PAGE  
1

Run Forest Run!: A Historical Jog Through Forest Use in Wicomico County

Megan Torrey


Everyone knows that people depend on trees.  Just look around whatever room you are in, and imagine if everything made of tree products disappeared.  I would be outside on the ground (the room itself being made of wood), surrounded by clothes, a mattress, and pretty much everything else I own.  I am thankful for those trees that sacrificed themselves to give me a chair to sit in and a place to put all of my things.


Doing research for this chapter made me think a lot about trees and forests.  As I walked my dog through my neighborhood, I began to notice the diversity of the trees around me.  My neighborhood, called Tony Tank, began development in the late 1950s, which meant the trees are older and bigger than those in newer developments. As I walked along, I saw hundreds of white oaks, red maples, loblolly pines, pin oaks, magnolia trees, holly trees, cedar trees, hickory trees, sweet gums, dogwoods, and others I could not identify.  So this really made me wonder, how did these trees get here?  Did someone pick out each and every tree and plant them, or have they been around much longer than I realized? For weeks in class I had heard about profit earned from forests, trees plantations, and clear cutting.  But what about my little neighborhood forest?  Was it as meticulously planned as the huge tree plantations I have seen along the shore?


The value of the trees in my neighborhood is not in their board feet or amount of money per acre.  These trees have personality; their owners know each and every one of them.  I, personally, have a conflicting relationship with a huge hickory tree right next to my driveway.  Hickory trees produce nuts that fall to the ground in the fall.  One November night, a thunderstorm started all of a sudden, with very high winds.  I was sitting in my room watching TV when I heard a strange sound.  I muted the TV, and heard what sounded like ping pong balls bouncing off of metal.  I quickly realized the thunderstorm caused these huge nuts to fall and bounce off of my car.  I ran outside and moved my car, but I was definitely too late.  The next morning I went outside to examine the damages.  My car had about 20 dents, about $2000 worth of damage according to the insurance adjuster.  Needless to say, I was pretty angry at that old hickory tree.  About a month later though, I noticed we had tons of squirrels in my yard.  They loved the nuts from that hickory tree, and I loved to see them carry around these big nuts in their cheeks.  Watching my dog try to catch the squirrels also entertained me for hours.  I swear they knew she was watching, and just teased her for the fun of it.  So now I see those hickory nuts have some use, and it is not really that tree’s fault my car got all dented up.  I actually got a new car because of that hickory, so I guess I should be thanking it. But I think I will park my car far away from now on.
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My big hickory tree


Our neighborhood forests fit our needs just as much as our commercial forests.  They do not provide us with profit in the same way commercial forests do, but they are still just as important to us.  They provide us with a place to sit in the shade on a summer day.  They give us a place to hang a tire swing or a hammock.  Or maybe we like them only because they are pretty.  People are willing to pay more for houses with trees, wooded lots having much more appeal than big empty patches of grass.   Either way, trees hold some value to everyone.  So whether it is the trees around the neighborhood or a huge tree plantation, people have attempted to make them fit into our own worlds and work for us.

Forests are natural ecosystems, but humanity attempts to alter them to fit our needs. The history of forests in Wicomico County has been a battle between human desire and nature.  Forests never do exactly what we want, so we are forced to deal with what we are given.  As humans we have been, and probably always will be, dependent on forests.  Though the ways in which we have depended on them have changed many times already, and will surely change in the future, we have always had expectations from them.  The fact that we have these expectations will inevitably lead to our disappointment, though, because we will never completely control forests.  Humans need to become more aware of the ways they use forests in order to use them more effectively to meet their needs.  We must create a balance between what we want and what occurs naturally in order to avoid disappointment, as well as destruction of the forests. Both the Native Americans and early settlers used forests to their advantages, but in different ways.  Later, the people of the Eastern Shore made specific trees like holly, bald cypress, and pine work for them.  They built industries around all three, and all three have taken unexpected turns.  We have changed, destroyed, and rebuilt the forests on the Eastern Shore, all in hopes of creating a sustainable but profitable industry.

Early Use

Native Americans

The Native Americans on the Eastern Shore first used the forests to fit their needs.  The Native Americans depended on nature and used all forest resources to their advantage.  Although they did not profit from the forests monetarily, they profited from the forests in many other ways.  They shaped the landscape to fit their needs as much as others would later, but their impacts were on a much smaller scale.  The prominent tribes on the Eastern Shore were the Nanticokes on the Nanticoke River, and the Pocomokes on the Pocomoke River.

Before the arrival of the first European settlers, the forests of the Eastern Shore would have looked much different.  Going back in time, you probably would have seen many hardwoods, with some pines mixed in as you traveled south.  Oak-gum, oak-hickory, and oak-pine were the most prominent forests types, and this variation meant that the amount of seeds, acorns, and nuts produced varied from forest area to forest area.  This seemingly insignificant fact was actually very important to the Native Americans.  They not only ate the nuts themselves, but they also hunted the animals that feasted on the acorns, seeds, and nuts as well.  Deer and wild turkey, the two Native American favorites, loved to eat nuts and seeds.  So, the Native Americans made sure they lived where the seeds, acorns, and nuts were plentiful.


Besides using trees to attract animals, the Native Americans of the Eastern Shore used the trees themselves for a huge variety of different things.  Gum sap served as chewing gum, and tea was made from its bark.  The tea was used for medicinal purposes, and is still used by Cherokees today.  Young saplings along the edges of open woods provided frameworks for their houses.  Witch hazel trees supplied wood for bows and bark for herbal remedies.  And, of course, they used branches from the trees for fuel for their fires.  Another important tree found in swamps on the Eastern Shore, the bald cypress, was used to make dugout canoes because it resisted rot.
  Trees and forests influenced the Native American’s lives in almost every way.  Think of any aspect of Native American culture, and a tree probably played some part in it.


Native Americans relied on fire as a tool to help them use the forest.  By examining the types of forests most likely on the shore at the time, it reveals something about the use of fire.  If oaks really dominated the forests, then due to oak’s intolerance of shade, there must have been some sort of disturbance to help maintain them.  Fires would have both reduced the amount of shade, and reduced the competition of seeds on the forest floor. They used it to help clear the land, get rid of brush and insects, and provide space to defend their villages.  The Native Americans also probably burned marshes to get to mollusks, fish, waterfowl, and reeds for housing.  They also used fire as a skillful hunting method. They used the “fire surround” method to trap deer.  Then, they would have the meat from the deer, and also clear new areas to attract the deer the next year or to use for agricultural purposes. 
 


The Native Americans made the forests work for them.  Since they had abundant forest resources, they could get everything they needed.  They caused only minimal impact by comparison to the early settlers, mainly because there were less of them to impact the land.  They also discovered ways to make the land grow and prosper, as they knew it was the way to make their lives more successful.

Early Settlers


The first European settlers to reach the Chesapeake Bay arrived in the sixteenth century.  The land on the Eastern Shore greatly differed from that in England, so the settlers had to adjust to their surroundings.  They, of course, wanted the area to be a lot like home, which meant destructive consequences for the forest and the rest of the natural world.  England’s forests had disappeared long before their time, so they did not think twice about destroying anything in their path.  They hoped to send products back to England, and this new land had several valuable natural resources to offer them.  


For those not lucky enough to get land already cleared by the Native Americans, many of the early settlers had to clear the land before they were able to farm it.  Settlers who wanted to grow corn and tobacco removed bark from larger trees beginning in September and continuing up to March.  This would cause the trees to die within two or three years.  The settlers would burn the underbrush, and plant between the tree trunks.  They found that standing trees did not harm their crops.  This technique, called “girdling and burning”, saved them time and helped delay soil exhaustion.  They also found the dead or dying trees to be an asset, as their rotting wood provided organic material for the crops.

  The settlers, like the Native Americans, used fire to clear the land.  They used the fire carefully, as a fire that got out of hand could be extremely dangerous.  They delayed the process until night, after the wind had died down.  Fire was a quick way to clear a field, and the ash worked as fertilizer for the land.
  They also used fire to drive game, help in trapping, clear trails for horse travel, and sometimes just used it to clear the woods of ticks.
  The settler’s destructive nature of not only forests but of agricultural land caused them to constantly need new farmland.  The choice cash crop of the time, tobacco, quickly depleted the soil.  So, when a field had lost its fertility, the settlers would move on, leaving the field to lesser crops or often to revert back to its original forest state.

As the population grew, the settlers began to make the woods work for them.  They used lumber for houses and fences, and eventually began to exploit their supplies even more.
  The first species the settlers took advantage of were the white oaks.  They used these for shipbuilding, and they quickly became the tree of choice for ships along the east coast.  The white oaks themselves stood very tall, and produced firmer wood, which made for better ships.  Delmarva oak even traveled as far as the West Indies, in the form of barrels and hogheads used to import sugar, molasses, and rum.  Hogheads were large barrels or casks which held about 63 gallons.  The colonists preferred white oak because it grew larger and yielded more staves per tree.

Besides the white oaks, the settlers used other trees to fit their needs as well.  Pine was in demand for masts for ships.
  Pine was extremely important to shipbuilding.  They used pine tar to protect ropes from fraying, and pitch provided a protective coating for the hulls of wooden ships.  Soldiers also used pine tar to lubricate wheels of wagons and field artillery.  Farmers used it as a preservative for fence posts and applied it to seed corn to deter birds and rodents.  And like the Native Americans, the settlers used bald cypress trees because of their resistance to rot.
  They used the wood for boats again, as well as for shingles.

Another important, and less destructive, way the settlers used the trees were as witness trees.  Witness trees serve as landmarks and to mark boundaries between estates.  A land patent from a man named William Wallace from Wicomico County (then Somerset), named multiple trees on the land.  His property along the Wicomico River extended from a “marked red oak” to a “marked white oak” then onto a “marked gum thence into the woods.”
  Yet another land patent mentioned “a marked white oak standing on the north end of a Cypress swamp,” and a “marked white oak being a corner tree of a tract of land.”
  And finally, they write about a “marked ash standing upon a point at a Landing where the River at the head divides itself and makes a fork.”
  Obviously these trees must have been large and easy to notice if they held such a significant role.  It also says something about the types of trees in Wicomico County.  Of the five land patents I examined, white oaks appeared at least seven times.  The prominent tree of Wicomico County now, the loblolly pine, did not appear at all in the patents I looked at.  So, either they did not consider pines significant enough to be witness trees, or white oaks were just much more plentiful.  Dr. Chris Briand of Salisbury University also did extensive research on the composition of forests in Wicomico County in the late 1600s.  He found that of the trees in Wicomico County (back then, Somerset), 81% were hardwood and 19% were softwood.
  The witness trees not only played an important role in the settlers lives, but now allow us to speculate as to how the forests looked in their time.

The early settlers had much more of an impact on the forests than the Native Americans.  They exploited the forests, which quickly led to its depletion.  The major difference between the Native Americans and early settlers occurred when the settlers realized that they could use the forests for profit. William Cronon, who wrote about the ecology of New England in early American history, pointed out that “New England lumbering used forests as if they would last forever.”  The best trees were usually scattered among those of lesser value, so these lesser trees would be destroyed in seeking one valuable one.
  In Maryland in particular, timber became of great value.  In Charles County in 1665, a man named John Chaireman sued another man, Robert Downes, because he had pirated lumber from his forest equivalent to the value of two thousand pounds of tobacco.  Two thousand pounds of tobacco was equivalent to a good year’s work of a farm hand on a Chesapeake tobacco plantation.
  As the timber industry grew, the forests shrank.  Native American forest use contrasted with early settler forest use in its scale.  The Native Americans used the forests to fit their local needs; the settlers expanded its market to a global scale.  They saw timber as a “gift from nature,” providing huge profits with a modest amount of labor and capital input.
  This view only grew with time.  People on the Eastern Shore took advantage of specific trees and built industries around them.  The successes and failures of these industries showed the complexity of the relationship  between nature and humans.

Important Tree Industries in Wicomico County

Deck the Halls with Boughs of Holly...
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Holly Tree with berries


When most people hear the word holly, they automatically think pretty Christmas decorations.  People on the Eastern Shore have taken advantage of the association between holly and the holidays since the first settlers discovered the trees.  Joan Maloof, in her book Teaching the Trees, points out that the reason we associate the colors red and green with Christmas is, in fact, because of the holly trees.  Since holly remains green throughout the year, people brought it inside their houses to bring some holiday cheer. It also came to hold religious significance, when Christians likened its prickly leaves with the crown of thorns Christ wore, its red berries symbolizing the drops of blood that came from his head.

Holly is found throughout the coastal plain of Maryland.
  Hollies grow in the understory of the forest, and are very shade tolerant.  They are often found in old forests and forests that have been selectively logged, because selective logging leaves understory trees alone since they are not valuable.
  So if you see big holly trees, chances are you are not in a heavily managed commercial forest. American holly is dioecious, which simply means some trees are male, and some are female.  The red berries we think of grow only on the female trees, which meant they were the ones always in demand.
  

An article by Eastern Shore local D.J. Long, written in the 1930s, expressed the importance of holly on the eastern shore just by its title: “Facts about Holly Trees: Guard Them Well.”  In the article, he explained the changing value of holly.  In 1890, holly branches began being used in stores for Christmas trimmings and decorations.  The holly was broken into branches about fifteen inches and packed in two by four wooden boxes.  It was shipped to many northern cities, and even as far as Canada.  The year 1900 marked the first demand for holly wreaths.  This industry grew and came to employ thousands of men and women.  The season for making wreaths was about thirty days long, after which they were shipped by car-loads to many different markets.  To end his article, he wrote, “Those who own forests where holly trees are established must look after the trees, for it affords a cash revenue each year, as the foliage gathered each year with regard for the life of the tree, is an easy form of gathering in substantial sums of money.”


Families in Wicomico County made a reasonable amount of money from making wreaths during the holiday season.  Wreaths were made by people living near large supplies of holly, the best holly being in the low swamp lands.  Often an entire family would engage in the industry.  The State Department of Forestry reported that “many landowners, anxious to increase their incomes through the sale of holly wreaths and branches at Christmas, have followed the shortsighted policy of mutilating and destroying thousands of Holly trees.”
  Shortages in holly trees with berries meant important news.  In 1925, there was an absence of berries on the holly trees in Wicomico County.  Wreaths makers had to use artificial berries rather than real ones, much to their dismay.  Although it took an “experienced dealer” to tell the difference between a real holly berry and a fake, the fake ones took much more time to attach because they had to be tied down.
  The very next year at the official opening of the holly industry at the end of November, it was reported to only bring in “fair profit to the hundreds of holly workers engaged in the trade this year.”  Rather than a lack of berries, a lack of green leaves presented the problem this year.
  It seems likely that after depleting the trees with berries two years before, the workers depleted the trees without them the year after.


Because of the increasing demand for holly, the State Department of Forestry created an educational program to teach people the proper way to harvest holly, in an effort to save the holly tree from disappearing completely.  They taught people that if they did not trim the trees too heavily, they would increase in size and produce more yields later.
  An article in The Salisbury Times advertised a “Holly Harvesting Demonstration” on November 29, 1935, to show people how to properly harvest holly.
 This demonstration was arranged by the State Forestry Department to “boost holiday holly sales and yet conserve holly trees so that there will be ample supplies of Christmas decorations each year.”  The Department recommended only cutting off pieces not more than two feet long from the branches, rather than just cutting down the whole tree and trimming off the branches like many people had done.  The article also mentions a strict law against cutting holly from land belonging to others, with a minimum fine of $25.
  

It was a not until 1944 that the State Department of Forests and Parks made holly dealers register to operate in Maryland.  At that time, the industry employed about 10,000 people and brought about $400,000 annually to the Shore.
  But in 1945, a severe frost in the late spring killed the holly blossoms on the Eastern Shore, ruining the crop for the next year, and disappointing many locals.  The holly from Texas and Oregon cost two to three times more than the home-grown type, so Marylanders were forced to “deck their halls with something else than holly” that Christmas.
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Auctioneer Carroll Long sells holly wreaths to the highest bidder.

The holly industry was centered in Fruitland, MD, where a huge holly auction was held annually.  I had the privilege of speaking with two men who were active in the Fruitland Holly Auction, Mr. Louis Carey and my grandfather, Donald Banks.  They gave me insight into how the Auction worked and how the holly industry grew and faded in Fruitland.  Mr. Carey’s family played an important role in the Holly Auction since the very beginning, around 1910.  He was present at every auction, packing the holly wreaths in boxes and making sure everything ran smoothly.  I knew holly was an important part of his life when he told me that he spent one morning packing holly wreaths, then later that afternoon he got married.  The auctions took place every year beginning in November, and ending around December 15th or 17th.  They took place every Wednesday and Saturday.  The farmers would bring their wreaths to the auction block in Fruitland, often waiting in long lines of horse carts, wagons, and later Model T’s, all piled high with holly wreaths.  At first his mother, and later his wife Anna Belle, were responsible for paying the farmers after their wreaths had been counted and priced.  Looking back on the records, in 1958, the wreaths ranged in price from 40 cents per wreath up to $1.01.  The reason for this variation was the size, thickness of holly leaves, and amount of holly berries on the wreaths.  An average holly wreath was about 10-15”, but some were even as big 30”.  The wreaths were made completely by hand, the only store-bought part being the “holly wire”, used to hold the wreaths together.  Most wreaths had at least four bunches of holly berries on them, some having even more. Buyers came from Baltimore, Philadelphia, and New York, as the holly wreaths were popular in these cities.  Locals also bought them to sell at produce stands throughout the Eastern Shore.  The Fruitland holly wreaths traveled as far as the Lion’s Club in Puerto Rico, as they were a gift from the Lion’s Club in Manassas, VA.  Mr. Carey pointed out that “even though Fruitland was and still is a small town, the Holly Auction put it on the map.  It was the only auction block in the United States that offered real holly wreaths.”
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Louis Carey and Mrs. Etta Carey Bloxom count holly wreaths they bought as they pack them for Philadelphia.


I also interviewed my grandfather, Donald Banks, who made and sold holly wreaths with his family as a child.   He remembered, “After we got home from school we would do our homework, eat dinner, and then sit down with Mom and Dad and make holly wreaths.  My brother Roger and I had to make 10 wreaths before we went to bed every night.”  They began making holly wreaths the day after Thanksgiving, and would not stop until the last holly auction, about a week before Christmas.  His father (my great-grandfather), Parker Banks, would travel out to the swamp to gather switches to make the hoops for the holly wreaths.  These hoops, on which to build wreaths, were made from gum or maple branches.  Once he gathered these, he would cut them, bend them into circles, and tie them with holly wire.  They would collect holly from the forest and store it in the cellar.  They had to get permission from the land owners to cut the holly, but he said many did not mind at all.  Holly had to be kept in a cool dark place, or the berries would darken and the leaves would turn brown.  When they were ready, they would bring the holly up into the kitchen and make the wreaths.  The wreaths would be taken back down to the cellar and piled 10 high, waiting to be loaded up in the truck and carried to the auction. 

On a good year, when holly leaves and berries were abundant, he and his parents and brother would make 800-1000 wreaths to be sold at the auction.  The money earned from the holly wreaths was used for Christmas gifts.  One year the price of holly wreaths was low in Fruitland, so his father shipped the wreaths to Baltimore.  The prices were better in Baltimore, but he did not receive the money for the wreaths until two days after Christmas.  So, Christmas just came a little late that year for their family.  He told me that wreath-making was a lot of long, hard work.  But it was also a great holiday tradition, which brought families together and earned them some extra holiday money.
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A woman makes wreaths in her kitchen.             Louis Carey transfers wreaths to a railroad car for shipment to   eastern markets.
The last Fruitland Holly Auction took place in 1968.  There is not one decisive reason why this industry declined, but a variety of different reasons.  D.J. Long explained the holly industry declined “Not because holly is losing its popularity, as a Christmas decoration, but because the higher the percent of employment and the wage scales, the less rural people are left in the country to make wreaths.”
  Another reason for the decline was the rise in use of artificial holly, which could be used year after year.  Mr. Carey said early on, a real holly wreath would sell for 25 cents, whereas an artificial one would sell for 10.  Fake holly berries were made by putting round balls of Plaster of Paris on green wire, then dipping them in red paint.  He also pointed out as the deer hunting industry grew on the Eastern Shore, people understandably did not want to be in the woods.
 Finally, holly wreath making just began to be a thing of the past, as families grew up.  As Mr. Carey was quoted in an article in The Evening Sun, “It’s not like the old days when a farmer’s family spent the winter lying around the fire.”
  Although the Holly Auction ended, the making of holly wreaths did not disappear completely.  My great-grandfather made holly wreaths every year of his life, over 80 years.  And just last Christmas, my grandfather made a holly wreath for the front door.  So, even if the official industry ended, the tradition still lives on today in some families on the Eastern Shore.

Even though many people depended on holly for extra holiday cash, they could not control how nature affected it.  Some years the holly crop was just not plentiful, and eventually the industry declined for a variety of reasons.  So, next time you see a holly tree, you will know they once played an important role in the lives of people on the Eastern Shore.  Even though it does not really have any significant functionality, holly’s underlying meaning makes it an important and useful tree.  Its resistance to the winter’s cold gave people some color to brighten their homes and their spirits during the holidays.  Holly wreath making made extra money for local families, but more importantly, brought local families and communities together during the holidays.

Bald Cypress
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Bald Cypress Swamp


Bald cypress grew in the swamps of the Eastern Shore for thousands of years untouched.  They are not exactly a common tree, only growing in mucky swamps of the southeastern United States.  And, they are not really part of the cypress family; they are deciduous conifers, losing all their needles in the fall (hence “bald”).  They actually belong to the same family as the California redwood.  The defining characteristic of the bald cypress however is not its baldness, but its knees.  Bald cypress knees are “outgrowths of the shallow, horizontal roots of the cypress trees.”
 Why they have knees is debatable, but they definitely make them recognizable.

Besides just dugout canoes, the strong, rot-resistant wood of the bald cypress also proved useful for other things.  A man named Captain John Dagworthy acquired a large tract of land along the Pocomoke River in 1758, and is thought to have been the first to cut down cypress in the swamp for commercial use.  He began to supply cypress to many markets. 
  Particularly, cypress became extremely popular for making shingles in the Southern colonies due to its durability.  These shingles were “riven out by hand with heavy iron blades called frows and then drawknifed to the desired thickness.”
  An advertisement in the Salisbury Advertiser from 1903 discussed the benefits of using old cypress for shingles.  It stated, “it is a fact in nature that the durability of timber corresponds to its age, or the time it take to grow and mature...and so with Cypress and Cypress shingles.”
  

However, one problem with bald cypress is that they do not resprout from old stumps, so they do not regenerate like many other trees do.
  By 1860, much of the old growth cypress for shingles was gone. But sphagnum moss grew thick in the mud of the Cypress swamp, and it covered fallen cypress trees, preserving them for hundreds of years.  When winter rains flooded the swamp, it would uncover the trees. Men would retrieve the trees, clean them off, and make shingles.
  Hundreds of thousands of shingles were made just from the timber buried under mud and moss in the swamp.
  As of 1976, homes were still found on the Eastern Shore with cypress shingles.  The cypress shingles may wear until they are paper thin, but they never decay.


In a newspaper article, D.J. Long discussed an “old Burnt Cypress Swamp” located in southern Sussex County, Delaware, which is adjacent to Wicomico County.  This cypress swamp was part of the Great Pocomoke Swamp of Delaware and Maryland.
  Long explained that his grandfather worked in this cypress swamp making shingles from 1795 to 1815. His grandfather described the swamp as being so thick with trees that “one could hardly see the sun.”  However, he wrote that every dry year there were forest fires in the swamp, which led to its nickname the “Burnt Swamp.”
  

A particularly destructive fire occurred in 1930.  Drainage and drought had lowered the water level of the swamp, making it very vulnerable to fire.  Allegedly a moonshine still exploded, causing a great fire that burned for several months.  The fire burned through five to ten feet of dry peat moss, which destroyed most of the remaining buried cypress.
  I found evidence of this fire in the August 13, 1930 edition of The Salisbury Times.  This article reported that fire was sweeping unabated through the Pocomoke River swamp in lower Sussex and was expected to reach Maryland by the next day.  Since the swamp was so thick with foliage that firefighters were virtually unable to reach the fires.  Smoke and fumes enshrouded Salisbury as the fires continued to burn.
 Since cypress swamps take thousands of years to redevelop, the fire of 1930 sufficiently destroyed the swamp and the shingle industry on the Eastern Shore.

Pine-ing Away
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Loblolly Pine

Pine, particularly loblolly pine, became dominant on the Eastern Shore when it became profitable.  Loblolly trees seed profusely, regenerate rapidly on diverse sites, provide large yields, and provide many different marketable products at a relatively early age.
  Since loblolly grows quickly, so they can consistently be cut and re-grown without taking hundreds of years.  But, loblolly is shade intolerant, so they must be managed very closely, and clear-cut completely when their time is up.  It is presently the leading timber species in the United States, with close to 90% of the wood used on the Lower Eastern Shore being loblolly pine in 2001.


Captain John Smith and other 17th century settlers in Virginia and Maryland quickly realized the value of loblolly for farm building and ship construction.  They liked loblolly because it was easy to cut and form, and the heartwood was durable.  In some places, English law required that ship masts be made of loblolly pine because only straight, unblemished pines could meet the exacting standards.  Demand for loblolly pine grew, and as it grew, sawmills were constructed.  Pines were needed to operate steam sawmills, and the mills were usually located near rivers.  Loblollies were usually the most accessible from the rivers, which meant they were the first to be cut.  As techniques for cutting and transporting the trees became more advanced, so did the depletion of the original loblollies.  By 1927, only 5.1 million hectares of the original virgin pine lands of over 49 million hectares remained in the United States, which set the stage for the loblolly pine forests we know today.


Locally, in 1916, the Maryland State Board of Forestry reported that Wicomico County had the heaviest cut of pine in Maryland, used for pilings, staves, cordwood, mine props, railroad ties, lath, poles, and shingles.
  In 1937, the Maryland Development Bureau of the Baltimore Association of Commerce declared loblolly pine as one of the country’s most important sources of lumber.  They had a huge list of products which used loblolly, including coffins, kitchen cabinets, baskets, blinds, and vehicle parts.
  

During World War II, loblolly pine was in demand for pulpwood for newspaper.  In an article in The Salisbury Times, locals were urged to take advantage of the market for Eastern Shore pulpwood by selling any they had located on their property.  Apparently, pine was the only wood available for newsprint.
  Pulpwood is still one of the major uses for pine.  It is important to note that pulpwood is made from low-value trees.  Better trees are used for lumber, whereas dead, diseased, or trees too small for lumber are pulpwood.  This is an important point because it shows the low value of most pine trees.


Forty years later, loblolly still remains the dominant money-making tree in Wicomico County.  According to a 1996 DNR Resource Assessment, a clear-cut harvest of loblolly pine can generate 1600-3600 dollars per acre in stumpage revenue.  Since hardwoods on the Eastern Shore usually do not produce high quality timber, land owners want to plant the tree that will earn them the most profit.  Loblolly pine is used for paper for the most part.  DNR reports that loblolly reaches its maximum growth rate by 40 years, most begin to start dying around 60, and an 80 year old loblolly is rare.
  Foresters on the Eastern Shore say that most loblollies will die around 60 years old, so people should cut them down before that.
  However, in one article found from a newspaper in 1981, a loblolly pine was found in Virginia which was at least 300 years old.  The tree measured 14 feet, 2 inches in circumference, and was 114 feet tall.
  Obviously, if loblollies are allowed to grow and thrive, at least a small proportion of them will survive long past 60 years.


An article by Bill Radcliffe in The Banner, published in nearby Cambridge, Maryland, illustrates how much people valued loblolly pines in Maryland.  He writes, “After the prize loblolly pines are removed, the limbs and trunks of oak, maple, sweet gum and poplar trees are bulldozed into piles and burned.  As the forests’ ‘trash trees,’ they are worthless to commercial harvesters.”
  This article implies that those trees which are not commercially valuable hold no value whatsoever.


We have made loblolly pine an extremely profitable industry on the Eastern Shore.  But the only way pine plantations can thrive is to eliminate all competition and completely clear cut them upon maturity.  The U.S. Department of Agriculture and the Forest Service listed advantages and disadvantages of artificial regeneration.  Some of the advantages they list are: relatively little technical skill and supervision are required, wildlife species that depend on early successional vegetation benefit, spacing and initial stocking are controlled, and there is no dependence on natural seed crops.  The disadvantages they list: establishment costs are higher than with natural regeneration, the heavy equipment generally used can cause environmental degradation, because there is a single age class and a lack of species variability, plantations are more susceptible to severe insect and disease problems, and some wildlife species that depend on mature trees are displaced.
  Personally, I feel the disadvantages greatly outweigh the advantages.  With the managed pine forests, we get higher starting costs, negative environmental impacts, more chance for disease, and many displaced animals.  But without the loblolly pine forests we lose the greatest motivator: money.

The Continuing Struggle


The history of the forests in Wicomico County is a complicated clash between what people want and what nature does naturally.  The Native Americans used the forests as a basis for their daily lives.  They used it for transportation, food, housing, medicine; almost everything could be connected to the forest and nature.  The settlers, on the other hand, attempted to change the forest.  They wasted much of the lumber that could have later been used for housing and made them a lot of money.  They destroyed the forests, and depleted the land with tobacco.  Even though they altered the land to fit their needs, they constantly had to tear down new forests, open up new lands, and try to make the forests accommodate their goals.  These two groups of people show a great contrast in forest expectations.  Native Americans expected a lot from the forests, and used many resources it had to offer.  The early settlers came from a land that had been depleted of its forests long before they were born.  So, when they arrived and saw how plentiful the forests were, they expected them to last forever.  They quickly realized this was not the case though, and their expectations for these vast American forests were disappointed.


The three specific tree industries, holly, bald cypress, and pine also presented issues.  Holly was an extremely successful seasonal business.  Many families used it for extra Christmas money.  These families who depended on the money from this fairly easy and readily available industry appreciated that nature sometimes did not work for them. The efforts to harvest bald cypress had adverse impacts.  Removing the trees meant more sun, more sun meant drying of the swamp, and a dry swamp meant fire.  The fire ended the bald cypress industry on the Eastern Shore. Had people been aware of what their actions would cause, they definitely would have considered a better way of harvesting the cypress swamp.  Finally, loblolly pine has been successful on the Eastern Shore, but only because of intense farming.  Killing all competing plants and clear cutting makes pine plantations successful.  In a way, we have made loblolly pine forests a very unnatural thing.  

Our struggle with what is natural and what we want will always continue, no matter how much we think we can control it.  We enjoy trees because of everything they offer us, but we do not want to give up control over them.  I can control what trees I want in my yard, but will they make me any money?  Probably not, besides adding some real estate value.  And even if I know what trees I want, it does not mean they will turn out looking exactly as I imagined.  If I planted a pine tree today, I must wait many years until it reaches a point that I cannot reach its branches.  My favorite tree could be struck by lightning and die tomorrow.  Just as commercial forestry faces many natural challenges, so does my tiny little front yard forest.   History has shown us that the forests cannot be controlled, and just when we think it can be, it throws something new our way.  We must work with our forests in order to make them work for us.
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