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Synopsis

The confusion and contention that surround wetland issues today are the products of a long and
convoluted history. In Discovering the Unknown Landscape, Ann Vileisis presents a fascinating look
at that history, exploring how Americans have thought about and used wetlands from colonial times
through the present day. She discusses the many factors that influence patterns of land use -
ideology, economics, law, perception, art - and examines the complicated interactions among those
factors that have resulted in our contemporary landscape. As well as chronicling the march of
destruction, Vileisis considers the seemingly contradictory tradition of appreciating wetlands: artistic
and literary representations, conservation during the Progressive Era, and recent legislation aimed

at slowing or stopping losses.
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Customer Reviews

We've all heard the statistics. As Vileisis puts it, "Overall, 221 million acres of wetlands once graced
our nation’s lower forty-eight states with a rich mosaic of life. More than half of these important
landscapes no longer exist." This book traces a history of loss and chronicles the changing attitudes
of the settlers from Europe and their descendants about wetlands. Caught up as we frequently are
in controversies about how to identify wetlands, how to preserve them and mitigate their loss, this
book provides a long perspective and calls for no less than a change in culture if we are to stop the
inexorable downward trend. Vileisis describes how, to the first European settlers, what we call
wetlands were "dismal swamps," linked by images such as Pilgrim Progress’ "slough of despond” to

whatever is dark and evil. Later wetlands represented opportunity: drain them and make a lot of



money, whether selling real estate in Florida or planting more and more crops. This is more than a
book about wetlands, however. It is a history of water policy in the United States. It tells the history
of the great American institutions that grew up to deal with wetlands issues: the Soil Conservation
Service, the U.S. Corps of Army Engineers, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and others. She also
tells of the federal legislation that shapes our current ways of dealing with wetlands; how these laws
got passed and how they have been enforced. Anyone attempting to understand the changing role
of the Corp of Engineers in wetland protection, for example, should read this book. The book is also
gracefully written and filled with great stories about entrepreneurs and dreamers who saw
opportunities in controlling the rivers and draining the swamps, and how their plans almost always
went awry. It also tells of those who helped change the cultural attitude toward wetlands, people like
Mrs. Augustus Hemenway of Boston, who, with William Brewster, founded the Audubon Society and
groups like Ducks Unlimited, who saw dramatic decreases of wildlife in their favorite hunting areas.
When scientists began to understand the values of wetlands in the early 20th century,
long-entrenched attitudes began to change. Vileisis points to the essential difficulty for
understanding and dealing with wetlands: land is property, and our thinking is guided by concepts of
"property rights." The waters of the country, on the other hand, have been understood as belonging
to all of us. But wetlands are both land -- we can put a fence around it -- and water -- it flows and
knows no boundaries. This is the key to why it has been so hard to shape public policy and attitudes
about wetlands. As Vileisis puts it, "Americans were stuck somewhere between the conventional
view of wetlands as property and the ecological view of wetlands as a life-support system." Vileisis
takes heart from the resiliency of nature, but in her closing chapter she says, "...while there have
been changes in attitudes, policies, and laws, and marked decrease in the rate of wetlands loss, the
destruction of wetlands continues because powerful interests cling to the status quo that calculates
its profits in the ledger of short-term private gain with little concern for the common good." For those
of us who work to change this cultural attitude, this book extends our sense of interconnectedness
to those who lived before us. Vileisis says, "Informed by history, we can remember the trade-offs
already made and turn away from the mistakes and misunderstandings of a time when we knew no

better."

This is a great primer for anyone interested in the history of our wetland ecosystems- from armchair
ecologists to the PhDs. It helped me enormously in understanding how our wetlands came to be
what they are today. Vileisis’ style is engaging and clear, making this a real page turner. | didn’t

want to put it down.



Ann Vileisis’ award-winning book is a terrific primer for anyone who wants to learn about society’s
changing attitudes toward wetlands and the always controversial topic of wetlands protection. Her
groundbreaking research is matched by a keen grasp of both the details and the big picture. For
anyone who wants to learn more about what’'s gone wrong with the nation’s wetlands protection
system, try the newly publishedA Paving Paradise: Florida’s Vanishing Wetlands and the Failure of
No Net Loss (Florida History and Culture)
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