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2 Introduction: The View from a Human-Made Wilderness

News headlines from forests, fields, rivers, and oceans suggest we are in a world of trouble.
Storms ravage the coasts of Asia and the Americas, with more looming as sea levels slowly
rise. Fresh water is increasingly scarce around the globe, owing not only to heavy water use
but also widespread pollution; there is not a single drop of water in the Colorado River in
the United States or the Rhone River in France that is not managed through complex dams
and distribution systems, or affected by city and industrial waste along their paths to the
sea. Agricultural soils are depleted from years of intensive cropping and from the ongoing
application of fertilizers and pesticides in the search for ever-sustained increases of food
and fiber; in North India, after decades of increasing production, yields of wheat and rice
have hit a plateau. Global temperatures are on the rise and, with this increase, whole eco-
systems are at risk. Species of plants and animals are vanishing from the Earth, never to
return. Perhaps most profoundly, the world’s oceans — upon which these global systems
rest — show signs of impending collapse. The accumulation of these acute problems has led
observers to conclude that the environment may be irreversibly lost or that we may have
reached “the end of nature” (McKibben 1990).

And yet in Flevoland, a province in the Netherlands, wild species are thriving as never
before. Red deer roam the landscape, feral horses travel in herds, and an ecosystem of foxes
and wild birds has arisen, including egrets and wild geese. Aurochs - the massive wild cattle
of Europe - have been extinct for centuries, but their human-bred cousins, Heck Cattle,
graze the landscape, their long horns and hairy forms rumbling across the marshland
(Figure 1.1). This 15,000-acre wilderness, called Oostvaardersplassen, is filled with wild

Figure 1.1 Heck Cattle. Source: Roel Hoeve/Foto Natura/Corbis,
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life. Remarkably, all this wildlife is thriving in one of the places on Earth most densely
populated by people. For safari visitors, who pay 45 dollars for a visit to the park, there is
no question that the place creates a great sense of wonder, as visits to wild places do for
most all of us in a world that is increasingly encroached by human activity, pollution, and
influence.

But if this place is a wilderness, it is by no means a natural one. Envisioned and
created by biologists in the 1980s, this park had previously been little more than muddy
lowlands devoid of wildlife. Over time, and with the careful introduction of various animals
and plants, the landscape has been crafted to produce these
animals. Most notably, the very ground upon which the park
sits was reclaimed from the sea, as much of Dutch land was long
ago. In the time of the Aurochs, Oostvaardersplassen would have
been under meters of water! Though intended to mimic a late
Pleistocene (10,000-year-old) ecology, therefore, the place is arti-
ficial. It is the product of rewilding, where long-lost ecosystems
are crafted by people from whole cloth, in order to reclaim - or
create — landscapes as they might have been before human influ-
ence (Kolbert 2012).

The wonderful landscapes of Oostvaardersplassen therefore raise as many questions
as they answer. Which animals are introduced and which are not? Who says this state,
devoid of people, is the natural one? Where some animals like the Aurochs are extinct, is
a human-bred substitute ecologically acceptable? Given that the Heck Cattle were in fact
bred by the Nazis in their effort to restore “pure” European nature, are such introductions
socially acceptable? In a world desperate for the protection of existing wilderness (to say
nothing of clean water and air), are expensive efforts at creating new wildernesses practical,
or elitist?

This view from the Netherlands makes our global situation easier to understand,
though perhaps no simpler to solve. The contradictory proposition — dramatically trans-
forming the environment in ways that may preserve the environment - is a metaphor for
the condition of our longstanding relationship to the non-human world. From this view,
Oostvaardersplassen is in no way unique. Yellowstone National Park in the United States,
though heralded as a wilderness, was created through the violent extirpation of the dozens
of native tribes who lived in the region, transformed its landscapes, and relied on the
resources of what would become a park devoid of people. Coffee plantations throughout
Asia and Latin America, though regarded purely as economic and artificial landscapes,
often teem with wild birds, mammals, and insects, all beyond the intent and control of
farmers, conservationists, or anyone else for that matter. Everywhere we seek some place
beyond people, the marks of human creation and destruction confront us, and wherever
the works of humans are in evidence, there are non-human systems and creatures, all
operating in their own way.

Decisions made in places like Oostvaardersplassen, therefore, cannot be made solely on
the basis that the region is a “natural” one, nor a “social” one. The area is simultaneously
neither and both, with animals, plants, and waterways springing from human interven-
tions, creating altogether new habitats and environments. Wildlife parks and coffee



