49" Parallel, Vol.20 (Winter 2006-2007) Maher

“Landscape Lessons”: Gauging a Watershed in Don Gagn’s
Kokanee

Susan Naramore Maher
University of Nebraska at Omaha

A watershed is a marvelous thing to consider: gncess of rain falling,

streams flowing, and oceans evaporating causey evaecule of water on

earth to make the complete trip once every twoioniliyears. The surface is
carved into watersheds—a kind of familial branch@aghart of relationship,
and a definition of place. The watershed is thst fand last nation whose
boundaries, though subtly shifting, are unarguable

Gary Snyder, “Coming into the Watershed”

The literary tributary of the “watershed” narratiias a deep history in the North
American environmental canon, reaching back intstRlations’ oral narratives
and extending to the present day. The idea of eifspéwvatershed aesthetic” and
ethic, however, is a more recent development. Bnuiental writer Lawrence
Buell notes in his influential studyyriting for an Endangered Worl@001), that
“we are in the midst of a renaissance of enviroralgnconscious watershed
writing” (252). Indeed, he argues, “watershed” Hascome the most popular
defining gestalt in contemporary bioregionalism4§2. Water itself connects
deeply in the human experience: it representsitsielf for all flora and fauna.
Water across spiritual traditions is sacramentaltew cleanses, water purifies,
water prepares us for rebirth. Our response to rwatéactile, pleasurable, and
aesthetic. Water carves and shapes the landsddpegerses, as rivers, lakes, and
seafront become “picturesque landscape definergathtaking and sublime
(Buell 246). A watershed aesthetic reflects otherssing realities as well.
Connected to community identity, political bouneati national economies, and
other fraught issues like water rights, a waterskeadpowerful force over human
existence. So complicated is any watershed thall Bambines terms to pinpoint
its elusive, “luminous aesthetic-ethical-politieaelogical image” (247).
Watershed embraces all of these dimensions, whiclWwhy watershed writing
“remains very much a work in progress,” a genrehauit clear definition (252).
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The complexities of watershed space defy easy casagion or generic narration.
Still, the degradation of North American watersheasl the restoration efforts
that have ensued have compelled environmentalraiiteCanada and the United
States to place greater emphasis on rivers, thebajenarteries of a living

landscape. These writers demonstrate the wisdonindeWallace Stegner’s
memorable phrasing that we are all, in some wagufited by waters” (198).

-Kootenay Lake (looking south)

Since Aldo Leopold’'s publication oA Sand County Almanaion 1949, North
American environmental writers, including Buell,vieahad to grapple with his
concepts of “conservation esthetic” and “the lathicg’ Indeed, Part IV of the
Almanac “has led to a substantial canon of interpretiverks® (Rogers 51).
Briefly, for Leopold, “esthetics” and “ethics” ammplementary concerns. To
“promote perception” means to delve into the imarectedness of species and
landscape, an imaginative synthesis that is credtivthe core. Once one has
heightened perception, one’s ethical relationstop at landscape necessarily
deepens in a process Leopold calls “symbiosis” Y282and ethic brings about
“a kind of community instinct in-the-making,” a comanity that includes not just
humans, but flora, fauna, rock, water, and othéurah elements (203). Within
this vision, watersheds are essential functionsth&f land. In often-quoted
language that breathes a sense of urgency, eveperation, Leopold directly

addresses his readers:
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. . quit thinking about decent land-use as gokh economic
problem. Examine each question in terms of whagtigcally and
esthetically right, as well as what is economicatkypedient. A thing
is right when it tends to preserve the integritgbdity, and beauty of
the biotic community. It is wrong when it tends enthise. (224-25)

In the twentieth-first century, with organisatiolike U.S. Riverkeepers, Trout
Unlimited, and American Rivers (not to mention atpbra of other like-minded
environmental groups in Canada and the United Staterking diligently to
expose and correct the worst of human practicesywtitershed dimension of the
land ethic has come to the forefront. The taleritsNorth America’'s best
environmental writers, including Wes Jackson, Wérilarry, Barry Lopez, Ann
Zwinger, John Janovy, Jr., Linda Hogan, and Sh&uwtala, among many others,
have been enlisted as well. Responding, eithecttjrer indirectly, to Leopold’s
challenge in “The Land Ethic” section o4& Sand County Almanadhese
organisations and writers posit a central questitow are we to position human
interests and the “economically expedient” in lighitour growing knowledge of
larger ecological systems, particularly since mtes of the Leopoldian equation
(the narrowly human and the expansively biotic) dymamic, changing, and
potentially destabilising? How are humans goinggton to coexist in nature with

less interference and arrogance?

In the western United States and Canada, wherer \aatglability is a critical
problem, watershed writing addresses these urgeestipns. Indeed, on both
sides of the border, the use of water is so engedethat the phrase “natural
watershed” appears oxymoronic. Both surface andirgtovater are subject to
engineering—dams, agricultural canals, river chasaon, groundwater
irrigation, municipal wells—that has redefined tla@dscape. The Commission
for Environmental Cooperation, for instance, cé#iis larger Great Plains region
“a culturally-molded ecosystem” (“Ecological Regsoaf North America”). One
can make the same claim for the intermontane Wks$he United States and
Canada. Moreover, “Canada has developed more watersions than any other
country in the world, primarily to generate hydesticity” (“The North
American Mosaic”). Alarmingly, “[residents] of tHgnited States and Canada are
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the world’s largest consumers of water on a pertadgasis . . . and demand is
growing, especially in some very dry areas” (“Thertd American Mosaic”). The
many engineering feats to control water in the Nodmerican West and to
promote economic development have done nothindghémge a basic fact of this
landscape: aridity. As Wallace Stegner has writtienthe West “[we] can’t create
water or increase the supply. We can only hold kmuk redistribute what there
is” (“Living Dry” 60). Citizens of both countriesatinot rely solely on human

ingenuity and technology to survive in the Wessevadaptation must follow suit.

North of the 49 Parallel, a growing community of environmental ters across
genres, including Sharon Butala, Laurie Ricou, Tiitburn, Sid Marty, and
Robert Kroetsch, have focused their writings ondtmape serving as “the
geographical clasp” of continental watersheds: sstern Canada, waters flow
north to the Arctic Ocean, south to the Gulf of Mex and west to the Pacific
Ocean (GaytonWM 82). Don Gayton, ecologist and essayist, is a fostm
member of this group. Gayton has added his powedide to the call of both
Leopold’s land ethic and Buell's “watershed aesthietinventing his own
distinctive environmental narrative of the “landsealesson.” In his essays,
Gayton extends Leopold’s interest in collapsing whian B. Rogers has called
“the troublesome binary between ‘nature’ and celurn dichotomy that has
plagued many efforts to develop coherent altereatte our current ways of being
in the world” (58). His landscape lessons are pérta new, broader ethic of
sustainability” (Rogers 67). With the publicatioh The Wheatgrass Mechanism
(1990), Gayton has claimed position as one of NoAitherica's foremost
environmental essayists. His explorations of bt prairie and intermontane
Canadian West express a profound concern with ¢higgs and ethics of place.
His nonfiction suggests one way that writers ofrddgd western landscapes can
represent what Dan Flores has called “tangiblecgge$ of place,” illuminating
both the human and natural dimensions at play iacep delving into the
biological matrix of place, and “folding those ewgies into human history”
(Flores 92). Gayton has argued that the histostadta of place, conjoining
natural and human history, bring us important “Ecape lessons"WM 42).
Despite the “foggy and obscure” knowledge we migdne of the former human

and natural histories of a place, we must seekkhatvledge in the landscape to
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help us coexist better with our environment—orGayton’s phrasing, “set the
basic terms for human use of itWM 42). “Landscape” is a term Gayton chews
over in a number of essays published between 188@@06. In “The Mountain
Electric” (1996), he reminds us that “the ‘scape’landscape means viewyr
view” (Landscapes 15). Too often humans use the word landscape
metaphorically, in a self-serving manner—landscaps construct and
arrangement. Gayton, however, echoing Leopold, estggthat landscape has its
own integrity: “there is a subtle coherency aneémess to the way nature arranges

its objects in space” (15).

The bigger question, then, in Gayton’s writings taslo with human attempts to
restore “trueness and coherency” after human &cthas degraded the natural
landscape. Moreover, contemporary humans must gid&uggainst their own
tendencies to construct static, interior, assemldadiscapes stitched together
from “shreds of ancient mythology, half-remembei2dney movies, romantic
yearnings, cultural assumptions, primal landscagped genetic anachronism”
(Landscape$?2). Such self-serving pastiche may ultimatelydhwod relation to the
landscapes humans inhabit. Even when human culemdwace nature or one
acknowledges “oneself as an extension of naturayt@ argues, humans “seem
to have the capacity to destroy the environmernt ¢hatains them”Landscapes
134). In other words, “a sustainability ethic” gatees nothingL@ndscapes
134). Gayton has recently commented that our ralising habits—"[we]
compartmentalize each challenge, assign a pritoity, develop a strategic plan
for it, allocate resources and dollars to it, @amehtmove on to the next item”—are
interfering with our connection to landscape anel tlatural world (“Establishing
a Landscape Connection” 8). Embracing “the qualdy ‘nativeness,”
understanding and connecting tgehius loc” will guide inhabitants of place
toward repairing natural systems. Gayton conclutiesce that critical bond is
re-established, we can go on to engage the vistmgal of living sustainably
within ecosystems, rather than in spite of themEstablishing a Landscape
Connection” 9). He perceives that what “our view”tbe land is—correct or
not—determines our activities upon that land; tbalbrating human perceptions

of the land through narrative landscape lessorestak urgency in his writings.
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Studying biodiversity is Gayton'’s life’s work. Hisiological studies have taken
him from the provinces of Manitoba and Saskatchetwahe complex coastal and
intermontane ecologies of British Columbia. Two lé books pivot around
particular biomes, using a singular species—whaatgrand the land-locked
kokanee—as central metaphor and biological indeis é&hrliest work, The
Wheatgrass Mechanismestablishes Gayton’s modus operandi, his way of
tackling complicated issues of restoration, humdapégation, and evolutionary
history. Starting with the humble wheatgrass, Gayton spimigard to the
microscopic structure of DNA, the deep structurglace, and circles outward to
the complex interconnections of grass to the lalgeme of landscape, all the
flora and fauna. Wheatgrass becomes the cornersibr@ayton’s “historical
ecology” (25), an effort to understand the contaxte of land and humanity. First
Nations people first migrated to the grasslandayitey profound generational
imprints on the land: medicine wheels, teepee riagsient kill sites, pictographs,
and boulder effigiesWM 41-42). The grasslands provided the matrix of Nativ
culture. Echoing fellow Saskatchewan writers Stegaed Butala, Gayton
critiques the settlement culture that followed, penfectly tuned to their
environment” (44). Unlike First Nations inhabitanggttlers perceived the land as
malleable, usable, purely material. The ancientatdgrass and the biome that
sustained it have subsequently faced rupture anoesale annihilation. What
remains of the ancient landscape is now fragméatgile islands upon which to
build bioregional identity. For one generative irtgauof Gayton’s landscape

lessons is the desire for restoration.

Understanding wheatgrass leads to greater knowleflga entire ecosystem and
the methods of healing that system. Gayton ackriyele the danger of this
desire: “Preserving or restoring tiny scraps inttecad locations may ultimately
reinforce the odyssey of loss” (105). Yet he cangoobre the irony that grassland
restoration has emanated out from urban centres (@hicago, Madison,
Winnipeg, and Calgary, that desire for restoredsgleands is so strongly felt in
denuded cities. The descendants of settlers hase aiovoked interest in
restoration efforts; farming and ranching on thedrPlains takes great, often
underappreciated effort and success increasingigriis upon understanding the

mechanisms of the biome, the interconnections iofate, geology, and biology.
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The sustainability of human communities on the @araand American plains
has links to grasslands restoration efforts. Thievidual conscience, the practice
of a consistent landscape ethic, pricks at Gayton, He, like so many of us,
knows the connection between consumer patternshabids and “unsustainable
[i.e. unethical] practices” that destroy the grasdk. At his worst, Gayton calls
himself “an unfeeling urban runaway, an environrakstreet kid . . . [and] in this
frame of mind, all the wealth of environmental imfation | receive means little”
(145). Still, the “issue of earth bonding” connecte “a practical program” of
change remains essential. A humble native grassnies his entry point into a
bioregion and into positing a land ethic, throughdscape lessons, to protect the
deep history of place and to root the human cutwfethe plains back into this

place.

Most recently, Gayton has focused attention onkibetenay bioregion embraced
by the Rocky Mountains on the east and the ColurMmantains on the west.
Here he extends his interest in “storied” landscgpeviding ecological context
from scientific research, First Nations oral higtosettlement imprints, and
personal reflection. The confluence of stories sasuthe “ecological moral tales”
of place Kokanee62). Once again, the lesson provided reflects Gégtooncern
over the complexities of landscape restoration,etart that conceivably will
redeem both place and people living in that placebracing ideas of aesthetics
and ethics. Gayton argues for a bioregional etmd a&stablishment of a
bioregional culture in the Kootenays. “Fundamentdues of place, social
relation, and sustainability,” Gayton asserts, mhestrecast “in the form of new
bioregional cultures” (84). In the reintegration ohture and culture—one
definition of bioregionalism (Lindholt 244)—Gaytomproposes a “new phase of
regional culture-building, encouraging us to spatylresearch, and reinterpret”
the landscape lessons of a complex, dynamic regiamestern Canada (89). As
“literary activist,” Gayton joins a growing chora$ voices “helping to seed new
‘ecocultures’ of peoples who know, love, and caretleir lands” (Lindholt 247).
He would concur with fellow Canadian writer, LaufRécou, who has observed
that “[the] impetus behind regional allegiance ist rproperty rights, but

imaginative rights, the need of a community, exgeedsin story, to take care of
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itself” (100). Such an impulse reveals a desireetmnnect to indigenous practices
often ignored during settlement years.

Yet much work remains before ecocultures can ewpeho take firm rooting in
North America in the twenty-first century. As MaxelSchlaeger has bluntly
written, “[nature] is not treated ethically” acrofise globe (339). Countering
communities’ indifference or paralysis in the faafethe enormous political will
required to change human habits and economies—iakircritical mass of
individuals embrace a land ethic—remains an ovelwimg mandate of
Canadian and American environmental writers alMereover, Gayton’s interest
in lessons that are fundamentally ethical connbets to the deep tradition in
environmental writing that has been examining feeroa century the effects of
headlong modern industrial culture—what Gayton scakttlement culture—on
diverse landscapes. Aldo Leopold arguediBand County Almandbat “land-
use ethics are still governed wholly by economil-is¢erest” (209); over fifty
years later, Gayton perceives that same dominayatealso sees glimmers of
hope as ideas of biophilia (E. O. Wilson’s concepiil bioregionalism (argued
most eloquently in Lawrence Buell’'s books) becorad pf our cultural dialogue.
Gayton’s vision inKokanee affirms Leopold’s observation that “ethics are
possibly a kind of community instinct in-the-maKin@03). Put another way,
Paul Lindholt observes that “[e]cologies and comities are two banks of the
same stream” (247). In early 2tentury Kootenay towns, Gayton perceives “the
raw materials for a brash, earthy, and innovatiwet€nay bioregional culture,”
evidence that the community instinct in this pdr€anada is beginning to bend to
the idea of embracing region, indeed of loving oegiLeopold’'s land ethic in
motion. The cultural shift Gayton sees at work e tKootenays reflects the
“evolutionary logic” that biologist E.O. Wilson durtes in his influential bookn
Search of Nature(1996). First one must recognise that “biodivgrsig the
Creation”; once the human mind can accept the dedeg of humanity in the
larger biological matrix, then one can acknowledgner species are our kin”
(176-77). Nature plays a part in our cultural camgions as well in Wilson’s
logic: “the biodiversity of a country,” he arguégs part of its national heritage”
(177). Finally, Wilson insists, in a visionary mombethat “biodiversity is the

frontier of the future” (178). The landscape lessdbayton offers in over a
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decade’s writing give dramatic life to Wilson’s ¢amothers’) concepts of an

environmental ethics and ethos.

- Spawning kokanee

Connecting nature to human spirit (part of the st-of his collection of essays,
Landscapes of the InterigrGayton has continued to explore his developroént
an environmental ethos that is bioregional at he@ayton’'s move to Nelson,
British Columbia gave him a new bioregion to exploone that has its own
unique deep history and landscape logic. The irsgecies for his newest book is
the eponymous redfisKokanee In a book published concurrently with Gayton’s,
entitledThe Arbutus/Madrone Files: Reading the Pacific INestst writer Laurie
Ricou eloquently explains, “the salmon story shagpdsiman story—and a fluid
relationship to place” (109). Indeed, a mythic ¢oafce takes shape, according
to Ricou, in which “fish, river, and human run ttger” (111). Reflecting this
watershed aesthetic, Gayton’s text develops alosgndar line: kokanee define
the Kootenay bioregion and the human connectiopldoe. Watershed and land
work inseparably, their biotic cycles in symbiodisdeed, for the first people, the
Sinixt, kokanee provide an explanation of the Koates divided, isolated
geography. Having stolen salmon from the peopléhefDalles, Coyote left the
lower Columbia River and began a journey to therint. Along the way, Coyote
stopped from village to village, asking the localople to exchange a little sex

with their women for some fish. If villagers refashis bargain, Coyote would



49" Parallel, Vol.20 (Winter 2006-2007) Maher

rage “and smash his walking stick against the rbaerk, making a cliff . . . so the
local people upstream would never taste his salnt@8). When he reached the
Sinixt, they too refused his proposition, and igemCoyote “created the falls to
stop the salmon, but he also left a crude reminfiais power, a kind of obscene
gesture, in the form of Coyote Rock” (29). The $irstory provides “an alternate
explanation” for the sockeye’s absence in the Ka@yeand for the appearance of
the kokanee (29).

For the indigenous peoples of the interior, kokanelped organise the cycle of a
year's work—what Gayton calls “a series of comps®asonal and elevational
movements through the Kootenays to harvest fisar, daountain sheep, berries,
and other staples” (30). Artifacts 3200 years digsh to the deep connection
between the Sinixt and the watershed. Harvestiqgired tools—"river weirs, J-
shaped wicker baskets [ . . . ], twisted-bark fisks with baited wooden hooks,
and spears” (30). Spawning fish drew the Sinixtgbedo various prime locations
along the rivers. The turning of the sumac leavethe fall matched the redfish
themselves, signaling the return of the spawnermsodgh “the matrix of oral
stories,” the Sinixt shared their intimate underdtag of the mountains and
rivers, of annual cycles and returns, with futuenerations. Such stories, in
Gayton’s mind, demonstrate “how regional naturéudt right into a cultural
identity” (32). Settler culture, in contrast, hasimd itself bereft of such binding
stories, depending instead on quantitative knowdetltat “studiously avoids
symbolism and spirituality” (31). Like many postisment writers of the North
American West, Gayton bends to the accumulated omisérchived in First

Nations’ oral stories, a critical database of sagée

Qualitative data complement scientific inquiry i@yon’s essays. As a scientist,
Gayton himself has added to the quantitative kndgdeof the Kootenays (among
other bioregions in Canada). He presents as wellsthentific narrative of the
Kootenays, a narrative of great lava flows and masglaciation, a geologic tale
of uplift and carving. The Wisconsonian Ice Ageduoed enormous, “swelled”
glacial lakes in this region, Glacial Lakes ColugmhVissoula, and Kutenai (16).
Bit by bit, the ice sheets from this final ice agéreated, leaving behind massive

lakes. Glacial Lake Kutenai was a “seminal everthm life of the kokanee,” for

10
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sockeye salmon and other migrating saltwater fshrjeyed upstream from the
Pacific to spawn (18). Eventually even Glacial L&égenai shrank, and by 9500
BP (Before Present) other barrier land forms, Ceygock and Upper and Lower
Bonnington Falls, reappeared, blocking the contisuoonnection from lake to

ocean that the sockeye’s reproductive cycle demkngb®n. Stranded sockeye
transformed themselves from anadromous fish tdhraeger salmon, “becoming

kukenai, the redfishOncorhynchus nerkathe salmon of the mountains, the
kokanee” (19).

In the scientific story, like the indigenous peaplstory, the Columbia River’s
“massive” watershed dominates (23). Two rivers tagposite paths through this
geography, the southward flowing Kootenay River dne northward flowing
Columbia, “each hugging the west slope of the RegkiGayton explains, “and
each responding to that small but significant défee of slope and gravity at
Canal Flats” that marks their divide (25). Gayta@ifies their movement in terms
of relationship, “sister” rivers that “start close each other,” then “fly off in
exactly opposite tangents”; yet, at the 500 kiloemiseparation, at their farthest
point, the sisters “reconsider . . . [doubling] kaan themselves” until they
“finally join and acknowledge the westward pull sdlt water” (26). Within this
grand and kinetic history, “[c]lontained within tmeassive forces of mountain
geology, small but significant acts of biology caectur that permanently change
the shape and meaning of a place” (16). Yet thensific narrative alone cannot
provide the kind of mythology necessary to “helgegus a better sense of this
Kootenay region that we share” (33). To embracebibesgional identity of the
Kootenay, one must acknowledge layers of storiedgimg the Sinixt cosmogony
to the scientific narratives of the European imfda®ne must, as Ricou has put
it, claim “the imaginative rights” of the Kooten&lyrough the complex of stories
over time and across cultures. The colonial cujtuteough, makes such
imaginative bridging a complicated, fraught effdrideed, colonial history has
promoted “the framing of the river as a fronties an artery for trade, as a
provider of rich alluvial land and as a resourcebto dammed for power and
irrigation” and “have created a perception of mautar ‘stakes’ whilst excluding
others” (Hillman 33).

11
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-Lower Bonnington Dam, 1999

The last century of economic exploitation in theokemays compresses a litany of
human assaults on the landscape—a history, in @ayteords, of “smash and

grab.” The Kootenays have witnessed a brutal ssaue®f beaver trappers, gold,
silver, and coal miners, railroad builders, cattéchers, loggers, and dam
engineers. The 1860 gold strike on Wild Horse Ciaekight thousands of people
to the region. The mine tailings, dam diversiongiraulic sluicing, and other

operations disrupted streambeds and ruined spawetiagnels (35). When the
railroad arrived in 1898, coal mining commenced #reh “a flurry of lead, zinc,

and silver mining activity” (36). The environmentiégradation of the watershed
worsened. More dams were built, ore processingeitis dumped into Kootenay
Lake, and entire mountainsides logged and denudediging has been

particularly pernicious, for floating logs downstre, a common practice in the
early days of logging, left streambeds scouredhauit “the gravel beds so vital to
kokanee and other fish” (38). The industrialisatiof the Kootenays through
mining and foresting became a permanent, if ecocallgiunstable, feature of the
interior. Agriculture brought further changes, ifi Gayton’s opinion, “fairly

benign” (37). But the aftermath of damming riverashcreated “places of
biological holocaust” (43). From 1898 to 1984, dstmuctures have disturbed the

entire Columbia River watershed. Gayton lamentsur‘@ams are a kind of

12
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concrete antithesis of the kokanee, carrying be#t and symbolic significance”
(42); dams proclaim

our mastery over nature, the power of the enginaed his
technologies, the imperial nature of governmentd atilities, the
ascendancy of consumer needs, and the absolutdctionvthat
natural systems like rivers can be gutted, turmsitle out, and then
re-engineered to human specifications. Of the niumgan arrogances
that dams have come to symbolize, this last omerbaps the most
catastrophic. (42)

Hatcheries have not been able to counter the palyelfiome-altering
consequences of dams. The effects on the Sinixto#mel salmon peoples have
been devastating, but the extractive cultures fesed repercussions as well. The
psychic damage from economic volatility, pollutiomholesale loss of towns to
reservoirs, and the ugliness of utility cannot beusately measured. All of these
industries have put the kokanee in a chokehold. altezations to land and water
have been so irrevocable that to leave nature m@blugh alone may impair
healing: after decades of human tampering, decaubes of careful intervention

may be necessary, Gayton argues (62).

Gayton’s own father, Don Sr., was himself an enginan unwitting participant
in the “smash and grab” of the American and Camatligest. At the end of the
“Smash and Grab” chapter, Gayton notes that hisefagained critical distance
from river-affecting industry later in life. In nesnse to effluent pollution from a
pulp-mill into his fishing waters in northern Calrhia, Don Sr. spits out, to his
son’s surprise, “You're damn right, it's a terriblleing, and whenever anyone
makes any noise about it, LP [Louisiana Pacifist jinreatens to close down the
mill and put people out of work” (44). Such perdomates grace the narrative of
Kokanee While deftly ranging over the multiple context$ place, Gayton
grounds all in the intimate portrait of the authbis work, his family, and his
community; his own biophilia centres the teximportantly, Gayton begins his
tale of the kokanee with a personal, intergenamatidishing story. The small,

intimate story organises the deeper woof and wedwbe kokanee’s landscape

13
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lesson. Don Sr. travels to Nelson for one of maslffishing trips with his now
middle-aged son. Once a man who moved his familys@arch of better fishing
grounds,” Gayton’s father had hoped for “one masstalgic salmon expedition”
(9). Instead, he settles for “landlocked” Nelsor ats city wharf, “sandwiched
unromantically between the hotel and the airstrff0). During his father’s
lifetime, salmon fishing has diminished noticealdychange that has left the old
man in rage. When he catches a fifteen-inch-lorkpkee off the wharf, Gayton
cannot help but notice the difference; though “altmy length for a mature
kokanee,” it was “smaller than its coastal doppedgs, the sockeye” (11).
Ironically, Don Sr. spent his life as “part of tHadundlessly energetic postwar
generation for whom the reshaping of the earth watthnology was not only a
right, but a sacred duty” (11). Don Sr. had worlesda labourer on the Grand
Coulee dam, a project Gayton equates to “a stakerdthrough the heart of the
world’s greatest salmon river” (11-12). The paraddsithe father's contradictory
passions—fishing and dam building—gains poignangging this late, perhaps
final, fishing trip. The old man’s diminishment—igig on a “garish” aluminium
lawn chair at the dock—conflates with the greatetu@bia River watershed’s
diminishment. Son and father are connected thrabhghkokanee, feeling “the
curious power in this wild creature,” yet the kokanlike so much that is wild,

projects “a symbolic power” that “is in decline”)L

-Sport fishing for kokanee

14
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Don Sr.’s presence in the narrative prepares ®idter chapters. In “A Chronicle
of Interference,” Gayton presents the complicatistoly of human meddling at
Kootenay Lake, an interference that hoped to im@roacreational fishing but
nearly brought the kokanee to the brink. The “mdustrial Kootenay river and
lake system had a certain natural input,” Gaytoplars, of phosphorous, “the
crucial element for living organisms” (58). Frommmg days forward to hydro-
electric and flood-control dam projects, the Koatenwatershed has faced
“streambed modification, nutrient depletion [and]andinduced water
fluctuations” (70). When natural fish populationsectined, the Canadian
government supported fisheries. With fishing conwbsj “charter, tackle,
moorage, food, and accommodation businesses” f&ld).to this complex story a
moment in 1949 when the B.C. Game Commission’sesaptative, Peter Larkin,
came up with a solution to enhance trout fishing@btenay Lake: to introduce a
tiny crustacean found in Alberta lakes, the Mysi®possum shrimp. A few years
hence, in 1953, a fertiliser plant began productioiKimberley, B.C. The plant
dumped phosphorous-rich waste water into the $4amy’s River and on into the
Kootenay river system. “This concentrated pulse ptiosphorous,” Gayton
explains, “acted like an ecological steroid” (54okanee grew enormous,
delighting fishing enthusiasts, but so too did kisis population. Unbeknownst
to scientists, neither the trout nor the kokaneasumed Mysis. But Mysis
consumed a food vital to them, the microscopic Déguh“The normal algae to
Daphnia to kokanee to rainbow food chain was bealisgupted by what the
biologists dubbed ‘the Mysis shunt,” which was alg® Daphnia to Mysis,
period” (55). Add a drone dam in 1964, the Dunearg a subsequent fish kill in
the millions, and the entire system was wobblinge Tertiliser plant closed down
in 1987, shutting down the phosphorous party. Thkakee, “the symbol, the
fundamental ur-creature of this region, the totde€tered, and human concern,
not just for businesses contingent upon fisheries for the species itself,
demanded a response (80). The latest intervenéike fertilisation, appears to be

working, and local communities have collectivelg&ithed a sigh of relief.
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-Adding phosphorous for Kokanee fishery, 1996

Preserving the kokanee is Gayton’s central mota| far this species is a key to
the entire bioregion. In his final chapters “Homeatéf,” “Fishing,” and
“Bioregion,” Gayton sees an ethical transformatetnwork in the Kootenays:
“People of this region have moved from colonialiffeslence through industrial
devastation to, finally, an actual relationship hwthese fish” (72). Moreover,
Gayton perceives other transformative insights. Waeershed itself connects the
Kootenays northward to Alaska, and southward toGh# of Mexico through “a
larger matrix of sinuous biological threads” (78Jigrations of fish and fowl
provide lessons on “ecological linkages” that “smiatward, anastomose, and
densify across the known landscape” (73). The ke&kamonnects Gayton and like-
minded members of his community to “a deeper megnis | learn about the
kokanee, somehow | am better able to understandytte of life, the meaning of
family, the pull of home” (80). Perhaps the mogm#icant landscape lesson is
that of humility, for “[n]o part of this ecosysteneeds us to function,” he asserts
(83). Insignificance in the face of sufficiency “®&snew and healthy sentiment”
(83). From a history that ignored ecosystem togitesent moment of “inclusive
ecology,” Gayton addresses a quantum leap in utahelig and attendant self
knowledge (83). Science and art, he insists, aleitly “respect for First Nations
knowledge,” are necessary in a new consciousnassdan move us forward into
a dynamic empathy with the regional landscape” .(&Wreasingly, notions of
bioregionalism filter into Kootenay governance &wésters, miners, ranchers . .
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. guide-outfitters . . . park advocates, environtaksts, small business people,
fishers, and trappers” collaborate on the Kootddayndary Land Plan (87). In
1998, these groups reached consensus and unpremédaccord. Gayton's

landscape lessons end at this moment of beginafrrgstoration.

In this way, Gayton confirms the experience of haotnorthwestern writer,
William Kittredge, who argues, “we cannot live wotlt connection, both psychic
and physical” (164). The story of the redfish, ko&e, and its unique landscape of
origin rallies all of Gayton’s concerns—familialjobegional, spiritual—into a
fierce advocacy and love of place. Lawrence Buels hnoted that
“[environmental] texts . . . practice restorat&mi by calling places into being,
that is not just be naming objects but by dramagish the process how they
matter” (267). Such bending concern is ethicahedrt. FromThe Wheatgrass
Mechanismto Kokanee Gayton’s narrative blueprints for restoration temb in
bioregionalism and a land ethic have served thi®eaky. Like Leopold, Gayton
cannot separate the human from the natural, fattire’ becomes an exceedingly
complex concept that is, at the same time, undgnstizialand natural” (Rogers
60). The “sociality” of place requires, then, ahieal relationship to it, just as
human-to-human relationship generates moral conderom the start of his
narrative, Gayton uses the metaphor of “tanglepresent the various levels of
connectedness that bring about changed perceptidnaaceptance of one’s
ethical relationship to place. One is tangled imifeal relationships, the
conservative father and the “hippy” son, now midadeed with a son of his own.
One is tangled in place, and the place itself, Kuotenay bioregion, is “a
complex ecological tangle, as well as a human B86). One is part of the
kokanee, “a clean and dignified and rooted par®),(&nd one shares with the fish
and its home watershed a destiny, an “entangletlirdu Messy, uncertain,
“unpredictable, and problematic” humanity must neergith place if what
Leopold called “the beauty of the biotic communitg’to survive $and County
83). Gayton’s tangle leads not to confusion buhtwal clarity. The rich matrix of
the tangle connects the kokanee to a land ethi@araksthetic that privileges the

watershed’s “unarguable” integrity. In Gayton’s dsy
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Humans do not have dominion over beasts of the faeld fishes of
the sea, that much | believe. On the other hadidnlit revere nature
over humanity. | do believe that organisms and ystems, like that
silver-sided kokanee, have an inherent right tgtexice . . . The grand
experiment for us is whether we can grant and rtgpese multiple
rights of nature’s existence, a kind of ecologicharter of rights, if
you will. If we can somehow do that, then we widve the diverse
regional parts of this big blue marble as a permas&ge on which to
play out our mostly tawdry—but occasionally splehkeihuman
dramas. (13)

A significant renaissance of Canadian environmentalting is underway.
Drawing from indigenous writings and oral taleseatfic studies, and political
and economic history, Canadian writers like Gaydom helping to define a larger
North American environmental consciousness. Whitditipal and cultural
boundaries remain distinctive—and U.S. hegemonyomtirtual, over-reaching
presence—the shared landscape makes environmemtedge a multi-national
responsibility. The ecological biomes that defiregions of North America
existed before political boundaries were drawn godrtered on the continent.
Indigenous perceptions and practices, intimatag to natural cycles, pre-dated
European settlement by thousands of years. Thivediarecent re-engineering of
North American lands to serve an industrial, te¢ébgically-driven economy has
altered the West irrevocably. Speaking from hertsoastern Saskatchewan
ranch, Sharon Butala notes, “Such is the fragiftyhis landscape that even today
a practiced eye can spot land that was brokennasds seventy or more years ago
and then allowed to go back to Nature; nobody knidwswill ever return to its
original condition” Perfection50). Returning to ways that respect the conditions
of place is an urgent call in North American enmireental writing, yet our very
ways of living on this continent make such a relusive. “[We] are supposed to
converge around a single, worldwide commercial urelt Gayton laments,
“where goods and services are harmonised to eltmilecal variation. Labour,
capital, and products are predestined to settle atseamless flow from one
anonymous market area to another, reacting ongupply, demand, and profit”

(KokaneeB4). Resistance to homogenised globalisation iffiawdt but necessary
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cultural process, in Gayton’s opinion. A waterslaedthetic, embedded in a land
ethic, is one way Gayton and his peers have framhed crucial issues of
sustainability, restoration, and bioregionalismeTéntanglements of water, the
“familial branching” to use Gary Snyder’s rich mghtar, can guide North
American communities toward a wiser emplacemetiténfuture, a higher quality

of existence, and a corrected sense of ethical ties

-Dead Spawners
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" Thanks to Art Stock for use of his photographsithe text oiokanee All
photos copyright Art Stock.
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