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JOHN (O’KEEFE SR.. RECALLS DAYS ON THE

The Wisconsin, A treacherous
viver whose mysteiions depth and
shallows are =ziven to swift change;

pyver chenging sand bars altered
with the whims of current and
sleek eddies, And in the upper

river rapids break the dark water
into a eonfusion of bhreakers, foam
and flying spray. 1t was  wild
viding for raftsmen who brouzht
lumber down the “Wiscons," That
1 pilot of a fleet of luwmber must
possess zreat skill was eszential,
iTe had to Lknow lis ever changing

river: his jndgment had to he
unerring: his courage a part ol
{ him. John O'Keofe was one of
these men.  Mr, O'Keefe can tell
many interesting happenings  of

lumber drives of early Poriage.
Near Merrill on the Pine River
the felled and trimmed trees were
taken and shot down into the riv-
ap. If the lumber clogged in the
hayous, tha men went intn  the
freeging water to stand walst deep
where with hand spikes they
would loosen ihe jam, and zit it on
its way. It was here that logs
wore ent  into lumber, amd put
into rafts which were floated over
a 200-foo: loboggan into the Wis
consin River. Kvery week, during
the seascn at Germantown, a mil
lion feet of lumber came out of
the Yellow River inlo the Wiscon.

FCD 0?\_‘15111. In the spring the main river
i < Y P—would be tree of lee, hut the bay-
-3) Oﬁ ong were still frozen. Aguin the

huaud spikes came into action. The
lumber was hand spiked from the
ice into the water,

The rafts when running the falls
required six men on o one plece,
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thongh two gool men coulid rut
the damns.  Biz Bull Falls was 1o-
eated at Wausau; Little Bull at

Masinee, and at Nekoosa were the
Whitney Rapids. When the rafts

had passed  Conant  Rapids, 2
sireteh five miles long, they werc
again coupled.  Grandiather Palls
was above Merrill, but no raft-
inz was done above thal town.
During very hizh water, A, O
Keefe said that the rafts were

tied up above the rapids to wait
antil the water subsided. To run
the rapids at this time would be 1o
break up the rafts, The pilot was
always on the head raft. It was
up to him to determing the conrse
ihe rafts were to take, PFFrom the
north, over the rapids and damns
and throngh the shifting sand bars
this raft held the lead at all
times. DPortage was one of the
ctopping places. Rafts were ticd
up from DProspect Hill Point o
the Park in the first ward, and
one could walk on a floor of lnm-
ber between these points. Five
hundred men were with them. With
ecach leet of lumber was 2 cook
raft, * The fireplaces which were
later supplanted by stoves were 8
feet square with a bed of sand 6
inches deep to keep the fire from
burning through. Bread was cook-
ed by tin reflectors that canghi
the rays of blaze. Breakfast was
served at daylight., The men whe
dgarried the food to the rafts-
men woere called skiftsmen. The
meuals consisted of eg=s, fried ham
and vegetahles, if any were avail-
able.  Koes at that  time weve
solling in Portage for $1 a s hel.




Lumboer driving paid from §1 to
$153 a dav. The amount being de-
fermined by the number ol days it
took to make the drive. The men
on the Wisconsin River were pald
for the whole trip, and not by the
day. On the Yellow River they
were paid by the day. A tailsman
was pald 150 a day though ihe
seale of wage reached $41 a0 day,
Pilots received for the trip from
200 to #7000 Lanmber which at
that time was called waste would

now be second grade. A njantwag..

paid $30 a mouth o burs sitTe -
In 1863 Me. O'Keefe made his
fipst trip down  the  Mississipp
[iver. Upon entering the zreat
viver all the rafts were conpled
torcther.  One trip My O'Keele
remembers particnlarly., For two
days the men bad heen without
food,  Arviving ail lock Island the
pafts were tied at the head of the
jsland althongl this point was @
dangerous place lo land as the cur
pent was very swilt., When o the
pafts hod been  tied  uap the  men
staried 1o walk to Moline in
soarch of  food. They  had oot
sone e whoen they were stopped
by one of the =oldiers wlho wore
glationed  at  ihe arsenal,  They
woere taken 1o the guard housc
where they  were locked up o on
suspicion.  For a hungry halt hour
they  s=tayved  betore  the  Colonel

appeared  amd Dbeard the tale the
cuard  told,  “Suspicious  charae-
ters who were hanging around the
wrsenal. Yl was a different siory
thes raftsmen told.  They had lbeen
walking into Maoline ror food whigh
they hadd been  without  for  two
davs,  Accompanied by them the
Wiicer went to the river, amd =aw
Ne rafis, He escorted them into
violine, and to the hotel where he
nstrueied the  management to
provide them with food until he
communicated with  Washington.
For three davs they were  his
gnestz,  On another trip down ihe
Mississippl, Mr. O'Keefe told of
the  building  the  Bades  DBridee,
ihe first bridge to be constructed
across the river at St Lounis. 33
an hour was being offercd to the
men to work on the foundation.
The workers were not allowed to
work longer than an hour at oo
time as they would smother from
lack of air and dampness.  Tun-

dredls of men died during the
building of thiz bridge, and were
huried there away trom all Kin., One
of the men who did the hiring was
Mre. Dawson from Briggsville.

Many bitzs of interesting  infor-
mation Mpr, (YReefe briefly sketch-
e, When he was a boy the only
shevde in PPortage wias the shade
from howses with the exception of
a few rroves of ook trees, One of
these groves was located around
the M. . Wood house, and it ex-
tended to the present site of tho
depot. Another was around the
Lewis home,  Judze Guppy, who
was superintemient at that time,
advocated the planting of zhade
frocs.  All the =oft  wood  trees
which now provide shade  and
beauty for Portage were planted
ib that time.  These frees were
broneght from  the other side of
the piver,  Each tree had to be
savelully dog with plentitul roois
ar they were not acceptable. The
hoyvs who id this work, dug the
tree, carried them into town and
to the location where they were
to he planted. Por this they re
coived ten cents a 1ree, Three
troees g day were o good day's
work,  Other facts he mentioned
wore: o the north side of Mook
Strecl was o a hrick sidew: k. but
mo=t ol the sidewalk=, and there
woere pot omany, were ade from
planks that  had been salvaged
from ole rafi=.  These 16 fool
planks were eut into four picces.
n time the pedestrinn had to walk
with ecar=, or he would cateh his
ool in the holes, He spoke of the
old  high school  building  which
was o straeture of five rooms, of
ihe gurdens and potato  patches
that practically each home maker
had at the edge of fown,  Mr, O-
Keofe had watehed the straggling
town of his vouth become in faet
the town that was visioned =0
many years ago.

June dod, 1835 Ar. O'Keefe was
married to Marv Downey. Their
children are Mary O, who feaches
in the Bessemer, Michigan schools;
John  J. former  city attorney;
Mrs, William DL Muliigan, Colume
bus: Angela P who is employed
in the County Supcrintendent’s of
fice.
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