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WHICH HISTORY?

“ Australia.. a strange land 
containing unusual animals”
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FROM OUR SOUTHERN 
CORRESPONDENT(S)

John Wiens and Richard Hobbs

Another year, another visit by John to 
Western Australia to collaborate with 
Richard and, inevitably, to visit Little 
Creatures Brewery, a place where the 
two colleagues have mused over things 
ecological while drinking beer.

Richard and John have a long history of meeting in various 
places, and the meetings usually start with a disagreement 
about whose turn it is to buy the beers, margaritas, or 
whatever. The trouble with history is that it happened in 
the past and is usually based at best on partial evidence and 
selective recollections. Hence, it is open to radically different 
interpretations. Indeed, Richard frequently uses selective 
memory loss to conclude that it must be John’s round, and 
John counters with equally certain but different recollections of 
the past. Which history is correct? 

The problem is that ‘history’, as in the recounting of past events 
rather than what actually happened, must be chronicled by 
someone, and there’s the rub. The history of conflicts is usually 
written by the winners. The histories of countries are often 
written by the European colonists or their descendents. The 
history of whose round it is often written by the fastest one to 
say “It’s your turn.” ‘History’ is a product of who’s telling the 
story, which is why accounts of the same events (for example, 
who bought last time) can differ so markedly. 

The context of the time also affects perceptions of history. In 
sciences such as ecology, the history of ideas often emphasizes 
the concepts in vogue at a particular time. For some time, 
equilibrium concepts bolstered the view that ecological 
systems varied within a relatively narrow range and ecological 
succession was an orderly, predictable process. Such concepts 
influenced the questions asked and what was regarded as the 
usual state of nature. The continuing grasp of past thinking—an 
unwritten ‘sense of history’—permeates any science, ecology 
included, and may strongly influence or even impede its 
development. 

Thinking about history over beers at Little Creatures, we got 
to wondering how history plays into ecology in North America 
and Australia (see BES Bulletin 42(1): 49–51 for our earlier 
musings on this topic). Australia is an ancient land, parts 
of which have been largely undisturbed, geologically, since 
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Gondwanan times. The soils are similarly 
ancient and generally poor in nutrients. 
Australia is also, over much of the 
continent, one of earth’s driest places, 
and has been so for many millennia. 
North America, by contrast, has been 
geologically active and subjected to 
multiple glaciations. It has been a more 
fertile and wetter place, leading to a 
greater variety of major vegetation 
types spread over the continent as a 
whole. The ebb and flow of vegetation 
over the North American landscape 
over the past 10,000 years has been 
documented through a rich record of 
pollen in lakebed deposits, a recording of 
history that is much more scattered and 
fragmentary in the dryness of Australia.

These are the histories written by 
geologists, paleontologists, and 
palynologists to piece together the 
deep environmental histories of the 
continents. Other more recent histories 
recorded the conditions experienced by 
the first European explorers and settlers. 
The first European immigrants to North 
America encountered environments that 
were largely familiar, and (after waging 
several wars and displacing indigenous 
populations) they set about converting 
the woodlands and prairies to farmlands. 
The colonization of Australia occurred 

two centuries later, and those who came 
found a strange land containing unusual 
animals, strikingly unfamiliar vegetation, 
and Aboriginal cultures they did not 
understand. The ‘Europeanization’ of 
Australia through introductions of plants 
and animals, extinction of a range 
of native animals, and establishment 
of farmlands and sheep and cattle 
production fundamentally altered 
Australian landscapes, at least in the 
less arid regions away from the desert 
interior. In both continents, much of 
the history taught in schools dates from 
the arrival of Europeans. The effects of 
indigenous peoples on the flora and 
fauna—which occurred over thousands 
of years in North America and tens of 
thousands of years in Australia—are 
just beginning to be appreciated by 
ecologists and anthropologists, if not yet 
by the general public.

The point of all this, we realized, is that 
‘history’ can be quite different depending 
on where you are, how far back you look, 
and whose version of history you use (not 
to mention how many beers you’ve had). 
The differences become important as 
ecologists, managers, and conservationists 
set targets or baselines. Consider the 
restoration of degraded ecosystems. 
Some in North America argue that the 

aim should be to return the environment 
to its ‘original’ state, before Columbus 
landed on Hispaniola. This goal is not only 
unattainable, due to the massive changes 
humans have inflicted upon the landscape 
since then, but it also ignores the earlier 
impacts of indigenous populations, 
stretching back for additional centuries. 
The history of human alterations of 
the environment did not begin with 
Columbus in North America, or with the 
Dutch explorers who first set foot on 
Australia a century later. 

Or consider the management of 
disturbance-prone ecosystems. For 
decades, management of fire in forests 
and bushlands emphasized suppression: 
unchecked fires damaged valuable 
resources, threatened human dwellings, 
and disrupted the inherent stability of 
the ecosystems. Historical variation in 
fire frequency and severity has now been 
incorporated into fire-management 
policies in North America, although there 
are debates about what span of history 
should be used. In northern Australia,  
the ways fire was used by Aborigines 
over millennia have been incorporated 
into fire-management practices in 
savanna ecosystems. 

“ The ebb and flow of vegetation over the 
North American landscape over the past 
10,000 years has been documented through 
a rich record of pollen in lakebed deposits”



Or consider the recovery of imperiled 
species. The recovery goals for 
endangered species in both continents 
aim to attain self-sustaining populations. 
The demographic attributes required to 
meet this goal, however, differ depending 
on the scope of history used. Is it the 
current environment, that which existed 
when a species was officially listed 
(generally when it was perilously close to 
extinction), the time prior to European 
colonization, or something else? 

Or here’s a more immediate example. 
Several decades ago a road was built on 
the Oregon coast by filling in an area of 
the Salmon River estuary as part of an 
amusement park development that later 
failed. The U.S. Forest Service is now 
restoring the estuary, removing the road 
and the trees that have grown alongside 
over the decades. The history that 
determines the ecologists’ desired state 
goes back before the road, when the 
trees were not there but the estuary was. 
For many of the public, however, the 
relevant history is more recent. The trees 
are part of the desired state, so people 
object to their removal. 

So what point in the flow of history 
determines the desired state? Is it 
when the only disturbances affecting 
the system were natural rather than 
anthropogenic? Is it when it was first 
realized that there was a problem 

requiring restoration, management, 
or conservation? Is it what we fondly 
remember from our childhood? Is it the 
blurry vision of the past that emerges 
after too many pale ales at Little 
Creatures? If a major disturbance occurs 
at an identifiable point in time (the 
eruption of Mt. Saint Helens, the Exxon 
Valdez oil spill, or the onset of mining 
in the jarrah forest in Western Australia 
come to mind), it may seem obvious that 
the historical reference point is whatever 
occurred just before the disturbance. But 
even then the undisturbed environment 
would probably have changed over the 
interim, shifting the target. Ecosystems 
are dynamic; stability or steady-state is 
an illusion quickly destroyed by time.

This becomes all the more obvious when 
we consider the cascading effects of 
future climate change on ecosystems, 
landscapes, and people. In many cases, 
systems may move beyond their historic 
range of variation (however defined) into 
novel configurations and dynamics not 
previously encountered. If the future is 
so uncertain and ‘history’ is so open to 
differing interpretations depending on 
whose version of history is used, how 
far back it goes, and where it occurred, 
one might question whether history 
has anything important to contribute to 
restoration, resource management, or 
conservation.

Yet history cannot be ignored. History 
is what tells us how we got to where 
we are now, and that in turn sets some 
boundaries on where we are likely to 
go in the future. Knowing how different 
species have responded to environmental 
changes in the past, for example, can 
reveal much about their resiliency 
or vulnerability to future changes. 
Understanding how the ecological and 
life-history attributes of species have 
influenced community assembly following 
past disturbances may help us predict 
responses in the future. Determining why 
particular restoration or management 
practices have or have not worked in the 
past may provide hints about which to 
employ under the changed conditions 
of the future. Knowing which invasive 
species have disrupted ecosystems and 
which have not can help to direct control 
efforts more effectively as invasions 
become more frequent. In all of these 
situations, history offers important 
insights. The trick is to be judicious in how 
history is used, to learn from it rather than 
to be its captive.

Having cleverly had the foresight to 
jot the preceding thoughts down on 
a napkin and put it in his pocket for 
later, John used history judiciously and 
pointed out that it was Richard’s round. 
In characteristic fashion, Richard was 
equivocal about the role of history in 
reaching conclusions like this, but, in the 
absence of solid information either way, 
obligingly trotted off to the bar to order 
more beers. 

•  John Wiens is Chief Scientist with PRBO 
Conservation Research in California. 
John visits Perth in his capacity as 
Winthrop Research Professor in the 
School of Plant Biology at the University 
of Western Australia, where Richard 
Hobbs is Australian Laureate Fellow.
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“ Australia is an ancient land, 
parts of which have been largely 
undisturbed, geologically, since 
Gondwanan times”


