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This Vancouver Island  
forest offers an education 

in eco-forestry

W I L DWO O D 
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B Y  H A N S  T A M M E M A G I

n enchant-
ing forest called Wildwood Ecoforest, south 
of Nanaimo on Vancouver Island, has tall old-
growth douglas-firs soaring into the sky, the 
rat-a-tatting of pileated woodpeckers echoing 
through the trees and emerald-green moss 
blanketing the ground. Surprisingly, this 
magnificent 31-hectare patch of old-growth 
forest has been commercially logged since 
1945 and stands in stark contrast to the patch-
work clear cuts of modern industrial forestry. 
At Wildwood, nature rules, while also yield-
ing a harvest for humans to reap. But how 
is this win-win achievement accomplished? 
What can we learn?

I DECIDED TO stay at Wildwood for a three-
day period and find out. During the day, Barry 
Gates, one of the forest managers, taught me 
about sustainable forestry and how to con-
duct selective logging so the forest retains its 
beauty, grandeur and diversity. At night I was 
alone, deep in this mystical forest, reading, 
studying and pondering about forestry and 
how it might be conducted throughout the 
province.

On the first day, we wandered through the 
forest to select trees for harvesting. Pointing 
to a tall douglas-fir that was leaning next to 
a track, Gates explained, “We apply several 
parameters. We take down trees that are a 
danger, such as this one, that could fall on the 
path or a power line. Or we harvest trees that 
are diseased and weak, or if they are too close 
together so the canopy needs thinning to al-
low natural regeneration.” 
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As we progressed, I gained insight into 
the vast interconnected network that 
forms an old-growth ecosystem. “You 
have to understand this ecology well to 
log it properly,” he continued. We were 
surrounded by gigantic douglas-firs like 
cathedral turrets. Shafts of golden light 
angled down to the dusky forest floor 
like sunbeams through high stained-
glass windows. The shadowy forest was 
rich with sword ferns, moss-covered 
logs and witch’s hair dangling from 
branches. A banana slug inched along 
the trail. The chirping of birds sounded 
like monks quietly chanting. Mingled in 
with the towering fir there were cedars, 
spruces, hemlocks, big-leaf maples, red 
alders and willows. “About 29 percent 
of the trees are older than 250 years,” 
Gates noted. 

“A coastal old-growth forest,” he said, 
“is at least 150 years old with big trees, 
a multi-layered canopy, snags [vertical 
dead trees] and logs [horizontal dead 
trees]. Together, these support an incred-
ible profusion of life, which is far richer 
and more complex than what is found in 
younger forests.”

Fallen logs are nurseries for new life. 
As a log decays, its spongy wood absorbs 
water; it supplies the water and nutrients 
to mosses, ferns, salal, huckleberry and 
young hemlock trees that grow along the 
top of the log like a wild mo-
hawk haircut. As these plants 
thrive, the log slowly decays 
away from under, leaving the 
new plants supported on an 
intricate web of roots.

I was fascinated by the 
perched, or canopy, gar-
dens, which are unique to 
old-growth forests because of the time 
it takes moss and soil to develop on 
branches, usually 150 years or more. The 
canopies support an amazing array of 
life. The marbled murrelet, for example, 
is an endangered bird that spends most 
of its time on the sea but makes its nest 
high in ancient trees. Some vole species 
spend their entire lifetimes aloft.

Deep in the forest, we came across two 
cedar trees with long vertical scars five 
metres wide where the bark had been 
removed. “Those are culturally modi-
fied trees, where the local Stz’uminus 
First Nation has harvested the bark,” ex-
plained Gates. 

Later, I spoke with Dr. Nancy Turner, 
ethnobotanist and Indigenous expert, 
who explained that First Nations value 
large trees, especially the cedar, which 
they call the tree of life because its bark 

and wood are used to make an incredibly 
wide variety of items including baskets, 
boxes, hats, mats, fishing nets and much 
more. First Nations have sustainably har-
vested cedar bark for thousands of years. 

A LITTLE FURTHER along we saw an 
unusual sight: black western thatching 
ants were trudging along an ant road and 
swarming on a metre-high ant hill. The 
industrious little insects, I learned, are 
beneficial. They catch and eat huge quan-
tities of insect pests. They also feed on the 
remains of larger dead animals, helping 
to clean the forest. Their burrowing aer-
ates soils and promotes water absorption 
making ants important soil-builders. In 
turn, ants are food for other animals, in-
cluding bears. 

The ant hill showed how astonishingly 
diverse, complex and awe-inspiring na-
ture is. Countless species have intermin-
gled and evolved over millions of years 
to form an incredibly complex three-
dimensional web of life. Each species 
depends on others in numerous, often 
unfathomable ways.

We came to a clearing containing a 
Wood-Mizer sawmill surrounded by 
piles of trees and lumber. Setting to work 
over the next few hours, we cut two-by-
four boards from them. The hydraulic 
sawmill was relatively small and, surpris-

ingly, could be operated by one 
person. Barry explained that ev-
ery part of a tree is used; even 
the sawdust goes into compost-
ing toilets. Because the Wild-
wood trees are older than those 
from modern plantation forests, 
the lumber has fewer knot holes 
and finer grain. Furthermore, 

it is easy to make custom lumber. For 
these reasons, buyers seek out Wildwood 
lumber, and pay better prices. I sensed 
a lesson: perhaps BC’s timber industry 
should strive to make premier products 
from premier wood.

AS THE SUN started to descend I re-
turned to the homestead where I would 
be staying alone with the ghost of 
Mervyn (Merv) Wilkinson and his fasci-
nating history. Merv purchased the prop-
erty in 1938. In 1945, he began to cut tim-
ber using a single-tree-selection logging 
method that provided him an ongoing 
income but, most importantly, also pre-
served the natural character of the forest. 
He harvested every five years and when 
he passed away in 2016 there was more 
timber on the property than when he 
started. Today the Ecoforest Institute 

Right: Barry 
Gates leans 

against a large 
douglas-fir tree.
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Society carries on Merv’s work.
It was a pleasure to see Merv’s hand 

in an old cedar fence and in the beams 
of his homestead. Building his house 
was an old-fashioned community effort. 
Merv felled, cut and shaped logs during 
the day; his neighbours arrived late in 
the afternoon to help lift the timbers into 
place. The home stands proudly today 
with the log beams and three stone fire-
places intact. It was renovated recently 
and now operates as a teaching institute 
and bed and breakfast. 

Alone, I strolled forest paths inhaling 
the beauty until dusk turned to darkness 
and bats flitted overhead. Retiring to the 
cabin, I buried myself in solitude and 
books (there is no wi-fi).

The surrounding big trees, some more 
than four centuries old, captured my 
imagination. They are like living time 
capsules with an enormous biologi-
cal memory stretching for centuries, for 
many, many human generations. If only 
we humans could learn to think and plan 
on the time scale of these ancient trees. 
They are an integral part of our natural 
heritage and should be honoured and 
preserved, I felt, not logged into oblivion.

My admiration for Merv grew as I read 
and learned how he displayed intelli-
gence, patience and foresight to manage 
this property. He wanted his forest to re-
spect nature and provide lumber far into 
the future, in contrast to today’s mindset 
of instant gratification and the rapa-
cious corporate pursuit of the dollar. 
A keen observer, he constantly refined 
his practices to produce a healthier and 
more sustainable forest. He didn’t use 
pesticides or fertilizers, allowed woody 
debris to accumulate on the ground and 
did not conduct slash burning. Most im-
portantly, Merv never harvested more 
than the annual growth rate so as to not 
deplete the forest.

Merv Wilkinson logged this land, not 
by clear-cuts and monoculture planta-
tions, but instead by selective logging. 
For more than seven decades, the old-
growth beauty has been preserved, the 
habitat maintained for black-tailed deer, 
squirrels, bats, pileated woodpeckers and 
more. His logging was revolutionary not 

1. A fallen tree that is being left to decay 
in the forest. 2. A trail made by black 

western thatching ants. 3. A  
cedar with a strip of bark sustainably 

removed by First Nations. 4. Barry Gates 
takes a break from cutting lumber.

1

2



B C M A G • 5 9

only in method, but also in philosophy.
Although Merv’s methods are ignored 

by the provincial logging industry, his 
wisdom was recognized by others. Rep-
resentatives of more than 21 countries 
have visited Wildwood to study his eco-
forestry methods. David Suzuki called 
Merv a Canadian hero. Jane Goodall ap-
plauded his work. In 2002, Merv’s work 
was honoured with the Order of British 
Columbia and the Order of Canada. 

MICHAEL TIMNEY, A registered clinical 
counsellor, who leads Forest Bathing at 
Wildwood, further explained our connec-
tion to these forests, “As we breathe we 
release carbon dioxide. Trees absorb this, 
converting it to oxygen, which we breathe 
in. Thus, we are elementally connected to 
the forest, part of a bigger cycle.”

All around me in Wildwood, was evi-
dence that old-growth forests are one 
of the richest and most diverse places 
in the world. With four times the bio-
mass of tropical forests, they are the 
ultimate in nature, the zenith of forests. 
It’s no surprise they excel at creating 
clean water in watersheds, clean air in 
the atmosphere, better fish streams and 
excellent habitat for a wide range of liv-
ing creatures. Old-growth forests have 
huge ecological, spiritual, recreational 
and emotional values, which far tran-
scend the economics of their wood fibre, 
yet these values are ignored. Wildwood 
shows that forestry can be conducted 
sensitively, economically and so old-
growth forests are protected.

Before leaving, I sat underneath a gi-
ant douglas-fir deep in the forest. Birds 
chirped and tweeted. Moss was emerald 
green and encircled a large velvet-top 
mushroom. I was enthralled that my 
back was resting against a living being so 
enormous—more than 15 stories high—
that was grasping the sun with 60 million 
needles, cleansing the air and sprinkling 
the ground with eight million seeds a 
year. I felt small and humble; it was spiri-
tual and moving. I hoped there would al-
ways be places like this in BC.  

F O R 

M O R E 

I N F O

Learn about Wildwood at  
ecoforestry.ca.
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