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Past and Present Landscapes of Montana and Massachusetts


The dioramas at Harvard Forest are not only magnificent works of art, but th
ey portray the changes that have occurred within the forest and the various landscapes surrounding Massachusetts.  They provide visual representations of how the land and specifically the forests have changed over the years from pre-European settlement to the present day.  In
 the book Collapse by Jared Diamond, he examines a similar situation that occurred in Montana.  The environments of both Montana and Massachusetts have flourished, become bare and then recovered, although in some instances not completely.  There are both similarities and differences in the conflicts each area sustained and to what extent they were able to recover.  These can be applied to the wildlife, soil and water, and the forests within Montana and Massachusetts.  The forests and landscapes are quite different, but th
ere certainly can be connections drawn between the two locations.  

Before the settlement of the Europeans, the forests of Massachusetts had a wide variety of large trees.  This forest was describe
d as, “a considerable temporal and spatial variation in the mixture and distribution of species and the pattern of vegetation.” (Foster, p. 4)  As people started to settle and call the forest their home, trees were cleared and areas cleared for homesteads.  The destruction of the forest began in the mid 1700’s when trees that were cut down were used for the wood to create the houses and also for fires to provide warmth.  As a result of people starting to settle, they had to hunt and fis
h to eat which had a direct effect on the abundance of species.  The farmers also started to plant crops and agriculture expanded with the number of farmers increasing.  I think the actions of the farmers and their uses of the forests are tough to analyze because their survival depended on the uses of trees and the wood from the trees.  It is easy to say that they should have been more careful with how they treated the forest and not cut down so many trees, but they were essential to the persev
erance of human life during that time period.  If they did not cut down the trees and use them for warmth than they would have ultimately died.  As time passed though, the farmers became more aware of the negative effects they were having on the forest and created wood lots to save trees and still manage to use enough wood for warmth and survival, but did so in a smarter w
ay.  The population of farmers declined over time as people migrated we
st to cities, which provided easier jobs than farming.  As a result, trees that were cut down started to come back and led to reforestation.  “Thus, in 100 years much of the New England countryside has gone from open agricultural land to largely closed woodland and has supported two completely different types of forest.  Both forest types resulted from the interaction of human activity, variation in the environment, and the biological characteristics of the native tree species.” (Foster, p. 16)  This describes the collective effect that humans, changes in the environment and nature itself play in the rise and fall of forests.


Like the forests of Massachusetts, Montana endured its own problems due mainly to logging and the burning of its forests.  Once again I think it is hard to be too critical of the people of Montana because cutting down the trees were a crucial part for logging to attain wood for timber and paper.  If they did not use these methods it would have been very difficult to produce the amount and timber that was needed.  However, I do think that they could have logged in a smarter way instead of clear cutting all the trees.  One method would have been selective logging of marked trees.  Another effect that the logging had was on the quality of the water.  Diamond describes these disadvantages when he says, “Water temperatures in streams no longer shaded by trees rose above values optimal for fish spawning and survival; snow on unshaded bare ground melted in a quick pulse in the spring, instead of the shaded forest’s snowpack gradually melting and releasing water for irrigating ranches throughout the summer; and, in some cases, sediment runoff increased, and water quality decreased.” (Diamond, p. 41-42)  Like the forests of Massachusetts, Montana did recover although there were repercussions in other areas as a result.  One such example Diamond illustrates was the huge decline of timber sales.  This led to various mills getting shutdown and ultimately people losing jobs.  So the forests have started to recover, but there are negative effects on the economy and the people of Montana.  This raises the question as to whether it would be better to continue clea
r-cutting or to be more environmentally aware and put people out of jobs.  I would have to suggest that there should be a middle somewhere that would satisfy both sides.  There should be a reduction in the amount of clear cutting that was occurring, but should not be so harsh that so many people are out of jobs.


The importance of fuel has contributed to the harming of the forests and the decline in the quality of the environment in Montana.  The major contributor to extracting sources for fuel in Montana is min
ing.  Mining causes tremendous toxic waste because the rock releases harmful materials such as arsenic, copper, zinc and cadmium.  These materials are damaging to the environment as they affect both living and non-living things.  On the other hand, without mining it would be much more difficult to obtain sufficient amounts of fuel.  I believe this to be another case where there is no real easy solution to resolve the conflict.  If th
ey continue their mining practises the environment will continue to suffer, but if they stop then the amount of fuel that is obtained will consequently decline.  Another damaging factor that affects the environment in Montana is the runoff from fertilizer.  These toxins can not only harm the environment, but also wildlife and the species that inhabit Montana.  The problems associated with mining are not so damaging or prolific in Massachusetts.  The number of mines is drastically lower and is not a main resource like in Montana.  On the other hand, fertilizers and the effect they have on the environment do exist in Massachusetts as well.  I think we are heading in the right direction by putting a ban on most fertilizers; specifically, ones that are damaging to the environment.  As an alternative, companies are producing fertilizers that are considered ecologically friendly.  This demonstrates that we understand the risks that are associated with fertilizers not only to the environment, but to the wildlife and even humans.


The cultures of both Montana and Massachusetts played a large role in how the land was used.  Montana was driven by the economy and the amount of timber that they could produce to satisfy their needs.  Massachusetts on the other hand was motivated by survi
val.  The settlers needed to cut down trees in order to create wood to produce heat to bare the elements.  They were not concerned with how their actions would affect the forests, but were instead focused on how they would survive and make a living.  This culture is different from our more environmentally focused culture today.  We have the advantage of seeing how they caused the destruction of the forest and are able to adapt in order to satisfy both our personal needs and maintain a healthy forest.  Another example of culture playing a role in the use of the land is in Montana with the timber production.  This has been a loc
k in their society for countless years and due to the restrictions set on them they have had to cut back with this practise.  As a result, the economy of Montana has greatly suffered.  So it seems like in order to cause the environment to prosper the economy must suffer, or at least in Montana anyways.  Diamond discusses the plummeting economy when he says, “Montana’s own economy already falls far short of supporting the Montana lifestyle, which is instead supported by and dependent on the rest of the U.S.  If Montana were an isolated island, as Easter Island in the Pacific Ocean was in Polynesian times before European arrival, its present First World economy would already have collapsed, nor could it have developed that economy in the first place.” (Diamond, p. 74)  This suggests that the economy of Montana is in terrible shape as a result of the restrictions set upon the timber production in order to preserve the environment.  I do not think that this is the way to go because people should not be forced out of work in order to be more environmentally cons
cious.


In order to measure the age of the trees, amount of toxins and determine the types of trees that were around in the past, there are a variety of methods used.  Many of these methods were used both in Montana and Massachusetts.  In Massachusetts at the Harvard Forest, the scientists use different pollens to determine which species of trees were around during which time period.  This is done when the pollen falls from the trees and is covered up by sediment and new pollen falls and is covered, etc.  This displays which species were around when and the variety of species that were living simultaneously.  This method can also be applied to examine which diseases were contracted by which trees.  If the pollen is infec
ted, the scientists will be able to distinguish this through study of the pollen and remains.  


Despite being located far apart and having very different characteristics, there are many connections between the environments of Massachusetts and Montana.  Both had forests that flourished, perished and then experienced reforestation.  Massachusetts experienced a greater reforestation than Montana and hit the peak at around the 1950’s.  Montana has begun to go through reforestation as well, just not at as quick of a pace.  Also, in order to establish the reforestation the economy of Montana has greatly suffered due to the decrease in timber production.  Both the culture of the two areas and the land use have had positive and negative effects on the environments.  I think there has to be some sort of middle ground where the needs of the people and society are met without causing such disaster to the environment.  In Montana this has not yet been established as the economy has plummeted since the regulations about timber production have been enforced.  The betterment of the environment is important, but not at the expense of t
he people or society as a whole.
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�Maybe: “... art.  They also portray ...”  (could be two contrasting sentences) 


�Better:  “In his book Collapse, Jared Diamond examines ... “


�Better:  “... we can draw connections ... ''  (You could also say '' ... one can draw connections ... “ if you are concerned about using the first person.  


�Not the best choice of verb here.  To connect with the quotation, it might be better to say “The forest showed “a considerable temporal and spatial variation ... “


�Hunting and fishing certainly were supplementary food sources, but most of the food consumed by the settlers was food they produced by farming and raising livestock.





�Better:  “... essential for preserving human life ... “


�I doubt this – I'm pretty sure the woodlots were a feature of the way people used the land right from the start.  It's just that in the early stages the woodlots were much more extensive and connected to uncleared areas so they were still parts of larger forests.  


�There was also a lot of migration to areas where the land was better suited to agriculture (like the Ohio River valley).  Don't forget how rocky New England soil is and how much work it had to be to plow that soil for planting!


�It would have been better to explain why production of timber decreased earlier in your discussion.  It is not clear from what you are saying that the decline of the lumber industry was in effect the result of a deliberate policy choice by the government agency that manages the national forest land.  


�See page 35 – most of the mining in Montana is extraction of metal ores for use in manufacturing, not mining coal for fuel.  This doesn't really alter the main points of what you are saying about environmental damages, but it's an error of fact.    


�Who is “they?”  Mine owners?  Mining company executives?  


�I think I see what you mean here.  But it sounds strange without more explanation.  Are you saying that the settlement of Massachusetts occurred when the economy was at an earlier stage of development  (so most people had to grow their own food, for instance, and metal mining had not yet become a big industry)?


�I don't know what you mean here.


�But what are the alternatives?   Clear-cutting forests for lumber would destroy the natural beauty that is one of the main reasons why the tourism  and recreation industries exist, and those are the areas where Montana is doing OK.   Mining with no regulation (and no self-regulation by the mining companies) could damage the environment so badly that no one could live in those areas at all.  I'm not sure that there are any easy answers here!


�Maybe, but I think the idea is mostly that when a new disease kills off certain types of trees, they don't live long enough to produce pollen.  Then the composition of the pollen deposits in the samples changes and shows that some species of trees are not as common as they once were.  


�Matt, 





This is a good paper on the assigned topic, and you have a definite point of view about some of the larger questions.  See the comments for some wording suggestions and specific points where what you say is not quite accurate.  
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