Vermont’s Forest History

Vermont was about 99% “original forest” until the building of the Crown Point Road.  In 1759, about 200 men built a road from “Fort at #4” near Charlestown, New Hampshire, through the middle of Vermont to Crown Point on Lake Champlain.  These were the northern outposts of British occupation during the war with French Canada.  The road project gives a picture of Vermont at that time.  There were scattered settlements in the Connecticut River Valley, the Champlain Valley, and the Valley of Vermont (from Bennington to Rutland), but other than that, it was wild.  There were no significant settlements along the way, and only a bit of Indian activity in the Otter Creek and Champlain valleys.  
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Original forest (Harvard diorama pictures*) until late 1700’s

Vermont was not really a separate British colony at the time, but east and west were claimed by New York and New Hampshire, and the north, particularly Lake Champlain, was claimed by France. Central Vermont was a “no-man’s land”. The better farmland along the Atlantic coast and “down south” was being developed.  The Appalachian Mountains formed a formidable barrier to the west. Immigrants were coming to the “New World” for religious and economic freedom. Vermont was the undeveloped region that was accessible at that time.  Many of the builders of the Crown Point Road saw the opportunity here, with rich tillable soils in the valleys, and the lack of Indian threats. Once the war ended in 1761, they began to settle here.  One thing that is clear in the records is that the early 1760’s saw many new townships incorporated.  These were subdivided into blocks of a hundred acres or so, and granted or homesteaded by various means.


These original lot surveys show an interesting picture of the forests.  Surveyors marked the lines by blazing with an axe, and they would record several “witness trees” at the corners: both species and diameters.  This is very close to an unbiased scientific survey of the forest at the time, and a forest scientist named Charlie Cogbill has invested his career into pouring over these records to understand the condition of this “original forest”.  The data can be correlated to exactly accurate locations, as many of those corners are current property boundaries.  His analysis dispels myths of giant timber trees, extensive pine forests, or heavy use by Indians.  It also shows some distinct shifts in species composition to today’s forest.
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Subsistence farming, early 1800’s


Vermont was not one of the original thirteen states, but considered itself an independent Republic until joining the Union in 1791.  I would like to read more about that period, and perhaps fly that flag at my place.  Vermont was still pretty wild then and didn’t see real growth until afterwards, as transportation improved. Through the eighteen hundreds, Vermont was systematically deforested.  At first, wood was almost value-less, as there was no way to transport it.  Some of the best pine and spruce from near the larger rivers was floated down to various sawmills, but most of that was later in the 1800’s. The trees from land clearing were simply burned. One of the first products sold was potash.  This was dissolved from the ashes, and was used for making soap, tanning hides and smelting metals, and could be transported by barge and even sold back to Europe, as it didn’t spoil. Once the land was cleared it could be grazed by animals, which halted the regrowth of trees. Wool, beef, horses, and a few other products were the beginning of Vermont’s agriculture. As the country grew, more of Vermont was cleared, right up the steepest hillsides for rough pasture.  

Merino sheep have to be mentioned. In about 1810, William Jarvis brought about 3000 of the coveted sheep to Vermont, saving them from becoming mutton for Napoleon’s troops. The premium wool from these sheep was preferred, to the point that farmers paid a high price to get these as breeding stock as Vermont and America grew. Vermonters also improved the breed for larger size and higher wool yield. This “breeding frenzy” is what pushed the initial clearing of Vermont’s rough pasture from 1810-1850.
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Peak of Agriculture, mid 1800’s

By the middle 1800’s there were some markets for the logs and lumber. Thousands of miles of stone walls were stacked up. The better valley land was cropped for grain, hay and vegetables for local use.  By the Civil War, the state was about 75% cleared for farming, and trees were beginning to be scarce. Forest remained at the highest elevations, steepest land, and undeveloped regions like the Northeast Kingdom, and portions of the Green Mountain spine from northern to southern Vermont. The whole eastern U.S. saw a similar fate of “deforestation”, and great change was in the works. There are photographs in every historical society archives showing the agricultural landscape of the late 1800’s.

 
Through the middle 1800’s, railroads were accessing much of the country.  The Erie Canal was built in the 1830’s. The roads opened up markets for Vermont’s forest and agricultural products, so milk, cheese, apples and other perishable products could be sold to Boston or New York.  But they also opened up better farmland in the Midwest and southeast.  Wool from Australia was hitting the world market, and prices went down.  As the prairies were opened up, the same original products that had opened Vermont were now produced more cheaply.  Vermont agriculture began a steady demise.
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Decline in agriculture, late 1800’s through mid 1900’s

The Civil War had several pertinent effects.  Many of the young men were killed or crippled, never to return to work the family farm.  Some came back to say “Martha:  I’ve seen farmland without rocks!  Pack up the kids, we’re moving to Missouri!”  The same trains that moved the products made it possible to move to the Midwest or the prairie.  And the growth of the industrial revolution made use of Vermont’s waterpower, farm-raised labor (read: good at tinkering with things), and railroads.  Now a fellow could go to work in town for only twelve hours a day and be paid in cash instead of mutton. 


As sheep farming declined, the roughest pastures were abandoned. This is more than a million acres. Of course, they grew back to trees naturally.  The fencerow trees, and nearby woodlots provided the seeds.  Sun-loving trees like pine, spruce, birch and poplar became predominant, with oak, sugar maple and other species also keeping a presence.


Dairying dominated agriculture, along with horses, which made use of the better pastures, hayfields and corn lands.  As we moved into the 1900’s dairying also declined and horses began to be replaced by cars, so another million acres of pasture was naturally reclaimed by trees.  


At that time, the lumber demands of a growing nation were being met by the remaining “original forests” in the remote parts of Vermont, Northern New Hampshire, and Maine.  Lumber was shipped by train from the upper Midwest and later, the Pacific Northwest. By the First World War, the initial pasture regrowth forest was beginning to have trees large enough for lumber.  Through the 1900’s, the lumber industry shifted to this “second growth” forest for supply.  About ¼ of 1% of Vermont was planted to trees from the 1930’s to 1960’s.  These are mostly pine and spruce plantations that are maturing today.
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Harvesting the “second growth”, 1900 to today.

In the early 1960’s, dairying received another major blow.  Many folks made use of the remaining pastures with a few milk cows to supplement other income.  The government required refrigerated bulk tanks for any farm selling milk, to protect consumers from bacteria.  The small hill farms couldn’t keep up.  They had to drop out, and the large valley farms remain today.  But the hill pastures also grew up to forest, which are 50 years old now and entering the sawlog category.  Vermont now has about 78% forestland, and that number has been stable for 25 years or so.
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The new “third growth” forest, early 1900’s to today. This was their “final picture” depicting current conditions in central Mass in 1930.

There are two lessons to learn from this:  One is that the forests and the land are incredibly resilient, and have responded to clearing, burning, grazing, mining, and abandonment; and have regrown to the beautiful resource we all treasure today.  The other is that every generation since the Civil War has had large sections of farmland abandoned to regrow to forest, until about 1970.  This young forest, mixed with older forest and active farmland has provided the habitat needed by many of the game and non-game species we admire.  We don’t have that young habitat today, and forest harvesting does not keep up with the needs of the wildlife populations, as we only harvest about 40% of the annual growth. 

Vermonters are stereotyped as a rough breed, eeking out survival from a tough land.  This is well-deserved, as farming has been in decline here for 140 years.  The resourceful people have adapted and made the best of whatever resources were available: land, timber, stone, waterpower, whatever.
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This was Harvard’s forward look at managing the new hardwood forest, and what they pictured it would be about now. Interestingly, we have very few forests with this appearance.

* The Harvard Forest Dioramas were made in the 1930’s at the Harvard Forest Museum in Petersham Massachusetts. They are about 8 feet wide each, and the front 2 feet are constructed models of wire, fibers, paint, etc in excruciating detail, with the backgrounds painted. These were built to explain the forest history and land use and show examples of forest management at that time. These are still valid and valuable teaching aides today. The photos are publicly available for educational use.
Robbo Holleran is a private consulting forester helping landowners meet their goals in Vermont and adjacent areas. His work has him outdoors about 150 days each year, plus play time. He and his wife home-school their six children. They have a home office, a big garden and a large bonsai collection.  

