


Th e wood chips fly as Edward Bl ak e , a Birch]' B ay ar ea
sewmttler, sends the saw whining through a stick.
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Fogo Island Fisheries Conference

A littl e more than a year ag o,
th e Board of Directors of Fo go
faced a noth er pro ble m ; th e
quality of their landed fr esh fish.
The director s went to S1. J ohn's
a nd met with th e government
who s aid " how mu ch ca n you put
into it? " Th e di rector s went
ba ck to Fogo and asked "for $200
a hea d . " So far this yea r,"
sta tes a proud Pie rce Wells , "we
ha ve co llected $100,000 in share
capit al on th a t $200. A few week s
a go th e loa n for $600,000 was
approved. We had a grant fro m
DREE of $120,000, rural
dev elop ment for $160.000 and
Ca na da Works for $200,000." But
it was Pierce 's next poi nt which
was the impor ta nt one . " F ish
compan ies th roughout
Newfoun dl a nd ge t gr ants and
Fogo Isl an d ge ts th ei r grants .
but what is put on Fogo Isl and is
not for pr ivate ente rpr ise, it is
for th e people of Fog o Isl and.

wa s grim, a me eting was held .
Six hund red dollars was
collected and with this se ed
money res iden ts were a ble to
develop a shipyard a nd a
thrivin g co-op . The rest is
his tory.

all speci es in th e past three
years have been about 18 million
pounds," stated Eugene, " with a
landed value of $2 million and an
average annual payroll of over
half a million dollars ." He
e m pha sized th at the quality wa s
th e fin est with over 90% of th e
product bein g gra ded as number
one . As fa r a s sa lt fish
production wen t , no one coul d
beat F ogo Island 's rec ord, but
unfortunatel y , the ir fr esh
production was ca using
problems.

In addition to turbot bruising
easily , the fish suffered by being
trucked to Fog o, onto a ferry
and then over to the Fishery
Products Twillingate plant. Said
Eugene. " During the last 10
years . the Fogo Island Co-op ha s
lost at least a million dollars
worth of fish in direct dumpage
or quality deterioration." Ac­
cording to Eugene. a fresh fish ­
freezing plant was a necessity.

Pierce Wells , the president of
the co-op , took over from there
and explained just how much
Fogo Islanders had put into the
development of Fogo them­
selves. Ten years ago when the
island had little and its future

" Conferences like th ese are
promoted by the gr ass roots
people to look at problems which
are often created by the ones
who make policies," said Stan
Kinden , the chairman of one
session at the Fogo Island
Fisheries Conference which was
held January 11 and 18 on Fogo
Island. "The resource people
who ar e at this me eting control
th e lives of the fish ermen and
thus it is important that the
fishermen have a chance to talk
with them and the resource
people have an opportunity to
listen to the people of Fogo ."

To further illustrate this pOlnt;
Mr. Kinden told a story to the
conference participants about
the Senate Committee on
Poverty which met on Fogo
Island several years ago. The
residents submitted a proposal
to the committee for a $2 million
multi-purpose fresh fish facility .
The people of Fogo told the
committee that they could
guarantee that su ch a facility
would help the island over come
more poverty than Come by
Chance with all its millions. Stan
concluded his story by saying
"Fogo Island didn't get its fish
plant, but it still managed to
survive and thrive and Come by
Chance has gone under."

His story illustrated perhaps
best of all the underlying point of
the Fogo conference wbich was
sponsored by the Fogo Island
Imprpvement Committee. the
Co-op , Memorial's Extension
Service and Secretary of State.
Whil e it was important to
discuss the many problems in
the fisberies . it was also a
chance for people outside of
Fogo to fully understand just
what this small island has ac ­
complished in the face of in­
credible odds.

At the conference, Eugene
Collins. manager at the Fogo
Island Co-op explained how it
was set up and talked about just
how much the co-op meant to the Fred Earle introduces provinci al fis hery panelist s at th e F ogo
island. " The average landings of Conference.



Sandy Well, president of t he Fogo Island Development
Association, speaks at the Conference Dinner .

They own their share in it."
Pierce concluded by saying, "I
am proud to stand here today
and sa y that our freezing facility
ha s reached stage one . 1 am

very thankful for the co ­
operation of government and the
people of Fogo Island because
they are the ones who made
things happen. "
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Pierce made another very
important point before sitting
down. "You will find a lot of new
buildings erected on Fogo Island
for the fishery and you may ask
where they came from . Most of
it came from Canada Works ,
LIP and FLIP programs.
However, don 't forget th at every
other co m m unity in Newfoun­
dland gets the same opportunity
as we did . The difference is what
we have done with ours. Most
communitie s in Newfoundland
had their money for recreation
and playgrounds, etc . We want
our playgrounds and recreation
centres, but we have a more
urgent need. We need
dev elopment in our fisheries
fir st. "

Although Fogo Island has had
its share of problems and con­
flicts over the years , it is the
overall belief in the island 's
future th at has gotten them
through the problem times.
Never wa s thi s belief more
evident than at the Fogo con­
ference .

Green Bay Fisheries
Committee re-organ ized

Blood is thicker than water,
the saying goes, but in Wilfred
Bartlett's cas e , it is the opposite.
"The water is in my blood,"
says this former Lushes Bight
resident. " I fished when I was
young, but I left Lushes Bight
when lobsters were selling for
12t and codfish were fetching
only $12.00 a quintal. There was
no way a man could make
anything at the fishery back in
the early 1950's."

Being a true Newfoundlander ,
Wilfred was willing to try his
hand at anything and in the
course of 23 years he has done it
all . Alt hough he has spent the
majority of his time in Deer
Lak e, it was his last six years
th ere that he really shone. He
built up a construction business
and was responsible for the first
CMH C houses in that com-

munity. But the office work ,
long hours and problems with
lab or began to get him down and
he yearned for the days when he
could get back to the water and
be more or less on his own.

A couple of years ago, when
his children had pretty much
grown up, Wilfred abandoned
his bus iness, moved to Brighton
and began fishing . Despite som e
bad luck and trouble with his 58
foot longliner , he's delighted
that he returned to the fisheries .

Never a man to sit still, he
hel ped re-organize a fisheries
committee last year for this
area. He is now the chairman of
t he committee which takes in
five communities: Roberts
Arm, Pilley's Island, Triton,
Brig hto n and Jim's Cove . th e
Board of Directors is made up of
three representatives from ea ch

community.
" I think we represent roughly

100 fishermen," says this very
articulate , tall, thin fisherman
with the twinkly eyes and broad
grin. " The re are all kinds of
boats here and mostly the boats
fish 2-5 miles from shore in
Notre Dame Bay," and then he
quickly adds that most of them
have fished on the Labrador at
one time or another.

When talking about the
problems of the area, Wilfred
gets very adamant. " Our
biggest problem last year was
trying to sell our fish . We had no
market. Fishery Products in
Twillingate used to collect the
fish but last winter they said
they wouldn 't be collecting it
any more because they had
more than they could handle in
their own area. We contacted La
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La sere. but they refused
be cause they were getting more
fish than the y could handle . The
pas t couple of years, the
provincial govern ment has been
trying to get everyone into the
fish ery . There is nothing wrong
with it to a point , but what
happens when we have no place
to se ll our fish? "

However, according to the
gove r nment, this is jus t not so .
It 's the fishermen who have
been trying to get into the
fish ery because it has been good
these past few years. The
federal government, of course,
has recognized this problem and
that is one reason why they have
put a fre eze on new entrants into
th e inshor e fishery.

For Wilfred and the other
fishermen in the area , their

problem m ay be solv ed with- th e
building of a new pl ant in the
Triton area. A jo int enterp r ise
between Nicke rso n's of Nova
Scotia and Dorm Roberts of
Triton, it will hav e a lar ge
freezing capacit y and will be
able to handle herr ing ,
mackerel and squid .

The oth er m ajor pr obl em for
the fishermen in his ar ea is th e
freeze on licences. Wilfred says
the boys don 't object to the
freeze, they und er st and the
necessity of it , but th ey do obj ect
to the way in which the govern­
ment is doin g it. " It has to be
done on a regional basis, not an
individual ba sis, " states
Wilfred.

Other problem s fa cin g the
fisbermen include th e la ck of a
marine centre a nd the dumping

of se al meat. According to
Wilfred , most of the boats in his
area are at least 3S miles fr om a
marine centre a nd by the time
they go t th eir boats to the La
Scie centre last fall , it wa s filled .
In add itio n th ey ha ve no market
for th eir seal me at . " We had to
dump at lea st 90% of the meat
last winter," says a very
frustrated Wilfred Bartlett.
"It's just not viable to go into the
seal fish ery anymore . It 's a sin
because th ere ar e people
starving for meat all over the
world ."

While there may be problems
for this are a , Wilfred is con­
fident tbat most of them can be
overcome, espe cia lly with the
newly re -or gan ized Green Bay
Fisberies Com mittee.

Always a Whelan
How many women do you

know who've lived all their lives
in th eir home community,
managed to marry but retain
't he ir maiden name, and are
spry enough at 92 to attend a
dinner and dance, stay to
midnight . and enjoy every
minute of it?

One such lady.. . Mrs .
Margaret A. Wbelan ... lives in a
large squ are bouse beside the
Conception Bay higbway in
Colliers . " I' m happy here with
Gerald and Gert," Mrs. Wbelan
beams, speaking of her son and
bis wife . " I' m still living in tbe
house my husband and I bad,
and I'm in tbe same bedroom
I've had all my life. "

Born in 1886, Mrs . Whelan has
lived most of her life in ber home
community. "There weren't
that many families living in
Colliers when I was growing
up," sh e notes , going on to list
Whelans , Ryans , and other
names still associated with the
community today. " There were
no ro ads around then, although
carriages were used close to
home. People used to walk to St .
John 's, as my father did many
times. • remember my mother

walking to St. John 's once , but.
think she came back to Avon­
dale on the train."

Describing her early life as
" ha rd in some way s, but good ."
Mrs. Whelan recalls liking
school, but says she "didn't get a
chance to go very much." Like
many Newfoundlanders of that
era , she found herself working
at an early age. " I was 11 when I
went to Conception Harbour,
three or four mil es up the shore,
to babysit for a family ," she
said. After a few years , she
decided to return home to
Colliers, but first went to
Summerville by boat to vis it
with her mother 's peopl e . " Then
I came back to Colliers." she
said with a note of satisfa ction in
her voice.

While she was to remain a
lifelong resident of Collier s,
Mrs. Whelan wasn 't quite
through with travelling yet.
Each spring people from the
Conception Bay-Trinity Bay
areas migrated north to their
fishing stations on the Labrador
coast, and youn g Margaret
Whelan often ac companied her
father on the annual exodus.

" I spent four sum mer s on the
Labrador ," recalls Mrs . Whelan
remembering her experiences
with th e fish ery that was a vital
part of th eir lives. " We 'd go
down each ' spring and live
ashore for the summer. While
we were there , my job was to
take care of th e men . I'd cook

. and wash for them. We were
paid for our work , but it wasn 't
very much. One year. got 118.00
for the summer."

After the sc hooner s returned
hom e in th e faU, preparations
for the winter started. " Supplies
came in during the fall," she
recalls . " E veryth ing came in
great big bags or barrels. We'd
get flour, molasses and things
like that, in amounts to last the
winter. There was a merchant
here in the Harbour who had a
general store a nd we could get
everything we needed there, dry
goods or groceries. "

Sitting in her comfortable
living room, Mrs . Whelan keeps
a sharp eye on the window. op­
posite her chair. She watches
the passing traffic, while
reminiscing about the days
when there were no roads as we
know them today: Most older



Mrs. M aragret A . Whel an of Colliers, 92 y ear s y oung , sits in her
spe cial cha ir as she ch ats with Decks Awash . She spent severa l
seasons on th e L abrador, r em embers th e d ay s when there were no
ro ads around Colliers, and clearly r ecalls the first bi cycle sh e ever
saw.

Newfoundlanders remember the
fir st car they saw, and Mrs.
Whela n is no exception. But her
mos t vivid memory of changmg
tr a nspor tation methods doesn't
involve the automobile at all .

"I r eme m ber running into the
house , shouting that I'd just seen
a man on wheels," she laughs.
"That was the first bicycle 1
ever saw; it was just like the
ones we have now, but it looked
so st range to me then. I'll never
forget that."

Having lived her early life
a round Colliers, it doesn't seem
at all strange that Mrs. Whelan
should marry a local man. While
she was working in Hea r n's
st ore, a ma n nam ed Jim

Whela n att racted her atte ntio n.
"A lthough he live d in the har­
bour, I didn't know him muc h at
all before I me t him in th e
store." The young co uple
started co urting, attend ing the
dan ces in th e a rea and finally
decided to ge t m arried.

" I got m arried her e in
Collie rs," states Mrs . Whel an .
"The wedding was the usual
a ffair ... a ceremony, followed
by the trad itio nal crowd co ming
to the house for a me al and a
dance." The coincidence of her
new husband's last na me being
Whelan allo ws her to boast that
" I was always a Whelan ."
Se ttl ing down in Collier s , the
couple had 10 children , eight of
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whom a re st ill livin g : four boys
and four girls . All four boys ...
Gerald , Larry, Jim and Dav e .
still live in th e Colliers area. He r
large family has present ed her
with a steady string of new
family members for insp ection
over the years , till she now
boasts of having " 30 grand­
children and at least 40 gr ea t­
grandchildren."

" E very home was your own
home when I was growing up, "
she explains. "Everyone wa s
alike in th e old days and we'd be
back and forth to people's hom es
all the lime. There wer e parti es
too, not too many, but we e n­
joyed them and the dances we 'd
have, expecially a round
Christmas. We had th e mum­
mers here , and some of the
women used to dress up and go
out with them, although I ne ver
did . There'd be music at the
dances , mostly fiddl e s a nd
accordians and we used to ha ve
good times."

While thin gs have cha nged
over the years, this 92-year-old
still enjoys a good tim e , and gets
out to the odd affair. During
Christmas, she went to a dinner
and da nce in Bay Roberts with
her sons. The oldest among the
300 peop le present, she didn 't
just put in an appearance, but
stayed till past midnight, en­
joying every minute of it.

Tips for

winter
lee F lJhIna

One layer of ice is the only
thing between you and the fish .
It 's also the fine line between
you and possible death. Cold
water can kill . The Can adian
Red Cross Society urges you to
measure the ice to ensure it 's a
safe 10 centimetres thick. And
take a warm change of clothing
an d a rope . Just in case. It 's
your winter, use it wisely .
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Special Section
What do we plunt when

we plant II tree?
What do we plant when we plant a tree?
We plant the ship which will cross the sea ;
We plant the mast to carry th e sails;
We plant the planks to withstand th e ga les .
The keel, the keelson, the beam and kn ee ;
We plant the ship when we plant th e tree .

What do we plant when we plant a tree ?
We plant the house for you and me ,
We plant the rafter, the shingles , th e floors ,
We plant the studding, the laths , the doors ,
The beams and siding, all parts that be ;
We plant the house when we plant the tr ee.

Whatdo we plant when we plant a tr ee ?
A thousand things we daily see:
We plant the tower that out-towers the crag,
We plant the staff of our country 's n a g ,
We plant the shade, from the hot sun fre e :
We plant all these when we plant the tree .

- Henry A. Abbey

When Deeks Awas h explores a resource. such as
fishing or farming , we generally look at all
aspects of that particular industry. In this issue on
sawmilling, we take a slightly different approach.
We have concentrated rather heavily on one
particular m an agement unit within the provincial
department of forestry .

In researching this issue we discovered tha t
there was a communications gap between the
government and sawmillers. Decks Awash hopes
that by writing about the provincial department of
forestry, some of the misunderstandings ca n be
cleared up and the sawmillers will bett er un­
derstand just what role the government plays in
sawmilling.
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Th e tree

The life of a balsam fir

Cone
All of us, at times, are guilty of

" not being able to see the forest
for the trees". So Deeo Awash

decided that a thumb nail sketch
of one good old abies balsamea
(L) Mill.. . better known in these
parts as the balsam fir ... might
help make the forest a tittle
more understandable .

Large crops of balsam fi r are
produced every two to four
years.

During the summer, up to 4000
male flowers and 80 female
cones containing 100-200flowers
are formed. When pollen from
the male flower reaches the
female flowers inside the cone,
fertilization takes place and by
late August the seeds begin to
fall . A single tree can produce
about 1500 good seeds. however,
this may vary considerably.
Seedfall continues throughout

Seed

the winter and most gel
m ination occurs from late Ma y
to early July. Humus, mineral
soil or rotting logs provide
suitable seed beds providing
there is sufficient moisture .
However, frost and high surface
temperatures in winter and
drought in summer take a heavy
toll. Of the 300,000 - 400,000seeds
per acre produced, only about
30,000 - 40,000 germinate and
su rvive the first year.

The first year seedlings
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resemble small twigs with just
two needles, but they usually
ha ve long roots which penetrate
the humus and gain nutrients
from the underlying topsoil.

After this stage, growth is
largely controlled by overhead
shading from such bushes and
trees as raspberries, cherries
and birches.

Afte r ten years or so, a few of
these trees will overtake the
ot hers and the remainder will
d ie or remain stunted until the
a rea is cut again or a big tree
blows down.

In m a ture stands, there are
only 2000 - 3000 fir trees per acre
and less than 25 percent of these

Seed ling

represent the biggest trees .
After 60 years fir trees will
reach a height of 40 - 50 ft. with a
corresponding diameter at
breast height of 6-8 in . On good
sites they may reach 50-60 ft.
with a breast height of 8-10 in . at
the same age .

Beyond 60 years the fir
displays little growth. It loses its
vigor and becomes very
susceptible to attack by insects
and disease. Event ually it blows
down or new t rees take its pl ace .

Te chnical informaUon
courtesy of the Newfoundland
Fore.t Research Centre).

Thicket Beanpole
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The History

History of sawmilling
alive hut not well

The log drive is one of the more romantic aspects of logging in
Newfoundland. With the increase in road transport , scenes like this
one on Cooks Brook are disappearing slowly, but it's unlikely that
the log drive will ever completely disappear.

Feast follow ed by famine is
perhaps the best way to describe
sawmilling in Newfoundland.
Forest resources once con­
sidered inexhau stible ar e hard
pressed today to meet the
demands being placed on them
by paper com pa nies. sa wm ille r s

and domestic cutter s.
As is the case with

Newfoundland 's history in
general , the early story of forest
exploitation is tightly link ed to
the sea. The first users of our
woodland r esource s were
fishermen, who soug ht wood

near the sea for firewood, boat
building materials and lumber
for houses . stages and wharves.
In fact, the coastal forest, for at
least three miles inland, was
reserved by government · to
serve the needs of those engaged
in the inshore fishery . With little
or no control. the resource was
considered common property,
available to anyone.

Newfoundland's first
sawmiller was John Guy, who
established a colony at Cupids in
1610. By 1612, his mill was
operating and soon men in other
communities began to follow his
example. The first mills . driven
by water power, produced
materials for use in local
buildings. While few had any
great commercial significance.
these first mills were an integral
part of the economy of
developing communities, and
that pattern still holds true
today for the vast bulk of the
push -bench mills dotted around
the island.

This pattern of cutting and
sawing for local consumption
continued until the closing years
of the 18OOs. One of the key
elements in changing the pat­
tern was the building of the
cross island railway in 1881. By
1900, the interior of the island.
with its vast forest resources.
was accessible for the first time
and sawmilling on a commercial
scale experienced its first boom .

About 1900 a man named
Lewis Miller bought some 60
Swedish families to the province
to exploit the white pine forests
of the interior . Promised a wage
of 33 Kroner ($1.00) a day, these
immigrants worked side by side
with Newfoundlanders in
feeding the mills established
along the railway at Terra



Moving timber around in the woods is far from an easy job. In the
top photo, the traditional horse and sled approach the yard. where
wood is stacked prior to being taken to the mill. In the bottom shot.
mechanization appears, as a "log train." consisting of a tractor and
several sleds, takes over from the horse and sled.
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Nova. Glenwood. Botwood.
Gambo. Norris Point and
Millertown. The Swedes proved
to be exemplary citizens and the
excitement of those times can be
imagined ... a booming new
industry , a crown of
" fore igners" who added a touch
of the exotic . and high wages.
White pine lumber production
flourished for a number of
years.

The first of these mills along
the railway opened at Botwood

in 1900. with a cap acit y of 45.000
feet of pine lumber a day. When
the other mills got into full
production, the a nnua l lumber
exports peaked at som e 40 to 50
million board feet a ye ar . the
bulk of it going to th e En glish
market. But there wa s a flaw in
the setup and it 's likely th at
today 's sawmillers will find a
familiar ring to the tale .

The potential of th e white pin e
stands had been overestimated
and the operators soon found the
supply of useable timber to be

limited . Much of the whit e pine
sawlog m at er ial was over­
mature , and conta ined a high
proportion of defect s. Soon the
large mills becam e unprofitable
and the indus t ry started to
decline . Th e fir st big boom
petered out within 20years .

The Swedes. findin g the
resource to be insufficient. and
feeling th ey had been misled by
exaggerated promises. soon
emigrated to the United States.
But Miller is st ill with us today
in the name of two communities
_ Lewisporte and Millertown.

At the turn of the century. the
saw milling industry was getting
its first real taste of com­
petition. A pulp and paper
operation was established at
Black River. Placentia Bay in
1897 but it lasted a scant six
years.

A second attempt at pulp and
paper involved a fascinating
figure. H.J . Cro we. a self-made
man who beli eved Newfoun­
dland's for ests were better
suited to pulp and paper than
sawmilling.

He approa ched the Harm­
sworth interests in Great Britain
with his ideas and caught their
eye. Prior to this, Crowe had
consolidated a large timber
limit in the Central Newfoun­
dland area. He sold this to the
Harmsworth group who used the
wood supply to establish a mill
at Grand Falls in 1909. This
operation gre w over the years.
until it became the outfit we now
know as Price.

Corner Brook became the
second pulp and paper centre in
the province in 1925. and over
the years has made the name of
Bowater a hous ehold word .

In developing a pulp and
paper industry. these two giants
acquired cont rol of the vast
majority of the timbered lands
in the interior of the island.
Since they were interested in
pulp and paper production only.
the saw milling industry found
that the bulk of the inland
resource was effectively closed
to th em . Sawlog m aterial was
cut and used for pulp . while the
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province now imports about 60
per cent of its requirements.
Two factors appear to be in­
volved in this changing picture.
Competition from the pulp and
paper industry has restricted
the resource available for
sawmill use and this has led to a
shortage of suitable wood to
meet the growing demand. In
addition, our Union with Canada
in 1949 put the large lumber
producers on the Mainland in a
strong competitive position,
because tariff barriers that had
protected the relatively inef­
ficient Newfoundland producers
came tumbling down.

For all the hard times it has
faced , the Newfoundland
sawmill industry has managed
to survive. Most rural com­
munities still have a push bench
or two, despite numerous
government reports saying they
aren't really viable.

Rotary carriage operations
are still turning out rough or
finished products , and a few
promoters and developers still
have faith that the super mill
can be made a viable
proposition. While the
Newfoundland lumber industry
may not enjoy good health, it's
still a long way from dead.

.""Ii-Steam boilers used to be as common as simon sa ws - Today, the
only remains of those earlier years are abandoned rusty boilers.

1,200 and 1,400 mill s were in
existence. This is a far cry from
the 350 mills in 1910 whic h
produced the same a mount.

It is also int eresting to note
that Newfoundland's growing
population has become more
and more dependent on im­
ported lumber. From being
close to self sufficient at the end
of the nineteenth century, th e

Glovertown, seen at the height of the first great sawmilling boom
was one of a number of communities involved in the first serious
exploitation ofNewfoundland 's sawmill potential. Export peaked at
some 40 to 50 million board feet a year during the first decade of the
century.

sawmills re trea ted to the
coastal preserve in search of
suita ble m at erial for their
op er a tion s. But they didn't enjoy
fr ee re in th er e , either; the
common re sour ce approach to
manageme nt meant that
do mestic cu tt ers had the right to
seek their wood in th e three mile
strip too. The expanding
dem an d for wood brought in­
credib le pressures to bear on th e
wood supply , and th e coastal
for e st s in so me ar ea s took a
be ating.

While sa wmilling may have
had its .p roble m s during this
pe r iod , the industry did grow
with an e ve r- incre as ing number
of small push bench operations
pro ducing for local markets .
Despite th e increase in the
number of mills, total produc­
tion st ayed relatively constant.
Figures for 1910 show that some
347 mills produced ap­
proximately 45.2 million board
feet, with output dropping
sharply in the next 10 years to 30
million board feet. This figure
remained constant until the
fifties when it reached 60 million
feet per year . It dropped again
in the 1960s and 1970s to less than
40 million board feet a year,
despite the fact that between
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Chronicles of a Bayman

The traditional push bench mill may seem small potatoes next to
the modern super mills, but push benches still supply a lot of lumber
to rural communities around the island.

By VICTOR BUTLER
1 must explain that I have

never operated or owned a
sawmill. Therefore some
readers may get a laugh from
my description of one sawmill I
saw erected and used more than
50years ago.

When the communities on the
southwest coast were first
inhabited . the pitsaw was the
only type of sa w used for
building boats and houses. For
those who have never seen a
pitsaw I shall explain what it
looks like and does. It is seven
feet long. 16 inches wide at one
end and six at the other with a
handle attached to both ends.
Two stands are erected seven
feet high and the stick to "be
sawn is placed on those stands
and one man stands on the stick
while another man is un­
de rneath. In order to saw
properly both men need to work
well together.

When I was 13 my father
taught me how to use a pitsaw on
Saturdays and holidays. He
taught me to saw on top, while
he sawed beneath. He was an
expert sawer, I, myself, was not
in love with using a pttsaw since
other boys my age would be
skating or engaged in other
playful activities. We would
work until three o'clock in the
afternoon and then my father

would say 'enough for today,
enjoy yourself the rest of the
afternoon.'

In later years, I was thankful
for his upbringing - it was good
exercise and it toughened up my
muscles - and all my long life I
was not afraid of hard work.

The first sawmill operated in
Placentia Bay was operated by
William Coffin, a resident ot
Haystack. He operated using a
water wheel for power.

In 1924. I married a girl from
Merasheen Island and lived
there for some time afterwards
operating a small business. In
the winter of 1925 two brothers,
George and Paul. residents of
little Merasheen, decided to
construct a sawmill. They
owned a large. two storey store.
However, they did not un­
derstand that the foundations of
a sawmill should be perfectly
solid so that the sawbench would
be perfect in line and true.

They erected the structure of
their bench on the loft of the
store which did not prove to be
very satisfactory. The power
they used was a five horsepower
hubbard marine engine. They
fastened the stuffing box of the
engine to the side of a puncheon
with the propeller in the pun­
cheon and filled the puncheon
with water . They put a bearing

on the shaft near the coupling,
with a belt on the shaft coupling
and on a pully on the mandrel
(saw shaft) of the saw. They put
a barrel full of water by the
engine with a hose from the
barrel to the engine and a return
hose to keep the engine cool. A
man in Clattice Harbour turned
out the rollers for their sa w
table.

They were now ready to
operate and that's when the fun
began. George was to operate
the engine and stand by the
throttle to slow and speed up the
engine. His brother was to do the
sawing. The first stick they tried
to saw was a stick that took
three days to cut and haul out of
the woods.

One of the brothers wanted it
for planks for his dory so they
set it up on their saw bench to
saw into 3/4" lumber. George
started the old hubbard engine.
They sawed about two feet of the
stick but because the saw was
close and out of line it turned red
hot. Paul said, "Stop her
George. boy. I'll soon fix that."

Paul got the blade of a scythe
and fastened it on the bench in
front of the saw to act as a
wedge to keep the saw cut open.

Paul said, "Start 'er George,
boy."

The scythe began to flick from
side to side, and everything
started to vibrate, even the
store. The loft rose and fell as
much as six inches and as they
did not have an exhaust pipe to
reach through the side of the
store, the place filled up with
smoke. The first board was 3/4
inches thick in the first end and
two inches in the last end, all
humps and hollows. After all
their efforts they obtained only
two boards from the stick.

Finally Bill had to chop the
board to the desired thickness
with an axe. All their efforts
were a failure.

This is true because I was an
eye witness to this incredible
contraption.
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Wheels of fortune

This old boiler generated s tea m whic h was the main power source
to run the m iIls eq uipment.

It 's somewhat ironic that the
most successful sawmilling
bu siness ever to operate in the
St. George 's ar ea was really
s ta rted by two seamen. Both the
Butt brothers ... Nathanial who
s tarted the business and Samuel
who took over a few years
la ter... were schooner c aptains.
Sam uel also had a fine
reputa tion as a schooner builder
an d some sources att r ibute his
int erest in sawmilling to his
bo atbuilding background.

Th e full story of the Butt
ope ration is conta ined in
"Wheels of For tu ne" a n in­
teresting. socio -economic
e va luation of a small town
sa wm ill written by a Memoria l
Univ er sity engineering student,
Larry Krysk i, in 1977. In his
repo rt , Kryski traces the early
dev elopment of the business ,
co vers it s periods of growth and
decline and offers the re ader a
fascinating glance at the
character of Samuel Butt, a
staunch Method is t whose
humanitarian te nde ncies
sometimes overca me his
bu siness se nse.

Th e Butt family fir st ca me to
St. Geor ge ' s during the 1890s
when Samuel and Nat 's father ,

Solomon, moved there fr om St.
John 's . By 1900, Samuel had
m a rried a nd moved to Halifax, a
port he had consider-able
dealings with while m aster of a
government-operated boat
which t ransported goods fr om
the mainland to the St. George's
area.

While Sa muel wa s away. hi.
brother Nat so me how became
interested in sa wmi lling . By the
time Samuel moved back to St.
Geo rge's in 1910. th e mill was in
operation. Sa mue l bought the
equipment fr om his brother and
opened his own mill . which was
to operate until Samuel 's death
in 1947. At th at time, Fred Butt,
Sa m ue l's so n too k over until 1963
whe n Alto n. Fred 's son took over
a nd continued the sawmilling
busine ss on a small er scale.

Sa mu el is supposed to have
paid $14.000 for th e bus ine ss
whe n he bou ght it , a high price
to pay for an enter pri se in the
area at that time. In 1911, the
ope ra ti on cut 10.000 logs and
sa wed 275,000 feet of lumber. In
add iti on to producing lumber for
sa le, the Butt oper ation over the
ye ar s added another string to its
bow ; the production of staves
and making of barrels , which

was to becom e a key element in
the operation. Th e mills weren't
the biggest industry in the area
but figures sh ow sawmill ing was
even then a growing contributor
to the local economy . The
herring fish ery in 1911 ac ­
counted for som e $70,000 and all
fisheries som e $327.000 while
mills turned out $22.500 worth of
products.

The mill wa s powered by a 25
to 30 horsepower steam en gine,
and could sa w a nd plane Ium -

. bel'. as well as sa w barrel
st aves. Logs for the operation
came from areas near St.
George 's and Shallop Cove .
They were haul ed to the mill by
horse and cart or horse and
sleigh. depending on th e season.

Fred, who head ed the
operation in its heyd ay duri ng
the war boo m of the HMOs went
to work in the mill as a n 18 year
old in 1910. During th e First
World War. th e ope ration
produced close to a qua rter of
the area 's total lumber outp ut.
Growth continued for the
operation and for sawmilling as
a whole in the a rea into the
192Os. By 1921, five operations
were booming th er e a nd the
total value of sa wm illin g had
outstripped th e valu e of the
fishery ; the fish er y net te d
124,275 that yea r , while
sawmilUng earned $29,700.
Samuel's operat ion rem a ined
the largest area pr odu cer an d
was the only mill producing
barrels and sta ves a s well as
lumber.

Disaster wa s narrowly
averted that year, as fire struck
the Butt mill . Ale rt workers
managed to rescue th e equip-­
ment and the operation was able
to continue with lit tle disruption.

By ISt2.5. the barrel- ma king
end of the ope ra tion had grown
to the point wher e a separa te
c:oopering shop was constructed
at Shallop Cove . The high
demand for fish ba r rels and the
like kept things on th e upswing
and the Butt operatio n started
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The old mill at i ts hey day .

The new mill located of f the Trans Canada.

The Butt ope ra tion was never
to be the eco nomic mainstay of
the community ag a in, but Alto n
Butt still ope rates a mill near St.
George's.

In his report, Kr yski points out
that Samuel's m ill is virtua lly
the only successful indust rial
enterprise to be established in
the St. George's are a by a local
person .

It is also int eres ting to note
that the busi ness outlived at
least two other m ajor initiatives
in forestry in the area : a m a jor
mill at Stephenv ille lasted only
two years , while the mu lti ­
million dolla r Unerboard
operation ma na ged to kee p the
doors open only four yea rs the
fir st time around.----

prove the turning point [or the
Bu tt operation. Dem a nd
dropped and prices de clin ed [or
both bar rels and lumber and the
resumption of trade in Europe
brought the Butt operation into
close competition with Swedi sh
ba rrel-m aker s.

With production costs hitting
$3.50 to $4.00 a barrel in St.
Geo rge's, even nearby
customers in the Corner Br ook
area preferred to deal with th e
Swedes, who mass-produced
ba rrels at $2.00 each. Lum ­
bering, already hurting [r om th e
d rop in demand, soon foun d it
difficult to get a good log supply ,
as the pulp mills used sawlogs in
their operations and the
ava ilable crown land was
limited .

branching out. By 1930. they had
opened three small gene ra l
grocery stores, two in St.
Georges and one in Deer Lak e .
As th e twenties closed, are m ust
ha ve looked pretty good to
Samuel Butt.

Th e 1930's earned the na m e
the " d ir t y thirties," as a world­
wide depression swept
businesses before it. The stores
proved to be a problem for the
Butts and Samuel's easy cred it
policies soon found him holding
unpaid credit worth $50.000. The
mill was mortgaged to cover
this and the stores closed down.

During the depression , th e
mill was the only so urce of a jo b
and ready cash in St. Geo rge's.
but the mortgage for ced its
temporary clos ure in 1937. A
relaxation of the mortgage as
the people were "in such a state
for work ," le t Sa m uel breathe a
little more easily in the late
1930's. The creditors pr obably
figured tha t if the mill opened
again . they would ge t the ir
money back. With World War II
just starting, bu siness in
general boo me d a nd th e Butt
operation was no exce ption.

Newfoundland's close link s
with Britain provid ed an im ­
mediate and continuous dem and
for lumber and bar re ls a nd th e
51. George's ope ra tio n soo n
found itself expanding to meet
the demand. The Sha llop Cove
mill couldn't fill it , so add iti on al
mills were set up at Barach ois
Brook and Middle Brook . Th ey
ran 24 hours a day, with th e
output [rom all three hit tin g th e
25,000 to 30,000 foot a day m ark.

Th e cooper shop was doing
well too . Eight coope rs worked
away at the Sha llop Cove
Cooperage, with each man
averaging six ba r re ls a da y.
During the boom , e mploy me nt
with the business hit an all-ti me
high of 130, and so me authorities
estimate the mill em ployed
about 35% of the available
manpower in the area.

The end of the wa r , which
bought rejoicing th rough out th e
Empire and E urope, was to
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T.J. French and Sons
"I guess I was actually in­

volved in the lumber business
from day one ," muses Ray
French, as he fed another load of
wood into th e potbellied sto ve in
his Main Point store. " Our
family operated a sawmill her e
for 63 consecutive years, and the
business rubbed off on me . I
grew up with the lumber
business and liked it. "

The French mill , th e second
major operation to open in the
Lewisporte area , clos ed its
doors some 18 years ago . In it 's

heyday, though , T .J. Frenc h
was one of th e biggest
businesses in th e area. Alon g
with the Horw ood Lum be r
Com pa ny, operating at Horwood
and A.T . Woolfr ey in Car­
menville , the Fren ch operation
at Main Point soon found itself a
major lumber producer.

" T .J . French and Sons wa s the
sixth largest lumber producer
on the island ," claims Ray
French. " We maint ained that
st anding for a good number of
years , despite the fa ct that Main

Point, in som e ways, was a
difficult place from which to
operate. There is really no
harbour and no water to help in
getting the wood out. " That lack
of a good harbour led to lumber
being barged to schooners off·
shore, for shipment to markets
in different parts of the island.

In any lumber business, the
basic ingredient Is' a good supply
of timber and fortunately T.J.
French and Sons had little
problem in that regard.

"We cut right around the

Ray French and Harry Thompson enjoy a chat by the potbellied
stove, while a friend discreetly suggests it's time for a tea.
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whole Bay," Ray French
r em em ber s, saying that they
covered a 30 or 40 mile radius .
" We bu ilt dams and operated in
Ber ry ' s Brook area for 15 or 20
years . Around Salt Pond Brook,
we used to buy the timber from
th e seashore ... people would cut
it an d pull it to the seashore in
th e winter, and we towed it back
hom e in the summer. In the
winter, we'd have anywhere
fr om 150 to 200 men cutting for
our m ill on contract."

One of those men who cut on
co nt ract for the French
ope ra tio n was Harry Thompson.
Lik e R ay French, Mr. Tbomp­
son rec alls the days when a
con t ract fro m the company
m ean t a cha nce to earn a dollar
wh en money was hard to come
by .

"Once we had a co ntract, we 'd
go in and buil d a camp," Mr.
Tho mp son ex plains. "We'd be
work in g th ree or four miles back
in the wood s and we'd stay there
for ab out a week at a time.
Th er e wer en ' t any access roads ,
or an ything lik e that. We'd cut
th e wood , saw it up, and yard it
up t ill the snow came. Then we 'd
start to haul the wood out to the
r iver ban ks, and get re ady for
the drive. "

Ra y Fen ch is qu ick to credit

men like Harry Thompson for
the su ccess of the lumber
busines s .

"W e had very competent men
working in the woods ," he says.
" It was a hard life , but people
enjoyed it , and it was a way of
life for us . The lumber business
was th e main industry, directly
and indirectly , around here for
years. I'd say that 75 per cent of
the people had to go away to
make a living .

" During the Depression
years , I c an remember one
winter when we had 500,000 feet
of lumber stored and couldn't
get a sale for it. We bought
another million feet the next
year, just to keep the mill going
and peopl e employed. That
situation slowly sor ted itself out
as time went on and things got
better , and we did eventually
sell all the lumber we prod uced.
The business was almost a
nightmare in spots, whe n you
think of some of the things we
had to do to keep it going. But
overall, it was successful. "

The business, over the years,
produced a n average of a bout
800,000 feet a year, wit h the mill
starting operation in May and
ending the the fir st wee k in
October. The staff at the mill
averaged 23 men during the
m ill ing season, wit h most of
them work ing there season after
season. "We had men who

started wit h us when the m ill
opened, and were sti ll th ere
when we closed down," Ra y
French points out proudly.

The te ch nology used in the
days when the French mill was
operating was a far cry from
today's sk idd ers and chain
saws. " The whole ope ration was
geared to the hor se an d sled ,"
Mr . French rem e mber s. He
recalls th e da ys when the simon
saw wa s the main woods tool.

The replac ement of the six
foot long , fou r inch wid e two
man simon saw was the far
lighter a nd less la bor ious
bucksaw. This was as big a
revolution in its day as the cha in
saw was many years later .

The technology of the older
days was un complicated , but the
forest resource wa s just as
complex as it is tod ay . While
there was little for m al a ut hor ity
to enforce for est m an agement
pla ns , the for es t resour ce was
protected, to some ex tent, by
those involved in th e tr ade . Tops
left in th e woods m ay have been
larger, but Ray Fren ch feels
that the fa ct th at t he mill
managed to operate for 63 years
shows something abo ut the care
the forest re ceiv ed . Asked if
th ey ever got int o cutti ng second
growth, he replied .

"Indeed we did, th at 's one
thing I believe ... the axe, or
even the skidder, will never

\
Schooners were used to transport lumber from the French mill.
seen on the left.



Ea rly years at the French mill.

r e all y outwit nature whe n it
comes to re -stoc king the for es t.
We were also for t unate around
he r e , in th at we nev er had a
m a jor fire."

While a lot of the wor k In­
valved in the bucksa w and horse
da ys wa s hard by today's
standa r ds , ther e wer e a lso
elem ents of the job that we re a
lot of fu n. Notable among th ese
Was th e a nnua l log d r ive .

" Th er e wa s no trouble ge tting
lab or ," Ra y re c alls with a
c huckle . "Everyone enj oyed it,
and it wa s consider ed a ple asure
to do it. We 'd wa it for the spr ing,
an d wh en th e ponds th a wed,
we 'd use th e big flow of water to
drive the logs down to the ri ver
m ou th."

" I worked on one of those
d ri ve s ," interjects Harry
Thompson . " It took us nine days
to driv e th e logs do wn a bout
th ree mil es . We had a bout
250 ,000 feet of lumber tha t time,
and there were nine men with
m e. "

Once out to the sa lt wa te r, th e
lo gs were boomed , a nd later
towed to th e mill . There th ey
were pl a ced in the ya r d to await
sawing . Onc e throug h the mill
proces s , whi ch too k it to the
finishe d lumber stage, the mill's
producti on went to the yard to
await ship ment. Th e mill sup­
plied a lot of timber to th e St .
John' s area, and R a y describes
the a mount of orders a va ilable

during th e wa r years as bein g
" alm os t limitless " Fogo and
Twillingate isl ands a lso bou ght
lumber from th e mill , in s izes
ranging from th e s tan dard 2 by
4, all th e way up to 2 by 14.

One interesting side lig ht of th e
French mill was th e so urce of
fu el for their boil er s . St eam
driven, the mill burned its own
sl abs for th e m ain source of
power, and thus a voided a
problem ... slab disp osal ... t ha t
haunts some mills tod ay . Given
a good supply of m at eria l ... an d
Ray French claims tha t there is
about 80% a s much tim ber
available in the a rea tod a y as
there was on the da y the fir st log
was sawed . .. and good markets ,
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on e m ight wonder why the T.J.
F r ench operation isn't running
no w.

" We gave it up for a simple
r e a son ... our delapidated, worn·
ou t m a chinery," Ray explains.
Hav in g run th e mill himself for
som e 15 years aft er his father
retired , he felt that the cost of
modernizing couldn't be
ju stified. And there were other
omens on the horizon that boded
ill for the operation's future .

" It was too expe nsive to
m odernize ," Ra y points out.
" We co uld see the handwriting
on th e wall . There were more
forestr y laws coming in , and
there was talk of unions . We felt
t ha t if we kept on , our whole
li fe ' s work could go down the
drain in a single ba d year."

Alt ho ug h th e mill is shut
down, Ray Fren ch continues to
ope rate a sm all store at Main
P oint. His potbellied stove
throws out a warm glow and a
good supp ly of dry wood keeps
he r cr a ck ling. Between
cu st om er s, Ra y dr eams outloud
about clo sing th e store, and
setting up what he calls " a little
wor kshop" . And he has the
scattere d cha t with Harry
Thomps on a nd r eminisces a bout
the da ys when Thompson cut for
the mill on co ntract , and T .J .
F rench and Son s wa s th e sixth
biggest lum ber producer on the
island .
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The' sawmill operators and planers

Integrated oper ation is the difference

b etween success and failure
"Our total production last

year was 2,300,000 board feel ,"
said Lloyd Stu ckl ess , who ha s
spent close to 20 years in the
lumber business. " And we're
hoping to see it go to three
million feet thi s coming sum­
mer."

Lloyd grew up sur rounde d by
lumber. His father was a con-
tractor with the Anglo-
Newfoundland Development
(A.N. D.) Company, an outfit
Lloyd joined after leaving school
in 1940. Four years later, he
decided to join his father's
operation.

" I was second hand with m y
father for about five years," he
revealed in the cours e of a
telephone interview . " One day ,
father said, ' le t' s sell our houses
and buy a sa wmill ' . Aft er
thinking it over, I decided to do
it . A few years later, we decided
I'd stay hom e and run the
sawmill, while my father went
to the camps. I' ve been in th e
business ever s inc e ."

The operation that started
with two men selling th eir
houses to raise capital employed
some 55 men last year during
the August to Christmas season
when cutting is at its height.
About 17 men work in the mill
and planer, and Lloyd sa\,s there
are six members of th e family ,
including him self , working in
the business.

The Stuckless operation is
situated near Glenwood, an area
that first caught their att ention
in 1957. "There was a lot of birch
her e ," Lloyd remembers. " I
ca me with the intention of
staying one year , and then goin g
back home. But I got to know the
Bowater people and I decided to
have a try at it here. "

While the business has be en
profitable from the first, it did
encounter a problem that seems

to pla gue sa wmill ope ra tio ns aU
ove r the provin ce ... a shortage
of sui ta ble m at er ial. " Tha t was
my diffi culty until the last th ree
years ," Lloyd ad mits, " but
s ince we got th e new block,
we'v e been o.k . The re was
supposed to be 45 mill ion feet on
it, at the r ate of 3 mill ion fee t a
year for 15 yea rs . Now we 've
found tha t there isn't that m uch
wood ." He rec kons th e ac tual
supply is about one-third of th e
or ig ina l est ima te .

Thi s sor t of tangle has a good
number of sawmillers te aring
th eir hair, but inste ad of
dispairing , Lloyd sat down and
did so me har d fig uri ng . Now he
thinks he has the ans wer .

" I' m in the pr ocess of ge tt ing
a chipper and barker ," he
confided . To cover the shor tfall
he hop es to chip th e wood whi ch
is now going to waste . " I' m
hop ing to tr ad e off ch ips for
saw logs fr om th e co mpa ny
limits . If eve rything works out ,
th a t should give us an additio nal
1 m ill ion feet in exc hange for
waste th at really is only a
nui san ce to me now.

"Last year we shipped 3,000
cords of pulpwood to Bowater -, '
he continued. " We' re hopin g to
ge t an exch an ge pro gr am goi ng
with th em on a co rd for cord
ba si s , and we hope to ge t
another mill ion feet th ere. That
way , I won't ha ve to use as mu ch
of th e wood fr om the cro wn
block as we'd pl anned on us ing
and it should last the 15 years ."

The above process , of course,
is almost a te xtboo k exa m ple of
the potential benefits of in­
tegra ted wood cu tting a nd full
utiliza tion . If it all works out ,
Lloyd will get about one third of
his s aw ing m ate ri al in exchang e
for pulpwood, one third will

co me in exc hange for chips
made fro m wood a nd mill
wa st age and the remainder
irom his cro wn block .

Th e deb arker will also make
th e mill opera te mor e efficientl y
th an it has in the nast. Lloyd
tell s of one rain y , muddy day
whe n he had to stop to sh arpen
th e head saw 11 ti mes be cau se
the logs co mi ng fr om th e yard
had a liber al coating of mud and
s tones on th em and sa w blades
are n ' t equipped to deal with
stuff like th at. Clean logs to
work with should mean less
downtime , and better produc­
tion . In an indu st r y where the
profit m ar gins a re n ' t fa t to
be g in with , every bit help s .

In the yea rs he has been in the
bu siness, Lloyd de sc r ibe s his
relationship with th e provincial
department of forestry as being
good. " I seem to get alon g with
th em , a nd I find th em pretty
good to deal with ," th e veteran
ope ra tor notes. " If I have a
probl em I go to th em and state
m y case and th ey'll s it down and
list e n to me . I don 't go asking for
som ething I don 't want and don't
need . Th er e's a lot of In­
form ation I need that's
av ailable through th em too ."

Whil e e veryth ing looks to be
boom ing with th e oper ation , one
dark cloud han gs ove r things .
Lloyd 's operation is sla te d for a
move , an d he 's concer ned about
when a nd wher e his oper atio n is
going .

" We' re ri ght between Glen­
wood and the Gander River and
we've expanded a lot since we
came here. The department of
e nvi ro nme nt told us las t year
that we ca n't stay here. I asked
th em for anothe r yea r, whil e we
tried to figure out where we
could shift. I later asked about a
site ne ar Salmon Pond, but they
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