











saws that trimmed them to the desired width and cut
them into standard lengths. Moving continuously and
given only an occasional assist by a mill hand, the lumber
was processed until it emerged from the huge factory
shed, stacked in neat piles, and loaded onto the narrow-
gauge trucks for removal by a yard man driving his horse
and taking it to its assigned place for seasoning, My pals
and 1 knew how the men piled the lumber, reversing
each course so the pile could breathe and the boards dry
out evenly.

One of the Sixth Street adults, Cliff Borgen's father,
worked in the saw shop handling the big saws that re-
quired regular sharpening. Both bandsaws and circular
saws of various sizes were used in the mill. When the
saws came into the shop the men mounted them on
stands where they could be worked on with grinding
wheels and hand files used in the sharpening process.
Those saws seemed to sing as they vibrated in response
to the file or wheel. Sparks flew and had to be watched
lest a fire start. I could see that working in the big mill
was exciting.

Throughout the sawmill, leather belts drove the ma-
chinery. Overhead spinning shafts were suspended from
building beams. and power take-offs transterred power
to the belts. Everywhere belts flapped as they moved
from pulley to pulley. Such a mixture of sounds a sawmill
made!

Postscript

OUR FAMILY lived at 1504 Plymouth Avenue in 1920,
after my father’s death, and Cliffy and I were enrolled at
Grant School just a few blocks from our home. One sum-
mer day on my way home from school T was galvanized to
attention when I saw a huge column of smoke rising high
in the sky to the north and east of our new neighbor-
hood. I was excited at the thought of a big fire, one that T
guessed might be burning the Northland Pine Company
sawmill. [ soon learned that my guess was correct. The
Weverhaeuser mill was ablaze. This was sensational
news for me. The sawmill around which so much of my
boyhood had centered was going up in smoke,

I knew, of course, that the last log had been made
into lumber at the mill the year before. The vast pineries

2The fire broke out at the Northland Pine Company's
twenty-five-acre lumber yard about 6 p.m. Tuesday, August 24,
1920, and was not declared officially “out” until 4:21 p.m. the
next day, having caused more than $500,000 damage. The
Minneapolis Tribune gave the fire extensive coverage, com-
plete with hanner headline and pictures, on August 25, In a
follow-up story on August 26 (p. 13), the paper said the fire
“was one of the most spectacular ever witnessed in Minneapo-
lis and by far the largest lumber yard fire in this section of the
country. It brought to the scene a larger crowd than ever wit-
nessed a fire in Minneapolis.”

were gone that had made Minneapu[is the lumber Capital
of the world. In less than a century the great forests had
been depleted by logging and fires. Now the silenced
mill was burning. Northland Pine had come to the fate of
innumerable mills that had been built on the banks of
the big river.

On that fateful afternoon I told my mother that I was
going to see the fire. She understood and gave me per-
mission. I ran as hard as I could go for the long distance
between Irving and Plymouth and Lowry and Second
Street, utilizing every shorteut I could think of. Through
North Commons I ran, then later through Farview Park
and past my old school (Maria Sanford), and into the
familiar old neighborhood. All the way I was led by the
pillar of fire and smoke.

Not until T was at the powerhouse and fire-barn
corner could I actually see the lames. Those last several
blocks I covered like a boy possessed, for 1 could see the
throngs of people gathered along the streets that sloped
to the river. At the hydrants the fire department’s steam
pumpers throbbed as they pushed water through the
myriad of hoses winding their way to the big nozzles held
by men flooding the flames with water. The lumberyard
and mill were going up in sparks and smoke. That mill
where I had walked and watched as logs became lumber
had collapsed and was now just a smoldering rin. The
vinegar smell of Gedney’s pickle factory on Lowry was
now mixed with the odor of burning pine in a strange
blending.

Men from Engine House No. 18 and their equipment
were there, and my [riends were hard at work fighting
flames that still burned fiercely. Their faces were grimy
with sweat and dirt. I dared to ask questions, and they
assured me the fire was under control. “The mill is
gone,” they said. “It's a goner.”

What had been a raging mass of flames, with the
plume of pitch-blackened smoke rising high in the sky,
gradually subsided into many small fires scattered about
the immense yard. Only the shavings shed west of the
railroad tracks and the yellow office buildings farther up
on Lowry remained. I stayed until long past the settling
in of darkness when the last glowing embers still showed
rosy red in the gloom.?

Such a sad sight, T thought.

Slowly T turned my back on the scene and trudged
homeward, out of my well-worn old neighborhood paths
toward Plymouth Avenue and my new life. The North-
land Pine mill was gone, and with it like a wisp of curling
smoke went my boyhood, except for so many memories.

THE PHOTOGRAFPHS on p. 141, p. 142, p. 143, and p. 148
were provided by the author; that on p. 145 is from the Min-
neapolis Collection, Minneapolis Public Library; those on p.
146 and p. 152 are from the MHS audio-visual library, the map
is by Alan Ominsky.
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