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The break with Vanderbilt occurred in 1909 as a result of
several factors. Over the years Schenck had had a rather
abrasive relationship with other members of Vanderbilt's
managerial staff and this was aggravated by worsening
economic conditions which, according to Schenck, caused
Vanderbilt to become “sick of forestry.” He, therefore, in-
structed Schenck to sell Pisgah Forest, offering him a 10 per-
cent commission. The forester’s reaction was one of shock:
“I was in utter despair. My life work was hopelessly destroyed.
What was a commission of 10 percent for me who had never
worked for money?”

In the meantime Vanderbilt departed for Europe but before
he returned Schenck found what he thought was a highly
acceptable alternative to selling Pisgah: he leased the hunting
and fishing rights in the southern half of the forest to a
sportsman’s club for an annuity of $10,000, payable in advance.
To Schenck’s dismay, “Mr. Vanderbilt, returning to Biltmore in
spring 1909, treated me like a man who had utterly abused his
confidence.” Vanderbilt, venting his displeasure, called Schenck
an “Idiot!” and dismissed him. Thus, said the victim, “I had lost
my working field and my Biltmore Forest School had lost its
working field, and—which is more important—the USA had
lost its first tree farm.”
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Dr. Schenck in 1951 at a tree planting that commemorated the
Biltmore Forest School’s use of the Sunburst logging camp of the
Champion Paper and Fibre Company in 1910. Also standing is
Reuben Robertson.

The dismissal and subsequent severance of relations with
the Vanderbilt estate did not immediately ring the death knell
on the Biltmore Forestry School. Instead, the director con-
verted it into an ambulatory institution with an itinerary which
included study in all the major lumber producing areas of the
United States as well as a semester abroad, featuring forestry in
Germany. This approach was greatly facilitated by many
courtesies provided by the lumber interests.

The system worked well at first, with about 40 young men
enrolled, but by 1913 the number seeking admission was so
small that Schenck became convinced that he faced eventual
failure. This disconcerting condition was closely related to
another: as early as 1903 Pinchot had urged George W.
Vanderbilt to close out Schenck’s Biltmore Forest School. The
reasons behind this were multiple, but Pinchot and Fernow,
among others, kept harping on the theme that Schenck’s type
of school was totally inadequate for producing the caliber of
foresters which federal, state, and private forestry would
demand. Both Pinchot and Fernow urged the establishment of
a four year forestry curriculum at the universities. Fernow
backed his urging by moving from Chief of Division of
Forestry, United States Department of Agriculture, to Cornell
University where in 1898, as director and dean, he organized
the New York State College of Forestry and quickly began
turning out college bred foresters.

Meanwhile, Pinchot, now head of the Division of Forestry,
was unhappy with both Schenck’s and Fernow’s contributions
to forestry education. Speaking of Schenck’s School he sneered
that “It had little academic standing” and added that “We in the
Division of Forestry fully recognized the necessity for
professional education in forestry in this country, but we had
small confidence in the leadership of Dr. Fernow or Dr.
Schenck.” Pinchot’s reasoning behind this statement reflected
extreme American chauvinism rather than the cosmopolitan
attitude that might have been expected from a forester whose
basic knowledge was partially acquired in European forests and
schools: “We distrusted them and their German lack of faith in
American forestry. What we wanted was American foresters
trained by Americans in American ways for the work ahead in
American forests.”

From this point of view Pinchot and Henry Solon Graves,
his bosom associate in the Division of Forestry, talked the
situation over and decided that since the kind of forest school
that would meet the needs of the Division did not exist, the
establishment of such a school was an absolute necessity. And
in their eyes Yale University was the place for it, as both were
Yale graduates. Following up the idea, the president of Yale
was approached about the plan, gave immediate approval,
accepted $150,000 in endowment from the Pinchot family as a
starter, and opened Yale Forest School in the fall of 1900, with
Graves as professor of forestry. Soon other forestry schools
appeared at various universities and all began recruiting
students. The accumulative impact of this and the other factors
was the basis for Schenck’s “There will not any more Doings”
and for the subsequent demise of his school. O

Reprinted from American Forests, Volume 76, Number 10, October 1970.

FOREST HISTORY TODAY | 1998



