The Woods of Southeastern Massachusetts

 

by Bob Vogel

 

Although you wouldn’t know it to look around, or down from the summit of any local peak, by 1840 about 75% of the land in Southeastern Massachusetts had been cleared for farming, pasture, or for the wood. By 1880, the percentage of cleared land started falling, to around 70%, and by 1920 only about 50% was still open land. Today the percentage of open land is down to about 13%. Even the view from Great Blue Hill is mostly of trees.

 

So, as we hike through the woods we are typically in land that was once cleared. Most of us know stone walls are signs of land that was once fields… but there are other signs too. 

 

Species When land is cleared, then allowed to re-grow, the same species do not grow back. When a field is abandoned, the first trees to grow back are the quick growing, sun loving, species. As they grow, they alter the landscape and then can’t reproduce in the shade they have created. At this point other, slower growing species grow taller, and the original trees find themselves in the shade and can no longer compete. So if you ever see an area where two different types of trees are separated by a stone wall, or other signs of man, they probably are at different periods of recovery from the effects of man. We can’t predict the exact succession of trees for any given piece of land, as much depends on chance. For instance, some years the weather is good for certain species. Also, the effect of nearby trees, to provide seeds, can’t be overlooked. While the seeds of some trees like white pine can travel for long distances in the wind, acorns from an oak tree fall near the tree, and require help from squirrels to travel any distance.

 

Stone walls Many of these were once topped with rails of split chestnut. After it’s invention c.1870 they may have been topped with barbed wire, so seeing barbed wire tells you the land was in use after 1870. If you ever see a zigzag stone wall, chances are it was built up around the base of a split rail fence.  Stones had the advantage of not rotting. No farmer looked forward to replacing fence posts every 10 to 20 years, depending on the rot resistance of the type of wood he had available.  

 

Wolf Trees Most forest trees are tall and skinny. They reach for the sky and compete for sunlight. At times, you will find some shorter, broader trees, with wide spreading canopies. Typically, this is because this tree was there before the forest grew up, so it didn’t have to reach for the sky to compete for the sunlight. If you see one ‘wolf tree’ look for others. You may see a row of them, which once stood along the edge of a field or road. 

 

Rock piles My next-door neighbor has a triangular rock pile, about 20’ on a side and 6’ high in the center, where three stone walls meet. He didn’t make this pile; it was made years ago by farmers clearing their land. Whenever you see a rock pile, you know that a farmer worked long and hard to clear that land. 

 

Plow Furrows When I bought the land to build my house, the front field, which had become overgrown with brush, still had furrows from when it had been used as a garden. I noticed them when, after a light snow, the sun would melt ‘stripes’ of snow… that on the south facing sides of the furrows. 

 

Non-Native Species If you come across an apple or pear tree it may have grown up from a discarded core, or from seeds dropped by a bird. But, if you find several large old trees together, you probably have found an old orchard, as neither are native to New England. 

 

So, as you are out hiking around Southeastern Massachusetts, keep your eyes open. Look for signs of those who came before us. Thinking about the history of the land as you hike can add to your enjoyment of it.

 

 – Based on information from “A Sierra Club Naturalist’s Guide – Southern New England” by Neil Jorgensen. This great book, which is filled with information, is sadly no longer in print. The good news is it can be picked up through Amazon, eBay, and others that deal in used books. (As I write this, there are two available for less than $10.) 
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