
John Simcox Holmes set out to understand the connection 
between clear-cut logging and flooding on his farm. Along the 
way, he gave trees a voice and helped save the state’s forests.  

W R I T T E N  B y  JEREMY B. JONES Along the Talking 
Tree Trail at Holmes 
Educational State 
Forest, the trees 
share their secrets 
with Amanda (left) 
and Lily Robison.

D.L. Moser (right), 
the first forest 
warden of Mount 
Mitchell State 
Park, with John 
S. Holmes, North 
Carolina’s first 
professional state 
forester, at the 
park in 1923.
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ohn Simcox holmeS SitS 
at a deSk in hiS room in 
the Swannanoa hotel in 
aSheville. It is 1909, he is 41 years 
old, and his life is just beginning.

Most nights John sits here, scrib-
bling letters to his fiancée, Emilie Rose 
Smedes, who’s in Washington, D.C. 
Often, he writes to her of the moon, as 

he does on this late night in October: “Did you see 
the new moon tonight, Emilie mine? The moon 
that will see us together two weeks from tonight … 
It looked very thin but clear cut in the red evening 
sky, hanging over the mountains that I can see from 
this window.”

In a month, John will no longer be living in 
this hotel. He and Emilie will be married and they 
will be starting a life together in Chapel Hill. But 
tonight, John is here, thinking about wedding gifts. 
And the moon. 

John — the state’s first, and at the time only, 
forester employed by the state — might also be 
thinking about how he never would have predicted 
he would be here: A decade ago, he was not far 
from this hotel, farming the long stretches of his 
family’s land in Bowman’s Bluff, along the French 
Broad River. He had been working that land as 
his career since he was 20, growing anything he 
could among the Welsh immigrants with whom 
his family had settled when he was a boy. He was a 
farmer and a farmer he expected to be until he died.

But after 14 years of farming his family’s land 
in Henderson County, he grew weary. Not weary of 
the work, but weary of the rising waters — of the 
unpredictable creeks and rivers that jumped their 
banks to ruin all of his work. He knew enough to 

know that the clear-cutting and burning of forests 
nearby had thrown everything out of whack. And 
so it was the floods that sent John into the woods 
and, later, around the world. 

JoHN wAS 34 yEARS oLD wHEN HE Took A PoSi-
tion as a student assistant with the U.S. Bureau 
of Forestry in 1902. He was shipped off to Texas, 
where he begins earning $25 a month camping in 
swamplands and analyzing recently cut longleaf 
pine stumps. Then, he went everywhere — to New 
Mexico, Arizona, Kentucky, Mississippi, and even-
tually to Switzerland, France, and Germany. He 
shook hands with President Theodore Roosevelt in 
Washington, D.C., and later entered Yale’s School 
of Forestry as part of its third class. 

In 1909, John returned to North Carolina. Now 
he is the lone forester in a state losing large swaths 
of forests to wildfires and logging. He wanders 
through the mountains, county by county, com-
piling information about fires and floods, and 
conducting interviews with landowners and lum-
bermen. He was out to get the lay of the land — to 
understand how to save these vanishing forests.

But the truth is that there is no glamour in 
this post. Hardly anyone in the whole of the state 
knows what a forester is in 1909. When he speaks to 
people about the forests, he most often encounters 
annoyance or indifference at his barrage of questions, 
at what seems like meddling in private affairs. 

“I am enjoying the work in a sort of way,” he 
writes to Emilie, “though many more here are 
pleased to see my back than my face.”

To most people, trees are a crop to harvest — 
a valuable crop they didn’t even have to plant. 
Timbering practices consist mostly of clearing a 

J

Appalachian 
forests like this 
one at Skinny Dip 
Falls near Canton 
inspired a young 
John Simcox 
Holmes to devote 
his life to forestry.
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mountain and moving on. By the 1900s, hardly any virgin 
forest remains in western North Carolina.

John understands that much of trees’ value lies in their 
hardwood — in the chairs and houses and fences they become. 
But he also knows that trees hold the land together and keep 
the air and water clean. He understands that whatever is taken 
away must also be returned. 

John makes it his mission to help every person in the 
state spot the difference between the eastern hemlock and 
the Carolina hemlock. He wants lumbermen and politicians 
and schoolchildren and farmers to see each individual tree 
in a forest, to touch its bark, notice its leaves. This intimate 
knowledge, he believes, will have more effect than any policy. 

From his interviews and surveys and travels that year, he 
writes two comprehensive and influential reports: “Forest 

Conditions in Western North Carolina” and 
“Forest Fires and Their Prevention.” 

By 1915, John is in charge. North Carolina 
has officially created a forest service and named 
him state forester and state forest warden. He 
has been tasked with slowing the destruction 
of the forests, but he has been given no budget 
to do the work. 

“EvERyboDy iS TALkiNg TREES Now,” wRiTES 
the principal of Hemenway Public School in 

a letter to John in 1918 after John’s visit with 600 students 
there. In his office in the middle of the state, John must 
feel delighted when he receives this note, nine years after 
being ignored while he traveled through the forests, asking 
questions and talking trees. 

Four years later, he writes Common Forest Trees of North 
Carolina, How to Know Them, a handbook of sketches and 
characteristics of more than 70 native trees. Each tree takes 
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He understands 
that whatever 
is taken away 
must also be 

returned.

Our First Guide

J ohn Simcox Holmes couldn’t 
have imagined that the 
pocket-size guide he wrote 

in 1922 to identifying trees 
would still be in print today. But 
20 editions later, and with the 
addition of illustrations by William 
C. Grimm (below), his guide is still 
an essential companion for a walk 
in a North Carolina forest.  
Guides cost $1 and can be ordered 
from the NC Forest Service by 
emailing beth.romer@ncagr.gov.

(Pinus rigida Mill.)Pitch Pine

   Pitch pine is also known as hard pine, black pine or yellow pine.  It 

grows on dry ridges and slopes in the mountains and outlying hilly 

regions at elevations up to about 4,500 feet.  The tree usually grows 

50 to 60 feet tall, with trunk diameters of 1 to 2 feet.  It can be found 

scattered or in small groups with hardwoods or other pines.

   Pitch pine needles are 3 to 6 inches long, rigid, dark yellow-green 

and are marked on three faces by numerous fine white lines 

(stomata).  Needles are in three-leaf clusters.  Cones are 1 1/4 to 2 

3/4 inches long, have scales tipped with curved, rigid spines and 

remain on the tree for several years.  

   The branches often are thick, contorted and pendulous, giving the 

tree an irregular, ragged yet picturesque crown.  The bark is broken 

into thick, plate-like scales that are yellowish-brown on older trees.  

Tufts of needles often are found along the trunk.

   Pitch pine is used for lumber and pulp, and minor wood products. 

Wild boar in the southern Appalachians dig out the roots of this pine 

and eat their bark and soft outside wood.

10

Pitch Pine

   Eastern hop hornbeam also is known as ironwood or leverwood.  
The tree gets it common name from the hardness of its wood and its 
hop-like fruit.  The tree is small and slender with a generally round-
topped tree that ranges from 20 to 30 feet high and 7 to 10 inches in 
diameter.  The top consists of long slender branches that commonly 
droop toward the ends.
   Eastern hop hornbeam is found mostly as a scattered tree 
throughout the upland and mountain regions.  Some larger 
specimens are found on deep, well-drained soils in mixed stands of 
bottomland hardwoods.
   The bark is light brown or reddish-brown and is finely divided 
into thin scales that peel away from the trunk.  The leaves are 
simple, alternate, generally oblong with narrowed tips and sharply 
toothed along the margin (sometimes doubly toothed)and they 
range in length from 2 to 4 inches long.
   There are two kinds of flowers on the same tree: the male, in 
drooping catkins (scaly, bracted spikes) which form the previous 
summer; and the female, in erect catkins on the newly formed twigs.
   The fruit consists of a nutlet enclosed in an oval, flattened, papery 
sac (attached in cone-like clusters).  It makes good food for wildlife.
   The wood is strong, hard and durable; it is light brown to white, 
with thick, pale sapwood.  Eastern hop hornbeam often is used for 
tool handles, mallets and other small articles.  A row of young hop 
hornbeams can be pruned to develop into an attractive hedge.

(Ostrya virginiana (Mill.) K. Koch.)
Eastern Hop Hornbeam

33

Eastern Hop Hornbeam

Eastern Hemlock

what’s the 
difference between 
Carolina hemlocks 
— shown here in 
the Henry wright 
Preserve outside 
Highlands — and 
eastern hemlocks? 
Carolina hemlock 
leaves are longer 
and spread from the 
twigs at all angles. 
Eastern hemlock 
leaves spread from 
the sides of the 
branches.

   Hemlock, sometimes known as hemlock spruce or spruce pine, is 
common along streams and on cool slopes throughout the 
mountains and extends somewhat into the adjoining regions.
   The flat needles are round-tipped, 1/3 to 2/3 inches long and are 
marked on the lower surface with two pale lines (stomata).  The 
needles are narrow at the base to form short, slender stems that are 
attached to rounded, dark orange-colored, persistent, woody pads 
on the twigs.  The pendant cones grow on short, slender stalks from 
the tips of branchlets, usually remaining on the tree until the 
following spring.
   Hemlock is remarkably tolerant to shading by larger trees; many 
remain in the understory of natural stands for 25 to 200 years.  It is a 
long-lived tree -- individual trees more than 500 years old are 
common.
   The tree may reach a height of 60 to 100 feet with a trunk diameter 
of 2 to 4 feet.  It often has a broad-based pyramid shape.  Ends of 
branches often are drooping and "feathery." The bark on old trunks 
is dark gray and divided into narrow, deeply furrowed, rounded 
ridges.  The wood is light, soft, brittle and difficult to work.  It is 
used for rough or construction lumber and for pulpwood.
   

   The Carolina hemlock (Tsuga caroliniana Engelm.) differs from 
the eastern hemlock in that its needles are much more whorled 
about the twig giving it a rougher less flat appearance than the 
eastern hemlock.
   The cone scales of the Carolina hemlock are narrow, and much 
longer than they are wide.  Both the cones and leaves are longer 
than those of eastern hemlock. 
   Carolina hemlock grows on dry, rocky ridges and cliffs along the 
Blue Ridge mountains and in northeastern Tennessee.  It is a very 
desirable tree for ornamental planting.

Eastern Hemlock
(Tsuga canadensis (L.) Carr.)

15
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up only a page, outlined with quick, clear, and 
occasionally poetic descriptions, and he prints the 
book small enough to fit in a pocket as someone 
steps into the forest, a handheld guide to meet each 
individual tree where it stands.

With his book in hand, John can be found in 
schools and lecture halls as often as he can be found 
in the woods or in his office in the middle of the state.  
He visits libraries to teach tree identification, he 
pens op-eds about the importance of conservation, 
he writes advice columns about the best way to get 
rid of pine beetles. And he fights many political 
battles — demanding a budget for fire wardens, 
protecting Mount Mitchell as a state park before it 
can be timbered, and establishing nurseries across 
the state to regrow what has been lost.

The list of his successes is long, but perhaps 
most telling of his legacy is the continued printing 
of his little pocket-size book. For 95 years now, peo-
ple all across this state have been carrying John’s 
words into the woods to meet the trees. 

i CAN bARELy kEEP uP wiTH AbE, My 5-yEAR-oLD 
son, as he springs along the Talking Tree Trail in 
Holmes Educational State Forest, a 235-acre plot 
in Henderson County that backs into DuPont 
State Recreational Forest. Holmes helped make 
this land into a nursery for white pine and yellow 
poplar seedlings, during his tenure as state forester, 
but today it’s all forest, populated by tall trees and 
thick rhododendron. 

Around the next bend, Abe stops. Waiting for 
him is a three-foot-tall box, looking like a chunky 
fence post with a cartoon of a tree painted on it. 
He presses its button and the voice speaks up: “I’m 
White Oak. Oak is a large family and very important. 
I get my name from the light gray color of my bark 
… A tree’s bark is like its fingerprint.”

Towering above us is a white oak, one among 
many. We run our hands along this tree before my 
son takes off again, in search of the next talking tree. 
This forest is opening up a new world for Abe. 

“The clearest way into the universe is through a 
forest wilderness,” wrote John Muir in 1938. This 
universe bearing John Simcox Holmes’s name, a 
mere 10 miles from the land where he farmed and 
grew up, is a testament to his legacy: Reforested 
piece of land devoted to education. What’s more, 
the audio boxes along this trail do something John 
worked his entire career to do: give the trees a 
voice.  

Jeremy B. Jones is the author of Bearwallow:  
A Personal History of a Mountain Homeland. 

HoLMES EDuCATioNAL STATE FoREST
1299 Crab Creek Road
Hendersonville, NC 28739
(828) 692-0100
ncesf.org/holmes.html

Holmes spends his life 
urging the people around 

him to see the trees,  
to know them.

 Hendersonville

Just press the button 
for a conversation 
about ecology and 
conservation with one 
of the characters on 
the Talking Tree Trail 
at Holmes Educational 
State Forest.
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