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WE ARE AMBITIOUS. We live for the day
when grizzlies in Chihuahua have an unbroken
connection to grizzlies in Alaska; when wolf
populations are restored from Mexico to the
Yukon to Maine; when vast forests and flowing
prairies again thrive and support their full range
of native plants and animals; when humans dwell
on the land with respect, humility, and affection.

Toward this end, the Wildlands Project is working
to restore and protect the natural heritage of
North America. Through advocacy, education,
scientific consultation, and cooperation with
many partners, we are designing and helping
create systems of interconnected wilderness
areas that can sustain the diversity of life.

Wild Earth—the quarterly publication of the
Wildlands Project—inspires effective action

for wild Nature by communicating the latest
thinking in conservation science, philosophy,
policy, and activism, and serves as a forum for
diverse views within the conservation movement.
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AROUND THE CAMPFIRE with Dave Foreman

The Dark Side of American Populism

TO UNDERSTAND today’s anticonser-
vation movement, we must first under-
stand the populist right in American
history. The populist right is diverse,
ranging from a sensible suspicion of
elites and intrusive government to irra-
tional, violent paranoia. Its stream
mixes three currents: 1) common man
individualism and mistrust of govern-
ment (heavily influenced by Scots-Irish
frontier folkways); 2) anti-elitism and
anti-intellectualism; and 3) paranoid
conspiracy fears. Not all right-wing
populists are believers in vast conspira-
cies, but fear in some sense underlies
all these currents. I call it fearful pop-
ulism. Here I will only look at the role
of common man individualism in fear-
ful populism.
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Ina sense, fearful populism is the
modern version of the age-old war of
the city against the country, of civi-
lization against barbarism. Within
the courtyard of British history,
today’s militia and county rights
rebels come out of the centuries of
warfare and raiding on the Scottish-
English borderlands.

Historian David Hackett Fischer
reinterprets American colonial and
pioneer history in his brilliant book,
Albion’s Seed. He traces the settlement
of the colonies by four different groups
from Britain, each bringing their own
particular folkways. One of these
groups is popularly known as the
Scotch-Irish or Scots-Irish.! Actually,

many of them were English from

Cumberland and Northumberland,
but they shared a common culture
with the lowland Scots and Northern
Ireland Scots. These are my people,
and my ancestors played out the typi-
cal tale of Borderland Scots in frontier
history—constantly moving away
from their neighbors’ chimney smoke
to the edge of settlement. Huck light-
ing out for the territory in Mark
Twain's Huckleberry Finn is pure
Borderland Scot.

Scots-Irish folkways have deeply
influenced “country” culture in
America—country music, the truck
driver cult, redneck chic, and biker
culture. Fischer shows that many of
the cultural traits that I thought had

evolved on the American frontier in

engraving ca. 1890



fact came directly from the Scortish-
English and Scottish-Irish border-
lands. The pejoratives “redneck” and
“cracker” were and are still used in the
British Isles. I was surprised to learn
that my dialect—pronouncing “fire”
as “far” and using “fixin’” for “getting
ready to do something”—comes from
the distinctive English spoken in the
English-Scottish borderlands. (In the
discussion that follows, I will use “red-
neck,” “Borderland Scot,” and “Scots-
Irish” interchangeably. By the way, I
do not think of “redneck” as an insult.
If I am part of any cultural tribe in
America, it is the redneck tribe,
although my affinity for French wine
and season tickets to the symphony do
open me to charges of being a back-
slider.) Similarly, many American
frontier traits such as extreme individ-
ualism, fear of government, opposition
to taxes, and rootlessness come from
the Borderland Scots in the British
Isles. These are also traits of fearful
populism in rural America today. We
can trace such characteristics from the
English-Scottish borderlands to the
American Appalachians to the rural
West and to redneck culture in gener-
al. The Borderland Scots have had
good reason to develop these traits in
their thousand-year history as a fron-
tier people in the British Isles and
then in America. When not taken to
excess, American common-man poli-
tics is the noblest defense of individual
freedom against the state that the
world has ever seen. When taken to
excess, however, it becomes something
very dark indeed.

I believe much of the rural and
small town opposition to conservation
can be better understood through the
lens of these borderland folkways.
These folkways include: poverty mixed

with pride, insecurity, rootlessness,
unwillingness to change beliefs, intol-
erance for other views, tendency to
violence, resistance to outside control
except for strong leaders from one’s
own group, and loyalty to self and
kin instead of to government.

The Borderland Scots were not
warmly welcomed in the American
colonies. Looked upon as barbarians,
called “the scum of two nations,”
many came to escape “famine and stat-
vation” and “high rents, low wages,
heavy taxes, and short leases.” They
came for different reasons than the
other groups from Britain. “No talk
of holy experiments, or cities on a hill.
These emigrants came mainly in
search of material betterment.” Poor
though they were, they had pride.
Fischer writes, “Their humble origins
did not create the spirit of subordina-
tion which others expected of ‘lower
ranks.”” Those who look down on
the bearers of this culture today call
them “rednecks” and “white trash.”
Redneck, at least, has become a term
of pride for many of us. White trash is
often used derisively within Scots-Irish
culture to refer to shiftless or trouble-
making members of the community.

dom in the American story. Border-
land Scots were the perfect people for
the Tidewater Aristocracy (from the
Royalist Cavalier folkway) to push
to the dangerous edge of settlement
because they had honed fighting and
settlement skills from centuries of
being on frontiers in the Scottish-
English borderlands and northern
Ireland. (Perhaps fighting the Shaw-
nees, Cherokees, Creeks, Choctaws,
and Chickasaws wasn’t so much differ-
ent than fighting the Irish.) The bot-
derlanders gladly took to the back-
country to get away from government
and aristocracy. In many cases, they
did not try to gain legal title, but
“simply squatted” on “a spot of
vacant land.”

Due to traditional insecurity
and rootlessness, the Scots-Irish in
America adopted the log cabin,
although few other groups favored it.”
It was easy to throw up and easy to
abandon for whatever reason. This
folkway was brought from the border-
lands and Northern Ireland where
similar impermanent cabins were built
of “turf and mud in Ireland, stone and
dirt in Scotland.” Fischer explains that
the borderland and Northern Ireland

In a sense, fearful populism is the modern version
of the age-old war of the city against the country,
of civilization against barbarism.

Given the peculiar history of
Borderland Scots and English (con-
stant warfare and raiding, shifting
alliances where a man grew to depend
on himself and his family instead of on
nobles and kings, and a low percent-
age of land ownership), the idea of
open land, free land, public land, and
frontier land became a key part of free-

“system of land tenure gave no motive
for improvement.”® Cabin architecture
“was a simple style of building, suit-
able to a migratory people with little
wealth, few possessions and small con-
fidence in the future. It was also an
inconspicuous structure, highly adapt-
ed to a violent world where a hand-

some building was an invitation to
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disaster.” For the same reasons, little
effort was made to keep a farm or
woods in good shape. Why bother if
you might soon move or if someone
may take it away from you? Get what
you can from the land and then move
on. This might work for few people
and much land, but for many people
and little land, it leads to ruined land
and squalor. Today, many with this
fare-thee-well attitude are stuck on
the land their daddies scalped.

Despite insecurity and rootless-
ness (or maybe because of it), cultural
conservatism is another trait of red-
necks. One Appalachian woman
proudly said, “We never let go of a
belief once fixed in our minds.” A
deep suspicion of foreigners (anyone
outside your immediate area) was
common, with hostility to the planter
aristocracy and to abolitionists before
the Civil War, intense hatred of blacks
and Jews later, and, more recently,
furious dislike of communists and cap-
italists both."® Clinging irrationally to
old beliefs and facing the world with
xenophobia leads to the antiscientific
and anticonservation views today
among some ranchers, loggers, miners,
and other rural folk.

While demanding their own
autonomy, the Scots-Irish were intoler-
ant of other views. Religious bigotry
was rife in the American backwoods.
One Anglican sermon was disrupted
by the dominant Presbyterians: they
“rioted while he preached, started a
pack of dogs fighting outside the
church, loosed his horse, stole his
church key, refused him food and shel-
ter, and gave two barrels of whiskey to
his congregation before a service of
communion.”"* I have been to public
hearings on conservation issues in the

rural West much like this.
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The unrelenting violence on the
Scottish-English borderlands led to
the importance of blood relationships,
where clan loyalty trumped loyalty to
the crown, and to a distrust of legal
institutions, instead “settling their own
disputes by...feud violence and blood
money,” and through “payment of pro-
tection money to powerful families,”
called “blackmail.”? The borderlands
had been brought to heel with a cam-
paign of pacification after Scotland’s
King James VI gained the English
crown in 1603. The ancient borderland
culture was disrupted, many were
hanged, and many families were forced
to northern Ireland. “The so-called
Scotch-Irish who came to America thus
included a double-distilled selection of
some of the most disorderly inhabitants
of a deeply disordered land.” A deep-
seated “memory of oppression” came to
America with the border folk. Fischer
notes that this “shaped their political
attitudes for generations to come.”?

It does‘yet today.

It was important to be tough
and willful in borderland culture not
only because of constant danger, but
also because of the practice of tanistry
“where the strong were treated with
deference and the weak were despised
and abandoned,” particularly in
old age.

When stirred up about real or
imagined tyranny, this rural individu-
alism turns into the Posse Comitatus
or the militia groups lurking about
the hinterlands today. In this guise it
is heir to the 1676 Bacon Rebellion in
Virginia, which sacked Jamestown and
ran the royal governor out of town,”
Shays’s Rebellion in Massachusetts
in the late 1780s, and the Whiskey
Rebellion in western Pennsylvania.'¢

Much of this rebellious history comes

from the borderlands notions of order,
which “rested upon an exceptionally
strong sense of self-sovereignty.” A
survey of vigilante movements in the
United States shows that the over-
whelming majority of them have been
in regions dominated by the border-
land culture.

Some prominent families from
the borderlands and Northern Ireland
came to America. They moved to the
backwoods and established themselves
as an elite over their cultural compa-
triots. Patrick Henry, Andrew Jackson,
and John C. Calhoun were arche-
types.'” “This backcountry elite was
not distinguished by learning, breed-
ing, intellect or refinement. In conse-
quence, its eminence was always
directly contingent upon its wealth
and power,” says Fischer.'® We see this
same sort of social stratification today
in the rural West where an elite of the

biggest ranchers sits atop the commu-

nity. No one, for example, would ever
accuse Joe Skeen, recently New
Mexico’s sheepman congressman, of
learning, breeding, intellect, or refine-
ment. He did, however, cut a mighty
wake through southern New Mexico.

While a bit of Borderland Scot
folkways is a good thing even in the
modern day, too much of it makes a
culture of losers. Folks from this tradi-
tion make up a modern frontier move-
ment in the United States. I'm not
talking about the back-to-the-land
hippies in the 1960s and 1970s, but
about working class populists moving
to Alaska and to lightly populated
remote areas like Catron County, New
Mexico; Lemhi County, Idaho; and
Kingman, Arizona. Their preference
for mobile homes is traditional, as
Fischer points out. “The mobile home
is a cabin on wheels—small, cheap,
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simple and temporary. The materials
have changed from turf and logs to
plastic and aluminum, but in its con-
ception the mobile home preserves an
architectural attitude that was carried
to the backcountry nearly three cen-
turies ago.”"?

A lot of these rednecks are men
and women and families trying to
better their lot. I know a few who
love wilderness and wildlife. Others
are bottom-of-the-barrel white trash,
long hair and beards on the men like
cartoon hillbillies. They smoke dope
and brew crank in their trailers, and
sport biker-style tattoos. In general,
I have found that the most paranoid,
potentially violent anticonservation-
ists in rural areas are these losers—the
down-on-their-luck newcomers drawn
to a romantic, traditional idea of the
frontier as a place where they will be
left alone and can grub out a living
on “open” land without supervision
or interference. My friend Jim
Scarantino, a former Catron County
resident, calls them the “end-of-the-
roaders.” In the rust-belt cities and
rural poverty of the Midwest, these
are the folks who join the militia.

Characteristics of today’s
fearful populists
Fearful populists, including those who
are not necessarily believers in a vast
conspiracy, share certain traits.
ANTISCIENCE. The fearful ones in
today’s populist political whirl have a
deep-seated distrust of science. Part of
the problem is the failure of our school
system to teach students the scientific
method and basic science facts—par-
ticularly within the realm of ecology.
Scientists are also at fault for not being
able to communicate scientific theories
and explanations to the public, which

has a fifth gradé reading level. The
news media does a sorry job of
explaining public issues that involve
science. Public opinion polls and test-
ing show an abysmal lack of under-
standing of basic science among the
American public. Basically, however,
anticonservationists, right-to-lifers,
conspiracy theorists, fundamentalist
Christians, and other right-wing pop-
ulists are antiscience because of his-
toric American anti-intellectualism
and anti-elitism.

In rural areas practical experience
is prized, and someone who has lived
in a place all his or her life is believed
to innately have more understanding
of local natural history than has any
university biologist. When I lived in
rural Catron County, New Mexico, my
neighbors told me that spiny lizards
were baby Gila monsters, for example.
Despite all scientific and historical evi-
dence to the contrary, rural anticonser-
vationists are convinced that wolves
are dangerous to people.

Neoconservative columnist
(and former psychiatrist) Charles
Krauthammer warns of “a flight
toward irrationality, a retreat to presci-
entific primitivism in an age that oth-
erwise preens with scientific pride.”
After-considering New Age medicine
and the crackpot charges of Satanic
child abuse, he writes, “Perhaps these
outbreaks of irrationality should be
expected in an age in which, 70 years
after the Scopes ‘Monkey Trial,” many
Fundamentalists are trying to force
schools to teach the crank ‘science’
of creationism.”?

COMMON MAN INDIVIDUALITY.
Fischer shows how this overweening
individuality is a trait of the frontier
Scots-Irish. It comes through in an
exalted sense of private property, gun

ownership, and a “don’t tell me what I
can do” attitude. My friends frequent-
ly remind me of my guilt here, and

I suppose the undesirable discharge
from the Marine Corps on my office
wall proves them right.

GULLIBLE AND PARANOID. I'm
fascinated how individuals and groups
so paranoid and mistrustful of zhem can
be so gullible when a crackpot spins
out farfetched conspiracy theories or
when a slick con artist comes to call.

CONSPIRACY THEORIES.
Conspiracy theories abound. East
Coast liberals are going to take away
all our guns. Homosexuals working
through the National Endowment
for the Arts are trying to turn our
kids into queers. The Communists—
oops, I'm sorry, now it’s the UN—
have troops occupying Yellowstone
National Park. Conservation groups
are using the Biodiversity Treaty to
take away private property rights.
And other such nonsense.

GUNS AND VIOLENCE. Guns have
always been seen as the great equalizer
in America. As Ed Abbey wrote,
“When guns are outlawed, only gov-
ernments will have guns.” But what
is disturbing about some paranoid
groups is their willingness to use vio-
lence to achieve their ends. The KKK
burning crosses outside the cabins of
freed blacks, lynchings during the
Civil Rights movement, bombings
of abortion clinics, loggers beating
up peaceful old-growth demonstra-
tors... Tim McVeigh. These are fearful
people. They feel powerless, threat-
ened, impotent; and they lash out.

RACISM. Not all fearful populists
are racist, but racism has run deep in

militia precursors and in the militia

CONTINUES PAGE 80 »
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[LETTERS |

Mountain Biking in Wilderness? The conversation continues

I wAS EXTREMELY disappointed
to read of Dave Foreman'’s flirtation
with Wilderness Lite—the sugges-
tion that popular mountain bike
trails be cherry-stemmed from future
wilderness area designations (“A
Modest Proposal,” Spring 2003).
And while Foreman professes, in the
same article, to oppose Wilderness
Lite, that is exactly where his flirta-
tion will lead. Virtually every deserv-
ing unprotected wilderness area on
federal land has, or could have, a
mountain bike route and a vocal con-
stituency to demand that route be
cherry stemmed from any potential
wilderness area designation.

Foreman is wrong on this one.
The purity of wilderness areas—a//
wilderness areas—must never be com-
promised. And keep in mind that a
great variety of other “muscle-powered
recreation” devices are already finding
their way into the backcountry,
including sand boards and off-pave-
ment (read mountain trail) versions
of skateboards, scooters, and in-line
skates. If mountain bikes are allowed,
all their wheeled kin will also be
allowed and we will see the beginning
of the end of wilderness as we know it.

Allowing mountain bikes in
future wilderness areas, regardless of
Foreman’s suggested limitations, is a
Pandora’s box that, once opened, will
never be closed again. Don'’t go there.
Tom Hopkins

Santa Cruz, California

Dave Foreman responds:

Wilderness Lite? 1 think not. If you
read my editorial in the mountain bik-
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ing forum more carefully, you might dis-
cover that all 1 proposed was “an open
discussion within the wilderness commu-
nity” on one approach to the biking issue.
Until such a discussion, I don’t know
what my final position might be on the
points 1 listed, except that under no cir-
cumstances should bicycles ever be allowed
in designated wilderness areas. But I do
think it would be useful for knowledge-
able conservationists to think strategical-
ly about how to deal with mountain
bikes in the backcountry.

I AM AN ARDENT conservationist
and very concerned about the moun-
tain bike situation on our trails in
Southern California. Our position is
that mountain bikes have hundreds
of miles of fireroads (which are wide
dirt roads), and some narrow trails
as well, in the Santa Monica Moun-
tains. However, mountain bike
groups have been very aggressive in
trying to gain access to almost all
trails. Because we have such a large
population, when a narrow trail is
opened to bikes, hikers and equestri-
ans tend to abandon it. Trail damage
and erosion from bikes is significant.
Habitat corridors can be interrupted.
Safety of those on foot can be com-
promised by the speedy bikes.

I felt the forum in the spring issue
was very balanced and plan to share it
with people who have wrestled with
the increase of mountain biking in
Southern California and elsewhere.
Mary Ann Webster
Culver City, California

Mary Ann Webster is Chair of the Sierra
Club’s Santa Monica Mountains Task Force.

ANDY KERR’S proposal to amend
the Wilderness Act to allow mountain
bikes in designated wilderness on a
trail-by-trail basis is a recipe for further
degradation of the National Wilder-
ness Preservation System. Ongoing
and proposed nonconforming uses of
wilderness already proliferate, and
creeping degradation—the thousands
of small insults that cumulatively are
a big problem—is already de-wilding
millions of acres. As increasing num-
bers of humans vie for space in an over-
all shrinking wilderness land base (due
to the ongoing loss of unprotected
roadless areas), existing problems and
demands will worsen. The last thing
our wilderness lands need is hoards of
mountain bikers added to the stew. It’s
not as though these recreationists are
unfit to walk. And imagine the energy
drain of trying to deal with the moun-
tain bike question on a trail-by-trail
basis. I don’t even want to ponder that
can of worms!

Kerr believes that mountain bik-
ers are of the same natural pro-wilder-
ness mind-set as the rest of us tree
huggers. If so, then their past failure
to join battles against wildland devel-
opment reverberates loudly across the
public domain. There are, of course,
many exceptions, and those exceptions
illustrate the ability of some to view
wilderness as a landscape with intrin-
sic value and unique levels of wildness
and ecological integrity. In other
words, our designated and proposed
wildernesses should not be viewed as
a pie to be divided up among user
groups. The question is, can humans
exercise enough restraint to assure that

some places remain self-willed, funda-
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