


LUMBERJACKS did their oiun laundry, using water heated over campfires 

from applicants and sent them to logging 
camps which did not need them. Em
ployers occasionally failed to estimate their 
needs carefully or they sent orders to sev
eral agencies and then refused to hire afl 
the men who responded. In some cases 
there was collusion between employment 
agencies and logging camp foremen to in
crease the rate of turnover and the result
ing number of fees they could split. Agents 
who had this objective in view sent men 
to camps where they were employed onlj' 
until they had accumulated enough credit 
to cover agency fees and transportation 
charges. Then they were fired to make way 
for members of a new gang who would 
have a similarly short tenure.'** 

Public agencies helped establish contact 

'* Langley and Alderson Papers, owned by the State 
Historical Society of Wisconsin; Shaw Lumber Com
pany Papers, 1911; Mississippi Valley Lumberman, 
November 23, 1894, p. 7; Minnesota Department of 
Labor and Industries, Fourteenth Biennial Report. 
170-182 (Minneapohs, 1914). 

between employers and prospective em
ployees. State boards of immigration con
tributed to this cause as early as the 1850s 
when they began to promote migration 
from Europe. The Wisconsin board of im
migration gave the lumbermen more direct 
assistance in 1899, when it listed lumber 
companies that were hiring men and pub
lished wage scales. The board also lured 
men from Iowa, Illinois, Indiana, and other' 
states. The first free public employment 
office in the Lake States was established by 
the city of Superior, Wisconsin, in 1899. 
Two years later it became part of a state 
system which included offices at La Crosse, 
Milwaukee, and Oshkosh. Duluth opened 
a municipal office in 1901 after "the usual 
well-grounded complaint that the laborers 
were 'fleeced by the unscrupulous employ
ment agents' in collusion with foremen in 
the lumbering camps and on the railways." 
A state office was set up at Minneapolis in 
1905. Michigan opened offices at Detroit 
and Grand Rapids the same year. The 
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Duluth , La Crosse, and ^Minneapolis offices 
did an especially heavy business in placing 
lumber workers.'" 

Employers tried in many ways to keep 
workers on the job after they were hired. 
As early as 1882, an employers' association 
moved to black-list any man who twice de
serted. Such a plan implied the availability 
of surplus men, the best of whom might be 
selected. During periods of full employ
ment, such a scheme did little good. In 
1894 and again in 1900 lumbermen tried 
to reduce midseason desertion by requiring 
prospective employees to sign contracts 
binding themselves to work throughout the 
entire season, but this onlj' created discon
tent among the men. 

Job jumping by workers whose trans
portation had been paid by an employer 
or an agency was particularly irritating. 
One manager on whom this trick was tried 
filed charges against three men for obtain
ing money under false pretenses, and they 
received jail sentences of ten days. Em
ployers found tha t job jumping could be 
reduced by hiring only men who had packs 
which could be kept in the camp office 
until the owners had worked long enough 
to pay their fares. Employment agencies 
accomplished the same thing by checking 
baggage and sending the checks to the em
ployer. The Minnesota legislature at tacked 

the problem in 1901 by passing a law which 
made an employee's refusal to work out the 
value of his t ransporta t ion or similar bene
fits a misdemeanor punishable by a fine of 
not exceeding twenty-five doflars and im
prisonment of ten to sixty days. The law 
specified t h a t there must be intent to de
fraud, bu t it went on to say tha t an em
ployee's failure to perform labor or render 
service should be prima-facie evidence of 
intent to defraud.-" 

In an effort to curb job jumping by pro
viding at t ract ive working conditions, many 
camp foremen hunted for capable cooks, 
bought good food, kept the wanigans well 
stocked, and tried in other ways to keep 
camp morale at a high level. The Guerney 
Lumber Company in northern Wisconsin 
found tha t showing motion pictures during 
the evenings and on Sunday afternoons re
duced labor turnover and kept the men 
from carousing a t Hurley and other near
by towns. Incidental improvements se-

'" George Vi. Taylor to N. Weber, December 1, 
1899, in Immigration Letter Book, Wisconsin Execu
tive Records, owned by the State Historical Society 
of Wisconsin; J. E. Conner, Free Public Employment 
Offices in the United States. 3, 37-41, 76-83 (United 
States Bureau of Labor, Bulletins, No. 68—Washing
ton, 1907). 

-'Tribune. -July 13, 1882; Free Press. May 24, 
1900; -4. H. Anderson and Company to Langley and 
Alderson, January 27, 1909, in Langley and Alderson 
Papers; Minnesota, General IMIOS. 1901, p. 212. 

L U M B E R J A C K S 

usually ate in the 
iroods at noon 



HOT dinners 
were carried from 

cook shanties to 
the ivoods in sleighs 

cured in short periods of labor union 
success often proved worth keeping after 
unions disintegrated. High cash wages us
ually did more than anything else to in
crease job stability. Mfll operators who 
feared the lure of the harvest fields would 
prove irresistible to their workers often 
raised wages five to twenty-five cents per 
day late in the summer. Such advances, 
which sometimes amounted to twenty-five 
per cent of a worker's salary, became cus
tomary as early as 1877, bu t even so the 
men often quit. 

Withholding par t or all of a man's wages 
until the end of the season proved a very 
effective deterrent to excessive mobility. 
In sawmills it became customary to pay 
men who worked through the entire season 
a bonus of a certain amount per hour, per
haps ten to fifteen per cent. Men who 
stayed in logging camps more than a month 
or throughout the winter usually received 
a bonus of an added few dollars per 
month. While employers looked on this de
layed payment as a bonus, the workers 
generally thought of it as an unjust with-

-'Eau Claire Leader, March 9, 1916; J. N. Webb. 
The Migratory-Casual Worker. 7 (United States 
Works Progress Administration, Research Mono
graphs. No. 7—Washington, 1937); Tribune, July 28, 
1877. 

holding. Payment by t ime checks due in 
the spring or later also served to keep some 
lumberjacks on the job; either they lacked 
the money necessary to move or they 
thought it unwise to leave the service of an 
employer who owed them money.- ' 

O B T A I N I N G skifled workmen and train
ing those who were unskifled were prob
lems closely related to tha t of recruiting. 
The great majority of jobs in the lumber 
camps could be done by men who had 
grown up on the frontier or in homes where 
they had learned to handle an ax and a 
saw at an early age. One pioneer employer 
spoke of operating his mill "With 10 raw, 
green, thickheaded Irishmen to take lum
ber tha t is passing back from the saws." 
Since the ratios of skilled to unskilled' 
workers varied from firm to firm, and def
initions of what constituted a skilled em
ployee differed greatly, it is impossible to 
make a dependable estimate of the propor
tion of the labor force which was above the 
common level. Lumber manufacturers who 
testified before a tariff inquiry of 1893 and 
1894 estimated their skilled labor a t any
where from five to ninety per cent of the 
total . The average estimate of twenty-
seven per cent corresponded closely with a 
summary by the Minnesota bureau of 
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labor in 1902, which indicated tha t twenty-
nine per cent of the state 's lumber workers 
were skilled.--

During all phases of the industry's his
tory, employers complained tha t compe
tent workmen were scarce. M a n y employers 
agreed with a writer who exclaimed in 
1874: "Bet ter pay largely for skilled labor 
and dextrous manipulators than have in
experienced toil rendered gratis in any 
phase of the work." -̂  On many jobs, the 
dependability of the worker was as im
por tant as his skill, and the tirades of some 
employers about incompetence might bet
ter have been directed a t irresponsibility. 

M a n y requests for qualified workers, in
cluding cruisers, scalers, mfllwrights, mfll 
managers, and engineers, as well as the 
more frequently employed teamsters and 
sawmfll operatives, went out from the Lake 
States to Eastern associates in the lumber 
industry. But the fact t ha t a man came 
from the East did not mean tha t he neces-
sarfly knew afl about the business. Wiscon
sin sawmill operators laughed at eariy 
arrivals from Pennsylvania who bagged 
their sawdust and hauled it to a marsh for 
dumping, not realizing tha t such care was 
not customary on the frontier. On some 
occasions instruction went from West to 
East , ra ther than vice versa. Eugene Shaw, 
for example, told his uncle in Maine how 
to make bark marks, and sent him samples 
of those used in Wisconsin.-* 

In most operations, little at tent ion was 
paid to training workers. Ordinarily, a man 
appeared, was asked by a foreman what he 
could do, and was put to work with little 
or no instruction. He drew on previous ex
perience and common sense whfle learning 
by watching his fellows, profiting from 
their comments, caustic or otherwise, or 
from his own mistakes. Occasionally boys 
served as apprentices, especiafly in saw
mflls and in woodworking plants. Most of 
the lumber workers, however, became iden
tified with the industry in their youth, 
drew on their ingenuity, and gradually de
veloped special skills until they were ex

perts at their craft. Much of the logging 
and driving throughout the era of Lake 
States lumbering was done by small firms 
with relatively little power equipment, and 
it therefore depended on the physical 
strength and common skflls of frontier 
settlers. Because it used extensive mechan
ical equipment, milling required highly 
trained sawyers as well as many unskifled 
lumber handlers, especially during the dec
ades of maximum production. 

During the century beginning with the 
1830s, when lumbering was a major indus
t ry in the Lake States, the shortage of 
workers was due to many factors which 
were typical of frontier communities. Low 
wages, unpleasant working conditions, and 
military as wefl as mari tal problems often 
combined to discourage men from seeking 
work in logging camps and sawmill towns. 
Employers tried in many ways to overcome 
these adverse factors as they advertised 
for men, improved working conditions, and 
adjusted wages to a t t r ac t employees, and 
then struggled to hold those who turned in 
a good day's work. A reasonably successful 
solution of the constantly recurring labor 
problem was necessary for an industry 
which was not only a major factor in the 
development of the Lake States, but an 
important source of lumber for the fast 
growing Northeastern quar ter of the nation. 

"Henry H. Crapo to Wilham W. Crapo. April 12, 
1858, Crapo Papers, Michigan Historical Collections; 
Replies to Tariff Inquiries, published as 53 Congress, 
2 session. Senate Reports, nos. 438, 439 (serial 3187); 
Minnesota Bureau of Labor, Eighth Biennial Report, 
262 (St. Paul, 1902). 

•̂' B. Wait, "In the Lumber Woods," in Lumber
man's Gazette, January, 1874, p. 11. 

'̂ George W. Hotchkiss, History of the Lumber 
and Forest Industry of the Northwest, 294 (Chicago, 
1898); Eugene Shaw to M. G. Shaw, April 8, 1895, 
Shaw Papers, owned by the Eau Claire Public 
Library. 

THE PICTURES which illustrate this article have 
been selected from the extensive collection of logging 
N'iews owned by the Minnesota Historical Society. 
Those on pages 153, 161, 163, and 164 are from a group 
presented by Helen C. Barton. The kitchen pictured 
on page 160 was in a Bo\'ey and DeLaittre lumber camp 
near Aitkin. 

166 MINNESOTA History 



 

Copyright of Minnesota History is the property of the Minnesota 
Historical Society and its content may not be copied or emailed to 
multiple sites or posted to a listserv without the copyright holder’s 
express written permission.  Users may print, download, or email 
articles, however, for individual use. 
 
To request permission for educational or commercial use, contact us. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

www.mnhs.org/mnhistory 

http://www.mnhs.org/mnhistory�
mailto:permissions@mnhs.org?subject=Minnesota History magazine - Request permission for commercial or educational use�
www.mnhs.org/mnhistory�
http://www.mnhs.org/�

