
TheYaleSchoolof ForestryandEnvironmentalSciencecelebratesits Centennialin theyear2000. This
article analyzesthe establishmentof the school,asaprelude to a book-lengthwork on the subjectto be

published in conjunction with the commemorationof the School'sCentenary.

PLANTING
THE SEED

THE ORIGINS OF THE YALE FOREST SCHOOL

he story has familiar elements, or two versions that are not incompatible.
In the first version, it was two young men, one thirty-five and the other
twenty-nine, both energetic, idealistic, and confident Yale graduates, who
were concerned about the dearth of men equipped to playa role in the

newly created Division of Forestry which they both served.
Over cocoa in the Pinchots' Washington house, Gifford Pinchot
and Henry Graves determined to start a graduate school-at
their alma mater. But some credit Pinchot's father, a success-

ful businessman, steeped in the Progressive ethos and com-
mitted to the embryonic conservation movement, who
suggested to his son, a talented but rather unfocused young
Yale graduate, that he might become a forester. From that
moment, Gifford Pinchot embarked on what was to become
a distinguished career in American forestry; among his inno-
vations was the founding of the Yale Forest School. The sim-
plicity of either account raises doubts. 1

Why a school of forestry in a city, and in an Eastern one at
that, far ham the national forests it was to serve? Why a school
of applied science (if indeed forestry was a science) in a uni-
versity devoted doggedly to the traditional liberal disciplines?
Why a graduate school in a field as yet to have undergraduate
programs in forestry? Above all why did it work? For the Yale
School of Forestry and Environmental Science (the second half
of the name was added in 1972) has the distinction of being

the longest surviving professional school of forestry. (Cornell's
predated it but was killed in legislative wrangling in 1903.) As
the School approaches its Centennial, it is appropriate that
recognition be given to the various individuals who contributed
to its creation and to the contemporary forces which provid-
ed a favorable climate for the new institution.

The fact that the stars were aligned to ensure the success
of the new undertaking cannot be denied. Two dominant ide-
ologies-the progressive impulse that flourished at the end of
the nineteenth century and the rapidly growing conservation
movement, provided the soil. Two powerful individuals, both
completely sympathetic to progressivism and conservation,
one the president of Yale and the other the wealthy support-
er of good causes, supplied the fertilizer, a role not sufficient-
ly recognized even by the son. This is not to disparage the
vision of Gifford Pinchot nor the crucial role played by his able
and equally ambitious lieutenant, Henry Graves, but to pres-
ent a fuller picture and to locate the Yale School in the nation-
al context, for the School has always been a national one.

The compulsion to fix has been a constant in our history;
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The Pinchotfamily provided buildings, tents along "Broadway," and land for practical forestry courses on their Milford,
Pennsylvania estate.

the antebellum period sought societal amelioration (the word
most frequently used was' evils'), but the so-called Progressive
Era was even more ambitious. Not only could the 'problems'
be identified, but the means for solution were at hand in the

knowledge exploding from the new universities and at the
hands of the experts who could apply that information. No
longer would the leadership of change be vested in the lay-
man, such as James Pinchot who had been a founder of the

Pennsylvania Forestry Association. It is significant that the
word amateur became one of derision during this period. The
multifaceted reformer was to be replaced by the academic spe-
cialist whose findings were to be implemented by the dedi-
cated, and highly trained public servant; by a Gifford Pinchot.
It was Gifford who said that "the trained forester must know
the forest as a doctor knows the human machine" and must

be skilled at making "a scientific analysis in the service of
resource exploitation..."2

It was this very matter of "resource exploitation" that stirred
the emotions of many leading citizens. The declaration of the
closing of the West in 1890 had more than symbolic impor-
tance-the proclamation served as a reminder that what had
been perceived as a boundless and bountiful landscape was
indeed finite and fragile. The heroes of the conservation move-
ment are legend. George Perkins Marsh who, observing Italy's
barren mountains, warned of the consequences of trying to
impose man's will on nature. John Muir who tramped his
beloved mountains and wrote eloquently about harmony and
the beauty of the unspoiled. Charles S. Sargent, the Harvard
botanist who introduced his trained scientific mind to the
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discourse (and who chaired the first National Forestry
Commission of which Gifford Pinchot was secretary). Carl
Schurz who proclaimed, as Secretary of the Interior, and with
good German rectitude, that the government had a moral obli-
gation to save the land. And Franklin B. Hough, who under-
took the first massive study of the forest reserves of the nation
and lectured indefatigably on the need for federal action.' In a
typical reformist fashion, the conservation movement began
as a crusade of the upper middle class who, with almost reli-
gious zeal, formed national voluntary organizations to save
the woods. Adults banded together in forest associations; ladies
led Garden Club discussions and in 1875 the American Forestry
Association was organized. With naive optimism, the founders
of Arbor Day hoped that having school children discuss the
importance of our trees and subsequently plant seedlings (first
in bare Nebraska) the forests could be saved.

James Pinchot was a committed conservationist, one of the

founders and president of the Pennsylvania Forestry Association.
He was also a successful and wealthy businessman, a patron
of the arts, and a prominent philanthropist. His two sons and
one daughter were active in reform causes throughout their
adult lives. Amos, for example was a founder of the American
Civil Liberties Union, and Gifford's role in the Bull Moose Party
is well known. The latter always credited his father as being
the Father of Forestry In America, and, although others cer-
tainly deserve to share the title, it was James Pinchot, who
asked Gifford the pivotal question and who, more significant-
ly, willingly underwrote his son's new venture.4 His financial
contribution to the School was crucial, but equally important
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was his enthusiastic provision of a site for the field work
deemed so essential. For twenty years Milford was home to
the famous "camps" where young men learned the rudiments
of forestry and bonded as crusaders in the new mission. In
1903, when Forest Hall was dedicated, it was James who
presided; Gifford was in Europe.

No one can deny the importance of the Pinchot family in
the founding of the Yale School; in the early decades the
Pinchot money was as essential as Gifford's visibility and nation-
al status. But had the leadership of Yale not been receptive to
the very idea, the School perhaps would have had to go else-
where (in fact, Gifford Pinchot had actually approached
Columbia before Yale) or might not have thrived. Arthur
Twining Hadley has never received the credit due him. Hadley,
selected in 1899, was Yale's first lay president, a brilliant alum-
nus (valedictorian of his class in 1876) and a beloved if idio-
syncratic teacher. His graduate work in Germany had been in
a modern, even applied field-economic history and statistics.
He had served as the first Dean of the new Graduate School.

He had led an active life outside the ivy walls, as a journalist
and as Connecticut's Labor Commissioner. He was an author-

ity on transportation. Here was a man at home in the world
of the railroad magnates and one clearly sympathetic with the
emerging vision of the new university, The president welcomed
the suggestion £rom the President (Roosevelt) that government
officials be invited to lecture at Yale "upon the general topic
of university training for government service and upon the
opportunities for valuable service under the government.'"

Hadley's commitment to environmental matters was real;
he served as vice-president of the Connecticut Forestry
Association, he supported proposals for the White Mountain
Forest Reserve, he addressed the American Forestry Association
in 1907 and the conference on forest education in 1909. More

important was his desire to broaden the Yale curriculum. One
idea had been to create a School of Irrigation, somewhat akin
to the new Forest School, so that Yale would "become the train-

ing school for the Government's vast irrigation work"6 In this
case, however, there was no prospect of an endowment, no
Pinchot family in irrigation.

In history nothing happens by chance; nor is everything ever
pre-determined. Ideologies, movements, the presence of key
individuals, the availability of the means, all have to be present
and to combine. So it was with the birth of the Yale Forest School.

A favorable national climate, a sense of urgency, committed and
powerful actors, a very few indeed-for at the turn of the cen-
tury the world was simpler, less bureaucratic, probably, too, less
democratic, both in the public and the private sphere. Arthur
Hadley saw an ideal opportunity to nudge Yale in ways consis-
tent with his vision of the University, James Pinchot was willing
to fund his son's dream at his son's alma mater to further one of

his pet causes. And Gifford was ready to swing into high gear.
Within a few months, £rom December, 1899 to June, 1900, cours-

es and degree requirements were sketched out (no committees
here), sites identified (Marsh Hall at Yale, with a little fudging of
a bequest, and the Pinchot estate in Milford, Pennsylvania), ini-
tial funding assured, and leadership volunteered. Henry Graves
is reputed to have said to Giffford "If you and your family will
give an endowment for a Forest School at Yale, I will go up and
run it.'" Admirable confidence indeed for a twenty-nine year old!
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Henry S. Graves checks the growth rate of a conifer just cut down
at the Yale Forest School Summer Session on the Pinchot estate,

1904. Graves was the first head of the school, and later followed in

Gifford Pinchot's footsteps as chief of the u.s. Forest Service.

His confidence was, however, justified. On September 27,
1900, the venerable William Henry Brewer, whose credentials
as a professor and a conservationist were impeccable, wel-
comed the seven members of the first class at the Yale Forest

School: "Gentlemen-The opening of a new Department in
an old University is a notable occasion."8 Notable certainly, but
also daunting. The most pressing problem was who was to
teach those young men? Recall that in 1900 there were no pro-
fessors of forestry as such in the country. Gifford Pinchot held
the title of Professor of Forestry (non-resident), but the entire
faculty of the department consisted of two men: Henry Solon
Graves and James W Toumey, two totally different men, yet
each uniquely suited to the role he was to play for the next
thirty years.

Henry Graves was cut £rom the same mold as his mentor
Pinchot. They were both insiders, Yale men, comfortable finan-
cially and personally, imbued with the service ethic, confident
of their abilities, and doers. Graves had been a member of the
class of 1892, one of the three deacons of his class, on the foot-

ball team, and in his senior year tapped for Skull and Bones.
Like many young graduates, he taught for a year, but, convinced
that his "interests lay in handling men and getting things done
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