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Cradle of Forestry in the United States
by Ted Wilson, Director, Silviculture Research International

In October 2013 I had the opportunity, along with
my colleague Phil Morgan, to present a paper to
the Society of American Foresters National

Convention in Charleston, South Carolina. It was a
truly memorable event. Like many things in the
United States it was on a grand scale: 1,500 delegates;
presentations and demonstrations over three days
in a vast conference centre; an accompanying
programme of specialist side-meetings and field trips
that filled a week. All in all, it re-enforced the
impression of a dynamic, thrusting, science-based
profession in rude health. Embracing new ideas, and
refreshing tried and tested technologies – all very
impressive. 

But it was not always like this. The origins of
forestry as a professional discipline in the United
States are modest and stretch back less than 120
years. By the late 19th century, the US was emerging
as a global power; its economy was booming, the
population was exploding and everywhere there
was demand for natural resources to fuel “progress”.
For centuries forests were considered to be almost
limitless, and often a barrier to development, so
little attention had been paid to their health. As
John Muir (1838-1914) noted in his famous essay
on “The American Forests”1, trees were often valued
little more than “pernicious weeds, extremely hard
to get rid of”. 

When the lumber barons reached the west coast,
they thought they had struck green gold. Vast groves
of enormous Firs and Redwoods were just sitting ripe
for the taking. They cut and chopped with abandon,
mining the forests with little thought for the future,

secure in the knowledge that (as far as they were
concerned) the resource was plentiful. However, in a
few short decades they had cleared nearly 90 percent
of the ancient, towering Redwoods from the face of
the planet. 

By the last two decades of the 1800s, voices of
dissent were starting to stir, and more importantly
starting to be heard in the corridors of power, in
Washington DC. It was gradually being recognised
that without nature and wilderness we were lost as a
civilisation. As Muir eloquently wrote, “When we try
to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to
everything else in the Universe.”2 The National Park
movement was born, and the Redwoods and other
valuable natural resources came under (limited)
regulation and protection. 

And so where did professional forestry come into
the picture? Well, it is a story that takes us back East,
as they say, and involves four pioneering men, all
four being dreamers and visionaries. It began in 1888
when George Vanderbilt (1862-1914), one of the
richest men in America, paid a short visit to Asheville,
North Carolina, then a small town situated at an
elevation of just over 2,000 ft in the shadow of
Blue Ridge Mountains. He fell in love with the area
and decided to build his country home there, and
create an estate that would rival anything he had
seen in Europe.

Within a year he bought 2,000 acres of land and set
about building Biltmore House, which to this day
remains the largest private home in North America.
Through subsequent purchases he eventually amassed
over 125,000 acres, much of it spread over the
beautiful hills and valleys of western North Carolina.
Perhaps most significant was the purchase in 1895 of
80,000 acres of forest land, stretching 20 miles south
of Asheville, an area he called “Pisgah Forest”. 

Vanderbilt was a man of great industry. He dreamed
of restoring his land, much of it in a degraded state,
to beautiful gardens and lush forests, healthy and
thriving again, as he perceived it might have looked
in former times. To make this vision a reality he first
consulted Frederick Law Olmsted (1822-1903), the
leading landscape architect of that time and famous
for his design of Central Park, New York. Like John
Muir, Olmsted was an early leader in the conservation
movement, and was one of the key figures who
proposed that areas such as the Yosemite Valley, in
California, be preserved and protected from resource
exploitation. After touring the property, he advised
Vanderbilt that a professional forester should be
employed to institute a regime of sustainable

The reconstructed Schoolhouse, at the centre of the
Biltmore Forest School campus. Classes in silviculture,
surveying, tree and plant identification, zoology and
law took place here from 1898 – all still core subjects
in a professional forestry education.
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management and restoration, on principles of
scientific forestry.

At the time, Vanderbilt’s approach was radical and
new. There were no professional foresters in the
United States, and there were no forestry colleges.
However, as luck would have it, a young American,
Gifford Pinchot (1865-1946), had just completed a
postgraduate course at the French National School of
Forestry, Nancy, and returned to the United States
with a deep commitment to forest conservation. He
was hired by Vanderbilt and, between 1892 and
1895, completed a survey, then prepared and
implemented the first forest management plan.
As Pinchot later wrote in his memoirs, “Biltmore
could be made to prove what America did not yet
understand – that trees could be cut and the forest
preserved at one and the same time.”3

In 1895, Pinchot moved on to take the role of chief
of the Division of Forestry in the Federal Department
of the Interior. Later he would found the Society of
American Foresters (1900), serve as the first Chief
Forester of the US Forest Service (1905) and be
elected as the 28th Governor of Pennsylvania (1923).
Upon leaving Biltmore he passed on the mantle to
Dr Carl A. Schenck (1868-1955), thereby ensuring that
Vanderbilt retained the services of an energetic and
committed professional forester. 

On his arrival at the estate, Schenck immediately
applied innovative scientific management and
practical forestry techniques: he established new
plantations, set up tree nurseries, developed techniques
for seed extraction and perfected new regeneration
strategies. In addition, he devised harvesting methods,
built sawmills, and introduced splash dams and fish
hatcheries in the rivers. All of this was undertaken
with great organisational skill and rigour. 

At the time of his appointment, Schenck was one of
only three qualified foresters in the United States, in
addition to Gifford Pinchot and Bernard Fernow

(1851-1923). He soon realised that the most limited
resource was a supply of professionally-trained
foresters. So, in addition to all his work around the
estate and with the permission of George Vanderbilt,
Schenck founded the Biltmore Forest School and
launched a parallel career as one of the greatest of
forestry educators. 

Opening on 1st September 1898, the Biltmore
Forest School was the first professional forestry
academy in the United States. The school offered a
one-year course of study, and the curriculum focused
on traditional classroom lectures in silviculture theory,
combined with extensive practical training in the
forest. The school operated successfully on the
Biltmore grounds from 1898 to 1909, and is credited
with graduating many of the leading American
foresters in the early 20th century.

In November 1908, to celebrate the 10th anniversary
of his school, Schenck organised the Biltmore Forest
Fair, which aimed to demonstrate the
accomplishments and potential of scientific forest
management and practical forestry techniques. 
The three-day festival played host to a large number
of delegates and show-cased the results of Schenck’s
successful forestry and conservation practices. This
could be seen as a forerunner of the large-scale
forestry conventions of today. 

Sadly, in 1909, Schenck left his position at Biltmore
after a disagreement with Vanderbilt. The school
continued on at various locations until 1913. By this
time several leading universities across North America,
including Cornell (1898), Yale (1900), Toronto (1907)
and New Brunswick (1908), had embraced scientific
forestry and were establishing full undergraduate
and postgraduate programmes. Nonetheless, the
pioneering work of Schenck in promoting sustainable
management theories and hands-on training would
influence forestry education throughout North
America for generations to come.

The spartan interior of the Schoolhouse. Classes would
be held here in the morning, and then re-convened in
the forest for practical work in the afternoon. Schenck
was regarded as a demanding yet inspirational teacher.

Dr. Schenck’s office. From here Carl Schenck prepared
his lectures, wrote technical bulletins, managed the
forest estate and administered a profitable timber
programme on behalf of George Vanderbilt. 
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Today, it is possible to visit the site of the
Biltmore Forest School, high in the hills of what is
now the Pisgah National Forest. Many of the original
buildings remain intact, and thanks to the efforts of
Dr. Schenck’s former students, the old Schoolhouse
has been reconstructed. A fine visitor centre close-by
is operated by the US Forest Service, and is
appropriately called “The Cradle of Forestry”. Here
the story of sustainable forestry, as a science and
profession, is laid out in a lively and entertaining
exhibition hall. A proud tradition of education
continues, but in a new way and for a new
audience.  

Of course, the legacy of Vanderbilt, Pinchot and
Schenck far exceeds the boundaries of “The Cradle of
Forestry”, or even western North Carolina. Through
the work of a small band of dedicated foresters, a

young nation woke up to the fact that its natural
resources required careful stewardship to keep them
healthy and bountiful. Ideas about scientific forestry
that were once thought to be radical have been
adopted and applied throughout the United States,
and beyond. S

Further information:
Cradle of Forestry – www.cradleofforestry.com

Pisgah National Forest (US Forest Service) –
www.fs.usda.gov/nfsnc

Biltmore Estate – www.biltmore.com
Edward R. Wilson

ted.wilson@silviculture.org.uk
www.silviculture.org.uk  

1 Essay published in “The Atlantic”, August 1987. 
2 “My First Summer in the Sierra” (Houghton Mifflin, Boston. 1911).
3 “Breaking New Ground” (commemorative edition) (Island Press, Washington, DC. 1998).

Dr. Schenck’s writing desk. In the back office, he wrote
and prepared the first forestry textbooks in America.
The walls were lined with his collection of forestry
literature, much of it brought over from his native
Germany. There was also a press for publishing his
work. The front office was occupied by his secretary
and book-keeper. 

Black Forest Lodge. Schenck designed and built a
number of forest lodges to house his team of Forest
Rangers. The lodge is an original Chestnut
construction, and the Bavarian architecture clearly
reflects Schenck’s cultural heritage. This lodge at
“The Cradle of Forestry” is one of two surviving
examples of this appealing design. 

Woodland Heritage
Acute Oak Decline (AOD) Appeal
“Doing nothing is the worst thing we could do”

Please help us to raise funds to support vital research to save the nation’s iconic Oak 
in our historic landscape.

Further mapping and research is necessary to try to isolate the causes and find a way to
understand and tackle this potentially devastating disease.   

Cheques should be made payable to ‘Woodland Heritage (AOD)’ and will be used solely
for this specific research project. For Pledge and Gift Aid forms please contact:

Woodland Heritage 01428 652159  enquiries@woodlandheritage.org.uk


