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There’s gold in them thar’ forests

Forestry and the forest 
products business is im-
portant to Alabama and it 
is a big part of  the state’s 
heritage, affecting not only 
its economy but its cultural 
and social sides. 

The book “Green Gold: 
Alabama’s Forests and For-
est Industries” acknowledg-
es all these influences and 
impacts on the state. 

Author James E. Fick-
le, a visiting professor of  
forest and environmental 
history at Yale University 
and a history professor at 
the University of  Memphis, 
details the state’s vast ge-
ography and forestlands. 
He reviews how Native 
Americans used the forests 
followed by the earliest set-
tlers who felled trees with 
hand tools to create log 
cabins and clear land for 
agricultural use. 

The history of  several of  
the earliest lumber compa-
nies are detailed, including 
Clarke County’s own Scotch 
Lumber Co. of  Fulton. The 
influence of  the Harrigan 
family — and the family’s 
subsequent purchase of  the 
company from a partner in 
1928 — gave the Harrigans 
full ownership and control 
of  Scotch.

The family provided jobs 
but also more to their work-
ers and the Fulton commu-

nity. For instance, a swim-
ming hole, or pool, was built 
as well as a community 
center, the Woodman Hall, 
completed with a hired in-
structor to teach dancing. 
Scotch and the Harrigans 
built Clarke County’s first 
golf  course and the first 
motion-picture theater, the 
Airdome. 

Billy Harrigan was re-
membered as a hard-work-
ing and no-nonsense boss 
but one famous for touring 
company work sites in his 
automobile and taking a 
personal interest in the 
workers. 

Scotch followed the in-
novations of  the day but 
was also a trend-setter. The 
company, like others, uti-
lized its own railroad in 
the early 20th century and 
steam-powered equipment 
to haul logs from the woods 
to the Fulton mill. As roads 
improved and gasoline-pow-
ered trucks and equipment 
became more powerful, 
those replaced the rail lines 
and steam operations. 

Scotch wanted to utilize 
every part of  a tree. A floor-
ing mill was an early ven-
ture and in the 1960s, Scotch 
Plywood was created and 
the first sheet of  plywood 
made east of  the Mississip-
pi River was turned out in 
Fulton. 

In his book, Fickle de-
tails the earliest crude wa-

ter-powered sawmills and, 
in the latter 19th century, 
the larger steam-powered 
mills brought in by out-of-
state lumbermen as logging 

became more sophisticated 
and the production of  lum-
ber dramatically increased. 
Some of  the latter was to 
the state’s detriment as 

there was an attitude of  
“cut out and get out” as 
vast virgin forests were 
clear cut.

It would be years before 
timber and lumbermen re-
alized the harm and began 
to take steps to better man-
age their cutting operations 
and to replant what had 
been taken. 

Fickle also detailed how 
the earliest cutting efforts 
almost wiped out the for-
ests. A study commissioned 
by President Theodore Roo-
sevelt in 1908 documented 
how bad it was.

Clarke County, “once 
covered with the very fin-
est of  longleaf  pine on the 
uplands,” had been “rap-
idly stripped of  its timber 
through the big mills at 
Jackson and other points on 
the Southern Railroad and 
along the rivers.” 

Washington County was 
no different and “presents 
a great expanse of  cut-
over land … The recent 
extensive lumbering and 
turpentining have given 
the country a desolate ap-
pearance.” 

Efforts to promote better 
management and logging 
practices started as early as 
1907 when the state created 
its first forestry commis-
sion. By the 1930s, various 
federal programs were also 
encouraging better efforts, 
including through the U.S. 

Forest Service. 
Smart timber and lum-

bermen realized if  they 
wanted their businesses to 
continue, they had to be bet-
ter stewards of  the land and 
better prepared for the fu-
ture. Rotating cuttings and 
replanting became more 
common. 

The arrival of  the pulp 
and paper industry in the 
late 1920s and 1930s gave 
another reason for the in-
dustry to work together bet-
ter. Pulp and paper needed 
smaller timber for its op-
erations and the sawmills 
needed larger timber for 
theirs. The competition for 
product became a tug of  
war that still exists today 
but it also forced the reali-
zation that there had to be 
a vast and diverse forest for 
both sides to endure. 

Being innovative and 
adaptable has all been a 
key to the sustainability 
of  Alabama’s forests and 
its related industries. Al-
abama’s forests of  “green 
gold,” as Fickle termed it, 
is still just that. 

“Green Gold:  Ala-
bama’s Forests and Forest 
Industries” is a 360-page 
book co-published by the 
Alabama Forestry Foun-
dation and the University 
of  Alabama Press in 2014.
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Green Gold is a thorough and valuable compilation of information on 
Alabama’s timber and forest products industry, the largest manufac-
turing industry in the state.

Clarke County’s own Scotch Lumber Co. of Fulton detailed in publication


