
 

 

  

 

Poaching Public Trees for Musical Instruments 
 

 

Greetings! 
 

I recently came across an old article about four thieves who have been accused of stealing $800k in 
wood from Gifford Pinchot National Forest in Washington (Feds: 'Music wood' poachers targeted 
Washington old growth maples, Levi Pulkkinen, SeattlePI, Wednesday, August 5, 2015). I've 
summarized the case below. 
 
It reminded me that not all timber theft is created equal. If you are stealing the right kinds of trees, it 
doesn't take many actual logs to count for big bucks.  In this case, the trees were stolen from public 
land.  Through a timber thief's eyes, America's national forests are a gold mine.  In 2003, the 
Associated Press contacted a dozen forest economists and they estimate that $1 billion in stolen 
trees is carted away from the country's public and private lands each year.  Old growth timber, most 
often targeted by thieves, can net a $5,000 profit from just a single tree.  In one recent case study, 
certain maple trees were stolen because woodworkers use them for fine musical instruments.  The 
specifics of that case are given below. 
 
While timber has a significant monetary value, it also carries a certain cultural value that can't be 
overlooked.  We all appreciate trees in our yards, parks and national forests.  And we also 
appreciate the longevity of trees knowing that some of the trees in national forests could have been 
growing as long ago as when Columbus came to America.  
 
Although most of my readers are not involved with public lands like national forests, I'm sure, like 
me, you have visited a national forest on vacation.  
 
Shortly after our nation was founded, our national forests were treated by 
settlers as the "hardware store" where they could readily access the lumber 
they needed for homes, barns and fencing.  Because of this dramatic 
harvesting, legislation was passed as early as 1831 to restrict the harvesting of 
public trees.  The first attempts at controlling theft were not very successful, 
but since that time, several federal statutes have been utilized to prosecute 
timber thieves and those who knowingly purchase stolen timber.  It is 
commonly prosecuted as a felony under the crimes of embezzlement and theft 
of public property.  If the total value of the stolen or received goods exceeds 
$1000, as is usually the case with the theft of valuable timber, a perpetrator 
can be sentenced up to ten years in prison and/or receive fines. 
 
Read on to consider timber theft from the public perspective. 
 
Warmly, 
Aaron 
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Not all timber theft is created equal.  If you are stealing the right kinds of trees, it doesn't 
take many actual logs to count for big bucks. 

  
Some background on Tree Theft on Public Land 
 
With all the statutory and regulatory safeguards in place, it seems that timber theft should be well-
controlled.  However, this is not the case. The simple geographical facts represented by forests 
scattered over square miles and accessible by numerous forest roads make timber a tempting 
target.  
 
Timber theft on public land is usually done in one of two ways: commercial theft or individual tree 
poaching.  Commercial timber theft occurs when a logging company steps outside the boundaries of 
the contract and removes trees not included in the contract or outside the boundaries of the 
contract.  It can also be perpetrated through scaling fraud, when third party scalers intentionally 
miscalculate the size and quality of cut government timber and consequently getting free or reduced-
price timber.   
 
If caught, the courts tend to treat these cases as contract breaches and focus on the monetary value 
of the losses without considering the historical, cultural, aesthetic, biological diversity and 
environmental benefits.   While the value of some trees can be as high as $20,000 per tree, if a case 
of timber theft does not include highly valued trees, the theft can be overlooked and not punished.  
 
Individual tree poaching, as described in the case below, occurs when an individual steals a tree or 
a group of trees. It is the most commonly prosecuted method of timber theft throughout the United 
States. In one reported case in Indiana, tree poachers were convicted of stealing two valuable black 
walnut trees worth $150,000 each.  The convicted poachers were sentenced to three years in prison 
and ordered to pay $900,000 in fines.   
 
In New York, a woman was sentenced to seven years in prison for illegally felling 600 trees from the 
Catskill Forest Preserve.  
 
In another federal case, an individual tree poacher, convicted of stealing over 180 trees from the 
Sequoia National Forest, was sentenced to thirty-three months in prison and was ordered to pay 
$309,140 in restitution to the government. 
 

Case Study - Stealing rare trees to make musical instruments 
 
In 2015, four men were indicted by a federal grand jury in Seattle of poaching old-growth maple from 
a Washington National Forest. The "quartet" had allegedly stolen trees from Gifford Pinchot National 
Forest in southwest Washington to use the wood for pricey musical instruments.  
 
The three timber thieves were colluding with the owner of J&L Tonewoods, who used the business 
as a front for poached maple.  The textured wood known as "figured maple" found in some big leaf 
maple trees is prized by woodworkers.  Blocks of some patterns (called "flame maple"  



and "quilt maple") sell for hundreds of dollars. 
 
Kupers, the owner of J&L Tonewoods, even 
helped train the timber thieves who provided 
his business with poached wood.  The three 
thieves would visit the forest during daylight 
hours searching for figured maple.  Then they 
would return at night to fell threes and haul 
rounds and blocks to J&L Tonewoods. 
 
One site near a campground was known as the 
"slaughterhouse."  There the thieves took 
$95,000-worth of maple in three weeks.  The 
thieves made 50 sales from October 2011 
through March 2012.  Kupers then resold the 
wood for three times the price he'd paid for it.  The prosecutor in this case said, "the theft of wood 
from public lands had 'reached near epidemic proportions.'"  
 
The three thieves who actually cut the timber were prosecuted first and pled guilty.  Then, in April 
2016, the case was settled.  Harold Clause Kupers was sentenced to six months in prison for 
trafficking in big leaf maple that was later sold to guitar makers.  He will also serve six months of 
home detention and pay nearly $160,000 in restitution. 
 
Kupers pleaded guilty to violating the federal Lacey Act designed to protect fish, wildlife, plants and 
timber. His plea marks the first time prosecutors have obtained a Lacey Act conviction for trafficking 
in poached Northwest maple wood.   
 
Historically the Lacey Act has been used to prosecute traffickers of more high profile species like 
ebony wood, black coral and even tigers. 
 
It's my hope that by sharing case studies of theft we as an industry can continue to create methods 
to combat the thievery that occurs in both public and private forests.  Successful prosecutions send 
a message to the thieves that have yet to be caught.  
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