
Introduction

My relationship with nature might have started with our family’s 
Sunday-evening viewings of Mutual of Omaha’s Wild Kingdom, or the 
time I watched and cried as a young girl with my mother when Mij, the 
otter, died in Ring of Bright Water, or, in my ignorance, marveled at the 
habituated black bears that claimed my peanut-butter and jelly sand-
wich from a trashcan in the Smoky Mountains. Whatever the reason, my 
love for wild nature has taken me from the beaches of New Jersey to the 
mountains of Appalachia and to a curiosity and enthusiasm for wildlife 
all over the world.
 My childhood was spent on the Jersey Shore, where crabbing, swim-
ming, and sailing made summer the season of anticipation. Then college 
took me away to a small town in the southwestern Virginia Appalachian 
Mountains, where, upon graduation, I married a man of those moun-
tains. Our lives then shifted to long walks in hardwood forests full of 
native rhododendrons and pink lady slippers. Those years included being 
roused from bed at 6:00 on a Saturday morning to hike into the hills to 
watch a gobbler perform a courtship dance in our meadow as the sun 
rose overhead or to linger at twilight in our barn lot waiting for the bats to 
leave their roost in our hayloft and fly into the darkening sky. One night 
we counted 127 bats and couldn’t get over our good fortune.
 Our vacations turned into inspirational journeys into the world of 
nature. We visited national parks, wilderness areas, tranquil lakes, and 
angry oceans. We sought out nature in its home, not seeing ourselves as 
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intruders, but as participants and witnesses to the true wonders of evo-
lution’s creations. The resilience of the coyote, the wise logic of the bear 
getting to sleep through the winter, or the playful enthusiasm of an otter 
are such respectable and admirable qualities that entering the world of 
nature made both of us better people. We became what Alain de Bot-
ton described when he wrote, “Nature’s loveliness might in turn . . . en-
courage us to locate the good in ourselves.”1 By the time our daughter 
was born, competitive animal spotting was as natural to us as breathing. 
To successfully compete with us, she honed her observational skills at a 
young age, while to encourage that behavior we admittedly incentivized 
her with stuffed animals as rewards. They became her trophies.
 As each of these moments accumulated in my mind and soul, wildlife 
and all of nature’s glories became an important part of my lived reality. 
Even today, as I am writing this introduction while living once again in 
New Jersey, a raccoon has chosen a backyard tree to set up housekeep-
ing for the season. Last year, it was a set of red fox kits in our neighbor’s 
driveway and then wild turkeys feeding by our yard swing on Thanks-
giving Day (they missed the irony). It’s not much, but coexisting with 
humans in a New Jersey town is tough for those species that need to live 
in a wilder context.
 This passion for nature, curiously, took me into the social sciences, 
specifically anthropology, where my task was to try to understand why 
people do what they do. For me, the part of that question that mattered 
most was the piece that strived to understand our relationship with 
the natural world. Since humans are the ultimate landscape managers 
and modifiers, investigating how we can coexist with the natural world 
without destroying the natural for the artifice became the focus of my 
research. The methods of anthropology that included talking to peo-
ple, sharing experiences with them, and observing how they navigated 
through a world that relied on making decisions they believed to be right 
made this project both a fascinating and, at times, frustrating one. As an 
optimist, though, I finished this undertaking convinced that all of us, 
whether hunter, developer, or environmentalist, could be encouraged to 
make better decisions and that a world full of wild nature was not only 
possible, but likely. We probably won’t be able to save everything, but 
nature never did that either. The best scenario might only be one where 
more and more of us see the natural world as an asset critical to our 
well-being and, through that lens, learn to appreciate its value. Stephen 



Introduction   ·   3

Kellert in his book birthright sees this shift occurring not through a moti-
vation to “save nature,” but because we are pursuing our own fundamen-
tal self-interest.2
 This love of animals both big and small and a curious brain that sees 
relationships though the lens of human cultural behavior made my ap-
proach to this book a natural one for me. I had to walk a path that took 
me through a social, not biological, history of nature. Although the bi-
ology is, of course, critical to any understanding of why, for example, a 
manatee lives in Florida or the moose in the north woods, what really 
mattered for this book was how people allowed these animals to change 
their own relationships with nature. To get to this point, though, I had 
to move through a historical narrative that began with our rationalizing 
the exploitation of nature for our own purposes to one at the turn of the 
twentieth century that saw protecting “nature for itself ” as the force for 
conservation. That approach was defined through an ethic of land preser-
vation and the establishment of spheres of protected spaces. In the 1970s 
and 1980s, the preservation of specific species through the Endangered 
Species Act, where “nature for itself ” now included a “nature despite peo-
ple” view, became the frame for conservation. By the early 2000s, we ar-
rived at the ecosystem services model,3 where today we more consistently 
recognize that the well-being of humans and the well-being of nature 
are intimately tied together through both a “nature for the people” and a 
“people and nature” approach.4 As a social scientist, my timing couldn’t 
have been better.

Coming Together

By assigning wild nature value, we move it into an understood and more 
predictable economic category that recognizes nature’s value through the 
lens of marginal choice. For example, a developer might consider build-
ing a housing development adjacent to a natural spring in Florida. With 
this development, manatees, seagrass, and fish nurseries could disappear, 
and water quality might be diminished, but if each of these is assigned a 
recognized value, they become more competitive in the developer’s op-
tions of where to build. Losing the long-term benefits of natural assets like 
the manatee or clean water that have been assigned provisioning (which 
is when these assets provide an essential service to us) and recreation 
values through the ecosystem services model make protecting the spring 
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a more logical choice. The ecosystem services model encourages policy- 
and other decision-makers the opportunity to assign a dollar value to 
nature. This is not in expectation of a cash flow from nature, but so that 
decisions can be made that adequately reflect policy or business-decision 
trade-offs. Housing developers can be better equipped to decide how to 
use their natural land resource if they can appropriately compare the 
capital asset value of development with that of wild nature. The ecosys-
tem services model, by assigning value to the service nature provides, 
is a useful tool in determining the worth of our planet’s natural capital.
 By taking people into nature, ecotourism, as the recreational compo-
nent of the ecosystem services model, has the potential to educate and 
generate in people a love of the wild. In a recent National Geographic 
Traveler issue, Christoph Niemann, an artist on a National Geographic 
cruise to Norway’s Arctic Svalbard Islands, wrote: “The most exciting 
part [of the cruise], however, wasn’t the [polar] bear. It was the genuine 
thrill felt by the whole ship of grown-ups who bolted from their dinner 
tables to stare giddily at a distant mountain hoping to spot white fur, 
like five-year-olds on Christmas Eve hoping to see Santa Claus.”5 The 
thrill of wild nature like this can’t be manufactured, yet it can be expe-
rienced through meaningful relationships that begin with encounters.6 
Swimming with manatees, watching wolves, diving with sharks, seek-
ing out bald eagle nests, or experiencing a moose safari are examples 
of ecotourism that encourage, through human contact with nature, re-
sponsible travel to natural areas. Responsible travel thrives on the tenets 
of sustainability in that it considers its impact on both local communi-
ties and the environment. Key to true ecotourism, though, is education, 
where the power of storytelling and awareness makes saving the manatee 
or the gray wolf something a person living in Michigan or in Kentucky 
can more readily commit to doing. Ecotourism not only educates and 
through this education encourages conservation, but it also generates 
measurable values, so nature can effectively compete in the marketplace 
of competitive uses.

How We Got to This Point

From a concern for the preservation and protection of wilderness with 
its sublime landscapes full of charismatic flora and fauna came a para-
digm shift to the concept of biodiversity7 conservation. This didn’t occur 


