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Seasons of Change

How spring represents a new time in our high elevation forests
WORDS AND PHOTOS BY MIKE REMKE

ur forests, we are reminded of the cyclesof the seasons:
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REBIRTH

Lo the days begin 1o lengthen, spring is
z 1ime where the mountains shed their
cniow covers and life is reborn. We
recognize spring with the arrival of the
firet flowers of the season and the swelling
of rivers. Spring 15 a symbol of birth as
buds burst into leaves and flowers begin to
decorate the landscape. Simultaneously,
the songs of birds fill the forest a¢
temperatures warrm. Naturally, cach season
fits into a recognizable phase of annual
cycles. These seasons are deeply familiar
to all of us, their reliability so celebrated,
often with some sort of ritual. The reality
is: forests also experience and celebrate
their own cycles.
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CYCLES

Just as we recognize and celebrate the annual
cycles of seasons, the plants of the forests are
also deeply in tune with the dynamic realities of
seasons and time their life cycles around them,
And this is just one of many cycles that brings
life to the forest. The trees of the forests are
much older than humans, thus forests operate
on cycles grander than most Western cultures
can fully comprehend. At its core, the grandest
cycle that humans can understand is that of life
and death. Seasons are a microcosm of the cycle
of life and death — where autumn brings
senescence with fungi decaying what is loft
behind, and spring is the rebirth, For humans, a
life cycle operates on a time scale of less than 2

century — for forests, especially high elevatio
forests, the cycle of life and death is often three
centuries or more. .

Trees have a tendency to grow indefinitely
until some external factor stresses them t? »
death. It seems a tree could live for some mr_lL\l[j
amount of time, though their life is still. attac e.[
to some sort of cycle. For a high elevation To_’e_"
in Southwest Colorado, deep snowpack caIfe>*
tree’s life onward for some unforeseeab!e N
amount of time, We tend to marvel at the decf
snowpack year after year, even in bad ye .
continually admire the growth of the fore;e-’
Though, a hidden cycle of drought and 0[]
climate factors grip the fate of forests to L]e -
greater extent than our own awareness, 0!
oscillates at scales of centuries or lng€"

ars, and




CHANGE

Gnce the catly 20000 The greater San Juan Mountam 1e Rron hy
iraled into a prolonged senes of droughts, pantly acociated with a
C ¢ phenomenon known as a Warm Pacific Decadal O Ol
which often cotresponds to warmer and dner conditions for the
forest. thay ohten meany highet stress as well aw g wcreased mortality
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For thase who have rambled around the San Juan Mountains for a
while change seemy nemotable — a once green forest on Woll
Creek Fass transiioned 1o brown and grey ghostly skeletons of trees

'

Rark beetles took advantage of warm winters and drought-stressed
rees to grow ther populations and advance on instigating dramati
aterations 1o the farest These native beetles have always been part
v oy forested ecosvstemns, and while the scale of ¢ hange witnessed
100ay s entirely novel 1o our Anglo perspective. stories of tribes and

00T Teveal 3 geeper ungerstory
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" A three-toed Woodpecke feeds on bark Belles aﬁqemm,m

N . killtree. These nalive birds thrive in areas with beetle-based mortality
UNDERSTORIES helpsetthe tage to regulale populatons. . 2= =g

Ve often speak of seeing the forest for the trees, though, it's

mperative that we also see the forest for the community. While
2 ccur and our eyes catch the dramatic change

S to forget 1o look down. As the sun
ztes through the openings of the forested areas altered by
=20 Cycles of ume. the world comes to life in scenic and
ooms. Wildflower, shrub and tree regeneration thrive in
tunderstory where light now arrives in greater quantities
re.Insome ways, It seems obvious that the forest

forest.
mamner T is likely that observed forest mortality like what we are
€ ot fully unprecedented. There is mounting scientific
0 snzre the deeper perspective that periodic drought
< wide scale forest disturbances and alterations, and that
/ elf stzbilizes. Three-toed woodpeckers, as an example,
ve in beetle h led forests with their primary diet consisting of
w2 pEsl Thr” populations expand, they migrate to intact ;andcomplex This stately Douglas:fi rlsbetteradantedtodloughuhanlheauloumﬁnq;uru
EST¢ where bark beetles exist in smaller numbers. Perhaps the 5 that are spiraling info mortality from drought and beetlealt
ricrezted precsure of three-toed woodpeckers helps regulate beetle
populztions md preserve the forest. In so many ways, the ecology

1zves care of iteelf

FUTURE GROWTH

Yhile 1t seerms easy 1o assume we know what we need to know,
TNEre 1C preat uncertainty carrying forward. The extensive green of
1he forest’s pact serves a5 a mermory. The vibrant understory blooms
21 s nich bird habitat of the present tells us some of the future, but
et all. Global change compounded by human activity brings with it

2 <teng desl of uncertainty 1o keep the curious mind fed and the

frowledzeable humble. At the end of the day, are you paying
AMention 1o the world and noticing changes in the cycles? @
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MIKE REMKE 15 & professor of biology at Fort Lewis College and a research
#0tiate with Mountain Studies Institute where his studies focus on the
Intersection between forest ecology and human dimensions of ecosystems.
When he is not busy being a nerd, he is often out and about with his camera,
bike or splitboard enjoying the rich scenery of the San Juans.
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