
TIMBER !

Our Early Lumber Industry 



In 1869, an agent for the 
Pacific Railroad went west into 
Washington Territory. 
When he saw the forests for the 
first time, he declared,
“What timber! 
So thick you cannot ride a horse 
through them; so dense you cannot 
see the sun above!”



This was an 
understatement. 
The forests 
covered thousands 
of square miles 
along the Pacific 
coast from Canada 
to California. 



Just as they 
were vast 
beyond belief, 
so were they 
rich 
beyond belief!



The lumbering of these 
huge forests lasted into the 
20th century. 
Today, the forests are still 
in production. 
Many men and their 
companies have become rich 
overnight from the 
timber harvests.



But the 
western 
timber 
industry also 
offered an 
adventure 
to settle 
the “wild” 
frontier.



Owners of small sawmills in the east 
and shipowners from eastern seaports 
profited from the lumbering of the 

northwest forests.



Loggers from 
around the 
globe, 
like cowboys, 
were nomads 
moving from 
one forest 
to another, 
as work 
was needed.



Washington 
became the 
leading lumber-
producing state 
in the nation. 
Its lumber 
became 
the building 
material 
for cities 
around the 
world.



But even after 
100 years 
of logging, 
80 percent of 
the original 
forests 
remained 
untouched 
by 1900. 





Today, more than 10 million acres 
of “old-growth forest” can still be 

found in Oregon, Washington, 
and California 
(most of it on 

nationally-protected lands.)

“Old growth” means they are 
original forest areas, but they have 

been harvested or replanted by 
human beings.



The forests of the Pacific 
coast were first discovered 
by sea explorations! 
Sir Francis Drake wrote about 
them in 1579 and 
Captain James Cook described 
them 200 years later during 
one of his world voyages.



One of Cook’s shipmen, 
George Vancouver, returned to 
the Pacific coast for a 
scientific expedition.

He discovered many new species 
of trees unknown to the world.



But the Scottish naturalist, 
David Douglas, would  be remembered 

for his work in studying these 
new types of trees.

His name would be given 
to the Douglas fir-

a massive tree reaching 250 feet
in height and living 
over 700 years!



After the English colonists harvested 
the eastern woodlands, 

pioneers kept cutting the timber
as they moved westward.  

The settlers required building 
materials for their new towns, 

fuel for heat, and land 
for the planting of crops.



The first 
commercial 
logging 
business began 
in 1827 in 
Oregon, 
on the 
Columbia 
River. It was 
operated by 
the Hudson 
Bay Company.



With the 
discovery of 
gold in 
California 
in 1848, 
new boom 
towns to 
house the 
gold-seekers 
required 
more lumber.



And lumber 
mills were 
quickly 
established 
to meet the 
need.



Inventions such 
as the “chute” 
were developed 
to carry huge 
timbers down 
the mountains 
to the rivers.



There, logs 
were loaded 
onto ships 
for distant 
sawmills…



…or lumber 
“rails” were 
laid out 
to roll logs 
down to 
awaiting 
ships.



Soon, 
railroads 
were built 
to carry 
the heaviest 
logs to the 
coast.



Today, Weyerhauser is the largest lumbering 
company in America, with mills operating across 

the country, including Oklahoma!
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