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The Ohio Department of Natural Resources Division of 
Forestry is proud to present and share this collection 
of beautiful and timeless Smokey Bear artwork 
images. The collection is on loan to the State of Ohio 
from the Special Collections section of the United 
States Department of Agriculture National Agriculture 
Library (NAL), located in Washington DC. The NAL 
maintains one of the world’s largest and foremost 
collections related to agriculture and related sciences, 
including forestry. The display will be exhibited at 
ODNR State Park Lodges across Ohio in an effort to 
bring Smokey’s image and message close to home for 
Ohioans and visitors across the Buckeye State.

The images on display are replicas of paintings 
originally produced by famed US Forest Service artist 
Rudy Wendelin (1910-2000). Wendelin began his US 
Forest Service career in 1933, and in 1944 he was 
given the responsibility of bringing newly created 
wildfire prevention symbol Smokey Bear to life with 
his pencils, paints, brushes, and artistic prowess. 
He proceeded to create hundreds of Smokey Bear 
representations that highlighted natural resources 
conservation and wildfire prevention. Under 
Wendelin’s direction, Smokey grew into the beloved 
image and national icon that his remains to this 
day. After a long and distinguished career, Wendelin 
retired from the US Forest Service in 1973. 
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THE HISTORY OF SMOKEY BEAR

The guardian of our forests has 
been a part of the American scene 
since 1944. Smokey Bear’s history 
dates back December 7, 1941, 
when Japanese warplanes attacked 
Pearl Harbor. The following spring 
in 1942, a Japanese submarine 
surfaced near the coast of 
Southern California and fired a 
volley of shells that exploded in 
an oil field near Santa Barbara, 
very close to the Los Padres 
National Forest. This caused fear 
that exploding shells in timber 
stands along the West Coast could 
easily set off raging forest fires, in 
addition to those already caused 
by lightning and people. Protection 
of our forests from wildfire became 
a matter of national importance, 
and a new idea was embraced. If 
citizens could be urged to be more 
careful, perhaps some of the fires 
could be prevented. 

Up to that point, wildfire 
prevention campaigns had taken a 
variety of faces – forest fire caution 
and warning signs, Uncle Sam 
conveying the safety message, and 
in 1944, Walt Disney’s Bambi was 
temporarily used as a conveyor 
of the fire prevention message. 
Following the success of the deer 
fawn’s image for fire prevention, 
the US Forest Service and the 

Wartime Advertising Council 
determined that a forest animal 
would most prominently represent 
and symbolize the message of 
wildfire prevention, and that it 
should be a bear. Later that year, 
Smokey Bear was introduced as 
the national symbol for wildfire 
prevention. In Smokey’s early 
years, he took on a variety of 
images, but it was Rudy Wendelin 
who finely tuned and immortalized 
Smokey Bear’s likeness into the 
one we recognize today with his 
friendly demeanor, ranger hat, 
blue jeans, shovel, and message of 
Only YOU can prevent wildfires!   

Smokey Bear has been a fixture 
around Ohio for many years, 
making appearances at public 
events, schools, and annually at the 
ODNR Natural Resources Park at 
the Ohio State Fair – he continues 
to greet kids by name at the 
Fair. Smokey works hard around 
the Buckeye State to convey the 
message of wildfire prevention to 
kids and adults, and to remind us 
that everyone plays an important 
part in keeping our state safe by 
preventing wildfires. 

SMOKEY BEAR
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The Ohio Department of Natural Resources Division of Parks and 
Watercraft has graciously permitted the Division of Forestry to display 
this collection at State Park lodges across Ohio. Some brief information 
about each of these state parks and lodges follows:

Deer Creek State Park- Acquisition of land for Deer Creek State Park 
started in 1970. In addition to the State Park, additional public recreation 
lands in the area include Deer Creek Wildlife Area and property owned by 
the Army Corps of Engineers. Deer Creek Lodge is ODNR’s largest lodge 
and conference center. 

Maumee Bay State Park- Acquisition of land for Maumee Bay State Park 
started in 1974 with funds from the Land and Water Conservation Fund. 
This lodge and conference center is situated on the shore of beautiful 
Lake Erie, providing a unique setting and excellent fishing, boating, and 
swimming recreational opportunities.

Punderson State Park- Acquisition of land for Punderson Lake State 
Park started in 1948. The lodge and conference center stands near a 150-
acre glacial lake in Geauga County. Punderson Manor Lodge is an English 
Tudor-style mansion, and some rooms are said to be haunted by ghosts.

Hueston Woods State Park- Acquisition of land for Hueston Woods 
State Park started in 1945. The property was originally purchased by the 
Division of Forestry as a State Forest-Park, and all lands were transferred 
to the Division of Parks in 1949.

Burr Oak State Park- Acquisition of land for Burr Oak State Park started 
in 1950. This lodge and conference center in Morgan County is an 
excellent home base for those interested in great hiking opportunities, 
including access to the Buckeye Trail. 

Salt Fork State Park- Acquisition of land for Salt Fork State Park started 
in 1960. Built on Ohio’s largest state park, the lodge and conference 
center are in Guernsey County, and located on Salt Fork Lake which is a 
productive spot for fishermen. 

Mohican State Park- Acquisition of land for Mohican State Park started 
in 1928. Originally purchased by the Division of Forestry as a State Forest-
Park, the park was transferred to the Division of Parks in 1949. A fire 
tower still stands on nearby Mohican State Forest – be sure to check it out!
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Shawnee State Park- This state park was originally the Roosevelt Lake 
Game Preserve and acquisition of land for this state park started in 
1922. The property was transferred to the Division of Forestry until 1949 
when the land was reassigned to the Division of Parks. Most of the park 
infrastructure was built by the Civilian Conservation Corps under the 
direction of the Division of Forestry in the 1930’s. 

Lake Hope State Park- Acquisition of land for Lake Hope State Park 
started in 1939. Management of the forest and park was originally 
assigned to the Division of Forestry and transferred to the Division of 
Parks in 1949. The original dining lodge opened in 1951. It was built by 
state employees from the Division of Forestry utilizing timber grown 
and sawn on state forests, primarily from Zaleski State Forest, and stone 
quarried from Pike State Forest. The original dining lodge burned down 
in 2006, and it was rebuilt and dedicated in 2013. 

Geneva State Park- Acquisition of land for Geneva State Park started 
in 1964. The location is in the heart of Ohio’s wine country. Being on the 
shore of Lake Erie, Geneva State Park provides visitors with excellent 
recreation opportunities including fishing, swimming, and hiking trails 
through the unique lakeside ecosystems. 
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In 1885, the Ohio State Forestry 
Bureau (predecessor of the Ohio 
Division of Forestry) was tasked by 
the Governor to conduct a survey 
to determine the condition of the 
forest resource, and to suggest 
what legislation was necessary 
to improve forest conditions. The 
survey concluded that the high 
incidence of uncontrolled wildfires 
was one of the major causes of 
the statewide deterioration of the 
forest resource. 

In 1906 the Ohio General Assembly 
transferred the Ohio State Forestry 
Bureau to the Ohio Agriculture 
Extension Service where it became 
the Division of Forestry. During 
the early 1900’s, conservation 
was receiving much national 
attention with President Theodore 
Roosevelt providing leadership. In 
1915, the Ohio General Assembly 
appropriated $10,000 for the 
purchase of two areas, marking 
the beginning of the State Forest 
system in Ohio. In 1916, land 
was purchased for the first two 
state forests, Dean (1,500 acres in 
Lawrence County at $4.50/acre) 
and Waterloo (221 acres in Athens 
County at $9.00/acre). 

In 1921 the Ohio General Assembly 
approved $50,000 for purchase of 
more land for state forests, and 
$10,000 for forest fire control. A 
system of local fire wardens, and 

a fire detection system using fire 
towers was initiated. The first 
fire tower in Ohio was erected in 
1922 on Shawnee State Forest’s 
Copperhead Hill. 

During the 1930’s, the Great 
Depression required massive 
government work programs, 
including the Civilian Conservation 
Corps (CCC), which was the 
dominant program for Forestry. 
The accomplishments of the CCC 
members were tremendous. The 
CCC built roads, infrastructure 
and fire towers, planted trees, and 
fought wildfires.

In 1942 the CCC was disbanded 
as many corpsmen were enlisted 
to fight in WWII. Due to war 
restrictions on use of steel, fire 
towers could not be built. In spring 
1942, the Division appealed to the 
Civil Air Patrol to use small aircraft 
for fire detection, and two planes 
covered a 200-mile fire patrol four 
times daily. 

On 11 August 1949, the Division 
of Forestry became one of the 
seven charter Divisions in the 
newly created Ohio Department of 
Natural Resources. 

The drought-stricken extreme fire 
seasons of the early 1950’s clearly 
revealed that the Division was not 
staffed or equipped to handle a 
bad wildfire situation. Mechanical 

WILDFIRE MANAGEMENT IN OHIO
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equipment such as dozers, fire 
plows, and pumpers was sorely 
needed. In response to this, 
Forestry craftsmen designed and 
fabricated equipment, machinery, 
and vehicles for forest fire 
suppression. 

Smokey Bear joined the Ohio State 
Fair in 1959 when an 18-foot tall, 
animated bear was built by the 
Division’s carpentry shop. The first 
version of Smokey did not talk but 
was accompanied by a recording 
of the Smokey Bear song. When 
Smokey did learn to talk, he proved 
even more popular. The current 
animatronic Smokey Bear took up 
residence at the Ohio State Fair-
grounds in the summer of 2014. 

The drought of 1963 resulted in 
extremely elevated wildfire danger 
and necessitated placing the 
Ohio National Guard on alert. 
By the end of the 1960’s the last 
of the 39 fire towers that once 
stood in Ohio were contracted 
to be constructed.

During the late 
1970’s and 
1980’s the use of 
fire towers was 
phased out in 
favor of reliance 
upon aircraft 
for detection 
purposes. The 
use of the towers 

ended in 1978, with the tower in 
Pike County last in service. In 2016, 
with the assistance of the Division 
of Engineering and a private 
contractor, a fire tower was moved 
from southern Ohio to the Ohio 
State Fairgrounds for aesthetic and 
nostalgic purposes.

In 1986, the Division fielded the 
first wildfire suppression crew 
mobilized to assist in suppression 
of wildfires in western states. 
Since then, the Division has sent 
many crews, fire engines, dozers, 
and individuals with specialized 
qualifications to help national 
wildfire suppression efforts.

In 1988 the Ohio Legislature 
passed a bill that instituted a 
ban on most open burning in 



6 DIVISION OF

unincorporated areas between 6 
am to 6 pm during the fire season 
months of March, April, May, 
October, and November.

In the early 2000’s, the Division 
of Forestry expanded the use 
of prescribed fire as a resource 
management tool on state forest 
lands. Scientific research 
has proven that when used 
appropriately, prescribed 
fire is a very important 
and effective process in 
promoting regeneration of 
oak-hickory forests, which 
historically dominated 
southern Ohio.  

Today, the Division of 
Forestry continues to 
provide support, training, 
and equipment to local 
fire departments for the 

suppression of wildfires in Ohio. 
Wildfire prevention, education, 
and public safety continue to be a 
primary focus of the Ohio Division 
of Forestry.
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SMOKEY’S FAN MAIL

(1979)

Painting of Smokey Bear sitting in chair in his office reading his fan mail.
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TEN-FOUR, GREEN AND CLEAR

(1980)

Painting of Smokey Bear and two cubs in a vehicle driving away from a 
clean lake full of kids playing.
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OK - ALONG THE TRAIL

(1981)

Painting of Smokey Bear, holding a shovel in his hand and a camping 
backpack on his back, giving the OK to two cubs who are looking at a 
camp site occupied by visitors.
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CARELESS PEOPLE ARE THE PROBLEM

(1982)

Painting of Smokey Bear teaching two cubs and a variety of animals in 
the forest. Smokey points to a poster with a drawing of people plus a lit 
match equals a burned tree. Behind Smokey is a burned down forest.
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TREES GIVE US MANY THINGS

(1983)

Painting of Smokey Bear sitting in a chair in his cabin reading a book 
about trees to the two cubs beside him.
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HURRY UP- HERE THEY COME

(1984)

Painting of Smokey Bear hurrying to finish putting up signs as visitors 
arrive. Two cubs on top of a picnic table help paint the signs that Smokey 
is hanging. The signs read “Please Prevent Forest Fires” with a picture of 
Smokey’s face in the center.
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CLEAN AND SPARKLING WATER

(1986)

Painting of Smokey Bear walking through a stream while holding a shovel 
in one hand and some signs in the other. There are two cubs playing in 
the stream.
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PROTECT OUR RESOURCES

(1987)

Painting of Smokey Bear holding a shovel while pointing at a group of 
visitors looking over a stone wall at the lake and forest. Two cubs hiding 
in the forest watch the visitors.
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NATURE’S GOLD MEDAL WINNER

(1988)

Painting of Smokey Bear posing with a shovel in one hand and a gold 
medal around his neck for someone drawing a picture of him. There 
is one cub holding onto the shovel and another cub behind the tree 
Smokey is leaning on. There is also a deer on the other side of Smokey.
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DEAR SMOKEY

(1989)

Painting of Smokey Bear reading his mail next to his mail box while two 
cubs play on it.
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WHY?

(1990)

Painting of Smokey Bear holding a cub and a shovel in a burned down 
forest. One side shows another cub holding onto Smokey’s leg and on 
the other side is a deer. In front of Smokey is a burned sign that reads 
“Prevent Forest and Brush Fires”.
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THE EVIDENCE

(1991)

Painting of Smokey Bear looking at the evidence of a camp fire. The 
background shows half a forest that is green and full of animals while the 
other half of the forest is burned down.
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ONLY YOU . . .CAN HELP KEEP THE DREAM ALIVE

(1992)

Painting of Smokey Bear sleeping in a bed with a cub in each arm. 
Smokey is dreaming of visitors entering the camp grounds with forest 
animals near by.
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AMONG THE HOMELESS- HELP PREVENT DESTRUCTIVE 
FOREST WILDFIRES

(1993)

Painting of Smokey Bear holding two cubs in his arms while looking at a 
burned down forest and cabin with the other animals of the forest.
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TREES ARE WONDERFUL FRIENDS

(1994)

Painting of Smokey Bear hugging a tree while on cub is climbing the tree. 
Another cub is playing with falling leaves.
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HEY COME BACK- YOU FORGOT SOMETHING

(1995)

Painting of Smokey Bear holding a shovel while trying to stop a van that 
is driving away from the camp grounds. Two cubs are putting out a camp 
fire next to a overflowing trash can that is knocked over.
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SMOKEY SAYS- PREVENT WILDFIRES

(1995)

Painting of Smokey Bear holding a cub in one hand and a shovel in 
another. There is a cub holding onto Smokey’s leg and a variety of 
different forest animals behind Smokey.
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HIGH FIVE FOR FIRE PROTECTION

(1996)

Painting of Smokey Bear giving a passing fireman in a fire truck a high 
five. Two cubs on a tree and other forest animals are around looking at 
the fire truck.




