
Has German forestry influenced America? 
 

 
 

In the late Middle Ages, population growth forced opening the forests for settlement, 
resulting in Germany in place names incorporating “–rode” (clear cutting.) Wood-using 
early industry such as mining, flourished, along with wood burning kilns for brick and 
charcoal making and, in some areas, open pan boiling to produce salt, nice work when you 
could get it, but an environmental nightmare. Many species disappeared, e.g., there have 
been no bears in Germany since. By the 15th century, this led leaders to more thoughtful 
forest management. While in mining regions, pine trees were planted as the straightest 
mining timbers and ship masts, there were now at least forests in a harvesting and 
replanting rotation, to keep the soil in place and calm the run-off; but more was needed. 

 
By 1811, Heinrich Cotta (1763-1844), the “pioneer of forestry”, established his 

forestry school based on his life-long studies. In his book, The Good Forester, he says: 
“The good forester takes the highest yield from the forest without deteriorating the soil, the 
poor one neither obtains this yield nor preserves the fertility of the soil.” Located in the 
town of Tharandt near Dresden, the school soon became the Royal Saxon Forestry 
Academy and influenced all of Europe.  

 
By the 1850s, additional German academies taught research-based forestry, 

focusing on tree replenishment for economic perpetuity. Graduates carried their knowledge 
abroad but this was also the age of Romanticism and enjoyment of undisturbed nature. In 
this country, in 1858, Albert Bierstadt, for example, began painting the Rockies. His grand 
images of Western scenery awakened great national pride. In 1860-61, the Boston 
Evening Transcript published a series of articles on Yosemite Valley, California, forging 
upper class Easterners into ardent advocates of wilderness preservation. It wasn’t obvious 
yet, but this was to bring about the recent clashes between foresters and preservationists. 

 
Soon, Gifford Pinchot (1865-1946) affected the direction of American forestry. A son 

of wealthy Connecticut parents and an enthusiastic outdoorsman, he found Germans as 
mentors. In 1889, after a few semesters at Yale, Pinchot went to England to study at the 

If you have walked 
through a German forest 
with its cleared access 
lanes you will be 
disappointed in America: 
thick underbrush forces 
you into marked paths. 
Why these differences? 
Shouldn’t German 
immigrants have left 
more of a mark on 
forestry in this country? 
Let’s see! 



British school for forestry in India. The British had put the German forester Dietrich Brandis 
and others in charge of their education of foresters in their colony. This school was in 
Nancy, France, where Pinchot studied for a year and took excursions to European, mostly 
German, sites. Here Pinchot became Brandis’ good friend, however, against his advice, 
Pinchot returned home without taking the second year of study. 

 
Just then, the Vanderbilts began their estate Biltmore near Asheville in North 

Carolina. Forestry advocates had privately agreed that only such a large individual owner 
could showcase the European and Indian forest management principles for America. 
Pinchot’s father suggested that Gifford should offer his services to the Vanderbilts which 
he did. He became the Biltmore estate’s resident forester for three years, the last few 
months  together with German-born Carl Alwin Schenck 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A federal Forest Service. He also brought the Division of Conservation into the Department 
of Agriculture. But at the end of Hayes’ presidency in 1881, many of Schurz’ ideas only 
remained on paper.  

German-born Bernhard Eduard Fernow (1851 – 
1923) was the chief forester of the USDA between 
1886 and 1898. He believed that forests were part of 
the "great economy of nature". Fernow also wanted a 
national forest system and scientific forest 
management. In 1891 he instituted National Forests, 
initially to protect watersheds, only to have this program 
placed under the Department of Interior's General Land 
Office. He then labored in vain for the watershed 
protection to be transferred back to his office in the 
Department of Agriculture. In 1898, Fernow resigned in 
frustration. 

 
1896 saw Gifford Pinchot on Grover Cleveland’s 

Presidential National Forest Commission to develop 
management ideas for the nation’s Western forests. 

During that summer, he traveled West with several commission members. In 1898, after 
Pinchot was made head of the “Division” of Forestry, he used his good connections and 

 
Carl Alwin Schenck (1868-1955) 

who succeeded and eventually bettered him. With Vanderbilt’s 
support, Pinchot also contributed to the forestry exhibit at the 
1893 World’s Fair in Chicago. 
 

Meanwhile in Washington, the Department of the Interior 
had jurisdiction over natural resources and in 1877 President 
Hayes made German-born Carl Schurz (1841-1915) Secretary 
of the Interior. As an early conservationist, Schurz, among 
many other innovations, prosecuted land thieves and directed 
public attention to forest preservation. Under him, the Division 
of Forestry researched and described conservation issues on 
the German model, such as the creation of forest reserves and 

 
Bernhard Eduard Fernow (1851–1923) 



great political skill to change it from being advisory to actually enforcing good practices 
based on research.  
 
 

 
In 1891, he moved to St. Paul where he became a neighbor and friend of James J. 

Hill, the operator of the Northern Pacific Railroad. Hill had acquired millions of acres of the 
best timber forests cheaply form the government for his railroad. He knew nothing about 
the lumber business, and sold the tracts to Weyerhaeuser at bargain rates, contributing 
much to the later wealth of the company. Weyerhaeuser on his part showed greater 
concern for his workers than any other industrial magnate of the time. He also incorporated 
replanting of trees into his business practices and probably did not deserve the scorn that 
advocates for national forests had for the timber magnates and which accelerated the 
creation of national forests. 

 
In 1901, Theodore Roosevelt became President and conservation became a 

cornerstone of domestic policy. As a teenager, in 1872 and again later, Roosevelt had 
spent time with a family in Dresden and possibly learned about the Royal Saxon Forest 
Academy and its goals. Regardless, with his good friend Pinchot newly appointed to head 
the newly renamed “Bureau” of Forestry, he did the most of any president for preservation. 
In his first Annual Message, he outlined his goals of forest and wildlife preserves, along 
with government-sponsored irrigation projects in the arid West. He railed against the 
exploitation of the forests that the “land grabbers” sought. Accordingly, he designated 
forest set-asides in a broad Agriculture Bill. Even though the timber industry pressured 
Congress to attach a limit on the president, Roosevelt outwitted the timber men in a 
signatory note in which he signed an additional 16 million acres of forest over to federal 
protection.  

 
Before anyone realized it, this set-aside had the size of several European 

countries, bringing preparatory studies by Schurz and all of Fernow’s work to their 
culmination with the support of influential high society conservationists. They and 
hunters have dreamt since of forests remaining mostly in their natural state, always 
protesting harvesting. Beyond this romanticism, there is of course their overwhelming 
size that dictates less forest management than in Germany. 
 

In 1905, Roosevelt set up the Forest Service as the agency to administer the new 
reserves. Pinchot now commanded 500 employees who worked in 60 forests covering  
 

 

1900 was the year when Frederic Wyerhaeuser 
bought 900 000 acres of mountainous forests in the 
state of Washington for his timber business. He had 
been born Friedrich Weyerhaeuser in 1834 in 
Niedersaulheim, Rhein-Hesse, and came to America in 
1852 with little more than his will to work, beginning as a 
day laborer in the vicinity of Erie, Pennsylvania. He then 
moved to Rock Island, Illinois, where he worked on a 
railroad and as a carter. He advanced quickly where he 
worked. He was put in charge of a saw mill and then a 
timber yard. After the panic of 1857 he was able to buy 
both with the money he had saved and then expanded 
quickly, buying up pine tracts in Wisconsin by 1864.   



  

 

56 million acres. He served untill 1910.  
 

Today, the Forest Service has 30,000 
employees and covers 192 million acres.  
Obviously, vast privately owned forests in 
this country continue to be harvested for 
profit and replanted, one example being 
Christmas tree farms where every 
customer can walk between the trees. 
Now, go and get yours! 
 


