Screaming at the wind


I just got back from a bike ride and my inner dialogue went something like this, “Yes – trees! No – a corn field! Yes – more trees! No – another open field!” It’s not that I have anything against corn fields, it’s just that it is a very windy day. I’m not talking about a breezy day or a blustery day, I mean the kind of day that makes you curse at the sky and shake your fist in rage (if you aren’t clenching both handlebars with all your might to avoid being swept away that is). Out in the country, where open fields abound, it was downright brutal. At one point in time as I was gathering speed rolling down a hill, the sky darkened and an enormous gust came thundering through the cow pastures, nearly carrying me away like a character in the Wizard of Oz. 

I wanted so badly to blame someone for my difficulties but could think of no one to accuse. “Way to go Obama! Not only does the economy stink but it was way too windy for my bike ride today!” Lacking a sensible alternative, I was forced to rage at the wind and pedal, pedal onward. My only saving grace during the ride was the patches of trees along the way that provided me with temporary respite from the wind and a few moments of calm and sanity. 

There’s a reason why many farm fields are lined with trees, and it has everything to do with the wind. During the 1930’s, the United States endured both an economic depression and a severe drought. The plains states, where people had replaced deep-rooted prairies with shallow rooted farm crops, suffered the worst. Lacking water and without the deep roots to hold the soil in place, farm fields literally dried up and blew away in the wind. They called it a dust bowl because the dirt blew and blew, filled the air and covered everything and everyone. 

As a direct result of the dust bowl, soil and water conservation districts (SWCD’s) formed to assist farmers in implementing conservation practices that would prevent this kind of catastrophe from happening again. One of the first steps SWCD’s took was to begin planting trees along the edges of farm fields to create wind breaks that would reduce the drying action of the wind and limit windborne erosion. People also began planting trees around their homes to provide protection from the wind and sun as well as to create wildlife and bird habitat. Today, SWCD tree programs are still as popular as ever, with many, like the Washington Conservation District, holding low-cost tree sales every spring. 

As farmland in many parts of Minnesota has given way to cities, housing developments and shopping districts, SWCD’s have expanded their programs to benefit business owners and residents in addition to farmers. They still address many of the same issues such as preventing erosion and creating wildlife habitat, but at a smaller scale, working on ¼ acre instead of 40 acres. In Washington and Ramsey Counties, for example, any property owner can call the county conservation district and schedule a free site visit to troubleshoot erosion and drainage issues or get advice for a planting project. With water quality issues emerging as a growing concern in Minnesota, SWCD’s have also made protection of lakes, rivers and wetlands a major focus of their programs. Working collaboratively with cities, counties and watershed management agencies, SWCD’s are able to get projects in the ground that reduce streambank and shoreline erosion and limit stormwater and agricultural runoff. 

Now returned to the safety of my home, I am better able to appreciate the beauty of the wind as it bends low the branches of the oak in my front yard and sets the grass in the wetland aflutter like amber waves of grain. I am still thankful for the trees that created windbreaks for my bike ride and hopeful that maybe tomorrow Obama will make the wind stop blowing. 
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