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Introduction

Colonial Louisiana and other areas harbored vast reserves of one the best species of wood in
North America: the bald cypress. Early residents of Louisiana struggled to meet the demand for
the lumber. Records show that as early as 1699 French settlers at Biloxi were using cypress and
selling it to merchants sailing for ports on the islands of Martinique, Santo Domingo, and
Guadeloupe (Moore, 1). The market was not always strong over the 260 years it took to harvest
the cypress stands. Until the 1750s Louisiana settlers were the benefactors of a lucrative trade
with the French West Indies (Moore, 6). That trade was put on hold as France lost control of
Louisiana after the Seven Years War (The French and Indian War) in 1763. By 1779 Spain had
gained control of the Florida Parishes and so controlled all of present day Louisiana. The new
Spanish subjects were not allowed trade with the French-owned West Indies (World Book Vol.
L, 4615). The cypress markets were depressed, but by 1820 the sugarcane and cotton plantations
and the New Orleans building boom had revitalized the domestic market (Moore, 8). Cypress
would remain in high supply and demand until well after World War I. The depression of the
1930s slowed the demand until World War II. The war effort and strong economy of the fifties
and sixties would see the last of the industrial cypress operations.

While the nature of its habitat made it seemingly impossible to ever exhaust, the vast cypress
stands would eventually fall after a 260-year evolution of logging methods and techniques. The
greatest obstacle in harvesting the cypress was the need for power to move the large logs once
they had been cut. The roughly 260-year period that cypress was commercially logged can be

divided into two periods: pre-steam power and post steam power. Progressing from animal



power to steam power, the harvesting methods employed in Louisiana are here discussed in

detail.
1. Pre-Steam Power

Animals

In the early times teams of horses, oxen, and mules were used to transport logs when
conditions were feasible (see Figure 1). Because most timber in the early period had to be
harvested in low-river stages, sometimes the banks of waterways were exposed and firm enough
to facilitate dragging logs (Mancil, 63). “Snaking,” as it was called, was often hard work as the
weight of the logs caused their front ends to sink in softer ground and slow the process ( Mancil,

63). The logs were occasionally moved using animals well into the 20™ century, but only in
unusually dry conditions (Mancil, 63).

Girdling and Poling

In the early 18" century the French loggers, known as “swampers,” moved green cypress
timbers by tying logs off to rafts because the green, moisture-laden logs would readily sink
(Norgress, 1001). This occurrence gave rise to the name “sinker cypress.” One 18" century
merchant used large ships to move his cypress because of the frequent losses of logs that broke
their moorings in the current and sank (Moore, 10). By 1725 the French had solved the problem
of “sinkers” by girdling the trees (see Figure 2) (Moore, 10). The swamper would contract to go
in several months prior to harvest time and girdle the trees in order to reduce the green weight at
pole-time. By girdling, the tree was usually dry enough to be floated out at pole-time. Other
benefits in girdling included the following: logs would float in millponds, moving logs was

easier because the steel tongs used did not pull out as easy, the dry heartwood did not bind the

saw, and dried cypress did not mildew when sawed (Mancil, 86).



et T

7 s
v KA, o

i, v |r+....|”... ey

L Sk T

cypress.
over-flow. -

dewater red
Rt

ti
s subject to freque

valuable stand of

heavy unﬂ

—An unusually

a8

a.
Cy

i

d bottom |

ote the bell-shape

and

1l Swamps an

3 grows chiefly

=

pre

d butts,

N

tp201)

1934

{Brown,



2 BT b o
12 FOOT WHEELS AT EE
lead team is ready to pull.
Redding Ivon Works.

A ¢

ot {‘:"
G - ] - o oo e A

s have been chained to hoisting rigging and

ND. Laog
These wheels were the slip-longue Lype developed by
(Photo Paul Hosmer)

(Andrews, 1956:p93)
Figure 1
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When felling time came, swampers would make their way into the cypress brakes for the
duration. The river determined the harvest season because its water was the primary method of
transportation. Typically the river rises in the spring and usually peaks in June before falling.
This meant the felling was done in anticipation of the spring rise and all the timber moved to the
mills in the spring and summer (Mancil, 62). Swampers employed by Natchez mill-owner
Andrew Brown in 1840 were paid $20-30 per month plus rations (Moore, 64). Axes and cross-
cut saws were used. A pair of experienced axe men could fell, top, and buck 2-4 trees per day
(Moare, 64). Typically two men would cut notches in opposite sides of the tree and place
springboards inside the notch to stand on (Brown and Montz, 31). The notches can still be found
in many stumps in Louisiana swamps. The two men would place the springboards high enough
on the tree to get their cut above the butt-swell (see Figure 3). Wedges were used to direct the
tree as it fell (Brown and Montz, 31). In times when the swampers were rushing to beat the river
rise, they would stand up in boats to cut the trees (Moore, 10). A pirogue or flat-boat was the
vessel of choice. Often the axe men would carry two axes each; one to chop with and one to
place on the tree stump for a footing. The axe man would stand with one leg in the boat and

brace his other foot on the axe in the tree, and just as the tree began to fall, the axe men would

push out of the way with one foot (Mancil, 234).

The logs were tied into small trains and either push-poled out or towed (by wading) out of the

woods using “creeks” or “runs” to the nearest waterway (Mancil, 62). The “creeks” were lanes

through the swamp cleared of trees or natural outlets when they were available. When swampers
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came across the occasional sinker that would not float despite having been girdled, they tied it

off or “dogged” it to a raft of more buoyant logs (Brown and Montz, 34).

It was routine for one man to tow out five to six logs (Mancil, 88). Some loggers used their
own variations of preparing timber to be rafted out of the swamp. James Wheless of the Yazoo
river area in Mississippi built a dike prior to felling trees. This allowed the logs to be bound
together in larger quantities without the current to contend with. A run was cleared to the Yazoo
River, and when the current behind the dike was strong enough to move the raft, Wheless’ crew

cut a hole in the dike and moved out to the river (Moore, 33).

If a natural outlet gave access to the river system it was used, but this was not always the case.
The ultimate destination of the rafts was often one of the many mills located along the
Mississippi river. As cotton and sugarcane cultivation became more and more profitable,
plantation owners began the levee system. In the 1850s it was common to read complaints and
reports of a breach in the levee one of the many logging crews like Wheless' had made to get
their timber out to the river (Mancil, 63). When the logs had been moved out to the major
waterways they were bound together in rafts. Wheless’ crew bound the small rafts or “cribs” into
larger rafts of 400 to 500 “tiers™ as they were called (see Figure 4) (Moore, 34). A tier was the
equivalent of a present day log cut to the specified length. The logs were often formed into cigar-
shaped rafts and fitted with a steel nose-plate. The cigar shape helped navigate the raft in the

river currents and when towed gave less resistance. The nose-plate protected the log butts on the

front end from damage.

The cypress lumber industry relied on these methods until the late 19" century. The girdle-

pole-float method was inconsistent due to the unpredictable river. Timber might be felled one
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year but not brought to the mill because of successive low water years. Prior to 1858, tens of
thousands of logs were ready to be floated but immovable because of the low rises in the river. In
1858 the river flooded and the waiting timbers were dumped on a saturated market (Moore, 62).
The lack of a consistent means of moving the cypress out of the swamp kept the immense
cypress brakes still largely intact up to the late 1880s. The steam-powered engine would

eventually provide an affordable means of moving the cypress logs and see the exhaustion of the

virgin cypress stands.
II. Post-Steam Power

1889: The Pullboat

In an effort to access timber in the pot-hole region of the Lake States, an overhead system of
cables was designed in the 18805 known as the Butters-Miller type (Norgress, 1002). In the lake
states the system operated on a series of cables suspended from two trees, the spar tree and tail
tree. Butters realized the potential for his system in the swamps of the south and designed a
machine and a steel spar tower that mounted on a “scow” (barge) (Bryant, 214). These original
pullboats were first used in North Carolina and used a rigging of overhead cables that could hoist
and retrieve logs up to 1000 feet away (Bryant, 214). The system was powered by a steam engine
that turned a drum holding a length of steel cable. The drum and engine were mounted on a boat
or barge and so required a navigable waterway to access the swamps. Miles of canals were
dredged to accompany the “pullboats” (Norgress, 1002). The Butters-Miller pullboat operated by
running an overhead cable from the “spar” tower into the swamp to the “tail” tree up to 1000 feet

away. A block was suspended from the overhead cable with the hardware to pick up the logs. A



skidding cable attached to the drum was hooked to the hauling block, and as the drum reeled, the

block would slide back up the cable, carrying the log to the boat (Mancil, 89).

While this system worked, it was not popular due to three major disadvantages. First, it took
long periods of time to set up the rigging at new pull-points. Second, the Butters-Miller type was
designed with only one turning drum, which required five to six men to pull the heavy skidding

line out. Third, this system had a relatively short pulling distance and required much expense

spent on canals (Mancil, 89).

Although sources differ, 1889 seems to have been the first year the pullboat was used in
Louisiana (Mancil, §3). William Baptist of New Orleans modified the Butters system and
improved on the disadvantages listed previously. Baptist’ system was called the “pullboat system
proper” (Norgress, 1002). First, Baptist’s system did not use an overhead cable, which
eliminated the lengthy time spent setting up the spar and tail trees. Baptist’ system operated as a
ground system and simply dragged the logs out (Bryant, 214). The problem of carrying the heavy
tow-line out into the swamp was solved simply by placing another drum on the boat (discussed
below), and the Baptist boat could pull farther, up to 5000 feet; which saved companies huge

sums of money that otherwise would have been spent on canals (Mancil, 90).

The Baptist Pullboat

The Baptist boat utilized what is known as the slack-rope system (Bryant, 232). An
experienced crew could secure 75 to 100 logs per day, but the actual output was usually reduced
due to cable breaks (Bryant, 238). The pullboat had two pulling drums, an upright boiler, and
was driven by one or more engines. One drum was geared low for power and housed the

skidding cable, which was about 7/8 to 1 % in. diameter. The other drum was geared high for



pulling speed and housed the lighter, 5/8 to ' in. “messenger” line. The messenger line was
carried by hand to the back of the “run” where a pulley called a sheave block (known as a
*“shiv") was attached to a sturdy tail tree (see Figure 5). The messenger line was passed through
the shiv and carried back to the boat where it was spliced into the bigger skidding cable. By this
method the heavy skidding cable could be pulled by the messenger drum to the back of the run.
Heavy side-lines were attached at varying widths along the skidding cable to carry logs. As the
skidding cable came in, the attached messenger line followed through the shiv to the boat. After
the logs had been freed, the high-geared messenger drum quickly pulled the skidding cable back
down the run to the logs (Mancil, 94). Later a three-drummed pullboat was designed. The third
drum was smaller and housed a small, usually 3/8” line. When a run was started, two men would
walk to the sheave block, one carrying the 3/8” line from the third drum, and the other carrying
the messenger line. The messenger line was passed through the sheave block and hooked onto
the line from the third drum. The third drum then pulled the messenger line back to the pullboat
where the heavy pulling cable could be attached and pulled to the end of the run (Bryant, 236).
This simply saved time by eliminating the need to carry the cable the long distance to the sheave
and back. The long runs required more than one man to drag the cable. Ten or twelve men could
string 2600 feet of the 3/8” line in about three hours (Bryant, 236). The drum could pull in the

cable much quicker than a man could walk the sometimes waist-deep, 5000-foot run of swamp

water.

The Baptist pullboat used a cable system low to the ground or water and often had difficulty
when the heavy logs dug into the mud and acted as anchors. To prevent this, Baptist began
making iron cones to go over the butt ends of the logs (Mancil, 95). The cones slipped up and

down the cable and did help solve the problem, but the large size of the logs required a large,
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Figure 4
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heavy, and awkward cone that did not always stay on the log butt. Mr. Mancil reports that a slave
working the swamps at the time suggested replacing the iron cone with a homemade cone by

trimming down the edges of the log to a point with his axe (Mancil, 96). The swampers referred

to this as “sniping™ the log (Mancil, 96).

Pullboat Logging in Practice

When a logging crew moved into an area, the superintendent drew up a schematic plan locating
where the runs or pulls were to be made (see Figure 6). The point where the pulling would take
place was called a “set™ (Mancil, 96). The pulling runs were often cut by a separate crew and
regarded as one of the more profitable aspects of cypress logging. A crew was usually paid at a
stated contract price per 100 feet of road cleared and an additional sum for each merchantable
log felled and bucked (Bryant, 234). The crew cleared the runs of stumps to a width of 6-10 feet.
The crew sometimes used dynamite to blow out the larger stumps (Mancil, 103). The runs were
often set up in a radial fashion, like the spokes of a wheel, as this prevented moving the pullboat
and equipment (see Figure 7). A crew of four could fell, buck, “snipe,” bore the logs for the
“puppies,” and drag 75 to 100 logs to the main run or road daily (Bryant, 235). The weight and
high numbers of logs being dragged out dug relatively deep ditches that later made cypress
regeneration difficult. Even today, these runs can still be seen in the swamp and easily picked out
from the air. The pulling was always started at the headwaters of a canal or waterway because

the dragging logs pushed debris and silted in the waterways (Mancil, 112).

Following his plan, the superintendent paced to the end of the first run and marked a suitable
tree to hold the sheave block (pulley for cables) (Mancil, 103). He then paced about 150 feet and

marked a tree for the “shiv” at the site of the next run. He continued in this manner setting the
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Ervin Mancil reports the word "run" was used far more frequently than "road"

in interviews.
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Figure 7

A satellite imape taken in 1978 of the lower
Tangipahoa River.

Note the radial limes on the right side of

the river. The pullboat set remained at one
until area was cleared.

The paralell lines on the left side were pul
from the river. {Perrin H., 1978:personal

14



