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“It matters not how strait the gate, How charged with punishments the scroll; I am the master of my fate: I am the captain of my soul.”

―WILLIAM ERNEST HENLEY



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​​​​​​​Introduction
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In the years following the Civil War, expansion of the Industrial Revolution in the North and reconstruction efforts in the South created a greater demand for lumber. The invention of new machinery enabled mills to increase production capacity. Thus, the stage was set for a town situated in a valley in north central Pennsylvania, surrounded by woods abundant in virgin timber, to become the lumber capital of the world.

Millionaires were made overnight, and, in a relatively short time, the community emerged from being a small transportation depot to becoming a city of great commercial importance. This city was Williamsport.

Synonymous with the history and great prosperity of Williamsport during this time was an ingenious structure called the “boom.”​[1] The boom essentially acted as a net that caught and trapped timber that was floated down the Susquehanna River from lumber camps.

Prior to that, men had to stand in boats and use long, speared poles to grab and drag the logs to shore. It was dangerous, laborious, and time-consuming not to mention limiting. The creation of the boom enabled thousands of logs to be captured at once, more than doubling the capacity of the mills.

At its height, the boom employed 150 workers, stretched seven miles with over 352-400 cribs, and could hold 300 million board feet of timber. The lumber industry here also gave rise to other related industries that led to an enormous expansion of the retail business by the mid 1880s.

While our book was inspired by and draws heavily upon the rich history of this community, the story is fictitious, and the characters are not intended to represent real people. Dates and details of some events were manipulated to suit our story. Thus, we did not use the name Williamsport, but chose, instead, to pay homage to the city by naming the town in our book Rossburg after Michael Ross, a founder of Williamsport.

Kathy Keller & A. J. Billman
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​​​​​​​​​​​Prologue
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​​​North Central Pennsylvania, 1868

Thirty men in their 30s and 40s met in secrecy in Dobler’s Hall. They included the owner and president of the bank, the owner of the local railroad, owners of sawmills and lumber-related industries, and the proprietors of other businesses deemed important to the success of the town of Rossburg.

Cyrus Morgan, owner of the largest sawmill and recognized leader of the group, led the meeting.

“Rossburg is no longer a backwater town,” he said. “It is being called the next gold rush. Speculators, entrepreneurs, and immigrants are flooding in. We must take steps to protect our interests.”

“There has been a spate of new businesses in the last few months,” acknowledged one of the attendees.

“New sawmills open every day,” grumbled a mill owner. “What are you proposing, Cyrus?”

“A Board of Trade with the power to decide which businesses will be permitted to operate in Rossburg.”

“And who shall sit on this board? asked the owner of the brickyard.

“We will,” replied Morgan.

“Ungoverned growth does engender the chaos of unfettered competition,” remarked another businessman.

Franklin Jeffries, the owner of the local railroad, spoke up. “I have not the challenges of you gentlemen, but I see merit in Mr. Morgan’s proposal. I would submit that perhaps we should consider the need for a more closed society as well.”

“You are suggesting a ruling class, Mr. Jeffries?

Jeffries looked at the sawmill owner with a sly smile. “I prefer to think us a guiding hand, Mr. Conover.”

The other attendees smiled, quite liking the idea.

“What about Gentry? Shouldn’t he be a part of this group?” questioned another sawmill owner. “He built the Susquehanna boom. It is key to our prosperity.”

“Homer Gentry sets the boom rate,” replied Morgan. “As you well know, Mr. Brown, the fee has been steadily increasing, impacting the profits of us mill owners. We must exert control over Gentry, not he over us.” 

“Gentry owns the boom. How are we to control the rates?”

Morgan looked at the bank president. “George, do you want to explain?”

George Steiner stood. “The bank will no longer extend credit to Mr. Gentry when the boom requires repairs. He shall have to look to the Lumbermen’s Exchange for relief.”

The men looked at each other in confusion.

“What’s the Lumbermen’s Exchange?” asked Brown.

“The association we mill owners shall form,” responded Morgan.

The owner of the furniture factory had misgivings. “I don’t think it wise to poke the bear, Cyrus. We need Gentry.”

The other businessmen in the group voiced their agreement.

Cyrus stared them down. “Lest you forget, gentlemen, your businesses depend upon the lumber industry. And we sawmill owners will not continue to suffer the burden of boom rate increases alone. Our profits shall be your profits.”

The businessmen glanced at each other, the meaning clear.

“What if Gentry elects not to make repairs one day? What then?”

Morgan scoffed. “Gentry makes a comfortable living from the boom with little effort. What else is he to do—break back working in a sawmill?”

A titter of laughter sounded around the room.

“Any further questions?” asked Morgan.

None were forthcoming.

“Then I hereby declare the creation of the Board of Trade formed on this momentous day of the 21st of February in the year 1868. New members may be considered for membership to the association only in the event of vacancies and must be admitted by unanimous consent. All in agreement...all opposed...” 

There was no opposition. One by one the members of Rossburg’s newly formed inner circle signed the charter.

As the last person placed his signature upon the document, Morgan ceremoniously declared, “Gentlemen, the iron gate is closed.”
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​​​​​​​​​​Pine Street Warriors
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​​​​March 1877

The sun dipped in and out of the clouds throughout much of the morning, so no one took particular notice as the moon stole slowly across the noonday sun. When the cemetery was suddenly plunged into darkness, Father McKinney paused in the midst of the service and looked up at the sky, and a feeling of unease swept through the mourners. The light breeze gathered momentum, turning the air sharply colder.

Mrs. O’Hara shivered and crossed herself. “‘Tis an ill wind that blows this day. I can feel it in me bones.”

Mrs. McInnis scoffed at her friend’s superstitious nature. “‘Tis only an eclipse. See, ‘tis passin’ already.”

‘“Tis an ill omen, I be tellin’ ye. Mark me words,” said Mrs. O’Hara with the firm set of her chin.

Almost as quickly as it had begun, the wind subsided, and a gray light began to filter through the clouds. Calm returned, and the priest concluded the service.

Seventeen-year-old Ian Douglas watched stone-faced as his mother Mary and younger sister Katherine were laid to rest, oblivious to all that had passed around him. Every nerve ending was drenched in pain, creating a numbing coldness inside of him that he didn’t think could ever be warmed. His crippled father sat hunched in a wheelchair, staring vacantly at a spot beyond the grave sites.

It had been a terrible winter—one of the coldest that anyone could remember and reportedly the worst influenza epidemic on record. The image of his mother and sister lying shivering on cots beside the coal stove, their pale faces burning with fever, their thin bodies wracked with coughing spasms was a memory Ian knew would never leave him. And there had been nothing he could do to help them.

When the caskets were lowered into the ground and the diggers began to fill in the graves, Ian’s dazed father was wheeled away. Ian, seemingly unaware that the service had ended, remained in place.

Eighteen-year-old Tommy O’Brien and 15-year-old Maven McInnis stood beside him. Since childhood the three of them and Katherine had been inseparable. They were the “Pine Street Warriors” invincible and strong; no force could break their bond. They hadn’t counted on death.

Tommy put a hand on Ian’s shoulder. “Come along, lad. ‘Tis time to go home.” 

“I promised to take care of them,” said Ian, choking back a sob.

The guilt and pain were so naked on his face and in his voice it tore at Maven’s heart, and her eyes brimmed with tears.

“Ye did all ye could,” she said, her voice soft. “It be God’s will.” 

Ian looked down at the dirt-covered caskets. “Tell that to Mum and Katherine. Tell them it was God’s will that the doctors were too busy seein’ to patients who could pay them. God’s will be damned! ‘Tis about money an’ nothin’ else.”

“Hush, Ian. ‘Tis blasphemy ye speak,” said Maven, gently chastising him.

“‘Tis the truth—blasphemous or not,” he retorted.

Maven looked at Tommy in silent appeal.

“Ian, this does ye no good,” intervened Tommy. “Influenza knows no boundaries. Rich people died too. There was nothin’ more ye could have done, money or no. The matter was in God’s hands.”

Ian turned to him, his eyes flashing with anger. “Look about ye, Tommy. God lays a gentler hand on them that has.”

“Have ye forgotten your lessons, lad? Money be the root of all evil,” Maven admonished him.

“If money can provide a better life for them on the Row, how can it be evil for us? Answer me that,” shot back Ian.

Maven shook her head. “I canna say. I just know ‘tis wrong to want too much. ‘Tis best to accept one’s place in life...to be grateful for the good things and strengthened by the trials. That be the way of it.”

“‘Tis not my way. ‘Twill never be my way!” he shouted.

Maven threw up her hands in frustration. “Our lot in life is cast, Ian. Why must ye fight against it!”

“Easy, lass,” cautioned Tommy. “He is na thinkin’ straight now.”

Ian turned a hard, unyielding gaze on his friends. “Oh, I’m thinkin’ straight, and I make ye this promise. That what stands now shall nae be my future. I will control my lot in life. Do ye hear me now?!” he yelled, raising a fist to the heavens. “I’ll bow to no one!”

A chill of foreboding tracked up Maven’s spine as the sky darkened again, the wind picked up, and a cold rain began to fall on the remaining three warriors.
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​​​​​​​​​​First Sight
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​​​​July 4, 1877

If the sun shone over Rossburg, there were those who swore that it shone a little brighter over a wide, tree-shaded street affectionately and not so affectionately dubbed Millionaires’ Row. Fourth Street, the only paved residential road, stretched four blocks in tribute to the eclectic collection of Italian-style villas, Romanesque stone manors, and Victorian mansions.

Cyrus Morgan paced the grounds of his grand estate. Several times he stopped to look off in the direction of the river, his frown deepening as he took out his gold watch and marked the time. But the hour would be of no consequence today.

He turned at the calling of his name. A tall, thin man waved from the veranda, and Morgan quickly crossed the manicured lawn to meet him, moving with amazing agility for a man of his generous bulk.

Arthur Waring, attorney to the rich, smiled pleasantly. “Good morning, Cyrus. I have those papers for you to sign.” He pulled out a linen handkerchief and patted his forehead. “Going to be another hot one today, though I trust not too uncomfortable for the day’s festivities.” Waring suddenly noticed that his wealthiest and most powerful client did not look pleased. “Is something wrong, Cyrus? You appear rather upset.”

“Of course, there is something wrong! Look over there.” Morgan jabbed at the horizon with his fist. “What do you see?”

Waring looked in the appointed direction. “I see a clear blue sky,” he said, his brow furrowed in bewilderment.

“That’s my point, Arthur. The mills are not in operation today.”

Waring breathed a sigh of relief that he was not the source of Morgan’s ire. “Today is the Fourth of July. Independence Day and Christmas are the only two paid holidays of the year, Cyrus. Surely you don’t begrudge the millhands that. The poor souls work from dawn to dusk six days a week.”

Morgan snorted. “With the freezing of the river and the millponds in the winter, the mills are lucky to be in operation seven months out of the year. Let the workers find another holiday when the mills aren’t operating.”

“You’re a powerful man, Cyrus, but not even you would dare to make such a suggestion—especially not with labor unrest stirring again in the coal mines and on the railroads.”

“Damn agitators,” groused Morgan. “Give them an inch and they’ll take a foot. They want a shorter workday. Next, they’ll be wanting a shorter work week.”

“Careful, Cyrus, you know how fast uprisings can spread. As your attorney, I would advise you to throw your millhands a few bones before they decide to go after the meat.”

Morgan gazed out over the topiary garden. “Someday these grounds, this house, and the lumber mill will belong to my grandchildren. There will be a Cyrus Morgan II sitting at my desk leading Morgan Mill Yards to greater prominence. This is my legacy, Arthur. As God is my witness, I will crush anyone who dares to threaten it,” he said with fierce resolve.

* * * * *
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Maven pulled back her thick, auburn hair and caught it loosely in a ribbon at the nape of her neck, then firmly set a straw hat atop her head. She took one last look in the mirror, patted some color into her cheeks and nodded finally satisfied with her efforts. She knew the boys waited for her at the end of the lane, but she couldn’t help that. She wasn’t about to arrive at the town’s biggest celebration of the year half put together.

When she stepped onto the porch, she saw Ian wave impatiently to her. As fast as she could, she picked her way to them, lifting her skirts above the drying mud with one hand and juggling a picnic basket with the other.

Tommy quickly came forward to take the cumbersome basket from her. “‘Tis a bonnie lass ye look this day,” he said with a shy smile.

Maven’s cheeks, already flushed from the heat, turned a brighter pink. Nobody had ever told her she was pretty—except her mother and father and that didn’t count. Parents always thought their daughters were pretty.

She considered herself unremarkable, neither homely nor beautiful, a tad this, a tad that, but nothing in full measure. She thought her almond-shaped green eyes too large for her face and a fraction too wide and her lips too full. While her nose was straight and well-proportioned to her heart-shaped face, she disliked the way it tipped up at the end. Even more concerning to her, she was tall and thin with none of the discernible curves that most girls her age seemed to enjoy.

“Ian,” said Tommy. “Is Maven not a bonnie lass this day?”

Maven eagerly sought Ian’s confirmation. When he responded with a glance and a nod and walked on, the light in her eyes dimmed.

Tommy nudged her shoulder as they fell into step behind him. “Pay him no mind. He’s in one of his moods.... ‘Tis a handsome dress ye be wearin’.”

Maven smiled. “I made it special for this day,” she replied, proud of her efforts.

Again, she looked to Ian in hope that he might take notice, but he continued to walk on, indifferent, his hands jammed in his pockets, his thoughts private. Maven knit her brows in consternation. After his father’s accident at the mill, Ian’s manner had sobered, but since the deaths of his sister and mother, the lighter side of him seemed to have disappeared altogether.

Ian stopped and gave an impatient wave. “Hurry up, or we’ll be missin’ the streetcar to the park.”

The trio had just reached the corner when they heard the clang of the bell, and the horse-drawn streetcar pulled up. A dozen men, women, and children dressed in their Sunday best crowded into the car.

It wasn’t yet noon, but the temperature had climbed to an uncomfortable mark. Pressed between perspiring bodies, Maven dismally felt herself beginning to wilt. Sweat trickled down her back and between her small breasts; wispy strands of hair clung damply to her forehead and neck. She tried to smooth out the wrinkles forming in her green and red plaid skirt but soon gave up the cause as more and more passengers crammed onto the airless car at the next stops. Maven breathed a sigh of relief when they finally arrived at the park.

Tommy and Ian jumped off the streetcar before her, and each took one of her hands. Ian’s grip was strong and firm; Tommy’s was warm and comfortable. They were opposites in every way, she noted. Where Ian was fair-haired, tall, and lean, Tommy was ruddy, average in height, and stockier in build. While Ian tended to be reserved and stubborn, Tommy was lighthearted and flexible. Both were very dear to her in a different way.

The park was cool and shady beneath the canopy of maple and elm trees. Already a large number of people had gathered, and laughter and excitement filled the air. Carnival games and ice cream stands were scattered throughout the park. Children played games and rolled hoops in front of the gazebo festooned with red, white, and blue bunting. A brass band played stirring marches that lifted spirits higher. Even Ian was not immune to the gaiety, and an unguarded smile escaped him.

Maven led the way to a spot beneath a shade tree. She took a cloth from the hamper and began to lay out a picnic of fried chicken, biscuits, beans, and apple pie, her hopes for the day rising.

If she had any doubts about her ability to cook, they were dispelled as the boys gorged themselves.

“Maven, lass, ‘tis a fine meal ye’ve prepared,” said Tommy, patting his stomach in defeat.

“Aye,” joined in Ian. “A fine picnic indeed.”

Maven beamed. The day seemed only to get better as they moved arm-in-arm from the ring toss booth to darts and horseshoes. Ian particularly thrived on the challenge of competition, and the cold gray of his eyes softened to a more congenial blue as his manner became lighter with each win.

They were making their way to another game, when Ian’s attention was drawn to a young woman twirling a white, ruffled parasol, and his gait slowed to a stop. Her pearl-gray walking suit was perfectly fitted to her petite figure, fashionably emphasizing full breasts and a tiny waist. Her hair was dressed close to her head, but blonde tendrils escaped from underneath the pink, rose-trimmed hat to frame the delicate contours of her face.

He thought her to be about his age and was surprised that she didn’t blush or flinch when she looked over to find him staring. Instead, she graced him with a coquettish smile and a wink before turning back to her escort. Ian’s heart flipped.

“Easy lad,” said Tommy. “The lass be beyond your reach.”

“Who is she?” asked Ian.

“Eleanor Morgan...Mr. Morgan’s daughter. She just come home from a boardin’ school in Philadelphia. Only men with more money than ye’ll ever see in a lifetime dare to pay her court.”

“And how would ye be knowin’ so much?” questioned Ian, continuing to stare at the pretty, young woman.

“Me aunt helps out at the Morgan place sometimes. Ye best pull your eyes away before ye lose your job,” warned Tommy. “Mr. Morgan be mighty particular about his daughter.”

“Who is the dandy at her side?”

“Peter Jeffries. His da owns the Pennsylvania and Erie Railroad line.”

Maven regarded the young woman who held Ian’s rapt attention, becoming more conscious of her own plain appearance in comparison, the dress that she had made special for the day not so special anymore. And the hope that Ian might one day look at her in the way that he looked at Eleanor Morgan faded.
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​​​​​​​​​​Harsh Reality
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​​​​​October 1877

Catch me here, catch me there, catch me, catch me, if you dare.” Katherine’s laughter filled the air as she raced to a distant point. “I won, I won,” she shouted, her blue eyes shining. His mother appeared then. “Ian, up with ye, lad, or ‘tis late for school ye’ll be.”

The dream was always the same and so real that, for a moment, Ian felt warm inside. He reached out a hand to touch them as images of his mischievous, smiling sister and sweet, loving mother floated before him.

This was the time he treasured most when fantasies yet remained woven around his slumbering consciousness. In such a state, everything was as it had been, as it should still be. But despite his struggle to hold onto it, the illusion always vanished with the awakening. Such dreams were a double-edged sword, he concluded, for while they gave solace in sleep, they were a source of much pain in consciousness.

Ian reluctantly opened his eyes and gazed up at the ceiling. The brown water stains and peeling paint seemed the only constants in his life—along with the knot in his stomach. They were there when he fell asleep each night. They were there when he awoke each morning.

He threw aside the quilt and rose from the cot, stealing himself against the wintry drafts that whistled through the old house. The water had frozen in the basin; a thin sheeting of ice coated the inside of the window. He shivered despite the woolen long johns and groped for his clothes, quickly dressing in the predawn light.

Ian lit the lamp and carried it into the kitchen. He stopped when the light fell across a crumpled figure hunched over the kitchen table, a half empty bottle of whiskey within easy grasp.

He stared hard at his father. James Douglas looked older than his 42 years, and Ian found it difficult to reconcile the image of the once strong, muscular man he had revered with the broken, old man who sat before him now unkempt, uncaring. 

“Ye been here all night, Da?”

James Douglas looked up at his son through bloodshot eyes. “Do nae judge me, lad. I judge meself harsh enough.”

Ian set the lamp on the table and moved the liquor bottle out of his father’s reach. “That stuff will kill ye, Da, or is that what ye want?”

His father swung his useless arm across the stump of a severed leg. “‘Tis dead I be already, lad,” he said with quiet finality. “Half of me died when that log crushed me in the millpond, and the rest of me was buried with your mother and sister Katie. It just remains for the body to go the way of the spirit.”

“Does no part of ye live for me, Da?”

A knife twisted inside the elder Douglas at the hurt in his son’s eyes, and he looked away. “When a man cannae do for his family, lad, he nae be a man but a burden,” he replied. “It would be better for ye if I was to—”

“I’ll nae hear ye speak such rubbish, Da!”

“‘Tis truth, lad. Were I a whole man, it would have been me to put food on the table and coal in the stove. Instead, my family was driven to dependence on the half wages of my son and the few coins my wife and daughter earned toilin’ in rich people’s houses, while I sat useless in a bloody chair!”

Ian’s father turned inward. “I brought us here for a better life. She didnae want to leave Scotland, your mother, but I pestered her until she gave in.” He looked at Ian with red-rimmed eyes. “A few cents...‘twas all their lives were worth in the end...a few cents. If your mother and Katie hadnae been workin’ in that house—”

“Da, stop! Tellin’ the story changes nothin’ and offers no comfort,” snapped Ian. “I’m strugglin’ with the loss, too. Do ye ne’er think of that?”

Ian put on his coat, wrapped some bread and cheese in a cloth, and angrily jammed it into his pocket. “I’m off to the mill. Mrs. McInnis will look in on ye later. Try to keep the fire in the stove alight—if ye’ve a mind to do more than lift that bottle.”

James Douglas winced at the scorn in his son’s voice.

When Ian moved to open the door, his father called out to him. “Forgive me, lad.... Forgive me.”

His words were not slurred by whiskey this time. His voice though plaintive was low and resonant, and Ian shut his eyes for a moment remembering the man his father was before the mill accident.

“Get some sleep, Da,” he said in a gentler tone.

Ian opened the door, and a blast of Artic air immediately engulfed him when he stepped outside, taking his breath away. Steeling himself against the cold, he struck off for the mill.

The sun peeked over the horizon, but a blanket of fog enshrouded the morn. Lamps in the windows of early risers made little more than a ghostly blur in the mist as it rose up from the Susquehanna River.

“Ian.... Ian, wait up.”

Ian heard Tommy calling to him and stopped.

“Why did ye na come by the house for me?” asked Tommy running up to him.

“Sorry,” said Ian. “I wasnae thinkin’. Had a row with Da this morn.”

“Your da’s a proud man. ‘Tis a lot not settin’ right with him.”

“‘Tis a lot nae settin’ right with me,” retorted Ian. “He has given up, Tommy.”

“He’ll come around. He just needs more time.”

The boys trudged on in silence through the mud-frozen streets and turned down Front Street to Mill Street. They crossed the canal bridge to the road to the mill.

Tommy pulled the collar of his coat higher against his neck. “The river’ll be freezin’ over soon, and ‘tis scramblin’ for work we’ll all be to carry us through.”

A faint sliver of light broke through the fog to cap the eastern horizon as millhands filed into Morgan Mill Yards. The yard was filled with neatly stacked lumber waiting to be delivered to builders and craftsmen. Off to the side stood a huge incinerator that burned scraps of wood and excess sawdust.

The mill, itself, was a long, barn-like building positioned over flowing water. On the river side, double doors opened onto each of the six ramps and the millpond below where logs amassed in the millpond lay in wait like prehistoric serpents. At the other end of the mill, was the freight wagon entrance. Inside, flatbeds with levers moved between the ramps and saws.

Hawkins, the foreman, greeted workers at the entrance.

“Along with ya now. No time for laggards here. Kreitzer and Donovan ramp number one...Carey and Smith carriage number two...Hemmings and Delaney saw number two...Douglas and O’Brien ramp number two...”

Ian shot Tommy a wry smile. “Ferret-face gave us light duty today, ay?”

“Could be worse,” said Tommy. “He could have put us off-bearing on the green chain.”

Both boys grimaced at the thought. Carrying the heavy green planks of newly cut lumber from the saws to the sorting tables was work at its most back breaking and Hawkins’ favorite punishment. One had to possess strength, agility, stamina, and timing to keep up with the steady outpouring of planks for hours at a stretch. It was a job that millhands disliked most.

Morgan Mill Yards was the only mill that rotated jobs. Aside from alleviating the boredom factor, Cyrus Morgan had learned the value in having all hands proficient in all jobs at the mill. When the flu epidemic hit, the mill had been brought to a grinding halt with many of the off-loaders and saw carriage operators stricken. After that, he had implemented his new policy of job rotation to greater efficiency.

When the foreman had finished meting out assignments, the workers took up their positions. At the sound of the six o’clock whistle, the deafening roar of the saws put a jarring end to conversation.

Tommy threw open the double ramp door and waved to one of a dozen pikemen on the pond. The pikeman waved back and began to maneuver a timber toward the boys’ ramp. In spite of the cold, Ian and Tommy shed their coats and rolled up their sleeves. They each picked up a pole with a hook and pike on the end called a peavey. Minutes later, the chains groaned as the bark caught on hooks and the log slowly started up the ramp.

When the log reached them, Ian and Tommy speared it with their peavies and wrestled it to the saw carriage, careful to keep the heavy timber straight. Another team of men rolled it onto the carriage. Other workers on the dolly-like carriage manipulated levers that moved the timber to the waiting band saw, and everyone braced himself for that first violent collision of the day when wood met metal blades.

With the first impact, a blizzard of sawdust filled the air, nearly choking the men on the saw carriage and the off loaders as they rushed forward to gather the cut planks falling to the floor. Four boys ranging in age from 10 to 12 scurried around sweeping up the sawdust to prevent the saws from sparking a fire.

Ian’s ears rang with the discordant shrieks of the saws. Sweat soon soaked his woolen long johns and ran down his face, stinging his eyes, as he and Tommy continued to coax and prod the heavy, cumbersome logs off the ramp throughout the day.

At the Basin, James Douglas shook off his alcohol haze and ate a hearty breakfast of porridge, coffee, and honey bread that Mrs. McInnis had brought him. When he had finished with his meal, he asked if she would be so good as to shave his face. The neighbor lady was happy to oblige and even trimmed his hair.

“There now, ye be lookin’ the gentleman,” she said, standing back to observe her handiwork.

“My thanks to ye, Mrs. McInnis.”

She smiled. “‘Tis heartened I am to see ye better.”

“Aye, I be thinkin’ clear now,” he replied, returning a smile.

Mrs. McInnis gathered up her dishes to leave. “I’ll be back in the afternoon with a bowl of stew and soda bread for ye.”

“Ye are too kind, dear lady.”

The six o’clock whistle at the mill finally blew.

The blare of it scarcely penetrated the din, but instinctively the men knew that it had sounded and began to shut down the saws. The silence that followed was as deafening as the roar had been. With darkness fast overtaking them, the workers streamed from the mill dirty and tired. Several of them stopped off at Cozey’s Saloon to lift a few pints before heading home.

As Tommy and Ian turned down Pine Street, Tommy squinted through the last rays of light. “Looks like ye have company, Ian. Is that Father McKinney’s carriage out front of your house? And there’s Maven sittin’ on the porch.”

It was never a good omen to see Father McKinney’s carriage parked outside one’s house, particularly in the evening. An icy hand of foreboding gripped Ian, and he broke into a run.

He leaped onto the porch and pulled Maven from the swing, taking her by the shoulders. “What’s wrong! Why is Father McKinney here?”

Tears slowly rolled down her face. “‘Tis your da, Ian,” she said, breaking into a sob.

Ian abruptly released her and tore into the house. The front room and kitchen stood empty, and he ran through the hall to his father’s bedroom. He staggered to a halt at the sight of dark red stains splattered across the wall and the still form of his father lying on the bed with a blood-soaked bandage wrapped around his head.

Dazedly, Ian crossed the room, and Mrs. O’Hara and Mrs. McInnis quietly stepped aside from their ministrations.

“The lad has the evil eye upon him. Ye’d best be keepin’ your lass away from that one,” Mrs. O’Hara whispered to her friend.

As Ian stared down at his father, he was struck by the peaceful expression on his face. What had eluded James Douglas in life, he seemed to have found in death.

“My son,” said Father McKinney stepping forward, “‘tis an unfortunate judgment your da has taken upon himself.”

Ian, his eyes still riveted on the lifeless form of his father, impatiently waved aside the priest and knelt beside the bed. An anguished cry tore from his soul, and he buried his face in his hands and sobbed.

Father McKinney approached him again. “Ian, I must speak with ye, lad.”

Ian wiped his eyes and slowly stood. Still in shock, he allowed the priest to guide him into the hallway.

“You realize, of course, that your father canna be buried next to your mother and sister.”

The quiet words echoed hollowly in Ian’s ears. When they exploded in his brain, he locked steel-blue eyes on the priest. “What is it ye say, Father?”

Father McKinney recoiled from the intensity of Ian’s gaze. “Suicide is a mortal sin, lad,” he replied hesitantly. “Ye be knowin’ that a man who takes his own life canna be buried in hallowed ground.”

“Who says Da took his own life? Be there a note about?”

“None that was found, but—”

“Then ‘twas an accident. He was cleanin’ his gun, and it went off,” Ian declared definitively.

“Ian, I canna be party to such a sin. May God forgive ye.”

“Dinnae speak to me about God, Father. I be findin’ God intolerable these days. I think ye’ll find it to your reward to agree that Da was cleanin’ his gun, when it accidentally discharged.”

Father McKinney bristled. “Me blessings are not for sale, lad.”

“Are they not now, Father? I believe that Franklin Jeffries found it to be otherwise.”

Father McKinney took out a handkerchief and mopped his brow. “What do ye be knowin’ of that?”

“Have ye nae heard of the servants’ grapevine, Father?”

“‘Tis gossip.”

Ian’s gaze hardened. “Gossip begins with a grain of truth.”

The priest took a deep breath and, after a lengthy pause, crossed himself. “I prefer to err on the side of doubt on such matters. In the absence of any note, perhaps a case of accidental shooting might be made for your da, though ‘tis made difficult by the fact that he shot himself in the head,” he complained.

“Ye see to the arrangements, Father. I’ll see to your pockets.”

The priest flinched and quickly left the house.

The ladies set aside their preparations and silently moved to leave the room when Ian returned.

As Mrs. McInnis passed by him, she pressed a small envelope into his hand. “‘Tis addressed to you, not Father McKinney,” she whispered. She paused. “I canna say what was in your father’s mind this day, but when last I saw him, he was much at peace with himself. Let that carry ye, lad.”

Ian looked at her. “Thank you, Mrs. McInnis. You have been very kind.”

“James Douglas was a good man. Many are the times, he had done for others when he was able,” she replied. “Mrs. O’Hara and I will return tomorrow to finish the preparations.” 

It was long into the night before Ian could open the envelope. He sat down on the edge of his bed, and with shaking his hands, he took out the note. His father’s last words were succinct, lucid, and written with as firm a hand as he could manage with his handicap.


My son,

I couldnae provide for your mother and sister, but ‘tis with a glad heart I provide for you a life unburdened.

Tha gaol agam ort. [I love you.]



A numbing cold swept through Ian, and the note slipped from his fingers. Guilt, anger, heartache washed over him—emotions all too familiar to him. And Ian vowed to make the lives of his father, his mother, and his sister count for something.
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​​​​​​​​​​Food for Thought
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​​​​​November 1877

Ian and Tommy took out their lunches and waded through a fine mist of sawdust to a half-cut log.

Tommy sat down on the makeshift bench, massaging tight muscles in his neck and shoulders. “Mary mother of Jesus, workin’ the ramp makes for a long day.”

Ian straddled the log and unwrapped the cheese and slice of bread. “Every day is a long day in the mill.”

Hunger gnawed at his insides, but he forced himself to eat slowly. He had learned that the longer he drew out a meal, the less hungry he still was when he finished.

Tommy tasted his sandwich, consuming half in one bite. “Now that ye took that room in town, ‘tis little we’ve seen of ye since your da’s funeral,” he said. “Maven has been worried about ye.”

“Been busy,” replied Ian.

“Doin’ what?”

“Workin’ in Cozey’s Saloon, if ye must know.”

“Why? ‘Tis 18 ye’ll soon be and makin’ full wages.”

“A man cannae have enough money, Tommy. Besides, the ponds will be freezin’ over, and the mills will be closin’ for the winter.”

“Come on men, step lively now,” shouted Hawkins. “Back to work with ya. Time is money.”

“Yeah, my time is Morgan’s money,” commented a disgruntled worker as the millhands started back to their positions. Other workers within earshot murmured in agreement.

Ian and Tommy took up their places at the ramp.

“Ye’ll not be forgettin’ Maven’s birthday, ay, Ian? She’d skin ye alive.”

Ian cracked a smile—the most he had done in weeks. “Aye, I’ll be there.”

The day was well into the afternoon, when Ian saw the men struggling on the carriage next to him. The log was slipping. He quickly motioned to Tommy, but, before either could react, the log hit the saw at an angle breaking the saw and sending pieces of blade and severed fingers into the air.

Even above the roar of the saws, they could hear the screams of the sawyer. Blood spurted from his mangled hand staining the sawdust on the floor. Ian leaped over the carriage and grabbed a rag to wrap the man’s hand while Tommy shut down the machine.

As workers shut down the other saws and gathered round, Hawkins came running. “Douglas...O’Brien, get back to the ramp! The rest of you go back to your jobs. Go on, get those saws up and running.”

He gestured to one of the boys. “You there, clean up that sawdust and blood. Delaney, take the man home. He’s upsetting the others. Ye’d think the lot of ya never saw an accident before.”

As the injured sawyer reeled, Delaney quickly stepped forward to catch him and half carried the man to the door.

“Turley lost three fingers, Hawkins. He’s in shock. He needs a doctor,” said Ian.

“Mr. Morgan don’t pay for doctors. All of you get back to work. ‘Tis a minor accident.”

“A minor accident, ye say! Tell that to the man’s wife and four children. He’ll most likely lose that hand an’ with it his livelihood.”

“When ya take work in a sawmill, ya know the risks, Douglas. Production is the concern.”

Ian’s jaw tightened and his hands clenched. “‘Tis the third accident this month. Your quotas are too high, Hawkins. The men play out. They cannae keep up without bein’ a danger to themselves and to others.”

There was an agitated stirring among the workers.

“He’s right,” several of them chorused.

Hawkins turned to the gathering. “If ya don’t like it, ya can go elsewhere. I’ve no shortage of laborers lookin’ to take your places.”

Disgruntlement increased and emotions ran high as everyone tried to talk and shout at once.

Tommy tugged at Ian’s arm. “Settle the men down. They listen to ye. Else we’ll all be losin’ our jobs and be blacklisted for rabble-rousing.”

Ian stepped atop a timber and raised his arms. “Lads, settle yourselves. Hawkins cannae hear your words for all the shoutin’.”

“There ain’t no words to hear,” said Hawkins. He spit out a stream of tobacco juice on the floor. “Now get back to work, or I’ll replace the lot of ya.”

Ian stood his ground. “If ye were to grant a break in the afternoon, accidents would decrease.”

“Mr. Morgan already pays a nickel more than the other mill owners. Now you want him to pay ya for resting?” Hawkins burst into derisive laughter. “Next, you’ll be wantin’ Saturdays off, too.”

Tommy gestured wildly to Ian to hold his tongue, but Ian ignored him and continued to address the foreman.

“Ye say production is the concern, Hawkins. What if I guarantee ye an increase in production if ye allow an afternoon break?”

“You’ll guarantee.” Hawkins laughed again. “And how do ya mean to do that?”

“I’ll pledge my job,” said Ian.

At this, a murmur swept through the workers. Tommy groaned and looked heavenward.

Undaunted, Ian continued to press his case. “A rested man works twice the pace of a tired one and makes fewer mistakes. Look around ye. The saws have been down for half the hour. Every accident not only costs ye production time but an experienced worker as well.”

“The saws are down because of your jaw flappin’. Mr. Morgan don’t bargain with workers. If ya want to work here, you agree to Mr. Morgan’s terms.”

Hawkins turned to address the millhands. “All of you get back to work. Now!” he emphasized when no one moved. “Any lost production ya don’t make up will come out of your pay.”

The air was tense as the men looked from Hawkins to Ian, uncertain as to what they should do next. Their hesitancy was not lost on either Hawkins or Ian. It was a defining moment for both men when, at Ian’s signal, the men returned to their positions. Cyrus Morgan observed the scene unnoticed and returned to his office in a thoughtful mood.

Hawkins lost little time reporting the incident. “I’m telling ya, sir, Douglas is trouble. He nearly incited the men to riot today. Ye’d best heed my advice to be rid of him...that friend of his, O’Brien, too.”

Cyrus Morgan was a stout man and amply filled his chair. It creaked as he leaned back in it and considered his foreman’s request.

“Tell me more about Ian Douglas,” he said.

Hawkins shrugged. “Ain’t much to tell. He’s one of my best hands, but he’s got a chip on his shoulder. His father was crippled in an accident on the millpond a while back. The kid quit school and hired on here at half wages, him being under 18. It’s the usual story with these immigrants, sir. I’m telling ya Douglas is trouble.”

“He’s a natural born leader, Hawkins. They’re always trouble if you can’t bend them to your advantage. Send him to the lumber camp for the winter. Hank can use a few more choppers. Let’s see how tough Douglas really is.”

“What about O’Brien?”

“Send him, too,” said Morgan.

“What if they refuse? I can’t make them go.”

Morgan heaved his bulk out of the chair and went to look pensively out the window, his hands clasped behind his back.

“If Douglas and O’Brien show a reluctance to go, ‘suggest’ that their jobs are at stake,” he said.

“Yes, sir.”

“And, Hawkins, give the millhands their afternoon break.”

Hawkins’ jaw dropped. “Mr. Morgan, you ain’t gonna give into them, are ya? The other mill owners will raise holy hell.”

“Leave the mill owners to me. Let’s give Douglas enough rope to hang himself. If production doesn’t increase, take away the break—and fire him.”

A smile spread across Hawkins’ face. “Yeah, that’s right. Douglas pledged his job. The millhands can’t quarrel with a bet lost, and we’ll be rid of the troublemaker.” His smile suddenly faded with an uneasy thought. “Douglas is awful sure of himself. What if he’s right?”

Morgan turned and looked at his foreman. “Then I may give him your job.”

Hawkins nearly swallowed the plug of tobacco in his cheek. He was never quite sure when Morgan was joking.
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​​​​​​​​​​Past is Past
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The McInnis house was like all the other houses in the Basin—cramped and dull. The walls were water-stained, and the windows were covered with a thin layer of soot from the coal-fed stove. The paint was blistered inside and out. But today, music and laughter lifted the dwelling from its dreary existence if only for a few hours.

The parlor was jammed with O’Haras, O’Reillys, McInnises, O’Briens and McClearys all come to celebrate Maven’s 16th birthday. Furniture had been moved aside to make room for dancing. The aroma of corned beef and cabbage filled the air, and Patrick McInnis saw to a steady supply of cider, ale, and whiskey.

Maven was dancing with Tommy, when she saw Ian walk in. Her eyes lit up, and her heart thudded hard against her chest when he looked her way and waved. He stood a sturdy six feet now, and his years at the mill was beginning to put muscle on his lanky body. His face was showing clearer definition of strong, angular features. And the assurance with which he carried himself along with his brooding nature made him seem older than the other boys his age.

Maven had heard the girls in the Basin talk about the change and had thought them silly at first. But now she was quite conscious of the changes in Ian as well, and it annoyed her when the girls plied her with questions about him and asked for advice on how to catch his eye.

When the dance finally ended, she hurried over to rescue him from the young ladies who had begun to encircle him. She caught their looks of disappointment and the tinge of envy on their faces as she pulled him from their midst.

“‘Tis glad I am ye’ve come, Ian.” ‘Tis little enough we see of ye. I was afraid ye wouldna show yourself,” she said.

“I would ne’er miss your birthday, Maven,” responded Ian, the old twinkle back in his eye. “I would not have ye callin’ down on me the wrath of every saint.”

“And that she would,” said Tommy joining them.

“Would not...well, perhaps just one or two,” Maven admitted with a laugh.

“When her ire is up, the devil runs for cover. What chance has a mere mortal?” questioned Tommy melodramatically.

Ian winked at Tommy. “There are those who say ye cannae argue with an Irishman. And an Irish lass is twice as deaf.”

“O-o-oh, the two of ye are impossible,” retorted Maven. “The next time Officer McCarty picks ye up for mischief, ‘twill not be me silver tongue what saves ye.”

“Saves us!” exclaimed Tommy. “‘Twas your silver tongue what nearly landed us in the gaol when we were caught sneakin’ into the music hall.”

Ian scratched his head, feigning confusion. “I seem to remember it a bit different, myself.”

“Well, we didna land in the gaol now, did we?” huffed Maven, indignant.

Tommy laughed. “Only because of Ian’s quick thinkin’.”

“Humph, some people have no sense of gratitude,” said Maven. “Come join me in a dance, Ian, and let’s put our minds to a more pleasant task.... I see Tommy already has,” she added dryly as Tommy drifted off to flirt with some of the lasses.

Ian’s lighter mood took on a more serious air. “Apologies, Maven. My stay is short. I’m off to the lumber camp in the morn.”

A worried frown creased her face. “Aye, Tommy said. Have a care. Lumberin’ be a hard life.”

“‘Tis a hard life here at half the wages,” replied Ian with a shrug.

“Ian, come join the fun,” broke in Tommy. “The lasses have an eye on ye for a dance.”

Maven shot a look of annoyance at the giggling, buxom, young ladies standing behind Tommy, and, for a moment, she felt the impulse to throw herself in front of Ian like a protective shield.

“You take my place, Tommy. I’ve no doubt you’re up to the task,” said Ian. “I’m off now. ‘Tis a long walk back to my room, and I’ve much to do. I’ll see ye at the train station in the morn, ay?”

He bent down and kissed Maven lightly on the cheek. “There now, sweet 16 and ye cannae say ye’ve ne’er been kissed.”

“Ye not be the first,” said Tommy, a mischievous glint in his eye. “I beat ye by an hour.”

Maven’s heart was still pounding from Ian’s kiss, and she struggled to make light of the matter. “Oh, the two of ye are impossible. If this is how lads gossip, ‘tis small wonder mothers be always warnin’ their daughters against the likes of ye.”

Tommy threw back his head in laugher. “How about a dance to cool your temper, lass?”

“Perhaps later, Tommy. I’ll be walkin’ Ian out.”

Maven grabbed a heavy shawl off the hook and threw it around her shoulders. When she and Ian walked out to the porch, a damp chill enveloped them.

“Mrs. Drury is takin’ me on as an apprentice dressmaker,” said Maven, searching for conversation to hold him further. “She said in due time I might try me hand at some designin’.”

“I’m glad for ye. Mum always said ye were clever with a needle,” replied Ian.

“Will...will ye be comin’ back to us, Ian?” she asked in a tentative voice.

Ian looked at her perplexed. “Of course, I will. Where else would I go?”

“I mean back to the Basin.”

“I’m keepin’ the room at the boarding house, Maven.”

“Ye should be here with people who care about ye, Ian.”

“Dinnae start, lass. My mind is made. Ye’ve been a great comfort to me. Ye always are. But I have to leave the Basin to make my way.”

Maven let out a heavy sigh of frustration. “Sometimes, I canna understand ye, Ian Douglas.”

“One day, mayhap I’ll be able to explain,” he said.

“But ye’ll be alone.”

Ian forced a lighter tone. “I’ll nae be alone. I have ye and Tommy.” He chucked her under the chin. “We’re the Pine Street Warriors, remember? Thick as thieves the four of us be...” he stopped, suddenly turning inward. “And then there were just three,” he murmured.

He looked at her, sadness and regret in his eyes. “Things change. ‘Tis time to grow up, Maven.” He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek again. “I’ll see ye come February.”

As Maven watched him walk off into the mist, she put a hand to the cheek he had kissed daring to hope.
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​​​​​​​​​​A New Authority
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The train climbed higher into the forest of Cherry Tree. Ian and Tommy shared the crowded rail coach with veteran loggers who had hired on at other lumber camps in the area. They slouched in various degrees of boredom and resignation, collars turned up and coats pulled tighter against the cold as the temperature took a noticeable dip with the elevated altitude. Tommy sank deep into the bench, his arms folded across his chest having more and more doubts about this venture.
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