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Remembering lazily turning wheels and angry saws

Newfoundlands water powered sawmills a fascinating study for forest research scientist

It’s only a guess, but I would say
that Newfoundland water-powered
sawmills were not particularly
beautiful to behold. The exception
might be the one which stood at
Deep Bight near Clarenville.

However, there’s no doubt in my
mind that Sandy Robertson saw
beauty in any and all of those which
remained when he assembled his
36-page book now nearly 40 years
ago.

None of our mills have rivalled a
Currier & Ives scene but the way
our sawmills were built for the task?
Well, that’s another matter. In that
case they were beautiful.

One of Dr. Robertson’s notes on
the mill at Deep Bight says this:
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“The bearing for the large axle
shaft is a brass cup that was well
lubricated with oil. With extended
use it wore out the groove in the
bearing block. To extend the life of
the block, leather padding and
birch wedges were placed between
the cup and block. The cribbing was
built with logs fastened by dowels ..,
rock ballast was used to give added
strength and stability to the crib-
bing”

Sure, I know. Beauty is in the eye
of the beholder. But Robertson is no
ordinary beholder.

When I met him at his home in
July he pointed out in framed draw-
ings some workings of Newfound-
land mills. Ramshackle structures,
these often sheltered systems with
great mechanical advantage and
examples of near-brilliant improvi-
sation.

An automotive pinion and crown
gear set was built into the (now
gone) mill at Avondale; a trap gate
to shut off the water was activated
by a GMC truck wheel fitted with a
crank handle; a small stream of
water was diverted from the main
flow to wash away sawdust ...

A son of Scotland and a resident
of St. John’s, Alexander Robertson -
he has an M.Sc. in Geography from
Memorial University and D.Phil.
(Oxon), having studied at The Com-
monwealth Forestry Institute,
Oxford; he has taught assessment of
technology here - but as all this
seems like a cut and dried response
to my question on qualification, he
quickly follows up with “I hate to be
categorized .. maybe .. (he adds
lightly) “I'm a Renaissance man!” If
you only glimpse his varied career
and multiple interests youd see his
point. Oh, by the way, he retired as a
research scientist with the Govern-
ment of Canada in 1995.

I first made contact with Robert-
son several months ago. I happened
to have on my bookshelf a gear
tooth from the mill which stood at
Deep Bight. I had picked it up on the
ground there many years ago. I
knew Robertson had published a
thin album-styled book on water
powered sawmills in Newfound-
land in 1979. In that book I felt sure
I could correctly identify gear teeth
in one of his sketches.

He not only confirmed that this
is what I had found, but showed me
handmade rollers from the mill. He
demonstrated how the carriage for
the raw tree sat on these rollers and
was kept in place by (what I would
call) a keel.

Imagine fashioning dozens of
gear teeth by hand! Imagine the
labour invested in making the com-
plement of rollers! Each would be
representative of Newfoundland
skill and industry; and now, in
truth, precious relics of our past.

Sandy Robertson’s world is big-
ger than this, however. Interviewing
him at his home I must confess that
I found it difficult to stick to my sub-
ject. Why? Because all around me
were things that demanded ques-
tions - large, wooden slabs carved to
depict either Robertson’s natal
region (near Stirling) in Scotland, or
aspects of Scotland’s history (Rob
Roy is featured on one plaque) and
there is even a huge carved and
painted wooden version of the
Donachaidh coat of arms. I saw
these things at once as celebrations
of wood, of history and almost effu-
sive examples of the joy of wood
carving.

On his back deck I wanted to
change subject again, for the garden
at the rear of Sandy’s St. John's home
is a place unto itself; tall larch
(tamarack) grow there proud of its
tradition as a stand-in for oak - it
does not rot in water and has been
found suitable for ship repairs in
Newfoundland. Japanese fir and
Norway spruce coexist with shrubs
and varied other trees; there are
garden steps and thick growth all of
which, taken together become a les-
son in trees and in growing an in-
city refuge.

Wind, woods and Iceland

Then there’s Iceland where
Sandy Robertson has focused on
the impact of wind on forests, work
which comes under the heading of
Forest Environmental Sciences.

Words  like  Shelterwood,
treescapes, Winter Cities, dry ava-
lanches and Friendship Forest are
hints of other stories built into his
career. In 1986, he assisted in estab-
lishing the Poplar Research Planta-
tion in Iceland. He has taught a
course on Landscape and Shelter at
the Agricultural University of Ice-
land and is a member of the Iceland
Forestry Association.

Robertson, who has a long asso-
ciation with Newfoundland (he
came here via British Columbia in
the late 1960s) believes there are
valuable things to be learned from
the Icelanders “such as how they
organize themselves into clubs
related to particular challenges or
projects .. how they work as a
nation, together, and at ground lev-
el”

From our pine-clad hills

A pine in Robertson’s back gar-
den reminded him that the church
of St. James in Poole, England, is
supported in part by pine pillars
from Newfoundland. Through the
fishery, we had close ties with that
part of England. It was likely in the
early 19th century that the pines
were cut here and brought over to
Poole. “The size and straightness of
them surprised me” said Robertson.
“But it shows that we did have
mast-size trees at one time - I sus-
pect those at St. James came from
the Gambo or Terra Nova area.
Interestingly, to make the wooden
pillars look like part of the stone in
the church, they were painted grey.

Paul Sparkes is a longtime journalist
intrigued by the history of Newfound-
land and Labrador. E-mail:
psparkes@thetelegram.com.
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The inside workings of a sawmill at Thornlea, photographed by Robertson in 2006. He says it was using “antique” equipment dat-
ing form the 1930s and 40s. (Photo Alexander Robertson)

This is what happens when a forest research scientist takes
time off! A portrait in wood of King Harald has emerged
through Sandy Robertson’s skilled carving from a deteriorating
trunk of a Norway pine in his back yard. (Photo Paul Sparkes)

Wooden rollers from the Deep Bight sawmill are pushed
together here on Robertson’s basement workbench. He shows
how a strip of wood under the log carriage provided a track
effect to carry round tree trunks along to meet the saw and
emerge as lumber. Robertson has a keen interest in Newfound-
land water powered sawmills, once familiar parts of a commu-
nity, now creatures of the past. (Photo Paul Sparkes)
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