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Lumbering
The Most American Industry?
The forests of America, however slighted by man, must have been a great
delight to God; for they were the best he ever planted.
John Muir, “American Forests” (1897)

Deforestation to make way for farming and provide lumber, fuel, and other
commodities has been called the “single most important event in the evolution of the modern American landscape” (MacCleery 2011: 17). After developing slowly for two centuries along the East Coast during the colonial and
early American periods, the logging industry expanded beyond potential
agricultural areas and swept across North America. In many areas, logging
represented the first large-scale alteration of the landscape by European immigrants and, as a frontier enterprise, it influenced patterns of later settlement. In fact, one former Forest Service chief wrote, “Lumbering is perhaps
the most American of our manufacturing industries” (Greeley 1917: 60).
The transitory nature of its infrastructure, the extreme mobility of companies and workers, and the relatively rapid local and regional depletion
of its resource base differentiated logging from other extractive industries.
Processes that broadly define the American historical experience characterize the logging industry: exploitation of abundant natural resources,
technological innovation, rapid industrialization, immigration, and the accumulation but unequal distribution of great wealth. Logging is also one
of the industries implicated in the ongoing period of global human-caused
environmental deterioration that some are calling the Anthropocene.
Forests originally covered about half of the United States, but after colonization their extent decreased for about 250 years until reaching an early
twentieth-century nadir. After nearly a century of fire suppression, reforestation efforts, and improved management, forests recovered to the extent
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Figure 1.1. Lichens growing on leather boot at late nineteenth-century logging camp
in northern Michigan, Bay de Noquet Lumber Company Camp 5, 20DE193. (Photo
[1989] by author, courtesy USDA Forest Service, Hiawatha National Forest, Gladstone,
Mich.)

that they now cover about a third of the nation. Some cutover areas that
burned after logging remain treeless prairies, but reforestation occurred in
most areas not farmed or otherwise developed either naturally or with the
help of planting efforts like those of the Civilian Conservation Corps in
the 1930s. Even where cutovers initially became farms, forests returned to
some areas abandoned because of poor soils. However, in North America,
most regrown forests look very different from those of precolonial times.
Old growth timber remains scarce, with younger stands fragmented into
smaller, more isolated, patches. In tree plantations, species composition is
much less diverse. Because of the inherent interdependence of forest ecosystems, the removal of old growth timber affected a wide range of associated
organisms.
From Maine to Oregon and from Lake Superior to the Gulf of Mexico,
if one looks closely enough in the right places, many wooded areas contain
evidence of earlier logging (Figure 1.1). Nature usually conceals these remains under a mantle of plants, fungi, lichens, and organic debris, but microtopography and vegetation differences hint at former building locations
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and transportation features. Even within reforested areas, small clearings
remain where logging camps once stood. The relatively level and straight
routes of abandoned railroad grades or wagon roads stand out from their
surroundings. At former logging camp locations, earthen berms, pits, or
leveled areas reveal where buildings once stood (Figure 1.2). Depending on
the extent of existing vegetation and soil exposure, artifacts like axe heads,
saw blades, food containers, bottles, and horseshoes remain visible on the
surface. Artifacts and evidence of vanished structures offer information
about living and working conditions. Harvesting operations moved frequently as timber was depleted, leaving behind numerous former camp and
mill sites. For example, an estimated 10,000 logging-associated sites exist
in Minnesota alone, with only about 700 of these currently recorded as archaeological sites (Minnesota State Archaeologist Office 2018). During the
past 40 years, archaeologists have started to explore the logging industry
and obtain information not available from written or oral history sources.
This book surveys archaeological studies from across America to provide a
new perspective on this part of our industrial heritage.

Figure 1.2. Earthen berms outlining barn or stable at early twentieth-century logging
camp in northern Michigan (20DE27). (Photo [1991] by author, courtesy USDA Forest
Service, Hiawatha National Forest, Gladstone, Mich.)

