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  Paper 2

Human Effects on the Natural World 

in Massachusetts and Montana


The natural world is constantly changing, but is it changing for the ri
ght reasons? Many changes that occur in the natural world are naturally occurring changes that nature itself dictates. Normal events occur that are necessary for the natural world to function. As stated in the article Land-Use as Long-Term Broad-Scale Disturbance: Regional Forest Dynamics in Central New England, “Ecologists have increasingly investigated natural disturbance as an important factor controlling vegetation dynamics…” (Foster 97). However, some changes are not brought on by natural occurrences, but brought on by humans instead. There have been environmental as well as landscape changes in land all over the U.S caused by both natural and human disturbances. Two specific areas, Montana and Massachusetts, demonstrate how natural and human influences have affected the land and environment in these areas from the decades before European settlement, to centuries after settlement, to the present. 


From a recent trip to Harvard Forest in Petersham, Massachusetts I have seen, firsthand, some of the affects humans have on our environment as well as some of the natural disturbances that can affect an area. By looking at intricately designed dioramas of the forest from times before European settlement to actually being in the forest, I have gained a better understanding of how a forest develops and how it regenerates. The first diorama that I looked at represented the forest before it was settled (1700). There was much variation of tree types, the forest was dense, and the trees were mainly tall and thick hardwoods. There was little human activity at this time because Native Americans were the only humans inhabiting the forest at the time. Much of the damage that occurred in the forest was the result of a natural disturbance such as a hurricane. As I walked in the forest, our guide pointed out how some of the trees were crooked. This crookedness was the result of a hurricane that swept through the area and damaged much of the forest. The dioramas that I looked at depicted the time frame from before European settlement to centuries after.  In 1740, according to the dioramas, some European settlement had occurred and settlers began clearing land for agriculture, but this was just the beginning. The third diorama demonstrates the peak of agricultural life and the height of deforestation (1830). Much of the forest was cleared and only small woodlots were kept. Around 1850 the farms were abandoned and most people either moved to the city because of industrialization or to the Ohio River Valley where the soil was much more arable than in central Massachusetts. The abandonment of farms allowed the forest to begin regenerating. The trees that emerged first were pines because they are pioneer species, this means they prefer to grown in areas that are open, bright, and not covered by other taller trees, such as hardwoods. Around 1910 the pines were being used as timber so most of the pine forest was clear cut which allowed for hardwoods to sprout. One of the dioramas represents the time period around 1930, the forest appears to be regenerating steadily. Since 1930, Harvard Forest is now approximately where it was before European settlement in terms of the types of trees that occupy the land. The dioramas and the walk through Harvard Forest really verified that landscapes and the environment change over time because of both human and environmental disturbanc
es.


Montana is an extremely different landscape, but the way it has changed over time is relatively similar to how Massachusetts landscape has been utilized and how it has redeveloped over time. Just like Massachusetts the first occupants in Montana were Native Americans and the first Europeans arrived in the early 18
00’s (Diamond pg. 33). Mining began in the 1860’s and evolved into one of Montana’s ba
sis’ of economy. The other basis’ included logging and food production (cattle) (Diamond pg. 34). As the mining industry grew larger the population increased due to jobs that mining made available. More people means more wood was needed to build houses for the miners. Timber was cut down and people began farming the land more vigorously (Diamond pg. 34). “Logging was carried out by clear cutting all trees rather than by selective logging of marked individual trees.” (Diamond pg. 41). This method of cutting down trees lead to several problems. Shade that was provided by trees for streams was no longer there and this lead to the warming of stream waters. This may not seem significant, but the trees played a vital role in keeping the streams the right temperatures for fish. It is easy to see how incredibly fragile our environment is and how every move that we make can have very large effects on the natural world and the appearance of its landscape. 


There are definitely similarities between the two separate courses of development in these two states a
s well as there are differences. For example, both lands lay rather untouched except for by Native Americans before the Europeans settled. At this time, Natives relied mainly on hunting and gathering and the landscape remained for the most part untouch
ed. As settlers began occupying these lands, agricultural needs arouse, leading to the deforestation of forests, as well as the building of irrigation systems. A difference between the two courses of development is that Montana is much more vast than Massachusetts. The landscapes themselves differ from each other in that Montana is flat with large mountain ranges and Massachusetts is more “hilly” and significantly less vast. Massachusetts is also located next to the ocean, making it a much more moist envi
ronment. 


Presently neither state is suit
ed well for agriculture. On the Harvard Forest trip, the rocky soil was pointed out to us. One of the main reasons that farms were abandoned in New England was because the soil in the west such as in Ohio was much more agriculturally suited to farming than the soil in Massachusetts or anywhere in New England. It was not an ideal place to grow crops. Massachusetts has naturally ind
ecent soil due to rocks, whereas Montana also had natural soil problems, but they were worsened by human influences and not natural influences. “Montana’s relatively low rainfall, resulting in low rates of plant growth; its high latitude and high altitude, both resulting in a short growing season and limiting crops to one a year rather than the two a year…” (Diamond pg. 33). Montana’s location has always made it a rather dry area making it naturally difficult to use the land for agricultural purposes, but once mining was introduced to the area, toxic chemicals from abandoned mines began seeping into the soil making it even more difficult to use the land for agricultural purposes (Diamond pg. 36). In general, Montana’s suitability for agriculture is similar to the No
rtheast. Although different things have made it so neither of these states’ soil is very arable, both are not the best when it comes to growing crops. 


Over time people’s cultural values have changed, and the way that humans view their surrounding environment has also changed. This is especially evident in Montana. “The sectors of economy that are growing nowadays are tourism, recreation, retirement, living, and healthcare.” People’s values have shifted from making a living off of the land to living on the land for relaxation. Many people are drawn to Montana’s beautiful landscape. Vast pieces of flat land are surrounded by gorgeous mountain ranges. People from all over are making Montana their home or part time home, but this does not necessarily mean good things for Montana’s environment. “The ultimate reason for decreasing amounts of water is climate change: Montana is becoming warmer and drier.” (Diamond pg. 49).” With the water crisis occurring in Montana, the more people that move there, the less amount of water that is available. Rich people from out of state move into Montana with a “who cares” attitude and are careless about their water usage. With attitudes like this towards our environment, it will be very difficult to maintain a healthy natural world, not only in Montana, but all over the world. 


If the United States had never expanded westward, I believe the landscape of not only Massachusetts, but all of the Northeast would look tremendously different. Without moving westward, the population in the Northeast would become more and more concentrated. This would mean less space for more people and lead to the deforest
ation of more forests. The good thing about expanding westward is that it allowed more room for population increase and not just one small piece of land was being used over and over again. 


Landscapes change over time for many reasons. It is a natural cycle for the land to change, but sometimes humans may influence it too much. Human disturbances along with natural disturbances can cause enormous changes in the environment. Montana and Massachusetts both provide excellent examples of the development of land over time and the affects that both humans and the natural world have on our environ
ment. 
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�How would you decide whether a particular change is happening for the ``right'' reason?  What is the basis for a judgment like that?  I think you are really just setting up the distinction between human-influenced changes and changes caused by other processes.


�Yes.  An important point, though, is that the history of change has not really returned the forest to the same state it had before the arrival of European settlers.  We discussed a bit of this in class.  


�“Just like” seems to be referring to this part of the sentence too.  But of course, the settlement of Montana was about 200 years later than the earliest settlements in Massachusetts.  


�Better:  “... into one basis of Montana's economy.”  “Basis” does not have an apostrophe.


�Suggestion:  … two states, but there are differences as well.”


�This is repetitive (look at previous sentence). 


�You are not mentioning another major difference.  Massachusetts does not have the extensive mineral deposits that Montana has.  So mining has never been a major industry here.  That mining industry has had a major environmental  effects on Montana, though.  See pages 35 – 40 in Diamond.


(You do say something about this briefly on the next page.  But this is a point that deserves more discussion.)


�Better: “well suited”


�Wrong word:  The main meaning of  “indecent” is different from “not decent”  : ) 


�This isn't uniform, though. Parts of New York, New Jersey and Pennsylvania are very good farming land.


�Just say “more deforestation”


�Lyndsay, 





Good paper on the assigned topic.  There are a few places where it would have been good to say more about one aspect or another.  But you have done a mostly good job of comparing and contrasting the ways these states have developed.   
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Form:  B+





