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From Coastal Wilderness to Fruited Plain is an account of the making of a
large part of the American landscape following European settlement. Drawing
apon land survey records and early travelers’ accounts, Dr Whitney recon-
structs the ‘virgin’ forests and grasslands of the northeastern and central
United States during the presettlement period. He then documents succes-
sively the clearance and fragmentation of the region’s woodlands, the harvest
of the forest and its game, the plowing of prairies, and the draining of wet-
lands.

The native American, the trapper, the farmer, and the lomberman all bene-
fited from the land and its resources, and the degree to which thejr activities
altered the soil, climate, flora, fauna and water cycles of the region to form the
present-day managed agro- and urban ecosystems is evaluated. This well-
illustrated and referenced book should be of interest to all those concerned
about the sustainability of ecosystems, and the imprint of the past on the con-
temporary landscape.
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Tate 1 (opposite) Magnificent stands of old- growth white pine, like those shown in this
912 photograph of the Cathedral Pines, n Cornwall, Connecticut, were the mainstay
early lumber industry. George Nichols Collection. Courtesy Yale School of
Forestry and Environmental Stadies.

atiove} Large old-growth white pine and hemlock, Pisgah tract, Ashuelot, New
ampshire; 1915. Bcological studies suggest that many of these large (40 inch diame-

pines date back to a hurricane and fire in the mid-1600s. This stand was destroyed
by the hurricane of 1938. Courtesy Harvard Forest.
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Plate 3 Old-growth beech-hemilock forest with shrub Iayer of mountain laurel and hob-
blebush, North Colebrook, Connecticut, 1912, The Colebrook forest was the last exten-
sive tract of old-growth forest in the state of Connecticut. it was photographed by the
well-known Yale ecologist, George Nichols, prior to its cutting in 1912, George
Nichols Collection. Courtesy Yale School of Forestry and Environmental Studies.

Photographic essay il

giti hemlock forest with bisch in background and hobble‘m'lsh and mountain
erstory, North Colebrook, Connecticut, 1912. George Nlcl.mls Collection.
“Courtesy Yale School of Forestry and Environmental Studies.
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w individuals living today have ever seen mature chestnut in the forest like
ismeter tree in the North Colebroek tract. The chestout blight eliminated
as a canopy species in the 1920s. George Nichels Collection. Courtesy
Yale School of Forestry and Environmental Studies.

Plate 5 La.rge (3% foot diameter) yellow birch, North Colebrook, Connecticut, 1912.
George Nichols Collection. Courtesy Yale School of Forestry and Environmental.-
Studies. o
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Sug 1_'.- maple is a characteristic species of the northern hardwoods and
-maple forest types. It reached its best development in the Upper Great Lakes
0 a5 shown in this S. V. Streator photograph of an old-growth sugar maple forest

Plate 7 Red spruce was the dominant species of the spruce—fir forests of the higher . near Petoskey, Michigan. Courtesy Forest History Society.

elevations of northern New England. Spruce attained a diameter of 28 inches and a
height of 95 feet as in the case of this virgin stand of red spruce on the upper slopes of
the White Mountains, New Hampshire. Courtesy US Forest Service.
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Plate 9 White oak was & dominant species of the presettlement oak—hickory forests of:

southern Pennsylvania and the lower Midwest. It was particularly conimon on the..

western slopes of the Appalachians as this photograph of the Allegheny Plateau in
West Virginia suggests. Leo Klikoff Collection. Courtesy Ohio Biological Survey.

e {0 The deep, fertile soils of the lower Wabash River Valley once S\-Jpported a

ficent hardwood forest. Robert Ridgway, a well-known oxnithologist, photo-
d the forest in the late nineteenth century before it was cleared. Ridgway is
‘this 1875 photograph of a giant sycamore near Mt Carmel, Tllinois. The
Wwas 15 feet in diameter, 168 feet high, with a 134 foot spread at the top.
idgway Collection. Courtesy Chicago Academy of Sciences Archives.
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Plate 11 A diverse assemblage of trees characterized the presettlement forests of the..

lower Wabash River Vatley. This 1888 Ridgway photograph shows a large tuliptree: :
and a beech tree near Vincennes, Indiana. Courtesy Purdue University Archives. -

Ouk savannas bordered many of the Midwest's tallgrass prairies. Ha Ha
avanna Natural Area, a restored post oak savanna in Missouti, preserves the
f the early savannas. Courtesy of the Missouri Department of Natural
Resources.
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Avoca Prairie of Wisconsin, once covered much of the Midwest. Courtesy of
University of Wisconsin Arboretum.

Plate 13 Tallgrass prairie, like this late summer photograph of big bluestem in th
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tallgrass prairie contained a number of forbs as well as grasses. The
d forb. in this photograph of the restored Henry Greene Prairie at the
Wisconsin is prairie dock (Silphiwm terebinthinaceum). Couriesy of the
University of Wisconsin Arboretum,
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Introduction

Both history and ecology may be defined as the study of organisms
in all their relations, living together, the differences between plant,
animal, and human ecology or history being primarily a matter of

emphasis,
J. C. Matin. 1950. ‘Ecology and history.’

Feology becomes a more complex but far more interesting science
when human aspirations are regarded as an integral part of the
]andscape.

Rene Dubes. 1980. The Wooing of Earth.
Plate 15 The careless cutting of the forests and the attendant fires prompted the rise of
the early conservation movement. Conservationists could point to ‘areas of desolation’
like this burned-over sfope in the White Mountains of New Hampshire. Courtesy US 3
Forest Service. gy has invariably been defined as the study of the organism and its envi-
niment. The reciprocal relationship of the organism and its environment is
ssed in the ecological terms action and reaction. The influence or action
@ environment on the organism and the effects or reaction of the organism
‘éhvironment constitute the focus of ecology (Weaver and Clements
9): In the economy of nature, one organism looms well above the rest. That
sm; needless to say, is Homo sapiens. As the noted ecologist Paul Sears
) pointed out, man has always been and continues to be “a part of the
fe:and the living landscape.” Quite predictably, two of the more
themes in the history of western thought, (1) the influence of the
er'_it': on human cultore and (2) man’s modification of the earth’s sur-
cen 1967; Goudie 1981), are variants of the organism—environment
ction concept.
f Iandscapes is a good beginning for the study of man
face of the earth, because ‘men must live on and off the land as
ndlt'_ibn of their survival’ (Homans [1941] 1975, 12). Consequently
pe reflects the technological innovations, the economic constraints,

>

s role in
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and the cultural aspirations of its human inhabitants, all of which are superim-
posed upon its natural features, Like a palimpsest or a surface which has been
written on many times after previous inscriptions have been partially erased, it
represents a blend of the past and the present, of the human environment and
the natural environment, The landscape is a historical document, a cumulative
record of man’s impact on the patural world (Nash 1970).

The study of landscapes is necessarily a synthetic discipline. Historians,
geographers, and ecologists have all at times intentionally or unintentionally
stepped within its bounds. Historians bave traditionally emphasized the tem-
poral dimensions of the landscape while geographers have commented upon
its spatial relationships (Sauer 1938). All have stressed the advantages of a
landscape level approach to their respective disciplines (Homans [1941] 1975;
Forman and Godron 1986; Williams 1989).

Placing the appropriate emphasis on either side of the organism/environ-
ment or society/environment relationship has always been a difficult balancing
act. Many historians and geographers initially stressed the degree to which the
environment shaped human culture. At its worst, this form of investigation
degenerated into a form of environmental determinism. Nature disciplined and
shaped society to the point that history became a saga of accommodation to the
environment. Notable examples of this school of thought include Frederick
Jackson Turner’s ([1893] 1961) analysis of the impact of the frontier on
America’s history and Walter Prescott Webb's (1931) study of technological
adaptations to a grassland environment (White 1985).

The realization that society could also significantly alter its environment
was relatively slow in coming. Most investigators credit George Perkins
Marsh with. the idea that man could gain a mastery over the natural world
(Olwig 1980). As Marsh noted in a letter describing his seminal work Man and
Nature ‘whereas [others] think that the earth made man, man in Tact made the

earth’ (Lowenthal 1953). Emphasis on the other side of the society/environ- .
ment equation eventually culminated in today’s ‘culfural determinism’:
(Coones 1985; White 1985). Nature became a passive object, a fabula rasa;.
upon which society inscribed its larger goals. The natural landscape gave rise:
to the cultural landscape. Tt was humanized to the point it became a collection ;
of artifacts - of houses, fences, and roads — reflecting society’s values and.

material culture (Meinig 1979; Jackson 1984).

There are several dangers inherent in the strictly culturally oriente
approach. First, it is inappropriate to famp all landscapes under the same head
ing. Bastern North America, for instance, contains a continuum of landscape
— ranging from the almost wholy humanized landscape of New York City
the natural or semi-natural landscape of the Adirondacks or the Boundary

1 Introduction 3

Waters Canoe Wilderness Area. Second, human activities can never really be
divorced from natural laws and processes {Coones 1985). Natural laws are
operative in the more humanized environments. Frequently their action is
exacerbated by human activities. Note the high incidence of soil erosion, flood
control problems, and the cycling of toxic wastes in urban areas.

Both ecology, the study of the organism’s environment or home, and eco-
nomics, the management of the home, are derived from the same Greek work,
‘oikos.” Unfortunately, for many, the similiarity often ends there. As the weli-
known ecologist Aldo Leopold once noted: ‘One of the anomalies of modern
ecology is that it is the creation of two groups, each of which seems barely
~ aware of the existence of the other. The one studies the human community
*. almost as if it were a separate entity, and calls its findings sociology, econom-
ics, and history. The other studies the plant and animal community, [and] com-
fortably relegates the hodge-podge of politics to “the liberal arts.” The
_mewtable fusion of these two lines of thought will, perhaps, constitute the out-
‘standing advance of the present century’ (Meine 1988, 360). Some of the more
'recent studies of society/environment relationships highlight the advantages of
nalyzing natural processes within a cultural context. Stephen Pyne’s (1932)
istory of the use of fire by various cultures in North America and Alfred
sby, Jr.’s (1972, 1986) review of the exchange of pathogens between the
ew and the Old World are two of the more notable examples.

Hlstorians and geographers have naturally tended to emphasize the human

hsions of the man-environment relationship (Malin 1950). The recogni-
n that Homo sapiens is a major agent of environmental change is a basic
et'of the new field of environmental history (White 1985; Worster 1988).
teeénth century historians typically extolled the advance of civilization
s5'the American landscape, Humankind improved upon nature as waste-
S transformed into a garden. Contemporary historians have empha-
e more deleterious aspects of the settlernent process (Rakestraw 1972).
post-Harth Day, environmental histories have concentrated almost
¢ly on the ecological degradation or the ‘destructive exploitation’
'9'3"8) of the New World’s resources (e.g., Worster 1979; Merchant

¢

éreatmg a relatlvely biased view of history. Deciding exactiy what
‘or deletenous for a given ecosystem alone is a questlon which
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manner. This may involve offering ‘some definition of what healthy ecosys-
tems are and what constitutes their decline” (White 1985).

The great conservationist, Aldo Leopold ([1949] 1968, 205), once called for
‘an ecological interpretation of history.” What is really needed, however, is an
examination of history from the viewpoint of nature. America’s plant and ani-
mal communities are as much a product of past events as they are an illustra-
tion of contemporary processes. The ecologist who overlooks the past is likely
to misinterpret the present (Hamburg and Sanford 1986). European ecologists
have made great sirides in the field of historical ecology (Rackham 1980;
Birks ef al. 1988; Ellenberg 1988). Part of their success may be due to the fact
that they never had the luxury of dealing with an environment unaffected by
human activity. Seven thousand years of human history have left an indelible
imprint upon the Buropean landscape (Behre 1988). As a result, it is not sur-
prising that the cultural landscape, the landscape formed by years of human
activity, is a rather popular topic of research in Europe. Unfortunately
American ecologists have been relatively slow to follow the lead of their
European counterparts. There are a variety of factors responsible for their reti-
cence. Part of it may be due to an attempt to simplify the complexities of the
real world. Classical ecological thought in America has always emphasized
the climatic or the edaphic control of the landscape. As the dean of America’s
plant ecologists, Frederic Clements (1936) once noted ‘most ecological stud-
ies are carried out in settied regions where disturbance is the ruling process ...
In all such instances it is exceedingly difficult or entirely impossible to strike a
balance between stability and change, and it becomes imperative to turn to
regions much less disturbed by man, where climatic control is still para-

mount.” Human activities have long represented an aberration which tends to

obscure the more important plant/environment relationships. America’s plant

ecologists have traditionally shown a strong tendency to avoid such messy
problems. They have preferred instead ‘to study the plant and animal associa- -

tions of mountaintops and jungles rather than those of dooryards and gardens,

to think of plant and animal communities as they must have been in some’:
blissfully innocent era before the advent of man’ (Anderson 1956). Ecologists :

are still interested in minimizing mankind’s disturbing influences (Christensen
1989), although they are less likely to do so under the rubric of climatic
control. '

The historian’s reliance on anecdotal and often subjective materials has also
discouraged many scientists’ entry into the field of historical ecology. Ecnlogj}’
is increasingly a quantitative fictd of study. Few historical records meet the
more rigorous ecologist’s demand for quantification or statistically verifiable
change. The uncontrolled nature of many *historical experiments also makes
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it difficult to assign causality to a specific factor. The decline of a given
species, for instance, may be related to climatic change or it may be due to
human pressure or a combination of natural and anthropogenic causes (Brush
1986). Coincidence does not assure causality. Despite the above-mentioned
caveats, reliance upon the historical approach has filied in many of the blanks
in the scientific tecord and in the process created a greater awareness of both
the rate and the extent of environmental change (Catchpole and Moodie 1978;
Hooke and Kain 1982). The recent upsurge of interest in long-term ecological
research has only highlighted the value of good historical records extending
back over the last 10-300 years.

Over 100 years ago, George Perkins Marsh ({1864] 1965, 13) stated in his
pioneering work, Man and Nature, ‘[the reaction of man on nature] has not ...
_so far as I know, been made [a] matter of special observation, or of historical
. research by any scientific inquirer.” Marsh’s ([1864] 1965, 14-15) contention
‘that there had been little systematic observation on the subject, that the exist-
ing data were scattered, and that many of the ideas put forward were largely a
atter of speculation is still true today (Williams 1989).

The present study represents an attempt to scientifically assess the character
and the extent of the changes occasioned by European colonization of a seg-
ment of the North American landscape. By focusing on both the living, e.g.,
otic, and the nonliving, e.g., abiotic, features of the landscape, it endeavors
creaie an integrated picture of the land use history of the northeastern and
¢ midwestern portions of the United States. Man’s role as a geomorphologi-
l agent of change is emphasized as well as his impact upon the fauna and the
ora of the area. Since one’s use of the environment is often conditioned by
s, perception of the land, the role of the environment in the formation of
ica’s land use patiterns is also explored,

rom the standpoint of man’s interaction with the land, a study of the north-
astern quarter of the United States from 1500 to the present offers several dis-
advantage