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WORE BOOTS

Like hotel and tavern proprietors
everywhere across northern Ontario,
Annie Sword welcomed many loggers
at her establishment. These rough-
and-ready workers had powerful
thirsts and money to be parted from.
They were good customers, in other
words. And yet, Annie would sit on the
front porch of her Maple Lake Hotel,
stop each approaching lumberman,
and politely but firmly ask each one
to stand before her for inspection.
Annie would overlook many who were
unwashed or shabbily dressed with-
out so much as a pause, but it was the
boots that drew her attention.

What, exactly, was she looking for?

The logging industry generated a var-
iety of unique tools that served highly
specific purposes in the woods, on the
river, or at the mill. Among the most
important were caulked boots. The
short spikes driven into the soles of
these boots allowed for extra grip -
often literally the difference between
life and death - but, as Annie and other
tavern owners lamented, they were
murder on hardwood flooring.

While caulk boots were invented for
the logging industry, their inspiration
is ancient indeed. Roman legionnaires
wore caligae, a hobnailed sandal.
Iterations have been in use ever
since so that the design was altered
and perfected for the 19th-century
timber industry.

There were three distinct phases in
the logging days of old, and the caulk
boot was vital for each of them. First
trees were felled and cut into saw logs.
These logs were skidded to clearings

that had cut along the network of haul
roads threading through the logging
area. Typically starting in January,
the second phase saw logs hauled by
horse-drawn sleigh to the bank of river
or lake. Finally, in the spring, the logs
would be rolled into the water to float
miles downstream to awaiting saw-
mills or railway sidings.

Every step of the logging process
was dangerous. Caulk boots were
designed to mitigate some of the risk.
Sometimes referred to as calk or cork
boots, caulk boots were leather, nail-
soled boots worn for traction in the
snow-covered woods, on the ice roads
over which logs were sledded, and
while skipping from log to log in the
spring drives that sent the harvested
timber barreling down swollen rivers.
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Caulk boots were so important that
loggers would willingly spend $8 or S10
on a good pair - a significant invest-
mentinview of the fact they might only
earn $1per day.

Boots might be ankle height or come
up to the mid-calf. It was important
to get a pair that was a little on the big
side because loggers found that tight
boots made for cold feet. At the same
time, a bit of extra space allowed for
an extra pair of warm, woollen socks to
be worn. And finally, when wet - which
they often were, especially on log
drives - leather boots would contract.

Loggers would typically wear pants
that were cut off just below the knee. It
was a matter of safety because other-
wise caulks might catch in the bottom
of their pants and then trip them, with
potentially disastrous repercussions.
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Besides, loggers reasoned, the lower
leggings would soon be ragged, so
they might as well cut them short. For
warmth and protection, loggers would
instead wear long socks that rose
above the knee.

Over the course of a logging season,
the spikes of a caulk boot would inevit-
ably wear down. Rather than buy new
boots for the following winter, many
sought to save money by simply get-
ting new spikes driven into the soles.
This could be done a few times before
the soles had to be replaced as well. In
such a way, fine-crafted leather boots
might last a lifetime.

Caulk boots were most prized by those
involved in the dangerous spring drive,
shepherding saw logs downstream.
Their lives depended on a good grip
because, despite being required to lit-
erally stand atop logs as they floated
down the river, sometimes even
through stretches of white water, few
drivers knew how to swim.
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River drive crews were divided into two
groups: a ‘bow gang’ at the head, who
shepherded logs through rapids and
dams, and the 'tail gang’ who brought
up the rear by rolling stranded logs
backintothe current. Those onthe bow
gang were at the most risk. If a single
log got jammed into a rock or shore-
line, as it often did along rocky chutes
or falls, hundreds or even thousands
of others would begin to pile up atop
and behind it. It was the job of those
on the bow gang to race out mid-river
and break up the logjam, using peaveys
(a long pike), axes, or even dynamite
in extreme cases. It was treacherous
work because the jam could unexpect-
edly erupt, potentially crushing or
drowning the logger.

Those who died on a drive were buried
along the side of the river; their caulk
boots nailed to a nearby tree to mark
the grave. Over the passage of time,
the location of most of these wilder-
ness graves has been forgotten.

‘ Horse Shoe Falls, near Falding, Parry Sound, Ont.

Even with these risks, many lined up
for work in the logging camps and on
the spring drives. Boys as young as 12
would hit up jobbers and river bosses
for their first job. I've heard anecdotes
about pint-sized caulk boots that had
been made for these youngsters, but
I've yet to see one.

The logging industry has evolved over
the past two centuries, but caulk
boots remain an essential part of a
logger’s gear. They've been adopted by
other industries as well, including for-
estry and arboriculture.

And what of Annie Sword? Did she turn
away the loggers she caught wearing
caulked boots? Hardly. She’d kindly ask
that they remove their footwear before
entering. Should they refuse, she'd
instead put two wooden shingles down
on the verandah, the loggers would
stomp on them, and away they'd go
into the taproom to quench their thirst,
shuffling along on shingle-clad boots.
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