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'OUR WILD LIFE AND THE CHANGING FOREST

R. T. FISHER
Directorrof the Harvard Forest

In the oourse of agitation for game conservation.we ‘hear much t
,about tha effécts of ahootlng, vermin, and ﬁlaeasa, and 11ttle about .{;
the ups anﬁ downs of the habitata, of the 1mmense changes in the S
ratlio between forest and field and in the kinds ef trees and shrubs
which were plentiful or scarce at ﬁifferenﬁ periods of our hiatony.
In twenty years' exparience at the Harvard Foreat, we have ‘had an
‘opportunity not only to see what happens on partieular-araas»with
gradual or complete change in the kind of fcreat, but also to pieca :
together a pretty authentie picture of what has happsnsd to the
habitata of central ﬂew England in the two hundred years of the white
man's occupatien. | |

In this perlod there have bean four dominant phases of cover or
types of foreat vegetation, The first settlers of the iniand towns
found eighty to ninety per cent of the region oovered with virgin
forest, By the end of the first century they had sonyertea fifty or =
8ixty per c¢ent of this area into farm and pasture,  The abandonmeht
of farms from 1840 to 1880 brought ﬁack natural sagond,growth; much
of 1t pure white pine, whieﬁ;.with the remeins of the original forest,
restored nearly three quarters of the land to forest. .Now in the last
forty years lumberlﬁg'and increasing fires have, without reducing its
area, converted thie woodland into a wilderness of small and ultimately
inferior haﬂmnqqd étandé, .Each-or these four phases involved speoial |
conditiona br cover and food supply.

The original forest was mixed hardwood and softwood, from large
trees two to four hundred years old to small seed;ings. It was rlch:,

in variety of specles, < trees, shrubs, and small plants - and varled



2

. with dead .snags and down loge., It was the most atable'and complex of
a1l the four environments under consideration, Most significant of
all, it was almost devold of;the.smal;er-shortgllveq tree specles that
feature our landscape today, such ae gray birch, aspen, fire cherry,
serub oak, hawthorm, and wild'applef.' Probébly A-wood -w&rblers; ereepers,
nuthatehes, woodpeekers, «~ eapeclally. ths pileated - ewls, and gome
thrushes outnumbered the birds of the open and weodlanﬂ margins. Both
partr;dge,and wogdgoak-must have been much- more lccalizaﬁ than today
and uﬁcomman.aver-immenae.areag. Converting old forest by the million
aCYros (l?}QAtoé;83QJ must. have enormously 1hcrease&,the ewaea and
ground birds - bobolinks, larks, buntings, some '_épéeaéa of haw'k; and
probably quall and upland plover, Conversely, the birds of the,big
woods and the 1argﬁr carnivores fell eff sreatlj infianga énd $bundanoa;
Whem, with the decline of farming from 1840 amy the land reverted to
second-growth pine, bireh, and alder runs, berry and tharn—apple
thickets, also on-a vast acale, birds of the e¢pen decreaaea and some
of therforeat~epeeiea; such as the hermit—thrush,;axiended;their range;
~ From 1870 t0 1900, before the advent of the. motor'éar; there developed
the greatest area of 1dea1 cover and feed for partridge and woeodeock

known in our history, and ‘both of these Speeias prﬁbably reacha&

. - greater numbers than before or since.

But as: the sscond-growth pinﬁ bepamé merchantable, 1t pegan to
be lumbered £0 replace the vanishing old stande, Since 1895, from
land formerly £ield and pasture, twelve billion feet of lumber with a
value of $400,000,000 have been out in Massachusetts, New Hampshire,
and southern Maine, On this gratuitous erop & great poyuiation has
been supported; but pine timber 18 dwindling and a new forest environ-
ment of infinitely 1995 economie value, and probably the 1east favor-
able to wild life that ‘the reglon has known, s beins greated in

immense areag. Logging;, fires, and the absence‘or,any effaotive



fofestry have steadily depleted or enfeebled the better:speoies,of
trees and have miltiplied a thousandfold the forest weeds - gray
birch, poplar, pin eherﬁy;ﬂrad maple, and 0 on, And although we now
have sixty per cent of our area nominally in woodland, 1t 1s tending
more and’moré!td'monotbnous'stahdsxbf'sméIIJBﬁﬁduﬁ hardwood, 'unfavor-
able as to cover and abnurmally auaceptlble tn 1nsects and dlsease.

| " The evolutlan of each of theaa two 1ast ‘types of ‘cover, the
pine and the suhaequent hardwood 1ndiuatas that the transition hae :
a'bearing-on the reletive numbers of the partridgﬁ_and the woodgook,
to'mentiéﬁ'ﬁhéfmoﬁt consplocuous of the many species at:éctea;-;rhg
‘pine wood developed on old fields and pastures, together with more or
less hawthorn, running blackberry, v;burnhml-bzuebgrry, apple trees,
and birches, The. process of dhﬁngé'frbm‘éhrubby f£iold to forest was
gradual, and during the first twenty to thirty years the combimation
of vegetatlon was ideal for the partridge - increasing shelter, varied
food plants,-and-opeﬁ'duatlng plaéeail From then on the pine rapidly -
closed up and most of thejfoodkplanté, even the old apple trees, were
killed out, Since the bBulk of the pine woodlands reached this condi-
tion twenty to thirty years ago, the favorable cover was reduéedrto
the ﬁarginé where the plne gave way to bruéhy openings or the birch
thickets morerohaxactariatiq'or recsntly abandoned f;elde; Thue there
wag going on a progressive reduction in good cover even before the
logging acttvities of the last generation,

- But 1r the maturing and removel of the old field pine has
deprived the partridge of more. and more of his best habitat, the
process has, ln many cases, accomplieghed the opposite for the woodcock,
It hag been shown at the Harvard Forest that under certain conditlons
the change from pine to hardwood is accompanied by a remarkable alter-
ation in soil, 'Undér.a pine wood there 1s progressive accumulation



'of leaf 11tter, often t0 a depth of four or five 1nchea, in whzch |
decay 1a very slow and acidity high. w1th the change to certain
speciea of hardwood 1f the sltuation 15 not too wet or 400 dry, the

o original bed of leaf lltter dlsappears 1n from fifteen to twenty years,

- the current fall of hardwood leaves decaye almoat annually, and the
reaultlng flne humus merges with the minaral soil, acmetlmes to a
depth of ten 1nohes or morei There rasulta a rich brown loam 1n which
earthworms are characteristically abundant._ On all such areas at ‘
Peteraham, once the new forest haa begun to closa up, breeding wood—
cock have appeared 1n numbers, 8o that 1n the season of 1928 for
example, there were apparently fOur pairs on a total area or forty’
acres where a yew yeare ago no woodcock were eeen at any season. Thise
transformation 15 not unlversal, but apparently oonflned to cartain
combinationa of sitea and tree spaoies. In sim total, however, the
change has taken plaoe 1n favorable epots over wide areas. Thus,
rthsre would eeem to be reason ror the recent abundance of woodcock

in northeaatern oovera.

It 18 a fair ooncluaion that such 1mmense and successlve
distuﬁbancea of environment as man has wrought, 1nvolv1ng indispen-
sabI; factors of food anﬁ eover, bring about enormous fluctuations in
wild 11fe, regardleas of ahooting, vermin, or disease, If thls is
true, the corollary is that types of favorable cover must be recog-
nized and maintained in sufficient areas. This, however, 1s not a
BiMple matter. Praetically a1l of our presant woodland 18 1in a etate
of tranaition, one type of vegﬁtation giving way t0 another, often’
without much outwarﬁ or visible alteration. and when fire or the
usual euttings occur, a tendency is started 1n a naw and worse direc-
tion, 4 sanctuary or ahootins area, for example, may lose the bulk
of 1ts food plants in s periocd of ten yeara merely with an inocrease

in the sizp and density of the treea. Somé areas 1ike the present
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. .This 1s why forestry.and game consérvation must work -

‘together, For economie reasoﬁéfthe main;ohjectiiefdf-foréétry in

‘-2TRQW“Englaﬁd*ié_to‘convartvthévpréséhtfpobrrstan&s;of’foﬁeﬂtgweeds'-

into gobd=¢neQ'6f'V&luable.sﬁeotée; éna:thqugh the trees apq.véges'
.. tation desirable for the needs ‘of gime may. ‘be:different, the technique
raquirearthe:aame:kindigf'knéhledgé*anﬂ'akiil;“ijnl-7



