
P r e s e r v i n g  W o o d  Adds Value to Timber Resources
Wood has long been one of the South’s greatest assets, 
and its ready availability has certainly contributed to 
Southern industrialization. Industries dependent on forest 
products are a major source of income to the people in 
this area.

Although wood has many desirable qualities— unlike 
minerals, for instance, it is a renewable resource— it also 
has some undesirable ones. It expands, shrinks, warps, 
and checks. Much timber is destroyed each year by decay, 
fire, and insects. Also, only a fraction of a tree is suitable 
for lumber. An increasing amount of research is being 
carried on not only to find uses for those parts of the tree 
hitherto wasted but also to retain markets not already lost 
to non-wood materials.

Treatment with chemicals is an outstanding technique 
used to improve wood. This process makes wood resistant 
to attack by fungi and insects and, consequently, tends to 
increase its serviceable life. Some people treat wood them
selves by soaking it or by other simple methods, but those 
interested in the most efficient treatment usually rely on 
specialists, namely wood preserving companies.

Before any preservative can be applied, the wood must 
be prepared. Sometimes this involves mechanical prepara
tion such as trimming. Other times it may involve manu
facturing, such as the making of crossarms and floor 
blocks. The finished product is then dried artificially 
or is allowed to dry out of doors. One artificial treat
ment sometimes used for small-size products is kiln dry
ing. But more common artificial methods involve at least 
one of the following: steam conditioning, vapor drying, 
and boiling at atmospheric pressure or under vacuum.
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The final step is the actual treatment of the wood. 
Under a fairly typical method, tramcars move the timber 
into a cylinder of 6 to 9 feet in diameter and up to 150 
feet in length, where the preservative is forced in under 
considerable pressure. Pressure processes were used in 
treating 91 percent of the total materials in 1955. A  com
paratively few plants were responsible for that percentage, 
since there is a very large number of plants whose output 
is too small to even be included in the industry’s statistics.

E co n o m ic  C o n tr ib u tio n s
Since the treatment of wood with preservatives makes fre
quent replacement unnecessary and also makes possible 
the use of many species which previously had been con
sidered inferior because they lacked natural durability, the 
wood preserving industry can be credited with saving much 
timber. According to the American Wood Preservers Asso
ciation, treatment each year saves timber resources equiva
lent to one-fourth of the nation’s annual lumber consump
tion. Notwithstanding the economic benefits that this 
industry confers on the District, it employs only a few 
people. The 1947 census data showed 58 establishments 
employing 4,500 workers in the District states.

Until 1930, the growth of the wood preserving industry 
was closely related to the demand for its products by rail
roads. The first modern treatment plant in America was 
built in 1875 at West Pascagoula, Mississippi. Thereafter, 
others sprang up, primarily to satisfy railroads’ demand 
for crossties, piling, and bridge timber.

Because a pressure-treated tie lasts from three to six 
times as long as an untreated one, treated ties increased in 
use from 3.3 percent of the total in 1900 to over 96 per
cent in 1952. Crossties were largely responsible for the 
quadrupling between 1909 and 1929 of total treated ma
terials; in 1929, they accounted for 59 percent of the total. 
But as the number of tracks operated by railroads started 
to decline around 1930, so did the number of installed 
crossties. By 1955, the amount of total treated crossties 
was 60 percent less than it had been in 1929, but crossties 
still accounted for one-third of all treated materials.

Meanwhile, the railroads’ early success with treated 
wood stimulated the interest of other large industries. Tele
phone and power companies began using treated poles and 
crossarms. In 1909, wood preserving plants in the nation 
treated 37,481 poles. By 1947, this number reached a 
peak, but poles still accounted for 35 percent of all treated 
materials in 1955. Highway departments, port authorities, 
mining companies, and others also turned to treated 
materials.

P la n t  L o c a tio n
Wood preserving plants in the nation in 1955 totaled 331; 
in District states, there were 111. Abundance of Southern 
pine here, which is the principal wood preserved, has 
attracted plants to this area. These plants have tended to
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♦Prior to 1953 total volume was based on constant average volume per unit for each 
class of material. Subsequent data are based on currently reported cubic foot volume.

locate near the railroads for more than one reason. First, 
because railroads were their major customer. Second, be
ing near rail transportation made for convenience, since 
the incoming timber could be unloaded at the plant, treated 
and then reloaded and shipped to the final destination. 
Much lumber is treated in this region and shipped to the 
Northeast and Midwest.

Proximity to preservatives has played but a minor role 
in plant location. Suppliers of preservatives are scattered 
throughout the nation. Steel producers in the Birmingham 
area, however, do supply District plants with considerable 
amounts of creosote and creosote coal tar, which in 1954 
were used on 85 percent of all wood treated in the nation.

N e w  M a r k e ts
The long-term decline in treated crossties and more recent 
downtrend in treated poles caused operators of treatment 
plants to look for new outlets for their services. They have 
evidently found new markets because total treated materi
als declined only 29 percent from 1929 to 1955, compared 
with a 60-percent decline for crossties.

One of the most striking developments has been the ris
ing demand for treated fence posts. Almost negligible 
before World War II, production in Southern states ex
ceeded 12 million posts in 1955. Largely responsible for 
that growth has been expansion of the cattle industry and 
the adoption of laws requiring the fencing of cattle.

Another fairly new development has been the erection 
of pole-frame farm buildings. Because it eliminates foun
dations and reduces the need for structural bracing, this 
type of construction holds down costs. Many persons are 
beginning to use it in the building of urban warehouses 
and storage sheds.

Homeowners are using more treated timber than they 
once did, but it is still only a small proportion of total 
lumber going into residential construction.

C h a n g in g  E co n o m ic  S tr u c tu r e
Development of these new markets has led to changes in 
the industry’s economic structure. Most noticeable has 
been the establishment of new plants to satisfy the demand 
for treated fence posts and treated lumber for farm and

home construction. A  few wholesale and retail lumber 
yards installed some of these plants. Lumber producers 
built several others which they operate in connection with 
their sawmills. Accounting for the greatest number of new 
plants, however, were those formed by independent busi
nessmen in local trade centers.

The entry of many new small firms has caused a decline 
in the average size of company. Nevertheless, perhaps 
one-third of the companies are still essentially medium- 
size, and a few large firms continue to account for a fairly 
important share of total capacity.

Like many other forest products firms, some wood pre
serving companies have bought forests to assure themselves 
of ample timber supplies, but the large majority still buy 
timber entirely from outsiders.

Some of the older, established firms have started han
dling the newer-type products. In doing so, they have had 
to modify their method of transportation; whereas they 
were shipping practically everything by rail in carload 
lots, they are now using trucks to some extent.

In order to expedite the processing and to reduce trans
portation costs, some wood preserving plants have estab
lished pole concentration yards close to the woods, where 
men assemble, peel, and usually condition the poles to 
be treated.

F a ir ly  L a r g e  C a p ita l R e q u ir e m e n t s
Capital requirements vary with size of operation. As is 
true in most other businesses, some operators have had to 
seek help in obtaining the funds they need for investment 
and operating purposes. Many of them have found that 
help at commercial banks.

True, the equipment for some installations, such as an 
open tank, may cost less than 4,000 dollars. But the 
typical pressure plant represents considerable sums of capi
tal just for the cylinder and necessary machinery. Even 
the medium-size operation requires large investments in 
machinery for the mechanized handling of many materials, 
in artificial drying equipment, and in a research laboratory. 
Additional working capital is often tied up in lumber that 
is being seasoned.

O p p o r t u n it ie s  f o r  E x p a n s io n
The industry’s possibilities in the farm and home construc
tion field are considerable, especially in this region where 
termites thrive. Expansion may well depend, however, on 
intensified merchandising and on a broadened distribution 
of treated timber for these purposes.

If these markets do not expand and if the crosstie mar
ket slips further, as the Stanford Research Institute pre
dicts, the total amount of material treated may decline. 
Despite a possible displacement of wood by steel and 
concrete, however, use of treated piling is expected to in
crease somewhat. It is believed that new demand for 
treated poles will rise as homes are built in new residential 
areas and as rural electrification is extended. The wood 
preserving industry, therefore, will continue to benefit this 
region’s forest economy.

Harry Brandt
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