








THE LANDSCAPE

CAN STILL BE

CALLED BEAUTIFUL

IN MANY PLACES,

BUT IT BEARS ONLY

A SLIGHT RESEM-

BLANCE TO THE

ONE THAT EXISTED

HERE IN 1838.
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“It was like a large-scale treasure hunt,” Huncosky says.
“Charles [Umbanhowar] would tell us to search for a particu-
lar genus, and we might go through five or six cabinets before
we found anything with a Nicollet label on it.” By the end of
the trip the students had found eight of the nearly 400 speci-
mens that Geyer had taken on the trip to Spirit Lake and
another 67 specimens from an 1839 expedition that Nicollet
led up the Missouri River and then on to Devil’s Lake in
North Dakota.

But the high point of the project was the three-day trip
from Northfield to Spirit Lake. The group loaded all their test-
ing equipment, computers, digital cameras and a GPS device
into a college van, piled inside it, and hit the road. They used
plat maps (showing divisions of property on a piece of land) to
pinpoint Nicollet’s route through the countryside and followed
the township roads that crossed over it. Figuring out the route
was difficult, but they were able to find many of the locations
Nicollet described, especially his campsites and river crossings.

“The plat maps of the 1850s divided the country into one-
mile squares. We couldn’t travel on Nicollet’s diagonal down
to Spirit Lake,” says Ojala. “We had to make a lot of 90
degree turns and zigzag our way down on county roads.
Dakota names for many places were dropped by that time.
It was divided up for settlement and the squares prefigured
the roads that would eventually crisscross the region.”

Many of Nicollet’s sketch maps turned out to be surpris-
ingly accurate. Although he did use the standard surveying
equipment of the time, the maps were largely based on astro-
nomical observations he made from campsites every night.

“In one place he refers to these ‘pretty little hills,’”
Umbanhowar says, “and we found them. We drove over
this rise, just the way he described it, and, sure enough,
there were these pretty little hills.”

Landscapes Lost
Alt h o u g h m u c h o f t h e data gathered on the

expedition is still undergoing analysis, it’s apparent that
Minnesota has changed dramatically over the past 150 years.

“In his journal Nicollet describes the water as being clear,
and one has to assume, drinkable, but today the water is a lot
murkier,” says Jackson. “It’s hard to find a lake in southern
Minnesota with a good secchi depth. We found a lot of
suspended material, algae, microorganisms and solids from
development and agriculture.”

The water also has a high concentration of nitrogen and
phosphorous from fertilizers. “It makes the algae grow
rapidly,” Jackson explains, “but when it gets too thick it dies
off and sinks to the bottom. The bacteria that feed on it use
up all the oxygen, and as a result the fish die from oxygen
deprivation.”

The researchers also found traces of caffeine in the water,
which enters from caffeinated drinks being poured down
drains, as well as through human waste. More importantly,
caffeine serves as a marker for many pharmaceuticals and
personal care products. “If you find caffeine in the water,
you’ll find the latter, too,” says Jackson.

Charcoal in the lake sediments record the common

occurrence of fire in the landscape Nicollet traveled through,
says Umbanhowar. The sediments also document a significant
increase in phosphorus inputs into lakes following the large-
scale establishment of Euro-American agriculture no more
than 20 years after Nicollet’s trip.

Although the scientific data still needs more scrutiny, the
photographic evidence is undeniable: the landscape of 1838
no longer exists.

Waving fields of prairie grass have been replaced by row
after row of corn and soybeans, and Nicollet’s open sweeps of
land are now the familiar checkerboard of Midwestern farms.
Meanwhile, the few surviving native plants struggle against
invasive species such as European smooth brome and leafy
spurge. Ancient oaks have been cut down and replaced by elm
and basswood. Hills have been mined for sand and gravel.
Ditches have been dug and lakes drained to produce more
usable land. Highways and roads crisscross the countryside
while a matching highway of telephone and high-voltage wires
runs overhead.
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The landscape that remains can still be
called beautiful in many places, but it
bears only a slight resemblance to the one
that existed in 1838. Even some of the
lakes that Nicollet and Geyer described
have vanished.

“He describes Munger and Manyaska
lakes as having beautiful water and white
cliffs, but today you can’t find these
lakes,” says Jackson. “They were drained
for agriculture.”

You can, however, see their shorelines
on satellite photos, now only swales sur-
rounded by trees. You can also see the
drainage ditches cutting through the lake-
beds, which keep them from filling back
up. More obviously gone are the Dakota
Sioux and Ojibwa people and cultures that
once existed in southern Minnesota.

“Nicollet was very interested in the
Native Americans, and they, in turn, held
him in high regard,” Umbanhowar says.
But Nicollet knew that once European
settlers moved into the area, the land
would be seen as a resource and the native
inhabitants would be forced out. “He was
well aware that he was recording things
for posterity.”

An Uncertain Future
While the plains of 1838 can’t

be brought back to life, the issue
remains of what to do with the future.

“We have a lot of options for minimiz-
ing the impact we have on the land, but
we’re not using them,” Jackson says. “For
example, we could use no-till or low-till
practices to grow traditional row-crops
and pursue grasses or perennial crops for
biomass production. And our farmland no
longer has natural buffers along rivers and
roadways. We plant right up to the ditches,
so all this material run into the lakes and
streams. Why couldn’t we leave a 50- or
60-foot buffer to protect them?”

Umbanhowar agrees with Jackson.
“Nobody imagines that we can do away
with agriculture and convert everything
back to prairie grass,” he says, “but we do
wonder why we couldn’t have preserved
just a little bit more. What if one out of
every 100 sections of land had been kept in
its natural state? Then we could celebrate
the landscape we have today and still
appreciate the landscape we had in 1838.”

The truth is, relatively little is being
done to protect the small amount of

natural landscape remaining in southern
Minnesota. But, it doesn’t have to stay that
way. Many of the students reflected that
the project had taught them how much our
landscapes change and that nothing stays
the same forever.

“We interact with our landscape on a
daily basis,” says Kate Huber, who has a
self-designed major in ecologically sustain-
able community design. “That means we
can change it if we want to. It’s really a
matter of setting priorities, coming up
with creative solutions, and finding the
right incentives.”

The same hope was expressed by
nearly everyone who worked on the
Nicollet project: that it would make
people think about how we use our land
and what we can do to improve it. And
so far, the group’s efforts seem to have
done just that.

Charles Whittlesey ’77 is a freelance writer, novelist

and poet living in Minneapolis. He published his

first novel, The Islander, in September 2007.
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What will your kids learn this summer?

St. Olaf Summer Camps 2008

Learn more! Call 800-726-6523 or 507-646-3043
E-mail summer@stolaf.edu, or visit stolaf.edu/camps

ST. OLAF PIANO ACADEMY
June 15–21
High school students

ST. OLAF SUMMER
MUSIC CAMP
June 15–21
High school students

SWIM CAMP
June 15–19 · June 22–26
June 29–July 3
Ages 10–high school seniors

DIVING CAMP
June 29–July 3 · July 6–10
Ages 13–17

THEATER CAMP
June 22–28 · July 7–18
Ages 9–16

CHESS CAMP
July 27–Aug. 1
Ages 10–adult

WRESTLING CAMP
June 22–26
Ages 12–17




