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Introduction 

Since 1976, the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
Forest Service, complying with the National Forest Management Act 
(NFMA), has pursued efforts to maintain landscape diversity in the 
northern Rockies, using the complete spectrum of vegetation types 
occupying western North America. Due to the influence of Euro­
American settlers during the nineteenth century, however, present­
day landscapes support a vegetation cover greatly modified from 
what was encountered before 1900. Nineteenth century vegetation 
cover throughout the northern Rockies was transformed by logging, 
grazing, farming, mining, roading, and altering the historic fre­
quen9ies of wildfire (Habeck 1987). 

Pre-settlement landscape diversity in western Montana included 
several old-growth forest types that were generally maintained by 
regular occurrences of natural fire (Habeck 1988). These include old­
growth forest types dominated by Pacific ponderosa pine (Pinus 
ponderosa var. ponderosa) and western larch (Larix occidentalis). Forest 
ecosystems featuring old-growth ponderosa pine and western larch 
are considered "fire-dependent" because they are successionally re­
placed by the more shade tolerant Inland Douglas-fir (Pseudotsuga 
menziesii var. glauca) when fire is not allowed to periodically inter­
vene to clear invading Douglas-fir reproduction. 

This paper reviews the historical occurrence of these old-growth 
forests, as well as Forest Service plans to maintain and manage the 
fire-dependent pine-larch type in this region. 

In a public announcement (The Missoulian, February 3, 1990), the 
USDA Forest Service, Lolo National Forest, described its intention 
to implement the Pattee Canyon Vegetation Management Action 
Plan (USDA Forest Service 1989). The plan describes actions for 
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