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Humans and the environment have experienced and impacted each other in many ways 

throughout history. The environment has impacted the decisions that humans have made and 

controlled the outcome of different events in history. Conversely, humans have also impacted the 

environment in many ways such as changing the composition and order of nature’s natural 

processes. Humans and the environment are connected in numerous ways that go unnoticed. 

Although not always recognized, this relationship between the environment and humans needs to 

be recognized because humans impact the environment and the environment impacts humans. 

Because they are both constantly interacting with each other, the impacts of the outcome of both 

are going to continue to cycle and impact each other. Humans and nature have already 

experienced and will continue to experience this reciprocal relationship throughout time. The 

significance of this relationship between humans and their impact on the environment and the 

environment and its impact on humans can be seen on many different levels, global, state, local, 

communal, and even individual.  This can be demonstrated in the changes with humans, the 

human society, culture, and through the environment.  Within the United States of America, in 

the small section of Winn, Michigan, the reciprocal relationship between humans and the 

environment can be seen through John and Addie Riggle.  They’re descendants using the natural 

resources of the environment for their own self preservation and sustainability and the effects of 

this have had lasting impacts on the environment that can still be seen.  

In this part of Winn, Michigan, a place formally known as the West half of the Southwest 

quarter of the Northeast quarter of section thirty two, township fourteen North, Range five West 

and informally and more commonly known as “the Forty”.  It is on this land that the reciprocal 
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relationship between humans and the environment is demonstrated throughout the forest. As 

pioneers of this area, in the late Nineteenth Century and early Twentieth Century, they came to 

the area because during this time it was a major way to earn a living with the production of 

lumber. During this time the owners of The Forty, John and Addie Riggle, were full participants 

in the production of lumber, “Their livelihood was made in the sawmills.”1 Their dependence on 

the sawmills illustrates their impact on the woods in this area. As a family, their economic and 

financial well being relied on the forest and their ability to turn the forest resources into useable 

product. The reciprocal relationship between the environment and humans is shown through this 

dependency that John and Addie Riggle had on the environment for their well being. 

Furthermore, this demonstrates the reciprocal relationship in that it shows how the environment 

impacts the decisions of humans but also shows how people impact the environment. The 

process of lumber production negatively involves deforestation. 

With the increase in developing technology during this time, lumber mills became more 

productive and in some cases used a factory system of sorts.2 With the commercialization of 

timbers and the use of timber as a product, as seen in the case of the sawmills that John and 

Addie Riggle used to make their living, the humans decisions directly impacted the environment.  

The process of humans commercializing as well as using the landscape for their stability, the 

process of deforestation and the negative consequence associated with this explains the 

reciprocal relationship between humans and the environment. Humans and the environment are 
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directly linked and in this case humans impacted nature through deforestation and nature 

reciprocated by impacting humans by giving them a situation they would be able to take 

advantage of and use for their wants as well as their immediate and long term needs.  

 Through time at The Forty, the environment as well as humans became increasingly 

intertwined. Humans began to rely more on the environment than they had in the past.  The 

changing environment dictated what resources the humans would have access to and use from 

The Forty. As time went on, The Forty developed other uses rather than sustaining the primary 

use of harvesting timber for lumber. As the lumber industry for this parcel of land became 

inadequate, the owners of the land cultivated the recently deforested land, where a dwelling used 

to be located, into farmland.3 The use of farmland as a new means of stability allows for the 

circumstances of the reciprocal relationship between Riggle’s descendants and the environment 

to develop throughout the current as well as the next several generations. This relationship, 

coming down in time, is unfolding. The environment has changed as a result of deforestation and 

provided the Riggle descendants of the Forty a new landscape composition to use for stability 

and “still, despite these ecological crises, the predominant orientation continues to be the 

maximal utilization of resources for the most gains.”4 The ecological crises were the cause of the 

change that the environment went through at this time.  The Riggle descendants at The Forty 

during this time decided to use the land in another way obtaining benefits since they had already 

exhausted one of the resources the environment had provided to them because this would provide 

the best outcome and benefits for the family. This further demonstrates the depth of the 
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relationship between humans at The Forty and the environment as well as illustrates how both 

the environment impacts the humans. Particularly with the Riggle descendants when it dictated 

what they were able to use from the environment. Also, the humans impact the environment by 

continuing to use nature’s resources for their own benefits and stability. The reciprocity comes 

from the impacts that they both have on each other through time and that both the environment 

and humans impact each other. It is not a one sided relationship. This continual relationship 

between humans and nature is significant and shows the importance of both humans and the 

environment in the world.       

Although the relationship between humans and the environment are experiencing a 

reciprocal relationship where humans are practicing environmental degradation and exploitation 

at The Forty, the relationship has changed going into the latter half of the twentieth century. Just 

as change can occur in any relationship, change took place in the relationship between nature and 

humans. Since new descendants of John and Addie Riggle have begun to inhabit the land this 

relationship began to take a turn. Instead of environmental degradation these new inhabitants 

Elaine Bush, Janet Bush, and Jean Roberts began to bolster The Forty. They strengthened and 

reinforced the environment by “planting one thousand trees anywhere from four to six feet apart 

on the southwest side of the Forty.”5 The planting of the trees that Elaine Bush, Janet Bush, and 

Jean Roberts did directly correlates with the reciprocal relationship between humans and the 

environment due to the fact that they directly impacted the environment by planting one 

thousand trees on a small parcel of land. The relationship between humans and the environment 

changed at The Forty at this point because instead of participating in environmental degradation, 
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humans were building up the environment. The reciprocity is given to the humans by the 

environment because “if people fell trees and forests for economic reasons, they will grow them 

for the very same reasons.”6 At The Forty this reciprocal relationship continued to flourish 

because Janet Bush, Jean Roberts, and Elaine Bush planted trees, but also received a return with 

the trees they planted. The trees they planted benefited them in a positive way because they 

believed that part of keeping the forest healthy was to cut out the dead trees and overgrowth at 

The Forty. Janet, Jean, and Elaine received top dollar when selling these timbers. The exchange 

between the environment and Janet, Jean, and Elaine carried on the reciprocal relationship 

through the process of reforestation and use of these same resources for economic sustainability 

and self preservation. 

 As The Forty passed down through the generations it went through periods of having and 

not having permanent dwellings. As Janet Bush and Jean Roberts would have it, they would 

build a permanent dwelling after there had been a period of time when there was not a dwelling 

located on The Forty.7 Although building this dwelling for their own well being and 

sustainability Janet Bush and Jean Roberts directly impacted the environment that is The Forty. 

The erection of a dwelling had a direct negative impact on the environment by interrupting the 

environments natural processes and changing the natural processes indefinitely at The Forty. 

Along with the establishment of the house certain necessities had to be made available for use at 

the house, one of these necessities needed was a source of heat. Janet Bush and Jean Roberts 
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believed one of the best ways and most cost effective ways to heat their house was with the use 

of a wood burner boiler system.8 The use of this heating system requires the burning of wood as 

a way to concentrate the heat and funnel it throughout the house. With the availability and 

proximity of the forest Janet and Jean used cut down lumber as fuel for their boiler system. This 

process of deforestation and environmental degradation leads to the reciprocal relationship that 

has continued up to this point at The Forty. This relationship was continued at The Forty because 

the humans were continuing to effect the environment there and the environment continued to 

provide the humans with resources to sustain themselves. 

 At the turn of the century, also taking place is an increase in the use and efficiency of 

technology which also directly influences the environment at The Forty because Janet Bush, Jean 

Roberts, and their family use technology like chainsaws and log splitters. The use of the 

chainsaw and the log splitter at The Forty created by a place where the “Utilization of the forest 

was shaped by technology, economy, and political factors.”9 With the advancement of technology 

during this time period Janet Bush, Jean Roberts, and their family were able to easily utilize the 

forest for their benefit. 

Although they used the forest at The Forty as a form of sustainability without exploitation 

they are still participating in environmental degradation that further immersed them in the 

reciprocal relationship with the environment that is The Forty. Accompanied with this type of 

mechanized technology run by the small combustion engines is air pollution.10 The air pollution 
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that came from the emissions of these engines is also another way that Janet Bush and her family  

participated in environmental degradation. While they used these technologies for their benefit 

their relationship with the environment continued to move forward, not necessarily in a positive 

way however, they were still impacting the environment and the air pollution they had created 

was negatively effecting the environment and conversely this made the environment they have 

depended on less viable for their use. While increasing their use of the environment for 

sustainability Janet Bush and her family continued to complicate the reciprocal relationship that 

her and her family actively participated in with the environment. 

 At The Forty, the inhabitants since the late Nineteenth Century and the early Twentieth 

Century starting with John and Addie Riggle and their descendants to the present with Janet 

Bush, Jean Roberts, and their family have been involved in a reciprocal relationship with the 

environment. Both the environment has impacted the humans at The Forty and the humans have 

impacted the environment. Through the process of sustainability and self preservation, not 

exploitation, John and Addie Riggle and their descendants have participated in this relationship 

with the environment by positively and negatively effecting the environment at The Forty 

through reforestation and deforestation. Although their goal was not to degrade The Forty this 

process was a natural bystander of self preservation and livelihood that has left long term effects 

on the environment that have been and can be seen. This case study of The Forty is just a small 

representation of the reciprocal relationship that occurs between humans and the environment 

around the world and the way this relationship can change and evolve that humans need to 

acknowledge and understand. 
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