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Human Influence on the Natural Landscape: Massachusetts and Montana


For centuries, the North American land known as the United States has had its diverse landscape filled with plants, animals, and humans.  Along with the natu
ral impact of the environment, human impact has been a major influence in how the environment has changed and how it has taken its shape today.  Specifically comparing the two geographical locations, Massachusetts and Montana, similar and different factors have created what has become today’s landscape.


Massachusetts’ forest today is re-growing to reflect its natural appearance where “much of the land is now in a more natural state than at any time in the previous 250 years” (Foster and Motzkin, p. 112).  Its natural appearance would be considered a “pre-settlement forest” which occurring before 1700, where the only human impact that existed would be of the Native Americans who did minimal damage compared to that of the European settlers (O’Keefe, p.4).  In this time, there was a mix of species, diverse habitats, and different soil and water availability.  Massachusetts, during this time, was made up of an open forest with shallow soils and a variation of aged trees (O’Keefe, p. 4).  However, as Europeans began to settle, the landscape changed and it d
id drastically.  In 1804, there was little hope that the forest would ever reach regrowth (Forster and Motzkin, p. 112).  The main industries during the height of forest clearance from 1830 to1880 was agriculture and home industry and during this time about 60-80% of the forest would b
e cleared for pasture, tillage, orchards, and buildings – such as homes or developing towns.  The wooded land was cut down for the lumber through means of cutting, burning and grazing.  This not only eliminated trees but destroyed habitats for plants and animals that lived under the shade of the trees.  Wildlife during this time became m
ore animals and species who lived in open habitat species due to the lack of forest.  Hunting and gathering also played a role in the change of wildlife (O’Keefe, p. 8).  After the peak of agriculture ended and the decline began, even more forest was cut down for lumber instead of for pasture or cultivating.  At this point, due to the amount of clearing, a second growth of timber was rapidly growing.  This allowed an even aged growth to occur which was also more efficient in logging and producing lumber, but it also allowed trees to grow and be cut down faster (O’Keefe, p. 12).  By 1915, the forest was 
in complete devastation and only a limited amount of trees and species remained (O’Keefe, p. 14).    However, by 1930 the forest of hardwoods began to regrow, despite conce
rns, and the diversity of trees, plants and animals began to return back to the forest (O’Keefe, p. 16).  The growth returned its full circle by the 1960’s in which remains today in what appears to be as close to the natural state as possible (Foster and Motzkin, p. 112).


Today Montana maintains i
s a broad, flat valley floor with high altitude and latitude giving itself an immediate disadvantage in agriculture (Diamond, p. 29, 33).  Despite its difficulties, Montana has gone through its own landscape changes just as most areas of the country did as societies developed within them.  Montana was first explored by Europeans in the 1800s and then inhabit
ated by mountain men who trapped and traded furs (Diamond, p. 33).  In the 1860’s, mining, logging, food production, and cutting timber became key fac
tors of the area.  All these factors exhausted the land from multiple angles.  A large part of the agricultural element in Montana involved creating irrigation systems and canals to su
ffice for the minimal water available.  This allowed major apple orchards to be cultivated in Montana from the 1880s to the 1900s (Diamond, p. 34).  But the orchards lead to the exhaustion of nitrogen within the soil (Diamond, p. 47).  Montana also faced deforestation with the logging and lumber industries which both caused major change in Montana’s landscape.  Naturally, Montana has a naturally beautiful landscape and industries eventually expanded to a point where most the trees were cleared to create even aged timber for maximum efficiency.  This had many effects such as a change in stream temperature for those that were naturally in the shade of the trees were now in the light causing the temperatures to warm.  This eff
ected fish within streams and also effected the rate in which snow melted (Diamond, p. 41).  Then came the point where the people of Montana were extremely dissatisfied with the appearance of their cleared Montana in which laws were enacted to protect national forests as wildlife habitats.  Montana today has also enc
ircled back into a natural state of being covered in its sage
bush.  (Diamond p. 42).


Change is inevitable within an environment due to human factors, natural disasters, etc.  However, regrowth of a forest has always been able to occur (Foster and Motzkin, p. 118).  Today, scientists and people have been able to recognize factors that have devastated forests and have learned from past changes how to prevent harm and protect its natural state.  E
ye witnesses who have recorded information on the terrains of these forests in Massachusetts and Montana, have written useful information on forests appeared and functioned during the time they visited.  For example, in the famous Lewis and Clark expedition, during pre-settlement of Montana, Montana was explored and the information gathered is able to be used to measure change (Diamond p.33).  But written descriptions are not the only way to gather information about the past.  Scientifically, one can analyze pollen in the different layers of soils.  This information can tell one composition change in vegetation and the type of distribution that occurred over centuries (Foster and Motzkin, p. 116).


If one were to compare Massachusetts’ and Montana’s change in landscape, th
ey could find many similar and different contributing factors.  Both experience agriculture that the land was not made for and both experienced extreme logging and lumber industries that completely devastated the environment and the habitats for its species.  (Diamond, p. 33, O’Keefe,  p. 8).  Both of the states forests also experienced (and still experience) natural disasters such as large amounts of snow, ice, wind, and forest fires (Foster and Motzkin, p.113, Diamond, p. 43).  Montana, however, is very dependent on how much snow t
hey receive and how quickly it melts for they are very reliant on the water that the snow gives off due to the limited availability of water and their need for water for agriculture (Diamond, p.41, 51).  Montana itself does not have the terrain m
eant for production.   Besides the minimal water availability, it has low rainfall resulting in a low rate of plant growth and due to its high altitude and latitude it also has a short growing season.  All these factors only allow Montana to produce one cro
p (Diamond, p. 33).  Massachusetts also had difficulty in cultivating its terrain where the diversity of the types of area within a small area made it hard to produce the same crops in different types of areas.  For example, the area is known as the Transition Forest Zone where the northern part is at a higher elevation causing cooler temperatures and moister environments and the southern part is dry, exposed and well drained.  This allows different trees and vegetation to grow in each a
rea (O’Keefe, p. 4).  In both states though, the people needed to produce for themselves.  It was necessary at the time to produce food, and the land that was provided was cultivated.  During the time, the methods used were the most effective and efficient methods and not the most environmentally friendly.


The landscapes of these two states have changed drastically over the past couple hundred years and have, by mir
acle, been able to regrow back to their natural states.  However, with all these factors that have had major effects on the landscapes, one may question whether or not the conditions could have been made more extreme.  In a sense, they could have had the expansion westward not been made.  Montana would have never been settled and cultivated and only would have changed due to natural factors.  Massachusetts, on the other hand, would have continued to experience population growth and would have required to give more natural resources that were already diminishing.  In a sense, a lot of regrowth was able to occur due to the industrialization of cities and the major population movements into the cities and away from the farming life (O’Keefe, p. 10).  Although, the population would have continued to grow in such a small area that it would have been impossible for farming to decline to the extent that it did.  In these two entirely different states, both experienced similar landscape changes that led to major environmental damage, wildlife changes, and regrowth over the course of hundreds of years.  This cycle, even in two different geographical locations, proves to be continuous where the nature of the forest will be to eventually return to its natural state no matter the devastation or exhaustion that it is forced
 to experience.  
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�What do you mean by “natural impact” here?  Do you mean changes caused by natural processes and not caused by human actions?


�You don't need (or want) the “and it did” here.


�Better:  “was cleared”


�I think you mean that the more numerous and prevalent species were the open-habitat species.  


�How about “completely devastated” instead of �“in complete devastation.”


Simpler is often better!


�Don't know what you mean by this.  What were the concerns?  Who had the concerns?


�``maintains is?''  I don't follow this sentence.


�Not a word – you mean “inhabited”


�Maybe:  “ … key components of the economy of the area”


�Wrong word:  I think you mean “compensate”


�Wrong word – should be “affected”  (both times in this sentence)


�Wrong word – “cycled?”  


�That's not what Diamond says there (and it should be “sagebrush.”)  The point is that changes in regulations governing  cutting trees in national forests have reduced the amount of wood that is being taken, so the Montana logging industry has declined.  Outside the forested areas, there has not been much of a return to the pre-settlement flora of sagebrush.  


�“Eyewitness” is one word


�This is rather awkward.  It would be better to be more direct – “There are many similar and different contributing factors in the changes in landscape in Massachusetts and Montana.”  


�“they” does not agree with the subject (“Montana”)


�Don't you mean something like “Montana's terrain is not well-suited to agriculture.”


�One crop each year (instead of two or three crops a year in warmer, wetter areas).  


�The other major factor that made Massachusetts less suitable was the fact that the soil here was so rocky.  


�Definitely not a “miracle!”  Instead, I would say that it's really just the natural world “doing its thing” when the intensive human impacts are removed.  But this really applies only in the case of Massachusetts. The regrowth and regeneration is not as far along in Montana.  


�Abbey,





    Most of the comments above deal with relatively minor writing issues.  But the fact that there are quite a few of them makes me think that you need to continue to practice writing so that you develop more fluency.  We will certainly be doing that over the rest of the year.  





      As far as the content goes, most of what you have here is good.  But I think you have underestimated the influence of one key fact.  Note that Diamond spends a lot of time discussing the environmental impacts of mining in Montana.  That was a major component of the economy there and a major source of environmental problems through the present day.  That is definitely one area where the two regions differ.  Massachusetts never had much of a mining industry because it does not have the metal deposits that Montana does.  This accounts for another large part of the differences between the two states.  
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