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			Spock: To hunt a species to extinction is not logical.

			Whale scientist: Whoever said the human race was logical?

			—Star Trek IV: The Voyage Home

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			THE WOMAN WHO COUNTED FISH

			My daughter’s world, like the world of most American four-year-olds, has overflowed with wild animals since it first came into focus: lionesses, puffins, hippos, bison, sparrows, rabbits, narwhals, and wolves. They are plush and whittled. Knitted, batik, and bean-stuffed. Appliquéd on onesies and embroidered into the ankles of her socks.

			I don’t remember buying most of them. It feels as if they just appeared—like some Carnival Cruise Lines–esque Ark had docked outside our apartment and this wave of gaudy, grinning tourists came ashore. Before long, they were foraging on the pages of every bedtime story, and my daughter was sleeping in polar bear pajamas under a butterfly mobile with a downy snow owl clutched to her chin. Her comb handle was a fish. Her toothbrush handle was a whale. She cut her first tooth on a rubber giraffe.

			Our world is different, zoologically speaking—less straightforward and more grisly. We are living in the eye of a great storm of extinction, on a planet hemorrhaging living things so fast that half of its nine million species could be gone by the end of the century. At my place, the teddy bears and giggling penguins kept coming. But I didn’t realize the lengths to which humankind now has to go to keep some semblance of actual wildlife in the world. As our own species has taken over, we’ve tried to retain space for at least some of the others being pushed aside, shoring up their chances of survival. But the threats against them keep multiplying and escalating. Gradually, America’s management of its wild animals has evolved, or maybe devolved, into a surreal kind of performance art.

			We train condors not to perch on power lines. We slip plague vaccine to ferrets. We shoot barred owls to make room in the forest for spotted owls. We monitor pygmy rabbits with infrared cameras and military drones. We carry migrating salamanders across busy roads in our palms.

			On the Gulf Coast of Alabama every summer, volunteers wait up all night for tiny sea turtle hatchlings to clamber out of their nests in the sand, then direct them safely into the surf, through a trench shoveled down the beach and walled off with tarps to block out the disorienting lights of the condos behind them. And on the Columbia River, at the Washington-Oregon border, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers lifts endangered salmon out of the water and trucks them around the Bonneville Dam, or barges them through the locks. Sea lions that swim upriver to eat the fish have been hazed with rubber bullets, shipped off to aquariums, and finally just killed; an entire colony of seabirds that had been picking off the juvenile salmon were trapped and relocated; and, at the furthest, most mundane reaches of this almost incomprehensibly sprawling program to protect the fish, the government has even hired ordinary Americans—retirees, housewives, at least one moonlighting concert clarinetist—to work as census takers in a cramped office inside the dam, several stories down, staring through an underwater window to count each and every fish that swims past the glass, an average of 4.5 million fish every year. On the morning I visited, a rail-thin woman named Janet was sitting at an old-fashioned metal desk, six hours into her eight-hour shift, scrunching her eyes with unshakable concentration as fish dribbled by the window one at a time, or swarmed through in rapid-fire mobs. Janet frequently dreams about counting fish, she told me. Once, she sat straight up in bed next to her husband and screamed, “Did you see the size of that one?”

			There are many successes. Some aren’t as picturesque as we’d like to imagine. American crocodiles, once nearly extinct, have rebounded in Florida largely by colonizing 168 miles of canals dug to cool a nuclear-power plant. And peregrine falcons circle overhead again, thanks in part to ornithologists at Cornell University who, dedicated to collecting new genetic material and reviving the species, put on a specially made leather receptacle they called the “copulation hat” and coaxed captive falcons—one was named Beer Can—to ejaculate on their heads several times a day, every day, for much of the 1970s. Environmentalists are always shouting at America to care more about our planet’s many, pressing calamities. But we seem to care deeply enough about our wild animals to strap on the proverbial copulation hat again and again and again.

			No one imagined it would come to this. And no one can say how far it will go. In a recent scientific paper, a group led by the government biologist J. Michael Scott conceded that a fundamental belief behind so much conservation—that we can “save” a species by solving a particular problem it faces, then walk away and watch it thrive—is largely a delusion. “Right now,” Scott says, “nature is unable to stand on its own.” We’ve entered what some scientists are calling the Anthropocene—a new geologic epoch in which human activity, more than any other force, steers change on the planet. Just as we’re now causing the vast majority of extinctions, the vast majority of endangered species will survive only if we keep actively rigging the world around them in their favor. Scott and his colleagues gave those creatures’ condition a name: conservation reliance. It means that, from here on out, we will increasingly be forced to cultivate the species we want, in places we protect and police just for them, perpetually rejiggering some asymmetrical balance to keep each one from sliding into extinction. We are gardening the wilderness. The line between conservation and domestication has blurred.

			Obviously, there’s no hint of all this manual labor in the bedtime stories I’ve been reading to my daughter. Her animals seem to be getting along fine, in a wilderness that has nothing to do with us. The coyote pups nuzzle. The skunks learn important lessons. There once was a woman who counted fish may sound like the start of a simple children’s story. But why that actual woman is counting them is too tortuously complicated to ever explain.

			—

			THIS BOOK is about finding yourself straddling those two animal worlds—a little kid’s and the actual one—and trying to understand both. Or at least it’s about me trying to understand them, at first naively and with vague unease, and, eventually, with a mostly futile compulsion to reconcile the two. One of those worlds is real. One is imaginary. But, frankly, for most of us, they both may as well be abstractions.

			I grew up in suburban New Jersey, where I loved watching nature shows like Wild America but had little to no experience with actual wildlife. (Once, two ducks landed in our backyard and sat in the shade for an entire afternoon. My mother called Animal Control.) And the truth is, as with a lot of adults, my ideas about wild animals probably aren’t as different as I’d like to think from the typical toddler’s. Once I started looking around, I noticed the same kind of secondhand fauna that surrounds my daughter embellishing the grown-up world, too—not just the conspicuous bald eagle on flagpoles and currency, or the big-cat and raptor names we give sports teams and computer operating systems, but the whale inexplicably breaching in the life-insurance commercial, the glass dolphin dangling from a rearview mirror, the owl sitting on the rump of a wild boar silk-screened on a hipster’s tote bag. I spotted wolf after wolf airbrushed on the sides of old vans, and another wolf, painted against a full moon on purple velvet, greeting me over the toilet in a Mexican restaurant bathroom.

			Lately, wild animals have become objects of quiet fascination. We now live in a country where it’s possible to become an Internet celebrity and get booked on the Today show just by posting a YouTube video of an eagle, a fox, and a house cat sitting on your porch doing absolutely nothing. (Last time I checked, Pam Aus’s video, titled “An eagle, a fox and my cat all getting along fine on my porch,” had more than three million views.) Somehow, it’s hard not to be mesmerized by just the idea of them—all these autonomous and unknowable neighbors who just happen to live here, too, on the other side of a fence we only occasionally see over. As the naturalist Henry Beston wrote in 1928, “They are not brethren, they are not underlings; they are other nations, caught with ourselves in the net of life and time.”

			What I’m saying is, maybe we never outgrow the imaginary animal kingdom of childhood. Maybe it’s the one we are trying to save.

			—

			I DECIDED TO GO see three endangered species in North America for myself: a bear, a butterfly, and a bird. I figured I’d look closely, ask around, and compare those field notes to the bestiary in my mind.

			As it happens, those three animals occupy three different points on a continuum of conservation reliance: over time, humans have manually overridden the machinery of their wildness to different degrees. In the case of the polar bear, conservationists are only starting to ask what we can, and should, do to prop up those animals in a changing climate. With the little-known Lange’s metalmark butterfly, we stepped in to resuscitate the species decades ago, hooking ourselves to it like life support and keeping a sometimes ambivalent vigil ever since. And with the whooping crane, we’ve been on the job even longer, entangling ourselves in the bird’s fate more strangely and persistently than anyone could have imagined.

			I didn’t know any of this at the outset. This isn’t a textbook; these three species may not give a fair overview of how modern conservation operates or the range of its accomplishments. I’m not even convinced that their preservation is that important in the bigger, and bleaker, ecological picture. I gravitated to them only because they seemed to have good stories to tell, with a captivating cast of human characters bound up in them. Wherever I went, I found a different crowd of idealists and bystanders encircling the animals—squinting, trying in earnest to see and understand. And, gradually, I found myself squinting at the people squinting at those animals, with the same curiosity. They weren’t all government biologists or canonized Jane Goodall types—not even mostly. Instead, I met ranks of impassioned hobbyists, or hobbyists who’d surprised themselves by becoming professionals—many of whom were still trying to justify or refine their own imaginative relationships to those animals and their impulses to help. They were asking the same questions that I was asking as a journalist, and living with the same creeping disquiet about the future that I’d only started to feel as a father.

			America has been working out its feelings about wild animals this way since before it was officially America, using them to contemplate its own character. Every country has wildlife, of course, but it’s always been different here somehow. When the nation was founded, it didn’t have a Sistine Chapel or any Great Books. It had coastlines gushing with oysters and crustaceans, forests crammed with deer and wolves, and out on the frontier, some thirty million buffalo rumbling over the plains as a single, shifting spectacle. Some of the first European travelers to the continent had literally swept up fish with brooms, and letters describing that abundance—how stocked America’s pantry was—sped back home as de facto marketing materials to bring over more colonists. In the Old World, wildlife and the right to hunt it were controlled by an uptight aristocracy. But here, as one early traveler boasted, anyone with “strength, sense and health” could gather up enough to live on with minimal effort, no matter how rich or poor. It was a crisp articulation of what we now know as the American Dream.

			It never dawned on anyone that those species could be driven extinct. But by the late nineteenth century, it was clear that America was overdrawing its natural wealth, and some took the ongoing extermination as a troubling gauge of where the industrializing nation was heading. The rapid disappearance of wild animals, one early conservationist wrote, was a blight on the “reputation of American citizenship.”

			From then on, the story of American wildlife would become a story of an infinitely receding Eden. By the 1970s, when the Endangered Species Act made preserving those animals a national priority, our sense of what was at stake enlarged yet again, beyond simple patriotism or even science, tilting toward mushier questions of morality or mysticism.

			I found the anxieties and longings of all three of these eras, each roughly a century apart, stitched inside the stories I was following on the ground today. Little by little, they gathered into a kind of cultural history of wild animals in America. I was drawn especially to moments when conservation and popular culture collided, and to historical heroes who were even more idiosyncratic than the folks I was encountering now: Thomas Jefferson, an early American president with a very dorky hobby; William Temple Hornaday, a prideful and paradoxical turn-of-the-century taxidermist; and Joan McIntyre, a Berkeley hippie with a disarming interest in whale sex.

			They’re not giants of American conservation—they failed quite a lot, in fact. But each seems to have added a new dimension to the meaning of that work, inflecting the ways we’ve thought and felt about wildlife ever since, and about the consequences of its loss. From the very beginning, America’s wild animals have inhabited the terrain of our imagination just as much as they’ve inhabited the actual land. They are free-roaming Rorschachs, and we are free to spin whatever stories we want about them. The wild animals always have no comment.

			—

			I TURNED THIRTY the year my daughter, Isla, was born. I’m part of a generation that seems especially resigned to watching things we encountered in childhood disappear: landline telephones, newspapers, fossil fuels. But leaving your kids a world without wild animals feels like a special tragedy, even if it’s hard to rationalize why it should.

			The truth is that most of us will never experience the earth’s endangered animals as anything more than beautiful ideas. They are figments of our shared imagination, recognizable from TV, but stalking places—places out there—to which we have no intention of going. I wondered how that imaginative connection to wildlife might fray or recalibrate as we’re forced to take more responsibility for its wildness.

			It also occurred to me early on that all three endangered species I was getting to know could be gone by the time Isla is my age. It’s possible that, thirty years from now, they’ll have receded into the realm of dinosaurs, or the realm of Pokémon, for that matter—fantastical creatures whose names and diets little kids memorize from books. And it’s possible, too, I realized, that it might not even make a difference, that there would still be polar bears on footsy pajamas and sea turtle–shaped gummy vitamins—that there could be so much actual destruction without ever meaningfully upsetting the ecosystems in our minds.

			That was the most disturbing part somehow—the disconnection. So I decided to bring Isla with me on some of my trips. Even if she didn’t remember any of it later, I figured, maybe knowing that she’d seen those actual animals in the wild would make them feel more real. I never predicted, however, that having her with me would change what I saw.

			All I wanted was to bring her out there. I wanted us to see some wild ones.

			

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			BEARS

		

	
		
			1.

			MARTHA STEWART ON THE TUNDRA

			During the Cold War, a joint U.S.-Canadian military installation was built outside the tiny northern town of Churchill, Manitoba, at the western edge of Hudson Bay. Those stationed at Fort Churchill had several jobs to do, like be ready to repulse the Soviets if they invaded over the North Pole and figure out how to lob nuclear warheads at Moscow through the Aurora Borealis, which was proving, mysteriously, to muck up the guidance systems on their rockets. A lot of the soldiers’ time was also spent dealing with a nuisance: hundreds of polar bears that ambled across the tundra there every fall.

			In November 1958, for example, one ate a pair of boots at the firing range. Another smashed a building’s window, poked his head in, and had to be blasted with a fire extinguisher. At least twenty polar bears were loitering near the mess hall and the dump, and, late one Sunday night, three turned up at the central commissary. Soldiers in station wagons drove them back into the wilderness. One report noted, “The most effective, anti-dawdling weapon has been the small helicopter.” Even so, occasionally the bears would rear up on their hind legs and try to tussle with the armored flying machines. One helicopter pilot described how unsettling it was to make a low pass and find “some six feet of indignant polar bear throwing haymakers” with paws the size of dinner plates. After a while, military contractors limited the amount of work done outside at night; the higher-ups decided it would just be easier to stay out of the polar bears’ way. “So this is civilization,” began one newspaper article about military wives at Fort Churchill.

			By the time I arrived, one November a half-century later, the military was gone. The fort had been dismantled and carted off, though two massive, ruined radar domes still sat in the distance like some postapocalyptic Epcot attraction. A dozen specially built vehicles called Tundra Buggies crawled along the network of dirt roads the military had built and abandoned. Each was stuffed with tourists, many of whom had paid several thousand dollars a head to fly to Churchill, now billing itself as “The Polar Bear Capital of the World.” They were mostly older vacationers, taken out to the tundra every day to get a glimpse of the animals, then deposited back in town to prowl the gift shops along Churchill’s main road, buying polar bear caps and snow hats, polar bear T-shirts, polar bear aprons, polar bear Christmas ornaments, polar bear magnets, polar bear boxer shorts, polar bear light-switch plates, polar bear wind chimes, polar bear baby bibs, and pajamas that say “Bearly Awake.”

			A Tundra Buggy, if it resembles anything at all, resembles a double-wide school bus propped up on monster-truck tires. Three had pulled off the road to watch a lone polar bear splayed flat at the rim of a frozen pond, asleep in the willows. I was behind them in a scaled-down vehicle known as Buggy One, one of the storied, original rigs of the fleet. Buggy One is now operated by a conservation group, Polar Bears International. One of the group’s videographers was shooting footage of the bear through an open window while the other staff on board tried to sit perfectly still so as not to rattle his tripod. The cameraman had been filming the bear for a long time, in Super HD, hoping it would stand up or do something alluring. Up ahead, tourists filed onto the rear decks of their buggies, training their Telephoto lenses and little point-and-shoots at the animal. It lifted its head once or twice, but that was it. After a couple of minutes, I noticed that the tourists had turned ninety degrees and were photographing us, aboard Buggy One, instead.

			It was then that Martha Stewart’s helicopter came into view. Everyone turned to watch it as it passed, flying low and very far ahead. Two hundred years ago, Arctic explorers described polar bears leaping out of the water and into boats, trying to “resolutely seize and devour” whichever dog or human being was sitting closest to their jaws, unprovoked and absolutely undeterred even if you tried to set the bear on fire. Now Martha Stewart had come to Churchill to shoot a special segment about the bears for her daytime television show on the Hallmark Channel.

			Polar Bears International had been working in a loose partnership with Martha Stewart for many months in advance to handle logistics for her shoot. The group was trying to ensure that Martha told the right story about the animals. It isn’t enough anymore to gush about how magnificent or cute polar bears are, as the many travel writers and television personalities that came to Churchill over the years had tended to. The stakes were too high now—too urgent. Climate change had put the bear in severe jeopardy. According to a 2007 study by U.S. government scientists, two-thirds of the world’s polar bears are likely to be gone by the middle of this century. And, of course, that’s only one of many dispiriting prognoses trickling into the news these days. Another study predicts that climate change may wipe out one of every ten plant and animal species on the planet during that same time. Another claims seven of every ten could be gone. Tropical birds, butterflies, flying squirrels, coral reefs, koalas—the new reality will rip away at all of them, and more. The projections range from bona fide tragedies to more niggling but genuinely disruptive bummers: tens of millions of people in Bangladesh are likely to be displaced by sea-level rise and flooding; the Forest Service warns of maple syrup shortages in America.

			The polar bear, in other words, is an early indicator of all this other turmoil coming our way. It is, as everyone on Buggy One kept telling me, a “canary in the coal mine”—that was the phrase they used, always, with unrelenting discipline. The animal had become a symbol for some otherwise inexpressible pang—of guilt, of panic—that can burble into the back of your mind, or the pit of your stomach, when you think about the future of life on Earth. But, Polar Bears International was arguing, it could also be a mascot—a rallying point. By now, bears are all but guaranteed to disappear from a lot of their range. But the science suggests that there’s still time to slow climate change down and, in the long term, keep the species—and many others along with it—from vanishing entirely.

			Practically speaking, this leaves conservationists like Polar Bears International in a unique and sometimes disorienting position. Unlike with other species, the central threat to polar bears isn’t something that can be tackled or solved on the ground, out in the immediate ecosystem. The only meaningful way to save the polar bear now is to influence the energy policies and behavior of people who live thousands of miles away—which means, in part, influencing influential media personalities like Martha Stewart. At some point, polar bear conservation stopped being solely the work of scientists and became the work of lawyers, lobbyists, and celebrities as well. The bear is dependent on the stories we tell about it.

			After spending the fall in Churchill, Polar Bears International’s president, Robert Buchanan, would head back home to the United States and start traveling from city to city, hosting talks by scientists and zookeepers, trying to use the appeal of this one charismatic animal to inspire people to reduce their own carbon footprints, however slightly—to drive less, to buy recycled goods. In Kansas City, PBI had partnered with the hardware chain Lowe’s to get inner-city kids to weatherize their neighbors’ homes, saving energy for heating and cooling. In suburban Connecticut, they’d cosponsored “Polar Bear Empathy Day,” at which members of the local Polar Bear Club, in a reversal of their traditional cold-water swims, put on heavy parkas and stood on a scorching beach in July to show solidarity with the bears in an overheating Arctic. All together, Robert regarded these strategies and stunts as a kind of psychological guerrilla warfare. “Polar bears are in serious friggin’ trouble,” he told me that morning on Buggy One. “But until you change the consumer’s attitude, you’re not going to change the policy or the political will.” By “consumer,” he presumably meant “citizen.”

			It was a marketing gambit, after all. And Robert, a big man who talks in a languorous growl, felt very comfortable relating to it in those terms. This was his retirement. In his thirty-five-year career, he’d risen to marketing director at Joseph E. Seagram & Sons, overseeing beverage and alcohol brands during the heyday of the corporation, when it owned Universal Studios and a large share of the music industry and was producing flashy wine-cooler commercials starring a young Bruce Willis. Robert handled cognacs and whiskey and Tropicana orange juice. “I take products to market,” he said. “I’m a marketer.” Now he’d put himself on the polar bear account.

			Robert was literally trying to control the image of the polar bear in Churchill before that image was broadcast around the world. Churchill turns out to be the best, most convenient place in the world to see or film polar bears in the wild. (When you see a wild polar bear on TV or the Internet, the chances are good that you’re looking at a Churchill bear.) Because Polar Bears International operates in close partnership with a tour company in Churchill that owns the majority of the permits and vehicles needed to access the animals on the tundra, the group has been able to intercept most of the major media that come through town. They install biologists and climatologists on the reporters’ buggies like scientific press agents, trying to make sure an accurate narrative comes across, and they provide B-roll footage of bears plunging into melting slush to help newscasters illustrate the problem. In past years, though, PBI had gone out of its way to help television crews only to feel betrayed by the finished product: the reporters ignore climate change altogether, or regurgitate the junk theories of climate change deniers. Most television crews are now asked to sign memorandums of understanding, outlining certain guidelines, before working with PBI. (As a rule, one PBI staffer told me, Robert regards all journalists as “pirates and thieves.”) But that fall, Martha Stewart hadn’t signed one. And in the days before her arrival, her producers had become a little incommunicative about their plans. We’d all headed out on Buggy One that morning because PBI had hoped to tour the tundra alongside Martha and her crew, docking back-to-back with Martha’s buggy to pass people back and forth periodically for interviews. But that was starting to feel unlikely now. Though no one was quite saying it, there seemed to be concern that Martha Stewart was going rogue.

			Everyone on Buggy One sat around for quite a while, not speaking much, while the cameraman stayed locked optimistically on the bear lumped in the mud outside, trying to gather whatever stock footage he could. Eventually, the polar bear got up and walked away. The cameraman shrugged.

			We drove on. We looked for more bears. People noodled on their laptops and iPads. It felt aimless. Then, sometime after lunch, a voice crackled over the radio. It sounded like we would finally rendezvous with the Martha Stewart people and do a little filming on Buggy One. A PBI employee started wiping down the vehicle’s counters with wet wipes. She hung everyone’s parkas on coat hooks in the back. But when we got closer, we saw Martha’s buggy receding in our windshield, fairly rapidly. “Oh, they’re moving now,” our driver groaned.

			All day, a strange paparazzi-like triangle had been materializing: Martha wanted good access to polar bears, and PBI wanted good access to Martha. I wanted to watch the whole process of brokering access, since I was quickly understanding that the media relations dimension of polar bear conservation was a critical part—maybe the most critical part—of the preservation of this five-million-year-old species.

			Our driver pushed Buggy One as fast as it would go, which wasn’t very fast, trying to gain ground. Something that I’d kind of suspected for hours was suddenly obvious: we were chasing Martha Stewart across the tundra.

			—

			ALL OF THIS WAS HAPPENING at the end of 2010, when it was getting easy to wonder how potent a symbol the polar bear even was anymore. A few years earlier, the bear had helped install climate change as the central issue of American environmentalism. But since then the percentage of Americans who even believe the issue is real had plunged. A poll released a few days before I’d arrived in Churchill, from the Pew Research Center, showed that only 34 percent of Americans believed that humans were altering the climate. Congressmen were once again openly dismissing the idea as comical, while thrashing bills to limit greenhouse gases. Back home in San Francisco, when I took my daughter, Isla, to the California Academy of Sciences one day, I noticed that the museum was scrapping its exhibit about disappearing glaciers and polar bears. The exhibit had proved unpopular and was mostly ignored, and was being replaced with an exhibit about the worsening droughts, forest fires, and floods that climate change would bring to California. The new message, a museum director told me, was “Never mind the polar bears. Concentrate on how bad it’s going to be for you.”

			It was starting to feel as if the polar bear had jumped the shark. Part of the problem was that the symbolism of the bear had become so ingrained, so legible, that it was getting overexposed. Polar bears were everywhere now, receding back into the pop cultural noise that environmentalists had originally used them to cut through. There was “Floe the Polar Bear,” the mascot for a natural gas company, and the “Time to Care” limited-edition gunmetal polar bear wristwatch. A television commercial introducing Nissan’s plug-in electric car, the Leaf, showed a polar bear being forced off his shrinking ice floe and walking sullenly through forests, along busy highways, and all the way into an unnamed city, where he found a commuter getting into a Leaf and gave the man a long, almost pitiable hug. The hug goes on so long that you start to realize the bear is doing more than just saying thank you—he’s absolving the man, and maybe also just needs to lean on the guy out of sheer exhaustion.

			The predicament of actual polar bears, meanwhile, seemed only to be getting worse. Projections that sounded like sad science fiction scenarios when laid out years ago in scientific papers were being observed around Churchill more frequently. Polar bear cannibalism, for example. The previous autumn, a hungry male bear was seen killing and eating a polar bear cub after separating it from its mother. I saw a photo of the cub’s severed head hung sideways from a long bolt of fur in the larger bear’s mouth; the male faced away, but the cub’s dead face looked straight into the camera, its fur stained salmon pink with blood and snow. This was one of several photos of the cannibalism incident floating around. The whole thing happened in front of a Tundra Buggy full of tourists.

			Biologists also believe that more cubs will be abandoned around Churchill in the coming years, as mothers either become too malnourished to nurse their young and leave them, or simply drop dead of starvation. And so the Assiniboine Park Zoo in Winnipeg was putting the finishing touches on a new polar bear “transition center”—the province of Manitoba wanted to establish a place where those cubs could be flown, triaged, and fattened back up, before being distributed to zoos. It was basically an orphanage, but with an adjoining classroom to accommodate school field trips. The orphaned cubs would be leveraged as an educational tool—stirring proof of what climate change was actually, already doing. The trick would be to explain it to the kids in a way that instilled hope, and didn’t just terrify them. “I think the message is going to have to be pretty carefully crafted,” a zoo official told me.

			The flamboyant crusade for the polar bear underscores a quieter truth. Wildlife managers sometimes talk about a species’ “cultural carrying capacity,” meaning that it’s not just the availability of food or habitat that determines how well a species will fare, but also—if not mostly—our willingness to tolerate it or help it along. Normally, it’s the cultural carrying capacity of animals totally unlike the polar bear that seems to matter most in their survival—animals that live in close proximity to us like deer or wild turkeys. But by now, with humans exerting such overwhelming influence on the planet, it seems that even the welfare of a far-flung creature like the polar bear depends on our goodwill. Here, at the lip of Hudson Bay, was an animal whose cultural carrying capacity had suddenly become tremendous; that, in fact, had reached into the deep murk of human psychology and reformed its entire reputation, from vicious monster to sweet and cuddly star. Still, its future wasn’t so bright. Partly, I’d find, that’s because the threat of climate change is just so colossal and complicated. And partly it’s because you can get so mesmerized and impressed by the polar bear’s charisma that the truth of its predicament gets lost.

			The longer I stayed in Churchill, the more stories I found mushrooming out of this one grungy town: stories about Thomas Jefferson, teddy bears, opossums, and sharks, all showing the convoluted and sometimes arbitrary ways in which we forge feelings about wild animals; and also the story of the Endangered Species Act, the law through which we impose those feelings on the landscape, shaping it so that certain off-brand animals are left to fend for themselves while the icons we love are battened in place.

			In the twenty-first century, how species survive, or go to die, may have more to do with Barnum than with Darwin. Emotion matters. Imagination matters. The way we see a species can impact its standing on the planet more than anything covered in ecology textbooks. And so, suddenly, the question on the tundra was, What did we all think that we were seeing when we looked at these bears?

			—

			WHEN BUGGY ONE FINALLY caught up to her, Martha Stewart’s Tundra Buggy—Buggy Two—was parked. Her crew was filming an imposing, solitary male bear, standing on its hind legs behind a snowdrift. It was a lucky find. No one likes to shoot polar bears without snow—it just looks wrong—and it had been so warm lately that there was little snow in the viewing area, just rocks, slush, and dust. But here the wind had aggregated the last evidence of a snowfall into a curling ridge, several feet high. The bear began pawing the top of it. Then it climbed under the curl of snow and stretched its paws and legs straight out, like a drowsy cartoon grizzly settling into a hollow log. After that the bear got out and bashed the snowdrift to the ground. It was a stellar action sequence. “Martha’s going to be happy,” a woman on PBI’s staff whispered.

			Our driver backed up Buggy One to dock with the rear of Martha’s vehicle. Quickly, an editorial meeting started taking shape on the two conjoined decks. One of Martha’s producers, a man with a biting, hard-to-place accent, explained the shot he wanted: Martha would watch the sunset and chat with Dr. Steven Amstrup, who had just retired as one of the United States government’s top polar bear biologists to join PBI as its senior scientist. The two of them would stand on the back of Buggy One while the crew filmed them from the other vehicle, parked far enough away to get a wide shot.

			The talent boarded Buggy One. The driver pulled out and got into position. “Talk about the tundra itself! The ecosystem! What the tundra comprises! How it’s not just rocks and snow!” the producer yelled from the other deck. But, much to his mystification, the Polar Bears International employee driving Buggy One had ground the vehicle back into gear and was now executing a series of harried, multi-pointed turns. (The driver was worried he’d parked in such a way that the PBI logo on the back of Buggy One wouldn’t make it into the shot.) The producer seemed to be in a hurry. The sun was slipping away. He kept shouting his directions: “The actual tundra! What does it comprise?”

			By now, the bear near the snowdrift had wandered off. A few of us had watched it issue a cascade of liquid crap, then turn to smell it. When the cameras finally rolled and Martha and Amstrup strolled onto the deck of Buggy One and hit their marks, I noticed another polar bear, or maybe the same one from before, loping off, out of frame, away from the commotion and back into the nothingness where it somehow makes its living.

			“Now, polar bears,” Martha Stewart said to the biologist, beginning a take. “Where do they come from?”

			

		

	
		
			2.

			AMERICAN INCOGNITUM

			The first polar bear tourists started arriving in Churchill thirty years ago to see a bloodthirsty man-killer—an enigmatic Lord of the Arctic. Now we’d all come to see a delicate, drowning victim. It’s a baffling shift that I found written into the history of the town.

			Polar bears are generally not cooperative tourist attractions. They are elusive and solitary—it’s part of their allure—each a nomadic white blip, wandering thousands of miles of the Arctic independently, searching for prey at the fringes of human habitability. But Churchill’s roughly 950 bears constitute one of the southernmost polar bear populations in the world. They have been forced to evolve an atypical lifestyle in order to stick it out at the tip of their species’ range. Like all polar bears, they spend the winter and spring on sea ice, hunting seals. (When seals poke their heads out of the ice to breathe, the bears yank them up and peel them open like a banana. They eat only the fat.) But the ice on Hudson Bay melts every summer—the bay becomes open water. Though the bears stay on the ice as long as they can, they are eventually forced to decamp. They spend the next several months marooned on land, unable to hunt seals and living off reserves in a kind of walking hibernation. Then, in the fall, they gather near the coast outside Churchill, where the ice is usually first to re-form, anticipating freeze-up and their earliest opportunity to get back out and hunt again. They have been migrating this way since long before humans decided to build a town there, herding themselves together every fall to wait.

			So much about modern-day Churchill is explained by this quirk of ecology. It’s the only place where such a large-scale polar bear tourism industry is logistically possible—where so many polar bears not only congregate, but congregate predictably in the same place, at the same time every year. Also, they happen to congregate outside an actual town, with an airport, a train station, and a grocery store. Churchill, in short, is that rare place where large numbers of people and polar bears can comfortably commingle. And after the military pulled out, taking the town’s economic reason for being with it, it didn’t take locals long to figure out what this meant. It meant that Churchill’s polar bears, more easily than any other polar bears on Earth, could be monetized.

			The military was gone by the early seventies. Churchill’s population almost instantly dropped from five or six thousand people to about sixteen hundred. Fort Churchill had been a bustling, modern community, with a youth hockey league, and lobster flown in for New Year’s Eve. But the actual town of Churchill, home to the civilians who stayed behind, didn’t even have phones or sewers. In 1968, a government report described the “unparalleled squalor” of the town; in one year alone, more than twenty people were said to have either frozen to death in their homes or died in fires. Outdoor sandboxes served as toilets, and raw sewage ran through the streets during the spring thaw.

			The industriousness of those who stayed after the military pullout was impressive. There’s always been a committed culture of scavenging in Churchill. (Because no roads connect Churchill to the rest of civilization, shipping goods in, and waste out, is expensive.) Now the fort’s abandoned buildings were gradually dismantled and repurposed. I met one couple who ripped apart the military’s jail and reclaimed the wood to build a new house. The floor of the old bowling alley was pried up and installed in what was now the lobby of my hotel, and an old Nike missile adapter sat in the corner, holding a ficus. The military had left an ambulance, but there was no one to drive it. So the woman who drove the town’s taxi took that on, too.

			The military, locals told me, also left a tremendous amount of scrap: school buses, bombardiers, airport-grade snow blowers, fire trucks. It wasn’t uncommon for young guys with nothing to do to head to the scrap dump with a can of gas, a car battery, and some tools; in no time, they could get something up and running just for the pleasure of crashing it into something else. A garage owner named Len Smith started cobbling together primitive all-terrain vehicles and heading into the emptiness east of town. “He just liked it,” a friend of Smith’s told me. “He liked being out there.” There were no more military sentries shooting bears that came too close to the fort. There was no more fort. All the noise and lights were gone. The human presence had been winnowed down to an almost negligible little settlement. All kinds of wildlife were beginning to creep back into the area and rebound.

			—

			SMITH HIRED HIMSELF out to photographers who wanted to take pictures of polar bears at Cape Churchill, a crook of land about thirty miles east of town. Among them was an American photographer named Dan Guravich. The two men would camp on one of Smith’s vehicles for two weeks at a time, hefting balls of lard over the side to lure in, or position, the bears. (Feeding bears wasn’t explicitly illegal then.) In 1978, Guravich published a ten-page spread of his bear photos in Smithsonian magazine, attracting even more photographers to the area.

			Until then, the average person’s only exposure to polar bears would have been at zoos or the circus. (The year Guravich’s photos ran in Smithsonian, a tiny East German woman in a fur-lined miniskirt named Ursula Böttcher was touring America with her troupe of ten performing polar bears as part of the Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Circus, closing her performances by shouting, “Once again, they don’t eat me!”) The pictures emerging from Churchill in the late seventies were, at the time, some of the best-ever shots of the animals in the wild, and the first many Americans saw. It was a simple issue of access: Before Churchill, photographing wild polar bears meant mounting an expedition into the infrastructureless white wasteland of the rest of the species’ range. But here the land brimmed with the animals every fall, like clockwork. One of the first scientists to study polar bears in Churchill, the Canadian government biologist Ian Stirling, has described his astonishment at sighting 239 bears over the course of four hours in 1970. At first, he mistook three dozen males staggering around an area the size of a football field for a herd of caribou. For anyone wanting access to wild polar bears—photographers, scientists—Churchill was an unimaginable El Dorado.

			In 1980, Len Smith got a call from a National Geographic Society crew that wanted to shoot a television special about the town and its polar bears. Smith built a new tanklike vehicle to guide the men around in. He called it the Tundra Bus, but would settle eventually on Tundra Buggy. Before the film crew arrived, he invited friends in town on a celebratory test run. Folks were having a great time, eating hors d’oeuvres and drinking champagne, when, a few miles east of town, they heard a foreboding thunk and saw one of the buggy’s wheels roll freely past the vehicle.

			National Geographic’s film aired on public television in early 1982. It set ratings records, putting Churchill and its bears on the map. When I asked people around town about the history of tourism in Churchill, they usually started their story with that broadcast. The show was called Polar Bear Alert and opened on a young couple, walking through town with a stroller. The man slung a rifle over his shoulder while the narrator, the actor Jason Robards, described Churchill as the “one place in the world where the great white bears roam the streets, dangerously immune to the presence of their only enemy: man.” A good deal of time was spent rehashing bear attacks in town. A man who lost an arm was interviewed, and a mother in pajamas was shown running out of her front door in the dark, waving a shotgun and screaming: a bear had approached her house in the middle of the night and had to be shot by a wildlife officer. For the film’s most memorable scene, one of the show’s producers, James Lipscomb, was placed inside a rebar cage with a camera and left on the tundra. “No one knows how the bears will react to a man in a cage,” the narrator says. Next comes a harrowing point-of-view sequence of polar bears rattling, pummeling, and chewing the thing.

			“I sort of lost respect for the Geographic after doing that with them,” a local named Paul Ratson, who worked bear security for the crew, told me one afternoon. Ratson is fifty-five, a hefty, forthcoming guy in a tweed cap who moves around town with multiple walkie-talkies crammed in the waistline of his overalls. He runs one of the smallest tour companies in town, Nature 1st, and is constantly clicking into one walkie-talkie or another to reschedule an airport pickup or redirect a school bus. (The entire tourism industry relies on a fleet of old school buses, some of which are said to date to the military days. Given the expense of shipping new vehicles in, they are perpetually jury-rigged to last another season.)

			Ratson, like a lot of people in town I met, resented how sensationalized Polar Bear Alert turned out. The town sees itself as coexisting with its polar bears, with caution and respect. Ratson felt the show painted people in Churchill as being hunkered down in fear. And, worse, it made the bears look like monsters, twisting the animals to fit the stereotype that viewers would already know. “The guy in the cage, he’s going, ‘Oh no, the bear really wants to eat me!’” Ratson said. “But these bears are bored stupid. You put a guy in a cage and it smells like food, what’s the bear going to do? A lot of film crews want to portray the bear as this reckless, violent, bloodthirsty man-eating creature,” he told me, grimacing. “It’s like the way they do sharks.”

			In fact, it’s exactly how they do sharks. Before filming Polar Bear Alert, James Lipscomb had codirected a feature documentary called Blue Water, White Death. That film chronicled an obsessive six-month expedition to South Africa, Sri Lanka, Madagascar, and Australia led by the department-store heir and serial adventurer Peter Gimbel, to film some of the first footage of great white sharks in the wild. Gimbel’s idea was to follow commercial whaling vessels around. After a kill, as the vessels tied up the whale and waited for the larger ship that would process it, Gimbel lowered his cameramen into the water in specially built cages to film the sharks ripping bits from the carcass. Blue Water, White Death begins with plumes of blood slowly expanding in water, and in its violent finale, a great white batters one of the cages, denting and warping the bars as it thrashes. The film was a hit—a New York Times reviewer called the action “as poetic as anything I’ve seen on the screen in a long, long time.” It inspired the author Peter Benchley to write Jaws.

			By re-creating the cage sequence with polar bears, Lipscomb was one-upping himself—getting as close as possible to a dangerous animal in order to deliver the most innovative and thrilling footage. (Blue Water, White Death and Polar Bear Alert are now looked back on as cutting-edge films, and the cameraman-in-the-cage has become a well-worn stunt in wildlife filmmaking. In 2008, for example, Animal Planet broadcast a three-part series in which a male model got in a Plexiglas cube amid grizzlies, lions, and crocodiles.) The effect of Polar Bear Alert was twofold: it announced to the world that there was a relatively accessible place to see these vicious animals, and it reinforced that one-dimensional, terrifying image of them. And, as it happens, Churchill’s bears quickly made good on that reputation.

			—

			THE YEAR AFTER Polar Bear Alert was broadcast, freeze-up of Hudson Bay was extremely late. The bears were hungry, and, still unable to hunt seals, they were emboldened to lurch into town. One night in late November, shortly after midnight, a down-on-his-luck local character named Tommy Mutanen slipped into the burned-down remains of the Churchill Motel. The motel had sat there for days after a fire, untouched, while the town waited for a fire inspector to fly up and determine it wasn’t arson. (“Who cares if it was arson?” one man told me. “That place needed to go.”) Mutanen made for the motel kitchen, looking for something worth scavenging. Everything inside the meat locker had been protected from the blaze. So he stuffed his parka’s pockets full of raw meat and skedaddled.

			“Old Tom Mutanen walked with a gimp leg and a crutch,” a man who’d been a pallbearer at Mutanen’s funeral told me. There was nothing resembling a chase. Either the polar bear was waiting for Mutanen outside the motel, or it had been in the kitchen alongside him the whole time, biding its time in the dark. The bear seized Mutanen by his skull, and dragged him over a snowbank to the doorstep of the shop across the street. All the bars in town were just letting out, and a crowd of people began yelling at the bear, throwing ice and tools at it—whatever they could find. This only antagonized the animal; it was fixed on its meal. Finally, a young tour guide named Mike Reimer came sprinting barefoot from his apartment with a rifle. He shot the bear right where it stood, on top of Mutanen’s broken frame.

			A young television reporter had arrived in Churchill that night to do a story on the hotel fire. After her piece on the Mutanen incident aired, more reporters descended on Churchill. Six days earlier, a man had been photographing a rare ivory gull out the window of a Tundra Buggy when a bear, which had been sitting under the chassis, sprang to its hind legs and locked its mouth around his arm, tearing it open with two bites. The press stories about the Mutanen attack mentioned this incident, too. The two together gave the impression of a trend: a coordinated spree.

			There was concern that the Mutanen mauling, the town’s first lethal bear attack since the sixties, would scare away tourists and crush the industry’s new momentum, leaving Churchill to founder again without any obvious economic opportunities. But the news had just the opposite effect. The danger was the attraction. As one veteran tour operator told me, “If there was a chance that you could be ripped to pieces by a polar bear, people were into it. If anything, more people started coming.” Two hundred and fifty-four tourists were booked on a charter from New York the following year.

			—

			“WE COMPETE IN THE LONG-HAUL, high-yield market,” John Gunter told me one afternoon. Gunter is in his early thirties and slight, with a styled wave of hair that pours over his forehead. He lives in Winnipeg, but has been spending every fall in Churchill running Frontiers North Adventures, the company his parents founded in the nineties. It’s now the largest and most visible outfit in the town’s roughly $7-million-a-year tourism industry. We were eating a couple of bowls of minestrone soup, in a restaurant the Gunter family recently bought half of.

			The Gunters first came to Churchill in the eighties, when John’s father was sent to manage the Royal Canadian Bank branch in town. At that time, the tourism industry consisted of a few hardscrabble one-man operations—locals who, like Len Smith, hauled people out to the tundra on vehicles they built themselves, operated little hotels, or rented rooms in their homes. Hard-core wildlife photographers were willing to go through the trouble of cobbling together travel arrangements from all these entrepreneurs, individually, by mail. The Gunters’ innovation was to package these proprietors together and market all-inclusive vacations. They made the process of booking a trip to Churchill more like booking a stay at a Caribbean resort, and eventually bought the Tundra Buggy business from Len Smith when Smith retired to Florida. They began advertising through mainstream outlets like automobile clubs and the AARP. They were opening Churchill’s frontier to a wider spectrum of tourists—namely, Gunter told me, what the industry calls “classic tourists.”

			I’d been in Churchill for a couple of days at that point. The gaggles of classic tourists were impossible to miss. They were older—the average age of travelers to Churchill is sixty-one, according to one study—and moved between scheduled activities in chaperoned cohorts. The classic tourists seemed to delight in everything, wherever they went. It was always uplifting to hear the swishing of their snow-proof pants as they rose smiling, en masse, from their breakfast table at Gypsy’s Bakery and filed onto a school bus waiting outside, to light out for their next low-impact adventure.

			Over the years, the motivations of Churchill’s tourists seem to have changed just as dramatically as their demographics. The first wave of visitors to Churchill were coming to photograph the bears, but tended to have a broad appreciation for the landscape and its ecology. By comparison, locals told me, the current crop feels more myopically bear-centric—they come to Churchill to tick something off a list. A 2010 study in the journal Current Issues in Tourism on the phenomenon of “Last Chance Tourism” found that a majority of people traveling to Churchill were coming because they wanted to see polar bears before they went extinct. As one industry veteran put it, “People are coming to see the last dinosaur now.”

			—

			CHURCHILL’S POLAR BEARS are almost certain to be the first polar bears wiped out by climate change. This is a corollary of the same unconventional migration that strands them here every fall to be marveled at by tourists. Polar bears in Churchill are already pushing the limits of what’s possible for their species. Surviving in a place where the primary habitat—ice—simply vanishes for a few months each year has meant evolving one of the longest fasting periods of any animal on Earth. The bears’ lifestyle is almost literally feast or famine: bulking up all winter, then living off that accumulated energy while waiting out the summer on land. It means flirting with a breaking point at the lowest point of that cycle every year, just before the ice re-forms. (A healthy female bear might lose two-thirds of her body weight, only to put it back on after freeze-up.) And it leaves very little wiggle room to adapt if conditions change.

			A body of scientific research, including work by a University of Alberta biologist, Andrew Derocher, has shown that the ice on Hudson Bay is now breaking up three to four weeks earlier than it did in the 1980s, pushing the bears onto land earlier in the summer, and for a longer stretch of time. In short, they are being given less time to eat, then forced to fast for longer. Consequently, in the last twenty years, Churchill’s bear population has
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