Kentucky Forests Yield Diversity 

In Species and Products
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Weather and soil conditions encourage growth of diverse hardwood species in the nearly half of Kentucky that’s forested.  You’d be amazed at the diversity of products manufactured from these hardwoods.


We have one of the most diverse mixes of hardwood species in the nation, largely because our soils are suited to hardwood growth and our climate is moderate—not too hot and not too cold.  Kentucky ranks third nationally in hardwood production.


And this diversity produces jobs.  Kentucky has about 1,200 forest products companies.  Forest products industries account for one in nine manufacturing (value-added) jobs in Kentucky.  The three major manufacturing sectors are wood products, furniture and related products, and paper.


In the United States, per capita use of wood in some form or other is about 4.5 pounds annually. About five trees are planted for every one that’s cut.   



Interestingly, many products now manufactured from trees were produced from other materials in the past.  For example, paper was made of cotton and linen rags in the 1700s and early 1800s because colonists didn’t have the technology to make paper from other materials.  (People even tried to make paper from potatoes and beets before learning how to use wood fibers for papermaking.)



Paper products are “engineered.”  Desirable characteristics of the end paper product determine the type woods used to produce it, as well as the manufacturing methods.



Hardwood trees are used for white writing paper because this wood’s fibers are short and readily collapse, creating a smooth paper that will print well.  Brown paper bags need strength; so they’re made from softwood species such as Southern pines whose long fibers give strength.  Tissues are a combination of softwood and hardwood fibers for strength and softness.  Newsprint is a composite of softwood and ground wood pulp.

Trees and their by-products are used to manufacture a diverse group of products.

Solid wood can be used to manufacture homes and their furnishings, landscape timbers, picnic tables, baseball bats, pool tables, croquet sets, ventriloquist dummies, billiard cue sticks, bowling pins, organ pipes, church pews and altars, activated charcoal, cribs and coffins and popsicle sticks.  In addition, trees produce many spices used individually or to flavor other products.  Sassafras leaves are used to thicken gumbos; sassafras oil is used as a soap perfume, and orange blossoms are used in flavored water.



Nearly 20 conventional musical instruments, ranging from bagpipes to banjos, are made entirely or partially from wood. 



Wood creosote is used in some anti-dandruff shampoos. Wood creosote has been used as a laxative, disinfectant and cough treatment. Spruce gum was used for chewing gum.  The inner bark of red elm was steeped in water to produce a remedy for a sore throat. Cork has been used as the basket material to line bottle caps and to produce life jackets and preservers, fishing rod handles, sheet insulation and rocket nose cones. 


The next time you’re riding through a forested area, remember -- trees have improved on your quality of life and that of your ancestors.
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