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The information presented in this chapter was taken verbatim from a report entitled “Appraisal of 
Land and Resources MALHEUR INDIAN RESERVATION, Grant, Harney & Malheur Counties, Oregon,” 
written in 1958 by A.A. Bardwell, D.C. Eggleston, and M.A. Palmer. The following material starts on 
page 28 of the report and is presented here with only minor editing (such as omission of biblio-
graphic references). The authors presented a very detailed summary of early sawmill activity and I 
could not improve upon their effort.
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�n a forested country wood is plentiful during the 
pioneering stage, requiring but little processing 
before it is usable for fuel and log building con-
struction. As time passes, more processing 
becomes necessary, and thus it was not long after 
the advent of the first Harney County settler, that 
sawmills began to make their appearance. Over 
the years a number of mills have been active 
within and adjacent to the Piute1 Reservation. A 
brief resume of these mills and their activities fol-
lows.

The first sawmill of which there is any record 
in what is now known as Harney County was 
brought in from Molthrop, Idaho, by A. H. Robie, 
who set it up in 1865 in the Reservation area on 
the Left Fork of Coffee Pot Creek. This is approx-
imately 18 miles west of the geographic center of 
the reservation. This mill furnished the lumber 
and shingles used in the construction of Fort Har-
ney. In 1877 Robie sold this mill, including some 
land and 200,000 board feet of Pine lumber to Dr. 
[Hugh James] Glenn, financial backer of Pete 
French of the world renowned “P” Ranch located 
in the vicinity south of Harney and Malheur 
Lakes.2 The reputed price of this sale was 
$44,000 for all the equipment, lumber, building, 
timber and land involved. The breakdown of the 
various values is not known, but does establish 

the fact that as early as 1877 it was recognized 
that such property had definite and tangible mon-
etary values.

In 1877, two years before the Piutes [sic] 
were forcibly moved from their lands, Samuel C. 
Dore built a mill on Canyon Creek, (Grant 
County), twelve miles south of Canyon City and 
supplied the mining communities of John Day 
and Canyon City with lumber for buildings and 
timbers for the mines. Some timber from reserva-
tion lands was cut by this mill. Later Dore 
became active further south, and in 1887 the 
Times-Herald, published at Burns, Oregon, car-
ried an advertisement of the Sayer & Dore Saw-
mill, which was located on the Silvies River at 
Burns. The home of Al Welcome, a long time res-
ident and present day [1958] lumberman, is now 
located on the original site of this Sayer & Dore 
plant. This mill was supplied with logs floated 
down the Silvies River by means of splash dams, 
about half of the logs so obtained originating on 
reservation lands. In the fall of 1900 this mill 
burned and was reduced to ashes. In 1901, John 
W. Sayer of the Sayer & Dore firm purchased the 
Horton mill, located on Cricket Creek west of the 
Silvies River outside the reservation, and moved 
it to Burns. He continued operations for but a 
short time before going defunct.

1. This spelling is acceptable but the more common, and current, spelling is Paiute.
2. For an excellent review of activities associated with the famous “P” Ranch, see Edward Gray’s LIFE and DEATH of 
OREGON “CATTLE KING” PETER FRENCH 1849-1897, published by Edward Gray, 1995 (out of print, hard to find). See 
Also, Giles French, Cattle Country of Peter French, Binfords & Mort, Portland, 1964.
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No record has been found whereby these 
mills, Robie, Sayer and Dore, or Sayer mills ever 
actually owned or purchased any timber or tim-
berlands. In places along the Silvies and on other 
adjacent, early logging areas, old stumps still 
remain, but these are on lands which, almost 
always, have entirely remained in public owner-
ship.

In 1880, E. H. King arrived from Red Bluff, 
California, and built a mill on a flat south of King 
Mountain at the head of Rattlesnake Creek. Note 
that this was the year following the forced exodus 
of the Piutes, and two years prior to the restora-
tion of their lands to the public domain, most of 
which was restored by Executive Order in 1882 
and the balance (except for 320 acres) in 1883. 
Obviously, King operated, as had Robie, Sayer & 
Dore, by cutting timber to which he had no legal 
right. The finger of shame should not be pointed 
specifically at any of these men, however, be-
cause this was a practice quite common through-
out the west, it being legally difficult, if not 
impossible [at this time in the history of the tim-
ber industry], to acquire public timber and to cut 
lumber therefrom. King later owned several tim-
ber tracts, and records of his transaction with 
homesteaders and claimants under the Timber 
and Stone Act are readily found in the Harney 
County records.

In 1887, Charles F. McKinney came to Har-
ney County, “becoming at once engaged in the 
sawmill business. He has a fine plant located 20 
miles northweast [sic] of Burns, and about 800 
acres of fine timberlands”.3 In 1889, McKinney 
entered into partnership with a man named Spar-
row. This lasted until 1898 when McKinney 
bought out the interests of Sparrow because of the 
latter's election to a judicial position. In 1908 and 
1909 McKinney transferred most of his mill and 
timber properties to his son-in-law, Elmore E. 
Purrington, who ultimately took over the entire 
operation. The original location of the McKinney 
mill is believed to be on the main fork of Mall 
Creek, but the faint traces of sawmilling that can 

be seen a few miles west on Soldier Creek are 
believed by some, including the author, to have 
actually been the original site of the first set-in. 
Purrington later operated a mill on Prather Creek, 
the location of which is now called the Dickenson 
Mill Site, it having been purchased by Dickenson, 
who still later moved the machinery north a few 
miles to Trout Creek. Extensive piles of unburnt 
bark and slab and rotting sawdust mounds still 
exist at the scene of the Trout Creek operation 
which was concluded. in 1945 when the equip-
ment, now the property of the A. Morrison Lum-
ber Company, was junked. The sawing of the 
logs, which were formerly destined for this mill, 
was taken over by the newly constructed Chris-
tenson Mill in Burns, which in turn was disman-
tled in 1950 and the machinery hauled to Bend, 
132 miles west. This equipment was the basic 
machinery used in the Lelco Mill (Leonard 
Lundgren Lumber Co.) which is now [1958]oper-
ating in Bend.

Meanwhile, King, in 1902, sold various scat-
tered lands totaling a little over 640 acres to the 
Pacific Livestock Company of Henry Miller 
fame4 for a total of $2,600.00 — an average of 
$4.50 per acre. These lands involved in this par-
ticular transaction were mostly timberlands, but 
each of the various pieces had a good source of 
water, and, all had some meadowland which 
offered excellent grazing.

In 1901 J.L. (Lem) Lowe arrived from Ten-
nessee and was immediately employed at the 
King Mill, on the head of Rattlesnake Creek. At a 
later date he was the owner and operator of this 
steam mill when it was moved to the head of Cow 
Creek, where it existed for a number of years. In 
1905, the Blue Mountain Forest Reserve was cre-
ated and in 1908, the Malheur National Forest 
was established, and much of the timber that this 
mill, now known as the Lowe Mill, cut was pur-
chased from the government at the price of $1.50 
per thousand board feet. Lumber from this mill 
was hauled by wagons to the various local, cus-

3. An Illustrated History of Baker, Grant, Malheur & Harney Counties, Western Historical Publishing Company; 1902; 
(no page number given). Footnotes like these come from the original writer’s work.
4. Treadwell, Edward F., 1950, Harney County, Oregon and Its Range Lands, Binford and Mort, Portland, Oregon.
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tomers, some of it going to Denio, 165 miles 
south, or to Ontario, 160 miles east, near the 
Snake River. Towards the end of its existence, the 
majority of its output consisted of fir ties and tim-
bers which were used in the construction of the 
Oregon Railroad and Navigation Company's5 
railroad line from Hines to Seneca during 1925 
and 1926. Most of the above information was 
gained through a personal interview with Lem 
Low, now [1958] a resident of Portland, Oregon.

Sometime between 1890 and 1894 the Ott 
Mill was set up in Section 8, Township 17 South 
of Range 35 East of the Willamette Meridian. It 
was soon moved a few miles south, and then 
apparently about 1905 or thereabouts was moved 
to the Middle Fork of the Malheur, where it oper-
ated intermittently, finally quitting cutting 
entirely about 1943. Some of the old splash dams 
that Ott used in the Dollar Basin country are still 
in existence, the one at what is known as the 
Lower Crossing being in an excellent state of 
preservation and incidentally the scene of a fish-
ing hole very much favored by the author. Much 
of the lumber used in the construction of the 
buildings at the old town of Drewsey came from 
this mill, as did a majority of that used for con-
struction on local ranches.

The Moffett Mill was set up a few miles south 
and west of the Ott Mill, probably in 1907. The 
entire history of this mill is not known, except 
that it cut some National Forest timber after the 
reserves were created in 1908. Local records of 
the Forest Service are incomplete, showing only 
sales summaries for some years, with incomplete 
break-downs as to individual sales.

About 1945 Gerald (Jack) Frost installed a 
small sawmill near Kraft Cabin, cutting about 
400,000 board feet, and then combined with 
Everett Twinam6 to run the Van sawmill located a 
few miles north of the old Van post office.

Bunke built a small mill on the western bank 
of the Silvies, a mile north of Soda Springs, sell-
ing it to the Hammock Brothers about 1949. They 
made considerable improvements, unjustified by 

any timber holdings which they had neglected to 
include in their mill purchase contract, and conse-
quently went defunct in 1952 when they tried to 
apply their inefficient cutting to high priced gov-
ernment timber. The mill buildings are still stand-
ing, but all equipment has been moved.

A number of other mills existed, some but 
very briefly, on the reservation lands. Most of 
these were extremely small, being more or less 
portable or semi-portable, usually built on hope, 
operated by faith and existing by charity. In this 
small mill group can be classed the Coombs mill 
located (1940) on the eastern edge of Logan Val-
ley; the Kerns mill located (1945) one mile north 
of the Biggs Ranch on Bear Creek; the Ammons 
mill located (1951) east of Kraft Point; the Silvers 
Mill (1952) one mile east and one mile north of 
the Ammons Mill; and the Orris Crisp Mill 
(1948-1953) which was truly portable and which 
could be easily moved to any small patch of tim-
ber, usually on lands previously cutover.

Another semi-portable mill was installed. by 
the Williams Brothers near Rock Springs, but it 
was sold to Larson before any appreciable vol-
ume was cut. Larson moved the mill to Devine 
Canyon, about 15 miles from Burns, then sold it 
to Weil, and moved to Medford where he now 
[1958] resides. Weil, in turn, moved this mill to 
Bridge Creek, cutting a few ties and timbers for 
the railroad previously mentioned. He did not 
operate here long, but sold out to John Biggs who 
moved the equipment to his ranch 6 miles east of 
Seneca. Here he cut lumber for local ranch use, 
and also small timbers and ties, a considerable 
number of which was sold to the logging railroad 
which was being alternately constructed and 
abandoned as large scale timber cutting pro-
gressed in the late 1920's and early 30's.

In the meantime a series of progressive events 
was setting the stage for the ultimate develop-
ment of a large scale industry. Railroads had 
pushed their way west, but until the middle years 
of the first World War, Burns was an isolated 
community 130 miles from the nearest railroad 

5. Don’t understand where they got this company name. It did exist but I don’t think they had anything to do with the rail 
line to Seneca.
6. May also be spelled “Twinman.”
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— the distance from Burns to Bend. and from 
Burns to Ontario being about “even Steven” by 
the rough, dusty roads of that day. On July 11, 
1916, the Union Pacific under the leadership of 
John Harriman [or should this be “E.H. Harri-
man”?], who had long considered the Malheur 
River as a route to Harney Valley and the great 
land area of southeastern and south central Ore-
gon, completed the Oregon Short Line from 
Ontario to Crane. James Weston, in turn, dreamed 
of extending this line to Burns, and was met with 
open arms by the business and civic leaders who 
were now alarmed by the visions of grandeur 
exhibited by many of the inhabitants of Crane and 
its adjacent surroundings.

World War I interrupted all such plans, and it 
was not until the summer of 1919 when. E.W. 
Barnes, of Portland, perceiving the timber poten-
tialities, visualized a plan whereby the City of 
Burns could get not only its railroad, but also a 
lumber manufacturing plant with a very sizeable 
payroll.7 In addition he envisioned a logging rail-
road, extending north 50 miles into the forest act-
ing as a common carrier for the ranchers along 
the Silvies River and its tributaries. This would 
increase the income of the railroad and would 
provide the ranchers with an outlet for their prod-
ucts. Barnes secured a rough cruise of the timber 
in the forest reserve tributary to this route, and 
succeeded in interesting a lumber company [the 
name of which has never been known to outsid-
ers] in the proposition. This company expended 
many thousands of dollars investigating it, but 
nothing developed.8 Spurred by the ideas of Bar-
nes, the citizens of Burns joined by other resi-
dents of both Grant and Harney Counties, 
approached the United States Forest Service for 
further help. Under its chief forester, Colonel. W. 
B. Greeley, the Forest Service cruised the timber 
and estimated that approximately 6,725,000,000 
board feet of timber was located in the area which 
would be tributary to Burns. The sales prospectus 
issued by the Forest Service in 1922 of the first 
sale of major importance is quoted as follows:

It is the policy of the Forest Service to 
make the timber resources of the National 
Forests available for use and to have the 
sale of the timber aid in the development of 
the neighboring agricultural territory. In 
accordance with these policies the Service 
is now offering the opportunity to open up 
one of the finest large compact bodies of 
yellow Pine timber in the West. It offers a 
20-year contract covering a body of timber 
estimated to cut 890,000,000 board feet, 
and further announces its intention to han-
dle the remaining timber resources of the 
region so that there will be opportunity to 
continue the business indefinitely…. The 
Pine timber on the south side of the Blue 
Mountain region, in east central Oregon 
has never been operated except in insignifi-
cant amounts for local use. Railroad devel-
opment has stopped just short of the point 
where it would tap the timber and just 
short of opening up fertile irrigable valleys 
which offer promise of a large permanent 
traffic based on agriculture. Harney Valley, 
along the lower reaches of the Silvies River 
and north of Malheur and Harney Lakes, 
is a large area of nearly level, tillable land 
now awaiting railroad extension and the 
completion of an irrigation system for 
which bonds have been voted….

The prospectus painted a rosy picture, but 
lumber companies which were still sound follow-
ing the depression of the early 1920's hesitated to 
undertake such a huge and complicated obliga-
tion. Although the information on this offer was 
widely disseminated, the country was in the 
throes of a major depression and no one would 
bid the minimum of $2.75 per thousand board 
feet that the prospectus advertised. Consequently 
in 1923 the Forest Service re-advertised the sale 
at $2.00 per thousand. Fred Herrick was the suc-
cessful bidder, and apparently having the neces-
sary financial resources, was awarded the 
contract dated June 15, 1923.

7. More about Edward W. Barnes in a later chapter.
8. This is the only reference to an “expenditure” that I’ve come across.
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Through his efforts, and with the assistance of 
the Union Pacific, the railroad from Crane to 
Burns was completed and the first train of 14 
coaches made local history when it pulled to a 
stop at the Harney County Seat on September 24, 
1924.

Numerous petty jealousies led to a serious 
controversy between Barnes and Herrick and suc-
ceeding events, which spread so far as to involve 
Senate Committee hearings, led to the purchase 
of the timber and the Herrick interest in the unfin-
ished sawmill and railroad to Seneca by the 
present day owners, the Edward Hines Lumber 
Co., who invested over $7,000,000 before the 
operation was ready to function.

On January 22, 1930, Secretary of Agricul-
ture Arthur M. Hyde touched an electric button in 
Washington, D.C., and started the operating 
career of this huge sawmill.

In addition to the huge Edward Hines Mill 
there [were] two smaller mills located in Burns. 
Shortly after World War II, Jack Bogle built a 

small mill there with a daily capacity of about 
15M board feet. This mill was sold and resold 
until at the present time [1958] it is known as the 
Pine Cone Lumber Company, whose present 
operation is sporadic to say the least. The capac-
ity of the mill has been increased to 25M per day, 
but there has been no material increase in effi-
ciency and consequently the mill is unable to 
compete economically in view of the present high 
value of stumpage.

The Wolverine-Western Lumber Company 
owns a mill in Burns with an annual capacity of 
12 million feet. At the present time of writing this 
mill is also shut down. This is due to the high 
stumpage prices and the present depressed whole-
sale lumber market. Wolverine-Western antici-
pates reopening in the spring of 1958.

This, then, [was] the…picture of the lumber-
ing industry [in 1958], a combination of large, 
medium and small, with only the largest being 
able to continue due to low markets and high gov-
ernment stumpage.9

9. In 1958, and later years, there were others mills in operation and they will be listed in the “Sawmill List” found in the 
Appendix. The authors of this paper, A.A. Bardwell, D.C. Eggleston, and M.A. Palmer, have done history a great service. 
They have recorded more details about these early sawmills than was accomplished before or after. It does not bother me to 
use this large quote (ever worried about copyright infringement) because, first, they worked for a government organization, 
and second, because I’m confident that they would want their work perpetuated.
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