


A typical American dugout along the Western Front used much wood.
An army chaplain, wearing a gas mask, poses at Verdun, November 4,
1918. Inset: Branch and brush revetments.

The more complex the trenches, the likelier it
was that a unit moving through them could get
lost. Zigzagging communications trenches con-
nected numerous lines; command posts, aid sta-
tions, and billets were all in dugouts — a latrine
here, a depot there. Soon another substantial re-
quirement for wood became apparent: the
trenches had to have sign posts. Notice boards,
according to an English text, had to bear the
names of the trenches and indicate the places
to which they led. The British required them at
every entrance and junction. Although an effort
was made to meet this standard, many a sign post
was erected only to become fuel to heat an enter-
prising Tommy’s dinner.

Offensive operations also generated vast needs
for wood products. The shell holes that blocked
motor transport had to be filled, usually with a
packing of loose rock, timber, and earth, overlaid
with a log grillage covered with broken stone, and
then tamped. Engineer-built roads frequently con-
sisted of planks spiked over timbers, and both
standard-gauge and narrow-gauge railroad ties
supported track over which supplies followed ad-
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vancing forces. As the Germans retreated and
destroyed their bridges, they created still more
of a requirement for wood — 1.5 million board
feet of it, according to Colonel James A. Wood-
ruff, commander of the 10th Engineers (Forest-
ry). Armies on the move relied on wood products
no less than armies in place.

From the flooring of trenches to the frames of
reconnaissance planes, and from the entangle-
ment stakes at the forward edge of the front to
the walls of hospitals and barracks far in the rear,
wood was the basic construction material of
World War I. American forestry troops, who be-
gan operations in late 1917 and worked primarily
in support of the AEF, produced almost 220 mil-
lion board feet of lumber as well as millions of
railroad ties, bridge pilings and timbers, entangle-
ment stakes, and bundles of fuel. So important
was wood that Colonel William B. Parsons of the
11th Engineers (Railroad) refused to consider it
merely one of thousands of items of supply. Be-
cause of its many uses, the great quantities
needed, and the lack of any substitute, he as-
serted lumber to be a munition of war. [
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