THE VIEW
FROM WALDEN

On the morning of January 24, 1855, Henry David Thoreau sat
down with his journal to consider the ways in which his Concord
home had been altered by more than two centuries of European
settlement. He had recently read the book New England’s Prospect,
in which the English traveler William Wood recounted his 1633
voyage to southern New England and described for English read-
ers the landscape he had found there. Now Thoreau sought to
annotate the ways in which Wood’s Massachusetts was different
from his own. The changes seemed sweeping indeed.’

He began with the wild meadow grasses, which appeared, he
wrote, “to have grown more rankly in those days.” If Wood’s
descriptions were accurate, the strawberries too had been larger
and more abundant “before they were so cornered up by cultiva-
tion,” Some of them had been as much as two inches around, and
were so numerous that one could gather half a bushel in a fore-
noon. Equally abundant were gooseberries, raspberries, and es-
pecially currants, which, Thoreau mused, “‘so many old writers
speak of, but so¢ few moderns find wild.”

New England forests had been much more extensive and their
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trees larger in 1633. On the coast, where Indian settlement had
been greatest, the woods had presented a more open and parklike
appearance to the first English settlers, without the underbrush
and coppice growth so common in nineteenth-century Concord,
To see such a forest nowadays, Thoreau wrote, it was necessary
to make an expedition to “the sample still left in Maine.” As
nearly as he could tell, oaks, firs, plums, and tulip trees were all
less numerous than they had been in Wood’s day.

But if the forest was much reduced from its former state, most
of its tree species nevertheless remained. This was more than
could be said for many of its animal inhabitants. Thoreau’s list
of those that were now absent was stark: “bear, moose, deer,
porcupines, ‘the grim-fac’d Qunce, and rav’nous howling Wolf,’
and beaver. Martens.” Not only the mammals of the land were
gone; the sea and air also seemed more empty. Bass had once been
caught two or three thousand at a time. The progeny of the
alewives had been “almost incredible.” Neither was now present
in such abundance. Of the birds, Thoreau wrote: “Eagles are
probably less common; pigeons of course . . . heath cocks all gone
... and turkeys . . . Probably more owls then, and cormorants,
etc., etc., sea-fowl generally . . . and swans.” To Wood’s statement
that one could purchase a fresh-killed swan for dinner at the price
of six shillings, Thoreau could only write in wonderment,
“Think of that!”

There is a certain plaintiveness in this catalog of Thoreau’s, a
romantic’s lament for the pristine world of an earlier and now
lost time. The myth of a fallen humanity in a fallen world is
never far beneath the surface in Thoreau’s writing, and nowhere
is this more visible than in his descriptions of past landscapes. A
year after his encounter with William Wood’s New England of
1633, he returned to its lessons in more explicitly moral language.
“When I consider,” he wrote, “that the nobler animals have been
exterminated here,—the cougar, panther, lynx, wolverene, wolf,
bear, moose, deer, the beaver, the turkey, etc., etc.,—I cannot but
feel as if I lived in a tamed, and, as it were, emasculated country.”
Seen in this way, a changed landscape meant a loss of wildness
and virility that was ultimately spiritual in its import, a sign of
declension in both nature and humanity. “Is it not,” Thoreau
asked, “a maimed and imperfect nature that I am conversant
with?”?
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It is important that we answer this question of Thoreau’s care-
fully: how did the “nature” of New England change with the
coming of the Europeans, and can we reasonably speak of its
changes in terms of maiming and imperfection? There is nothing
new to the observation that Furopean settlement transformed
the American landscape. Long before Thoreau, naturalists and
historians alike were commenting on the process which was con-
verting a “wilderness” into a land of European agricultural set-
tlement. Whether they wrote of Indians, the fur trade, the forest,
or the farm, colonial authors were constantly aware that funda-
mental alterations of the ecological fabric were taking place
around them. The awareness increased as time went on. By the
late eighteenth century, many.individuals—Peter Kalm, Peter
Whitney, Jeremy Belknap, and Timothy Dwight chief among
them—were commenting extensively on these changes.

For the most part, unlike Thoreau, they did so approvingly. As
early as 1653, the historian Edward Johnson could count it as one
of God’s providences that a “remote, rocky, barren, bushy, wild-
woody wilderness” had been transformed in a generation into “a
second England for fertilness.” In this vision, the transformation
of wilderness betokened the planting of a garden, not the fall
from one; any change in the New England environment was
divinely ordained and wholly positive. By the end of the eigh-
teenth century, the metaphors for environmental change had
become more humanistic than providential, but were no less
enthusiastic about the progress such change represented. In a
passage partially anticipating Frederick Jackson Turner’s fron-
tier thesis, for instance, Benjamin Rush described a regular se-
quence for clearing the forest and civilizing the wilderness.
“From a review [of] the three different species of settlers,” he
wrote, speaking of Pennsylvania, “it appears, that there are cer-
tain regular stages which mark the progress from the savage to
civilized life. The first settler is nearly related to an Indian in his
manners— In the second, the Indian manners are more diluted:
It is in the third species of settlers only, that we behold civiliza-
tion completed.” Though landscape was altered by this supposed
social evolution, the human process of development—from In-
dian to clearer of the forest to prosperous farmer-—was the center
of Rush’s attention. Environmental change was of secondary
interest. For Enlightenment thinkers like Rush, in each stage, the
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shape of the landscape was a visible confirmation of the state of
human society. Both underwent an evolutionary development
from savagery to civilization.’

Whether interpreted as declension or progress, the shift from
Thoreau’s forest of “nobler animals” to Rush’s fields and pastures
of prosperous farmers signaled a genuinely transformed country-
side, one whose changes were intimately bound to the human
history which had taken place in its midst. The replacement of
Indians by predominantly European populations in New En-
gland was as much an ecological as a cultural revolution, and the
human side of that revolution cannot be fully understood until
it is embedded in the ecological one. Doing so requires a history,
not only of human actors, conflicts, and economies, but of ecosys-
temns as well.

How might we construct such an ecological history? The types
of evidence which can be used to evaluate ecological change
before 1800 are not uniformly reliable, and some are of a sort not
ordinarily used by historians. It is therefore important to reflect
on how they should best be criticized and used. The descriptions
of travelers and early naturalists, for instance, provide observa-
tions of what New England looked like in the early days of
European settlement, and how it had changed by the end of the
eighteenth century. As such, they provide the backbone of this
study. But to use them properly requires that we evaluate each
traveler’s skills as a naturalist, something for which there is often
only the evidence of his or her writings. Moreover, we can only
guess at how ideological commitments such as Thoreau’s or
Rush’s colored the ways they saw the landscape. How much did
William Wood’s evident wish to promote the Massachusetts Bay
Colony lead him to idealize its environment? To what extent did
the anonymous author of American Husbandry shape his critique
of American agriculture to serve his purpose of preserving colo-
nial attachments to Britain? Even if we can remove most of these
ideological biases to discover what it was a traveler actually saw,
we must still acknowledge that each traveler visited only a tiny
fraction of the region. As Timothy Dwight once remarked,
“Your travelers seize on a single person, or a solitary fact, and
make them the representatives of a whole community and a gen-
eral custom.” We are always faced with the problem of generaliz-
ing from a local description to a regional landscape, but our under-
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standing of modern ecosystems can be of great help in doing
so.*

A second fund of data resides in various colonial town, court,
and legislative records, although here the evidence of ecological
change can sometimes be tantalizingly elliptical. We cannot al-
ways know with certainty whether a governmental action an-
ticipated or reacted to a change in the environment. When a law
was passed protecting trees on a town commons, for example, did
this mean that a timber shortage existed? Or was the town merely
responding with prudent foresight to the experience of other
localities? If a shortage existed, how severe was it? Was it limited
only to certain species of trees? And so on. Only by looking at
the overall pattern of legal activity can we render a reasonable
judgment on such questions. These problems notwithstanding,
town and colony records address almost the entire range of eco-
logical changes in colonial New England: deforestation, the keep-
ing of livestock, conflicts between Indians and colonists over
property boundaries, the extermination of predators such as
wolves, and similar matters. Deeds and surveyor records can be
used statistically to estimate the composition of early forests, and
are usually more accurate than travelers’ accounts even though
subject to sampling errors.’

Then there are the less orthodox sorts of evidence which his-
torians borrow from other disciplines and have less experience
in criticizing. Relict stands of old-growth timber, such as the
Cathedral Pines near Cornwall, Connecticut, can suggest what
earlier forests may have looked like. The relict stands which exist
today, however, are by no means identical to most of the forests
which existed in colonial times, so that the record of earlier
forests must be sought in less visible places. Ecologists have done
very creative detective work in analyzing tree rings, charcoal
deposits, rotting trunks, and overturned stumps to determine the
history of several New England woodlands. The fossil pollen in
pond and bog sediments is a reliable but fuzzy indicator of the
changing species composition of surrounding vegetation; despite
problems in determining the absolute age of such pollen, it sup-
plies some of the most reliable evidence for reconstructing past
forests. In addition, a wide variety of archaeological evidence can
be used to assess past environments, particularly the changing
relations of human inhabitants to them.?



