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INTRODUCTION 

Over rhe cen turies, wood has been a major 
source of fue l and heat. Our forefathers revered 
wood anel used it to fill every need from heating 
the ir ho mes (0 making too ls. They m ade 
ma.."(imul11 use of the back wood lor. 

The cho ice of wood fo r fue l was nOt only logical, 
but a most natural o ne, fo r trees are a re newable 
resource. They can be harvested period ically 
withom permanent dis turbance ro rhe natural 
environmen t. 

Only in the last fift y years or less has wood lost 
this important role. As a natio n, we shifted to th e: 
convenient fue ls: o il and natural gas. Ironically, it 
is Oll r heavy depende nce on these no nrenewable 
resources that created the shortages and exhorbi
rant prices of coday's e nergy crisis. Consequendy, 
wood has come into its own again, as morc:: and 
more people look to the woods for the traditional 
source o f heat. 

The renewed lise of wood for fuel creates an 
opportunity to correer some of our past mistakes. 
Our wood lots have been mismanaged, overcut. o r 
ofte n neglected . Pas t cutting practices left our 
wood lands with an overabundance of crooked. 
diseased, and otherwise unsaleable trees. These 
hamper the growth of the more desirable indi
viduals. the straight, and healthy trees that are 
needed fo r lumber and veneer. To establish a 
good fo restry program, the fi rst ste p is to remove 
these less desirable trees fo r fue lwood , espec ially 
those trees that compe re wirh rhe best crop trees. 

TH INNING 

HARDWOOD STANDS 

Trees need room to grow at their maxmlLlln 
rates. If too close tOgether, rhey compere f() r 
water, nutrie nts, and su nlight, and grow mort: 
slowly. A young stand of trees starts with 4000 to 
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6000 stems per acre. At 111awrity, when they 
measure about 20 inches in diameter, less than 
100 trees per acre: will survive:. Most of th<.: young 
trees die b<:for<.: they are large enough to harvest 
for saw logs. 

This is a natu ral selection process and it is slow, 
requiring 150 to 200 years o r more to complete. 
Thinning hardwood stands when they arc young 
hasr ens the process by perm itting th<: more d<.:sir
able trees to grow rapidly throughout their lives. 
Removing com~ting (reeS by frequenr thinnings 
enables (he stand (() produce larger, higher quality 
trees. This promotes a greater volume of wood per 
acre in a reduced period of time-much less than 
100 }'ears. 

Be fore thinning your har"Jwood stand, know 
(he value of rh e trees you are rhinning. As a rule 
sugar maple, ash! whire and ye llow birch, moe: more 
valuable [han red maple, beech, or aspen (poplar ); 
oaks are more valuable (han rhe hic kories. C heck 
with your foreste r for advice on rhis poim and for 
hints on tree id<:ntiflcation . 

You should be:gin thinning as early as possible 
to gain the bcn<:flts of rcpeatc.:d thinnings. The 
best time ro start thinning a hardwood stand is 
when the trees average between Ii to to inches in 
diameter at breast height (4 1 .2 t<:et above ground). 
Trees of this size class, commonly referred to as 
poles, respond rapidly (0 thinning. At that point in 
life, inrense com perition from surrounding trees 
startS to slow their growth. (5<:<: figure t. ) 

This does not mean thar stands of larg<:r size 
rrees, averaging lO to l2 inches, should not be 
thinned. Such hardwood stands are, however, ap
proaching commercial sawrimber size. In mosr 
casc:s, the rhinnings can be sold as saw logs. Befo re 
doing anything in rh<:s<: stands ofiarger trees, you 
should get technical assistance from rhe local 
service forester or a consultant foresrer. These 
professionals will help you sekc[ [he trees [0 be 
cut and those thar should be lett for future growth. 
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SELECTING CROP TREES 

The best way to thin a young poles rand is rhe 
"crop tree selection method". This is a simple 
me rhod for rhinning stands to the greatest advan
tage of the best frees in the stand. Cur competing 
trees for flrewood . 

The trees selecred as crop trees should be of 
valuable species. They will probably be the most 
valuable individuals in the stand . They should be 
srraig hr and rail wirh relatively small branches. and 
should show signs of self-pruning: rhe lower 10 to 

I () feet of the tree should have few o r no branches. 
A few small dead branches in thi~ section an: a 
good indication (hat the (rec will develop imo a 
good quality tn:e, fn:e of d(: tecrs. (See figure s 2 
and 3.1 
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Look up into the crown. The crown of.a crop 
tree needs three to four feet of open space on at 
least rwo sides. Those trees touching the crown of 
your crop tree are the competitors. They may be 
removed for fuelwood. (See figure 4.) In most 
cases, removing one or two side competitors will 
provide the crop tree with the space it needs, but 
don't hesitate to remove more if necessary. 

The field procedure for seJecting crop trees is , 
this: start IOta 20 fee t into the stand or from the 
property line. Select a crop tree and identify it, 
either by tying a ribbon around it at breast height, 
or by using a spot of paint. Then, pace about 20 
feet (eight steps) on a line parallel to the edge of 

Figure 4. - T herroIl'1I 0/ the crop tree C needs 1'00111 to expalldjor 
max/mllll/ diameter grollith. Croll 'fIS that are narrow, compres
sed became 0/ SIde competitioll, are not reaching lId! growth 
potential. Trees A and B are competitors of the crop tree C. 

Distributed by: 
Your State Forester 
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h'opertlline::~ 
F igllre 5 .-Try 10 spare crop trees 20/eet apart. Y OII will mel liP 
with a slIl/irien! 11IIJ/lber 0/ trees per acre, spared. /1l sOllie 
illStanrfs. 15 feet apart and in others, 25 jeet apart. 

the stand or property line, Mark the closest crop 
tree within a 5-7 foot radius, If there are no trees 
that meet the crop tree specifications within this 
circle, pick the best of the lot and mark it. If there 
are no trees, pace Out another 5 feet (two steps) 
and try again, If there aren't any trees 'within 7 feet 
of the second spot skip it and start over again at the 
next spot 20 feet away, (See figure 5.) 

Follow this procedure until you reach the far 
edge of your stand or the distance you have 
previously decided to go into the stand, 

When you reach the end of the first line, pace 
off 20 feet at a right angle to the first line, Pick a 
crop tree, mark it, then go back along a line 
parallel to the first line, Use the paint spots or 
ribbons on the crop trees of the first line to guide 
you as you proceed on the second line , 

Ideally, you should pick a crop tree every 20 
feet and release its crown. As nature doesn't space 
trees evenly, it is impossible to adhere rigidly to 
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this distance, but by using it as a guide you will end 
up with a sufficient number of released trees 
(about 100 per acre). As you walk through your 
stand, don't hesitate to pick a good crop tree even 
though it's growing within 15 feet of the last one. 
If it is impossible to locate an ideal crop tree within 
25 feet, pick the best one you have. 

This is a slow procedure at first. But as you gain 
experience and confidence in yourself, the work 
will progress faster and be most enjoyable. 

THE HARVESTING OPERATION 

After you have selected the crop trees for 
re lease, you can begin harvesting your stand. First, 
remove trees that rouch or are too close to the 
crowns of the crop trees. They are direct com
petitors. (See figure 6.) 

Figure 6. - Remol!e the side competitors Oil at least two sides. 
allowing from .3 to 4/eet betu·een ( r OUlflJ. 
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In some high-quality stands, the trees to be 
removed are as high in quality as the crop tree. 
Although this may be disturbing, remember that 
most of the trees you are removing will not live to 
maturity. At some furure time, they will be shaded 
our and die. Furthermore, the crop trees you 
release will grow faster so they will regain some of 
the growth you lose by removing the competition. 

Sometimes a compromise is in order. If two 
high-quality trees are side by side, the best deci
sion might be to accept both as crop trees and to 
release each on rwo sides. 

In most pole stands, there is an abundance of 
"understory" trees that are much smaller than the 
crop trees. Their crowns are seen below the 
crowns of the larger trees. In such a position, they 
are deprived of sunlight-nature's way of'temov
ing them from the stand. Harvest any understory 
trees big enough for firewood. Their removal will 
have little effect on the growth of the crop trees, 
bur they will provide enough firewood to make 
the effort worthwhile (figure 7). 

After releasing the crop trees, your next con
cern is the dead, dying, and deformed trees that 
hinder the development of the area. Any of these 
trees that have not been removed in thinning 
should also be harvested fo'r flfewood. (See figure 
8.) 

Work safely in your w90dlot. Felling trees and 
falling branches-both live and dead-present 
potential hazards. Stay alert until they are safely 
burning in your flfeplace. 

A pamphlet of this length cannot cover every 
situation. The system though simplified is silvicul
rurally sound. It will improve the quality and 
composition of the stand, with the opportunity to 
increase growth and volume. However, you 
should contact your local service forester before 
you start. He will help you to identify species and 
choose crop trees, and will clear up any problems 
you may have in thinning your woodlot. 
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Figure 7.- These smaller understory trees exist without full 
sunLight. Such suppressed trees, are also a source of firewood. 
Removing them improves the looks of your woodlot. 

I,IIIIM II.!ilm, " If '. " 
~'''JilJ).' II:' • '" . ~,' , 1,\ .II,,, )~ 

Figure 8.-La~ge, old and ove.rmature "wolf tr~es" take up 
more than thetr share of growing space. You mIght consider 
giving their space to the next crop of seedlings. 
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