A Walking History of the Chesapeake Bay

In a nutshell: 

This lesson will briefly introduce students to some of the geological, environmental, and cultural history of the Chesapeake Bay, from the end of the last Ice Age, approximately 20,000 years ago, up to modern times.  In this lesson, the schoolyard will be transported back in time as the students take a “walking journey” through the Bay’s history.  Each step in the class’s journey will represent a number of years.  Relating the number of steps to a period of years will help students grasp concepts rather than memorizing dates.  Students will be able to use their historical knowledge of the Bay in future discussions of the importance of the Chesapeake Bay and the possible negative and positive effects of our actions.        

Objective: 

By the end of today’s lesson, students will be able to briefly summarize the geological, environmental, and cultural history of the Chesapeake Bay and its changes over time. 

VSC:

· Science 2.A.2.c – Cite examples that demonstrate how the natural agents of wind, water, and ice produce slow changes on the Earth’s surface such as carving out deep canyons and building up sand dunes.

· Science 6.A.1.b – Describe how humans use renewable natural resources, such as plants, soil, water, animals.  

Introduction:
Even before the first humans inhabited the area, the Chesapeake Bay area has been changing, influenced by factors such as climate change and geologic processes.  The current formation of the Bay is a relatively recent development, within the last 10,000 years (Reshetiloff).  This lesson tells brief selections in the history of the Bay, including geological, environmental, and cultural history, through a story that starts before the Bay, as we know it, even existed.  

A selection of background information on the Bay can be found in Appendix B.  Also see http://www.baygateways.net/timeline.cfm.  This site has three timelines that present the Bay’s natural, cultural, and environmental changes over time.  Basic Bay history provided by the Chesapeake Bay Program can be found at http://www.chesapeakebay.net/bayhistory.aspx?menuitem=14591.  
Activity 1:
Walking History

Materials: 

· (Optional) 13 place markers (examples: cones, 3 ring binders, paint stir sticks)

This is a “walking history” of the Bay.  This activity mainly depends on good storytelling and imagination and can be done without any additional materials, but some type of place markers (to mark historical time periods along the “journey”) provides a visual component.  To increase the effectiveness of the storytelling in this lesson, you should practice telling the story ahead of time.  Try to know the information well enough so that you can tell the story without reading directly from the paper.  Your students will be more engaged in the story if it is presented well. 
Walk with the students to a spot approximately 220 steps away from the school.  This does not have to be exact number of steps; just make sure you are far enough away from the school so that the journey will end near the school.  Each step towards the school will represent a period of about 100 years.  Start the students off in a line.  

Ask the students to look around.  Explain that they have traveled 20 thousand years into the past.  There are no buildings, no roads, and no humans around.  You are freezing cold as you have arrived at the end of the last Ice Age.  You see snow and ice.  There are ice sheets 600-700 feet deep that cover New York, Pennsylvania, and parts of Maryland.  The Chesapeake Bay does not exist yet because all the ice has lowered the sea level (Chase 4).  You are surrounded by evergreen trees like spruce, fir, and hemlock that only grow in cold climates.  Large mammals, like mammoths and mastodons, graze on plants.  There are also bison, moose, and elk (ibid 7).                   

Take 20 steps.  (18,000 years before present (ybp)) You are now in the warming period after the last Ice Age.  Sea level is rising (ibid 4).

Take 80 steps.  (10,000 ybp) As there are a lot of steps to reach this next stage, have the class stop after each ten steps and remind them they have just traveled 1,000 years towards the present.  Sea level has risen so much that the Susquehanna River is overflowing its banks.  Parts of the river valley that are filling up with water will become the Chesapeake Bay.  It will take about 7,000 more years for the Bay to look like it does in our future time (ibid).

Take 40 steps.  (6,000 ybp) There is a new animal in the area.  It walks strangely, on only two legs.  These are thought to be the first humans in the area found about 6,000 years before the 21st century.  Most are hunter-gatherers that hunt the native animals, such as mammoths, bison, and caribou with spears, and gather nuts and berries.  They are almost always on the move, nomads (ibid 8).  

This date is contested.  Some sources say humans have been in the Bay area since 8,000 ybp (CBF “General Information”).   

Take 1 step.  During this time the climate is continuing to get warmer since the end of the last Ice Age.  Many of the animals that the native peoples had hunted could not survive in the area any longer, so they either moved farther north or became extinct.  The Native Americans begin to settle in villages and grow crops.  The most important crops are corn, beans, and squash.  They also grow tobacco (ibid).         

Take 20 steps.  (3,000 ybp) The Chesapeake Bay has finally started to look like it will in the 21st century.  Sea level is still rising, but slowly (ibid 4).  Native Americans continue to live in the area, living off the land and their crops.

Take 45 steps.  (1494) Far away from here, the first European settlement in the New World is made by the Spanish in the Caribbean.  

Take ½ step.  (1524) Italian sea captain Giovanni da Verrazano sails into the Chesapeake Bay.  The Europeans meet Native Americans (Chesapeake Bay Timeline, “Lifeways”).  They estimate there are about 24,000 Native Americans living around the Bay (ibid, “Environmental Impacts, 1520”).

Take 1½ steps.  (1607) The British set up a colony in Jamestown, Virginia.  Captain John Smith leads explorations of the Bay from Jamestown.  On these voyages, John Smith keeps a journal where he describes the Native people and villages he meets and sees.  He describes the land as “Acres of [the] most excellent fertill ground, so sweete, so pleasant, so beautifull” and says that “here are mountaines, hils, plaines, valleyes, rivers and brookes, all running most pleasantly into a faire Bay compassed but for the mouth with fruitfull and delightsome land (Smith).”  He creates a map of the Chesapeake region.  His journal and map will be great resources for people in the future to know what the Chesapeake Bay region had looked like (Chase 9). 

Take ¼ step.  (1634) More European settlements are established.  In 1634, Leonard Calvert, the Lord Baltimore, heads the establishment of St. Mary’s City, the first capital of Maryland.  There are about 13,000 colonists in the Bay area (Chesapeake Bay Timeline, “Environmental Impacts, 1650).  

Take 1 step.  (1700s)  The population continues to grow quickly, reaching about 380,000 by 1750 (ibid, “1750”).  The settlers provide for themselves and profit off the land and water by farming crops such as tobacco and fishing the Bay.  Oysters are abundant and easy to collect.  One settler says, “the abundance of oyster is incredible.  There are whole banks of them so that the ships must avoid them.  A sloop, which was to land us at Kingscreek, struck an Oyster Bed, where we had to wait about two hours for the tide.  They surpass those in England by far in size, indeed they are four times as large” (Kennedy and Mountford).
Take 1 step (1800s)  The population in the Bay’s watershed has reached 1 million.  With so many people living in the area and depending on the land and water, human impacts on the environment start to be seen.  For one, the abundance of oysters has declined dramatically due to overharvesting (Chesapeake Bay Timeline, “Environmental Impacts, 1830”).

Take 1 step (1900s) The population reaches 3 million.  With growing concern for the health of the Bay, many organizations are established to study and clean up the Bay (ibid, “1900”).

Take 1 step (2000s) The population reaches 15 million and is still growing quickly (ibid, “2002”).  Many individuals and organizations are working to clean up the Bay and care for and restore native species.

Activity 2:

Travel Journal Entries

After completing the walking history, students pick a time period in the history of the Bay as the topic for an entry in a travel journal.  The students should describe what they “saw” during that time period.  The journal entries should include the time period that the entry is coming from, a description of the environment and the inhabitants of the area at that time.  Let the students be creative and use their imaginations.  Encourage illustrations!  Students can review much of the Chesapeake Bay history at http://www.baygateways.net/history.cfm, provided by the Chesapeake Bay Gateways Network.  
Extensions:
When the students complete journal entries, let the students share them with the class.  Compile the journal entries, in chronological order, and bind them into a book for future reference.

Ask the students to share the most interesting or surprising fact they learned from the walking history of the Chesapeake Bay.

