Conservation, from Chaucer to Smokey Bear
By Ben Gadd

First given in 1996 as part of a training week fdberta Lands and Forest employees
at the Forestry Technology School in Hinton, Alegend many times thereafter

Imagine if you will a seminar for Alberta provintigark employees. The first
speaker steps up to the podium. There is nervauiaage; the guy is a well-known
environmentalist.

The speaker scans the class. “Good evening, everyolot of you are park
rangers here, right?” Heads are bobbing in agreerft@kay, I've got a question
for you. What does the word ‘conservation’ mean?”

Fellow in the front sticks up his hand. “Consdrea’ means, uh ... well, it's
about using natural resources wisely, and stué tilat? Or, like, maybe usihess
of something?”

Short silence.

“Can anyone be more specific?”

Long silence.

“Perhaps we’'d better head for the dictionary.”

We do. Surprise! “To conserve” means “to preserp&in and simple. It's
French, of course, and it comes to us from thenLa&onservare,” meaning “to
keep together.” No wishy-washiness about thisptzserve something is fwotect
it.

Here is the actual definition | found in tBxford English Dictionarythe
venerable “OED.” Quote: “To keep in safety, or frbiarm, decay or loss; now
usually, to preserve in its existing state fromtdegion or change; to preserve
unimpaired”—there’s a phrase right out of the NadiloParks Act—*“to preserve or
maintain in being or continuous existence, to kaege or flourishing; to keep a
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commandment or observe a custom;” and finally nfitke a substance into a
conservemeaning to preserve something with sugar.” (Maybeshould try that
last one on the national parks.)

According to the OEDthe first written use of “conserve” is found in the
work of Geoffrey Chaucer, who wrote the fam@anterbury TalesThe following
line appears in Chaucer’s bodke House of Fameéating to about 1384

“Euery [every] kyndely thynge [animal, wild or destic] that is, Hath a
kyndely stede [place, as in “homestead”], [and} fkieere] he May best in
hyt [it] conserved be.”

What | think Chaucer was saying was that everytareahas its own home, and in
that place it is best conserved; that is, bestgpvesl and protected. A modern
rephrasing might be along the lines of “wildlifeadobest in its own habitat.”

In Middle English, “conserve” was used more comimdhan “preserve.”
But in the 18th century, “preserve” largely repld¢eonserve.” In the 19th
century, though, we got “conserve” back, along i political term
“conservative,” by which, according to the OEDs"#ense is often coloured.”

Indeed.

From “conserve” comes “conservation,” which thelDdefines as
“preservation from destructive influences, natuletay or waste; preservation of
existing conditions, institutions, rights, peaceler, etc.” “Conservationalso
means the “official charge and care of rivers, sewerests, etc.” Hmm— “rivers,
sewers,” and “forests,” all in one phrase. How kimgathose dictionary editors
were.

Thinking about the word “conservation” takes mekog my youth in the
dry, desert country of western Colorado, whereteachers taught us back in the
1950s that conservation was about stopping sagi@no In the American
southwest there was certainly a lot of soil erosmatop. Cattle and sheep had
overgrazed the place for a hundred years. All tihezd#s had broken down the
fragile crust of tiny fungi, lichens and mosseg thhace covered the sandy soil.
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Until about thirty years ago, no one had realizet this stuff was actually alive.
They thought it was some kind of mineral deposiicking any apparent value, it
was ignored.

Those ranchers ignored it at their peril. Losthat organic crust was
allowing rainwater and snowmelt to wash the soihpwsending the top layer of
many a spread down the Colorado River. In elemegmsinool we were shown
Encyclopedia Britannica film strips—anyone rementiiém strips”?—showing
houses that had fallen into huge, scary-lookindjegil\We were told that
something had to be done right away, before thdevtmuntry was ruined, and
that it was “up to all of us.” We looked uneasityoame another. | thought of a
friend’s house, and the gully out back that wagaat, growing larger and deeper
all the time, getting closer and closer ...

We were taught that the way you “conserved” thiwgs to throw hay bales
and old tires into these gullies, and to builddittatchment ponds along them, and
to plant lines of trees here and there, and to glmundthe hills instead of up and
down them. In grade four | did a poster on thistbeshowing a blighted farm on
one side of a hill, where | painted the eroded lanaigly shades of purplish brown,
and a happy, well-vegetated farm on the otheraidie hill, where everything
was lime green, even the tires, and fine. Concgrthie root of the problem—too
many cattle—we were asked, in passing, to telldauals that there was an
agricultural agent in the county who could “helg with any grazing problems we
might have.” Fifty years later the western Unitedt&s is still overrun with cows,
and the gullies continue to grow. One day I'll héweyo back and check on my
friend’s house. Could be the whole place has bebblgd up.

Then there was the thing abdaotest fires.Part of conservation was
preventing forest fires. The films we saw in schwelte about letting the family
campfire get out of control, or about Dad throwantighted cigarette out the car
window, or aboukids playing with matchesyhich nailed every nine-year-old in
the classroom. We all played with matches, and acedil tried one of Dad’s
cigarettes. The result, we learned to our horras enormous fiery holocausts,
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consuming Bambi and Thumper and all the good thimgisis world. Some of us
began to cry.

Toward the end of one of these films, againstckdhap of flames, came the
image of Smokey Bear. (We all called him “Smokey Bear,” when he was
actually just “Smokey Bear.”) There he was, rarfggron his head, shovel in hand.
He poked his finger at us and said, in a deep,satoty voice, “Only YOU can
prevent forest fires!” That evening | had a nightenabout starting a forest fire by
accident. | wet the bed.

Little did we know in the 1950s that when you met/forest fires for a
hundred years, you eventually get really big ohks,the one that burned part of
Kelowna in 2003. (That fire was started by lightninot by smokers or careless
campers or nine-year-olds being naughty.)

In 1988 there was a huge fire in Yellowstone NaidPark. There were
90,000 elk living in the burned zone. Yet of th@8e000, only 345 perished.

This was quite a surprise. Apparently Bambi arsdkim were able to take
forest fires pretty much in stride.

As does Mother Nature generally. Subsequent relsdes overturned our
attitudes about wildfire. It is no longer thougbtite inherently bad. Nor is it
thought to be good. It is now known to tecessaryWithout it, ecosystems get
out of whack and living among the trees becomegeiaus.

U.S. Forest Ranger Aldo Leopold, author of 8ad County Almanac,
figured this out a long time ago. He had been gaimgind since the 1930s telling
his fellow rangers and foresters in New Mexico fivatis a natural part of things,
that fire and forests had lived together for a deng while, and that it was stupid
to keep mindlessly putting forest fires out all tiree. There was just something
wrong, he thought, with letting the mountains ganhpletely covered with trees
when the slopes hadn’t ever, to his knowledge, beainway.

Leopold was right to question the wisdom of hisses. They, like everyone
else, were being had. Smokey, you see, was wofkimniipe logging companies.
Those trees were being saved from fire in ordéetalear-cut. To the ordinary
citizen, the difference between a burned mountdeand a logged-off one is a
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matter of appearance, but to a lumber corporahierdifference is a matter of
money: millions of dollars in trees that could hdezn cut and sold as prime
timber.

In his early days, Smokey would not have apprafatie “prescribed burns”
now being carried out in many North American natiguarks. In a prescribed
burn—just what the doctor ordered!—you burn a f@zeh hectares here, a few
dozen there, in a controlled way. (“Controlled” ylmape. In the last few years there
have been some hugely incendiary surprises.) Tdeeatiprescribed burning is to
reestablish the natural, patchy, uneven-aged diearaica forest that experiences
occasional fires.

By the way, you can’t mimic that with logging. Lgigg, even if followed by
burning, isn’t a natural process. Too many soilieats are removed along with
the logs. And the ecological succession that fadlesvnot normal.

After generations of fighting forest fires withexything they had, national-
park employees now get start fires. They do so with aircraft and an updated
version of napalm, and they do it just as gleefaiythey once did when they were
nine, out in back of the house with stolen matchbave overheard them talking
on their radios. “Roger, helicopter, we haxeeptionallygood ignition in sector
seven ...”

In the Alberta provincial forests, though, Smokewgtill believed, and the
fires keep getting bigger as the forest grows otael the gaps fill in. In the
Rockies national parks we got started on prescrteding 20 years ago, but the
program has taken off slowly because the tourchistry objects to it. Burned
mountainsides look ugly, not green like the colbmoney.

However, after what happened to Kelowna, a lath@mbers of commerce
are reconsidering. The town of Jasper, where | teald easily go up in flames.
Jasper is surrounded by many square kilometreslifaged lodgepole pine, all
waiting for the Big One. As our part of that sumrfrem hell, we got a Pretty Big
One of 28,000 ha just two valleys east of us.

! Jasper is a town in the middle of a national pAgsuch, it is an administrative nightmare fork2ar
Canada. This once prompted park-superintendent Ranagan to tell me, after a particularly bad day
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Like forest fires, government policies shift eps$o do the meanings of
words, which can tell us a lot about the changimg$ in which we live. The writer
In me is sensitive to this. For example, | alwaysos when | hear the word
“harvest” applied to the cutting of naturally ocgag trees. You onlyarvestwhat
you haveplanted,folks, and | know for a fact that the evergreeaw igetting
“harvested” all over Alberta and British Columbia&ne not planted by the
companies cutting them.

Until the 1970s most of us got the meaning rigbing “cut” instead of the
euphemistic “harvest.” Nowadays, though, “harvestised even to describe
hunting. We don’t hunt moose, or shoot them, oayea forbid)ill them. No, we
“harvest” them. We just kind of go into the woodsl@ick them.

My advice: if you hear the word “harvest” slipp@tb a discussion of
anything other than wheat, pumpkins, etc., be warmyhatever else the speaker is
telling you.

Or consider the phrase “ecosystem managemengad that a lot these days.
Sounds good, eh? Industry thinks so, too. The laggompanies tell us that clear-
cutting is just a way of “managing the forest esegn.” Of course, any ecologist
worth his or her Ph.D. will tell you that managiaig ecosystem is impossible,
because we know so little about the maze of spetiesactions. When we try to
manage an ecosystem, all we do is mess it up. @ogsts prefer the phrase
“ecosystenbasedmanagement,” which is quite a different breedaifthan
“ecosystem managementti ecosystenbasedmanagement, you try to look after
the land in a responsible way that sustains itsystems. You don’t try to manage
the ecosystems themselves.

Few industrialists support true ecosystem-basathgement, because
practicing it rules out such things as clear-cggiag and coal mining. More to the
point, the idea of ecosystem-based managementis something right in this
world, while “ecosystem management” is just a bumzixfor continuing to do
something wrong.

with the local Chamber of Commerce, that “there naihing about this goddam town that one good
forest fire wouldn’t cure.” In 2003 he almost gag vish.
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This sort of semantic sneak-attack has claimedetime “conservation.” | had
assumed until | looked it up that the word meamesiiing along the lines of “the
wise use of our natural resources,” or some sudbsinial or agricultural
derivation. That's why | was surprised to see “@wmation” defined so rigorously
as “preservation.”

But let me come clean about something. That defimwas from the 1933
edition of theOxford English DictionaryA somewhat more recent definition,
which | found inWebster’s Third New International Dictionarggpyright 1961,
repeats the preservation idea as definition 1—ibdeate, planned or thoughtful
preserving, guarding or protecting”—but then addsgefinition 2, “care or
keeping and supervision of something by a govertahaaithority or by a private
association or business; planned management dfieaheesource to prevent
exploitation, destruction or neglect” and, herns,iclearly stated in definition 2b:
“the wise utilization of a natural product, espégiay a manufacturer so as to
prevent waste and to ensure future use of resati’slea! The multinationals seem
to have got to Webster, too.

Historian Roderick Nash has written a brillianbkaalledWilderness and
the American Mindln it he has documented how Gifford Pinchot (laisifly
pronounces it “PINCH-0") steered the U.S. towarel ithea of conservation ase
of something he dubbed “natural resources.” Pinaras an interesting character,
part wilderness advocate and part wilderness-wreélkewas a personal friend of
Teddy Roosevelt's and a progressive politician wéived twice as the governor
of Pennsylvania. In his job as the United Statbgfcforester from 1898 to 1910,
he helped to build America’s enormous system abnat forests. But Pinchot was
also in thick with lumber companies that wanteduotrees in those forests. The
rest of the resource-extraction industry was fretjyeat his door, too, and thanks
to Pinchot, several generations of North Ameridaaage grown up thinking of
public land as a supply centre for wood, water @nterals.

The part of the dictionary definition about pretreg “exploitation,
destruction or neglect” seems particularly irofibe natural resources that Pinchot
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and his corporate allies were so eager to “managedning eager to exploit for
dollars, have certainly suffered destruction angle.

That, in turn, has led to a counterstrike on Hetfathe land. An
environmental-protection movement has grown upeferd what's left of the
natural world. That movement is now large and afliial. Scientists such as Dr.
E.O. Wilson of Harvard and our own Dr. David Suzk&ep warning us that we are
all in deep doo-doo because we have wrecked so ofutie planet. It's like a
frightening science-fiction story come true: “Fitse frogs died ...”

The frogsare dying, along with neotropical migrant birds, meanwarblers,
thrushes and such, and lots of other speciesiaflithings—27,000 species a year
disappearing, according to E.O. himself—which iswtlihe same extinction rate
as occurred 65 million years ago when a large olbjethe earth and did in half
the globe’s biota, including the dinosaG®mong land animals, few of the larger,
weightier species survived. Humans are large, vigilgimd animals. Yikes!

All this gloom-and-doom is having a paradoxicadbsitive effect on the
dictionary. It's pushing the lexicological penduliorack the other way. In the
currentWebster’'s New Collegiate Dictionanyhich follows linguistic trends more
closely than either its big brother th#ernationalor the OED, the first definition
Is “a careful preservation or protection of someghesp: planned management of
a natural resource to prevent exploitation, dettnor neglect.” That phrase
“management of a natural resource” is loaded, blgast there’s no mention of
“wise utilization.” And the current edition of tiigage Canadian Dictionarfarks
back to the old OED definition about preservingrirbarm or waste, nearly word-
for-word.

In schools and universities, conservation is agagn being linked to
preservation and protection. Foresters are beunghtaalternatives to clear-cut
logging. Farmers and ranchers are leaving somesspatheir land for frogs and
warblers. Natural history, which used to generidiie interest except among
birdwatchers, is now the main item on sale at “reaiiores” in the shopping malls.

2 Well, not all the dinosaurs, as it turns out. Biede dinosaurs that survived the asteroid.
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Now, where do you suppose that the folks who biDg Gf bird sounds in
those stores, and a lot of other people who justyemildlife and wild places
generally, like to go every chance they get?

To nationally and provincially protected areascaofirse, and by that | mean
mainly our national and provincial parks. We lolkiege places. We pack them full
every weekend. This is tough on the parks, butimgs much joy to local
merchants, hoteliers, restaurateurs and other pors®f holiday pleasures. Some
of these folks are a bit over-eager, and they laaway of compromising our
vacation paradises for profit.

| am privileged tdive smack in the middle of one of the world’s great
protected areas, a World Heritage Site. As a nigtiend environmental watchdog
for Jasper National Park | spend an inordinate arhofumy time resisting an
endless stream of commercial opportunists tryingéss the place up for money.
That's because Jasper National Park is my backgantl) take it personally. Ever
since I've lived here, Parks Canada has been gilgduming the park over to the
Chamber of Commerce. | can’t stand that. | do witah to stop it.

To the park wardens who also live in Jasper, artlé provincial-park
rangers at that seminar | mentioned at the beginairthis talk, the parks in which
they work argheir backyards, and it's property over which they hewme control.

To these people | offer the following. Dear warsland rangers, forgive me
for presuming to tell you what your job is, buhirtk you’ll agree with me: it's to
conserve those park¥ou’re supposed to protect them from abuses, wimehns
enforcing the rules, controlling the hordes of wesakvisitors, catching poachers
and illegal campers—all the things you do day id day out, in other words—
despite the funding cutbacks, the loss of good &iafownsizing and better-paying
jobs in the private sector, the politically driveacisions that make you so angry,
the gut-level discomfort that comes from seeingrymark surrounded by clear-cuts
and cottages and coal mines, etc., etc.

What keeps a person going through all this? Ihimgf else, there’s the grit-
your-teeth sense of duty that springs from the,dwgible knowledge of what will
happen to your park if the public gets the feetimgtyou don’t care anymoré&Ve
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had a taste of that in the national parks durimgstibimmers of 2001 and 2002,
during which the wardens were not allowed to erddhe law. Unbelievable but
true. The reasons for it are murky and political, the damage has been
documented.

It's this kind of stuff that afflicts humanity gerally these days: stupid
decisions with awful consequences. | have no idsaitis all going to turn out. As
always, the future of the planet seems to be lgrg@hatter of chance.

Well, I'm hoping that wilderness gets a lucky tke@/e all need drinkable
water, breathable air and a climate more hospitdale that of Venus. The earth’s
remaining wildlands are doing their very best toyie these things. A lot of this
Is public land, currently under government managenss civil servants have
found themselves on the leading edge of the efifosaive them.

It's lonely on the leading edge, but it's alsocd place to be—good in the
ethical sense. People who work in green places asignovincial and national
parks, and people who defend those parks, knowptlaaticing conservation is just
plaingood,and so does the public. The public believes wiedtave to say in our
five-minute sound bites and our homespun newstettart what the logging
companies have to say in their million-dollar achpaigns. Corporations crave the
wonderful old trees in the parks. They want thd,dba minerals, the oil and gas.
They have tried hard to get them, and in a fewgddbey have succeeded. But in
other cases, when word of their attempts has reditieepublic they have backed
away, embarrassed to be seen threatening aljtiwainess.

In comparison with the growing mess on their baures, the parks look good
indeed. They still offer us weekends away fromuheeal world of our cities—the
real world is that of the wilderness, because shatiere our species grew up—and
for that reason alone it's worthwhile to work indafior the parks, heart and soul.

Evenwithin cities there are wild spots that have somehowpestthe
bulldozers. These little islands of nature aregless. They're near at hand for
thousands of wilderness-starved urbanites who sk out for what they offer: a
chance to be outdoors in natural surroundings. ditthat simple pleasure,
something inside of us dies.
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That's why protecting wild places, whether theyasesmall as a city block or
as large as Jasper National Park, is such a whalf you're a park employee
doing that, or anyone at all doing that, you acemservationist. If you're doing it
well, meaning that you're successfully holding against a world dominated by
next month’s bottom line, you're a jolyoodconservationist.

And so, with a tip of the hat to Geoffrey Chau@ard with a squirt of pepper
spray to Smokey Bear, | wish you all the best.

*k*k
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