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Surviving with the Changing Forest
Tyler Billings

Small Town, Big Business: 
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Lumber (90%)

Wood Chips (8%)

Mulch (1%)

Saw Dust, etc. (1%)



I love the smell of fresh cut pine in the morning; it smells like an honest days work.  Much of the economy in Wicomico County is from the lumber industries found through out the area.  




Picture from the Personal Collection of “Cropper Bros. Lumber Company”
These lumber mills primarily use the local Loblolly Pine, Southern Yellow, in their production and provide numerous jobs to the people in Wicomico.  On particular town in Wicomico County has a history of lumber milling and is found on Route 50, just about 20 minutes outside of Salisbury, Maryland.  The town presently goes by the name of Willards and is relatively small when compared to the size of Salisbury and Ocean City, which is also about 20 minutes away.  A man named Ebenezer Davis changed the town’s name from Hancocks Siding to Willards in the late 1890’s to honor the general manager of the railroad, Captain Willard Thomson.
  Everyone knows everybody in this small blue collar town, with a population of 494 people in 1970.  Willards has grown a lot since 1970 and was estimated to have a population of about 950 in 2004
.  The town of Willards has not always been around, instead it was built around the railroad system.  “When the Baltimore and Eastern Shore Railroad established a station there, it was christened Willards.”
  In the beginning Ebenezer Davis built a store, a mill, a basket factory and donated money to build the Eden Methodist Church.  Shortly after, other businesses were established and would import and export their goods and products through the railroad system.  In present day Willards, small houses line the streets and the sound of children‘s voices fill the air.  
The forests in Wicomico County and around Willards are a huge factor in the local economy.  You will not find huge corporations or industries in Willards, instead the city consists of family businesses, like American Family Restaurant found on Old Ocean City Rd, that will make you feel right at home.  Family businesses and other “Mom and Pop” type businesses are so important because there is a feeling of pride and tradition that surrounds the business.  The feeling of pride comes from the fact that their family’s business hasn’t been bought out by “Corporate America” and has been able to survive with the changing demands in the market.  Tradition is also very important because the regular and loyal customers know what to expect and are sure to get exactly what they desire.  Some of these family businesses have been around for generations and all have experienced change over many years, but the lumber mills have directly been affected by the changes in the local forests.  
One business found in Willards is directly impacted on the condition and use of the local forests, private and state owned.  If you take a drive down Main Street, you will run into a well known local business, Cropper Brothers Lumber Company.  The Croppers and the other lumber mills in Wicomico County are directly dependent on how the private and state owners of the local forests choose to use their land.  Since the mills have access to local wood, the price to ship in wood for milling has been relatively inexpensive.  The question is what will become of the Croppers and the other Wicomico mills if the owners local forests choose to use their land in other ways?  In the recent years the trend has been to sell your land for development purposes, taking away the lumber mills main resource which is wood from the forests.  Traditionally the local forest plantations are used over hundreds of years to produce wood for the mills in Wicomico, as mentioned in the early sections.   The Cropper Brother Lumber Company is an example of how the successful players in the lumber industry of Wicomico County have survived the constant changes in the use of the forests in the local area and different demands in the lumber market.
Generations of Cropper Brothers:

The Croppers are a family that has owned and run lumber businesses in Wicomico County for four generations.  When the Croppers first the started in the lumber business, they were a portable sawmill.  “Portable sawmilling used to be two slaves carrying their owner's bronze pit saw into the woods, hoping to saw a single log in a day. Today a modern woodlot owner or logger can save up to buy a versatile, powerful portable sawmill that can produce 2,000 or more board feet of lumber on a good day-all for the price of a new pickup truck.”  The modern portable mill can be transported to various areas and uses more technological methods of production instead of relying on man power.  Eventually, two of the Cropper brothers bought their presently owned mill in 1965 from Paul and Denver Richardson, two local men.  The Richardson men had just recently converted their mill from being run on diesel fuel to electricity in September of 1964.  This transformation in the mills process was critical because it allows more wood to be processed.  “The mill will saw twice as much timber as diesel power,” said Denver Richardson in an article in the Salisbury Times.
  The one building that has been located on the mill’s property since the very beginning of the Richardson’s lumber business and is still standing in its original form to this very day.  This is good example of how tradition plays an important role in family businesses.  The traditional use of this building is important because people can recognize it as a kind of land mark to the successes of the lumber industry in the Wicomico area.  The Egyptians took pride in creation of their pyramids so people would remember them for ages, and the “Willards” building has a sense of pride, as a monument to tradition of the lumber industry in the town of Willards.  In this building you can presently find the offices of the Cropper Brothers family and packaging area for some of the lumber produced.  


Many of the Croppers have been working in the mill industry all of their life.  The majority of the family start in the business by performing small jobs around the business, but then enter the business permanently right out of high school.  A few of them took the time to take a few college courses but not many.  Mr. Sydney Cropper, presently 5th generation, started working there at the young age of eleven, in the 1940s.  “My father had me in there sweeping saw dust off the floor in the morning everyday in the summer.”
  That was only the beginning for Mr. Sydney Cropper, eventually he was taught how to operate all of the machines, drive trucks, and how to run the whole operation. Mr. Sydney Cropper is now the owner and boss.  I was given the opportunity to take a tour of the Cropper’s mill and ran into Mr. Cropper’s son, who works at the mill and is a current student at Wor-Wic Community College.  He was taking time to help his father run some of the saws in the mill and told me that he already knew how to operate all of the different saws in the building.  The tradition of the Cropper family in the lumber business looks to be promising in the future, as long as the local land owners continue to provide the mill with wood.

Most lumber mills on the Eastern Shore have not experienced the success of that the Cropper Brothers Lumber Company has.  John Sparrow, Head Kiln Operator, believes that the success is due to the Croppers ability to identify and adjust to the ever changing lumber market.  “Fifteen years ago, the demand was for piling and bulk heading. Today decking is in very high demand.”
  Part of survival is being able to view and adjust to the changes in the environment around you.  By identifying these changes in the demanding market, the Croppers have been able to successful provide wood products for the majority of the hardware stores and lumber yards.  Also the use of electricity in the mill has enabled the Cropper Brothers to use all of the wood that is shipped in and produce more board feet per day, when compared to diesel run mills.
Import Trees, Export More Than Just Lumber:


All the wood brought to the mill is Loblolly Pine, Southern Yellow, and is locally purchased from the Eastern Shore, Delaware, and sometimes from Virginia.  On a regular basis, about 98% of the wood brought to Cropper Brothers Lumber is private and locally grown and purchased.
  This is important because it shows the relationship of local businesses in the Wicomico area.  If the private and local foresters didn’t sell their wood to local mills, such as the Croppers Brothers, the mills would have to go out of state which would be more costly.  With the recent increase on oil prices, it would be a very expensive purchase to buy wood from way out of state.  Either the lumber mills of Wicomico County would have to decrease their profits, sell their lumber for more money, or maybe even “go out of business.”  If these actions were ever taken, the economy in Wicomico would be changed in many ways.  The total income entering the county would decrease and the number of jobs available would drop rapidly.  On the occasion, wood from outside Maryland, sometimes out of the country, is brought in to Wicomico to be milled.  “We got one shipment of wood from Argentina around the late 90’s.”
  Being in an area known for lumber milling, the Cropper Brothers had the chance to import wood from another country.  The big deal is that the Eastern Shore got a chance to be included in the process of milling wood from people outside of the United States.  The lumber mill does not just have an effect in Wicomico County, but the world wide lumber market as well.  As business became more profitable, the Croppers began to focus their attention on the other buildings that are used for different stages of production, wood chipping and debarking.  At the present time, Cropper Brothers Lumber Company provides three basic products from the trees they import; lumber, mulch, and wood chips.  Twice a month the Cropper Brothers will send their saw dust to the local businesses, such as the Perdue Company in Salisbury, MD.
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Cropper Brothers presently exports twelve million board feet of lumber each year, due to their ability to keep up with the most present technology and production methods.  In 1995, the Cropper Brothers were producing about five or seven million board feet of lumber per year.  The trend in our generation is to make things fast and easy and with the new technology, Croppers Brothers have been able to almost double the amount of lumber produced.  Before being distributed, the wood from the Cropper’s mill is sent to Byers Salt Treatment plant and then a broker from Fiber Tech. (found in Spokane, Washington) determines where the lumber is shipped to.  Most of the lumber is shipped around much of the United States, coast to coast. The Cropper Brother’s lumber is purchase as far north as Maine and as far south as South Carolina.  Western Pennsylvania, sometimes Ohio, and as far west as Michigan get Cropper Brother products shipped to them.  The United States isn’t the only place that gets its lumber from Cropper Brothers, about two loads a month get sent to Europe.  Europeans enjoy the look of Loblolly Pine and use the wood for molding and base board in houses and other buildings.
  This is important for the survival of the lumber mill because it shows the local land owners that the demand for Loblolly Pines comes from outside the United States, not just within the nation.

When the mill was run on diesel, it was very hard to consistently and accurately remove the bark off of the tree trunks.  The Richardson men told The Salisbury Times that, “taking the bark off of a log before it reaches the saw has the major advantage of removing the dirt and grit. Ordinarily the sawyer has to sharpen the saw four times a day. With the bark and grit removed, just a ‘touch up’ job at noon will do.”
  The mulch that the Cropper Brothers produce consists of the bark right off of the trees.  It is very important to remove the bark from the trees before the cutting process starts because the sand and bark dull the blades of the saw.  Normally the blades get changed twice a day, but having bark on the trees would increase the number of times the blades get changed.  The mulch is sent to businesses found locally and in parts of Delaware and is used for flower beds and other types of gardens.


After the boards are made from the tree, all the extra wood is placed into a wood chipper.  The wood chipper has been an important factor in the process of extra wood for many years because it allows more of the tree to be used.  The chips are collected in trucks and shipped north, south, east, and west.  The wood chips go to companies that use them for landscaping work, but some of the chips are sent to Spring Grow, Pennsylvania.  It is in Spring Grow that the wood chips are used in the production of paper at GladFelter Paper.
  People need paper these days and Cropper Brothers Lumber also plays a part in the production of other wood products off site.  Being able to use their wood more efficiently has allowed the Croppers to sell more of the wood they import and produce little or no waste.  

Another product shipped out of the Cropper Brothers Lumber Company is saw dust.  The saw dust isn’t shipped all over the United States like the previous products, but instead goes to the local chicken business, like the Perdue Company.  Perdue uses the saw dust in their chicken coops for floor dust; this makes it easier to manage the chicken waste.  Purdue receives about one to two truck loads of sawdust every week or two.
Although the saw dust isn’t a major product shipped out of the Cropper’s mill, it still plays a role in the operation of other companies in the area.  Instead of just trashing the saw dust produced from the cutting of the trees, the Cropper Brothers found a market to sell the dust in.
Technological Advances Over the Years:

The lumber industry used to be run on man power, mules, and large trucks.  Obviously times have changed, and now most of the man power has been taken over by machinery.  Mr. Sydney Cropper’s father said, “When I first began, all we had were saws, tape measures, and a few mules to carry the wood around.”
  The lumber mill itself has also seen changes in the way that the mill is operated.  Kelvin Adkins from the Salisbury Times wrote that, “They have seen three eras – steam, diesel, and now electricity.”
  The replacement of man power with machinery is not the only change that the lumber industry has seen; the physical labor is also less intense than in the past.  Many of the machines are run by a few buttons and have lasers to aid in the guidance of the wood through various machines.  This leads to decrease in the demand of man power needed to efficiently run the mill.  The Richardson men said, “A total of 10 men do the work in this mill of 24 men.”
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Men armed with chainsaws and tape measures used to cut the trees into the boards needed for the day’s shipment.  After removing what bark they could off the trees, the men would measure each cut by hand and use the chainsaw to form each board.  The boards were placed in a wagon hooked up to a mule, and were taken to the main building for packing.  In the later years, the mules were replaced by pick up trucks and then larger trucks.  In the present day, all aspects of the process have been modernized with machines.  The trees are unloaded using the Knuckle Boom, which is a small truck that can pick up a large number of logs.  The Knuckle Boom is a type of truck that is run on the top and has two claws located underneath it to pick up the logs.  From here the logs are debarked by machine, and then cut using laser guided Band Head Rigs.
  The Band Head Rigs are large circular saws that are fed by machine and can produce more accurately cut boards of lumber.  


The Ban Head Rigs are similar to a steel saw and the blades are changed two times a day minimum on a four hour rotation to ensure the logs are receiving the best cut possible.  A few years ago the Band Head Rigs used a cable to feed the wood through the machine.  In the recent years, Cropper Brothers has upgraded one of the machines with a hydraulic cylinder, giving the logs a “shotgun feed”.  The new technology has increased the production of wood being cut and shows fewer problems than the cable.
  From time to time the cables would snap and that slowed down the production because only on Band Head Rig was operational until the cable was replaced.

The last step in the lumber cutting process is sorting the boards into the correct lengths and grades.  “This used to be an eleven man job, but with the new machinery [purchased in 1994] the job only requires three men.”
 In the past a group of eleven men had the responsibility off sorting the different length boards into groups and from there into the different grades of lumber.  Now the job has three people monitoring it.  One person watches over the wood being loaded into the separate bins and releases it when the bin is full.  The other two people have the responsibility of placing three thin strips of wood in between each layer of boards.  This is very important because it prevents the wood from warping, bending out of shape.


Machines are not the only change in the lumber production process, computer are also being used to monitor many of the processes.  One such process is the Track Kiln, the name is given due to the train tracks used to push the lumber in the building.  In the past, the Kiln operator would have to monitor the kiln very closely and regulate the temperatures constantly.  The kiln temperature is set and monitored by one computer in the neighboring room, which allows Mr. Sparrow to perform other jobs necessary around the Cropper Brothers mill.  The kiln itself is powered by oil, but is currently planning to be retired because oil prices have increased so much.  Cropper Brothers are now looking into changing to a Wood Burn Conversion, the burning of wood chips in the place of oil.  “Since we already produce the wood chips, it only makes sense to use them in the kiln.  The oil cost us about fifteen thousand dollars a year, but the Wood Burn will save Cropper Brothers a lot of money.”
  This shows how the Croppers have recognized problems in the production of their wood and are now taking steps to fix them.
Conclusion:
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The lumber industries in Wicomico County depend on the local forests in so many ways.  With out the forests providing the industry with Loblolly Pine, the industry would not exist.  This would be horrible for the 
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economy because less and less jobs would be available and the state income would decrease as well.  Development is becoming such a huge trend in the United States that numbers of forests are decreasing more and more everyday.  This takes away from our national resources and greatly affects our ecosystems, as noted in the other sections.  Not only that, but if a development is located by a forest that can be used for wood harvesting, the property value might decrease after the cutting of the trees.  A “clear cut” forest is not a pretty picture of a landscape and might encourage the private land owner to not sell it to keep the property value up.  The places the local lumber mills in a “survival of the fittest” type industry.  “Survival of the fittest” is used in biology to describe how some species of animals are still alive, while others have become extinct.  In the lumber industry of Wicomico County, the lumber mills have had to change their products to satisfy the lumber market in the United States and in some cases other countries.  In order to keep up with the changing use of the forests, the mills in Wicomico County have also had to keep up with the new technologies and methods of procedure to keep up with the rest of the countries mills.  The Cropper Brothers Lumber Company has survived through many years, while other lumber companies have failed and gone out of business.  The wood is being used more efficiently and in greater amounts.  The wood processed at their mill is shipped all over the United States and even to Europe.  This goes to show that a small town in Maryland can have a big impact on industry around the world.  Through the years the man power needed has been reduced by use of machines and computers, but the quality of the wood remains the same.  I asked John Sparrow the question, “Do you think the Cropper Brothers Lumber Company will be around for another forty years?” He answered, “We are doing a good job with keeping up with technology and the Croppers have been successful when changing wood production.  If we keep this up I believe Cropper will be here as long as there are trees.”
  The problem is that in the future, there might now be any forests around, and then what?  The only other choices are to get wood from somewhere out of state, which is very expensive, or to close up shop and find a new market to enter.  This takes away from the tradition and pride that comes from the family businesses in the United States and allows “Corporate America” to control more aspects of life in the United States.
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