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Marketing Lumber on the
Great Plains, 1878-1887:
Laird, Norton and Company

JOHN N . VOCEL

They have been called the "silent army"—the mountain men,
traders, wagon freighters, homesteaders, railroad men, town builders, and merchants who helped settle the trans-Mississippi West.^
Daniel Boorstin hasobservecl that versatility was the key to success
for many of these entrepreneurial souls who went west. Implied
within that statement is the concept that it took time for the rules
of doing business in the West to be set and that, until they were,
the opportunities for success were many.^
One type of merchant that descended on the West in general,
and the Creat Plains in particular, was the lumber dealer. The plains
lacked the timber resources that settlers required to create a built
environment to meet their cultural and social needs, but late nineteenth century migration to the plains occurred concurrently with
the growth of the Creat Lakes lumber industry. The plains needed
1. David Dary, Entrepreneurs of the Old West (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1986),
pp. ix-x.
2. Daniel J. Boorstin, The Americans: The National Experience (New York: Random House, Vintage Books, 1965), p. 123.
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lumber, and the lakes industry needed a market. The process of selling lumber on the plains would be established largely through trial
and error. Companies had to hire and negotiate terms with agents,
advertise their products, monitor the amount of lumber sold on
credit, create a policy for selling to independent yards, and assure
that an adequate supply reached their retail outlets. Notwithstanding the need to create these procedures, the opportunity for success looked good to the lumber dealers and other entrepreneurs
who were poised to seek their fortune in the West.
However, doing business on the western frontier was not without
its risks, for as business historian Thomas V. DiBacco noted, opportunity could lead to overcompetition and sometimes ruin/* Lumber
dealers, found throughout the West, frequently had more than one
competitor per town. Their very ubiquity makes them representative
examples of the many merchants who operated competitive businesses in the boomtowns of the West. The Laird, Norton Lumber
Company, of Winona, Minnesota, was one such purveyor of lumber
on the plains—specifically South Dakota. Its business practices during the Great Dakota Boom of 1878-1887, therefore, provide a case
study of the methods western merchants used to deal with the competition during a time of rapid settlement and great opportunity.
The Laird, Norton Lumber Company began in 1855 as Laird Brothers and originally included William H., )ohn C, and Matthew J. Laird,
but only William H. Laird remained with the company. James and
Matthew Norton, Laird cousins, joined the business in 1856, thus
creating the firm of Laird, Norton and Company. Starting with a
single Winona lumber yard, the company expanded in 1857 to include a sawmill capable of producing twenty-five thousand feet of
lumber a day. Drawing its timber from the Creat Lakes state of
Wisconsin in general, and Wisconsin's Chippewa River Valley in particular. Laird, Norton expanded again in 1868, when a planing mill
and a sash-and-door factory were added. By 1887, the company
operated a mill capable of producing two hundred fifty thousand
feet of lumber daily—all of which needed a market.''
Under the guidance of William H. Laird, who oversaw the firm's
sales operations. Laird, Norton quickly grasped the potential of mar-

3. Thomas V. DiBacco, Made in the U.S.A.: The History of American Business (New
York: Harper & Row, 1987), p. 140.
4. Fred W. Kohlmeyer, Timber Roots: The Laird, Norton Story, 1855-1905 (Winona,
Minn.: Winona County Historical Society, 1972), pp. 40, 43-44; Agnes M. Larson, History
of the White Pine Industry in Minnesota (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press
1949), p. 152.
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keting lumber directly through lineyards, that is, lumberyards built
along railroad lines—in this case, the Winona & St. Peter Railroad
west of the city. The railroad began construction in 1862, reaching
Saint Charles in 1863 and Rochester in 1864. Laird, Norton's first two
line yards, both established in 1864, were in those towns. Although
the railroad reached Lake Kampeska, Dakota Territory, in 1873, company decision makers judged the demand for lumber in western
Minnesota and Dakota to be weak as a result of the Panic of 1873;
thus, minimal line-yard expansion occurred over the next few years.
By 1878, the economy had recovered, and evidence suggested that
a great wave of population was about to sweep into Dakota. Laird,
Norton responded to this potential by opening its first Dakota yard
at Watertown in that year. Population in the region that became
South Dakota jumped from 98,268 in 1880 to 328,808 in 1890, and
with it came a tremendous demand for lumber. At its high point
in 1886, Laird, Norton operated fifteen yards in the east-central portion of southern Dakota Territory.^
5. Ralph W. Hidy, Frank E. F4ill, and Allan Nevins, Timber and Men: The
Weyer/iaeuser Story (New York: Macmillan Co., 1963), pp. 171-72; Kohlmeyer, Timber
Roofs, pp. 60-61, 206-7; Harold E. Briggs, "The Great Dakota Boom, 1879 to 1886," North
Dakota Historical Quarterly 4 {Jan. 1930): 93. Laird, Norton also operated three yards
in that portion of the territory that would become North Dakota. These yards were
located at Eilendale, Ludden, and Oakes.

An 1880 railway
brochure included this
engraving of Winona,
Minnesota, with lumber
stacked in the foreground. The text
explained that six
lumber firms sold over
fifty million feet of
lumber from Winona
each year.
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William H. Laird
oversaw the sales
operations of the
Laird, Norton and
Company lumber business.
Using pools, feignini;
competition, and buyini.;
out competitors. Lain!
ensured that his compan\
would survive in the
Creat Plains lumber
market.

A number of companies competed with Laird, Norton in this
period, most of which were headquartered in Winona. Early competitors included Youmans Brothers & Hodgins and Horton and
Hamilton. Addison B. and Earle S. Youmans started a Winona sawmill
in 1857 and opened line yards at Saint Charles and Rochester in 1865.
The Youmans Brothers, who were joined in business by Abner
Hodgins, ultimately established a line-yard system geographically
similar to that of Laird, Norton's.<>
Charles Horton and Andrew Hamilton started a Winona sawmill
venture in 1860 and operated it until 1880, when their partnership
dissolved. Charles Horton then went on to join Orrin Ingram, of
Eau Claire, Wisconsin, as Ingram formed the Empire Lumber Company in 1881. Empire subsequently built a hundred-thousand-dollar
mill in Winona, which Horton operated, and developed a line yard6. Kohlmeyer, Timber Roots, pp. 80-81.
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system throughout southern Minnesota and eastern Dakota.''
Although not as aggressive as Laird, Norton or Youmans Brothers,
Horton scouted potential yard sites on the railroad "as far west as
there were customers."" Andrew Hamilton joined the Laird and Norton families to create the Winona Lumber Company in 1880. A simple business investment on the part of the úirds and Nortons,
Winona Lumber generally operated apart from Laird, Norton and
Company.^
The dynamics of competition in American business changed
dramatically with post-Civil War industrialization. Technological innovations facilitated the growth of many companies and inspired
the origins of others. Soon both the number of businesses operating
in the postwar period and the profits at stake were substantial. Reflecting those conditions, American businessmen developed new
ways of controlling the growing competition, thus assuring themselves, as best they could, of profitable ventures. Using railroad
rebates to offset his losses, for example, John D. Rockefeller tried
to eliminate competition for Standard Oil by underselling other oil
producers. Soon the " p o o l " evolved. Designed to divide trade and
share profits among its members, the pool consisted of those selling the same commodity in the same geographical area. The salt
industry in Michigan in 1868 created the first pool used in post-Civil
War America. How well its members adhered to the agreed upon
pricing structure largely determined the success of a pool. Despite
its varied effectiveness, Philip D. Armour and Gustavus Swift established a pool for the Chicago meat-packing industry in the late 1870s.
Other pools were created in the steel industry in the late 1880s and
1890s and the wire-nail industry in 1895. Companies could also
eliminate competition by simply buying opposing concerns, an additional practice that the Chicago meat packers, among others,
followed. Clearly, the ability to control competition became a welldeveloped skill of many large, postwar industrialists."*

7. Ibid., p. 42; Charles E. Twining, Downriver: Orrin H. Ingram and the Empire
Lumber Company (Madison: State Historical Society of Wisconsin, 1975), pp. 185, 202-3,
260-63; Northwestern Lumberman, 8 Oct. 1881; Larson, White Pine, p. 153.
8. Twining, Downriver, p. 185.
9. Larson, White Pine, p. 153.
10. Sean D. Gashman, America in the Gilded Age: From the Death of Lincoln to
the Rise of Theodore Roosevelt (New York: New York University Press, 1984), pp. 56,
72; Matthew Josephson, The Robber Barons: The Great American Capitalists, 1861-1901
(New York: Harcourt, Brace & Go., 1934), pp. 115, 284-85.
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The Great Lakes lumber industry also benefited greatly from postCivil War industrialization. The combination of technological advances (e.g., improved saws and transportation methods) and abundant raw materials had inspired many lumber firms to settle in the
Creat Lakes states of Michigan, Wisconsin, and Minnesota. Once
settled, of course, they all began to look west for markets. Ceographerjohn Hudson observed: "It is difficult to imagine how anyone
could have lost money in the lumber business in a plains frontier
town. Virtually the whole town was built of sawed lumber and practically all of it had to come from outside."" Indeed, when money
was lost, it was usually due to competition and not for lack of a
market. D. N. Tallman, a townsite organizer and promoter for the
Creat Northern Railroad, believed that a successful town required
three to five lumber yards, and quite a few east-central South Dakota
towns had that many. Most towns, however, could not support them
all. The competitive battle, consequently, was not so much one for
profits as one for survival.^^
In trying to meet competition or, at least, rninimize it, pricing was
a key element. Laird, Norton was not averse to adjusting its prices
if that assured the company a larger share of the market. "We will
make the prices of the stuff bought low enough to meet competition, whatever that may be," the company told W. S. Cooding, its
agent at Blunt.''' Laird, Norton was always wary about cutting prices
too much, however, frequently urging agents to use caution when
making such decisions.''* When price cuts by competitors were out
of line, the company largely ignored them. Writing to Frank Isham,
the agent at Cary, South Dakota, a company representative ex-

11. John C. Hudson, "The Plains Country Town," in The Creat Plains: Environment
and Culture, ed. Brian W. Blouet and Frederick C, Luebke (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, Center for Creat Plains Studies, 1979), p. 110.
12. lohn C. Hudson, Plains Country Towns (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 198S), pp. 100-101. The Northwestern Lumberman observed in 1883 that competition was stiff in Dakota towns that had two or three yards when one would suffice. The situation, the paper noted, "makes a poor trade for all of them" (Northwestern
Lumberman, 22 Sept. 1883).
13. Laird, Norton Company (LNCo) to W. S. Gooding, 18 Mar. 1884, Pressbook #53,
Uird, Norton Papers, Minnesota Historical Society, St. Paul, Minn. Additional examples
of the company's willingness to adjust prices to meet competition include LNCo
to R. L. McCormick, 12 |uly 1879, Pressbook #11, LNCo to John Swenson, 21 Sept.
1878, Pressbook #5, and LNCo to W. S. Cooding, 26 Aug. 1884, Pressbook #59, all ibid.
14. LNCo to F. S. Meyers, 15 Mar. 1883, Pressbook #41, and LNCo to W. S. Gooding,
18 Mar. 1884, Pressbook #53, ibid.
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The lumber industry of the Creat Lakes
states of Minnesota, Wisconsin, and Michigan
supplied the raw material for the built
environment on the treeless Creat Plains.
As this 1883 bird's-eye view of De Smet.
Dakota Territory, shows, the plains town was
built of lumber supplied by competing yards.
On opposite sides of Calumet Avenue, the
Empire Lumber Company and Youmans Brothers &
Hodgins Lumber Company vied for trade in
De Smet. These two companies represented
Laird, Norton's stiffest competition on its
line-yard system. While Laird, Norton did
not own a yard in De Smet prior to 1890,
it had yards in Lake Preston, Iroquois, and
Huron, the next few stops in both directions
on the Chicago & North Western railroad.
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plained: "We hardly think it would be wise to sell lumber as low
as you state [the] Green Bay man is selling for—$14.00 and $16.00—The
lumber is worth more money, and if a man is foolish enough to give
his lumber away, I don't know but that he ought to be encouraged—
of course we would like you to hold your trade—but we think there
can be no good reasons for selling it at such prices."'''
At other times, the company advocated the regrading of lumber
as a response to low prices. This concept was explained to W. S.
15. LNCo to Isham, 27 Mar. 1880, Pressbook #16, ibid.
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Gooding in 1885: "Our idea is that it would be best to make prices
on common and 2nd common about $2 off present list, that is to
say $14 and $16; and instead of calling your next grade lower cull,
call it 3rd common and sell it at $12 to $14 as you find it necessary
We would suggestthat what we bill you as 3rd flooring you call 2nd,
and 4th flooring 3rd. if you think the grades will not quite warrant
this, puta iittleof your poorest 3rd into 4th, calling these two grades
2nd and 3rd, thus lowering your grades so as to meet his."'"
Brookings is a good example of a town that experienced a prolonged pricing battle between competitors. Only two yards had located in town. Laird, Norton and Youmans Brothers & Hodgins, but
competition between them had evolved to the point that Laird, Norton suggested a common price be set and adhered to. No sooner
had the two agreed upon a price than the Youmans agent complained that the Laird, Norton agent was circumventing it by selling
on credit. Bickering and price cutting continued throughout 1881
and 1882.'^ Einally, Laird, Norton and Youmans Brothers & Hodgins
negotiated a new pricing agreement at their Winona headquarters,
explaining it in a 27 October 1883 letter to their Brookings agents:
"We desire that lumber at Brookings shall be sold at as low prices
as any of the points in competition with you—but there is no occasion for selling lumber at cut rates and we hereby instruct you to
reestablish the prices of the earlier part of the season.... And then
maintain the prices established without fail. . . . If anything occurs
that is likely to lead to a misunderstanding—each go to the other
for an explanation, and be able to give it in such a way that will
induce mutual confidence.""^ While there may have been problems
setting the prices locally, the success of the practice apparently led
Laird, Norton and Youmans officials to meet again in 1884 and 1885
to establish their pricing policies. This type of price-fixing arrangement was also used at Goodwin, Volga, Aurora, Nordland, Watertown, Redfield, and Elkton.^"

16. LNCo to Gooding, 10 Mar. 1885, Pressbook #66, ibid.
17. LNCo to Brookings Yard, 3 July 1880, Pressbook #17, LNCo lo A. H. Wellman,
20 Aug., 17 Sept. 1880, 21 May 1881, Pressbooks #18, 19, 24, and LNCo to M. T. Allum,
7 Nov. 1882, Pressbook #37, all ibid.
18. LNCo and Youmans Brothers & Hodgins (YB&H) to M. T. Allum and W. G.
Lockhart, 27 Oct. 1883, Pressbook #48, ibid.
19. "Winona and Its Lumber Interests," Northwestern Lumberman, 14 June 1884;
LNGo to W. Hayes Laird, 2 Aug. 1884, 4 June 1885, Pressbooks #59, 69, LNCo, YB&H
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A unique corollary to these pricing battles evolved within the Laird,
Norton corporate family, and dates to the founding of the Winona
Lumber Company. The relationship between the two companies,
along with the fact that the Winona Lumber Company opened yards
in many of the same Dakota towns that Laird, Norton operated yards
in, led to instances where the two companies feigned competition.
In 1884, Laird, Norton wrote to ). F. Daubenberger, its agent at Frankfort, Dakota Territory, telling him, "You want to carry on the business
of the two yards in such a way to give the impression that they are
separate and distant concerns, which they are."^" At other times,
the companies cooperated to force out a competitor. In Blunt,
Dakota, in 1884, M. Booth, the Laird, Norton agent, and W. C. Grier,
the Winona Lumber Company agent, were having a difficult time
selling lumber because of the price-cutting tactics of a Mr. Hatl.^'
Two years later, the parent company decided that it was tired of Hall's
tactics. Consequently, Laird, Norton wrote Booth that he and Grier
should cooperate and work to drive out Hall, telling him to "make
the contest sharp and decisive."^^ This effort apparently proved successful, for the company discussed the forthcoming sheriff's sale
of Hall's stock in January 1887.2''
The most satisfactory solution for resolving competition in the
plains lumber market, however, came with the implementation of
the recently developed tactics of the Michigan salt industry and
Chicago meat packers. According to Weyerhaeuser historians Ralph
Hidy, Frank Hill, and Allan Nevins, one reason the Laird, Norton company successfully sold lumber on the plains was because it used
local pools to fight the effect of competition. Pooling began at Brookings in 1884, following a pattern that dealers had established at Zumbrota, Minnesota. The principle was quite simple: each participating
company shared equally in a town's business. Its operation depended upon common rates for lumber as well as a system whereby
each company kept track of the lumber it and its competitors re-

and Empire Lumber to "Our Agents at Redfield," 27 Mar. 1882, Pressbook #31, LNCo
to H. H. Herring, 6 Oct. 1885, Pressbook #74, and LNGo to various yards, 3 )uly 1889,
Pressbook #17, all in Laird, Norton Papers,
20. LNGo lo Daubenberger, 29 Mar. 1884, Pressbook #54, Laird, Norton Papers.
21. Kohlmeyer, Timber Roots, p. 218; LNCo to W. S. Gooding, 8 Feb. 1884, Pressbook
#52, Laird, Norton Papers.
22. LNGo to Booth, 12 July 1886, Pressbook #85, Uird, Norton Papers.
23. LNGo to Booth, 5 |an, 1887, Pressbook #91, ibid.
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ceived and sold. As the year ended, accounts and proceeds were
reconciled so that each member received its share. If only two firms
operated in the pool, for instance, each party was entitled to one
half of the proceeds.^^
The Brookings pool was in place as the 1884 season got under
way. Laird, Norton stressed that agents must keep the arrangement
to themselves because it did not want customers to think that prices
were being artificially inflated. That, after all, would then hurt everybody's business. There were problems getting the agents to participate as they should, but the pool appeared to be operating
smoothly by 1885. Ultimately, pools became quite common in towns
with Laird, Norton yards, including Clark, Huron, Redfield, and Iroquois in South Dakota.^''
Despite the presence of price-fixing agreements or pools, if Laird,
Norton judged that its position in a town could be further solidified
by purchasing a competitor, it would do so—just as the Chicago
meat packers and others had done. Perhaps the best example of
this procedure occurred in Blunt, Dakota. When Laird, Norton
opened its yard in 1883, competitors were so numerous that the company believed a business could not be successfully operated unless
some were removed. "In order to do business at all with any satisfaction," Laird, Norton told agent Bishop Cravath, "we have got to get
several of the other yards out of the way."^'' Shortly thereafter, the
company purchased three yards, but competition in Blunt remained
keen, helping to close the Laird, Norton yard at Canning, approximately five miles to the south, shortly after it opened there in 1885.
The problem in Blunt appeared to be a yard owned by J. D. Curran.
W. Hayes Laird, of Laird, Norton, and Sam Hamilton, of the Winona
Lumber Company, met with Curran in September 1885, presumably
to discuss the purchase of his yard, a deal they apparently closed
because Laird and Hamilton scheduled a meeting in Blunt in December to discuss the disposition of the Curran yard. Laird, Nor-

24. Hidy, Hill, and Nevins, Ttmber and Men, pp. 176-77; LNCo to YB&H, 14 Apr. 1884,
Pressbook #55. Laird, Norton Papers.
25. LNCo to W. Hayes Laird, 23, 29 Apr. 1884, Pressbook #55, LNCo to M. T Allum,
29 Apr., 28 Nov. 1884, 3 Jan., 20 |uly 1885, Pressbooks #55, 63, 64, 71, LNCo to J. Way,
21 Oct. 1885, Pressbook #74, W. Hayes Laird to LNCo, 16 May 1885, Box 12, LNCo to
J. C. Reisinger, 11 Jan. 1886, Pressbook #78, and LNCo to F. L. Gilbert, 8 Mar. 1886,
Pressbook #79, all in Laird, Norton Papers.
26. LNCo 10 Cravath, 24 Aug. 1883, Pressbook #46, ibid.
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ton also bought out competitors in Redfield, Watertown, Frankfort,
and Harrold during the busiest years of the boom.^^
Once competition within a town was eliminated, or if none
existed, Laird, Norton tried to keep out new competitors. Such was
the case in Lake Preston, Dakota Territory, where Laird, Norton
thought an Eau Claire company planned to put in a yard in 1884.
Hoping to discourage the Eau Claire firm at the outset. Laird, Norton told its agent, N. W. Ellefson, to drop prices. This ploy was successful, pleasing Laird, Norton greatly.^« In 1885, two more potential
competitors expressed an interest in Lake Preston. One, named
Henry Wood, the company addressed directly. "We are large manufacturers and dealers in lumber at this point [Winona]," the Laird,
Norton representative explained. He continued: "The trade at Lake
Preston has not warranted more than a single yard to do the business, and we have aimed to sell lumber at as low a price as it could
possibly be laid down at that point, even without making a profit
to the yard, and with the experience at other places with independent dealers not having their connection with some manufacturers
here we do not see how it could be profitable to start another yard
at that point."^*' A Mr. Beyer was the second would-be competitor,
and Laird, Norton simply told Eliefson to try and discourage him
from starting a yard.^"
New concerns about competition in Lake Preston arose in 1887,
as the Chicago, Milwaukee & St. Paul Railroad laid rails for a
north/south line through town, opening the area to lumber companies in La Crosse, Wisconsin. At first. Laird, Norton thought the
La Crosse firms could be stopped by increasing the competition—
that is, by putting a Winona Lumber Company yard at Lake Preston.'ï'
Soon, however. Laird, Norton decided to correspond directly with
the La Crosse company. In a letter to the lohn Paul Lumber Company, a Laird, Norton official noted that both John Paul and C. L.

27. Industries of Blunt, D.T (St. Paul, Minn.: Pacific Publishing Co., 1884), p. 29; LNCo
to W. Hayes Laird, 22 Sept., 5 Dec. 1885, 7 Apr, 1887, Pressbooks #73, 76, 94, LNCo
to J. C. Reisinger, 27 Oct. 1885, Pressbook #75, LNCo to J. C, Miller, 18 Apr. 1883,
Pressbook #42, and LNCo to C. E Childs, 19 Sept. 1885, Pressbook #73, all in U i r d ,
N o r t o n Papers. The three yards that Laird, Norton bought in Blunt were probably
Albright and West's, Wilbur's, and Kinan and Wheelock's. See LNCo to W. Hayes
Laird, 16 Aug. 1883, Pressbook #46, and LNCo to Kinan and Wheelock, 24 Aug. 1883,
Pressbook #46, Laird, N o r t o n Papers.
28.
29.
30.
31.

LNCo to Ellefson, 13 May, 24 June 1884, Pressbooks #55, 57, U i r d , N o r t o n Papers.
LNCo to W o o d , 6 July 1885, Pressbook #71, ibid.
LNCo to Ellefson, 5 Nov. 1885, Pressbook #75, ibid.
LNCo to Ellefson, 28 Dec. 1886, Pressbook #91, ibid.
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Coieman, also of La Crosse, planned to locate yards at Lake Preston.
The letter continued: "We will say of Lake Preston that there is barely
trade enough there to support one yard. We have been running our
yard there ever since the town was laid out and while we have sold
some lumber we do not claim that we have made any money
there. . . . it might be better for you and Mr. Coleman to take the
points north and south of Lake Preston on your road which points
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In Watertown,
as in Blunt,
Laird, Norton bought
out its competitors,
which in the 1880s were
all located between
Walnut and Oak
streets.

we would not interfere with by putting in yards or in any other
way."^2 Laird, Norton used this method to keep competition out of
Huron, Gary, Blunt, and Columbia.^^
32. LNCo to John Paul Lumber Company, 26 Mar. 1887, Pressbook #94, ibid.
33. LNCo to T. Jeffries, 24 June 1882, Pressbook #33, LNCo to F. Isham, 3 Nov. 1883,
Pressbook #49, LNCo to W. S. Gooding, 1 Feb. 1884, Pressbook #51, and LNCo to W.
Hayes Laird, 1 Oct. 1885, Pressbook #74, all ibid,
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Laird, Norton's offer not to interfere with yards placed in adjacent
towns in return for the La Crosse firms' agreement not to open yards
in Lake Preston solved one problem, but it posed another risk for
the enterprising Winona company. While the proposal did remove
the threat of competition in town and nearby, it opened the possibility that the competitors would capture the outlying trade. As Laird,
Norton officials evaluated the potential for business losses from
direct competition in town versus competition for the outlying trade
only, the company apparently believed the latter would have less
impact on profitability at the Lake Preston yard. Despite that rationale, however. Laird, Norton counted on making sales to farmers
in the outlying countryside and had historically been concerned
about competition for that market.
The company's concern about the outlying competition became
evident as early as 1880, when the firm worried that its Volga and
Aurora yards were losing sales to yards in Flandreau, a town on the
Southern Minnesota Railroad about seventeen miles south of
Aurora. Competition of this sort, coming from yards in different
towns and on different railroads, proved to be much more difficult
to meet. Lumber on the Southern Minnesota came from La Crosse,
while lumber that would later arrive on the Minneapolis & St. Louis
or the St. Paul, Minnesota & Manitoba came from the Twin Cities
or Stillwater, Minnesota. As a result, it was not workable for Laird,
Norton to meet with those manufacturers and set prices or create
pools. Such competition could only be met in one way—through
price reduction. The company warned Charles Keith, its agent at
Volga, that he might have to adjust his prices in 1880 to compete
with Flandreau yards. Laird, Norton wanted to make sure that settlers felt lumber prices were as low on their railroad line as on
others.^-*
Competition with yards on other railroad lines did not become
a serious problem until 1884, when the Minneapolis & St. Louis
Railroad entered Watertown from the northeast, coming about fifteen miles north of the Laird, Norton yard at Gary. The Winona firm's
first response was to send W. Hayes Laird, its line-yard auditor, out
to give special attention to its customers in the Gary area. The company intended to make sure that buyers were so pleased with Laird,

34. LNCo to T. Frick, 25 Mar, 1880, and LNCo to C, Keith, 6 Mar, 1880, both Pressbook
#16, ibid.
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Norton products that they would not look for other sources of supply Nevertheless, concern about business lost to the yards along
the Minneapolis & St. Louis continued. In February 1885, Laird, Norton wrote a letter to Frank Isham, its Cary agent, asking him how
business was to the north. Three months later, it was clear that trade
north of Cary was being lost, and the company ordered H. W. Castleman, Isham's successor, to determine what items he was being
undersold on and to meet the competition. Laird, Norton also feared
this type of competition at Iroquois and Clark.^^
Laird, Norton paid close attention to the specific markets in which
it had yards. After all, it required a substantial investment to build
a yard, keep it well stocked with lumber and retain an agent. The
investment was great and the risks were many, but so were the
rewards. Assuming that credit balances due are an indication of how
vibrant the plains lumber market was, it is evident that Laird, Norton had reason to try and protect its Dakota sales. By the end of
1884, for instance, the Watertown yard had an outstanding credit
balance of $13300, while the yard at Redfield had a balance due of
$15,000. In September 1886, Laird, Norton wrote M. T Allum of Brookings, noting that although his sales in the first two weeks of
September totaled $1,261, his balance due was over $11,200.'"'
The Creat Dakota Boom expired in the late 1880s. Several factors
conspired to halt it. First, an 1886 depression eliminated much of
the money that had been available to railroads as they sought to
expand branch lines into the plains, resulting in a dramatically
slower pace of railroad construction thereafter. Second, virtually all
of the free land east of the Missouri River was gone by 1887. Third,
the Sioux Indians were uneasy as a result of Près. Chester A. Arthur's
decision to open the Crow Creek Indian Reservation, causing con-

35. LNCo to W. Hayes Uird, 10 July, 1 Oct. 1884, 7 May 1885, 30 lune, 10 Aug. 1888,
Pressbooks #58, 61, 68, and Box 12, LNCo to F. Isham, 13 Feb. 1885, Pressbook #65,
and LNCo to H. W. Castleman, 22 May 1883, Pressbook #69, all ibid.
36. LNCo to J. C. Miller, 13 Dec. 1884, Pressbook #63, LNCo to J. C. Reisinger, 13
Dec. 1884, Pressbook #63, and LNCo to Allum, 24 Sept. 1886, Pressbook #87, all ibid.
Other yards also had large amounts of credit sales outstanding. Gary registered
$6,068,04, and Harrold 54,944.81 in 1884. In 1886, Ludden had a $4,000.00 balance;
Frankfort also had $4,000.00; and Blunt had $4,613.82. LNCo to F, Isham, 4 Feb. 1884,
Pressbook #52, LNCo to H. Russell, 13 May 1884, Pressbook #55, LNCo to |. Kendall,
16 Nov. 1866, Pressbook #90, LNCo to Childs, 24 Sept. 1886, Pressbook #88, and LNCo
to M. Booth, 7 Oct. 1886, Pressbook #88, all ibid.
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cern among prospective settlers. Perhaps the most important reason
the boom ended, however, was the weather. Droughts began to affect Dakota again in the late 1880s.^^
As the Great Dakota Boom drew to a close, the time came when,
even with price cutting, pools, or the purchase of competitors, many
yards could no longer make a suitable profit. In those cases, the
company elected either to sell out to a competitor or simply to close
a yard and liquidate its assets. Consolidation of this sort became,
ironically, perhaps the best way of controlling competition on the
plains. Laird, Norton was a survivor in the post-Dakota Boom period.
As the Great Lakes lumber industry came to an end around 1900,
the company, along with that of Frederick Weyerhaeuser, successfully moved its operations to the Pacific Northwest.^'^ That move not37. Briggs, "Great Dakota Boom," pp. 99, 101,
38. For more on the Weyerhaeuser and Laird, Norton relationship, see Hidy, Hill,

and Nevins, Timber and Men, and Kohlmeyer, Timber Roots.

By 1900, Laird, Norton had become an established company
in an established region, having survived the collapse of the
Creat Dakota Boom in st/c/i pl¿iin'i town-. ,ÍS W.iU'rtown, South Dakota.
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withstanding. Laird, Norton continued to sell lumber in South
Dakota into the twentieth century. By then, it was an established
company in an established region. Laird, Norton's longevity and success tells us much about early competitive practices in the developing and entrepreneurial West, illustrating that lumbermen in particular, and western businessmen in general, could be as aggressive
as their counterparts in Chicago and the East when it came to protecting market share and generating profits.
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