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Gifford Pinchot & German Forestry
Of all the fascinating aspects of our nation's history, I believe that one of the most intriguing is the forestry movement within our country. But even more intriguing than the movement itself is its leaders and founders. Specifically, the man who has been often titled the "father of American conservation" is Gifford Pinchot. Gifford Pinchot was born 11 August 1865 in Simsbury, Connecticut to his parents James and Mary Pinchot. Gifford was the oldest of their four children and his siblings were Lucy, Antoinette (or "Nettie"), and the youngest, Amos. Now Gifford and his siblings grew up in a wealthy family, but it was not without its hardships. For example, Lucy unfortunately died at about the age of two of scarlet fever. Despite such hardships, the family continued to make a difference in their community and in each other's lives. Specifically, throughout Gifford's life and various careers, he continued to lean on his siblings for both help and advice. For Gifford, the path that led to his enormous impact on society began at a young age. Gifford was introduced to and fell in love with the outdoors at a very young age, which became the basis for most of the events and activities throughout his life. Gifford's love of the outdoors eventually found his way into his studies through the years. Gifford attended Phillips Exeter Academy in his early years, then began his studies towards his future career at Yale.
Although Gifford was given the title mentioned earlier, he was known to refuse the title and give it to his father. Gifford would give his father this title because it was James who, on the way to Yale in 1885, asked Gifford a unique question. He asked Gifford, "How would you like to become a forester?" This is the moment where Gifford believed his lifelong career traced back to, because at that time forestry was not a career option in the United States, let alone an idea present in the minds of the populace. With this in mind, one might be wondering why James posed such a seemingly foolish question. James asked his son this question because he himself had seen the vast and terrible effects of unrestricted and unwise use of natural resources on a first-hand basis. James had grown up in a family whose business included land speculation and lumbering which is one of the prime examples of why forestry is necessary. But because forestry was still new and he was advanced in years, he strongly encouraged his son to be the one to make a difference and reverse the harm done by his own familial predecessors. Furthermore, forestry at that time was limited to European countries such as Britain, Germany, Switzerland, Austria, France, and the colonies of those respective countries. Therefore, Gifford was actually considering other career options, such a ministry, before finally taking the risk and choosing his lifelong career. Upon choosing forestry as his career, he could only study related topics such as biology.  After graduating from Yale in 1889, he continued on to study forestry in Europe under the guidance of the experts of the time.
After studying at Yale, Gifford began his studies of European forestry at the French National School of Forestry in Nancy for about six months to a year. Soon tiring of the classroom style of learning, he left school in Nancy to learn forestry hands on. He learned forestry on a hands-on basis by touring European forests with Sir Dietrich Brandis and other leading experts. These experts included Sir Dietrich Brandis (as already mentioned), Hans Carl von Carlowitz, Bernhard Fernow, Carl Schenck, and Charles Sargent. Hans Carl von Carlowitz was responsible for introducing sustainability in forestry and Sir Dietrich Brandis was the one who introduced forestry in several British and German colonies, and one of Gifford's main mentors. Gifford was so excited about learning forestry hands-on, that he even hired a personal tutor to help him improve his German language speaking skills, so that he could communicate better with local foresters and learn more information for future use. In addition, Gifford had such high regard for Brandis that Brandis is considered to be one of the most influential people in Gifford's life aside from Gifford's family and Theodore Roosevelt. Despite much encouragement to stay longer in Europe, Gifford returned to the United States to continue the movement in his native country, which was still in its fledgling state.
When he returned, Gifford began practicing forestry at George Washington Vanderbilt II's home located in North Carolina, and known as the Biltmore Estate. After working as the resident forester at the Biltmore Estate for some time, Gifford, moved on to other positions, and eventually becoming the fourth Chief of the Division of Forestry and then the first Chief of the Forest Service under President Theodore Roosevelt and William Howard Taft. During Gifford's service as Chief of the Forest Service, and with much help from Theodore Roosevelt, the number and size of the national forests increased dramatically. More specifically, in 1898 there were only 19 national forests with about twenty million acres total, but by 1905, there were 149 national forests with about 193 million acres total. Moreover, with the help of Roosevelt and little to no help of Taft, Gifford implemented or attempted to implement many policies that furthered the conservation movement, increased awareness of the necessity of forestry, and increased support. Even seemingly unfortunate or adverse situations helped the movement continue and grow more than hindering it. After being dismissed by Taft for insubordination, Gifford played a big role in the Progressive (or Bull Moose) Party and the attempted reelection of Roosevelt in 1912 and 1916.
Though Gifford and Roosevelt did not see eye to eye on as many things as they did during Roosevelt's presidency, Gifford still highly respected Roosevelt and would follow his leadership if reelected. Gifford also continued to support Roosevelt, because he believed Roosevelt would do more for conservation than any other candidate. After defeat in the 1912 election, Roosevelt refused to rerun, forcing Gifford to support the next best candidate who he believed would best support the conservation movement. Not surprisingly though, when Roosevelt agreed to participate in the nominating process, Gifford abandoned the candidates he had been supporting (even financially) to re-support Roosevelt. But Roosevelt refused the nomination forcing Gifford to support another candidate, and like in the 1912 election, President Woodrow Wilson won and was reelected in 1916. After both unsuccessful elections, Gifford increasingly considered his own political career. Although some considered Gifford as a possible future contender for the presidency multiple times throughout his life, the only positions he began to consider himself running for were positions such as senator, representative, and governor.
After interacting with the current politicians holding these positions, and watching the way things were done in such positions, Gifford narrowed his focus to the governorship only. Gifford did eventually become a governor of Pennsylvania with the help of his supporters, including his wife Cornelia, and the unfortunate but timely passing of Boies Penrose. Additionally, Gifford actually served two terms as the governor of Pennsylvania. Throughout his political career, Gifford always viewed himself as supportive of and the protector of the "little man." This manifested itself before he was even governor and continued long after his terms were over. Gifford supported women's suffrage, restrictions on child labor, and end of the sweat shops, for example. Gifford served as governor first from 1923 to 1927, and then again from 1931 to 1935. For his first term, his known opinions on the aforementioned and his bold, progressive wife helped him significantly because it was his wife who helped rally the women's vote that helped elect Gifford as governor. During his first term as governor, Gifford was able to completely eliminate the $30 million deficit of the state, and help settle a local anthracite coal strike. As far as the conservation movement is concerned, these actions of the Pinchot administration were more influential than one might think. With the state being debt free, more funds were available to spend on conservation programs, personnel, sites and other efforts. Also, with the settlement of the strike, it reopened a resource to use, conserve, and once again earn money to be put towards conservation efforts.
In his second term, Gifford had his "get the farmer out of the mud" campaign which made new and better roads, while improving old roads, and getting the farmers to market. As can be imagined, this policy was very influential as it fell during the first few years of the Great Depression. The work on the roads also gave numerous jobs to the unemployed populace of the state, while helping the famer sell his produce which jumpstarted the economy back into good condition because products were selling, and thus, increasing income and encouraging commerce. Furthermore, this increased buying and selling of products increased funds which, again like before, allowed more funds to be put towards conservation efforts. In both terms Gifford and Cornelia were able to accomplish many of their goals mentioned above, and helping each other's careers for the rest of their lives.
In conclusion, most of Gifford's influential life experiences were due to his desire for the furtherance of the conservation movement and his love of the outdoors. Specifically, his influence on and due to the conservation movement were based on the various forms of forestry that he had studied while in Europe, especially the German scientific forestry. Therefore, I believe that Gifford Pinchot is one of the most intriguing leaders of American conservation, which in turn is one of the most fascinating aspects of our nation's history that spans over the course of several decades and still applies to today. With this in mind, I believe that each and every member of the populace can always learn more about the past to be better equipped and prepared for the future, and in effect help work towards a better tomorrow.
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