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ABSTRACT

An extensive search was conducted of archival and other sources to locate as
many historical photographs as possible for the Centennial Mountains along the
Montana-ldaho border. Those photographs were then taken into the field, the original
camera stations relocated, and modern pictures made of the historical scenes to
evaluate long-term vegetation changes in the Centennial Mountains and on the U.S.
Sheep Experiment Station’s summer range. In all, 104 photosets were compited
throughout the Centennial Range.

Of those, 79 depicted montane grasslands, 62 represented sagebrush
communities, 80 showed montane coniferous forests, 56 depicted aspen, 70 showed
subalpine forests, 13 depicted upper treeline, 47 showed subalpine meadows, and 70
represented willow communities - - both in the montane (51) and the subalpine (19). In
general, montane grasslands, sagebrush communities, aspen, and subalpine meadows
declined due to the encroachment of conifers, which increased markedly. Prior to
European settlement, there was little old-growth forest in the Centennials, as that term
is commonly defined today. Instead, fires, primarily started by native people, repeatedly
swept the land creating young-age stands and promoting biodiversity. As coniferous
forests have both grown-up and thickened-up, forage production has declined
accordingly.

Conversely, the repeat photos show that livestock grazing has had little apparent
impact on herbaceous and other plant communities. Most wiliow stands, for instance,

have remained unchanged or actually increased, despite yearly livestock grazing.



i
Moreover, there is no evidence of excessive soil erosion or long-distance soil transport.
Except where they have been replaced by invading conifers, subalpine grasslands and
tall-forb communities appear unchanged, despite grazing by domestic sheep. Most of
the rangelands in the Centennials and on the U.S. Sheep Experiment Station are less
heavily grazed today than they were in the past, and are now generally in good to
excellent condition. Unless fire is restored to its historical role in the ecosystem,

however, rangelands will continue to be lost to invading conifers.
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