-published Alice in Wonderland. But it has since shown itself to be home to uncountable diverse wonders—a wonder-landscape.


In this book I tell stories of Yellowstone’s cultural history since 1870. We proceed chronologically, with a series of individuals pursuing their passions in the park. As they accomplish their goals, they illustrate what Yellowstone meant to the culture of their era. You can compare their stories to that of the blind men and the elephant: each chapter describes a different way to portray this huge thing. On their own the portrayals are compelling and wondrous, but in the big picture the hero is the elephant itself—such a grand beast that it can be seen in so many different ways.


The book contains ten stories. The first story shows Yellowstone as special, full of unique wonder and power, just like the American self-image—and it shows that specialness being discovered at a moment when the nation was in desperate need of unifying traits after its wrenching civil war. Second, amid the vanishing of bison, elk, and other once-abundant creatures, Yellowstone is portrayed as a refuge from industrialization, a sanctuary that humans could create on behalf of wildlife. Third, the rustic style of Yellowstone’s Old Faithful Inn forms the architectural expression of a desire for an informal, classless society that arises from and complements the surrounding bounty of nature.


Fourth, Yellowstone serves as a sample of the mystique of the romantic frontier. Founded on frontier nostalgia, the dude ranching industry revolves around the national park, with a trip to Wonderland as the centerpiece of an experience that seeks to capture the West as rugged adventure. Fifth, Yellowstone acquires associations with democracy and patriotism as the so-called birthplace of the National Park Idea. This founding mythology of the National Park Service is given a very specific setting on the banks of the Madison River, and thus adds new layers of symbolism onto those peaceful meadows. Sixth, the automobile helps transform Yellowstone from an upper-class leisure destination to a middle-class learning expedition. People in their cars seek the empowerment of knowledge, and roadside exhibits and museums arise to provide it. Seventh, Yellowstone gets honored for its vast unpeopled landscapes. Photographer Ansel Adams exemplifies a new set of Thoreau-style idealists who seek more than recreation or education from a national park—they seek, and find, the wonder of spirituality. Eighth, Yellowstone becomes a place where scientists research the natural world, a sort of gigantic natural laboratory. The scientific advances lead to political battles about how humans can best manage and interact with that natural world. Ninth, as the mythical home of a famous cartoon bear, Yellowstone becomes an icon of popular culture with a deep reach into childhood fantasy.


Then in chapter 10 we see this set of accumulated values nearly crash and burn. The 1988 wildfires tore across one-third of the park’s acreage and threatened most of its tourist developments. But what they were really burning, in many people’s minds, was the notion that Yellowstone was an unchanging paradise capable of holding so many ideals. The fires were burning a sanctuary and patriotic symbol; they were destroying representations of American exceptionalism, can-do frontier spirit, and naïve sense of benevolent control over nature. On the ground, firefighters were valiantly saving buildings. In the world of theory, ecologists were coming to see fires as essential to the natural processes that create wildlife habitat, processes that represented the true purpose of the park. But in the wider culture the fires were far bigger and more devastating, because their threat felt existential.


The park survived that threat, as attested by its four million visitors per year today. In three decades since the fires, Yellowstone has continued to serve as an icon of accumulated cultural heritage, as well as an ecological wonder. For example, Yellowstone today serves as a focal point in national debates about how wolves complete an ecosystem, what to do about climate change, which role public lands should play in a democracy, and whether a supervolcano will usher in an apocalypse.


As I put this story together—as I chose which characters and narratives to use to illustrate these points—I found that my ambition had changed. I started out wanting to understand the uniqueness of Yellowstone National Park. I pictured the moment I shared with the huffing bison as special and impossible to duplicate in any other place. I thus imagined that moment as opening a door to somewhere different from the rest of America. But my quest ended up taking me to a place that’s at the very heart of America. The story of Yellowstone is the story of what America wants from Yellowstone. As Americans, we keep changing our minds about what we want our country to be. And because we have national parks to embody those ideals in the form of landscapes, with every such wider cultural change, we have to change what we want from a national park. Thus Yellowstone’s cultural history is the nation’s cultural history. And what’s truly amazing about Yellowstone, what makes it America’s wonderlandscape, is how it can continually meet those demands.


In ways I hadn’t initially expected, the story thus matters not only to people visiting Yellowstone, or living nearby, but also to people who have only vaguely heard of it. The story of Yellowstone is the story of a place gifted with natural wonders and cultural force, and with powerful yet ever-changing ways to harness those gifts for the greater good. It is, in other words, the story of America. It’s a story Americans tell about ourselves, hear about ourselves, and come to see as a description of who and what we are.
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SPECIAL


When you go to Yellowstone today, you receive repeated signals that it’s special. You have to pay to get in. Most of the signs are painted a distinctive brown. The area is printed a different color on the map. You can’t escape knowing that you’re in a national park, and even if you’ve never been to a national park before, the signals tell you that you have entered a distinctively different space. They prepare you to experience life differently than you would even a half mile outside the gate.


Yellowstone, as effectively as any place in the country, fulfills your expectations. If you experience nothing else—if the animals are hiding, and you don’t drive all the way over to Lake, and you don’t get out of the car at Mammoth or Canyon or any of the smaller features or exhibits—you will almost certainly go to Old Faithful to watch and feel an explosion of steam from a tiny hole in the ground.* You will probably find it a unique and enthralling phenomenon. You will probably conclude that it justifies the attention given to it. It’s special. But the geyser’s regularity and timelessness might make you wonder about people who stumbled across it long ago, with little advance warning that these experiences would be worthwhile.


Unfortunately a story like that isn’t easy to find. Native American tribes regularly enjoyed Old Faithful and many other thermal features; their oral traditions may well have been as effective as our entrance-booth flyers at telling people what to expect. But we haven’t been very good at preserving or analyzing those oral traditions, which makes it hard for us to understand the contexts from which those cultures perceived their worlds. In fact we haven’t done much better with regard to the first Anglos to experience Yellowstone, because they didn’t write stuff down either.1 John Colter, after leaving the Lewis and Clark expedition, probably passed through Yellowstone in 1807–08. But the fact that he made the trip alone, on foot, in winter, made his trip sound almost more like legend than fact.2 Over the next four decades, fur trappers wandered through Yellowstone, but they were stereotyped as fringe elements, like homeless people today. Stories told by the trapper Jim Bridger were doubted so often that he became famous less for his formidable exploits than for his tall tales. He told of a river warmer on the bottom than the top, as if heated by the friction of the rocks—a good description of the Firehole. But then, talking about a petrified tree northwest of Roosevelt Lodge, he repurposed an old tall tale about the tree being home to petrified birds singing petrified songs. Eventually an older Jim Bridger story, about a mountain of glass that served not only as a mirror but also as a magnifying glass, such that it made an elk seem within shooting range when it was really twenty-five miles behind you, was repurposed by others who set it at Obsidian Cliff between Norris and Mammoth. Finally, completely fabricated stories, such as Bridger’s alleged use of an echo as an alarm clock, proved marvelously entertaining but damaged his credibility.3


Trappers were followed by prospectors, who had incentives to either hide or lie about their destinations. They probably approached this little-visited land having heard some sort of story about its uniqueness, but for sixty-odd years after Colter, there are few accounts that we can look back on in detail. Only in 1870 and 1871 did teams of upper-class explorers set out to create a written chronicle of the region. Because they were the first to try to document Yellowstone’s wonders, they’re sometimes credited with “discovering” the place. They did so only if you define discover as “be the first to make known”—they certainly weren’t the first to find it.4 But the great thing about their stories is that we can see how they viewed Yellowstone, how they saw it as different from other places, and how their interpretation came to center on the notion of special.5
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At the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone, the painter Thomas Moran lingered over the view. It was midsummer—July 1871—and the canyon presented an epic panorama, full of color. Its golden-yellow cliffs were streaked with rusty reds, pearl grays, and deep blacks. The scene was dotted with vivid green mosses and paler green grasses. The base of the Lower Falls created a cacophony of white spray, which then collected itself to flow into a blue ribbon of river. The surroundings featured evergreen trees—blankets of lodgepole—plus clear blue skies, and, off in the distance, the tantalizing white snowcaps of the Tetons.


Moran, a rail-thin 34-year-old with a beard grown unkempt from a summer in the wilderness, often appeared to be at leisure, just looking around. In fact he was committing scenes to his prodigious visual memory. And so he lingered here, seeing the colors and the composition, soaking in the beauty and majesty, feeling the emotions they evoked. For four days, he walked up and down the canyon. Sometimes he made sketches, fished in the river, visited with geologists, or helped his friend William Henry Jackson set up photographic equipment. But much of the time he just sat, observing, memorizing, feeling. From which vantage did the elements come together most beautifully? Which views best captured the power and wonder of the natural scene? How did this scene provoke an emotional reaction in him, and how could he recapture that on canvas?


What’s most fascinating about Moran’s visit isn’t so much that he was one of the first Anglo artists to see the canyon. Nor is it even that he was one of the best such artists, as demonstrated by one legendary masterpiece and several more artworks nearly as acclaimed. What’s most fascinating is Moran’s ambition. He was not a plein air painter, reproducing what he saw in front of him. Rather, he would take these scenes home to construct images that interpreted Yellowstone for others. He intended to transform the nature he witnessed into art, into a piece of culture for others to consume.


In varying ways, transforming raw nature into culture was what every member of his 1871 expedition sought to do. The trip was organized by Ferdinand Hayden, a scientist-bureaucrat in charge of annual federal geological surveys. Each summer Hayden assembled crews to go off and look at some place that few of his contemporaries had ever seen. But unlike previous explorers, he wasn’t after gold, slaves, or furs. He pursued knowledge. Twelve years after the publication of Darwin’s theory of evolution, Hayden sought fossils to understand the past, taxonomies to document the present, and maps to plan the future. He was not merely seeing nature in place, nor merely extracting from it the obvious riches of minerals or furs. He was articulating how an unfamiliar landscape could be folded into the era’s dominant culture.


To do so, Hayden brought along a crew of about thirty: topographers and geologists and botanists, an entomologist, a meteorologist, and a zoologist; plus packers, cooks, hunters, and guides. He solicited interns from the families of congressmen because—unlike previous explorers—his trips were paid for by congressional appropriations, rather than private or military funds. Thus every member of the expedition served a cultural purpose: some explaining the place in terms of the existing scientific culture, and others setting the foundations to incorporate it into America’s democratic and economic structures. In a similar trip the previous year, Hayden explored the Uintas, an inhospitable but rather ordinary mountain range on the Wyoming-Utah border, and the expedition’s report rhapsodized over picturesque beauty and agricultural potential. Hayden compared a rugged Uinta plateau to “an elegantly prepared lawn” and peaks to “Egyptian pyramids on a grand scale”; he referred to the game trails between them as excellent roads. In other words, Hayden was trying to show the government and the railroad how places like the Uintas could turn into places just like the Midwest, the East Coast, or northern Europe.6 In Yellowstone he would find a challenge even greater than the Uintas, because this equally cold and empty place was also far more strange.


[image: images]


The Hayden crew members who ended up having the biggest cultural impact—the painter Moran and the photographer Jackson—also used the summer to become close friends. The two met in late June at a camp on a high-altitude, treeless meadow along what is today Interstate 15 about five miles north of the Montana-Idaho border. Sagebrush-sprinkled flats still glowed verdant with spring runoff, and probably sported wildflowers. The setting was scenic, with a wide, grand beauty befitting the notion of the nearby Continental Divide—but with a certain monotony to the beauty, a view that barely changed for twenty miles at a time. And the expedition, which had left the nearest railhead about three weeks earlier, chugged along at less than fifteen miles per day. Moran, who’d gotten a late start from the Union Pacific station at Ogden, Utah, leapfrogged the first two hundred and fifty miles in a four-day stagecoach ride. This was the well-traveled route to Montana’s territorial capital at Virginia City; from there the expedition would curve northeast to pick up a military escort near Bozeman, and then southeast to the unknown territory along the Yellowstone River.7


Some of Moran’s now-legendary early blunders made him appear ill-suited to rugged western travel. For example, on the stagecoach trip, he wondered aloud why the vehicle was so heavily armed. “Road agents,” somebody replied, and he didn’t recognize that phrase as a synonym for outlaws; he wondered why the driver would need a gun to interact with his own company’s station agent. Other problems: He’d never ridden a horse. He carried a small carpetbag with clothing insufficient for the cool mountain nights. Worst, his stomach had a lifelong aversion to oils and fatty foods. On such a journey, of course bacon was a staple and the frypan a standard tool. Indeed Hayden’s head cook, John Raymond, was nicknamed “Potato John” because of his habit of under-boiling potatoes. By the time Moran arrived, Potato John had already decided to give up on boiling and conquer all of his potatoes by frying them.


But the legends exaggerate: Moran was actually quite comfortable with enduring hardships for the sake of art. He was an experienced traveler, having spent several weeks camped out on Lake Superior, painting, and several months in England, studying the Romantic seascapes of J. M. W. Turner. He was a passionate fisherman, and showed his colleagues a new way to cook fish, wrapped in wet paper and baked under a campfire’s hot coals. (Impressed, they didn’t seem to realize what he must have seen as the chief benefit: food that hadn’t been fried.) In Moran’s day job at Scribner’s Monthly magazine, he’d recently illustrated black-and-white woodcuts to accompany Nathaniel Langford’s article on the 1870 Yellowstone expedition. Langford’s stories made Moran decide to pursue these Yellowstone scenes in person. At that point in the history of landscape painting, Hudson River School painters had thoroughly canvassed the pastoral scenes in the East; to be new and different, Moran would happily endure rugged wilderness travel.


One of Moran’s first opportunities to sketch a scene that no contemporary artist had previously visited came at a feature called the Devil’s Slide. This stark cliff face receives little attention today, in part because it stands five miles north of Gardiner, Montana, the park’s northern boundary. But if you did stop along the highway there, you could imagine how sediments were deposited like a layer cake—one layer full of oxidized iron to make it red—and then later heaved up on end to turn the layers into vertical stripes. A geology teacher would get very excited, and talk about how the sedimentary rocks are of different types, and note that they are eroding at different rates, making the red layer stand out like a playground slide.


In 1870, however, members of the Washburn-Langford expedition experienced very different reactions. Although they acknowledged this unusual geology as majestic and sculptural, a “marvelous freak of the elements,” Langford wrote, they insisted on naming it after the devil.8 Langford later regretted that decision because it felt unimaginative in the face of all the additional opportunities they subsequently encountered for hell-based names. They kept encountering hot, dry, mountainous, rocky landscapes—so unlike the gentle, well-watered, long-manicured English countryside that shaped their cultural expectations. So they assigned devilish names. Because how could you tame such a place? How could you turn this aggressive terrain into a recognizable landscape? This was an era when Americans compared Atlantic coastal towns to the English seaside, Colorado to the Swiss Alps, southern California to the Mediterranean. The Hudson River Valley paintings—and even Albert Bierstadt’s more outlandish extensions of that school set in exotic Western locales—showed landscapes that could have been located in Europe, except for the fact that they were not yet developed. In other words, as a culture America was not yet mature enough to see its landscapes through anything but a European filter. A red-streaked cliff—massive, dry, and empty—couldn’t easily be compared to anything in Europe. Langford found it amazing, but he wasn’t self-confident enough to think of it as special. It was different, alien, “other”—so he ascribed it to Satan.


One remarkable achievement of Hayden’s 1871 expedition was to invoke calmer reactions to such scenes, in part because the expeditioners applied more knowledge and wisdom than their 1870 predecessors had. Hayden the geologist could write matter-of-factly about the slide’s composition. Jackson the photographer could show it in black-and-white, with the red de-emphasized and the protrusions foreshortened. Moran the artist could sketch it as a jumble of rocks and trees that weren’t particularly red or even slide-like. Although they didn’t change the name, their practical approach did make the place seem a little less terrifyingly foreign. In one of their earliest opportunities to interpret nature as culture, they found anchor points more welcoming than hell.
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 On July 21, after six weeks on the road, the expedition finally crossed into what is today the national park. They camped at Mammoth Hot Springs, where hot water pools in white travertine terraces resemble a wedding cake on steroids, and then at Tower, where a 132-foot waterfall spills from a jumble of minaret-like spires. In one of Moran’s Tower watercolors, the towers lean together as if gossiping under dark clouds. A beam of sunlight catches the top of the ribbon of water and then broadens across a cliff face. In the foreground, trees and rocks pile together in heaps, pushing your view upward, from ground to waterfall to towers to clouds. In another painting, filled with light and color, two tiny figures are perched on a rock in the foreground, overwhelmed by a jumble of toothy spires. To some extent Moran was drawing from a body of preconceived types: waterfall, spire, tree, mountain. And his use of color relied on what he’d learned from Turner. But at the same time his colors, less hysterical than Turner’s, felt more genuine.9 And Moran’s greatest strength was to capture in astonishing yet realistic visuals the emotional weight that caused Hayden to write of the towers as “gloomy sentinels,” and a geologist who climbed one tower at sunset to feel precarious in “the approaching gloom of evening.”10 The place was a little bit scary.


Moran interpreted that fear by benignly incorporating it into the culture of the day—a culture fascinated by a theological notion captured in the word sublime. A mixture of awe and pleasurable terror, the sublime resulted from the way Christians of the time appreciated God’s overwhelming power: they mixed exaltation (God is good) with righteous fear (God is omnipotent).11 They couldn’t separate the joy of a rainbow, that symbol of God’s grace, from the helplessness they felt facing the destruction of the associated storm.


The classic example of pre–Civil War sublimity was Niagara Falls: to stand by the falls, to see them and their uncontrollable power, was to experience nature as sublime. It was scary—but scary-fun to search out and observe at a distance, the way we enjoy horror movies today. Ideally, if you stood there long enough, your reaction folded in on itself: you realized that if nature contained these boundless reserves, maybe humans did too. As you looked out, you looked in; as you felt a somewhat-intimidating rapture with God in nature, so with God in yourself. Like many acclaimed landscape paintings of the day, Moran’s depiction of the waterfall at Tower spoke to his culture’s love of the sublime.
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Then Moran arrived at the canyon, and sublimity was not enough. The expedition camped at a spot between two waterfalls. In the Upper Falls, the Yellowstone River, having idled through scenic meadows for a dozen miles, suddenly throws itself off a cliff. A quarter mile downstream it dives again, perhaps more spectacularly, into the deep canyon. Hayden instinctively made a comparison to the nation’s best-known natural feature: with a smaller volume, these were “not so grand or impressive” as Niagara, but “far more beautiful.”12 More than the power of the waterfall, what really made the scene was the diversity and strength of the colors surrounding it. As Rudyard Kipling later wrote, the canyon was “one wild welter of color—crimson, emerald, cobalt, ochre, amber, honey splashed with port wine, snow white, vermilion, lemon, and silver gray in wide washes.”13


At the canyon the scientists didn’t have much to document or explain, so they soon moved on to Mud Volcano and Yellowstone Lake. But they understood why Moran stuck around for an extra four days. This site achieved the first half of Moran’s goal: to find a scene worthy of being depicted in a masterpiece. Now only the second half remained: to create that masterpiece. Hayden wrote, “Thomas Moran, who is justly celebrated for his exquisite taste as a colorist, exclaimed with a sort of regretful enthusiasm, that these beautiful tints were beyond the reach of human art.”14 But he could certainly try.


After four days at the canyon, Moran spent just another week with the expedition, hitching a ride back to civilization in early August while the others slogged on through the fall. He now had a quest. As he wrote to Hayden the following spring, “By all Artists, it has heretofore been deemed next to impossible to make good pictures of Strange and Wonderful Scenes in nature; and that the most that could be done with such material was to give topographical or geologic characteristics. But I have always held that the Grandest, Most Beautiful, or Wonderful in Nature, would, in capable hands, make the grandest, most beautiful, or wonderful pictures, & that the business of a great painter should be the representation of great scenes in Nature.”15 Others stood curious as to whether his talents would be able to pull it off. But the work of a landscape painter is not merely in mimicking colors—it’s in choosing themes to represent.
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On the evening of Thursday, May 2, 1872, crowds thronged through the first-floor entranceway and up the broad double staircase of a New York institution called Clinton Hall. A Parthenon-like building originally constructed as an opera house, Clinton Hall presided over one of Manhattan’s richest cultural districts, at Astor Place. The building housed the nation’s fourth-largest lending library, plus the city’s largest fine arts auction business. It was an excellent place to view major new works of art, and the evening’s exhibition featured a single item. Attendees filed, one at a time, in front of Moran’s twelve-by-seven-foot canvas, The Grand Cañon of the Yellowstone. The attendees were a varied crowd: railroad financiers, literary types (Scribner’s was underwriting the event), and artists. Dazzled, Moran felt like “all New York” was there.16


It had been a busy winter. In the nation’s capital, a notion spread that the Yellowstone area should receive some sort of special designation. The idea’s backers included Ferdinand Hayden, pursuing scientific fame, and the Northern Pacific Railroad, pursuing tourist dollars. Supportive politicians in Montana, which provided the best-developed routes into the proposed attraction, pointed to the precedent of Yosemite: in 1864, Congress withheld an extraordinary landscape from homesteading and granted it to the state of California as parkland. At Yellowstone, however, Montana and Wyoming were still territories, not yet states, so the park would have to be held at the federal level.17 In Congress, a bill to create “the Yellowstone national park” proved fairly easy to support because it required no monetary outlay—total federal appropriations over the first five years of Yellowstone’s operations totaled zero dollars. In March 1872, the bill became law.


That lawmaking process was aided by an exhibition of small Moran watercolors, accompanied by Jackson’s photographs to show this place as not only stunning but also real. But Moran spent much of the winter working on the oversized canvas he was now unveiling. At first glance, the painting’s central misty falls competed for the eye’s attention with sun-dappled cliffs. Golds and greens dominated, split by the river’s ribbon of blue. In the foreground, the eye could rest in shaded purples and browns, and might struggle in the gaslight to catch tiny details: explorers on a rock, their horses, a Native American, and a bear. On a distant plateau, geysers erupted; off in the far distance stood the snowcapped peaks of the Tetons. “One can readily imagine the tallest cliff to be a vast cathedral, with its outer walls painted in the fadeless colors of Pompeii,” wrote one critic later that year, also comparing the falls’ rising mist to a prayer. In describing the view, calling it “too grand and wonderful for words to describe,” this critic seemed to confuse the work of art with the real-life scene it depicted—which was further evidence of Moran’s triumph.18


Expensive, oversized paintings were in vogue at the time—but this one outshone them all. A Scribner’s editor wrote, “I knew the artist was going to paint a big picture, but I didn’t know how big it would be . . . When I think of his carrying that immense canvas across his brain so long, I wonder that he didn’t go through the door sidewise, and call people to look out when they came near.”19 It included massive scale yet impressive detail; exquisite composition and vivid color. Furthermore, it felt less stagy and exaggerated than other oversized works, such as Bierstadt’s. Looking at Bierstadt’s 1860s paintings of Yosemite, one might ask, How much of this is real and how much is the artist’s longing? By comparison, viewers instinctively felt that The Grand Cañon of the Yellowstone was realism. They felt Moran’s fidelity to the specifics of what he’d seen. Although he wasn’t afraid to rearrange the topography, he rendered many details faithfully. He said, “My aim was to bring before the public the character of that region. The rocks in the foreground are so carefully drawn that a geologist could determine their precise nature.”20


However, what made the painting most effective as art, as a piece of American culture, was Moran’s interpretation of the region’s character. The Grand Cañon of the Yellowstone captured the way America in the 1870s was changing its notions of the sublime to take a more generous view of nature. With advances in science and natural history, people became less intimidated by vast natural features, more capable of appreciating them as benign creations of God. Now you could react to, for example, an impenetrable forest or a red-streaked cliff not by fearing or despising it but by contemplating the reason God put it there. Fear could become wonder. Nature’s boundless power revealed God’s omnipotence, complete with all of its mercy. A landscape of vastness and grandeur, one that made people feel insignificant before it, was evidence of a greater God, not a greater devil. Moran, far more successfully than his predecessors, could see Western landscapes—with their unsurpassed vastness and grandeur largely unspoiled by Anglo development—as profound and divine.21


Specifically, as lobbyists for the national park displayed Moran’s watercolors (and later convinced Congress to buy his masterpiece), “popular descriptions of Yellowstone changed dramatically,” wrote art historian Joni Kinsey. “Within just a few months the region was transformed in the public’s imagination from a kind of hell on earth to a spectacular ‘wonderland.’ Tones of reverence and awe replaced the earlier satanic references . . . what had been perceived as distant, sinister, and hellish places before 1870 became, through his portrayals, places of magnificence and wonder that could stand as important symbols of America’s uniqueness.”22


Moran brought Yellowstone into an American culture that was bumping up against the limits of the Niagara Falls interpretations. Niagara suggested that America, with a uniquely rich natural environment, was uniquely blessed by God. But Niagara was geographically contained. You could see great lakes above and below the falls, and you could envision exploiting nature’s resources to fulfill God’s purpose. Before Moran, when painters tried to apply this template to the ridiculous scale of the West, with unfamiliar plains or deserts or mountains extending as far as the eye could see, the vision faltered. Nature felt too strong, its power more a curse than a blessing. But Moran brought a peaceful wonder to The Grand Cañon of the Yellowstone, as well as his watercolors depicting terraces, absurdly colorful pools, high distant mountains, and magnificent rock formations. At first the images might stun a viewer like the West stunned those who weren’t prepared for it: so unusual, so different from Europe, so weird. But after spending forty days in the wilderness, Moran didn’t come back with revulsion at an uninhabitable hell, or with the European envy of Bierstadt’s Swiss-tinted mountains. He mixed awe not with fear but with wonder at uniquely epic and serene features of the American landscape. Moran’s work tied together the unique, the natural, and the vast in a way that people could interpret as implying God’s grace even in the West. Yellowstone, in his vision, was super-sublime.


When the West was strange, terrifying, and hellish, it represented all the ways America felt inferior to Europe, dirty and unrefined. Europe had grand old cathedrals, a history of art and civilization, a cultural legacy—a society that was better the same way that a rich French croissant was better than a tired camp-tender’s biscuits. It was widely accepted that America had more nature than Europe, and perhaps even more natural grandeur (“my scenery can beat up your scenery”). But after the Civil War, ready for a new perspective that celebrated the newly unified country, America was ready to hope that nature also provided it with a historical culture that was just as valid as Europe’s. This argument began with awareness of the cathedral-like valley of Yosemite and its ancient sequoias. Moran’s paintings brought it fully into the mainstream. Yellowstone boasted ancient rocks and geysers and a cathedral-like canyon and lake. Its landscapes were beautiful and serene, and didn’t have to conjure the devil. They could speak for God. And God, Americans of the time believed, had a plan for this nation. It was a Manifest Destiny for the special people of this special country to occupy these special landscapes from sea to sea.


Today, we look back on Manifest Destiny as arrogant, racist, and environmentally destructive. But it was the reigning philosophy of the day—and people of the day saw it expressed in Yellowstone. Yellowstone stood for what America thought was best about itself. This was the message that Americans had secretly hoped to see in images of the West, images that Moran finally gave them: We are special. America is special, because of its wondrous landscapes. America’s landscapes were many, and varied, and frequently extreme. Yellowstone captured them in microcosm, with unique geysers just a few miles from a gorgeous canyon; with vast, dark forests coming right down to a huge, pristine lake; with abundant fisheries and extraordinary rock formations; with endless mountain vistas atop majestic canyons. Yellowstone had almost everything an American of the 1870s might want in a landscape.


And that meant, to those people, that their country did too.
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With the excitement of all the wonders that Moran and the Hayden party experienced, we sometimes gloss over what they didn’t experience. An abundance of wild animals, for example. The party’s hunters continually returned to camp empty-handed; one member’s diary includes repeated entries such as “squirrel and partridge for dinner as José got no game.”23 Jackson later reported that nobody on the expedition even saw a bear the entire summer, which was an exaggeration, but not much of one.24


Ecologists today are wary of using these anecdotes to say much about actual wildlife populations at the time: maybe this party was simply too large, noisy, unskilled, or unlucky to encounter many animals. But whether animals were absent or just hiding, the notion of abundant wildlife did not register with our heroes. The reasons for thinking of Yellowstone as special all centered on geology. But less than thirty years later, that situation would change. When the once-ubiquitous bison suddenly loomed on the edge of extinction, the nation again looked to Yellowstone—with a very different set of priorities.





* Major Yellowstone features that have grown into neighborhoods named like towns are (counterclockwise on the figure-eight road from the North Entrance): Mammoth (Hot Springs), Norris, Madison (Junction), Old Faithful, Grant (or West Thumb), Lake, Canyon, and Tower/Roosevelt.
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HALF TAME


The newborn bison calf, a surprisingly light tan color, was less than two feet tall, not much bigger than a Labrador retriever. Alone on the side of the road in Yellowstone’s Lamar Valley in May 2016, it appeared to be abandoned, shivering in the cold. So father-and-son Canadian tourists took pity on it and put it in their Toyota Sequoia to drive it to a ranger station. The well-meaning action resulted in a well-deserved $735 fine, because it broke perhaps the park’s most-publicized rule: do not approach wildlife. The tourists should have walked and then driven away from the calf, should have left it by the side of the road. They were fortunate that their ignorance did not have more serious consequences: by approaching an unpredictable wild animal, they could have been injured; by handling it, they could have injured it if not themselves; and by interfering with nature, they could have helped create unnatural conditions, harming the very wonders that they had come here to enjoy. Commentators on social media condemned them vigorously, especially after the Park Service announced that the calf was not able to be reunited with its herd and had to be euthanized.1


Park officials made it clear: it’s not bison—or bears or other wild animals—that are the problem. It’s people. They just can’t seem to help getting too close. For decades everyone has received a warning poster at the entrance gate, MANY VISITORS HAVE BEEN GORED BY BUFFALO, with a comical drawing of a man and his cowboy hat flying apart from each other after a bullfighting-cartoon head-butt—but people nevertheless continually try to take selfies with bison. Some even approach within a few feet of a bison that has just attacked another human being.


Thus the public shaming: How can these tourists be so stupid? Do they think Yellowstone is some sort of petting zoo? Do they think somebody can control these wild animals? Do they think that because a national park is a special place, nothing could ever go wrong? There’s a temptation to consider “the tourist” a less-evolved, less-intelligent form of life than, say, the bison.


That’s the wrong reaction. Yes, wild animals are dangerous, and no, you should not approach them. But the bison calf was already motherless when it approached the tourists. And because it was motherless in the wilderness, it was doomed to soon be killed and eaten by a coyote, wolf, or bear, its role in the natural system reduced to food. When the tourists looked at a creature so beautiful and precious, of course they wanted to save its life. In this particular case, the Canadians were familiar with wildlife preserves in Tanzania, where abandoned animals could receive care. Only inside the boundaries of Yellowstone, with its rule to leave natural processes alone, would they be condemned for that mercy.2


 The tourists were acting from an innately human need, one that has been shaping our view of Yellowstone since almost its earliest days. These “stupid tourists” were following a philosophy that has been held by many individuals considered to be highly intelligent—a philosophy that historically was good for both humans and wildlife in Yellowstone. Because the philosophy doesn’t fit with what we now know of ecological science, nobody today should mimic their actions. But before dismissing these “stupid tourists,” it’s worth embracing the history of that clash between mercy and logic. After all, the clash gets at the heart of what it means to be a human being who lives in a world with other creatures.


Every time a tourist approaches too close to a bison or other wild animal—as misguided as that action may be—the tourist is in a sense recapitulating the entire history of people and wildlife in Yellowstone. First comes fascination, then empathy or pity, then the temptation to do something to help. There’s a later stage, resulting from education about ecosystem science and the value of a hands-off policy, in which you gain the strength to resist that temptation and let nature take its course. The Canadians didn’t seek that education. Yet even if they had received it, the irony would be that taking a hands-off approach to bison is possible only because previous generations of people chose the opposite tactic of merciful intervention. The bison avoided extinction only because people long ago drove around carrying the animals in the 1900s equivalent of Toyota Sequoias.3


To explain, this chapter tells the story of one of the earliest people to write about putting himself in harm’s way in the face of the park’s wildlife. It was 1897, and he was one of the world’s most-loved naturalists, on a life-changing journey to Yellowstone.


[image: images]


 On June 9, 1897, a couple exited their luxurious accommodations in a Northern Pacific railcar at Livingston, Montana. They crossed the street to eat breakfast at the Albemarle Hotel.4 The 25-year-old former Grace Gallatin was a small, trim, attractive heiress, and the daughter of a financier. A dead shot with a rifle, Grace craved adventure and travel. She’d met her husband, who was now thirty-six, aboard a ship to Paris three years earlier, where she was headed to write newspaper columns and he was headed to study art. He was a tall man with a spare frame and a distinctive handlebar mustache. His passions and intelligence won him many friends, although a tendency toward arrogance sometimes later lost them. He was known as “The Wolfman,” because he was obsessed with painting wolves, a passion that Parisian artists didn’t quite understand.


At the time his name was Ernest Seton Thompson, although the couple’s name soon became hyphenated (Seton-Thompson), and in 1901 reversed (Thompson Seton). Ernest, born in 1860 with the name Ernest Evan Thompson, was enraptured by a family legend claiming that his father, Joseph Thompson, was the rightful earl of Winton, Scottish nobility deserving of the name Seton. The complicated claim involved a tenuous link to a possibly illegitimate status, and Joseph—for reasons he didn’t articulate—never pursued it. But Ernest, who called his father “the most selfish person I ever heard of or read of in history or in fiction,” may have sought in lineage the love and value he didn’t feel from his father in person.5


Breakfasting at the Albemarle, Ernest and Grace took an opportunity to write in their journals. Both of them were talented and ambitious, and planned to write and publish about their respective journeys. But Ernest—older, male, and well ensconced in a popular niche—already had an actual assignment in hand. Recreation was a conservation magazine published by an elite outdoorsmen’s group called the Camp Fire Club, which Ernest had recently helped establish. Naming him a special correspondent, the magazine asked for a summer’s worth of reports on Yellowstone’s wildlife.


“At Livingston we entered the mountains,” he wrote in the magazine. “Now, between ourselves, I have never had much love for mountains. They always seem to me aggressive, overpowering, inaccessible and brutal; and they always seem posing for admiration. They give one a shut-in feeling, and make things seem close and stuffy. I am a prairie bird, you see, and whenever I see a large mountain, I always think what a grand prairie it would make if it were taken away, altogether.”6 Seton’s idea of an idyll was prairie Manitoba of the early 1880s, where he had gone to help a brother establish a homestead.


Ernest’s parents had left Scotland when he was not quite six, to homestead a remote, woodsy patch of Ontario. For the next four years he wandered the woods, collecting bird nests and adopting small mammals as pets. He and some of his nine brothers made their own wooden toys and constructed model wilderness scenes by arranging twigs, grass, and lichen in candy boxes. He gravitated toward local old-timers who could show him stuffed bird collections or regale him with stories of hunting wolves or bears. He connected with the wild creatures and the people who loved them in ways he could not connect with his parents.


The family’s Ontario farm did not succeed. (Ernest thought his father was lazy, although a more generous view would suggest that the former shipping executive wisely traded the grueling toil of attempting to tame marginal land for the city life of an accountant.) In 1870 they moved to Toronto, where Ernest continued to study birds, dogs, and cats. He wanted to be a naturalist, a career that his father believed would be unprofitable. So instead he trained as an artist. But in classes and competitions, where other artists painted pastoral or urban landscapes, Ernest painted wild lands. Where they painted still lifes, he painted more wild lands. And where they learned how to see and paint musculature from the study of nude models, he studied dog cadavers. After just one year he fled a prestigious London art institute for a farm on the Manitoba frontier.


Ernest proved no better at farming than his father. (Neighbors thought he was lazy.) His crop-tending was hindered by his fascination with the wild game in the woods and sandhills and the birds migrating over the broad plains. He went on long hunting trips. He tracked foxes through the snow. He collected skins and traded them with other naturalists. One night, by candlelight, he counted every feather on the wing of a grackle. The homestead’s failure didn’t concern him, because he gained the opportunity to acquire the material needed to write and illustrate the exhaustive guidebook Birds of Manitoba.


As an illustrator, he was universally acclaimed. But scientists complained that as a naturalist, he failed to objectively chronicle birds’ habits. Instead he told stories about bird-heroes. Ernest wasn’t trained in science; he just watched wild animals and let his imagination run. He thus connected with non-scientists, as a storyteller, far more effectively than he reached the establishment. He faced similar rejection from serious art critics, who preferred innovative techniques such as impressionism to realistic if sentimental scenes of wilderness. Each rejection by authority figures sent Ernest scurrying back to the frontier, to places like Manitoba or New Mexico, where he could bask in the untamed land and hear the stories of old-time frontiersmen. Eventually he came to see himself as a sort of middleman, a person who could best help society by bringing it more of the benefits of that wilderness.


He was, perhaps subconsciously, playing out a well-defined heroic role, best captured in the James Fenimore Cooper novels Ernest had read as a child. Cooper’s Natty Bumppo, a white man raised by Delaware Indians, wasn’t quite of the wilderness, but he wasn’t able to live a conventional civilized life either. At his best, he could use wilderness skills to help the expanding Anglo culture live in better harmony with nature. He could thus lessen his loneliness and displacement (Who am I? To what culture do I belong?) with a level of social status that birth couldn’t have accomplished.7 Ernest decided that his way to help people appreciate the glory of the natural world—and for him to find his place in the limbo between the two—would be to write and illustrate stories about animal heroes for popular audiences.


That niche proved successful and lucrative. The 1890s featured a new wave of animal stories that incorporated accurate portrayals of the lives of wild creatures. For example, Rudyard Kipling considered his 1895 The Jungle Book to be realism, describing actual conditions of wilderness in India, despite its fantastical tale of a boy raised by wolves. (With typical egotism, Ernest would one day claim that Kipling copied him.) Ernest became one of the best of these naturalist-illustrator-storytellers, who might embellish science—giving his creatures names and implying emotions similar to human ones—but who didn’t fudge science. Later, lesser talents preferred sentimentality to facts, and when Ernest was sometimes lumped in with them, he resented the additional slight from the establishment.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
 
 
 
   
   
 

   
   
 

 
 
   
   
 


   





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
WONDERLANDSCAPE

YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK
AND THE EVOLUTION
OF AN AMERICAN
CULTURAL
|CON

JOHN CLAYTON

SSSSSSSSSSSS





OEBPS/Images/ch.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
WONDERLANDSCAPE






OEBPS/Images/shield.jpg





