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ÚR – rough sketches on rewilding 

Recording from tape 

R(onald Goderie): But that's another thing, dedomistication, what we're actually doing: if 

you're being domesticated, you're being fed, get water and whatever, you can be stupid. You 

are allowed to be stupid. If you become dedomesticated, and you're being released in Croatia 

or whatever, it's a luxury: suddenly this small dog appears to be a wolf, so you need to be 

more intelligent as an animal. You need to make more intelligent use of your surroundings, 

you need to know where to be in different circumstances, when it's hot, when it's cold, when 

it snows, when it's raining and so on, you need to know what to do with predators, how to 

protect your caste or small animals and so as an animal you need to become more intelligent. 

One of the things that's been going on in domestication processes is that the volume of brains 

gets smaller, even with people in a way – what I know is that the Neanderthal had a bigger, in 

volume bigger, than we – but, well, dedomestication also means becoming more intelligent 

again. 

H(MH): Since you mention humans: should they also be dedomesticated? 

R: No, you wont lure me into any term on humans, no no … 

A(ri Contenato): But it does that, that's part of what rewilding is about … 

R: Yeah, maybe it is, it's coevolution, domesticated side and maybe … 

A: Yeah, learning to interact with animals that are not domesticated is part of 

dedomesticating humans. 

R: Yeah, okay, but for the press I stick to cows.  

A: Someone I spoke with, that was the phrase he used, that it's not just about rewilding 

nature, but really about rewilding ourselves, by using, creating natural settings in which we 

can actually encounter things that are wild again. 

R: Yeah. Well, I think I agree on that, yeah. 
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1. Story  

This summer I had occasion to share with a friend the story of the Aurochs, inasmuch as I 

knew it: the wild cattle which preceded domestic cattle, and which coincided with the 

existence of domestic cattle for some thousands of years, but went extinct in 1627. The 

aurochs was thereby the first case of animal extinction known and registered by humans – as 

a favorite game for hunters, it received special treatment from Polish kings during the 16th 

and beginning of the 17th century when Polish forests were the only place the animal still 

survived. 

This was not, however, my interest – not the story of extinction as such, but the afterlife 

of the Aurochs. In 1923 two brothers in Germany, Heinz Heck and Lutz Heck, zoologists and 

heads of two German zoos, Lutz in Berlin and Heinz in München, set out to breed back the 

Aurochs. They used traditional methods of breeding, bringing together cow and bull with 

desirable traits, raise the offspring and repeat — but with a new goal: not to raise the best 

cattle for human consumption, but the closest to the original, and extinct, aurochs. 

I found the story both interesting and bizarre, as a sidenote in the history of fascism in 

general and nazi Germany in particular. Once the nazis were in power, the Heck brothers' 

program was generously supported by Goering, who donated part of Poland's Białowieza 

forest to the experiment, where he then went on numerous hunting trips with Lutz Heck, 

hunting, among other things, their own home-bred wild cattle. 

During and after World War II, most of the Heck cattle as they have since been known, 

died. All of Lutz' cattle went extinct – but in the Polish forests, some of Heinz' animals 

survived. In 2009, the cattle momentarily appeared in headlines in the English yellow press, 

as "nazi cows", when English farmer Derek Gow decided to import a small herd, thirteen 

Heck cows to be precise, to his farm in Kent. He explained that even if the cattle had little 

value as a commercial breed, they "are a significant animal from a conservation point of 

view," citing their high-level dung productivity as an important feature. In 2015, the cattle 

reappeared in the media, this time not just as "nazi cows" but "murderous nazi cows". The 

farmer had found the breed to be more aggressive than any animal he had ever known. "They 
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will attack without a prior threat display" he explained. "The ones we had to get rid of would 

just attack you any chance they could. They would try to kill anyone. Dealing with that was 

not a lot of fun at all." Derek Gow thereby decided to slaughter most of the cattle to reclaim 

peace on his farm. 

These are the parts of the story which I was, in broad terms, familiar with and wanted 

to share with my friend. This story of nazi pseudo-science always came across to me as a 

parable about projection, not least the projection involved in any nationalist romanticism: you 

imagine a lost harmony, fill in the blanks with your own desire, and attempting to recreate it, 

what you get is a monster. 

As I googled, however, while talking, to fill in the details, I discovered a new chapter in 

this bizarre afterlife of a species. In recent years, groups in Europe have started making new 

attempts to breed back the aurochs, much like the Heck brothers just under a century ago. 

All of a sudden, this fact-based parable of mine was up in the air. 

2. Sources 

What then, first of all, is this animal? What do we know about the aurochs? 

The most commonly cited source about the Aurochs comes, curiously, from Julius 

Caesar. In his writings on the Gallic Wars, book 6, chapter 28, Caesar describes the 

magnificent Hercynian forest, which marked the northern boundaries of the world as known 

and mapped by the Roman empire – the forest itself and lands further north were inhabited by 

those unmapped and uncivilised people known as Germans or barbarians. Caesar says that the 

immense forest is inhabited by "kinds of wild beasts … which have not been seen in other 

parts". Of these he names three. The first is a deer with a single horn "rising from the middle 

of the forehead, higher and straighter than those horns which are known to us", a sort of 

unicorn. The second animal is an elk without horns, which "have legs without joints and 

ligatures; nor do they lie down for the purpose of rest, nor, if they have been thrown down by 
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any accident, can they reaise or lift themselves up.“ The third animal, and the only one of 

Caesar's brief bestiary which seems to actually have, at least, existed, is the Aurochs or urus: 

"There is a third kind, consisting of those animals which are called uri. These are a little 

below the elephant in size, and of the appearance, colour, and shape of a bull. Their strength 

and speed are extraordinary; they spare neither man nor wild beast which they have espied … 

not even when taken very young can they be rendered familiar to men and tamed. " 

The aurochs did exist, but apart from Caesar's description there seems to be no 

indication that their size was comparable to any sort of elephant. We must keep in mind, 

however, that at this point in his writing, Caesar may have good reason for exaggeration, as 

he is about to explain why he decided not to invade the forest or venture to the lands beyond 

it.  

Other ancient sources, Pliny the Elder and Tacitus, also mention the aurochs, as does 

medieval Icelandic poetry, where the horns of an Aurochs appear as prestigious things to 

drink from – but none of these sources provide detailed visual descriptions of the living 

animal, leaving Caesar's evidently false description as the major written source on the matter. 

Luckily, writing is not the only key to know the animal. Before writing, there was 

painting. Both in Lascaux and Chauvet, caves excavated in 1940 and 1994 respectively, the 

animals are depicted quite distinctly. There also exist more recent depictions, from as late as 

the 16th century, created, that is, at least before the animals' total extinction. 

The third source of information on the features of the aurochs, and arguably the most 

reliable as far as it goes, are skeleton remains. These exist and are well preserved, bridging, to 

some extent, the gap between myth and reality with tangible fact. 

3. Latter days 

The Heck brothers described their experiment as a complete success, announcing in the 1930s 

that they had brought the Aurochs back to life, de-extincted a species. Since the end of World 

War II, more or less no one has agreed with that estimation, and the cattle which they liked to 



5 

call Aurochs is now known as Heck-cattle. Even if the Aurochs was not elephant-sized, the 

Hecks are smaller than the original and, experts now agree, more aggressive. 

I visited the headquarters of the Tauros Project, in the Netherlands, where Ronald 

Goderie leads a team, rebreeding the aurochs or aurochs 2.0 as he calls them. A bit more 

modest in their endeavour than the Heck-brothers were, Goderie et al call their current stock, 

made of 1st, 2nd and 3rd generation specimens, not aurochs but tauros-cattle. Nevermind the 

tautology. 

Goderie generously showed me around the premises, explaining the origins and aims of 

his project much in the same way as is done in the foundation's publications. Yes, there is a 

mythological aspect, but the main reason to bring back the aurochs is ecological: vast areas of 

farmland have been abandoned, not least in Eastern-Europe. If they are left to their own 

devices, they will fast succumb to a uniform forest which is – to my surprise – bad for 

biodiversity. This is not just Goderie's estimate, but extensively researched: as an ecological 

policy, the EU now tries to suppress wild forest growth, among other means by subsidising 

farms whose product is not needed or sold. 

Goderie and his partners want to go another direction, let nature take its course but first 

manually secure its diversity. One key factor, he says, is the presence of megafauna: large 

mammals are keystone species, in the sense that you don't need many of them to have an 

extensive effect on their environment. Soil nutrition is one element, but even more 

importantly, according to Goderie, they eat shrubs and thus suppress tree-growth. Which is 

what he intends them for: grazing. 

Don't other mammals do that as well? For sure, but they all have their limitations, says 

Goderie. The animal most capable of producing landscapes as they were before the 

agricultural revolution should closely resemble those which existed back then, he says. 
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4. Rewilding 

The Tauros Project belongs to the umbrella organisation Rewilding Europe. Rewilding is a 

relatively new term in its current use. Literature in the field refers to the 1998 article 

"Rewilding and biodiversity" as a crucial source, an article in which the authors, biologists 

Reed Noss and Michael Soule, set out to introduce and define the term rewilding, as a marker 

for a new version of "science-informed methodologies for conservation". In short, whereas 

earlier conservation agendas aimed to protect nature from the onslaught of the industrial 

revolution, the proponents of the rewilding movement reach further back and aim to undo the 

damage done by the agricultural revolution. They set their sights at the end of the Pleistocene, 

ten thousand years ago, before the extinction or near-elimination of large predators, such as 

wolves and bears. In the words of Noss and Soule: "Wilderness is hardly "wild" where top 

carnivores, such as cougars, jaguars, wolves, wolverines, grizzlies, or black bears, have been 

extirpated. Without these components, nature seems somehow incomplete, truncated, overly 

tame. Human opportunities to attain humility are reduced." 

In the USA, proponents of rewilding now gather in the Rewilding Institute. Whereas 

they tend to focus on reintroducing carnivores into the wild, their European counterparts in 

Rewilding Europe have, so far, focused on large herbivores: first horses, deer, the European 

bison and – now – the aurochs. Perhaps the best known proponent of rewilding in Europe is 

the Guardian contributor George Monbiot. More interested in introducing existing species 

into Europe's wilderness than reestablishing the pleistocene, he proposes moose, reindeer, 

even elephants. Meanwhile in Russian Siberia, indeed, scientist Sergey Zimov has established 

Pleistocene park, an area for rewilding, already the size of Liechtenstein, and announced his 

intention to de-extinct the wooly mammoth and reintroduce it to the tundra, to save the 

Siberian steppes from thawing, hoping to thereby halt global warming. 

In all cases, the main reasoning is ecological, but the ethical dimension found in the 

original article quoted above as "opportunities to attain humility", remains everpresent. 

Rewilding North America, a book published in 2004 which partly serves as the American 

movement's manifesto, concludes on these words: "Recycling, living more simply, and 
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protecting human health through pollution control are all important. But it is only by 

rewilding and healing the ecological wounds of the land that we can learn humility and 

respect; that we can come home, at last. And that the grand dance of life will sashay on in all 

its beauty, integrity, and evolutionary potential. " 

5. The lessons of the aurochs 

When asked about the relation between this current project and the Heck brothers' project in 

nazi Germany, Goderie is quick to point out that his goals are fundamentally different from 

those before him: "It was the resurrection of the Heck-cattle as the Aryan über-cattle, which 

perfectly fit into the nazi doctrine, at the time. Heck cattle always come up, I understand it. 

But the goal was quite different. Whereas we say we want the ecosystem to function again, 

and need wild grazing as a natural part of that, they had more in mind: ok, we want to 

resurrect this wild, mythical animal, and be able to hunt it and … so well, that's the 

philosophy behind it. Which, well, our philosophy is completely different." 

Goderie and his partners do not believe that the actual aurochs was as aggressive as the 

third reich zoologists assumed. He also asserts that the cattle bred by the Heck brothers is 

"quite low and bulldog-like, not high and slender and athletic like the animals which we not 

only think but know they were". 

What desires are involved in our image of this non-existent animal this time? What is it 

that we imagine ourselves to have lost and now project onto the cave walls of Lascaux and 

Chauvet or into the writings of Julius Caesar?  

The Pleistocene rewilding movement, in general, and the Tauros project in particular, is 

not by any means a purely practical endeavour but heavily supported by its own ideological 

underpinnings, apparent in all sorts of overtones in any of their writing. The values extolled 

by the movement seem highly adaptable. They remain largely unexamined, but they are 

certainly not only about humility. Or the notion of humility is not all that it seems. For now, 
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let it suffice to mention the keyword romanticism. To quote Goderie's own foreword to a 

book he co-authored, titled The Aurochs, born to be wild, The Comeback of a European Icon: 

"In Greek mythology the god Zeus once took the shape of a bull, when he swam over 

from Crete to present day Lebanon and snatched away a beautiful Phoenician princess. Her 

name was Europa. The aurochs has always been at the very root of the whole idea of a 

continent called Europe. It is in fact our continent's defining animal. … We mean that this 

amazing animal simply deserves not just this book, but also a comeback plan." 

To conclude, let me play again the recording since earlier. The voices heard are: Ronald 

Goderie, who starts, then me, asking questions, and Ari Conterato, an American 

anthropologist researching rewilding movements in the US and Europe.  

From tape (again) 

R(onald Goderie): But that's another thing, dedomistication, what we're actually doing: if 

you're being domesticated, you're being fed, get water and whatever, you can be stupid. You 

are allowed to be stupid. If you become dedomesticated, and you're being released in Croatia 

or whatever, it's a luxury: suddenly this small dog appears to be a wolf, so you need to be 

more intelligent as an animal. You need to make more intelligent use of your surroundings, 

you need to know where to be in different circumstances, when it's hot, when it's cold, when 

it snows, when it's raining and so on, you need to know what to do with predators, how to 

protect your caste or small animals and so as an animal you need to become more intelligent. 

One of the things that's been going on in domestication processes is that the volume of brains 

gets smaller, even with people in a way – what I know is that the Neanderthal had a bigger, in 

volume bigger, than we – but, well, dedomestication also means becoming more intelligent 

again. 

H: Since you mention humans: should they also be dedomesticated? 

R: No, you wont lure me into any term on humans, no no … 

A: But it does that, that's part of what rewilding is about … 
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R: Yeah, maybe it is, it's coevolution, domesticated side and maybe … 

A: Yeah, learning to interact with animals that are not domesticated is part of 

dedomesticating humans. 

R: Yeah, okay, but for the press I stick to cows. 

A: Someone I spoke with, that was the phrase he used, that it's not just about rewilding 

nature, but really about rewilding ourselves, by using, creating natural settings in which we 

can actually encounter things that are wild again. 

R: Yeah. Well, I think I agree on that, yeah. 


