
MARYLAND’S FOREST AND TIMBER INDUSTRY 

T
he mountains and river valleys of Western 

Maryland, West Virginia and Western Penn-

sylvania were covered with magnificent forests 

long before recorded history. The first written 

references by explorers to the area identified immense 

hardwood trees—oaks, sycamores, poplars, chestnuts, and 

walnuts thriving in the valleys. Further up the mountains 

they found pine, maple, and birch trees. Primeval plateaus, 

covered with red spruce, dense rhododendron, and laurel 

virtually blocked the sunlight creating a gloomy, mysterious 

shading of the landscape that must have been forbidding 

even to those brave enough to explore the forests. And the 

forest vista stretched as far as one could see in all directions 

because centuries of American Indian occupation of the 

lands did little to disturb them; neither did the first Euro-

pean trappers and hunters who made scant permanent 

marks on the landscape. That situation changed quickly, 

however, with the advent of the Industrial Revolution and 

the demand for natural resources that ensued. Vast tracts of 

timber and enormous seams of coal beckoned entrepreneurs 

who risked financial assets to establish businesses in the 

area. The natural resources that fueled factories, steam 

engines, and other capital projects could be found within 

the Western Maryland mountains that nurtured them for 

a millennia.

Pioneers to the region utilized the forest for the 

necessities of life. Specific uses for timber were primarily 

limited to family needs; the commercial benefits of trees 

awaited the future. The time and energy required in cutting 

down trees and fashioning them into lumber was a formidable 

task. In the mid to late Eighteenth Century, cutting lumber 

involved the use of a two-handled whipsaw, an implement 

approximately five feet in length. One worker standing on 

the log and the other one at the bottom of a pit provided 

for the labor intensive job of sawing. Increased demand 

for lumber fostered development of water sawmills, a great 

improvement in efficiency over whipsawed planks as up 

to 500 linear feet of wood could be processed in one day.  

Watermills were soon surpassed by steam powered mills 

that propelled a circular saw. These mills were relatively 

portable and were quickly established throughout the 

region by the 1880’s. Their productivity is evidenced by 

the millions of feet of timber they sawed in a relatively short 

span of years. Improved efficiency in cutting, transporting, 

and sawing trees had to be a welcome relief to workers 

because the logs could be enormous in size. Reportedly, the 

largest tree sawed in Western Maryland was harvested in 

nearby West Virginia and transported to the Crellin Mill, 

a large facility about three miles from Oakland, Maryland.  

The tree measured 13 feet in diameter, 16 feet from the 

 Written by: Dan Whetzel        Photography by: Lance C. Bell

16        m o u n t a i n   d i s c o v e r i e s       

Clark’s Mill, Maple Run, WV could cut 6,000 to 10,000 board feet per day and was powered by 
a small steam engine. Such mills were typical in the Upper Potomac River Valley in the late 
19th Century. The location of Maple Run is where the coal mining town of Hubbard, WV 

was later established along the Potomac River.
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ground. This tree and other similar ones that were too 
large for transporting in train log cars or skidding with 
teams of horses had to be drilled and split by dynamite 
into quarters before being moved.

Improved efficiency of sawmills affected the transpor-
tation of logs to the facility and lumber from it. Sawmills 
tended to follow development of railroads, so a limited 
amount of timber was easily acquired because the rail 

company’s right of way work required logging. Logs 

could be hauled via a wagon in close proximity to the mill 

but had to be pulled or “skidded” by teams of horses, 

mules, or oxen from more distant locations. The skid 

paths could be modified by laying hardwood planks to 

improve the footing of horse teams. Skid paths snaked 

across many local mountains as horse teams labored 

under the guidance of a driver to deliver their cargo.

Henry Maier with Baron 
and Prince, pulling a log.
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Log slides were also used to move logs. This method 
employed two strings of logs resting on round ties. They 
were particularly effective on grades of 5-25%. Teams of 
horses were used in conjunction with the sliding process.

When timber resources were exhausted in a particular 
area, the mill owners faced two choices, move the mill 
upstream or move the logs downstream. Often the latter 
decision was made, and rafts were built. The floating de-
vices could hold approximately 70 logs. Where rafts were 
not feasible, “splash dams” were constructed to hold back 
a sufficient supply of water. Logs were then rolled into the 
temporary dam. When the gates opened, a torrent of water 
was released, carrying the logs downstream. The mill at 
Crellin used this as one method of delivery to the facility. 

The productivity of Crellin’s sawmill is evidenced 
by the fact that it became the largest one in the state of 
Maryland between the years 1892 and 1925. Specifically, 
34,000 railroad ties, 3,000 car loads of bark, 18,000 locust 
posts, 15,000 telephone poles, and 3000 cars of pulp wood 
were shipped during that time. Owners of the mill, Preston 
and Kendall, supported a payroll that ranged between 270 
and 750 workers, making the company a major regional 
employer. 

Railroads proved to be the most efficient carriers of 
timber to Crellin and other area saw mills. “Little Black 
Joe,” “A. Lewis,” “Old Dewey,” and “Four Spot” were the 
names of locomotives pulling log cars into Crellin around 
1900. The Confluence & Oakland Railroad served a similar 
role in the Friendsville area while the Green Ridge and 

Kulp Railroad serviced eastern Allegany County more than 
a century ago. And many other small rail lines wound their 
way through the valleys of the region to extract the fallen 
trees for transport to sawmills.

As the 20th Century moved forward, rail transpor-
tation continued its association with the timber industry 
because logs can be moved efficiently by trains. Changes 
occurred at the point of fallen trees, however, because 
traditional horse and mule operations largely disappeared 
following World War II. Advances in mechanized equip-
ment for cutting, loading, and transporting timber made 
the new method more cost effective when clear cutting 
large tracts of forest, while also making animals seem 
outdated and unnecessary to the process. Yet, as the 21st 
Century unfolds, the old ways may find new applications 
in the logging industry. Environmental concerns about the 
application of heavy machinery in wooded areas have been 
expressed in recent years. 

Western Maryland is still blessed with thousands of 
acres of forest. The state of Maryland manages some of 
those acres through a state forestry program to ensure that 
they will be conserved for future generations. And the 
timber industry is still working in the region as customers 
ranging from sawmill operators, to kiln businesses, to 
lumber yards, to individual craftsmen, and even to major 
industries, depend on the forest for their resources. 
Fortunately, Western Maryland has managed to retain 
many of those forest resources for business, residents 
and vacationers.

J.L. Rumbarger Lumber Company operated at Dobbin in Grant County, WV in 1898. 
This Shay locomotive appears to be transporting bark for tanning operations.
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