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Introduction
State Forestry in Northern Europe

Richard Hölzl and K. Jan Oosthoek

Modern forestry is mostly centred upon national territories and this 
is reflected in existing forest histories. There are national forest histo-
ries of the lands of European colonial settlement – the United States, 
Canada, South Africa and New Zealand – but also of former European 
dependencies such as India and Zimbabwe. The latter are often framed 
in the colonial experience of forestry. It is in this context of European 
colonial empires that transnational forest histories developed over the 
past few decades. Many of these histories focus upon the dissemina-
tion of forestry practice amongst forest specialists and forestry agen-
cies in the different colonial empires.1 Comparative studies in forest 
history such as these are almost non-existent in the European context.2 
National forest histories of different European countries are often dif-
ficult to access or even inaccessible to some specialists due to language 
‘barriers’.3 This book attempts to overcome these barriers by bringing 
together the histories of state forestry of several countries of Northern 
Europe that border the North Sea and Baltic Sea. The choice of this geo-
graphical region is based on the strong cultural, economic and political 
ties that have bound these countries together for centuries. What makes 
the North Sea and Baltic regions unique are the complexity of relation-
ships and the diversity of nation states within them. At the same time, 
many economic historians see the North Sea and Baltic regions as a 
well-integrated and functioning economic area, with a long history of 
commodity flows.4

By the Middle Ages, an intensive maritime trade network existed 
that linked the North Sea and Baltic coasts of Scandinavia, the German 
territories, the Low Countries and the British Isles. Timber was one of 
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the most important commodities shipped along these maritime trade 
routes. The trade of timber expanded from the thirteenth century due 
to a growing demand in the southern part of the North Sea region. 
In these lands timber resources had become exhausted due to demo-
graphic pressures resulting in clearance of forests for agriculture and a 
rising need for construction timber. In the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, demand for large good quality timber increased further with 
the development of the seaborne empires of the Dutch Republic and 
England, and the related construction of fleets. These developments 
forced merchants to look for new sources of timber and these were 
found in Northern Europe, in particular the Baltic Sea region, but also 
in the German territories along the River Rhine. This set up a pattern in 
the flow of timber, as the northern part of the North Sea region became 
a wood producing and exporting area while the southern lands became 
wood importers.5 This flow of the timber trade was not only the result of 
demographic, economic and political developments, but was also influ-
enced by the topography, climate and vegetation history of the region.

Topography, Climate and Forest Biomes

Geologically speaking, the North Sea is a relatively young sea. It came 
into existence near the end of the last glaciation (ice age), about ten 
thousand years ago, when sea levels began to rise. At that time most of 
the North Sea was dry land, connecting Britain with the rest of Europe. 
This once extensive land has recently been dubbed ‘Doggerland’.6 The 
entire process of inundation of this enormous area took thousands of 
years, until the last remains of Doggerland disappeared under the waves 
around 6,000 bc.7

The end of the last glaciation also signalled the emergence of Europe’s 
modern forests. Recent surveys suggested that forest vegetation existed 
in Doggerland as long ago as the Allerød interstadial (10,400 bc), a 
warmer period during the final stages of the last glaciation.8 The forest 
vegetation was probably open woodland dominated by a mix of birch 
(Betula) and Scots pine (Pinus sylvestris). North of that limit extended 
tundra and periglacial forest steppe with dwarf birch (Betula nana) and 
other shrub vegetation.9 The development of European forests during 
the early Holocene is complex and far from linear, and was heavily 
influenced by climatic fluctuations. But once temperatures increased 
and ice age conditions disappeared, there were few restraints on the 
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rapid spread of tree species in Europe through the North Sea and Baltic 
regions between 9,500 and 7,000 bc, changing the distribution and 
structure of the European forests dramatically.10 After two millennia 
of climate and vegetation change the boreal forests were pushed into 
northern Scandinavia, mostly consisting of Scots pine, Norway spruce 
(Picea abies) and a few cold-tolerant broadleaf species. Tundra almost 
disappeared from the picture, and south of the boreal zone the domi-
nant vegetation was mixed deciduous forest. The flooding of the North 
Sea basin, which was complete by about 6,000 bc, isolated Britain from 
mainland Europe, resulting in a few tree species not reaching Britain, 
most notably the Norway spruce. By 5,000 bc the forests around the 
North Sea basin had reached their maximum extent and the distribu-
tion had become similar to present-day forests.11

The topography and climate of the North Sea and Baltic Sea basins 
are important to understanding the distribution of the different forest 
biomes in the region. Much of the region is low-lying land that allows 
free passage of westerly winds from the Atlantic Ocean. There are 
no major north–south-running mountain ranges in the North Sea 
basin; and the Scottish Highlands, the Pennines in England and the 
Scandinavian mountain range are not high enough to block the pre-
vailing airflow. As a result, the climate in the entire North Sea basin is 
strongly influenced by Atlantic weather patterns. The relatively warm 
waters of the North Atlantic Drift moderate the climate of Western 
Europe, and as a result the winters are less cold than would otherwise 
be expected at this latitude. The proximity of the North Atlantic Drift 
and the prevailing westerly winds forces the temperature gradient to 
run approximately east to west. During the winter, temperatures in the 
coastal west are generally mild but there are progressively lower tem-
peratures on the continent in the east. Summer temperatures follow a 
reverse pattern, with lower temperatures along the Atlantic coasts and 
higher temperatures in the east. The annual rainfall follows a similar 
pattern and is highest along the west coasts of Scandinavia and Britain, 
and declines towards the east.12

These characteristics of the climate in the North Sea and Baltic Sea 
regions are reflected in the distribution of forest biomes. We can dis-
tinguish five forest biomes in northern Europe: the Arctic and Alpine 
zones, the birch–pine woodland zone, the boreal forest zone, the mixed 
deciduous–conifer forest zone and the deciduous forests (Map 0.1). In 
the far north where the growing season is too short to support forests, 
there is a small band of tundra vegetation with dwarf birch, shrubs and 
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grass. South of this and in the Scandinavian mountain chain, as well as 
in the Highlands of Scotland, the pine–birch woodlands are located. 
East of the Scandinavian mountain chain we find the boreal forests, 
which are part of the taiga belt, the largest uniform biome on earth, 
stretching across northern Eurasia. The cold winters and short growing 
seasons favour hardy evergreen conifers such as Scots pine and Norway 
spruce. Mixed forests of beech (Fagus sylvatica) and oak (Quercus), 
together with spruce and pine forests, are common in the transition 
zone of southern Sweden, eastern Denmark, on the coasts of the west-
ern Baltic region and throughout eastern and central Europe. The zone 
of summer-green temperate deciduous forests covers western Europe 
and parts of central Europe. Mixed oak and beech forests are prevalent 
at the lower altitudes of the Atlantic and sub-Atlantic British Isles.13

The distribution of forest biomes in Europe correlates with the length 
of the growing season and fertility of the land. The temperate deciduous 

Map 0.1 Forest biomes of north-west Europe. Map by K. Jan Oosthoek modified 
from Global Ecological Zones, FAO, 2000.
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zone, which correlates with mild winters and long growing seasons, has 
largely been cleared of forest vegetation for agriculture to support large 
populations. In contrast, most of Scandinavia and the eastern parts of 
the Baltic region, with their shorter growing seasons and colder, more 
continental winters, are less productive and therefore support smaller 
populations. As a result, large areas of forest survived in Scandinavia 
and the Baltic region, while the lands in the southern part of the North 
Sea basin were mostly cleared of trees. Thus, the division of the greater 
North Sea region between wood producers and exporters in the north 
and wood consumers and importers in the south reflects the spatial dis-
tribution of temperature, precipitation and the different forest biomes.

Forest Histories, Forest Historiographies

As much as biogeographical environments shaped the forest histories 
of those northern European countries that feature in this volume, they 
were also formed by political, economic and cultural trends. Some 
decades ago the Polish scientist Ludvik Fleck argued that the process 
of finding scientific facts is embedded in social formations. Science is 
communicating with wider society on the one hand and within the 
narrower circle of expert scientists who tend to develop quite charac-
teristic thought collectives and thought styles on the other.14 Fleck’s 
view on science as a social event is certainly apt for forest history, which 
integrates approaches from the humanities, and the social and natural 
sciences.

Forest history, however, is not always a purely and ideal-typical 
interdisciplinary endeavour – blending the best of all worlds into a 
‘third/fourth culture’. For the sake of clarity one may distinguish three 
types, or styles, in forest history that often depend on the composition 
of the ‘thought collective’, to use Fleck’s term, it is originating from. 
The oldest type is ‘classical forest history’. This developed in the nine-
teenth century as an integral part of scientific forestry, and provided the 
latter with a sense of tradition as well as a powerful, popular argument 
at a time when historiography was still leading the field of political 
expertise (Leitwissenschaft). Classical forest history generally tended to 
follow the development of (scientific) forestry back through the centu-
ries. It identified major thinkers, or practitioners, and their discover-
ies, the stepping stones and barriers in the institution building of the 
field, and concentrated in particular on periods and places of formation 
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and breakthrough, such as nineteenth century Germany. A frequent 
trope of this type of history is the argument that scientific forestry was 
the necessary outcome of over-exploitation, and that sustainability can 
only be secured by strong institutions and guided by the expertise of 
forest scientists.

Just like other histories of science, the turn towards the social in 
the 1970s and to epistemology in the 1990s in the manner of Michel 
Foucault, Bruno Latour,15 or Fleck for that matter, have brought forest 
history closer to a second type: social and cultural histories have tended 
to study forests as an arena of social conflict, of building the institu-
tions of modern statehood, and most recently of an increasing rule of 
experts, of transnational exchange of biota, goods and knowledge.16 As 
a third type, environmental histories of the forest have emerged since 
the 1990s. Generally speaking, environmental histories tend to inte-
grate forests into the larger frame of the natural environment rather 
than viewing forests as closed units of study. Some environmental his-
tories of forests emphasize that social conflicts are often environmental 
ones, since they are concerned with the wise use and just distribution of 
natural resources.17 Following the lead of historical geography, others 
aim at reconstructing the historical changes in the landscape, such as 
forest cover, species composition and biological diversity.18 A bulk of 
these studies were inspired by social and biological ecology. Starting 
from the vantage point of the interdependencies of socio-natural eco-
systems, these histories tend to underline the agency of nature – and its 
individual components – in their own right.19

The authors of this volume, who come from a range of disciplines, 
strived to include as many aspects of the aforementioned in the indi-
vidual chapters as possible – not setting aside, however, their respective 
‘thought styles’ and ‘thought collectives’ as social or environmental his-
torians, historical geographers, ecologists and botanists. The diversity 
of the backgrounds and nationalities of the authors and their thought 
styles and perspectives has resulted in some variation of approaches to 
forest history. While historians stress the political and organizational 
aspects, ecologists and geographers include the changes to the composi-
tion of forests and to forest cover. Each chapter provides a brief expla-
nation of the history of the territory it covers as well as the changing 
political framework, and gives a brief overview of forest history before 
the commencement of formal state forestry.

The geographical organization of each chapter centres on the 
 present-day boundaries of the countries discussed. Since the boundaries 
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of many European countries have shifted over the past few centuries, 
some chapters discuss regions that are now outside the boundaries of 
the modern states. The most extreme example is the chapter on Poland, 
which covers the radically changing geographical territory of the Polish 
state, and includes the period between 1795 and 1918 when Poland was 
partitioned between Austria, Prussia/Germany and the Russian Empire. 
Other cases of changing national boundaries are Schleswig-Holstein,20 
which was part of Denmark until it 1865, when most of it became part 
of Prussia, and later Germany. Another instance is Belgium, which 
was part of the Kingdom of the Netherlands between 1815 and 1839, 
and prior to that was under Austrian Habsburg rule. Other modern 
nation states were part of larger empires far into the modern period. 
Germany as nation state did not exist until 1871, and with the excep-
tion of the Nazi period between 1933 and 1945 and in Communist East 
Germany between 1949 and 1990, forests were never subject to central 
administration. The authors of the respective chapters have accounted 
for historical changes in territory and their choice of the area of study. 
As a result of the territorial ‘overlapping’21 that is characteristic for 
European history, some historical developments affecting these regions 
are sometimes interpreted from different national perspectives in dif-
ferent chapters of this book.

All chapters give precedence to state-organized forestry as opposed 
to privately organized forestry. State forestry in this sense includes not 
only actual woodland managed and exploited by state agencies, but also 
legislative efforts (including those regulating non-state actors), public 
education initiatives (forest academies), the emergence of state-funded 
forest science, and the integration of forestry into the symbolic metabo-
lism of many European nations during the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries. However, private or non-governmental initiatives are dis-
cussed in individual chapters if they influenced state policies or were 
heavily influenced by them. This book corroborates the argument that 
the development of modern forestry was not only deeply entangled 
with state building in Europe, but was also incremental to this process. 
The chapters do not employ a detailed common time frame, which can 
partly be explained by the wide range of starting dates of the so-called 
forestry transition.

The forestry transition describes a reversal of forest cover decline 
in Europe in a sequence where forest cover first declines due to 
human impact, and reaches a low point before it increases fol-
lowing the introduction of modern forestry.22 At a certain level of 
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technological development – generally coinciding with industrialization 
and  urbanization – most countries experience this forest transition. The 
forest transition occurred at different times in different countries, and 
often coincided with the emergence of state forestry policy and the crea-
tion of state forestry agencies. Countries like Denmark and the German 
states experienced an early forest transition, but in the Netherlands and 
Britain formal state forestry arrived late, which partly explains the late 
forestry transition.23

After briefly laying out the uses of forests in pre- and early modern 
times, before formal state forestry developed, each chapter follows a 
chronological approach covering the nineteenth century up to the out-
break of the First World War in 1914, followed by the interwar period 
(1918–39). Most chapters include a section on the period of the Second 
World War (1939–45), but there are a few exceptions (UK is one), fol-
lowed by the post-war period that is characterized by rebuilding forest 
resources and a focus on production. This period ends around 1970, 
and then we enter the final period, extending into the twenty-first cen-
tury, which is characterized by a beginning transition from production 
forestry to multipurpose or even post-production forestry.

The book traces a pan-European development in forestry as an 
enlightenment project, both to gain control over land and people, and 
to harness resources. It examines the pan-European trail of forestry as 
an economic activity, a source of government revenue and an environ-
mental management tool. The methodology of this hinged around the 
analysis of the administrative and institutional history of state forestry, 
and this played out differently in the different national environments, 
both natural as well as sociopolitical. Through a brief examination of 
education and training, each chapter also exposes intellectual and sci-
entific networks that were European and sometimes transcontinental. 
It also highlights that the forest histories of each individual country 
cannot be understood without placing them in the wider European 
context.

Finally, we need to point out what is not in this book. This includes 
the Baltic states of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, because we were 
not able to identify suitable authors, but this gap could be filled in 
due course with a revised edition of the book. France has been left 
out because it straddles the boundary between northern and south-
ern Europe and it does not fringe the North Sea basin. Of course we 
are aware of the important influence of France on the development 
of forestry in Europe, and important connections are pointed out in 
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some of the individual chapters. Russia has been left out because it 
is so large and diverse that it deserves a forest history all of its own, 
but individual chapters do discuss the cross-border influence of the 
Russian Empire and the Soviet Union respectively where possible. 
Furthermore, the impact of modern forestry on landscape, environ-
ment and ecosystems is not explicitly present in this book but is 
treated where needed in the context of the histories of state forestry. 
The same applies to the social and cultural history of European forests. 
Where needed the authors refer to the national symbolism of forests 
and their importance for recreation, and the conclusion takes up these 
aspects for comparison.24

Our intention has been to bring together narratives and develop-
ments from a number of European countries to facilitate historical 
comparison and provide stepping stones for future transnational histo-
ries of forestry and the environment. At best this book creates inroads 
for cross-border discussions on the future of European forests on the 
basis of historical study that is sensitive to national, regional and trans-
boundary traditions of human–nature relations.
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