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Wisconsin River Rafting

Lumber -Rafting on Wisconsin
L River

By Simon Augustus Sherman!

T firat came West in 1848, and landing at Milwankes soon made
my way to Plower, in Portage County, where my cousin A. L.
Sherman had already settled.

Tt was in 1849 that T made my flrst trip down Wizeconain River.
April 7 of that year, my cman and I went qp to the Big Fan
Claive, and began running Jumber over the dam.

The white wtd Norway pine of the Wisconsin pinery was, as
& mle, ot info logs sixteen feet long, which wore made into

1 Plmon Aogusiue Sherman was bern at ‘Westboro, Worcaster County,
Meapaehugorts, o8 January 27, 1894, Eid fathar wis  shoemaker gnd
farmer, and the som wag ohliged early 1o Iifa to aeelet In nmlntalning
the family. Hla edecation was much ioterrupted, hut he made uss of
evary apportunity to attend dipiriet achoals and academios. He Iegrried
tha trade of carpenter nod loiper, and lived In varloue towne near big
blrithplace whily Inllowing this pursuit.

In 184E, fosling (dat the spportunities for advaneement wore few o
the older gtates, young Hhermen determined to miegrete to Wisconein
Leeving Worcester on October 5, he came by wey of Albeny, Schenec-
tady, and Pulfelo, the trip batween the two latier cities belng by caoal
boat. From Buffalo our travallar came around the lakes on the stasm-
beat "Nilo,” sommanded by the noted Capialn Blaks, Afiee a plansant
trip be reached Milwgukes, and set oot 5t poce for the pimeries of Wis-
congln Eiver. :

Battllope at Flovar, five millea asdth of Sievena Palnt, Mr. Stovana
worked at hin frade nntil he sequired timber land and a mill alte whers
Plover Rlver entara the Wiscongln, aboot a mila from the village. For
mapy years, he engaged wetively Lo the Tumber business, taklog con-
tracts for cubting timber, buying loge, pawlng and planing lumber at his
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lumber &t the neighboring mills. This luombér was then rafied
o market.

The making of a raft

The raft was made by takieg threo planks and horing two-inch
auger holea about one foot from sach end mnd angther in the
middle. Inte thesa holes probs were inserted. These grubs
were mmall trees abont two inches in diameter, dug up with a
portion of the roots, and ent off about three feet above and made
ta fit the holes, with a head upon the lowsr end. A fier the proba
are fitted inig the plank three boards {the same as the grab
planka) wers put upon the grobs crosswise. Then the raft-build-
ing commenced, the lumber being put on erosswise alternately,
until sizteen eourscs wers lald, Then hinding planks were
fartened on 1o the gruba, and witched or drawn tight together
with an instrument salled a witch, and then wedged fast. This
formed whet was known a® a erib, and conteined about 4,000
feet of lumber,,

Hix or seven of these gribe were put together, one i front of
the other, and festened by eoupling planks. A head-, and a iajl-
block were put on and very strongly fastened, to which were
atteched onrs, each made of a plenk gixtern feet long and about
eightesn inrhes wide, abgnt two end cne-fourth inches thick af
ona end, and three-fourths of an inch at the other. This car wes

mil, selllng it ef rotall, and rafling it to merket. Althongh be owned
large tractg of land, and hendled Jumber in lacge amountd, he Baver
bevame rich.

Mr. Bherman had 1lterary and geieniific intereats, but his meaxma
edueation furnished Inadequate basla for atiainments 1o thess Hoes.
He belleved in spiritoaliam, and to seme axtent relied wpen “manu-
fartorea” In Iater Life he wee much Interested In loeal history, and
acted BR preeldent of ihe Portage County Dld Bettlerg’ Hoclety. This
organization beld 1ts meetings synoally at his bouse, near his ¢1d mill
#ta, whers he had provided plenfe zrounds for thla purpome. At the
time of his death, fn Decamber, 1906, he contemplated nziog the hloe
graphical materiala that he had collected, together with other data of
Joes] hiatory, pa the hasie for & histery of Portags Clomnty.

Mr. Sbherman claimed fo have imported from the Easd, the firat
plening mill in the Wilsconsin ploery. The fotlowlmg artele, compiled
from hip diarie:, glves an eariy and relisble racard of rafiing opara-
tHopa on the Wisconsle, In the daysy of the growing impertanca of that
lodneiTy —ArmEeT H. BiNTED.
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Wisconsin River Rafting

fastened into an oar-stem, which was from thirtysix to forty
foet long.  This made an par from fifty to fifty-six fewt in length,
thai was used to guide the raft.

Six or seven eribs fastensd in this wise were known as a “rap-
ids piece,”” because in this eondition they ean be run over rapida
and through ewift weter. Two or more of them make what is
ealled & ** Wisconsin raft,’’ and seversl of those rafts pomprise a
“flest of lumbar *?3

Froguently the lnmber raft pets the advantage of the person
running it, and pessing under leaning trees sweeps him off inte
the ¥iver. I .was thoa served on the Ban {leire, While ai the
bead of Little Bull Falls { April 151 I accidentally fell iz aguin.
In pasaing over the falla at the “*Jaws,” I ecame very near being
knocked overhoard by the oar getting away from the stoersman.
Mo one thus thrown off at this plaee has been known to have been
saved.

A rafting trip

We passed on down (April 20) to Stevens Point and Conant
Repida. Om the Z1st we stopped at the Fellow Banks, near
FPlover, and later were caught on Crooked Riff. "We next passed
on i Grund Rapids, where threee men were droawned. En routa
wo gaw drunken [ndians, one of whom was fatally stabbed.

May 1, our ron was from (Jrend Rapids to Painte Bas® over
the Whitney Eepids, which are the lowest on Wisconsin River.
At thia place thers were & lot of Indians with bows and arrows,
whom we set to shootiog at & mark. Leaviog Peoint Bas on the
dth, wo next day pessed Paten Well, & singular rook standing
npon & level plain on the hank of the river, from two to threa
hondred feet bigh, nearly perpendicnlar, and diffientt to aseend.*

1 QomnpAre with thia deseription and that of Ligesln (In the fallowine
papery, the ascount by Ellls In Wir, Hisl Coilr, 14, po. HI-A43, Sew
elsn the 1lupiraiion, poet, p. 182.—Fp

 Hn cafled beeanps 1t was the Iewest point for awift raplds The
word 1 occasionally spelled phoneticrlly BPaugse; zee J. W. Hont, P
consin Favefteer (Mpdispn, 1853%, p. Si5—A. H. 8

+ Beo another deseription in Wér. Hist. oolix, vil, p. 365. The name
ig a meodlfticetton of the Indian word Pea-ton-won, flpnifying & quiver—
from a fancled regemblance of the rock {o a guiver flled with arrows.
Othar darivatlona of this word have hesn given; but A, G. Ells, who
I'ved many yeara on tha upper Wiseonsin, is onr suthor!iy—En.
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On the 6th we saw millions of pigeons, and passed the Roche 4
Cri flats. Buch fats oceur nsnally et the month of some afluent,
where the river spreads out vory wide and the wator is so shallow
thet at & low stage it i3 diffienlt to raft the lumber gver.

About sandown on ke sama day we passed through the Dells,
The raft shead of ours strack Noteh Rock, and inrned a whole
rapide piece bottem side up, bresking it {o pieces. The grest
river, which at some places 18 half a mile wide, at thia point is
narrowed down to fifty-four fest, with a repid eurrent. There in
an eddy formed by & roek, which {s liable to cateh the bow of &
raft, ond owing to its great velosity Jash it ageinst a notch in
a projecting rock.  Just below this i= 4 bwidgs which spebns the
gulf, sixty feet In width, at a height of seventy feet above the
water.  Darectly below the hridge is a sherp hend in the viver,
which forms a powerful whirlpool ur eddy. I have been throngh
there-on a lumber raft in high water, when the swirls looked as
thouph they were ten feet deep, and when three oars out of fonr
wara unghipped or broken, and some portions of the raft wouold
be three or four feet nnder water.

The nest bend below, ip ealled the Ralnbow. Rafts were apt
ta run into it and strike the roolks ¥ery hard. Just below thia
ttood the I*ell House, where there wus & good eddy to lend Jum-
baor,

After passing Kilbourn City and Newport, Sugar Lioaf Rock
sppears, and farther down on the ppposite side Lone Rock, 2
golitary pionzele thivty or forty feet high, muoeh dregded by
rafigmen, sinee the current acts strowmply againat it, and rafis
were frequently driven to destroction there. This s at the foot
of the Dells, which are five miles in length,

From the Dells we paased o by Norwegian Bloff, Pine Island,
end Portage City; end still farther down, Sauk Prairie. A few
milez below thig sre the Honey Creok flats. At thiz point the
gettlement of O1d Helenn, destroyed by the Indians, was located,
By the walehfulness of General Dodge the inhabitants wers

8 Apparently thlz 12 a confpaed account of an event in (ho Blask
Hewk War. Gen. Henry Dodga pod his teodpe erodped Wisconeln River
at thls pelot, while pursulng the fleeing Inding band. Hea Wis His,
Colls, xil, p. 266.—Em.
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Wisconsin River Rafting

talen peroas the river and =aved.® "We next passed Bogus Bluffa '
which are wvery high, and noted for their singular caves, New
Ilclena 1ay juat beyond, & little town with a shot tower built by
Daniel Whitney. The tower la built upon a rock, with its per-
pendienlar pide 175 feet high next to the river; from thig, the
shot fell.? Mr, Whitney i3 the same pioneer wko built at Whitney
Rapids the first saw mill npon Wissonsin Biver.®

The next place I noticed was Cave Roek Blough. From here
we passed on by BEnglish Prairie snd Prairie Dubay to the
miuth of the Wisconsin, where on the spoth side the bulfs are
500 feet high and very steep, and where the great Misslssippl
fronte ne, with her towering binffs on the Iowa zide.

We drifted on to the bosom of the ““Falher of Waters” snd
conteeted our rafis together, thus making what i3 koown a8 &
Mississippi raft. We had acarcely got {the vafts seeured together,
when I heard a roaring noiss and leoking up over the blufls dis-
covered a large black elond rolling over s, 1o less than fiftesn
minutes we were enruifed in one of 1he most termible thunder
storions I ever witnesscd,  Thae wind blew a gale, the rain foll in
torrents, the thunder wolled, and the lightming {lashed. The
waves rolled upon the raft, and we were in fear of heing bhroken
to pieogs, It Looked still mere awful and anblimee, boeanse we
were floating along uoder those giguntic bluffs. Night setting
in, left us in total darkness, exeept when the lightning Jashed
and furnished all the licht we had by which to guide the raft.
Abogt midoight the atorm ebated snd another set of men took
the oprg, when I grawled inte my bank, wei as & deowned rat.

Towards morning T heard the shont for all hands at the oars,
and on getting ap found the raft sapping® down towards an

* A traditlon atierheg this nama to this place, hecanwe it waa the ro-
sort for & band of countgrfeliera. They are sald to have heen the same
bendite who were respongible for tha death (in 18463 of Georgs Dwven-
port, for whatn the Iowa ity of that nema was entitled—aA, H. 5.

¥ &ea an gecount of thie eArly entcrprisa in Te:. Ol Ooily, T,
o 204074 —Eo.

A fea Id., 1if, pp. 437, 438; alpo George W, Hotehking, History of Lant-
ber and Forest Industry of the Noriktesl {Chlcaga, 13581, pp. 437,
d44 —A, H B

o "Sagring” was A wallkpown tern among lumbermen. When tha
corrent 13 very gtrong, it sometimes cauzes a mbt bo drilt {or sag}
towerd rocks or lslanda. For lt[zstagu]a, the Moich Rock, in the Dells,
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imland; with ell the pulling we could do, we conld not change
its course, and the bow strack the island right in the head snd
ran the front end high and dry upon the land. However, it lay
guariering with the sorrent, and by polling at the oare we swong
it around and snon got off.

SBome of thess rafts cover several acres of sorface, and when
under mation in e rapid current it requires a great foree to stop
them. T reecolleet that one day we were baving a game of ball,
when the pilot called us to the cars. The raft was =agging mto
& bend, and into that bend it went in spite of na, one corner
giriking the bank and teking two oy three loads of dirt upon it.
With all this resistanee, its headway did not appear to be in the
leazt checked,

We finally arrived at Dubogue, where my cousin, another man,
and T got into g skiff and went merpss to {alems, a distance of
mizteen miles. T began to feel ill, and before I reached Galens
waz badiy off. The cholera was then raging on the Missisaipi,
gnd there was great excitement about it. T went o my cousin's
and stopped five or six days; then fecling better, T started back
for the pinery oo the steamer '* Newton Wagoner.”’  After stop-
ping at Prairie du Chien, we aseended Wisconsio River to Port-
age City, Bere my cousio purchased a horse, and we atarted for
Plovar, taking turms in riding. We stopped ome night st the
Mareh Howse, and the next day resehed our destinstion.

Rafting incidents

The vext year, I commenced on April 15, rafting some lnmber
T had at the Conant mills, and then, went wp to the Little Ban
Clgira to get more lumber that was owing me 2t the Harkneas &
Fleming mill. Trying to crosw the viver on the {first log T had
ever attempted to ride, it rolled me into the water, so that I had
to swim ashore.

April 29, we ran a arib of lumber to the lower millpond, whers
we had to couple it up into s rapids piece,

May 1, we ran our piece to Stevens Polpt in e terrible emow
atarm, which fell abont four inche deep om our raft.

wWaR vary dangercus, for the current frequently made the raft s opom
it. Thles Informaticn 13 furnlched by Eugene A, Shermen of Hievena
Polot, eon of the author of the papar—HEp,
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May 2, I could not find any pilot to run my raft over Conant
Rapids, for they had all gone down the river.,® I conelnded,
therefore, to do it myself. Getiing together & crew of eight men,
1 let the raft locse. Although I had never ron a piece over in
my lifa, T didn* let the men know it, and did my own piloting.
T had axeellent luek and got through without aeccident, and ran
other pieses for another man whe eould get no pilot. These
rapids, Shauretts and Copent eombined, ars from iwo to threa
miles long. '

An exciting run

We all then went back to run e piece for McNeil, IHis raft
was compeaed of large timber, poorly put together. Wo started
with it from Stevens Point, and ran it safely ontil rasching Red
Bock, below the Eobingon dam. This is a large red granite rock,
ptanding in the ehannel at an elbow or angle in the river and s
& difficalt place to get 2 raft past, being in the roughest water
and largest folls on the rapids, When we came to this rock, eur
raft wes unmanageable, and siriking with great foroe began
going to pieces. In this emoergeney I seized & cable and lesving
the oar, with the aid of some of the men stretehed it aovoss the
picee and fastened it to the outside timbers, which prevented the
mfi from going o plecce snd drownipg us all. The ploce sad-
dle-bagged’? the rock so nearly in the eentrs that with the cars
we gwueg it off, and went on and lended it in Bonerard Eddy,
about half a mile below, where the Wiseonsin Paper & Puoip
Company’a mills are now located. This eddy is thus called, be-
cause when people are drowned above, their bodies naually float
nto i, and aré there found.

The next day I ran my lumber down to the Yellow Banks,
where my other timber was Iying. There, through carelessoesa,
one exib of about 4,000 feet got away and was a fotal losa,

1% Pllote were a neceprlty on 'Wisconxin Rivar, becauns of ita vapld-
ity. They wera men of long experiencs and hardy character Elllg e
anthority for the statement that In the rears 1863-57 thars ware about
twenty pllota on the xivar—A. H. 8.

i1 Te anddlebag s rock or Aoy other obstruciion waa to run the rmft
squerely againek b, so that g conglderable porilom lay off on elther
sida. The raft could nnt then seslly ba ewong intc ths chaonel, and
there waa danger of splitting It apart—A. H. H.
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Alay 3, wa startad for Grand Rapids, in which one of our men
wias drowned. After running Grand snd Whitney rapids, we
passed a place called Devil’s Elbow, where the vaft eame very
nesr sinking and weshing some men overboard.

May 7, wa left Point Bag and ran to the Poten Well Rock., The
next morning, while lying there, o fleet passed ws.  After break-
fagt we cut loose and overtook them, afl stuck on Boche & Ord
flats, The wext day we passed oo to Lemonweir fats, and were
ourselves fast on a sandbar for 2 day and a balf. The 10th, we
arrived at the Dells, where I hired a pilet to ruo us throueh,
which feat was aceoraplished in two days. The 13th, I hired
Apaon Polson to pilet cut of the river. We were caught four
timeg that day on sandbars. :

The lower Wiseonsin {3 very wide, with a great many islands
and shallew places which, at & low stage of water, are dry sand-
bars, sometimes ¢overing many acres,  Af the time of & freshet
or high water, these barg are eovered, and the river looks like »
lake from shore fo shore. Through thiz body of water thepe gre
usttally one or two ehaonels, and it is necessury to konow whers
these min; henee pilots must guide the fest to keop the rafts in
the proper mourse.

These ehannels are lighle to change af cvery high stage of
water, and thers ia froqoently what js called 8 ““pockef.’” This
it where thers appesrs, when goibg m, 0 be a good channel;
but the river spreads out, the water hacoming ro shallow thatthe
raft cannot get over the bar. To avold theme difficulties pilots
must be acquainted with the river, and good judges of the dralt
&nd ecurrenis of water.

Just shove ortage City our reft was eaught on a bar, and
after werking vainly all day in the water, trying to get our raft
juto the channel, at night we sot down arpund the fire on the
cook raft to dry ourselves. For amusement, I took out my
clarionet and played a few tanca, In a fow minutes soma wolves
began howling on the opposite bank, and eontinoed their musie
ag lomr a5 I did mine, But we apprehended ro danger from
thern, ag we were on 4 bar, out in the middle of the river.

The recond duy we got off, and pasged on to Matt’s Ferry.™?

12 The pragent elte of Merrlmare, where tha Chicggo & Northwestsrn
Rallway cropzes Wisconeln River—A. H. &
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Here we got into a pocket, which detained us severel days. By
this time the woter i the river had become very low, snd the
prospect for petfing out on that *“fresh’" was very poor.

Mey 19, onr fionr boing gone, we sent for rore to Barber's
Bluff, and the next day stopped st Bauk Prairie and laid n
supplies. The follewing day we ran i Hooey Creek flate, snd
thenee to Halena, Here I gtopped over & day and went up into
the shot tower. Whila lying bere, another firet passed us with
a bear s a passetger. From bere we went to below Praivie
Dubay, where we had to ey up for wind, and where I monnted
the high blo{l near Bosecbel, to see the wild, romantis, and bean-
tifol stenery.,

May 25, we got to Muscoda, or Enplish Prairie, and five deya
later made the Miszsisippl and joined with William ellows, whe
regcehed it at the ssme fime,

On the Mississippi

After we had eoupled together and run for a day or two, it
was thought best for me to get on the first steamer we met, for
tha purpose of Gonding a mwarket for our lnmber. 1 hoarded the
“Dermbe', and on arriving at Davenport stopped to look for
a purchaser; but Bnding no eatisfactory one the next day took
ennther boat, the "Deetor Franklin No. 2°' and went on to
Cuuakie, Finding no sale there, I got vn a raft from the Chap-
pewe pinery, belonging to a man named {ilbert, and went oo to
Burlington, Iowa. Bly own raft passed me io the night, when 1
was aslecp. I walted and watched for it until after noon, when
another fleet helonging to Kentueky Bill came glong, and his
men informed me that my fleet had already passed. There I
was, alone smong strangere sod out of money, angd knew nof
what to do.-

At this jueture the “Bon Aecord” steambozt came along,
whkich I boarded so az fo overtake our fleet. After the boat had
started, the egptain eame around for my fare. I told him X
wag out of money. 1le replied, ““Why didn't youn tell me that
when you came ond?  I've a good will to set you off on an island.’
Then I told him that T had lumwber that bad pessed meo in the
night, and ag seon as we overtoolk it T could get the money and
pay my fare,
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The bont was towng a lurge barge laden with pig lead, and the
geilors wera vnloading it from the bdrge to the hoat. The asptain
said that I could work my passage by helping the sailors, =o

went to work, '
The next place we landed was at Naoveo, the Mormon pars-

dise, & beautiful place at the head of the Lower Missiesippl
Rapids. Thenge we went on to Louisiana, Missguri, where 1
overtook my lamber reft smd hevipg boarded if, waa able to
replenish my pocket book,

After thizs Mr. Fellows snd 1 tock turos going ahesd of the
lumber and stopping to find sale for 8. The next boat that eams
along was the *'Mary Stewens.’' 1 tock passage on her for 3t
Louis. After arriving, 1 went to several lumber yards: and at
last found a enstomer; but deeided to return to Alten, where I
met Mr. Fellows with the lumber, end anld it to Hayden Fierson
for $14.50 per thousand.

June 9, 1 attended the Baptist, Presbyterian, and Catholie
churehes. This waz the seeond time I kad heard a church bell
ainee I left New England in 1848. Tt seemed like old times, for
in those days religion: meetings were scarcely kmown in the
pinery. After estimating the lomber and receiving my pries, I
paid my men, disposed of my traps, and started Enst, going by
boat te Cincineati, by rail {o Sandusky, by boat to Boffalo, cars
to Lewiston, by bost to Oswego, and thenee by rail to my old
home in Woreester, Maseachusctts,
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