


Pulpwood operations generally employed a piece-rate system and thus introduced new tensions between scalers and other
woodsmen. In this 1939 photograph of wood cut on Hollingsworth & Whitney land in Piscataquis County, Maine, the “X”

indicates spruce and the “S” fir.

While some cutters tried to irritate or deceive scalers,
others challenged the accuracy of the scale. A worker
questioning a company scaler could call in a state scaler
to check the measurement If the company scaler was
proved correct, the woodsman issuing the complaint
paid for the state scaler’s wages plus expenses; if the
state scaler confirmed the woodsman’s complaint, the
company—not the company scaler—paid the expenses
plus a fine. In addition the company reimbursed the
woodsman for the mistaken amount?> Naturally, no one
made a formal complaint calling in a state scaler unless
he was confident that the company scaler was in error.
But then, a company scaler had little to lose if he was
mistaken; either the woods crew or the company would
feel the financial consequences.

From the incidental references in Maine woodlore, it
would appear that the woods crews annoyed, deceived,
or cursed the scaler, and if the jobber or company was
not accusing him of applying his “‘cheating stick,” the
millowner or lumber buyer was. At best, it seems that
his fellow workers ignored him socially. Small wonder
that the scaler’s image was that of a loner.
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Overlooked or Unwanted?

The scaler is an intriguing figure in part because he
alone lacks the larger-than-life image enjoyed by other
Maine woodsmen. The myths and legends about
chopping, hauling, and driving timber passed him up.
The few stories that mention the scaler portray him as a
cheat or servile company man. The innumerable
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woodsmen’s ballads include not one song exclusively
devoted to the scaler, and only a few such songs even
make reference to the trade. Perhaps the members of
the woods crew were jealous of the scaler’s higher pay,
better living conditions, and shorter working hours.
Possibly they perceived the scaler as being different—an
“educated man.” Maybe they associated the scaler with
the company, rather than with the crew. It may have
been the job’s lack of daredevil romance. Probably the
scaler’s absence from Maine folklore is due to a com-
bination of reasons, but certainly foremost among them
was his unenviable position between competing groups
of woodsmen—the woods crew and the company, the
lumberman and the millowner, or the river driver and
the boom master.

Since the scaler has been ‘“‘overlooked” in Maine folk-
lore and seldom mentioned in contemporary accounts of
lumbering, we know little of his occupation. Many
questions remain unanswered. How did he learn his
trade? Were scalers educated men with clever minds
for calculation, or were they average men trained in an
apprenticeship program? Did scalers utilize and under-
stand the plethora of formulas developed during the
nineteenth century, or did they simply read a rule and
add a few numbers? And who determined which rule to
use—the scaler or the company?

A lack of information about the development of
scaling adds to the mystique of this isolated figure. And
although scaling developed over three centuries from a
skilled craft to a complex science, many still consider
scaling to be little more than a trade suited to the
adage, ‘‘Figures don’t lie, but liars do figure.”” Or as a
well-seasoned scaler once said, “A cheating stick can
tell you anything you want it to.”* O
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