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Montana & New England’s Changing Landscape

When comparing the two landscapes of New England and Montana, one can see how over a rough time period of a few hundred years the environment can be totally changed. Both studies and the visual dioramas at Harvard Forest show that before human arrival the environment was much different than that of today’s forests. By collecting pollen samples from the soil and learning from records kept by farmers, we can see the evolution of the forest from almost noth
ing to what we see it as today. When comparing the two forests it is easy to draw comparisons and show how the development of humans and their wants and needs have shaped the makeup of the forest. Examples such as a local need for resources, the gold rush of the west, and the housing boom after World War II changed and reshaped what our forests look like today. Though both areas are experiencing a growth in forestation and a comeback of what the environment used to look like, there are many subtle differences that make today’s forests much different than th
at of the early settlers of America. 

Montana and New England share a similar timeline in regards to when they experienced changes to their forests and environment. Starting in the early 1800s settlers were using the land for its resourc
es. In both areas, farming was becoming a very popular way for people to use the land available to live a stable and healthy life. Though Montana was not an ideal spot for farming, many of the settlers created irrigation ditches which improved the flow of water to their fields. Many of the rocks in these fields would be used to make stone walls around the land and make for a better farming area. All the trees harvested would be used for buildings, orchards, and clearing the land for grazing animals. The clearing of tree populated areas created new open grassland and supported a home for animals such as the meadowlark, fox, skunks, and rabbits which all thrived in the open meadows and grasslands. In Collapse Diamond discusses other activities such as m
ining, trapping/hunting, and logging which also contributed to the change in animal species and certain tree species. The new change in landscape made it tougher on some species to adapt, while others grew in population. These practices would continue for half a century until a change in economic ideals turned forest use into a different direction.

 Though logging, farming, and creating resources locally were still needed, the start of the industrial revolution and the migration westward, due to the 
gold rush, left many of the farms abandoned  and unused. This time period around the mid to  late 1800’s and into the early 1900’s allowed for many of the pine trees left behind by farmers to grow and populate, becoming the dominate species of tree. This was especially true of the New England forest and resulted in the harvesting of many white pines in the early 1900’s. After the harvesting of these particular kinds of trees, it gave way to many of the hardwoods and contributed to a more diversified forest. These new hardwood trees would adapt to the changed environment and spread further throughout the New England area. Best described by Foster in the article of the North Eastern Forest, “Following the sequence of deforestation and natural reforestation that occurred through the 19th and 20th centuries, the forest has become more homogenized on a regional scale and no longer varies as much with climate or elevation”.(Foster, 6) While this was happening in New England, Montana’s commercial logging business was starting to flourish and in 1908-1910 two large irrigation ditches were made to help with the huge apple orchard business that was also thriving. This created an even larger demand for trees which consequently affected the rest of Montana’s environment. With the cutting of the trees came a change in much of the forest cover, water systems, and climate in general, which would become warmer due to melting snow at a more rapid rate.

In the 1930’s, New England’s farming and logging failed to keep up with the regrowth of the forest, and thus the environment started its formation and began resem
bling of what it used to look like. This new forest that has formed is one of adaptation, it is more homogenous and includes many of the same kind of trees and all of a similar age. For this reason it is different from the forest it was a couple hundred years ago though it does look similar. Studies have also shown that many trees, especially hardwoods, have adapted to growing in different climates and have spread further throughout the North East.  In the latter half of the 1900’s, factors in Montana such as new government regulations and society’s ability to obtain resources from other areas h
elp promote new uses of the forest. The landscape and resources once intended for boosting the local economy are now attractions for recreation and tourism. Both Montana and New England experienced a change in animal species with the change in their forests and new forms of recreation. Many of the deer, wolf, and moose populations that were nu
ll during the farming era are now thriving with the growth of the new forest. Unfortunately for Montana, though some of the animal species were able to make a comeback, tourism and recreation have caused disease and problems that have spread to many of their waterways and infected fish. 

 Montana and New England share a similar time period of their forests changing and economic prosperity, but they also differ in many aspects in regards to their current situations and w
hat direction they are heading in. New England is in a much more stable place with its forest, environment, and the direction it is going. Many of the issues of development and growth of cities do not jeopardize the environment to the extent that they did in the mid 180
0’s. Forests today, along with species of plants and animals, seem to be healthy and show no signs of reces
sion. Much of this can be attributed to things such as government regulations and a better idea of how to keep forest growth at a steady rate. Practices of studying forest growth and learning from the past is becoming more prevalent in society today. Places such as the Harvard forest conduct tests everyday to learn and study how forests evolve and how they react to things such as natural disasters. Montana on the other hand is experiencing problems because of its progression of tourism and lack of interest in continuing practices of the past.  Diamond describes this differing opinion when he tells the stories of two “newcomers” and two “old timers”.  Though Montana was once a great place for resources such as mining, logging, and farming, today pressure from new inhabitants threaten the state
s old identity. Keeping the state as it was is just not economically as smart as it would be to let a richer class of people inhabit certain areas and turn them into places of recreation. Signs of harming the environment have shown in species of fish that have been infected by disease. Similarly farms are becoming nonexistent and have trouble with weed infestation. Much of the landscape in the Bitterroot Valley is threatened by human development which has taken things like old farms and transformed them into golf courses and ranches for the rich newcomers. Towards the end of the chapter Diamond ends a paragraph with a quote to support his side of preserving the forest, “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 have already collapsed, nor could it have developed that economy in the first pla
ce. (Diamond, 74)

In conclusion, the two forests of Montana and New England have undergone many changes in the last few centuries. Though most changes have been through human actions, the resilience of the forest to regrow and return back to a similar form is very amazing. Though it is not the same forest, many species of the past are thriving again and contributing to the positive growth of the forest and animals that inhabit it. The ability for researchers to track and record data is becoming more and more important to understanding how our environment reacts under certain circumstances. An example of this was given to us on our trip to Harvard forest where we saw examples of logged off areas, places hit by natural disaster, and others that were home to a large population of animal species. The main point many people understand now is that nature and its inhabitants are constantly changing. Humans as a whole can play a major role in how our forests develop or decline
, even though we may not try to change the environment, it will always be something we will have to keep in mind and think about as we move ahead into the future.
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�Maybe say “landscapes” since they are quite different.  


�I'm not sure what you mean by “almost nothing” here.   One could argue that the forest was even more extensive and developed before the arrival of European settlers in this part of Massachusetts.  


�“those”  to agree with “forests”


�But the settlement of New England occurred earlier than the settlement of Montana.  Don't forget that the first settlements in Massachusetts were in the early 1600's, while Montana was only opened up to settlement in the early 1800's.  By that time New England was already into the “emptying out” phase.  


�Mining was never a big industry in Massachusetts because there are just not as many deposits of valuable minerals.  This is probably the major difference between the development of Massachusetts and the development of Montana.


�Some people also left to move to areas where farming was simpler and the land was more productive.  


�Better:  “... began to resemble what it used to look like.”


�Better:  “helped” (this is in the past now)


�Word choice.  Don't you mean “absent?”


�Better:  “… and the direction they are heading.”


�Maybe, but “suburban sprawl” has been an issue here too.  Some reforested areas have been converted again to housing developments.  


�This might be too optimistic.  What about problems with introduced species like the Asian longhorn beetle or tree diseases like the chestnut blight, or Dutch elm disease?  I agree that things have recovered from where they were in the early 1800's.  But there are still many issues and the picture is not a uniformly bright one. 


�Possessive:  “state's”�


�That sentence really caught me up short the first time I read it.  The fact that Montana has not completely collapsed says a lot about the importance of the “friendly neighbors,” trade relations, etc. in making human settlement possible in somewhat marginal habitats. 


�I think you want a new sentence here.  








Jake, 





   This is a good paper on the assigned topic.  There are a few places where I think your conclusions were somewhat too strong, or where you did not take into account other important aspects of the environmental history as much as you might have. 


There were also a few questions from the assignment you could have addressed in more detail (for instance, a bit more about the science behind some of the claims about how changes over time have happened and the question of what Massachusetts might have looked like if westward expansion had not occurred).  





But this is good overall.
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