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Thank you. It is an honor to have the opportunity to speak with you today. I’m happy to
answer questions after the presentation.

Image credit – National Park Service
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The year was 1990. I was leading a rope team of four climbers down a knife edge at 17,000
feet on Mount Denali (formally Mt. McKinley), Alaska.
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The weather was violent; we were desperate for supplies, so we were travelling free‐style,
foregoing the protection of running belays.

Image by goodfreephotos
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I slipped and began sliding down the 70‐degree slope. My attempts to self arrest were
unsuccessful

Image by Peter Campbell
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as my ice ax could not penetrate the hard blue ice. My mind raced; filling my head with
memories of my life. Then it happened! I came to an abrupt stop. The teeth of my right
crampon had lodged perfectly on the tip of what must have been a massive granite rock
peak had it not been covered by a deep sea of blue ice.

Images by Creative Commons

6

Warmth overtook me. My mind drifted away from the mountain, and I found myself
walking on a beautiful land of uplands and wetlands teeming with wildlife and plants of all
varieties,
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filling the landscape with color.
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This land was my old friend. We were bonded together from the many years of working
side by side. I was at peace.
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I have been invited here today to talk about the value of ecological restoration.
What is ecological restoration? I’ll define it as an ecological awareness that motivates a
person to positively interact with their natural environment. This can be as simple as
planting native species around your house to restoring a complete prairie ecosystem.
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What is the value of ecological restoration? It depends on whom you ask. Does ecological

restoration provide value to all of us? This an important question and our collective
societal answer will impact forever what we view and experience as “nature.”
We know ecological restoration management activities, such as the control of
invasive species, help protect our food supply chain and many other important
natural resources industries. The enrichment of native habitat through ecological
restoration provides outstanding recreational opportunities for all outdoor
enthusiasts. Ecological restoration is key to saving our most endangered ecosystems
and critical in maintaining the earth’s biodiversity.
In our time together today, we’ll also explore how ecological restoration enables a

connection between people and their natural world, facilitates deeper relationships
among people working in nature, deepens spiritual health and cultural identity,
enhances ecological services such as clean air and clean water, and improves
physical health & emotional well‐being
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In the process of ecological restoration, we strive for ecosystem health, our work benefits
others and we influence a greater ecological awareness.
Some quick examples – we will touch more on this later.
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We largely facilitate ecological health through the establishment of native plants.
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Native plants supports native animals both up and down the web of life. Some of these
animals, such as pollinators, are critically important to our food supply.
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At each stage of the ecological restoration process, there are multiple opportunities
for others to discover bits of the natural world and hence begin their path to
ecological awareness.

Image by Marc‐Lautenbacher
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How do we find ecological awareness?
I suspect each of you in this room can remember key moments in your life that enticed you
down the path to ecological awareness.
I’ll give the example of my journey.
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My mother loves to recount two stories of my childhood.
When I was a toddler, I would play in the family garden for hours. One day, she found me
sitting on the ground busily talking to someone – or was that something?
Like any respectable farmer, I had built a tiny corral made up of sticks and twigs pressed
into the soft soil. In the center of this corral, to my mother’s horror, was a tomato horn
worm. Horn worms, much like snakes, freaked my mother out. None the less, she did not
interfere, letting my discovery play out.

Image by Siamesepuppy
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One of my first wild friends that my parents let me keep in our house was an eastern gray
tree frog, named Herbie. I learned quickly how to care for Herbie, but my skill in keeping
Herbie contained in his aquarium was not so good. Mom had her favorite rocking chair.
Unfortunately, it happened to be Herbie’s favorite chair too.

Image by Andy Reago & Chrissie McClarren
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The first time Mom discovered Herbie on her chair created quite a commotion, my Mom
freaked out, Herbie reacted calmly. Mom eventually accepted Herbie, but I was required to
keep the two separated.
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I remember those busy summer days in our neighborhood. We lived in a subdivision
recently carved out of woods and abandoned farm fields. Portions of the woods and fields
remained, and neighbors would frequently call our house asking if my parents would send
me to deal with some invading critter. Often, other kids would follow me carrying collection
jars, nets and over time the aquarium collection in our house grew.

Image by Gordon Butterfly Net 1
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We would pray for rain so we could get out of little league practice and go crawdad fishing.
The rain would get the crawdads, as we say in Indiana, or crayfish most everywhere else,
active. I’d save pieces of chicken bone, tie it on fishing line, drop it down a burrowing
crayfish hole, and slowly try to lure the crayfish out of the hole. It was great fun!

Image by cygnus921
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I remember when I first discovered a praying mantis laying an egg sack. I went through the
field later collecting dozens of mantis egg sacks and put all of them in an aquarium. At this
age, I was more studied, and raised the insects outside allowing seasonal weather cycles to
triggered the proper timing of hatching. I ended up with thousands of baby mantises,
which I distributed to neighboring gardens before they ate each other. These were Chinese
mantises. Invasive species were a foreign concept to me then.

Image by David Hill
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We left the burbs and moved to the country on acreage next to my Grandparent’s farm. I
became obsessed with game animals, reading everything I could get my hands on from
wildlife agencies and DNR biologists.
We put the advice of the government biologists into practice on our family land, focusing
solely on providing “superior habitat” for game animals.

Image credits – Whitetail deer, ring necked pheasant and eastern cottontail rabbit
by USFWS
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We planted crown vetch on dams and ditches for erosion control. It also provided good
late‐season deer grazing. The deer would dig it out of the snow for green forage.
We had no knowledge then that crown vetch would become one of our worst invasive
species – a malignant cancer of prairies.

Image by InAweofGod’sCreation
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We planted shelter belts, rows of pines accompanied by rows of soft‐mast producing
shrubs, all over our property. The pines provided winter shelter and the shrubs provided
food and additional cover. The government biologists championed autumn olive for
superior wildlife cover and food. We planted hundreds of autumn olive shrubs. They grew
fast and produced amazing amounts of fruit.
We did not even consider that the pines and autumn olive were not native. In fact, autumn
olive would soon become a serious invasive species.

Image by Lazaregagnidze

25

We maintained living fences of multiflora rose on my Grandparent’s farm to hold in cows
while creating superior wildlife shelter and food. The rose hedgerows were favorite places
to easily ambush cottontail rabbits during the fall hunting season.
Once again, we had no understanding of the ecological consequences, only focusing on
sport hunting and cattle farming.
To day, of course, multiflora rose is a serious threat to our native grasslands, open oak
woodlands and oak savannas.

Image by Andreas Rockstein
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Once I was through college, I now had the financial resources to visit wilderness areas
largely unchanged by modern civilization.
Life was simplified down to the basic needs of survival – no different than all the creatures I
shared the wilderness with. This facilitated a strong connection to my natural environment.
I was part of the natural community. The consequences of my actions to sustain my life
nakedly visible and exposed.
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Along the way, I picked up my soulmate Debra. I now have a lifelong partner to share
wilderness experiences with.
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My engineering career was influential in shaping my world view. I was a controls engineer. I
worked on complex widgets called servo systems. Typically an electro‐mechanical device
where position, speed and acceleration are controlled in a closed‐loop fashion by
monitoring system feedbacks.
In practical terms, a servo system is a collection of electronics, software and sensors
working together to accurately move a physical item around, such as a robot.

Image by NASA Goddard Space Flight Center

29

It taught me the importance of how each component of a system interacts to maintain the
integrity of the system. My job was to design servos to operate within a desired range or
states and reject outside disturbances that would force it into an undesirable or undefined
states.
Today, I’m still a controls engineer. Prairies, oak savannas are examples of my complex
systems. Invasive species, altered hydrology are examples of disturbances I work to reject.
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I worked on the Geostationary Operational Environmental Satellite (GOES) system.
Two servo systems, operating roughly 22,000 miles above the earth, control two mirrors
that scan or stare at earth locations while collecting visible and infrared images.
The National Weather Service and the Meteorological Service of Canada uses the GOES
system for their North American weather monitoring, forecasting operations and severe
storm tracking. Scientific researchers use the data to better understand land, atmosphere,
ocean and climate interactions.

Image by NOAA photo library
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I was involved with the Cross‐tracked Infrared Sounder (CrIS) instrument on the Suomi
National Polar‐orbiting Partnership or Suomi NPP satellite.

The heart of the CrIS instrument is a Michaelson interferometer controlled by a 3‐
axis servo system.
Data from CrIS is used to construct global, high‐resolution and three‐dimensional

atmospheric temperature, pressure and moisture profiles from space.
Daily CrIS measurements are used by the National Weather Service to enhance
numerical weather prediction model forecasts, aiding in both short‐term and long‐
term weather forecasting. Over longer timescales, it will help improve our
understanding of climate phenomena, such as El Niño and La Niña and the
continental transport of greenhouse gases.

Image by NASA ‐ Ryan Zuber, Scientific Visualization Studio
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The opportunity to work on these environmental satellites reinforced to me just how small
our earth is. We all share the same air, the same water. The actions of each of us affect the
lives of others all over our world called earth.
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Somewhere along the line, after years of being a landowner, I connected the dots of my
ecological awareness journey.
We had been living in Wisconsin for several years. I was out walking through our oak
savanna, enjoying noisy red‐headed woodpeckers and colorful native flowers; reminiscing
about what the land was like before Debra and I “restored” it. For years, chainsaws,
herbicide and fire had been our weekend life.
My mind drifted back to that fateful day on Mount Denali. Lying on the cold blue ice, lost in
a vison of walking on a beautiful land of uplands and wetlands teeming with wildlife and
plants of all varieties.
Then it hit me. That vision is now. This land is my old friend. We are bonded together from
many years of working side by side.
It’s time for a change, I thought. It’s time to follow the path shown to me years ago. In
2008, I left the engineering and entered the field of ecological restoration.
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Why do we strive for ecosystem health?
An example to share with you.
A few autumns ago, I’m out on a brisk November day spot spraying garlic mustard. The
garlic mustard plants are mixed in with a lot of wild columbine plants that are still green.
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I bend over to pull a garlic mustard plant that is too close to a columbine and unwittingly
brush my hair across a stick‐tight weed, or Hackelia for all of you botanist. Wincing as I
remove the little Velcro‐like seeds from my bangs, I hear the landowner shout: “What’s
going on over there?” and I walk over to greet him.
As we discuss progress and to‐do lists, I can’t help but be impressed with all the resources
and persistence he has devoted to bring his land back from dominating invasive species to
diverse native plant and animal communities.
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As our conversation ends with the next short‐term plan, I watch his eyes scan the white oak
woodland

37

drift through the bur oak savanna,
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sweep across the expansive tallgrass prairie,
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follow along the meandering trout stream corridor,
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before resting momentarily on the distant sedge meadow.
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He returns from his panoramic vista of his property and says: “If we hadn’t started when
we did, we would have nothing to look at today.” His words reflect the stark contrast in
diversity of life between his land, after 20 years of ecological restoration, and the
neighboring lands.
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Sportsmen, such as hunters and fishermen, crave access to his game‐rich lands.

Images by USFWS Midwest Region
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Bird watchers visit in hopes of adding a rare bird species to their “Life List.”

Images credits left to right ‐ Jim Hudgins USFWS Midwest Region,
BestBinocularsforHunting and Gary Eslinger USFWS Mountian‐Prairie
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Natural foods enthusiasts come to seek out berries, nuts and mushrooms.

Image credits left to right – Bill Stephenson, Wikipedia Germany, and a much better
place
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Scientists ask to study endangered plant and animal communities.

Image credits left to right – Katja Schutz ,Justin See (coming back) and USFWS
Midwest Region
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Nature and open‐space enthusiasts visit to escape the craziness of our modern world.

Image by Goodfreephoto
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Even those who view nature from afar seem to appreciate the uniqueness of his property.
As I’m pumping gas the same day at a nearby filling station, I hear a woman say: “That
place up on the hill sure is striking. I love the way the colors change through the season. I
wonder where all those plants are from?” I respond by saying those plant communities
represent how the land looked before major land‐alteration practices and the onslaught of
invasive species. She breaks her stare away from his property and turns it on me. Disbelief
shapes her facial expressions. She abruptly ends our short conversation with: “Well, that
place sure is beautiful.”

Image credit – Airman 1st Class Andrew Lee

48

The landowner’s insightful words hang with me the rest of the day and dominate my
thoughts. The words are simple enough, but the underlying emotions and feelings they
evoke are not!
Why is it that this man sees his land as an extension of his family, whereas another sees it
only as property?
How does one come to view land through an ecological lens rather than just an economic
one?
What motivates a person to invest resources into ecological restoration?
Does ecological restoration provide value for all of us?
These are big questions with eluding answers.
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I suspect causes for how people develop a caring land ethic are experiential in
nature and lead to an intimate and observational relationship with the land. It’s
these observational powers that reveal the “health” of the land and perhaps the
rationale in seeking more ecological knowledge. Reasons for restoring land tend to
originate from core values deep within a person, and they often grow stronger over
time. Articulating the "why restore" is difficult, but the following are a few reasons
to consider:
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The nostalgia created by reading descriptive accounts of the landscape from the
first settlers of the region can create a sense of loss. Many want to see, and
share, examples of this stunning history today.

Image by Wisconsin Public Land Survey Records: Original Field Notes and Plat Maps

51

A strong desire to return family lands back to what they were "when I was a child.”

Image by Wisconsin Historic Aerial Imagery Finder
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Witnessing the continual ecological erosion of our landscapes over a lifetime, and
the desire to preserve some "natural heritage" for future generations.

Image by Lynn Betts
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Recognizing the privilege of land ownership and the sense of responsibility of being
a good land steward.
Image by Steve Hillebrand
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In exploring reasons of why people strive for ecosystem health, I discovered some
interesting letters from early Wisconsin settlers describing the natural beauty of
Wisconsin.
Here is an 1847 account written by Albert G. Tuttle to his wife back East.
“The natural resources of Wisconsin are almost unlimited and nothing is wanted but
the hand of cultivation to make it the garden of the world. The general face of the
country is beautiful in the extreme.
(pause)
In traveling over Wisconsin, one cannot but admire the scenery even when no traces
of cultivation are visible. There is a softness and beauty in the landscape which is
indescribable and which the hand of art will fail to improve.”
Citation ‐ Tuttle, Albert G. "Letter Written from Fort Winnebago in 1847...". Baraboo
Republic, May 25, 1922. Online facsimile at:
http://www.wisconsinhistory.org/turningpoints/search.asp?id=805; Visited on:
8/6/2018
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Another account written by Albert G. Tuttle to his wife.
“I had heard of oak openings but I did not suppose they were pleasant groves,
beautiful beyond description. I have made several hunting excursions on foot and
have been at such times 6 or 7 miles from Madison and many times when all alone
have exclaimed, ‘What a splendid country is this!’ The groves in this state of
wildness have all the attractions of the choicest and carefully dressed ones of the
east. I have seen many not a whit inferior in beauty to Hillhouse’s at New Haven.
The fires do the clearing away of whatever brush or shrubs appear from year to
year.”
New Haven is in CT.
Citation ‐ Tuttle, Albert G. "Letter Written from Fort Winnebago in 1847...". Baraboo
Republic, May 25, 1922. Online facsimile
at: http://www.wisconsinhistory.org/turningpoints/search.asp?id=805; Visited on:
8/6/2018
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I asked many landowners why they engage in ecological restoration. I was hoping to see
which “why restore” categories were most popular. Not surprisingly, most of the individual
responses touch on all of the categories listed on the previous slides. I found it difficult to
“pigeon hole” their response into just one category. Good land steward and preserving
natural heritage for future generations were touched on by nearly all landowners.
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I want to highlight one of the landowner’s responses. I believe their response exemplifies
the tremendous power of ecological restoration to “pull” people in and connect them with
their natural world. It illustrates how each of us here today can help others find ecological
awareness simply by taking the time to share your efforts with them.
“In the beginning we were not serious about the restoration process, but when we saw
how the plants and animals responded to our efforts, we began to see we had a
responsibility to save what is remaining.”
I think all of us can relate to this. Something in the natural world piques our interest and we
invest in learning more. As we learn more, it amplifies our interest to continue to learn.
Without realizing it, the exponential process of learning has taken us far down the path of
appreciating and caring for our natural world.
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But perhaps the real value of ecological restoration, one that escapes
measurement, is how ecological restoration defines us as a people. It acknowledges
that people and nature are one.
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Our connections with each other, our lands and our environment identify who we
are, from where we have come, and where we hope to go.
At some point, we realize, that connections and experiences with people and nature
is all we really have in life that lasts. A connection with nature evokes feelings and
emotions, and we learn more about ourselves. Tending and caring for the land
allows us to connect to a world much bigger than our own.
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Giving back to the land that has provided everything for us satisfies a basic human
need to be needed. We have needed, and still need, the land. But today, more than
ever, the land needs us.
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We restore to correct the ecological ignorance of our past. Not to place blame on
our predecessors, but to embrace and celebrate what we have learned, and to
demonstrate our greatest human strengths of discovery, creativity and love.
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A big benefit of our work is that it enhances ecological services.
Examples of ecological services include purification of air and water,
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maintenance of biodiversity,
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soil and vegetation renewal,
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pollination of crops and natural vegetation,
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groundwater recharge through wetlands,
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Genetic resources
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outdoor recreation,

Image credit by Rock, USFWS
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spiritual health & cultural identity,
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and aesthetically pleasing landscapes.
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Give and seek support to/from like‐minded people.
I going to read to you part of an old blog post I wrote.
One late winter day a while back I’m out by the road leaning on our UTV fire engine
watching the last bit of life of the controlled fire’s flame slip away.
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The burn crew had just left, and I’m killing time watching the fire’s flame wattle through the
remaining damp fuel.
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Only minutes ago, it had been a glorious display, with columns of fire and smoke
reaching high into the heavens.
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A loud guttural rumble of a approaching truck snaps my attention away from the
slowly creeping fire.
I keep my stare on the fire’s flame and watch the truck through my peripheral vision
slowly flank my position. Sure enough, the driver sticks his middle finger high into
the air and shouts a collection of choice swear words at me.

Image by Salvatore Arnone
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While this happens many times each year, and the sting isn’t as painful as it used to
be, it’s a constant reminder that we’re alone in our choice to restore biodiversity to
the land. And with my passion just exposed by fire and smoke for all to see, his
words catch me at a vulnerable time. As a younger self, I would have charged my hill
of despair, relying on only my internal convictions to guide my steps. Today, I find, I
need the knowledge that there are others who care, to muster the strength to
move forward against seemingly unbeatable obstacles.
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Many landowners engaged in ecological restoration find themselves isolated and
alone in their efforts to promote biodiversity. Not only are unmanaged neighboring
lands “hostile,” with a constant threat of invasive species encroachment,
neighboring landowners’ attitudes can also be openly hostile against our land use.
Combine this with ordinances that penalize conservation and societal values that
seemingly only value consumption, it’s easy to understand how our uphill climb
looks more like a major mountain climbing expedition comparable to scaling Denali.
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In the times when darkness and self‐doubt creep in, I long ago traded in my ice ax,
rope and crampons for the strength that comes in knowing there are others out
there who value biodiversity as much as me. I find myself thankful for the support I
receive from others who share similar values ‐ such as the readers of my blog, my
clients, my private and government professional peers, fellow engaged landowners,
members of conservation organizations I belong to, and my ever‐supportive wife,
Debra.
For all the people in the universe who care about biodiversity and conservation,
stretch out a hand to a neighbor, join and support conservation groups, volunteer
for land management work parties or advocate on behalf of biodiversity. Your
efforts will not go unnoticed, for there are some of us out there on the conservation
front lines who need to know you exist. We need to know you care!
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Be tolerant of your peers’ views and priorities.
While the number of us who care about ecological restoration is not large, we are a very
diverse group of people. Keep in mind that we all have the same end goal – we want to
preserve/conserve biodiversity and natural heritage. We do, however, have different views
and priorities.
We have insect folks, plant folks, herp folks, soil folks, mammal folks and so on. Some folks
are pro fire, some no fire, others in‐between. Some care only about remnants, others
reconstructions. Some focus on building the perfect brush pile, while others pile it on
however they see fit.
My philosophy is this: We need all the folks we can get. If someone is trying to improve the
native natural health of their property, I try to help and not pass judgement because their
approach may be different than mine.
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How do we ensure a positive future for ecological restoration? I believe that answer
includes expanding our base of support, and building an industry around ecological
restoration.
Given the small amount of land mass under restoration, the economic scale needed
for success is not large. We already have many of the pieces of the “base,” such as
willing landowners, native seed companies, natural resources education,
conservation groups, land trusts, successful examples of foundations and
conservation easements, and a fledgling collection of restoration practitioner
contractors. What is missing is large‐scale public outreach, marketing, funding
sources, and an industry model that facilitates a successful working relationship
among all pieces of the base.
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Look at the lawn care industry we’ve created.

Image from Pixabay

81

We have power centers where you can buy, and repair, all kinds of self‐propelled
cutting devices.
Image by Stuart Edwards

82

Chemist that engineer compounds to keep our lawns green and vibrant.

Image from Pexels
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Agronomist that engineer the “superior” lawn grass seed.

Image by Batholith
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Lawn care service companies we can hire to give our lawns a professional look.

Image by Don Lindsey US Air Force
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What do we get out of this? We get employment, exercise, places to play and walk,
mental escape, and for some, aesthetics. But for others, just peer pressure to keep
up with societal values.
Contrast this with an ecological restoration industry. “click”
We get employment, exercise, places to play and walk, mental escape, aesthetics,
plus “click”
natural heritage, cleaner water, cleaner air, healthier soil, increased biodiversity,
greater ecological awareness, and a more balanced life.
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Recognize and accept that we each have our own ways to contribute. All
contributions are vital in our efforts to increase ecological awareness and build an
industry.
Not everyone needs to wield a chainsaw or identify plants in Latin, but we need to
enable others to find and exercise their piece of the ecological restoration industry ‐
to find their own ecological restoration identity

Images‐ chainsaw, $ logo and Marketing logo by Pixabay, flower drawing by
Wikimedia and earth image by Goddard Space Flight Center
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Make it a priority to work with young enthusiasts.
Mentoring young people is essential as well as satisfying.
There is no better way to pass on values.
Childhood memories endure our lifetime.
I think for many of us “older” folks, reliving an experience through the eyes of a child is
greatly rewarding.

88

I think Wild Ones has an unique opportunity to facilitate widespread ecological awareness.
Everyone is familiar with lawns, and most of us are in the position to influence the
vegetative composition of a lawn.
It also not overly difficult for a person to take the step forward recognizing that expansive
lawns provide little value to our society. They don’t produce food for us to eat. They
provide little in the way of ecological services such as clean air and water, carbon
sequestration, natural heritage or even aesthetics. In fact, the lawn practices of using
herbicides, fungicides, insecticides, synthetic fertilizers and fossil fuels can contribute
greatly to the degradation of our water and air. I believe most people can relate to these
points.
Shifting the focus of lawns away from a freshly cut checker‐board pattern of unnatural
green to the front lines of where people interface with their native natural world has
tremendous compounding value. Both in native biodiversity in the habitat created by the
aggregate of these lawns, and in the exponential potential of attracting more people to the
cause. After all, most of our population lives in urban/suburban areas.
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Recently, Debra and I visited the Somme Preserve in Northbrook IL. Here I am, a county
boy, deep in the metropolis of Chicago. I remember standing in the preserve’s parking lot,
all I can see is buckthorn. The overwhelming noise of cars, trucks, planes, trains, horns and
sirens pounding my head.
We step through the buckthorn hedge row revealing stately oaks towering over lush,
diverse, and colorful native ground vegetation.
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An American woodcock flushes. A red‐headed woodpecker flies by. Wow, I think, two at‐
risk species.
Image by quizmo_68
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I spot a fringed gentian, a savanna blazing star, a prairie gentian. Amazing, I think, a high‐
quality natural area within a stone’s throw of millions of people.
It was a surreal experience standing among rare native plants and animals hemmed in by
millions of people going about living their lives. But it exemplifies that we can have our
natural heritage in our densest populated areas.
Prairie gentian by Joshua Mayer
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Have empathy and patience for ecological ignorance.
Ignorance is not a bad word or put down. It simply means lack of knowledge or
information.
We all live in an ecologically ignorant society and we are all ecologically ignorant to some
degree. All of us here today are certainly more ecologically informed now than we were
years ago.
It’s important to let people develop ecological awareness at their own speed and to take
the time to calmly demonstrate your ecological knowledge when opportunities arise.
Stand firm, but be gentle, on ecological push back.
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Another story.

I was out collecting seed one afternoon in our prairie next to the road. Yes, it’s true.
I do all of my public relations work along our road.
This prairie, named “Debra’s Prairie,” is our best planting with a high diversity of
plant species.
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I was deeply into my own space, marveling at all the conservative (hard to establish)
species that I was finding.
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“What ya doin’ in them weeds?” I look up and see one of our neighbors sitting in his
pickup truck parked along the edge of the road. I think, here we go again. I am well
aware that most of our neighbors refer to me as, among other things, that “rocket
scientist” guy from Indiana who won’t take proper care of his fields. I reluctantly
make my way over to him thinking about what lesson is he going to impart on me
today?

Image by Pixabay

96

Still sitting in the truck, he eyes the containers hanging on my belt. “What’s in them
containers?” I explain they are prairie seeds, and I intend to plant them in other
locations. “You going to spread more weeds?” No, they are not weeds. They are
prairie seeds. “What’s it good for?” Well, the tallgrass prairie is an endangered
ecosystem, and I’m attempting to restore it – to bring some of it back. “What’s it
good for?” Prairies provide homes for many endangered and rare species. “What’s
it good for?” Many people enjoy all the beautiful prairie flowers. “What’s it good
for?” Smell this. Holding out a handful of yellow coneflower seed. “Damn, smells
spicy. What’s it good for?” I open up another container, show him the seeds inside,
and state that these seeds sell for $80/ounce. “What’s the net yield per acre?”
Now I understood. What’s it good for translates into how much money can I make
from it? My neighbor, in his infinite wisdom, did indeed teach me a lesson. We all
have been influenced our whole lives by the economic engine we call capitalism.
There is no room in capitalism for conservation. What matters is year‐on‐year
economic growth! My neighbor has the mainstream view. I am the outlier!
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I have no idea if I influence his thinking. Maybe opening the door just a little to give
him pause that other considerations other than simple economics could be
important. But I feel it was important to try when the opportunity was presented.
And, you never know, like many of our rarest plants, a seed of knowledge may show
it’s first bloom a decade later!

Image by Frank Mayfield
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I want to share one last story. The tale of a badger.

Image by James Perdue
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The cold rain had finally stopped. Eager to leave the confines of my office, I don my
boots and outerwear and head off to one of my favorite places – a steep, open, oak
tree‐studded ridgeline that snakes through the heart of our property.

100

Walking along the shoulder of the ridge, the slope precariously steep to my right,
and to my left rising gently to the ridgetop crest,

101

I spot a lifeless form lying upside down with four stocky feet pointing straight up. It
can’t be, I think, and nervously edge closer, fearing I may confirm my suspicion. The
animal’s two‐inch long claws are now visible. Feelings of surprise, confirmation, joy
and sadness swirl around in my mind as I stand rigid, staring at a dead American
badger.
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The weight of sadness overcomes me. I roll the animal over to see his head, still
needing more confirmation that this is indeed a badger. I feel my face and hands
flush with warmth, fueled by my pulse of anger. We have worked so hard, I exclaim,
straddling an endless tide of obstacles between two conflicting worlds; restoring an
endangered ecosystem while living in a society racing forward to seize growth and
prosperity.
In the past, I would find possible badger sign here and there, but was it real
evidence, or just a part of me holding on to a younger man’s foolish dream of
restoring an ecosystem complete with apex predators? Now, there is no longer any
doubt, the evidence is clear. There was a badger here, but will there be one again?
A twisted cruel irony, I moan, certain confirmation only to foster more uncertainty
of the future. Is this dead badger proof we are succeeding in our restoration? Or is
it a fool’s errand, a painful omen that we can only slow the path to extinction?
I pause my depressive thoughts and inspect the badger to determine how it died.
It’s a male, and after a careful examination, I only find wounds on its head. I look closely at
the spacing of the badger’s canine teeth, and then closely at the two deep tear wounds on
its forehead. They both have the same spacing.
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I feel a flutter of hope clawing its way out of my cognitive abyss. Was this guy killed by
another male badger over a territorial dispute? A fight to the death over prime territory?
How he died matters. It was not the pierce of a bullet or a degraded land no longer able to
provide for his basic needs, but as nature has always intended: a complex tapestry of life
and death working together to ensure the evolutionary resilience of his species.
Hope is now pulsing through my veins. My efforts have not been in vain. My 30‐year old
dream of returning an ecosystem with apex predators once again rising to prominence.

Many know the American badger as Wisconsin’s state animal, or the University of
Wisconsin’s official mascot. For me, however, the badger has always been an icon of
the once vast American prairie. But now, however, it’s also a symbol of the value of
ecological restoration.
Will the badger continue to evolve to survive the challenges of the future? I have no
answers, only a resolve of hope. Sweat, muscle and determination can re‐build an
endangered ecosystem one native plant at a time; one yard at a time, one child at a time,
one neighbor at a time, one friend at a time, one job at a time.
Thank you! It’s been a privilege to speak today.
Image from East Kootenay News Online Weekly
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