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chapter one

PLACE

August

I AM BACK IN SEATTLE. I am exhausted, lonely, and off-
balance—the damp air smells disconcertingly like childhood. At
the moment, being here feels like defeat. It reminds me of the
times when my brother and sister swam out to the log and I
turned tail and crawled onto the beach.

I am haunted by the fear that by coming here I have turned tail
on the cause that has occupied my last decade. I tell myself I am
changing tactics, but I do not always trust this idea. At a minimum,
I cannot fully explain my reasons for being here, nor why I am so
determined to stay.

I came here, I suppose, to find out what it means to live respon-
sibly in desperate times. Perhaps I came here in hopes of finding
out what permanence would look and feel like—and to practice it
while we still have the chance. Perhaps I came to confront head-on
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the pain and paradox of living in an economy that seems to thrive
on the death of nature. Maybe I came here in the hope that place
might be the escape hatch for a fractured society hurtling toward
the environmental brink.

All T can say with confidence is that I came here because, a year
ago, a grinning barefoot peasant in the Philippines pitied me—the
one thing I could not stand — and her pity became like a seed in my
shoe. It sprouted, grew into my dreams, and tormented me. It sent
me scurrying to the only place that ever felt like home. And it put
down a taproot that has now bound me here, in this moss-cloaked
neighborhood where everything is smaller than my memories.

Coming home did not come naturally because allegiance to
locale is alien to my family. I am from a line that reveres wan-
derers. My father, second son of a self-taught Irish merchant and a
Polish Jew, fled the bigotry of the South at age sixteen and never
looked back. My mother is a tenth-generation descendant of Puri-
tans who sailed to Massachusetts from England after the Mayflower’s
voyage. Beginning with the third generation in the New World, the
family began moving to a new town with each generation. By the
sixth generation, they had crossed the Mississippi. The seventh
generation reached the Pacific; the eighth crossed to Asia. The ninth
and tenth also kept moving. For two centuries or more, my ances-
tors died in different states than the ones in which they were born.
I grew up hearing the stories of these people—pioneer farmers,
merchants, missionaries, military officers, and geographers.

Even the friends my family has attracted have been international
vagabonds: my grandmother’s guest books, kept since she was
first married, record all the places where her many visitors ever
lived. Seven ink-filled volumes stand on her shelf, reading like cat-
alogs of exotic ports. I grew up paging through them, dreaming
of the places I would one day inscribe in Grandma'’s book. Recently,
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I found an entry in uneven script: “Alan Durning, age 11, world
traveler.”

The three of us in my litter have collected stamps in our pass-
ports the way we used to collect bottle caps. Until recently, it has
been uncommon for any two of us to be in the same time zone at
once. I have been especially successful at mobility. The longest I
have ever lived in the same room is three years; in the same house,
six. Most of my life, I have surpassed the national average of
moving every fifth year; I have rarely put up more than two con-
secutive calendars at the same address. Shortly after college, I set
up base camp in Washington, D.C., where I joined the staff of
a research center charged with monitoring the world’s social
and ecological health. A few years of seventy-hour weeks later I
had been promoted and began hopscotching the globe myself,
studying everything from poverty to atmospheric chemistry. It was
urgent stuff: documenting injustice, testifying before Congress,
jet-setting on behalf of future generations.

Then came the seed. I was in the Philippines interviewing
members of remote hill tribes about their land and livelihood. On
a sweltering day in the forested terrain of the Banwa’on people, a
gap-toothed chief showed me the trees, streams, and farm plots
that his tribe had tended for centuries. It was territory, he insisted,
they would defend with their lives. As the sun finally slid lower in
the sky, he introduced me to a frail old woman who was revered
by the others as a traditional priestess. We sat under a sacred tree
near her farm and looked out over the Ma’asam River. She asked
through an interpreter, “What is your homeland like?”

She looked at me with an expectant smile, but I was speechless.
My eyes dropped. Should I tell her about my neighborhood on the
edge of Washington, D.C., the one where I then lived with my
wife, Amy, and our son, Gary? The one where we could not let
Gary play outside our apartment because of the traffic?
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She repeated the question, thinking I had not heard. “Tell me
about your place.” Again, I could not answer. Should I tell her
about the neighborhood we had previously fled, the one where
the dead bodies of young men kept turning up in the alleys? The
one where police helicopters were always shining their spotlights
through our windows? The one that had since erupted in riots and
suffered the psychotic nonchalance of a serial killer? I said nothing.

The truth was I lacked any connection to my base in Wash-
ington, D.C., and for some reason, for the first time, it shamed me.
I had breakfasted with senators and shaken hands with presidents,
but I was tongue-tied before this barefoot old woman.

“In America,” I finally admitted, “we have careers, not places.”
Looking up, I recognized pity in her eyes.

PICTURE NORTH AMERICA FROM SPACE. Look at the upper
left and start an imaginary line on the rugged coast of southern
Alaska. Climb the ridges that encircle Prince William Sound. Cross
the snowy teeth of the Chugach Mountains and descend through
kettle-pond country to the feet of the towering Alaska Range. Rise
again to the bitter heights and, turning southeast along the crest,
clip the corner of the Yukon Territory. Enter British Columbia and
veer east through its folding north.

Turn your line south when you reach the Continental Divide in
the Rocky Mountains. Follow that divide down the thousand-mile
spine of British Columbia, across Montana, along the buttressed
ridges of the Idaho border, and into Wyoming as far as Jackson Hole.

There, leave the divide and turn westward toward the coast. Fol-
lowing the swells and benches that limit the Columbia Basin, dip
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southward into Utah and Nevada, then northward again around
the high desert of central Oregon. When you approach the Cascade
Mountains,veer southwest through the tangled topography of
northern California to the crest of the Coast Range. Just north of
San Francisco Bay, descend to the shores of the Pacific.

The line you have drawn is an unfamiliar one. You won'’t find it
on maps by Rand McNally. But it shows a geographical unit more
real, in an ecological sense, than any of the lines governments
draw. You have drawn a biological region—a bioregion. Specifically,
you have outlined the watersheds of rivers flowing into the Pacific
Ocean through North America’s temperate rain forest zone.

Rain forests, the largest outside of the tropics, stretch along
the coast from San Francisco Bay to Prince William Sound in a
fifteen-hundred-mile belt. Running through this landscape of
mammoth evergreens are salmon-filled rivers that rise inland—
sometimes hundreds of miles inland—among corrugated ranges
and desert plateaus.

The unity of this diverse bioregion is in the movement of its
water; every ounce of moisture that the ocean throws into the sky
and the sky hurls down on the land inside this region’s borders
tumbles toward the rain forest coast. If it does not evaporate or get
trapped in underground aquifers along the way, the water will
reach that dripping shoreline through one of several hundred
swift, cold rivers. Most likely, it will travel through the Columbia—
the biggest Pacific-bound flow in the Americas—or the Fraser—
home to the Earth’s greatest populations of migrating salmon.

But water that falls outside the boundaries will never touch the
rain forest. It will run off in other directions—into the Yukon River
and Bering Sea, into the Mackenzie and Saskatchewan Rivers and
the Arctic Ocean, into the Missouri and Mississippi Rivers and the
Gulf of Mexico, into the salt pans and dry washes of the land-
locked Great Basin, or into the Sacramento River and San Francisco
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Bay. It will define other natural places, other units of ecology, but
it will not glide through the mossy rot of temperate rain forests.

This place, defined by water running to woodlands, has no
perfect name. You could call it the Rain Forest Province, the North
Pacific Slope, or—as some do—Cascadia. But it is simpler to press
into service a name from common parlance, a name that already
denotes the place’s economic and demographic center of gravity.
It is best to call this place—the part of northwestern North America
that is connected to the Pacific through rain forests—the Pacific
Northwest.

After all, the human settlement patterns in the Pacific Northwest
already give many of its people a cultural sense of kinship that
roughly coincides with this natural unity. The place has a densely
populated core and a vast, buffering hinterland. Its heart extends
along a corridor from Vancouver and Victoria, British Columbia,
through Seattle and Tacoma, Washington, to Portland and Eugene,
Oregon. If you travel away from this urbanized strip in almost any
direction, population diminishes in an unbroken gradient until
you have crossed into other bioregions with other human hubs.

For reasons both cultural and ecological, therefore, the Pacific
Northwest is one of the Earth’s natural places. It exists apart from
any government’s recognition of it as a single place. It exists in a
more fundamental way. It is manifest on the face of the land. It is
there. It can be discovered.

Natural units of place such as this have always mattered more to
people than has humanity in general or the planet in its entirety.
Indeed, history is unequivocal: people will sacrifice for villages,
homelands, or nations, even giving their lives. But humans seem
unwilling to sacrifice for their planet, despite the fact that it is now
suffering proportionately greater losses from social decay and
environmental destruction than do most countries at war.
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Specialists have known for decades that burgeoning numbers of
people and their surging consumption of material resources were
making the scale of human impacts on the Earth unsupportable.
Homo sapiens has produced far more protoplasm—more mass of
living tissue—than any other species in the four-billion-year evo-
lutionary record. Earth’s 5.8 billion people and their domesticated
animals eat 3 percent of all the plant matter that grows on land
each year—the staple of terrestrial food chains. Add the habitats
burned, paved, plowed, grazed, cut down, or otherwise turned to
human ends and the figure rises to 39 percent. Humans appro-
priate two-fifths of all plant matter that grows on land each year, a
state of affairs that cannot last. This extreme disruption of eco-
systems will end. The question is whether people will end it vol-
untarily and creatively, or whether nature will end it for them,
savagely and catastrophically.

Humanity’s failure to act in defense of the Earth is convention-
ally explained as a problem of knowledge: not enough people yet
understand the dangers or know what to do about them. An alter-
native explanation is that this failure reflects a fundamental
problem of motivation. People know enough, but they do not care
enough. They do not care enough because they do not identify
themselves with the world as a whole. The Earth is such a big place
that it might as well be no place at all.

If places motivate but the planet does not, a curious paradox
emerges. The wrenching global problems that the world’s leading
thinkers so earnestly warn about—crises such as deforestation,
hunger, population growth, climate change, the proliferation of
hazardous materials, and the loss of cultural and biological diver-
sity—may submit to solutions only obliquely. The only cures pos-
sible may be local and motivated by a sentiment—the love of
home—that global thinkers have often regarded as divisive or
provincial. Thus, it may be possible to diagnose global problems
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globally, but impossible to solve them globally. There may not be
any ways to save the world that are not, first and foremost, ways
for people to save their own places.

If this is true, it means that to seek durable answers to global
challenges, the conscientious must—without losing sight of the
universal—begin with place, and specifically with one place. This
book follows such a course, although it does so based on no cer-
tainty about these localist premises. The book attends to the Pacific
Northwest. It does so consistently, even single-mindedly. but it
does so without prejudice to other places. It does so as an act of
faith in the power of place generally.

August

After returning to Washington, D.C., from the Philippines, I noticed
the seed in my shoe—the burn of that woman’s pity—and tried to
pick it out. “It’s nothing,” I told myself. “She was just making con-
versation.” And my conscience said I needed to push on: the health
of the Earth, I was constantly reminded, was poor and deteriorating.
For a time, it was easy to ignore the seed. I was swept up in the
publication of a book I'd been building toward for years, a book
that said Americans could do better for themselves and the planet
by—of all things—consuming fewer objects and consuming them
differently. The consumer society, I had come to believe, was
bringing us up short and squandering our children’s inheritance.
The book garnered enough attention to put me on the lecture
circuit, the opinion pages, and, briefly, the national airwaves. Being
heard was good. It had been my ambition. But it created ever more
demand for me to travel. And with each long flight, and each new
audience, my sense of unease grew. Where once I had thought of
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myself as a global citizen, I was beginning to see myself as a car-
petbagger. I was beginning to feel uncomfortable telling people
from other places and other cultures what was wrong with their
lives and their governments. I would return to Washington, D.C.,
with an empty feeling, anxious to see Amy and Gary, but unmoved
by the place itself.

The seed was rubbing my foot into a blister. I shortened my
trips. I went to the Netherlands for thirty-six hours once, then to
Germany for eighteen. I began thinking up excuses to decline invi-
tations. At the same time, I found myself waking from dreams of
rotting logs, banana slugs, and other forgotten fixtures of my
childhood. The seed was sprouting.

AGAIN, PICTURE NORTH AMERICA from space. Look again to
the Northwest, and allow the political lines to emerge in your
imagination as they have on every map you have studied since
childhood. The lines that decorate your imagination are familiar,
but they are nonsense. They were drawn casually, almost capri-
ciously, during the 1800s. They were drawn by men not native to
the region, nor even, in many cases, located in the region. They
were drawn with utter disregard for the divisions imminent in
nature and recognized by indigenous cultures.

At the beginning of the 1800s, the United States was decidedly
uninterested in this coast. Congress declared, “Nature has fixed
limits to our nation; she has kindly interposed as our Western bar-
rier, mountains almost inaccessible, whose base she has skirted
with irreclaimable deserts of sand. This barrier our population can
never pass—if it does, it becomes the people of a new world,
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whose connexions, whose feelings, and whose interests, are not
with us.”

The young democracy quickly changed its mind about the
Pacific Northwest. At the time, everything from the Continental
Divide to the ocean and from Russian Alaska to Spanish California
was the Oregon Territory to Americans and the Columbia Depart-
ment to Canadians. (What it was to its inhabitants can no longer
be known. It was presumably just home.) Spain and Russia also
had claims to the place.

The political lines all appeared on the map in the space of eight
decades. In an 1819 treaty, Spain signed its claims north of Cali-
fornia over to the United States, drawing the northern border of
California—and what would later become Nevada and Utah—in
the process. In 1824 and 1825 treaties, Russia relinquished its
claims south of Alaska, drawing Alaska’s southernmost boundary
along the way. In 1846, the remaining colonial contenders, the
United States and Great Britain, quietly settled their dispute over
dominion—they were each preoccupied with more pressing
affairs at the time—and divvied up the region at the forty-ninth
parallel. In 1850, California’s eastern border was drawn with
linear perversity as it entered the union as a state.

After that, the Americans parceled out their half of the Oregon
Territory as settlers arrived. They carved out the state of Oregon
in 1859, bounding it with ruler-straight lines wherever a river
channel did not oblige. Nevada, severed from Utah by distant
mapmakers, became a state in 1864.

The Americans carved out Washington in 1889, its eastern
border drawn to please Puget Sound Republicans by excluding the
valley of the Coeur d’Alene River. At the time, that valley was full
of Democratic miners who threatened to swing elections against
the Puget Sounders. The same year Montana’s mining elites reached
east and west from the Continental Divide and took as much as

10
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they could into statehood with them. Poor misshapen Idaho got
the leftovers; it lacked even a passable route from its north to
its south. Idaho entered the union in 1890, the same year that
Wyoming fell into its boxy little place on the map. Six years later,
Utah’s borders were set as it became a state.

The British Columbians, for their part, toyed with joining the
United States, too; most of their lumber and gold, after all, went
to Puget Sound or San Francisco. But the new confederation of
Canada won them over in 1871 with the promise of a transconti-
nental railroad and all the real estate windfalls it would generate.

That is how the map was drawn. The province of the rain forest
rivers was fractured into ten jurisdictions. The Pacific Northwest is
all of Washington, most of British Columbia, Idaho, and Oregon,
the southern and southeastern parts of Alaska, the western part of
Montana, the northwestern part of California, and fragments of
Nevada, Utah, Wyoming, and the Yukon. Political lines cut dozens of
rivers into pieces and made the future management of natural
wealth a fractious affair.

For the foreseeable future, the region is stuck with this recti-
linear absurdity; no American state or Canadian province has yet
changed its boundaries. Yet many longtime Northwesterners,
while accustomed to operating within the confines of these geo-
metric polities, have an intuitive sense of their larger home. They
may not know exactly where to draw the boundaries of their
bioregion, but they recognize them when they see them. In
moments of candor, some speak of their home as God’s Country,
using the phrase, despite the irreligion of these times, without
self-consciousness or cynicism.
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August

I grew up in Seattle at the end of the baby boom, in inner-city
schools, and in the sodden woods that cradle Puget Sound. But
later we moved east. My parents eventually returned to Seattle,
rejoining one grandmother and drawing another along with
them. My sister drifted back, too. But my own sense of place had
slipped away.

During the time last year when my urge to settle was increasing,
my wife was feeling similar inclinations. Where should we go?
Amy was not sure, but she said she couldn’t imagine staying in the
shifting sands of Washington, D.C. Amy is from the East but had
fallen under the spell of the Pacific Northwest on past visits. She
was willing to give my old haunts a try.

So our plans were set, waiting only for our second child to be
born. Earlier this month—a year after the priestess hobbled me
with her pity—I rented a yellow moving van and loaded it full of
our possessions. Then Gary and I got in it, accompanied by Amy’s
father, Peter, and drove away. We left Amy and baby Kathryn behind
to fly out in a couple of weeks.

IMAGINE THE NORTHWEST FROM SPACE one last time.
Paint the coastal forest a dark and misty green. Trace in the rivers
in frigid blue. And pepper the waterways with glitters of silver for
the salmon that give the region its spirit. Focus on each in turn:
forests, rivers, salmon.

Before newcomers arrived in the region on boats and, later, cov-
ered wagons, forests of redwood, hemlock, cedar, fir, pine, and
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spruce stretched along the Pacific in a nearly continuous band
from northern California to southern Alaska. Today, though frag-
mented by development and logging, these forests continue to
stand in much of their range.

Conifer rain forests like these are rare. They occur here because
of the concurrence of wet winters and dry summers. Deciduous
trees need water during the warm months when they are in leaf,
but evergreens grow year-round, so a summer drought is no
threat. Northwest rain forests do not have the variety of living
things found in their tropical counterparts, but they grow bigger.
In weight per acre, nothing can compare.

If you have never traveled these groves, understand that they
are not tidy, bare-ground woods. They are jumbled, pungent,
soggy, dripping, prickly, almost impassable jungles. The standing
trees approach the maximum height allowed by physics—much
higher and they could not draw water up to the top. The lowest
branches are often a hundred feet up, and the trunks are the sizes
of Volkswagens.

The logs lie so thick on the forest floor that it looks as if King
Kong has been playing pick-up-sticks. Off-trail travel is more like
rock climbing than walking. You crawl or tightrope-walk the
length of one fallen giant until the trunk gets too narrow, too
rotten, or too high above the ground; then you lower yourself,
dangling from old branches, in search of another trunk heading
your way. The oldest logs have rotted to the core and melted into
the soil, leaving long mossy ridges that look like the ruins of some
undiscovered civilization. Biologists call these decaying levees
“nurse logs” because they nourish seedlings, sometimes a dozen
of them in a row.

Rivers give the Northwest its internal form—its dendritic struc-
ture. They play a central role in the continuance of life, and they
have always been mainstays of the region’s cultures and economies.
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Flowing water has carved and built up most of the fertile, flat places
where people have always congregated. And today, electricity from
river water powers the region.

Before the industrial revolution, rivers were the thoroughfares
of the Northwest, and later railroads and highways mostly fol-
lowed their banks. Most Northwest peoples, like most civilizations
throughout history, have flowered by rivers. Many of the languages
spoken by Indian tribes from deep forest valleys had two compass
points: upstream and downstream. The oceangoing coastal tribes
made their permanent homes at river mouths. And the nomadic
peoples of the interior plateau moved among riverside campsites.
In much of the Northwest, cultures were referred to simply by the
names of their rivers.

For Northwesterners, there is power in these names. Many are
Indian appellations, or feeble imitations thereof. They are beau-
tiful, nonetheless. Some are simple, like Hoh, Alsek, Stikine, Taku,
Kootenai, Skagit, and Skeena. There are repeaters, such as Hamma
Hamma, Klinaklina, and Walla Walla, which roll off your tongue.
And there are big, intimidating ones, too: Chehalis, Homathko,
Chilcotin, Nechako, Okanagan, Skykomish, Skokomish, Snohomish,
and Squamish. The crowning name of all must be Tatshenshini.

Other names, coined by French Canadians in fur-trapping times,
are bastardized but lovely French: Lillooet, Willamette, Grand
Ronde, Malheur, Boise, Deschutes, and Pend Oreille. There are
English names too, of course, including some that are sturdy and
firm: Salmon, Snake, Eel, Rogue, Copper, Bitterroot, Clearwater,
Flathead. And many more names have been lost: today’s Russian
River was the Slavianka, or “charming one,” to early fur traders
and Shabaikai or Misallaako, or “long snake,” to Native Americans.

These are the capillaries of the place. And, as it turns out, they
are not merely a matter of surfaces. Rivers, hydrologists now
believe, are the visible trunk of an aquatic tree extending in every



PLACE

direction from the channel, including down. Slow-moving water
and the nutrients it carries support soil organisms hundreds of feet
beneath the bed. In places like the Snake River plain of southern
Idaho, the flow underground dwarfs the streams on the surface.

Where the rivers flow, so go the salmon: totems of the North-
west, the muscled kingpins of the aquatic food web, marathon
runners of the deep. They hatch in rain forest rivers, transform
themselves into saltwater migrants, travel thousands of miles at
sea, then battle as much as nine hundred miles upstream again,
vaulting cascades to climb thousands of feet above sea level. They
deteriorate as they go because they stop eating at tidewater.

Only the millennial urge to perpetuate themselves, the insistent
demands of their DNA, gets them to their spawning streams. And
not to just any streams. All but a few strays return to the exact creek
of their births, locating that waterway from the thousands of others
purely by sense of smell. Many lay and fertilize their eggs within a
hundred yards of their birthplaces.

Through the salmon, the ocean penetrates the land. The ten-,
twenty-, sometimes hundred-pound fish carry the ocean ashore.
The pink flesh embodies the metabolized energy of the herring
and other swimmers that the wayfarers devour at sea. These, in
turn, are the embodiment of what they eat. And so on down the
food chain to the phytoplankton, whose photosynthesis powers
the entire wheel of oceanic life.

Once the salmon have fertilized their eggs, they die in stinking
heaps, their muscle tissue nourishing bears, eagles, and aquatic
invertebrates, some of which are later eaten by the newly hatched
salmon fry. When the spawners ran undiminished three hundred
years ago, their rotting corpses each year deposited billions of
pounds of the ocean’s fecundity in Northwest headwaters.

The drama of this cyclical epic is why most longtime North-
westerners—whether their ancestors walked across the Bering
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land bridge or walked down the jetway of a 747—have strong
feelings about the slippery creatures. In the words of Seattle-born
New York Times reporter Timothy Egan: “The Northwest is simply
this: wherever the salmon can get to.”

August

In practical terms, leaving base camp was easy for us. Washington,
D.C., the capital of an itinerant nation, is the ultimate itinerant city.
Moving on is expected. Most of the friends we had made there had
long since left; saying good-bye to those who remained was the
task for a single weekend.

In every other way, leaving Washington, D.C., was hard and
reckless. Prudence argued against the move. We were jumping for
the far coast just a month after Kathryn’s birth, and just one week
after Amy recovered from life-threatening complications of deli-
very. Amy and I had a family of four. I had no secure source of
livelihood in the West; my vocation of town crier for the planet
was not especially remunerative. And we knew almost no one in
Seattle outside of my family.

Conscience argued against the move as well. Years studying the
prospects for this crowded little planet had packed my head with
information that demanded action, yet I was abandoning the one
post in which I knew how to make a difference. Wildlife ecologist
Aldo Leopold once wrote that ecologists, seeing harm where others
see only scenery, live “alone in a world of wounds.” That is how it
was going to feel, driving across the continent.

So I sat gazing out of the rented moving truck’s cab in the
neighborhood we were leaving, while marauding facts galloped
out of the darkness of my memory. Scary, awful knowledge: more
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than ten million children die each year from preventable diseases
such as diarrhea even while the world has more than two hundred
billionaires; following present trends, one-fifth of living species
will vanish from the Earth before I reach old age; even modest
changes to the global climate caused by releasing carbon dioxide
and other gases could become a vicious circle in which dying forests
and thawing polar lands exhale new pulses of heat-trapping gases.

What, I wondered as I pulled into traffic on the Capital Beltway,
could I hope to do about such tragedies and dangers on my own
in a backwater port like Seattle?

Still, the seed in my shoe was more powerful than prudence or
conscience. I could not tolerate the idea of staying any longer in a
place where I had no intention of remaining. The hunch kept
growing that place was not only the anchor missing from my life
but an anchor missing from others’ lives as well—an anchor that
might turn the voracious efficiency of our industrial society to the
ends of enduring longer rather than producing and consuming
more. Greater rootedness, I speculated, might be the force that
would deter us from eating our habitat alive.

IN THE SPRING OF 1792, Captain George Vancouver sailed into
what would later be named the Strait of Juan de Fuca, surveyed
the homelands of the Coast Salish people—now western Wash-
ington—and recorded in his log: “I could not possibly believe that
any uncultivated country had ever been discovered exhibiting so
rich a picture. . . . The serenity of the climate, the innumerable
pleasing landscapes, and the abundant fertility that unassisted
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nature puts forth, require only to be enriched by the industry of
man . . . to render it the most lovely country that can be imagined.”

Vancouver was not the first outsider enchanted by the region.
In early August 1788 Robert Haswell, second mate on the Lady
Washington, a Boston trading ship, described the Northwest coast
as “a delightfull Country, thickly inhabited and Cloathed with
woods and verdure with maney Charming streems of water
gushing from the vallies.”

Ever since, the praises have continued. Fitz Hugh Ludlow wrote
to the eastern readers of the Atlantic Monthly in 1864 that he had
witnessed “from the summit of a hill twenty miles south of Salem,
one of the most magnificent views in all earthly scenery.” It was,
in this case, a parade of Cascade volcanoes. “My friend and I
clasped each other’s hands before it, and thanked God we lived to
this day.” Northwesterners take such vistas for granted.

Perhaps that is one of the reasons so many people have come,
one of the reasons that the Pacific Northwest is now overwhelm-
ingly a place of newcomers. No one originated here, of course.
Even the coastal cultures with longest residence were migrants
from elsewhere. But they stayed for thousands of years and became
native. Since the mid-1830s, when the region’s human population
was at its lowest point, newcomers have always outnumbered even
second-generation residents: Each end-of-decade census has found
more residents born elsewhere than residents born in the region.
The second-generation folks around Seattle, getting cocky, have
started putting bumper stickers on their cars that read “Wash-
ington Native.” Indigenous natives, meanwhile, accounted for less
than one-fiftieth of the regional population in 1992.

On the other side of the world from the Pacific Northwest, the
largest assembly of national leaders in history convened at the
Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro in the spring of 1992.The world’s
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political leaders committed themselves to a new definition of
success. They called for sustainable development, the proposition that
progress should come without harm to the Earth.

People everywhere are struggling to practice that principle, but
the Pacific Northwest could be the proving ground. It is more eco-
logically intact than any other populated part of the industrial world.
Make no mistake, the region’s natural heritage has been badly com-
promised, and many of its ecosystems are in critical condition.

Yet the Pacific Northwest has more old-growth forest than any
part of Europe, Japan, or North America; it has more temperate
rain forest than anywhere in the world; its Fraser River remains the
world’s greatest producer of salmon. And amid the mountains of
the Pacific Northwest lurk the most wondrous of rarities in the
industrialized world: ecosystems that still have all their native
species, from top predators on down. Among other things, sus-
tainability means ensuring the survival not just of the human
species but of other species as well—and of the life-giving eco-
systems they form. The Pacific Northwest has the best shot at this
elusive goal.

Moreover, the Pacific Northwest is inhabited by well-educated
people, a large share of whom care deeply about the natural envi-
ronment. The Northwest has traditions of participatory democracy
and innovation in government and business. It has the can-do
spirit of all North America, but it also has, at least in its major
cities, a global outlook and a commitment to tolerance and soli-
darity. Its economy already has one foot in the information age,
and its dependence on high-impact resource industries is steadily
diminishing. Its population of fourteen million and land mass of
six hundred thousand square miles are large enough to matter but
small enough to grapple with.

The Pacific Northwest is the greenest part of the richest society
in history. If Northwesterners cannot build an ecologically sound
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way of life, it probably cannot be done. If Northwesterners can,
they will set an example for the world. They will demonstrate how
to transform a prolific but self-destructive economy into some-
thing that can last.

No doubt, the challenges are great. The Northwest has squan-
dered much of its natural wealth, creating the challenge of not just
sustaining but restoring the place. And the Pacific Northwest faces
the universal challenges of industrialized regions: to turn a con-
sumer economy of throwaways, strip malls, and traffic jams into
one of durability, livability, and revitalized community; to convert
a natural-resources economy predicated on the extraction of ever-
larger volumes into one that adds ever more value; to change an
industrial economy constructed around linear production systems
into one designed for zero emissions and comprehensive recy-
cling; to convert, in the words of Oregon forester Roy Keene, a
culture of “lots now” into one of “some forever.”

Success is far from assured. Those who grasp the need for bold
innovations are still a minority, and the tasks are daunting. Can the
regional hubs of Portland, Seattle, and Vancouver create transporta-
tion systems that get them off the treadmill of bigger roads and
more cars? Can the region lead the world toward methods of pro-
duction and consumption that radically diminish the sheer mass
of matter extracted from natural systems, processed in industrial
facilities, transported, used, and disposed of as waste? Can timber
towns and other communities that make a living liquidating
natural capital create diverse and resilient economies? Can North-
westerners confront the root causes of the environmental predica-
ment—such as prices that do not tell the ecological truth? And can
they forge a political coalition broad enough to outflank those
who profit from business-as-usual?
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August

After four days on the road in our rented moving van, somewhere
in eastern Montana, my six-year-old son exclaimed, “Look, Dad.
Mom put a water bottle in my toy bag.” At each stop, he refilled it
and sipped until he made another stop necessary. Tired of searching
for toilets on the northern plains, we were soon pulling the rig off
onto the shoulder and letting him out. Gary, a fan of wolves,
explained his actions: “I'm marking my territory.” And as we went,
we got to talking—in six-year-old terms—about hydrology, gravity,
and watersheds.

That is how Gary understood entering the Pacific Northwest.
At Butte, Montana, beside the cavernous Berkeley Pit copper mine,
we crested the Rockies. Gary marked his new territory, and he
and I stood imagining the waters plunging to the western sea
through the pine-dark gorges and sun-drenched plateaus of the
Pacific Northwest.

When we arrive in Seattle, Gary uses his wagon to help me
move our belongings into temporary housing: a run-down two-
bedroom bungalow with thirty-four front steps. My mind remains
filled with doubts. Have I sought a new field of battle or simply
deserted? Will this place care what I think and say? What do I know
about the Pacific Northwest anymore?

Elsewhere in my psyche, however, there is a spreading comfort.
The dust smells right as I pack our gear into the basement. The trees
cast the right kinds of shadows, and they stay silent—none of the
insect cacophony of other places I've resided. The nondescript
light from the overcast sky has, I think, quieted something in me.

Having turned in the rental truck and stowed our gear below
deck in the basement, I am standing on the porch now and
looking out over a drab valley of modest houses on modest lots. I
am exhausted from the move and all the upheaval that came before
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it. T am lonely, knowing only family members here, and waiting
for Amy and Kathryn to arrive from the East.

Still, as a light rain begins to fall, I realize that this is the place I
should have described to the Philippine priestess. Her place was in
the watershed of the Ma’asam River, a tributary of the Agusan
River on the island of Mindanao. The cells of her body were made
of water and nutrients from that place. Mine is here. I have not
lived here in more than fifteen years. My body is constituted by
matter from elsewhere, and this neighborhood is a riverless place
anyway: the rain that falls here goes through a storm drain into a
culvert into Lake Washington and then through a man-made ship
canal into the Pacific.

Yet the roots poking through my shoe from the peasant’s pity
seed find the soil acceptable. The homing instinct is subsiding. This
house is a mile from where I hatched. And so I thank her. “My
place is the watershed of the ship canal. My homeland is the Pacific
Northwest.”
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April

WE HAVE BEEN IN THE Northwest eight months now. We've
been through the gray season. Elsewhere, the moons from Sep-
tember to May are divided between fall, winter, and spring, but in
Seattle, there is no difference. Through the whole span of this time,
clouds wrap the city, and night wraps the short day. It is the time
when outsiders complain about the rain, and it does rain a lot. But
the rain is more constant than it is intense, and the darkness is
what makes the wet gloomy.

Amy and I were pleased to find the grayness untroubling. We
reminded each other of a poem by Denise Levertov, an English
émigré to Seattle, that ends, “Grey is the price of neighboring with
eagles.” Gary claims to enjoy the rain, and Kathryn is too young to
know the difference.

23



THIS PLACE ON EARTH

Besides, we have been too busy to give the weather much
thought. We have conceived another child, and the chores of
keeping house have kept us occupied. We have overcome the most
basic challenges—securing permanent housing, enrolling Gary in
school, and finding a doctor. I have set up a small group to advo-
cate for this bioregion and found kindred spirits to help carry on
its work.

Still, we are newcomers here—or newly returned—so we are
spending a few surplus days getting reacquainted with the place.
We have packed the kids into our aging Honda Civic to embark on
a spring tour.

That’s how I have come to be at the place where the Pacific
Northwest really began: Sandpoint, Idaho. Everything was different
then, of course, fifteen thousand years ago. Back then, there was
no Pizza Hut. No U.S. Highway 2. No Dairy Queen. The site of the
Best Western was under a half-mile of ice—ice that ran over the
pole to England and the outskirts of Warsaw.

Sandpoint was in a cold trough where the ice jabbed for the
equator. A dozen miles south of here, the ice rammed into the
flank of the Bitterroot Mountains and shunted eastward, plugging
the valley of the Clark Fork River like a dam. Meltwater piled up,
turning western Montana into a serpentine lake.

Then the dam burst. All at once, as much water as is in Lake
Ontario lunged for the Pacific. Three hundred eighty cubic miles
of water blasted through Sandpoint in a matter of days: the largest
flood in the geologic record. It packed the punch of two hundred
Hiroshima bombs and ran like sixty Amazons, four hundred Mis-
sissippis, or a thousand Columbias. It was ten times the combined
flow of every river, stream, and drainage ditch now on Earth. You
could have seen it from space.

From here in Sandpoint, under the dam, you would not have
seen a thing. You would not have known what hit you. The site of
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Sandpoint was blasted oceanward, and not for the last time. After
the deluge, the ice lobe choked the Clark Fork again, meltwater
pooled, and the dam failed. Forty times or more it happened, hit-
ting this spot every fifty years or so.

No great loss, some might say: modern Sandpoint is an armpit
of a town. But I disagree. Earlier tonight Amy and I watched sunset
stain the snow of the Bitterroots as we pulled into town. Gary and
Kathryn slept in the back seat. In the near distance, Lake Pend
Oreille picked up the glow on its undulating surface. Up close,
everything was gritty pickups and wet gravel, gas pumps and
highway strip.

And it was appealing: unpretentious, normal, Northwestern. The
smoke from the town sawmill was sweet above the fumes at the
Texaco. So when the luminous yellow sign fifty feet high and
two blocks away beckoned, “Best Western,” this road-weary family
accepted.

Now I have been awakened from sleep by a dram of that mon-
ster wave. The image of that cataclysm crashing down on this
room—Amy and I in the bed with Kathryn between us and Gary
on a cot—has me wishing we had pushed on. I am thinking of
higher ground.

THE PAST OF THE NORTHWEST is replete with floods, both
literal and figurative. Ice Age floods of water rearranged the land-
forms of much of the Columbia Basin. And metaphorical floods—
enterprising people arriving, mostly from Europe, to extract
natural resources—have rearranged the landscape of the entire
Northwest just as they overhauled the rest of the New World.
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Reaching this place two centuries ago, these human floods have
produced fabulous wealth and a culture both vibrant and diverse.
The floods’ power has derived from the people—both native and
newly arrived—and the quirky blend of traits they displayed gen-
eration after generation: outlandish idealism, irrepressible inge-
nuity, and brute stamina. Sadly, the floods have exhausted a large
part of the ecological endowment left by evolution.

Here, as elsewhere, the human floods have come in waves, most
of them waves of commerce and industry. But the most lethal
wave, and the earliest, was microscopic; it was a flood of diseases.
The germs arrived before the Europeans themselves. Smallpox first
appeared in the region in the 1770s. It spread from longhouse to
longhouse, probably originating in Spanish California. As every-
where in the New World, the death toll quickly rose into the tens
of thousands. In some places, whole clans and villages took sick
and died. Early outside visitors to these sites felt they had hap-
pened into a mortuary. Bodies littered the beaches and cluttered
the townsites; settlements stood empty, reverting to ferns.

The pox broke out again every thirty years thereafter, laying low
roughly a third of the original Northwesterners in affected areas
each time. Malaria, measles, influenza, dysentery, whooping cough,
typhus, and even syphilis augmented the misery. No one knows
how many people lived in the region in 1770, but a reasonable
estimate is half a million. In 1870, indigenous Northwesterners
numbered one-tenth of that. Sometime around 1835, after the
third smallpox epidemic and before settlement from outside began
in earnest, the Northwest’s human population was probably at its
lowest point in five thousand years.

The other waves of the human flood have been less ghastly, more

mundane. They have been intentional; they were industries, rising
and falling in succession. Each threw its force against the place in
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its own way, laying a distinctive imprint on nature’s fabric. But
most played out their energy according to the same principles: a
natural resource would come into favor somewhere outside the
region. Faraway investors and governments would support entre-
preneurs with the audacity and skill to travel to the region and
extract the resource. The entrepreneurs, as often as not, would
conscript other men—often with darker skin—to do the manual
labor. The region’s money economy would boom and then, when
demand or the resource ran out, bust. The investors would put
their money elsewhere, and those who had come to do the phys-
ical labor would dig in or move on.

During the repeated waves of flooding, money operated accord-
ing to its own logic. It sought the highest return. It sought to grow.
Where the most growth would occur by trapping beavers—and
where no power of government existed to regulate the trade—the
near-elimination of the beaver was inevitable. Where the most
money could be made by washing away hillsides to get at trace
quantities of one shiny metal or another, the hillsides’ elimination
was unavoidable.

Each industrial wave made more headway than the previous
one. Some of them boomed just once, while others rose and fell
repeatedly. But all eventually subsided, their role in the regional
economy diminishing. Fur, metals, fish, grass, soil, water, timber—
each gave up its wealth in turn and fell away. Each was tapped,
exploited, its products packed and shipped. Each was commodi-
fied, cashed, transmogrified into money—into new money. What-
ever form the natural asset took, humans behaved in the same way:
they dug it up, cut it down, netted it, plowed it, dammed it, diverted
it. They used it, and it became money. “T hated to kill the [beaver],”
confided a nineteenth-century trapper, “but says [, ‘it is $5.”

This was not unique to the Northwest; it was the story of most
places on this continent. Still, the particulars of the region’s past
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matter. They matter because the challenges of the present flow
directly from the past. Just as the prehistoric floods shaped land-
forms in much of the Northwest, the human floods left behind
them the ecological conditions, economic structures, legal prece-
dents, political alignments, cultural norms, and habits of mind
that both constrain and fuel the region’s current efforts toward a
durable way of life.

The idealism, ingenuity, and stamina that powered the liquida-
tion of so much natural wealth are now turning to the reconcilia-
tion of people and nature. The human floods were not, after all, so
much corrupt as they were ill-guided. They operated on the
assumption that nature was endlessly bountiful and that human
welfare improved in direct relation to the domestication or “devel-
opment” of the lands and waters. Most of the people involved in
tapping the Northwest’s natural capital did not see—indeed, they
could not conceive—that a time would come when a forest would
be worth more standing than felled. They did not understand that
the sheer productivity of human enterprise would both imperil the
bounty of nature and allow people to care less about additional
material commodities and more about immaterial ones, such as
healthy air to breathe and wild birds to watch.

The rapid and incomplete transition from an economy of
extraction to an economy of preservation may explain the inten-
sity of conflicts in the region over environmental issues. But the
transition has taken place. In the Northwest—and here is one crit-
ical difference between this region and many others—people
stopped themselves while ecosystems still had a chance. They came
to see their destiny as different. They came to believe that nature,
wildness, and raw beauty ought to survive. And so, despite all the
resource development, the Northwest retained a larger share of its
ecosystems in a viable state than did other places.
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April

Tonight, still wide-eyed with nightmares of floodwaters, I am
listening to the throb of traffic on Highway 2 outside the window.
The mattress of the Sandpoint Best Western is too soft, troubling
my back. I am contemplating my family’s past.

A minute particle of the Northwest’s current human popula-
tion, we exemplify its origins. We are one man and one woman,
each twenty-nine years old. She is pregnant. With us are one boy,
six, and one girl, less than a year. All are Caucasian.

The man’s ancestors include New England Puritans, Irish
laborers, and Polish merchants of Jewish heritage. The woman'’s
include midwestern Roman Catholics of German and Irish
descent. The children carry traits from all of these sources. If we
were dogs, we would be called mutts.

Like most inhabitants of this place, we are recent arrivals and
frequent movers. Like most newcomers, we are a heavily schooled
bunch—which is not to say we are truly educated. Like most
Northwesterners, we are better trained in consumption than in
nature. We can confidently navigate any shopping center in the
bioregion, but can still name few of the local plants and animals.

We are in this place because I grew up here. I grew up here
because my father was mesmerized by the terrain in the summer
of 1948. On vacation from college in New England, he went west
to cut timber in the redwoods of northern California. The jobs
dried up, and he wandered north. The farther he went, the more
he wanted to see. He made it to Seattle before his time and money
ran out. The beauty and fecundity of the place imprinted them-
selves on his cells. A decade later, he and my mother—daughter
of Ohio missionaries-turned-college-professors—went back to
live. They drove west in a Volkswagen Beetle, seeking in the Pacific
Northwest an unspoiled landscape, a place worthy of their ideals.

29



THIS PLACE ON EARTH

If the Northwest is my homeland, therefore, it is because my
father needed money for college, and cutting the redwoods was
where the money was.

Inside the rooms up and down the motel’s dimly lit corridor are
more of our kind. I recognized them earlier when I was checking
in: a score of businessmen, a handful of families and older cou-
ples. Most, I am willing to wager, love the Pacific Northwest with
a deep but little-spoken passion. Most, I am equally certain, have
provided for themselves by selling things—laminated wood prod-
ucts or mill flue cleaners, cash registers or video arcades. They have
done what they had to do.

My family shares their instincts: work hard, respect authority,
do not complain, put something away for later. What I find so
painfully difficult is that all of us in this motel—as honest and, I
would submit, as likeable a bunch as you would find anywhere—
are the working parts of a suicidal economy: an economy whose
success ensures its failure.

THE FIRST WAVE OF RESOURCE extraction—the fur trade—
hit the Northwest coast in 1784. For decades, China had been
buying sea otter pelts from Russia—which stripped them from
Siberia and the Aleutian Islands. But in 1779, two ships limped
into Canton from the Northwest coast, carrying a few hundred
otter skins.

The ships were the remains of English mariner James Cook’s last
round-the-world voyage, absent the deceased Cook. The previous
year, the navigator had been heading for Russian Alaska in search
of the legendary Northwest Passage. During a stopover on Vancouver
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Island, crew members traded for otter furs from the Indians,
preparing for the frozen North. These furs were still on board
when Lieutenant James King went to visit the mandarins in
Canton. He took twenty with him and came back with eight hun-
dred dollars in silver.

News of the price could travel no faster than the winds in those
days, but other traders soon enough headed for the Northwest
coast. Anchoring in Nootka Sound and other bays between Spanish
California and Russian Alaska, they traded nails, blankets, and
beads for the prized fur. Flotillas of canoes met the tall ships, full
of Indians eager to do business.

The fur rush depressed otter populations, and prices spiraled.
By the early 1800s, a good otter fur could sell for as much as two
thousand dollars in Asia. Small wonder that the species was on the
verge of extinction by 1810, after just twenty-six trading seasons.
In that time, the human flood had energetically dispatched roughly
a quarter million of the playful mammals’ skins to market.

The otters’ extermination likely tore a hole in the food web of
the coastal waters. Recent studies show that otters eat spiny sea
urchins from the ocean floor, keeping the urchins’ numbers in
check and preventing them from devouring the kelp forests that
otters prefer. When the world economy siphoned off the otters,
urchins likely proliferated. To this day, sea otters are rare on the
Northwest coast, and hundreds of miles of coastline are what
scuba divers call sea urchin barrens. No one knows for sure, but
many ecologists suspect that in the centuries before the fur rush,
an underwater jungle of kelp paralleled the coast—a mirror image
of the onshore jungle of cedars, redwoods, and spruce.

As otters dwindled, the fur trade moved inland, responding to the

demand for beaver fur around 1800, when beaver-felt hats came
into fashion among the ruling classes of Europe. Once its skin won
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favor as headgear in London and Paris, the industrious beaver of
the mainland Northwest was as doomed as its curious relative on
the coast—and the major river valleys of the region were destined
to be transformed by the near-eradication of these dam builders.
In 1804, Meriwether Lewis and William Clark described the land
they traversed as “richer in beaver . . . than any country on earth.”
Less than four decades later, in 1840, a traveler named Frederick
Ruxton reported, “Not a hole or corner but has been ransacked.”

Most of the Northwest’s beaver fur was sluiced from the region
through a spillway called the Hudson’s Bay Company, a British
partnership chartered by the king with monopoly rights to trade
with American natives. In return for this privilege, the company
was to serve the interests of the British Empire—making it a sort
of for-profit government. The boundaries of its Columbia Depart-
ment coincide almost exactly with those of the Pacific Northwest
bioregion.

The double personality of the company, as both corporation and
Crown representative, accelerated the liquidation of the beaver.
Between 1812 and 1846, the Columbia Department, or—in Amer-
ican parlance—the Oregon Territory, was under treaty as the
shared property of Great Britain and the United States. (The
Indians who lived there, of course, had other ideas.)

The result of joint sovereignty was unbridled competition. Anx-
ious to impress the Crown and secure continued monopoly rights,
the company used scorched-earth tactics to prevent American
expansion. In 1824, the company instructed John McLoughlin,
chief of the Department, to dispatch into the Snake River country—
the area closest to American territory—enough men to eliminate
marketable fur. The men were to dispense with buying pelts from
Indians and trap the animals themselves. They were to trap preg-
nant females and juvenile males in addition to adult males. They
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were to turn the American approaches to the Northwest into a fur
desert.

McLoughlin quickly assembled the Snake River Brigade, which
McLoughlin’s supervisor George Simpson later described as “the
most unruly and troublesome gang . . . in this or any other part of
the World.” In four years’ time, the job was done and the brigade’s
commander, Peter Skene Ogden, could report, “Almost every part
of the country is now more or less in a ruined State.”

North of the Columbia, the company continued trading with
Indians rather than hunting for itself. But by 1840, the industry
had collapsed. As the animals got harder to find, the price soared,
which helped convince Europeans that Florentine hats made of silk
were more fashionable anyway. Still, the damage had been done.
From headwaters to ocean floor, everything from hydrology to
nutrient cycling was rearranged in the wake of the human flood,
and it took more than a century for beavers and otters to make a
weak and partial comeback in the land that their furs first put on
the map. The flood of fur trading waned, having achieved remark-
able if misguided feats.

April

On our car trip, we first crossed the track of the great flood on the
Flathead Reservation in northwestern Montana.

“T've never seen anything like this before,” Amy said. We had left
the quilt of Indian cattle pastures and upscale retirement bunga-
lows and entered a barren stretch of bedrock. Parallel gravel
ridges—dozens of them—Ilined up on both sides. Each bar was
spaced a football field from the next and stood taller than a
bleacher. I pulled the car over near one and we all climbed out.
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Kathryn grinned at being freed from the car seat and bounced in
the pack on my back.

“What is this place?” Gary asked. A guidebook Amy had
checked out of the library explained the landform. This valley was
under eight hundred feet of water when the Ice Age dam broke. It
was part of the great, spidery lake stretching two hundred miles
east from the dam. The water split for the coast at fifty-five, maybe
sixty miles an hour. Acceleration induced by a low pass to the west
created standing waves here, like the ripples at the head of white
water. These ripples, each miles long, dug down to bedrock and
swept the lake-bottom gravel into tidy rows.

“Will a flood like that happen again?” Gary worried.

“Not like that,” Amy told him.

THE SECOND WAVE OF HUMAN industry was mining. It
started small but grew into a juggernaut by the end of the 1800s.
By World War I, it, too, had collapsed in all but a few places.

The geological poking and scratching began in 1852, when
prospectors wandered up from the goldfields of California. There,
the easily accessible gold was almost gone, and mining had turned
into an industrial venture. From the tortuous ranges of southern
Oregon the gold panners made their way north, chasing each
other from one small strike to the next.

Up the Columbia into Canada they went, then down the Fraser
to near present-day Vancouver. There, they found enough gold in
1858 to convince Great Britain that mainland British Columbia
deserved Crown Colony status. Next were strikes on Indian lands
in Idaho, then in British Columbia’s Cariboo district. The latter
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occasioned the Northwest’s first public works project—the con-
struction of a road around the canyon of the lower Fraser River.

Prospecting peaked in the mid-1860s, then slowed despite the
1872 General Mining Act. This law granted miners the rights to
pay dirt found on U.S. government land in exchange for a payment
of five dollars per acre. The mother lodes were deep underground
and required big money to unearth.

Big money arrived in the 1880s. On the Coeur d’Alene River in
northern Idaho in 1881, gold turned out to be the appetizer for a
feast of silver that lasted decades. Silver poured out of Milo Gulch
near present-day Kellogg, and from other shafts sunk into what
became known simply as Silver Valley. Other gold and silver mines
opened to the north, birthing such inland towns as Kimberly,
Nelson, and Trail, British Columbia. For a few decades, Trail had a
higher average income than almost any town in Canada.

Perched atop the Continental Divide, meanwhile, the mines of
Butte were following chaotic veins of silver through the labyrinth
of folds, fractures, and fissures that make up the Montana Rockies.
Giant intrusions of copper mottled the lodes, annoying the miners
greatly until the advent of electricity. Electric power for homes and
factories needed wires to travel through, and copper was just the
stuff. Butte converted itself from a second-rate silver town to the
continent’s greatest copper pit in the 1880s. By the turn of the cen-
tury, Butte accounted for one-fourth of all copper mined world-
wide and had earned the nickname “richest hill in the world.”

The mining boom peaked again in the early twentieth century
and began a long decline. In the 1980s, a new technique called
heap-leaching allowed a minor resurgence: mountains of loose
earth showered with a cyanide solution would yield profitable
quantities of minerals. But it was nothing like the old days, and by
1993, mining employed just three-tenths of 1 percent of the
region’s workers. By then the regional economy depended more
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on the quality of life its natural amenities helped to make possible
than on the bulky commodities it exported. And the mining past
had become economic deadweight: the minerals and the money
were gone, but the region was left with the holes in the ground—
and the river-killing acid that drained out of them, and the acres
of toxics-laced rock flour piled outside them, and the sulfur-dead-
ened landscapes downwind from their smelters.

Montana’s Clark Fork River below Butte won the dubious title
of largest nonmilitary toxic waste cleanup site in the United States:
140 miles of poisoned riverbed. In the early 1990s, fish still died
each time the rains were heavy enough to wash from the banks
another dose of the arsenic, cadmium, and mercury left there by
the mining wave. And the Clark Fork was not Montana’s only
tainted watercourse; not a single major river in the state escaped
mining’s touch.

The runner-up among toxic waste sites was Lake Coeur d’Alene,
final resting place for the sediment of the Silver Valley. When the
U.S. Geological Survey studied the lake in 1993, it found some of
the worst heavy-metal contamination ever documented. There
were seventy-five million tons of sediment laced with toxins.
Nearby, at the old Bunker Hill mine, the soil was saturated with
lead down to seventy feet below the surface. Estimates of the cost
of cleaning up mining’s legacy across the Northwest ran to more
than a billion dollars.

April

We next crossed the flood’s path heading north through the
Columbia Basin Project from the town of George, Washington. The
New Deal irrigated this place, painting green what was once dry
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and brown. Sprinklers, like giant praying mantises, stalked over
the fields. One poorly directed unit tested our windshield wipers.
Farther on, we passed the town of Ephrata. It was a quiet place—
charming, almost—built on farm money. Then, unexpectedly,
north of Soap Lake, walls of ancient basalt rose up on either side.
Swallows did loop-the-loops beneath the cliffs. We talked about
the flood.

When the flood left Sandpoint, its waters fanned out across
eastern Washington, scraping everything in their path to bedrock,
then scouring through that. The terrain left behind is called the
scablands. It was already an unusual place before the water rose.
Millions of years ago, scores of lava-spewing fissures opened in the
Columbia Basin, turning the area into a Kansas-sized Jell-O mold
of solidifying rock. In places, the cooling basalt cracked into a
honeycomb of columns—columns that proved easy pickings for
the flood. The flood plucked out island-sized chunks and hurled
them downstream like so much Styrofoam.

The flood found streambeds and ripped out hundred-foot
canyons. It dug riverless canyons such as Dry Coulee, Spring
Coulee, and Moses Coulee in a few days. On an old course of the
Columbia, it excavated the largest of them all: the Grand Coulee.
Fifty miles long, up to six miles wide and nine hundred feet deep,
its impossible magnitude confounded geologists for half a century.
And we were driving into it. The rock that once filled the trench, I
told Gary, got hauled to sea by the flood.

“Like a dump truck?” he asked.

“Like a dump truck.”

We rounded a bend and found the Lenore Lake Recreation
Resort, advertising jet ski rentals and wave runners. It snapped us
back to the present.
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FISHING WAS THE THIRD WAVE of industry. It pounded into
the lower Columbia in 1880, reaching Puget Sound, British
Columbia, and Alaska at intervals thereafter. In its heyday, the
Northwest salmon fishery caught and canned enough to feed
every man, woman, and child in America four pounds a year.
Lined up end to end, the one-pound tins would have circled the
globe. In those days, salmon was so cheap it got a bad name. It was
cheaper than canned tuna. It was cheaper than beef or chicken. It
was food for poor folks.

The abundance of the fish inspired the fishermen to great feats.
They strung nets most of the breadth of the Columbia, straining
out the giant spring chinook and, when those grew scarce, the
coho, silver, chum, and steelhead. The fish weighed so much it
sometimes took teams of horses to land the catch. A net fisherman
who could protect a good spot on the river would get rich. The
hamlet of Chinook, Washington, where the fishermen congregated,
was briefly one of the most affluent small towns in the country.

The fishermen constructed fish wheels at The Dalles and other
Columbia rapids where Indians had always plucked fish from the
current. These hydropowered Ferris wheels scooped their slippery
passengers out of the water and threw them into a waiting trough.
When the chinook were running, a well-placed device could
extract fifty thousand pounds of fish a day.

The industry erected underwater corrals called fish traps on the
main stem of the Columbia and in the San Juan Islands, where the
millions of sockeye of the Fraser River run passed close to shore.
To the south, the circle of traps that grew around Whidbey Island
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approached a hundred miles in circumference in the early 1900s.
By then, dozens of trolling boats were combing the coastal waters,
bristling with multihooked lines, and a hundred purse seiners
were working off the southern end of Vancouver Island.

In the canneries, Chinese laborers slit and cleaned the salmon
for a dollar a day, their razor-sharp blades dispatching two fish per
minute. The whites kept the Chinese out of other fishing jobs with
death threats and beatings, just as they had run them out of the
mining camps years before. Later, anti-Chinese immigration
restrictions pushed Chinese from the canneries as well. And away
from the Columbia, automatic fish cleaners unapologetically called
Iron Chinks came along that could clean a fish in a second. They
were expensive, though, and had to run at full capacity to turn a
profit. To the cannery owners that meant open-throttle fishing.

Overharvesting made the fishing wave crest initially; the catch
peaked in 1901 on the Fraser, in 1902 in Willapa Bay on the Wash-
ington coast, in 1911 on the Oregon coast, in 1913 in Puget
Sound, and around 1915 on the Columbia. But as the century pro-
gressed, irrigation projects, clear-cut logging, water pollution,
and, especially, dam building accelerated the fisheries’ decline. Fish
hatcheries ameliorated the losses, providing a temporary substi-
tute for wild fish. But hatchery-bred salmon lacked the genetic
diversity of their free-running relatives. They grew to only half the
size of their wild ancestors, and, like most domesticated species,
proved easy targets for parasites and disease. Over the long run,
they proved as great a danger to the fisheries as did overfishing.

By the 1980s, wild chinook and coho populations in the
Columbia, Chehalis, and ten rivers running to the Oregon coast
were, according to available data, one-sixth their 1900 level. In the
lower forty-eight states, salmon were extinct in 38 percent of their
historical range and at risk of extinction almost everywhere else.
In British Columbia and Alaska, many runs remained healthy
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thanks to fewer dams and less degraded habitat. Still, the salmon
fishery was a declining industry everywhere from Vancouver
Island south; its principal asset had been liquidated. Modern
catches were a fraction of those that Indian tribes had brought
in each year for centuries. And the larger loss to the regional
economy was off the ledger entirely. Salmon were so central to the
cultures—both old and new—of this place that their loss threat-
ened the Northwest’s identity as an unspoiled place. And that iden-
tity was a growing part of the region’s economic engine.

The Northwest salmon—the thread that bound the region, that
pumped oceanic nutrients back on shore, that nourished native
bellies and native cultures, that supported a work force of thou-
sands, that defined the place—was on the ropes. On some rivers,
fisheries biologists outnumbered migrating fish. On others, the
legal briefs weighed more than the allowable catch. And on the
Columbia, the aorta of this rainy province, the fish could no longer
be trusted to survive on their own. So the U.S. Army Corps of Engi-
neers, which has poured more concrete in their path than any
other institution, began hauling young chinook downstream in
converted grain barges. “Oh, Mighty Swimmers!” prayed the
Kwakiutl Indians. “Freight tonnage,” replied the corps.

April

With Kathryn babbling on my back, Gary and I explored a slope
of sagebrush beside Roosevelt Lake, the 150-mile-long reservoir
behind the Grand Coulee Dam. The dam is not in the coulee; it is
at a bend in the Columbia where the Ice Age flood veered into the
coulee. The Bureau of Reclamation—chartered by Congress to irri-
gate the West—built the dam to raise water high enough that it
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could afford to pump the water the rest of the way into the coulee.
From there, the bureau could run canals to a half-million acres of
otherwise dusty farmland around places like George and Ephrata.

Lifting water that high meant a big dam, and the bureau built a
whopper: a dam a mile wide and five hundred feet tall, containing
enough concrete to loop a sidewalk twice around the globe, gen-
erating more electricity than any other source in North America,
and creating the largest lake in the Northwest.

Gary was unimpressed. He stopped throwing rocks at the water
to complain, “I thought we were going to see a river, Dad.”

THE FOURTH WAVE WAS AGRICULTURE. Like mining and
fishing, it started slowly in the middle of the 1800s, gaining
momentum through that century. It crested later, though, first
during World War I and then again after the New Deal dams pro-
vided irrigation water. Settlers began following trappers across the
Oregon Trail in 1843, and within years hundreds of covered
wagons were arriving at the loamy meadows of western Oregon’s
Willamette Valley. The next decade, settlers expanded north into
Puget Sound country, and cattle herders went inland to tap the
stockpiled fertility of native grasses.

The railroads, arriving in the 1880s, turbocharged farming
and ranching—and all other Northwest industries—by stitching
Northwest commerce to the rest of the continent. The Northern
Pacific Railroad skirted the Columbia to Portland in 1883, then
bored a parallel route through the Cascades toTacoma in 1887.The
same year, the Oregon and California Railroad bound the North-
west with the Golden State, and the Canadian Pacific Railroad

41



THIS PLACE ON EARTH

reached the sea, giving birth to the city of Vancouver. Later, in
1893, the Great Northern Railroad connected St. Paul with Seattle
by way of Spokane.

Only the last of these roads was built without public subsidy. All
told, the railroads received grants in the Northwest of twenty-two
million acres, more land than the Indians retained in reservations.

To make money, of course, the railroads needed to sell these
lands, or the timber on them, along with plenty of passenger
tickets and freight fares. So the Northern Pacific set up “immigra-
tion bureaus” in Boston, Omaha, and Topeka. It dispatched more
than eight hundred agents in England to promise a better life in
the Empire of the Columbia.

The sales job worked. The Northwest’s population tripled in the
first decade of the railroads, and much of the growth was on
farms. Railroads brought settlers, who put two and a half million
acres under the plow. Fifteen thousand new farms sprang up in the
Columbia Basin in the 1880s. The town of Spokane erected a
rough warehouse to shelter the ambitious homesteaders. Many
went to work in the wheatlands of the Palouse country. There, fine
loess soils ground by Ice Age glaciers had piled up to thicknesses
as great as two hundred feet, secured only by a hairnet of grasses.
The soil packed extraordinary fertility, quickly earning the Palouse
recognition as one of the world’s best wheat-growing regions. The
productivity of the soil allowed farmers there to compete with
their Kansas counterparts, despite a thousand-mile handicap in
reaching eastern markets. Lucky farmers could earn the price of
their land from a single crop. But the cost was world-class erosion.
Between 1939 and 1979, Palouse fields lost six pounds of soil for
every pound of wheat they grew.

With the railroads to provide transportation, apple orchards
filled the rain-shadowed valleys east of the Cascades, and potatoes
spread across every acre of southern Idaho that could be reached
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with a canal. Cattle and sheep herds expanded too. By 1900, more
than a million head of cattle and four times that many sheep
grazed the rangelands of Idaho, Oregon, and Washington, and the
surge continued through World War I. By midcentury, livestock
grazed virtually every acre of grassland from the ocean to the Con-
tinental Divide. And livestock owners, rewarded with government
bounties, had poisoned or shot many of the region’s wolves, coy-
otes, mountain lions, and grizzly bears.

By the late 1980s, three-quarters of the range in Idaho, Oregon,
and Washington controlled by the U.S. Bureau of Land Manage-
ment was, by the agency’s reckoning, in poor or fair condition.
Overgrazing had left an impoverished array of unpalatable scrub.
Native bunchgrasses had given way to sagebrush, knapweed, and
exotic grasses.

By the 1990s, the Eurasian plant cheatgrass was, by many
accounts, the most common plant in the inland Northwest. Native
grass ecosystems had been essentially eradicated by grazing,
plowing, and the exotic species both introduced; patches of
“old-growth” grassland were more rare by far than groves of old-
growth forest.

After World War II, plentiful grain harvests inside and outside
the Northwest made possible a final expansion of the region’s
herd. Idaho, Oregon, and Washington had nearly three million
head of cattle in 1950, and the number rose to more than five
million in the quarter century that followed. This surge, however,
was based almost entirely on resource-intensive grain-feeding of
livestock, not on grazing. And as grain supplies got tighter after
1975, cattle numbers fell; from 1975 to 1993, the Northwest
herd shrank by 15 percent. By the end of that period, ranching
employed fewer Northwesterners than did photo finishing or
landscaping.
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With the advent of federal water projects in the middle of the
twentieth century, crop agriculture enjoyed another surge akin to
that brought on by the railroads, raising farm output to levels pre-
viously unimagined. By the 1980s, the Pacific Northwest was pro-
viding 80 percent of the potatoes for french fries consumed in
America, along with large shares of the apples, wheat, and hops.
The region also turned out premium wool and a long list of spe-
cialty crops.

Sadly, as productive and industrious as the cultivators were, few
operated in ways that could last indefinitely. Farms’ water con-
sumption accounted for close to nine-tenths of all water with-
drawn from rivers, lakes, and aquifers in the region. Tillers too
often treated soil as if it grew back. And they relied on an arsenal
of agricultural chemicals that—whether or not they were effec-
tive—were toxic, resource-intensive, or both.

In 1991, for example, the state Department of Ecology analyzed
well water in potato-growing Grant County, Washington. Two-
thirds of the wells were laced with soil fumigants; more than half
were contaminated with herbicides; and all the wells tested con-
tained nitrates, a dangerous derivative of nitrogen fertilizers and
animal wastes.

Farming and agricultural services continued to generate a small
but important stream of income for the regional economy in the
1990s. In the sparsely populated inland Columbia Basin, where
most farming took place, it accounted for 6 percent of all income
in 1993, down from 11 percent a quarter century earlier. The agri-
culture wave was subsiding. Towns were dwindling. Young people
were taking up other professions. Nobody was rushing to the
Pacific Northwest to seek a future in farming.
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April

We met the course of the Ice Age cataclysm again, descending from
the parched hills of the Yakama Indian Reservation onto the irri-
gated green of the Yakima Valley. (The tribe spells it with an “a,”
everyone else with an “i.”") This was a backwater, where the flood
piled up behind the entrance to the Columbia Gorge—the narrow
canyon that threads its way through the Cascade Mountains. Slack
water two hundred feet deep filled the valley, depositing some of
the fertile soil it had gathered upstream. Now it is orchards, ware-
houses, and loading docks. The Spanish of farmworkers is the
dominant tongue.

A white-sided building big as a barn loomed on the horizon.
Block letters the height of the wall shouted “FRUITS & ANTIQUES.
FRESH PLUMS CHERRIES APRICOTS ASPARAGUS.” We stopped.
Kathryn, learning to walk, bolted for the rear of the fruit stand.
Amy joked that she could no longer run fast enough to keep up
with her daughter.

“It looks to me,” said the owner at the register, nodding at
Amy’s pregnant belly, “like you didn’t run fast enough last fall.” He
was a leather-skinned man, sixtyish, with mirthful eyes and a
wrinkled tattoo. We chuckled. Then he told us about his six kids
and eighteen grandkids. His face creased in a grin and he spread out
his arms toward his merchandise: “Well, the Lord did say be fruitful
and multiply.”

THE FIFTH WAVE DAMMED THE RIVERS for power and
irrigation, turning to advantage the Northwest’s corrugated
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topography and heavy precipitation. The region has more water
running downhill than any other part of the continent, and it runs
down fast. Few rivers on earth can match the Columbia’s combi-
nation of volume and gradient. Guitar picker Woody Guthrie’s “Roll
On, Columbia” is wrong; the wild Columbia didn’t roll, it fell. And
the Columbia is just the biggest of the region’s torrents. The Snake
is more than twice the size of the Colorado. The Fraser holds
almost twice the runoff of all the rivers in the state of California,
and up North, the little-known Skeena gathers as much runoff as
all of Texas’s rivers.

The wave that tamed the rivers crested in the middle of the twen-
tieth century but began with government-encouraged irrigation
efforts in the 1870s. The U.S. Congress, eager to settle the West,
voted in the Desert Lands Act of 1877 and the Carey Act of 1894,
each offering extensive acreages for those promising to irrigate. In
Idaho, the Carey Act did the trick, inducing private irrigation com-
panies to divert Snake River waters onto close to a million acres.

The states in the Northwest chipped in the water free of
charge. Following other western states, they adopted the principles
of “first-in-time, first-in-rights” and “beneficial use.” The Idaho
constitution, for example, guarantees “the right to divert and
appropriate the unappropriated waters of any natural stream to
beneficial uses.” If you got there first and started pumping, in
other words, you could keep doing so forever—provided that you
filed the right papers in the state capital and used the water “ben-
eficially,” that is, for irrigation. In Canada, water rights were only
slightly more difficult to come by.

Still, free water or no, irrigation expanded too slowly for Uncle
Sam. In the late 1920s, the Bureau of Reclamation started building
irrigation dams in the region, mostly high on the Snake River.
Farther downstream, the rivers descended into deep canyons, and
the canyons made irrigation prohibitively expensive. But by the

46



PAST

mid-1930s, the government—-battling the Great Depression—had
come to believe that building dams would restore the national spirit.

The idealism, ingenuity, and stamina of the human floods is
nowhere more evident than in dam building. Only dreamers could
do what was done on the Columbia: concrete poured as never
before—anywhere. On the main stem of the Columbia, Rock Island
Dam went up in 1933, Bonneville in 1938, Grand Coulee in 1941,
McNary in 1953, Chief Joseph in 1955, The Dalles and Priest
Rapids in 1957, Rocky Reach in 1961, Wanapum in 1963, Wells in
1967, John Day and Keenleyside in 1968, and Mica in 1973. And
those were just on the trunk of the river. Counting the tributaries,
thirty-six big dams stapled the arteries of the Columbia Basin,
all built within forty years. On other rivers, more concrete was
poured. By the early 1970s, the audacious and indefatigable engi-
neers had plugged most of the leaks in the dendritic pattern, and
the Northwest accounted for half of North America’s hydro-
electricity.

The hydropower was cheap, attracting aluminum smelters the
way a candle draws moths. Smelting the metal runs high voltages
through bauxite ore to break its chemical bonds. Some metallur-
gists call aluminum “coagulated electricity.” Before long, the
Northwest was smelting half of North America’s aluminum, all
with imported bauxite. At first, the smelters worked for the air
force. Northwest rivers powered the aluminum plants that fed the
airplane factories that supplied the bombers that softened Europe
for D-Day. Grand Coulee alone supplied about half of the alu-
minum in U.S. aircraft during World War II. British Columbia,
wanting to cash in on the aluminum boom after the war, handed
the aluminum corporation Alcan the rights to the entire Nechako
River, a major tributary of the Fraser.

Cheap hydropower also built the bomb. Producing plutonium
takes even more electricity than smelting aluminum. The eight
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reactors at Hanford, Washington, powered by Grand Coulee, gen-
erated half the plutonium in the American nuclear arsenal. They
also generated, of course, a world-class mess: reactor cooling
water emptied into the Columbia pushed radioactivity levels in the
river, even as far away as Portland, to three times that currently
allowed for drinking water.

Cheap power—a fraction of a penny per kilowatt-hour whole-
sale—translated into the highest rates of consumption in the
world. In the postwar boom, builders installed inexpensive elec-
tric heaters in droves, along with electric water heaters, electric
stoves and ovens, and electric dryers. Nobody put in gas lines.
Nobody insulated. Nobody thought about conserving. Why
bother? Electricity was cheap and getting cheaper. A 1958 mural
on the Seattle City Light building promised, “Electricity: that man
may use it freely as the air he breathes.”

Irrigation water was cheap, too. In southern Idaho, farmers in
the Bureau of Reclamation’s various projects paid dimes, some-
times nickels, per acre-foot delivered to their fields. An acre-foot
is 325,000 gallons: enough to flood an acre one foot deep or to
supply a North American family of five for a year. Because of the
irrigated farms that bordered the Snake, Idaho was soon using
more water per citizen than any other state in the union. By the
early 1990s it led the world, withdrawing five times as much
water per person as the globe’s thirstiest nation, the Central Asian
republic of Turkmenistan. Soaking that forty-mile-wide strip of
Idaho desert with two, four, sometimes ten feet of water yielded
bumper crops of cattle feed such as alfalfa and barley, and tax-
payers picked up the tab. In the Columbia Basin Project, mean-
while, the bureau charged less than one-tenth of a cent per
kilowatt-hour for irrigation pumping—a price so low that in the
1980s farmers were building miniature hydroelectric dams in their
irrigation ditches, generating hydropower from pumped water!
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The dream that inspired such public works was a nightmare for
most native flora and fauna, as it was for the Indian economies
they had supported. Grand Coulee alone closed fourteen hundred
miles of salmon spawning grounds, slamming the door on dozens
of distinct stocks and the tribal economies that depended on them.
Millions of dirt farmers and factory hands across the country lost
out, too. After the damming of the Columbia Basin was complete,
they could no longer get a pound of Columbia River salmon for a
dime; the dams cut off those runs.

At the end of the dam-building wave, the Columbia was hardly
ariver at all. Draining a basin larger than France that encompassed
nearly half of the Northwest bioregion, the river was large enough
to affect salinity and temperatures in coastal waters from Cali-
fornia to Canada. And almost the entire length of it had become a
chain of bathtubs. Less than one-fifth of its fifteen hundred miles
still flowed free. The rest was a series of reservoirs, each backing up
to the base of the next dam. The Columbia River was now the
Columbia Waterworks. It was plumbing. But the regional economy
was not well served. By overdoing the development of hydro-
power, the Northwest sacrificed natural services and qualities
worth more than the extra kilowatts.

April

Gary was reading to us as we approached the one-horse town of
Lyle, Washington. We were on the eastern side of the Columbia
Gorge. Terraces of parched basalt stepped up from the reservoir of
the Bonneville Dam, chiseled clean by the flood all those years
ago. We had been running the gauntlet of four-by-fours decked
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with wind surfers. They sped up and down the gorge, chasing
the breeze.

“One fish, two fish, red fish, blue fish,” read Gary. We poked
through town toward the riverfront, passing a stone gate into a
meadow of wildflowers, dry grass, and split-rail fences. Gary
looked up from his book and spotted a sign. “Have the ... "

“...Columbia ... " Amy prompted.

“...Riveratyour..."

“It’s a compound word. Try splitting it in half.”

“...door...step.”

“Right!” She continued, “Klickitat Landing. Rare waterfront and
view sites. Direct access to windsurfing. Tennis courts and pool . . .
Priced from $72,000.” Thinking no more of it, we drove over a
rise and—pinching ourselves—descended on two Indian tepees, a
sweat lodge, and an old-fashioned fishing scaffold. Amy guessed it
was a movie set. I figured it was a New Age religious site. Gary just
said, “Indians!” He was right.

Stopping the car, we walked closer, then hesitated. “Hello?” No
answer. We noticed a bulletin board by the sweat lodge. Plastic-
sheathed newspaper clippings told the story. This was a fishing
controversy. A middle-aged wind surfer was developing the prop-
erty. The land was also a traditional fishing site for the Yakama
people, one of the “usual and accustomed places” to which they
were guaranteed access in perpetuity by their treaty with the
United States. Most of the other sites were submerged under the
reservoir of the Bonneville Dam.

The wind surfer had no argument with their right to fish there.
He had allowed a hundred-foot buffer strip for their access to the
riverfront. But the Yakama were worried about the long term.
Imagine how the residents of Klickitat Landing would feel when,
each year, a few dozen Indians rolled in, pitched tepees, built fire
circles, unloaded a portable yellow outhouse, and started drying
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twenty-pound fish on the median strips. The Yakama believed they
would be shouldered aside, so they were protesting Klickitat
Landing They had been camping out and fishing there for months,
catching the hatchery salmon that had replaced the wild runs. They
had brought a halt to construction for the moment—a sort of
eddy in the flood.

It was fitting. The guidebook said that there, thirteen thousand
years ago, the Ice Age flood came out of a hairpin turn and spun
into a giant eddy, a swirling backwater a thousand feet deep that
deposited the gravel on which Lyle was built.

We drove on. Gary read, “Black fish, blue fish, old fish, new fish.”

THE SIXTH WAVE WAS LOGGING. It surged and flagged
during the 1800s and crested only in 1988. It took that long
because the forests were incomprehensibly large. The timber was
so straight and plentiful that, as the old-timers said, “You can’t lie
fast enough to keep up with the honest facts.” The wood jutting
skyward from southeast Alaska to northwest California comprised
what was likely the heaviest accumulation of living matter ever to
adhere to the surface of the planet. Each acre groaned under the
mass of it; in the coastal lowlands, an acre might carry a thousand
metric tons of plant matter, including two hundred Douglas fir trees.
Each the girth of an elephant and taller than the Statue of Liberty,
one of these arboreal Goliaths could supply enough lumber to
build a farmhouse, a barn, and a garden fence—or, when the mills
cut the boards a little thinner, four two-bedroom bungalows.

The first loggers strayed no more than two miles from sheltered
salt water—the distance a team of oxen could drag one of these
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monster trunks. That hardly limited things, considering the thirty-
five-thousand-mile protected shoreline of the winding Northwest
coast. At first, markets were few. The wood was damnably cum-
bersome. But the California gold rush of 1849 helped. The San
Francisco fires that followed helped further, briefly elevating
Northwest lumber prices to levels not repeated for more than a
century. Thereafter, California capitalists, flushed with gold money,
financed exports. In the 1870s, millions of board feet of Douglas
fir crossed the Pacific. Fir built railroad trestles in Australia and
buttressed mine shafts in Peru.

Owning the timber they cut was of little importance to many
loggers. They drew their two-man saws— misery whips”—
through the fifteen-foot bases of the trees, heedless of property
lines, Indian reservations, or government policies. And rarely did
anyone stop them. On the mountainous coast of British Columbia,
teams of lumbermen started at sea level and shaved upward until
the logs would no longer tumble unaided into the brine. Then
they’d move on to the next slope, towing their booty in great rafts
behind.

The next burst of logging was spurred by the exhaustion of the
white pine woodlands of Minnesota and the upper Mississippi
basin. This drew the lumbermen into the Northwest forests deci-
sively in 1900. In that year, German-born timber maven Frederick
Weyerhaeuser and a group of fifteen investors purchased nine
hundred thousand acres of forest from the Northern Pacific Rail-
road Company. The company was then controlled by James J. Hill
of St. Paul and his New York banker J. P. Morgan. Weyerhaeuser
bought the property for six dollars an acre—a high price for the
time—and bought it with explicit intentions. “We bought this
timber,” one of his partners told the press, “not to look at but to
cut.” As it turned out, they intended to cut it when the market was
strong; they waited years before cashing out.
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News of the deal set off a stampede. Mill owners, figuring
Weyerhaeuser knew something they did not, bolted for the North-
west. They acquired timberland, cut forests, and erected sawmills.
One hundred fifty mills went up on the shores of Puget Sound in
1902 alone. They cut five billion board feet in 1900 and nine bil-
lion in 1910.They did it with the help of a new device called the
donkey engine, a stationary locomotive that reeled in logs as easily
as an angler in a trout pond. With the powerful new machine, log-
ging left salt water and pushed up the valleys, seeking unblem-
ished Douglas fir and redwood wherever they stood.

Timber extraction continued its erratic climb, surging to a peak
of perhaps seventeen billion board feet in 1929 before dropping
during the Depression. By 1940, though, the cut was back to pre-
Depression heights and rising in fits and starts: twenty-five billion
in 1960, thirty-two billion in 1970. In 1988, it crested—probably
for all time—at thirty-eight billion board feet. In 1992, it was
down to thirty billion and falling.

This looked like the last hurrah. There were not too many places
left to go. Washington never matched its 1929 timber production,
nor Oregon its 1952 cut. Idaho peaked in the late 1970s; Alaska,
British Columbia, and western Montana, in the late 1980s. In 1987,
British Columbia alone clear-cut more than a thousand square
miles of woodlands.

The frontier was pushed back, the virgin forests diminished;
they had provided roughly a trillion and a half board feet of the
finest softwood timber ever felled, but—outside of Alaska and
British Columbia—only scattered remnants still stood. Most of the
surviving old-growth forest in eastern Oregon and Washington
was in stands of less than a hundred acres.

Early in the century, the industry had cleared private land, but
by midcentury it was working the public domain, first in the most
prolific, rain-soaked stands along the southern coast, then farther
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north, farther inland, and higher up. Southeast Alaska and British
Columbia, where almost all timber was in government hands, did
not start open-throttle logging until the 1960s.

Across the region, corporate and political chiefs recited incan-
tations about maximum sustained yield, perpetual timber sup-
plies, and improving the resource base. Many of them no doubt
believed what they said. But they were mistaken. The cut in British
Columbia exceeded the B.C. Ministry of Forests’ estimated long-
term sustained yield in the early 1960s and kept growing.
Stumpage fees—the negotiated price a corporation paid the
province for the trees it felled—were typically a third to a half of
what they would have been if the province had auctioned the trees
instead. It was a province-wide clearance sale.

In the United States, Congress required the U.S. Forest Service
to spend at least $50 million a year building logging roads to serve
up southeast Alaska’s Tongass National Forest on a platter. And the
legislative branch behaved no differently in the lower forty-eight.
Every year from 1986 to 1991, for example, Congress ordered the
Forest Service to exceed sustained yield in Washington and Oregon
national forests.

Planted firs rose in the place of the old growth: fast-growing,
genetically improved, carefully tended specimens to be cut after
seventy or a hundred years. Good trees, growing well, but in tree
farms, not forests. And they would not last their full rotation. The
calculus of finance would see to that.

The first regrown trees to approach saleable sizes were on pri-
vate lands because those were the first lands cleared. In 1980, a
little-noticed provision of the Staggers Act freed railroads to sell off
subsidiaries. Within months, a few Wall Street raiders were buying
acreage long ago granted to the Northern Pacific, stripping off its
young second-growth timber, and dumping it on the market
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again. The logic of business said “sell.” Standing trees, if cut and
marketed, were money enough to pay for their own purchase.

Sir James Goldsmith, a knighted Englishman, took over Crown
Zellerbach, a timber conglomerate with a million acres in Wash-
ington and Oregon. He auctioned its mills and a third of its
acreage to finance the debt, then set about cutting wood. On the
Olympic Peninsula, he mowed down whole valleys, turning
salmon streams such as the Pysht into mud plumes that clogged
offshore kelp beds. Then, when the forest was off to the lumber-
yard, he sold the bald hillsides to another English concern. Scott
Paper Company’s lands north of Seattle were taken over by a newly
incorporated entity called Crown Pacific. Nearby, the Trillium
Corporation was taking over Georgia-Pacific lands.

The economics of divesting, acquiring, and debt drove the
accelerated cutting. In much of the Northwest, timber companies
abandoned restraints and pillaged their own immature plantations.
Champion International and Plum Creek Timber cleaned out the
western larch and ponderosa pine of the Montana Rockies in
square-mile sections. The chessboard pattern of land ownership
established by the railroad grant was now etched on the land itself.

When loggers first sharpened their axes in the Northwest, they
were taking out five-hundred-year-old trunks averaging seventeen
feet in diameter. Weyerhaeuser’s average tree felled in 1980 was
forty years old and twenty inches thick. The industry was now cut-
ting juveniles. In western Montana, trucks that once carried five
jumbo logs per load were, by the early 1990s, hauling thirty
skinny ones. As Seattle Times reporter William Dietrich put it, “The
wild and unruly forest of giant trees and silver snags and behe-
moth mossy logs and secret rot—the titanic Northwest woods . . .
—was mostly gone. It had been replaced by a younger, trimmer,
smaller, plainer industrial forest.”
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In the process of liquidating the Northwest woods, the timber
industry and forest departments built three times as many miles of
logging roads as the region had in public streets and highways. In
1994, approximately half a million miles of logging roads criss-
crossed the region’s forests, enough to wrap around the world
twenty times. These roads bled soil into streams, worsened floods,
fragmented habitats, allowed hunters motorized access to trophy
elk and grizzly bears, and hastened the spread of exotic species and
diseases. They constituted one of the least-noted and most impor-
tant threats to ecosystems in the region. They also constituted a
threat to its identity as the land of salmon: south of the Canadian
border, the Pacific Northwest had more miles of roads than streams.
In other words, outside of Alaska, motor vehicles had access to
more of the U.S. Northwest than did salmon.

Public outcry and court orders slowed logging in the early
1990s, but most of the accessible old forests were gone by then.
Their biological wealth had been converted into shareholder divi-
dends, tax revenues, and paychecks. And then, like the fur trade,
the mining boom, the fishing industry, the farm surge, and the
dam extravaganza, the timber industry slid toward the periphery
of the regional job market. By 1993, it employed less than 4 per-
cent of Northwest workers—one-eighth as many as worked in ser-
vice industries.

The plantation timber industry—an essentially agricultural
enterprise, and one that is well suited to the region’s soil and cli-
mate—could support a modest share of the region’s workers
indefinitely. But it would never yield the volumes or quality of
wood cut in logging’s heyday.

In small old-growth timber towns, workers lost jobs and homes.
Schools closed. Communities withered and dissipated. Politicians
rallied unemployed woods workers by blaming urban conserva-
tionists. The logging wave subsided; it had run its course.

56



PAST

April

We stopped in Stevenson, Washington, deep in the Columbia
Gorge, where the flood had cut away whole mountainsides to
straighten its route to the sea. Above Stevenson, people had cleared
off the woodlands with similar intensity. But the logging was over.
The owner of the Baker’s Oven in Stevenson, a loquacious woman
in her midthirties, said, “I've lived here all my life, and look at us.
Most of us are on the unemployment line.

“We used to have the timber industry, but that’s gone.” Her
mouth smiled but her eyes said, “City slickers.” Uphill, in the
national forest named for Gifford Pinchot—America’s first trained
forester—the timber industry had clear-cut all but a few valleys of
the original forests. The Gifford Pinchot National Forest is what
Northwesterners call a “working forest”—it looks like a dog with
the mange. For decades, clearing the old growth employed
Stevenson’s people. They never got rich at it; in fact, their county
stayed the poorest in the state. Still, logging was honest work.
Then, in 1991, a federal judge—a city slicker—shut them down.

Judge Bill Dwyer sat in a Seattle courtroom and listened to sci-
entists testify that the northern spotted owl, a bird few people had
ever seen, faced extinction if business in the woods continued as
usual. Dwyer checked the statutes on species protection and found
them unequivocal. He ordered the U.S. Forest Service to stop
selling timber until it produced a credible plan to save the owl. For
Dwyer, it was a straightforward matter of jurisprudence. But
because of it, he was excoriated, vilified, and burned in effigy in
the Stevensons of the Northwest. Dwyer was a scapegoat, of
course. The job losses in Stevenson started a decade before his
ruling and resulted from the mechanization of mill work and the
liquidation of the forest. If Dwyer had not stopped the logging all
at once, it would have soon come to a halt on its own.
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The owner of the Baker’s Oven did not know that we were from
Seattle. And she certainly did not know that I used to go trick-or-
treating at Bill Dwyer’s house. (He was a neighbor.) But the urban-
rural divide separated us. She was a touch defiant. “A couple of us
started this bakery,” she said; it had done well thanks to the traffic
from the Skamania Lodge. She pointed beyond the gas station to a
swanky new resort overlooking the town. She lowered her voice
and leaned toward us to say that the two hundred rooms started at
ninety dollars a night. We were in her favor now. Our thrift-store
clothes put us squarely in her tax bracket.

The resort helped Stevenson make the transition from lathes to
lattes in record time. In 1992, Stevenson’s lumber mill shut down,
putting 200 people out of work; a year later, the Skamania Lodge
opened, employing 230. Attracted by the view and the wind-
surfing—inexhaustible resources, if not as lucrative as old
growth—outsiders spent their money at the bakery, the conve-
nience store, and the new espresso cart outside the True Value
Hardware. Stevenson was no longer a place of extraction. It was a
place of consumption.

Later, Amy and I perched on a roadside high above the river,
watching a lone jet skier make lazy eights. The flood had been a
thousand feet deep here in the western Columbia Gorge. You could
see its course plain as day. The high-water mark was the top of the
cliffs. Above it the hills lay back under their patchy evergreen
blanket. Below it there was mostly what rock climbers call Big Air:
vertical walls down to the floodplain. The Columbia River had
sliced through the range in a V-shaped valley until the Ice Age
flood bulldozed out this foursquare trench.

It was late afternoon and the kids were asleep in the car. The
radio was tuned to a station that promised “the hits of the seven-
ties all weekend long.” Amy and I giggled, singing along with the
Steve Miller Band, “Some call me the gangster of love.” We spit
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watermelon seeds at each other. Across the river a trainload of
bright orange Sealand cargo containers moved up from Portland,
riding the Northwest’s oldest railroad. Probably TVs, VCRs, CD
players, and other acronyms from Japan. A prepubescent Michael
Jackson was chirping the end of “One bad apple don't spoil the
whole bunch, girl,” when a red Corvette pulled in. A sunburned,
graying couple got out and looked up the gorge briefly. She posed
beside the car. He pointed a camera. They zoomed away, having
consumed the spot with their Nikon. The radio was crooning, “My

>

highway in the sun . ..’

FOR TWO CENTURIES AND MORE, the economy has been
cashing the landscape, converting natural capital into consumer
products. Nature displayed so much wealth at first that it seemed
criminal to leave it alone. Northwest trees were obscenely large.
Millions of fish rotted in mountain brooks. And the rivers wasted
oceans of water. Abundance on this scale was discomforting, so
the arriving population attacked the place with a vengeance. “It
was strangely like war,” wrote historian Murray Morgan in 1955.
“They attacked the forest as if it were an enemy to be pushed back
from the beachheads, driven into the hills, broken into patches,
and wiped out.”

In two centuries, the flood of people—mostly from the East,
and mostly of European descent—transformed the Northwest.
From a last frontier, they turned it into a center of world trade,
a rising star of the Pacific Rim. Measured in money, their growth
was straight out of the tale of King Midas: everything they touched
turned to gold. The total cash-valued output of the regional
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economy—its gross national product—grew from barter goods
worth a few thousand dollars in 1792 to more than $300 billion
in 1992.

The combined personal income of all Northwesterners,
adjusted for inflation, doubled from 1929 to 1949, doubled again
by 1969, and doubled again by 1989. In other words, the Pacific
Northwest got rich. The regional economy, with its fourteen mil-
lion participants, makes more wealth each year than the nation of
India, with seventy times the people. A quarter of a percent of the
world’s population, Northwesterners earn more income each year
than did everyone alive in the year the international economy first
touched the Northwest—1778, when Captain Cook’s crew traded
for otters. This place is among the richest parts of the richest
society in history.

Each of the floods subsided, yet the economy of the Pacific
Northwest continued to expand. It did so because the region
partly unhitched itself from resource extraction. It hitched onto a
different locomotive—human ingenuity, the ultimate source of
all economic improvement.

No one knows the value of the Northwest’s entire stock of
wealth—its income-producing physical, natural, and human cap-
ital. But thoughtful economists believe that the sources of wealth
are mostly intangible. Human capital—ingenuity, skills, education,
shared knowledge, social networks, and human organizations—
matters more to national welfare, for example, than does the
inventory of factories and equipment. Besides, physical capital can
almost always be rebuilt, while human and natural capital often
cannot.

Yet across the Pacific Northwest in the mid-1990s, a discon-
certing number of people still believed the economy worked as it
did when the region was a resource colony. They believed that tan-
gible capital was where the money was. They did not understand
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that people are the source of most wealth, and that most economic
activity consists of people doing things for each other. They there-
fore gave to the physical manipulation of the products of nature—
of matter—far more credit than it deserved.

Industries that extract and process natural resources, called “pri-
mary” or “basic” in official economic accounts, were accorded a
degree of respect and government support not shared by indus-
tries that work with people directly or with the distribution and
redistribution of goods or services. The imagery often employed
to describe the economy was of the region’s farmers, loggers, and
factory hands supporting not only themselves but everyone else,
through the “spinoff” effects of their production on “secondary
and service industries.”

This understanding of the economy—that resource and manu-
facturing industries created wealth while all other industries
simply shuffled it around—was both widespread and false. As of
1993, resource extraction and processing had generated declining
shares of employment and income in the Pacific Northwest for as
long as records had been kept. Most of the regional economy had
long since disengaged from the processing of raw materials and
production of manufactured goods. In 1993, seven times as many
people worked in services as in timber and mining combined.
More people worked for government than for all “primary” indus-
tries combined. Three times as many people worked in service
industries as in manufacturing industries.

Related to the myth that physical production continued to
power the regional economy was the baseless notion that goods-
producing activities were important because they met needs,
while service enterprises merely met wants. This widely held
belief was contradicted by the fact that in the 1980s, enterprises
that met Americans’ biological needs for basic nourishment and
shelter accounted for approximately one-tenth of the economy,

ol



THIS PLACE ON EARTH

according to University of Montana economist Thomas Power. To
maintain that resource industries were more vital than service
industries was to suggest that health care and education were less
important than the production of exterior siding or french fries.

Furthermore, extraction and manufacturing did not, as many
believed, provide better jobs than services. Many people thought
of service jobs as some variation on burger-flipping, but brain sur-
geons, teachers, and lawyers were all service-sector workers as
well. There were miserable jobs in all sectors of the economy, but
overall, pay scales in both government and service industries were
better than those in extraction or manufacturing. Workers remained
with the same organization longer in service industries than in
extraction or manufacturing. Workers suffered less occupational
injury and death in service industries than in manufacturing or
extraction. Logging was especially dangerous; it ranked among the
most risky lines of work in North America.

Towns and counties that relied heavily on resource extraction
had lower—and less reliable—incomes than towns and counties
that relied on services. Resource towns also received less invest-
ment, because no one expected them to last. Northwest mining
towns, for example, that had channeled millions of dollars to the
outside world remained squalid settlements themselves or disap-
peared completely.

Conventional wisdom'’s tenet that without “primary” jobs other
jobs would disappear was equally unfounded. Across the region,
the opposite had been happening for decades. In western Oregon,
the early 1990s saw huge court-ordered reductions in logging,
along with the lowest unemployment rates in recent decades.
Western Montana’s economy displayed the same behavior, thriving
during the collapse of its supposed economic base. By the late
twentieth century, the Pacific Northwest’s economic welfare no
longer depended much on resource extraction. What it did rest on
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was the region’s quality of life. The Pacific Northwest’s economy
was moved primarily by human capital—know-how, creativity,
social networks, skills. And human capital was mobile; it congre-
gated in places where people wanted to live.

The old, physical production—centered view of the world
ignored just how much people cared where they lived. Living in a
safe, friendly, beautiful, and convenient locale was among most
people’s major concerns. This is why areas adjacent to protected
landscapes—wilderness, national parks, areas that had been
declared off-limits to extraction—showed much more economic
vitality than rural areas where the landscape was open to extrac-
tion. “Locking up” natural resources did not, on average, impov-
erish people; it enriched them.

Thus, Northwesterners’ ultimate end—quality of life—was also
the engine of their economy. The region prospered to the extent
that it remained a good place to live, and thus, there was no
long-term tradeoff between jobs and the environment. The region
could have both or it could have neither. At the local level, environ-
mental protection sometimes brought dislocation and hardship—
although rarely as much as its opponents predicted—but at the
regional level, protecting nature had almost always proved a smart
economic strategy. Economic studies showed that environmental
regulations have small positive effects on employment, because
both employers and employees are people, all of whom want to
live in a safe and healthy environment.

Yet the Northwest did not comprehend this fact, and it did not
accurately monitor its true wealth, neglecting to count environ-
mental quality and the health of its communities. The result was
that the region continued to make choices in which natural losses
exceeded monetary gains. Some additions to gross national
product were subtractions from gross natural productivity. As
shares of the income and jobs in the regional economy, all of the
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resource industries—trapping, mining, fishing, farming, power
generation, and logging—declined steeply. Indeed, all of them
except power generation and farming yielded declining absolute-
dollar outputs and shrinking payrolls. Yet the region continued to
favor them.

The human flood was impoverishing itself because people
failed to grasp the indispensability and ultimate fragility of the
environment. They did not understand that all the investment cap-
ital was nothing without the hospitable climate, clean air and
water, fertile soil, and arrays of foods, fibers, materials, and chem-
icals that evolution produced. They neglected the fact that all their
physical capital was worthless without the biosphere’s help in
decomposing, assimilating, and rendering useful again the wastes
of industry. And they did not comprehend that all human capital
was ultimately living bodies—bodies that exchanged 90 percent
of their water, carbon, and other chemical constituents with nature
each year.

Natural capital, fortunately, was abundant. There was time to
learn. Ecosystems proved resilient; they showed they would bounce
back if not pushed too far. Have Northwesterners pushed them too
far? Probably not. Few species have been lost throughout their
range. Few habitats are entirely gone. Few places are irretrievably
contaminated.

The present generation of Northwesterners could restore the
Northwest if they put their minds to it, if they trained the cash
economy to respect its biological origins. That means erecting a
sturdy framework of laws, institutions, and social values able to
conform the economy to the limits of nature. If Northwesterners
put their minds to it, they can build such a framework—indeed,
thousands of them are already struggling to do so. They are
bringing to bear their outlandish idealism, irrepressible ingenuity,
and brute stamina.
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The irony, after all, is that this entire flood of human enterprise
has been populated with decent, hardworking people. All along
the way, individual people have been making rational choices. It
has been the system that has been stark, raving mad.

April

Last week, we got lost in the maze of new ranch houses going up
in the city of Vancouver, Washington—the fastest-growing part of
the state. Then, finding the way, we walked down a glade toward
the reconstructed Fort Vancouver, once the seat of the Hudson'’s
Bay Company and the early focal point of Euro-American industry
in the Northwest. The log-walled fort was now sandwiched
between a landing strip and the droning rampart of Interstate 5.
Beyond were the Columbia River and Portland, Oregon.

The city’s tall buildings were up to their necks in shimmering
photochemical smog. Fifteen thousand years ago, they would have
been up to their necks in floodwaters—up to the thirtieth floor of
the First Interstate tower. Leaving the gorge just upstream, the
flood spread out and slowed to thirty-five miles per hour. Part
bulged south into the broad Willamette Valley; the rest hammered
on to the Pacific. By the time it reached this point, it was as much
a sandblaster as a torrent. It carried fifty square miles of loess soil,
basalt chunks, and other debris. Here and there, garage-sized boul-
ders washed up on mountainsides. This area got remodeled as
suddenly as everything inland, and within a fortnight water levels
were back to normal. If there were Indians still in the area, those
who had gone hunting in the mountains must have returned to a
landscape as foreign as the face of the moon. Did they ever know
what happened?
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A blue-black barn swallow, iridescent and fork-tailed, circled us
at knee height once, twice, three times. It banked hard and was
gone—hawking off across the grass. A second swallow mimicked
the first. Were they mates luring us away from a nest? No, a third
and fourth were repeating the dance. Then the entire colony
scrambled and flew around us, doing gyroscopic spins that
expanded and contracted. They were playing. We were transfixed.
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September

MAYBE IT WAS THE INDIAN SUMMER sun on the bedroom
walls this morning that awakened me with a desire to look into
Bear Creek again. Something called up a memory of an Indian
summer day when my sister, my brother, and I ran out of the yard
of Olive Salstrom’s homestead cabin.

Boasting of our fearlessness, we crashed through the sodden
woods beyond—woods where darkness oozed from the cedars.
Boisterously calling, we ran across a field where the grass brushed
our elbows. We galloped until Bear Creek, silent behind a curtain
of reeds, threatened to swallow us; only fistfuls of grass kept us
from tumbling in. And our feet were hardly beneath us again before
Jonathan let out a yelp. “There’s a bridge!” It was just downstream,
half covered with branches and sinking into the water.

“Dare you to go across it,” said Susan, the eldest.
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“Double-dare you,” retorted Jonathan.

The three of us goaded each other onto the rotting boards, first
on our knees and then on our bellies. Finally, we craned our necks
and peered into the frigid water.

Our taunts subsided. Staring back were dozens of hook-jawed
sockeyes—salmon, their heads jet black and their bodies the color
of blood. Treading water and eyeing us, they were ghoulish and
ugly. Their flesh hung in ribbons from their bones. Corpses littered
the creek bed beneath them, and the air was pungent with death.

Sensing that we had chanced upon something too grown-up for
us and, at a loss for words, we simply edged backward off the
bridge without looking at each other and retraced our steps to Mrs.
Salstrom’s listing porch.

She opened her door. “Back so soon?” she asked, her eyes twin-
kling as always. “Did you see a ghost?” She seemed older than
anyone I knew, standing there in her doorway, scarcely taller than
me and probably lighter. Soft wrinkles covered her face. Behind
her in her tiny house, I could see her wood stove and her spinning
wheel. I was sure she was ancient. Her car had been parked in the
barn so long that mice had moved in. My parents said that she
used to be a teacher and a librarian, but that seemed improbable
to me: a gnome or an elf seemed much more likely. How else
could you explain that magical glint in her eyes?

“There are salmon in the creek,” said Susan, to explain our return.

“Oh, yes,” Mrs. Salstrom nodded, smiling slightly. “They come
this time every year.”

“What’s wrong with them?” Jonathan asked.

Mrs. Salstrom did not answer. Instead, she cleared a bench in her
cramped kitchen. “You children sit here by the stove. I was just
about to check my bread.”

She rummaged around for a moment. I thought she was
ignoring the question. Maybe it was one of those questions that
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made adults change the subject. Maybe we were not supposed to
have seen what we saw. Maybe it was a secret.

“Aha!” Mrs. Salstrom said, finding her oven mitt. She opened
the wood stove.Then, in that small, dancing voice of hers, she said,
“They come to lay their eggs in the gravel.”

From the heart of her blackened stove, she pulled a golden loaf
of bread. “First they fight. Then they pair oft.”

She cut the bread into thin, steaming slices. “After they lay their
eggs, they guard the nests for as long as they can.”

She served each of us a slice of the bread. I remember the smell
of that bread mixing with the wood smoke. She said, “Right now,
they're waiting to die. The eggs will hatch in the spring, and the
babies will swim away to the sea.”

This morning, as I recalled that distant day, I wanted to go look
for fish. “Amy, let’s take the bus out to Redmond and see what'’s
become of Olive Salstrom’s old place—the place my folks used to
take me when I was a kid.” Amy, on a lark, agreed.

Gary listened to my tale of a meandering creek and phantom
sockeye and ran to his room. “I'm gonna catch some!” In a
moment he was back, brandishing a butterfly net.

We dressed Kathryn, now a year old, and our new baby, Peter. I
phoned my parents, Jean and Marvin, to get directions. They con-
ferred for a while with their hands muting the receivers, then said
they would like to come along. I guess it was the Indian summer
sun. We agreed to pack lunches and meet on the bus that runs from
their neighborhood to ours. Downtown, we could transfer to the
line that would take us to Mrs. Salstrom’s, whatever was left of it.

69



THIS PLACE ON EARTH

THE HONOURABLE GORDON PRICE, member of the
Vancouver, British Columbia, City Council and a standard-bearer
for the more conservative of the two municipal parties, is cruising
the streets of his neighborhood—the West End—on a wet winter
Saturday. He is doing what keeps local politicians in office: He
is staying in touch with the concerns of his constituency. He is
mingling.

At the moment, he is stopped in the middle of the road,
greeting some passersby. For a politician, this is not unusual. What
is peculiar is that Gordon is not in an automobile; he does not own
one. Gordon’s peculiarity reflects that of the neighborhood—a
tree-lined square mile of apartments, condominiums, offices, and
shops between downtown Vancouver and Stanley Park.

Gordon says, “We're standing in the middle of the street in the
middle of the highest-density residential area in western Canada,
and we're not even thinking about traffic.” The narrow road—
lined with parked cars, leafy trees and shrubs, wide sidewalks, and
closely set buildings both tall and short—is empty of moving
autos but full of people on foot.

“When I am walking or jogging in the West End, I usually count
ten pedestrians for every moving car,” notes Gordon. And this ratio
explains why he contends that Vancouver’s West End, once reviled
as a concrete jungle, is “one of the only real answers to the
quandary of creating a sustainable and environmentally sound way
of life.”

The West End has put cars in their place. How it has done so is
an important lesson for the entire Northwest, because most of the
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rest of the region has conformed itself to the automobile—with
disastrous results.

Automobiles’ private benefits are enormous and well under-
stood. Gordon admits, “They are powerful tools for mobility,
providing personal, door-to-door transportation on demand.” Yet
they are also the source of a disturbing share of the Northwest’s
environmental—and social and economic—problems. They are
the proximate cause of more environmental harm than any other
artifact of everyday life in the region.

Cars are to the human and natural environments as cigarettes
are to health: serial killers. Traffic accidents kill more Northwest-
erners each year than gunshot wounds or drug abuse; almost 2,000
people died—and 168,000 were injured—in car wrecks in 1993
alone. Traffic accidents are the leading cause of death among Amer-
icans aged two to twenty-four, and children and the elderly account
for a large share of the pedestrians killed by motor vehicles.

Cars kill or injure thousands more Northwesterners each year
without ever touching them. Air pollution from cars and trucks—
and from the industries that build, fuel, repair, and support
them—causes respiratory diseases and lung cancer. Motor vehicles
release the single largest share of air pollution in the region, more
than factories, furnaces, or any other source. In Washington, road
vehicles release 55 percent of all air pollution, while in greater
Vancouver, Gordon says, they release two-thirds.

“Cars are far cleaner than they used to be,” Gordon notes, but
they remain heavy polluters. Each year, each typical automobile in
greater Vancouver pumps into the air enough sulfur to fill twenty
Olympic-sized swimming pools with acid rain. It emits enough
carbon monoxide and nitrogen oxides to contaminate the air
inside the massive B.C. Place domed stadium to three times the
danger level. Its exhaust contains enough aldehydes, arsenic, lead,
and other airborne toxic chemicals to fill a coffee cup. And, each
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year, it emits its own weight in carbon in the form of carbon
dioxide—the principal climate-changing greenhouse gas.

To grasp the full magnitude of the harm automobiles do in the
Northwest, add the damage they cause to bodies of water through
crankcase drips, oil spills, and the great wash of toxic crud run-
ning off roads, driveways, and parking lots. Add the billions of
dollars of income drained from the regional economy to pay for
the region’s two largest imports: vehicles and oil. Add the crops
stunted by air pollution on farms near Northwest cities—losses
valued annually at more than $10 million. Add the fragmentation
of every type of wildlife habitat caused by lacing the bioregion
with 220,000 miles of public streets and highways.

“Transportation,” says Gordon, now standing under a row of
street trees on a West End sidewalk, “is a means, not an end. The
end is access.” People want to have access to things—services, loca-
tions, facilities. They want to stop at the health club, pick up some
groceries, drop by a friend’s place, and still get home from work
at a reasonable hour. Most of the Northwest has sought to provide
this access through greater mobility. The West End has provided it
through greater proximity.

Access through mobility has required incredible numbers of cars.
In 1994, there were nearly eleven million motor vehicles in British
Columbia, Idaho, Oregon, and Washington combined, and the
number was growing. It was growing faster than the economy, and
almost twice as fast as the population. In fact, the vehicle popula-
tion was gaining on the human population.

In 1963, there were two people per vehicle—everyone could
hit the road and no one had to sit in the back seat. In 1994, there
was 0.8 vehicle per person, counting nondrivers; vehicles actually
outnumbered licensed drivers by a million. If every driver in the
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Northwest took to the roads at the same time, there would still
have been a million parked cars.

After 1983, the amount of driving increased even faster than
the number of autos. Vehicles in Idaho, Oregon, and Washington
covered eleven miles per person per day in 1957. They drove
twenty-five miles per person per day in 1993.

Some of this growth occurred because people were driving far-
ther each time they got in their cars, but most of it happened
because people were getting in their cars more often. They were
driving on 90 percent of all the trips they took. That share had
been rising for decades, at the expense of trains, bicycles, buses,
and foot travel. And the reason for this shift was sprawl.

The share of people in Idaho, Oregon, and Washington who live
in suburbs has risen from just 7 percent in 1950 to 30 percent in
1990. Suburbs overtook towns in population in the 1960s. They
passed cities in the 1970s, and exceeded rural areas in the 1980s.
And these figures understate the true share of the population
living and working in sprawl because they rely on a narrow defin-
ition of suburbs used by the U.S. Census Bureau. A true accounting
shows that more than half of all Northwesterners live in sprawl.

Sprawl has three defining characteristics. It is a lightly popu-
lated, or “low-density,” urban form: there are fewer than twelve
people per acre. It is a rigidly compartmentalized urban layout:
shops, dwellings, offices, and industries are kept separate, as are
different types of each, so apartment buildings and detached
single-family houses do not mingle. And it is an urban form with
a branching street pattern: small streets begin at cul-de-sacs and
feed only into progressively larger streets until they meet high-
speed thoroughfares.

This kind of urban form was made possible by the automobile;
now it has made the automobile indispensable. People who live in
sprawl lack alternatives; typical households in Northwestern sub-

73



THIS PLACE ON EARTH

urbs own one car per driver and get in their cars ten times a day.
Per person, suburban dwellers drive three times as far as those
who live in pedestrian-friendly urban neighborhoods such as
the West End. They are, in transportation lingo, “auto-dependent.”

Getting people out of their cars is no easy feat. After all, this is,
in the words of former Washington State legislator and longtime
transportation reformer Dick Nelson, “a motorhead democracy.”
Gordon Price’s response is not to pry people out but to entice
them out. If he had a car, his bumper sticker would probably read,
“Sprawl is the problem. Cities are the solution.”

September

Our lunch packed, we loaded Kathryn and Peter into the stroller
and wheeled them out the front door of our house. We no longer
lived in the rented bungalow; in April we had moved to a town-
house ten blocks downstream in the same culverted watershed. On
the way to the bus stop, Gary walked beside the stroller. “When
will you let me cross the street by myself, Dad?”

“When you're ready,” I said, thinking, When you're old enough
to vote.

“But I'm ready now,” Gary said. “I know how to make sure
it’s safe.”

“I can hear that you'd like to have more independence,” Amy
said, demonstrating—as usual—her superior command of sensi-
tive parenting. I was thinking, No way! Not with the way people
drive around here! They drive fast—at least, a few of them do. Most
people are careful, I suppose, but occasionally cars blast down our
street at highway speeds.
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We reached the first corner. “Watch how I look for cars,” said
Gary. He scanned the four horizons melodramatically, his hand
thrown up to shield his eyes.

In seventh grade, I used to walk to school up the street he is
about to cross. At the time, this was a depressed neighborhood of
small houses and run-down duplexes. The people who lived here
in the bottom of the valley included many of my classmates. Some
were poor; others were middle class like me. But almost all, unlike
me, were African-American. I lived up on the hill, in the white
part of the neighborhood.

Now I know that a partition of legal and informal housing dis-
crimination kept us living separately. In the intervening years, the
partition lifted. The valley bottom and the hilltop have become
better integrated, and this part of the neighborhood is enjoying a
renaissance of investment. But the bitter legacy of inequality still
roams the streets: disaffected youths in dark-glassed Broncos chase
each other through the bottomland, their car stereos thundering
like cannons.

Gary turned to me. “The coast is clear, Dad. Can I go?” I nodded.
It was safe. Gary stepped gingerly off the curb. He is, I know, old
enough to cross the street by himself—except for those Broncos.

On the other curb, Gary turned to Amy and me. “Wasn't that
good? Don’t you think I'm ready?”

“It was good,” Amy said. “And we’ll keep it in mind when we
talk about your request. We'll take your request seriously.” Gary
looked from Amy to me, then hung his head. I guess he could tell
my feelings.

Then he started his sales pitch, turning his gaze back and forth
from Amy to me. “If you let me cross the street, I could run
errands for you. I could go to the store and get milk for Kathryn'’s
bottle when we run out, Dad. I could get you coffee at the espresso
place, Mom. I could even ride my bike to school, so you wouldn'’t

75



THIS PLACE ON EARTH

have to drive me.” He was hitting all our soft spots. Amy and I have
long been saddened by the fact that what was safe for us to do at
Gary’s age—walk to school alone, for example—is not safe any
longer. Traffic was calmer a quarter century ago, and the abduction
of children was not commonplace.

Safety was even greater further back in time. Old-timers say
that this valley was once a place where people left their doors
unlocked, walked to grocery stores, slept on their porches on
summer nights, and listened to the songs of the teenagers who
skated in the streets. Today, everybody has burglar alarms, the gro-
cery stores have folded, and people sleep locked behind their
doors, listening warily for the thumping Broncos.

As Gary elaborated the benefits of giving him street-crossing
privileges, we walked another block. We passed more of the old
cottages and duplexes and more of the new townhouses that face
onto our street. We approached a new park the city has built in
a formerly vacant lot. The park is well made, with benches for
sitting and smooth paths for strollers. It is one of the best recent
additions to our neighborhood.

“If T could cross the street by myself, I could come down here
and play ball,” said Gary. “Then I wouldn’t mope around the house
so much after school, Mom; and Dad, you wouldn'’t have to go up
on the roof all the time to get my ball for me.” Again, he knew just
what to say.

“We’ll keep it in mind,” I said, “but Gary, even if we let you
cross the street, we probably would want you to stay closer to
home than this.” A glance from Amy told me she was thinking
about the same thing: the shabby man we sometimes see riding
his bicycle to the park in the early afternoon. He stays there about
a quarter of an hour, just standing at the park gate. We do not
know what he is doing. Maybe he just likes standing there. But we
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worry that he is running drugs. The thought of Gary coming here
to play on his own does not sit well with me.

For us, as for most Northwesterners—and North Americans
generally—the immediate and daily meaning of place is metropol-
itan. The place to which we are becoming attached, or reattached,
through the slow accumulation of knowledge and memories is a
neighborhood, not a farm, woodlot, or wilderness area. Our
neighborhood is called Madison Valley—an average Northwestern
neighborhood, neither rich nor poor, beautiful nor ugly, fortunate
nor unfortunate. Like all urban places, it is composed of physical
elements that include buildings, landscaping, streets, sidewalks,
and parks. The quality of these things, and our ease of access to
them, largely determines the quality of our place. For this reason,
the fact that Amy and I regard the streets and the park as mildly
dangerous to Gary is not merely an inconvenience. It is an affront,
a reduction of our range, a diminution of our place.

VANCOUVER'S WEST END IS AN ECLECTIC, urbane, pol-
ished, somewhat upscale enclave of high-rise and low-rise build-
ings. To the eye, there is nothing stereotypically “environmental”
about it—no neighborhood compost bins, vegetarian coopera-
tives, or solar water heaters. The West End is simply a place where
things are close enough together that rubber soles work better
than steel-belted radials.

His voice the practiced baritone of an academic lecturer,
Gordon Price answers most questions about curbing the automo-
bile by talking about the minutiae of architecture and urban
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design. This is not just a politician’s practiced evasion of unpop-
ular subjects. It is a reflection of his understanding of transporta-
tion as a means, and access as the end. Access through proximity
succeeds, or fails, in the details of design—the sizes and spatial
arrangements of buildings, lots, streets, sidewalks, alleys, cross-
walks, parking facilities, parks, libraries, and other amenities.
Good design, Gordon contends, can create a public realm that is
safe, inviting, and conducive to community; bad design creates a
menacing and sterile public realm.

Gordon levels his umbrella toward an intersection. “You need a
grid system of streets open for pedestrians and bikes, but you must
put in diverters now and again to slow cars. Then you green the
diverters.” There is a raised concrete planter cutting the intersec-
tion diagonally. It is landscaped with trees and shrubs. A traditional
street grid broken with these diverters provides smoother move-
ment of trafic—foot, bicycle, and even car—than the sprawl model
of cul-de-sacs, feeder roads, connector roads, and highway.

His umbrella measuring the length of the block, Gordon con-
tinues, “Small blocks and narrow lots make walking more inter-
esting.” They create a diverse but intimate ambience for foot
travelers, he says. “Narrow streets also slow traffic,” he offers,
because drivers tend to adjust their velocity based on available
road space, not posted speed limits.

Pointing to the curb lane, Gordon notes that parked cars make
pedestrians feel guarded against traffic, which is critical to pro-
moting walking. To further encourage pedestrians, Gordon points
out, it is important to have a row of “street trees and grass, then
the sidewalk, then landscaping, then buildings,” in order to “sur-
round the pedestrian with greenery.”

He gestures at the buildings, apartment structures of every size
sitting close to the street. Small setbacks give human scale, he says,
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whereas buildings far from the street create yawning, empty
spaces that walkers find unwelcoming.

Gordon points at the unshaded ground-floor windows on most
of the buildings: “Eyes toward the street give safety.” Cohesive
neighborhoods full of concerned neighbors and pedestrians,
backed by a speedy police force, have proved again and again to be
the best defense against lawlessness.

He points out a high-rise tower emerging from a wide, three-
story base. “That is an interesting lesson. Low-rise facades on the
street make high rises humane for pedestrians, avoiding the con-
crete-canyon effect.” From the street, the triple-decker frontage is
all you pay attention to; it is modestly scaled and conceals the
impersonal bigness of the tower behind.

When all the pieces are assembled and “you've calmed the
traffic down enough,” Gordon says, “this amazing thing happens.
Pedestrians claim the streets, and cars go even slower.” International
comparisons have shown that the higher a city’s average traffic
speed, the less walking, bicycling, and transit ridership it will
have, and the more gasoline each of its residents will consume.

Gordon Price is on Denman Street, a commercial avenue where
traffic is heavier and the sidewalks, despite the steady rain, are
bursting with people. Some West Enders are sitting under canopies
at cafes, while others are walking or waiting for buses. It feels like
Europe.

Upstairs from some of the shops and bistros are offices; above
others are apartments. This mixing of uses—and the close inter-
lacing of the West End’s commercial streets with its strictly resi-
dential ones—is another ingredient of access through proximity.

In sprawl, zoning codes zealously segregate homes, shops,
and workplaces, forbidding apartments above stores, for example,
even though this was the main form of affordable housing for
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generations in North American towns. Mixing stores, homes, and
offices creates a more diverse and stable human realm, one where
the spheres of life are not geographically fragmented. Mixing uses
also moderates the huge fluctuations of population generated by
sprawl: residential districts lose their inhabitants by day, commer-
cial districts lose their tenants by night, and automobile popula-
tions are kept high to convey everybody on their daily migrations.

Pausing under one of the many canopies that cover the sidewalk,
Gordon notes, “West End merchants compete for foot traffic by
providing pedestrian amenities such as benches and awnings. Else-
where, merchants compete for car traffic by providing free parking.

“Bike parking is one of our major problems just now,” says
Gordon, pointing to the two-wheelers locked to every post and
fence. The city’s Engineering Department tallied bicycle trips city-
wide at nearly fifty thousand per day a few years ago, and there has
been an increase since. “Bicycles have been coming out of the
woodwork, and the city is just beginning to install enough secure
bicycle racks.”

Sitting in a restaurant on Denman, Gordon Price looks out through
the rain at the public waterfront that rings the city and comes to
the crux of the mat