
A Prairie Cemetery Encounter: 
Anthropocentrism vs. Biocentrism 

 
I  s tudy insects and p lants a l l  over  Wisconsin.  I t  seems to me that  I 've l ived in  my car  
over  these f i rs t  few weeks of  my f ie ld  research season.  Today,  Ju ly  26,  my pace has 
momentar i ly  s lowed,  but  there 's  work that  might  be done in  Green County,  a  shor t  
t r ip  f rom Madison,  i f  I  could just  force mysel f  to  again dr ive the car .  
 
Then,  over  breakfast  cof fee,  I  chanced to p ick up "The Pra i r ie  Promoter"  where I  am 
house-s i t t ing.  There was a reference to Green's  Pra i r ie  Cemetery in  York Township.  
I 've pursued pra i r ie  in  southern Wisconsin  for  19 years and am very fond of  York 
Twp. ,  but  had never  heard of  th is ,  " last  pra i r ie  cemetery in  Green County . . .  rest ing 
p lace of  some of  York 's  ear l iest  set t lers . "  So,  I  hopped in to my car  and drove wi th 
increasing p leasure to  f ind th is  one-acre  fenced cemetery on Postv i l le  Road.  
 
I  was thr i l led to explore th is  t iny patch of  o ld Wisconsin and was of f  by the back 
fence when I  became aware of  a  p ickup t ruck id l ing on the roadside by my open,  
unlocked car .  A stupid prank of  thef t  o f  my pr ice less data in  my pack of f  my back 
seat  would be terr ib le ,  so I  ambled back over  to  the entrance.  An o lder  couple s tood 
reading the very at t ract ive s ign I 'd  read ear l ie r ,  a  s ign that  expla ins the s igni f icance 
of  the cemetery 's  pra i r ie  vegetat ion and that  management  is  essent ia l ly  l imi ted to 
annual  burns for  the benef i t  o f  the pra i r ie  p lants.  
 
My mood was h igh.  I  sa id hel lo  and asked i f  they had v is i ted th is  o ld pra i r ie  
cemetery before.  They had not ,  but  had heard of  Civ i l  War veterans '  graves here.   
 
"You've come at  a poor  t ime to read the gravestones as the pra i r ie  vegetat ion is  now 
so th ick;  v is i t ing af ter  the s i te  has been burned would make your  task easier , "  I  
o f fered.  
 
"They shouldn ' t  burn here.  I t 's  bad for  these f ragi le  o ld gravestones,"  sa id the man 
and he walked away,  c losed- faced.  "There is  a lo t  o f  space between the graves 
here,"  he said to  h is  wi fe.  
 
"Perhaps you could be bur ied here yoursel f ,  in  t ime,"  I  sa id.  
 
"No,  I ' l l  be bur ied on the other  s ide of  the state."  
 
"They should mow in here so people can f ind the gravestones,"  sa id the woman.  
 
"Actual ly ,  the pra i r ie  vegetat ion is  what  I  f ind most  exc i t ing about  th is  p lace,"  I  sa id.  
"This  is  pret ty  much how Green County looked when whi te fo lks f i rs t  set t led here."   
 
You'd th ink a graveyard would easi ly  be the s i te  of  common ground,  g iven that 's  
where we a l l  end up.  I  t r ied to f ind common ground here in  h is tor ica l  apprec iat ion.  I  
le f t  to  her  imaginat ion that  we shared the common warm fuzzy v iew of  whi te 
set t lement  of  Wisconsin and the New Wor ld.  In  t ruth,  i t 's  been said of  me that  I 'd  
t rade away humani ty  for  the resurrect ion of  the mammal ian fauna humans eradicated 
f rom the New Wor ld and the e l iminat ion of  the scores of  a l ien p lant  and animal  
species we've in t roduced here.  Though I  was per fect ly  c iv i l ,  my h igh mood had faded 
as my mind leapt  to  unchar i tab le thoughts.  
 
"You stupid o ld cow! I t 's  people l ike you and your  farmer husband here,  concerned 
wi th people very long dead,  who would destroy  even now th is  l iv ing remnant  of  our  
past ,  when you have a l ready destroyed essent ia l ly  a l l  o ther  pra i r ies in  the state!"  So 
I  thought .  
 
We said noth ing more.  They returned twenty minutes la ter  to  the i r  id l ing t ruck and 
drove away.  



 
As I  drove back to Madison,  the sharp d ispar i ty  I 'd  seen between th is  
anthropocentr ic  couple and my own b iocentr ic  va lues b lurred a b i t .  They use 
gasol ine f reely  to  pursue thei r  in terest  in  o ld human remains around the state.  I  use 
gas f reely ,  when I  am actual ly  us ing my vehic le,  to  pursue my in terest  in  nat ive 
p lants and animals around the state.  People t ravel  to  manage th is  cemetery 's  pra i r ie  
vegetat ion,  annual ly  wi th f i re  as the s ign says,  but  someone has pul led sweet-c lover  
here,  someone has cut  sumac and l i lac here.  I  have dear  f r iends who dr ive 
thousands of  mi les each year  just  to  manage wi ld  land.  Perhaps I  have more in  
common wi th these cemetery v is i tors than I  thought ,  a t  f i rs t .  
 
We both share an in terest  in  h is tory suf f ic ient  to  mot ivate our  cost ly  t ravel .  They are 
in terested in  human h is tory,  whereas I  am most ly  in terested in  natura l  h is tory,  o f  
which human h is tory is  a vanish ingly  smal l  subset .  But  might  my perspect ive be 
thought  smal l  and rudimentary by someone e lse? When I  knew bi rds,  I  thought  I  
knew a lo t  about  nature.  Then I  broke in to  p lants,  a  much larger  group.  Then I  
moved on to insects.  What 's  next? A decade hence,  might  my present  perspect ive 
seem smal l  to  me? Can I  to lerate even mysel f ,  as I  grow? 
 
Perhaps what  drove us apar t ,  there in  the cemetery,  was thei r  ev ident  d isapproval  
that  a cemetery might  be managed in  some manner other  than in  the convent ional  
way.  What  a shock i t  must  have been to them to see th is  wi ld ly  new idea mani fest  
before them --  honor ing the dead p ioneers by preserv ing a scrap of  the wor ld as the 
p ioneers saw i t .   
 
This  reminds me of  an idea I  had 15 years ago.  Why not  buy land,  restore i t  to  
pra i r ie ,  and use that  as a cemetery? I t  would be protected f rom development  more 
thoroughly.  People would pay to be in terred there so you could recoup your  
purchase and management  costs,  in  theory.  And graves would be unmarked.  In  th is  
way,  each grave would be the ent i re  s i te .  Each v is i t ing fami ly  of  bereaved would 
have the ent i re s i te  to  v is i t ,  not  just  a few square feet .  We'd have natura l  bur ia ls  
only ,  wi th the expressed in tent  to  contr ibute,  bodi ly ,  to  the b luestem and the 
meadowlarks,  rather  than poison them. Oh wel l ,  too many ideas,  too l i t t le  t ime.  
 
 
 
 
 


