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The Changing Forests of Montana and Massachusetts


The landscapes of Montana and Massachusetts have drastically changed over the past 300 years, as a result of natural effects as well as a
n influence given by human interference.  Species of trees have come and gone over this time period, just as the Sugar Maple is dominating the forests of New England today.  European settlers in the early 1700s brought about a massive change in the infrastructure of each forest in the Northeast, destroying much of it for the farming and logging businesses. In Montana, mining thrived, leaving the countryside scarred from toxic waste and ai
r pollution.  Each of these areas of the U.S. developed in separate manners, and each have specific characteristics that influenced their transformations into how Montana and Massachusetts physically appear today.


The forest habitat is dynamic, constantly changing in shape and appearance.  As stated by Foster and Motzkin, "change is an inherent characteristic of all landscapes and future change is inevitable."  This way of approaching change in these separate environments gives off the view that natural change is certainly unavoidable, but one must also take into account that humans can alter this process in a strongly negative way.  


In Massachusetts, Native Americans in the early 17th century cut down trees out of s
mall necessity, using them for lumber and firewood.    European settlers, beginning to immigrate into the United States in the 18th and 19th centuries, invoked a dramatic change in the landscaping, cutting down much of the forest to create farmland in a process called deforestation.  This process came to a climax in the mid 19th century when very little forest areas were left untouched by this constant process of increasing farmland.  To put in perspective the impact of European settlers on the forests of New England, Timothy Dwight dramatically states, "The forests are not only cut down, but there appears little reason to hope that they will ever grow again" (Foster and Motzkin 112). 


 Fortunately, the forests were given a chance to replenish themselves as the Industrial Revolution swept across the U.S.  Many farmers in the Northeast abandoned their rural estates in search of a new way of life found in a urban-suburban area that seemed to be thriving at the time.  Lands were discovered in the west, bringing more flocks of people to leave Massachusetts and search for a possible opportunity else
where.  Farmland was left to rot and reform, causing a complete re-transformation of New England's landscape.  Throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, the forests rapidly replenished, as Foster and Motzkin state, " much of the land is now in a more natural state than at any time in the previous 250 years" (112).  


This depletion and subsequent replenishing of the Massachusetts forests did indeed have many effects that can be seen today.  Many of the plants and animals such as mammals and birds that thrived in a woods environment were replaced by those organisms that survived in open-spaced lands, such as the bobolink and meadowlark, at the peak of this deforestation around the mid 1800s.  The populations of other animals, such as deer, beavers, and wolves severely decreased as a result of this natural destruction.  The wolf, as the most extreme example, completely left  Massachusetts at around 1780, and has never recovered in the area.  On the other hand, coyotes  have become a newly introduced species in the area, taking the place of the non-existent wolf as the forests regenerate.   Other animals such as the deer, beaver, and bear have strongly rebounded, with the deer achieving th
e relative abundance amount equal to the pre-deforested environment.  As the forest continues to grow, those animals that thrived on the open-land areas are now in decline, such as the song sparrows.  This in turn leads to a controversial argument on whether or not to save these species, or let nature continue to change.


The strong resurgence of  the woodland species  have led to many unexpected problems facing humans today.  Increased populations of wildlife in domesticated areas in Massachusetts have led to a disturbance in man-made creations such as dams and irrigation systems by beavers, killing off trees and flooding towns.  Deer have become an increasing hazard to automobile drivers and to gardeners, whose crops have been destroyed by a curi
ous deer.  Woodp
eckers, bears, and moose also are becoming very dangerous to humans and their populations expand.


Montana is the third largest state in area, but it has the sixth smallest population, giving way to the second lowest population density in the United States. It has gone through a change as well, despite this change being more fully impacted by humans.  Montana's economy was based on the fur-trappers and traders coming down from Canada and all over the United States.  Around 1860,  mining began to rapidly change the landscape, along with cattle farms and logging companies.  These industries took root over farming in this area because of the low rainfall, high latitude and altitude, and distance away from major cities.  These disadvantages resulted in low rates of plant growth, and short growing seasons wi
th limiting one crop each year.  Also, the products grown in Montana cannot compete with farmlands closer to large cities, and therefore the land is non-competitive.  


Montana's econ
omy was shaped out by Native Americans, arriving over 13,000 years ago.  Despite their common tradition to form a central agricultural place in each area that they settled in, the Indians could not do this, for Montana did not have a native plant and animal that could be cultivated for their own us
e.  Therefore, each group remained hunter-gathers in this area. This contrasts the Native American ideas in the northeast, where crops were at the heart of their cultures.  As Diamond points out, another reason why Montana was never exposed to crops would be the distance from the two Native American centers for agriculture (33).  The influence of these central societies did not have a chance to impact Montana until after the Europeans arrived and brought their influences.  


Now,  Montana's economy has a strong reliance on recreation, as the fur trade, mining, logging, and agriculture industries perish.  This is because of the major problems of toxic waste, climate change, newly introduced pests, biodiversity losses, and changes in the forests, soil, and water texture (35).  Past failures of the mines in Montana has had one of the strongest parts in the state's struggles for many reasons.  There are about 20,000 mines left to rot, as investors sought business elsewhere.  These mines pollute the nearby areas for miles and miles, destroying the cleanliness of the water and the habitat surrounding the mine.  The farming industry has never been strong in Montana, for it has constantly run into many problems.  After 1940, saline seeps became a major problem with the crops, as they were the result of inefficient farming practices such as increased use of tractors or weed-killers. Problems in the soil dealing with salt accumulation also drastically affect farming attempts.  Another example of a disadvantage of Montana would be  the cold, dry climate in combination with the high elevation.  This geographical fact brings about a major difference between Massachusetts and this area, for trees will grow many times faster in the Northeast than in Montana.   Climate change also has a dram
atic effect on the area's resources, making Montana warmer and drier.  Unfortunately, this will hurt the state more than many other states, because their rainfall levels were already extremely low, and difficult to factor into any farming.  Just as the mines were left, so are many acres and acres of farmland that are proving to be infertile in eastern Montana.  


Comparing Massachusetts and Montana brings about many similarities as each of the areas progress over time.  This change can be seen from the different animals that have come and gone in each of the areas.  Although many try to somehow attempt to bring these areas back to the shapes they were in before humans intervened, it is crucial to realize that humans are part of the environment as well, and that taking away all of our influences is impossible.  As stated by Foster and Motzkin, nature has always been dynamic, and therefore there is no "single, ideal state to which plant and animal assemblages should be restored" (117).  As a result of this, we should not attempt to bring forests back to a pre-human era, but we should just realize what negative impacts we have on our environment and change the
m.

�Not sure what this means exactly – do you mean to say “ … as well as due to the effects of human interference.”


�The effects of mining were much stronger on water supplies than they were on the atmosphere.  Dangerous toxic metals are are a byproduct of mining and build up in water supplies.


�The Native Americans also cleared undergrowth in forests to make better habitat for deer and deer hunting, which was a major source of food for them.  


�Yes – there were really several components of the abandonment of much of the cleared land in Massachusetts.  First, many people were moving to cities to be nearer to industrial jobs that were being created.  Second, the opening up of superior farmland in regions such as the Ohio River valley attracted many people to move there to continue farming.  The rocky soil and somewhat colder climate here made farming in Massachusetts seem like a losing proposition.  


�Wordy – you could just say “the deer achieving numbers close to those present in the pre-deforested environment.”  


�(and hungry :) )


�I agree that bear and moose could present threats to humans.  But how could that be true for woodpeckers?  They can be pests if they build their nests in holes created in the wood of a house, but there's very little actual danger involved there.  


�Better:  “... short growing seasons limited farmers to raising one crop each year.”


�Not sure what you mean here.  How did the Native American hunter-gatherers influence what is happening now?  Or is that what you are trying to say?


�Not exactly – I think it is more accurate to say that the climate and soil conditions were not suitable for growing corn and other crops that the Native Americans grew in other areas.  


�This might be an overstatement at present.  There are some effects but they are not that “dramatic” (yet).  For instance, the major impact is probably the way glaciers in the mountainous areas have started to melt and recede.  


�Good point.





Drew,





  This is a generally good paper on the assigned topic.  See the comments for some specific suggestions.  ou have also not addressed some of the questions in the assignment (specifically the questions about how some of the changes over time you describe are measured and quantified, and how the availability of more land to the west has changed the development of Massachusetts).  
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