






BACKUS-BROOKS SAWMILL crew at Lowry and the river in about 1900 

one attraction for outdoor play in warm weather was the 
sawmill. A lot of what we did was against the lumberyard 
rules, but that only added interest to our adventures. 

When somebody suggested, "Let's go play in the 
lumberyard, " what he really meant was, "Let's go play 
on the narrow-gauge tracks and cars. " So we made for the 
large Northland Pine Company yard where the newly 
cut lumber was stacked carefuUy in high piles for season­
ing. We kept a good lookout and chose a part of the yard 
where workmen were not piling or removing lumber. 

Northland had nearly thirty acres arranged in streets 
and avenues, with the narrow-gauge tracks running 
throughout. There were always unused trucks on which 
we could play. We would appropriate them, get them 
rolling with a running push, and then jump on to go for a 
long ride, being careful to avoid the watchman who pa­
trolled the yard. He was a neighborhood man who knew 
us kids, and as long as we were out of his sight he did not 
bother us. If we came under his eye, he had no alterna­
tive but to yeU at us to get out of the yard. Some days we 
could ride the rails for several hours without being hin­
dered. 

Company employees salvaged shavings from the 
planing mill and stored them in what to us was a huge 
shed on Lowry and the Soo Line tracks. It was a good 
place for boys to tumble in, wrestle, and just clamber 
about. We played "king of the hiU " in the cool shade of 
the shed, with one or another of us standing at the top of 
the pile and fending off chaUengers. When we grew tired 
of the game, we emerged with many thin wood chips 

clinging to our clothing. No amount of hand brushing 
shook off the evidence of our play. At home at night my 
shoes would betray where I had been playing by spilling 
a small pile of shavings on the floor when I removed 
them before going to bed. 

Even more fascinating than riding the narrow-gauge 
trucks and playing in the shavings house was to visit the 
big sawmiU itself. Occasionally we were permitted to 
venture onto the long catwalk that overlooked the whin­
ing, thrumming scene where logs were cut up into 
lumber. Most enthralling, I guess, was the start of the 
wet log on the way to becoming lumber. It came, drip­
ping, up from the river on an endless chain-lift runway 
to where it was maneuvered onto the carriage by the 
chief sawyer, who supervised every cut of the log. He 
was the most important man in the process, because his 
know-how produced the highest yield possible from 
every log. 

When it was "dogged" to the carriage, a log was 
driven by this steam-powered machine into the whirring 
handsaw that made the initial cut. Then with lightning 
speed it reversed its motion back to the starting position, 
flipped the log and fastened it in place, and rode it to the 
next cut. We wondered how the setter on the carriage 
kept from getting thrown from his place on the shotgun 
return ride after each cut. Equally amazing was the way 
in which the steam-operated clamps turned the log and 
held it in place while it was being sawed. 

As we continued on the catwalk we saw the boards 
move from the saw on steam-powered rollers to the next 
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saws that trimmed them to the desired width and cut 
them into standard lengths. Moving continuously and 
given only an occasional assist by a miU hand, the lumber 
was processed until it emerged from the huge factor>' 
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 I knew how the men pfled the lumber, reversing 
each course so the pile could breathe and the boards di->' 
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 handsaws 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 transferred power 
to the belts. Everywhere belts flapped as they moved 
from pufley 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 I 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 I 
guessed might be burning the Northland Pine Company 
sawmill. I soon learned that my guess was correct. The 
Weyerhaeuser 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 miU 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 banner headline and pictures, on August 25. In a 
follow-up story on August 26 (p. 15), 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 Minneapohs the lumber capital 
of the world. In less than a century the great forests had 
been depleted by logging and fires. Now the silenced 
miU 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 shortcut 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 I was at the powerhouse and fire-barn 
corner could I actuaUy see the flames. Those last several 
blocks I covered like a boy possessed, for I 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 ruin. 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. f 8 and their equipment 
were there, and my friends 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. "Ifs a goner." 

What had been a raging mass of flames, with the 
plume of pitch-blackened smoke rising high in the sky, 
graduaUy 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.2 

Such a sad sight, I thought. 
Slowly I turned my back on the scene and trudged 

homeward, out of my weU-worn old neighborhood paths 
toward Plymouth Avenue and my new life. The North­
land Pine mifl was gone, and with it like a wisp of curhng 
smoke went my boyhood, except for so many memories. 

THE PHOTOGRAPHS on p. 141, p. 142, p. 143, and p. 148 
were provided by the author; that on p. 145 is from the Min­
neapolis Coflection, 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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