
Local History through Nature

Before European settlers arrived,  the Hilltowns in 
Western Massachusetts were mostly forest. Native 
Americans used the highlands for occasional hunting but 
stayed in established villages along the Connecticut River.  
After a series of raids and conflict, the native population 
was displaced by European settlers. Later in the19th 
century, the land was cleared to raise pasture animals, such 
as cattle. In the mid-late 1800’s merino wool became a 
huge commodity due to the sheep’s soft wool that 
supplied many New England textile mills.  As folks began to 
move westward during the late 19th/early 20th century, 
pastured land grew back to forest leaving the young forest 
that you see today to grow.

Curious to know more about our community’s natural 
history? Visit these two museums and learn more about 
the n the history of New England Forests and landscapes. 

Fisher Museum at Harvard Forest, Petersham, MA 
The museums is home to 23 dioramas built in the 1930’s 
that depict the history, conservation and management of 
forests in New England.  You can also download images of 
the dioramas from the museum’s website: 

http://harvardforest.fas.harvard.edu/fisher-museum

Beneski Museum of Natural History at Amherst 
College, Amherst, MA 
Learn about the dinosaurs that walked the Pioneer Valley 
and explore geological specimens and exhibits that tell the 
history of our local landscape. 

https://www.amherst.edu/museums/naturalhistory

Reading the Landscape 
Here are a few features to look for when constructing the 
story of a place:

• Stone walls sometimes acted as property boundaries 
and can help you reconstruct the layout of land parcels.

• Cellar Holes indicate an old foundation of a once built 
house.  

• The age of trees show how old/young the forest is. 

• Rail Trails  Most rail beds have been converted into 
hiking trails and play a part in recounting local history. 

Reading Resources

Visit the Meekins Library in Williamsburg, MA 
for these great reads on nature education for 

children. 

The following books were purchased with funding from the 
Massachusetts Department of Early Education and Care 
through the Collaborative for Educational Services/2016

Creating a beautiful Mess: Ten Essential Play Experiences 
for a Joyous Childhood by Ann Gadzikowski

The Curious Nature Guide: Explore the Natural Wonders 
All Around You by Clare Walker Leslie

How to Connect with Nature by Tristan Gooley

Let’s Take it Outside! Teacher-Created Activities for 
Outdoor Learning by Kathy Charner

The Nature Principle: Reconnecting with Life in a Virtual 
Age by Richard Louv

Parenting in the Age of Attention Grabbers: A Step-by-
Step Guide to Balancing Your Child’s Use of Technology 
by Lucy Jo Palladino

The Essential Guide to a Nature-Rich Life by Richard 
Louv

A Sense of Place  
A Mini Guide to Resources that Explore 

Nature On and Off theTrail

Written by Andrea Caluori-Rivera
2015-2016 MassLIFT AmeriCorps Member at Hilltown Land Trust

Special thank you to Eric Weber of the Williamsburg Historical Society 
for information on the history of the Hilltowns.
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What do you see? Tell your 
story in nature.
Like many nature writers, record your memorable 
experiences outside and share your love of the land in 
with others A few writing prompts for all ages:

“If trees were able to speak, what would they say?”

“Imagine you live in this town 150 years ago.  Describe 
the landscape. What does it look like?”

“Where is your favorite place to go for a walk or hike? 
in the Pioneer Valley?  Describe it to someone who has 
never been there.”

“What is your favorite season in New England and 
why?”

“If you were to write a story similar to Dr. Seuss’ The 
Lorax about land conservation, what would it be about? 
Who are the characters?  What’s the overall message?”

Be a Citizen Scientist! 
Help scientists collect data on the status of different 
species populations by doing a bio-blitz. When visiting a 
property of Hilltown Land Trust, record all of the living 
species you see during your visit. Send your data to the 
land trust! By sending your information, you are actively 
helping HLT monitor the property and care for the 
plants and wildlife that inhabit these places. It also 
provides important information on the health of a forest 
and of the living creatures that live there.

Kindred Spirits: Art & Nature
In the 19th century many artists and writers 
captivated by the rustic beauty of the American 
wilderness looked to nature as inspiration for their 
work. Some even lived and traveled to Western 
Massachusetts.  Take a look at this small selection of 
famous artists and writers from the 1800’s. 
Continue history and compare the landscapes they 
painted and described with the ones you 
experience today out on the trails! 

Art History 

View from Mount Holyoke Northampton, Massachusetts 
after a Thunderstorm - The Oxbow. Thomas Cole. 1836. Oil 
on Canvas. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY.

Discover Local Hilltown Trails 
The Bradley Sanctuary  - Hilltown Land Trust 
www.hilltown-land-trust.org
Williamsburg, MA
Look for the old growth Red Oak tree, enjoy a walk 
along Nichol’s Brook and explore the hilltop pine grove! 

William Cullen Bryant Homestead - The Trustees of 
Reservations 
www.thetrustees.org
Cummington, MA
Take a walk along the Rivulet and explore the old 
growth forest at this 19th’ century poet’s home. Tours 
of the home are occasionally offered too!

The Stevens Property - Hilltown Land Trust 
www.hilltown-land-trust.org
Huntington, MA
Moose! This property is frequently visited by moose. 
Look for their tracks during the winter time!

The Hawley Bog - The Nature Conservancy  
www.nature.org 
Hawley, MA
The Hawley Bog is an unspoiled bog with a mat of peat 
that is 30 feet thick and is home to carnivorous plants 
such as bladderwort and sundews.

Study:Woodland Interior. Asher B. Durand. 1854. Oil on 
Canvas. Smith College Museum of Art, Northampton, MA.

Landscape. William Merritt Chase. n.r. Oil on Board. Mead 
Art Museum, Amherst College.  Amherst, MA.

View of Mount Holyoke. John David Gue. 1890. Oil on 
Canvas. Mount Holyoke College Art Museum. South Hadley, 
MA.

At Sugaring Time. Robert Strong Woodward. unknown, prior 
to 1926. Oil on Canvas. View at website:
http://www.robertstrongwoodward.com/Gallery/
AtSugaringTime.html

Literature 

“New England. Cummington, Mass. The Rivulet” poem by 
William Cullen Bryant (1794-1878).

“Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening.” poem by Robert 
Frost (1874-1963).

“The Worship of Nature.” poem by John Greenleaf 
Whittier (1807-1892).

Be creative. The outdoors is an open studio
 Like many before you, translate the inspiration you feel 
from your favorite outdoor places into art. Whether with a 
camera, mobile device, paint brush or pen, take the time to 
sketch, write, or photograph the unique way that you see 
that landscape.  

“Unless someone like YOU 
cares a whole awful lot, 

nothing is going to get better 
IT’S NOT.”- The Lorax (Dr. Seuss) 

Social Change: Art as a Tool to Protect the 
Land
Springfield, MA native, Theodor Seuss Geisel, known as Dr. 
Seuss was inspired by the need to protect the environment 
and preserve our natural spaces. He translated this call to 
action into a story using art and his words to create the 
children’s book The Lorax. How can you use art to help 
Hilltown Land Trust spread its message to encourage land 
conservation in your community? 
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