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Walker Sawmill in Fair Haven is surrounded by slate quarries.
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In 1972, Dick Walker's two uncles told him if he wanted to build a log house — he'd just finished with combat engineer service in Vietnam and was finally home, a UVM graduate, and wanted to build a log house — he ought to saw his own lumber and save a lot of money.

This was old Vermonter advice and that's how Walker's Sawmill began.

Farmers like Dick's uncles Bud and Dimp Walker, who together worked a big place on Route 30, just north of Poultney, made stuff when they needed it. They cobbled things together. They used leftover pieces of rope or iron or leather, wood, worn-out farm machinery, whatever they had on hand. Sometimes, they had to go way back to the beginning and invent what they needed.

Bud and Dimp Walker didn't have to invent a portable sawmill for their nephew Dick. Belt driven portable sawmills had been around Vermont since the 1860s. One hundred years earlier, a number of them were operating in the town of Castleton. The usual modus operandi was to drag one of these rigs around from town to town, worksite to worksite, settle down to cut for a year or so and then move on to a new location.

With help and advice from his uncles, Dick Walker fell to work on his mill. He scavenged car parts and truck parts, some parts from a garden tractor and a corn harvester, blocks of concrete. Twelve weeks later, powered by an old farm tractor motor, Walker had created a 90-horsepower portable sawmill that was 48 feet long, 10 feet wide and could be loaded on a tractor trailer and hauled anywhere in the state or beyond.

Operating the saw was a two-man job and Walker hired teenager Mike Galvin, son of a local state trooper, who lived on the edge of Castleton, to help him. Walker didn't start as he'd intended, sawing the boards for his house up in Hubbardton; he started by cutting lumber for Dr. Robert Cross who lived just down from his uncles' farm in North Poultney.

Cross had a fair amount of woodland and wanted to put up a barn using his own timber. Walker sawed the lumber for the Cross project, and after that, for the next couple of years, he dragged his portable sawmill from Randolph, Vermont, to Schuylerville, N.Y., making a subsistence living.



Surprise in person

After hearing the rough-and-ready mountain man voice on his answering machine and thinking about the probable physical characteristics of a man who successfully operates a back-country saw mill, Dick Walker, in person, comes as something of a surprise.

At 63, Walker is trim, smaller than expected, natty in a well-put-together work outfit. His pleasant face is neatly pleated and seamed with the wrinkles that come from a life spent largely outdoors.

In conversation, he's quiet and benign. Walker's father graduated from Middlebury College and spent his life teaching English, mostly in Bennington. Walker himself graduated from UVM with a degree in forestry and agronomy, which, he explains, is the "study of weeds and dirt."

Just operating his forklift or scaling his logs, no matter how competently and shrewdly, as the owner of a small sawmill, Walker says he would soon be bankrupt. He's had to be, first of all, a businessman and has had to develop a niche market in which he counsels the people looking for lumber who find him on his Web site and who drive into his backwoods mill yard.

Walker puts together building packages for barns, garages and houses. He likes the idea of getting people into exactly the structures that they've envisioned. He stresses that the houses and barns put up with the lumber he cuts will cost 30 percent of what they would cost otherwise and throughout the years, he's sold the lumber for more than 100 log houses.

Still, for all his sophisticated business-savvy strategies and his ability to deal suavely with the Porsche-driving out-of-state customers who regularly arrive at his sawmill, Walker also talks the talk and walks the walk in the world of his tough, old-fashioned industry with a well-earned, widely-respected swagger.

Walker has always been handy. He worked his way through UVM doing carpentry and road construction. He's never married, so when he decided to build his log cabin he had no one to satisfy but himself. However, his place didn't get built until five years after he finished his sawmill. That's how busy he was right from the beginning. He'd stumbled into what would be his life's work.

Eventually, Walker realized that he couldn't keep moving his portable sawmill around. Moving didn't allow him to build up finished board inventory, and on-site custom sawing was never as lucrative as cutting lumber to sell.

Walker settled his rig in the abandoned Hinchey quarry in North Poultney. Quarry sites are good homes for sawmills because they're isolated places. Quarries provide hard ground, and they are as likely as any spot to be at the end of the few dirt roads that towns do not post. Heavily laden log trucks are too big a weight to travel over posted roads.

After a few years in the business, Walker came to realize that sticking with the equipment he'd first built on his uncles' farm, he might as well be operating in the 1860s. Using an old truck engine, he upgraded and jumped his rig from 90 to 350 horsepower.

For a few years, Walker left his own sawing equipment behind at the Hinchey quarry and operated with Pete Thorne at a milling site off Route 22-A in West Haven. Using Thorne's equipment, Walker learned from Thorne and was able to efficiently produce lumber using Thorne and Walkers's combined crew of four men.

But Thorne wanted to retire. He wanted to get out and Walker was ambitious; he wanted to do more. Walker kept his eyes open and eventually decided, in the early '90s, to buy a portable mill Cal Macumer had for sale up in Pittsford.

Walker was lucky enough to buy this much bigger, 12-foot by 50-foot rig for the price of its parts. He tore it apart, put it on a truck, and moved it to North Poultney.

Because of the hazards of operating in the wintertime — "The regulations in this industry are impossible" — Walker closes down for five months of the year and opens April 1 to work until November.



His own domain

The route to the Hinchey quarry is east out of Fair Haven along River Street to Mahar Road. On a cold April morning soon after Walker has gone back to work, muddy puddles reflect a no-color sky. The landscape is damp and dirty, but the wind blows fresh, invigorating for men who welcome being outside.

This is slate country, miles of what is, but isn't called, strip-mining. White pine and ash, poplar and hemlocks border narrow Mahar road. None of these trees are any great size, suggesting that this was once open land. These woods are littered with the carcasses of equipment, car parts, truck batteries and a rusted-out Bucyrus Erie steam shovel.

Grand Canyon-like quarry holes appear on the left and right and moonscape views of mountains of broken rock. Mahar Road winds on, finally coming to an 'Abandon Hope' sort of mammoth, ruined gate made up of slate slabs and substantial, bleached, barkless logs. Five 'No Trespassing' and one 'No Parking,' also a 'Speed Limit 10 mph' sign, have been nailed to these mighty gate components. A circular-saw blade painted red with an initial 'W' hangs high in the branches of a close-by tree.

One imagines that this is the point where the out of state Porsche-driving customers might have second thoughts.

Walker's Sawmill lies in a hilltop clearing at the foot of a little mountain of broken slate. Trees grow out of the top of the mountain and sawdust and bark mulch are piled at the bottom. Walker has rented this abandoned Hinchey quarry for 32 years, initially from Edwards Carpenter, presently from Vermont Structural Slate.

This is Dick Walker's kingdom. Suited up in many layers for this raw early spring day, a green balaclava under his twill baseball cap, Walker surveys his domain with not a little satisfaction. In a tough, tough business, his is a successful small sawmill, approximately one-tenth the size of the Mill River sawing operation in Clarendon.

What allows for Walker's success is his specialization. He only saws softwood and he only sells retail. He says, "I buy logs. I sell lumber. Period."

Also he will accommodate in various ways the more or less 10 loggers who are his regular suppliers. Bottom line, when a truckload of logs is brought in and dumped in his yard, Walker can always be counted on to pay the going rate or better.

Once the logs, in 12, 14, or 16-foot lengths, are dropped, Walker scales, measuring the logs' diameter, with a hook-ended (yardstick) scale stick. Scaling allows a mill owner to estimate the amount of lumber he can get out of a log. It's a crucial skill.

Walker's mill yard inventory has been building with winter log drops, and now it's spring and time for him to get cracking.

With his cherry picker, Walker hoists logs to his debarking house — the debarking house equipment purchased some time ago, used, at auction in St. Johnsbury.

Walker then raises the newly-naked logs to the deck of his sawmill itself, a thrumming assemblage of old boards corrugated roofing, rusty diesel fuel storage drums, 'Support our Troops' stickers, discarded soda cans, mashed-up plastic water bottles and drifts of sawdust.

When power was needed in this far off-the-grid spot, Walker pulled the diesel engine out of a now-abandoned orange truck at the edge of his mill yard and used this engine to power his mighty generator — the centerpiece of Walker's practical ingenuity. Up on the covered deck of the mill house, Walker's vernacular creation, of which he is justly proud, turns out 480 volts of electricity to power his 600-horse saw.

Walker now lets it rip. If they go at it all day, he and his two workers — at one time, before today's technology, it would have taken 20 men to operate this mill — will produce 6,000 to 7,000 board feet of rough lumber, mountains of sawdust that Walker will sell to local farmers and horse owners, and bark mulch that he'll sell to gardeners. The final step is planing the rough lumber, again using ancient, equipment of ingenious vernacular design.

Down a path between weathered, high-piled logs, like an avenue of ancient colossi, Walker's first portable sawmill lies abandoned in the weeds. This is where Walker — a man who has the time and temperament for reflection — sometimes comes.

Roofed in rusty corrugated tin, this first rig was created out of old car parts and a corn harvester. On a very good day, it could turn out 2,000 board feet of rough lumber that Walker had no equipment to then plane. That was a long time ago. This rig — watched over by the gentle ghosts of his ingenious uncles Bud and Dimp — is where it all began.


