David T. Mason (1883-1973)

By Gerald W. Williams

David T. Mason was a professional forester, one of the first in Oregon. Almost single-handedly he
moved the timber industry from the practice of cutting timber and leaving the land to recover on its
own to one based on a model of applied forest science. He also saw the need to make sure that
local communities would benefit from scientifically based forestry far into the future.

Mason was born in Newark, New Jersey, on March 11, 1883. He earned a bachelor’s degree in
1905 from Rutgers University and a master’s in forestry from Yale in 1907. Soon after graduation,
he began working for the U.S. Forest Service. His assignment was to work on the conditions that
were affecting the lumber industry in the inland Pacific Northwest. The results of the study, “Timber
Ownership and Lumber Production in the Inland Empire,” were published in 1920.

Mason became a professor of forestry at the University of California in 1915, and two years later he
joined the new 10th Engineers (Forestry) assigned to France. After the war, he first worked for the
Internal Revenue Service in charge of the timber section and then as a consulting forester in
Portland.

In 1923, Mason and Carl M. Stevens started Mason and Stevens, a company that soon became a
mainstay of the forestry consultant business in Oregon. Mason and Stevens helped change the
industry’s emphasis from simply cutting down trees to professional forestry. The company
advocated for increased fire protection, lower taxes on forest lands, and planning for sustained
yields in an effort to benefit companies and timber-dependent communities. They remained in
business until 1931, when Mason was appointed manager of the Western Pine Association and
moved to Washington, D.C.

During the Roosevelt Administration in 1933, he helped write the National Recovery
Administration’s (NRA) lumber code (Article X), which required lumber companies to adopt various
conservation measures. Mason was also in charge of the Lumber Code Authority and was
authorized to enforce Article X until the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that the NRA was not a legal
authority under the New Deal legislation in 1935.

Longing to be closer to the Pacific Northwest, Mason returned to Portland in 1936. He formed a
new partnership with Donald Bruce, Mason & Bruce. James Girard joined the group, and in 1948
the firm adopted its present name, Mason, Bruce & Girard.

David Mason became identified with the principle of “sustained yield," the idea that timber owners
should cut no more timber than they could replant, therefore managing the land for permanent
timber production. It was a difficult sell to the timber companies, most of which were following the
“cut out and get out" idea of timber harvesting, but the principle found willing converts in the federal
government.

In 1937, Mason was instrumental in drafting legislation for the "O&C" Administration Act, which set
the principle of sustained yield for managing Oregon and California railroad grant lands in western
Oregon. He also helped draft the sustained yield principles for the U.S. Forest Service through the
Sustained Yield Forest Management Act of 1944. This act was designed not only to ensure
long-term forest growth but also to establish sustained-yield management units in conjunction with
affected communities and Forest Service lands.

For several decades, Mason served as a board member of the Forest History Society, which is
devoted to the preservation of public and private forestry history and environmental education. He
was elected president of the Oregon Historical Society and served in that capacity from 1955 to
1957. After a long and distinguished life and career, spanning ninety years, Mason died on
September 3, 1973.
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