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Forest Giants
Denis Lavender, Richard Hermann, and Douglas-fir 
by Bryan Bernart

Not long after a mid-century nature writer 
for The Atlantic Monthly crowned Douglas-fir 
the “New King of Trees,” two graduate students 
arrived at Oregon State College to begin their 
studies in forestry. Little did they anticipate 
the important role this great western conifer, 
Pseudotsuga menziesii, would come to play in their 
lives, and the way it would continue to link them 
together throughout the many decades of their 
distinguished careers.

With over 100 years of forestry knowledge 
between them, Dr. Denis Lavender (Professor 
Emeritus, Forest Science) and Dr. Richard Hermann 
(Professor Emeritus, Forest Resources) are 
nearly peerless in the depth of their experience 
in their field. The forthcoming book, The Genus 
Pseudotsuga, is a compendium of their Douglas-
fir research over five decades; it is scheduled for 
publication in August 2013.* 

After serving in WWII, Lavender graduated from 

the University of Washington with a BS in forest 
management. Unable to find a job, he applied to 
the Oregon Board of Forestry. “They transferred 
me to Oregon State. I earned my master’s in 
forest science from Oregon State College and my 
doctorate in botany from Oregon State University,” 
he jokes, referring to OSC’s reclassification to a 
university in 1961.

Hermann, originally from Germany, worked 
for the Bavarian Forest Service, where he first 
encountered Douglas-fir. “It really intrigued me. 
In fact, that’s what I told David Smith when I was 
studying at Yale,” he says. Hermann credits Smith 
for his choice to come to Oregon State to earn his 
doctorate. “And I’ve never regretted coming here.”

Hermann was teaching classes and conducting 
silviculture research and Lavender was 
researching plant physiology when the two 
met and became friends. Sharing lab space and 
sometimes completing field work together, they 
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earned a reputation. “His office was across the 
hall from mine, and we spent so much time 
together that Dick Dilworth, then head of Forest 
Management, called us ‘The Bobbsey Twins’ 
(referring to the long-running children’s book 
series),” says Hermann.

The idea for the Douglas-fir book originated as 
a result of Lavender’s research on Douglas-fir. The 
more he learned, the more he thought it would be 
interesting to tie together, in book form, the work 
he and his colleagues were doing on this species. 
“That’s where it started,” Lavender explains. 
“There are seven things I point out in the book that 
are unique to the book. Given that fact, I wanted 
the work to be a part of the wider literature on the 
subject.” 

Lavender believed that Hermann was an ideal 
contributor to the project. “Dick can read and 
write most European languages, and for my part, 
I wanted to include foreign sources in the text,” 
Lavender says. “He and I were friends, anyway, so 
I asked him if he was interested in working on it, 
and he agreed.”

Why Douglas-fir? “Douglas-fir is the bread-
and-butter tree of the Pacific Northwest—Oregon, 
Washington, and northern California,” says 
Hermann. “It’s the only tree—the only conifer of 
Oregon—that’s grown worldwide, in temperate 
regions, everywhere. It grows faster than any 
other conifer in those places, except for loblolly 
pine, which doesn’t do very well in Germany and 
Scandinavia. It’s the most important of all of the 
coniferous trees—that’s why we focused on it.” 
And, he pauses, “there were the questions.” 

The two received a near-constant stream of 
questions in the form of letters. They would spend 
hours answering the queries, sometimes in as 
many as 15 pages, “in order to help others solve 
problems with seed germination and growth,” 
Hermann notes. “One day, Denis said to me, ‘Dick, 
why don’t we go and put all this stuff together in 
a book, so people aren’t always asking us these 
things?” 

Now, decades later, the summation of their 
work on Douglas-fir is nearly complete, although 
for a period of time, each thought that it might 
never happen. In the years since the inception of 
the project, each pursued separate research and 
published numerous articles in forestry. 

Lavender’s career took him away from Oregon 
State to the University of British Columbia in 
1985, where he served as the head of Forest 
Science Department until his retirement in 1992. 
Hermann remained at Oregon State until his own 
retirement. Since then, the two authors have 

continued to contribute to the work, frequently 
editing and updating the manuscript. When the 
book is published, it will be available online through 
the College of Forestry website (www.forestry.
oregonstate.edu/now-scholarsarchive).

Is there a key message that the authors hope to 
communicate through this long-awaited volume? 
Lavender pauses thoughtfully before his reply: “The 
necessity for looking at forests from a scientific 
viewpoint,” he says. “For example, we can’t just 
go out and say ‘thin.’ We have to understand what 
we’re doing and why it’s important.”

Hermann believes that forestry, in the future, 
will be focused on maintaining the “fantastic 
diversity” found in forests of the past. “There 
is a new appreciation for the people who are in 
charge of managing forests,” Hermann says. “We 
will always need wood, but we now have come 
to a point of recognizing the need for a balance 
between maintaining Douglas-fir in forests that 
serve both as a recreational resource and a 
natural resource.” And, he adds with a smile, “I am 
optimistic about the future.” 

Note: One of Dr. Denis Lavender’s many contributions 
to the College of Forestry was the planting of The 
Moon Tree at Peavy Hall in 1971.The spring 2013 issue 
of Focus misidentified the tree’s planters. We regret 
the error.
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* Douglas-fir: The Genus Pseudotsuga, is online here: 
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