NATURE FAKERS

In the Middle Ages there was no hard-and-fast Line
drawn between fact and fiction even in ordinary history;
and until much later there was not even an effort to draw
it in natural history., There are quaint httle books on
s beasts, in German and in English, as late as the six-
teenth century, in which the unicorn® and the basilisk®
appear as real creatures; while to more commonplace
animals there are ascribed traits and habits of such ex-
ceeding marvelousness that they ought to make the souls
100f the ‘“nature fakers” of these degenerate days swell
with envious admiration.

As real outdoor naturalists, real observers of nature,
grew up, men who went into the wilderness to find out
the truth, they naturally felt a half-indignant and half-

15 amused contempt both for the men who invented pre-
posterous fiction about wild animals, and for the credulous
stay-at-home people who accepted such fiction as fact. A
century and a half ago old Samuel Hearne,” the Hudson
Bay explorer, a keen and trustworthy observer, while

20writing of the beaver, spoke as follows of the spiritual
predecessors of certain modern writers:

“¥ carmot refrain from smiling when I read the accounts
of different authors who have written on the economy of
these animals, as there seems to be a contest between them

25 who shall most exceed in fiction. But the compiler of the
‘Wonders of Nature and Art’ seems, in my opinion, to
have succeeded best in this respect; as he has not only
collected all the fictions into which other writers on the
subject have run, but has so greatly improved on them,
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that little remains to be added to his acoount of the beaver
besides a voecabulary of their language, a code of their
laws, and a sketch of their religion, to make it the most
complete natural history of that animal which can possibly
be offered to the public. 5
“There cannot be a greater imposition, or indeed a
grosser nguit on common understanding, than the wish
to make us believe the stories [in question] . . . a very
moderate skare of understanding is surely sufficient to
guard {any ome] against giving credit to such marvelous 10
tales, however smoothly they may be told, or however
boldly they may be asserted by the romancing traveler.”
Hearne was himself a man who added greatly to the
‘fund of knowledge about the beasts of the wilderness. We
need such observers; much remains to be told about the 15
wolf and the bear, the lynx and the fisher, the moose and
the caribou. Undoubtedly wild creatures sometimes show
very unexpected traits, and individuals among them some-
times perform fairly startling feats or exhibit totally
unlooked-for sides of their characters in their relations 20
with one another and with man. We much need a full
study and observation of all these animals, undertaken
by observers capable of seeing, understanding, and record-
ing what goes on in the wilderness; and such study and
ation cannot be made by men of dull mind and 25
Emited power.of appreciation. The highest type of stu-
dent of nature should be able to see keenly and writer inter-
estingly and should have an imagination that will enable
him to interpret the facts. - But he-is not a student of
nature at all who sees not keenly but falsely, who writes 30
mterestingly and untruthfully, and whose imagination s
used not to interpret facts but to invent them.
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We owe a real debt to the men who truthfully portray
for us, with pen or pencil, any one of the many sides of
outdoor life; whether they work as artists or as writers,
whether they care for big beasts or small birds, for the

shomely farmland or for the vast, lonely wilderness,
whether they are scientists proper, or hunters of game,
or lovers of all nature—which, indeed, scientists and
hunters ought also to be. John Burroughs and John Muir,
Stewart Edward White, and Frederic Remington, Olive

10Thorne Miller,° Hart Merriam, William Hornaday,
Frank Chapman, J. A. Allen,° Ernest Ingersoll, Witmer
Stone, William Cram, George Shiras—to all of these and
to many like them whom I could name, we owe much,
we who love the breath of the woods and the fields, and

15 who care for the wild creatures, large or small. And the
surest way to neutralize the work of these lovers of truth
and nature, of truth in nature-study, is to encourage those
whose work shows neither knowledge of nature nor love
of truth. ‘

20 The modern “nature faker’ is of course an object of
derision to every scientist worthy of the name, to every
real lover of the wilderness, to every faunal naturalist,
to every true hunter or nature lover. But it is evident
that he completely deceives many good people who are

25 wholly ignorant of wild life. Sometimes he draws on his
own imagination for his fictions; sometimes he gets them
second-hand from irresponsible guides or trappers or
Indians. _

In the wilderness, as elsewhere, there are some persons

s3owho do not regard the truth; and these are the very
persons who most delight to fill credulous strangers with
impossible stories of wild beasts. As for Indians, they live
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in & world of mysticism, and they often ascribe super-
natural traits to the animals they know, just as the men
of the Middle Ages, with almost the same childlike faith,
credited the marvels told of the unicorn, the basilisk, the
roc,” and the cockatrice.® . . . . 5
It would take a volume merely to catalogue the comic
absurdities with which the books of these writers are filled.
There is no need of discussing their theories; the point is
that their alleged “facts’ are not facts at all, but fancies.
Their most striking stories are not merely distortions of 10
facts, but pure inventions; and not only are they inven-
tions, but they are inventions by men who know so little of
the subject concerning which they write, and who to igno-
rance add such utter recklessness, that they are not even
able to distinguish between what is possible, however 15
wildly improbable, and mechanical impossibilities. Be it
remembered that I am not speaking of ordinary mistakes,
of ordinary errors of observation, of differences of inter-
pretation and opinion; I am dealing only with deliberate
invention, deliberate perversion of fact. 20
Now all this would be, if not entirely proper, at least
far less objectionable, if the writers in question were con-
tent to appear in their proper garb, as is the case with the
men who write fantastic fiction about wild animals for
the Sunday issues of various daily newspapers. Moreover, 25
as a writer of spirited animal fables, avowed to be such, any
man can gain a distinet place of some importance. But
it is astonishing that such very self-evident fiction as
that which I am now discussing should, when advertised
as fact, impose upon any person of good sense, no matter 30
how ignorant of natural history and of wild life. Most
of us have enjoyed novels like “ King Solomon’s Mines,” ©






