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Natural History 
 

Understanding whole organisms in context 
 

Ecological understanding shaped by cultural contexts  
 

Cultural understanding shaped by ecological contexts 

"The idea of nature contains, though often unnoticed, an extraordinary amount of human history." 
Raymond Williams, "Ideas of Nature" 

 



What is a City? 



Mexican Free Tail Bats 

Colonial Nesting Mammals  

Congress Avenue Bridge 1.5 -2 Million  

Mexican Free-tailed Bats 



Colonial Nesting Mammals 



Colonial Nesting Mammals 

Invasive 
Non-native 

Species 



Environmental Perception of Nature and the City 

The Sacred and the Mundane 

Wilderness and the City 

Natural vs. Artificial 

Pristine vs. Degraded 

Native vs. Non-native 

 
 

Once a rock dove, 
now the winged rat 

of the city 

Invasive 
Non-native 

Species 

Biodiversity? 



John Graves - To have viewed it entire 

“In recent decades it has become customary, and right I guess, and easy enough with 
hindsight, to damn the ancestral frame of mind that ravaged the world so fully and so soon.  

What I myself seem to damn mainly though, is just not having seen it.  

Without any virtuous hindsight I would likely have helped in the ravaging as did even most of 
those who loved it best.  

But God! To have viewed it entire, the soul and guts of what we had and gone forever now…” 

- From Self Portrait, with Birds: Some Semi-Ornithological Recollections (1991) 

 



Live Oak-Juniper Forest 



Blackland Prairie Grassland and Post Oak Savannah  



Roy Bedichek  

Natural cliffs, especially those of limestone, have a disconcerting habit of sloughing off 
now and then, shedding a little; while a crumbly surface, such as is often found in 

limestone rock shelters, provides insecure footing for any kind of masonry.  

Concrete, on the other hand, does no slough off or crumble but provides a smooth, 
stable, and adhesive base. 

Adventures with a Texas Naturalist (1947) 

 



Ecotone 

Scrub Jays meet Blue Jays 

Ashe Juniper meets Eastern Red Cedar 

Central Flyway 

For North 
American 

Birds 

Austin 

Migration 

Biodiversity 



Geological 

Map 

USGS Folio 

1902 

Guidebook to the Geology of Travis County  

http://www.lib.utexas.edu/geo/ggtc/toc.html 







Which Natural History? 
 



Late Pleistocene Fossils  

(500,000-10,000 years before the present) 

                                                                              

Mammut 

americanum 

American Mastodon 

Homotherium serum 

Scimitar-toothed Cat 

Mammuthus sp. 

301 Congress 

Mammoth 

Geochelone sp. 

Giant Tortoise 

Arrival of humans in Texas – 15,000-10,000 years before the present… 

http://www.utexas.edu/tmm/sponsored_sites/dino_pit/homotherium.html
http://www.utexas.edu/tmm/sponsored_sites/dino_pit/geochelone.html
http://www.utexas.edu/tmm/sponsored_sites/dino_pit/mammut.html
http://www.utexas.edu/tmm/sponsored_sites/dino_pit/mammut.html
http://www.utexas.edu/tmm/sponsored_sites/dino_pit/homotherium.html
http://www.utexas.edu/tmm/sponsored_sites/dino_pit/mammuthus.html
http://www.utexas.edu/tmm/sponsored_sites/dino_pit/mammuthus.html
http://www.utexas.edu/tmm/sponsored_sites/dino_pit/geochelone.html
http://www.utexas.edu/tmm/sponsored_sites/dino_pit/geochelone.html
http://www.utexas.edu/tmm/sponsored_sites/dino_pit/mammut.html
http://www.utexas.edu/tmm/sponsored_sites/dino_pit/homotherium.html
http://www.utexas.edu/tmm/sponsored_sites/dino_pit/mammuthus.html
http://www.utexas.edu/tmm/sponsored_sites/dino_pit/geochelone.html


Humanized Landscape – Buttermilk Creek Complex 
15,000 years old 

 
 



McKinney Roughs – 1100 A.D. 

Food remains, including mussel shells, fragments of deer tooth enamel, a fish otolith, 
and small amounts of bone from large and small mammals. 

They hunted and gathered various animals and plants that lived along the nearby 
Colorado River. Freshwater clams, in particular, were an important food resource.  

More at Texas Beyond History website http://www.texasbeyondhistory.net/ 





Cultivated Landscapes of the Americas   
 

The Myth of Pristine Nature 
  
 
 



Native Americans – Fire and Other Ecological Impacts 
 

 



 

The Columbian Exchange and Ecological Imperialism  







 

The Columbian Exchange and Ecological Imperialism  
 

Disease and Depopulation 



1600s Dislocation 
 



Horses and Cattle 
 

 



Tonkawa, Lipan, and Comanche 
 
The Tonkawa occupied the region of central Texas since 
the 14th century as well. Like the Comanche, they were 
very mobile and hunted buffalo, deer, and smaller game.  
 
The Lipan, or Lipan-Apache, who arrived in the 14th 
century, were among the more important subgroups of 
Apaches in Texas. They ranged the furthest eastward and 
had the most contact with the early Texas settlements.  
 

Lipan Apache brave wearing 
breastplate. Watercolor by 
Frederich Richard Petri, circa 
1850s. The artist lived in the 
area of Fredericksburg, Texas, 
and was on peaceful terms with 
many of the native peoples.  

Johnson, chief of Tonkawa scouts 
under Ranald Mackenzie in north 
Texas. The skills of the Tonkawa scouts 
were greatly valued by the Army.  



Map of 
Spanish 
Texas  

With Native Tribes 

Comanches 
 
The well known Comanche tribes were relative latecomers 
to Texas in the early 17th century, after migrating from the 
north and northwest.  
 
Their mobility and horsemanship seemed to amplify their 
numbers in the eyes of the early Anglo settlers.  

By the 1670s, the Apache were pushing south off the 
Southern Plains due to Comanche intrusion into their 
former homeland.  

This pattern—interlopers moving into territory occupied by 
others—can be seen time and again in the history of the 
native peoples of Texas after contact.  

A Comanche family in Texas, as 
drawn during the Berlandier 
expedition, 1828. Note the buffalo 
robe worn by the man. 





Large numbers of herbivores such as bison had significant impacts 



Non-native Invasive Species - Settlement begins 1820’s along The Colorado River corridor  



1832 survey of 

Colorado River 

corridor 

http://wwwdb.glo.state.tx.us/central/arcmaps/ArcMapsDetail.cfm?intCounter=196


Waterloo and Montopolis 
 
In 1835, Jacob Harrell and his family set up a camp near the present site of the Congress 
Avenue bridge.  
 
In 1837, after Texas had declared its independence from Mexico, William Barton moved 
from his property in Bastrop County to a new home on the Colorado River near the 
springs. Meanwhile, other families joined the Harrell's at their camp and named their 
settlement Waterloo.  
 
In 1839, Jessie Tannehill and a few investors laid out plans for a town they christened 

Montopolis near a river crossing west of Hornsby’s.  
 

 

 



Austin 1839 
 

The city was established by the three-year-old Republic of Texas in 1839 to serve as its permanent 
capital, and named in honor of the founder of Anglo-American Texas, Stephen F. Austin.  
 
A site-selection commission appointed by the Texas Congress in January 1839 chose a site on the 
western frontier, after viewing it at the instruction of President Mirabeau B. Lamar, a proponent of 
westward expansion who had visited the sparsely settled area in 1838.  
 
The commission purchased 7,735 acres along the Colorado River comprising the hamlet of Waterloo 
and adjacent lands. 
 

 

http://wwwdb.glo.state.tx.us/central/arcmaps/ArcMapsDetail.cfm?intCounter=3149


 

Out of the 7,735 acres they chose a 
640-acre site fronting on the 
Colorado River and nestled 
between Waller Creek on the east 
and Shoal Creek on the west.  
 
By 1840 Austin had 856 
inhabitants, including 145 slaves as 
well as diplomatic representatives 
from France, England, and the 
United States. 
 



From wilderness to garden – the “Mediterranean middle ground” of Texas – parkland 

Robin Doughty, At Home In Texas: Early Views of the Land 



The Myth of Superabundance 
 
 
 



Bison and Cattle  

In 1889, William Temple Hornady, the Superintendent of the National Zoological Park in Washington, DC, 
wrote a detailed report about the disappearance of the bison, a.k.a. American buffalo, from the North 
American continent. At the time of Hornady's writing, there were less than 200 bison living in the wild.  

 
It is generally agreed that, ninety years prior to Hornady's writing, more than 60 million bison roamed the 
plains and prairies of the American West. Most of the bison -- millions upon millions upon millions -- were 
destroyed between the 1830s and the 1870s.  



Market Hunting/Trapping  

Robin Doughty Wildlife and Man in Texas 

In the 1870s “passenger pigeons appeared around Austin several 
times, when they did, restaurant owners put them on the menu.  A 
large flight of birds passing over the city toward the Hill Country took 
place in the fall of 1878.”  

“String after string of many thousands of birds passed over; many lit 
on the tall trees along Barton Creek just above its mouth and in the 
trees along the south side of the [Colorado] river just above the creek, 
literallly loading down the limbs”  

Simmons, Birds of the Austin Region 1925. 
 

September 1, 1914, Martha, the last Passenger Pigeon dies at the 
Cincinnati Zoo. 





1890 







1940 









Live Oak-Juniper Forest 



Blackland Prairie Grassland and Post Oak Savannah  



Roy Bedichek  

Natural cliffs, especially those of limestone, have a disconcerting habit of sloughing off 
now and then, shedding a little; while a crumbly surface, such as is often found in 

limestone rock shelters, provides insecure footing for any kind of masonry.  

Concrete, on the other hand, does no slough off or crumble but provides a smooth, 
stable, and adhesive base. 

Adventures with a Texas Naturalist (1947) 

 



The Sacred and the Mundane 

Wilderness and the City 

Natural vs. Artificial 

Pristine vs. Degraded 

Native vs. Non-native 

 
 



Natural History 
 

Understanding whole organisms in context 
 

Ecological understanding shaped by cultural contexts  
 

Cultural understanding shaped by ecological contexts 

"The idea of nature contains, though often unnoticed, an extraordinary amount of human history." 
Raymond Williams, "Ideas of Nature" 

 



Applause 



Questions? 


