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The purpose of this paper is to shed light on a little-known technology 
used in the mid to late 1800s to move logs from the forest to the sawmill. 
The subject area lies in Manton and Lyonsville areas of eastern Shasta 
and Tehama counties (photo 1). During the 1870s there were 10 sawmills 

in this area, the mill town of Lyonsville, two V-�umes that carried rough-
sawn lumber dozens of miles from the pineries to the Sacramento Valley, 
and, among other things, many miles of logging tramway.

The movement of logs to mid-1800s sawmills was accomplished 
with motive power supplied by draft animals. Individual logs cut from 
areas near the mill were skidded along the ground with oxen (photo 2) 
or with horses (photo 3). As shown in the slides small logs were partially 

buried within the skid roads to form a hard surface that the logs could skid 
over so as to limit contact with the ground and reduce friction.

Logs cut at greater distance from the mill were transported along crude 
roads with large wagons called trucks. Photo 4 is a wagon pulled by oxen, 
(photo 5, next page) is pulled by horses. These trucks sported solid wood 

wheels, with outer rings of iron that served as tires (photo 6), and apparently 
even had on-board braking systems.

As cutting distance from the mill increased log transport became more 
problematic. The skidding of logs with draft animals was impractical as 
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weight and friction effectively wore out the stock. Wagons or trucks 
became the method of choice for longer distance yarding but this method 
too became impractical as distance increased and animals fatigued. This 
was especially true during wet seasons when the roads, churned by the hoof 
action of draft animals, became churned muddy messes.  The solution to 
long-distance log transport was the logging tramway (photo 7).

The �rst logging tramway in the Northern Sierra Nevada/Southern Cascade 
Range was constructed by C.F. Ellsworth in eastern Tehama County. 
Ellsworth bought the Belle Mill located near present-day Lyonsville from 

Kellum Powell in 1871 and constructed the tramway shown in this image 
to expand the mill�s cutting radius (photo 8). The tramway was constructed 

over a leveled roadbed and utilized peeled log rails spiked to the ground 90 
inches apart. Huge wagons called trucks were pulled along the alignment 
using wheels cast by the Marysville Foundry Company near Sacramento. 
Each wheel measured 42 inches in diameter, weighed some 1,100 pounds, 
and had a 12 inch wide dished running surface designed to roll along the top 
of the log rails.

Logging tramways served C.W. Ellsworth well. Increased production 
made possible by the tramways helped build the �rst V-Flume in California 
which will be further discussed in a few minutes. Due to his success and 
innovations this logging operation was purchased by the Empire Lumber 
Company in 1873, and a few years later by the Sierra Flume and Lumber 
Company. By 1876 this latter company owned 10 sawmills, 23 miles of 
logging tramway, 156 miles of �ume, 3 planning mills, and was considered 
the most complex lumber operation in the world.

During the summers of 1876 and 1877 the Sierra Flume and Lumber 
Company hired San Francisco artist will Taylor to visit company holdings 
and sketch each of the sawmills including the Belle Mill shown here. One of 
the reasons for Taylor�s work was for the company to be able to graphically 
show the company�s holdings to potential investors. The mills may also 
have been illustrated for insurance purposes. Several of his sketches include 
examples of logging tramways, and other features, that I�d like to point out 
and discuss. 

In addition to the logging tramway shown in the foreground here at Belle 
Mill, I�d also like to draw your attention to the mill proper. The mill was 
constructed in 1869, was steam powered, contained 3 circular saws, and was 
capable of cutting 20 thousand board feet of lumber each day which equates 
roughly to 4 modern logging trucks full of logs. Also note the push cart 
set-up used to roll cut lumber to a drying area located outside of the picture. 
Note that the logs are lying on a log deck called a rollway in an effort to keep 
the logs clean and hence keep the saws sharp for a longer period of time. 
Lastly, you can see a row of buildings on the left which probably included 
a company store, mess hall, housing, etc. and even a stagecoach rolling in 
from Red Bluff. 

The �ume that carried rough sawn lumber from the Belle Mill, and 4 
other nearby mills, is shown in this image (photo 9). This is the Empire 
Flume and it was the �rst V-�ume built in California for the transport of 
lumber. C.W. Ellsworth got the idea from a �ume he�d seen in Nevada 
used to transport mining timbers to the Comstock load mines and began 
constructing his �ume in 1870 with lumber sawn from the Belle Mill. None 
of his competitors thought that the �ume would work, and in fact, called 
the multi-year project �Ellsworth�s Folly�. The �ume reached its terminus 
in 1873, at a now-vanished town called Sesma, at a spot adjacent to the 
recently completed California & Oregon Railroad. Ellsworth�s V-Flume 
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