
more generally, vagueness and contradiction are the
norm” (p. 16).

JAMES MORTON TURNER

Wellesley College

SARAH MITTLEFEHLDT. Tangled Roots: The Appalachian
Trail and American Environmental Politics. Foreword by
WILLIAM CRONON. (Weyerhaeuser Environmental
Books.) Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2013.
Pp. xvii, 255. $29.95.

Deftly avoiding the traps of both “top-down” and “bot-
tom-up” history, Sarah Mittlefehldt’s study of the de-
cades-long struggle to create the Appalachian Trail ex-
plores the intersection of private activism with public
policy at local, regional, and national levels. In these
diverse spaces, plans and dreams took root in multiple
locations, and all policies witnessed a layered series of
challenges and opportunities. Indeed, as Mittlefehldt
argues, the very complexity of the trail’s political con-
stituency demanded flexibility and compromise, over
time created a conservation model that relied on en-
gaged citizen participation along with assertive national
policies, and balanced the usual mode of public prop-
erty acquisition with respect for private land ownership
and working landscapes.

The first chapter revisits Benton MacKaye’s vision
for the trail during the 1920s. To be sure, other histo-
rians have explored the reformist aspects of the original
plan; the trail was never intended as a wilderness re-
treat, but as an instrument of social justice and regional
sufficiency. But Mittlefehldt’s intent here is to empha-
size how MacKaye and early hiking clubs envisioned it
as a unique political experiment, “a system of cooper-
ation between different levels of government and be-
tween private citizens and state agents” (p. 27). Chapter
2 contrasts the trail’s initial establishment during the
1930s with the federal conservation initiatives launched
in Appalachia during the same time. Unlike the Ten-
nessee Valley Authority or the new national parks and
forests, the trail did not begin as a federal project. In-
stead, as volunteers from private groups such as the Ap-
palachian Trail Conference and the Potomac Appala-
chian Trail Club began to establish a thin footpath
across the mountains, they had to rely on diplomacy and
local knowledge as they gathered informal “handshake
agreements” (p. 35) with numerous landowners.

Chapter 3 describes the period from the end of World
War II to the 1968 National Trails Act, which desig-
nated the Appalachian Trail a national scenic trail and
called for the creation of a public corridor about 2,000
miles long and 200 feet wide. Federal assistance had
been on the minds of trail advocates for some time: dur-
ing the 1930s, the Civilian Conservation Corps provided
construction help and the Park Service expressed in-
terest in greater managerial duties. But by the 1960s,
only one-third of the trail led through public lands; hik-
ers on the remaining parts had to navigate on roadways
and through rapidly developing private lands in some of
the most populated regions of the Mid-Atlantic.

Clearly, private and voluntary preservation efforts
could go only so far. Still, even as politicians federalized
the trail in 1968 and the Park Service received the
power of eminent domain, federal officials continued to
plan for the input, expertise, and labor of numerous pri-
vate groups. The Park Service also intended the state
governments to shoulder most of the cost of protecting
the corridor, and predictably the pace was slow. In 1975,
almost 40 percent of the trail remained on unprotected
private land. As chapter 4 explains, the decade after the
1968 legislation saw little progress and much conten-
tion as trail use skyrocketed and landowners reacted
defensively to conflicting information and poor trail su-
pervision.

In 1978, the Park Service received the funds to
achieve the goals of the 1968 act and enlarged the width
of the corridor. Thus began the swift and decisive pro-
tective action discussed in chapter 5. Though eminent
domain became an instrument of last resort, the Park
Service and its private partners usually presented land-
owners with an array of options other than simple fee
acquisition: easements, land exchanges, and tax-de-
ductible donations. While trail advocates relentlessly
pursued scenic spots, landowner resistance also forced
them to widen their definitions of preservation by rout-
ing hikers past historical ruins, through working farms,
and into small towns. Indeed, because of a collaborative
and decentralized political structure, the trail’s project
partners were able to adapt to the rise of the New Right
and the property rights movements of the 1980s by
shifting to more consensual tactics such as land trusts
and engaging entire communities on questions of eco-
nomic development.

Tangled Roots: The Appalachian Trail and American
Environmental Politics is a welcome addition to the his-
tory of U.S. environmental policy and politics. But the
conclusion strikes too celebratory a tone. No doubt it
is inspiring to discover a working model of collabora-
tion, compromise, and consensus, but is it really true
that “conservation is compatible with conservatism” (p.
191)? While Americans of diverse views have histori-
cally found common ground on questions of land pres-
ervation, there has been far less agreement on the mer-
its of business regulation or the prevention of toxic pol-
lution and greenhouse gas emissions.

SARAH T. PHILLIPS

Boston University

PETER S. ALAGONA. After the Grizzly: Endangered Species
and the Politics of Place in California. Berkeley and Los
Angeles: University of California Press, 2013. Pp. viii,
323. $34.95.

Last year marked the 40th anniversary of the Endan-
gered Species Act (ESA), signed into law with near
unanimous congressional support by President Richard
Nixon on December 28, 1973. Peter S. Alagona’s After
the Grizzly: Endangered Species and the Politics of Place
in California helps us view the subsequent history in its
fully complex and contradictory glory. The book argues
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that the ESA ensnared developers and environmental-
ists in familiar standoffs, and that battles over endan-
gered species drove new law, science, and land-use pol-
icy. From these conflicts emerged the concept of “pro-
tected natural areas,” one of the dominant tools for spe-
cies management, but one that Alagona thoroughly
questions. Alagona notes how habitat protection alone
cannot account for diseases, invasive species, the com-
plexities of species interaction, and even how historic
land-use patterns may or may not provide species hab-
itat. This superb volume is an excellent history of Cal-
ifornia wildlife and shows how environmental history
can prompt a fundamental reevaluation of public policy
and scientific debates.

After the Grizzly is not an exhaustive history of wildlife
in California, providing, instead, detailed case studies
of four species—not the eponymous grizzly, but the
California condor, the Mojave Desert tortoise, the San
Joaquin kit fox, and the delta smelt—to exemplify the
science and politics of wildlife conservation. Grizzlies,
however, remain an important part of Alagona’s story.
Extinct in California for most of the twentieth century,
grizzlies still haunt the state. They are emblematically
abundant, a symbol of statehood, a creature at once ad-
opted and eradicated. But the fate of this species does
not fit into a simple morality tale of environmental de-
cline. The grizzly, as well as the other species Alagona
discusses, came to embody debates that are as much
about “the politics of place as about wild animals” (p.
41). The politics of endangered species thus became the
politics of endangered habitats, which in turn helped
elevate the concept of habitat in legal doctrine and eco-
logical science.

The Mojave Desert tortoise exemplified these
changes. The Mojave Desert was a new ecosystem, not
yet a desert, when humans first encountered it at the
end of the Pleistocene. The gold rush of 1849 created
the contemporary human pattern of interaction with
this dynamic environment: the Mojave as a transpor-
tation corridor and a repository of minerals. Early ex-
plorers ate desert tortoises; more recent visitors, at-
tracted by the stark beauty of the desert and bolstered
by New Deal tourist infrastructure, particularly roads,
collected them as pets. California outlawed the sale of
tortoises in 1939, and buoyed by ecological research,
stiffened its laws and enacted new protections in the
early 1970s. But underfunded and understaffed land
managers failed to stop collectors. More importantly,
new threats—particularly disease and habitat degrada-
tion—began to affect tortoise populations. Listed as
“threatened” in 1989—a less critical designation but
one that carried the same legal status as that of an en-
dangered species—the battle over tortoises heated up
when the listing temporarily stopped construction of a
housing development outside Las Vegas, Nevada.
Eventually developers, land managers, and environ-
mentalists compromised on the Clark County Desert
Conservation Plan, which allowed for 113,000 acres of
development but also instituted mitigation fees, estab-
lished habitat reserves, and provided funding for tor-

toise research and rehabilitation. The attention gar-
nered by these developments and the fate of the tor-
toise eventually led to the California Desert Protection
Act of 1994, a law that rearranged and enlarged federal
oversight of public lands, including making Death Val-
ley the largest national park in the contiguous United
States. “Today,” cautions Alagona, “the desert tortoise
has plenty of ‘protected’ habitat, including millions of
acres in which to roam, but its future remains more ten-
uous than ever” (p. 174), due to increased predation
and disease.

In another case study, Alagona considers the delta
smelt, a particularly uncharismatic, two-inch fish. The
smelt is endemic to the California Bay-Delta, once the
most productive estuary on the West Coast, now an in-
tensively managed infrastructure of water distribution
overseen by everyone from the federal government, to
local irrigation districts, to private users. The droughts
of recent decades have placed stress on native fishes,
leading to the case of the delta smelt. When a judge
ordered protections in the form of pumping restrictions
for the bland fish, the delta smelt was immediately
caught in a furious culture war. Alagona cautions that
its story “is not a tale of animal versus people but rather
a case of people versus people, with some unsuspecting
species stuck in the middle” (p. 222). The real question
is how much water a functioning ecosystem needs, and
how much should be used for agriculture and urban in-
frastructure. Here Alagona shows that an endangered
species is both a legal and scientific construct, and the
fate of the smelt is also the fate of Central Valley ag-
riculture and southern California drinking water.

Alagona concludes that habitat conservation areas
are necessary but insufficient tools to preserve biodi-
versity. He rightly argues that we need a larger vision
that more forthrightly acknowledges human action
within a greater biotic community. Given that the fun-
damental drivers of ecological destruction—human
overpopulation and overconsumption—threaten to
simply overrun the achievements of the conservation
movement, Alagona is right to deduce that figuring out
what a sustainable landscape might mean “is one of the
greatest environmental challenges of the twenty-first
century” (p. 233).

KEVIN C. ARMITAGE

Miami University

CARIBBEAN AND LATIN AMERICA

MARTHA FEW and ZEB TORTORICI, editors. Centering An-
imals in Latin American History. Foreword by ERICA

FUDGE. Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2013.
Pp. xiv, 391. Cloth $94.95, paper $26.95.

Evidenced by recent essays, animals, barring a few ex-
cellent exceptions, have been largely invisible in Latin
America’s maturing environmental historiography.
Historians of the region have focused their attentions
thus far on topics that have managed to overlook the
region’s bestiary, which is a surprise considering the
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