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“As Vermonters used governmental
powers to help redirect and enhance the
local economy, they demonstrated a new
and different value concerning the
environment. . . .”

Prospective for a National Forest: Economic
Influences on Vermont’s Efforts to Manage Forest
Resources
By JoHN AUBREY DoucGLAss

After twelve years of formal requests and negotiations, the state govern-
ment of Vermont in 1932 convinced federal officials to establish a na-
tional forest in the Green Mountains. Using a funding mechanism pro-
vided by the 1911 Weeks Act, the United States Forest Service began an
acquisition program to establish a land base and to pursue a policy of
multiple-use through programs in watershed protection, timber improve-
ment and production, wildlife management, and the creation and
maintenance of natural recreation areas and facilities. These programs
helped inaugurate a new period in Vermont’s history in which the state
actively sought the means to influence the fate of forest resources.

While federal legislation made the Green Mountain National Forest
possible, the political process for its establishment resulted from the in-
itiative and persistence at the state level. The first proposal to include
substantial portions of the Green Mountain range under federal manage-
ment originated in Vermont and dated back to 1905. Public support for
a national forest increased during the next decade. By the 1920s state of-
ficials had presented a series of invitations and proposals to induce federal
purchase of upland acreage, including a 1925 enabling act, which approved
and invited the Forest Service to purchase forest land in Vermont. For
many reasons, however, a federal commitment to establishing an acquisi-
tion program did not occur until 1928, and four more years passed before
President Hoover signed an official proclamation which included the Green
Mountains as part of the national forest system.

Vermont support for a national forest in the Green Mountains rested
almost exclusively on economic factors. Specifically, it was perceived by
a coalition of interests that two of the state’s leading industries, wood
products and tourism, would derive substantial benefits from a federal
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reserve. Infusion of federal capital to purchase acreage and to develop
forest and recreation programs promised both to stabilize declining wood
industries and to provide an important boost for tourism. Combined with
Vermont’s efforts to develop a state forest system and incentives to im-
prove forest resources in the private sector, state officials, business leaders,
and conservation and professional forestry groups viewed the establish-
ment of a national forest as an important element for future economic
growth,

A state known for its strong sense of independence, Vermont sought
federal assistance as one means to alleviate a long-term problem of forest
degeneration. Years of vigorous logging often brought prosperity to the
industry, but they had also resulted in a serious depletion of resources
by the turn of the twentieth century. From the early years logging had
radically changed the composition of the region’s forests and, in turn,
negatively affected watersheds and reduced the number of productive
timber areas. The state forest programs and the establishment of a federal
reserve came in reaction to the depletion of resources essential to the health
of the Vermont economy.

As early as the 1840s, George Perkins Marsh warned fellow Vermonters
that their treatment of forest resources was exploitive and perilous. In
Marsh’s day, loggers and farmers — often one and the same — employed
clear-cutting techniques which devoured large tracts of timbered acreage.
The advent of wood-burning locomotives on the new railroads further
decimated local forest resources. Short-term, maximum yield use of forest
resources was the norm in Vermont and throughout the United States.
Such activity neglected the consequences of erosion and laid no plans for
the regeneration of stands. The impact on Vermont’s forest resources was
significant early in the nineteenth century. In 1847 Marsh warned that
the ecological consequences of clear-cutting timber were “too striking to
have escaped any observing person. Every middle-aged man who revisits
his birthplace after a few years absence looks upon another landscape
than that which formed the theater of his youthful toils and pleasure.”!

Establishing farms and grazing fields for sheep and logging the woods
for lumber, potash, and fuel formed an economic base in the early 1800s.
Many saw the obvious changes as taming the land. But, as Marsh noted,
the “signs of artificial improvement are mingled with tokens of improvi-
dent waste.”? Extensive logging promoted soil erosion and watershed
deterioration which contributed to an increase in flooding. Watershed
deterioration also contributed to an increase in the number of large fires
in the 1800s. One of Vermont’s first large fires burned Mt. Hunger, White
Rock, and Burnt Mountain in 1825 (destruction repeated in a 1903 fire).
In 1857 fire destroyed the east range of Manchester and Sunderland, and
an 1869 fire burned the town of Sherburne and Pico Peak.?
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entirely replaced the timber resources in Vermont’s lowlands. As a result
local wood industries rapidly declined, their success dependent on their
ability to cut and haul timber in the Champlain and Connecticut River
valleys for shipment to markets in Massachusetts and New York. With
no efficient manner to transport timber in significant amounts from upland
areas, timber in the Green Mountains remained fairly inaccessible. The
once prosperous lumber industry came to a virtual halt, contributing to
a general decline in the Vermont economy and to the huge exodus from
Vermont. The decline in the wood industries was so extensive that for
a brief time Vermonters imported lumber from Quebec — a reversal of
an old lumber trade.*

The extension of railroad lines in the state helped agriculture, stone,
and wood industries make a strong recovery in the 1870s. Timber in upland
areas of Vermont, previously protected by their distance from water
transportation routes, was hauled by locomotive to mills and finally to
Eastern cities and their markets. At the same time Burlington became
the nation’s third most active lumber port, based primarily on the volume
of Canadian lumber it milled and reshipped by railroad. The depletion
of forest reserves throughout the East made Vermont’s wood industries
increasingly profitable. By 1900 wood products in Vermont had a value
nearly ten times as great as in 1850, 5 and the number of wood businesses
doubled. ¢

While loggers had become more effective in reaching wood resources
and in improving technologies for cutting and processing wood, they took
no steps to renew timber resources. Vermont’s mature softwood stands
of white pine and spruce sought so eagerly by loggers were the evolu-
tionary result of hundreds of years of growth. Natural regeneration of
logged areas and thousands of acres of abandoned farms did not provide
new stands of softwoods. Instead, crowded stands of hardwoods like pin
cherry, poplar, beech, and birch took their place, trees inferior to soft-
woods from a market standpoint. Uncultivated hardwoods did not pro-
vide the volume nor the quality of timber that mature softwood species
did. Mature softwood timber brought a higher price because it was less
susceptible to rot. The hardwoods, far from useless, provided, along with
softwoods, wood for pulp, potash, fuel, and charcoal production.

“The havoc of deforesting is not stayed, nor like to be while forest tracts
remain,” Vermont historian Rowland Robinson protested in 1882.7 He,
along with a growing number of Vermonters, felt that the degree of
prosperity enjoyed by the state in the late 1800s had a temporal and
negligent quality. Robinson named the culprits: “The devouring
locomotive, spendthrift waste thoughtless of the future, the pulp mill,
and kindred wood consumers gnaw with relentless persistence upon every
variety of tree growth that the ooze of the swamp or the thin soil the moun-
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slowly for the state program, remarked in 1914 that the destructive ac-
tivity of loggers in many sections of the Green Mountains forced the state
to choose between asserting “its right to regulate the cutting of these moun-
tain forests” or embarking “more expansively upon the policy of state
ownership.” While Hawes and others pushed for more funds for the state
acquisition program and for various incentives to promote forest improve-
ment and management, their efforts had little impact. Increasingly state
officials looked toward the federal government for financial and technical
assistance.

In 1911 Congress passed the Weeks Act to provide funds for the ac-
quisition of land as part of the national forest system and for states to
establish or enhance fire protection programs. All acreage acquired under
the program had to meet various criteria, principally that they be an im-
portant watershed area for navigable waters. 2% Congress also intended
the act to improve forest resources for the primary purpose of timber
production. “The emphasis on protecting stream flow was deliberate, in-
tended to avoid the issue of unconstitutionality by linking the acquisition
of forest land to the constitutional authority of the federal government
to regulate commerce.”?2!

In the short run the Weeks Act gave an important boost to Vermont’s
forest programs. The year of its passage officials in Montpelier received
technical advice from forest service personnel and two thousand dollars
to enhance the innovative and fairly successful fire detection cooperative
begun in 1904. In the following years federal funds came in increasing
allotments, paying for the construction of access trails on mountain ridges
(including segments of the Long Trail), observation posts, a~- =~¢-h
men. 22 Inthelongrunthe Weeks Act provided the mechanisr
Vermont would gain a national forest, but the process took t1
years.

Federal legislation did not provide a blank check for the pt
land or unlimited labor for the forest service. The yearly allc
funds by Congress restricted the establishment and acquisition ¢
acres. Congress initially allocated $9 million in 1911 for the p1
land in the southern Appalachians and in the White Mountaii
Hampshire. In the following eleven years additional funds pr¢
the establishment of thirteen eastern national forests. The for
repeatedly by-passed Vermont as a potential national forest s
ing its attention in the Northeast on acquiring acreage for the Wt
tain National Forest and the Allegheny National Forest in Penns

Noting the success of lobbying efforts made by the Appala
tional Park Association and the Society for the Protection of Ne
shire Forests in establishing the White Mountain National Fore:
influential Vermonters, including the president of the Universi
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TABLE 1

Number of Establishments and Workers in Vermont:
Wood Industries, 1890-1929

Yo
1ean 1900 1909 1919 1929 Change

WOOD RELATED
INDUSTRIES

# of Estab. 831 731 671 525 279 -33%

% of all
State Industry 27 15 34 29 30

# of Workers 7,898 5,504 6,939 7,572 6,127 -22%

% of all
State Industry 32 19 20 23 n

ALL INDUSTRIES
IN VERMONT

# of Estab. 3,031 4,817 1,958 1,790 927
# of Workers 24,894 29,575 33,788 33,491 30,540
Source: U.S.

single source of income to the state. The most important wood pr
fell into three general categories: lumber and similar products like
shingles, and fencing; pulp and packaging products; and semicraftec
like chair stock and wood refrigerators. The industry peaked aroun
when wood products constituted almost thirty percent of Vermont
dollar value of goods produced and provided thirty-two percen
jobs available in the state. Twenty-nine years later, much to the
of state officials and Vermonters in general, wood industries h
clined significantly both in terms of production level and their co:
tion to the local economy. While still a major industry in Vermont
related businesses in 1919 provided only 18 percent of the dolla
of goods and provided about 13 percent of all jobs (See Tables
2). Dwindling reserves of quality timber, specifically softwoods, w
main cause for the decline. The logging of timber in the state had di
seventy-six percent from 384 million board feet (MBF) in 1889 t
ninety-one MBF by 1925. (See Table 3.) The introduction of techno
advances like the internal combustion engine and other mechanical «
increased the level of production per worker and accounted for sc
the decline in the number of jobs.

Between 1890 and 1929 Vermont experienced a loss of one-third
wood firms, a situation reflective of both the depletion of timb
the consolidation of mills and logging enterprises into larger com
principally concerned with lumber and pulp production (See Ta
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TABLE 4

Logging of Major Species and National Rank:
Vermont, 1919 and 1929

(Cut in MBF)
—1919— —1929— % Change

Total Nat. Total Nat. In Cut

Cut Rank Cut Rank
Spruce 58,059 Sth 32,592 Sth —44%
White Pine 30,344 11th 12,784 10th —58%
Maple 33,289 8th 23,618 8th —29%
Birch 26,394 4th 19,440 9th —26%

Source: U.S. Census

Major components of the industry came to include large inter-state opera-
tions like the International Paper Company, Great Northern, and the New
England Power Company. 2# These large companies developed manage-
ment structures to purchase new types of equipment, land, and secure
timber rights, activities that required large capital investments beyond
the means of most small operators.

Despite their general decline, the contribution of wood industries to
the local economy remained important in large part because of sharp in-
creases in the value of wood. The deforestation of much of America’s
forest resources and the demand for particular woods maintained Ver-
mont as a major producer of highly prized timber. While the logging of
spruce declined 44 percent in Vermont between 1919 and 1929, Vermont
remained the fifth largest producer in the nation (See Table 4). High prices
for spruce, pine, maple, and birch, fueled by the scarcity of high quality
timber, brought sizeable profits to lumber industries. In addition pulp
products produced by many of the same large lumber concerns provided
significant sales, the value of production varying depending on volatile
market changes and the availability of low cost timber.

Legislators understood the role of wood industries in Vermont’s history
as a major source of state income, and they considered the industry essen-
tial to the future of the local economy. After years of public debate on
the decline of forest resources in the state, government leaders were also
cognizant of: a) changes in the composition of the industry; and b) how
a national forest could assist wood industries and other segments of the
economy.

According to state proposals to the NFRC, a national forest promised
to address industry problems by purchasing mountain acreage and financ-
ing timber programs. Vermont expected these programs to preserve and
manage forest areas with mature softwood timber for a sustained-yield
program of logging and to return utility to areas suffering from soil ero-
sion, disease, and crowded hardwood stands through silviculture tech-
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long-term effort to strengthen its local economy. The emergence of the
depression helped reinforce this viewpoint for both Vermonters and forest
service officials. After 1932, the year of Roosevelt’s election, forest ser-
vice programs in timber improvement, replanting and disease control,
wildlife management, recreational planning, road construction, and the
building of water control dams played a dual role as conservation activity
and economic relief. The New Deal provided significant increases in
funding for both Vermont and federal forest service programs which
resulted in a massive increase in the number of public works projects,
the purchase of equipment and services from local businesses, numerous
jobs, and the infusion of capital through the acquisition of land.

The long process of gaining support at the state and federal level which
led to the creation of the Green Mountain National Forest marked a
decisive transition in the use of Vermont’s forests. The state ended its
history of large scale and exploitive logging, based primarily on selling
lumber and pulp to Eastern urban markets. In achieving this transition,
Vermont turned to centralized state and federal authority. Vermonters
used governmental powers to help redirect and enhance the lo
demonstrating a new and different value concerning the
which placed equal importance on the aesthetic quality of fi
watershed capabilities, and timber production. This was tl
value Hapgood, Senator Greene, and others held during the
attempt to establish the Green Mountain National Forest. N
conserving major sections of Vermont’s environment not «

a serene and beautiful setting but also a basis for long-ter
growth.
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