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GERMAN IMMIGRANTS BUILT LUMBER EMPIRE IN THE 
QUAD-CITIES 
 
By Lisa Mohr 
Staff writer 
 
Logging on the Mississippi? With today's lock and dam 
system, it's hard to imagine huge rafts of cut pine 
floating downriver into the Quad-Cities from the heavy 
timber stands of the north woods. 
 
But during the 19th century, logging on the Mississippi 
was a major enterprise. No one was more responsible 
for this than two German-born immigrants who, by the 
turn of the 20th century, had turned a rundown Rock 
Island sawmill into the largest lumber holdings in the 
United States, comprised of six major companies and 
85 lesser corporations. 
 
One-room log cabins still dotted the farm country of 
western Illinois when a 22-year-old German immigrant 
named Frederick Weyerhaeuser arrived in Rock 
Island in March 1856. He came seeking adventure in 
the west after brief stints working in a brewery and as 
a farmhand in Erie, Pa. A cousin living in 
Edgington Township beckoned him to the area now 
known as the Quad-Cities. 
 
Weyerhaeuser was no stranger to hard work. He was 
born on a farm near the village of Niedersaulheim in 
Germany, and his father died when he was 12, 
making him head of a family that included his mother 
and four sisters. At age 18 in 1852, he followed 
relatives to America. 
 



Once in Rock Island, Weyerhaeuser carried a chain for 
a surveyor and worked for a short time at the Atlantic 
Brewery. But he soon found work at the Mead, 
Smith & Marsh sawmill located at 1st Street and 4th 
Avenue, one of many sawmills in Rock Island, Moline 
and Milan. 
 
In the early sawmill days, the land along the Mississippi 
and Rock rivers was abundantly supplied with standing 
hardwood timber of the finest quality. The sawmills 
took their hardwood from the bluffs "on the hill,'' where 
thousands of homes now stand. The hardwood logs 
were hauled to the mills by two-wheeled ox carts with 
wheels 12 feet in diameter. 
 
Enterprising and outgoing, young Weyerhaeuser 
worked his way up to become manager of the 
lumberyard in a matter of weeks, launching him on a 
career in lumber. 
 
It was also during this time that Weyerhaeuser met -- 
for the second time – a young woman who would soon 
become his wife. While in Erie, Weyerhaeuser had 
met a young woman also from Niedersaulheim named 
Sarah Bloedel. Ironically, she had moved to Rock Island 
just months before his arrival there to help her 
sister, Catherine Bloedel Denkmann, with a new baby. 
 
Frederick Carl August Denkmann was born in 1821 at 
Salzwedel, Prussia. Unlike Weyerhaeuser, he was born 
from a line of prosperous brewers. He came to the 
United States in 1849 and first settled in Erie, Pa. He 
soon had a job in a machine shop and in a short time 
was made foreman. There he married Catherine 
Bloedel, but, dissatisfied with working in another man's 
shop, he ventured west in 1851 to join his brother, 
John, who was already living in Davenport. 
 
Denkmann settled in Rock Island and bought a 
house on 4th Avenue between 19th and 20th streets, 
the current site of the Rock Island Public Library. He 
and Catherine soon put in a stock of groceries and 
opened their doors for business. 
 



Denkmann was a profile in German industriousness. He 
rose at 4 a.m. daily, a habit he kept his entire life, 
which offered him first pick of the fruits and 
vegetables from area truck gardeners. His wife 
operated the grocery store during the day while he 
worked as a machinist at the Williams & White Machine 
Shop, Moline. When the noon break came, he took his 
dinner pail and started for home, eating on the way, 
then worked for a half-hour in the store before 
returning to the factory by 1 p.m. He also was reported 
to have built an addition to his house and painted it by 
moonlight. 
 
The Denkmanns began to raise a family. In 1857, 
tragedy struck when their 3-year-old son, John, died 
historical records do not indicate the cause of 
death. Shortly after this a new baby, Apollonia 
Adelaide, was born. It was during this time of 
emergency that Sarah Bloedel, Mrs. Denkmann's 18-
year-old younger sister, came to Rock Island to help. In 
the Denkmann home, Sarah Bloedel met up again with 
Weyerhaeuser, the farmhand she knew from Erie. 
 
Weyerhaeuser and Bloedel married within six months 
and bought a home at 325 10th St. 
 
Promotion for Weyerhaeuser came a few months later 
when Mead, Smith & Marsh opened a retail lumberyard 
in the new mining community of Coal Valley; 
Weyerhaeuser was sent to manage it. When he settled 
there in 1858, Coal Valley had only a half-
dozen houses. 
 
The following year Denkmann caught "gold fever'' when 
the Pike's Peak gold rush hit in 1859. He was making 
plans to follow the hundreds of prospectors to 
Colorado when he received an offer he couldn't refuse. 
His wife's brother-in-law had made $8,000 in two years 
in the lumber trade and was seeking a partner to 
secure title to the financially distressed Mead, Smith & 
Marsh sawmill. Records show Denkmann and 
Weyerhaeuser paid $3,500 on the mill in 1860, 
renaming it Weyerhaeuser & Denkmann. 
 



It was a bleak time to begin a new enterprise -- the 
nation was on the brink of civil war, which could mean 
the loss of a Southern market. But the partners 
plowed ahead, doubling the mill's capacity of 8,000 
board feet a day in the first year. 
 
By the late 1860s, the partners had bought an existing 
sawmill located at Sylvan Slough and soon consolidated 
it with another nearby plant, calling the new enterprise 
the Rock Island Lumber and Manufacturing Co. The 
planning mills at the company were in such demand 
that the partners formed a second company, the Rock 
Island Sash and Door Works. They made many 
improvements and extensions to the mills, which grew 
to cover 30 acres. 
 
Not everything the pair did went well, however. In Coal 
Valley in 1867, the partners opened a flourmill that 
ultimately went under when a chinch bug plague in the 
area caused the growing of wheat to be profitless. The 
mill building was never sold and was allowed to rot 
away. 
 
Also in 1867, the partners branched out into woolen 
manufacturing, another failure. They bought a foundry 
and opened the Rock Island Woolen Manufacturing Co., 
putting the day-to-day operation in the hands of a third 
partner, William Eggleston. After two bad years, 
Weyerhaeuser and Denkmann pulled out, cutting their 
losses and leaving the fate of the doomed woolen 
mill to their partner. 
 
Meanwhile their lumber business thrived. In 1864, the 
partners acquired land in northwest Wisconsin along 
the St. Croix and Chippewa rivers; from that time 
on, the company cut and rafted its own logs. The logs 
were cut along the two rivers' tributaries, driven down 
those streams and rafted down the Mississippi 
to the Rock Island mill. They named this new enterprise 
the Mississippi River Logging Company. From 1880 to 
1882, Weyerhaeuser and Denkmann bought 200,000 
acres of pinelands. 
 
Once the trees were felled, they were stripped, hauled 



to the river and dumped in. There they were held in 
ponds and backwaters until they were ready to be 
transported, when they were bound together into small 
rafts measuring about 40 feet by 60 feet. The longest 
raft brought down the Mississippi by the partners 
was 1,550 feet long and 270 feet wide. 
 
The company soon bought its own steamboat to drive 
the rafts, the "F.C.A. Denkmann,'' built in the Dubuque 
boatyards in 1881. It was followed by six main raft 
steamers and two bow boats, which were used in the 
front end of the rafts. 
 
While Weyerhaeuser and Denkmann appear to have 
been opposites Denkmann was described as rather 
lonely and reserved, caring little to meet people; 
Weyerhaeuser was outgoing and gregarious, the 
partners proved to be a good blend of hands-on 
management and behind-the-scenes business savvy. 
 
Weyerhaeuser, the roving statesman of the business, 
handled lumber sales, managed the company's pine 
holdings, marketed the finished lumber products and 
operated their various supplemental companies that 
were located throughout the Quad-Cities and up and 
down the Mississippi. He traveled as many as 3,000 
miles, mostly by sleigh, in a year. 
 
Denkmann took charge of plant management and 
administration, working side-by-side with the 250 men 
under his employ and personally supervising the 
40 million feet of pine the company processed annually 
at the height of its power. 
 
The Denkmann's new home at 122 4th Ave. sat directly 
opposite the company's main office. Every day at 4 
p.m., Catherine Denkmann served coffee for the 
lumber crews while she, her husband and 
Weyerhaeuser, fearing eavesdroppers, would retreat to 
the Denkmann home for private discussion of the 
business's more serious problems. 
 
In 1869 the Weyerhaeuser family left Coal Valley and 
lived for a brief period in an apartment at 4th Avenue 



and 12th Street in Rock Island before moving to 
a 26-acre fruit farm at 3052 10th Ave. In addition to 
cherries, strawberries and other fruits, Weyerhaeuser 
planted three acres of grapes. The Weyerhaeuser 
home soon became known as The House on The Hill 
now owned by Augustana College. 
 
The lumber boom in the area took place over a 
relatively short period of time. The Weyerhaeuser and 
Denkmann business grew to such a magnitude that 
much of the magnificent forest growth in the north was 
depleted in about 10 years. Logging on the Mississippi 
also was pretty much over by the end of the 1880s, 
although the last of the great log rafts was brought 
down the river in 1913. 
 
The lumber barons of the 19th century had a history of 
bleeding a forest dry, then literally packing up and 
moving to new territory. The Weyerhaeusers were no 
different. In 1891, after the lumber boom ended, 
Frederick Weyerhaeuser moved to St. Paul, Minn. 
Eventually his heirs and the family business concerns 
moved on to Tacoma/Seattle, Wash., although they 
continued to have business interests in this area long 
after that. 
 
The partnership of Weyerhaeuser and Denkmann ended 
in 1902 when they incorporated to operate their various 
concerns. Their involvement in lumber rafting ended in 
November 1905. 
 
Frederick and Catherine Denkmann remained in Rock 
Island and lived in their 4th Avenue home until their 
deaths in 1905 and 1907, respectively. The original 
office of the Weyerhaeuser & Denkmann firm was torn 
down in 1945. 
 
Frederick Weyerhaeuser died in his winter home in 
California in 1914. His body was brought back to Rock 
Island to be buried near his friend and former 
partner at Chippiannock Cemetery. 
 
Pamela M. Langston at the Rock Island County 
Historical Library and Judy Belan, special collections 



librarian at Augustana College Library, assisted 
with this story. 
 
 


