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Looking at the land today, one can read the priorities of the cultures that lived here, and, sometimes, insight into our future.

These wetlands are part of a global system of water existing in the air as clouds, in the earth as ground water, and on the surface of the land as glaciers, rivers, and oceans.  Wind and ocean currents stir this water, mixing it through the latitudes, and around the globe.  What happens here affects that system, in small ways, just as events somewhere else affects here.  These wetlands form when fresh river water flowing down stream gets pushed back by ocean tides.  The river spills out over low riverbanks, flooding the soil part of the day, then drains, leaving the soil exposed to air.  This daily fluctuation in temperature and water gives rise to unique plants found in this and other wetlands around the world.                      

Wetland plants grew here millions of years before people arrived.  They fed migratory and resident wildlife of the planet's largest deciduous forest.  Imagine coming here 8,000 years ago, as the first people may have, in autumn.  For miles in all directions is a concentration of geese and ducks, all competing with great blue herons, eagle, bear, and smaller mammals for  fish and seeds in thick abundance in the sunny marshes or dark swampy islands. 

                         nuphar in summer

If you had come here as one of the first people to the Anacostia River, survival would have been very much the same 

as today.  Food would have been a priority, especially as winter approached and edible plants died back.  Shelter against the summer heat, and winter sleet would have been a must.  
Accidents and warfare were as common then as now, so medicines would have been a priority.  Household items had to be made.  Here, the first people, and those that followed them over thousands of years, found what they needed in  wetlands like those by the ponds.


Here was food beyond imagining.  In the marshes a single species like the cattail, provided winter, spring, and fall food, medicine, and leaves for making household items, or shelter.  The first people had reason to be thankful for such bounty.  Today, archeologists find remnants of their civilization based on wetland diversity.

Newcomers arrived almost 600 years ago, with a new vision that saw the Anacostia River's potential as a highway to commerce centers, the forest as fuel for homes and factories, and the wetlands as places filled with mosquitoes.  Cutting the trees led to siltation, something they were not prepared for. The river lost its depth, and wetlands were flooded.  

New people came, with new visions for the wetlands.  In the late 1800s, Walter Shaw filled in sections of the marsh to build ponds for a commercial flower growing operation.  By then, trains were carrying an increasing load of commercial goods, but the Anacostia River was still seen as a highway to get goods to market. In the 1920s, accumulated silt was dredged from the bottom of the river and dumped in the wetlands that lined the river. The ponds, stone wall, and concrete tower on the river trail are relics of this period of history. [image: image5.jpg]Nuphar spp.
Cow lily, Spatterdock




  

Forty years later, the value of wetlands in reducing erosion and floods, and providing habitat for fish and other animals was recognized.  Scientists began to explore and better understand the relationships that exist between the living and nonliving elements of the planet.  In 1992, the National Park Service sought to replace mud flats left from the dredging project of the 1920s with mid-level marshes to clean the water and provide wildlife habitat.

Three areas were built; at the beginning and end of the river trail, and end of the boardwalk.  Now, these areas serve as text books for scientists studying the value of such construction in improving water quality.  They can compare it to the original marsh left along the ponds.  Students find the area a valuable place to study the way other species meet their needs for food, shelter, and a place to rear their young, or students can compare biodiversity of the original marsh with the man-made marshes.  The marshes also provide recreation to visitors.  

As nations destroy wetlands, the changes read in the land here may become even more important for us. Water is essential to our lives. Understanding where water comes from, how it moves around and through Earth's systems, and how it is restored, is still not complete.  Explore the park, observing as you do differences in plants between the marsh along the River Trail and those closer to the ponds. Consider how our diets are different from even our grandparents.  Is there a potential food crop here to meet the needs of a civilization that will live here a thousand years from now?
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wild rice in August
Observe.  The land is not the same place now that it was even a decade ago.  Each flood, each seed, each bird, each person brings change. A past generation came here and found survival.  Another generation came here and established commerce.  A later generation preserved it as a National Park, and a still later generation brought scientific observation.  

We walk on the soil of past achievements.  What will you discover here?  Become an observer, explore, and you may find the seeds of your future here.
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