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Wisconsin River Rafting

Personal Expertences of a Wis-
consin River Raftsman

By Ceylon Childs Lincoln!

The process of making rafts for degrending Wisegnein Eiver
was a8 follows: There ware secured some hundreds of white-oak
grubs that kad been dug np (‘mrabbed®™) by the roots. Thesa
were then ghaved down to two inches in disameter, with & nob at

1 The following article in adapted from a paper on lumbering ln the
Wisconain pinery, prepered for od by Mr. Lineaoln, Ceylon Childe Lip-
ol was bora April 1%, 1860, at Napervllle, Dupsez County, Illlnois.
While piill very young hig famlly moved to Berlin, Wistansln, and
thence (in the apring of 185€) to Wattoma Durlng tha firat year of
the War of Becessign, the two eldest Litcpln bruthets snlisted; aod Lo
the zantumn of 1263, their jenlors, Orenges M. and Caylon C., then aged
respectively but thirteen and Tourieen yeare, eoterad the Union army.
Cevlon was & member of Compeny D, 3ith Wiscomsln volumteer in-
fantry. All threa of his brothers were loat in the sarvice: he, the ooly
purviver In hle famlly, wes muoatsred out Dac, 1, 1886,

Rattrolng to Wantoma, Mr. Lincoln began in 1867 to lenro the trads
of 2 printer, belog employed an the Waushars drgus, adlted by B L. D,
Potter. It was while working at thie trede that ha mede the vorhin
on & raft, oarrated 1o the secombarying paper. In 1870 Mr Lineoln
marriad Melinda J, Duncar of Richford, and began caring Tor & fRrm m
mile from Weytoms. Later he was blackemilth (1873-TE) In meveral
- nelghboring villegesa, hought and put in coftivation (1878-B5) 120 acres
of nohroken lend, and afterwards (1586—87) kapt the “Linecin Hotel™ af
Wantrna  One of the garliasl satflars of Tomahawk (1837), e was in
1395 appointed to & janitorshlp In the State Caplisl belng asaigned to
doty In tha Mugenm of thle Sociaty. When the Inetiiotloz moved (o-
ita new bhuoilding (1500, M¥ Lincoln wes contlnued o this employment,
and served aa the Mussum janitor untll 1935, He then reslgned. be-
caoega of Il health, and now conduciy R emall farm fo the town of Rut-
land, Dane County.—En,
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one ehd, and the other sherpened, leaving the whols about thres
feet in lemgth. Two planis, twelve inches wide by sixteen foot
long, were hored at each end and in the middle, to recaive thess
grubs. Placed at & proper distance apart, the lumber was laid on
in slternate courecs until twelve to sixteen coprses were thus
placed. The upper binding planks were then put on, parallel with
those undernicath, and ihe prubs tighfly fasteoed through themo
Thia formed what waa called a crib.  8ix or eeven of those cribs,
Insteogd together longitudinelly, were known ae & “‘rapids
piece.”  The latter was then furnished with an eight-inch-
eguare timber af bow and stern, with a two-inch carpin in the
centre of coche

A bow- dond tail-oar eompleted the equipment. Theee laiter
were very large, the stems thirty feet long, one foot in dinmeter
ot one end, at the oflicr tepering nearly to a peint. The blade
of the oar [nsually sixtesn to eighteen feet long, sixtesn inches
wide, and tapering from three o one inch in thickmess) wag in-
serted in the larger end of the stem. The whole was then hung
belaneed on the oar-pin, It took an expert to handle such gn gar
sq a3 to give power fo lhe stroke.

A beginner {generally kmown a8 & ‘‘sucker’’) made laughabla
work trying ta apquire the art of dipping sueh care. He usnally |
had to breast them arpund, uatil he learned better. To du good
servite with one of these carg, it must he dipped with one hand
and swung sbove fhe head at arm's-length, then surged uwpon
with every step.

A “fleet™

After these rapids pisces were made gnd conpled togethor, they
wore loaded down with shingles or lath, until they foated abemt
two courses out of the water, A number of such rapids pieces
{pn many ag thirty or forfy) constituted a feat, and eontainad A
moeh as a millien fect of lhinber, besidea the lath and shinples.

These fleet were run %o markel either by a contracior, or by
the milling company iteelf. If there wore eribs enongh to make
what are called ten **Wisconsin rafts,”” o pilot and gteersman,
ten bowesmen and ten tailemen are engaged 28 a fleet crew, The
bowsmen must be experienced in running the river, their wages
from Btevens Point being about §30 for the trip; while the tails-
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Wisconsin River Rafting

mep reccive $60. The time oecupied might be thres wecks ot
pix. A cook and ekiffsman were also employed ; and in running
all Jame and rapids, extra pilots and steerzmen were hired, The
crew wai »un in two shifls, five mach at eack bow- and atern-car,

Fleets of lumber that had started the year before but Failed
tn get down during high water, were attempfed the second year,
These were known to the rivermen ag “‘flond trash, ™’ sipee they
were water-logped and floated low and run elowly. The feeta of
rew timber always had the right of way.

Dangereys rapids and dams

The dangerous places on the Wiseonsin were, Big and Little
Bull Falls, Stevens Point dam, Consnt Rapids, Grand Rapids,
linton s big end little dams, Whitney Rapids, the Dells, and
Hilbourn dam. The Moeinee [Littla Bull] rapids were the most
dangercus on the river, which here narrows to not more than
thirty fect in width rod plunges down & guleh thirty feet deep,
with solid rosk wall on either side. The rapids, abhout half a
mile long, are a eeething mas=a of foam and wavea, When the
rapids pieee entered this place, a line was siretched the whole
length of the raft, ealled 1the ‘'socker line,’' which esch man
seized—Ifor quite often the raft dove ten to tweniy rode 8t a
time, and all that eowld be geen of the men above the woter was
their heads. and sometimes not even these were In aight.

An early experience

My first exporience in rafting was in 1868, when T went down
with Homer Chase of Stevens Point as pilot—a firat cleag man,
Being a sneker, [ was unfortunately hired to make the trip on
& flood-trash feet, helonging to Walter D Melndoo.

The ipe went oot of the river Apri]l 17, and the next day wa
started with five men at esch oy, to run the Stevens Point dam,
near which the lumber had lain throughout the winter, The first
- trip for & sucker made his hair stand on end, snd hrought to his
mind all the misdeeds of his past life,

‘We ran dowm the centra of the river, until within twenty rods
of the dam, There the vurrent drew off to the right and came 1n
betweon two piers, aboat thirty feet apart; between thesn piers
wag the alide, eonstrueted of long logs {called “fingers™} fas-
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1ened with chainz to the dam; on sither gide of the slide, the
walor dropped sabout fifteen feet.? Below the dam, the river
hoiled and rolled into whiteeaps. If one was fortunste encugh
to make the slide properly, bhe eould make his lsnding in the right
place; otherwise, there was greai danger of seddlebagzging one
of the plera and breaking to picces. Bometimes the raft turned
a complete sommersault, and the men who did not leap for the
pier were drownad. Ewen when going over the slide, pur rafis
generally sank untl]l we were stondiog weist-decp in the water,
bumping alonp on the rocks.

Qur flept was made gp of twenty-eeven rapide pieces, which
when eoupled together, three abreast, mzde nine Wisconsin River
rafiz It took twenty-seven trips 1o get our fleet over cach dam
and rapida, fourteen for each erew of twelve men, and made a
great deal of gipeing®  After running over some of the rapids
we had to walk, or rether go on & dog-trot, five miles with onr
-elpthex wet and our shoes foil of sand, and be there on time when
the pioce was sot [oose. '

The next obstacle below Stevens Point was Comant Rapids.
There the river makes 2 hig donble torn to the neht. At the
-gegond, bend is a large red rock, projecting out of the waier abont
& foot. Tomakse the ruon here, the bow oar must be pulled several
-atrokes to the right, while the steersmen pulled the reverse, and
£s the reft tnrned, the tail would just slide over tha rock. An
g0onl 4% you passed this rock, the raft dove through the ““hog
hole''—a place where the water drawa between rocks and dives

#When n dam extepded acrops the river, It wae Decesaary (o leave
‘4 gap at one point 1o ity crgee, from which en ineline or “slide™ was
bullt down atream. It was often 1 dangerops operation ta sondnet B
raft safely over eoch & glide, for at the bettom It woold duck onder
water, and the mem be wathed off. To prevent this, an apreo waa
‘momeatimes sonstmcted at the foot of the dlide, comprised of logm
fagtemedq to It: lowar edgy, whose other ende foatad free—A. H. Baxroan

3 Ellis, In Wia, Tirt, Colia, L, p 442, explains thie term a9 followa:
*“This toot!ng It up over the fells after & plece la run down, 18 callad By
the men “gigging back:' it 18 generally dome at a ¢uick pace, and the
dlgtence traveled, from sun to suz, by & ERDE ia roopiog B raphl ebd
‘wigging back,’ 18 often Afty, eixty, or saventy milee & day, and forma &
pretty eovers introductlon to the zreen-horos Into the myaterlss of -
ing down on o raft"—Ep.
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down ten feet or more and then rolls bask, Thess ware fesrinl-
ipaking places to ran.  The mer nenally stepped back hehind the
uarA 8nd grabbed the socker line, and the pilot and steersman
held down their osrs to keep them from etriking om rocks, and
bheing kngeked from their hande. Often a wave ceught them,
and swung them sidewaya, gweeping spme of the men into the
river. This was & place where many lives were lost,

The next place o be reached was ealled EBeoan Dot Eddy,
where the water resembles besns boiling in s kettle. Here the
raft sank under water and ran that way for about twenty rods,
bumping over rochs. It was shout three miles through Conant
Rapids, and a very long gig had here to be made.

The Grand Rapids were the next place of importance, It iz
4 sight to atand on shore and see p raft coming down these rapids,
between the piers and rocks, the waves rolling, end the foam and
miet Aying. Althoogh sbout a mile in length, it only took threa
or four mioutes to mulke the trip, and the pilot and steersiman
must make no wrong turne.  Just below Grand Bapids hridge
there iz oo eddy where I have seen rafts come o a complete
standstill; and below that and just to the left of the river'a
centre was the Sugar Bowl, 2 large rock an which many r=fis
wors wreeked.

Below Grand Rapids we come to Clinton's big and little dams,
only sbout thirty rode zpart. The large dam is run alose to the
right-hand shore, and aa we passed over it the pilet pulled bard
to the laft and the steersman the reverse, In order to swing the
raft and maeke the srosving ax svon as possible. The distance is
g0 short that one must do rapid work. Just below the lower dam
it the right, arn twa large rocks projecting about three feet out
of the water and twenty feet across. Not & few rafiz snddleheg
on these rocks.

Onee when passing here, onr zeeond crew overtock us, and at
the first dam their bow locked our stern g0 ae to render two nars
useless. At the second dam we broke away from them, and in
the confusion brooght np sideways againat the fivet roek, doublad
arminat it, and partly sank. Some of the men made the rock,
while others floated awsy on bunches of shingles. The other
rapids piece saddlebogged the sseomd wock, "We were there sll
day hefore e skiff took us off, and had a fine opportunity to watch
‘the rapids pieces come over the dams.  Hearcely one that did not
lose lumber, shooting out from hehind., Some men mede & hosi-
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ness of taking atation just below all bad places, In order {0 pick
up loose lumber and shingles that floated to thema. In time they
would get togelher enouph to make a raft, and then would Aoat
it down the Tiver to sell,

Whitney Bapids came next, not diffienlt to ron.  Just below
them we tied up at Poini Basg. There three vapids pieces were
ecoupled side by side o make a Wiseonsin River reft.  All the
cars were noshipped save the centre bow- and tail-cars. This
firat trip, we had mine Wisconsin refts; the pilot then took
cnarge of the first raft and all foliowed, the cook shanty being
placed on the last,

Tha first day s ran after thia was past Grignon’s Bend, & Iong,
continuous reach where a eueker firet pulled an oar alone. This
was the hardest day's wark of his life, for it was 2 stesdy pall to
keep away from the banks, as the water in & bend draws against
the bank. If the teil wes allowed to strike, the bow wea thrown
i, and bucked, or swung, which was liable to hresk the raft to
pieces.

Our fleet being walersoaked lumber, floated low and slowly,
end before we reached Portage we were hung up on several sand-
bars, and had to do haedspiking,

We ran the Dells witheat aceidents; bot when we came 1o the
Devil'z Elbow, 1 thought the river bad come to an end. This was
a very diffieult plase. The pilet pulled two etrokes to the loft,
and then the tsil-osr two to the right, and then these ptrokes
were immediately reversed. A motched rock lies just lelt of the
pecond hend, and if the bow of the raft struck this, it was sure
to dooble under, swing acrose the river, and break In two.

Drifd ng over eandbars

After the dangers and trals from rapida end demes, came the
tedious drifting over sandbars. If one of the head rafits erosmed
too high or too low to keep the chanmel, 3% wonld groned on a bar,
and ihe next raft would throw the men a line end try and pull
it off. Oftentimes they only sueceeded in ewinging the second
raft on to the zame or a neighboring bar, until zeveral would be
hung up close together. Then the rest of the rafis wounid tie
tp, and the men be sent heek to help bandspike off the atetion-
ary rafts. If this proved impossible, we wonld uneonple two or

© {186 ]



Wisconsin River Rafting

three gtrings and let them float arvand, until the others could be
handspiked loose,

Each of us had to get into the water. There wasa no hanging
baek ; if one did not jump right in, he was pushed in. Bometimes
the rafts moved off before & man eould ¢ateh on, and he wonld be
in water up fo his neck., Men worked that way for dage, with
no way fo dry their clothes. I remember that we wers in right of
Portage, handwpiking for several daye hefore we were able fo
pass the town.

We seldom had the chanes to go to the raft on which the cook
shanty was placed, for onr meats. Omr food was bronpht
alengside of us by a small skiff that sccompanied the feet. The
fare was very good, considering the way in which it was served,

We ncver Hoated down at night, but each raft tied ap, with &
half-inch cable to the haok. When our day’s work was finished,
wa wruld ron the raft elose to the bank; the teilsman would
junp ashore and maoke the end of the Tope fast with a hiteh,
while the howaman gecured it on the reft itseif. Omr rope heing
cld, often broke; then we would ground by shoving 2 plank down
between the pieces untif it seraped the bottom and checked the
momentom.

Thera were buf few bridges across the river at thiy fime,
Those thers were, we ran withonf the 2id of a pilot, as a man
wa3 genorally stationed to pive us direetions how to steer through
the piers.

Our fieet was loaded with newly-sawed ehingles, most of which
werp uUnloaded and wold at what was thee ealled Upper Sauk
Town., There was quite & traffic in shingles during the night.
Thers wonld come & dip of cars, and & skiff would draw slong-
sids the raft, and want to trade whiskey for shingles. It waa
surprising to see whet & lot of shingles it took to purchase a
guart of poor whiskey [

On the Mississippi

When our fleet arrived &t the mowth of the river there wag
greef, rejoicing, #8 the hard work was mogtly over. The nins
Wisconsin rafte were coupled into one large Mississippi xaft
with the cook shanty in the middle, and & long table whers men
sould be scated at meals. Our Mississipp raft consisted of threa
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Wisconsin rafts abreast and three deep, meking & rafi 144 foet
wide and 380 long. There wers nine bow- and the sama numhar
of tail-oars, and we generally rap night and day.

I remember that oue day the wind blew hard and drove the
raft close to the loft bank, where it took all the foree, hard pull-
ing from dawn tili dark, to keep from bucking the shore and
gwinging avound. Just st night we manapged to éross to the right
bank. The wind, coming in oar resr, drove us forward at what
seemed o mile a minute. We sent our slkiff, with twe men and a
rope, to bry and fasten s up, and we payed cut from the raft
nesrly a thoysand feet of line; but we did oot even cheek her
conrse, and the rope soca broke.

Having pulled all day at the ours, the men kad gloomy feare
of sontinning all night. The pilot, however, steeved Eor what
he thought was & slew sloogh; and although we partly saddle-
bagged an island, we finally awong into it, the moar end aliding
OVer young frecs,  Just a8 we Were emerging into the main river,
a large trec wad leaning over the water, and ag the raft struck
thia we snubbed her dead with the rope, and wers tied up for the
night.

We lay there for three days waiting for the wind to go dowr,
but the supposed slough proved to ho the main steamboat shan-
nel, for many bomtz nassed we 83 we lay thave,

The scenery slong the Missmissippl in June was besntifpl—
farms sleping down to the river, and city suecceding city. The
rapida at Rock Island, with the railrord bridges, made s bepnti-
ful picture, We ran the bridge just nt dusk, when it wee alight
with lanterns of different colors. The Quiney bridge was like-
wiee s fine pieee of workmanship,

Fmally we reached Alton, whare we tied up and awaited or-
ders from 5t Lonia, We conld not crosma to the west aide, be-
cansze of a high west wind. Cue night T waa on watch, and hev-
ing strict orders to call the pilot if the wind subsided, I aroused
him about sanrise. Boon we were under way, and reached St
Louis about noon. There were large anpbbing-worka, with
windlazzes and two-inch cables, at which to tie up all rafts. Of
thege there were e many thet we lay almost in the centre of
the river. .

They sent out to ue a new ropa, with orders to snnh her dexd
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on the raft, and they would let oot from shore. "We failad to
hold, as they did not give us encugh line. Omor soubking ap-
paratus consisted of a large log lying seroes & serond, both pinned
fast. Ae the rope wound round thie bloek, men poured pails of
water oo it to keop it from catching flre by friction,

Having missed onr landing, vor pilot was in e dilemma. As
we had flosted for aome dirtance, he hailed a eteamboat, whoss
captain agreed to push us back for $100. The raft wes then
partly noeonpled, and the wessel tried to come in between the
purts; but missing this, the capiain backed her off, and then
coming ahead etrock the raft on ity gide, and pushed it to shore.
this wes done po fast that the fiors pext shore Joubled woder
The wveasel held the raff againat the shore until we could get
goveral lives yeade fast. Then whaet rejoicing, to boow we had
feirly landed! Then and there we pledeed ourselvea never to
muke mngther {rp on old flogd trash,

Heving received my $60 check, I waz escorted by a man await-
ing the chanee, to & clothiog store, and then to see the fown.
Boon, howevwer, our tickets were purchased for home, where T
arrived with but $8 1oft for sixty davs of the hardest work I aver
Imew.
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