This article takes an original look back at the beginnings of the first four-year
forestry educational program in the United States established 100 years ago.
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7 or the past century, the Nation’s institutions of higher education, particularly
; its Land Grant Universities, have been responsible for producing the cadre of
forestry specialists necessary in today’s complex society. Forestry programs,
whether they be in colleges, schools, or departments, or granting two-year,

four-year, or graduate degrees, have evolved by adjusting their
curricula to match the demands facing practicing professionals.
This has meant modifying courses to include new tech-
nologies, such as the use of GIS and GPSS; adding new courses
such as law and ethics; and dropping courses addressing skills
no longer needed—like mule packing and outdoor cooking!
Given today’s forestry infrastructure and society’s need for
comprehensively educated forest resource managers, it is hard
to imagine a time when it was impossible to gain a com-
prehensive forestry education in the United States—but, this

was exactly the situation until just before the turn of the
nineteenth century!

The close of the 19th century was a watershed for the
future of professional forestry in the United States. Until then
the study of forestry subjects was largely confined to a few
courses in agriculture, botany, or biology departments;
complete curricula were only available to those willing and
able to study in countries like Germany and France. In 1898,
curricula became available for those desiring a forestry tech-
nical degree at the Biltmore School in North Carolina. In 1900,
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the Yale School of Forestry began offering graduate degrees in
forestry. Yale is now the longest continuously operating
program. But, the New York State College of Forestry in
Ithaca, New York, which was established on April 14, 1898
by Cornell University’s Board of Trustees, became the first
school to offer a four-year bachelor’s degree in forestry. A pro-
liferation of forestry colleges throughout the country followed,
and while the Society of American Foresters presently accredits
38 four-year forestry programs in the United States, Cornell is
not among them!

PROFESSIONAL FORESTRY BEGINS
AT CORNELL

From the recollections of the college’s first and only dean, Dr.
Bernhard Eduard Fernow, a few years after 1903 we are blessed
with a little known view of how the College of Forestry at
Cornell came to be and not to be. The story begins with a
Colonel Fox, Superintendent of New York’s state-owned
forests during the mid-1890s. He believed that the State’s
constitutional amendment setting aside the Adirondack and
Catskill preserves as lands to be kept forever wild was un-
fortunate. The Colonel claimed that approval by the State’s
electorate resulted from a widespread ignorance of en-
lightened forest management and its implications. In his annual
reports for 1896 and 1897 Fox advocated inauguration of a
demonstration forest to educate the body politic regarding
what modern forestry was all about. He shared this idea with
an Adirondack real estate dealer who rejected it but, later,
sensing the possibility of a profitable deal, returned to ask what
kind of land tract would be needed. The realtor then saw
Governor Black and warmed up his interest in such a
demonstration forest.

Subsequently, Governor Black went on an Adirondack
fishing trip with a Colonel Francis and discussed with him Fox’s
proposition and his fear that politics would prevent carrying
out such-a scheme. Francis, then a trustee of Cornell Uni-

Students of the first forestry classes at
Cornell, 1900. Standing: T. E. Borst,
Wilhelm Klemme, W, W. Clark, A. S.
Williams, Howard M. Longyear, Ralph
Zon; Middle Row: Walter Mulford,
Harry J. Tompkins, Prof. John C. Gifford,
Dr. Bernhard E. Fernow, Prof. Filibert
Roth, Ralph C. Bryant, Clifford Pettis;
Bottow Row: I. T. Worthley, Rushton H.
Charlton, Frederick W, Fassett.
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versity, suggested that this
hurdle might be leaped by
having Cornell conduct
S'L'lCh an experiment, Cor-
nell’s President Schurman
was consulted and, ac-
cording to Fernow later,
he suggested that a col-
lege of forestry be insti-
tuted by the University to
carry on the demon-
stration. Schurman then
consulted three of the
Nation’s leading foresters,
Gifford Pinchot, Dr. Al-
win Schenck, and Dr.
Fernow to elaborate a
scheme for such a college.
With the Governor at-
tending to the legal and Fernow to the technical details, bills
were drawn up for the undertaking, submitted to the
Legislature and passed without difficulty. Has there ever been,
before or afterwards, anywhere another college whose origin
can be found simply in the desire of a few politicians to have an
experiment carried out?

Once the new college, the first of its kind in North America,
was formed, Dr. Fernow was asked to become its first Dean
and Director and to organize the college and develop the
demonstration forest. Resigning his position as Director of the
U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Forestry Division (pre-
decessor of the U.S. Forest Service), Fernow quickly moved to
acquire a tract of land for the demonstration forest and to
establish a program of instruction. The former involved
purchasing 30,000 acres of forested Adirondack land near
Axton, NY in Franklin County. To prepare for and begin the
desired demonstration as well as to carry out the College’s
academic program, additional staff were needed. Two new
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Bernhard Fernow, first and only
dean of the College of Forestry at
Cornell.
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assistant professors were quickly hired, Mr. Filbert Roth and
Dr. John Clayton Gifford. A four-year curriculum leading to the
bachelor’s degree and with an optional fifth year for a pro-
fessional Masters in Forestry became operational in academic
year 1898-99. Since many of the entering students had already
completed part or all of their bachelor’s degree program prior
to enrolling in the College of Forestry, graduates were pro-
duced in short order; it was immediately apparent that de-
mand for Cornell-trained foresters far outstripped supply. This
seems to have been true throughout the five years for which
the College existed. In all respects, this fledgling institution
seems to have gotten off to an outstanding start as an
educational endeavor.

In addition to the graduates of the College of Forestry,
Fernow and Cornell made contributions to the profession
through numerous publications. A significant one was his
Economics of Forestry that included a curriculum for
professional training that has since been broadly applied. Also,
the College initiated a new scientific forestry journal, the
Forestry Quarterly, that merged with the Proceedings of the
Society of American Foresters in 1917 to form the Journal of
Forestry.

UNDERMINING OF THE DEMONSTRATION FOREST

While the College of Forestry seemed to flourish, the
demonstration forest at Axton did not. From the beginning,
the concept of demonstrating scientific forestry in the
Adirondacks had been vigorously opposed by a group of
influential landowners at nearby Saranac Lake, referred to by
Fernow as the “bankers.” They undoubtedly looked upon this
as a threat to their own interests. Working through the Forest
Preserve Board, the State Senate, and at least one governor,
they mounted a steady barrage of attacks on the demon-
stration and on Fernow personally. One example recounted
later by Fernow provides a graphic illustration of this har-
assment campaign. He once had been charged on the floor of
the Senate for using oleomargarine in his forestry camp
contrary to state law and was saved from severe penalties only
by a loophole in the law. The offending substance had been
purchased in Pennsylvania, not in New York as legally
prohibited.

The “bankers” were not the only ones causing difficulties
for Fernow’s demonstration forest. Cornell University ap-
pointed a Steering Committee, made up of Board of Trustee
members, to oversee the College’s activities relating to the
demonstration site. In Fernow’s acerbic description of its
activities, the Committee “. . . seemed to be instituted mainly
to curb the enthusiasm of the Director, to act as a break [sic. ]
so that matters should not proceed too smartly and that the
Director should not direct too much. . . .” Unfortunately, this
committee continued its ill-advised activities that seem to have
been an unmitigated hindrance towards getting the project off
to a good start.

Despite all the problems, Fernow and his staff did
amazingly well in getting the whole Adirondack operation up
and running. Students were intimately involved in all phases of
the demonstration from an initial survey of the property

onwards. A market had been developed for all wood harvested
and proceeds would reimburse the State Treasury for at least
part of the costs of establishing the demonstration. However,
delays, caused in large part by the Trustee Steering Com-
mittee’s niggling, resulting in a course of action that ultimately
proved fatal to not only the demonstration forest, but also the
College.

CLOSING OF THE COLLEGE

Fernow was well aware of the dangers posed by his “banker”
neighbors. Harvesting of the existing forest, followed about a
year later by replanting with conifer nursery stock, were the
core activities of the demonstration. The original plan of
development was carefully drawn up to spare Cornell’s most
influential neighbors direct views of harvesting and planting
activities. Unfortunately, from the College’s viewpoint, delay
followed delay necessitating the first harvesting to take place
on land adjoining the private summer camps of those wealthy
New York bankers. These individuals, especially two of them
who had used the Cornell-purchased tract for hunting, took
umbrage at the operations and began proceedings to stop
them. First, a newspaper war criticizing the methods of
management was begun; then the Attorney General was
interpolated to interfere, but without success; then a legislative
committee of inspection was secured and without advising the
College authorities or their Superintendent was taken around
by the bankers, dined and wined and provided with a
disapprobation report. Finally, Governor Odell was visited. The
College’s appropriation (§10,000) for 1903 had passed through
the Legislature without debate; but, after adjourning for the
summer, the Governor simply pocketed the bill thus bringing
the first college of forestry in North America to an
ignominious end.

Dr. Fernow did not give up without a fight. He offered to
“. .. continue the work without pay and to finance the College
by charging tuition fees to all students, some seventy odd
(students from New York having had free tuition). . .”. This
proposition apparently originated with the students them-
selves. Despite a report by President Schurman to the trustees
that was highly complimentary towards Dr. Fernow and that
included the statement “. . . the University stands by its ex-
pert,” the College was abandoned. In a final comment on the
University’s action (perhaps “inaction” would be a more
appropriate term) Fernow says: “A credible rumor has it that
for thus gracefully submitting to the whip of the Governor the
University secured the Agriculture building.”

Even after so long a time, it is difficult not to feel frustration
at the political machinery that led to the College’s demise.
Fernow, his staff, and about seventy students who had entered
the forestry curriculum in good faith deserved better
treatment. Yet the game was not quite finished, not by a long
ways. All told between the years of 1898 and 1904, when the
College of Forestry closed, there were 114 students who
received instruction in forestry at Cornell. These included 17
students who received Bachelor of Science in Forestry degrees,
or changed in 1902 to the degree of “Forest Engineer” (FE).
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