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American Ecosystems

The landscapes and environments in Massachusetts and Montana have changed greatly over time. Originally, or at least before the Europeans discovered America, the landscape was barely touched. Native Americans, who inhabited the land before European arrival, were hunters and gatherers.  They did not worry about the economy and tradi
ng with other nations.  They hunted and gathered only what they needed.  They did not waste. They did not possess the same powerful tools as the Europeans, thus keeping the environment reasonably natural by cutting down fewer trees. They were practical, mobile, and in coexis
tence with nature.  American land was spacious, trees were big, both tall and wide around, and varied in age. Most destruction came from natural disasters, like hurricanes and ice storms, which helped to regulate the forest and maintain a healthy environment free of overpopulation. In those times, there was more variation of tree types. Many of these tree species were dense, tall hardwoods, which are used frequently today.  The variety of vegetation also helped to support a wider variety of wildlife. The trees grew back relatively quickly, but damage to the ecosystem scared away or killed many species that had been important to the ecosystem. Problems emerged for European immigrants as they cut down the environment around them, endangering many native species. New England wildlife such as bears, beavers and moose disappeared from the area completely, only beginning to return recently.

The arrival of the Europeans to the United States in the 17th and 18th centuries “initiated a drastic transformation” as they brought their strong tools and great ambitions (Foster 111). These people settled into the land, clearing down approximately eighty percent of the forest in under a century to create areas for themselves and their farms. They interfered with the ecosystem, taking habitats away from animals, altering air quality and exposing plants that required shady areas to survive. Of the diminished tree population, even the remainder only existed for human use and disposal by way of logging, grazing, or burning to fertilize crops with ash. After about a century of this farming wave, the Industrial Revolution began.  Farming was no longer the most productive or economically rewarding job. Industrialization was a novel job area with plenty of openings and opportunities, which caused many people to leave their farms for city jobs, allowing the forests to regenerate.

Massachusetts and Montana are not great locations for farming. As Timothy Dwight describes the northern United States, “This land is full of rocky hills… and cloathed with infinite thick woods” (Dwight, as quoted in Northeastern Naturalist p.112)  Montana lies at a high altitude which is not conducive to plant growth, while Massachusetts is built on a bumpy, hilly land. The dry so
il in both locations lacks in crop necessary nutrients, which makes indecent and inadequate for supporting crops.  Montana’s soil was not as terrible for farming as Massachusetts soil
, However, Montana’s landscape and mining interest eroded the soil over time. The landscape is very mountainous, causing problems because of altitude and soil content. Water ran downhill and dried out farms at higher elevations. In his book Collapse, Jared Diamond discusses the severity of problems that gold mining in Montana created. Mining dispersed chemicals such as “copper, arsenic, cadmium and zinc, which are toxic to people...and hence are bad news when they get into groundwater, rivers, and soil” (Diamond 35). These chemicals did unfortunately reach water, and ran downhill through crops, creating health risks.  Relatively low rainfall in Montana turns dead trees into fire hazards simply waiting to catch flame and spread forest fires, unlike Massachusetts, where dead tree logs decompose at a pretty rapid rate due to the moist New England environm
ent.

 
Harvard Forest, a conservation and plant research facility in Massachusetts, contains twenty three dioramas that accurately express the stages of local forest geography here in Massachusetts. We can see how storms and natural occurrences helped to regulate habitat growth and also how human actions negatively impacted the environment. The new waves of European settlers in the 18th century cut down approximately 80% of the trees. This drastic change began fluctuations in populations of unique native animals, illustrated in a chart that is displayed at the conservation museum. The beaver and deer populations bottomed out by 1700 and only recently began coming back, but this sudden increase is now throwing off other animal species that adapted their habits and are now unfamiliar with these huge populations. Coy
otes are dying out, as the wolves did before the end of the 18th century.

Both lands had not been destroyed prior to European arrival; instead they were affected by natural disasters, and then were deforested and irrigated by the new immigrants. The moist but rocky New England environment helped to aid plant growth. As the Harvard forest dioramas illustrate, Massachusetts forests have regenerated rather quickly to the size and density that they are today. The forests are dense, very thickly clumped with bumpy ground raised by thick tree roots. Pioneer species like birch and white pine grow first, then hardwoods and other tree species. In Massachusetts these pioneers are cut down to stunt their growth, allowing for native species to take root and flourish. Dry, elevated Montana has struggled with regrowth for years. It is a tourist oriented area where citizens consider “their land’s most valuable resource to be its beauty…clear-cut hillsides looked ugly, really ugly” (Diamond 42). Currently in Montana, new coming, wealthy people buy out large properties of land and try to keep it “pretty” by saving forest undergrowth. The problem is that the thick forest cannot be well maintained in Montana, trees are too dry, and of too great of a proximity to one another. It endangers the trees, the animals, and the people who live in or around the forests. This fire hazard is over looked simply for economic gain.  On the other hand, in Massachusetts, we are more environmentally aware. Our best attractions tend to be non natural; architecture, museums, colleges, and our natural attractions are well maintained and moist enough to prevent forest fire
s.

If the US had not expanded west, then the U.S. would look different than it does today. Our population would be much more concentrated and much more industrialized.  We would assume that there is a vast, infinite region of forest beyond us and hold little concern for our actions, where as today we preserve wild life and do our part to replant and recover for lost trees.  We would have very concentrated areas of farmland, but hold little concern for the acts of deforestation that we engaged in.  The landscape would feature a splattering of very industrialized, urban, concrete zones, and also very wide open farming zones, trying to make the best of this terrible New England soil. Un-hunted animals would hide in whatever area of woods they could find, and their populations would dwindle. They would eat away at the smaller new growth plants, thus eliminating the chance of strong forest regeneration. The diversity of plant species would dwindle because we would bring numbers of species down to nearly nothing, but not let them grow back as freely as they were able to after the Industrial Rev
olution. 
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�(Or did so on such a small scale that it had no major impacts)


�There is a large kernel of truth here, but there is also a danger in this somewhat romanticized view of the way Native Americans interacted with the natural world.  On the whole, they were certainly better environmentalists than the European settlers.  But they also had impacts on their environments that were not entirely benign. So it's probably not good to take this idea too far.  For example, don't forget that we know the Native Americans in Massachusetts set small fires to clear out the underbrush in forests and improve the habitat for deer, because they hunted deer for food.  


�Rainfall amounts in Massachusetts are not generally a problem for farming.  Nutrients can be, and the rockiness of the soil is also an issue since it makes plowing and tilling the soil a major chore.  


�Typo – should be a period here


�You have put together several different issues here that are actually not that closely related.  So this paragraph doesn't work too well.   Montana's altitude and climate are important because they mean there is a shorter growing season.  But that climate is quite a bit different from the climate of Massachusetts (it's much drier for one thing).  Runoff from mining operations is a major problem in Montana but it affects much more than just farms – it is an issue for all of the water supplies.  Similarly, forest fires are a big environmental issue in Montana, but that has little to do with farming, since they impact the forested areas more than the cleared areas used for agriculture.   


�Actually coyote populations have been going way up recently.  (And they are a relatively new species in this area; they used to be limited to areas much farther west.)


�Again, this seems “thrown-together” – it's hard to follow the logical connections between all of the points you are raising.


�Megan, 





   This is not a bad paper on the assigned topic.  But it seems a bit “undigested” if you catch my meaning.  You seem to have collected a large number of (mostly correct) facts and put them together without really thinking about how they are connected or how the situation in Montana might be different from or similar to the situation here.  
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