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I was born in the lands of the Western Reserve. In 1786 the citi-
zens of Connecticut reserved for themselves a huge tract of land 
west of the Appalachians. The fi rst European Americans to reach 
this tract wrote glowingly of wealth, of wetlands restless with the 
comings and goings of tens of thousands of waterfowl, and of riv-
ers thick with fi sh. The Native Americans living at the mouths 
of rivers such as the Cuyahoga hunted and fi shed, domesticated 
plants, and maintained extensive trading networks. These peo-
ples—the Adena, Hopewell, Wyandots, Hurons, Iroquois—lived 
well for uncounted generations amid the abundance of the well-
watered eastern woodlands.

By the time I was born, in 1962, the Hopewell and their kin 
had vanished to the briefest mention in books and museums of 
regional history. The Western Reserve had long been the state 
of Ohio, and the Germans, Irish, Italians, and Poles thoroughly 
outnumbered any emigrants from Connecticut. But the names 
Western Reserve and Iroquois rooted the landscape in a long his-

The Western Reserve
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4 / Discovering the West

tory of human occupation. Fifteen minutes’ walk from my house, 
the Rocky River cut endlessly at a huge shale cliff below Old Fort 
Hill. Tall oaks and maples that toppled from the cliff pulled 
worked fl int points up with their roots. If I walked the other 
direction, toward school, my path ran beside a cemetery where 
dates of 1789 or 1804 were barely discernible on the corroding 
limestone markers. At nearby Put-in-Bay my family visited the 
monument to Commodore Perry’s victory over the British in the 
War of 1812, with its historical markers commemorating Perry’s 
famous phrase, “We have met the enemy, and they are ours.” 
Large grindstones chiseled out of the local sandstone for the fi rst 
fl our mills built along the Rocky River still lay among the under-
growth beside the river. We drove steep No Bottom Road, where 
daredevil drivers tested car brakes during my grandfather’s youth. 
I perceived the landscape as the product of natural processes and 
the activities of generations of people.

My father gave me much of my sense of the natural history that 
continued to shape our landscape, as well as that of being rooted 
in the landscape. He was a naturalist. He taught me to identify 
birds and plants along the same woodland trails where he had 
learned their calls and blooms as a boy. We hunted for fossils in 
the shale cliff, and in the Cleveland Museum of Natural History 
we studied the sharp-mouthed skull of an ancient fi sh that had 
been found in the local shale. I tried to imagine glacial ice a mile 
thick above the humming green forests of summer.

My family’s Sunday morning worship, no matter the weather, 
was a hike in the Valley. The Valley was a regional park cen-
tered on the Rocky River a short walk from our house. From the 
local interpretive center and museum, our path followed an old 
channel of the river, which by then had become a swamp thick 
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with duckweed that hid turtles in its murky depths. Beyond the 
swamp lay abandoned farm fi elds slowly growing back to wood-
land. Autumn winds blew in fl ocks of cedar waxwings, and we 
made frequent long pauses to watch the birds noisily feeding on 
the seeds of birch trees. Old Fort Hill rose steeply above the fi elds, 
its fl anks partly covered in rows of pines planted during the 1930s 
by the Civilian Conservation Corps as a soil conservation mea-
sure. From the top of the hill we looked down on the winding 
course of the Rocky River.  

My parents were teachers. Although as an only child I often 
felt put upon at being always surrounded by teachers, those dear-
est of teachers fostered in me a natural curiosity that knew few 
bounds. What began with simple rock collections and plant 
presses grew into roadkill carcasses bubbling on the stove so that I 
could boil away the bodies and reassemble the skeletons, and vials 

Summer along the trail in the Valley, Ohio
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6 / Discovering the West

of stinky pond water lined up in the basement to be examined 
under the microscope. My father taught biology and chemistry, 
and he revered science and scientists. Our bookshelves at home 
included a fi rst edition of Silent Spring and a copy of Darwin’s 
Origin of Species. The other side of my father’s respect for science 
was a limited tolerance for organized religion. This I imitated, 
and reverence for the natural world apart from humans held for 
me the spiritual center that a belief in God occupies for others.

As an integral part of science and scholarship came my par-
ents’ emphasis on careful observation, questioning, and testing. In 
northern Ohio, this inevitably led to my recognition that the natu-
ral world had for many generations been modifi ed by humans. 
While I was still in elementary school, our river sampling taught 
me that septic tank overfl ows had polluted the Rocky River. My 
father gutted an old vacuum cleaner and converted it into an air-
pollution sampler that sucked air through a square of cotton gauze. 
When an hour of sampling produced a soot-black or rusty-brown 
patch on the gauze, it was no leap of imagination to extrapolate to 
what our lungs must look like. I became a child activist, writing 
indignantly to President Nixon about pollution. A secretary sent a 
short, bland note on White House stationery in reply.

My indignation at perceived outrages against nature was 
warm, but I had no context in which to evaluate change. One 
spring morning I grew furious at discovering that the banks of 
loose shale along the Rocky River had been thoroughly reconfi g-
ured. Bulldozers! Then my father explained how a spring rain on 
melting snow could change a riverbank overnight.

Misunderstandings aside, my indignation at what I perceived 
as human trespasses against the natural landscape had grown to a 
deeply painful wound by the time I left Ohio. During my seven-
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teen years of life there, the landscape that I knew intimately, and 
which underpinned my sense of place, was thoroughly altered. 
Behind our house lay a second-growth woodland and marsh. 
Though only a few acres, it constituted wilderness to me. Deer, 
fox, raccoon, woodchucks, pheasants, and songbirds inhabited 
the woods. From the maple saplings, I culled poles that I used to 
build tepees and lean-tos. I built a different shelter each summer 
and experimented with Native American cookery, substituting 
ground beef for venison. Then, when I was sixteen, our town 
decided to join the metropolis. The woodland and marsh were 
obliterated, replaced with a shopping mall, a church, an apart-
ment complex, and a sunken freeway. I could not have been more 
hurt if a family member had been attacked.

The loss of the woodlands was a blow that spun me toward the 
West. The needle of my inner compass had pointed increasingly 
westward for years. Every summer my parents and I camped and 
hiked in Yellowstone, Grand Teton National Park, or the Colo-
rado Rockies. While back home I had to reconstruct the Hopewell 
culture from a single fl int tool, in Grand Teton I spent an enthrall-
ing rainy afternoon studying intricately beaded garments actually 
worn by Native Americans and listening to tapes of their chants. 
And when the rain cleared, I watched the sun set across a lake 
where incoming trumpeter swans formed silhouettes against 
abrupt mountains rising thousands of feet from the valley fl oor.

. . .

Ohio has a close-textured landscape. Rain and snow fall fre-
quently, weathering the underlying sandstones and shales into 
thick, dark soils rich with the humus of fallen leaves. Trees grow 
luxuriantly on these thick soils: red oak, sugar maple, and beech 

Wohl-1st_pps.indd   7 12/22/2008   12:34:39 PM

Copyrighted Material



8 / Discovering the West

on the uplands, sycamore, butternut, and paper birch on the bot-
tomlands. In summer the trees form a dense green canopy loud 
with the trilling of insects and birds. Beyond the canopy the sky 
may be palest blue or gray with clouds, but its colors are always 
subdued and views limited by the pervasive moisture that weighs 
down the air. One’s attention focuses on closer details. Jewelweed 
seeds exploding from brown jackets reveal an inner layer of tur-
quoise blue. A stickleback minnow, sporting a sharply erect fi n, 
noses at the layer of algae that makes the plates of shale on the 
river’s bed slick as ice. A male cardinal perched on a holly branch 
forms a patch of emphatic red. By winter the colors grow even 
more subdued as low pressure systems sweeping south off Lake 
Erie dump white snow onto the blacks and browns of dried leaves 
and bare branches. A white-breasted nuthatch calling steadily 
among the dry clatterings of oak leaves may be the only sign of 
life while the storm lasts.

Beyond Ohio, the trees continue thickly through Indiana and 
Illinois. Not until Iowa does the generous spread of trees begin to 
contract into smaller patches, as the green of cornfi elds replaces 
the green of forests. A century ago the green was tallgrass prairie, 
where big bluestem sent its seed stalks eight feet in the air and its 
roots nine feet down.

As the forests contract, the sky grows. It remains an indistinct 
blue in Iowa, but the wider views allow more scope to observe 
the formation and movement of clouds. Thunderstorms become 
dramas of the sky that move swiftly to a grand climax of rain and 
hail and then pass as swiftly away.

At some point between Iowa and Nebraska or South Dakota, 
my family crossed an invisible boundary during each summer 
journey westward. Beyond that boundary we were in The West. 
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The West was a vaguely defi ned region where cowboys and 
Indians still lived. The big wild animals had not been hunted 
to extinction there, and the air and waters were not fouled with 
pollution. The West was Nature and Truth.

I visually identifi ed the West as the place where the sky became 
deeply blue and the vegetation grew so sparsely that there was 
no limit to the view of the sky. As the air grew clear of mois-
ture, everything looked more distinct and vivid under the strong 
sunlight. Many scholars believe that the aridity of western North 
America is one of the most important controls on the landscape 
and on human interactions with the land. To a new immigrant, 
the dryness appears fi rst in the sense of vast spaces and vibrant 
colors.

Once across the boundary of the West, people identifi ed them-
selves with Hollywood-style cowboys on the motel signs, or bill-
boards inviting you to visit the local “Boot Hill.” The story of the 
heroic West of cowboys, Indians, and mountain men was prepack-
aged and ubiquitous when I was growing up. I absorbed it from 
Gunsmoke and High Chaparral on television, and from Owen 
Wister’s The Virginian.

Hollywood had much to do with shaping my imaginings of 
the West, but Hollywood was only the latest in a long tradition 
of image creators. Thomas Jefferson had interpreted the size of 
North American mammals as a sign of the New World’s virility, 
J. Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur had described the American as 
a new man, and Horace Greeley had urged citizens to go west: 
every emigrant to the West was steeped in the story that America 
was the land of new beginnings in a pristine world of natural 
abundance and freedom, and that the West was the ultimate 
expression of America.
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10 / Discovering the West

Or should I say myth? Myth comes weighted with the impli-
cation that the story is untrue. My friend Madeleine told me of 
her experiences during several summers as a backcountry ranger 
in the Rawah Mountains of Colorado. Often alone in danger-
ous weather and rough terrain, she realized that the heroic pose 
of complete self-reliance in the wilderness—the classic stuff of 
traditional western stories—was one of ignorance, isolation, and 
vulnerability. Unlike the Ute Indians who had once lived in the 
Rawahs, she could not live off the landscape, because she could 
not rely on the accumulated knowledge of culture developed in 
that place, or on the differing skills of others.

Madeleine’s story made me wonder why we develop myths. 
Why did I believe so fi rmly in the mythic pristine wilderness of 
the West? Why have most other Americans? I can think of sev-
eral reasons. If the land was pristine, the Native Americans were 
not using it fully. And if they were not using it fully, their pres-
ence didn’t count and they could be forcibly displaced. If the land 
was pristine, American society had a chance to start fresh and 
create something better and purer than European culture. If the 
land was pristine, then dominating the threatening climate and 
wild animals would prove the European Americans to be strong 
and intelligent. Ultimately, if the land was pristine, the European 
Americans could be pioneers. They could tame, reclaim, and civi-
lize the land in the Judeo-Christian tradition of mastering natu-
ral forces. If the land was not pristine . . . well, there went a large 
portion of our national identity.

For me, the historical existence of wilderness, and its contem-
porary remnants in the West, was a key to what made the West 
different from the rest of the United States and from Europe. 
Because a natural world apart from humans formed the center 
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of my religion—the source of my inspiration, insight, and knowl-
edge—and because western landscapes were so sparsely settled 
and looked so unaltered, I believed that a natural world existed 
in the West.

The idea that wilderness persists in the West was also an 
under pinning of my scientifi c research. Many scientists who 
study “natural systems” prefer to focus on examples that do not 
seem to be altered by humans. The aquatic ecologist seeking to 
understand interactions among insect and fi sh species would 
rather work in a river where species have not been extirpated by 
pollution or overfi shing. When I measure downstream changes of 
river forms in relation to discharge, I do not want the complica-
tions of artifi cially stabilized banks, or stream fl ows decreased by 
dams or diversions. It is scientifi c human nature to seek out the 
simplest examples fi rst, and to add layers of complexity once we 
understand the simple systems well enough to predict their pat-
terns and trends through time. National park- and forestlands in 
the West often provide the simplest settings possible, in that fewer 
contemporary land uses may be occurring on these lands. In this 
context, evidence that beaver trapping or timber harvesting more 
than a century ago created persistent alterations in stream chan-
nels can be unwelcome news.

. . .

My parents and I moved to Arizona when I graduated from high 
school. I was very conscious of parallels with earlier emigrants 
as we drove west across the Great Plains and the Rockies. The 
myths of the fi rst European American pioneers governed their 
actions, and our history. The pioneers displaced and killed Native 
Americans. Some of them grew a native arrogance based on the 
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conceit that Americans have purer morals than other cultures. 
They saw no need to conserve or foster the seemingly limitless 
abundance of America’s natural resources, and they worked 
through many of these resources in a few decades. As pioneers, 
they took no lessons from predecessors, and made mistake after 
costly mistake as they let the precious topsoil of the shortgrass 
prairie blow away, or stripped the hills of trees and of the ability 
to store and gradually release water. We later inhabitants of the 
American landscape continue to put credence in those myths, and 
to twist them for our own ends. Western historian Bernard De 
Voto noted that the great danger of the Western myth of the lone 
pioneer or cowboy is that it can be manipulated to romanticize 
exploitive, destructive business practices, and the mining of tim-
ber, soil, and water. As De Voto wrote, “The trouble is that 1880 is 
dangerous to the West, for it damages land. And to damage land 
is to destroy water.”

What I did not realize was how closely I paralleled the nine-
teenth-century pioneers in my stock of preconceptions. I journeyed 
West with a naturalist’s appreciation of how geology and biology 
shape a landscape, and an environmentalist’s concern about how 
humans alter the natural order. I relied on the empirical knowl-
edge of science and had a religious reverence for the natural world 
as something apart from and above humans. I believed that nature 
had been unspoiled, because unaltered by humans, prior to the 
arrival of European Americans, and that it closely approximated 
this state in the American West. And because nature was my 
spiritual center, I believed that to move West was to give myself 
a better life in a new world. Like Thoreau, by going westward I 
would be free.

Nineteenth-century pioneers littered the way west with dis-
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carded baggage. The Great Platte River Road and the Hastings 
Cutoff across the Humboldt Sink were marked by furniture left 
behind overloaded wagons. The perceptive continued to discard 
their baggage once they settled into the new landscape, replac-
ing prejudices against Indian savages with respect for Native 
American knowledge of place. Both the physical and the meta-
phorical discarding came hard.

My baggage is equally persistent. More than two decades of 
living in the West has changed my perceptions of the western 
landscape considerably. It has started me on the path toward rec-
ognizing that landscapes and ecosystems are not so much discrete 
entities as ongoing processes of change that have been every-
where affected by humans for thousands of years. The history, 
as opposed to the romantic myth, of the West has been diffi cult 
to absorb. The West is not a pristine wilderness, for people have 
been altering natural processes here for millennia. This apparently 
simple fact has for me had an enormous repercussion: I recognize 
now that there is no unspoiled source of truth or life. There is no 
western reserve. And this makes all the difference.

So where does this leave me and others who have assumed 
that wilderness must be protected in isolation? The isolationist 
view of wilderness may have contributed to American society’s 
contemporary isolation from the land. Yet skyrocketing human 
population and material consumption are overwhelming the 
land’s ability to sustain us, suggesting that we need to buffer some 
landscapes from current human practices as much as possible in 
order to simply sustain ourselves. We in the contemporary West 
live increasingly segregated lives, with cities at the front and back 
doors and “wilderness” a drive away in the national parks and 
forests. I would be integrated. But how? I am searching for that, 
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making up a new story as I live in the West and as I write these 
essays.

The rest of these essays explore in detail this process of retell-
ing the story of the West. The process itself is intensely personal 
and yet also national, for the story of the frontier as exemplifi ed 
in the American West has been repeatedly identifi ed as a source 
of our national identity, by thinkers from Thomas Jefferson to 
Frederick Jackson Turner and Wallace Stegner. As people all over 
the world struggle toward means of sustaining human life on this 
planet beyond the twenty-fi rst century, it is imperative that we 
understand where we have come from and the stories that have 
guided us in the past. Only by carefully examining the assump-
tions implicit in past stories can we tell new, and perhaps better, 
stories.
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