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by Willie Prophit
The grandcur and durabilitv of

baldcypress is legend. The sighr of
one or several of these moss:fes-
tooned trees and their cypress knces
reaching skyward out of the warerv
vastness of the swamp thr i l ts oui
senses with their  st i l lness. They also
evoke memories of the glory clays of
the species when the centurv wa.s
young.

Louisiana's silent sentinel of
wetlands has been a source

l{'illie Prophit is a pnfessional .[ree-lutttt
writer.from Beton Rouge.
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t ingly enough, the new nat ir .
champion standing cypress was
covered late in 1980 near St. Fr

. cisville in West Feliciana parisli.
T h o u g h  w i d e l y  d i s t r i b u  ,

throughout the warn, humid Sr;
and southeastern United States.
heaviest srands are found in
bottomlands of thc lower Missir
p i  Va l ley  and F lo r ida .  OI  anc
lineage, cypress trees in the rr:
pr inreval stands not uncomm,l
reached an age of over a thouslt;
years, a height of  f rom 120 ro i
feet, and six to eight feet in diarnr
above the swell at the tree's bas<

Because it occurs in large-sc.
industr ial  quant i t ies only wherc i , .

! i rg in baldcypress stands such as th is one in a rnu(ky Louisrana swamp l ive onty in memory now

The Swarnp's Silent Sentinel
A History of La. Cypress Logging

warmth, wealth and shelter for i ts
peoplc since French Colonial days.
Two cypress mills are .known to
have been in operation 6s earlv as
!719. Thirry reported .*port ing
lunrber to the West Incl ies in rhe
1800s for production of sug;rr pack_
ing boxes.

Indigo and tobacco had alreadv
had thcir  heyday. Corron planra_
t ions and sugar kingdoms were al_
ready assurcd an entry into the an-,
nals of the s(ate when c1'press (Ta-r-
oiliunt distichnn) began making irs
bid to beconte king of rhe ,orthern
swarnp fore.st .  St i l t ,  i r  languished
unt i l  1963 belbre achieving off ic ial
s latus as Louisiana,s state tree .  Fi t_
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b difficuli and exPensive, it is
.fiBtrv with a troublesome side.

ild *irctpot"ered rnills worked

chough to sustain Louisiana's
commerce, but they re-

cssentially small oPerations

sas by necessitY a seasonal ac-

bincts who were "Planters firsl

il lumbermen second." Harvest-

Steam-powered skidders with overhead cabl€ways wore a maior Innovation lo the baldcypr€as loO.
ging induslry in th€ lalo 1800s.

: '. -{
' - . . i

i:*ri

t i ." f ....
. L

:y as loSge-rs. were governed bY

rhythms ol the swamp waters ln
to float logs during high

Early woodsmen developed the
of "girdling," or deaden-

the huge trees in PieParation
&" io-r rafting and towing. Physician
T Ccrald P. Gable of Hattiesburg,

Mis., and son of the late suPerin-
;lcndcnt of logging and milling
rbprations at the Dibert, Stark &
Brown CYPress comPlex at Donner,

' tclls how this was done. In a desig-
:'66d section of the forest, axmen
would remove a ring of bark from
around the tree bY choPPing
through the bark and sapwood,
thereby cutting off thc moisture
supply to the foliage. After the cv-
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Fbfting the huge cypress lo0s down the bayous was a once popular method ol getting the wooc, out ol the swanrp and to the mall.
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press needlcs had dr ied and lal len."fel lers" would conre in and fel l  the
trees which would then , , f loat l ike a
cork. "

Retired [.SU Forestry professor
Robert McDermid witnessed a re_
f inement of the girdl ing technique
which rhe May Brothers at Gard'en
City developed. They would erecr a
levee around an area of a thousarrd
or more acres, flood it after girdling
the trees, and scfrd in workmin latei
to. raft the dried logs to a point
where they were loaded over the le-
vee and barged ro the mill. To Mc_
Dermid's knowledge and that of a
former employee of the company,
no others employed rhis unique aid
successful system.

Primitive floar logging progressed
with the invention of the sieam skid_
der in 1883 lo the pul lboat (essen_
t ial ly a barge wirh skidder equip-
ment installed on it) in the ,90s, and
on to the overhead-cableway skid_
ding technique. By 1913, thi  com_
binat ion of logging.by massive
machinery and railroad propelled
lumbering inro an indusrry fbr all
seasons.

An evolution of milling tech-
niques had preceded the advance_
ments in logging operations. A
steam-powered mill existed in New
Orleans as early as 1g03. By lg20
there were eight in t.ouisiana. Gang
saws emcrged around 1950, circular
saws in 1855, rotary saws in 1g60.

Cypress shinglcs were the princi-
pal product of the mills in the 'g0s
and '90s. Front-runners were the
Bowie Lumber Company and Jo_
seph Rathborne's mill on the Missis_
sippi. A Plaquemine mill on the
Mississippi, A. Wilbert's Sons Lum-
ber {Shingle Co., had a capacity of
53,200 feer of lumber and- 157,000
shingles a day.

Alrhough the Carol inas and Flor_
ida, l ike Louisiana, had a historv of
small-scale season cyprcss lum6er-
ing in rhe beginning, ii remained for
the tsayou State, wirh i ts majesr ic,
dense stands of higlr-quat i ty , ; rel ic i
() t  the past" to become the leader in
rnajor commercial operations. A
September I9l5 U.S. Departmcnt of
Agriculture bulletin supports this
statemenr, reporr ing that I53 mi l ls
ln Louisiana had cur 60g,g54,000
board feer in 1909, or 63.7 p.r..ni
ol  the nat ion's total  cypress procluc_
tron.

I

Nat ionrvide, lhq'  tc l tal  volunre of
baldcypress sarvt imber cut had bce n
29 mil l ion boarcl  feer in 1g69. Bv
l9 l -1  mi l l s  uere  go ing  lu l l  rh ror t l c .
P r o d u c t i o n  p c a k e d .  V o l u m e
zoomed to sl ight ly morc than one
bi l l ion. This was ovcr one mil l ion
more  than the  l9 t2  cu t  ( rccord  a t
the t ime),  despite the facr that thcre
were  372 fewer  mi l l s  rhan in  1912."Cypress fever" had indeed swept
southern [-ouisiana thal banncr r ,car
o f ' 1 9 1 3 ,  w i r h  9 4  n r i l l s  r e p o r i i n g
744,581,000 for a percentage ol
67.9.
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mil l ion board t 'eer bur bv t954 h
dipped to 240 nr i l l ion. Th: lasr l . r r
is iana company that could be cal t ,
an " integrated industr ial  cypri l
operat ion" shut down in 1956. pr
ducing less rhan 200 mil l ion bor.
feet today, the industry nat ionwi,
has become vir tual ly somnolent,  l .
wh i r  o f  rhe  nr i l l s  hushed.  A  hau.
ing si lence returned to the watr ,
reaches o[ the swamps.

David Wil l iarns of Louisi l
Southern Forest products in pt
Barre reports that his company lr
been wholesaling cypress lumber i
nearly two years, adding that i t  l
counrs for 30 to 35 percent of I
business and he is " looking for i t
get better."  Wil l iams bel ieves he
the forerunner in successful, if ,
pensive, helicopter logging (usi
large clouble-prop copters) to su:
plement convent ional methods wit  ; ,
in the l .ake Verret watershed are;. .

A couple or so years back. t l
Y a t e s  C o n s t r u c t i o n  C o m p a r l
bought the Batson Lumber Con
pany at Ponchatoul;r ,  who had pr
viously loggcd some cypress bv he
copter for a short pcriod.

Since opening last fal l  in a newl
renovated sugar mi l l  in ThibocJaur
the Masonite Corporat ion has als
logged by helicoprer, tapping mostl,
second-growth cypress from naturi
regenerat ion.

The Pharr and Wil l iams Saw lr{ i , ,
was the largest and oldest in the A.
chafalaya Basin. Captain Joh n
Pharr (a sugar planter) and th,
young whiz, Frank B. Williams
both southerners, organized thei,
mill in 1872. Williams bought out
his partner in 1896 and ten years
later organized his own F.B. Wit.
liams Cypress Co. He acquirec
more than 60,000 acres of timbe:
land, "about-one and one-half  bi l -
lion feet of standing cypress and tu.
pelo lumber,"  and formed twu
other companies, one at ponchatou,
la and another near New Orleans
His foresight plus his manageria;
acurnen have caused some to claim
him might iesr of al l .

' Henry E. Hardtner of Alexandria ;
was a crusader in successful erperi- I
mentation with regeneration of pinr:
l rees on cut-over lands of his Urania
Company. But cl,presS was a tree ot' .
ano ther  cu t .  H .B.  Hewes o l '  the ,
Jeanerette Lumber and Shingle

(cont inued on paqe 32i , ,
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Trees were ot len axed and . ,g i rd led. ,  lo cut  o l l
lhe mois lure supply,  thus al iowrng the l ree lo
l loat  oul  easi ly .

Despire rhe negat ive kick of the'A,ar years of I9l6 and 19t7, cypress
managed to lrold its own. Horvever,
the 296,986,000 board feet milled in
l-ouisiana in 1925 signalecJ the de_
nrisc of rhc colossal indusrry.  In the
s lunn ing ly  shor r  span o f  j5  years ,
thc  g igar r t i c  t r r i l l s  had , ,cu t  ou t "  lhe
nrammoth (racts of v irgin grorvth,
Clcanup operations expLoited a few
remaining commercial  stands. Vir-
gin forests were on their  way to bc_
c'orning just a mcnrory. The highlv
dcsircable rvood nray be . .c. tcrnal, ' ' '
but the supply was indcecl l in ire.

I ly 1940 nat ional producrion s)a5
st i l l  spinning alorrg in excess of '  4(X)
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considcrable c.rci lerncnt.  Brrr  thi .s
notable experimcnt didn' t  l ive up to
the bi l l ing i r  rvas given. An inior_'  mant wrote in the lare '60s that i t
I rad bccn abanclonecl . , . . .  because
the.percentage of seedlings eaten by
rabbirs anrJ ki l led by uine ouer_
growth, coupled u. i th r is ing labor
costs,  makc i t  cconornical ly unsuc_
cess fu l . "

Cr.ucial ro youl.lg, seedlings' survi-
va t  ts  watc r  levc l .  I l . conrp le te ly
f looded during rheir  actual giowini
season, they simply wi l l  nur iurvivel
i l  thc top rhird remains exposed, the
chancc of survival  is high. LSU,s
Cclrter for Wclland Resc,urces five-
year study to dcrcrmine the e f l i .ct  o[
restr ictcd water f low on natural  rc_
gcncral ion givcs past rL,search val i_
drty.  Of threc tc-st  areas obscrvcd,
Research Associare Will Conn.i
wrore in 198 I  that very few secdl ings
were found in a frce_draining nati_
ral  arca, none werc found inin im-
poundcd arca, but , ,good seedt ing
survi l .al  ancl  grou, lh" in a clawfis l ]
farm, rvi th i ts corrtrol lecl  f looding

Herrcoprer roggrng rs one or  i l ' i '  newesr,rnovarrons i .  the Ino(rern cyprcss indusrrv

CYPRESS
(continued lrotn p,tge 8)

Cornpany reported ro the Sourhcrn
C'ypress Manulacturers' Associa.
don in l9l0 that the slow grou'rh ol '
c)?r€ss made ii impracrical ro consi-
dcr reforestation, and reconrnrcnd-
i! lhat the lumbernren reclairn rhcir

,CUl"Ovcr slvamp lands by drainin-t
::' lu| clearing. This, plrrs rhe rrar.'i

reclamation laws brought

of tcn rnakc natura l  regenerat ion of
largc.  s tands unsuccessfu l .  Or per_
haps lhe lack of  harvcst ing act iv i ty
has not created conditions "on_
ducive (o the process.

. Because virgin trces were extreme_
ly largc in  d iamerer ,  thei r  hear twood
was considerably widcr. The inner
core o[ younger growlh lrees. how_
ever, does not appear to be as resis_
la l l t  ro  decay.  . .This  is  why some of
lhe e leganr o lc l  p lantar ion hornes
built from virgin cypress hcartwood
will. probably slancl l 'orever, " laughs
Tolivcl". Witlr cyprc.ss, olcler is bct_
t  er .

_ Joseph Rathborne, with prof.
F.S. Cooch of Southwesrern Louisi_
ana Insl i tute, embarked upon a f ive_
year plan of cypress reforestation in
I  948. Their  intenrion-ro regcnerate
Ralhborne's 4i ,000 acres of cur_
over lands rrear Choctaw in La_
fourche Parish-was laudablc.  tn
three years rhey had planred a roral
o l '  164 ,710 seed l ings ,  gencra l rng

1r;ontrnued on page 35)

Lo99 rno  was  a  s l i ppe ry  ous tness  whengYt l f  t lsS Wds ral l r j r : r .
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i-"F;lhe cattle and soybearr culriva-':ini.'
:, . :ISUt Associate Prol'essor ol'
l-FpCrtry John R. Toliver disagrees
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ihe common belief that wc are
"mining" cyprr'ss - that'tut 

it cannot be rcplaced or re-
He believes regcneration
crn be worked out. Even
its that there are few ex-

stands of saplings
frrgc areas of young seed-
i , ' ! i r tual ly non+xistenr"
hc rcsceding characterist ics

t1d its changing habitat
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CYPRESS
t ,-ontlnued {rom Page 32)

""J Jtt Pcriocl cYcle' Proclttccd a
, ,hea l thy  fo res t . "'  

i i " i . ' i .ot  Tol ivcr rv i l l  cxpcr imctt t

*iift '^.o* "i"eriz'ed-grown seedli rrgs

,h;;;; b. sliPPcdlut of thc tube

", i , f luu, disturbing the root sYS-

;;t; ofPoseo to bareroot Plant-

i"* .  rr"  knows ol 'no one else expcr ' t -

l t t i ; , " ; ' * t ,h this idca'  ProbablY

;.;;;;; of the cost' factor' but the

il;;;oi gooct srowth may over-

come this '' "CJntt iuut ing 
to regenerat ion

*o".Jit nrttiu, ih"t introduced wild-

ii[-r0..i., that someonc said "has

il#;; excellent candidate for

;;;i;;1.;; rw<-r daYs after Planting

:;;;;;, '""i ' ia will have followed to

;'Ji; everY seedling o' cliP them

Lff .  R.uront st i l l  unknown'
Also, cYPress may grow well on

o;;am;Y sod, but i l  requiresan

il;;t;;. ' of overhead sunlight'

il;;;r";; all residual srowth left

;t;;;; ;ticinal harvesting mu-st be

cut back to ground level and in Lou-

ii""" Pt"igious weed and vine

control- nlust be cxerted'

In the I 'ourth quarter '  1955' issue

"r';otiEiii a' PeoPt-E' rederal
;;t;;.h forcster Herbert S' Ster-

"iiti.- i.potted that sccond-growth

;; ; ; ; ; t  was "comit tg back" '  Somc

ui"t t - tur. t  Srerni tzkc asked in an-

oi tret  r tuUl icat ion: 
" l la ld Cypress:

inJuni.t.o or Expanding SPe-

.ilir"* rrl" Forest Scrvice's up-

aoi.a "Pnt" isals in 1972 had indi-

.rt.a rtti, the volumc of cYPres.s

growing stock l rad r iscn appro'r t-

i i " t . ry ie pcrcenl bctween 1953 and

1968-an average anrlual increase of

slightlY less than 2 Perccttt'-""Si"rnittt 
. observed that Florida

and Louisiana encot;rpattt-d. T3l,'
than half  of  t l te inventory ol-4-tr  Dtr-

iion .ut,ic feet' wilh ntost of the rc-

;;;;; in ccorgia and south ca-

roii"..- g.tiaes lriartcning trend's in

ini*n,otu, he l 'e l t  that the relat iot t-

ship betrvecn net ant lual  gro"r ' th.oI

ai . t  * i t t iut t  ct tbic fect in Flor ida

""J lO.o mi l l ion in I 'ouisiana wit l t

corresponding annual removals of

r i i .z * i la 5.5 rni l l ion cubic feet is an

itpoi,"n, criterion f'or' establishittg

luor"r t  supply on comnlercial  l 'orcst

i"na. S.vond this,  Sterni tzke assert-

.A , f t .pioposit ion that thc rclat icrn-

i t t iJ rr . r*""n growth atrd removals

i ' i ' 'Luuit i "no *nt " i t l tpressive" in

Fof { ts r5  t  FEOPLI
sEcoNo ouAt{TEfl 1982

t ha t  l h r cc ' i i f t hs  o f  t he  t o la l  s t r rp l t r s

;;;;; '- iuu' tn"t"ntratcd in ottr

t tul i 'u 
LJSL)A 1975 bullct in frcight-

.a'* i , f t ' i" [ulat ions, Paul A' N' lur-

" ir ' t i ro*..r a nalural growtlt  of

Tii.i*iilion board. feet of comme'r-

.ili' .vp,.,, f":.::'"'l'it,Tl,l;l J:;
nt ta l  rc t t tova l  o t  J6 'o

i "" i t i . " .  in l9?3'  Statc Forcstcr

H.L . .  Wi l l i s ton  b t rnKed thc  sooth ing
' ; ; t ; " ; ;  

i ;  te8o that '  according.to

i i t .  t3t ,  t t f iable recent survcr- ' ' the

""f  " t" .  " f  cypress totaled 5'5 bi l l ion

cubic feet in an area ranging from 3

to  5  mi l l ion  acrcs '  . .
Opt in t i sm ncr twt ths tand inS ' '  lhe

f";;;";i-;erchautablc cYPress has

niunv qu.t ' iorr  ntarks hangtng t tver

i t .  As today's loresters wrest le rvi th

l 'n. i t t " . l  . i t  rhis there is no doubt:

**,t*;:' il: fl:i JffT:i:#:
to  unlock the door '' "  

i roi .  g.uin Manci l  of  the Univer-

,i,1,' oli Southeastcrn Louisiana is

uJong those scienlists rvho have bc-

l"r".' i*r.ited about the "imprints"

i c l i  o t t  t l t c  i i t l t ' J : u u P e '  l r t  l t t r  l ' ' '  l ,

. r i t t . t , r i i ""  rrc found t t tat  bc.forc t l re 
[ '

asc of rncchanized lunthertng'  rrrr  i  '

ii; ;";i;hiiv scars lel't on ,rhe I
swilnrpseapc wclc largcly 

..t j .] l i 'oi l! '  ,thc  ensu ing  indus t r t :

;t;"il;;;ii't rsgo' when.the face !i
?,i ' irt. i"*gy bottomla'ds began to ' '

clrange dr lnrat ical lY: I- 'r,,iiv 
rcgging.', n;:'i?-,nXXlroli , ,

en had resul led in t

rn in i tna l  amounts  o f  cypress ' , f l l :  , ' '
itggi"g n"a becn seasonal' .Pullboat
iuilt iro.lta drainage in some , ;
ul"ut, Uut they have a better regene- i l

;;i l;;;."td than those logged bY ;

t" i i t " .A skidder '  Blocked drainagc

;;;;ki;tJrom railroad beds caused '

,or. t*u*ps to deepcn so-1ha.11re11

could not regenerate'  Signif icant

*"oifi."ii""s In uegetation wildlifc '

resultcd. In somc 'n-'tunttt railroad

;;;;i. i i.t and rolling stock had becn :

abandoned on the tl,otin 
scattere(lLeft behind no

g,oup":: {?:1 v", lillllX\'^:.1grandeur to rcmlno
t ic virgin forests 'i
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i i lsneo Cvirresi  shinQles stacked lof  dry ing


