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Lumber Production – 1919   

By the early nineteen hundreds, the timber industry moved 
south to exploit the remaining Eastern white pines. 

              

           

 

           

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

LUMBER PRODUCTION 

Percent of National 

Production 

 

Lumber Production – 1839  

By the early eighteen hundreds, lumber was 
a major industry in the Northeast. 
Numerous small sawmills provided wood 
for the economic development of the new 
nation.  

Lumber Production – 1889   

By the late eighteen hundreds, the great 
stands of white pines in the Northeast had 
been cut. The newly developed canal 
system opened the upper Midwest to 
lumbering which met the demands of the 
settlers in the treeless prairies.  

Lumber Production – 1939  

By mid-century, the great stands of Douglas-fir 
were falling in the West where better milling 
technology and transportation enabled a 
smaller number of larger sawmills to provide 
the growing nation with wood products.  

Lumber Production Maps  

Map Source: Atlas of U.S. History 

 ECONOMICS IN U.S. HISTORY   STUDENT READING #2:   LESSON #2 
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 ECONOMICS IN U.S. HISTORY STUDENT READING:  LESSON #2 

“The American Forests” 
John Muir 
Chapter X of Our National Parks (1897) 

The forests of America, however slighted by man, 
must have been a great delight to God; for they 
were the best he ever planted. The whole 
continent was a garden, and from the beginning it 
seemed to be favored above all the other wild 
parks and gardens of the globe.  

  
I suppose we need not go mourning the buffaloes. 
In the nature of things they had to give place to 
better cattle, though the change might have been 
made without barbarous wickedness. Likewise 
many of nature's five hundred kinds of wild trees 
had to make way for orchards and cornfields. In 
the settlement and civilization of the country, 
bread more than timber or beauty was wanted; 
and in the blindness of hunger, the early settlers, 
claiming Heaven as their guide, regarded God's 
trees as only a larger kind of pernicious weeds, 
extremely hard to get rid of.  

 
Accordingly, with no eye to the future, these 
pious destroyers waged interminable forest wars; 
chips flew thick and fast; trees in their beauty fell 
crashing by millions, smashed to confusion, and 
the smoke of their burning has been rising to 
heaven more than two hundred years. After the 
Atlantic coast from Maine to Georgia had been 
mostly cleared and scorched into melancholy 
ruins, the overflowing multitude of bread and 
money seekers poured over the Alleghenies into 
the fertile middle West, spreading ruthless 
devastation ever wider and farther over the rich 
valley of the Mississippi and the vast shadowy 
pine region about the Great Lakes.  

 
Thence still westward, the invading horde of 
destroyers called settlers made its fiery way over 
the broad Rocky Mountains, felling and  

burning more fiercely than ever, until at last it  has 
reached the wild side of the continent, and 
entered the last of the great aboriginal forests on 
the shores of the Pacific. 
 
Surely, then, it should not be wondered at that 
lovers of their country, bewailing its baldness, are 
now crying aloud, “Save what is left of the 
forests!” Clearing has surely now gone far enough; 
soon timber will be scarce, and not a grove will 
be left to rest in or pray in. The remnant protected 
will yield plenty of timber, a perennial harvest for 
every right use, without further diminution of its 
area, and will continue to cover the springs of the 
rivers that rise in the mountains and give irrigating 
waters to the dry valleys at their feet, prevent 
wasting floods and be a blessing to everybody 
forever.  
 
Any fool can destroy trees. They cannot run away; 
and if they could, they would still be destroyed, --
chased and hunted down as long as fun or a 
dollar could be got out of their bark hides, 
branching horns, or magnificent bole backbones. 
Few that fell trees plant them; nor would planting 
avail much towards getting back anything like the 
noble primeval forests. During a man’s life only 
saplings can be grown, in the place of the old 
trees—tens of centuries old—that have been 
destroyed. It took more than three thousand years 
to make some of the trees in these Western 
woods,--trees that are still standing in perfect 
strength and beauty, waving and singing in the 
mighty forests of the Sierra. Through all the 
wonderful, eventful centuries since Christ’s time—
and long before that—God has cared for these 
trees, saved them from drought, disease, 
avalanches, and a thousand straining, leveling 
tempests and floods; but he cannot save them 
from fools,--only Uncle Sam can do that.  
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 ECONOMICS IN U.S. HSTORY STUDENT READING:  LESSON #2 

The individuals who become squatters 
choose that sort of life of their own free will. 
They mostly remove from other parts of the 
United States, after finding that land has 
become too high in price, and they are 
persons who, having a family of strong and 
hardy children, are anxious to enable them to 
provide for themselves. They have heard from 
good authorities that the country extending 
along the great streams of the West, is of all 
parts of the Union, the richest in its soil, the 
growth of its timber, and the abundance of its 
game; that, besides, the Mississippi is the 
great road to and from all the markets in the 
world; and that every vessel borne by its 
waters affords to settlers some chance of 
selling their commodities, or of exchanging 
them for others.  

 
To these recommendations is added another, 
of even greater weight with persons of the 
above denomination, namely, the prospect of 
being able to settle on land, and perhaps to 
hold it for a number of years, without 
purchase, rent or tax of any kind. How many 
thousands of individuals in all parts of the 
globe would gladly try their fortune with such 
prospects, I leave to you, reader, to 
determine. 

 
The sons have by this time discovered a 
swamp covered with excellent timber, and as 
they have seen many great rafts of saw log, 
bound for the mills of New Orleans, floating 
past their dwelling, they resolve to try the 

success of a little enterprise. Their industry and 
prudence have already enhanced their credit. A 
few cross-saws are purchased, and some broad 
wheeled "carry-logs" are made by themselves. 
Log after log, is hauled to the bank of the river, 
and in a short time their first raft is made on the 
shore, and loaded with cord-wood. When the 
next freshet sets its afloat, it is secured by long 
grape-vines or cables, until the proper time 
being arrived, the husband and sons embark on 
it, and float down the mighty stream. 
 
After encountering many difficulties, they arrive 
in safety at New Orleans, where they dispose of 
their stock, the money obtained for which may 
be said to be all profit, supply themselves with 
such articles as may add to their convenience 
or comfort, and with light hearts procure a 
passage on the upper deck of a streamer, at a 
very cheap rate, on account of the benefit of 
their labor in taking in wood or otherwise. 

  
Thus are the vast frontiers of our country 
peopled, and thus does cultivation, year after 
year, extend over the western wilds. Time will 
no doubt be, when the great valley of the 
Mississippi, still covered with primeval forests 
interspersed with swamps, will smile with corn-
fields and orchards, while crowded cities will 
rise at intervals along its banks, and 
enlightened nations will rejoice in the bounties 
of Providence.  

 

 “The Squatters of Mississippi” 
John James Audubon 
(1833) 

Document Excerpt #2 


