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Continuous Environmental Change: From Montana to Massachusetts

The land we inhabit is constantly undergoing change. Throughout our entire history, humans have been one major cause of this change. We depend on our landscape for survival, and our culture relies on harvesting resources from it as well. Although some say that we have no need to worry about the transformations going on in our forests since most agricultural practices have moved elsewhere, studying our environment today is just as important as ever. Human disturbance of forests still takes place today as the population continues to increase, and recent climate change impacts the makeup of our forests. In addition, our landscapes are still in the process of recovering from severe conditions that they experienced in the past centuries, such as deforestation and forest fires. Taking all of these factors into account, it can be assumed that our environment will never be in a static state. It is important to study the history of our ecosystems and anticipate future change. 

Our local surroundings serve as a perfect example of the change that has gone on in our environment over the past few centuries. Most view the time before European settlement as the time in which New England was in its natural state. Although there was no clear-cutting before the Europeans arrived, New England forests were still being affected by humans. In the 1650s, before the first settlers arrived, there was a big variety of trees that made up the forests, and the trees themselves were very large. Since Indians depended mostly on hunting as a source of food, they would use fire to clear the undergrowth of the forests. Deer like this more, and it also made it easier to hunt on foot. By 1750, after the settlers had arrived, much of the forest was cleared so the timber could be used for shelter and heat and the land could be used for pastures and crops. Usually, a small woodlot would be left on the farm to be used for firewood, but other than that the majority of the land was clear-cut. A century later, with the Industrial Revolution, the opening of Midwestern farmlands, and the discovery of new lands a
 riches in the western United States, “people left the world of agricultural toil to concentrate in the emerging cities or to emigrate westward” (Foster, p. 112). This left much of the land in New England vacant, and reforestation began to occur. The first trees to grow back were the pines, since they can seed into open areas easily. Large pine forests formed, but then later in the 1800’s these were also harvested by way of clear-cuttings, and the timber was used for b
uilding. The landscape was again extremely deforested, but since farming had moved elsewhere, forest regrowth occurred again. By 1950, 70-80% of the land was forested, as compared to 20-40% from 1800 to 1875 (Foster, p. 102). Although the forests have returned, they are not the same forests that were present before Europeans arrived. After colonization through the mid-1990s, the forests were made up of mostly small, young trees. Today, the practice of selective rather than clear cutting is causing the forests again to have larger, older trees. Some assume that because New England has experienced reforestation and the forests are again comprised of older trees that they are in the same state as before the Europeans arrived. However, the forest is still drastically different. The location of tree species is one area that has gone through much change. Since the 1700s, “maple and birch have increased greatly, beech is much less important today, and hemlock is abundant in the west…[and]…a tremendous decline in the relative importance of chestnut due to introduced blight” (Foster, p. 109).

The history of the New England forest gives valuable insight into conservation planning and resource management today. Huge amounts of data collection and analysis of New England forests in essential to piece together its history. The Harvard Forest Organization studies a region that covers the areas of Worcester, Franklin, and Hampshire counties, which covers a variety of environments.  Throughout this area, regional environmental data was collected in order to determine the history of the landscape and show the forest vegetation patterns. Different forms of data collection were used, such as compiling information from old town censuses that included statistics on land cover and population. Detailed town plans were also recovered, which help ecologists to see the change in land use over time. Pollen sampling is another method used to gain information about the past forest structure.  Samples of sediment from the ground are extracted, and the pollen found in these samples can tell us the date and variety of tree that was growing in the area as for centuries back. In order to collect information on forest composition today in the Harvard forest and surrounding area, “modern vegetation composition was sampled in 461 plots randomly located within the 45 towns in the study area” (Foster, p. 101). The colonial and modern forest data was analyzed both separately and collectively to paint a clear picture of the change that has occurred in the forests over the centuries.

 
Like New England, Montana’s environment has a long history that has been greatly impacted by its human inhabitants.  The Native Americans, who arrived 13,000 years ago, were mostly hunter-gatherers. They did not farm and, in turn, the landscape was not changed dramatically by their existence in the Montana forests. The next phase in Montana’s economic development began in the 1860s when fur trappers and traders traveled into Montana from Canada and the U.S. These mountain men settled in Montana and instituted the three foundations of Montana’s economy which are still somewhat present today: M
ining, logging, and food production (Diamond, p. 33). These three industries that began in the 1860’s have hugely influenced Montana’s environment over the following decades.  Miners migrated to Montana to harv
est its copper and gold, which “stimulated other sectors of the economy to meet the needs of that internal market within the state” (Diamond, p. 34). Forests were cut down to construct the mines and miner’s houses, and irrigation systems were put in place so that food for the miners could be grown.  Although the mining gave people jobs and brought money into the area, it also caused a variety of environmental problems that are still affecting the land today. Toxic chemicals were brought up to the service, intoxicating the water and hurting vegetation in the surrounding areas. Commercial logging in Montana also began in the 1880s and peaked around 1970, but this brought problems to the area as well.  Instead of logging selective individual trees, “logging was carried out by clear-cutting” (Diamond, p. 41). This hurt the flora and fauna populations in the area, caused a serious problem of erosion to arise, and increased the rate and severity of forest fires.  Overgrazing and weed infestation as well as forest fires and logging have contributed to this soil erosion. All of these environmental problems have occurred because of human impact on an area that, although naturally beautiful, is also very fragile.  


Montana and Massachusetts landscapes have both undergone lots of change, much due the impact of humans. Although the two areas are thousands of miles apart, their histories have many similarities. Native Americans in both areas did not rely on farming as a main source of food production, but instead hunted to survive.  They impacted the flora and fauna in their regions by hunting and setting small fires to destroy forest undergrowth, but overall the impact of Native Americans on the landscape was much less than the impact of the settlers who arrived later. Neither Montana nor Massachusetts has an environment that it
 well-suited for agriculture. In Montana there are some farms, but the short growing seasons and low average rainfall make it difficult to grow competitively compared to other states. New England also has some areas devoted to agriculture, but the rocky soil makes planting and harvesting crops a difficult task. Instead, other industries were depended on for the two areas’ survival during the time of settlement. In Montana, mining and logging were the main sources of income during its colonization. Timber was a main source of income in the New England area during this time period as well. Because of the high demand for timber, clear-cutting took place in both areas, which drastically affected the landscapes.  Both areas also face the problem of the introduction of non-native, invasive species with threaten the native flora and fauna in the area.


Although there are many similarities, the differing environments and cultural values of the people cause there to be numerous differences in history of the two landscapes as well.  Settlers arrived and began colonizing New England in the 1600s, where they began farming right away because they needed to sustain a fast-growing population. Until the mid-1800s this was the area’s main source of income, although farming was indeed difficult. Montana was not reached by European settlers until the mid-1800’s, and their main industries were mining, and logging as well as farming. Because of Montana’s economy, their cultural practices were much more harmful to the environment. The deforestation was especially bad for the land since its soil was already prone to erosion. The toxic chemicals released from mining were also extremely harmful, and are hurting the environment to this day.  Since New England does not have the metals such as copper and gold to be harv
ested, we are not facing the environmental issues that mining brings about.  As the cultural values of New England shifted in the 1800s from farming to industrialization and migrating west, the landscape has had some time to recover from its period of intense use. Pastures and meadows are no longer needed to the extent that they once were, so clear cutting is a thing of the past, and reforestation has occurred across the area. In Montana clear cutting did not stop until about a century later, and logging is still a source of income there. For this reason many of the areas that were harvested for timber have not had a chance to regrow yet.  The lack of rainfall has been exacerbated by climate change in Montana, and so the growth of forests has been slowed even more. Montana also faces a clash in cultural views that New England does not, because of the changes it has been experiencing in its population. There is a divide between beliefs of the “old-timers and newcomers: i.e., people born in Montana…respect a lifestyle and economy traditionally built on the three pillars of mining, logging, and agriculture, versus recent arrivals or seasonal visitors. (Diamond, p. 57). The seasonal visitors migrate to Montana because of the state’s physical beauty, but do not worry too much about the environmental issues it faces. The old-timers, on the other hand, have much invested in the land, and assert that changes need to take place in order to save the landscape. Because of the differing opinions of Montana’s residents, it is difficult to reach a common ground on environmental issues. 


Montana and Massachusetts landscapes both experienced overuse when their resources were harvested by the settlers, but luckily this stage in their histories did not last. In New England, people went West or to the cities to seek better opportunities, and so the landscape was able to recover from intense use. If there had been no West, and people were forced to stay and farm the rocky soil, New England would be facing much bigger environmental problems now due to deforestation and soil erosion. Similarly, mining, logging and agriculture have moved elsewhere from Montana. “All but a few Montana mines are already closed…Timber sales are now more than 80% below former peak levels…[and] agriculture, the third pillar, is also dwindling” (Diamond, p. 57). Unlike Easter Island, who had no other place to go to harvest resources, Massachusetts and Montana are not the sole source of things such as timber, food, and metals. For this reason, as long as we pay attention to the landscape’s history, we will not face the threat of collapse in these areas. 


Although collapse of these two areas is not something many are worried about, data collection and analysis of the environment around us is still important if we want to predict future patterns and take care of our land today. Ecologists must continue to evaluate modern conditions and compare them to the area’s history in order to understand the changes that will forever be taking place in the land around us. 
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�and?


�And other uses such as packaging (boxes, etc.)


�No capital here


�Word choice – “harvest” is OK, but it has an agricultural connotation that does not quite match the subject you are discussing here.   “Extract” is a possible alternative.  


�Typo here:  “is”


�See comment above about “harvest” in this context.
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   Another excellent paper. I especially like the analysis of similarities and differences.  You have clearly thought about the issues here and drawn some interesting conclusions.
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