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ADDITIONAL INFORMATION:

T H E  A M E R I CA N  C H E S T N U T

“Redwood of the East”: The American Chestnut (Castanea dentata)

The American chestnut was once one of the most common and valuable tree 
species in the Eastern United States. Its prominence helped the species grow 
rapidly and out-compete other tree species for resources, reaching heights in 
excess of 100 feet. 

Prior to 1900, chestnut trees were the preferred tree species for many things. Lighter 
than oak but equally strong, the rot-resistant wood was used heavily by the building 
industry to make foundation logs, posts, poles, flooring, and railroad ties. Livestock 
were often grazed in chestnut groves to fatten up on the chestnuts before being 
shipped to markets. Tannins from the chesnut tree’s bark were used to tan leather, and 
millions of pounds of chestnuts were harvested every year and sent in train cars to 
major US cities, just in time for the Thanksgiving-Christmas holiday season. 

Chestnut Blight
BOTANICAL NAME: Cryphonectria parasitica, formerly Endothia parasticia

History

In 1904, a forester working at the Bronx Zoo in New York City observed a new 
disease infecting chestnut tree bark along the outside edges of the zoo, the first 
known case of chestnut blight in the United States. 

Regarded as the most destructive forest disease on record, chestnut blight is 
a fungal pathogen responsible for almost completely wiping out the American 
chestnut tree between 1904 and 1950. 

The blight was introduced into the United States through a shipment of Asian 
chestnut trees that were intended to be bred with American chestnuts to yield 
larger fruit. Unknown at the time was the fact that Asian chestnut trees had evolved 
with the blight and were resistant to the parasitic fungus. Highly susceptible to the 
fungus, American chestnut trees were either killed or reduced to stump sprouts 
within 50 years of the fungus’ introduction to the US.

Restoring the American Chestnut 
For three decades, a collaborative effort between state and federal agencies, The 
American Chestnut Foundation, and passionate volunteers have been taking place 
to breed a chestnut hybrid that is naturally blight resistant. 

In 1989, The American Chestnut Foundation began its breeding program when it 
bred an American chestnut with the blight resistant Chinese chestnut. Today, after 
25 years of breeding, The American Chestnut Foundation has produced a hybrid 
chestnut that is 15/16th American chestnut and 1/16th Chinese chestnut. The only 
Chinese chestnut trait remaining in what is now referred to as the “Restoration 
Chestnut” is the Chinese chestnuts resistance to chestnut blight. 

Field testing is taking place with a few hundred “Restoration Chestnuts” planted  
throughout the Northeast to determine if these hybrids will remain resistant long-
term. It is anticipated that field testing will provide the necessary results by 2015 
to 2020, and the American chestnut population can begin the slow process of 
returning to its former glory as the “Redwood of the East”.

American Chestnuts at  
Chestnut Grove Natural Area 
In 2013, LCSWMA started a partnership with the Pennsylvania Chapter of The 
American Chestnut Foundation (PA TACF) to plant native American chestnut seeds 
collected in the wild by PA TACF volunteers. Hundreds to thousands of American 
chestnut seeds will be planted here with the hope that they will grow enough to 
produce pollen and more seeds before they die off from the chestnut blight. The 
object of this American Diversity Project is to preserve local chestnut genetics 
from throughout Pennsylvania for use in breeding and research for at least the 
next 50 years. 

Not just for human consumption, the American chestnut represented a major contributor 
to the forest ecology of the Eastern United States, and specifically to the wildlife that 
inhabits Eastern United States forests. Chestnut trees produce a bountiful annual crop 
of fruit (chestnuts) every year, and were relied upon by many terrestrial wildlife species, 
including squirrels and other small rodents, deer, bears, and turkeys as a critical food 
source for fattening up before winter. oak tree species have largely replaced chestnut 
trees as the primary fruit (acorns) producers since the outbreak of the chestnut blight. 
However, the sporadic and unpredictable fruit production of oaks will never completely 
replace the consistent and copious fruit crop produced by the American chestnut.

The fungus is spread via wind, rain, birds, and possibly beetles, as it enters through 
cracks in the bark and spreads rapidly through the trees it infects. Young trees 
typically die within a year and more mature trees will take several years to fully 
succumb to the blight. Chestnut blight does not affect the root system of the trees 
due to bacterium in the soil, allowing affected trees to re-sprout and survive even 
after significant infection, and preventing the American chestnut tree from becoming 
extinct.

Signs of Chestnut Blight

• Chestnut blight causes cankers, dieback, and eventually death of all aboveground 
parts of American chestnuts.

• The disease is first apparent as cankers, developing on stems of all sizes.

• Cankers rapidly expand laterally, appearing brown compared to healthy bark.

• Yellow-orange spore tendrils can be observed protruding from fruiting bodies on the 
cankered tissue. 

Travelling at up to 50 miles per year, 
chestnut blight had spread across much 
of the American chesnut’s native range 
by 1940.

The American chestnut, reaching 100 to 
120 feet in height and exceeding 10 feet 
in width, dominated eastern forests in 
numbers estimated above 4 billion.

The American chestnut’s US range before 
the outbreak of the chestnut blight.

Chestnut blight damage observed on 
Long Island, New York, circa 1910. In a 
span of 50 years, chestnut blight killed 
an estimated 3 to 3 ½ billion American 
chestnut trees.

Yellow-orange pustules develop 
on infected bark

Cankers appear on stems of all sizes

April 2014 – one year old seedlings 
with leaves bursting

Planting seeds in 2013


