


LANDSCAPES LOST [CONTINUED FROM PAGE 47]

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,”

for agriculture.”

says Jackson. “They were drained

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.”
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HILE 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
6o-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.

stolaf.edu/academics/nicollet

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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