
“Dam Blown Up With Dynamite on Loyalsock”  

By George Burgess (​sglburgess@gmail.com​), with Logan Burgess 

This was a column headline in the local Laporte newspaper, ​The Republican News​, on April 7,                

1904. 

Having grown up on the Little Loyalsock, about four miles upstream from Forksville, and being               

descended from loggers on both sides of the family, and having two great grandfathers who               

drove logs on the Loyalsock, and having a grandmother related to the perpetrator, I heard this                

story in the 1960’s. 

The dynamited dam was The Big Dam, or The Splash Dam. The location of that dam on the                  

Loyalsock is still known to this day as The Splash Dam. ​Click here to see an interactive map of                   

the area and click on individual locations to learn more about each place. 
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In the last half of the 1800’s and into the early 1900’s hemlock bark, rich in tannic acid, was                   

utilized to tan cow hides. Tanneries were constructed in close proximity to large stands of               

hemlock, as it was cost effective to transport the raw cowhides rather than the hemlock bark. 

The hemlock bark was hauled to the tanneries on horse-drawn or oxen-drawn wagons in the               

summer and on sleighs in the winter. The hemlock logs were floated to big sawmills at Slab                 
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Town (now Loyalsockville) and Williamsport. During this era, Williamsport claimed (probably           

rightly so) to be the lumber capital of the world. Splash dams were constructed and operated                

to produce a “splash” to float the hemlock logs downstream to a sawmill when the normal                

water level was inadequate.  

Large tracts of hemlock were harvested for the bark. The peeled trees trunks were bucked into                

log length and skidded by horse or oxen to a landing on the bank of a stream. Where possible                   

the main landing would be alongside the pool created by the splash dam, but many landings,                

piled high with peeled hemlock logs, were located on the banks of the Loyalsock downstream               

from The Big Dam.  

When a splash was needed, the gates of the splash dam would be closed, backing up the water. 

When the dam was full, the landing would be “busted” and the logs rolled into the pool, the 

gates would be opened and loggers wearing caulk (pronounced “cork”) boots and wielding 

canthooks or pikepoles would go out on the logs and guide the logs into the chute.  Dangerous 

work.  Grandpa Rightmire told me that one time McEwan (Superintendent for Emery Lumber 

Company, the boss over the logging and log driving operation) was observing this operation 

from the bank and a logger fell off a log and went under.  McEwan said, “By Jesus, if he comes 

up he better have that goddammed cant hook with him!”  And he did. 

 

 

   

1Grandpa Rightmire told me the following story: “Dad (Ed Rightmire) ​was walking over to Forksville to visit a                  
relative, ​(probably Albert Rightmire) late in the winter. When he got to the Hillsgrove covered bridge, there was a                   
sleigh loaded with bark on the bridge, and the teamster was whipping his horses bad, but they could not pull the                     
sleigh. The driving surface on the bridge was of course dry and had dirt on it, and the sleigh wouldn’t slide. Dad                      
told the teamster that it was too much of a load for his horses on the bridge, and that he would help him unload                        
half the bark, take the half-load across, off load it, and go back get the other half, and then reload. The man told                       
him it was none of his business and that his horses would darn well pull the load if they knew what was good for                        
them. Dad climbed up on the load, pulled the man off, and beat him up. They then handled the load the way Dad                       
had suggested. Dad ​(who lived in Lycoming County) said he didn’t go over to Sullivan County ​(both Hillsgrove and                   
Forksville are in Sullivan County) for a while because he figured there was probably a warrant out for his arrest on                     
assault charges.  ​(I asked at the Sullivan County Court House in 2018 and no record of such a warrant was found.) 
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Following are some newspaper articles regarding work on The Big Dam in 1882:
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Excerpt from letter Charles W. Kehler to George Burgess, August 29, 2001: 

 

Transcription:      ​I am not sure of the date of construction of the splash dam but the picture 

was taken in November 1895 by Jacob Shufelt.   Man in picture standing on the dam was J. 

Leroy Leroy Chilson (my grandfather).  The gates were blown up April 4, 1904 and the dam 

was taken out in December 1905 by Leroy Chilson and his brother Hartley Chilson. 
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Charles Bryan had a farm just upstream of this large splash dam.  He raised potatoes in what 

was then known as “the Bryan Potato Fields.”  When the bear-trap gates on the dam were 

closed, water backed up over Charlie Bryan’s potato fields, much to his detriment and 

consternation.  

On August 18, 1902, one Robert McEwen of the Emery Lumber Co, owner and operator of the 

Splash Dam, filed a Criminal Complaint before a Justice of the Peace, related to alleged actions 

taken by Charles Bryan (​transcription follows​):::: 
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Transcription​ of the Criminal Complaint, filed August 18, 1902:::: 
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This resulted in an “Indictment for injuring a dam, a misdemeanor” against Charles Bryan, filed 

Sept 15, 1902.  Witnesses were:  H. M. Chilson, H. K. Dewer, C. Williams, Tracy Bennett, R.D. 

Lancaster, and Robert McEwen.  
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A year and a half later, in 1904, Bryan carried out his threat to blow up the dam, under 

“advice of an attorney”; and subsequently a warrant was issued for the arrest of Charles 

Bryan: 

Philadelphia Inquirer, April 5, 1904

 

 

An article published April 6, 1904.  Note the partial destruction of the  

dam “is reported by Charles Bryan” 
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Williamsport Newspaper Article, dated April 5, 1904.  

Transcription follows below. 
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Transcription of Charging Document (​highlights added​): 
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Below is the verdict filed under this case, followed by a ​transcription​. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Not Guilty!  And so the story ends.  

I sought court records of the actual trial proceedings, but apparently no transcription or 

documentation of the trial itself was made.  My only conjecture is to note that all of the 

witnesses, save Ulysses Bird (and possibly Charles Williams), were witnesses for the 

prosecution.  Ulysses Bird was a noted land surveyor at that time and possibly was called by the 

defense to verify that the dam would back up water to cover Bryan’s potato fields.  
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