Canada’s Red Cedar Shingle Industry

Excerpts from an interview with Charles Plant
conducted by Elwood R. Maunder, 1 May 1974

E Iwood R. Maunder was executive director of the Forest History Society from 1952 until 1978.
During his long tenure, he conducted nearly two hundred interviews with educators, govern-
ment officials, and people in the private sector. Maunder’s interview with Charles Plant, excerpts of
which are printed below, focused on Plant’s role in promoting British Columbia’s red cedar shingle
industry. In 1910, at age nineteen, Plant moved with his family from Great Britain to Canada. He
landed his first job in the forest products field with Arrow Lakes Lumber Company, an American-
owned operation located in the Kootenay district of British Columbia. There he began a long career
in sales and mill management. Plant was widely recognized as an imaginative salesman, and he
opened new markets for lumber and other British Columbia forest products. In the mid-1920s
Bloedel, Stewart and Welch moved to make the Red Band Mill an all-Canadian operation; they hired
Plant in 1930 to promote Red Band’s shingle products. Plant soon became known in the trade as

“Red Band Charlie.”

Elwood R. Maunder: You have been a member of the Consoli-
dated Red Cedar Shingle Association of British Columbia. You
retired from your directorship in that organization when you
retired from Bloedel, Stewart and Welch in 1956. Was your
work with the B. C. association contemporary with that of the
Shingle Bureau?

Charles Plant: Yes. Before the Red Cedar Shingle Bureau
began its main activities, the Consolidated Red Cedar Shin-
gle Association was the body that went on a promotional
program with its own British Columbia members, advocat-
ing their shingles under the registered trade name of Edg-
wood. It was quite successful for a period of two years. The
members contributed so much per square of shingles pro-
duced to promote shingles in individual areas in the United
States under this trademark. Texas was one of the places
concentrated upon. The dues of the association supported
the advertising program at twenty-five cents a square—a lot
of money in those days. It was quite successful. As harder
times came along, some of the members felt twenty-five
cents placed too hard a burden on their total costs, and the
activity gradually decreased. Edgwood activities ceased
about 1929.

I remember the date because I joined the Bloedel, Stewart
and Welch company in 1930, at the tag end of the Edgwood
campaign. The Bloedel company was making a brand of shin-
gles called Red Band Shingles. My first year with the com-

pany began with promoting Red Band Shingles and mov-
ing away from the group effort under the name Edgwood.

Edgwood had been the competitor to some extent, I suppose,
of Rite-Grade?

No. I would say Edgwood succeeded Rite-Grade. The
Rite-Grade effort ceased, and we discontinued using Rite-
Grade labels. There is no Rite-Grade today, nor has there
been for many years. The Rite-Grade certainly ceased at
the beginning of what came to be known as the Certigrade
movement.

When the Red Cedar Shingle Bureau commenced, the
very first head of the organization was Arthur Bevan, its
secretary-manager. Shortly after he left the organization,
we needed a new manager. I recall being on the board that
year. Leo Black was president of the bureau, and he found
a man he thought would be suitable. William Woodbridge
was that man. He had been associated with trade papers.

I believe Woodbridge offered his services as secretary-
manager on a trial basis because things at that time were
very upset. As I recall, he began on a very modest salary.
Shortly after Bill Woodbridge became secretary-manager
of the Red Cedar Shingle Bureau, he developed the name
Certigrade to use on our labels.

The key to success was the label. It became imperative
that the new members of the organization have their shingles
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inspected. If the shingles were not in compliance with

the rules and okayed regularly by their inspectors, they
couldn’t obtain and use the label. The program was to use
the promotional pull of the name Certigrade in our adver-
tising which would make any ambitious manufacturer
want to produce shingles up to grade.

How far back in time and with what associations do you
relate inspections?

I can’t relate inspections earlier than the days of the
Red Cedar Shingle Bureau, although there may have been
inspections earlier. My particular activities in those days
were more in the sales field in the East, so I can’t vouch for
the accuracy of the statement. Official inspectors, as they
were called by the Red Cedar Shingle Bureau, were always
a factor from the bureau’s earliest days.

We had our own inspector who looked after the many
British Columbia mills, Guy Fessenden. There were other
inspectors who covered all areas under chief inspector Fred
Monte. He supervised all inspectors and saw to it there was
uniformity in the inspecting process. Each inspection was
very thorough, and a report copy was left with the manage-
ment to show where the inspector had found a blemish or
off-grade errors in particular bundles of shingles. We knew
from which machine a particular bundle was made. If a
bundle of shingles was found to be off-grade, the manage-
ment could follow up and correct the individual who was
responsible. Inspectors often found the odd shingle here
and there that was improperly placed. The grading rules
did provide a small tolerance for human error, but the aim
was always for one hundred percent perfection. They were
pretty strict about that. Of course, the grading also had to
be applied to the lower grades. The Number 2 shingles had
their rules and were also inspected. In the marketplace, the
Number 2 shingles were used for less important areas than
the roof. The key to that inspection system was the issu-
ance of a label. The labels were only granted to members in
good standing. With trademarking and inspection, there
was standardization and a great improvement in the whole
shingle picture.

Have there always been certain producers outside the realm
of the association who have been less than concerned about
standards and who have merely put their product out as best
they can?

Yes. We had a few in British Columbia who chose not to
belong. That’s not to say they wanted to make their shin-
gles of a poorer grade. They simply weren’t inclined to join,
and as a result were not issued labels. It was, of course, the
aim of all the supporters to have everybody in the industry
join. However, we had to tolerate a few nonjoiners.

How would you characterize the trade promotion of your
industry over the years?
I was proud of it.
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You felt the industry did a very good job?

No question about it. We also held ourselves together
during very difficult times. Those Depression years were
tough for everybody, and pennies were important to us. We
did a moderate amount of promotion even when our funds
were very meager. We kept together and, as things improved,
increased our dues, so we were able to increase the amount
of promotional work. This was a combination of advertising
in trade papers, for instance, but to a great extent it was the
personal work of fieldmen. The trustees believed in the
importance of the men out on the road contacting people
and telling them of the advantages of shingles and helping
them combat local problems, such as antishingle legislation.
We found that fieldmen were the most important activity
to maintain.

Do you mean that the fieldmen would pick up threats before you?

Yes, and we could then attempt to stop them. There were
also building exhibits where we cooperated with local inter-
ests to show methods of application and the use of shingles
and explained their advantages.

Bill Woodbridge was the first extremely competent, able
manager to put these things across. He developed ideas. I'll
give you one which comes to mind. The Federal Housing
Administration was putting on a national homes proposi-
tion of some kind that involved the building of a home in
Washington, D.C., as sample type of building for which
loans would be approved. Bill Woodbridge conceived the
idea and authorities agreed to call it the Certigrade home
because it had Certigrade shingles on it. The Certigrade
home received a terrific amount of publicity we didn’t
have to pay for. I have a bit of information here:

Although the number of homes financed with FHA-underwritten
mortgages has declined to less than 10% of the total, the Federal
Housing Administration, which passed its 40th birthday recently,
has had a profound influence on house construction during its
existence. When started in 1934 during the depression, FHA’s
amortized mortgage program suddenly made home ownership
available to the masses. It has insured 11 million homes, 24,000
multi-family structures, and 31 million home improvement
projects. It is interesting to recall that the very first FHA-insured
home was a highly promoted all-shingled house, called The
Certigrade Home, built by your Bureau in Arlington, Virginia.

A small-scale model of the house was displayed on the floor of the
U.S. Senate and alluded to in remarks by then-Senator Homer T.
Bone of Washington State. It happened 40 years ago, back in 1934.

Woodbridge was very clever at this type of activity. He
had a way of getting around with government people in
Washington, D.C.



Forest History Society archives.

I recall an instance during the time of wartime controls.
We were being properly price-regulated. I was on a trip at
the time, I think I was in Boston. Woodbridge had to go to
Washington on business in connection with these govern-
ment projects. He wanted several of the trustees to meet
him there to assist him. He particularly wanted me to be
there as a Canadian to demonstrate that he was represent-
ing an international association with members on both
sides of the border. Woodbridge wanted me there, not to
do anything, but simply to be there to show I was a repre-
sentative of a Canadian company.

Your presidency of the bureau was in 1947 and 1948. Until
that time, there had been five presidents—you were the sixth.
Thereafter, every presidency alternated between Canada and
the U.S. Is that now established tradition?

That has become pretty well established tradition now. It
took awhile to arrive at that point, but we Canadians were
finally accepted on a par.
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How would you compare different industrial associations, like
the Red Cedar Shingle Bureau, with other associations that

Cut-off saws prepare cedar bolts for shingle making at Vancouver's Red Band Mill. All photographs accompanying this article are from the
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you know, in respect to progressiveness, imagination, and
cohesiveness among the members?

The association that was most cohesive I knew in the
lumber field was the Pacific Lumber Inspection Bureau.
I’ve got to think in terms of two periods, before 1930 and
after 1930. Prior to 1930, I was with the Vancouver Lumber
Company where I worked with lumber as well as shingles.
After 1930, my personal activity was in shingles. I can think
more comprehensively about the lumber associations prior
to 1930 than I can since.

Let’s consider the period prior to 1930.

[ recall that prior to 1930 in British Columbia we had a
lumber association called the British Columbia Manufac-
turers’ Association. They promoted their products by send-
ing delegations to such countries as England and Australia.
While in these countries, they met timber people and dis-
cussed and promoted the product. There was nothing to
hold them together, nor did they spend any money in
major trade promotional work in those days. They did have
to spend money in the Pacific Lumber Inspection Bureau
to make sure the lumber shipped abroad was properly
inspected, because a PLIB certificate became part of an
overseas transaction. A foreign buyer wanted to make sure
the mill producing the order qualified according to grades
which were certified.
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