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Part of the fun of model making as a hobby 
is that it can take us in unexpected direc-
tions. Our interest in railroads might lead us 
to explore scenic techniques or the con-
struction of buildings or machinery that we 
may never have considered before.

The availability of On30 models may have 
already led us to start looking at the mines 
and industries that supplied the railroads 
and the challenges of researching related 
items can be a refreshing change in any 
scale.

This article comes as a result of many years 
fascination with the logging and lumber 
industries of the Western United Sates.

Early pioneers found themselves surrounded 
by huge forests of huge trees. At � rst they �
would have selected timber that suied their 
needs and the means available to them for 
processing trees into usable lumber. So for 
many years a single man with an axe and 
a horse could harvest and process most of 
the wood he needed. As time went on and 
larger sawmills were constructed, lumber 
companies used waterways to � oat trees to �
the mill. 

Once all the timber next to a suitable lake 
or river had been removed skidways were 
laid- often using smaller timbers across a 
roadway to help teams of horses or oxen 
drag trees to the mill or waters edge.

Railroads were a boon to the logging indus-
try in that they allowed for more rapid ex-
traction of timber from the woods. The use 
of a railroad does, however, come with a 
new set of challenges. a � xed route means �
moving logs some distance to a landing 
point where suitable equipment can load 
logs onto railroad cars- while smaller trees 
can be prised up a ramp using peavies a 16 
foot diameter log is a very different matter! 
Initially railroads also needed relatively level 
routes to operate over- not always possible 

in rugged forest terrains. Resourceful timber 
men came up with many ingenious solutions 
to these problems but a key inventive year 
for the lumber industry was 1881.

 It was in this year that one Ephraim Shay 
� nally patented his geared steam locomo� -
tive (patent no.242992 of March 30th- a 
fascinating story in itself as Lima was already 
producing Shay  type locomotives) 1881 
was also the year that John Dolbeer invent-
ed his single spool donkey engine (patented 
April 18, 1882- patent no. 256553)

The steam donkey was rapidly adopted by 
logging operations. While horses and oxen 
required straw and fodder the steam don-
key required only wood for fuel and water- 
much easier to � nd in a forest! The donkey �
name is interesting as donkeys were rarely 
used for pulling trees out of the woods and 
likely comes from similar machines used 
on ships to pull rigging ropes and anchors. 
Ironically the invention of the steam donkey 
gave rise to a new use for real donkeys in 
the woods to haul back the cables once 
trees had been landed.

Development of John Dolbeers invention 
was rapid with many companies producing 
single and multiple drum machines.

It is interesting  to note that there was a 
distinction between roading donkeys (or 
roaders)- high speed machines with larger 
drums for pulling logs long distances along 
skidways, and yarding donkeys (yarders) 
which had slower gearing for the � ner job of �
pulling logs to be loaded onto railroad cars. 
A further distinction was the loading donkey 
(or loader) which differed only in the ad-
dition of an A-frame over which the ropes 
or cables passed- thus enabling logs to be 
lifted onto cars. At times the use of a spar 
tree and complex rigging allowed lifting op-
erations to be accomplished by a standard 
yarder.
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