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History

Indiana’s nursery program began at 
the turn of century and has enjoyed 
a productive and successful histo-
ry. Indiana’s favorable climate and 
productive soils made the state’s 
land ideal for agricultural use. Loss 
of forest cover led to serious soil 
erosion, siltation of streams and 
lakes, and a shortage of timber. In 
1901, the first state legislation was 
enacted to create the Clark For-
est Reservation to address these 
problems. By 1903, steps were be-
ing taken to establish the first state 
nursery at Clark.

Native deciduous species were planted in the early years; however, experience showed that many 
of our native trees were not well suited for establishment on the heavily eroded sites that were in 
need of reforestation. Emphasis gradually shifted to species such as black locust, which can fix 
nitrogen, and white pine and red pine, which can adapt to poor soils. The idea was to plant pines 
and allow them to grow and return the soil to a productive condition that would support a decidu-
ous forest. As anticipated, the native deciduous species naturally seeded into the pine and locust 
mix of these early plantings, and gradually returned the species composition to one of mixed 
hardwoods. As more productive sites became available for planting, emphasis returned to plant-
ing native deciduous species.

Reforestation has always been a 
joint effort between landowners, 
nurseries and foresters, along with 
conservationists in other areas. 
A constant theme has been that 
seedling demand is cyclical and is 
driven by state and federal incen-
tives for landowner reforestation 
investments. Nurserymen were 
always challenged to grow the 
species and the quantity of stock 
that was needed at the time.

Currently, the DNR operates two 
tree seedling nurseries. Jasper-
Pulaski State Nursery in north-
ern Indiana, located just north 
of Medaryville on U.S. 421, and 

Vallonia State Nursery in southern In-
diana located near Vallonia in Jackson 
County, serve landowners statewide.

Indiana’s reforestation effort has be-
come an effective partnership between 
the nurseries, Indiana citizens, agencies 
and corporations. The nurseries pro-
vide high quality seedlings at low cost, 
landowners provide the site and the 
planting, DNR foresters and biologists 
provide plans and recommendations, 
and county agricultural offices provide 
incentive through farm programs. It is a 
partnership that promises a greener to-
morrow for Indiana.

There are six customer purchasing categories (Figure 1). Timber production and mine land recla-
mation customers make up the biggest portion of who we serve. Over 50 percent of our seedling 
inventory fits into these two categories. Windbreak establishment, primarily in the northern part 
of the state, is an important use of the conifers. Wildlife enhancement and government-assisted 
programs are other uses of the planting stock we produce. Every year the Indiana Nursery Pro-
gram offers a free seedling to all third-grade students across the state, to celebrate Arbor Day. 
Promoting tree planting to children at a young age is a way to show the importance of planting 
trees and the benefits they provide the society. Over the years “whom we serve” has not changed 
but the percentages within categories fluctuate from year to year.

In 1964-65, the Division of For-
estry depended on the U.S. Forest 
Service for production of plant-
ing stock at the Vallonia Nursery. 
At that time Vallonia was feder-
ally owned. Due to the state’s 
reliance on Vallonia Nursery for 
seedlings and to improve effi-
ciency, the Division of Forestry 
requested that Vallonia Nursery 
be turned over to the state. The 
Forest Service agreed to lease the 
Vallonia Nursery to the State of 
Indiana in 1965 and let the Divi-
sion of Forestry operate it.

The state legislature passed Sen-
ate Bill 690 in 1973. Under this 
statute, the state nursery program 
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would provide 100 free seedlings 
to each senator and representative 
for the purpose of informing citi-
zens in their district about the value 
of planting trees and the value of a 
state nursery program.

Ownership of Vallonia Nursery 
was transferred to the state in 1981 
as a result of a land exchange with 
the Forest Service. Four years after 
the ownership transfer, an 81-acre 
tract of land adjacent to the nursery 
was purchased by the Division of 
Forestry. In 1988 development of 
seedbed areas on this land began, 
along with renovation of the old 

nursery seedbed areas, office, and grading and storage facilities. At this same time, renovation 
efforts also began at the Jasper-Pulaski Nursery.

During this decade the need to expand nursery production capacity became apparent. This was 
driven by three factors. First, increased funding of the Conservation Reserve Program in the 1980s 
as part of the Federal Farm Legislation led to a large increase in demand for seedlings. These seed-
lings were used to replant areas once active in agricultural production. Second, as hardwood timber 
value increased, tree planting moved from worn-out soils to productive agricultural soils. Since 
research showed that hardwood seedlings could be successfully planted on these sites, nursery pro-
duction moved from mainly conifer production to hardwood production. Third, along with the shift 
from conifer to deciduous production came a shift from small seedling to large seedling production. 
Small pine seedlings performed satisfactorily on the worn-out soils of the early 1900s, but small 
seedlings were poorly suited to plan-
tations on the more fertile sites of the 
late 1900s. Not only were our nurser-
ies challenged to grow many differ-
ent species, but they also faced the 
challenge of producing significantly 
larger seedlings at a reasonable cost. 
In the early 1970s average seedbed 
densities were in the range of 25 seed-
lings per square foot. Today, seedbed 
density averages about five seedlings 
per square foot in our nurseries and 
quality is equal in importance to the 
total number produced.

Using high-quality seedlings to as-
sure good out-planting survival is a 
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goal the nursery strives to reach. Emphasis is put on the various cultural practices to ensure the 
highest quality seedlings are available to our customers. Seedbed densities, thorough testing of 
seed, fertilization schedules, pest control and proper packaging all are a part in raising quality seed-
lings. The majority of the seed in which we raise our nursery stock comes from stands throughout 
Indiana. This assures the seedlings are acclimated to Indiana’s climate and growing conditions.

Restoration of high-quality timber stands starts with quality seedlings. Predicting future timber 
species demand is difficult at best. Past trends and current demand are our best indicators of future 
needs. Seed collection is geared toward the demand we see today as well as predictions for what 
the future might hold.
  
Since the beginning of the Division of Forestry, the nursery has helped landowners, both public 
and private, regrow Indiana forestlands. Almost all landowners who plant trees understand the 
long-term nature of the venture. The economic returns from such an investment are delayed for 
many years, usually past the lifetime of the tree planter. However, the benefits to the quality of 
our soil, water, and air begin quickly, as do the benefits to wildlife. Society reaps these benefits 
as much or more than the tree planter or growers.

Total production at both nurseries peaked at 7 million seedlings in 1991, then fell back to between 4 
and 5 million seedlings annually during the mid-1990s (Table 1). As we entered the 21st century, pro-
duction began its cyclic decline to where, presently, annual production  rests at approximately 3.60 mil-
lion. When the cycle of demand again peaks, our nurseries stand ready to meet landownwner needs.

Additional Information
For more information
concerning the
Indiana Nursery Program
please contact:

Vallonia State Tree Nursery
2782 W. CR.540 S.
Vallonia, IN. 47281
Phone:  812.358.3621
Fax:  812.358.9033
vallonianursery@dnr.in.gov


