Lumber info
Logging and lumbering began before 1800. 1832- 1881 it dominated life. Shingles were used as currency early on – five meals for 1000 shingles at hotel in Lexington. 10,000 shingles for barrel of flour and 20k for barrel of pork. Made from white pine, short blocks, split and then shaved with drawknife.

Lots of sawmills and lumber mills along the coast. Peak production on Black River was 1871 and 100,000,000 board feet were cut. In 1854 – 11,000,000 feet of lumber came from 7 sawmills on Cass River. In 1864- 40,000,000 feet of logs floated to Sag and Bay City. In 1872 – Huron Booming Co. 104,000,000 feet of logs down the Cass River – peak time. By 1879 – dropped to 7,000,000 feet.

Logging started in early winter when ground was frozed and logs could be hauled on sleds. Ended in spring when streams flooded and logs could be floated down the river. Dry seasons made it difficult – hard to move logs if not frozen and no water to drive them to the mills. Jams and drives hung up because of the weather.

Dangerous job – cut in half by saws, slipping on logs in water etc. worked from 6 am to 6 pm with only hour break. Summer its hot in mills and no time for drink.

1607 – started harvesting lumber in Jamestown colony and sent wood back to England.

Had to clear land to farm it and used cleared trees to build homes, furniture etc. 

Used to kill trees to clear – girdling them – cut circle of bark from trees – as died let in more sunlight to farm and after harvesting would have a log-rolling bee where they cut down the dead trunks and burned them! Made soap from removed lye from ashes, charcoal used for gunpowder.

Pit sawing – digging a pit and putting one man in the hole and one man on top on a platform and sawed the log that way – few feet per day

First sawmill from waterwheel in South Berwick ME in 1631. Meant could cut 500 board feet a day! Also used wood to make ships and that industry started in MA in 1631. 

Used maple for spinning wheels, oak for staves and barrels, cherry and walnut for chests, laurel for weavers’ shuttles. White pine could be used for everything – easy to cut, light but strong – best wood they could find. Floated high in water – easier to take down the river.

1691 – wrote up article that all pines and oaks that were over 24” at base and w/in 3 miles of stream were reserved for Royal Navy. Put the “broad arrow” on the tree to mark it. Most trees were 3’ to 6.5’ at base and tough to drag trees 3 miles. People chopped them down anyway. 1706 – tried to put a stop to logging industry and had Redcoats break into sawmills and put loggers in jail. Bloodshed and finally realized would not be able to enforce the ban.

1770 – won French and Indian War – all land east of Miss River was English territory. 

Shipbuilding from ME to VA – 1/3 of all English ships were being built in America!

Forests being penetrated – fur traders to explore the interior.

After Revolutionary War, no manufacturing had been set up in states – raw materials shipped to England. Now England did not want American raw materials so shipbuilding shut down. Soldiers paid with land grants. People also bid on Maine’s lumber – 12 ½ cents per acre! 

Immigrants arriving that needed wood for fuel, housing and to make goods. Towns sprung up along the coast. Lumberman needed workers and many hired immigrants who didn’t know one tree from another. As cut more wood – shipped to new markets – Asia, China, Australia. Bangor ME became first all lumber city in world – more than 400 sawmills going day and night.

Vertical saws used first but slow, then circular saw invented in 1820 and that made it possible to cut 40,000 feet per day. 

Lumbermen were unique individuals. Misjudging a falling tree could mean death. Logs in river swallow him up. “Woodsmen of America”. Slept in cabin w/bunk beds. Ate over fire in middle of room w/hole in roof for smoke. Worked from sun up to sun down in winter. No doctors – cut off injured limbs. Visited towns in spring with a roar – spending money in saloons and dance halls. Riding wood down river – had to be alert as a tiger and that was their nickname “Bangor Tigers”. Told stories of their feats, legend of Paul Bunyan from them. 

3 kinds of lumbermen – timber cruiser – looked for timber, woodsman – felled the trees and river-man who drove them down the river to the mill.

Cruiser – most important man in industry – find next lumber to take out. Estimate amount in an uncharted forest and take it to gov’t land office. To qualify: top physical condition, alertness, knowledge of forest, emotional stability and ability to estimate trees. Pay from 20 to 50 per day! Some worked for percentage of profits made from surveyed timber. Worked best in winter – easier traveling, no mosquitoes and flies, each man for himself, stop at nothing to get estimate in to land office, lit fire as protection against animals at night, made trail by cutting off strips of bark on trees, trees in Great Lakes were larger than New England trees, 125 to 200 feet tall, 6 – 8 feet in diameter, not much undergrowth – no light for other things to grow under the pines. Scouted for miles to find gov’t stake – then would pace off acre and estimate value of timber. Used hills to help see land – put figures in notebook – could take him 2 months to get estimate ready. Then had to hike 200 miles to nearest land office! 

MI was 95% forested and of that 60% was white and Norway pine – top two woods wanted.

1840 ads appeared in New England about land in west – men who knew the industry to come and cut the trees. Most headed for Great Lakes via Erie Canal – bypassed PA and NY. MI, like ME, existed for lumber while NY and PA were settled for other reasons – farming etc. They had also been lumbered out already – the best trees already taken. Men who settled there were logger-farmers who meant to stay and farm – not continue to log.

1850 – land in MI being sold for $1.25 acre. Growing population demanded lumber. People became millionaires from lumber – at one point 98 of them lived on Sag river.

Work started in Oct – setting up camp after moving inland, brought enough to last for months – food and feed for animals. Rivers used to move lumber so camps were close to rivers. Had to cut roads out of wilderness – chopped down the trees to do it.

Head of camp =  Bull of the Woods. Had to be able to beat any man in camp. Most could read or write, some not even speak English. Tough yet fair. Men hired for one job they did best but did do other jobs.

Swamper – road monkey – laid out sleigh road that lumber taken to river on. 25’ wide, sloping down to river, logs piled on shore til spring floods. Sleigh road was smooth – all trees and stumps removed and gradual curves – smaller roads off of it. Road was slippery in winter to make it easier to get logs to river. Iced the roads at night with a sprinkling tank that held 90 barrels of water – amount of water had to be just right for road to work.

Ax-man – cut down trees. 6’ in diameter in an hour if good. 

Choppers – trimmed limbs off the trunk

Sawyers – sawed the trunk itself into lengths of 14, 16 or 18’. First used the saws to cut trunks only after fallen – then in 1880’s used saw for chopping down tree first – faster and after that used saw all the time

Skidder – ox-skinner - drove oxen that took individual logs out of forest.

Cant-hook man loaded the logs onto a sleigh to be taken down the sleigh road to the river. Most dangerous job in camp outside of spring drive. Runners were placed 12 to 16’ apart. Horses pulled logs up leaning poles onto a platform on top of runners. Cant-hook guided the logs up the poles. Special guy was top-loader – stood on top of platform and guided logs onto it. When several were loaded – used chains to tighten and continued loading until full and chains went over entire load. Oxen hitched to sleigh sides to get it started – then let go and horses remained. 

Teamsters – operated the sleighs and unloaded wood at river. Two horses hauled 30 tons! Loads could be 35’ high.  If chains broke – the load squashed out – killing or maiming the driver and team. If went too fast, sleigh ran into horses – could also be caused by sleigh road being too slippery. Called sluicing and team likely killed. If teamster lost load and survived it – he was disgraced. Teamsters paid most in MI – 27 per month plus room and board.

Only 60 good days of hauling – spring brought sun to melt road and they shifted to doing it at night by torchlight. 

Scaler – estimate number of board feet produced. Board feet is lumber 1’ long x 1’ wide x 1” thick. Numbers needed to match cruisers estimate from the beginning. Scaler also marked ends of logs w/camp symbol so knew who owned the logs. Hammer like device with symbol raised was used to put it into the wood.

Square timber – chopped bark off four sides – French Canadians did this.

Oxen were main source of power for a long time but eventually replaced by horses because they were more intelligent. Over 40,000 head of oxen in MI at one point. Horses sold at Chicago for more than $400 per team.

Mostly had beans to eat at first, then cook became a reason to go to a certain camp. Best guys went where the food was good. Large camp would take 60 loaves of bread, barrel of doughnuts, 25 cakes 40 pies every day. Donuts 6” across. When busy time he would feed men 5 times a day and only slept when he could.

Cookee – chore boy, assistant to the cook, disabled logger, lowliest position in camp, sometimes boys of 12 or 13 to see if life suited him, took food to the men – even at night, pared veggie, made fires, washed towels etc. sometimes summoned the loggers to eat with horns, conch shells, bells also to wake them up

Sunday was day of rest. Water heated to wash clothes and shave etc. Sat nights big in bunk house, dancing, music, story telling. No liquor allowed in camps. Did allow tobacco – used if for gambling. Bought everything at company store and it was deducted from wages in the spring.

Had quota of logs to be cut by spring so as it got closer hurried to cut more timber. Rollways=piles of logs, wannigans= floating kitchens that would follow logs down the stream (built in spring). Tools used in float were repaired and readied. Then had to wait for level of water in stream to reach right height. 6 – 11 million dollars worth of logs went down every large stream in spring! If not get to sawmill – not get paid. People in mill towns and back east all waited for spring rains. 

Riverguards watched the level of water in the rivers. “driving pitch” was wanted – high enuf to float logs. Would listen to tree trunks to hear water coming and ice would finally be swept down the river – then he called out “drivin’ pitch” and all went crazy.

River-men or river-rats – spiked shoes. Lit explosives under rollways to move timber into river. Loud as the logs were tossed end over end. 

Used peaveys to pull logs out from under rollways. If not quick enuf to get out of way – some died. Vanguard was first crew to steer logs thru rapids or around bends in river – jumped from log to log – watching for jams.

Sackers followed vanguards – kept logs behind in order, used pikepoles and also flyboom that could be stretched across river to stop jams.

Boat crew w/extra tools came behind, along w/ wannigan – sent food in knapsacks to river-rats. 

Water boys hopped onto logs to give river-rats water to drink. Farmers came to sell to wannigan. Sometimes people came at night to chop off ends of logs to replace stamp w/ their own. Death was penalty if caught and would hang them over the river as a warning.

Town watched logs go through. Jams were feared by river-rats. Force of water would shove logs into the air and eventually flood areas around the jam. River-rats jumped from log to log trying to find out where the problem was. Danger in air – people on bank in whispers. One jam in St.Croix River in 1886 took 200 men, 100 horses 2 engines and 2 steamboats working 7 weeks before it was freed. 
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barges of pine went down erie canal – buffalo was largest lumber market – NYC on other end was world commerce point

roosters – lived on and guided rafts of timber down Mississippi River. Stephen Hanks – Lincoln’s cousin – worked on river for 40 years hauling rafts

1860  country used 8 billion board feet a year – 1870 – 13 billion. Hard to keep up w/ demand when season was so short – fall to spring. 

1870 – Silas Overpack was a carriage maker in Manistee MI. made a set of wheels to pull logs off his land. It worked! Some were 10 feet high to take out multiple logs at once. Now not limited to winter time work.

1876 – Winfield Gerrish saw a small locomotive at an exposition and built one to take lumber out of the woods. Next winter – no snow and the engine worked! Now pine away from streams could be cut and taken out. Railroads went crazy – but had to build them correctly – no hills too high that lumber could not be pulled over them and no sharp bends so the logs would fly off. 

When trains came – still 17 million acres of uncut pine in MI plus WI and MN. Cruisers went out in droves. Lawsuits flooded the courts over timber cases. Tracts of land bought years before could make a man a millionaire in an hour. Loggers heard little – did their job and made America great!

For 50 years – lumber was it. Sawmills were run by steam now and 74 mills in Sag alone. 

Saginaw river went from Sag to Bay City – 112 sawmills on it, solid wall of lumber lining both sides of river, lumber shipped to buffalo. Hundreds or more saloons were in bay city and sag. After spring drive 25000 loggers swarmed into town. Used up all their spring pay. 

Muskegon was Lumber Queen of the World.  On Lake MI, schooners went in and out – down to Chicago. Film of sawdust over lakes, money built mansions, bought racehorses for private tracks, sent daughters to Europe and lumber barons to Congress.

Once lumber was played out in MI – 1910 – loggers moved on to other areas of the country and other types of trees.

