
Fish Dam Run, Sproul State Forest
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Humans inhabited this area for thousands of years. Long before 
European settlers arrived, Native Americans lived here, using fire 
to shape the forest and create habitat for game. During the logging 
heyday, communities sprang up. Some were transient—becoming 
ghost towns as forests dwindled. Others survived and flourish, still 
drawing sustenance from the land. Today, the timber industry 
remains an important part of Pennsylvania’s economy.

For many generations, resources—both human and natural—flowed 
into and out of the Wilds. Settlers transformed the land and built 
monumental railways, tunnels, and dams to export lumber, oil, coal, 
and leather goods. Some remained, others moved on, as the nation 
expanded westward. Many of the region’s wild residents are also 
part of these comings and goings, including neotropical migratory 
birds that return each spring to breed and nest. 

Stewardship and 
conservation 
At the height of Pennsylvania tim-
ber cutting, 1890-1920, the mod-
ern conservation movement was 
born. The forest was sorely deplet-
ed, prompting such visionaries as 
Dr. Joseph Rothrock, Pennsylva-
nia’s first Forestry Commissioner, 
to initiate forest conservation 
efforts. In the 1930s President 
Roosevelt created the Civilian 
Conservation Corps that gave jobs 
to thousands of men throughout 
the Wilds. They planted trees, built 
roads, dams, and infrastructure 
that grew into the region’s 34 state 
parks. As forests returned, the 
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Island Run, the first logging tramroad in Elk County
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Pennsylvania Wilds

A Rich Natural and 

      Cultural Heritage
Resourceful and resilient

Experience the Lumber Heritage of the Pennsylvania 
Wilds. Since the mid-1800s, working forests have 
played a dominant role in shaping the area’s human 
and natural history. In drawing upon the region’s 
abundant natural resources to subsist or make their 
fortune, people have altered this landscape and 
have, in turn, been altered by it. As you explore, 
you’ll see evidence of both man-made and natural 
disturbances—from timber harvests to tornados—
that have shaped the region’s human communities 
and ecosystems.

Pennsylvania’s forests are a source of wood prod-
ucts and abundant wildlife, as well as a wellspring 
       of recreation opportunities and solitude. 
             It wasn’t always this way. 
               European immigrants saw 
              this region’s forests as 
             obstacles to settlement 
              and as limitless resources 
               to be extracted. Where 
                Eastern hemlock and 
               white pine forests once 
              grew, younger hardwood 
              forests now thrive. As tree 
             age and type changed, so 
              did the plant and animal 
              species that make up the 
             forest. Gray wolf and moun-
             tain lion are gone, though 
              other large mammals—
             including elk, white-tailed 


