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Dolly Sods

Past, Present, Future

Deforestation is as much a common practice in our country today as it was at the turn of the 20th century.  Nearly every virgin tree that was once standing has been cut down.  Through the timbering process that spans the last 200 years, our society has learned more about the trade-offs of deforestation and have come to a realization that our forests must be sensibly managed if we’re to expect to have future forests for upcoming generations to utilize and enjoy.

One area that draws my attention in regard to deforestation is a small region in north-central West Virginia.  An area tucked within the Monongahela National Forest and makes up a section of the Eastern Continental Divide.  This area is known today as Dolly Sods.  Dolly Sods, at one time, was an area that was untouched by man – and even more so, rarely traversed.  It was an area of stately trees and pristine laurel thickets; an area of grandeur that is incomprehensible.  Imagine, if you can, an Oak tree the size of a modern day Sequoia or, quite possibly, the world’s largest spread of Red Spruce.  And now cut them all down for timber, and almost 100 years later there is another type of pristine that is of a type that, of the lower forty-eight states, is only found in Dolly Sods.

Throughout the following pages I will give a brief history of the Dolly Sods region, from the mid 1700’s to the present.  This history will help to define what Dolly Sods is today, and provide an explanation as to why it is, once again, a rare and splendid ecosystem.  This history, along with the practical application of basic environment science, will also help to uncover what is to be the crux of this paper – the future of the Dolly Sods area.

What Once Was

To provide a better understanding of dynamics of the Dolly Sods area, let us look closely at precisely where Dolly Sods is located.  As I previously mentioned, Dolly Sods makes up part of the Eastern Continental Divide.  This divide is also known as the Allegheny Front, and Dolly Sods is part of the Allegheny Plateau.  This plateaus is the highest of it’s kind east of the Mississippi River, and is at an elevation of roughly 4000 feet at it’s highest point and bottoms out at around 2700 feet at the outlet of Red Creek. (wikipedia, Dolly_Sods_Wilderness) What’s interesting to note is if you’re standing at the designated scenic area of Bear Rocks Preserve (a very defining view of the Allegheny Front), and two rain drops fell – one on the face of the rock cliff that you’re standing on and the other at your feet on the top – the “rock face” drop would eventually end up in the Atlantic Ocean and the other, at your feet, would end up in the Gulf of Mexico.  This “Front” is primarily responsible for the weather pattern that the plateau sees.  Most precipitation falls west of the Allegheny Front, on the plateau. (gorp, wv_dolly) The front, in essence, catches and holds storm systems, dumping 60 inches of precipitation a year in Dolly Sods. (fs.fed, intro)  This weather pattern, along with high winds, once played and continues to play a key roll in what makes the Allegheny Plateau unique.

Prior to the late-1800’s, Dolly Sods was virtually impenetrable.  The following excerpt written by David Hunter Strother, published in Harper's Monthly magazine in l852, describes this lost world.

"In Randolph County, Virginia, is a tract of country containing from seven to nine hundred square miles, entirely uninhabited, and so savage and inaccessible that it has rarely been penetrated even by the most adventurous. The settlers on its borders speak of it with a sort of dread, and regard it as an ill-omened region, filled with bears, panthers, impassable laurel-brakes, and dangerous precipices. Stories are told of hunters having ventured too far, becoming entangled, and perishing in its intricate labyrinths. The desire of daring the unknown dangers of this mysterious region, stimulated a party of gentlemen . . . to undertake it in June, 1851. They did actually penetrate the country as far as the Falls of the Blackwater, and returned with marvelous accounts of its savage grandeur, and the quantities of game and fish to be found there." (wikipedia, Dolly_Sods_Wilderness)

Even among massive trees – some estimated to be over 1000 years old – and an entangling under story, there is evidence that there were also wide open spaces.  On October 13, 1746, Thomas Lewis, traversing the area as a surveyor for Lord Fairfax, writes:

“…we had very difficult access to the top of the Allegheny mountain where [there] was a precipice about 16 feet high and [we] were hard set to get a place where there was any probability of our ascending.  When we had gained the summit there was a level as far as we could see to right and left clear of timber about a quarter of a mile wide covered with large flat rocks and marshy tho on top of the highest mountain I ever saw…” (fs.fed, dolly_sods_history)

Lewis goes on to write about the laurel and ivy thickets of the forest that Strother describes more than 100 years later (quoted above). 

So we now have a pretty clear picture of a wild landscape; an ecosystem that housed a diversity of wildlife and plant life that, on the scale that it was, cannot be found anywhere in the world today.

What Happened?

So, what happened to this most impressive of forests?  Well, to make a short story even shorter, it was all cut down.  Every single bit of it.  In the 1830’s logging (clear-cutting) begins in West Virginia.  By the 1880’s, with the evolution of the machinery used by the logging industry, clear-cutting is widespread in West Virginia and begins in the Allegheny Plateau region.  By 1893, half of the State of West Virginia has now been logged – some 8 million acres.  Logging operations peak after the turn of the 20th century.  And by 1913, the Dolly Sods of today has been completely clear-cut.  A tragedy, indeed.

What’s just as disturbing as the annihilation of this pristine ecosystem is the mentality that drove its destruction.  One source describes the clear-cutting of an estimated 16 million acres of West Virginia forest as being done “with pride.” This pride stemmed from that era’s belief that “Nature existed to serve man's superior intellect and needs.” (patc, virg_fst)

So, here we see “man’s superior intellect” leading to what commonly follows any clear-cut area:  erosion of soil, extinction of species, loss of habitat, accelerated flooding and decreased soil fertility. (Miller, pg 109) Dolly Sods experienced all of these and more.

Typically, most clear-cut areas can become a reestablished young forest in roughly 30 years.  But, as I described earlier, Dolly Sods is somewhat atypical when it comes to forests and the particularly harsh Canadian like climate.  Add to that, fire, and you have a recipe for destruction down to the bedrock some estimated 6 to 9 feet below the original forest floor.

Once the logging had taken place, the deep, fertile humus that had taken centuries to build up soon became dry and brittle.  On top of this once-rich medium was the left behind “slash”, or the undesirable portion of the timbered tree, drying in the winds.  Now, sing with me, “It only takes a spark, to get a fire going.”  And where do you suppose the spark came from?  The majority came from the locomotives used to move the massive logs through the mountains to the mills.  It’s estimated that “71% was from locomotives, 20% from saw mills and campers, 3% set to improve the range for livestock, 2% incendiary, and 4% from other causes.” (patc, virg_fst) The mountains were repeatedly ablaze, scorching everything down to the underlying rock.  Add in the stresses of the climate and very little was left for reestablishing a forest in this ecologically fragile area.  The area had become a desert of sorts and saplings could simply not take root.  Where it wasn’t desert, it was bog.  Since there were no longer huge trees to soak up the vast amounts of water that fell on the plateaus, the water table rose, also restricting the growth of seedlings. (fs.fed, dolly_sods_history)

Shortly following the logging, nearby farmers – most notable, the Dahles – had attempted to use the clear-cut land for grazing.  The initial burning of the logged areas produced good grass cover for sheep, and these open fields were known as “sods.” (Thus the name “Dahle Sods.”)  The repeated burning, though, killed the grass and left only bracken fern, fire cherry and the heaths, forcing the Dahles to move on. (wikipedia, Dolly_Sods_Wilderness) Some sources site that “overgrazing” contributed to the lack of reforestation, but after reviewing several sources, this notion seems far fetched.

Recovery

In 1916 the federal government purchased surface rights to the Dolly Sods area to help protect the headwaters of eastern rivers.  The government was optimistic in hopes of a reestablished forest, adding it to the newly established Monongahela National Forest. (findarticles, ai_77279557) But, as I just described, quick reforestation was a fading hope.  Today, some 90 years later, there are still areas that look just as they did in 1916 – devoid of soil and trees.  

In the 1930’s the Civilian Conservation Corp gave nature a helping hand by planting young spruce trees in the area – even to the point of hauling soil from the valley to the mountaintop as to help the trees become established.  These small plantings are still today recognizable due to the straight rows that the trees were planted in. (geocities, GN98-8)

The grass did eventually re-establish itself, as did young forests – regardless of the 1943-1944 WWII bombing practice utilizing two mountaintops as artillery targets in the northern portion of Dolly Sods. (gorp, wv_dolly) The introduction of beavers in the 1950’s is viewed by some as “further human meddling,” causing the water level to rise so high that it is still, today, quite difficult for seedlings to take root and a young forest to be established in certain areas. (geocities, GN98-8)

The Future

By understanding the many dynamics of Dolly Sods and it’s history, I believe we can answer the questions that one modern day writer, Jack Slocomb, presumably asks:

“But what I will never see in my lifetime is the return of the thick Spruce Forest drape – the eventual climax growth of this glacial era relic. Children and even great grandchildren will not see it. Maybe in ten generations somebody will. Maybe it will take longer. Maybe never.”  (wvhighlands, NORTHSODSslocomb)

When will we see the Dolly Sods of yesteryear?  What will Dolly Sods be in the future?

With mankind, the Dolly Sods that Lewis and Strother wrote of will never be seen again – not even in 10,000 generations.  We see as indication the dilemma of the world’s rainforests.  Man’s heart will never allow for the likes of a 1000-year-old forest to remain standing in the United States.  The trees would be of “more value” as lumber than as part of nature.  As positive as it is, forest management will help to ensure what I speak of.

As seen through the history of Dolly Sods, it will be a continual challenge for new forest to grow in un-forested areas, merely due to the fact that the areas left uninhabited by trees are the bog areas and those heavily covered in rock or unprotected from the harsh winds.  Dolly Sods will, for a long, long, time look like is does today – which is still quite unique, as it was unique of a different sort 200 years ago.  Besides West Virginia, only can you find wind swept plains like these in Alaska and Canada.

Dolly Sods is, again, a diverse ecosystem.  And, thankfully, 90% of West Virginia is now covered in forest.  I wonder – have we truly learned our lesson?  Or is it just a matter of time until a new resource or means of extracting an existing resource is discovered or developed, and we once again clear the land, void of all life?  It appears that our economic wealth comes at a great price – a price too steep for me.

Timeline

Here is a timeline to visually aid in understanding Dolly Sods history.

	Late 1700’s
	Dahles grazed their animals on the bald "sods," heath barrens giving way to mountain oat grass.

	1746
	Thomas Lewis exploration.

	1830’s
	Logging begins in West Virginia.

	1852
	David Hunter Strother writes about area in Harpers Weekly Magazine.

	1870
	10 million, out of 16.6 million acres of West Virginia, still virgin forest.

	1880’s
	Logging widespread in West Virginia.

	1880’s
	Logging begins in Dolly Sods/Allegheny plateau region.

	1893
	Half of West Virginia still virgin timber.

	1900’s
	Dahles (German) homestead logged areas and use for sheep grazing.

	1909
	Peak of lumber operations.

	1910
	1.5 million acres still virgin forest in West Virginia.

	1913
	Dolly Sods Wilderness completely clear-cut.

	1916
	The federal government purchased surface rights to the Dolly Sods and added the land to the newly established Monongahela National Forest.

	1920
	Entire state of West Virginia logged except for a few small, isolated areas.

	1930
	One fire engulfed 24,000 acres in the middle of Dolly Sods.

	1930’s
	Civilian Conservation Corps planted red pine and other conifers, and aided in the construction of Forest Service Road 75.

	1943
	Military artillery and mortar practice and as a maneuver area as training for involvement in World War II (2 years).

	1950’s
	Beavers introduced, raising the water table.

	1975
	Dolly Sods Wilderness designation.


(All sited sources were used to establish this timeline.)
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