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Greenville, ME - Each summer the Center for Moosehead History offers a series of presentations concerning the people and events which shaped this region over the past several hundred years.  I have been fortunate enough to be able to attend a few.  It is never disappointing.
This year the Director of the Center, a pleasant woman named Candy Russell, invited a fellow named Sumner McKane to present his research on life in the Maine logging camps during their heydays of the 1800's.  During the hour-long presentation, McKane did not share why he had titled the show, "In the Blood," but it became apparent that he was referring to the innate drive which brought so many Maine men to these woods for the extremely challenging, and highly dangerous, work logging these forests.
By the early 1600's, England had exhausted its own supply of trees used to make ship masts and had ordered its ship captains to search for a new supply.  With the discovery of North America, they hit the tree bonanza.  As British (and French) explorers roamed the virgin forests in what would ultimately become Maine, they found an almost unlimited supply of timber which could be converted not only into masts, but innumerable other uses for a wood-starved England.  In 1761 the King declared that the forests were "useless to colonists" and that the wood in the colonies belonged to the Empire.  The British even sent agents to go into the woods to mark all trees 24 inches or greater in diameter with three gashes called the "King's Broad Arrow" to signify that they were off-limits to the colonists.  Needless to say, this did not sit well with the settlers who were living here, so much so that it became a rallying cry for the American Revolution, at least here in New England.  In fact, during the Battle of Bunker Hill, the Americans used a flag that had a pine tree on it.
Following the revolution and the subsequent War of 1812, the woods of Maine became an important aspect of the young American economy.  But to access the valuable wood required ingenuity and men willing to go deep into the Maine forests under severe winter conditions to harvest the timber.  Those who chose to do this work became known, almost reverentially, as Maine lumberman.  These men (there were a few women, but very few) would trek north from Bangor and points south to join a camp of several hundred others who were working for a lumber company under the direction of a camp boss.  The work would begin in late fall felling trees.  Once the lakes froze solid and the ground was covered with snow, the fallen trees would be stripped of branches and the trunks carted on sleds over the snow to the frozen lakes.  Here they would lie until spring when the lakes thawed so that a "drive" could be held to get the logs across the lake and then down rivers such as the Kennebec or the Penobscot to mills downstate.
Life in the logging camps was harsh.  In addition to the constant bone-chilling cold, living conditions were spartan.  Beans were the primary food and were served 3 times a day.  One old-timer recorded in McKane's presentation said, "Yep, we had beans 21 times a week....and I liked them."  In some of the logger's makeshift cabins, the men slept 18 to a wide bed with one 3 inch thick quilt covering all of them.  Most men slept in the same clothes that they had worked in that day.  Let your imagination conjure up the odors.  Oh, there were also lice.  
Work began before sunrise (being this far north, there is not much daylight on winter days) and ended after sunset.  This took place 6 days a week; Sundays were for rest or hunting to attempt to gather meat to go with the beans and salt pork.  Work broke early on Saturdays so that the men could sit around a campfire to play instruments and tell stories.  Possibly the most important member of the camp was not the boss, but the cook. This fellow (they were all men) could make or break the entire operation depending on his prowess.  
Teens as young as 16 came to work in these camps.  A typical wage for a beginner was $15 a month.  The work was brutal.  Trees were felled as a team.  Two men with axes would  notch the tree near its base, then two others would operate a 2 person cross-cut saw about 6 inches above the notch, hopefully falling it away from everyone in the vicinity.   Accidents were numerous, and there was no medical assistance available.
Once the ice had left the lakes in late spring, other men then did the even more dangerous job of “driving” the logs to the mill.  The logs were collected in booms for a steamer (wood powered) to drag the logs down-lake to a dam at the head of one of the rivers.  There the logs were pushed by hand into sluices to use this man-made waterfall to carry them to the raging river below.  The men had to balance themselves on the logs (wearing spiked boots) while the logs were in the lake or river to prod them along when stuck using spiked poles called peevees.  These fellows were mostly younger men who ignored the dangers, and were paid 3-5 dollars a day.  Most would swear "Never again!" but then show up again the following year to take their chances.
McKane's theme for the show was the importance of the work ethic and personal responsibility displayed by these remarkable men.  I am not certain that we could find many today who would have it “in the blood” to be willing to do this valuable labor.
I thought you might like to know.
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