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TRACING THE PROGRESSION 
OF THE EARLY AMERICAN 

LOGGING INDUSTRY

C
learing land for farms and cities. Creating 
building materials for homes and ships. 
Providing firewood and paper products. 
In many ways, the logging industry helped 
build America. From New England to the 
South, from the Midwest toward the Pacific 
Northwest, millions of acres of plentiful 

forests would be leveled, driven by an insatiable demand for 
expansion. Once, forests were considered inexhaustible. But 
massive deforestation fueled a national awareness that forests 
could not be so recklessly harvested without devastating conse-
quences. This desire to save and defend these precious natural 
commodities eventually spurred the formation of the U.S. Forest 
Service in 1905.

COLONIAL LOGGING IN THE SOUTH
In establishing the Jamestown, Va., Colony in 1607, the Virginia 

Company fondly hoped for riches from some profitable indus-
try, inspired by the gold and silver Spain was reaping from its 
Latin American Colonies. The region was “replenish with wood 
of all kindes, the best any of us ever saw,” as Captain Gabriel 
Archer wrote that year, and Captain John Smith remarked on 
the variety from oaks and cedars to sassafras; woodcutting and 
making wood byproducts for houses and ships in England, as 

well as furniture and barrels, seemed promising. Therefore, 
Jamestown’s first group of settlers included four carpenters, 
plus two bricklayers and a mason. 

The Virginia Company sent many lumbering tools to the 
fledgling Colony—one ship in 1608 contained 200 to 300 hatch-
ets and pickaxes—and Jamestown shipped timber to England 
until 1624. But profits were slim, since transporting timber was 
expensive and woodworkers were in short supply. The company 
sent German immigrant carpenters in late 1608; when Smith 
returned to England a year later, only one carpenter was left.

An Irish traveler to Virginia in the late 18th century marveled 
at settlers’ attitudes toward forests. “They have an unconquer-
able aversion to trees, and whenever a settlement is made, they 
cut away all before them without mercy; not one is spared,” Isaac 
Weld wrote about his journey in 1795–97. “They are looked upon 
as a nuisance, and the man that can cut down the largest number, 
and have the fields about his house most clear of them, is looked 
upon as the most industrious citizen and the one that is making 
the greatest improvement in the country.” Writing admiringly 
of woodlands, hills and waterfalls he spotted, he noted the aver-
age American would “stare with astonishment at a person who 
can feel any delight in passing through such a country as this.”

Colonial North Carolina had far better luck with logging. 
Pines from east and central North Carolina largely built British G
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warships in the 18th century, which helped fuel the expansion 
of its vast empire, according to Edward L. Kick, professor of 
agricultural and resource economics at North Carolina State 
University, in a paper in the Journal of World-Systems Research. 
For shipbuilding, the state’s loblolly pines and Southern yellow 
pines were cut down for timber and also for tar, pitch and tur-
pentine, pine resin by-products called “naval stores.” Tar, made 
by boiling pine branches and logs in a kiln until they turned 
sticky and inky-black, was used to waterproof rope for rigging. 
Pitch sealed ship hulls and bottoms, while turpentine had mul-
tiple uses from paint thinners to lamp oil, and became the most 
in-demand naval store. 

In 1705, Britain paid a bounty of four pounds sterling per ton 
of naval stores, under a law called the Naval Stores Act. In 1718, 
colonists exported more than 82,000 barrels of naval stores 
to Britain, seven times as much as the rest of Europe. By 1787, 
North Carolina was the top naval stores producer in the nation.

MAINE: AN INDUSTRY HOTBED 
Fittingly nicknamed the Pine Tree State, Maine became a 

major logging center because of the vast evergreen forests in 
its interior, called the North Woods. English explorers first cut 

trees here in the 1600s on Monhegan Island, off the coast of 
Rockland in southern Maine. In 1634, the first sawmill pow-
ered by water was built in South Berwick.

By 1832, Bangor, a city in central Maine, had become the 
world’s largest shipping port for lumber, often used for ship 
masts. Sometimes up to 3,000 ships were anchored at its port 
on the Penobscot River, according to the Patten Lumbermen’s 
Museum near Mount Katahdin in Patten, once a booming log-
ging center. 

“White pines of a certain size were marked with the ‘Kings 
Broad Arrow’ marking, which meant they could only be cut and 

used by the British for the masts on their ships as they were 
tall, strong and straight,” said Rhonda Brophy, the museum’s 
director and curator. “In the mid- to late 1800s the white pine 
began to run out and spruce became the tree of choice. Just 
about every town had a sawmill.” Victorian and Greek Revival 
mansions that still stand today were built by “lumber barons." 
Bangor shipped more than 8.7 billion board feet of lumber 
from 1832 to 1888.

TOOLS OF THE TRADE
A lumberjack’s life was spartan. In Maine logging camps circa 

1820, all men slept together, fully clothed, on a communal “bed” 
of balsam fir boughs beneath a long woolen blanket. A camp, 
built from spruce logs, was constructed around a fire pit for 
warmth, a hollowed-out log served as a sink, and wet cloth-
ing was dried by the fire. “Trees were cut down in the harsh 
Maine winter. Logs were piled next to rivers so when they were 
full from snow melt in spring, they were pushed in and floated 
downstream to Bangor-area mills,” Brophy explained. 

Logging started with the axe. “The American landscape has 
been altered more by the axe than any other tool,” wrote Brett 
McLeod, author of American Axe (Storey Publishing, 2020) and 
chairman of the forestry department at Paul Smith’s College, in 
upstate New York’s Adirondack State Park. Simple and afford-
able to make and buy, most American axes were made of hickory 
with a steel edge; before 1850, most were hand-forged. 

Crosscut saws, which required two people to saw back and 
forth; the evolution of tooth and raker designs; and circular rip 
saws were “revolutionary” in the 1800s, said Jeff Johns, man-
ager of the Forest History Center in Grand Rapids, Minn. Long 
poles with metal hooks at the end, called “cant dogs,” rolled logs 
into position on river drives or piled logs. An Upper Stillwater, 
Maine, blacksmith Joseph Peavey, invented the Peavey Cant 
Dog in 1858, which made it more controllable by adding a lever 
to the hook. 

Many Maine lumbermen sought work in other states, such 
as Minnesota and the western end of the Eastern white pine’s 

North Carolina stillhouse with barrels of naval stores

A load of white pine logs being loaded with 
cant hooks by three men

FO
RE

ST
 S

ER
V

IC
E;

  U
SD

A

American Spirit  |  July/August 2020  31



natural growing range, where white pine lumbering began in 
the 1830s. “Loggers were an itinerant bunch who went from 
camp to camp, following the jobs,” McLeod said. In Minnesota, 
1900 was the peak year for white pine harvesting, when 20,000 
men harvested about 2.3 billion board feet, according to Johns.

THE GREATEST GOOD
Trees often don’t just grow back after they are cut down. 

“Forests grow at different rates based on climate, soil quality, 
and other factors, and vary greatly by species. Some trees will 
regrow from a stump; others, like pines, won’t,” Johns said.

Massive tree-cutting also has far-reaching 
consequences, according to Johns. “When you 
clear-cut an entire forest, you’re essentially 
decimating its natural reproduction system. 
For example, when they clear-cut northern 
Minnesota’s white and red pine trees, indig-
enous moose and caribou left, migrating further 
north, while whitetail deer took their place—
who ate the seedlings as they tried to grow, a 
major impediment to re-establishing the forests. 
Aspens and other rapid-growing species invaded 
and took over.”

Enter Gifford Pinchot, who became the fourth 
chief of the Division of Forestry (part of the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture) in 1898 and the first chief of the 
U.S. Forest Service in 1905. (Learn about Pinchot's mother, 
Mary Pinchot, and her DAR conservation work in the May/
June 2017 issue.) He was an advocate of conserving forests 
as a national resource for “the greatest good for the greatest 
number for the longest run,” by replanting and government 
regulation. Pinchot was born 
in 1865 to a wealthy family in 
Connecticut. After graduat-
ing from Yale University, he 
decided to become a forester, 
spurred by his love of nature 
and growing concern for the 
fast-disappearing forests. He 
studied in Europe, at a for-
estry school in Nancy, France, 
and in Germany met Sir 
Dietrich Brandis, the former 
director general of forests in 
India for Britain, a university 
botanist whose science-based 
and sustainable forestry prin-
ciples were famous.  

In 1892, Pinchot was hired 
by Frederick Law Olmsted to 
manage the forest at George 
Washington Vanderbilt II’s 
Biltmore Estate’s in Asheville, 
N.C. Olmsted, the landscape 

designer of New York’s Central Park, designed 125,000 acres 
at Biltmore, including planting a white pine forest on eroded 
farmland, removing damaged trees, and creating a garden and 
arboretum. Pinchot devised a plan to conserve the mansion’s 
7,000 acres of forest but still make a profit for its owner; this 
plan would became a national model for future conservationists.

In 1910, Pinchot left the U.S. Forest Service and founded 
the National Conservation Association. From 1898, when his 
public forestry career began, until 1910, Pinchot increased the 
number of our national forests almost five-fold, from 32 to 149, 
totaling 193 million acres.

America’s first national inventory of natural 
resources—minerals, water, forests and land—
was compiled when Pinchot was chairman of 
the National Conservation Commission, a group 
appointed by President Theodore Roosevelt in 
1908. 

To study how different tree species regenerated 
and to plant a white and red pine forest, Pinchot 
also established the Milford Experimental 
Forest next to Grey Towers, his family mansion 
in Milford, Pa.—today a National Historic Site—
with his father. The Pinchots also founded the 
Yale School of Forestry, America’s first university 
school of forestry, which held summer field train-

ing there for 25 years. 
Today, America has more trees than it did a century ago, and 

we have the world’s fourth-largest forest estates, after Russia, 
Brazil and Canada, according to estimates from the North 
American Forest Commission. Pinchot and his fellow conser-
vation advocates wood be proud indeed. 
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American conservationist 
and politician Gifford Pinchot

White Pine Plantings, 
Biltmore Estate, circa 1929
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