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also divides land; thus, from the perspectives of those carving out politi-
cal boundaries, bodies of water naturally make good boundaries. While 
the waters of the Great Lakes–St. Lawrence basin serve as convenient and 
“natural” (or intuitive) borders in a certain sense, the divided political ju-
risdictions that result make policy actions concerning these waters more 
fragmented and difficult.

Such dichotomies, or contradictions, certainly apply to Niagara Falls. 
Consider the pictures of Terrapin Point (Figure 9.3, 9.4). This used to be 
part of the waterfall until it was “reclaimed,” for two reasons: to mask the 
scenic impact of water diversions for hydroelectric production by shrink-
ing the Horseshoe Falls, and to give tourists a better view.

In the course of discovering the historical manipulation of Niagara 
Falls, I went through a sort of progression of emotions: first dismay, then 
despair, then disillusionment. But somehow, over time, I returned to my 
childhood fascination with Niagara. I saw through the manipulations and 
reordering. I once again saw water going over rock, H2O over granite, the 
largest freshwater system in the world plunging over a magnificent cliff.

 
9.2 Old Highway 2. Photo by Daniel Macfarlane.
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Joseph E. Taylor III
I like to believe that my consumer choices are rational decisions, but some-
where deep down inside I know that they are more like prayers. This is 
partly because of my work on the Salish Sea, which I can gaze upon from 
my university office, but my doubts have been honed by my relationship 
to another inland sea: the San Francisco Bay. I have been immersed in salt 
water since childhood, but my most instructive interactions have happened 
recently in a Berkeley fish market. The staff recall an era when buyers and 
sellers knew each other as neighbours. Their open banter conveys informa-
tion about the fate of local fish and fishing seasons, and their cases confirm 
the quality they tout. When my turn comes, a mutual interrogation begins:

“How can I help you?”
“The rockfish looks good, but I have a couple questions.”
“Fire away.”
“Where was it caught, and is it fresh or fresh frozen?”
“It came out of Bodega. It’s probably fresh.”

I favour this shop because they handle fish well and they openly acknowl-
edge what they do not know. I want to make informed decisions, and noth-
ing irritates me like a seller blowing smoke.

I may be a historian, but I also know fish. Every boyhood summer, my 
brothers and I feasted on salmon, rockfish, ling cod, crabs, mussels, and 
clams. We harvested with glee the land and waters around Pacific City, 
Oregon. We immersed ourselves in the intimate details of nature until our 
great aunt learned that the Forest Service sprayed the hills with dichlo-
rophenoxyacetic acid and tricholorophenoxyacetic acid, better known as 
2,4-D and 2,4,5-T. Unlike Vegas, what happened in the forest did not stay 
there. Herbicides washed into streams, estuaries, and the sea. The follow-
ing year we stopped picking marionberries, huckleberries, and blackber-
ries for the same reason, and ever since, I have reflexively thought about 
the ecology of what I eat.

I also fished commercially. In fact, but for one very bad fishing season 
and a careening drunk driver, I might have captained a boat in the Bering 
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Sea. At least, that was my vector until the mid-1980s. Thus I have a peculiar 
understanding of fish, markets, and sellers. I killed and sold more than 
my fair share of fish; I know how fishers and merchants handle fish and 
the truth; and I am fascinated by how persistent organic pollutants (POPs) 
move through food webs. My knowledge and pickiness probably make me 
a fish monger’s nightmare customer.

Learning that the rockfish was offloaded in Bodega, short for Bodega 
Bay, raises red flags. Bodega Bay is a lovely town in western Sonoma Coun-
ty. The port is modest, the fishing boats small. The seller is surely correct 
that the rockfish wasn’t flash frozen, because that requires larger ships, but 
Bodega is hours from Berkeley. Best case scenario: the rockfish was caught 
yesterday afternoon, so it’s been on ice at least twenty-four hours. Most fish 
flesh needs a day to set, but after three days—which is likely, having come 
out of Bodega—the flesh will get rubbery. Ironically, Salish Sea markets 
rely on larger, more distant fleets, so the flesh quality of the flash-frozen 
fish they sell is more consistent.

More concerning is my suspicion that, because the Bodega fleet is 
small, captains work the San Francisco Bay plume. The bay is scenic but 
riddled with Superfund sites. Its waters, sediments, flora, and fauna are 
laced with 150 years of industrial and military wastes. As with the Salish 
Sea, locavorism is a marker of poverty and a menu of POPs, heavy metals, 
and other Very Bad Things. And like forest herbicides, pollutants in the 
bay flow through the Golden Gate and out onto the fishing grounds of 
boats from Bodega Bay. One perverse appeal of my Berkeley fish market is 
that it helps me avoid eating too locally. By contrast I know little about the 
provenience of fish sold in British Columbia, and the average fish counter, 
staffed by apathetic attendants and labelled in disingenuous ways, is an 
ecological black box.

With the rockfish eliminated, I shift my interrogation to a high-
er-priced choice: “I see the salmon is certified. Do you know which port it 
came from in Alaska?”

“Port? No, but it’s from Bristol.”
“Bristol” is Bristol Bay in western Alaska. Local salmon runs are 

mind-bogglingly large and well managed. These emblems of wild nature 
mature in the Bering Sea and Alaska gyre and spawn far from industri-
alization, but they are hardly pure. The mining conglomerate Rio Tinto 
is proposing a potentially devastating mine near Lake Iliamna, worrying 
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environmentalists about future pollution, but the fish that spawn in Il-
iamna and the other lakes and streams of Bristol Bay are already compro-
mised. The problem is mercury. While each salmon bioaccumulates only 
tiny quantities of the heavy metal during its ocean sojourns, collectively 
the salmon deposit huge amounts in the sediments of lakes where they 
spawn and die by the millions each year. This mercury is biotransport-
ed from the same seas that also nurture salmon from as far away as the 
Lena, Amur, Fraser, and Columbia Rivers. And like those other water-
sheds, Bristol Bay’s streams and lakes are natural toxic dumps, produced 
by global ecological chains. I favour markets that help me obtain fish from 
beyond the Salish Sea and San Francisco Bay, but no place stands outside 
the POP ecosystem.

Certification labels capture none of this complexity. The buying guides 
of the Blue Ocean Institute, Marine Stewardship Council, and Monterey 
Bay Aquarium tell us important things about species and stocks, but their 
information is coarse-grained and their guides are as much about luring 
consumers as educating them. Moreover, none of these organizations do 
quality control well. This I learned the hard way. When our daughter was 
conceived, her mom and I learned to think of wombs as ecosystems, and 
when our baby was diagnosed with autism and digestive disorders, we 
learned to patrol what went into her body. We discovered that consumer 
guides are less useful than medical journals for understanding how POPs 
bioaccumulate in adipose tissues, cross the placental barrier, and pass to 
infants through breast milk. We also learned that research published in 
chemistry and biology journals is far more useful for understanding the 
nature of the nature we consume than anything gleaned from a pocket 
guide or phone app.

All this runs through my head as I ponder the sockeye fillet in the dis-
play case. “Nothing is perfect,” I tell myself. Then I tell the counterperson, 
“I’ll take the salmon.” We do the deal, but even this relatively transparent 
fish market feels a bit like a postindustrial wilderness. Every fish counter 
contains nature that is simultaneously from nowhere and everywhere, and 
no consumer has sufficient knowledge. Even my decades of experience on 
the water and in libraries feels inadequate to parse all the questions that 
inhere in fish bodies. Even my purchases are acts of faith that transcend 
empirical evidence. No label or counterperson can tell us all that we need 
to know when we head to the market.
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Noah D. Hall
I was born in the Catskill Mountains of upstate New York, a beautiful wa-
tershed that was cleared out and reshaped to serve New York City with 
drinking water. Now it is pristine and protected, and the flooded towns at 
the bottoms of the reservoirs are history. The landscape has been healed 
with new forests that provide critical habitat and refuge for urban humans, 
my family included.

We soon moved just a short distance to the neighbouring Hudson 
River watershed. My childhood home had a nearby lake—really more of a 
pond by adult standards, but with plenty of water and shoreline for a small 
boy to explore and escape in. I swam, lay in the sun, and enjoyed my own 
thoughts. Adult vacations should be so simple.

I roam. The small lake soon gave way to states, countries, and con-
tinents. I moved west, first to Michigan, then Minnesota—Colorado was 
cool but didn’t have much water. Along the way I fell in love with Lake 
Superior. And it brought me back to Michigan.

For many years I lived a short walk through neighbours’ woods to the 
Huron River, a lovely, peaceful, and sustaining presence. The trails along 
the river were my daily bread. It is beautiful in all seasons, a perfect Mich-
igan river.

I now live on an island in the Detroit River. It’s a powerful body of 
water and the soul of the Great Lakes. Most nights I sleep on my boat and 
feel the headwater energy of Superior, Michigan, and Huron flow around 
me. Canada is south and Lake Erie is downstream. It’s an intersection of 
waters, countries, and commerce, but often I have the place to myself.

I always love the water where I live, and never know where that will 
be. My favourite home is the beaches and forested shorelines of Vancouver, 
where the Fraser River meets the Pacific Ocean. Reaching the West Coast, 
starting from the East Coast, built in Detroit on the way—feels like destiny 
manifested. It may be a false hope, as with the water cycle, there is no end 
or final destination. It just comes back around and around. Nature is never 
finished. Enjoy the ride.
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Lynne Heasley
When past, present, and future intersect so visually—so unexpectedly and 
mysteriously—as they did in this astonishing scene on the Escanaba River, 
you can’t help but reflect on the histories that might explain such a place. 
Here are juxtaposed two companion stories from the same spot on the 
riverbank. The first, a romantic ruin, succumbing to nature’s time—a sub-
lime refuge where trees are powerful over concrete and the divine appears 
luminous through the clouds of a passing storm. The second, three bridges 
in human time: a rare lattice truss bridge still carrying iron to Great Lakes 
steel mills, an abandoned concrete highway, and finally, barely visible in 
iron shadows, pilings from a long-ago wooden frontier road. Story upon 
story reconciled for a moment in the layers of a place.

No one viewing the images would imagine the humble scenes outside 
the frame. To my left, a family fishes off the riverbank. Overhead, my teen-
age son, Jake, scrambles where train trestle meets land. With each lunge, he 
looses a small avalanche of stones and taconite iron pellets. My husband, 
Phillip, stands next to me pointing, and pointing again, to make sure I see 
the details. The old pilings under the bridge are phenomenal.

And there’s Lowell. Lowell circles us. Lowell talks. Lowell brings us a 
big leaf. Do we know what a buckeye tree is? Yes, I grew up in Ohio, the 
Buckeye State. Lowell says how unusual it is to have a buckeye tree this 
far north. Lowell marvels at how much time I spend “to take one picture.” 
Lowell asks Phillip if it’s hard to wait so long for one picture. Lowell queries 
me about my lens, my tripod, the places we’ve been. Lowell talks.

I get klutzy and frazzled when I can’t concentrate. My tripod height 
is wrong; my graduated neutral density filter isn’t level with the horizon; 
my remote shutter release won’t release. Why won’t it release? How in the 
world does our friend Conrad, a landscape painter, paint while people talk 
to him? How does he paint while I talk to him? I am clearly monophasic—
one thing at a time, thank you. In my mind I call Lowell “Lull.” The wind 
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9.6 “American Ruins 1,” Escanaba, Michigan, 2011. Concrete remnants of the long-
abandoned Bay Shore Road bridge (old U.S. Highway 41 over the Escanaba River). 
Photo by Lynne Heasley.
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9.7 “American Ruins 2,” Escanaba, Michigan, 2011. On the left runs the Canadian 
National Railway bridge over the Escanaba River, one of only two historical lattice 
truss bridges in Michigan. The company removed and replaced the bridge in 2015. 
On the right, ruins of the Bay Shore Road bridge jut into the river. Delta County 
and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers demolished this bridge in 2015. Photo by 
Lynne Heasley.
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blows the clouds through the scene. They’re starting to break. We’ll lose 
this light in minutes. Lowell. Is. Irritating.

But here’s the catch: It was Lowell who pointed the way. Lowell, the re-
tiree. Lowell, on his bicycle. Lowell, who saw us driving aimlessly through 
his remote Escanaba neighbourhood. He pulled beside us and asked if we 
were lost. No, we were just scouting the Escanaba River. We were looking 
for industrial history, for maritime history, for hidden waterscapes. (Our 
son’s face at “hidden waterscapes”: mute humour perfected.)

“Oh.” Lowell paused. Then: “Have you found the fishing spot yet?”
Research, writing, art: capturing data or sentences or scenes some-

times means solitary episodes, blocking out other people. Likewise, no 
person appears within the frame of these photographs; the visual and in-
tellectual perspectives lead elsewhere. But outside the frame are expand-
ing ripples of “we”: a visiting family (us) and their intelligent local guide 
(Lowell), other families and their fish, and so on, through the relationships 
that make up a place on the river and a river running into a great lake. 
Here at the fishing spot is Great Lakes history boiled to an essence. Its 
stories are our stories, too.
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Dave Dempsey
Growing up in southeast Michigan in the 1960s, I experienced a permeable 
water border. My parents occasionally chose recreation destinations on the 
Canadian side of the Detroit River, one day including Point Pelee National 
Park, jutting into an unexpectedly algae-choked Lake Erie. At age nine, I 
wasn’t thinking about borders that day, but I think I absorbed the notion 
of a lake bigger than anyone—including nations—in trouble. It wasn’t an 
American or Canadian lake. It was a shared lake.

Even when we didn’t cross the boundary, Canada was in our sights. 
Inexpensive entertainment for a young family subsisting on an assistant 
professor’s salary was watching freighters pass up and down the Detroit 
River against the backdrop of downtown Windsor, Ontario. You couldn’t 
gaze at those vessels without sensing the role water played in connecting, 
rather than dividing, nations.

That base in southeast Michigan was also part of a binational cultural 
ecosystem. At a time when television shaped the world view of many chil-
dren, I spent countless hours watching Canadian programming. I watched 
hockey, of course, but also shows aimed at kids. I didn’t differentiate these 
shows from those on American television. I grew up thinking Canadians 
were friends, people much like us; they just had a few quaint differences 
like saying “zed” instead of “zee.” The border wasn’t a technicality, exactly, 
but it wasn’t a fearsome wall—or a moat.

Professionally, the value of those early lessons has persisted. Perhaps 
the differences between Americans and Canadians are more numerous 
and subtle than a nine-year-old child can discern, but mutual respect and 
cooperation spanning the border are real. The water that shapes the border 
also shapes a shared ethic of water stewardship.

More than water flows along and across the Canada-U.S. border. So 
does human capital. It is a profound resource and, unlike water, inexhaust-
ible. It is the headwaters of hope for a future of wisely guarded and sustain-
ably used water.
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Keeping Up the Flow

Graeme Wynn
My first, perhaps unfathomable, reaction to Border Flows was to think of 
the authors of this diverse set of essays as mearcstapas. The term comes 
from Old English; its most well-known occurrence is probably in Beow-
ulf, where it is used to characterize Grendel, the foremost, fearsome an-
tagonist of the hero of that eponymous epic poem. Literally translated as 
“mark-stepper” (or one who walks borders or boundaries—i.e., “marks”), 
the word conjures up, for Oxford English scholar John Carey, “a whole way 
of thinking about territory, and the need to keep safe within it, and what 
horrors lie beyond it, that no modern word can represent.”1 So, it seemed 
to me, the essays gathered here provoked new modes of thinking about 
the extended, discontinuous (and surprisingly fluid) territory marked by 
the border between Canada and the United States of America. They also 
pointed, in various ways, to anxieties about security and coexistence, and 
included more-than-passing reference to once unimagined or blissfully 
remote, but now all-too-threatening, horrors (such as synthetic chemicals 
and sea lamprey). But then I recoiled. Grendel, after all, was a monstrous 
giant shrouded in darkness. Great though their stature may be/come, our 
authors belie such an association by throwing new light on old questions 
and taken-for-granted topics.

Boundaries, borders, and borderlands have long been a focus of schol-
arly interest. Historians, political scientists, sociologists, economists, an-
thropologists, and others have all had their analytical ways with them. 
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According to the rather formal language of the Dictionary of Human 
Geography, boundaries are at once both geographical markers and geo-
graphical makers of “regulative authority in social relations”; borders are 
a particular form of boundary associated with the rise of the modern na-
tion-state; and the term “borderlands” connotes the geographical regions 
surrounding international borders. Further, we are told, “there has been a 
recent explosion of articles and edited volumes on border-region develop-
ment that are increasingly attuned to the ways in which such regions make 
manifest diverse political geographies of reterritorialization.” All of which 
is to say, these brief exegeses continue, that “borderlands provide usefully 
prismatic lenses on to the changing geography of power in the context of 
globalization.”2 Looking at these distinctions slightly differently, we might 
rest content with the view that borders are primarily barriers, or lines of 
separation and division, whereas borderlands are areas of “exchange, inter-
action, and integration . . . in which hyphenated identities are allowed to 
exist and encouraged to flourish.”3

Yet the world is neither quite as simple nor quite as static as such 
phrases imply. In Africa, borders drawn through preexisting tribal territo-
ries by colonial powers are being re-envisaged to lessen the divisions they 
created.4 In a somewhat different vein, leaders of the European Union have 
recently sought ways to transform the external borders of the EU “from 
areas of demarcation and division to areas of exchange and interaction” as 
they wrestle with the challenge of fixing “final frontiers, while preventing 
future EU borders from becoming hard exclusionary boundaries.” Thus, 
the European Neighbourhood and Partnership Instrument (ENPI) aims 
both “to promote border security and develop cross-border contacts and 
cooperation between the enlarged EU and its neighbours.”5

So too the Canadian-American border ill fits the clean abstractions 
of dictionary definitions. Since the twentieth century, at least, its location 
as a line on a map has been settled (except for the still-disputed question 
about the limits and extent of Canadian sovereignty in high Arctic waters 
[the Northwest Passage], and a small handful of minor differences such 
as those over Machias Seal Island—occupied by a Canadian lighthouse 
but claimed by the United States—and neighbouring North Rock; the 
Exclusive Economic Zone at the Pacific entrance to the Strait of Juan de 
Fuca; and Dixon Entrance, regarded by Canada as part of its territori-
al waters but subject to a middle-water line claim by the United States). 
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Almost nine thousand kilometres in length, this Can-Am line was touted, 
for decades, as the longest undefended border in the world. Indeed, a 2005 
volume written by John Bukowczyk, Nora Faires, David Smith, and Randy 
Widdis announced in its title the existence of a “permeable border” and 
treated the Great Lakes Basin between 1650 and 1990 as a transnational 
region.6 A decade after the book’s publication, however, such assertions 
have been rendered questionable by the events of September 11, 2001—and 
the subsequently heightened concern of U.S. officials about “homeland se-
curity”—which reduced both the porosity of the border and the postna-
tional optimism that seized the minds of some North Americans a quarter 
century ago.

Against this backdrop, the doubled meaning of the title Border Flows 
gains both clarity and significance. This book is a self-declared environ-
mental history of water along the border between Canada and the Unit-
ed States, but it is also an exploration of transboundary flows—flows of 
people, ideas, animals, objects, and power (in both political and energetic 
senses)—across the borderland. As Heasley and Macfarlane point out, the 
borderline between Canada and the United States is remarkably fluid—in 
the sense that a considerable part of it is drawn on water rather than land, 
and because it is crossed, ignored, transcended, and contested in a variety 
of ways that defy its conceptualization as an immutable object. By focusing 
their concerns upon the watery sections of this boundary, contributors to 
this volume enhance and add nuance to our understanding of considerable 
parts of the North American continent, even as they broaden the compass 
of environmental historical scholarship.

The international boundary at the heart of this book is, of course, a 
jurisdictional tangle. Eight Canadian provinces and territories and thir-
teen American states share the line. Well over 2,000 kilometres of Alas-
ka, Ontario, and British Columbia abut foreign country; Michigan and 
Yukon count about 1,200 kilometres in this category; Maine, Minnesota, 
and Montana face Canada for 800 to 1,000 kilometres; and Quebec shares 
approximately 800 kilometres of its perimeter with the United States. At 
the other end of the scale, New Hampshire, Idaho, and Pennsylvania are 
each involved with their northern neighbour for less than 100 kilometres. 
These simple metrics suggest a certain complexity, but at one level they 
are straightforward and mean only that different legal systems prevail 
across space. So highway speed limits may vary north and south of the 
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international boundary. So American teenagers anxious to celebrate their 
birthdays with a beer can do so legally at age eighteen in Alberta, Man-
itoba, and Quebec but need to wait another year to slake their thirst if 
they cross into Saskatchewan or Ontario, and two more after that if they 
remain stateside. And woe betide the twenty-year-old British Columbian 
in a Washington State campground who unthinkingly opens an ale at the 
end of the day, as he might do at home. Such things are clear, and humans 
adapt to them more or less easily.

Things get much more complicated when nonhuman nature is intro-
duced into the picture. As several chapters in this collection show, birds, 
deer, wolves, fish, wind, and fire don’t read boundary markers and are not, 
for the most part, subject to legal restraint. But human interactions with 
“wild nature” are often governed by laws (those governing hunting sea-
sons, permitting logging or mining, or restricting the catch if contaminant 
levels exceed certain thresholds, for example), and competing sovereignties 
and the strongly defended rights of provinces/states have often conspired 
against unified, consistent management of the nonhuman. History tells 
us that boundaries are often-contested human constructs, nature reminds 
us that human efforts to organize and manage the world are constrained, 
and Border Flows assists variously in identifying the challenges that result, 
in understanding our human capacities to respond to them, and in recog-
nizing those particular conjunctures of circumstances that enable divides 
(between jurisdictions, interests, humans, and nonhumans) to be bridged 
in ways that sustain rather than destroy Earth’s productivity and potential.

The essays in this book do much to sharpen appreciation and deepen 
understanding of core themes identified in the introduction: “binational 
conflict and cooperation; water governance and control of natural resourc-
es; ecological impacts on economy and politics (and vice versa); multiple 
identities; a sense of place.” Measured against earlier efforts to essay the 
border—or parts thereof—these contributions stand out in many ways. 
Sensitive to the give-and-take of politics and the tensions between national 
autonomy and shared interests, this volume is as bright day to the dark 
night of mid-twentieth-century portrayals of Canada as a quaint and triv-
ial American frontier in a string of movies characterized as “Northerns.” 
In this genre, argues Richard Baker, “the line separating Canada from the 
U.S. fades beneath the furtive skulk of stealthy criminals and the frantic 
passing of galloping cowboys.”7 Attentive to ecological questions, these 
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essays carry discussion of the border into realms untilled by works such as 
the aforementioned Permeable Border that emphasize the twinned themes 
of nation building and capital formation. With case studies ranged along 
the Canada-U.S. line (including its Arctic reaches), Border Flows has a 
broader, inherently more comparative, spatial scope than John Riley’s The 
Once and Future Great Lakes Country, which offers a detailed history of the 
environment and environmental change in that area through five hundred 
years.8 Although there are inevitably some points of substantive overlap 
between these two volumes—between Langston’s chapter “Resiliency and 
Collapse” and Riley’s “Invasives” (nicely subtitled “The Unintended Con-
sequences of the Uninvited”), for example—most of the essays in Border 
Flows draw upon the perspectives of political ecology and consistently es-
pouse a more critical analytical approach than is offered in Riley’s pages. 
And if Riley’s recollections of his own roles as resident and conservation 
worker in Ontario add an important sense of place to his account, this 
effect is achieved in multiple ways in the reflections that constitute the 
fourth section of Border Flows.

Reading, and learning, from Border Flows in the drought-afflicted 
western North American summer of 2015, when every forest fire seems 
to be attributed to climate change and people grumble about not being 
allowed to wash their sport-utility vehicles, I am inclined to ask, along 
with Swarthmore professor and environmental activist Giovanna Di Chi-
ro, whether “our environmental imaginations [are] robust or capacious 
enough to grasp an understanding of the ‘close to home’ issues affecting 
daily life (i.e. the ‘local scale’ comprising our neighbourhoods, families, 
children) while conceiving of the ‘global scale’ concerns of the earth and 
its systems and processes (including big issues like global warming and cli-
mate change, problems that can seem overly abstract, distant, and perhaps 
too big to comprehend).”9 After years of being encouraged to think globally 
and act locally, many people still find it difficult to think and act across the 
range of scales, or to develop the sort of scale-crossing environmental con-
sciousness upon which effective responses to the environmental challenges 
that now confront us must depend.

This, I think, is why the sort of thoughtful, intelligent, tightly focused, 
border-straddling, scale-shifting analysis on display in these pages is both 
helpful and hopeful in pointing a way forward. Although the chapters in 
this volume focus, legitimately and usefully, on various aspects of border 
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flows, climate change runs through them as a subtext, precisely because it 
stands to influence so many of the specific themes discussed in this book—
including, as James W. Feldman summarizes them, “border ecologies, in-
vasive species, blowdowns, [and] fire management.” The editors raise the 
spectre of climate change in their introductory discussion of abundance 
and scarcity and when they discern an emergent Pan-American narrative 
of water shortages. Other chapters include allusions to the possible im-
plications of northward-moving biomes, melting polar ice caps, and the 
pipelines that carry oil from Canadian wells (and “fields”) to American re-
fineries (and automobiles). All, importantly, are anchored in specific times 
and places, deal with particular thematic concerns, and range collectively 
across scales. Together they constitute, to borrow a luminous phrase from 
Lynne Heasley’s luminous reflection, “story upon story reconciled for a 
moment in the layers of a place.” Ignore for the moment that that place—
the border—is attenuated, diverse, and fluid (and thus rather unplace-like), 
and savour the accomplishment of this collection: taken as a whole (and 
especially if we attend to “the humble scenes outside the frame,” as Heasley 
encourages us to do), these essays lead us to think anew about our place in 
the world.

Borders generally set things apart. In days of old, parishioners used to 
beat the bounds of their ecclesiastical domain. Today, we divide our prop-
erty from both public space and the private holdings of neighbours with 
picket fences, hedges, or walls. We describe those who cross borders to en-
ter our territory as “come-from-aways,” “foreigners,” or “aliens” depend-
ing upon the importance attached to the boundary they transgress. Nine 
thousand kilometres of international boundary separate my Canadian 
home from American space. But half the contributors to this book would 
reverse that assertion. Still, we rarely think of the border between Canada 
and the United States as a fence or a wall. The international boundary is 
a line (or more accurately a number of lines) on a map, made material 
along parts of its length by border-crossing posts, linear clearcuts in the 
forest, motion-detection sensors, and the like, but impossible to see on 
the lakes and unmarked and invisible in many remote areas. A library 
and opera house, a tavern, and several homes straddle the border between 
Quebec and neighbouring states. Half a dozen airports—legacies of a dip-
lomatic manoeuvre to facilitate the transfer of military aircraft under the 
Lend-Lease Program early in World War II—also stand astride the line. 
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This boundary is more complicated, and fluid, than mere semantics might 
suggest. The Peace Arch border crossing in British Columbia bears two 
inscriptions: on the American side, “Children of a common mother”; on 
the Canadian, “Brethren dwelling together in unity.” The saccharin senti-
ments seem dated, but at base they imply that the Earth, north and south, 
is part of the family home, and they remind us that we share responsibility 
for its stewardship.

So, in their various ways, do many of the chapters in this volume, by 
detailing the negotiations, treaties, disputes, resolutions, and compromis-
es that have addressed the selfsame challenge of figuring out how Ameri-
cans and Canadians might live together, and mutually beneficially, in and 
across the liminal space of the international boundary. Perhaps we need 
to recalibrate our sense of borders as dividers. Changing scale can help in 
this. Let us, in conclusion, narrow our gaze to think not (at least directly) 
of nine thousand kilometres of international borderline, but of another 
form of boundary: the stone walls that marked the perimeter of many a 
New England farm in decades gone by. And let us follow the inspired lead, 
in this, of legal/environmental scholar Eric Freyfogle, by summoning that 
great American poet and chronicler of everyday experience, Robert Frost, 
as our guide.10

Frost’s “Mending Wall” is “a narrative poem about boundaries and 
walls in nature, culture, and the human mind.”11 It tells of the spring ritual 
when two farmers meet at their shared boundary, at an hour previously 
agreed upon, each to walk his side of the wall and repair, in tandem, the 
ravages of time, nature, and other humans. Its most well-known line, the 
only utterance of the dour member of the toiling pair, is now a mantra re-
peated almost unthinkingly: “Good fences make good neighbors.” But the 
second farmer thinks more than this. Musing about the gaps that appear 
in the wall each spring, some so wide that “even two can pass abreast,” 
though “No one has seen them made or heard them made,” he wonders 
at their cause and more fundamentally about the very purpose of the wall 
itself. “Walls make sense when there are cows,” he says, but these neigh-
bouring farms have no stock. “He is all pine and I am apple orchard.  / 
My apple trees will never get across / And eat the cones under his pines.” 
Hunters have no use for walls, and pull stone from stone to “have the rab-
bit out of hiding, / To please the yelping dogs.” Would it not be sensible, 
the narrator wonders, to know what needed to be walled in or out, and to 
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whom the building of a wall “was like to give offense,” before erecting (or 
maintaining) one. Clearly, the springtime ritual of picking up and re-em-
placing the fallen stones suggests that there is “Something . . . that doesn’t 
love a wall, / That wants it down”; the likeliest of culprits in the mind of the 
narrator is nature, which “sends the frozen-ground-swell under it, / And 
spills the upper boulders in the sun.” But, equally, the annual continuation 
of the rebuilding ritual suggests a very human need for boundaries and the 
importance of custom and cooperation in maintaining them.

This wonderfully insightful and provocative poem raises enduring 
questions about living on the land, boundary making, and territoriality. 
For Freyfogle it forces us to think “about why we like walls so much and 
how they reflect and shape who we are.”12 Frost’s vignette of a quotidian 
event in backcountry New England resonates with tension—between ac-
cepting tradition and questioning it; between individual and community; 
between freedom and solidarity; between the human need for boundaries 
and the unboundedness of nature. But these oppositional pairings are not 
the proprietary possessions of the poet or the region. Switch scale and reg-
isters once more, from orchard edge to international boundary and from 
“Mending Wall” to Border Flows, and find their echoes in the pages of the 
latter. We have heard the “good fences make good neighbors” adage in-
voked several times in reference to the Canadian-American boundary over 
the years, but the contributors to this volume are the antithesis of Frost’s 
dour farmer who owns those words and “moves in darkness as it seems 
to me, / Not of woods only and the shade of trees.” They lead us to think 
again, and more deeply, about the lines that divide, the things that bring 
us together, and the nature that we residents of Canada and the United 
States share as North Americans. I was indeed mistaken about Grendel. 
The contributors to this collection are less mearcstapas than tidfaran, or 
[border-crossing] travellers whose time has come.
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