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he history of the forest industry in
I Ontario is older than the province
itself. Only the fur trade reaches
farther back into the settlement and
growth of what was once called Upper
Canada. In many ways, the story of the

cutting, harvesting and processing of |
wood is the story of Ontario. :
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Itis a story of human ingenuity and
enterprise in the midst of a seemingly
| infinite forest. But the forest is not
infinite, and neither were the many
hundreds of lives that have been lost
by those who harvested and processed
wood in Ontario.

! The ranks of these fallen workers has
been growing since the earliest days of
the 19th century, when lumbering got
underwayinOntario.Butourstorybegins
90 years ago, on February 4, 1915. The
Workmenis Compensation Act was less
than five weeks old and a group called
the Lumbermenis Safety Association
was granted its charter under the Act ! _ —
1 on that day. Thus began 90 years of [ ‘ ; - *E\'"-
organized efforts to improve the safety . i

and health of workers in Ontariods

forest industries. Itis a campaign that

continues uninterrupted to this day.
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1915-2005: AJOURNEY TO HEALTH AND SAFETY

ome of the most legendary names in the history of Canadian

lumbering were part of the pioneering efforts to reduce the

heavy toll on the lives of those who harvested and processed
Daniel McLachlin were members of the organizing committee of
the Lumbermenis Safety Association.

The Association was one of four health and safety groups founded
in 1915 to serve the 21 sectors of Ontario industry that were
covered by the Workmenis Compensation Act. The Act was based
on the idea of collective responsibility for workplace injuries.
Instead of being individually liable for injuries to their employees,
companies paid premiums that went into a general fund. Benefits
were paid to injured workers from that fund.

The premium rates the companies paid were based on the
likelihood of injury in that industry. Because of the high risk of
injury in forestry work and the severity of the injuries when they
happened, forestry firms paid the highest premium rate in the
province for many years.

The general situation in Ontario workplaces was grim in those early
days. From 1915 through 1928 4 the first 14 years of the Workmenis
Compensation system 6 4,737 workers lost their lives on the job in
Ontario. In 1930 there were 574 work-related deaths in Ontario,
including 56 forestry fatalities, which was a 30% improvement over |
the 83 lives that were lost in Ontariods forest industries in 1929.

A comparison of those early numbers with more recent statistics |
shows how much things have changed. In the 14 years from 1989
through 2002, 28 forestry workers died on the job in Ontario. AImost
twice as many forestry workers were Killed in 1915 alone, the year
the Lumbermenis Safety Association was formed, even though the
Ontario workforce was seven times smaller than it is now.

The orules for
the prevention of
accidentso (above)
applied to workers
of all ages.
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the wood from Ontariods forests. J.R. Booth, J.A. Gillies and |
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Lumber barons,
clockwise from
top: J. R. Booth,
Daniel McLachlin
and J.A. Gillies.

Samuel Price, understood the terrible human cost of unsafe

work. In a speech to a safety convention in Toronto in 1922,
this is what he said about the 272,000 injuries and 2,784 deaths
| that occurred in the first seven years of the boardis existence:

The first chairman of the Workmenis Compensation Board,
I

oCompensation does not restore the life that is destroyed or the limb
that is lost or crippled. And no matter in what proportions the
direct loss may be borne by workmen and employers, the result is
economic waste, with usually everyone very much the loseré 6

Ontariois workforce was a lot different in those days. Of the more
than 7,000 compensation claims paid out to workers in 1915, less
than 2% went to women. (By comparison, the proportion of lost-
time claims awarded to women in 2002 was 34.7%, the highest ever.)
Among the 140 workers under the age of 21 who were compensated
| for being permanently injured in 1915, there were two 11-year-olds,
one 13-year-old, six 14-year-olds and 14 15-year-olds.

The Workmenis Compensation Board approved a first budget of
$4,525 for the Lumbermenis Safety Association. The Directors
|held their inaugural meeting at the Associationis head office in
Ottawa on May 11, 1915. The Association started by hiring two
inspectors, Thomas Wilson and R.F. Milne, at annual salaries of
$1,800 to tour the provinceis far-flung lumber camps and sawmills.
|The Occupational Health and Safety Act was more than 60 years
[in the future. To guide its activities, the Association drew up a

list of orules for the prevention of accidentso its inspectors would |

enforce in the lumber camps and mills.

| The main job of the inspectors was to ensure that employers had
| guarding around machinery and machine parts to protect workers
I from them. Over time it became clear that

every problem, so the Lumbermenis Safety
Association expanded its focus to include
safety committees, safety meetings, the
study of work processes, record-keeping and
specific safety training.

The Associationis two inspectors certainly
had their work cut out for them. In 1930,

the five most dangerous occupations in
the country. oLog hoisting, sorting and
movingo was number Six.

The men who worked in the bush
were willing and able, but they werenit
indestructible.

machine guarding alone couldnit solve |

timber-cutting was considered amongI
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l lp until the 1950s, the traditional image of the lumberjack
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wielding his axe in the snow-covered forest was an accurate

depiction of a logger. For more than a century, men were
hired each autumn and sent out to lumber camps in the bush,
where they spent the winter felling trees and sawing logs. The
logs were hauled by horse-drawn sleighs to the nearest waterway
to await the spring break-up and the log drive to sawmills
downstream. Companies found it much less expensive to house
workers in winter camps within walking distance of the work than
to build roads into the bush.

In the early days, cutting gangs usually consisted of three men: an
axeman and two sawyers. The axeman did the notching, sawyers
did the backcut with a two-man crosscut saw, then the axeman
marked the log lengths and cleared away branches. The trees were
sawed into log lengths of 16 feet, plus six inches to allow for damage
in transit. The best cutting gangs could average 175 logs per day.
Some days, as many as 250 logs were cut by a single gang.

Cutting gangs were eventually reduced from three men to just |

the two sawyers, then to one-man crews. Cutters working alone
bucked trees into eight-foot lengths. Handling and piling it was
such hard work that a 1947 Ontario Royal Commission on
Forestry recommended that companies abandon the eight-foot
system partly for humanitarian reasons.

Loading crews usually consisted of a top loader, who acted as the
crew boss, plus two senders, two rollers and a teamster. Using
a canthook, the roller moved the logs off the skidway to the
senders, who passed them on to the top loader. To load the logs,
a horse pulled on a cable that ran through a block at the top of a
| sled-mounted crane. At the end of the cable was a device with two
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--uttmq gangs could : 'werage
er day. Some days, as many
s'were cut by a single gang.

hooks attached to each end of the log. Working from the load,
the top loader carefully selected logs to build a compact load. His
work involved the constant danger of injury if he slipped on the
icy logs or if the pile became unbalanced.

Because the teamster stood on top of the load while driving it, the
security of the load was very important for his safety. To reduce the
chance of the load traveling down hills more quickly than the horses
could run, crews poured hot sand on the slopes to slow the sled. On
steeper hills, a loop of cable hitched to the back of the sleighs was fed
through the pulleys of a machine known as a crazy wheel. By pulling
the lever of this machine, the brakeman could slow down the sleigh.

The landing usually consisted of the banks of a river or the
frozen surface of a lake, where the logs remained until the spring
break-up and the start of the river drive.

I

The top loader and his crew of senders and

rollers (top) would build a load of logs for
transportation by the teamster and his horses (above)
to the frozen waterway (left). The logs would be
stored on the ice until the spring break-up

and the river drive to sawmills downstream.
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