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The Decline of Forests in Wicomico County and the Rise of Conservation

Melissa Martin

Part I: Introduction:  Edwin Lewis’ Hunting Lodge


In June of 1999, Edwin H. Lewis purchased 287 acres of marshland in Wicomico County.  Lewis was a businessman who made his fortune in the apparel industry.  He also owned a 350 acre waterfront estate in Dorchester County.  The $283,000 purchase of this marshland caused a stir among local environmental groups.  This tree-covered property was located seven miles south of the U.S. 50 Bridge in Vienna.  Until the year 2000, the marshland was known mostly by duck hunters and naturalists.  After the purchase of the land by Lewis, a construction crew began to assemble a 1,600 square foot hunting lodge, four small cabins, and a utility shed.  These structures were the only man-made buildings visible along the ten miles of Nanticoke water front.  They were nearly completed before property owners and environmentalists were aware of their presence.  County zoning officials were in charge of enforcement of the 1984 Critical Areas Act that prohibits most construction within 100 feet of the bay or its tributaries.  An Army Corps of Engineers employee spotted a new pier and alerted county zoning officials.  In an article in the Baltimore Sun, Harry E. Womack, professor of Biology at Salisbury University and leader of the Wicomico Environmental Trust, explained why people in the county had become so concerned about Lewis’ hunting lodge.  “’This goes beyond a minor violation, it’s a major violation.  For someone to just come in and do whatever the hell they please…after that, what do you say to all the people who follow the rules?’”


M.P. Minton III, a retired college administrator, hunted on the marshland property for 40 years and also opposed the construction.  Minton believed that the area should remain open to eagles, osprey, and waterfowl that migrated to the marshland each winter.  Minton raised concerns similar to that of Dr. Womack, “it bothers me that we have all this wilderness and this guy can come in and do whatever he wants…I wonder what there is to stop anybody else from doing the same thing.’”
   Other Wicomico County activists and environmentalists worried that a compromise on this issue on the part of the county zoning officials would pave the way for other property owners to build first and seek proper authorization later.  Judith Stribling, another biology professor at Salisbury University and leader of Friends of the Nanticoke, joined Womack and Minton in their viewpoints: “’Certainly, the environmental impact is not as great as if he built a housing development, but we are concerned about setting a precedent.’”  Dr. Stribling wanted county officials to prevent buildings in the 100 foot critical areas buffer zone.


In the years that followed the construction of the hunting lodge, Lewis first took his case to Wicomico County’s Board of Zoning Appeals.  The Board of Zoning Appeals denied Lewis a variance that would have allowed him to finish construction of the lodge.  Lewis took his case all the way to the Maryland Court of Appeals (the highest authority in the state.)  In 2004, Lewis’ case fell back to the Wicomico Board of Zoning Appeals.  At this point, the Appeals judge said that the local board had previously ruled improperly on the case.  The Board voted on the issue and for a second time Lewis’ case was still turned down by a four to one vote.  In April of 2005, Steve Smethhurst, Lewis’ attorney again took the appeal to the Wicomico County Circuit Court.  In a two hour hearing Smethhurst outlined Lewis’ case for finishing construction on the hunting lodge.  Environmentalists and county officials remain positive that the present ruling will stand and the judge has currently not given a timetable for when his decision will be made.
 


From this anecdote we can tell that citizens in Wicomico County are concerned with local environmental issues.  The forested marshland in the Nanticoke River is home to waterfowl, eagles, and osprey.  The naturalist and the hunter did not want to lose the precious habitat.  This is not the first time in history that people in Delmarva have voiced concerns about their forestlands.  As we will come to see in this essay, more recent environmental concerns have been raised out of problems associated with the Chesapeake Bay.  There is a connection between the loss of trees and forestland and the nutrient and sedimentation problems that plague the bay.  Environmentalism has been alive in Wicomico County for a long time.  It has changed in its sentiments from the 1800s until today.  People in Wicomico County were concerned about Edwin Lewis’ hunting lodge for different reasons.  Their reasons shed light on the more recent sentiments of environmentalism.  Harry Womack and Judith Stribling were concerned about the violation of the law.  They were concerned that Lewis’ hunting lodge might set a precedent.  People might see the Lewis hunting lodge and build whatever they want within the critical area before seeking the proper permits first.  Natives to Wicomico County such as M.P. Minton were worried about the loss of habitat for recreational use as well as such a big change that was brought about by an outsider in the community.  

Although environmentalism has existed in Wicomico County for over a century it may not have always been environmentalism as defined by a 1970s national movement.  The Eastern Shore has always been an area where people work in their environment.  The timber, fishing, and poultry industry are well known in Delmarva.  Fishing and hunting have been practiced here as recreational sports for many years.  These people know and appreciate their environment but maybe not in the same way as the newer breed of environmental activists.  In the last 30 years, different environmental organizations have risen and become important players on the Eastern Shore.  Often, these organizations might be in conflict with people that have worked within their environment and they might propose different solutions to problems that are not always agreed upon by workers in the industry.  As we will come to see in many cases, leaders of the newer environmental organizations were not all born in Wicomico County.  They came later in life and for a variety of reasons.  Some were involved in the university or involved in the field of biology or environmentalism.  Many of these leaders work for the government or a non-profit organization rather than in the industries.  These leaders have helped to change the original nature of the environmental movement in Wicomico County to one that reflects the issues of development, urban sprawl, and the present condition of the Chesapeake Bay.  Currently, both newcomers and natives to Wicomico County are all concerned about and affected by these issues.

 Local Environmentalism: Working in Nature

Dr. John Groutt is the present leader of the Wicomico Environmental Trust.  He has been involved with the trust since its founding in 1990.  Dr. Groutt received a PhD from Temple University in Philadelphia and was director of the Upward Bound Program at UMES prior to his retirement and leadership of the Wicomico County Environmental Trust.  In Dr. Groutt’s experience, conservation sentiments have stemmed from both newcomers and people who are indigenous to the area.  According to Dr. Groutt many of the people that grew up in this region are watermen and farmers.  Sometimes these people have a different view of environmentalism.  They work on the water and they want to see these waters preserved for future generations.  They also want to continue to be able to make a decent living off of these waters.  Often, these watermen do not want to be told how many rockfish they can catch or how many crabs they can bring home.  They are devoted environmentalists, but not necessarily in the traditional sense of the word.  These men and women love their farmland and their water.  Dr. Groutt thinks that sometimes these people think in older terms: that these natural resources that have always been so plentiful will always be available.  In contrast, environmental activists and academics want to take a more aggressive approach to protection of the land, water, and species.
 



Richard White addressed ideas about people and their work in his book Organic Machine: the Remaking of the Columbia River.  White’s ideas refer to the fishing industry:


I do argue that it is our work that ultimately links us, for better or worse, to nature.  One of the 


great shortcomings – intellectual and political – of modern environmentalism is its failure


to grasp how human beings have historically known nature through work.  Environmentalists


stress the eye over the hand, the contemplation over the action, the supposedly undisturbed 


over the connected.  They call for human connections with nature while disparaging all those


who claim to have known and appreciated nature through work and labor.
  

The local watermen and farmers make their living on the land and in the bay.  These men and women know the land.  They know and love it through their work.  Whereas environmentalists sometimes have a pristine view of how nature should be, farmers and watermen appreciate nature for how it can be used and for how it can result in a profitable living.

Nature and Recreation


Mr. Dave Blazer is the Director of the Maryland Coastal Bays Program (MCBP).  MCBP was founded ten years ago in 1996 as a National Estuary Program, authorized out of the Clean Water Act.  Mr. Blazer moved to Delmarva in 1999.  From his work, he has a sense that the community is concerned and aware of the degradation of coastal bay waters and the impending threat of development.  The current rate of growth and development has helped people to become concerned about the exhaustion of natural resources.  He believes that the Lower Eastern Shore has always been viewed as abundant in natural resources.  People could always hunt, fish, and crab.  Now, forest habitat for hunting is being lost to development.  The fishing is not the same as it always has been.  Because of the encroaching development on forested wetlands people cannot retain access to the same fishing spots that they once could.  Mr. Blazer gave an example from his childhood in Baltimore County.  As a child, he could always hunt 20-30 minutes away from his home.  Now, recreational hunting can no longer occur in these same areas.  The farmland and forests that were once 20-30 minutes away from Mr. Blazer’s childhood home have all been developed.  New homes and strip malls exist where there once was farmland and forest.  Mr. Blazer believes that many people who have moved to Delmarva have had similar experiences and they want to protect their natural resources for recreational use.  Many people have moved to this area because they believe that they might obtain a better quality of life that includes sport fishing and hunting.
  This similar concern was illustrated in the case of Edwin Lewis and his hunting lodge.  Recreational hunters and naturalists did not want to lose habitat to development.  There seemed to be an unsaid fear among Womack, Minton, and Stribling that if Lewis was given the right to have his hunting lodge then more development might follow.
Urbanization, Outsiders, and the Growth of the Present Environmentalism


Dr. Judith Stribling, a biology professor at Salisbury University has been involved with a non-profit environmental organization known as Friends of the Nanticoke since its founding in 1991.  She has lived in Wicomico County since the late 1970s.  Dr. Stribling is extremely familiar with conservation efforts in the county.  According to Dr. Stribling, local people on Delmarva were in real opposition to Dr. Lewis and his hunting lodge.  She believed that people in this area did not want to see a newcomer breaking the law.  In an interview, Dr. Stribling offered an explanation to some of the more recent sentiments regarding environmentalism in Wicomico County
 


Currently in Wicomico County and its surrounding areas there are managed forests including the Pocomoke State Forest and the Chesapeake Forest Land.  There has also been an increasing amount of development occurring in the county.  Dr. Stribling feels that what has really motivated people to become a part of organizations such as Friends of the Nanticoke is the issue of water quality.  Much of the land that was once a part of farms and forests has given way to the construction of housing developments.  This area was built around the forest industry.  Local residents whose families are native to Delmarva are used to seeing their woods cleared by the forest industry.  Often, newcomers to the area are more concerned by this than are natives.  As development begins to increase on Delmarva, empty fields that at one time would be reforested with loblolly pine now turn into houses.   In Dr. Stribling’s experience, it does not seem that people are concerned with trees and forests in particular.  There are very few old, large, hardwood forests in Wicomico County.  Because the forests are not so old people are sometimes less protective of them.  This has begun to change as people have become more concerned about the importance of wetlands in relation to the bay.
 
 
The forest industry has been the largest landowner on Delmarva in terms of acreage.  The loss of the forest industry in Wicomico County has left Delmarva’s forest environmentally unprotected.  The working forests of Delmarva have always been a 

part of Wicomico County’s land use.  The forests and the industry are being lost to development.  Along with the development have come problems of excess sewage and sedimentation. Sewage and sedimentation ultimately affect the bay and these seem to be the issues that concern local residents.  The cleared forests have an impact on the water.  In the last five years Salisbury has made the transition from a small town to a medium city.  Salisbury is now considered a metropolitan area.  The nature of the community is in transition.  Dr. Stribling thinks that local residents are concerned about the problems associated with growth and the loss of their natural resources.  In the late 1970s, there were no environmental organizations to speak of in Wicomico County.  Slowly, since then, residents are becoming more involved with local organizations such as the Friends of the Nanticoke and the Wicomico Environmental Trust.

John Muir and Gifford Pinchot


In order to understand the local, current environmentalism and to be able to compare and contrast Wicomico County with a larger national movement, it is important to have an awareness of John Muir and Gifford Pinchot.  Gifford Pinchot began to make a name for himself in the 1870s and 1880s.  He returned from forestry school in Germany as a young and wealthy forester.  At this time in the United States timber supplies and arable land were dwindling.  Unregulated timber cutting had reached the point of scandal all over the entire country.  The United States Forest Service was created in reaction to this trend.  People in America began to fear a timber famine.  They began to believe that timber could only be saved through government intervention.  Their fears led to the passage of the Forest Reserve Act of 1891.  The Act temporarily protected certain forests from logging and further development.  In the years between 1891 and 1900 the country began to debate the appropriate development of the protected forests.  Gifford Pinchot along with John Muir, founder of the Sierra Club, believed that forests should not lay idle but should be managed by sustainable yield:  the systematic renewal of harvested timber.  John Muir and Gifford Pinchot are both celebrated in the history of environmentalism and their individual views influenced government agencies in resource strategies and conservation politics.  Their views were similar however they did slightly differ in one aspect.  John Muir advocated for an untouched wilderness (known as preservation), whereas Gifford Pinchot advocated for responsible use and scientific management (known as conservation).

Part II: Older Conservation in Wicomico County

There are various state forestry documents and newspaper articles that highlight a concern in Wicomico County for the loss of timber.  People seem to be especially concerned about management and conservation techniques.  The state advocated that a change in conservation practice would save the local forests.  Maryland and Wicomico County were following the principles of the United States Forest Service and Gifford Pinchot.  Conservation efforts at this time were directed by government agencies rather than local, organized environmental groups.  Due to a once booming lumber industry in Wicomico County, forests had to be managed for a long time in order to maximize the yield of such a renewable resource.  For over a century, local residents have been voicing their opinions about trees and lumber.  In 1872, an opinion on “the lumber problem” was voiced in the local Salisbury newspaper:  “There are 45 water mills and 25 steam mills now cutting lumber in Wicomico County, and some half dozen more are in the process of construction.  Can anyone doubt that the pine woods will soon disappear?”
  Clearly, even in the 1800s, residents were concerned about the use of trees by the lumber industry.  Recent concerns about the fishing industry, water quality, and lack of crabs and rockfish, seem to be reminiscent of the days when there were fears about timber famines.  It is notable that today water quality in the bay is related to destruction of local forest land.  Just as the forest industry was concerned about the lack of trees in the 1800s, the fishermen are worried about their livelihood which is also in jeopardy as a result of today’s disappearing forestland.  
The Birth of State Forestry


In response to the concerns about the disappearing timber in the late 1800s, the Department of Natural Resources Forest Service was established 100 years ago in Maryland in 1906.  The mission of the State Forest Service has always been consistent: “’To conserve and enhance the quality, quantity, productivity, and biological diversity of the forests and the resources of Maryland.’”
  The goal of the Forest Service in Maryland was conservation.  The Forest Service would insure continued profitability for the lumber industry.  Fred Besley was the first state forester for the state of Maryland.  Besley first developed and intense interest in forestry in 1900, six years prior to the establishment of the MD Forest Service.  He met with a group of young students at a home on Rhode Island Avenue in Washington, D.C. to learn the science of forestry from Gifford Pinchot.  Pinchot was the first chief of the United States Forest Service.  He sent Besley and 60 other young men to collect forest data from around the country for $25 a month.  Besley studied forestry in the Adirondacks, the Jack Pines of Michigan, and the in the moonshine forests of Kentucky.  He attended forestry school at Yale before becoming the first state forester in Maryland.


A forestry leaflet encouraging conservation was published in 1915 by the Maryland State Board of Forestry under Fred Besley.  This leaflet encouraged conservation and proper forestry methods throughout the entire state.  The leaflet described the different methods that were employed by the lumberman, the farmer, and the forester.  It was assumed that the lumberman would take the most valuable trees in the forest. The lumberman was seen to change the forest so quickly that proper forestry was impossible.  “The lumberman in his woods operation takes everything of any value regardless of the future of the forest.  In doing this he changes the conditions so radically that the practice of good forestry is impossible.”
  According to the leaflet, the farmer did not exercise any sort of management on the woodland of his property.  Similar to the lumberman, the farmer took the best trees first and left the dying trees to regenerate his woodlot.  When timber was needed on the farm, the farmer was accused of taking the best timber on the lot and letting the woodlot deteriorate more every year.  In contrast, the leaflet sings the praises of the forester:

The forester, in his logging, removes the trees that have reached maturity, those that are 


defective and diseased, and those of species having no perspective value.  If clear-cutting is 


done in an already old stand, well-formed seed trees of the right kind are left on every acre to


insure a future yield of timber, and the stand constantly improves in composition and 


productiveness.

This leaflet parallels the United States Forest Service and what Gifford Pinchot was teaching in the early 20th century.  This leaflet would have surely been distributed to all the counties in Maryland including Wicomico County.  


There is an article that appeared in the Salisbury Advertiser on March 14, 1903.  The article discussed the timber wealth of the far west.  Since this appeared in the Salisbury local paper, people in Wicomico County were obviously interested in what was occurring in the lumber industry on a national level.  The article contains information regarding the westward migration of the timber industry.  According to the article, in the early 19th century almost the entire wood supply came from the forests that surrounded the Penobscot River in Maine.  As the forests of Maine were diminished, lumbermen were forced into the forests of the Great Lakes Region.  The article states that at the time the forests of the Midwest were not completely depleted; however, the timber trade was moving rapidly at that point to the Pacific Coast.  It was estimated that in California, Oregon, and Washington existed one-third of the timber supply of the entire United States.   This one-third of the timber supply equaled 600,000,000,000 feet of uncut wood.  The article also mentioned that a portion of the forestland in these three states had been set aside as U.S. forest Reserves and National Parks.
  This article would have been important to the people of Wicomico County because it signified the decline of the local timber industry.  As the timber industry moved further to the West, the East Coast timber industry began to enter an age of decline.  

Even though people in Wicomico may have seen the local timber industry as entering an era of decline during the early 1900s, Fred Besley considered Wicomico County to be among Maryland’s most important counties in regard to the timber industry.  In 1916, Besley published a document entitled The Forests of Maryland.  In the document there is a description of Wicomico County at the time.  In 1916, the county was 46% woodland.  There was five times as much pine in Wicomico County as hardwood and 95% of the forests were loblolly.  In the eastern part of the county a small percentage of Cyprus existed.  The county had 64 sawmills and timber operations.  This was more than any other county in Maryland.  The timber cut for Wicomico County in 1914 fell below only Charles and Garrett Counties:


It has the heaviest cut of pine in Maryland, that product being followed in order of value by piling,


staves, cordwood, mine props, railroad ties, lath, poles, and shingles.  It may be remarked here that


this county has the second largest cut of staves in the State, while in piling it easily leads.  The cut


of cordwood is also heavy, and consists principally of pine, much of which finds its way via the 


Chesapeake route to Baltimore.
  

Besley believed Wicomico County to be the second most important county in the state in regard to the size of its wood industry.  The amount of timber, the railway lines in the county, and the excellent water facilities were all useful and they all helped to contribute to the county’s importance to the industry.  Besley considered Salisbury to be the center of woodworking for the entire Eastern Shore.  He concluded his analysis on Wicomico County by stating that proper management would continue to ensure the importance of the region in the timber industry.
  It is easy to see from Besley’s document the importance of the lumber industry to Wicomico County.  Not only was the local timber industry important on Delmarva, but also in the state of Maryland.  Wicomico County was among the top timber producing counties of the state.
Conservation Policies of Pinchot - In the Nation and in Maryland


Pinchot’s idea of conservation searched for the most efficient way to produce timber.  Before the emergence of Pinchot’s ideas of conservation, there was a group of ecologically aware foresters who tried to understand the forest.  One of these foresters was Bernard Fernow.  Fernow believed that the forests did more than simply serve as an economically viable resource.  He believed that if the woods were managed properly, than floods and soil erosion could be controlled.  Fernow and his peers were concerned with the overall ecology of the forests.  They were opposed to timber companies who were mainly concerned with short term profits.  When Pinchot replaced Fernow as the Chief Forest for the Department of Agriculture Division of the Forestry in 1868, he replaced ecology with economics.  Pinchot felt that his foremost loyalty was to his own generation of Americans and then followed by the next generations.  He opposed the unrestrained destruction of the forests.  Instead, he wanted the timber industry to cede control of the forests to the experts at the forest service.  In Pinchot’s view, the Forest Service would be responsible for telling the timber industry when they could cut a tree.
  

Pinchot did not like the sight of an old growth forest.  He believed that the old growth forest needed to come down in order to produce a new crop of timber.  Pinchot and the Forest Service did not understand the complexity of the forest as a whole ecosystem.  Diseased trees were removed, insect populations controlled, and forest fires extinguished.  Trees, plants, animals, and insects functioned as one complex group.  One small change could affect the entire group.  If an older, diseased tree was removed or if an insect was eliminated, the entire ecosystem could be altered.  A dead tree was a habitat for insects.  Carpenter ants lived and fed off the dead trees.  Without the dead and diseased trees, the carpenter ants could not carry out their proper duty which was to decompose the dead wood and return it to the soil.  The same situation occurred in regard to forest fires.  The goal of the Forest Service was to extinguish all fires.  Over time, Indian burning of the forest declined. Droughts and an excess of slash as logging increased caused some of the biggest forest fires in the nation’s history.  The Forest Service did not see fire as a creative and positive environmental force.  In Ted Steinberg’s opinion, “the Forest Service eventually wound up interfering with the cycle of death and decomposition on which the future health of the woods rested.”
  The Forest’s Service’s policy on fires was widely practiced in the state of Maryland.  Even by 1932, the forestry principles followed by Gifford Pinchot were still relevant in Maryland.  An article from the Salisbury Times in 1932 highlighted a decline of loss from forest fires in the state.  From 1930-1931 annual loss as a result of forest fires dropped from $650,000 to $100,000 according to the State Forestry Department.  Karl E. Pfeiger was the assistant state forester in charge of forest fires at the time.  He attributed the decrease to the absence of disastrous fires that might have occurred in Alleghany County and on the Eastern Shore in 1930.  In 1931, only 28,000 acres of forest land was destroyed compared to 100,000 acres burned in 1930.  Clearly, as parallel to the national policy, the State Forestry Department tried to keep all forest fires to a minimum.


It is evident from an article in The Salisbury Times that county officials were concerned with forestry practices that reflected those of Pinchot and Besley even into the 1940s.   The article was about one the oldest pine tracts in the county and what should be done with it.  This is the story of Mrs. Jester and her timber tract, the oldest tract of timber in the county.  It is mentioned extensively in the essay by Dave Votta.  This tract of land was owned by the Jester Family and was allowed to grow for 71 years.  In the eyes of the State Forestry Department, this forest was now a diseased, depleted, old growth forest: “What about the youngsters!  Surely these trees have scattered plenty of seeds over the years.  Because the dense canopy of the plantation – the trees were spaced originally at eight-foot intervals – loblolly production within the area is practically non-existent.  The ground is covered with a thick growth of briars and grass.”
  Mrs. Jester did not want to cut the land. The foresters recommended that the tract should be cut, leaving enough seed behind for the tract to regenerate.  It was so common for timber to be cut in Wicomico County that people were not used to seeing old-growth forests.  Their ideas were still consistent with those of Pinchot: forests should be neatly and economically managed.  Mrs. Jester was an exception at this time.

The 1940s and the War Effort
During the 1940s the tone of conservation changed to reflect current circumstances in the local timber industry resulting from World War II.  A five year report of forestry in Maryland was published for the years of 1941-1945.  In the middle of the 20th century, a conservation upsurge seemed to occur in the state as a result of the demands from the war effort.  During these years, citizens realized that the condition of woods had become severely impaired.  Steps were taken to conserve this resource in the state’s economy.  Of the total woodland in Maryland, 13% could be regarded as saw timber areas, 53% produced only cordwood, and 34% were degraded:


The last situation is something for every Marylander citizen to think about.  Destructive 


lumbering, fire, and antiquated farming methods have bequeathed to us a wasteland area


estimated at some 400,000 acres – a big slice out of a small state’s productive capacity.  These


acres, many of them on important watersheds, are suitable only for tree growth.  There is only


one way to make them again productive – and protective – which is to plant them to trees.  The 


Department of State Forests and Parks plans a new and greatly enlarged tree nursery from which 


it will be possible to obtain seedlings and transplant at cost for field planting…Under the demands


of war, there were taken from our depleted forest stands, lumber and other forest products…with


a value at mill or point of production of more than $8,800,000.  This, as it may be imagined was a 


considerable drain…
 

This document does not mention Wicomico County specifically; however, as we could see from The Forests of Maryland document this area was among the most important in Maryland in regard to timber.  It was likely that much of the wood harvested in Maryland that went towards the war effort would have been removed from Wicomico County.  A copy of this document could have surely been found in Wicomico County to encourage proper conservation methods.  


Probably as a result of diminished resources from World War II, there is evidence from The Salisbury Times, in January of 1938 that citizens were especially concerned about conserving lumber.  One article noted a radio broadcast that was devoted to the state’s natural resources.  In the broadcast, the governor predicted that new conservation laws would bring the state’s forests back to full production in contrast to their present condition.  He called Maryland’s woods the state’s greatest renewable resource.  It is notable that the governor would only speak of forests in the address and not mention the fisheries industry.  The broadcast discussed the passage of laws that established common sense timber cutting practices


The demands of World War II affected all of the forests throughout Maryland but especially the Eastern Shore.  Lumber, fuel wood, poles, pilings, farm timbers, pulpwood, veneer logs, and mine timbers held a value at the mills that equaled $8,000,000.  This amount of timber used was a considerable drain on all the forests in the state.
  The decline in timber in Wicomico County as a result of the war effort was noted in The Salisbury Times on February 28, 1945:


Although a current survey shows a slight increase in Wicomico County in the last 30 years, 


merchantable timber of the county is now being removed at a rapid rate under the impact of war 


time demand, District Forester Joseph T. Rothrock said today.
 

This survey included the entire Eastern Shore as well as other parts of Maryland and Virginia.  The survey was a joint venture between the American Forestry Association (a non-governmental agency devoted to better care of the nation’s forests) and the State of Maryland.

The 1970s - Worries about a Declining Timber Industry

Throughout the 1970s there are many newspaper articles from Eastern Shore newspapers and the Baltimore Sun relating to a massive worry about timber shortages and the decline of the forest industry.  An article from The Daily Banner (Cambridge) in 1970 noted America’s dependence on forests.  The article suggested that wood was important to our national security and economic strength: 

We must have it, lots of it.  We find it in the house in which we live, the floor on which we walk,

the newspapers we read, the furniture in which we find beauty and comfort.  America thrives on 


wood and more than 5,000 products that come from the forest.  Without our forests society would 


crumble…The average citizen in the United States each year uses 620 pounds of paper, 220 board 


feet of lumber and untold amounts of other materials that have their origin in the managed forest.  


In no other nation on earth is the demand for forest products so great.
 
The article continues on to advocate tree farming.  It is said that although we made use of the forests, America needed to continue to strive for maximum timber production for every available acre.  At the time there were many available acres for tree farming that were tree-less or under-stocked.  The author’s argument was that if America wanted to continue to be an economic power we must continue to retain existing timber lands and improve their yield to meet future demands.
  

An article in Salisbury’s Sunday Times in 1973 noted the reforestation work on the Eastern Shore was sharply off.  Normally, six million pine seedlings were planted on the Eastern Shore in a given year.  In 1973, the planting was cut down to a million.  Land owners had always received government assistance for their planting.  The article argued that without assistance, the land owner might not plant.
  Another article in 1977 said that the shore might face future timber shortages.  It stated that on Delmarva 12,000 acres of timber were cut a year but only 3,000 acres were reforested.  Because of this, Delmarva was approaching a time where a timber shortage was a real possibility.  In response to this, a seed tree law went into effect on January 1, 1978.  The article also suggested that Delmarva forestlands were rapidly disappearing to shopping centers, highways, housing developments, and especially agriculture.
  This is noteworthy because it highlights that as early as 1977, development began to shape the Eastern Shore and forests were beginning to disappear as a result.  An article in 1979 from the Baltimore Sun also suggested that development and agriculture were consuming forestland.  “From 1964 to 1976, Maryland lost nearly 13 per cent of all its forests to development and farming, the most dramatic decline in the northeastern United States.”

We will soon see that development is one of the main issues that contributed to the rise of environmental organizations of the Eastern Shore.  It is still one of the main issues that local people are most concerned about today.
Part III:  The New Environmentalism


There are several groups that have developed in the last 30 years who remain important players on the field of environmental politics in the lower shore region.  The groups have similarities and differences but they are all concerned about the local environment.  Development and growth seem to be one of the major concerns that affect all of the local environmental organizations.  Each group has citizen involvement from their surrounding communities, including those who hold affection for nature and recreation in the outdoors.  Each group also includes leaders and members who work for the university or in other white collar professions.  As we discovered in the beginning sections, there are many devoted atypical environmentalists who work closely with nature.  It is important to note here a study conducted in Gary Indiana from 1945-1980 by Andrew Hurley.  In his study, Hurley found that most people that were behind an organized environmental movement were often upper-middle class whites:


Because the drive to curb industrial pollution and to defend endangered landscapes had the 


potential to unite individuals otherwise divided by race and class, participation in environmental 


struggles could be empowering.  Yet, despite the social changes induced by the labor, civil rights, 


and environmental movements, the postwar years did not witness any sort of environmental 


democracy.  Challenges to prevailing environmental arrangements met stiff resistance, especially


on the part of industrial corporations.
  
As we have already witnessed and will come to see in the following examples, many of the leaders of these local environmental organizations and people who are involved in the groups are people who work for the university or other non-profit organizations.  They probably do not have the same concern as those in the local fisheries or declining forest industry about the disappearance of their jobs.  Often, the solutions for environmental issues may not be approached in the same way by these two groups of people.  
The Fehrer Family – Key Individuals within a Local Movement

In the 1960s, an organized environmental movement did not necessarily exist locally; however, Delmarva was on the national radar screen thanks to the passage of the Assateague Island National Seashore Act in 1965.  Many local people wanted Assateague to be developed with houses, roads, and a sewer system.  A destructive hurricane in 1962 raised concerns over the islands sustainability after a large storm.  The Act was also passed during an era when there was a drive to preserve nature for people’s enjoyment.  President Johnson issued a message on natural beauty in 1965 which helped to further encourage the passage of the Act.  Principle players that supported the Act included Senator Daniel Brewster of Maryland, Secretary of the Interior Stewart L. Udall from Arizona, President Johnson from Texas, and Maryland Representative Rodgers C.B. Morton who was originally from Kentucky.  “They were politicians of national outlook more than cause-driven activists and, as such, were apt to compromise to further an agenda.  Their contribution to saving Assateague Island, of course, varied.  And yet, together, they thwarted the forces of private development and helped preserve the Atlantic Coast’s last remaining stretch of unprotected beach.”


Joe Fehrer, Sr. moved from Baltimore with his wife Ilia and their family in 1964.  Mr. Fehrer moved to Worcester County to work for the Assateague Island National Seashore.  He was the chief of Land Acquisition and his duties included the purchase of land for the National Seashore.  According to Joe Fehrer, Jr, the son of Joe and Ilia, his parents introduced the idea of conservation to many of the local people on the Lower Eastern Shore.    Mr. and Mrs. Fehrer were the organizers of the Worcester Environmental Trust.  In their lives they always felt a great affection for the outdoors.  In the early 1970s, there was a large development pending in Newark, Maryland.  The development was planned to be known as “the Hilton Head” of the state of Maryland.  The Fehrers sued the developers and took the case as far as the state court of appeals.  The development did not come.  These efforts are what led to the founding of the Worcester Environmental Trust.  Joe Fehrer, Jr. believes that the efforts of his parents helped to keep Worcester County in its current condition for the last 30 years.  Prior to their efforts there was not a typical local environmental movement in the area.


Joe Fehrer, Sr. and his wife Ilia were fond of canoeing on the Chincoteague Bay and the Pocomoke River.  They felt that the land surrounding these waterways needed to be preserved.  They began to try to persuade the State of Maryland, the Chesapeake Bay Foundation, and other land trusts and conservation groups including the Nature Conservancy to acquire those lands.  The Fehrers joined the Nature Conservancy in 1974.  The Maryland Chapter of the Nature Conservancy was established in 1977.  In 1977, the Fehrers discovered that the Worcester County Historical Society intended to clear and flood approximately 300 acres along the Nassawango Creek north of Furnace Road for reconstruction of a lake as it may have existed during the time of the iron furnace in the 1830s and 1840s.  At the same time, George Monroe, Worcester County Extension Agent and Secretary of the Pocomoke River Advisory Committee, along with the Worcester County Historical Society arranged for prisoners from the Poplar Hill Correctional Facility to clear land for nature trails.  The nature trails were 15’ wide on both sides of the Nassawango Creek.  By the time the Fehrers learned of the plan, some of the trails were already cleared.  The Fehrers brought the clearings to the attention of state and federal officials as well as a various environmental groups.  The Fehrers encouraged the Nature Conservancy to give high priority to the area of the proposed lake.  Not long after this, Joe Fehrer, Sr., Steve Hamblin, Director of the Mid-Atlantic Office of the Nature Conservancy, and Jack Graham of the Worcester County Historical Society held a meeting at the site of the old iron furnace.  According to the recollections of the Fehrers:

Fehrer pointed out that it would be tragic to destroy the swamp – one of the most beautiful natural 


areas in the county – to make a lake.  He stated that it would be virtually impossible for the 


Historical Society to the required permits from the State and the Army Corps of Engineers to 


perform work entailed in creating the lake, and entreated Hamblin to proceed with acquisition


as soon as possible.  Fehrer also said he felt the Historical Society and the Nature Conservancy 


could be good neighbors and their respective interests could be served if the Nature Conservancy 


acquired the land.  Fehrer intensified watchfulness of lands along Nassawango Creek and contacts


between Fehrer and the Nature Conservancy continued.


In 1978, plans were made for a baseline inventory of the species on the land that the Nature Conservancy was attempting to acquire.  Negotiations were underway with E. Stanton Adkins of Adkins Lumber in Salisbury, for a gift of land to the Nature Conservancy.  The parcel of land was 154 acres and was located between Red House Road and Furnace Road.  On December 29, 1978, Adkins, a Trustee of the Nature Conservancy’s Maryland Chapter, gave his 154 acre parcel to launch the Nassawango Creek Preserve.  The tract is still referred to as the Adkins gift and it contains a combination of cypress swamp and mixed hardwood uplands.
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The Nature Conservancy is currently active in Worcester and Wicomico Counties.  The Nassawango Creek runs an 18 mile course south towards the Pocomoke River.  The Nassawango resembles a Latin American Forest complete with giant trees and song birds.  In 1608, Captain John Smith explored the Nassawango and observed single cypress trees that were large enough to be turned into canoes that could hold 40 men.  He left an elaborate description of the area’s abundance that attracted European settlers.  The Nature Conservancy purchased 3,520 acres along the creek.  This purchase is part of a collaborative effort in Maryland and Virginia to address threats to the Chesapeake Bay.  Since the purchase, Nassawango Creek has become the largest private nature reserve in the state.

Source: The Nature Conservancy Website (see endnote 41)
Friends of the Nanticoke


Friends of the Nanticoke are an organization that is active on the Nanticoke River.  There were incorporated in 1991 as a citizen’s non-profit.  Their formation was in response to the local issue of development of riverfront condominiums on the Nanticoke.  Their focus began and is still on the west side of Wicomico County.  The mission of this group is to “protect and preserve the unique natural, cultural, and recreational resources of the Nanticoke River watershed throughout its extent for the benefit of present and future generations.”
  The group represents the Nanticoke River in the midst of current pressures such as sprawl, development, relaxed wetland regulations, pollution, and the increasing population of the watershed.  Friends of the Nanticoke have been active for over a decade in monitoring, advocacy, outreach, and stewardship.  The group includes 200 people from Wicomico and Dorchester Counties in Maryland and Sussex County in Delaware as well as from other parts of Maryland.  Members of Friends of the Nanticoke have participated in activities such as river cleanups, water quality monitoring, oyster restoration, tree planting, and other projects that preserve the welfare of the river.  Friends of the Nanticoke were the founding organization of another group called the Nanticoke Watershed Alliance.
  The Nanticoke Watershed Alliance is a group of individuals and mainly businesses from Maryland and Delaware who represent both public and private interests.  The philosophy and intent of the Alliance is to provide environmental stewardship to the Nanticoke River and its watershed.
  Delmarva Power, DuPont, the Farm Bureau, Perdue, the Planning Department, Maryland Department of the Environment, and the Department of Natural Resources are just a few of the businesses and agencies that participate in meetings of the Alliance.  These different businesses, agencies, organizations, etc. participate in a common environmental agenda with many different perspectives.

The Wicomico Environmental Trust

The Wicomico County Environmental trust is a particularly active environmental group in the area that is currently primarily concerned with development.  The Trust was formed in 1990 as an outgrowth of a Salisbury University Semester Program that focused on Man and the Environment.  For a few years the trust was defunct until its revival in the last three to four years by Dr. John Groutt.  Its mission is to serve to bring citizens, organizations, government agencies, and businesses together in a united effort to protect the environment and the quality of life in Wicomico County, Maryland.”
  The Wicomico Environmental Trust is also striving to incorporate a Green Infrastructure Plan into the County Comprehensive Plan as well as design zoning regulations to enforce this plan.  The Trust would also like the three rivers and its tributaries that border and exist within the county to meet the goals and deadlines set by the Chesapeake Bay “State of the Bay Report.”


Dr. Harry Womack, a biology professor from Salisbury University, has been involved with the Wicomico Environmental Trust since its founding in 1990.  According to Dr. Womack there was no conservation organization in the county prior to the past 15-20 years.  The Worcester Environmental Trust, created in Worcester County by Joe Ilia Fehrer, did exist prior to this time.  This was an older powerful organization that was generally meant to be a litigation avenue for environmental issues in Worcester County.  This is from where the Wicomico Environmental Trust adopted its name.  Although the title contains the word “trust,” the organization is not meant to be a trust in the true sense of the word.   Most trusts hold land.  Wicomico Environmental Trust was meant to be an advocacy and watchdog group.  The Trust was founded as an impetus of the faculty at Salisbury University.  At first, informative meetings were held at the University Center and the structure and the committees were organized.  In the beginning, the Trust was very idealistic.  It was not long before those that really knew the environment did not want to be part of the group any longer.  Many people felt that the organization was too closely associated with the university.  Some people, depending on their occupations, did not want the raising of funds associated with their professional titles.  The organization faced problems.  They needed people that felt strongly and were knowledgeable about the environment.  Any organization needs to seek funds and some people were generally afraid that the fundraising would interfere with their professional credibility.  After a while the size decreased and the meetings were held at the library instead of the university to attract those that were hesitant about the close association with SU.  It was close to the point that attendance was low at the meetings and no one wanted to head the organization.  Dr. Womack said he felt “that it was unconscionable for a county with our environmental problems to have no group within it.”


  For the first few years the Wicomico Environmental Trust was ineffective and accomplished little.  Dr. Womack took charge of the Presidency and the outlook for the organization seemed to become more positive.  Regular meetings were held with speakers.  The organization developed into a reasonable size and worked closely with the Salisbury Zoo.  The organization expanded and a new face showed interest in running the Trust.  That is when Dr. John Groutt assumed the Presidency and the organization continued to focus its efforts on development and urban sprawl.
  Dr. Groutt feels that these are the issues that local people are concerned about and he says that these issues are also occurring at a national level.  He believes the key to solving these problems is in natural alliances between farmers, watermen, and sportsmen.  This is usually more positive than the farmers opposing the environmentalists and vice versa.  This idea is similar to that of the Nanticoke Watershed Alliance.  In the past, on a local level farmers and environmentalists have traditionally been at odds because of the issue of nutrient runoff.  However, great strides have been made and the environmentalists generally now support the farmers.   

Dr. Groutt made some interesting points about the fight against urban sprawl.  Thirty years ago, this area was much more isolated than it is today.  The first Chesapeake Bay Bridge, the second span of the bridge, and the Chesapeake Bay Bridge and Tunnel changed the access that people had to the Delmarva area.  Now there is even talk of a third span of the Chesapeake Bay Bridge.  This area was almost immune to the metropolitan activity that was occurring on the rest of the Eastern Sea Board.  Fewer people living here equaled less resource use and environmental impact.  When people gained more access by the bridges and the price of land grew in metropolitan areas, people began to notice the beauty of the Eastern Shore.  Due to a booming interest economy more people were interested in the purchase of second homes as well as retirement here.  Lately, residents have begun to notice that there is less open space and more traffic.  Theses are issues that have always plagued the Western Shore.  The Wicomico Environmental Trust as well as the other local organizations are increasingly interested in not just development but also the fight against sprawl.


In essence, sprawl and development are what has forced the people of Salisbury, both native and new, to embrace conservation efforts.  As we learned from Dr. Stribling, the forest industry owned more land in terms of acreage than any other entity in Wicomico County.  The forests have begun to disappear to developers.  This loss has opened the eyes of citizens forced them to become more aware that the Shore faces environmental problems.  The loss of trees to development has led to the decline in water quality and loss of recreational habitat.  These concerns lead to the issue of quality of life.  Quality of life is the reason that more people are moving to the Lower Eastern Shore.  Many newer local residents have seen these problems in other places and they do not want to see them happen here.  That is why we need local organizations where people from all walks of life can join together to protect their natural resources.  The Nanticoke Watershed Alliance and the Wicomico Environmental Trust have begun to do this.  To be successful it will take the industries and the environmentalists working side by side and understanding each other’s perspectives.  
Part IV: Conclusion


Dave Blazer, Joe Fehrer, Jr., Dr. Judith Stribling, Dr. John Groutt, and Dr. Harry Womack all have similar views about conservation issues on the Eastern Shore and in Wicomico County.  They each highlight important aspects of conservation and reasons why people are becoming more concerned about protecting their resources.  A common issue among these organization experts seems to be the issue of water quality.  Water quality affected both livelihood and recreational use for many in this area.  When there are fears about water quality issues, often this has forced people to move into action.  Water quality has been affected by urban sprawl and the removal of trees.  Water quality and the forests are most definitely related although it is hard to say if the average citizen has come to understand the interconnectedness among the two.

Pinchot’s principles have been practiced in Wicomico County through the State Department of forestry.  Sometimes practices did not always take proper ecology into account.  It has not been until more recent times that we are beginning to understand the importance of old-growth forests.  People that have lived here for many years are used to seeing working forests.  It may be viewed negatively that there are not many older forests here; however, the forests that are left as a result of once booming forest industry are important.  They are especially important to the health of the bay.  It is a disadvantage that the county has lost the forest industry to development and agriculture, but the county and the citizens combined must do what they can to protect the remaining forests.  Development has ultimately been the driving issue that has forced people to become more active in the principles of conservation.  Prior to the 1970s there was not a typical environmental movement on the Lower Eastern Shore.  There were, however, people who were devoted to nature through their work.  


People’s concerns about the loss of the forest industry since the late 1800s were based on the availability of timber and fear of running out of lumber.  Lately, with the boom in development there does not seem to be such a worry about a timber scarcity specifically.   Most people have accepted that the forest industry in Delmarva is declining.  Development does seem to be the primary motivating factor for residents, both new and long-time to become involved with local environmental organizations.  The disappearance of forests to home sites and shopping centers have sparked reaction even from local citizens who are used to seeing their forests cut and managed.   Local people do not want to see the quality of life on Delmarva decline.  This is one thing that sometimes occurs in the development of a booming metropolis.  It is up to the people of Wicomico County to make sure that forests here on Delmarva survive to protect the water quality for their livelihoods, quality of life, and recreational usage. 
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