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

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

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

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