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The Wealth of Nature:
Lumber

Where Value Comes From

he grain elevator was not the only place in Chicago where the pro(;:
ucts of rural nature entered the urban market to become comnllok
tics. Elevator receipts were an exireme case of .wha.[ the‘ md;-i:.
could do because grain so easily seemed to lose its physical 1c‘ler‘1u:y ;{vu:al
passing from hand to hand. But the process was far‘rﬁlore gcmhrz)l'l: pure!
products entered Chicago in such immensc quantities that t‘ Lfb heer
concentration encouraged people to think of them as symbolic a ‘; L [
tions—as commodities defined by their passage through' the r}zmlr* dee;
When post-Civil War boosters waxed eloquent ab.out Chlca.go,ht ey -
clared their city to be not merely the greatest grain market in the wc: <
but also the greatest cattle market, the greatest hog ‘m:jnrket., the grea e‘.n
lumber market, and so on. “Chicago,” exulted the cat.y s chief bo.obster 1 '
1870, “which less than thirty years since imported grain and provisions o
all sorts from the East . . . is now in grain, lumber, live stock, and provi-
1 ief market of the world.”1 ‘
Smn(;lizgo's most striking trait in the latier decades of the .nlllnzz::'l:)l}
century was its extraordinary ability to trade commodmesr vcvln O
the Great West, from Michigan and Ohio to Mcmtanat Ne.\a ai a o
Mexico. All western cities served as markets for their hmtcr;n 5.S€m_
Chicago did so with greater reach and intensity than.any olrltl:;: acizmma-
bling shipments from fields, ;;astures, a?hd i?l;::; {llrllat:arﬁysteﬁous thing
i ' he city helped convert the . !
::la(l)l:l;dﬂcfa:ftzllt,h;vaat Ka;'l Mfrx identified as “‘self-expanding value.”2 As
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the city’s population increased, as its buildings expanded out onto the
prairies, and as its factories and warchouses spewed forth a seemingly
endless stream of goods, so did its capital—which served as the symbolic
representation of all these things—continue 1ts preternatural growth,.

The railroad funneled commodities into the city, but it did not create

their intrinsic value. Some portion of that value, as Marx would surely
have argued, was “produced™ by the human labor thag had transformed
prairies into wheat, forests into lumber, livestock into meat. For Marx, as
for other classical economists who followed Adam Smith in embracing
the labor theory of value, every economic good acquired its worth “only
because abstract human labour [was| objectified or materialized in it.”*3
Human hands and human sweat were the catalysts that brought the raw
materials of first nature within the bounds of the human community and
fashioned them into goods that people could use or exchange. As the end
result of this process, capital was nothing if not the product of social
relationships. Each of the city’s commodities had been produced by
human beings facing each other in the tumultuous relationship whose
name was market: farmers and grain traders, cowboys and cattle barons,
lumberjacks and lumbermen, all struggling over who would control the
product of their collective work 4 Indeed, the buying and selling of wage
labor was among the most important innovations that distinguished Chi-
cago and the lands around it from the Indian landscape that preceded it.
Without such labor, the economic and ecological transformation of Chi-
cago’s hinterland would have been neither so rapid nor so profound as it
was.

But the labor theory of value cannot by itself explain the astonishing
accumulation of capital that accompanied Chicago’s growth. Human
labor may have been critical to planting, harvesting, and transporting the
grain that passed through Chicago’s elevators, or to logging, driving, and
milling the lumber in its yards, but much of the value in such commodities
came directly from first, not second, nature.5 The fertility of the prairie
soils and the abundance of the northern forests had far less to do with
human labor than with autonomous ecological processes that people ex-
ploited on behalf of the human realm—a realm less of production than of
consumption. In nature's economy, all organisms, including human beings,
consumed high-grade forms of the sun’s energy—foods—and trans-
formed them into low-grade ones. Although plants might convert the
sun’s energy into usable carbohydrates, and animals might then concen-
trate that stored energy in their flesh, they all finally drew their suste-
nance from the light of the nearest star. The abundance that fueled Chf'
cago’s hinterland economy thus consisted largely of stored sunshine: this
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was the wealth of nature, and no huma‘n labor cou‘ld Cnia,Lilthil‘;Lu:i::
contained.6 Although people might use it, redefine it, or eve )
] ; did not produce it.” o g
fror(r_l'.}llli::::g?a(:;l olhe‘: cities of the (%reat West grew wnh‘m l:ll;chznizl(sf;;acll
text of what the historian P’redcrlckja(tksqn' l'urner wo have caled
?‘?:lomier” conditions. Despite all the ambiguities and contra lcflll();101ds '
have bedeviled Turner's frontier lhesif; for t}.w past cemufrgl,l;l‘:il:]g 1835’3
key insight into what happened at Chlﬁago‘m lh'e\ years following 18
The “free land” that deﬁnedTufmert:s h:;lnt:Z;i‘:dg?'lm&c; Lo notbecanee
it was ™’ ” or “virgin'’ or “free for the — -at leas
:n‘::f thzl:;nirzt\zasor:one E;[hese things—but berfause s afl;unda:c;;jizrtii
to human labor rewards incommensurate with the effort es(;:il ded
achieving them. One earned great wea!th from the \ﬂ?'cstem . itse.lf be
cause one expended great labor upon it ttljlan becau:;'l;lz;oral iy
i i al abundance was :
alg':?j:ni?’zl;:l(;r:i:zf‘};p}lf;teef:l:?lmmright have been taken {rom Indizrlls,cllls
groﬁts might sometimes have be.en expropriated bc';yl;qbsv{f::}fz l‘jlr:rds; ;;
its small farmers might on occasion have suffocate ) enlc' b aburden o
accumulating debt, but much of wha} rrTadc tbe lan ;T]Ud lein the e
place had little 1o do with the exploitation of people. 'The exp
nahiltilcagzi::;[.&a{es took from the Indians an ecosystem that when
viewedelhrough the lens of the marketplace already helqtgif;[;trz(;a;z;leti
The attraction of “free land” was that people could lumrl 1 ey
into capital with less labor than elsewhcre. Settlers w;l)r Icnd -
hard to clear forests and plow ﬁelds?, of course, but t ei a revare
their labor far more generouslyhthan in 311‘1?:}::3:;, pac:lpdut;:::seipami.on e
settlement of the countryside, the grow ¥, e
inked them, all rested on the basic premise that p _
il;iﬁaar:zlsilh;;l}d exploit the wealth of nature to lh? utnjlolsrt. ll;llj :I;:J ir;:in
cess, some people might gainfmﬁ)re than others, certanly,
i onhuman most of ail. ‘
galr,llf::eo:;;; relations of production that yie.lded thlf resul; the:;j;:::
depended on still more encompassing ccolzﬁlcaLrelztl)t;;ngssococz:;me o
ecosystem, only the sun produces. other 5 ¢ _ iy
;Znagnihain Z)f killing and eating thal‘ s[retchf?s from the ;::;:tcr::;?;)ke
ganism to the most aggressive carnivore. Since no orgswdmile o
energy, each must do its best o store 1t, zznc:(:t‘lmul.;;—ungra;e oL e of
when the sun will not be so generous wub its El lsd. e rain, lambet,
human society: most of the labor that gocs into “p7o u;::i gnd eting aside
and meat involves consuming part of th(i nal}xral“»f?()r oy for a moment
some portion of the resulting wealth as capital. PP
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the language of economy to the ecolo

gy of the Great West, Chicago’s
explosive growth was purchased at th

€ expense of prairies and forests

that had spent centuries accumulating the wealth that now made “free
land” so attractive. Much of the capital that made the City was nature's
own,

From Forest to Prairie

The 1allgrass prairie was one habitat that people sacrificed to human

progress; the north woods was another. Although Chicago itself was at
the edge of the grasslands, with prairies and scattered oak-hickory groves
stretching for hundreds of miles to its west, Lake Michi
access (o the very different, densely forested country lying a hundred or
more miles to the north. The lake’s north-south orientation meant that it
cut across-—and so connected by water-—radically different ecosystems.
Sailing north from Chicago along the Illinois-Wisconsin shoreline,

nitially passed a countryside of tall
whe

gan gave it easy

one
grasses and oak openings, Some-
re around Milwaukee, as the more northern chimate became cooler

and moister, the oaks and grasses gave way Lo a wetter and richer forest
dominated by elms, basswoods, and sugar maples. Farther north sill,
near Sheboygan, the elms and basswoods became less common and gave
way in turn o maples, hemlocks, and yvellow birches, the classic mixed-
hardwood forest of northern Michigan, Wisconsin, and Minnesota. On
the hilisides, and where soils were drier, sugar maples became the domi-
nant trees of the forest, forming dense canopies beneath which few other
plants could grow. In the valleys, on north slopes,

heavier and wetter, hemlocks and
mon,!?

and where soils were
yellow birches became more com-

Approaching the heart of the north woods, one also began to see
enormous conifers, some well over a hundred feet tall, pushing airy
crowns high above their deciduous neighbors. These were white pines,
and they more than any other tree were the lords of the north country.
Often standing alone amid the more common hardwoods, white pines
Were most numerous on sandy soils where they could form thick glades
whose needled floors and sparse ground cover contrasted markedly with
the hardwood forests, The tree was among the most widely distributed
pine species in the country, and could be found from almost the edge of
the Great Plains ali the way to New England. There, Thoreau could re-
mark of it that “there is no finer tree.** Visiting a grove near Concord, he

said of the white pines that they were “like great harps on which the wind
makes music,”" !




152 NATURE' 'S METROPOLIS

i i nth
People visiting the Great Lakes forest at the middle of thel-qnmetecbm
century rarely expressed such romantic sentiments aboutdtue Lre(;,din
i ipti re
they almost invariably noted it. Their descrlpnon.s make l}hﬂ eauviaﬁ
today than Thoreau’s, but have the virtue of revealing an un;1 or vion
ing : e,
though very common American way of looking at the ;z;n icagoc iy
land,” wrote one traveler in 1852 of the country around anll oand ,Other
consin, “is heavily timbered, generally, w1‘Lh pine, oak.. m;lp e, e
varieties. . . .” To perceive the forest as this traveler did t. roufg Jem
of that word "“timber” was already to shift into t;le d(})lrr;am o res;):camé
1 anguage
it ture. The object of such la cam
commodities, and second na : come
clear as the description continued: “The lumt.)er traii:e; froan this rztg on s
extensive, and a source of gain to the inhabitants. When mo.?e e
teenth-century Americans saw a white pine, they could simn:a::e.waq 50
: L11 " r 5
reaction with a single, compelling word: lur‘nb.er. No ot e:! rec was s
highly prized. In a forest such as Manitowoc's, it was the only
sending to the sawmills. . . .
Thftree’s virtues were many. Growing steac.hly to producekan ex i({:ﬂ
tionally even-grained wood, a typical white pine in the Great La ]ZS rcdg "
1 i ime 1t w tury old and,
by the time it was half a cen .
averaged fifty feet in height \ it centu o 2
cne firester declared, would continue “its growih n thlckness) ‘::5 2
1 e).
most remarkable uniformity to a great age (200 y;&lars;n(:l rpo: e
1 i height of over two hundred teet. :
full growth, it could attain a hu et.! ©
mn i ts of buildings, 1
i ho saw in it the studs and jois
important for those w . : o e o
: traightness of its trunk, an
tallness was matched by the s ‘ and s tendency o
i i i Mature trees might rise fifty o
drop its lower limbs as it grew. e feet
beffl))re spreading out their branches. The really larghe ‘tr(;les }:ad runks
in di 1 their heartwoo
i i diameter, which meant that
ranging up to six feet e o
1 1 knots. So common were the
beautifully clear and without wer orge e
s less than three feet in diameter a
wrote one traveler, that “‘logs \ e
‘under size’ by many lumbermen.”1% Better still, the wood was s.(l)lft i
. . _ i1ls a
light enough that one could easily work it with prm:mwefsawr;: s ane
simple hand tools. And yet it was also very strong. “Being ol a so Ltexare
and easily worked,” wrote the preeminent nineteenth-century oran
. . n
of Great Lakes lumbering, and “taking paint better than almgs:la :ded o
e
i i found adaptable to all the uses
variety of wood, it has been S
the bzilding art. . . . No wood has found greater favor obr etfltfmd o
i O
fully into supplying all those wants of man which could be
" ﬁ
forest growths,”’! ‘ P
Butgthe white pine had another, less obvious, ch.altacte:“lsl:;ber. -
tered even more to the people who wanted to turn it nto ll;ndsca.pe o
the hardwoods thai surrounded it, it floated. Ina northern
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still lacked railroads, only water could move sol
as a sawlog for any great distance. Fortunatel
and impermeable bedrocks that had created soil conditions favorable to
forest growth had also left the north woods with an intricate network of
lakes, rivers, and streams. If one could only get the trunk of a pine tree to
the bank of a major stream, water would do the work of carrying it to mill
and market, Most of the timber-bearing rivers and streams of upper Mich-
igan and northeastern Wisconsin flowed into Lake Michigan. With its
northern end in the forest and its southern end three hundred miles away
in the prairie, the lake was a natural corridor between two ecosystems. At
one end were prairie people desperately short of trees; at the other, forest
people who had more trees than they knew what to do with. (Farther west,
the Mississippi had a similar north-south orientation between forest and
prairie, and would play a similar role.)

The fertile soil of the prairic made it a wonderful landscape for farm-
ers, but its lack of timber posed serious problems for people who relied
on wood to partition their agricultural landscape. Because they realized
this, early Ilinois settlers had kept close to the margin between wooded
stream courses and the grasslands where they meant to plant their crops,
All too soon, the prairies proved to have too little timber to sustain a

population of would-be farmers. Given its strength, plasticity,
use,

arge and heavy an object
¥ the same climate, glaciers,

and ease of
wood was second only to soil in its importance to the farm economy.

Without i, houses, barns, and corncribs—not to mention churches and
schools——were almost impossible to construct. Most of the tools and ma-
chinery with which farmers worked their land were made with it in whole
or in part. It supplied the wagons that allowed crops to move to market,
and the fences that kept livestock from straying where they were not
wanted. It heated homes, cooked meals, and supplied the energy that ran
steam engines. No raft, boat, or railroad could be built with
a ready supply of wood, no tow
become a metropolis. As
ported in 1880,

outit. Lacking
n could come into being or aspire to
the Chicago-based Northwestern Lumberman re-

Every new settler upon the fertile prairies means one more added to the
vast army of lumber consumers, one more new house to be built, one
more barn, ene more 40 acres of land to be fenced, one more or perhaps a
dozen com cribs needed. But it means more; it means an extension of
railroad lines with the vast consumption of lumber consequent thereupon;
it means an additional incentive to other projected settlers to take farms
nearthe first comer; it means churches, school houses and stares, sidewalks,
paved streets and manufactures, and it means new channels of enterprise
constantly opening whichadd to theyearly increasing demand for lumber.7
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Wood was the foundation of all previous A‘mencan Pfo‘spevrll,‘-';:“bde:;:z

tree was this more true than the white pwne. If praime wa

farmland, its inhabitants would have to have pine. lated the future of the
For all these reasons, Americans who contemp a[; > western prairies

Great West at midcentury understood that settling the “e( white pine as

meant cutting the northern forests. Most saw the need 1o cu

a {ll st StEP lOWaId t‘stabllslllllg i ms i € NOTY COunty y 5 WEH Ild L
t a » a 501
plenlenlar\' dEVClOpIIlCII[ Of the

. . ; nd com
was easy to imagine a reciprocal a kly than northern

two areas. Prairie farmers could raise crops more qu1c‘ e theis
ho would need to purchase food while they were - “
fne;’o‘;trees Trade between the two would thus be the perffct wayBaor
l:::ilng prosperity to both. “The northern ‘farrner.,l ;'r((:xi;el ai r(:l;t;eﬁr:) | “i}S
correspondent of the Wisconsihn Sle;te A;g:“;ﬂ,li:;‘:n tEe ‘f:t e e o
! : ern farmer, ‘
;x;ﬂgrz 111::‘nb:12“:112,dts}:Zzzlgommerce thrives in bearing LO‘ va:d fro the
fruits of the rcaper and the axe, which f{ht;);al‘l.::ilrr:lngfi;inds Scople
Contemplating the vast f:xtem o : wes o assl pr‘oduai‘,e
began to conceive of the entire region as 1f it were a : }g c procucie
i ! economic relationships would bridge uld. ecolog
:ii:‘t:fh‘z benefit of all concerned. "We‘canno.[ but imagine th:-l :zliegy.;gf
the Mississippl,” wrote the cdito:lofa Wlfttzzsn;!::ml;z:g(;z::cr n | The,.
as “a huge farm with a very sma grove in the no ‘ . e
happy geographical conjuncti.on of p:al:;ts:rdsi[gosi;{af?nlg:i;j:;estiny
result of mere chance; rather, it was yeta t ! o5t desuny
: “ne its hand. “We are ashamed,” wrote a Minnesota .
:?f}fa:h\::?ir distrusted Providence, or suspecth that our n:jl:‘l:,icf;];
Maker could have left two thousand Ir.ules of fertile ;;]ramesrces P
river, without an adequate supply of pine lurflber at the sou & o
river, to make those plains habitable.” By usm.gbthe water.wz:l); o
pine to its “natural” market, Americans wouk%]om two regio S
formerly been isolated from each ot‘her and, in so dl?utlig,nc;:cape i
scape of mutual advantage. What might happen to tha aauSe i
when the white pines finally gave out was not at hrst :;lc e aster
concern; after all, providence would see to [ha.[. As t eus me
declared, “Centunies will hardly exhaust the pineries abo;ie .ine Jumber
If Lake Michigan was the corridor al(.:mg?r whlchdw ;rth]:astem o
would flow from the forests of western Mlchlgan' an nst o the
consin to the grasslands of Tihinois, lowa, and poml.i sz ’Chicago_ once
funnel that would direct that flow through the c1: o e and
again, the city benefited from the intersecting geogr pharbor here the
ita On one side, Lake Michigan had given 1t 2 e ing
cap‘ttl?:rn lEmber ships could unload their heavy burdens onto
nor
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docks. On the other side, the spreadin
network pointed toward the heart of ¢
in immedtate contact

g fan of the canal and the railroad
he treeless country, putting the city
with nearly every western community where tall-
grass prairies were becoming farms. If the weight and bulk of lumber
meant that only water and rails could move it profitably in large quanti-
ties, then no other city in the Great West was better situated to become its
chief depot. When the 1848 opening of the Illinois and Michigan Canal
doubled Chicago’s lumber receipts in a single year, the event was a clear
portent of things to come.? Ecology and economy had converged: the
city lay not only on the border between forest and grassland but also on
the happy margin between supply and demand.

At least until the end of the 1870s, the vast bulk
came floating to it via the lake.2? Indeed, the entire
from forest to sawmill to city yard traced a
rhythms followed the seasonal movements of
activity, roughly counterpomting the agricu
mto the woods during Novembe

of Chicago’s lumber
Journey of white pine
clear annual cycle whose
water. Logging was a winter
ltural year.? Crews moved

r and December, just as the grain harvest
drew to a close, and just as the rivers and lakes began to freeze. They

labored among the trees until plowing time, in April or May when the
waters had begun to flow again. In many cases, the men who worked in
the camps——and they were almost all men—were the sons and husbands
of tarm families trying to earn cash income to supplement the produce of
the farm. Most were immigrants to the region, initially from New En-

gland—whether Yankees, French Canadians, or British

immigrants—but
late

r from the wooded countries of northern Europe, with Germans,
Irishmen, and Scandinavians contributing a growing share of the work
force 24

The companies for which they worked took many forms. Some were
small independent operations either managed by a single entrepreneur
or run cooperatively, and these often contracted with sawmills or absen-
tee landowners to cut trees on a particular tract of land. Larger compa-
nies with their own lands might hire crews directly, taking them on as
employees for the season. A single logging crew in the 1850s was rarely
larger than fifteen men, Average crew size increased dramatically during
and after the Civil War as the organization of lumbering became more
corporate, unul camps of fifty or even a hundred were common. During
the early years, the men lived in 2 crude log structure consisting of a
single large room with an open, chimneyless fire in the middle, plank
“deacon’s seat” benches surrounding it, and shared bunk beds, each
sleeping two or three men, stacked against the walls. Come evening, the
men hung their wet clothes to dry in the smoke-filled rafters, ate their salt
pork and beans, and spent the night quietly struggling with their sleeping




156 NATURE 'S METROPOLI1S

ic images to
o i tll;e gmlipm“::olisﬁl‘i?: ?liloll‘logrlrllacztndiliogs did
the contrary, it was anything but a gla . ' et steady
become mrgre tolerable with time.?% Ijloggltrilge clasrgg: [1;11;33:; il on
i'tnprovem‘?m a: I;hﬁgiiar: Eii:lsf:c;;er:":telg comfortable living quartersﬂ:
e Of_-"e“iga()k li:l)lacf: ?n the winter partly because workers we;e[r:vo;n
rea:l-'i(l)f Elv!:tgilable when there was less competition frtt?:nr(l1 f:::nséu:ilng o
he huge white pine logs could be move )I’l ng e
cold becall:se ;‘ the vear.2” Many of the poorly drained northern o
e monl; o for J’feclive hauling when the ground was unfrozen. Wit
ooy horses, o teams, and people to supply motive power, the crews
o horses,boxﬂoodin,g skidways with water, which froze to a glaze ice
Itrlll::f:ilirdgiorfvey even the largest loads. After toppling theftre[e;;:;;is
i re popular than saws for -
e umlt!ntll:; slti?;?;etioa:zv"t]}?eir grz?nches and cut Lh.em nto mar;;
posek;tc?f::s :)hs usually ranging from about twelve to sixteen fee}:.
:52?1(;5 bragnde,d each l;)g with a mark indicating who owncd' 1[,}31:1; e;;
hooked it to a chain and pulled it by ox or horse t‘earr;] tos:nsd o m:;re
Using block and tackle, the men pr()ce(?ded to st.ack tent (:Il: and or more
board feet of logs onto sleds that consmteq of hittle rlnori la i Fl)n e
resting on two pawrs of runnets, wi;h chamsl tt(i)vrlc; ;lalsveor:‘)[he h ploce.
auling the sleds along the icy roads was rela 3
:j:;li::‘gotn fhe upgrade, where additional animals were ofl te;lar::aeydic:h ail:ll:
potentially catastrophic on the downgrade, w'hell"e-k a Crl;refm  and
could threaten the lives of horses, oxen, and men alike.
sanding were critical wherever the way became stc}fp. v reached the
The journey came to a temporary halt where the sf [I)I’Eir R
banks of a stream. There, the men unloaded the logs from e
piled them in huge stacks as close as possible to the frozenfw}z:te:.m o
of piling was particularly dangerous, an(?l all too mar}lly (})w; ediedpor o
ers” who coordinated the work by standing astride t ;3 ‘ fhifwd. o
tered terrible injuries from being crushed wher{ the loa Sl the
they had finished this work, however, there was hlfle glol:s;ked O e
piled logs for the rest of the season, Ther logs rer{m;illrlled st.he o e the
ice and did not move again unl';: mzl:lung snow fille
1gi 5 i oods. ’
fng‘l\ff:;l;: t;‘?::‘er;;’ti:}:; S\I:;;nriore essential to the success of t::l I;:::-;
‘ork than the two or three weeks in early spring when th;:::ga. ring
:now of many months recommenced its long Jzzrn:;;:;s et
mos o tl'le ore t:tfai:;aztlizgsr::l:f tl(l)":ariy aiything.like tl}eir 1:1;%:
;(1}1‘:3:: odfl ;iio[:[)itn(igolo gs. If too little snow fell during the winter, it wa
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only hard to drag logs along the bare skidways bug impossible to float
them on the streams. Few things more w
how much snow the winter would bring. Trade journals from January o
April were filled with speculation about how weather would affect the
year's output.3® “From all we can hear,” wrote a worried Chicago dealer
to his Michigan partner in January 1858, “the winter has thus far been
unfavourable for lumbering any where | 7] for wane olsnow. 31 Those who
worked the upper reaches of a stream, where only a smal) area contrib-
uted runoff to the spring freshets, felg particularly anxious as they eyed
the season’s snowfall 32 After a bad winter, most of the season’s cut might
wind up remaining next 1o the streams for over a vear, with potenttally
devastating effects on the company that had felled i,

In good vears, on the other hand, the
naled the time when crews of men (many of whom had been without work
for several weeks between the beginning of mud season and the arrival of
the floods) headed down the streams to shepherd the logs on their jour-
ney. After shoving the piled timber jnto the water, the men walked and
floated downstream amid the dull roar of grinding logs, doing their best
with pike poles and “peaveys’ to keep the mass moving.?3 It was an awe-
some task, fraught with great dangers and difficulties. A
rary ohserved, “If the water is high, the logs come do
upon thousands, rushing, clog
each other, and requiring the
on the go,

orried lumber operators than

coming of warm weather sig-

§ One contempo-
wn by thousands
ging up, breaking away again, piling upon
constant efforts of the drivers 1o keep them
"'#% In the shifting chaos of the crowded river,
worker careless enough to fall into the w

The worst fear of the men was that a few logs might become caught at
a shallow or narrow place i the river, causing thousands of othe
up behind them in the nightmarish tangle known as a logjam, Logs might
pilc up for miles behind such an obstruction, overflow
banks, destroying structure
ward moveme

death awaited any
ater.

s to back

ing the river's
s on shore, and wreaking havoc with the for-
nt of the drive. Such occurrences we
certain locations became famous tor the

Falls, Wisconsin, for mstance, backed up fifteen miles from its front,
stood thirty feet high in some places, and reportedly contained some-
thing like 150 million board feet of timber. More impressive still was the

1888 pileup on the Menominee River, where over half a billion board feet
of imber got stuck.3s

re all 100 common, and
m. The 1869 jam at Chippewa

Jams—and the process of breaking the
dramatic and colorful evens in all lumberi
the newspapers when they occurred, an
share of auention from folklorists and hi

m up—were among the most
ng. They received great play in
d have gotten more than their
storians ever since. The critical

moment of a jam came when a lone daredevil, stripped to his shorts witha _;
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rope around his waist, worked his way into the growling mass l? relc(;;s‘e
the last few logs. As the jam lurched forwarc‘l and gave way, hlshtomr‘?\'r‘t}i
on shore pulled on the rope with all their m{gh} to haul him as f)rlc.‘d lf "
luck, he usnally survived. But breaking a big jam generally involved E [
more than risking the life of a single hero. Large numpers ot men nlng"
have to work for days or weeks on the river, dynaminng strategic [oca-
tions and using horses to pull logs onto shore to weaken the obstrlmwc)nCi
Lumber companies might have to pay thousa.nds of dollars for ‘-Nag?ﬁ an )
equipment to get the drive moving again, while often as not their mills sa
idle downstream. By the late 1860s, companies were forming asso‘af'u%ons
for the express purpose of breaking bad jams, ar.1d these 0rgat1lza119ns
eventually became models for efforts at industrywide cooperation during
er of the century.38
the"l[z‘ll:::il;aal;ldeslina[ion of trge log drives in western Michigar} and north-
eastern Wisconsin was Lake Michigan. There, where m.ajor rivers flowed
into the lake, clusters of sawmills began to appear durmg lhe' 1830s and
1840s. At a few locations, these had grown into substantial mill towns l.)y
the Civil War. The earliest lumber-milling district in Michigan grew up in
the eastern part of the state, at Saginaw Bay on Lake Huro.n, where one of
the largest river systems in the lower peninsula dropped its .load of logs.
Although some of the lumber produced by the Sa.gmaw ml'lls found its
way to Chicago, most of it traveled east, toward Ohio, New York, and the
Frie Canal.37 The mill towns that fed Chicago’s market were .all‘m the
west of Saginaw, and were scattered along the shores‘of Lal'u%- Mlchlgar? at
places like Grand Haven, Whitehall, Ludington, Manistee, {'raverse Cl[.)’,
and still others whose names are today almost forgotlen.. Some mill
towns, like Green Bay, Wisconsin, ran out of timber suppllcs. early and
had ceased 1o be major lumber districts by the 1870s. Others, hke. Muske-
gon, in the lower peninsula of Michigan, and Marinette-Menominee, on
the Wisconsin-Michigan border, would by the 1880s become the pre-
dominant milling centers of the region.38
The logs that the rivers deposited at these cities’ doors had to m.l-
dergo a series of steps before they were ready for the next leg of their
journey. Since the spring drives typically involved logs cut by many com-
panies and destined for several different sawmills, [hc: ﬁrst problerl:l wl?;s
to sort out which logs belonged to which owners. This job was:‘typlca };
performed by a single organization known as a “boc.)m company th;t w':n
collectively owned and operated by all the major ntulls on the rlvell;. :tt:)he
companies had evolved in Maine and Pennsylvania as a w?ly :3-8 all;asms
expense of building and managing the dams, booms, and o.dnlllg "
that were nceded while logs were being sorted. Tl?ey also paid the wag :
of the men who did this work.*® As boom companies expanded on majoi
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rivers like the Muskegon and the Menominee, they eventually became the
most powerful economic forces of their region. Ultimately, some even
reguilated the How of the river itself to aid the drive. In 1893, for instance,
when the Menominee River cxperienced one of its driest seasons ever,
only the careful release of water from boom company dams allowed the
drive to take place at ali 40
Once the boom company had delivered logs to their proper mills, the
time finally came to turn them into lumber—boards of standard lengths
and dimensions. The peak period for sawing, unlike logging, came after
the Hoods, when mills received a new supply of sawlogs, lake navigation
opened, and merchants could again try to satisty the pent-up demand of
prairie buyers. Early mills used gangs of muley (rip) saws mounted on
light vertical frames to cut several boards at once. These were gradually
replaced by circular saws, which predominated in Great Lakes milling
unul the last couple decades of the century, when more efficient band
saws began to appear.#! Sawing involved much waste: in the early years,
untl perhaps the late 1870s, only the finest “clear” parts of the log were
retained after milling. The rest were either used for fuel or discarded.
Muley and circular saw blades were wide, so the cut they made (the
“kerf’) consumed a lot of wood, ofien amounting to one or more inches
out of every log. Before the introduction of the much thinner band saw,
perhaps a third of the wood in each sawlog became waste, whether as mill
scraps or sawdust. Much of it wound up back in the river and contributed
to silung and shoaling, which gradually became hazardous to navigation.
Once cut, the lumber was usually loaded directly onto the ships that
carried it to market. It rarely had much time to dry at the mill, so it arrived
in Chicago and other markets still quite green.

The Business of Lumber

No place was more important in coordinating this massive movement
of water, men, and wood than Chicago. The city scrved as the chief lum-
ber market on Lake Michigan, but its role went much further than Just
buying and selling wood. Many Chicago lumber dealers participated in
every phase of regional lumber production, and Chicago capital thus
often dirccted the movement of white pine from forest to mill to final
customer. Quite a few lumber companies in northern Michigan and Wis-
consin had at least one partner based in Chicago, and many of the largest _
regional firms managed all company operations from a head office there-

Sometimes, Chicagoans merely contributed invesiment capital 104
ward establishing such businesses. This is apparently what happefy
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1849 when Zebina Eastman, a prominent Chicago journalist, joined two
other men in forming a partnership to saw lumber in Ulao, Wisconsin.4?
Eastman limited his involvement with the business mainly to the $1,000
he invested in it. The working relationship among the three men suggests
one typical division of labor between Chicago and non-Chicago partners
under such circumstances. Partners based in the lumbering districts usu-
ally took charge of acquiring wood and milling it, while Chicago partners
had responsibility for purchasing supplies and marketing the mill’s out-
put. Although the company was known in the city as Z. Eastman and
Company, it took the Wisconsin partner’s name at the mill itself, where it
was known as R. P. Derrickson and Company. Derrickson was more ac-
tively involved in the business than either of his two Chicago-based part-
ners, operating the sawmill and devoting his “whale time and energies
.. . to the prosecution of the business of the Company. . . .”” Although
Eastman was mainly a silent partner, the two Chicagoans werce in charge
of attending “‘to all necessary business in the City of Chicago, such as
purchasing goods, effecting a sale of the company merchandize, and
keeping a lumber and wood yard” if circumstances warranted. 4

Being in charge of “all necessary business m the City of Chicago™
could mean a great deal, as the experiences ol another Chicago lumber-
man reveal. The brothers Charles and Nathan Mears, originally of North
Billerica, Massachusetts, arrived in Paw Paw, Michigan, in 1836 torun a
general store. Charles, a difficult, driven man whose moods swung back
and forth between obsessive enterprise and depressed inertia, soon de-
cided to branch out into other lines. He constructed his first sawmill at
White Lake, Michigan, in 1837, and sent his first shipment of lumber to
Chicago a vear later. Although Mears initially thought his best market
would be in Milwaukee, and operated a lumberyard there for a few years,
by 1848 he had closed the Wisconsin vard and opened a new one at
Chicago. It was henceforth the main outlet for his mills.#* Within another
three years, he had taken on wwo partners who would be in charge of
day-to-day operations at the Chicago yard: his brother, Nathan, and the
man who had previously managed affairs in Milwaukee, Eli Bates. Over
the next quarter century, Mears acquired some forty thousand acres of
Michigan pine land, constructed and operated no fewer than fifteen saw-
mills, and built five separate harbors for the flect of boats that ferried
lumber and supplies back and forth between Chicage and the Michigan
shorehine. 45

Mears was typical of Lake Michigan lumbermen in a number of ways.
Although he was a citizen of Michigan and officially resided in the mill
town of Lincoln—indeed, he served in the Michigan state senate during
the carly years of the Civil War and was instrumental in having his town’s
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name changed to honor the Republican president—almost his entire
business revolved around the Chicago market.*¢ Sales at the Chicago
yard determined what sort of lumber Mears cut at his Michigan mills,
When he tried in 1852 to save money by sawing thinner lumber, Mears’s
partners in Chicago soon let him know that the market was punishing
them for his error. Eli Bates warned Mears several times that the mills
were culting too much coarse wood with dimensions that were not
“plump” enough to satisfy Chicago buyers. *“That which has come for-
ward,” complained the yard manager, was “‘nof thick enough,” and so the
vard was losing sales worth tens of thousands of board feet to competi-
tors. As Bates explained, “The only objection to it was ‘it is too thin, ' "’ and
did not meet the informal grading standards that buyers were beginning
to expect when buying wood in the city.47

Because the Chicago markets were critical to business, Mears and
other lumbermen regularly relied on the city's newspapers, especially the
Tribune and more specialized trade publications, to learn what was going
on in the markets. “Dont [sic] fail,” Mears reminded one of his later
business partners, “'to send me the Tribune by every vessel. . . .”4® Lum-
bermen also turned for advice to the monthly market reports issued by
large Chicago brokers and commission merchants, who analyzed condi-
tions of supply and demand with an eye to helping their customers saw
and ship lumber at the greatest profit.** In much the same way, Mears’s
Chicago office occasionally forwarded to his mill on the other side of the
lake special “'counterfeit detector” publications to warn the firm’s Michi-
gan storekeepers about dubious banknotes that might be circulating in
their area.5° No single location had more information than Chicago about
the regional lumber trade, and so dealers and manufacturers from Michi-
gan all the way west to the High Plains looked to the city as they tried to
gauge what strategies their businesses should pursue.

Despite his official residence on the eastern shore of the lake, Mears
often found himself working as much in Chicago as in Michigan. He em-
ployed a resident manager at each of his various mills and thus was able to
spend much of every year either in Chicago or on the road. To take just
one year as an example, New Year’s Day in 1856 found Mears at his mill in
Lincoln, Michigan, where he remained for six idle weeks. He did not
make his first trip to Chicago until the middle of February.5! Upon arrival
in the city, he made a quick social excursion to Cincinnati and then re-
turned to Chicago, where he staved until the middle of March. While
there, he gathered information about possible pineland acquisitions in
Michigan, something which, ironically enough, he could do more easily n
the city than he could back home in Michigan. He also bought the govern-

' ment warrants that he would use to purchase the pine lands he hadj i
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identified; ordered mill supplies; and lobbied to get a post office located
in one of his towns. All these tasks pertained to his firm’s Michigan mills
rather than its Chicago yards, but Chicago was still the best place 1o take
care of them.

On March 18, Mears returned to Michigan—not bothering to stop at
any of his mills—to visit the state capital and buy the lands he had previ-
ously located. Once he had them, he mailed the deeds not to Lincoln but
to Chicago. Continuing on from Lansing, he was in Cleveland by the end
of March to examine the propeller-driven steamship he had commis-
sioned from an Ohio manufacturer. He devoted the first half of Apnil to
traveling around Ohio in search of various pieces of machinery—saws,
boilers, and engine parts—for his mills. By April 16, however, he was back
in Chicago, where he remained for an entire month to purchase supplies
and hire workers. Late May and June found him in Cleveland again, su-
pervising the completion of his new ship and accompanying it to his mill
at Duck Lake, where it arrived in early July. Two days after reaching Duck
Lake, Mears was back in Chicago, and there he remained for the entre
second half of the year. Although 1856 was perhaps unusual in seeing
Mears away from his mills for such extended periods, the account of the
year still conveys an accurate sense of his activities. Mears and many
others who called themselves “Michigan” lumbermen often managed to
do much if not most of their Michigan work from the distant southwestern
corner of the lake.52 After Mears finally married in 1874, at the age of
sixty, it came as no surprise when he announced to one of his managers
that he and his wife would probably ‘‘never rcturn to reside” in Michigan.
Henceforth, they would consider Chicago their true home 53

Michigan lumbermen had many reasons to spend so much time m
Chicago. The city’s concentration of commodity markets made it ideal for
the purchase of every resource other than land (and some heavy machin-
ery) needed to manufacture lumber. The agricultural produce that
fiooded into Chicago from western farms included many of the basic
staples that a logging camp or a mill town needed during its peak months
of operation. Among the individual purchases that Mears made in the city
during the fall months of 1856 were 75 barrels of salt, 77 kegs of butter, 4
tons of cornmeal, 2,500 bushels of corn, 100 barrels of flour, 13 barrels of
beef, 83 barrels of salt pork, 4 tons of fresh pork, 100 bags of cats, and
over 50 tons of hay.5* As Mears’s shopping list suggests, Chicago served
as pantry, butcher shop, and barn for the entire Lake Michigan lumber
district. The city's wholesale markets made it easy to purchase provisions
in large quantitics, and to do so at prices better than those anywhere else
in the region. The flow of supplies from city to mill complemented the
flow of lumber from mill to city: ships that might otherwise have returned
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to Michigan empty could partially fill their holds with whatever items mill
town stores needed for their customers, :

Chicago was also the ideal place to purchase one other key commodity
for lumber production: wage labor. Mears went to Chicago, and some-
times to Milwaukee, to hire many of the workers for his mills. In addition,
he scoured the city docks to locate sailors and ship captains to crew the
lake vessels he owned. He and other lumbermen counted on Lake Michi-
gan’s urban markets to serve as gathering stations for potential employ-
ees and to supply reserve labor whenever it was needed. Being able to
turn quickly to the cities for workers became especially important to lum-
bermen at certain key times: when demand for lumber was suddenly
greater than expected and mills had to run round the clock, when workers
suddenly left or were fired for disciplinary reasons, or when strikes occur-
red. A strike by twenty of his workers in 1867 prompted Mears to write
the Chicago office, *We need good men to fill their places very much.”
Having heard that workers were “plenty in Chicago,” Mears directed,
“All our Capiains should endcavor to bring over as many good hands as
they can. .. .”’55 In just this way, Mears could frustrate his workers’ efforts
to organize, and thereby keep their wages in line with those of others in
the region. The fioating populations of laborers concentrated in cities
hundreds of miles from the lumber districts gave millowners a crucial
measure of control over their local work forces.

Unlike the more seasonal labor arrangements that characterized log-
ging camps, Mears's contracts for mill workers during the late 1850s
tvpically lasted for one year, during which the employee agreed to work at
Mears's discretion either in Chicago or at one of the Michigan mills. The
typical workday was from sunrise to sunset except when the hours of
daylight were under twelve hours; at no time was an individual 10 work
less than eleven hours in a day. Men signing Mears's contracts agreed to
bring their own axes, to pay their own passage across the lake, and to
abstain {from intoxicating liguors. They spent their days hauling logs to
the mill, pushing them past the dangerous saw blades, stacking green
lumber for drying and shipping, and generally maintaining the whole
operation in good repair. In return, they received room, board, laundry,
and a wage that, depending on the general economy, ranged from $100
to $200 per year.%6

Occasionally, a man’s wife and children were included in the labor
contract he signed. One father, for instance, agreed (o have his wife and
daughter “work in the house” while he himself did “‘outside work.”?? In
such cases, Mears wrote just one contract to cover the entire family, with
no wage for anyone but the father, He made these arrangements only if
he could get workers’ wives to do the mill’s cocking and laundry, at a
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unstated wage far below their husbands’. When he instructed his partners
to hire workers for him in Chicago, he advised them to choose “good men
and good Families without Children” to guarantee that women would not
waste the firm’s time in child-rearing. Mears could sometimes hire a man
with a childless wife for the same wage given to a man with no wife at all,
and he regarded this as the best possible arrangement, for “family men”
were the steadiest and most reliable workers and brought underpaid fe-
male labor as a bonus.® Whether or not a woman had children, Mears
was adamant that she contribute to the work of the mill. “1 am sure,” he
told one of his managers, “‘my Business will not warrant the payment of
wages sufficient for any one to keep his wife as a Laidy {sic].”5
Like the prices of all other commodities, the wages workers were get-
ting on the streets of Chicago and other lake cities drew Mears's close
attention. Because his contracts obligated him to keep workers for an
entire year, he became anxious whenever the prevailing price of labor
dropped below what he was paying. ‘I'his was particularly true during the
panic of 1857. Having hired his men with contracts guaranteeing them
$180 or more for a year’s work, Mears grew nervous as he watched wage
rates in Chicago drop below $10 per month—a third less than what he
was paying. He therefore urged his managers (o pay off any men who
were willing to lcave early, so that he could hire new ones at the lower
Chicago rates. “I can now,” he wrote one manager, “hire a plenty of good
hands at from 8 to $10 per month by the year and would be glad to pay off
all who are willing to give up their contracts & leave & hire others at the
going wages. . . '8¢ Mears kept track of wages in several cities, but his
standard comparison was almost always with Chicago. The city served as
his leading indicator of the cost of labor and, as such, helped set regional
wage rates for Mears and others like him throughout the lumber dis-
tricts. 6
Cash flow was a perennial problem for Mears and most other lumber-
men. When economic conditions turned bad, how and when to pay wages
became the biggest single source of conflict between a firm and its work-
ers. Although men and their families often earned board and laundry as
part of their contract with Mears—so some of their wages came as contin-
uous payments in kind—they were much less certain about when they
would receive their cash wages. Money, a firm’s most liquid form of capi-
tal, became its most critical resource when lumber was hard to sell. When-
ever the market turned against him, as it often did during the winter and
always during financial panics, Mears tried to avoid paying actual cash to
his workers until the last possible moment. During the 1857 panic, when
the firm had few liquid assets, Mears offered store credit to workers who
were willing to take it—but no money. Their angry reaction was hardly
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surprising. As Christmas approached, one mill manager reported,
“There has been great dissatisfaction about my not giving them
cash. . . .” To let Mears know how angry men were becoming, the man-
agf.'r reported that he feared for his own safety: 1 have beentold. ..,” he
said, “how I should be served™ if wages did not appear by Christmas. The
holiday ball was coming up soon, he told Mears, adding, “I hope you will
be here to supply them with the money.”'62
It proved a vain hope. Those not satisfied with Mears's offer of store
credit during the panic had only one recourse: quitting and demanding
back wages. Unfortunately for them, Mears had no money and was not
prepared even then to make good on their contracts. Instead, he offered
them not the liquid capital of cash but the nonliquid capital of nature
itself: the raw materials that in better times constituted his chief source of
profits. The best he could do while hard times continued, he told one
manager, was to offer departing workers payment in kind: “Those who
leave 1 think might as well take most of their pay in good{s]) & supplies
which would be quite as good for them as money, & go in to some Busi-
ness for themselves for the winter, as they will without doubt find it most
impossible to get work elsewhere.” The irony of an entrepreneur’s giving
up his capital at just the moment it no longer promised him any profits
could hardly have been lost on his workers. One can imagine their reac-
tion to Mears’s closing gesture of magnanimity: **You may give them,” he
wrote, "‘the priviledge [sic] of chopping wood on my land below the Mid-
dle House & have the wood. . . . T am willing they shall have all they can
make till Spring. . . .”’83 How they would sell such wood when Mears
himself was unable to do so was a question he did not try to answer.
Harsh as Mears’s actions may seem, he had good reason for them:
under the depressed economic conditions of 1857, his own business was
no longer profitable, Markets in Chicago and elsewhere had collapsed,
and the backward flow of money that ordinarily paid for shipments of
lumber had dwindled to nothing. “We are now,” he wrote, “having the
hardest times with the most Gleemy prospects for Business in Future that
this Country has ever seen.”'® In such circumstances, it hardly mattered
to Mears that he had signed contracts requiring him to pay workers no
matter what the price of lumber, Even if he had possessed funds enough
to meet his obligations, he would have been unwilling to spend good
money on labor that had no prospect of earning back its own cost. “They
certainly cannot expect me,” he observed about his workers’ requests for
money, “to pay them more wages than can be realized from their labour.”
To Mears, it seemed that the men should be grateful just to have jobs.
even if they did not receive cash for their work. I supposed considering
the condition of affairs in the Country,” he fumed, “that all hands would_,
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be obliged to me for giving them imploy at such wages as I could afford to
pay & be willing to take part of their wages in trade at that.”’%% [f the men
could not see that their true interest was to have any job at all under such
circumstances, so much the worse for them.

Mears’s occasional inability to meet his payroll points to a deeper
problem that he shared with other Great Lakes lumbermen in the era
immediately surrounding the Civil War. Like many frontier entrepre-
neurs, most lumbermen were undercapitalized.®6 Despite the high book
value of a typical lumber company’s fixed capital—the lands, mills, and
machinery that easily ran to hundreds of thousands of dollars for even a
medium-sized firm—many companies often lacked the Hqud capital
needed to turn trees into lumber and lumber into cash. Even if a lumber-
man owned ten thousand acres of prime timber and a state-of-the-art
sawmill, neither was any good without the money to hire workers or buy
supplies. Lack of capital was undoubtedly the industry’s single most per-
sistent and prolific source of sleepless nights and ulcers.

Shortages of liquid capital made the many financial risks confronting
lumber operators all the more severe. Some of these risks lay n the very
wood that composed their fixed capital. Sawmills were notoriously vul-
nerable to fires that could destroy them in a single night. In 1858, for
instance, Charles Mears’s manager at Duck Lake sent him the laconic
message ‘‘Last night we retired to bed at 9 o’clock, at 10 o’clock we was all
aroused—the Mills are entirely ruined.”¢” In this and other cases, the
conflagration had been set by an aggrieved worker who found 1n fire a
ready weapon against his employer.$8 Whether a fire occurred by acadent
or by intent, the same thing could easily happen to the stacked wood in
lumberyards, and even to whole forests, The annual fire reports of Chi-
cago's chief lumber journal always ran to dozens of entries.5

Water too posed risks. Ships on Lake Michigan had an unnerving
tendency to sink or run aground during storms, a danger that grew as
lumbermen tried to get in a last shipment before the cold of winter finally
sealed the harbors.” Once winter had set in, too much or too little snow
could mean trouble for loggers in the woods, just as springtime floods or
droughts could wreak havoc with the river drives. Perennial as these risks
may have been, given the very nature of the lumber trade, they always
served as grim reminders of just how close to the edge a firm was operat-
ing. Although lumbermen might try to msure against them, even a single
such disaster could mean bankruptcy for a company whose capital was too
meager to absorb the blow.

But the greatest risks of the lumber trade flowed less from its occa-
sional disasters than from the ordinary cycling of its natural year, which
created long periods when a company had to pay out far more money
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than 1t carned. Throughout the fall and winter months, firms had o
spend thousands of dollars on food, supplics, and wages, even though
they could ship no lumber to market as long as Lake Michigan and the
port cities were locked in ice. Because they depended in opposite ways on
the freezing and thawing of water, the natural rhythms of supply and
demand seldom moved in harmony: the most expensive time of the year
came exactly when it was least possible to carn income. Success in the
lumber industry required enough capital to meet costs during the long
winters when shipping and sales tell 1o a minimum. Some operators
found themselves short of money every winter, while others, like Mears,
generally had enough funds to do all nght except during financial panics.
Sooner or later, however, almost everyone faced cash shortages that
threatened business.”!

When this happened, lumbermen could resort to several tactics that
might mean the difference between bankruptcy and survival. One was to
follow Mears's example during the 1857 panic: pay out as little cash as
possible. This could be accomplished by such cost-cutting measures as
not buying supplics, reducing production, refusing to pay old debts, mak-
ing payments in kind, or firing workers. When the Holt Lumber Company
faced hard umes in 1877, its Chicago office directed its mill in Oconto,
Wisconsin, to adopt almost all of these measures. “'In regard to paying
the men,” directed the Chicago partner,

I agree with you that it is betler to pay what we can from the store, if we
can do it to any advantage, but [ have no idea of putting in a large stock of
goods there and getting in debt for them and trusting them out. . . . [ want
every man discharged that can possibly be spared [a]bout the Mill[,] Store
& everywhere else. Our cxpenses [nolw are cating us up, and must be
curtailed.??

All such measures were ways of tightening the account books to cut away
as many financial obligations as possible. Al the same time that lumber-
men were reducing costs in these ways, some scrounged to find any alter-
native source of income they could. Mears, for instance, went so far as to
urge his mill managers to gather and sell blueberries, blackberries,
peaches, and furs.73

An equally important survival tactic was to concentrate a firm’s cash
reserves wherever they were most needed. In practice, this meant regu-
larly shifting money among a firm’s logging operations, lakeshore mi‘lls,
and Chicago yards—assuming its business included all these activities.
Mears, who was more conservative about credit than many, rcgulaﬂx_
dealt with cash-flow problems by ordering his managers, “Send us €Yy
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dollar you can spare. . . .”"7* The Chicago partner of the Holt Company
responded to its capital crisis in 1877 by writing his Wisconsin mill, “Twill
send you what money I can,” but telling his partners, “You will have to
pay out money as sparingly as possible. We have a large amt of paper
falling due the 1st of the month and we are getting in almost nothing to
meet it."? Such movements of capital occurred during calmer times as
well. For example, Mears’s brother, Nathan, informed him in Octoher
1852 that the Chicago yard had “plenty fund on hand if you want to the
amount of six to ten thousand dollars.”?¢ In this way, sales at Chicago
yards helped keep Michigan and Wisconsin mills operating when money
was short, while store income from the mills helped on a smaller scale Lo
pay for supplies in Chicago. Any lumber company that ran logging opera-
tions, a Lake Michigan mill, and a Chicago vard was by defmition an
interstate business with resources widely distributed across the region.”’
1t thercby gained the ability to transfer 1ts funds from mill to yard and
back again—from forest to cty to prairie, and [rom cornfield back to
pinery—to meet the needs of trade. Just as lumber and supplies shuttled
between Chicago and the lumber towns, so did money and capital.

But something clse moved in this way as welk: credit. When firms
found themselves, as they regularly did each winter, having to spend
money they did not possess, the most attractive solution was to spend
money belonging to someone else. If one could acquire goods without
paying for them, or get workers to cut trees and saw lumber without
giving them cash, one could survive the seasonal downturn until sales of
lumber brought in the funds to pay off accumulated debts. If a firm had
too little cash to conduct business entirely with its own capital, it could
purchase supplies on credit, It thercby transferred the burden of its own
capitalization to a third party, more often than not a merchant or banker
located in a major city like Chicago. By relying on Chicago wholesalers to
advance them funds, small or undercapitalized Michigan and Wisconsin
firms could survive the winter months when demand was at its worst.
Come spring, they could then hope that the flow of natural capital from
the forests would meet the demand of the farmers, turning lumber into
cash and enabling companies to pay off their debts.

As the experiences ol Charles Mears show, the dangers of the seasonal
cycle were compounded by the business cycle, The same shortage of
liquid capital that led lumbermen to fear the winter months threatened
catastrophe when the cconomy jolted into a financial panic. In years like
1857, 1873, and their lesser cousins, many lumber companies found
themselves caught in a trap of their own making. Not only had they in-
curred debts with their suppliers, but more often than not they had also
extended credit to their own customers, who were now unable to pay.
Under such circumstances, the long chain of debts and credits broke at its
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weakest links, and firms had to scramble 1o avoid becoming one more
victim in the ensuing series of defaults. Declaring in October 1859 that
“these are the hardest times for the lumber trade I have ever seen,”
Mears wrote one of his managers, "I . ., have hardly been able to attend
to any thing but money matters and have hardly been able to collect
enough to pay expenses.” After repeating his ritunal injunction *'1 hope
you will not fail to send me all the money you can spare,” Mears added,
“Many of the lumber Dealers will be obhiged to fail if these times last a
month longer,”’78 Such were the perils of juggling debts in the troughs of
the business cycle.

Risky as the dependence on credit could be, there was almost no way
to escape it. Buyers and sellers were both short of cash, which meant that
both had 10 offer customers their best natural alternative—lumber, grain,
meat, and other provisions—in return for a promise to pay cash in the
future. During ordinary years when the economy was healthy, one could
do a reasonable business in this way; during panics, one had to hope that
creditors would be patient while one waited for one’s own customers to
pay for goods they had bought on time. Although the obvious way to
escape such risks was to avoid selling (or buying) on credit—Mears re-
peatedly reminded his managers, *'I do not wish to extend a dollars credit
to any man”—this was much more easily said than done.”® As one lumber
merchant explained in a letter to the Northwestern Lumberman,

You can not do it! Why? Because credit is not an extraneous substance
which exists on the outside of the business: it is not a wash upon the
surface; itis a part of the innermost. Ifitis a disease, it lies next to the most
vital parts. To suddenly remove it would be to endanger life 80

The greatest threats to a lumber firm’s economic well-being were
thus, ironically, also the fount of its prosperity. The mills whose cheap
wooden construction made them affordable also made them susceptible
to fire. The late-season shipments of lumber that reached Chicago in time
to take advantage of the city's winter market also faced the threat of
shipwreck in December storms. And the credit that allowed companies to
do a larger business than their capital justified also laid them open to
financial disaster in a panic. The risks of the lumber trade were indeed a
disease lying “‘next to the most vital parts.” A lumberman’s greatest chal-
lenge was to prevent that chronic condition from becoming fatal.

Cargo Market

. It was for this very reason that Chicago emerged during the 135Q§“ ..
the single greatest lumber market in the world. The solutions to s €
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ame to center on the aity in such a way that Lake

le choice but to wrn 10 Chicago as therr
safest port in good economic weather and bad. The natural capital they
held in their trees, logs, and lumber became valuable for trade only if they
could turn it into the liquid capital of cash and credit. To work that trans-
formation, they needed a dependable market—and no western market
was more dependable than Chicago. In the city’s marketplace, the com-
modities of the forest underwent their crucial conversion into money, and
so provided the basis for another cycle of production: lumber became
cash, and cash became the wages and provisions that would sustain the
next round of logging and milling. In this cycle of cash and capital lay the
source of Chicago’s influence over the supply side of the market.
The conversion of wood into money could happen in at least two
ways. Mill operators like Mears who owned Chicago yards could simply

have their ships pick up lumbcer in Michigan or Wisconsin and deliver it
directly to their docks 1n the city,

taking upon themselves the different
roles of manufacturer, shipper, wholesaler, and sometimes even retailer.
Many sawmill operators, however, did not possess the resources 10 han-
dle all these roles at once, and thus could not alford to maintain their own
Chicago yard. Unlike Mears and other large operators, they had 10 adopt
a second strategy. After loading their output into the hold of a Lake

Michigan ship that they might or might not own themsclves, they then

consigned it to Chicago in the hope that some purchascr—-—usually a com-
ndent wholesale dealer—would buy the

This was a riskier way to do business,
dle sales directly, there were few alter-

and business cycles alike €
Michigan lumbermen had litt

mission merchant or an indepe
lumber after it arrived in the city.
but if one lacked the capital to han

natives.

From the 1850s forward, independent lumber ships arriving in Chi-
cago generally made their way up the Chicago River to the foot of Frank-
lin Street, just before the river split into its north and south branches.
There, on a few hundred feet of wharves collectively known as the whole-
sale docks, the buyers and sellers of Chicago lumber met in the “cargo
market " —probably the only place in the United States where traders ot

ducted a wholesale market n unsold shiploads of lumber throughout the

warm months of the year. Not even such major lumber centers as New

vork, Albany, Boston, or Philadelphia had a comparable institution.??

“Chicago,” wrote the Northuwestern Lumberman 1n 1878, “'is about the only

point in the country where there is a ‘market’ for Jumber, as between

manufacturers and wholesale dealers.”’82 Each morning, starting some-
time after suntise and continuing until about noon, the city's commission
merchants and wholesale dealers “went on the market”’ by boarding the
ships to inspect whatever wood they could see below deck. On the basis of
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the volume and quality of the car
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Its new owner un-

To see why N .
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that s les; 13::5@:. ‘E\en in the 15.5705, it maintained stocks of lumb:‘
Milwaukee only if a d Tvemh of Chicago’s total 8 Most wood went to
men knew from hardea ef had already purchased it in advance. Lumber-
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caresses of Sharp-claw;;ir f\-‘Eessel 1 f(‘)rced to pull out for Chicago, the
shoulder.”’8¢ The bottom 1-nends l?cmg preferable to a supreme cold
Lake Michigan where one 111:-8 was simple: Chicago was the only place on
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eaders in 1874, “*Chicago is not only
1d, but it has always had an eminent
of lumber could be

Wisconsin Lumberman reported to is ¥
the largest lumber market in the wor
reputation as a market upon which almost any amount
placed at any time and sold for cash.”#? For lumber vessels whose owners
and captains were eager Lo rewurn 1o the mills as soon as possible for
another shipment, there were enormous advantages in being able to sell
large quantities quickly. A rapid sale meant reducing the amount of timea
ship sat idle (and paying dock charges) in port. It lowered the transaction
costs that came with each additonal buyer. It avoided the need to unload
lumber onto the docks so that potential purchasers could inspect it piece-
meal. And it eliminated the very real possibility that at the end of several
sales low-quality lumber might remain that no one would buy at any price.
Being able in one wransaction 1o sell everything a ship contained allowed
Jumbermen from Chicago’s hinterland to shift these costs and risks onto
the shoulders of the city’s merchants. Even more important, though, buy-
ers at Chicago’s cargo market always paid cash. For mill operators peren-
nially short of money, the prospect of converting lumber instantly from
natural capital into liquid capital justified adding many extra miles to its

journey, “Lumber,” explained one Chicago dealer, “comes here because

it can be sold for cash.
As soon as the ice broke u

RS
p in the spring, lumberman around the lake
sent off shipments to raise the cash with which to repay their winter debts.
As they did so, they made a simple calculation about where to send their
output. If they shipped lumber to lake towns other than Chicago, they
would in all likelihood have to sell to customers who had to buy on
credit—which was of no help in meeting their own financial obligations.
No such problem existed n Chicago. Furthermore, Chicago’s other
wholesale markets sold food and provisions in bulk at some of the lowest
prices in the region, so tumber ships could bring back supplies rather
than return to their home ports empty- All arguments pointed to Chicago
as the best destination for most lumber shipments. As a result, lumber
vessels accounted for most of the ships that visited Chicago’s harbor: of
the nearly thirteen thousand arrivals there in 1872, over nine thousand
carried lumber 8¢ One visitor to Chicago recorded that on a single day in
1867, ‘*a favorable wind blew into port two hundred and eighteen vessels
loaded with timber.”90 The Northwestern [ umberman was not exaggeratng
in 1879 when it remarked, “I{ may almost be said that the few hundred
feet of dock at the head of Franklin street is the center around which the
vast industry represented in the handling of lumber revolves.” 91
Lumber arriving at the cargo market came from al} around the shores
of Lake Michigan; some even came from as far away as the Canadian and
Michigan ports on Lake Huron. In 1859, Chicago’s two most important
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as millowners could always find someone in the Chicago cargo market
who would buy their lumber, so could retail dealers and customers always
find someone in the Chicago lumber district who would sell it to them.
Because the wholesale market was highly competitive, its prices were at-
tractively low, and that often enabled Chicago firms to outsell lumber
dealers located hundreds of miles away.

For anyone who visited it in the years following the Civil War, the
lumber district was an astonishing place, almost a city within a city. As one
passed the Franklin Strect wholesale docks and rounded the bend to float
onto the South Branch of the Chicago River, one entered a world that
appeared to consist almost entirely of stacked wood. As a stunned British
visitor remarked, “The timber yards are a considerable part of the city’s
surface, there appearing to be enough boards and planks piled up to
supply a half-dozen States.”95 Especially on the west bank of the river,
whole city blocks might contain nothing but docks and seemingly endless
heaps of pine lumber ten or more feet high. All told, the district con-
tained twelve miles of dockage devoted solely to handling lumber ships.9
The smell of sap and sawdust hung in the air, mingled with the less
pleasant odors of sewage from the river. Here and there above the square
woodpiles, one could glimpse the masts of docked ships as they unloaded
the lumber in their holds, as well as the looming shapes and smoking
stacks of nearby grain elevators. Otherwise, though, the vista stretching
off into the gray middle distance was raw lumber and nothing else. The

woodpiles dwarfed the offices of individual lumber merchants, which
were barely distinguishable from their surroundings. Alter dark, it was a
lonely and abandoned landscape, the gloom broken only by the wander-
ing lanterns of night watchmen making their rounds to guard against fire
and theft %7
The heart of the district lay along the mile of riverfront south of
Twenty-second Street and west of Halsted. There, more than a dozen
short canals, each over a quarter mile long, fingered north from the river.
Along these canals were hundreds of standard lots measuring 244 by 100
feet. Each one had 100 feet of canal frontage, and a1 the back of each was
a railroad siding connecting the yard via the Chicago, Burlington and
Quincy with every railroad line in the city. Once a wholesale dealer had
purchased a shipload of lumber at the cargo market the entire vessel
fioated down the river to a dock at one of these vards. A crew of *“lumber-
shovers™ then unloaded and stacked the lumber onto the dealer’s lot.
There, the boards sat until some retail dealer purchased them for ship-
ment to another city, whereupon they had only to be moved no more than

a couple of hundred feet to the railroad car that carried them to their final L
destination.?® Y
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More went on in these yards than the simple recew,mg, Slaik;-::gni?;
shipping of wood. Because of the sawmill operators ur;gti:lrlarriwd a
need to sell their lumber as quickly as possml;:], ;noslte zards e
Chicago still green with moislug;e an;i Sap.a::f(“a‘:w?::,i d,;).-ing fhereiore

ibuted to the final stage of lumber m _ o
:Zr;t::g;]wo damp for safe use. In effect, this ‘ivas yelzgol};&;;z;?;::;c;);:
they absorbed for the sawn:jills, a;ilnc‘e mpn::}rcl;i::;t; (;r:le mber e Tt
earn any income while woo sat drying in rd ¢ e ive them.
salers kept so many woodpiles in the lumber district w £ henn

h of an overstock that they could fill any o.rders that ca
ffl'll‘i'lis t‘::‘z;;garrived shipments were still drying.. But Just h(l): slfingu;g
they took this part of their job is open ’to question. Gwelzl; e ndg e
mand even for green lumber in Chicago’s hertcrlzmd markets, and g "
that wholesalers viewed stacked wood as capital that was mf)t .t'-arrluny;;wn
keep, they had strong incentives to dec.lare lumber rea.dy or sa edeh t
when it still felt damp to the touch. Chicago dealers shlpped wqoh t 2-
was much greener than many of their country customers gkeq’ wfl;ljr? -
sequences that have been evident in the warped walls and floors o y
se ever since.100 '

farrzl;(i)(l;go wholesalers may not have [aket.l very senously}:l"le t?stl;e(::
drying wood, but they were much more serious about .anot er o her
chief activities: sorting wood. Because the sawmills hurried their p:irov u \
to market by the shipload, they made little effort to separate gonI w00

from bad. li‘ls(ead, they sent literally everylbmg that was rcmf)ted?aﬂ‘m:lr(i
ketable. A typical shipment might contain pieces of lumber t}flaﬁl . .ll e:nd
widely in dimension, dryness, knottiness, sappiness, degree o nl:;lrke[
overall quality. This meant that when wh()lcs?lers at lhe}-1 cargt;im‘rem
bought everything in a ship’s hold, they mew.tably purchase erent
pieces of lumber that would bring widcly varying prices from reta}:’ o

tomers. To obtain full value from their purchase, therefon.e, they had w0
sort the wood into categories that customers would recognize. ' .

After unloading wood at the yards, lumber workers graded 1t acc:lra[
ing to informal rules that superficially resembied FhOSC usedjolll" g‘zaland
the Chicago Board of Trade. How many knots? dld»[h.(: w0O a»st,ains;
how large were they? How wide and long was ? Md hav;.rslaplo thes;
Was it warped? And so on, Once graded and.mspccted accl:)r i r%  these
rules, lumber was sorted into the appropriate ]:.)arl ojt esg’]z:en;e 2
physical layout of the lot came to reflect the yard’s grad I;gthe carg(; o
the completion of this step, the timber thz;:;uc:]:rl;:ﬁ_eeremialed gom

as a raw, homogeneous mass was ¢

:f):wemiona] categofies of the marketplace. What hiil: blt.‘ogll;za;:il at :z::::;’;!
pine tree had been progressively transformed from log

,_.I _ ending: no s
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cially standardized commodity.
long way—in thought as much a
cut down to supply them.
When customers, most of whom were dealers

towns, placed an order with one of the Chicago vard
depended on the grade of wood they selected. Lum
each had separate standards that identified them
mon,” “second common,” and so on. The broade
was between “clear” stock, which tended to be s
use in finishing, and “‘common” stock, w
quality. The best clear lumber—broad bo
stamns—often went to merchants in towns and cities where wealthier resi-
dents were willing to spend good money to give their homes a fine ap-
pearance. “Common' lumber sold more widely, since it was used by
everyone to frame buildings and was also popular with poorer customers,

many of them in rural areas, who could not afford o worry about the
finish of their houses.10!

The Chicago wholesale yards were thus a
$ in space—~—from the forests that had been

located in hinterland
s, the prices they pad
ber, shingles, and lath
as “clear,” “frst com-
st distinction in grades
old at higher prices for
hich was cheaper and of lower
ards entirely free of knots or sap

In effect, the enormous concentration of supply in Chicago’s lumber-
yards encouraged its dealers to attempt the same abstraction of a natural
resource that had occurred in the city’s grain market. As in the grain
trade, in the lumber trade buying by rail often meant that hinterland
customers had to wire their orders o Chicago without seeing in advance
the products they were buying. Doing this was possible only with some
sort of grading scheme. Chicago wholesalers reached a rough agreement
about how the city’s lumber should be graded, and because they so domi-
nated the western market, their grading system, like that of the Board of
Trade, proliferated across the region to become the basis for
hinterland (owns. 192 Competing lumber districts adopted it as w
mills on the Chippewa River in northwestern Wisconsin hired Chicago
lumber Inspectors to make sure that their output conformed to Chicago
grades, 102 Remembering the feverish speculative market that emerged
after the Board of Trade standardized grain grades, a few Chicago mer-

chants even hoped that the city’s lumber market might develop along
similar lines. Where standard grades existed, could futures contracts be
far behind? If 50, surely the profits from a full-scale futures market in
lumber would make the city's existing trade look like small kindling.

But the story of Chicago’s lumber trade would have a much different
peculative market in wood ever really developed there during
¢ nineteenth century.194 The city’s lumber grades never became $0

sales in
ell: saw-

¢ Mandardized as its grain grades, probably because buyers of wood con-
ki tinued to insist on differentiating its

qualities much more carefully '-
hing from wood, one had to livg s

¢ of grain. Once one built somet
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arketed it, lumber was bulky, expensive

to store, and easy to damage. It had none of the hiquid qualities that had
allowed grain elevators to iransform the handling of wheat and corn.
These characteristics all made if difficult to treat lumber quite so ab-
stractly as grain, and thus made it less suited to the speculative needs of a
futures market.19® Moreover, the Lumberman’s Exchange of Chicago, the
city’s chief organization of lumber wholesalers and manufacturers after
its founding in 1869, never attained anything like the power or promi-
nence of the Chicago Board of Trade 1% Although Chicago lumbermen
during the 1870s and 1880s regularly sought to promote national lum-
ber-grading standards that resembled their system, none of their efforts
succeeded.!o? Regional grading schemes with effective enforcement did
not appear in the lumber industry until the 1890s, and they were based on
Mississippi Valley standards, not Chicago ones,108
Although Chicago's grades for lumber quality did not become wholly
standardized across the region, the sizes i which city dealers sold their
wood did set informal but widely recognized standards. The customers
who purchased the bulk of Chicago’s lumber sought it In certain regular
dimensions, among which the humble two-by-four was just one of several
popular choices. The huge and growing market for such essential
wooden objects as fence posts and railroad ties demanded that logs be cut
according to rigidly consistent scales. The same was true of the wooden
structures that rural farmers and townspeople were building for them-
selves. Obtaining the designs of their houses, farms, and commercial
buildings from popular pattern books and builders’ manuals, people
were eager Lo buy wood that came as close as possible to the specifications
in those books. A good sawmill could supply pieces of wood with almost
identical width and depth measurements, so carpenters had only to cut
them to proper length—thus significantly reducing the labor involved in
construction. For all these reasons, lumber of standard dimensions be-
came more and more popular with American builders during the course
of the nineteenth century.

Here again they followed Chicago’s example. In 1833, just as the aty
was experiencing its first major real cstate boom in the wake of the canal
fever, the builder Augustine D. Taylor devised a new architectural fram-
ing system while constructing St. Mary’s Catholic Church.'9? In desigming
the building, Taylor rejected the strong but laboricus timber-frame con-
struction—with heavy beams held together by hand-carved mortise-and-
tenon joints—that had typified wooden architecture since the European
Middle Ages. Instead, he wurned to the new, lighter, mass-produced
pieces of lumber that were beginning to be available in the city, and
combined them with an even more unpretentious product of America’s

it for a long time. For those whom
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machine age: the nail. Taylor used these simple materials to
tu1jal skeleton consisting of sills, floor joists, studs, and ro e;ec}a o
na}led together and covered with a wooden sheathi;1g of clz? bral e
shlngl.es. Because his design supported the load of the buiPl)d'c'ards' an
cage-like framework consisting of many lightweight stud an “"“!1 .
rather than a few massive wooden columns and girders, i e o
known as the balloon frame. 1 came to be
‘As a popular farmer's manual defined it in the 1880s, what disti
gLIIS':lCd the balloon frame from its more stolid predecess;) . m"?-
consm.ed of "'a strong frame made with few mortises and le:'l s th?l[n )
a.nd nails holding all firmly together.”11® Mundane as this sim cl):sci etip.
tion may sound, it proclaimed an architectural revolution ];)ec uess;:l;l}rl)-
balloon frame consisted of light, milled wood, a small numl:;er ofaw ki .
Fou!d erect it quickly; because it was held together with nails inst:de;
intricate .carved Joints, it required less skill than earlier buildings; and
because its components were easy to modify and repeat, it was wor’1der-
fully adaptable to buildings of different shapes and forms. Perhaps it
only real drawback was that the tall two-by-four studs suppor.[in boglst;ls
SECOI‘]d-HO()rjOiS{S and the roof rafters formed continuous air sgaces th (:
ran i.ron‘1 basement 1o roof. Because builders did not at first I;‘ras tl?e
implications of these air spaces, early balloon-frame structures had fzw or
no fire-stops in their walls.111 In the event that any part of the structure
started to burn, the walls quickly began to act as flues, and the buildin
became an inferno. Chicagoans would learn this lesson all too well during
the Grea.l Fire, which devastated their city in October 1871.112 ¢
Despite this one invisible danger of the balloon frame, Chicagoans
and other ninetecenth-century Americans had every reason tlo embrga i
as the quintessential building form of the age. In a ;vorld where woodcvi::s
cheap and. readily available, Taylor’s design was ideally suited to the task
of occupying a [rontier landscape as quickly and with as little labor as
aosscliblc. ::Ev:?rything new,’” wrote a traveler to Chicago in 1880, “is of
h:::]b.lé.f;lr;zsolulzi b,?él.o(m frame was no less well adapted to the needs of’
soom helped 1o ui 'mis than to l.he cl:?bora[e architectural fantasies it
tnemor e caprlre in the domesu.c rgsndences of the well-to-do. Even
e pomence ron}:entzr§ could usc it with reasonable success, and build-
o cemur}; [heoizsstmatfco.rdmgly‘ By .the second half of the nine-
sing it . ajority of America’s wooden buildings were
ba“Aoppr;)pnatel}.' enough,'the decz}des follo‘wing 1850, during which the
on frame triumphed in American architecture, also constituted the

.aenlod when Chicagf) emerged as the greatest lumber market in the
_. or. d. T‘l’]e fences, rallroad 11es, and buildings [hal quled the Prodigious
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American demand for wood were in CoOmmon use throughout the coun-
try, but nowhere was the demand for them more concentrated than at
Chicago. In no other city on the planet was there a neighborhood to
compare with the vast, strange landscape of stacked wood that dominated
the South Branch of the Chicago River. In no other city did so large a
lumber fleet gather to deliver so immense an output from so many dif-
ferent sawmills. And in no other city did so many customers from so
extensive an area gather to buy so much wood.

Buying by Rail

If the lumbermen of Lake Michigan had good reasons for selling their
product in Chicago, the settlers and retail lumber dealers of the western
grasslands had equally good reasons for buying it there. The most obvi-
ous was the familiar ecological one: for the first ume in the history of
North American frontier settlement, would-be farmers and town builders
had moved out of the forest and into a grassland ecosystem where they
had to rely on sources of wood lying far outside their immediate locales.
“The prairies,” wrote one traveler, *'to which Nature has been so vari-
ously bountiful, do lack this first necessity of the settler, and it is Chicago
that sends up the lake for it and supplies it to the prairies.”’ 114 The same
attractions that had pulied sellers to the Chicago marketplace drew buy-
ers there as well: the sheer volume of woed its dealers could handle, the
variety of assortments they stocked, and their readiness to offer cash to
sellers and credit to buyers. In Chicago, lumber supply met lumber de-
mand on an unprecedented scale.

But the mere conjunction of forest and prairie could not by itself have
produced Chicago’s cxtraordinary wholesale market in lumber. The ge-
ography of capital was no less crucial than the geography of nature in
bringing so many sellers and buyers together, for both depended finally
on the iron and steel rails that were Chicago’s gateway to the western
prairies. Because the city by 1860 was already the central rail depot of the
upper Mississippi Valley, Chicago’s wholesale lumberyards became the
chief suppliers to inhabitants in a broad fan-shaped swath of land reach-
ing to the Great Plains and beyond. Farmers and townspeople in Illinois,
Iowa, and southern Wisconsin were among the chief customers of Chi-
cago's lumber dealers, but the city’s reach extended much father west, to
wherever the rails ran. For many grassland custOmers, the rail network
made Chicago the best option for obtaining lumber. The superintendant
of the Chicago, Burlington and Quincy could thus write in 1868 of the
lumber dealers at St. Joseph and Kansas City, “They get from Chicago

their lumber because they cannot ge[t]itany otl.'_ler.way.”l 18 By the end of
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the 18695, Nebraskans and Kansans were buying much of their lumb
from Chicago, and the city’s wood was framing buildin o aony on
Colorado and Wyoming, B as far away as
‘ .Sometlmes entire buildings rode the rails west from the city. O
(jhlcag(‘) firm, as an 1867 visitor described it, went so far as “t cllly. o
timber in the form of ready-made houses™ to customers thr ¥ hespat;:lh
Great West, its proprietors being “happy to furnish mttoug ouFllt y
school-houses, stores, taverns, churches, court-houses, or t _— ‘: e
sale and retail, and to forward them, securely packed ,to ano“"“s- § fO:f-
country.” 16 Chicago firms that manufactur}ed build’ing co)l'npal"l N tt -
fioors, sashes, and blinds—shipped goods even greater distanceioneg 151;
Just to the West. By 1880, an eastern tourist could report tha;al'l;l 5
railroad cars at one Chicago factory that were destined “not onr :'::
Denver, Leadville, Santa Fe, and Salt Lake City, bdt—tell it not 1 YN
Engl.and—for Connecticut as well.”117 Wherevér the city’s lumb e went,
and in whatever form, it reached its destination by rail. s mberwent
_]u‘st as they did with grain, the railroads had powerful reasons of their
own for making Chicago central to the lumber trade. One was simply the
sheer volume of business it generated for them, By 1860, the ci[y’s Yards
were annually shipping over 220 million board feet of lu,rnber.lls N};arl
8.0 percent of it rode the rails. By 1870, the city’s lumber shipments haé
r‘lscn to over 580 million board feet, and by 1880, to over a billion board
icct—.of which the railroads’ share had grown to 95 percent. For individ-
ual llnes. passing through treeless couniry, these aggregate numbers
meant big business. In 1870, for instance, the Illinois Central, the Chi-
cago, Burlington and Quincy, and the Chicago and Alton eac,h carried
over 120 million board feet of lumber. Only the city’s grain shi
could compare in 1otal volume.119 ‘ ramn shpments
. For the railroads, the direction of these shipments was at least as
important as their size. The vast bulk of Chicago's lumber exports moved
west, tF)w'ard the prairies.!?? By so doing, they helped counterbalance the
;}:}i{oi‘mg movement of grain‘ from western farms, the vast bulk of which
o e east..Many of the trains that carried wheat and corn east would
ve gone back empty—at a loss—had there been no lumber to help pay

for th ; .
. e return journey. Because railroad companies had to meet their

‘ﬁv’:?ef'zsfgsr:r?aﬁg:ihwh}?t' and because railroad cars had to return to the
managers had good ri;;r or 1ot they had ‘:"“Ything to carry, railroad
lumber rates. Lumb n to be generous in setting their westbound

ates. Lumber therefore moved cheaply relative to many other
goods—and from nowhere more cheaply than from Chicago. Since most

.Z w - : .

1 caeslern ra{lroad companies had their farthest eastern terminals in Chi-
1 lhg-o and since they sought to encourage the longest possible haul over .. s
their own lines, they competed with each other more intensely there {8

i NV T PP .
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1o maximize the return on invested railroad

anywhere else. The best way
cost per ton-mile for lumber lower from

capital was to keep the average

Chicago than from anywhere else.
By the 1870s, the whole railroad rate structure for Great Lakes lumber

was revolving around Chicago, in ways that made the city’s precminence a
self-fulfilling prophecy. Shippers at other locations found that westward-
bound railroads charged them for carrying jumber by setting a “differen-
tial” between their own rate and Chicago's rate to the samc point. To
establish the rate from Burlington, lIowa, L0 Omaha, Nebraska, for in-
stance, a railroad company determined what it would charge for carrying
the same quantity of lumber from Chicago to Omaha, and then subtracted
a fixed number of cents to set the Burlington rate.!?! As long as these
differentials remained fixed on a railroad’s books, its rates could fluctuate
from month to month without ever upsetting the balance of power among
Chicago and its competitors.

This system was formalized for the entire rail network in 1884 when
George M. Bogue, a railroad arbitrator, announced an official schedule of
differentials—differences in cents per hundredweight between Chicago’s
jumber rates and those of other cities—that would henceforth set rates on
all participating railroads for cvery major shipping center east of the
Rockies.122 With the Bogue award in place, railroads could set identical
rates (and hence avoid competing with each other) simply by maintaimng
the Chicago-based differentials that the arbitrator had established. By so
doing, they reinforced the advantages Chicago already enjoyed as a lum-
ber center, and revealed just how much people had come to regard those
advantages as a natural condition ol trade. Bogue himself felt little hesita-
tion in attributing Chicago's favored status to the logic of a railroad geog-
raphy that he apparently saw as “natural.” In cxplaining how the city
could afford to ship lumber more cheaply even than towns located in the
heart of the north woods, he wrote,

It is no doubt true that the roads reaching Chicago—which is the largest
primary grain and stock receiving point in the world—can in their return
muke rates on lumber without loss, which would net aloss if applied to the
roads reaching the pineries direct; and it is doubtless true, also, that the
actual cost of the haul from Chicago does not greatly exceed the shorter
haul from the Mississippi river; and so long as this is the case, it is natural
to expect that the Chicago roads will support the Chicago market.123

Support it they did, though fo
than with the railroads’ own neé
meet fixed costs and remain profitable. Wha

BT

¢ reasons having less to do with nature
d to employ capital as fully as possible to
tever their reasons, the rail-
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ro . Chic: . .

; a:;is made Chicago, a city located in one of the nation’s most treel

: X . re

andscapes, the greatest lumber center in the world. In con eless
- sequence,

customers could often buy wood from Chicago more cheaply

towns whose “natural” advantage than from

S—Il¢ Q lh -
- near l‘l(?SS t ¢ pll’le fOI"CS[S Or near
ness Lo pl AITIEC CuStOIIlCl‘S—SCCIIled Supel 10r Lo Chlcago 5. Mercha]lls m

::tl}er lumber towns sometimes complained about the unfairness of
t;(l.nfir.:,l:i: ;)u:(:}zr;p?cle afg'am‘st.a lum.ber .metropolis located so far frrtl)(:r:
el » bu 2 were dlsnn‘c‘t minority.'24 Most people saw nothin
odd about Chicago’s favored position. The geography of capital h .
::Eam l.nsmual?d itself so successfully into the geography E}tza[:feotz(:

€ primac iy’
he _pin hac ;utz ,St::) l:;[vi a»::;;lf‘s’ale lumberyards came to seem inevita-
. It must haw: seemed equally natural for George Hotchkiss, th

11;11;)(;1.‘?11.1 nllsr;g;eemh-cemury chronicler of Chicago’s lumberr in;u:ltc;;t
: v‘,l e in , “The history ol the lumber trade is the hist f ,
city.”125 Had he sought to show proof for those words, h Sdory e
gestured toward the South Fork of the river, w “over b Only_hf“'e
:oard fret 0: lumber sat drying in seemingly :rilc;:fe;so:vgogzlit;eas l::}l:)zg
ppearance from afar was like nothing so n‘iuch as a great gray forest
iﬁf&c}c]l (;ﬁda.}r‘); squarhed by some giga.mtic ax. More than a qualirymillion

ad died to build those woodpiles, trees that had been growing fi
more'than a century in forests located well over a hundred mile gh OI'
the city.128 If the history of the lumber trade—or rather, the lsli::): of
tl‘m.se trees—was in fact “the history of the city,” one su;pects tha:Yfe(:v
(‘.hlcago.ans recognized it as such. Few had ever seen those forests, and

fewe'r still had seen what those forests were becoming as the ax wi idn
continued their relentless work on behalf of Chicago's merch;nlte ercsl

.custornfsrs. Although the city, its railroads, and one of its most im o
i;‘l}d}lsmes had all required the sacrifice of those trees, few acknowﬁzz‘l[ga:c:
grf)l:':t::;?:;;r}gy' l}llad died 50 far away, and the years in which they had
o were so & uch out of mind, that it was easy to forget the roots from
city had sprung. And where a quarter million white pines had

fallen in a singl
gle year, surely anothe il )
ready to take their place. ’ er quarter million would always stand

Lost Hinterlands

Or perhaps not.

ust th i
] three or four years afier Hotchkiss wrote, many Chicagoans

" b . 7 3 ]
: nz\gvan Ny 1;311.,: e that the city’s wholesale lumber industry had entered a
3 era. During the three decades preceding 1882, the city's lumber
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their incoming ship-

dealers had enjoyed an average annual growth in
ars that preceded the

ments of nearly 15 percent; during the golden ye
1857 panic, the city’s receipts had bounded upward at average rates of
over 35 percent per year. The early 1870s, on the other hand, had seen
the market stagnate for more than half a decade before it finally turned
upward again. Then, in 1882, Chicago’s lumber industry entered an era
of upheaval and decline. From then until the end of the century, its re-
ceipts actually fell by an average of just under 1 percent per annuil, and
fluctuated wildly from year to year, seriously destabilizing lumber com-
pany profits.}*’

The 1880s marked a sea change for an industry addicted to exuberant

11 would Chicago lumber merchants be able to take for

growth. Never agai
to the north-

granted the “naturainess” of their city’s special relationship
ern forests. As they moved into the final decade of the century, they found
themselves in the unaccustomed position of taking “'a rather dreary view
of the prospect,” knowing that their city had permanently lost its role as
jumber wholesaler to the West.128 Many lumber dealers hegan to cast
about for other lines of business. Some reoriented and reduced the size of
their operations; some lefi the trade; some moved elsewhere; some went
bankrupt. In the last few years before his death in 1895, Charles Mears
was reduced to promoting an unsuccessful harbor-development scheme

in Michigan and to wriing bitter, plaintive letters to bankers no longer

interested in financing the visions of a lumberman whose time had

passed.'?? As his generation began to retire and die, so did Chicago’s

wholesale trade in white pine lumber.

What had happened?
Ironically, the same forces that had made Chicago the world's leading

lumber center gradually began to work against it in the years following
the Civil War. As the railroad network spread more deeply into Chicago’s
hinterland, its competitive logic began Lo undermine rather than promote
the city’s interests. New forested regions that lay well outside Chicago’s
tributary rail system began to compete with the city in selling wood. At
the same time, the white pine forests that had supplied Chicago with
lumber began to vanish, consumed by the same voracious appetite that
had given the city its market. The very success of Chicago in dominating
the regional lumber trade was among the most important factors con-
tributing to its decline. Starting in the 1870s, groups that had once seen
their interests converge in Chicago’s cargo market began to drift apart:
Chicago wholesalers, Lake Michigan lumbermen, hinterland lumber
dealers, and prairie customers no longer seemed so closely tied to the
city’s trade. Those who had relied on Chicago’s market increasingly re-
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s‘ented the power it held over them. As
arcumstances, one of their strongest
kets that would reduce their depende

: they sought (o improve their
wishes was to find alternative mar-
Competitive conditions at Chi nee on Chicago.
dealers of Kansas and Nobrack icago affected even the retail lumbe
land, that Chicago’s Iu :) raska, and it was there, out in the retail hint: :
ning to gather. In the ;“ 'f‘l‘ WhOIt.‘s;.llers saw the first storm g
chore up their-proﬁts bace of fi&Cl:l‘nlng prices, Chicago dealers sought to
into the hinterland to y sending drummers"——trave]ing salesmeng—out
from their yards 15 gersuade farmers and builders to buy lumber direct
failed lumber dea;lers t;l:mmners were men of little means, sometimes
orders on behalf of Chi emscllves, who worked on commission to obtain
ders fromm reta] dealer 1cago umber wholesalers. At times, they took or-
retail customers, B - S.ma.l" towns; at other times, they sold direct to
customers who p‘aidyc ::}?;;iclz:gge 2):32:1:. of lfhese C‘I‘direct sales,” retail
rices . . 1ties of wood could
prices for ther shipments. Because drummers worked on commisson,
o surpriSifglvcelr:::E;: (r;;a;l;zras 'ma}l:'y such sales as possible. .
kindly to s TR s in hmterland towns did n
chasi::g I;?;ed;i]n;r:slrs a;:uvmes. Country yards earned money l:; ;E::;-e
smaller quantities at hiShO lum.ber ‘at wholesale and reselling them in
income that allowed dialer retail prices. The retail markup generated the
customers. stock 5 side ers to pay yard workers’ wages, offer credit to
invested capital. Cou Lf_ Zssorlm'em of lumber, and eam income from
and storing lun;ber sr:) ?]; C?Iers incurred the cost and risk of purchasing
tomers needed it.131 F a "‘"’_"ld always be available when their cus-
wholesale prices i -Ch' rom their P_ersl?ective, the difference between
in Chicago and retail prices at the country yard was their

legitimate
reward for anticipati :

ing a ]
customers, pating and meeting the needs of their local

clouds begin-

During the

reward agd célg?(i)ts,otz;l:mngﬁt.‘s threatened to snatch the best part of this
l;;mﬁl!s on a mix of sales: ?he;rlglajgl(:)‘rri?‘:mryl‘ ilar((]:ls depended for their
uy only a few pi ' ) included those who needed to
others \tho boﬂ:]:f‘;uc}ftlfnber, which 'brought the yard little money, and
more income to the yar:d L[; fo.r an entire building, which brought much
the drummers most succes lil'[ ]l]l was exactly these latter customers whom
the largest and most ]:>re:>ﬁtas};);j Y pursued. By offering wholesale rates to
ers at their most valnerab] e .buYers, drummers undercut country deal-
cago firms competed ﬁercelpcglnt. W?rse, drummers from different Chi-
ther. “Chicago salesmen ety for business, driving prices down still fur-
numerous tc mention a’ndw:: e reporter in lowa in 1876, “are (00
, e cutting of price lists is fearful to be-
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d pressure on prices in an al-

hold.™132 By contributing to the downwar
ever harder for retail yards to

ready depressed market, drummers made it

sell their stocks at a profit.1?
In this, the drummers were aided by a group of local entrepreneurs

known as scalpers. Rather than incur the high costs of maintaining a
lumberyard, scalpers sought to identify retail customers who had to make
large purchases, and then offered to place an order for them in Chicago at
lower prices than the local yard could afford. Since the lumber came
direct to its final customer, scalpers had no yard costs and so needed
smaller markups to earn a profit. According to irate retail dealers, the
ers’ stock-in-trade was merely their ability to ferret out potential

“which information they usually obtain by loafing around
134 Moreover, they

scalp

customers,
lumber offices, or in some other underhanded way.

could sometimes take advantage of their customers’ inexperience by or-
dering inferior grades of Jumber and pricing them as if they were 10p
quality. Reputable dealers who wanted a long-term relationship with
their customers could not afford to resort to such tactics.

To country dealers, drummers and scalpers represented just onc
thing: unfair competition, much of it emanating from the city of Chicago.
The root of the problem was not the drummers and scalpers themselves
but the wholesalers who called them into being. By offering to sell lumber
to farmers at the same prices that dealers got, wholesalers were compet-
ing with their own customers. One angry Illinois dealer argued, “This
ought not to be; it 1s an injustice that every country dealer ought to de-
nounce. . . . It is taking trade from us that we worked hard to obtain, and
which we cannot well get along without, as we depend upon the patron-
o enable us to keep a stock on hand for the

age of our immediate vicimity t
135 The irony of the situation was that

accommodation of the public.
retail dealers continued to be among the largest purchasers of Chicago
lumber, so wholesalers potentially undermined their own sales. “Manu-
facturers,” wrote the Wisconsin Lumberman In an attack on direct sales,
“depend more or less on the capital of retail dealers to assist in the dis-
posal of their manufactured stock. That capital is worth at least 2 fair
interest compensation.”’136 For country dealers whose profits were disap-
pearing in the face of the new competition, it felt as if wholesalers had
violated the most fundamental covenant of the wholesale-retail relation-
ship, and were threatening to dismantle the entire lumber distribution
system.

The notion that retail distribution might disappear altogether did not
seem farfetched in the 1870s. The direct-sales controversy in the lumber
trade was linked to the same post—Civil War agrarian protest movements

that had attacked the Chicago grai

n elevator system. By the 1870s, these
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Elri:gz:dl;:do?szor?e identified with various branches of the Patrons of
dry, rwise known as the Grange. One of the Gra > chi
ECOD‘(‘)mlc complaints was having to pay exorbitant price ﬂgﬁl‘S_Chlef
men wh.o stf)od between manufacturers and customper o mlddl?-
l:zhon oft illegitimate profits for themselves. From the 0_5 e for":ler e
(;ranlgsirs, retail lumber dealers were no better th:empznrinto‘::hwwIr 'Oflhe
men.'37 To escape their clutches, state Grange organi:ra};io ot
create cooperative buying agencies that would make wh(;les rlls N
aArlltcll1 resc;jll goodsf[o their members with only an “equital?l:’?‘:;:]:l?z;s
ough most of these buying cooperatives ultimately 1 '
collapsed, their efforts to organize farm customers st . at lonst 1y e
ory, at the very heart of the country lumber busines: r“u’chk’ . leaS['m e
practices of wholesalers, therefore ] rected 3“_'“Ckmg -
indigr;ia.tior :;t sales to members Of’t;it21:;;5‘:;}?::;;‘:“:;9:“5;3;;
argued in 1874, for instance, that ‘it is the manifest
facturers .to refuse grange representatives the samed:;::re?gtuﬁﬁe;qlarw-
fnate retail dealers are now purchasing. . . . The grange ele p .
lng\l}\l:.e dictatorial tone of monopoly in its worst fornf 158 e s
oo ::(;h‘jil:hag;?;];:‘ifslr:_l:ﬁg organizing to drive them out of busi-
g s a i
retail dealers decided that it was time th: I;?‘;Zr:l[ilzye?:la?:(:;gm:?jy fm A
August 187?, an Illinois retailer wrote a letter 1o the ;\*’orthwestaizi.r:;;:rn
2;:; ‘s;;gglzstmg that he “\»Trould not buy a foot of lumber” from a dealer
ediloﬁailize:ieilhm one}:}fh;)s customers, 13 In its next issue, the Lumberman
| that suc 2 boycont would be a powerful way to pres
:\ir:l:l;és‘a}grnsen:;?nch?nglng Fheir p?"a.ctices, but enly if dtﬂ:all‘ersy acteI::'I cloflsll::
NN dealersg[Erzzgiﬁ;:?ﬁl'wlc.iually nothing can be accomplished,
. . Inois . . . unite in an organization for t
E:;l::ci:"llf cvffl their trade, and [l.'ley would wield a power which wou'llg
T e .de t beyond all question.”140 The Lumberman’s editor, W. B
b su,c;a;n t;lratal:l(.e w?uld throw the 'full support of his publication be-
with smeat energy ;;allonl,l.and began in subsequent issues to promote it
the reat lumb;.r trzr‘;yt 1hn.g prm;ed the‘centrality of Chicago’s role in
unite dostors b ops e.'t ;ls was it: a Chlcag?-basedjournal seeking to
whotewaom o 0,go s hinterland to resist the power of Chicago
dson’s efforts oor market-“f
,-et;,’illl hons ¢ mosﬂso&fm bore fruit. On November 7, 1877, thirty-two
o o No.ﬂhwes[);nl;oll‘: downstate Illinois, gathered in Chicago to
o the Northwest etail L}meer Dealers’ Association.'#? (The
change—reflecting the organization’s ambitions more

E- than ; X
'. NAIII_, ll)ts) zla.;u';:':l] scope—to the.Nanonal Association of Lumber Dealers, or
. e preamble to its constitution stated the group's chief goal:

m L'..
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“We believe that the practice of selling lumber to consumers by manufac-
turers and wholesale dealers at the same prices given to retail dealers, is
unjust and injurious 1o our trade. . . .14t To solve this problem, the
group proposed a simple enforcement mechanism. If one of 1s members
complained to the association’s secretary that a firm had sold direct to a
retail customer at wholesale prices, the secretary would write the whole-
saler and ask that it pay a fine to the association.148 If it agreed to do so,
the secretary would distribute the money to association members living in
the area, giving them the retail profit that the direct sale had denied them.
If the wholesaler refused to pay the fine, the secretary would post an
announcement calling on all members to boycott that firm. In this way,
the dealers sought to enforce the principle that wholesale and retail mar-
kets be clearly partitioned from each other. To defend their interests,
they elected a slate of officers to organize the boycott, among whom the
most important was undoubtedly the enforcing secretary. The frst holder
of the post, predictably enough, was the Northwestern Lumberman’s own
W.B. Judson, based in Chicago.148
Retail dealers immediately greeted the NALD with great enthusiasm.
within half a year of its founding, over five hundred dealers from eight
different states had joined.}4” Despite the group's hope of achieving na-
tional status, it drew its membership from the territory where Chicago
wholesalers clearly dominated the lumber trade. A map showing the loca-
tions of country dealers who had joined the NALD by the end of 1879
looks like nothing so much as a map of Chicago's lumber hinterland:
aside from the handful of NALD members in Indiana and Ohio, the vast
majority did business in the region bounded by Illinois and southern
Wisconsin on one side and western Kansas and Nebraska on the other.!48
With so many people joined in dcfense of the retailers’ interests, the
NALD quickly began to affect the way Chicago wholesalers did business.
Although the Chicago Lumbermen's Exchange passed a resolution 1n
February 1878 stating that “the lumber dealers of Chicago will not in the
future consider any [NALD] demands made upon them,” individual
wholesalers did start to pay penalties when they were caught making
direct sales.14? By the end of its first year, the NALD had collected some
$2,000 in fines—not a huge sum but a symbolically important one, 150
Wholesalers began to signal their acquiesence in the organization's de-
mands by printing the phrase “We sell to dealers only” on their price
lists. By 1880, the NALD had been so successful that Secretary Judson
could report to the membership that “the practice of selling to consumers
has practically stopped.”1%* The problem of direct sales had diminished
so much by then that some members began to lose interest in the organi-
zation. Income from fines dropped precipitously, membership rolls de-
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clined, and the NALD budget went into the red. By the mid-1880s, the

association had abandoned fining wholesalers altogether and was a

shadow of its former self.!5%
But the decline of the NALD was testimony (o its success: by the

mid-1880s, most Chicago wholesalers and hinterland retailers had
agreed to protect dealers’ markups. The movement to shicld retailers
from direct-sale competition came just as Chicago’s influcnce over west-
ern lumber markets reached its peak. The retailers’ efforts to organize on
their own behalf contributed to the changing fortunes of Chicago whole-
salers, but other, more powerful forces were also at work. These involved
direct sales as well, but at the opposite end of the marketplace. If the
NALD signified that Chicago merchants were losing control of the de-
mand side of their business, comparable actions by lumber manufactur-
ers were having a similar effect on the supply side. Together, the two
would bring irresistible pressure on Chicago’s lumber trade.

Lake Michigan sawmill operators had long been struggling against

competitive conditions that encouraged overproduction. In the short
hey suffered from chronically low

term, overproduction meant that t
their forest re-

prices; in the long term, it meant that they consumed
sources and thus undermined their own enterprise. Because most opera-
tors were small and undercapitalized, they had no choice but to undercut
each other’s prices when bringing their product to market. Like the rail-
roads, lumber manufacturers had fixed costs—wages, debts, and taxes—
that had to be met no matter what, so they sometimes had to sell at little
profit, or even at a loss, to meet costs. “By the time the lumber is ready to
ship it often becomes less a question of profit than of cash with the mill

. wrote the Northwestern Lumberman in 1879, “But what can he
credit already

pen to

owner . . .
do? With rapidly maturing notes to meet, and with his
strained to its utmost limit of endurance, there is no course left o

him but to send his stock as fast as it can be loaded and shipped to this

market, and get what he can for i3

Millowners rarely got as much as they wanted. Once shipments ar-
rived in Chicago, the sale was handled by a commission merchant who
had more interest in selling lumber quickly than in getting the highest
price for it.!** The commission merchants’ eagerness for a fast sale, com-
bined with the need to clear the Franklin Street docks within twelve hours
to avoid demurrage charges, encouraged rushed auction sales that only
diminished prices further.155 Worse, wind conditions on the lake often
caused lumber vessels to arrive simultaneously, exacerbating the already
fierce competition among them. “Being subject to the wind and
weather.” lamented the Lumberman, it universally happens that the stock

. nee, which received their logs

¥ consin-Michigan border. The mills
;l;unted for roughly 14 percent of
uskegon, on the eastern shore
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dent on it than it was on them. All three of these towns sold 85 percent or
more of their output to Chicago in 1879160
Given the extent of their dependency on Chicago’s markets, it is
hardly surprising that millowners began to seek customers in places
where people would pay better prices.’®! Many of them saw Chicago's
wholesalers in much the same way that Grange members saw retailers: as
middlemen who siphoned off a lion's share of the profits from lumber
sales. 162 Beginning in the early 1870s, millowners started speculating
about how much they might benefit if only they could sell wood to retail-
ers direct from the sawmill instead of sending it through Chicago. In
1873, for instance, the Muchigan Lumberman offered the prescient observa-
tion that “if we handled, piled, seasoned, assorted, and sold our own
product, we would save to ourselves the amount which makes the middle
men rich.”162 Making direct sales from mill to retailer required Lake
Michigan lumbermen to take over all the tasks that the yards in Chicago
had been handling for them since the 1840s. This consolidation entailed
new infusions of capital and greater annual expenses, but it held out the
promise of liberating the mill towns from the hold of Chicago’s market.
Fortunately for the millowners, the means of liberation were just at
hand. The railroad network had continued to expand in the years follow-
ing the Civil War, and by the 1870s various roads for the first time began
to make their way directly into the lumber districts, Muskegon acquired
its first rail connection to what became part of the Lake Shore Railroad in
1869; and Marinette-Menominee became a station on the Chicago and
Northwestern in 187].164 Although railroad rates were initially high
enough that lake shipments to Chicago continued to be more profitable,
that would soon change. Roads passing through the relatively un-
populated north country had to carry freight if they were to earn any

money at all, and freight in the pine forests meant lumber. Railroad com-
panies therefore began to modify their rate

shipments away from Lake Michigan, which i
ber from Chicago’s market.

structures to try to attract
n turn meant diverting lum-

The late 1870s also saw the railroads change their rate policies at
Chicago itself in a way that delivered a body blow to the city's lumber
trade. Until 1876, the railroads had charged for lumber either by the
carload or by how many thousands of board feet a car contained. Whole-
salers benefited from this policy because it did not differentiate loads of
lumber by how much they weighed. Everyone assumed that a carload

. weighed somewhere between 20,000 and 24,000 pounds, the official

maximum load for most freight cars, and few bothered to check this as-

sumption against reality.®5 But because much of the wood leaving Chi-
cago was still green, the railroads were in fact carrying a lot of excess
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weight in damp lumber—and not charging for it. Railroad managers
began to discover that many lumber shipments weighed an undeclared
40,000 pounds or more, potentially damaging car and roadbed alike
while paying nothing for the extra burden.!6 Toward the end of 1876,
therefore, the principal roads operating out of Chicago began 1o charge

for lumber on the basis of weight rather than volume.187 This initially put

Chicago at a disadvantage in competing against towns where railroads
0 a regionwide cartel

still measured shipments by volume, but by 188
involving all the major railroads had adopted weight as the only permissi-
ble way of measuring lumber shipments.168
“By requiring the transportation of lumber to be paid for by the
pound, instead of the thousand feet,” wrote the Northwestern Lumberman In
1877, the railroads’ new policy had “practically cut off the trade in green
lumber while it has proportionately increased the demand for dry.’"16¢
Innocuous as this change might seem on the surface, it was a disaster for
the Chicago wholesalers. Previously, retail yards and other hinterland
customers had ordered their lumber by the carload, in the knowledge that
(ransportation costs made this by far the most economical way to buy
wood. With every additional piece of lumber now increasing the freight
charge for a shipment, retailers became much pickier about the amounts
and kinds of lumber they bought. ‘Now that every hundred pounds costs
50 many cents . . ., declared the Lumberman, “it is much better to buy
{rom the yards the dry stock in just such quantities as may be most
wanted.”17¢ The new freight rates enabled dealers to place many more
small orders for lumber, and still compete effectively with those who
bought large shipments.

Chicago’s chief advantage as a lumber market had always been its
ability to move wood in large volume, which was partly attributable to the
hidden discount its merchants earned by not paying full freight rates.
With rates reassessed and retailers more selective in their orders, part of
that advantage disappeared. In response, the Chicago wholesalers be-
came warier themselves about buying green lumber. Knowing that it
would sit in their yards—on expensive urban real estate—until it dried,
Chicagoans began to urge the Lake Michigan manufacturers to hold their
cut at the mill until it had lost weight. In so doing, the wholesalers cut
their own throats. With dry lumber suddenly at a premium, and with
railroad service becoming available direct from the mill towns, lumber
manufacturers finally saw the opportunity to change their earlier policy of
shipping lumber to Chicago as soon as they milled it. By the 1880s, the
largest sawmills at places like Muskegon and Marinette-Menominee had
become financially secure enough that they no longer depended so heav-
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The decision of the Menominee millowners to abandon Chicago par-
alleled another broad change in the industry: the migration of lumbering
into new regions that lay outside the city’s “natural” tributary Lerritory.
Since at least the Civil War, Chicago had been competing with the lum-
bermen of the Mississippi Valley. Trees cut on the northern reaches of
such rivers as the Wisconsin, the Black, and especially the Chippewa
floated downstream to the Mississippi and thence o major mill towns in
Iowa: Clinton, Davenport, Muscatine, and others.}77 Although Chicago’s
privileged railroad rates had earlier allowed the city to ship lumber even
into Iowa—the immediate hinterland of these mills—the changing rail-
road economics of the 1880s made that harder to do. Moreover, the
Jumber interests of the upper Mississippi had by then come under the
control of Frederick Weyerhaeuser’'s Mississippi River Logging Com-
pany.17® Weyerhaeuser had begun as a mill operator in Rock Island, Iih-
nois, but had gradually built a coalition of millowners and logging compa-
nies along the Mississippi and the Chippewa River in Wisconsin, The
Weyerhaeuser syndicate was still in its early stages and had not yet gained
the full corporate organization that characterized it in the twentieth cen-
tury. Sull, it represented a regionwide coordination of lumber production
and marketing that had no analogue in Chicago’s highly competitive mar-
ket. By the 1880s, Mississippi Valley lumber firms were competing ever
more effectively against Chicago’s wholesalers.

Worse still was the arrival of competition from a different sector en-
tirely: the South. In the years following the Civil War, lumbermen who
found their supplies diminishing in the Northeast and Great Lakes re-
gions began to buy up umber acreage—most of it in yellow pine—in
Arkansas, Louisiana, and other southern states.17? As railroads extended
their lines into the southern forests, manufacturers began to sell yellow
pine lumber direct from their mills. Some of that lumber headed north
into the heart of white pine territory. The first of it arnved in Chicago in
1877, where the Northwestern Lumberman observed that it took “a much
handsomer finish” than white pine and declared that it would “not be
long before yellow pine flooring will be extensively used in this sec-
tion.”189

The prophecy proved correct, and conservative. Yellow pine could be
used for most of the same purposes as its northern cousin, and it had even
greater strength.!8) By 1884, it was arriving in ever larger quantities even
for use in Chicago itself.182 Kansas City soon emerged as a major rail
center for the western distribution of Arkansas yellow pine, but, in keep-
ing with the other innovations of the decade, most southern pine sold
direct from the mills.183 As if to prove that great urban wholesale centers
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were 1o ‘longer so important to the lumber trade by the end of the 1
yel]f)w pine had succeeded in claiming most oft};e trans-Mi ot 'e 8805
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Kansas or Nebraska and lost much of lowa and Missouri - llumber "
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sawmills in the Mississippi Valley and interior mills at laceml':larMet%’
nette-Menominee and Wausau, Wisconsin, were losin 31eir i z;lleh o
loo.k for possible sales to the same customers in the sgme resci ed "
which consisted almost entirely of Chicago’s old hinterland “I:.“.ch' area}:
ann(?unced the Northwestern Lumberman in 1886, ““can no lon .er cl;:;::'ng;),
portion of the prairie northwest as exclusively its own, " 184 S’ v
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prece stuff"—lumber for the studs and joists ofballoon-framgbuildin ]
the most basic mainstay of the Chicago market—had been reduced [0%‘;
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if'le sawmills and then ship direct from there without ever bringing it to the
city. Operations in Chicago would be reduced merely to taking frders for
customers. The Chicago dealers’ only other hope was to try to “confine
zl;emsel.v'es o .lerritory in which they know that they can sell lumber in
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Railroad expansion was undoubtedly the singie most important cause
of.these changes. Increasing quantities of the region’s lumber were cut at
mill towns that used rails, not rivers or lakes, to carry their output to
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t::_: El;g;r:::r:ajsbtha[ had once bee.n man‘dalory to lumber manufac-
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ks W€ comrnueere :u.ear the banks of rivers large enough to carry alog
e 0 continn a:u tmgl. lumberrflffn had to make expensive invest-
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of the >gging railroads in northern Michigan and Wisconsin (already
in interior regions of the Upper Peninsula on the 1879 map of
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Chicago’s supply areas) meant that logging was less bound to the flood-
ing streams and the wheel of the seasons.!87 Woodsmen could cut and
transport trees year-round, effectively breaking the old reign of the win-
ter ice. In much the same way, loggers could finally cut and market spe-
cies other than white pine. Trees that had never before been marketable,
because they did not readily float—ash, oak, hickory, maple, and other
hardwoods—sold at a profit now that they could ride the rails.!®

Perhaps the most revealing proof of how much Chicago's market
changed during the 1880s and 1890s was the way the city itself acquired
lumber. Until 1880, over 90 percent of Chicago’s lumber arrived via Lake
Michigan.18¢ In that year, the railroads for the first time accounted for
more than 10 percent of the city’s supply, and their share soon increased
dramatically. By 1890, they were supplying nearly 30 percent of Chi-
cago’s lumber; by the end of the century, well over 60 percent. The days
of lake transportation were rapidly drawing to a close. Chicago’s unique
role in the lumber trade had been possible only at the intersection of lake
and rail, where the products of the forest met the needs of the prairie.
Now that lumber was leaving the lake, the reasons for Chicago’s dom-
nance were disappearing as well.

The glory years were over. Although they continued to handle enor-
mous quantities of lumber, the Chicago merchants who had ence grown
rich by selling wood as far west as the Rocky Mountains now had to work
hard to sell it in their own backyards. The same railroad that had given
the city its dominance now took it away, driving “‘beyond every spatial
barrier” to achieve “the annihilation of space by time”—to repeat Marx’s
phrase.190 The editors of the Northwestern Lumberman would hardly have
agreed with Marx’s politics, but they shared his analysis in lamenting what
had happened to the old “'natural” boundaries of the lumber trade. “The
integrity of sectional fences,” they wrote, “has been utterly destroyed.
The distributers of lumber are seeking a market anywhere and every-
where, without reference to old lines of territory, with the result that
nobody’s trade is safe or profitable, as it should be." 191 But they failed to
note how artificial those original *“sectional fences” had been, dependent
as they were on the brief moment when Chicago’s rail network had been
the sawmills’ only effective passage to the Great West. By “seeking a
market anywhere and everywhere,” the merchants of the new rail mills
were only doing what Chicagoans had done a generation before. In the
perennial instability of the marketplace, the geography of capital had
shifted yet again, replacing one version of second nature with another.

Percent Share
100% T
90"
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The Cutover

Beneath the geography of capital, underpinning it and sustaining it
even as the two transformed each other, there was still the geography of
first nature. To explain why Chicago lost its wholesale lumber trade, one
must ultimately turn to that older geography. Behind the retailers’ resent-
ment of the Chicage drummers, behind the millowners’ efforts to escape
the influence of the cargo market, behind the competition of other re-
gions and the coming of yellow pine, behind even the proliferation of the
railroads, there remained the forest itself. Without it, none of the others
would have mattered. Chicago lost its lumber trade because the forest
was finally exhausted by the effort to bring it to market.

Even as late as the early 1870s, few had believed this possible. “Wiil
our pine timber soon be exhausted?”’ asked a journalist in a popular
Chicago magazine in 1870. “We say no. None of our generation will see
our pine forests decimated. 192 Efforts by early conservationists to sug-
gest that the forests of Michigan, Wisconsin, and Minnesota were finite
and should be used more carefully were greeted with scorn by the lumber
press.'9% A case in point was the reaction to James 8. Little, a wealthy
Canadian lumberman unusually concerned about preserving forest re-
sources, who wrote a long article in 1876 on the timber supply of the
United States and Canada. In it, he suggested that Great Lakes loggers
were “‘not only burning the candle at both ends . . . but cutting it in two,
and setting the maich to the four ends to enable them to double the
process of exhaustion.”’19* In the face of Little’s estimates, the editors of
the Northwestern Lumberman simply argued that his statistics were inade-
quate and his economic assumptions naive. They showed no real concern
about whether he might be right in the long run about the potential
destruction of the forest. They were equally hostile to the special report
on the nation's forests published in the 1880 census, and devoted many
columns to refuting its pessimistic estimates of the remaining timber sup-
ply.195
During the 1880s, however, as Chicago lumbermen reeled from one
bad piece of news after another, there were more signs that the white
pines might in fact be giving out. For instance, sawlog prices, along with
the prices of forested real estate, were steadily rising. Michigan sawlogs in
1879 were selling for $14 per thousand feet, when just four years earher
even fully milled coarse lumber had not cost as much.1% Just as worri-
some was the general decline in the quality of trees that loggers were
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that “the end of the, at one time supposed inexhaustible, supply of white
and norway pine timber is altogether too near.’'?08

Lumber production in the Great Lakes peaked in the early 1890s, and
began to decline precipitously thereafter. The Michigan white pines gave
out first, followed by those in Wisconsin and finally by those in Min-
nesota.? As the loggers finished their work in the forests they had con-
sumed, they left behind a literal wasteland. Great piles of slash—small
timber, branches, and other debris that had lide economic value—re-
mained on the ground where they fell, sometimes in piles ten to fifteen
feet high. They accumulated over a vast area, turned brown in the sum-
mer heat, and waited for the dry season, when a spark might set them
alight.

Fires had long been common in the Great Lakes forests. Indeed, fires
were an important reason why the white pine was so abundant in the
region, for the tree was adapted to reproduce most effectively in newly
burned-over lands. The most extensive stands of white pines were often
on the sites of old forest fires. But the fires that followed in the wake of the
loggers were not like earlier ones. As the loggers cleared the torest, farm-
ers—believing the old theory that the plow followed the ax—moved onto
the newly cleared land to plant their crops. To remove the loggers’ debris
and to ready their fields for plowing, they typically followed the pioneer
practice of setiing fire to the ground in the fall. In so dong, aided by an
occasional spark from the loggmg railroads, they ignited the immense
tracts of clear-out land to produce some of the worst forest fires in Ameri-
can history. The 1871 fire at Peshtigo, Wisconsin, killed perhaps fifteen
hundred people, far more than died in Chicago during the fire that
burned down the city at almost the same time. Comparable holocausts
occurred in Michigan in 1881, at Hinckley, Mnnesota, in 1894, and—the
last of the great slash fires—at Cloquet, Mmnesota, m 1918208

But human deaths and the destruction of would-be farrmng communi-
lies were not the only consequences of the great fires. They killed much of
the remaining white pine forest as well. The tree’s ability to flourish in the
wake of natural fires depended on the seeds its cones released after
undergoing the intense heat of burning. After a fire, tall parent trees
ordinarily relcased their seeds to the newly cleared, now sunny ground
beneath them, where young trees thrived and achieved maximum growth.
In logged areas, few parent trees remained to reseed after a burn, As a
result, other species, especially the deciduous aspens and birches with

their ability to reproduce from stumps and suckers, began to invade the
pine’s old territory. They were aided in this at the end of the nineteenth
century when people accidentally introduced to North An?eri.ca a Euro-
pean plant disease, the white pine blister rust. Fatal to 2 majority of white
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) “1" cutting and the fires that followed it reduced what lictie S‘O“]
er N . . R . n
; td:.ty the soil ‘alreddy had, and contributed to problems of erosi aumzi
cio f}n}g More important, the poorly drained, heavil oils typ
cal of the 3 i inh
@ tht lclf"northem forests were inherently mhospitable to agriculture, a
¢ chmate. Farmers who wried iveli -
s to earn a livelihood ami
of the old pines quickly di o o eampe
y discovered that doin i
b : ek ‘ g so was very hard indeed.
A]reagesbmlgi]h[ lsunwr. m the poor soil, but few other crops did well there
y by the late 1890s, a governm l
, ent report could foresee
; ' no pros-
pinc(tllh?;, our denuded lands will be put to agricultural uses "2°7p01d
Eam ands, whether abandoned by lumbermen or farmers or both be
e an increasing burden on county : mers
. nty and state tax rolls as thei
3 their owner
wen y
“ha: tnlg arrears and let the government claim the lands. The problem of
' 0 sulti N
o l:} with the rcsp]tmg depopulated landscape continued to haunt
N Akes states well into the twentieth century.208 As time went on, the
north woods found new economic possibilitie ‘

he rust had reached the Great
jwentieth century, and it dimin-
white pine forest would ever fully
l.ternation with balsam fir, appear
In areas where the forest has been
.however, people in the twentieth
nes and other desirable tree spe-
many areas of the north woods.206

¥ glaciated soils typi-

. os s in the rise of the pa
industry, which made good use of fast-growing species like birc}rl) zfne;

aspen; : 1
fm}? (;;s;g;:::;i;o:::Egrf?;ﬁi[;-?lso be;ame prime recreational country
! abi i

that Iay in the future. In 1900, thznésufovg:“ehgze?[ Lakes‘ reg“’“r' -

abandie Just that: cut over, and

wer:"l;:rnfi::]: :;Zele.ss(;‘.ou?lrysides c.)f northern Michigan and Wisconsin

the diege WhO]esaImm .S.O most Ch{cagoans by the 1890s. FEven though

comperiion :rsy w.fire abar}donlllg their old western haunts to new

beonte in C,hicayo F;'[\ ellf(;:t their home market. Ever since the Civil War,

lumber that cmef‘;cd itse! dald COPSUI"‘?d B

the mainsuay of lusf;;r s. This the consumption eventually became

ward o oo rotal b er ;‘ade, w1‘th regional wholesalers shifting to-

ot of il o] bus ess. No one ieal.'ed that Chicago itself would run
, € City was now attracting lumber from across the entire

nation, The demise of the white pi
€ pine fi
problem for the Chicago lumber [::de orest thus posed no permanent

The internal growth of the city

rising share of the

had replaced the settlement of the
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prairies as the driving force behind lumber s

wholesalers’ adversity the signs of futyre Opportunity: by losing the trade
of western farmers, hadn't the lumbermen acquired the much more prof-
itable trade of the new metropolis? “The time is rapidly approaching,”
wrote the Northwestern Lumberman in 1889, “whe

n the city demand will be
much more Important than that in the rural districts_ 209 Cities, and espe-

cially Chicago, had become the centers for great concentrations of
wealth, and the wealthy were likely to spend huge sums on mansions and
other expensive structures for which white pine was hardly needed. How
fortunate, then, that Just as the northern forests were disappearing,
“hardwoods have come in and pine has been in 4 great measure ruled
out’"—a woad unworthy of the new urban elite 210 Demand for cheaper
lumber would continue to come from people building the growing num-
bers of working-class houses in the city, as well as the Prosperous farmers
living in the immediate vicinity of Chicago, so lumber dealers could look
forward to ongoing business from those markets as well.211
And whut of the ravaged pinelands to the north? What was their rela-
tonship to this new vision of urban harmony and grandeur? Presumably
those Chicagoans who thought about it, like most other Americans, saw
the vanished forests as worthy sacrifice (o the cause of civilization. The
tate of those forests had been prophesied as early as 1868, when a visitor

to upper Michigan could declare in a remarkable passage, “The
timber is inevitable.” He went on,

ales. Some even saw in the

waste of

s the want of toresight that permitted
ugnificent forests will be bitlerly lamented. Bug
the lament will come from the next generation: the people of this will only
boast the swify change of the wood and the wilderness to the fertile tield,

and exultin the lines of towns and cities which spring up along its water-
courses and overlook s lakes 212

the destruction ol these nr

What made this vision $0 remarkable
the forest trees had indeed built farms
and cities had indecd Sprung up asa r
but not on the forest soil itself. The
Stored as natural capital had been sy

was its partial truth. The deaths of
on great rolling prairies, and towns
esult of the white pines’ sacrifice—
wealth that the northern pines had
ceessfully transformed into a more
vast bulk of it had been moved to another
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even more, in the city of Chicago—but not in the Cutover. The old black-
ened stumps would continue to scrve as reminders, like the gray stones In
an abandoned churchyard, that the city and its hinterland had originally
been the products of a kind of theft that few now wished to remember. A
sizable share of the new city’s wealth was the wealth of nature stolen,
consumed, and converted to human ends. The task of forgetting that fact
was easier the farther one traveled from the north country, and casiest of
all when one stood in the shadows of the tall stone buildings of Chicago’s
Loop.

A few remembered nonetheless.
Stephenson, one of the most successful of the Marine

Jumbermen, would write in his autobio graphy,

Toward the end of his life, Isaac
tte-Menominee

‘I'he habitual weakness of the American people is to assume that they have
made themselves great, whereas their greatness has been in large measure
thrust upon them by a bountiful providence which has given them forests,
minces, fertile soil, and a variety of climate to enable them 1o sustain them-
213

selves in plenty. ..
From the wealth of nature, Americans had wrung a human plenty, and
from that plenty they had built the city of Chicago. Chicago’s relationship
1o the white pines had been exceedingly intricate, cmerging from ecologi-
cal and cconomic forces that for a brief tume had come together into a
single market, a single geography. The tensions in that market and that
geography finally destroyed the distant ecosystem which had helped cre-
ate them—but by then it no longer mattered. Perhaps the greatest irony
was that by surviving the forests that had nurtured its growth, Chicago
could all 100 easily come to seem a wholly human crealion.

q

Annihilating Space:
Meat

The Great Bovine City of the World

Ithough in retrospect the significance of Chicago’s nineteenth
century grain clevators and lumberyards seems undeniableen' ;.

tors to.[he city i the years following the Civil War often f: 'l, ;m-
recognize their import. The scale of these structures might be 03:; zio
b]ut their essential function still appeared familiar and ordinary l’zf?h(;
Eifl\(;lal::]'ls c‘t),::fjileld n‘u;sl of their matjhinery and far-reaching effects be-
e m:;nre[ . \:rhf_"s:, aF;Ialdcs that did not invite closer scrutiny. One
e arvel [hc(;;n \;1[. out .much undgrstanding what they did, and
T i %ra " re dI;lOI]Shlp Fo thc.dau]yr pandemonium at the Board
enough resemblaicen[[ ]’.)ll es of drying pine, for all their vast extent, bore
e ompance o lumberyards elsewhere that they rarcly became
cations for ciey o erary. In .each case, one could casily miss their imph-

The same couldc;:unc;;y al‘k‘-’"

westenn e could “;1;‘ ()I(]bc said of that other great institution where
hesitare o e ,l 1L..ag0 market: the stockyards. T'ourists might
kot bject thes se‘vles‘to the stench and gore of the place, but all
of the mpeh flki[r:lemal, something never before seen in the history
Gt abou,t s Lo Ig place on the south side of the city. Opinion
whether it should be an essential stop on a visilor’s itiner-

ary. Many saw in i i -

ment ch site at:t the Il)llﬂﬂac]e of Chicago’s social and e¢conomic achieve-

Cenlu,l'y ro ,e c::r(e;a others, that made the city an icon of nineteenth-
progress. “Great as this wonderful city is in everything,”” wrote a

. British ¢
b be give:l[:eti]; ulsefems that the first place among its strong points must
celerity and comprehensiveness of the Chicago style of




