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Dakota Resources
Trader Edward T. Latta's "List of Wood Sold to Boats,"

WILLIAM E. LASS

During 1866 and 1867, young Edward T. Latta and his partner F. W.
Johnson worked on Cedar Island in the Missouri River to supply
steamboats with an essential commodity—wood for fuel. As part of
their business activities, Latta kept an account book that included a detailed record of the prices and quantities of wood purchased for each
steamboat that stopped at their woodyard, located approximately
twenty-five miles downstream from present-day Pierre. In 2003, Edward Latta's great-grandson, Harry D. Latta of Winchester, Virginia,
donated the trader's account book to the South Dakota State Historical
Society. Nearly half of the forty-three-page ledger deals with the wood
business Latta and Johnson conducted on Cedar Island {also known
as Dorion island No. i) and neighboring Dorion Island No. 2. Especially valuable to researchers is their "List of Wood Sold to Boats," a
transcript of which is presented here.' An analysis of the information
Latta recorded provides new insight into the nature of steamboat
travel, the use of resources, and the natural environment at the time.
Before the advent of railroads, steamboats based in Saint Louis,
Missouri, dominated transportation in the Upper Missouri River reFor their assistance in providing information about tree identification, grovrth, and measurement, tlie autlior thanks W. Carter Johnson, professor of ecology. South Dakota State
university, Brookings; David J. Ode, botanist/ecotogist. South Dakota Department of Game,
Fish and Parks, Pierre; and Randy Schindle, forester for Blue Earth, Faribauh, Nicollet, and
Sibley counties, Minnesota, Minnesota Department of Natural Resources, Division Forestry.
1. Edward T. Latta Account Book, 1860-1866, Box 7045B, State Archives, South Dakota
State Historical Society, Pierre, The remainder of Latta's ledger deals with various business
activities in Leavenworth, Kansas,
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gion. The Yellow Stone, the first steamer to ply the Upper Missouri, ascended to Fort Tecumseh, near present-day Fort Pierre, South Dakota,
in 1831. The next year the craft reached Fort Union, the principal post
of the American Fur Company. Located near the mouth of the Yellowstone River, Fort Union remained the goal of one to three steamboats
annually for nearly two decades. Then, during the 1850s, navigators
employed by Pierre Chouteau, Jr., and Company, successor to the
American Fur Company, attempted to extend steamboating to Fort
Benton. In i860, two of the firm's steamers reached the fort, only
thirty-five miles below the Great Falls of the Missouri. As the practical
head of navigation. Fort Benton, an estimated thirty-one hundred
miles from Saint Louis, remained the utmost destination on the river
until the demise of steamboating.^
2. Michael M. Casier, Steamboats of the Fort Union Fur Trade: An Illustrated Listing of Steamboats on the Upper Missouri River. i8¡i-i86j (Williston, N.Dak.; Fort Union Association,
1999), p. 37; Hiram Martin Chittenden, History ofBarly Steamboat Navigation on the Missouri
River: Life and Adventures of Joseph La Barge, z vols. (New York: Francis P. Harper, 190})
1:137; Donald D. Jackson, Voyages of the Steamboat Yellow Stone (New York: Ticknor & Fields,
1985), pp. 38, 47; William E, Lass, A History of Steamboating on the Upper Missouri River (Lin-

coln: University of Nebraska Press, 1962}, pp. 10,14-19-

The sidewheeler Yellow Stone was the first steamboat to reach the upper Missouri.
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Along the Missouri and other navigable streams, steamboats consumed immense quantities of wood to power their inefficient highpressure engines. Charles W. Howell, an army engineer officer who
traveled on the Upper Missouri in 1867, reported the Miner used one
and one-quarter cords of dry cottonwood per hour, or the equivalent of
a stack just over ten feet long, four feet vñáe, and four feet high. Thus,
in an average twelve-hour day, the steamer, with a carrying capacity of
299 tons, would have consumed fifteen cords. Larger and smaller vessels would have burned proportionately more or less. T C. Purdy, who
calculated steamboat data for the 1880 federal census, concluded that
the nineteen steamboats then active on the Upper Missouri used an
astounding 31,394 cords in the course of the seven-month navigation
season.3
Obtaining enough wood to meet the high demand posed a perennial problem for steamboat operators. In Missouri, where settlement
had preceded steamboating, farmers supplied wood for steamers as a
significant sideline business. Above the agricultural frontier, steamboatmen had to procure their own wood. Once settlement extended to
Sioux City, Iowa, in 1855 and Vermillion and Yankton in present-day
South Dakota four years later, commercial woodyards were available
for over a thousand miles up the Missouri. Beyond the occupied area,
however, boatmen had to make daily stops to gather or cut wood.4
Soon after the formation of Dakota Territory in 1861, steamboating
on the Upper Missouri increased sharply. Army offensives against the
Sioux Indians in 1863 and 1864 and the opening of the Montana gold
fields required about a dozen steamers to carry men and supplies each
year. Following the war, steamboating boomed in response to the demands of newly created army posts and the Montana argonauts. Business at Fort Benton peaked in 1866, 1867, and 1868, with thirty-one,
forty-one, and thirty-six steamboat arrivals, respectively. This unprece3. U.S., Congress, House, Improvement of Missouri River, House Ex. Doc. 136, serial 1337,
40th Cong., 2d sess., 1868, p. 30; T. C. Purdy, "Report on Steam Navigation in the United
States," in U.S., Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Tenth Census of the United
States, 1880. vol. 4. p. 48. A cord was 128 cu. ft. Purdy arrived at his figures by miiltiplying the
amount of wood burned per ton of cargo by the steamers' aggregate tonnage (7.591.67 tons).
4. improvement of Missouri River, p, 8.
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dented commerce created opportunities for wood sellers along the unsettled portion of the Missouri, which stretched from near Fort Randall to Fort Benton. Information about these "wood hawks" is scant.
Some were young men also know as "wolfers," because they engaged
in both wood cutting and animal trapping. Others were American Indians who had readily learned about capitalism from traders. Steamboat captains often mentioned woodyards in their logs, but their terse
entries were ordinarily limited to the amount purchased and cost per
cord. 5
Edward T. Latta was twenty-five years old when he formed his partnership with F. W. Johnson on 20 November r856. The son of
Samuel N. and Sarah Ann Latta, he was born 20 September 1841 at
Grandview, Louisa County, Iowa. In i860, he joined his father in
Leavenworth, Kansas, where he worked as a bullwhacker in overland
freighting to Denver. During the Civil War, the young Latta served in
an Iowa regiment and engaged in combat at Shiloh, Tennessee. After
being discharged in September 1863, he rejoined his father, who
worked as the federal government's Indian agent for the Upper Missouri Agency. In June 1865, Edward Latta was hired as a clerk by J. A.
Coffey, who, with his Leavenworth associate Elias H. Durfee, proposed to enter the Upper Missouri fur trade. Latta traveled with Coffey
by steamboat to Fort Sully, but Coffey, who had not yet obtained a trading license, sold his goods to the Sioux City firm of Gregory, Bruguier,
and Goewey and arranged for Latta to work for them. Apparently dissatisfied with this employment, Latta returned to Leavenworth that
winter.*^
Latta likely met Johnson during this stay on the Upper Missouri.
Ledger entries indicate that Johnson had worked on the Dorion islands for some time before Latta joined him. Their partnership agree5, Joel Overholser, Fort Benton: World's Innermost Port (Fort Benton, Mont.: By the Author.
1987)' PP' 59-7o> William E. Lass, "The History and Significance of the Northwest Fur Company, 1865-1869," North Dofeola History 61 (Summer 1994): 32. For transcriptions of selected
steamboat logs, see "C. J. Atkins* Logs of the Missouri River Steamboat Trips, 1863-1868,
with Appendix." Collections of the State Historical Society of North Dakota 2 {1908): 259-417.
6. Harry D. Latta to author, 15 Feb. 2004; William E, Lass, "Elias H. Durfee and Campbell
K. Peck: Indian Traders on the Upper Missouri Frontier," Journal of the West 43 (Spring
2004): 9-19.
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ment specified that they would equally divide all wood cut after 20
November 1866 and that Latta would bear half the expense of feeding
Johnson's horse team. Ensuing contracts signed on 21 November and
22 December show that Latta bought his way into an existing business. He paid Johnson $680 for one-half interest in 437 cords of
wood, 700 fence posts, and 100 telegraph poles. Slightly over half of
the wood they sold the following summer had been cut before Ghristmas of 1866.7
Three woodcutters—Matthew Bowker, Thomas H. Moore, and
James W. Underwood—worked for Latta and Johnson throughout the
winter and spring. They were still cutting into early June 1867, well after the first steamers arrived. A fourth man, George Gheatom, worked
only from 4 May to i June 1867, earning $57.76. The others received
compensation of $1.92 per day, or $50 monthly.* Moore, who delivered 238 cords from 14 November until he quit on 9 May, was the
leading cutter. Other than Latta, Johnson, and the four woodcutters,
the only other person mentioned prominently in the ledger is a Mrs.
Anna Johnson. Her relationship to F. W. Johnson is not known, but
the accounts of the two were intermingled. She was paid for such
things as making shirts and mending clothing and was charged for a
bottle of painkillers and two pairs of moccasins.9
To serve their small complement, Latta and Johnson kept a limited
supply of goods including groceries, hardware, drugs, and miscellany.
In December 1866, Johnson made a wagon trip to Yankton to restock
the store for the winter. His route is unknown, but he likely followed
the established trail along the left bank of the Missouri River. If such
was the case, his round trip would have been about four hundred
miles. Yankton, a town with fewer than seven hundred inhabitants,
was the capital of Dakota Territory and the closest supply point. In
Yankton, Johnson purchased groceries and other items from Downer
7. Latta Account Book, pp. i, 18.
8. All dollar amounts used in this article are of the time covered. The estimated 2005
equivalents of the dollar of 1866 and 1867 are $13.25 and $13.88, respectively. Federal Reserve
Bank of Minneapolis, "Consumer Price Index (Estimate) 1800-2005," <http://woodrow
.mpls.frb.fed.us/research/data/us/calc/histi8oo.cfm>, accessed 23 June 2005.
9. Latta Account Book, p. 33.
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T. Bramble, Walter Burleigh, and an unspecified drugstore. The stock
of the Latta-Johnson store included flour, saleratus (baking soda for
making bread), sugar, corned beef, bacon, molasses, syrup, cheese,
potatoes, and onions, as well as shot, gunpowder, candles, pipes, plug
tobacco, and strychnine. The inclusion of strychnine (at one time they
had seven bottles on hand) suggests that they were also collecting wolf
pelts. Traders traditionally applied strychnine to the meat of bison and
other animals to bait and poison wolves, who normally died within
sight of their last meal.'°
As Latta and Johnson awaited the arrival of the first steamers in
1867, they knew the economy of the region above them had reached
unprecedented heights. The Montana gold rush, which had started
in 1862, was booming. The rapid development of this new El Dorado
had prompted Congress to create Montana Territory in 1864, and
vtathin two years the territory had a non-Indian population of approximately twenty-eight thousand concentrated in the mining areas
around Helena and Virginia City. With meager agriculture and no
manufacturing, Montanans had to import virtually all of their groceries, hardware, clothing, drugs, liquor, and mining equipment. Most of
these commodities traveled by steamboat to Fort Benton and then by
freight wagon to the mining towns. The main competition for the
steamboating industry in the region came from wagon freighters
based in Utah or such Missouri River towns as Omaha and Nebraska
City, Nebraska, and Atchison and Leavenworth, Kansas. Some supplies were also shipped from Portland, Oregon, by a combination of
Columbia River steamers and pack animals."
10. Peter Koch, "Life at Musdeshell in 1869 and 1S70," Contributions to the Historical Society of Montana 2 (189G): 301 (the correct spelling of the Montana river is Musselshell, but
Koch, like many frontiersman, misspelled it); Lass, "History and Significance of the Northwest Fur Company." p, 28; Latta Account Book, pp. 26, 29.
n . Michael P. Malone and Richard B. Roeder, Montana: A History of Two Centuries (Seattle; University of Washington Press, 1976), pp, 53, 73; Lass, Steamboating on the Upper Missouri, pp. 43-44; Betty M, Madsen and Brigham D, Madsen, North to Montana!: Jehus, Bullwhackers, and Mule Skinners on tbe Montana Trail (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press,
1980), pp. 89-94; William E, Lass, From the Missouri to the Great Salt Lake: An Account of
Overland Freighting (Lincoln: Nebraska State Historical Society, 1972), pp. 162-66; Henry
Pickering Walker, The Wagonmasters: High Plains Freightingfrom the Earliest Days of the Santa
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This map shows the location of forts and posts serving the Upper Missouri River
region in 1867. (Map by James Worm)

The second important steamboat market was the system of army
posts on the northern plains. Those designed to protect the river route
to Montana were, in ascending order from the Latta-Johnson woodyard. Fort Stilly, Fort Rice, Fort Berthold, Fort Buford, and Camp
Cooke. Fort Shaw and Fort Ellis in western Montana, whose missions
were to police overland freight routes and provide security, were supplied by way of Fort Benton. In 1867, these frontier military posts

Fe Trau to 18S0 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1966), p, 203; Carlos Amaldo
Schwantes, Long Day's Journey: The Steamboat ^ Stagecoach Era in the Northern West (Seattle:
University of Washington Press, 199g), pp. 173-75.

^

atou.c«i
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were augmented by the construction of Fort Stevenson to replace Fort
Berthold, an old fur-trading post. In the same year, the government
also established Fort Totten near Devils Lake to safeguard an overland
route from Minnesota to the Missouri River. Although it was about
one hundred fifty miles east of the Fort Berthold steamboat landing,
Fort Totten was often supplied by a steamboat-wagon service.'^
Trade with the Indians, whose economic impact was far less than
that of the miners and the army, was still important enough to attract
fur-trading companies. In 1867, the two main firms were the Northwest Fur Company, whose partners were based in New York City,
Chicago, and Mankato, Minnesota, and Durfee and Peck, headed by
Elias H. Durfee and his brother-in-law Campbell K. Peck. The North12. Robert W. Frazer, Forts of the West: Military Forts and Presidios, and Posts Commonly
Called Forts, West of the Mississippi River to iSgS (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press,
1965), pp, 137-58, The FortSully of 1867 is sometimes retrospectively labeled Fort Sully II to
distinguish it from Fort Sully I, a temporary camp started by General Alfred Sully in 186} on
the left bank of the Missouri about six miles below present-day Pierre. It was relocated about
thirty-four miles upstream in July 1S66. See Harold H. Schüler, Fort Sully: Guns at Sunset
(Vermillion; University of South Dakota Press, 1992),
1

American Indians, soldiers, and civilians gather in this photograph of Fort Sully I,
located just upstream from the Dorion islands where Latta and Johnson obtained
their wood.
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west Fur Company owned and operated the Miner, while the principal
steamboat for Durfee and Peck was the Jennie Brown.'^
Anticipating a lively steamboat trade. Saint Louis newspapers heavily advertised Fort Benton voyages in March 1867. Actual departures,
however, had to be planned to coincide wi\h the ice breakup along the
northern stretches of the Missouri River. As late as 23 March, the ice at
Sioux Gity was still thirty inches thick, with no prospect of a quick
warm-up. The ice finally broke on 10 April, nearly two weeks after the
first two boats bound for Fort Benton had left Saint Louis. A week later,
the Walter B. Dance and the Waverly docked at the Sioux Gity levee.'4
The departures of these two steamboats ushered in the 1867 navigation season, during which fifty-six different steamers plied the waters above the Latta-Johnson woodyard. Starting with the Waverly on
26 April, forty-one of them refiieled there. All but the Octavia, which
stopped only on its descent from Fort Benton, acquired wood on their
way up. By 11 July, when Latta made the last wood sales entry in his
journal, twenty-seven steamboats were still upstream.^5
Although it made only one round trip from Saint Louis to Fort Buford, the G. W. Graham obtained wood from the yard on four different
days. The closeness of the first three dates, 31 May and 4 and 6 June,
indicate that the boat made three of the stops on its ascent. The most
likely reason is that the 508-ton sidewheeler, which was 245 feet long,
had to unload some of its cargo below the woodyard and then deposit
another portion on the bank above the yard before returning downstream to retrieve the first deposit. Steamboat operators commonly
used this "double-tripping" method when a boat's draft had to be lessened in order to pass through shallow water.'^
Thirty of the steamers that procured wood from Latta and Johnson
were destined for Fort Benton, while four each ended their journeys
13. Lass, "History and Significance of the Northwest Fur Company," pp. 22, 25, 31; Lass,
"Elias H. Durfee and Campbell K. Peck," p. 11.
14. Sioux City Register. 23 Mar., 13 Apr., 11 May 1867.
15. Compiled from data in Annual Statement of the Trade and Commerce of St. Louis for the
Year í86y, p. 21: Sioux City Register, 14 Dec. 1867; Latta Account Book.
r6. Casier, Steamboats of the Fort Union fur Trade, p. 24; Lass, Steamboating on the Upper
Missouri, p. 13.
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at Forts Buford and Berthold and three stopped at Fort Sully. The
Buford steamers were the Carrie, City of Pekin, G. W. Craham, and
Paragon. Those bound for Fort Berthold were the Cornelia, Mary McDonald, Ned Tracy, and T. I. McGill. The Dictator. Jennie lewis, and Lex-

ington delivered the Fort Sully freight. Two of those headed for Fort
Benton never attained their goal. The James H. Trover was wrecked
about thirty miles below the mouth of the Musselshell in Montana.
Other steamers salvaged its machinery, but the decaying hull remained a landmark for some years at the site that came to be called
Trover Point. The Imperial, plagued with mechanical problems, stalled
at Cow Island below the rapids portion of the Upper Missouri in Montana. Its operators attempted to return to Saint Louis but abandoned
the ill-fated vessel near Bon Homme Island a short distance above
Yankton.^
Including eight that did not stop at the Latta-Johnson woodyard,
thirty-six steamers were navigated from Saint Louis to Fort Benton.
One of them, the Only Chance, accomplished the rare feat of making
two round trips in a single season. Four others reached Fort Benton
twice, but their second arrivals were double trips with cargo that had
been off-loaded at places such as Cow Island and Camp Cooke. The
average and median times for the voyages from Saint Louis to Fort
Benton were 70.6 and 70 days, respectively. The Octavia, at forty-one
days, and the Gallatin, at fifty, were the speediest. At the other extreme, the Nymph No. 2 took one hundred days and the Viola Belle
ninety-two. Descent times cannot be calculated as precisely because of
double tripping to Fort Benton and other downstream service and lack
of information about specific departure dates from Fort Benton. Most
of the boats that returned directly to Saint Louis, however, normally
took sixteen to twenty days.
In addition to groceries and supplies for the mining communities,
upbound boats usually carried military provisions and troops, as well

17. Lass, Steamboating on the Upper Missouri, pp. 46-47; Missouri River Commission,
Map of the Missouri River 6 8 (1893); Frederick Way, Jr,, comp.. Way's Packet Directory, 184819Ä3; Passenger Steamboats of the Mississippi River System since the Advent of Photography in

Mid-ContitKnt America (Athens: Ohio University, 1983), p. 240.
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as civilian passengers. In 1867, Fort Benton's imports approached
eleven thousand tons at an average freight charge of ten dollars per
hundredweight. An estimated ten thousand passengers traveled to
and from Fort Benton during the year at an average one-way fare of
one hundred fifty dollars. While some of the descending boats carried
buffalo robes and other furs and peltries, gold was the most valuable
cargo. In 1867, Montana produced over $10 million dollars in gold, an
estimated five-sixths of which traveled down the Missouri. A gold consignment of $500,000 was transported on the Only Chance, while the

The Nellie Pecik docked at Fort Benton, Montana, in 1872 carrying a large quantity of
supplies.
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Gallatin carried gold worth $250,000 and the Ida Stockdale contained
an estimated $200,000 in gold.'^
An analysis of the forty-one boats that fueled at the Latta-Johnson
woodyard adds detail to the larger picture of steamboating on the Upper Missouri. Twenty-two of the boats were sidewheelers as compared
to nineteen sternwheelers, indicating the growing popularity of the latter. Until the Civil War, at least 90 percent of all Missouri River steamers were sidewheelers, which were both easier to build and more maneuverable because the wheels could be operated independently. On
the other hand, sidewheelers were difficult to operate in shallow water,
and their wheels were prone to damage from floating logs, ice, and
other drift such as bison carcasses. These problems led to experimentation with sternwheelers, whose single paddle wheel was lighter than
two sidewheels and was protected by the boat's hull due to its placement at the back. Sternwheeler operators could thus lessen drafts and
reduce the number of repair stops. Designers also found that sternwheelers had more carrying capacity than sidewheelers of the same
length because the sternwheelers could be made wider.'9
The 1867 fleet, therefore, represented a transition phase in Upper
Missouri steamboating. Navigators had come to realize that small
sternwheelers were the best boats, but owners of large sidewheelers,
whose craft sometimes cost as much as fifty thousand dollars each,
were willing to assume high risks in exchange for lucrative returns
from the gold trade and to offset competition from railroads along the
Lower Missouri and Mississippi rivers. By the r87os, however, when
the Montana gold rush had run its course, the upper-river boats based
at Sioux City, Yankton, and Bismarck were invariably sternwheelers.^°
The capacity of the steamers that stopped at the Latta-Johnson
woodyard ranged from the 647-ton Cornelia to the 146-ton Jennie
18. Malone and Roeder, Montana, p. 53; Overholser. Fort Benton, pp. 64-65; Improvement
of Missouri River, p. 9.
ig. Louis C. Hunter, Steamboats on the Western Rivers: An Economic and Technoio^cal History (Cambridge. Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1949), pp. 85, 96, 99, 167-75; Improvement of Missouri River, p. 27,
20. Lass, "History and Significance of the Northwest Fur Company," p. 30; Way, Way's
Packet Directory, p. 171; Lass. Steamboating on the Upper Missouri, p. 108.
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Loaded with wood on its lower deck, the sternwheeler F. Y. Batchelorwaits to depart
in this 1878 photograph.

Brown. The Cornelia was 224.8 feet long, 37 feet wide, and had a maximum hole depth of 5.6 feet. The Jennie Brown measured 137 feet long
and 23.6 feet wide, with a maximum hole depth of 4.5 feet. Taken together, the forty-one vessels had a average tonnage of 366.65 and a
median tonnage of 352.^^
1
21. Here and below, boat data was compiled from individual boat listings in WUliam M.
Lytle and Forrest R. Holdcamper, comps,, Merchant Steam Vessels in the United States,
17^0-1868: "The Lytle-Holdcamper List,"ed. C. Bradford Mitchell (Staten Island. N.Y.: Steamship Historical Society of America. 1975), and Way, Way's Packet Directory. Tonnage was a
space measurement. Each ton was equal to one hundred cubic feet, Lawrence Schmeckebier. The Customs Service: ¡is History, Activities and Organization [Baltimore; Johns Hopkins
Press, 1924), p. 65. Hole depth is the vertical distance from the bottom timbers to the timbers supporting the main deck floor. It was measured about midship. Way, Way's Packet Directory, p. xvii.
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The boats were also fairly new, with an average age of 2.56 years.
Typically, steamboats had a high accident rate and wore out quickly. A
definitive study of the life span of 121 steamboats based at Saint Louis
in 1848 shows they lasted an average of 5.7 years. Nearly one-fifth
were destroyed before their third navigation season. Of the fifty-six
steamers engaged in the 1859 Lower Missouri River trade, fewer than
one-fourth were older than three years.^^
Historically, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, and nearby towns such as
Elizabeth and McKeesport served as the main steamboat building centers. The Latta-Johnson woodyard boats show this primacy, fourteen
of them having been built in the Pennsylvania communities at or near
the head of the Ohio River. Nine boats had been built at Saint Louis,
four at Cincinnati, and three each at New Albany, Indiana, and
Louisville and Paducah, Kentucky. One each hailed from Saint Paul,
Minnesota; Metropolis, Alton, and Pearl Landing, iUinois; and Wheeling, West Virginia.^5
During the eleven-week period from 26 April through 11 July 1867,
Latta and Johnson sold 817.75 cords of wood, 550 cedar posts, and 200
cedar poles to passing steamers. Most of the wood (634.5 cords) was
identified simply as "wood," while cottonwood and cedar were mentioned specifically as comprising 108.25 ^^^ 75 cords, respectively.
The generic wood was probably a mixture of cottonwood and cedar
with lesser amounts of green ash and box elder. The proprietors
charged from $4.00 to $7.50 per cord, with S6.00 the most common
price. Variations from boat to boat were most likely due to the quality
of the wood and the bargaining talents of captains and clerks, who ordinarily were part owners. Fuel, depreciation, repairs, labor, and subsistence for crews constituted their major operating expenses, so that
any reduction in wood costs would contribute to a favorable year-end
balance.^-*
22. William E. Lass, T h e Fate of Steamboats: A Case Study of the 1848 St. Louis Fleet,"
Missouri Historical Review 96 (Oct. 2001): 6; William E. Lass, unpublished manuscript on
Missouri River steamboating, p. 257.
23. Lytle and Holdcamper, Merchant Steam Vesseis; Way, Way's Packet Directory.
24. Erik F, Haites, James Mak, and Gary M, Walton, Western River Transportation: The Era
of Early Internal Development, 1810-1860 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1975);
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All of the poles, which Latta identified as "telegraph poles" in a December 1866 ledger entry, were sold to officers of the descending Jennie Lewis on 20 June for $25.00 per hundred. The next day, operators
of the upbound T L McGill bought all of the posts for an identical
price, suggesting that both items were about the same size. The poles
and posts were most likely used for steamboat fuel. Officers of thejennie Lewis, a 509-ton stemwheeler that would have burned about two
cords hourly, did not purchase any other wood on this stop, and it is
unlikely that a market existed upstream for the posts sold to the T L.
With only a few exceptions, the Latta-Johnson sales reflect the typical steamboat practice of carrying just a one-day supply of fuel, although captains would often acquire small amounts whenever they
had an opportunity in order to maintain a stable reserve. Storing large
amounts of wood presented both space and weight problems. Depending on the boat's cargo, the area available for fuel may have been
limited, and the weight of large quantities of wood increased a boat's
draft, adding to its risk of grounding.^^
The weight of wood varies from species to species and within
species according to the degree of dryness. The weight of a cord of
cottonwood, for example, ranges from 2,160 pounds when air-dried
to 20-percent moisture content to 4,400 pounds for wood that has
been freshly cut during its growing season. For red cedar, the weight
for dried wood is 2,400 pounds per cord, while the same amount of
freshly cut wood weights 3,300 pounds. Normally, wood must dry at
least a year to reach the 20-percent moisture level. Winter-cut wood,
however, is naturally drier than wood from leafed-out trees. In addition, split wood dries faster than unsplit, and summer is a better drying time than winter. With the exception of 4.5 cords, all of the wood
Latta and Johnson sold appears to have been split. In the notations for
the James H. Trover and the Cornelia on 25 and 28 May, Latta recorded
F. y Batchelor Fuel Book, I, P. Baker Papers. State Historical Society of North Dakota, Bismarck.
25. Latta Account Book, p. 18; Lytle and Holdcatnper, Merchant Steam Vessels; Way, Way's
Packet Directory.
26. "C.J. Atkins' Logs," pp. 272-73.
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sales of 2.5 and 2.0 cords of "round," or unsplit, wood. The low price,
$4.50 per cord, may indicate that the pieces were small, green, and inferior. Most such wood, which was probably no more than six inches
in diameter, would have been obtained from cottonwood branches
and the narrowest portions of cedar trunks. Latta and Johnson probably used round wood to heat their own cabin, since wood that would
not produce enough heat to generate steam could be used more successfiiUy in stoves or fireplaces.^?
Drying times for the Latta-Johnson wood obviously varied from
batch to batch. About half of it was cut before Christmas 1866, so that
a portion had aged for perhaps eight or nine months before being
sold. Some of it, however, had dried for only a month or so, and it is
unlikely that the moisture content of any of the wood had been reduced to 20 percent by the time of sale. Approximate weights of individual sales would probably have been near the median of 3,280 for
cottonwood and 2,850 for cedar.^^
Although cottonwood was the most common tree on the Upper
Missouri, it produced one of the poorest burning woods. One cord
dried to 20-percent moisture content produces just 14,900,000 British thermal units (BTUs) compared to 25,200,000 for a hardwood
such as black locust. Steamboatmen, of course, did not measure BTUs
but knew from experience which woods were best and worst. Green
cottonwood was their bane, because it would not produce enough heat
to generate the steam needed to power steamboat engines. If forced to
use it, they had to mix in another variety. Cedar, which produces
17,100,000 BTUs per cord, is superior to cottonwood. Even when
freshly cut, its moisture content is much lower. Uke other related
conifers, it bums at higher temperatures and forms a better coal bed,
providing a more enduring
27. "Firewood," issued July 1986, revised by [ohn R. Shelly, <http://www.ca,uky.edu/agc
/pubs/for/for35/for35.htTn>, accessed i6 (une 2004; telephone interview with W. Carter
Johnson, professor of ecology. South Dakota State University, Brookings, g fuñe 2004;
Thomas L. Schmidt and Tom D, Wardle, Great Plains Forester's Handbook (Lincoln: Nebraska
Forest Service, University of Nebraska, Sept. 1990), p. 74.
28. Ibid.
I
29. "Firewood."
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The variety of cottonwood Latta and Johnson sold was plains cottonwood (Populus deltoides, subspecies monilifera), and the cedar was a hybrid derivation from eastern red cedar {Juniperus virginiana L.) and
Rocky Mountain juniper (Juniperus scopulorum Sarg.). Extremely fastgrovñng, the cottonwood could, under some circumstances, reach a
height of seventy feet in twenty years. At maturity, it could stretch to
eighty-five feet. The parent varieties of the cedar, by contrast, were
slow-growing, taking twenty years to reach twenty-five feet, half of
their mature potential.3°
A general idea of the number of trees Latta and Johnson harvested
can be gained by calculating the cord equivalencies of trees of a given
size. For example, a seventy-foot cottonwood with a diameter of
twenty-three inches at breast height (4.5 feet above the ground) would
produce approximately one cord. Six cedars forty feet tall with breastheight diameters of one foot would yield one cord.3' In a recent study
of thirty-four timber stands, W. Carter Johnson, professor of ecology
at South Dakota State University, concluded that the number of trees
per acre ranged from 37.7 to 447.1. Trees in the older cottonwood
stands, which featured the largest specimens, were widely spaced.
Densely packed, relatively small trees were characteristic of young
stands.'^
It is quite likely that Latta and Johnson targeted the largest trees on
Dorion Island No. i and No. 2, which had a combined area of about
750 acres or 1.17 square miles. While their men may have cut over a
30. David J. Ode, botanist/ecologist. South Dakota Department of Game, Fish and Parks,
to author, 28 Apr. 2004; David F. Van Haverbeke, A Population Analysis o/Juniperus in the
Missouri River Basin: Taxonomiv Interrelationships between (uníperus scopulorum Sat^. and ].
virginiana in the Missouri River Basin, University of Nebraska Studies, New Series No. 38
(Lincoln. 1968). [p. xiiij; U.S., Department of Agriculture, Natural Resources Conservation
Service, "Plants Database," <http://plants.usda.gov/>, accessed 7 Dec. 2004,
31. S. R. Gevorkiantz and L P, Olsen, Composite Volume Tables for Timber and Their Application in the Lake States. U,S., Department of Agriculture, Technical Bulletin 1104 ((an.
1955). Table 3, <http://mallit.fr, umn,edu/fr5218/notes/vol ta bs.html>. accessed 7 Dec. 2004,
32. Warren Carter Johnson, "The Forest Overstory Vegetation on the Missouri River
Floodplainin North Dakota" (Ph,D. diss.. North Dakota State University. 1971), pp. 162-70;
W. Carter Johnson, Robert L Burgess, and Warren R. Keammerer, "Forest Overstory Vegetation and Environment on the Missouri River Floodplain in North Dakota." Ecological
Monographs 46 (Winter 1976): 63.
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thousand trees, the impact of their cutting cannot be determined precisely. The extent of previous wood collection on the islands is unknown, but Indians and steamboatmen must have obtained quantities of wood from them before 1867. Cedar was always in demand,
and the largest trees grew on islands. There were still great quantities
of timber on Dorion Island No. i and No. 2 when Latta quit the wood
business in 1867. In June 1871, the crew of the descending steamer
May Lowery picked up 1,150 cedar telegraph poles at the islands and
distributed them in the Fort Randall-Springfield-Yankton area. The
following month the boat transported 1,500 cedar posts from the islands to Sioux City.îî
Latta and Johnson also appear to have made money from another
Missouri River resource—ice—although only one such transaction is
recorded in the ledger. On 19 June, Latta noted the sale of six hundred
pounds to the Saint John. Steamboats used quantities of ice to cool
fresh meat, eggs, and vegetables and to chill drinks. Most riverside
trading posts catered to this market by cutting ice in the winter and
storing blocks, insulated with sawdust, in icehouses.
In addition to listing sales, Latta's ledger also recorded the purchases the business partners made from the steamers. The costs of acquisitions such as flour, corn meal, ham, bacon, pork shoulder, coffee,
sugar, and other items were always deducted from the wood payments
made by steamboat clerks. These purchases supplemented the regular
provisions Latta and Johnson received from H. D. Booge and Company, a Sioux City general merchandiser.^
Latta made a preliminary settling of his account with Johnson on 19
June 1867. After selling wood to the G. A. Thomson on 11 July, the men
divided their total proceeds, ending their wood business, apparently

33. Improvement of Missouri River, p. i6; Missouri River Commission, Map {1893), p. 39;
Sioux City Weekly journal, 22 June, 20 July 1871.
34. Latta Account Book, pp, 37-41; [Philippe Régis de Trobriand], Military Life in Dakota:
The Journal of Philippe Régis de Trobriand. trans, and ed. Lucile M. Kane (St. Paul: Alvord
Memorial Commission, 1951), p. 37; Barton H. Barbour, Fort Union and the Upper Missouri
fur Trade {Nonnan: University of Oklahoma Press, 2001), p. 49; G. Hubert Smith, Like-aFishhook Village and Fort Berthold Garrison Reservoir, North Dakota (Washington, D,C.: National Park Service, 1972), p. 98.
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Edward T. Latta is pictured here some time after
leaving the woodyard business.

because they had exhausted their supply. The short tenure of the
Latta-Johnson yard was characteristic of the wood business on the Upper Missouri. Steamboatmen deplored the unreliability of wood
hawks, who were sometimes driven out of business by threatening Indians.35
Latta's woodyard experience must have satisfied his yearning for
frontier life, for in the fall of 1867 he married Mary Elizabeth Jackson
in Grandview, Iowa. The newlyweds moved to Leavenworth the next
35. Latta Account Book, pp. 41, 42; Koch, "Life at Muscleshell," p. 303; Sioux City Weekly
Journal, 27 June 1872.
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spring where Latta worked variously as a grocer, railroad agent, livestock dealer, and stockyard owner. His other activities included service
on the Leavenworth city council. In 1881, Latta and his family returned to Grandview, where he conducted an insurance business until
his death on 14 September 1916. He was also involved in local politics
and actively engaged in the town's Grand Army of the Republic chapter.36

Soon after Latta left the Upper Missouri, regional steamboating was
revolutionized by the extension of railroads to Sioux City in 1868 and
Yankton and Bismarck five years later. The emergence of these new
ports generally ended the practice of steamboats making long voyages
from Saint Louis. But the completion of railroads to Pierre and Chamberlain in r88o and 1881 and to BilUngs, Montana, in the Yellowstone
River Valley in 1882 sharply curtailed boating. The river trade and the
need for woodyards like that of Latta and Johnson were reduced yet
more when the Great Northern Railroad reached Great Falls, Montana, in I888.Î7
36. Latta to Lass. 15 Feb. 2004.
37, For detailed coverage of this phase of steamboating, see Lass. Steamboating on the Upper Missouri, pp. 58. 77.137,142, 156.
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LIST OF WOOD SOLD TO BOATS. 1867
April
26th

Steamor Waverlay [Steamer Waverly]
Twenty four cords at $4.00 96.00
Bought ofr52# Flour @ 12 c 6.12
" " 6 " Shoulder at 14 c
.80
89.00

27

29

Steamor Deor [Steamer Deer] Lodge
Sixteen cords at cottonwood S6.00
Steamor [Steamer] Cora
Ten cords at coton wood
Bought one sack Flour at

96.00

$6.00 60.00
$12.00 12.00
48.00

29"

30"

W. B. Dance [Walter B. Dance]
Ten cords at
$6.00
Ben Johnson
Fourteen cords at
$5.00
Boyght Stores to the amt. of

60.00

70.00
4.90
65.10

30"

Ameilia Powe [Amelia Poe]
Six Cords at
Three Cords at

$6.00 36.00
$12.00 35.00 [sic]
71.00

May
2nd

2nd

Only Chance
To fTotal] Wood 7 cords at

$5

Miner
Wood 3 cords at
"I"

$4.50
$6.00

35.00

13.50
6.00
19.50

6th

Saint Johns [Saint John]
To Wood 22 cords at

$6.00

132.00

173
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[6th]

Hunts Vill [Huntsville]
Towoodl2cord[s]at
By [buy] 20# Baccon @ 25c
2 Sacks Flour at $11

May 9th York Town [Yorktown]
To 12 cords wood at
" 4 "
"
"
By 35 # Hames at
" 4 # Coffee "

VOL. 35, NO. 2

$6.00
5.00

72.00
22.00

$45.00

$6.00 72.00
4.50 18.00
25c 8.75
50c 2.00
$89.25

" 15th

" 16 "

" 16 "

" 19 "

" 21st

" 22 "

" 23 "

" 24 "

" 24
May
25 "

Guiden [Guidon]
To 16 1/2 cords C[ottonwood] Wood @ $6.00
Nile
To 6 cords C Wood @ $6.00

$99.00

$36.00

Mountaineer
To 4 1/2 cords C Wood $6,00

$27.00

Ida Stockdale
To 28 3/4 cords cedar wood @ $5.00 $143.75

$143.75

Abenoa [Abeona]
To 10 1/2 cords cottonwood @ $6.00
Steamor Antilope [Antelope]
To 12 1/2 cords wood @ $6.00
Received Due bill on Same payable
on return of Boat
Big Home [Horn]
To 18 cords cotton wood @$6.00

$63.00

$75.00

108.00

G. A. Thompson [Thomson]
To 4 1/2 cords wood at $6.00

27.00

Carrie
To 5 1/2 cords wood @ $6.00

33.00

James H. Trover
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To 2 1/2 cords round wood (î)4.50
" 171/4 " Cedar wood " 6.00
" 71/4 " Cottonwood • "
Received cash
" Due bill
25

28

Tacony
To 8 1/2 Cedar wood @
6.50
"6
" "
6.00
" 15 Cotton
" "
6.00
Reed. Due Bill for full Amt.
Agnes
To 9 cords wood at
[ennie Brown
To 7 1/2 cords at
received credit on order
Cornelia
To 4 cords wood at
To 2 " round " "

11 25
105.00
43.50

20.25
139.50

55.25
36.00
90.00
181.25

6.00

54.00

6.00
45.00

6.00
4.50

24.00
9.00
$33.00

29"

31st

Lilly
To 13 cords wood at
60
rec Due bill payable on return
Viola Belle
To 6 cords wood at
Bgught 74# Bacon at
5 Gall Syrup at
rec Due bill for 9.00 cash

6.00
36.00
22 1/2 16.65
2.00
10.00
35c
9.35

Graham [G. W, Graham]
To 14 cords wood at

6.00

June 4th Graham [G. W, Graham]
To 10 cords wood @6.00
" 4"

Tom Steavins [Tom Stevens]
To 6 cords wood at 6.00

78.00

9.35

84.00

$60.00

36.00
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Graham [G. W. Graham]
To 20 cords wood at
6.00
Reed order on Boogue [Booge] & Co.
Ritchmond [Richmond]
To 8 1/2 cords wood at
reed Due Bill for Same

120.00

6.00

Ned Tracey [Ned Tracy]
To 9 cords at
" 3 " "

51.00

6.00
5.00

54.00
15.00
69.00
1

"10

12

12

Silver Lake No. 4
To 7 cords wood at

6.00

42.00

Parigon [Paragon]
To 44 cords at
reed order on H. D. Booge

6.00

264.00

Cora
To 24 cords at
Bought 1 Bbl Flour at

6.00

144.00
22.00
122.00

15

"12

June
"12

12

City of Peakin [City of Pekin]
To 34 1/2 cord wood at
6.00
Deer Lodge
To 10 cords at
bought 11 lbs. Coffee at
" 1 Corn Meal

6.00
50c

207.00

60.00
5.50
1.00

53.50

1

Only Chance
8 cords wood at

5,00

Imperial
To 24 cords at
5.00
[Bought] 1 Bbl. corn meal at 12.00

40.00

120.00
12.00
108.00
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" 16

Maria McDonald [Mary McDonald]
To 42 cords wood at
6.00

252.00

lij ieueo upt isic| 10 uaie

'18

Jennie Lewis
To 21 cords wood at
Divided

6.00

126.00

'18

Lexington
To 10 cords wood at
6.00
60.00
Cedar wood Divided
25.00
85.00
Comilia [Cornelia]
6.00
12.00
To [two] cords at Divided
lune 19 all a/c [accountsi above this are Divided with lohnson
Total 3652.95
"19 Steamor Saint Johns [St. John]
To 37 cords wood at
6.00
222.00
2c
12.00
" 600 # Ice at
Expences [sic] on board
3.50
By one Ore [oar]
3.00
227.50
19

20

Dictator
To 6 cords wood at
6.00
By 1 Bbl. Potatoes
" 1 Ham
" on Board Exp.
3 1/2 [cords] with George at 6.00
Mountaineer
To 10 Cords at
Carried forward

36.00
5.00
2.85
.50

6.00

27.65
21.00

60.00
336.15

20

Steamer Nile
brought forward
336.15
To 9 1/2 cords cotton wood at 6.00
57.00
"4 1/2 "Cedar "
"
7.00 31.50
By Exp. on Board
.75
87.75

"20

Jennie Lewis
To 200 Po" [poles] cedar wood at 25.00 [per hundred]

21

T. L. McCiU
To 10 cords wood at

6.00

60.00

50.00
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25.00

6.00

July 2nd Maria McDonald [Mary McDonald]
To 16 cords wood at
6.00
By 15# Sugar at 30
" 1 Gall Viniar [vinegar]
"2

2

5

11

137.50
.75

36.00

96.00
4.50
5.50

G. W. Grayham [G. W. Graham]
To 41 cords at
6.00-.
Octavia
To 15 1/2 cords at
Parigon [Paragon]
16 Cords at
Bought one shoulder

G. A. Thompson [G. A. Thomson]
To 15 cords wood at
6.00
Total [receipts] counted out

86.00

246.00

6.00

6.00

196.75

93.00

96.00
6.00

90.00

90.00

1141.75
3652.95
4794.70
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