




Map 2. The area of the proposed American Prairie Reserve (indicated by shading ).
Courtesy of Northern Plains Conservation network.
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one were to canoe from one edge of it to the other, the trek would be
the equivalent of traveling from New York City to Washington DC.
This is what is meant by large scale.

GIS software allows one to layer the map. An overlay showing prop-
erty ownership informs us that about fifty to one hundred privately
owned ranches occupy a total of approximately 800,000 acres within
our 3.5 million–acre circle. The rest is federal land, managed by one
of two agencies, either the Bureau of Land Management or the Fish
and Wildlife Service; the latter controls the Russell Wildlife Refuge.
Both refuge and BLM land are leased for grazing. This is where the
opportunity of the American Prairie Reserve lies. By buying those fifty
to one hundred ranches, land that sells for maybe $200 or $300 an acre,
one leverages control of grazing on 3.5 million acres. That is, for about
$250 million—the price of waging war in Iraq for ten days—we cre-
ate a Yellowstone of the plains.

Three and a half million acres are a big enough area to work as a
prairie ecosystem. The size of that area was not arbitrarily chosen but
was calculated by biologists Steve Forrest and Curtis Freese, two of
the authors of Ocean of Grass, as the minimum landscape they think
could support enough bison to support, in turn, a viable population
of wolves. Biologists now know that we have not succeeded in restor-
ing an ecosystem until we have restored its top-end predators, so wolves
must come back. They are absent now, but juvenile wolves routinely
travel several hundred miles seeking new territory. Active wolf packs
are already that close to the Breaks, so restoring the habitat would bring
them home, and this landscape is indeed restorable. Most of its native
vegetation remains; the mapping has told us so. It is abused, but sim-
ply removing the cows could bring it back to life and would eventu-
ally allow the introduction of bison herds big enough to thunder. In
fact, the first wild bison already occupy the first purchased ranch as I
write this in 2008.

This is a grand idea worth pursuing, especially worth pursuing be-
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cause it is so wound up in the larger American story. This is not a story
of just conservation; it is the story of all of us.

For a couple of years now I have visited this landscape often. I leave
my mountain home in western Montana and drive the six or seven hours
to enter the Missouri Breaks by traveling a fifty-five-mile-long gravel
road straight south out of the closest town of any consequence, Malta,
with a population of twenty-one hundred and falling. I often stop atop
what passes for a hill in the short-grass prairie, a tawny landscape of
gentle rolls like a cougar’s hide. Gentle, however, is a seldom-used word
in central Montana, a place of 50-below blizzards, 106-degree heat
waves, and just enough annual rainfall to keep it from desiccating—
at least o‹cially—into desert.

From this hill, one can pan a full 360 degrees of almost straight,
unbroken horizon line, treeless and vast as a sea. The only exceptions
are the Little Rockies, seen to the northwest, forty to fifty miles away,
and the Larb Hills, also forty to fifty miles away but in the opposite
direction. Both features are within the project area. Pick the vantage
right and the whole sweep will contain not a single building, no struc-
ture more significant than a rusting run of three-strand barbed-wire
fence strung on steel posts. It’s all grass—in the spring of a rare wet
year, green native bunch grasses and sagebrush; by fall, grassland
grazed hard and flat as a parking lot. “Cow-burned” is the apt and
usual description.

This emptiness says “isolation,” a misanthrope’s paradise that keeps
pulling me back, but the sense of emptiness is an illusion, part of the
series of illusions this place generates. This, I have come to under-
stand, is a human-formed landscape, an artifact of agriculture, and agri-
culture, through six thousand years, has evolved into the most envi-
ronmentally destructive force on the planet. Fitting, then, that this little
corner of the globe should now become a center of our struggle to
counter that force.

The place may look empty, but it is haunted by a full population
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of ghosts. It is haunted by the American story, and a landscape that
possesses a history so full and so relevant but is now so vacant is a
wonder.

It strikes one at first as bleak, but this too is illusion. Properly under-
stood, it is a landscape of promise and hope.
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