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Even in the early days of national forest recreation, parking was a hassle, as seen in this 1935 photo on the Mount Baker National Forest in Washington State.
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To all the national forest fans out there; the employees of the US Forest Service with whom I’ve worked over the years and who taught me that the agency is made up of committed, caring individuals working tirelessly for the benefit of the forests and the American public; the communities that rely on these lands for water and livelihoods; and the forests themselves. Also to Mom, who (among so many other things) helped me become a better writer all those years ago; to Dad, who took me camping in sun, rain, and everything in between; and to my wife, Chrissy, whose unwavering support gave me the confidence to embark on this project and to see it to completion.
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A mountain biker descends a trail through the red-rock topography of Utah’s Dixie National Forest.
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Some individual forests have been administratively combined in recent years. For example, the various forests in Alabama are now collectively called the “National Forests of Alabama” and the names listed here are now considered ranger districts, not distinct national forests.










FOREWORD



A COOL, CLEAR MOUNTAIN STREAM. A wide open prairie of waving tall grasses. A majestic range of western peaks covered in ponderosa pines. These are some hallmarks of America’s cherished national forests.


But, if we look more closely and shift our lens from macro to micro, a very different world comes into view. It is the world of a small child cradling a butterfly. A family sitting on a riverbank watching the water flow. A solitary hiker quietly stepping along a mossy trail.


The pages that follow reveal both perspectives—the grand and the miniscule, the awe of world-class scenery and the amazement of personal discovery. At 193 million acres, our National Forest System is the centerpiece of America’s public lands. It was originally conceived during the great clear-cutting of our country’s forests in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In fact, this massive harvesting of our forests, many of them virgin lands, exposed the pressing need for a more sustainable path.


When the US Forest Service was established, it was charged with providing a renewable source of timber and clean water to a growing nation, both still integral parts of the agency’s mission 115 years later. Over time, the system grew, as did Americans’ understanding of why areas needed to be set aside for public good. Even the concept of public good expanded. By the mid-twentieth century, outdoor recreation was popular, and increasing mobility and middle-class means led millions of Americans to visit scenic places that previously were just images on postcards.


In recent decades, two major shifts have further demonstrated the relevance and importance of national forests. As a nation, we finally recognized that these public lands are not equally shared by all Americans, and the challenge of ensuring a diversity of Americans can engage in these places became ever more pressing. Through efforts to tell more inclusive histories, major outreach initiatives, and programs to link urban population centers with more remote forests things are starting to change. Though long overdue, we are telling the entire story about how National Forest System lands were originally the homelands of indigenous peoples.


The second shift is all around us—our changing climate. National forests are natural carbon sinks, increasingly seen as integral parts of natural climate solutions. The National Forest Foundation and many others are aggressively planting trees to help maintain the intactness and resiliency of our public lands; this is critical now, as our forests are stressed by unnaturally large fires and other disturbances, which compromise their ability to harbor healthy wildlife, provide clean air and water, and store vast amounts of carbon.


As “the people’s lands,” national forests are a vital part of a vital idea: that ordinary citizens, not the wealthy or well connected, own these places of beauty, of sustainability, of personal renewal. Our nation essentially created this concept of public lands. But it is a fragile idea. We must be willing to accept the mantle of stewardship—of real care—to ensure national forests endure.


The National Forest Foundation and many like-minded nonprofit organizations exist to foster meaningful personal connections to our forests. Our conservation projects, whether restoring a watershed or taking out young people to learn about the unique ecology of tallgrass prairie, make meaningful change on the ground. These projects also cultivate a deeper understanding and commitment among our fellow citizens so they, too, can become essential stewards of this amazing, uniquely American, legacy.


Whether it’s the lowland swamps of coastal Carolina, the arid and rugged beauty of our Southwest, or Colorado’s iconic snowy peaks, these incomparable places help define America’s identity. They tell stories, reveal ancient patterns, and shape the communities in their shadows. They are places to admire, to explore, and, ultimately, to protect.


I hope this book takes you on a journey of discovery that opens up the richness and relevance of our national forests.


—Mary Mitsos, President, National Forest Foundation










PREFACE



OUR BLUE SUBARU IMPREZA RATTLED up the rutted dirt road, its headlamps piercing the night’s darkness. My girlfriend, Chrissy, sat quietly in the passenger seat. I knew she was anxious. I was too.


We had no specific destination and drove ever deeper into the dark with the base understanding that the road led to a national forest. I didn’t even know, in any meaningful way, what a national forest was, only that “they” reportedly allowed free camping and imposed few limits on where you could pitch a tent for the night. The day had been wearisome, and we longed to be out of the car and in our tent.


An hour and a half had passed since we had rolled through Billings, Montana, in the waning evening light. We couldn’t afford a hotel room in the city and had planned on finding a spot to camp. The ragged gazetteer we employed for our road trip indicated that a national forest lay to the west of Billings, so we took the closest exit and motored into the growing darkness.


Eventually, we decided we were on the forest. I can’t recall, nearly two decades later, which forest we thought we were on, or if we passed a sign that told us. I pulled over in a turnout that seemed flat enough to accommodate our small tent and we set up our camp.


I do recall waking up the next morning in front of a fence with a green cattle gate. Dried cow patties covered the ground. We hastily packed up and headed back down the road. As often happens, the drive back out of the woods, this time in the soft light of an autumn Montana morning, seemed far shorter than the drive in. Soon enough we pulled back onto Interstate 90 and continued our trip west to Whitefish, Montana.


Since that awkward camp, Chrissy and I have gotten married and moved to Missoula. With that wonderful, small city as our home base, we proceeded to spend as much of our time exploring the surrounding national forests as we could. And over the passing years, I’ve come to understand much more about the 193 million acres of forests, deserts, grasslands, and mountain ranges that comprise the National Forest System.


In 2010, I got a job with the National Forest Foundation, a nonprofit chartered by Congress in the early 1990s and dedicated to promoting the health and public enjoyment of these vast lands. I first managed their budding tree-planting program, soliciting donations from corporations, small businesses, and individuals, before becoming the communications director, a position I held until the final day of 2018.
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Chrissy paddling on Earthquake Lake in Montana’s Custer-Gallatin National Forest.





That experience coupled with our immersion in the incredible national forests that surround Missoula have provided me with a much richer understanding of our national forests than that awkward camping spot outside Billings all those years ago.


It turns out that camping among cow pies wasn’t actually my first experience on a national forest. In the early 2000s, I lived in an off-the-grid cabin outside of Girdwood, Alaska. The cabin was one of several that had been built on an old mining claim in the Chugach National Forest. While the land on which the cabin rested (precariously I might add) was privately owned, a few footsteps out the rickety door deposited me on the Chugach proper. It was a wonderful place to live if you were young and hale and undeterred by the cold, a lack of running water, or spotty electricity.


However, looking farther back in my personal history, this rustic experience wasn’t my introduction to national forests either. When I was in high school, my parents took our family to Utah to ski at the Alta Ski Resort in Little Cottonwood Canyon. The resort is on the Uinta-Wasatch-Cache National Forest, as is its neighbor, Snowbird (and several other world-class resorts). At the time, I had no idea that they were part of the National Forest System, a fact that did nothing to dampen my wide-eyed enthusiasm. I was completely blown away by the mountains in that canyon; they were so different from the rounded, weatherworn summits of Maine’s Appalachian Mountains that rose a couple hours west of the coastal town where we lived. That it took years for me to fully realize the extent of my connection to national forests isn’t surprising; many Americans might find themselves confused about exactly what our national forests are and what they mean.
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Beautiful Douglas Falls spills down the Blackwater Canyon on West Virginia’s Monongahela National Forest.



INTRODUCTION



MY FIRST, THOUGH UNWITTING, EXPERIENCE with national forests, a family ski trip at Utah’s Little Cottonwood Canyon, parallels the way many Americans become acquainted with these lands. More than 120 ski resorts on our forests host millions of skiers and snowboarders every year. And like sixteen-year-old me, many of them only know they’re skiing at Vail or Alta or Jackson Hole or Attitash, without the faintest idea those resorts are on land they communally own with all Americans.


Skiing is, of course, expensive. I didn’t realize as a teenager how fortunate I was to enjoy the beauty of the Wasatch Mountains on that family vacation. Nor did I realize how such activities are out of reach for so many.


Fortunately, America’s national forests are open and accessible in myriad other ways to those who can’t afford to spend a hundred dollars (or more) for a day of skiing. Recreation is probably the single most important avenue Americans have to enjoy these public spaces. Camping, hiking, rock climbing, fishing, hunting, wildlife watching, paddling, riding off-road-vehicles, and simply driving the vast network of national forests roads (more than 350,000 miles of them, several times the mileage of the interstate highway system) are just some of the less-costly ways that we come to know these places.


Most Americans are familiar, at least to some degree, with our country’s magnificent national parks, either in concept or in practice. They have been described as “America’s Best Idea” and to be sure, they are truly incredible. That a country would set aside its most beautiful landscapes for generations to come was a novel idea when it was proposed more than 100 years ago, and it remains inspiring today.


I adore our parks and cherish the time I spend exploring them. But our parks represent a relatively simple idea of preservation. These lands exist, as much as anything or any place can these days, somewhat outside the thrumming scrum of humanity. Of course, we’ve built roads through them along with lodges, campgrounds, marinas, dams, cell towers, and other infrastructure we deem necessary to further our enjoyment and appreciation of them. And, of course, human activities that occur outside park boundaries impact these landscapes too—air, water and light pollution don’t stop at the entrance gate to Yellowstone or the Grand Canyon. Wildlife that wander out of a park’s boundaries lose protective cover. And climate change is affecting everything, everywhere. But generally, the parks are monuments to preservation, managed for consistency of views, of experiences, of wildlife populations, of history, and of entire ecosystems. Some park rangers and supervisors will take issue with this simplified characterization. Surely, there are examples of parks that buck the preservation concept, but there is no debate that many parks are heavily regulated environments where simply stepping off of the paved path and onto the grass can result in a fine (or at the least, strong words of admonishment from a ranger). No trees are harvested in parks, no wildlife hunted (save fish or invasive species), no cattle or sheep graze their grasses, no miners trod their grounds in search of coal, oil, gas, or gold. And those humans who deign to explore them without securing the proper permits and paying the required fees violate laws and regulations at their peril.


Our national forests aren’t like our national parks—even though many forests possess inspiring views, impressive populations of wildlife, and abundant recreational opportunities that rival them. If our national parks represent preservation, our national forests represent conservation. At least, that was the original conceit voiced by the Forest Service’s first chief, Gifford Pinchot.


In the late 1800s, America was developing at a rapid pace. Many Americans, including John Muir and Gifford Pinchot, rallied for the preservation of the vast wildlands contained within the borders of the nation. What form that preservation would take was up for debate. The notion that any lands the United States controlled should be preserved, or even kept in the public estate, was bitterly argued. While it may be something of an oversimplification, Muir, who founded the Sierra Club, believed that these lands should be set aside and managed without human interference or manipulation. Pinchot believed that the sound management of these lands by humans for the benefit of humans was the correct way to ensure their lasting legacy. Historians have boiled these twin visions down to preservation (Muir’s) and conservation (Pinchot’s). In a broad generalization, Muir’s vision is embodied by the national parks and Pinchot’s by the national forests.


As Pinchot helped shape the concept of conservation in America, he drew from a British philosopher named Jeremy Bentham who espoused utilitarianism as a moral code. Bentham summed up his philosophy as “it is the greatest happiness of the greatest number that is the measure of right and wrong.” In the early days of the Forest Service, local rangers were often the arbiters of what could and couldn’t happen on national forests, tasked with balancing competing interests like grazing, mining, harvesting timber, providing water, preventing fires, and managing wildlife (the same is generally true today). Pinchot reworked Bentham’s code as a way to help these early rangers make the difficult decisions they faced: “Where conflicting interests must be reconciled, the question shall always be answered from the standpoint of the greatest good of the greatest number in the long run.”


Just how effectively Pinchot’s utilitarian-conservation ethos has been practiced by the Forest Service in the century since he led it is a matter of much debate. Today, our national forests are managed for coequal uses: natural resource development (including timber, grazing, and oil, gas, and hard rock mining), recreation, water provision, and wildlife (including terrestrial and aquatic plants and animals). How the Forest Service balances these uses is informed by science, the American public, American politics, and the agency’s long history of public lands management. But there is no debate that our national forests are far more open, accessible, and in many ways, democratic than our national parks.


Consider recreation and the aforementioned ski resorts that operate on national forests. Do these 120 or so businesses serve the greatest number in the long run? They sure provide millions of Americans with the opportunity to get outside during long winter months for fresh air, exercise, and time with family and friends. Many of them are pricey world-class resorts like Vail, Snowbird, or Jackson Hole, but countless others are small, mom-and-pop operations where a day of skiing costs less than $50. National forests permit off-road-vehicle use in summer and winter, something that few parks do. There may be entry fees at certain locations, and many forests require parking stickers to utilize developed trailheads, but there are no entry gates at national forests like there are at national parks. Dogs are permitted just about anywhere, to the delight or dismay of forest users.


I recall a phone call with a social media influencer when I worked at the National Forest Foundation. She typically focused on national parks but was planning to include a national forest or two in her upcoming itinerary. Trouble was, she couldn’t find where the designated backcountry campsites were when looking at national forest maps. It took me a moment to understand her conundrum. National parks (most of them anyway) specifically prescribe where you can camp each night of your stay, whether in the front country at a road-accessible campground, or in the backcountry at a campsite that requires a permit and some amount of effort to access. National forests, generally at least, have no such prescriptions. You simply find a flat, safe spot to camp and set up your tent. She was amazed at such permissiveness.


This democracy and ease of use are accompanied by darker realities. All our national forests are taken lands (sometimes violently, sometimes through deception or bureaucracy) and our modern names and boundaries erase thousands of years of Native American occupancy and stewardship. Many contemporary users abuse the privileges national forests extend—dumping trash, shooting trees and signs, overstaying camping limits, and worse. National forest history is rife with examples of poor land use management and abandonment of Pinchot’s “greatest good” philosophy, itself arguably a relic of a different age. Controversy has dogged the Forest Service from its 1905 inception to today, and its legacy is viewed in drastically different lights by different Americans.


For many in the environmental community, the “Forest Circus” is a lapdog of industrial interests, intent on getting the cut out and willfully ignorant of the true values the land it manages should be providing. For others, the Forest Service basks in a halo of thoughtful management that embodies how technocratic bureaucracies delivered a multitude of goods and services to help build our nation. For some on the fringes of society, the Forest Service is like any other federal agency, bloated, overreaching, and run by a cabal of out-of-touch bureaucrats in Washington, DC, with no idea of how forests should be managed. Others, like myself, see a generally well-intentioned agency subject to a nearly impossible-to-achieve mandate of multiple-use that values timber, wildlife, clean water, recreation, grazing, oil and gas, and other uses as all equal and that is further subjected to the whims of each presidential administration and its short-term priorities.


Of course, these attitudes are just snippets of a wide spectrum. And the hard truth is that the majority of Americans probably don’t feel one way or another about the Forest Service and by extension, the national forests. They have never experienced a national forest, and their general notion about America’s public lands starts and stops with the national parks or local green space maintained by their city or state.


Regardless of how Americans feel about the Forest Service, or about how national forests should be managed, there is no debate about the incredible diversity of landscapes national forests contain. There is at least one national forest (or unit of the National Forest System like a grassland), and often many, in all but ten states in the country—only Massachusetts, Connecticut, Rhode Island, Delaware, New Jersey, Maryland, Iowa, and Hawaii lack a piece of the NFS. Even Puerto Rico has one, called El Yunque National Forest.


Some, like Alaska’s 17-million-acre Tongass National Forest are almost too large to comprehend (for perspective, the Tongass could swallow 2.2-million-acre Yellowstone National Park seven times over and still have space). Others, like the 11,000-acre Tuskegee National Forest in Alabama, would fit onto the island of Manhattan with room to spare. The NFS stretches from the Atlantic, where North Carolina’s Croatan National Forest is bordered by Bogue Sound, to the Pacific, where breakers crash on the beaches of California’s Los Padres and Oregon’s Siuslaw National Forests.


Geographic breadth is a decent metric of the system’s size, but it falls short when compared to the biodiversity contained within these 193 million acres. El Yunque National Forest is the country’s only tropical rainforest and home to more tree species (250) than exist on all other national forests combined. The verdant profundity of life found there is a stark contrast to the red-rock deserts of Coconino National Forest in Arizona—the rust-colored mesas that dominate this “forest” are as wholly different from a lush Caribbean island as sugar from salt. Yet even here, the variety of life is striking. In addition to its Mars-like red rocks, the Coconino also boasts the largest continuous tract of ponderosa pine trees in the world. Farther south, saguaro cacti raise their arms in defiance of the summer sun that relentlessly bakes Arizona’s Coronado National Forest.
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Oregon’s Siuslaw National Forest touches the Pacific Ocean.
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Puerto Rico’s El Yunque National Forest is the country’s only tropical rainforest.
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In southern Arizona’s Coronado National Forest, saguaro cacti reach for the sky.
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Cathedral Rock on the Coconino National Forest in Arizona highlights that forest’s red-rock splendors.





Meanwhile, in Montana, Wyoming, and Idaho, the national forests that overlay so much of the northern Rocky Mountains boast snow-capped peaks and dark green forests that seem to have no end when glimpsed from atop a summit. These forests give rise to some of the largest and most iconic rivers in the country. The Columbia and Missouri begin their descents from Montana’s conifer-clad national forests. The Snake River and the Green River both drain national forests in Wyoming as they flow to the Columbia and Colorado respectively. And the Salmon River, the famous River of No Return, starts its journey in the Idaho’s Sawtooth National Forest. These forests—the Flathead, Bitterroot, Bridger-Teton, Shoshone, and Sawtooth—are truly the headwaters of our nation.


In Colorado, the swaying golden grasses of the Comanche National Grasslands are often overshadowed by the dozens of 14,000-foot peaks (including Maroon Bells, often cited as the most photographed mountains in the country) contained within the state’s national forests. Twenty percent of California is covered by national forests, and they include species and landscapes as diverse as the ancient bristlecone pine forests on the Inyo National Forest (where single specimens have been growing for 5,000 years or more), the bone-dry, fire-prone chaparral of Angeles National Forest (more akin to vegetation found in Greece and Italy), and the redwood, spruce, and pine forests of Six Rivers National Forest, which tower above 1,500 miles of rivers and streams (providing at least 9 percent of the state’s freshwater runoff).


The great forests of western Oregon and Washington comprise parts of the largest temperate rainforest on Earth, which stretches all the way up to the Chugach National Forest in Alaska. Mist-shrouded and covered in mosses, these forests are anchored by volcanoes—Mount Shasta, Mount Hood, Mount St. Helens, Mount Baker—that make other mountains look like foothills.


In Florida’s three national forests, trail crews wield machetes to keep vegetation at bay, and hikers wade through both swampy bottomlands and across wide longleaf pine savannas in a matter of miles. Springs gush with clear water that slowly meanders across the flat landscape. Appalachian Trail hikers beginning their trek on Springer Mountain in Georgia’s Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forest quickly appreciate why the trail is called “the green tunnel”—for its first 1,700 or so miles, it winds through a dozen national forests in the Appalachian Mountains with their thick canopy of hardwood and pine trees. When hikers reach New Hampshire, the penultimate state on a south-to-north hike, their well-worn boots put them atop wind-scoured summits more akin to the arctic or high alpine regions than to the verdant, biodiverse hotspots through which they’ve traveled so far—here the White Mountains rise in undulating waves of rock and lichen, belying their elevation just a few thousand feet above sea level.


My friends from Wisconsin, Michigan, Minnesota, and Missouri would cry foul if I failed to mention the vast national forests hosted by their home states. And they’d be right to do so. These dense woods boast towering pine and spruce, maple and birch, and dozens of other woody species, growing amid tens of thousands of lakes. Superior National Forest in Minnesota, home to the Boundary Waters, our country’s most-visited Wilderness Area, is truly superior by any measure, not least its three-million-acre size, larger than most western national forests, and yes, larger than Yellowstone (forgive my double use of Yellowstone as a size comparison; it’s a handy reference.


And still, there are more. The Wayne and Hoosier National Forests in Ohio and Indiana prove that those states offer far more than rolling farmlands and friendly Midwestern cities—especially in fall when the trees turn vibrant reds, oranges, and yellows. In southern Illinois, photographers flock to the haunting rock formations of the Garden of the Gods on the Shawnee National Forest. In Oklahoma and Arkansas, mountain bikers are building miles of trails through the Ouachita National Forest’s captivating topography and pine-studded mountains. In Texas, the four forests in the eastern half of the state comprise some of the best public lands in the notoriously privately owned Longhorn State, and residents flock to their meandering streams, refreshing lakes, and pine-scented forests. In spring, wild azaleas proliferate throughout Louisiana’s Kisatchie National Forest; pine and hardwood forests rise from lush bottomlands in Alabama’s Talladega National Forest, home to the Pinhoti National Recreation Trail; and Mississippi’s six national forests cover an impressive 1.2 million acres of the state.


Each of these varied ecosystems supports a wide array of life. From the largest, California’s sequoias and redwoods, to the oldest, the bristlecone pine, also found in California, the diversity of trees on our national forests is astounding. The Pando Aspen Clone in Utah’s Fishlake National Forest is the true winner of age and size superlatives. While each individual aspen in the grove may only live a couple hundred years, the root system from which they spring has been estimated at 80,000 years old, one of the oldest and largest living organisms on the planet.
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Bristlecone pines are exceedingly long lived; in the Schulman Grove on California’s Inyo National Forest, specimens like this one live for thousands of years.
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The Middle Fork of the Salmon River winds through the Frank Church River of No Return Wilderness.
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The Angeles National Forest and the San Gabriel Mountains are just an hour drive from Los Angeles and its ten million residents.
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Mount Hood National Forest’s eponymous peak rises over Oregon.





The Forest Service estimates that our national forests host more than 10,000 species of plants and 3,000 species of wildlife. Listing them all would be mind numbing, but a few deserve special mention. In Alaska, ocean waters contained in the boundaries of both the Chugach and Tongass National Forests support humpback and orca whales, sea lions, and salmon by the millions. So intertwined is the relationship between salmon and forests that cedar trees on the Tongass contain salmon DNA in their massive trunks.


Grizzly bears and wolves, two of the most feared and beloved predators in North America, depend on national forests. They’re joined by other apex predators like coyotes, foxes, martens, wolverines, bobcats, cougars, and lynx. In the forests of Appalachia, the giant salamander Cryptobranchus alleganiensis, nicknamed hellbender, snot otter, or Allegheny alligator, lurks in the clear, fast-moving water. One need not travel very deep into an eastern forest to find game animals like wild turkey, quail, grouse, and plenty of deer.
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Minnesota’s Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness in the Superior National Forest.
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Garden of the Gods in Illinois’s Shawnee National Forest proves there’s a lot more to the Midwest than farms.
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In Utah’s Fishlake National Forest, the Pando Aspen Clone is considered one of the oldest and largest living organisms on Earth.





A 2012 report from the Forest Service noted that 429 species listed on the Endangered Species Act (32 percent of the 1,381 species that were on the list at the time) “were known to either use national forest/grassland habitats, or potentially be affected by Forest Service management activities.” Additionally, the agency noted, “Some 251 other species are candidates for listing (i.e., meet listing criteria, but have not yet been formally proposed), and over fifty of those occur on national forest or grasslands.” Of course, the vast majority of species, both floral and faunal, that live on our national forests are far less charismatic than a grizzly bear, bald eagle, or moose, and they’re not listed on the ESA. But that doesn’t mean they’re any less important.
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Grizzly bears fishing for salmon on Admiralty Island, part of the Tongass National Forest.





Many species of wildlife, especially the megafauna we most value as a society (for better or worse), are often wide-ranging. They travel across landscapes as the seasons change, as they seek new home ranges and mates, and as humans push ever farther into the once-wild zones at the edges of our public lands. Our national forests serve a critical function in these travels as well.


Take the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem. This vast swath of the Rocky Mountains is anchored by Yellowstone Park, but it’s mostly comprised of five national forests that surround the park—Custer-Gallatin to the north, Bridger-Teton to the south, Shoshone to the east and Caribou-Targhee and Beaverhead-Deerlodge to the west. Bison, elk, grizzly bears, wolves, and countless other species move throughout this huge landscape with little regard for the human boundaries we’ve imposed. They follow ancient routes between winter feeding grounds and summer range; they establish new packs in places where their ancestors were extirpated a century ago; they hunt and hide, breed and die, feast and fly never knowing or caring if they’re in Yellowstone proper or in a national forest outside the park’s boundaries.
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Alaska’s Tongass and Chugach National Forests host incredible wildlife, including humpback whales and other marine life.





While the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem is, arguably, one of the best examples of how national forests help sustain national parks, it is by no means the only. North Cascades National Park, known as the American Alps, is likewise flanked by national forests, the Okanogan-Wenatchee to the east and the Mount Baker-Snoqualmie to the west. Olympic National Park is almost entirely surrounded by a national forest of the same name, and Mount Rainier is likewise encircled by the Mount Baker-Snoqualmie National Forest. Much of the north rim of the Grand Canyon is bordered by the Kaibab National Forest. The Cherokee National Forest and the Nantahala and Pisgah National Forests straddle Great Smoky Mountains National Park. Visitors to the Rocky Mountains National Park must first pass through the Arapaho and Roosevelt National Forests before they get to a park entrance gate. The list goes on—California’s Kings Canyon and Sequoia National Parks, Oregon’s Crater Lake, Montana’s Glacier, Alaska’s Glacier Bay, Wrangell-St. Elias, and Kenai Fjords, Minnesota’s Voyageurs, and others are all bordered on one edge or another by a national forest.


Yet, as wild as some of these lands are, they are working lands. Timber is still cut and trucked to sawmills. Mines—hard rock, coal, oil, and gas—are still permitted. Transportation corridors, electrical and communications infrastructure, and dams can be found on forests from California to New Hampshire. Cattle and sheep graze on roughly ninety-six million acres of rangeland contained in the National Forest System—half the system’s entire acreage. The resources these lands provide, and the incomes earned from their production, literally and figuratively put food on the table for millions of hard-working Americans.
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Spread over Montana’s Custer-Gallatin and Wyoming’s Shoshone National Forest, the Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness Area is a haven for wildlife and backcountry skiers.





If our national parks are considered inspiring, our national forests should, at the very least, be considered interesting. They are mirrors of our society. As we battle over threatened species, natural resource extraction, recreational access, systemic racism, and the sad legacy of our historical treatment of indigenous cultures, our national forests reflect our desires and our decisions back onto us. This is what makes them so compelling and ultimately, American.


Laws, many written and passed more than fifty years ago, provide us with the opportunity to share our views on how our forests should be managed. While those same laws provide similar opportunities regarding national parks, those lands aren’t managed for as many competing values as our forests. Our parks are static, or at least the management of parks is intended to maintain them in a specific way—our national forests are far more dynamic, and the arguments, lawsuits, and compromises that inform their management reflect that dynamism.


This book may be best described by what it’s not, rather than what it is. Which is pretty close to the approach many board members and staff at the National Forest Foundation take when describing the forests to family members, neighbors, or colleagues: They’re like national parks but different. They harbor wildlife, but they’re not wildlife refuges. They’re working lands, but they’re not like private timberlands with their directives to maximize profit. They’re not this, but they are kind of . . . sort of . . . like that.


This book is not exhaustive in its scope. There are simply too many stories to tell, histories to explore, tragedies and triumphs to highlight for any one book to cover them all. It’s not a repudiation of the Forest Service or a record of its mistakes. Nor is it a glowing commendation of the agency that has overseen these lands for the better part of a century and a half. It’s not a history of the Forest Service or of each national forest; there are historians far more qualified to write that type of book than I. In fact, many have, and I encourage you to read their work.


Mostly, this book is an exploration. The editors at Timber Press gave me a wide berth to choose stories, and I was free to follow where they led. I grounded this exploration in my own experiences and knowledge of our forests. I don’t claim to be an expert, but I have spent the better part of my adult life immersed in these places, both literally (out in the woods, whether for fun or for hire) and professionally (mostly in front of a computer at the NFF, and as a conservation writer). Those experiences are of course, mine, and therefore limited. Certainly, there are topics I wish I could have covered or, at least, could have covered in more detail.


While I was writing this book, the Covid-19 pandemic raged across the globe. By the time you read this, I hope that it is only a bad memory, but as the death toll climbed over 500,000 Americans, our society was severely shaken. The pandemic laid bare the failings of our health care system and the wide fractures in how Americans think about community and the ways we live our lives. It has also reinforced the immense need for natural spaces and public lands.
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The LeConte Glacier dwarfs a visitor in the Stikine-LeConte Wilderness on Alaska’s Tongass National Forest.





As Covid-19 rendered indoor spaces more and more dangerous, Americans turned to outdoor spaces, including our national forests, as a salve, both mental and physical. Across the country, campgrounds were full, recreational equipment like bicycles, kayaks, and even dehydrated backpacker meals sold out and people recognized how profoundly important the outdoors is to their lives.


Even as the virus spread across the country, so too did protests that challenged America’s long history of systemic racism. How our nation will deal with this legacy remains an open question. For Black Americans, the outdoors has long been considered a dangerous place. And the economic inequality that has so plagued our country has meant that many Black, indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC) simply can’t access public lands, even if they feel safe doing so. Sadly, even those national forests that flank urban areas, like the Angeles, are prohibitively difficult to reach for many Americans.


These twin events impacted the book. How could they not? A global pandemic rendered travel difficult at best or, at the height of the shutdown, downright impossible. The Black Lives Matter movement caused me to reckon with the topics I had chosen to cover and how my experiences as a white, straight, cis-gender male born into an upper middle class family, with all the privileges that affords, has shaped my view of the natural world and of America’s public lands.


I hope this book encourages readers to learn more about our national forests. I hope it inspires more reading, more investigation, more engagement. At the least, I hope it inspires readers to visit these magnificent lands and draw their own conclusions about them. In the years I worked at the NFF, I was guided by a maxim that many in the environmental and conservation fields follow: If people know something, they may come to love it; and if they love it, they may work to protect it.


I believe our national forests need protection—though perhaps in different ways and from different threats than you might assume. They need it from extremism, as expressed in the dueling fringe views that these lands should be given over to state or local management and divorced from federal oversight (something that would expose them to the worst impulses of industry and waste) or that they should remain forever untouched by humans, unmanaged and left alone (we have manipulated them too much for too long for that to be a legitimate course of action). They need protection from apathy—too many Americans don’t care about our public lands, don’t engage in their management, and don’t understand the incredible services and resources they provide, whether clean air, clean water, or carbon sequestration. And they need protection from those parties who see public lands—and especially our national forests, with their permissive policies and lax oversight—as theirs to degrade, disrespect, and abuse.


I was once someone who knew little to nothing about national forests. Just twenty years ago, free camping anywhere was the sum total of my knowledge. I can’t claim that I’ve followed Leave No Trace principles every time I’ve camped or hiked in a national forest. I’ve struggled to balance the righteous environmentalism that underlies many of my personal beliefs with the practical realities of managing a system as vast and altered as these lands. We live in the Anthropocene, a period in which our world is so manipulated by humans that it is defined by that manipulation.


If nothing else, I hope this book shares the complexities of our national forests—the conflicting mandates that govern their management, the varied histories that have shaped them, the diverse characters who have played or continue to play their part in the sweeping saga of these lands. I truly hope this book, like our national forests, is interesting.
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The birthplace of modern forestry, Nantahala and Pisgah National Forests cover more than one million acres of western North Carolina.
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NO FORESTS, NO WATER





The Story of Eastern National Forests


ON THE WESTERN EDGE OF MICHIGAN’S Upper Peninsula, adjacent to the Wisconsin state line, a forest of towering white pine and eastern hemlock, fragrant balsam fir, and sprawling sugar maple and paper birch trees rises tall and stately from a thick carpet of leaves and needles. Black bears, moose, and even timber wolves haunt the shores of more than thirty lakes that lie nestled in the thick woods. Bald eagles shriek from snags, loons sing their mournful melodies on crystal-clear waters, and otters scamper up and down rocky banks. It’s as wild a landscape as one can find in the continental states.


This ancient forest is part of the Sylvania Wilderness Area, a roughly 20,000-acre parcel of land managed by the Ottawa National Forest, which itself covers just under 1 million acres of Michigan’s Upper Peninsula. To the casual observer exploring the Ottawa’s lakes, rivers, and forests, the trees of Sylvania might not look that different from any others within the Forest’s boundaries. But other stands are largely second- or even third-growth forests and barely 100 years old. The trees in Sylvania are much, much older, and that makes them rare in this part of the world.
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The Sylvania Wilderness Area on the Ottawa National Forest is one of a few examples of old-growth forest left in the Great Lakes region.





Michigan’s vast forests once provided an almost incomprehensible amount of lumber to domestic and international markets. In 1869, Michigan alone produced 1.7 billion board feet of white pine, nearly 30 percent of the country’s entire production that year (board feet is a measurement of volume and equals a piece of lumber 12 × 12 × 1 inches). Ten years later, that output doubled to more than 3 billion board feet and roughly 50 percent of the nation’s production. But Michigan’s forests were not inexhaustible—in 1904, the state only produced 1 billion board feet, and by 1931, it produced a scant 67,000 board feet of lumber, an amount that barely registered in the national total.
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Logs from Michigan’s once-vast forests stacked high and ready for hauling to the mill.





As private lumber interests ravaged Michigan’s forests, they pocketed profits and externalized costs, both social and ecological. Lumbermen took the best trees and left those that were too small to produce seeds, or, if they did reproduce, didn’t grow particularly well. Wildfires ripped through the cutover stands, sterilizing the soil and killing off any grasses and shrubs that remained after the sawyers had done their work. Lumber jobs disappeared along with the white pine stands. In some spots, homesteaders tried to farm amid the stumps, but farming methods used at the time further depleted the soil and farmers quickly abandoned their homesteads.


The forests of Michigan’s neighbor, Wisconsin, fared no better. That state’s booming timber industry first focused on softwood trees like pine, shipping them off to communities where mills and factories turned them into doors, windowsills, and furniture. Once the best trees were cut, lumbermen returned to harvest the smaller trees. Eventually, they turned to the state’s hardwood, and those trees fell and were shipped to furniture makers, cabinet factories, and tanneries. After the forests were cleared and the fires came through, homesteaders attempted to turn the depleted lands into farms, but like their neighbors in Michigan, they, too, quit their doomed efforts.


In New Hampshire and Maine, timber was one of the first resources that settlers exploited. The British Navy prized the tall straight pines that grew throughout the region for ship masts and felled the best of them. Then settlers cleared the thick pine and hardwood forests for their farms. These uses obviously impacted the forests, but small-scale, family farms could only clear so many trees each year, and even the mighty British Navy’s need for ship masts wasn’t infinite. Things changed in the late 1800s as industrial timber companies arrived and with them intensive harvesting methods. In short order, once-forested hills were stripped of their sylvan cover all over New England. And just like in Michigan and Wisconsin, wildfire followed, including an 84,000-acre blaze that roared through New Hampshire’s White Mountains.




[image: Images]


Once the forests were cleared, farmers attempted, and largely failed, to turn cutover lands into productive farms.





Farther south, rail lines crept ever deeper into the mountains of Appalachia. Railroads needed lumber and they facilitated logging and mining—together the three industries ravenously consumed the timber of central and southern Appalachia. In 1908, the Secretary of State issued a report noting that 86 percent of southern Appalachian acreage was either cleared of trees, in some stage of regrowth after having been recently cleared, or covered in young second-growth forests. That same report also noted that 50 percent of timberlands in the region were owned by large companies, primarily timber and mining companies. It also mentioned that “practically all of it, whether cut or not” had been burned.


In the coastal plains of the southeast, longleaf pines were the prize. This remarkably useful tree grew in vast stands from Maryland to Florida, providing habitat for hundreds of species of wildlife. But demand for turpentine, resin, and lumber nearly eliminated the stately longleaf from the continent—just 3 percent of the tree’s historical range is represented today in a few remaining stands that cling on in Florida, Alabama, and Mississippi.


Across the East and Midwest, the industrial depletion of forests followed similar patterns: first the best trees were cut, then any that remained. After the timber companies moved on to the next stand, fires baked the soil and killed the grasses and shrubs. Spring rains and snowmelt no longer percolated into the ground—instead water rushed downslope, inundating streams and creeks. Dirt, no longer held in place by forests, streamed from the denuded land, fouling rivers and killing aquatic life. Floods ravaged downstream communities and turned once-navigable rivers into impassable torrents. Disease soon followed and sickened the towns’ most vulnerable.


It can be hard to visualize just how ravaged our eastern forests once were. Much of this landscape is forested today, and the forests feel old. But many of them have only stood for a hundred years or so. In my native state of Maine, it’s not uncommon to see old rock walls cutting through a thick, shady forest, relics of farms long abandoned.
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Today, many eastern and Midwestern areas like the Green Mountain National Forest in Vermont are covered in thick forests.





The rare, old-growth trees in the Sylvania Wilderness Area, were, ironically, preserved by a rich lumberman. In 1895, as Michigan and Wisconsin’s forest industries were starting their long decline, Wisconsin timber baron A. D. Johnston purchased eighty acres of land just over the state border. Johnston wanted to cut the large pines that grew in this remote corner of Michigan, but after actually seeing the forest, he decided to preserve it. He brought his wealthy friends—other timber barons, auto industry executives, and iron magnates—to visit, and they bought neighboring properties, eventually forming the Sylvania Club. Lodges and cabins sprung up on the shores of the larger lakes in the area and the members hunted, fished, hiked, and entertained other affluent and connected friends, including Dwight Eisenhower, Lawrence Welk, and Bing Crosby. The very name of the club comes from the Latin word for woods, sylva. One can’t but wonder if the club’s founders, many of them beneficiaries of rampant industrial logging, saw the irony in the name they chose for their northwoods Shangri-La.




[image: Images]


Loons are a common sight on the Sylvania Wilderness Area and throughout national forests around the country.
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