
I was born in Thessaloniki, Makedonia, the second largest city in Greece and densely populated 

metropolis rich in history and … concrete. Every year in the summer I was sent to my parents’ village 

located 30 miles outside the city. The village has mountains to its south that were covered with medium 

density, hardwood forest slowly regrowing after its demise during World War II. The forest was grazed 

heavily by goats, and most trees were ill-formed. Heavy summer downpours caused floods that damaged 

crops and even structures in and around the village. I kept hearing old-timers lamenting the destruction of 

the pre-war dense oak forest that did not allow floods and sustained wildlife. I was wondering what I 

could do to restore the land. 

Forestry was my top choice for college, which in Greece is tuition free. After the two-week-long national 

exams at the end of eleventh and twelfth grade, my scores admitted me to the forestry department of 

Aristotle University. I was privileged to have visionary professors in ecology and forest management as 

instructors, yet I became increasingly curious about remote sensing. In part due to the realization that the 

traditional assessment of forest resources was logistically and financially infeasible, at least in the long 

run. All remote sensing-relevant coursework in college, however, focused on photogrammetry, with a 

final chapter that mentioned satellites in passing. Assessing tree height on pairs of aerial photos with a 

stereoscope was the only element of practical training. I was hungry for more, much more. Owing mostly 

to this motivation, I graduated Summa Cum Laude. 

While in the army, a service mandatory for males in Greece, I applied and was accepted for graduate 

studies in North America universities but was unable to enroll thanks to the astronomical, by Greek 

standards, cost of tuition. Just before my release from military service, I learned about, applied, and 

ultimately received the G. Bouyoucos fellowship for graduate studies at Michigan State University. I 

never got the chance to meet my benefactor; he had passed away in Michigan a few years earlier. I arrived 

in East Lansing on a cold New Year’s Day afternoon improperly dressed for the season and having only 

three months of intensely studying English. 

The academic and cultural shock was rather strong. My future advisor picked me up at the airport, 

although I was not a politician nor a celebrity. On the tour of the department of forestry, I was floored to 

notice wood paneling in the main hallway. I was assigned personal workspace in a lab, with unlimited 

access to a real computer and a printer, and given photocopying credit to a library with millions of books 

and journals. I thought I was in fairyland.  

Two weeks after my arrival, the department chairperson informed me that in a week’s time I would have 

to present at the departmental seminar the state of forestry in Greece for “… 45 minutes plus 10 minutes 

for questions.” In front of university audience. For a whole hour. In English! I pulled more all-nighters 

that week, writing, translating, and memorizing my speech, than the rest of my life. Thankfully during the 

presentation, I was not distracted by the frequent broad smiles of faculty and students. It was explained 

later by my fast-talking upper New York state lab mate that the smiles were from my pronouncing 

quaking aspen as ‘quacking,’ putting the tone on the wrong syllable of the work ‘refer,’ and many other 

anecdotes. You see, at the time there was no Google translate pronouncing any word with locality 

adjustments. 

I finished my master’s with focus on GIS and the delineation of drainage networks on flat terrain. It 

included all the early GPS technology, command line ArcInfo, and AML programming for those old 

enough to know the terms. I then moved on to a PhD, exploring the utility of high-resolution space and 

airborne imagery for forest inventory purposes, which was then just emerging. I spent two eventful 

summers in northern Michigan collecting data for my dissertation and appreciating the serenity of the 

Huron Manistee National Forest while interacting with and learning about the pragmatic needs of 



Michigan DNR officials, plus the occasional local resident who roamed the woods armed and who, noting 

my accent, declared in no vague terms that I was not welcomed to the area. All very useful life 

experiences. 

After I completed my PhD work, I joined the then Forest Inventory and Analysis Program of the PNW 

Research Station in Portland, Oregon, first as a postdoc and after my naturalization in a permanent 

research position. I debated pursuing an appointment in academia, but the beauty of the Oregon forests 

and landscapes prevailed. I have visited forests in northern and central Europe, Siberia, around the 

Mediterranean, up and down the east coast, the upper Midwest, and elsewhere. None compares to the 

forests of Oregon. From the Strawberry Mountain Wilderness, the tree line at Mount Jefferson plateau, to 

the coastal range. Oregon is a paradise for foresters. 

Although I still work with satellite imagery and various GIS analyses, my focus since 2005 is on LiDAR 

and more recently point clouds generated from drone imagery. Twenty-five years of experience with 

remote sensing have shown me that the field evolves constantly and with it challenges and opportunities. 

The introduction of high-resolution digital imagery for civilian uses in the ’90s, the advent of commercial 

LiDAR in the early 2000s, drones in the early ’10s, and the high-frequency microsatellite imagery more 

recently. Not to forget the role of artificial intelligence.  

When I worked on my dissertation, remote sensing-based annual mapping of important inventory 

parameters, such as volume, biomass, and carbon was a fantasy. Today it is an established practice. While 

the vision is unchanged, colleagues and I continue to strive for base map updates with ever higher 

frequency, gains in accuracy and precision, and lower cost. I am grateful I have been given the 

opportunity to participate in this journey and to hopefully contribute to the assessment of forest resources.  
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