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			Chapter 1

			Trees Everywhere!

			…all this Coast to Pennobscot, and as farre as I could see Eastward of it is nothing, but such high craggy clifty Rockes and stony Iles, that I wonder such great Trees could grow upon so hard foundations.

			—Captain John Smith, Description of New England, 1614

			The earth rumbles. Trucks loaded high with logs roar along northern New England roads. Logging is big business today, but not without its challenges. America’s logging industry began almost as soon as the first Europeans settled here. It was challenging then, too.
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			When explorers first spied the northern North American coast, they were struck by its seemingly endless forests. A thousand years ago, Vikings cut trees along the Canadian coast to build settlements in Greenland. In the early 1600s, Samuel de Champlain wrote that islands off the New England coast were covered with a variety of trees. Henry Hudson cut a Maine pine tree to replace a mast during his first voyage to the New World in 1609.

			The forest stretched for thousands of miles. Trees were everywhere. They grew right up to the water’s edge. Here and there, a clearing could be found—a salt marsh or a sandy plain. Particularly in southern New England, large clearings could be seen at the mouths of wide rivers. And cornfields were spotted as far north as Penobscot Bay. The rest was trees.

			To European settlers, the forest was frightening. They were used to living in light, open areas, with meadows and gardens. Here, underneath towering trees, the forest was dark and spooky. In places, the forest floor was so snarled with vines and prickly underbrush that it was hard to walk. Settlers had to continuously clear their way around rocks, fallen debris, and tree stumps. In winter, trudging through deep snow was exhausting. To make matters worse, it was easy to get lost in the woods.
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			Settlers heard scary noises everywhere. At night, frogs, toads, and crickets were so loud, people couldn’t sleep. Trees made eerie creaks and groans. Winds whistled and howled during storms. Tree trunks snapped loudly in the bitter cold of winter. In summer, thunder and lightning struck with a vengeance, ripping huge pine trees into shreds. Frightening wild animals—wolves, wildcats, and bears—roamed about, devouring the settlers’ sheep and chickens. Strange people peeked out from behind trees and bushes, and occasionally those people terrified the newcomers by attacking their homesteads or by stealing their provisions. To top it off, settlers were tormented by poison ivy and biting insects.
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			These new immigrants could hardly stand the forest. They agreed with William Bradford, who came on the Mayflower, that this was a “hideous and desolate wilderness.” Yet, they had to do something to survive, for in northern New England, the forest was all there was.

			As hideous as the forest seemed, settlers discovered some trees produced edible nuts or sweet sap. With help from Native Americans, they learned how to survive in the forest. There was good hunting and fishing, and if the forest could be tamed, it would provide shelter and warmth. Settlers did what they had to do: they took to logging. Axes in hand, they chopped down trees.

			First, they cleared enough land to grow a few crops. They used the logs to make homes for their families and shelters for their animals. The forest, once an enemy, became their means of survival. Hefty oxen hauled logs out of the woods, uprooted stumps, and dragged boulders aside to make way for planting crops. Slowly and arduously, the settlers changed the landscape.

			The earliest New Englanders settled at the edge of the sea or along the shores of easily accessible rivers, such as the Piscataqua and Merrimack. They cut timber to build ships. From the start, lumbering and shipbuilding were integrated—and remained so for almost 300 years. By 1676, Boston had thirty master shipwrights, and as late as World War I, large wooden ships were still being built in Maine. Bath, Maine, on the Kennebec River—already a shipbuilding community in pre-Revolutionary War times—remains a major site for building destroyers for the U.S. Navy.
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			More and more settlers moved to New England, totaling over 20,000 by 1640. Later arrivals had to settle farther inland, along the Merrimack, Connecticut, and other rivers.

			Northern New England is ill-suited for farming. Only plant species that can handle cool, short growing seasons and winter temperatures as low as 40 degrees below zero can survive. Retreating glaciers from the last ice age created thousands of rivers and lakes. They also left a motley assortment of rocks and ledges, sand and gravel, and very thin soil. Trees thrive, but little else. It was natural, then, that wherever people settled, lumbering followed.

			When the ship Fortune sailed back to England after the Pilgrims’ first winter, it was loaded with pine clapboards. By 1631, logging had begun along the Saco and Piscataqua Rivers. Sawmills were built in every new settlement, and colonists quickly discovered a market for lumber. They exported planks, boards, barrel staves, and other wood products to England, where there was a severe wood shortage. They also traded in the West Indies for molasses, sugar, and rum. Colonists made a good profit burning wood to make potash, which they sold to England for use in its glass and textile industries. Even more trees were cut and burned to make charcoal for blast furnaces used in smelting iron and for fuel for blacksmiths forging tools.

			New England colonists found a wide variety of evergreens and deciduous trees. It was, however, the white pine that drew their attention. You can’t miss pine trees. They dominate the landscape wherever they grow. Even today, they grow taller than other trees, and they often grow in clumps, called stands. Settlers found an abundance of them along the coast, from the Merrimack to the Kennebec. To the colonists, those pine trees were monstrous, much larger than any trees they had ever seen. Many seemed to reach almost to the sky—over 150 feet. That is as high as a ten-story building. They were three to five feet thick, and they had no branches for fifty to sixty feet above the ground. Some were more than 300 years old.

			Cutting and moving those pines was a mammoth undertaking. The trees were too large to fell (cut down) easily, and getting them out of the woods was a treacherous task. Settlers who learned to harvest that timber became America’s first lumbermen and river drivers.
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			A Day in the Life of ... A COLONIAL BOY
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			“Mornin’, Jude,” you say as you enter the hovel. “Mornin’, Justin.” Both young steers lift their heads to greet you. You squirm your fingers into their rusty-red hair to feel their soft warmth. After you fill their hayracks and water buckets, they grunt and start chewing. Your two older oxen, Bright and Broad, aren’t here. Father has yoked them up and driven to town with a wagonload of lumber to sell.

			Every day you work your steers—except Sundays, of course. Jude and Justin were born last year in this very hovel, just after your ninth birthday. When you started training the calves, they wore the small yoke Father made to train Bright and Broad four years ago. Now, your steers have grown so big they need a larger yoke. You must train them well, for Father can’t work without oxen. He will have to butcher his team next year or the year after. Oxen are incredibly strong, but Father says they usually go lame before they are seven. Bright and Broad are almost five.

			Father started clearing this land as soon as he arrived in Massachusetts Bay. That was in 1630, the year before you were born. Chopping down all those trees and building a cabin and hovel has taken years. With a growing family, Father needs still more land cleared for crops. Mother is frightened of the woods, and she doesn’t like you in them, but she knows you must help Father. Your younger brothers will help one day, too. Soon, your five-year-old brother will learn to clear underbrush, as you did. He already stacks firewood beside the cabin.

			It’s time to yoke up. Jude steps forward and leans into the yoke. It takes a little coaxing to step Justin in, but finally you get the yoke onto their necks and the bows snapped into place. The chain jingles when you connect it to the ring. Some men drive their oxen hard, whacking them often with the goad. Father can just speak to Bright and Broad, and they will obey. You are training Jude and Justin that way, too. Only rarely must you whip them.

			“Hi-yeee,” you shout, raising them. “Hi-yeee.”

			You guide your young team toward the trees you and Father felled yesterday, always keeping to their left, as you were taught. There are tree stumps and boulders to move.

			“Back, Jude. Back, Justin.”

			They slowly back up to a huge stump. You and Father dug around it yesterday and cut some of the roots. Now you attach the chain to it, then raise your oxen again. They bend into the yoke, heads down, straining in quick, short grunts. They lean so far forward, their chests almost scrape the ground. But they can’t pull out the stump. You hack at another tree root with your ax, but still the stump will not budge.

			Jude loses his balance and jerks to his knees.

			“Whoa,” you holler so Justin won’t twist his neck in the yoke. Your neighbor’s team had to be put down last year after one stumbled and strangled the other in the yoke.

			There are smaller stumps to pull, and before long Jude and Justin have ripped several out of the earth. All morning long you work that field, hauling stumps and boulders to the edge. Toward noon, you take off your sweaty wool jacket, but the mosquitoes are so fierce, you quickly cover up again. Jude and Justin browse while you sit on the stone wall to eat the lunch Mother packed.

			Tomorrow, Bright and Broad will have to remove the huge stump. Then, you and Father will chop down more trees, and the oxen will haul them to the pit saw. You will help Father saw boards for days, until he has another wagonload to sell. As usual, you will stand in the saw pit and pull the two-man saw down, then Father will pull it up. Down and up you will go a million times, until your shoulders ache and you are covered with sweat and sawdust.

			Back at the hovel, you unyoke your team, curry, and feed them. You check their hooves to be sure no pebbles or splinters have caught in the clefts, and that their shoes haven’t come loose.

			“Good night, Jude. Good night, Justin.”

			

			On your way to the cabin, you smell wood smoke. Your mother and sisters will have venison stew and corn cakes cooking on the fire. When Father sees
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Fig. 1.5: Colonists found huge pine trees growing along the northern New England coast.
This tree, at 4 feet above the ground, is 44 inches thick and measures 11.5 feet around.
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Fig. 1.4: Early New Englanders relied on wooden sailing ships for trade and travel.
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