
CONNECTICUT FOREST HISTORY 
	
	
The	forests	that	early	settlers	found	when	they	arrived	were	very	
different	from	what	we	see	today.		Our	forest	history	reflects	how	both	
Connecticut	and	the	United	States	grew,	how	land-use	changed	over	the	
centuries,	and	how	both	natural	occurrences	and	human	actions	
changed	our	landscape	and	forest	composition.		It	is	a	story	of	
deforestation-regeneration-deforestation-regeneration	which	continues	
today.	
	
	
	

The	Harvard	Dioramas	illustrate	the	forest	history	of	Central	New	England	
in	great	detail.		They	mirror	what	took	place	here	in	Connecticut.	
	

https://harvardforest.fas.harvard.edu/dioramas	
	
	
	

As	we	hike	our	forests	today,	we	are	surrounded	by	evidence	of	both	
natural	events	and	human	interaction	that	changed	our	forests	over	time.	Tom	
Wessels,	terrestrial	ecologist	and	professor	emeritus	at	Antioch	University	New	
England,	refers	to	the	study	of	this	evidence	as	“Forest	Forensics”.		Again,	what	he	
describes	for	Central	New	England	mirrors	what	took	place	here	in	Connecticut.	
			

Tom	Wessels	–	Part	1	
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zcLQz-oR6sw	

 
 
 

Dr.	Robert	Fahey	from	The	University	of	Connecticut	connects	Forest	
Ecology	to	Forest	History	,	from	early	settlement	to	present-day	forests.		Start	
with	page	16	of	this	PowerPoint	to	see	the	timeline.	
	

ctenvirothon.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Forest-Ecology_Envirothon2018.pdf	
	
	



In	the	1800’s	the	iron	industry	was	fueled	by	the	forests	of	Connecticut.		
Countless	trees	were	needed	to	meet	the	demands	for	production	of	the	charcoal	
used	at	the	furnaces.	Both	charcoal	and	iron	were	produced	here	in	our	state.	
	

• Hopewell	Furnace,	Pennsylvania					
https://www.nps.gov/hofu/index.htm	

	

• Charcoal	at	Hopewell	Furnace		
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wtIr0FI4vbo	

	

• Charcoal	in	Connecticut	
http://www.cornwallhistoricalsociety.org/exhibits/forests/iron.htm	

	

• A	CT	Furnace			
https://portal.ct.gov/DEEP/State-Parks/Parks/Beckley-Furnace-Industrial-Monument	

	
	
	

In	the	early	1900’s,	the	American	Chestnut	was	decimated	by	the	chestnut	
blight.	The	loss	of	this	tree	extremely	affected	our	forests.	
	

• Jack	Swatt,	American	Chestnut	Foundation,	CT	
The	Demise	and	Resurrection	of	the	American	Chestnut	

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7-NwAYTB1XY	
	

• Tom	Wessels	–	Part	2—Start	at	6:55	and	go	to	15:08	for	American	Chestnut		
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L81Ihhqe0gY			

	
	
	

Less	well-known	is	what	FDR’s	Civilian	Conservation	Corps	contributed	to	
reforestation	in	Connecticut	and	across	the	country,	1933-1942.		Connecticut	
greatly	benefitted	from	this	work.	CCC	campsite	and	structural	remains	can	still	
be	found	in	our	forests.	
	

• CCC	history	
https://www.history.com/news/civilian-conservation-corps-projects	

	

• CCC	Shenipsit	Forest	History	
https://portal.ct.gov/DEEP/State-Parks/Forests/Shenipsit-State-Forest/Overview	

	
• CCC	Camps		

https://www.cga.ct.gov/PS99/rpt/olr/htm/99-R-0955.htm	
 



suggested Additional Resources to explore: 	
 
 

 
 

As part of meeting the requirements for certification as a Goodwin Conservation 
Center Master Naturalist, Lance Hansen, DEEP Wildlife Division, completed a 
Demonstration Charcoal Mound � Project at the James L. Goodwin State Forest � in 
November, 2016. A PDF of the brochure accompanying this project which 
explains charcoal production is available upon request.   Contact Lynn Kochiss,  
Forestry Station Leader, at forestryctenvirothon@gmail.com if you are interested 
in a copy. 

------------------------------------------- 
 

Wessels,	Tom.	(1999).	Reading	the	Forested	Landscape,	Woodstock,	VT,		
The	Countryman	Press.		
	
Wessels,	Tom.	(2010).	Forest	Forensics,	Woodstock,	VT,	The	Countryman	Press.	
(A	field	guide	of	photographs	to	accompany	Reading	the	Forested	Landscape.	
You	will	never	look	at	stonewalls	the	same	way	again.)	

	
------------------------------------------- 

	
More	can	also	be	found	at	

http://ctenvirothon.org/study-guides/forestry/	
	

go	to	
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What is Charcoal? 

Charcoal is black carbon made from wood that was heated  in 
a controlled burn with little air. This process prevents complete 
combustion of the wood. First, any water is  steamed out of 
the wood. Next the volatile compounds  of creosote and tar 
are driven out (yellow-brownish  smoke.) The last step is the 
cooling of the remaining  residue which is black carbon 
(charcoal), and a small amount of ash. 

The Process during the Burn 

The chemical process of wood decomposition enters an  

exothermic stage of burning that produces more heat  (700-
800 degrees). The hot gases convert the wood to  charcoal. 
The heat of the fire in the chimney gives off gases and heat 
which fuels the burn. This process is why  a small fire at the 
center of a pile of wood causes the whole mound to become 
charred, while really a small amount is burnt by the fire. 
Charcoal has a higher heat value than wood which is why it 
produces the intense heat required for the blacksmith, iron, 
copper and brass  industries. 

The Impact of Charcoal 

Imagine Northeast Connecticut completely bare of trees. 
In  30-year cycles, entire hillsides of young trees were cut  

and cleared following the forestry practice of coppicing. 

The timber was made into charcoal, the preferred fuel of 

Connecticut’s brick, iron, and brass industries. Charcoal 

burned hotter and cleaner than wood making purer metals and 
less smoke at the industrial sites. 

Connecticut industries had a tremendous appetite for 

charcoal. A small, typical iron furnace converting ore to  pig 
iron consumed all the charcoal made from one acre of woodland 
each day. At least 150 acres of timber converted to charcoal 
were needed every year to produce 1000 tons of pig iron at the 
furnace. Each acre required  about 30 years to regenerate the 
young hardwood trees required for making charcoal in order 
to stay in business. One small furnace needed to own or lease 
3,000 acres of timberland. The availability of charcoal 
limited the amount of pig iron until a new energy source, coke 
was  derived from coal. 

In addition to the remains of the original charcoal mound at 
Goodwin State Forest are the surrounding woodlands that 
show the effects from making charcoal. Many of the mature 
trees are the same age because they resprouted from the 
stumps or germinated from seed that remained after the area 
was clear-cut. 
 
 

Uses of Charcoal 

• Iron, copper and brass industries. 

• Blacksmith forges, glass industry. 

• Packing meat and storing ice and drying tobacco. 

• Purifier of food and water, remove odors. 

• Charcoal flat irons, brushing teeth. 

• Crayons, pigment in ink and tattoos. 

• Gun powder, gas masks.  

• In medicines and antidotes for poisons, bee stings, breath 

sweetener, poison ivy and upset stomachs. 

• Barbecues, domest ic use.  

 
Cold-Blast Iron Furnace, Caanon, CT, Photo by Jim Rabis 

Facts about Charcoaling 

• Prehistoric: Over 5,500 years old  

• 1 cord of wood in 1830’s = $1.20 

• 1 cord = 4 ft. wide x 4 ft. high x 8 ft. long stack of wood  

• 1 cord = 30 - 40 bushels of charcoal 

• 30 cords of partly seasoned wood in charcoal mound 

would produce 900-1,200 bushels of charcoal. 

• 1 acre produces 30 cords of wood in 30 years. 

• Hickory was the best wood, but Oak and Beech were more 

abundant. 

• 1830’s - $.08 to $.10 per bushel of charcoal 

• Wood chopper averaged 1-2 cords a day at a wage of $.40 

to $.50 a day. 

• A good collier could earn $150.00 a year. 

 

Commonly Used Terms 

• Brands - Partly charred wood which remain after the pit  

has been coaled. 

• Coaling Out - Act of digging and raking charcoal 
from the pit 

• Lapping Off - Placing smaller wood on the outer surface 

to make the pit as tight as possible. 

• Pit Will Blow - Gases generated by the charring wood 

often caused the top of the pit to blow off. 

• Pit - a 30’x40’ diameter area also referred to as the hearth, 
mound, kiln or bottom 

The Collier 

• Uses his strength, wood, leaves, dirt, baskets, axes, 

hatchets, saws, long-handled shovels, and rakes to 

produce the clean, hot-burning fuel of his time for 

homes and industry. Charcoal filled a role in its time 

similar to oil and natural gas in ours. 

• Carefully stacks the pile so it will burn slowly and 

support his weight. 

• Camps during the burn in a hut. 

• With his eyes and nose he reads the smoke to know the 

center of the mound and avoids explosions of steam, 

gasses, and flame. 

8 feet in  

diameter 

and 10 feet 

high. 

• Jumps up and down on top of 30 cords of burning  

wood to tamp down the air pockets and slow the rate of 

burning. Fire was a serious problem. 

• Tends the outdoor hearths 24/7 for 10 to 14 days in  

sun, rain and wind. 

 
Photo Courtesy of the National Park Service 
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Demonstration Charcoal Mound Project Site located along the 

Red/White – RW trail between Grand Junction and Governor’s Island 
http://www.ct.gov/deep/lib/deep/education/goodwin/goodwintrailsmap.pdf  

 

            


