
deciduous forest ecosystems,” Askins asserts (p. 141). Reintroducing
top predators, therefore, is the best way to restore diverse deciduous
forests. In recent years rapid climate change poses another danger to
forests, raising the question that a rapidly warming earth will
threaten the ability of species to adapt. Yet another threat to wood-
lands—accelerating as a consequence of global trade—is the intercon-
tinental transfer of insects and pathogens. Yet amid the doom and
gloom of these fears, the author sees hope in the remarkable resil-
ience of deciduous forests.

William G. Robbins

Oregon State University
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Eco-history: An Introduction to Biodiversity and
Conservation. By Ian D. Rotherham. Knapwell, Cambridge: White
Horse Press. 2014. 253 pp. Illustrations, timeline, bibliographies, and
index. Paper $40.00.

Rotherham’s book is an environmental history of Great Britain and a
description of how this history has informed the fate of conservation
efforts there through the ages. Although he occasionally refers to the
British story as a case study, Rotherham does not develop a more gen-
eral theory beyond the notion that, at least through the Holocene,
many species and ecosystems were so heavily integrated in human ac-
tivities that conservation of biodiversity without its cultural context
is doomed to failure. Thus the notion that nature reserves can be an
effective conservation tool in the long run is highly questionable.
Although he defends this proposition fairly well with respect to
Britain, and one readily sees lessons for parts of Europe and Asia,
surely a larger portion of global biodiversity at the species level does
not require traditional human uses of the landscape for its survival.

The unifying thread of Eco-history is the concept of “cultural sever-
ance,” the abandonment of traditional “eco-cultural landscapes.” In
an era of much lower population sizes and limited mobility, small-
scale human disturbance on a regular basis often entailed sustainable
management of recycled nutrients. Uses of woodland and heath are
Rotherham’s prime examples. As he sees it, critical features of sustain-
able traditional use were formally designated or informally recog-
nized commons, for purposes such as grazing and firewood, and
commons in his view were not doomed to overexploitation in the
tragedy depicted by Garrett Hardin. Rather, the commons succumbed
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to British laws that allowed their closure to the peasantry. Also critical
to the decline of biodiversity was the formal recognition of property
rights and the subsequent rise of absentee landlords. Adding to the
conservation crisis in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries were
the agricultural revolution, rapid urbanization, pollution, and imperi-
alism, which added “invasive, alien and exotic plants, animals and
diseases to a recombinant ecological stew” (p. 173).

The beginnings of British environmental and conservation move-
ments, which Rotherham dates primarily to the early twentieth cen-
tury, responded to the increasingly obvious ecological devastation.
However, in his view these movements are at best stop-gap measures
in the presence of cultural severance. Though they have saved a num-
ber of species from extirpation in Great Britain and allowed the rein-
troduction of others that had been lost, he claims the resulting
reserves of various sorts of habitats (fens, marshes, wetlands, forests,
etc.) are far too small to ensure long-term persistence, nor do they ad-
equately engage a largely urban population and educate them about
British biodiversity, much less about its intricate relationship to vari-
ous ecosystem processes. The few areas of Britain where a semblance
of the traditional cultural uses of the landscape have reestablished
the historical regime of small disturbances are inadequate to ensure
the regional survival of the species dependent on them. Further,
Rotherham holds that funding for conservation measures from vari-
ous agencies is too fragile in the face of global economic vicissitudes,
and the pressures of economic development inevitably outweigh
ecological exigencies in a modern economy that is not sustainably
integrated into the landscape. Rotherham sees British conservation
peaking about ten years ago and the United Kingdom descending
into a “new environmental Dark Age” (p. 182) with the advent of the
Big Society, pointing to the proposed high-speed rail system as an
example that will wreak particular ecological havoc, despite
masquerading as “green transport.”

This truly dismal scenario is difficult to dispute, yet Rotherham
does not outline a way to redress the cultural severance that he sees at
its base on an island with 61 million people aspiring to a modern
middle-class existence. The picture Rotherham draws of the old eco-
cultural landscapes that sustained much of British biodiversity is
perhaps somewhat romanticized—many of Thomas Hardy’s novels
provide a contrasting view—but, granting that their importance to
conservation is not overstated (it is simply sketched out in Eco-history
but detailed in many of the author’s cited works), how will new eco-
cultural landscapes be created on a sufficient scale? And cannot ref-
uges be increased and better managed so as to stem the hecatomb
that Rotherham depicts?

The high point of Eco-history is a remarkable 42-page “Timeline,”
detailing in linear fashion 224 key points in the history of British
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nature conservation from AD 1000 to 2000: laws especially, but also
extinctions, introductions, establishment of nature reserves and envi-
ronmental organizations. Rotherham concisely lists the impacts
of each event, with further explication for about half of them. This
section alone could be published as a short book that almost any en-
vironmental historian would value. Some sections of the book refer
the reader to particular parts of the Timeline, but many events in the
Timeline are stand-alone entries Rotherham does not discuss
elsewhere.

Daniel Simberloff

University of Tennessee

doi: 10.1093/envhis/emv023
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The Nature of Childhood: An Environmental History of
Growing up in America Since 1865. By Pamela Riney-Kehrberg.
Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2014. 273 pp. Illustrations, notes,
bibliography, and index. Cloth $34.95.

To the ever-growing list of books in the “environmental history of”
category, we can now add this useful volume. Pamela Riney-Kehrberg
has synthesized the scholarship of the history of childhood in the
United States with the more narrowly focused studies of children and
their relationship with nonhuman nature. As she rightly notes, until
now “the environmental history of childhood has been written in
bits and pieces” (p. 5). Riney-Kehrberg has supplemented this synthe-
sis of secondary source material with considerable archival research
of her own. The result is a fascinating and successful effort to put our
current cultural anxieties about “nature deficit disorder” and over-
scheduled childhoods in environmental historical context.

Focusing for the most part on the rural Midwest, Riney-Kehrberg
acknowledges her debt to Elliott West’s classic study Growing Up in the
Country as she begins her story in the decades following the Civil
War. Using a mix of archival and published sources, Riney-Kehrberg
explores the ways rural children at that time had much less mediated
interactions with their environments than their early twenty-first
century counterparts. Nonetheless, from the well-studied efforts of
people such as Liberty Hyde Bailey to the lesser known work of orga-
nizations like the Farm Boy Cavaliers, Riney-Kehrberg traces the
emergence of a society in which adults have increasingly tried to seize
control of children’s experiences with the natural world.
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