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The most diverse ecosystem in North America.  The way 
much of the southeast used to look….

Photo: Tom Foster

LONGLEAF OCCURRED ON AN 
ESTIMATED 92 MILLION ACRES AT 

ITS PEAK, DOMINATING ON AN 
ESTIMATED 60 MILLION ACRES, 

PROBABLY THE LARGEST AREA ON 
THE CONTINENT DOMINATED BY A 

SINGLE TREE SPECIES.   
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From Guyette et al., 2012

FIRE:
The common 
denominator
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Lightning killed longleaf pine at Splinter Hill
Bog Preserve, Brent Shaver, 2011
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Early settlers practiced 
subsistence farming and 
made small clearings in 
the forest, using much 
wood for fences to keep 
their livestock OUT!
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The early settlers 
also used fire 
extensively to 
improve grazing in 
the longleaf woods 
for cattle.
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Naval stores were the Nation’s first export industry.
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Photo: Provided by John McGuire, Ocilla, 
Georgia. Postcard: JCH 

Early 20th century
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The Longleaf Forest as a barrier – Savannah in 1726
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• Charleston
• Savannah
• Richmond
• Mobile
• Atlanta
• Williamsburg
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Animal logging and log ditches were the only way to handle 
the big logs produced by early loggers, limiting logging to 
lower slopes and near streams.
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Atlanta, GA – ca 1864, National Archives



Cultura l  History  of  LongleafT h e  L o n g l e a f  A l l i a n c e
L o n g l e a f  F o u n d a t i o n s



Cultura l  History  of  LongleafT h e  L o n g l e a f  A l l i a n c e
L o n g l e a f  F o u n d a t i o n s

High wheel cart 
(“go-devil”) near Jasper, Alabama, 
1899.

Photo:  Carl Alwin Schenck Collection, Special Collections Research Center, North 
Carolina State University Libraries,  Raleigh, North Carolina
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The advent of 
steam logging 
hastened the 

exploitation of 
the longleaf 

forest.
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By the mid-1900’s, over half of the longleaf forest was gone, cutover and 
converted to other land uses.
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“promiscuous burning 
for forage improvement
at the expense of other 
forest values”

Annual fires eliminated each crop 
of newly germinated seedlings.
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KING COTTON!!
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Cotton farming without terraces, lime, or fertilizer on H.E. soils
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Soils worn out, farms failed, and were abandoned
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The CCC, and SCS, helped people and land begin to recover
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The Dixie Crusaders
1926
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…and traumatized a generation 
of young Americans.

Disney’s Bambi 
delighted…
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There was still some big timber left into the 1940’s.
Fifty-four inches in diameter and 64 feet long!
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Fast growing loblolly and slash pine suited the needs of the pulp and paper 
industry better than the native longleaf.
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Forestry schools responded 
by emphasizing industrial 
forestry techniques.

Until incentive programs, landowners 
were offered little encouragement to 
manage longleaf pine by service 
foresters and consultants. 
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Seems like ancient history – what does this mean to me today?
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Taking fire out of the longleaf forest 
is like taking rain out of the rain forest!

- -- Larry Landers
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Herbert Stoddard Aldo Leopold
Courtesy of aldoleopold.comCourtesy of Tall Timbers Research Station

A Culture Of Fire
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Some of the best remaining longleaf forests were protected and are now 
managed to produce bobwhite quail.
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In 1995, when longleaf forests had dwindled to less than 
3 million acres, The Longleaf Alliance was formed to be 

an advocate for longleaf retention and restoration, 
focusing on its ecological and economic values.

Those who still understood longleaf were disappearing as fast as the tree…
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Percent Remaining of Threatened Ecosystems

Adapted from America’s Longleaf – Range-Wide Conservation Plan for Longleaf Pine
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2009 – America’s Longleaf Restoration Initiative (ALRI) formed
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In the past 21 years, we have grown 
and sold 1.65 billion longleaf 
seedlings, enough to have planted an 
estimated 3.03 million acres.  
If we conservatively assume that only 
75% of those plantings were fully  
successful, we still should have 
established about 2.27 million new 
acres of longleaf.  
The working estimate of longleaf 
acreage (prior to LEO) across the range 
is about 4.7 million acres, a net 
increase of an estimated 1.8 million 
acres.

Making progress - Longleaf for the Long Run
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• The good news!
• We apparently enjoyed a 

net gain in acreage of 
around a 1.8 million acres.

• The bad news?
• If the working estimate is 

accurate, we gained about  
2.27 million acres of 
planted longleaf on cutover 
sites and ag fields but lost  
about 470,000 acres of 
existing longleaf…  

Restoring Longleaf – two steps forward, one back? 
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The last virgin Longleaf stand in Alabama, today.
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Longleaf for the Long Run
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• It takes decades of dedicated 
management, including 
frequent fire, for planted 
cutover sites to recover some 
semblance of the ecological 
function of managed longleaf 
forests.

• It may take centuries and tens 
of thousands of dollars to 
establish functioning longleaf 
ecosystems on former 
cropland.

• Still, “better is better”!

Restoration requires patience and persistence (and $$)
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Is this the twilight of longleaf…
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…or the new dawn?
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