
That the pulp cutter could have cut a half a cord honestly in the time 
it took him to invent a dishonest pile of wood never seemed tooccur to him. 

Four to seven scalers were employed directly by the 
Argyle Boom, the first such structure to catch logs 
coming down the Penobscot. In addition to the scalers, 
a man known as a "log agent" counted the logs. He did 
not scale, nor is it certain that the scalers reported 
directly to him. The log agent just counted logs. His 
figures were checked against those of the scalers and 
finally entered into the log agent's book under "number 
of sticks" and "board feet." After totaling the figures 
at the end of the season, each operator was billed for 
the number of board feet bearing his mark. 

The scaler's duties, however, were not finished. 
When an operator put his logs through a boom and 
paid the boomage himself without having sold the 
timber to any particular mill, his logs were taken ashore 
or left "on the rigging" and offered for sale. Once sold, 
the logs were scaled for the new owner. The company 
buying the lumber sent a scaler down to the shore or 
swing and paid him so much per MBF to scale. At the 
turn of the century, a scaler earned as much as ten cents 
per MBF from a company. Some of the scalers, Emile 
Leavitt recalled, "made big money. "26 

It is interesting to note that the owner of the logs paid 
the Penobscot Log Driving Company by the Full Big- 
ness Scale but sold the logs by the less generous Straight 
and Sound Scale?' The log driving association ration- 
alized that driving crooked or hollow logs cost as much 
as driving sound ones-hence, the Full Bigness Scale. 
Millowners, on the other hand, did not want to pay top 
dollar for an imperfect log; therefore, they paid by the 
Straight and Sound Scale. 
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Contention and Conflict 
The variety of rules and the use of different scales on 

the same logs placed scalers in the middle of a tense 
situation. Upriver men accused the scalers of dis- 
honesty, claiming that they used their own rules-or 
"cheating sticks"-to favor the millowners. Rex Buzzell 
remembered operators accusing scalers of cutting logs 
in two, giving the millowners "two thousand for one."28 

26 Ibid., p. 68. 
27Alfred Geer Hempstead, The Penobscot Boom and the Develop- 

ment of the West Branch of the Penobscot River for Log Driving 
(Orono: University of Maine Press, 1931), p. 29. 

28 Interview with Rex Buzzell, 1976, no. 1051, p. 12, Northeast 
Archives of Folklore and Oral History. 

Folklorist Edward Ives found very little evidence of such 
deception at the Argyle Boom, but the rumor itself 
suggests the pressures upon the scaler.29 There were 
other tensions in the logging operation. The majority of 
complaints about the scaler's measurements seem to 
have come from the woods crews. An old adage stated, 
"If the crew kicks on a scaler, he is a good scaler."30 
Undoubtedly many woodcutters would disagree with 
that saying. 

For pulp cutters paid by the amount of wood cut, 
conflict with the scaler seemed almost unavoidable. 
Making a woodpile appear larger than life was a fine art 
developed among such men. A popular method of 
deception involved building the woodpile fanwise-the 
butts laying all one way-so that the front of the pile 
was much wider than the back. In addition, loggers 
often piled wood over stumps or blow-downs, or placed 
sawed-off logs at the bottom of the pile and laid full- 
length logs over them. The first year that the Great 
Northern Paper Company bucked wood to four-foot 
lengths, scalers marked only one of the sticks in the top 
tier of a pile-usually adding the date of the scaling. 
After the scaler left the site, the pulp cutters simply 
threw the marked stick into the brush. Since all piles of 
wood looked roughly the same, the scaler on the next 
trip scaled the same pile again, recording it as a second 
pile3' The second year, the scaler-now somewhat more 
cynical-marked all the sticks in the top tier. The crews 
promptly sawed an inch off the marked end of every 
stick, tore down the pile, and relocated it across the 
road.32 

That the pulp cutter could have cut a half a cord 
honestly in the time it took to invent a dishonest pile of 
wood never seemed to occur to him. "As a matter of 
fact," one writer noted, "it was never so much dis- 
honesty as a contest of wits. . . . Their single object was 
to see their names on Saturday night in top notch on the 
camp bucking-board."33 That such inventions did in- 
volve a contest of wits seems likely. Company cutters 
who worked by the day (rather than the amount of wood 
cut) engaged in such deceptions with equal enthusiasm. 
Obviously, to such men an increase in scale did not 
mean an increase in their pay. Such rivalry between the 
scaler and the woods crew was, in fact, an old Maine 
lumbering tradition. 

29 Ives, Argyle Boom, p. 68. 
30 "Records of a Pulpwood Scaler," p. 15. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid. 
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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. 

U. S. Forest Service photo, FHS Collection 

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?4 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?5 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 

34 Ballew et al., "Suthin," p. 65. 
35 Ibid. 

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."36 C 

36 Buzzell interview, p. 5. 
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