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D i s t r i c t  C y p r e s s  L u m b e r  O u t p u t  F a l l i n g  O f f

Cypress lumber has been a highly prized wood since an
cient times. The sixth chapter of the First Book of Kings 
relates that King Solomon built a house for the Lord, as 
his father King David had wished to do, “and he covered 
the floor of the house with boards of cypress.” Years 
earlier Egyptians had used cypress wood for mummy 
cases and for tablets upon which to inscribe the laws of 
their land. The ancients preferred cypress wood because 
it was straight and close-grained, soft and easily worked, 
and resistant to rot and decay. Those qualities have also 
made cypress a very popular wood in the United States.

Although the North American habitat of the bald, or 
deciduous, cypress ranges from Delaware to Texas and 
up the Mississippi River basin as far as Indiana, most of 
the great virgin cypress timber stands which contained 
some trees that were 1,000 years old, 8 feet thick at the 
butt end, and often 100 or more feet high were in the tide
water and river swamp areas of the Atlantic and Gulf 
coasts. The early use of cypress was concentrated in those 
southern areas until methods of production and transport 
were improved. National output rose from about 29 million 
board feet in the late 1860’s to 1.1 billion in 1913, and as 
the large cypress tracts were depleted, subsequently fell to 
the current level of about 240 million board feet a year.

Although current cypress logging and milling activity 
is far below the peak levels, cypress lumber production 
is still of some economic significance in parts of the Dis
trict. According to latest available data, District mills 
produced about 146 million board feet, or 8 million dollars 
worth of cypress lumber, in 1947. Nearly half of this output 
was in Florida; about a quarter of it came from Louisiana. 
Roughly two-thirds of the 7 billion board feet of the 
nation’s remaining saw-timber cypress is located in Sixth 
District states, most of which is in Florida.

Cypress Goes to Specialized Markets
Cypress lumber is still used to produce a wide variety 
of items despite the large decline in available supply. The 
highest grade of reddish-colored heartwood, which comes 
from the large trees that grow in the tidewater or deep

swamp forests and which is especially resistant to rot, is 
used to build shrimp boats along the Gulf Coast. Cypress 
is used for cisterns built under the downspouts of houses 
in the marshy areas of Louisiana, as well as for other tanks 
such as those used in air-conditioning systems. The cypress 
heartwood that qualifies for these uses sells for about 300 
dollars per thousand board feet.

Lower grades of the tidewater red cypress and much of 
the white or yellow cypress that comes from upland areas 
are used to manufacture interior trim, doors, sash, and 
blinds for houses. Currently the bulk of the sawn cypress 
goes to those uses and is bringing sawmillers between 100 
and 200 dollars per thousand board feet. Cypress used for 
boxing and crating material that sells for about 50 dollars 
per thousand board feet is at the bottom of the grade scale.

Cypress Mills Are Large Scale Businesses
The nature of cypress lumbering forced cypress mill op
erators to make substantial investments in large tracts of 
cypress forests and in tremendous mills. Cypress logs from 
virgin trees are big and heavy and often in inaccessible 
places, so substantial logging equipment of a specialized 
nature is required. Sizable logging crews are also needed 
in the cypress swamps. And mill equipment has to have 
capacity to handle the heavy logs and saw many boards 
per day so that per unit overhead costs can be held down. 
It is beneficial to have extensive tracts of timber adjacent 
to the mill so there is a plentiful supply of trees to furnish 
logs for the mill for a long time. These peculiarities of 
cypress logging and milling induced the establishment of 
integrated operations for cypress lumber manufacture. A 
significant quantity of upland cypress, however, is sawn by 
hardwood operators who buy tracts in river bottoms that 
contain some cypress along with gum and other hardwoods.

The operator who can produce 50,000 to 80,000 board 
feet of lumber a day has a continual struggle with produc
tion costs. In the first place, he operates an over-capitalized 
plant in the sense that it is built to handle peak loads which 
are not part of the normal day-to-day operation. In the 
second place, he has to employ a crew that is at least large 
enough to carry on a minimum operation. A steady flow 
of inexpensive logs that will insure uninterrupted produc
tion is, therefore, all important in keeping total costs 
within reasonable bounds.
L o g g i n g  The methods and costs of logging vary con
siderably, depending on the location and accessibility of 
the trees. In earlier days, when each acre supplied as much 
as 28,000 board feet of cypress, it was relatively easy to 
maintain a flow of logs; the trees were big; they were 
close to the mill; and often they could be logged and 
floated to the mill with little special equipment and at 
low cost.

Mills that depended on tidewater swamps for their supply 
of cypress logs sometimes built a railroad into the swamp
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to haul logs to the mill pond. Expensive equipment like 
locomotives, log skidders, and loaders were necessary, and 
much labor was required to lay down and pick up the 
railroad track as the logging proceeded across the swamp. 
Some operators estimate that it costs $1.10 to $1.20 to 
lay each foot of railroad track and that total logging costs 
could range as high as 65 dollars per thousand board feet.

A somewhat less costly method is used by sawmill op
erators who log swamps served by navigable streams which 
they use to float the logs to their mills. Such operators 
send a logging crew into the swamp to girdle and fell trees 
and subsequently to help operate the skidding equipment 
mounted on barges or “pull boats.” Logs are skidded to the 
anchored pull boat and strapped into rafts and towed to 
the mill. Costs in this operation may range from 40 to 60 
dollars per thousand board feet, with the labor accounting 
for a substantial part of the total.

Skidding logs with a tractor and hauling them to the 
mill on a truck is another method used by small and large 
operators alike when water is low enough in the swamp 
areas. Logging by this method may cost 25 to 40 dollars a 
thousand.
M i l l i n g  The high cost of the cypress log and the wide 
range in prices of the different grades in the log cause oper
ators to saw the log for grade; that is, they turn the log from 
side to side as the sawing proceeds to obtain the maximum 
amount of lumber of each grade from the log.

When a plentiful supply of logs with 60 percent or 
better of the top grades was available, it was easy to 
achieve a large output of high-priced grades. Now in
creased dependence on smaller logs of lower quality cre
ates problems for a sawmill owner because he saws out 
fewer boards in the top grades and his logs, therefore, yield 
less revenue. This cutback in yields, and consequent re
duction in the margin between cost and return, can be 
annoying for an operator who has to recover sizable plant 
and equipment costs, which hold constant. The difficulty 
is compounded when small logs are fed to a mill, because 
total volume of production falls off, and there is wasted 
motion in handling the greater number of logs.

Currently operators are offering from 15 to 55 dollars 
for cypress stumpage, depending on logging costs and the 
quality of the trees. They are only paying between 50 and 
60 dollars for many of the yellow or upland type cypress 
trees delivered to the mill, since the poor quality logs from 
them yield only 110 to 120 dollars per thousand board 
feet. Sometimes, however, they purchase more costly logs 
to keep mill output up and mill costs down.
I n v e n t o r i e s  Cypress sawmill operators usually carry a 
large inventory because of their high volume production, 
the wide range of grades sawn from a log, and the need 
to air-dry cypress for about a year to the inch or kiln 
dry it for about a month. Their inventories are not a hin
drance if they have plenty of storage space and adequate 
financing. On the other hand, a large inventory can be a 
problem for hardwood operators who produce cypress lum
ber as a side fine. They would have the problem of accumu
lating the many different grades in salable quantities without 
tying up too much of their working capital.

F in a n c in g  Some owners of large sawmills who have 
logged their own cypress forests over a period of years have 
been able to accumulate cash reserves and consequently 
have their own funds to finance their production and a part 
of their marketing. Occasionally, when they want to carry 
inventory for short periods, they apply for the usual inven
tory type loan from a bank where they have established a 
fine of credit for that type of short-term borrowing.

Some smaller sawmill operators, who for the most part 
purchase their supply of timber from others, have not been 
able to accumulate cash reserves. Such owners who saw 
cypress along with gum and other timber from small tracts 
often have to borrow money to buy the timber from the 
landowner. In those cases, the sawmill owner usually agrees 
on the stumpage price he will pay the landowner, and the 
banker agrees to lend perhaps as much as 65 percent of 
the appraised value of the stumpage. The banker deter
mines the repayment terms by judging the strength of the 
market price and probable value of the total volume of 
lumber in relation to the amount loaned. As a rule, repay
ment terms are also influenced by the amount of time 
needed to log the tract.

Replenishing the Cypress Resource
The rapid depletion of the national stand of cypress saw 
timber, from an estimated 40 billion board feet in 1909 
to less than 7 billion at present, arouses curiosity about 
possibilities for replenishment of the cypress forests. Ap
parently, large scale artificial reforestation of the District’s 
cypress forests is unlikely because of formidable biological 
and economic obstacles. Although nursery production of 
cypress seedlings is possible, water level requirements for 
their growth in the swamps are exacting. If water covers 
the seedlings for two or three weeks, they drown; and that 
is likely to happen in a swamp where the water level is 
uncontrolled. Apart from that hazard and the possible loss 
in seedlings and the labor it would entail, landowners would 
have to wait for trees to reach 100 to 120 years of age 
before there would be much high-grade heartwood in them. 
Some trees could be used for poles or piling when 70 years 
old, but they might not be worth enough to justify that use.

Even if investors waited to get more mature logs from 
second-growth cypress trees, they would get a relatively 
large volume of low-grade lumber and consequently a low 
total value per log. That feature, plus the relatively small 
number of board feet produced per acre, would make it 
difficult to recover the reforesting, logging, and milling 
costs. There has, of course, been a very great rise in cypress 
lumber prices since the 1900’s, and a further substantial 
advance could occur, but the possibility seems remote be
cause of the influence of substitutes for cypress wood.

Aside from the biological and economic obstacles which 
deter reforestation, it is unlikely, because of short tenure, 
that private holders of swampland could afford to wait 
100 years for a return on their investment. Long tenure, 
however, is possible for corporations owning some types of 
cypress swamplands, who are, therefore, more likely pros
pects for a reforestation program. But the corporations will 
have to work out a solution for controlling water levels in
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the swamp so seedlings will survive and for meeting their 
total costs with returns from a relatively low-grade product.

Some cypress reforestation will undoubtedly occur natu
rally in remote swamps where logging operations have 
not swept away all the seed trees. It will be an uncertain 
type of replenishment, however, because ideal water level 
conditions for regeneration may occur only at 30 to 50 
year intervals. A further element of uncertainty is injected 
because man-made controls have altered water levels in 
the swamps, especially in the Mississippi basin where flood 
control programs have changed the flow of water.

The Industry’s Future
With little basis for expecting artificial reforestation to 
be carried far and with natural replenishment very uncer
tain, the prospect is that the cypress industry’s supply of 
raw material will continue to dwindle because the drain 
from the forests exceeds the new growth. As shrinking 
supplies force the large operators to limit their activities, 
the industry is likely to settle down to a point where a 
relatively few small- or medium-sized mills can exist. Very 
likely those mills will depend on logs salvaged from indi
vidual trees or stands that were previously left behind be
cause they were too small, or damaged, or otherwise un
economical to log. No doubt those mills will also depend to 
some degree on modest annual growth in the second crop 
of cypress that has grown up in areas logged years earlier.

Although cypress lumber production will undoubtedly 
be further reduced, actual output will be influenced by 
market prices and costs. Demand for the desirable qualities 
of cypress lumber will possibly push the market prices high 
enough that revenue from relatively poor quality logs will 
be sufficient to cover costs. In that event the more costly 
logs will still be sought, and the industry will operate at a 
somewhat higher level than otherwise, but it will make a 
much smaller economic contribution than it has in the past.

Arthur H. Kantner

B a n k  A n n o u n c e m e n t s

The Bank of Evergreen, Evergreen, Alabama, a non
member bank, began remitting at par February 1 for 
checks drawn on it when received from the Federal 
Reserve Bank. Officers of this bank are O. C. McGehee, 
President; W. N. McGehee, Vice President; and J. W. 
Fenn, Cashier. Capital totals $100,000 and surplus and 
undivided profits $62,492.

On February 16, the Commercial Bank at Winter 
Park, Winter Park, Florida, a newly organized non
member bank, opened for business and began to remit 
at par. Officers include Franklyn L. Williamson, Presi
dent; W. R. Rosenfelt, Vice President; and R. E. Jack
son, Vice President and Cashier. Capital amounts to 
$200,000 and surplus and undivided profits to $100,000.

The Conecuh County Bank, Evergreen, Alabama, a 
newly organized nonmember bank, opened for business 
February 18 and began remitting at par. Officers are 
N. Allen, President; R. A. Beeland, Jr., Executive Vice 
President; and M. S. Holley, Cashier. Capital amounts to 
$80,000 and surplus and undivided profits to $40,000.

More New Incorporations
Increases in new business corporations in the United States 
are usually associated with economic revival and pros
perity. Some observers, therefore, take the more than
11,000 corporations formed in 1954 in District states as 
evidence that the District’s economy is expanding and 
flourishing. The number last year was the largest since 
1946. Although the precise meaning of these figures is 
not clear, they do serve a purpose for those who under
stand what they do and do not include.

Business analysts find these data useful because they 
are promptly available and because they do provide some 
clue to the number of new businesses being started, al
though only a fraction of the new corporations is actually

1946 1948 1950 1952 1954

new business. The data contain reorganizations of existing 
corporations, as well as already existing firms that incor
porate. They also include short-lived corporations that 
are perhaps established for the purpose of conducting a 
single transaction within a brief period. Many new busi
nesses, of course, are never incorporated. Although the 
new incorporation series is not an accurate measure of 
the total number of new businesses, it is generally true 
that when the one increases, so does the other.

The number of new corporations in individual states 
is directly related to the level of income payments, but last 
year Florida’s new corporations, equal to nearly one-half 
the District total, were higher than would be expected on 
the basis of incomes alone. This is probably the result of in
creases in Florida’s tourist and recreational establishments.

The total number of businesses, both new and old, is 
also related to income payments. Although the District 
states have shown a greater degree of expansion than the 
nation in recent years, the region’s per-capita income is 
still relatively low and the per-capita number of businesses 
in operation is somewhat below the national average. The 
same is true for each District state except Florida.

Still another side to the business population is the num
ber of firms going out of business. A small proportion of 
these are failures, which by definition involve court pro
ceedings or losses to creditors. Commercial failures in the 
District showed a sharp annual rise in 1953 and 1954. The 
declining trend since last May probably is indicative of a 
modest improvement in the general economic situation.

Harry Brandt
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