Encomium (praise):  Steve Irwin





Few have done more to promote the cause of wildlife conservation than the self-proclaimed "Wildlife Warrior", Steve Irwin.  The world, it seems, still cannot get enough of the crocodile hunter.  His passion, intensity, knowledge, and showmanship made him the most famous naturalist on the planet.





Steve Irwin came from a family of wildlife enthusiasts.  His father was a herpetologist and his mother a rehabilitator of injured animals.  Steve grew up working in the reptile park they founded, surrounded by the wildlife of Australia.  





From an early age, his father took him on snake and crocodile catching expeditions, where the boy showed an extraordinary talent for finding and handling the dangerous creatures.  As a young man, he spent  five years alone in the bush, catching and relocating  salt-water crocodiles.  There he honed his bushmanship skills to an astonishing level, and gained the kind of experience that would set him apart from all other naturalists.





It was during this formative period that Irwin unknowingly developed his up-close-and-personal style with the camera, videotaping his croc rescues.  Together with his producer, John Stainton, he created documentaries that have captured the hearts of animal lovers the world over.  It the a combination of Steve's hyper-active enthusiasm, his skill in handling the dangerous creatures, and the happy combination of a team of supporters who recognize and respect his talents that catapulted him to the place where he could use his celebrity to achieve his conservation dreams.





Irwin was ever true to those dreams.  He  used most of the profits from his success to expand his zoo and to buy up tracts of land to be preserved for wildlife.  He and his family lived in a modest home on the zoo property.  Now, with his death, his "Wildlife Warriors" foundation will continue the work he started.





Since his death, people have made comparisons to Jack Hanna of the Columbus Zoo, another popular animal documentarian whose detached, stationary camera style was more conventional and who was not one to take risks with dangerous creatures.  Yet it is exactly this willingness to get close, and to bring his audience close, that enchanted and excited his fans.  Steve believed that, ultimately, that kind of excitement was needed to get people to be as passionate about conservation as he was.





The Prime Minister of Australia said of Irwin, "He was a wonderful character. He was a passionate environmentalist. He brought joy and entertainment and excitement to millions of people. It's a terrible loss to Australia."





This generation may never see a man more suited for and more devoted to his cause.


�
Invective:  Steve Irwin





Steve Irwin was an embarrassment to Australia and set a poor example for kids through his reckless, manic behavior with dangerous animals.  It is more accurate to call him a shameless showman than a serious environmentalist





Though Irwin often said that his father was his teacher and his hero, Bob Irwin was a plumber with a hobbyist's interest in reptiles.  Neither did his mother have any professional credentials or particular education in the ways of wildlife.  Such people can be found in any community, trapping nuisance animals or nursing injured ones, without any special expertise.  The small reptile park they founded was little more than a roadside attraction.





In interviews, Irwin's father described him as a "terror" who couldn't sit still.  His first experience catching a crocodile was more an act of disobedience, as the 9-year-old leapt out of the boat without permission.  Irwin's much-touted five-year stint catching crocodiles in the bush was less of a training camp for the future "Crocodile Hunter" than it was the case of a young man trying to find himself (he was 24 before he left home for the first time).   And perhaps there was another factor at work in this endeavor:  during the time Steve was relocating crocodiles as part of a government program, over 100 were "relocated" to his father's Reptile Park.





Irwin is often extolled for his "passion", but most of his countrymen were embarrassed by his showman-like antics.  They questioned his sincerity.  Noted documentary maker Malcolm Douglas says that he was like "a used car salesman selling everything down the camera."  He marketed not only himself, in everything from stuffed animals to a doll that cried, "Danger! Danger! Danger!", but also his own daughter, in a line of clothing called "Bindi-wear."  As for sincerity, the questioning may not have been without merit:  in his early shows, conservation was barely even mentioned.  Irwin took many risks and sustained many injuries trying to get close to creatures, setting a dangerous example for children and disrupting the natural habitats he claimed to want to preserve.  Famously, he took his own infant into the crocodile enclosure with him, holding the baby in one hand while feeding the giant reptile with the other.





Indeed, Irwin's legacy will pale alongside of those of  the men to whom he is most often compared, oceanographer Jacques Cousteau and Director Emeritus of the Columbus Zoo, Jack Hanna.  Like Irwin, these men used the media to promote the cause of endangered wildlife, but unlike him, they did not use theatrical gimmicks and risky behavior.





Keith Cook, proprietor of a major crocodile farm in Cairns, said Irwin's "passion" for crocodiles had turned him from "a harmless buffoon to some sort of religious crusader" who, like other Aussies associated with crocodiles (apparently there is a cult of sorts), was "prepared to do the stupidest things, in terms of safety, and make outlandish claims, and vilify others."





Steve Irwin took heedless chances each day to stoke his own need for attention and an adrenaline rush.  His death from a passive animal defense reflex is an unfortunate but fitting end.


