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Loving ‘The Beast of Waste and Desolation’: Wildlife Management as Imperialist Tool 

and the Secret History of Bounty Systems  

 

Last week, the gray wolf was removed from Oregon’s state endangered list in a 

ten-hour meeting at the department of fish and wildlife.   Hundreds of public witnesses 

looked on, and seven state troopers milled in the hallways, keeping peace between big-

hatted ranchers and rabble-rousing environmentalists.  While Wallowa county cattlemen 

lauded the removal of protections for the species, and the commissions’ votes pulled no 

surprises, the decision is deeply suspect biologically – and historically.  The department 

of fish and wildlife is a peculiar institution, plagued with vague, antique prescriptions for 

animal habitat and a history of pioneering species and ecosystem annihilation.  The plight 

of the gray wolf and its shockingly violent demise at the hands of the federal government 

has been well-documented.  However, the history of the wildlife management systems 

that exterminated the gray wolf have not been thoroughly explored – particularly in 

regards to how these systems engaged in the project of nation-building at the edges of the 

frontier. 

In Oregon, the first-ever governmental meetings of European-Americans occurred 

in 1843, near the small towns of Champoeg and Gervais.  There, a gaggle of propertied 



men convened and established a bounty system for predator mammals and a probate 

system for abandoned land. Known colloquially as the “wolf meetings,” this early 

government marks a pattern of settler-colonialism.   In out-post settlements from New 

England to the Pacific, European-Americans routinely enacted a wolf-bounty as one of 

their earliest laws: eschewing local custom and culture and imposing a dominant, 

inescapable grid of property-rights and criminalization.  Starting with the records of 

Oregon’s earliest bounty systems, and comparing these documents to the contemporary 

wolf management plan and news articles from hunters’ rights groups and the local 

cattleman association’s websites, I will examine Oregon’s history of wildlife 

management and range-land privatization and trace how the rhetoric of the nineteenth 

century uneasily reverberates in the legislation and commentary of the present day.   

 The contemporary gray wolf, re-introduced to Wyoming in the 90s, and arriving 

in Oregon less than a decade ago, is the stranger in our midst: conspicuously foreign, 

oblivious to local custom and courtesy, and marked with criminality.  Its presence is 

defiant and disruptive, challenging the naturalness of vast land owned privately by a tiny 

few, and the state agencies that were produced to maintain those holdings.  And its return 

is haunted: as indigenous people and peoples of the west were murdered, removed, 

assimilated, silenced, and severed, the symbolic spectre of the wolf as the savage, cruel, 

unsettlingly persistent beast that lingers on the borders of known worlds took shape.  It’s 

impossible to ignore this connection, and this history needs to inform how we move 

forward in our land use policies today. My analysis will question whether we can 

continue to work within a state system that has such a tangled, painful history without 

reproducing historic violences and a priori inequality.  Decisions about land use are 



inextricably mixed with the politics of race, community, and identity.   In order to 

establish better policies in the future, Oregonians must develop a nuanced evaluation of 

how and why we care so much about the wolf right now.   
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