
Lost Giants 
 
 
Imagine walking through trees so big in diameter that you and four other people couldn’t reach 
around them. Trees so tall that they make the oaks and pines of today, seem like they belong in 
the understory. We imagine these trees only being in places like Northern California in the 
Redwood Forest, or in tropical rainforests in South America, but if we go back in time 120 years 
ago, trees like this were a reality right here in Western North Carolina. With diameters that 
averaged between thirteen and sixteen feet, and grew to heights well over 100 feet tall, this tree 
was the American Chestnut, and it was a giant. They were thriving in this area and were the 
dominant tree species throughout the Appalachian Region. The American Chestnut’s size and 
quantity were not the only aspects that set them apart from the other trees, it had a very important 
part in the culture and livelihood of the people and wildlife in these mountains. Its nut yield 
provided an abundant amount of food for deer, bear, squirrel, birds, and many other animal 
species. It was so productive that some people relied completely on the seasonal chestnut yield 
for their year’s income. The Cherokee mixed it with corn to make bread dough, and farmers 
would roast the chestnuts over a fire and feed them to their livestock. The wood was light and 
extremely strong, perfect for woodworking, it was used to build furniture, siding, telephone 
poles, and fence posts. The high amounts of tannic acid in the wood kept it from rotting for long 
periods of time, even when exposed to outdoor elements. Tannic acid was also extracted for 
many other uses, one being leather tanning. The American Chestnut had too many uses to list, it 
was extremely important to the way of life here in Western North Carolina, and all along the east 
coast. This way of life was shaken in the early 1900’s. In 1904 the Chestnut blight fungus, 
Cryphonectria parasitica, was introduced in New York by Japanese and Chinese chestnut trees. 
Spreading through the air and attacking the trees through the cracks in their bark, the blight 
quickly moved up and down the east coast killing an estimated four billion trees. By the mid 
1930’s the American Chestnut was a tree of the past. The loss of this significant tree lead to 
many trials and tribulations that the people, land, and wildlife faced for years after the blight was 
introduced. This staple resource is still gone, to this day, but many restoration projects are being 
done right here in our local forests.  
 
Woodlands Management Services, has been working with local land owners on the restoration of 
the American Chestnut, this is their statement about the progress. “In co-operation with The 
American Chestnut Foundation we started in 2013 planting test plots in various locations 
throughout ownership of a private individual. Within our test plots we record growth data bi-
annually, and monitor many factors that can impact growth rates, survival, and blight 
resistance. These seedlings are the result of over 30 years of research by The ACF and their 
partners through their back-cross breeding program.  The majority of them are 15/16th 
American, and 1/16th Chinese.  There are a few pure American, and a few pure Chinese that 
serve as control samples for the studies.  These seedlings represent many different families, with 
different characteristics.  The most important of these characteristics being their resistance to the 
blight that decimated the native American Chestnuts.  We would like to have the maximum 
amount of American parentage in every tree in order to produce the towering monarchs of the 
forests that once dominated the Appalachian Region.  Unfortunately, 1/16th Chinese is the 
minimum amount that has proven successful in resisting the blight. 
 



Since Chestnut restoration efforts began many years ago the U.S. Forest Service has planted 
about 12,000 blight resistant seedlings throughout the historical range of the American 
Chestnut.  During the late fall and early winter of 2015 31,289 blight resistant seedlings, coming 
from nurseries located in five different states, were planted on local land owner’s property in 
Mitchell and Avery Counties.  This was the largest operational Chestnut restoration project in 
history, bringing the total number of blight resistant Chestnut seedlings planted on the property 
to over 41,000 thus far.” 
 
Toe Talk is a monthly article series sponsored by the Toe-Cane Partnership highlighting 
watershed and community news. The Toe-Cane Partnership is working to improve water quality 
and gain associated economic benefits in the watershed by providing education and technical 
resources and implementing on-the-ground projects. For more information, see us on Facebook: 
http://www.facebook.com/ToeCanePartnership/  
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