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NOTE TO READER

This is a work of nonfiction. So far as possible, all assertions of fact in this book are supported by original source material, including William Temple Hornaday’s private letters and papers, books (both published and unpublished), news clippings, and official documents. Dialogue that appears in direct quotations is taken from an account of the conversation by someone who was present (usually Hornaday). Dialogue that appears in italics is a reasonable reconstruction of conversations whose substance was described by someone who was there (for instance, Hornaday’s description of his first meeting with Theodore Roosevelt). All errors of fact or inference, of course, are mine.


WILLIAM TEMPLE HORNADAY

A Life in Brief


1854   Born on a farm near Plainfield, Indiana.

1871   Attends Okaloosa College and the Iowa State Agricultural College (now Iowa State).

1873   Hired by Ward’s Natural Science Establishment of Rochester, New York.

1874   First collecting expedition to Florida, Cuba, and the Bahamas. First zoo in the United States opens in Philadelphia.

1875   Meets Josephine Chamberlain at a dinner party. Collecting expedition to the Orinoco River delta, Venezuela.

1876–77   Two-year collecting expedition to India, Ceylon, Malaya, and Borneo.

1879   Marries Josephine in Battle Creek, Michigan. The marriage lasts fifty-eight years, until his death.

1882–90   Appointed chief taxidermist at the U.S. National Museum (the Smithsonian).

1885   Two Years in the Jungle published.

1886   The Last Buffalo Hunt published.

1889   Becomes founder and first director of the National Museum in Washington. Publication of The Extermination of the American Bison.

1896–1926   Serves as director of the New York Zoological Park (the Bronx Zoo).

1900   Lacey Law, the first federal law protecting wild birds, game, and plants from illegal trafficking, passed; repeatedly amended, it remains in effect today.

1906   Ota Benga incident at the Bronx Zoo.

1907–10   Serves as president of the American Bison Society.

1907   First bison sent to Wichita National Forest and Game Reserve, in Oklahoma. By 1919, Hornaday and the American Bison Society have established nine herds across the West.

1911   Hay-Elliot Fur Seal Treaty, which saves the Alaskan fur seal from extinction.

1913   Hornaday creates the Permanent Wildlife Protection Fund, which he uses to finance his “crusade for wildlife” until his death. Publication of Our Vanishing Wild Life.

1937   Dies in Stamford, Connecticut, at age eighty-two.




PROLOGUE

The Fear

Long after the early dark had fallen on the evening of December 1, 1934, an old man with a neatly trimmed gray beard and fierce, slightly accusatory eyes sat down in the library of the rambling, comfortable home he called “The Anchorage,” in Stamford, Connecticut, rolled a sheet of blank paper into a typewriter, and began to write the story of his life.

It was his eightieth birthday. Earlier in the day, there had been a small celebration attended by a few of his colleagues from the wars and, of course, by his sweet and long-suffering wife, Josephine, the one he liked to call “the Empress Josephine” because of her grand, highborn manner and discerning intelligence, and because, quite simply, he adored her. She’d been by his side for nearly six decades, since a long-ago dinner party in Battle Creek, Michigan, when both of them had been twenty-one. She’d been a comely young schoolteacher wearing her best black silk dress; he, a naturalist and adventurer preparing to depart on a collecting expedition into the dark and fateful Orinoco River delta in Venezuela. Hoping to win her sympathy, he’d regaled her with the dangers that he would soon face on the Orinoco, with its flesh-eating fish, giant electric eels, and forty-foot snakes. He’d gazed directly into her eyes. He’d reached out and lightly touched her arm. In the corseted Victorian age, his boldness and presumption, verging on rudeness, was shocking. At one point, he’d even corrected her grammar. She had been taken aback, but when he pressed for her address, so he might perhaps write to her from some lonely outpost on the dark river, she’d relented. That was his manner: blunt, aggressive, acquisitive. If he saw something or someone he liked, he just put his head down and went for it, like a country boy tackling a calf. Life was short, and those who hesitated lost.

His audacity, as well as his boundless love of the natural world, eventually carried him to some of the remotest places on the planet. He’d been one of the first white men to penetrate the interior of Borneo, voyaged up the Malay Archipelago not long after the young naturalist Alfred Russel Wallace had been so astounded by the profusion of life there that it had led to the theory of evolution he cofounded with Darwin, and hunted big game on the Indian subcontinent, the Amazon basin, Trinidad, the Everglades, the Canadian Rockies, and the Montana Territory. In the Everglades, he’d tried to grab an immense alligator by the tail. He’d stalked man-eating tigers on foot, nearly drowned, starved, perished of tropical fever, or otherwise died on multiple occasions, and told people he’d always felt more at home in a remote hunting camp than in any of the finest salons of New York.

Pugnacious, intrepid, and blessed with amazing physicial stamina, he had survived all manner of escapades and adventures, but now—and he found this difficult to admit—his long life had begun to catch up with him at last. Both his feet were crippled by a mysterious form of neuritis, which his doctors were struggling to overcome but which left him virtually unable to get around except with a walker. Now the old adventurer and naturalist spent a good deal of time in bed or in his chair, with a blanket over his lap. The pain was continuous, like a grinding noise.

“Tonight as I sit in the glow of my library fire,”1 William Temple Hornaday began, “with a perfectly clear mind, and a memory for these events almost as good as new, I see the main features of the past years more sharply than contours of terrain are seen from an airplane.” From these heights, his life looked like a Civil War battlefield, with smoking battlements, the clash of advancing infantry lines, strategic retreats, desperate regrouping, and dauntless charges against impossible odds.

Glaring down the corridors of history at his many critics, living, dead, and yet unborn, Hornaday spat in their eyes: “I now give notice that in writing the stories of my own campaigns I am perfectly indifferent to all the scoffs and charges of ‘egotism’ that my enemies can or will make. I do not propose to write misshapen history under any handicaps of false modesty.”2

Yet, at the same time, with this declaration of war against his detractors and implied promise of ruthless truth-telling, there was one enormous thing in particular that he would fail to mention at all. The document that he was now writing, which would grow into a full-blown, three-hundred-page autobiography called Eighty Fascinating Years (and would never be published), would not breathe a word about it. The archive of his papers at the Library of Congress alone, one of several such historical data banks, would run to 39,000 items but with no more than a single sentence referring to it. Squarely at the center of the life of a man who could rightly be considered one of the greatest environmental heroes of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was a crime against humanity, yet he did not address the charges against him either in his public or his private writings. The man who would later be credited with saving at least two species—the American bison and the Alaskan fur seal—from extinction, a man whose greatest contribution to the environmental battles of the twenty-first century would be a sense of moral responsibility and moral outrage concerning the natural world, this man would be the central player in one of the most morally repellent incidents of his day. Yet nowhere in the voluminous written record of his life did he directly address the incident for which he would still be remembered seventy-five years after his death. (In fact, he would no doubt be aghast to learn, it would be almost the only thing he would be remembered for, if he were remembered at all.) He was the man who, in 1906, displayed a human being—a black pygmy from the Congo—in a cage at the Bronx Zoo.

Instead, Hornaday preferred to view his life as a war, with himself in the thick of the fight. “With the exception of the period from 1890 to 1896”3—when he’d made an ill-fated attempt to leave the battle behind and become a businessman—“I have been continuously on this wild-life job. The total period of my really MILITANT activity in this field is now (at the close of 1934) about 40 years.” The past four decades of his life had been one of more-or-less continuous war—what he called his “war for wildlife,” which to his mind was undoubtedly the greatest and most important armed conflict in human history. The Civil War had quite literally ripped the nation asunder, but at least it eventually came to an end; but the slaughter of birds and wildlife, if they were driven to the desolate terminus of extinction, would leave a wound that would last forever.

Hornaday did not shrink from combat—in fact, there was nothing he loved more than a good fight, for good reason. But what had pained and surprised him almost more than anything else was that so many of his battles were against people who were allegedly on the same side. When the avowed lovers of birds and game turned on him, betrayed him, double-crossed him, made secret deals with the enemy—that was what had made him feel mortally wounded and unutterably alone. He needed all the friends he could find in the battle against the destroyers of wildlife because, over the past seventy years, the history of game protection had been “a bad and bitter chronicle of the folly and greed of civilized man—of amazing wastefulness, duties horribly ignored, and a thousand lost opportunities.”4 Of the story of the greedy and senseless war against wildlife, he wrote, “there are enough facts to make half a dozen volumes; but what is the use?”

As the years went by, Hornaday’s life led him to ever-higher pinnacles of public achievement. He was the founder and first director of the National Zoo in Washington, D.C. (until a nasty fight with Samuel Langley, the secretary of the Smithsonian, “a man of lonely habits and all the congeniality of an iceberg,”5 and Hornaday had quit in disgust); had served for thirty years as director of the New York Zoological Park (which would become known to the world as the Bronx Zoo); had written almost two dozen books about wildlife and conservation; led the charge in Congress for innumerable game protection laws and the creation of game reserves for birds and mammals; and had fought the gun lobby, the feather lobby, and, always, the great immobile apathy of the American public.

What he cared about most, and what he had cared about throughout his long life, was the attempt to preserve the whole great phantasmagoria of nonhuman life in the United States, and on the planet as a whole. In the fight to save the birds and mammals, he didn’t care how many enemies he made—and, to be sure, he made plenty. “Any man who enlists in any great cause for the defense of the rights of wild life and is discovered in the act of promoting a reform that is worthwhile soon finds himself fighting all the enemies of wildlife on whose toes he treads,” he wrote. “If he is devoted to peace and harmony at the expense of justice and success, he may just as well quit before he begins. To me, the saving of wild life always was more important than ‘harmony’ with its destroyers.”6

Still, despite all the battles he’d won against the destroyers, and all he’d accomplished in his life, he knew very well that in many ways, the war for wildlife was going badly. “In America,” he wrote wearily, “the national spirit may truly be expressed in the cry of the crazed Malay: Amok! Amok! Kill! Kill!”7 All over the country, dozens of species of birds and animals had been reduced to tiny remnant populations struggling to survive against the onslaught of “civilization.” The destroyers had gained all the high ground and were bitterly determined and heavily armed. In his prophetic poem “The Second Coming,” William Butler Yeats was describing the strategic situation facing American conservationists in the late nineteenth century when he howled: “The best lack all conviction, while the worst are full of passionate intensity.”

Thinking back now, from the vantage point of eight decades, Hornaday could feel again what he had first felt so long ago—that nauseating stab of fear and sorrow—when he realized just how bad things had gotten and how few people seemed to realize it, or even seemed to care. “Just as a carefree and joyous swimmer for pleasure suddenly is drawn into a whirlpool—in which he can swim but from which he cannot escape—so in 1886 was I drawn into the maelstrom,”8 he wrote, remembering the shock of what happened during the terrible spring and summer of that year. What he had witnessed in the West that tender May of 1886 had frightened him right down to the smallest cell in his body. He’d seen something that few others on the planet, save scattered hunters and Indians, had noticed. It was the beginning of something so frightful, and so gigantic, that even he did not fully grasp its significance.

More than a hundred years later, biologists would give it a name: The “sixth extinction” or the “Holocene extinction” (in reference to the Holocene epoch in which we live). Almost entirely caused by human activity, it is a wave of species loss so enormous that it has taken its place alongside the five other major extinction events in the past 500 million years of life on Earth. The previous extinction, the “end-Cretaceous event” of 65 million years ago, not only annihilated the dinosaurs but also 75 percent of all species on our home planet, the only planet we have.9

Now another dark shadow was slipping down over the world. Everywhere Hornaday looked, he could see it happening: in the disappearance of migratory songbirds all up and down the Eastern seaboard, in the steady loss of wild field, forest, and shore. It was time to raise the alarm, to shout to the everlasting skies, to mobilize for war against the destroyers of wildlife—if it were not already too late.

He was galvanized by rage. But in his heart, all he felt was fear.

The fear: that’s where it had all begun.


PART ONE

The Awakening


CHAPTER 1

His Name Was Dauntless

On the fair spring morning of May 6, 1886,1 an intense-looking young gentleman with eyes that burned like meteors and a jet-black beard vaulted up the stairs of a Pennsylvania Railroad westbound train, which was steaming at the platform in Union Station, near downtown Washington, D.C. He was a small man—all of five foot eight in his stocking feet—but lithe, compact, and powerfully built, like a predatory animal. He was wearing a new bowler hat, a slightly uncomfortable-looking tweed suit, and scuffed alpine walking boots. The young man’s whole body seemed to follow the forward thrust of his chin as he mounted the stairs into the railway car; trailing along behind him, scarcely able to keep up, were a middle-aged man and an adolescent boy whose face bore a touch of acne and a look of perpetual astonishment.

The bearded young man was in a frightful hurry. He was, in fact, desperately afraid that all his hurrying was in vain, that it was already too late. He hardly dared imagine the possibility: when he got where he was going, a monstrous crime would be a fait accompli, an unspeakable slaughter beyond the reach of redemption.

The young man, whose name was William Temple Hornaday, was thirty-two years old. He’d lived his whole life to date with such breathless velocity that one of the most arresting things about him now was the disconnect between his relative youth and the gravity of his purpose and station in life. Born on a hardscrabble farm in Indiana, without wealth or connections, he’d risen to become chief taxidermist at the U.S. National Museum—later, in 1911, part of the Smithsonian Institution—when he was only twenty-eight years old. He was considered one of the most masterful taxidermists in the country at a time when mounting skins for museums was considered the highest form of “nature art” and the closest most people would ever get to exotic species like a wildebeest or an African lion. (Few people would ever see live animals in a zoo—the first zoo in the country had opened in Philadelphia just a few years earlier, in 1874.2) Because of his deft artistic touch, his ingenious method of creating sculpted, clay-covered manikins over which the animal skins were mounted, and most of all because of his intimate acquaintance with living animals in the wild in some of the world’s most remote places, Hornaday was able to bring a Bengal tiger or a harpy eagle to life with an almost spooky realism.

Hornaday was in such a hurry now because his immediate superior at the museum, Dr. G. Brown Goode, had asked him a few months earlier to inventory the museum’s specimen collection of Bison americanus, the American bison, once one of the greatest glories of the continent. But when Hornaday looked into the matter, peering into dim cabinets and specimen drawers, he was appalled to discover that, as he later wrote, “the American people’s own official museum was absolutely destitute of good bison specimens of every kind.”3 He could find only a few dusty old skins and skeletons—sad, neglected relics, like discarded overcoats whose owners would never return.

Hornaday had then undertaken a census of the bison in North America, writing to ranchers, hunters, army officers, and zookeepers across the American West and in Canada as far north as the Great Slave Lake in an attempt to come up with some estimate of how many buffalo still might be left alive by 1886. Although no man, white or red, would ever know for certain how many buffalo had once roamed the plains of North America, the estimates ranged up to 60 million or more (though more recent estimates have reduced this number to something closer to 30 million). But whatever the actual numbers were, buffalo were the largest herds of quadrupeds ever to walk the face of the earth, including the epic migrations of Africa. But, as the news came back from all these far-flung correspondents, the true story of what had happened to the millions of bison became heartbreakingly apparent.

Based on the best firsthand accounts he could find, Hornaday estimated that as recently as 1867, only about twenty years earlier, the total number of wild bison in the trans-Missouri West was about 15 million. But what had happened to these last representatives of a mighty race during the subsequent two decades was a testament to astounding human greed and short-sightedness, as well as the shiny new efficiencies of capitalism. The same ingenious interlocking mechanisms that mass-produced washing machines, farm implements, and, later, the Model T Ford, and then marketed and distributed them worldwide, had been put to use exterminating the American bison, and with breathtaking haste. The slaughter became mechanized, streamlined, and eerily calm, with armies of hunters (who were paid by the carcass) killing and butchering bison by the tens of thousands and then loading their hides by the bale onto eastbound trains.

The fact that there was, in all of this, a ghost in the machine—an end to it all—went largely unnoticed. Even the hide hunters themselves did not notice what was happening. In retrospect, Hornaday later wrote, it appeared that the last of the great herds disappeared in 1883–84, but the hide hunters prepared for another season nonetheless, laying in Sharps rifles, cases of ammunition, skinning and butchering tools, tents, commissary supplies, tons of feed for the horses, and all the rest of it, not realizing that they were preparing to hunt for ghosts.

Although bison herds had once darkened the earth from horizon to horizon, now they were reduced to a few thin, embattled droves defended by a scattering of bewildered bulls, their great shaggy heads turned outward toward a threat they could not understand. When the magnitude of the crime began to dawn on the young taxidermist, it was as if the world had crashed down on his head. “In March, 1886,” Hornaday later wrote in his unpublished autobiography, “I received a severe shock, as if by a blow on the head from a well-directed mallet. I awoke, dazed and stunned, to a sudden realization of the fact that the buffalo-hide hunters of the United States had practically finished their work.”4

These noble, prehistoric-looking animals, millions of years in the making, with their mountainous forequarters and magnificent heads, were like a candle flame that was one breath away from winking out. And once the gate of extinction clanged shut, the living history of an ancient life form would close forever, never to be reopened.

Hornaday dashed off a letter summarizing his alarming conclusions and hand-delivered it to Dr. Goode at the museum. In the letter, he reported that “by extensive correspondence it was ascertained that in the United States the extermination of all the large herds of buffalo is already an accomplished fact. While it was supposed that at least some thousands remained in the more remote regions of the Northwest, it was found that the total number is estimated at less than five hundred.”5 By including all the animals held in captivity by zoos or private individuals, Hornaday estimated that there were now fewer than eight hundred bison left on the face of the earth. It was likely only a matter of a few years—or even months—before all the wild bison on the planet would join the woolly mammoth in the sepulchre of extinction.

Hornaday stood there in Dr. Goode’s office, watching, as the kindly superintendent read his terrible letter. The old man’s face fell. He seemed momentarily unable to speak. Then he lifted his eyes to Hornaday and said finally, “I’m greatly shocked and disturbed by your letter. . . . I dislike to be the means of killing any of those last bison, but since it is now utterly impossible to prevent their destruction we simply must take a large series of specimens, both for our own museum, and for other museums that sooner or later will want good specimens.”6

It was the Faustian bargain of science: to save some vestige of a vanishing species for future generations, a few specimens would need to be sacrificed and carefully preserved. “To all of us the idea of killing a score or more of the last survivors of the bison millions was exceedingly unpleasant,” Hornaday wrote, “but we believed that our refraining from collecting the specimens we imperatively needed would not prolong the existence of the bison species by a single day.”

When Hornaday begged Dr. Goode to allow him to mount a small exploratory expedition to the Montana Territory right away, Goode readily agreed. It was still early spring, and the bison—if they could find any—would be shedding their winter coats in great disorderly bolts; bison hides were not considered “prime” for harvest until November or December. But the young taxidermist felt that he had to go west at the earliest possible moment owing to the ongoing crime he now knew was taking place there.

On this hastily arranged expedition, Hornaday was accompanied by his old hunting pal George Hedley, an experienced outdoorsman and taxidermist from Medina, New York; and a youthful museum assistant named A. H. Forney, who seemed all arms, legs, and Adam’s apple but who proved to be both brave and cheerful. Now the three of them made their way through the train to their berths in a Pullman sleeping car, widely marketed as “luxury for the middle class” and replete with heavy, dark green drapes, hanging lamps, and porter service. Each sleeping car had its own porter, each of them black and each known simply as “George.”7 For Hornaday, on his modest government salary, all this unaccustomed luxury—middle class or not—was possible only because the three men had been provided with free train tickets by the museum. A sleeping car would be lovely, though: the rail trip was to last four days and take them all the way to Miles City, in the Montana Territory, a muddy settlement on the Yellowstone River in the flat, wind-whipped grasslands of the northern Great Plains, a place still haunted by the Crow, the Paiute, and the Blackfoot, but no longer by the great herds that these tribes had once hunted and revered.

Once the men stowed their bags in the green lap of their Pullman berths and the train pulled out of the station, they made their way forward to the dining car for a late breakfast. As it happened, they were seated across the table from two young, sunburned Army officers, who told them that, after a visit to Washington, they were returning to their desolate outpost in the Montana Territory. Hornaday brightened at this happy coincidence. He told the officers about the mission of his three-person Smithsonian expedition: to travel west to the territories, and with the assistance of local guides, cowboys, and soldiers garrisoned to Fort Keogh, attempt to locate and procure specimens of the American bison for the museum.

The two officers exchanged quick glances which, it seemed to Hornaday, were filled with wry amusement. Then one of them turned to him and spoke.8

The chances of you fellas finding any buffalo, anywhere in the territories—at least, any buffalo that are still alive—are next to nothing.

In fact, he told Hornaday, leaning across the table with a butter knife in one hand and a fork in the other, I’d be willing to bet you cash money you won’t find a single buffalo in the Montana Territory, or anywhere else for that matter.

It wasn’t as if people out East were entirely uninformed about what was happening. As recently as 1869, Harper’s Weekly magazine had carried an engraving of Western tourists firing from a slow-moving train at a herd of buffalo with Sharps rifles, carbines, pistols—any armament they could lay hands on. “An American scene, certainly,”9 the editors observed breezily, as if the people were merry picknickers. Did people believe this could go on forever? And boarding the train only an hour earlier, Hornaday had noticed that the station platform was crowded with well-dressed women wearing extravagant Gilded Age hats, nearly all of which were festooned with feathers—feathers plucked from native songbirds and from wading birds of the swamp and shore, feathers stolen from birds of the equatorial jungle. Did people imagine that there was no end to nature’s bounty? That they had the right to sacrifice a snowy egret or a lyrebird simply because its feathers were pretty, or a buffalo because its hide was warm? Didn’t anybody see what was going on? Was the entire country asleep?

He’d known things were bad out in the Western territories, but seated in the dining car across from the sunburned officers, Hornaday was just beginning to realize how bad. In his correspondence with ranchers, hunters, and stockmen across the West, attempting to locate the remnant bison herds, he’d learned that bison sightings had become so rare they were cause for special celebration (and of course, a celebratory hunt). Theodore Roosevelt, in his book Hunting Trips of a Ranchman, had written that a rancher who’d traveled a thousand miles across northern Montana told him “he was never out of sight of a dead buffalo, and never in sight of a live one.”10 Now, on the westbound train, Hornaday was seized with the terrible fear that the few remaining herds might reach the vanishing point of extinction before he even got there.

Still, William Temple Hornaday was not a man who was easily daunted by a dismal prophecy about his chances from strangers on a train, or superior firepower, or overwhelming odds of any kind. He was a fighter down to his fingernails. He had all the belligerent pugnacity of a small man with an outsized notion of his importance in the world. A proud, prickly, imperious man with a fierce, almost swordlike nose, ferociously unsettling eyes, and eyebrows so black and overbearing they appeared to have been painted on, he bore a passing resemblance to the young Sigmund Freud. His manner was one of calculated crudeness, his hands were calloused, and even in a fine suit and a high, stiff Victorian “turnover” collar, like two small white wings at the throat, his hair would sometimes be matted with flecks of mud or bits of grass from recreating nature scenes in the taxidermy shop.

Born six years before the beginning of hostilities in the Civil War, Hornaday was too young to have served in the Union army, but he was deeply affected by it nonetheless—his beloved older brother Clark died in a military hospital after being grievously wounded in the war.11 By the time he was fourteen, both of Hornaday’s parents had died, the family farm and everything in it had been auctioned off, and he was sent off to live with distant relatives in Illinois. His brothers and sisters had moved away or were dead, and he was quite alone in the world. So he learned to fight. And the defiant boldness he learned from being thrown on the world so young, without any advantages, became the defining characteristic of his life.

He was still a teenager when he went to work for the famous Ward’s Natural Science Establishment of Rochester, New York, a kind of Sears, Roebuck of natural history specimens for museums, universities, and private collectors. He’d worked there all of six months when he decided, at the age of nineteen, to mount a collecting expedition, alone, to the remotest part of Africa. He’d been inspired by the exploits of Paul Du Chaillu, the French-American explorer who was the first man to bring back a great ape from the dark continent and whose 1861 book Explorations and Adventures in Equatorial Africa later inspired the movie King Kong. Hornaday’s uncle Allen had to bribe the boy with $500 to keep him from going (and in Allen’s view, saved his life).12

As a hunter and tracker, Hornaday was fearless. In India, where more than eight hundred people had been killed and eaten by tigers in the single year 1878, he stalked an immense Bengal tiger into a bamboo thicket, on foot, and shot it at thirty yards with such a small-bore rifle that it was practically a toy. To call him dauntless was to understate the case.

Hornaday was also “obsessive, unbuckling, and stubborn beyond words,” writes historian Douglas Brinkley. “His certainty about zoology bordered on arrogance. His daily conversation was filled with such bio-trivia as the flesh preference of wolverines and why hawks were copper-clawed.” At the same time, “there was always a mischievous twinkle in his eyes, like a child who had suddenly aged overnight.”13

Now, staring across the table at the two officers on the westbound train, who had just told him he could not do what he intended to do, all Hornaday felt was a stiffening of his resolve, as if, through sheer willpower, he might be able to conjure a thundering herd of buffalo out of thin air.

The zeitgeist of those days, and a general sense of the enemy’s astonishing obliviousness and power, is succinctly summed up by a story which appeared in the Chicago Tribune on November 22, 1886. The paper published an account of a sumptuous wild game dinner that was to be held at the Tremont House, a lavish hotel at the corner of Dearborn and Lake Streets. This feast, hosted by the Tremont’s proprietor, John B. Drake, would be held just before Thanksgiving, just as it had for thirty-eight consecutive years previously, and would be attended by such notables as Ulysses S. Grant; General Philip Sheridan; Senator Stephen A. Douglas; Mr. and Mrs. Marshall Field, of department store fame; and Mr. and Mrs. George M. Pullman, the eponymous owners of the railcar company. The menu, apparently meant to tantalize the masses with the imagined immoderation of the ruling classes, stands as a mute testament to what was happening to wildlife in the United States in the late nineteenth century—not just to the buffalo, but to every other wild thing that crawled, walked, or flew. It was a saturnalia of blood that invites the modern reader to nothing so much as indigestion:

PROCESSION OF GAME

SOUP

Venison (Hunter style) Game Broth

FISH

Broiled Trout, Shrimp Sauce, Baked Black Bass, Claret Sauce

BOILED

Leg of Mountain Sheep, Ham of Bear, Venison Tongue, Buffalo Tongue

ROAST

Loin of Buffalo, Mountain Sheep, Wild Goose, Quail, Redhead Duck, Jack Rabbit, Blacktail Deer, Coon, Canvasback Duck, English Hare, Bluewing Teal, Partridge, Widgeon, Brant, Saddle of Venison, Pheasants, Mallard Duck, Prairie Chicken, Wild Turkey, Spotted Grouse, Black Bear, Oppossum, Leg of Elk, Wood Duck, Sandhill Crane, Ruffed Grouse, Cinnamon Bear

BROILED

Bluewing Teal, Jacksnipe, Blackbirds, Reed Birds, Partridges, Pheasants, Quails, Butterballs, Ducks, English Snipe, Rice Birds, Red-wing Starling, Marsh Birds, Plover, Gray Squirrel, Buffalo Steak, Rabbits, Venison Steak

ENTREES

Antelope Steak, Mushroom Sauce; Rabbit Braise, Cream Sauce; Fillet of Grouse with Truffles; Venison Cutlet, Jelly Sauce; Ragout of Bear, Hunter Style; Oyster Pie

SALADS

Shrimp, Prairie Chicken, Celery

ORNAMENTAL DISHES

Pyramid of Game en Bellevue, Boned Duck au Naturel, Pyramid of Wild-Goose Liver in Jelly, The Coon Out at Night, Boned Quail in Plumage, Red-Wing Starling on Tree, Partridge in Nest, Prairie Chicken en Socle14

Staring out the window of the westbound train, William Temple Hornaday was consumed with fear and impatience. Unable to sleep, he watched as the sun rose, flared, set, and rose again and the little towns with their grain silos and saddle horses went by, a smoky dawn over some dinky city hall, the oceans of corn. Baltimore, McKeesport, Pittsburgh, Akron, Goshen, South Bend. Then Gary, Indiana, which smelled like a dirty nickel, and on to the darkness and steam and clambor of Chicago, where Hornaday and his companions changed trains onto the storied Northern Pacific railroad—a new Pullman car, a new “George”—for the last long leg of the journey west. Only three years earlier, on September 8, 1883, former president Ulysses S. Grant had driven the final “golden spike” that joined the eastern and western Northern Pacific rail lines, linking Chicago with far-off Seattle. Now the train steamed north along Lake Michigan, through Milwaukee and northwest through the little farm towns and the melancholy blue-black lakes of Wisconsin, into Minnesota, the white birches flashing out of a dark sea of spruce forest, Minneapolis, St. Cloud, Fergus Falls, Fargo.

The old buffalo hunters claimed there was a different, slightly larger species of bison with a more pronounced hump, known as the “wood buffalo,” that haunted the green eastern forests in ancient times. But now that the train was entering the northern Great Plains, Hornaday was passing into the ancestral homeland of the western herd bison, whose numbers were so vast they were often said to be “beyond counting.” He watched as the near-limitless West of the imagination spread out before him—home to what until quite recently were two vast herds, the larger “southern herd,” south of the Platte River which transected the West at Denver, and the “northern herd,” which roamed the plains north into Canada. But now all he saw was emptiness, yucca and greasewood growing in the sandy washes, distant cattle, and the occasional pronghorn antelope, like tiny insects at the foot of an immense, unforgiving sky.

How could people be so stupid? How could they be so rapacious? Wasn’t there any ethic of limits in this country? In some perverse way, the very fact that a thing was rare and endangered made it all the more tempting a prize. “The nearer the species approaches to complete extermination,” Hornaday had written, “the more eagerly are the wretched figures pursued to the death wherever found.”15 Moreover, much of this slaughter was for no purpose whatsoever. The vast majority of the meat from the buffalo massacre was simply wasted. The native peoples, by contrast, made use of every scrap—meat for food, hides for clothing, sinew for rope, stomach for carrying sack. Hornaday had once estimated that “probably not more than one-thousandth of the buffalo meat that might have been saved and utilized was saved.” Millions of people could have been fed with the meat that was left to rot on the plains.

Hornaday himself was an experienced tracker, hunter, and marksman; he’d killed more than his fair share of game, from Borneo to the Orinoco River delta. But, except for “bush meat” taken to survive in remote jungle camps, these kills were always in the service of science. He forcefully maintained throughout his life that virtually all the specimens he had ever taken were later mounted and displayed in museums, universities, and private collections for the edification of scientists and the public. He insisted that “bringing wildlife to the millions”—allowing people to see, up close, what he was asking them to save—was a key part of his war for wildlife. The moral queasiness that he sometimes felt about killing the animals that appeared in his museum displays was trumped by his absolute conviction that what he was doing was not only right, but urgently important.

He was already envisioning a magnificent habitat grouping of perhaps six or eight mounted bison, a big bull, a couple of cows, several yearlings, and calves, which would enthrall visitors to the Smithsonian for years to come and, more importantly, galvanize them to action when they read about the slaughter of the living bison in Montana or the Dakotas. It grieved him to be westward bound on a mission of death. But all those birds depicted so lovingly by John James Audubon in Birds of America—the radiant scripture of the New World—had all been shot first, their feathered corpses tenderly arranged in lifelike poses. Audubon’s book was a chronicle of death, a hunting diary, but its ultimate purpose was noble: to awaken the American public to the glories of their country and awaken their hearts to the crying need for preservation.16

On the third day out of Washington, in the western Dakota Territory, Hornaday awoke in his nest of temporary dark-green luxury and peered out of the window. “Houses few and far apart, & the country looks dreadfully lonesome,”17 he confided to his journal. The country was deserted partly because the train was passing through the ancient borderlands of the fierce plains peoples, the people of the buffalo—the Santee and Yankton Sioux, the Hidatsa, Mandan, and Arikara, and the Crow. This country had never been hospitable to humans—too dry, too infertile, too hot in summer, too cold in winter—and the Indians only made white settlers feel more unwelcome.

In all of his dismal correspondence with ranchers and hunters, Hornaday had stumbled across a few reasons to hope that he and his small hunting party might be able to find some buffalo, somewhere. One army doctor named J. C. Merrill, stationed in the windswept northeastern reaches of the Montana Territory, wrote to Hornaday that he felt it still might be possible to find a few scattered buffalo, but only in three places—on the headwaters of the Powder River, in Wyoming; and in the Judith Basin and along the Big Dry Creek, both in Montana.18

Along the banks of the Little Missouri River, the train passed through the tiny cow town of Medora. Theodore Roosevelt, then a twenty-eight-year-old New York assemblyman and author who had abandoned his political career temporarily to become a Dakota rancher, had bought a place near here recently. It was still lawless country, plagued by cattle rustlers, and just a month before Hornaday’s train passed through Medora, Roosevelt had made the much-celebrated capture of a notorious horse and cattle thief named Mike Finnegan. Roosevelt walked forty-five miles with Finnegan in custody to deliver him to the local jail. At one point, Roosevelt borrowed the rustler’s dime Western to read, so he could stay up all night while guarding his prisoner at gunpoint.19

The Montana Territory in 1886 was still a raw, wild, and dangerous place. It was only ten years earlier, in June 1876, that a reckless cavalry officer whom the Crow called “Son of the Morning Star” attacked an enormous gathering of Lakota Sioux and Northern Cheyenne warriors under chiefs Crazy Horse and Sitting Bull, camped on the banks of the Little Bighorn River, in the Montana Territory. General George Armstrong Custer, who had graduated dead last in his class at West Point, was slaughtered by the Indians, along with 268 of his men.20 Elsewhere, rustlers and outlaws were commonplace. In many places, the Northern Pacific Railroad line into the territory was so new that the rails were still shiny as mint dimes.21 People back East, extravagantly overdressed in their fin de siecle hats, crinolines, corsets, frock coats, and twenty-button shoes, were fascinated by this almost unimaginable openness and wildness. A teenage boy from St. Louis named Charles M. Russell became so obsessed with sketching cowboys and Indians that his parents allowed him to go out to the Montana Territory in 1880, at the age of sixteen, where he got work as a cowhand and began sending back a steady stream of drawings and paintings of Western life to the people of New York, Chicago, and Boston. The images of wranglers, rustlers, and feathered braves in war paint were as startling as pictures from another planet.22

But there was another story unfolding in the United States at the same time, a story that very few people had heard or seen. It was a story that William Temple Hornaday was determined to shout from the rooftops, even if it made him look like a kook, a crank, or a busybody. It was a story that was not readily apparent to others because few men of his day had spent as much time as Hornaday had in such remote places—from the Orinoco River delta, to Ceylon, the Malay Peninsula, and Borneo. He had been appalled to realize that, even in these wild places, enormous regions had been almost completely “shot out”—where the forest had been emptied of birds, mammals, reptiles, and almost everything else that breathed. Returning from these exotic locales to the United States, he’d been able to see that here too, a virtual war of extinction was in progress, and the war was going very badly indeed.

On two successive winter afternoons in 1886, an ornithologist from the American Museum of Natural History named Frank Chapman took a stroll down Fourteenth Street, in Lower Manhattan. In the course of this ramble through the crossroads of New York fashion, Chapman observed more than 700 extravagant Gilded Age women’s hats, bearing the plumage of forty different species of birds, from the white-throated sparrow to the bobolink, the laughing gull to the sanderling. Was anyone paying attention? Was anyone outraged?23

There was a bitter, bloody war going on—what Hornaday called a “war for wildlife,” but it was more accurately a war against wildlife—and very few people seemed to realize how badly outgunned the friends of wildlife were. In fact, according to Hornaday’s own calculations, the enemies of wildlife outnumbered the friends by at least 500 to 1. Worst of all, the enemies included enormously influential people like General William Tecumseh Sherman, Secretary of the Interior Columbus Delano, and even, by his failure to act, the former president of the United States, Ulysses S. Grant.24

Meanwhile, gun manufacturers were churning out ever more deadly and efficient weapons, like the new Winchester Autoloader, which could get off five shots in four seconds and was loaded and cocked by its own recoil. These weapons were like machine guns, more suited for war than for sport. At the same time, in states and localities across the United States, the legal system for protecting wildlife was like a defensive perimeter made of sticks and leaves—bag limits, hunting laws, hunting seasons—almost all of them had been dictated by hunters and hunting lobbies to ensure that they could kill as much game as they liked. A man could shoot thirty ducks if it pleased him, then shoot thirty more the next day, and it was perfectly legal. His hunting partner was likely to be the county sheriff.

Now, hurtling westward, Hornaday could think only of the great quest that lay ahead. Were the ranchers and hunters right? Had the “extinction event” already overtaken the few buffalo that were left in the wild? Would this journey turn out to be a requiem? All he knew for sure was that the gauntlet had been thrown down, and he intended to answer the battle call. There was not a moment to be lost.
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