Mountain M

and the Deerfield River

A_s one travels the highway today
between Bennington and Wilmington,
Vermont, and rounds the sharp curve
where Route 9 skirts the north edge
of the Harriman Reservoir, he can see
at low water the skeletal remains of
what was once a major forest-based in-
dustrial complex employing hundreds.
Few therc are today who exercise the
powers of observation to notice these
mute forboding reminders and even
fewer are there who attach any sign-
ificance to them or appreciate their
meaning. But it’s not surprising.
People have a way of forgetting the
monumental tasks that built the na-
tion and evolved into the industries of
today. Such is the fate of Mountain
Mills, Vermont.

Submerged under the waters of Har-
riman Reservoir lie the foundations of
and industrial town conceived and
built by four brothers who were real
pioneers in the pulp and paper indus-
try in the U.S., the Newton brothers
of Holyoke, Mass. After building
many paper mills in Massachusetts,
25 in the “paper city” of Holyoke
alone, the Newtons organized the
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Deerfield River Co., in 1883. The
youngest brother, John, was the undis-
puted leader and executive head, a
place ably filled at his death by h's
brother Moses. The first venture in
Vermont was the construction in 1882
of the pulp and paper mill on the Deer-
field River in Readsboro which in 1898
had the largest paper machine in the
U.S. Two years later witnessed con-
struction of the Foosac Tunnel ard
Wilmington Railroad which was also
organized by the Newtons. Railroads
followed industry and wood-using in-
dustries followed the mighty river sys-
tems.

The Deerfield River is a superla-
tive part of the New England scenery,
a maddening inferno when the banks
are full and a scenie trout stream in its
usual placid days. The river has its
source high in the upper elevations of
the Green Mountains, an area once rich
with virgin spruce stands intermingled
with overmature beech, birch, and
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Joe Gilbert is on the far left. (From collect
Roy Brown)

spillway at the west end. The logging line was’
built on top of the newly-built dam. (Photo:
tesy of Earl Rafus, Jr.) :




Yan oggers were later to
pruce in 60-foot lengths with an
ich. tip. The 60,000 acres of drain-

adsboro mill for many years with
uce driven tree length down the
tield plus keeping a few small
‘going on the river in Searsburg
Somerset. But there was too much

boiling “white water” rushing
om the source of little tapped timber
es, the plans soon took fruition.

d:in 1898, just south of the junc-
with the North Branch of the

angton. The quarter-mile long dam
fd a height of 26 feet and cost in ex-
£ $20,000. Just west of the spill-
Biay there was located a power sta-
fion with two water turbines to make
ctricity for industrial use. The re-
lting 75 acre reservoir was a neces-
 in those days when water supplied
power to run the machines and the
eans of conveyance to bring in the
U0gs, and it boasted a storage capacity
ff 15 million feet of logs.
Y. 1894 a groundwood pulp mill
ompleted that in old reports is
d to have utilized hemlock and
*Isam, but since spruce was the main-
4y of the industry from its very con-
ption and in abundance on the Deer-
d,ione couldn’t help but conclude
at the mention of spruce was either
advertantly omitted or mistakenly
rred to by another name. A single
d sawmill was installed in the same
rge building with a Mershon resaw
‘planing mill. It consumed mostly
Uce with a capacity of 50,000 feet
day. A portable mill in Somerset
8 cutting 3 million of hardwood per
ar.-This began an industrial com-
employing about one hundred
ts beginning, which became the
$ of the Newton activities on the
eld and lasted for thirty years
region’s largest industry.

%ods Operations

mong the pioneers who first
mped out sled roads into the virgin
idy on both the East and West
nch of the Deerfield, none stand
in history more than Joseph Gil-
t, Jr., a native of Orono, Maine. Joe
his initiation as a river driver in
98 at the age of 14 and entered the
rfield wilderness for the Newtons
87. Entering the woods with a

( Cv'korrzti’nuedl on next page )
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stakes.,

No. 2 Baldwin enroute to Mountain Mills with a train load of logs, pauses on trestle across White Barn

Flats, just east of present bridge on Route 9. The HT & W flat is loaded with maple and iron wood car

Deerfield River Railroad

skeleton crew in October to prepare
for the winter’s operation, the weods
soon echoed the shouts and axe thumps
of 150 men when the snows came. By
March there would be 8 to 10 million
feet on the river banks, and then most
of the varied breeds of Irish, French,
Swedish and “Boston bums” would
pick up their “turkey’”” and leave. Many
would head by railroad for Troy, N.Y.,
a favorite among woodsmen with hard-
earned money burning a hole in their
pockets. A picked crew of 25 would
remain for the all important spring
river drive which demanded the ut-
most from a man under grueling con-~
ditions of long hours and knee-deep
ice waters. But once the ice was out, the
temporary and essential high water
wouldn’t permit a man leisure or even
rest. It took a month to get the drive
of long logs from Somerset to Reads-
boro, before the Mountain Mills days.

The earliest log operations began
at a camp eight miles in on the East
Branch of the Deerfield, a crude bunk
house adjacent to the cook shack. As
with most camps, the food menu saw
little variety from the staple items of
beans, fresh pork (pigs kept at camp),
sour dough biscuits, and tea. Beans
would be cooked in a hole in the
ground, the kettle placed down over
the fire, lined with stones and covered
over.

Joe Gilbert was not without his
problems, however, and fell victim to
a shortcoming so common among log-
gers. In 1893, with the new mill at
Mountain Mills about ready to spin its
pulp-wood grinding wheels and its
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band saw, Gilbert contracted with the
Newtons to cut and drive 10 million
feet a year on the West Branch. He
worked on the contract until 1897 but
“lost his shirt” in the process. Joe hung
up his calked boots in the spring of
190+ and settled down to another thir-
ty-three more placid years as a livery
operator and dairy farmer. He was
one of the few to be counted among the
picked friends of author Rudyard
Kipling, who lived in the area.

The Deerfield River is what the
old time river drivers called a “‘dirty
river.,” The river bed is strewn with
large boulders and sharp turns, a per-
plexing situation compounded by the
abundance of white water as the river
makes a rapid drop of 1,100 feet in the
nine miles it traverses before reaching
Mountain Mills. The first crew to drive
the Deerfield were Indians brought
down from Maine and experienced in
their livelihood. But the story today is
that they soon tired of the extra toil on
the Deerfield’s “white water” and
went back home.

Newtons deparf, enter Amos
Blandin and Hardwoods

Business was apparently successful
for the Newtons and employment re-
mained constant, even though the hard
workers of Mountain Mills were con-
sidered social outcasts by the proper
people of Wilmington village one and
a half miles distant. But for some rea-
son the Newtons wanted out, and the
sale of the HT & W RR in 1904 was
followed by the sale in Jan., 1906, of
Mountain Mills and the timberlands to
a new corporation headed by Amos
Blandin, the Deerfield Lumber Co.

followmg June (1909) wnth
loss. ;
The mill complex which the

the year 1907. A trestle near the comipan
in Somerset had given way.

lished with the Deerfield River Railroad. On
of the Power Construction Company’s saddl
backs a string of grave!l dump cars onto th
porary trestle built over the dam site.

mill building had two sides or car:
riages. On the north side was the Filer,
and Stowell 9° band saw that sawed
steadily on hardwoods, being equlpped
with a steam log turner, a double edger
(4-6 saws on each shaft), and a gang
saw trimmer. The Filer and Stowell
carriage with two men riding it could
handle logs up to 20 feet in length.
On the south side of the building was a
circular mill that sawed spruce only,
usually just in the summer. The band
mill could average 25 thousand of
hardwood, mostly birch and maple, in
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