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IN SEARCH OF WIGWAM MAN
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 Inside the dome of a retired wigwam waste burner in Hood, Washington.

 A large wigwam burner near Swisshome, Oregon. Ron 

Baldwin’s VW Bus is in the foreground.

 Heavy rust coats the wigwam burner at the former Beaver 

Lumber Co. sawmill site near Clatskanie.

By RON BALDWIN
For The Daily Astorian

I
n the 1970s, I befriended a Clatskanie 
man, Russel “Lee” Hall, who had many 
old-coot yarns about the natural and super-
natural things around us. Being a former 

actor, singer and comedian, he couldn’t resist 
embellishing his stories with fanciful charac-
ters, spirits and all sorts of imaginary beings.

One of my favorites was his story of 
“Wigwam Man.”

According to Russel, Wigwam Man was 
born in a volcanic eruption long ago and 
confi ned to the “Underearth” by the North 
Wind until the Sawmill Men came along and 
threw up the Wigwams.

(Here, “wigwams” refers to the once-ubiq-
uitous, cone-shaped metal waste burners — 
called “beehives” in Canada — that dotted 
the landscape of most of North America’s 
commercial woodlands.)

When those things went up, Wigwam Man 
fi nally had a warm place on “Upperearth” to 
live. He even had warm places he could go 
and visit Upperearth, and he no longer had 
to remain in the bone-chilling climate of 
Underearth. No one ever saw him because 
he traveled at night and disguised himself as 
a fog.

Russel continued: Wigwam Man traveled 
around and visited lots of places. He was 
happier than his wildest dreams, but it was 
for naught: Government Man came along 
one day and shut the burners down. Wigwam 
Man was aghast. “Where will I live? Where 
can I go?” he said. For poor, old Wigwam 
Man, it was devastating. He would forever 
be cold and lonely.

“He still lives in there, you know?” Lee 
said with that twinkle in his eye that could 
send a chill down your spine. “If you sneak 
up there real late at night and listen, you can 
still hear him breathing.”

I got to thinking about my old friend on 
the 25th anniversary of his own fl ight from 
Upperearth and decided to set off on a bit of 
a search for Wigwam Man.

Cones and bones
The wigwam burner was fi rst developed 

and deployed by Colby Engineering of Port-
land in 1916, according to the Environmen-
tal Protection Agency. The industry quickly 
adapted to the cone-type burner, and by the 
1930s most mills used some form of this 
design.

This system remained the standard for 
sawmills for more than 45 years. The Clean 
Air Act of 1970 was the fi nal stroke for the 
wigwam burner in America. By the mid-
1970s, virtually all sawmill waste burners 
were quenched, but not all were torn down 
or removed. Most remained until develop-
ment or the elements brought them down. An 
estimated 50 to 60 remain standing; there are 
still a few in Oregon and Washington. None 
are in operation.

I piled my pack, cameras, computer and 
camping gear into my old VW bus and set 
off for Clatskanie, where the closest one 
stands.

The rusty cone of the burner at the for-
mer Beaver Lumber Company millsite on 
Beaver Creek, just outside of Clatskanie, has 
been there all of my life. I remember as a boy 
passing the place in a car at night and watch-
ing the sparks fl y from the top of the cone 
like what I imagined fi refl ies looked like (at 
that point, I had never seen fi refl ies).

Of all of the cones I saw, this was the 
most complete. Sitting on its little island, it 
looks as if it could start burning tonight if it 
weren’t for one small detail: no mill.

The bones of the Broughton Lum-
ber Company still sit basking in the sun in 
Hood, on the Washington side of the Colum-
bia Gorge. The former mill, which closed in 
1986, is just west of Bingen/White Salmon. 
The wigwam burner stands overlooking the 
site like a giant metal bird with parts of its 
entrails hanging out. Most of the old mill-
site’s buildings are vehicle storage now.

I went inside the cone to take photographs 
and could fi nd no sign of Wigwam Man, 
but it gave me an idea of how these things 
worked: Build a big metal cone with a screen 
dome on top, duQmp all of your wood waste 
inside, start a fi re. Most of the ones I visited 
once had a blower system to speed the com-
bustion process and were fed by conveyer 
belts and blow lines (air-fed sawdust pipes). 
This mill was once widely known as the last 
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The haunting form of the Seneca waste burner at dawn.

A tour of the waste burners 
of Oregon and Washington


