by Tommy Walker

or four decades industry asked
the Forest Service to limit timber sales because of a flood
of cheap timber already on the market.
But as private timber supplies dried up, industry changed its tune.

When Gifford Pinchot walked out of his office for the last time as Chief of the Forest
Service in 1910, he left a situation far different than the one he found after taking over
the fledgling Department of Forestry 11 years earlier.

The timber industry was changing rapidly as lumbermen adjusted to Pinchot’s Forest
Service. And there’s no doubt it was Pinchot’s agency from top to bottom.

He had been the one to push the agency from obscurity to prominence in the debate
over forest use. He had fought to transfer the reserves from the Department of Interior
into the Department of Agriculture. He had helped boost reserves from 43 million acres
to over 194 million. And he was beginning to win the fight to have modern forestry prac-
tices become the norm in America’s logging camps.

However, nobody could know if Pinchot’s successes would be preserved in coming
decades, or if they would wither away inside an agency that might soon be forgotten.

Pinchot had been fired because of his caustic attacks on Richard Ballinger, President
William Taft’s appointee to Interior Secretary. Ballinger, a one-time mayor of Seattle,
had taken over a million acres out of reserve and reversed several of Pinchot’s hard-fought
gains. Ballinger’s move to transfer coal lands in Alaska to the Morgan-Guggenheim syn-
dicate so enraged Pinchot that he began a public tirade against both Taft and his appoin-
tee. In the end, Taft had no choice but to fire Pinchot.

It would have been easy for Pinchot to just walk away, but that wasn’t his style. Pin-
chot still carried a big stick on Capitol Hill and he began a campaign to startle Ameri-
cans into stiffer timber harvesting regulations on both public and private land.

At the root of Pinchot’s campaign was his forecast that a “timber famine” would
strike the U.S. unless modern forestry was adopted. He found an eager accomplice in his
old friend, former President Theodore Roosevelt. In a 1910 speech, Roosevelt said, “The
United States has already crossed the verge of a timber famine so severe that its blighting
effects will be felt in every household in the land.”

It wasn’t a new theme. Thirty years earlier Interior Secretary Carl Schurz had
warned that another 25 years of logging as it was then would leave the U.S. “as com-
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