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Strong, solid, curved pieces of lumber are known to boatbuilders
and housewrights alike as knees, and in Maine one enterprising
St. Albans man is successfully marketing them as

NEWMAN'S KNEES
By Ken Textor.

P

ACKED snow squeals underfoot
as we load a child's plastic sled
with familiar logging implements
for the unusual job of "digging" hackmatack knees. A peavey, hatchet, grub
ax, snow shovel, and chain saw are the
principle tools for our return to a nineteenth-century practice that was once as
common as the Aroostook County potato harvest. Today, though, Newman Gee
is the only man in Maine still making a
living by bringing this handsome specialty wood to market.
"The sled just makes it easier to lug all
this stuff around," says Gee, whose home
is several hours to the south in the Somerset
County town of St. Albans, not far from
Skowhegan. Ever the mindful businessman, Gee is quick to further explain the
sled. "Keeps the overhead down, too," he
adds with a note of pride in his voice.
On this late-December day, though,
overhead is not the only thing that's down.
We are working on a bog in the border
town of Monticello, about a half-hour
north of Houlton. The temperature is zero,
the snow three feet deep, and I wonder
how we will dig anything in this glacial
landscape. "Oh, don't worry about that,"
explains the tall, lanky former fanner and
farrier. "Peat doesn't freeze. Unless you
get real unusual weather like we had last
winter, those knees won't be frozen in.
We'll just tip them out."
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The "knees" that forty-two-year-old
Newman Gee has been stalking for the
last twelve years are a rare commodity
these days, used primarily in the microindustry of wooden boat and ship construction and restoration. But hackmatack knees have also been finding their
way into fancy home construction lately
and, if Newman has his way, they'll
become part of the furniture industry,
too. "The possibilities are unlimited."
says Gee, whose graying hair, thick mustache, bright hazel eyes, and intense
expression give him the air of a latterday preacher. "There's even a guy who
wants to develop hack for his bonsai
business. This is probably the state's
best underutilized wood."
However that may be, Newman readily concedes a knee doesn't necessarily
have to be hackmatack, which is also
known as tamarack or eastern larch
(Larix larincina). In fact, a knee can be
made of any wood and is only defined
by an abrupt change in a tree's growth
direction. For instance, the best knees are
usually found where the trunk of a tree
meets the supporting roots. But knees can
also be obtained from the point at which
branches meet the tree's trunk, or even
among the convoluted branches themselves. Still, the hackmatack in particular has a root structure and growth pattern that is less likely to include techniPhotoaraohs bv Benjamin Maaro

cal deficiencies found in finished knees
made from other species or from other
parts of a tree. Moreover, hackmatack is
a fast-growing durable wood, noted for
its ability to resist rot. So when knees are
specified, it's usually hackmatack knees.
In Maine, hackmatack trees are especially well-adapted to growing prime knees
because they're what some botanists call a
"lazy tree." On the state's innumerable peat
bogs, hack roots don't burrow deep underground like an oak or maple would in ordinary ground. Instead, the hack's main root
structure stays at or above the watery
ground. Moreover, most hack roots jut out
from the trunk at a well-buttressed, ninetydegree angle. And the species absolutely
loves a cold nasty climate. In fact, Maine is
actually close to the southern limit of
hackmatack's natural growth region. Hack's
northern limit is the Arctic tundra, which on
the gray, leaden day of our knee-digging
expedition doesn't seem too far away.

W

ORKING with us is Newman's
uncle. Ken Swallow, Sr., of nearby Oakfield. In his late sixties.
Swallow says he tags along with Newman "just for something to do." A retired
electrician and avid outdoorsman, he
concedes he'll grab any chance he car
get to be out in the woods, polar conditions notwithstanding. In any case, it is
our job this morning to clear the snow

away from the tree's trunk so Newman
can get at the roots with one of three
chain saws he will use to get and shape
his finished knees. So Swallow and I go
ahead of Newman, following the hardpacked track that has been beaten down
by heavy equipment used earlier in a
companion logging effort at this same
bog.
The trees destined to become Newman's knees are already marked with a
dot of blue spray paint. Gee's business
is actually a year-round endeavor, which
includes the summer cutting, marking,
and replanting of hackmatack trees (two
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are replanted for every one taken), as
well as the winter knee-digging operations (when it's easiest to negotiate the
boggy lands where hack grows). Not all
hackmatacks are suited to become knees,
though. Indeed, in the dead of winter, a
hack tree doesn't look like it's suited for
much of anything. It is the only conifer
in Maine that sheds its needles in the fall,
briefly becoming a bright yellow, sixtyfoot spearpoint in bogs and marshlands
from Kittery to Madawaska. Without its
needles, a hack in the distance looks a
bit like a fir tree that came out on the
short end of a forest fire.

"How's that one look, Uncle? Is that
an Amistad knee?" asks Newman, as he
probes around the roots, easily shoving
the three-foot handle of the grub ax deep
into the watery ground. Except for an
inch or two at the surface, the peat bog
has indeed resisted any frost penetration.
Soils scientists explain that the spongelike, capillary action of the peat constantly brings warmer subsurface waters
to the surface, sending colder, heavier
surface water farther below. This constant churning keeps the peat from freezing. And like sawdust in days of yore, the
relatively loose makeup of the peat

foot reproduction schooner. As the chain
saw finally barks to life, Newman knows
the ship made famous by the movie of the
same name is scheduled to be rebuilt by
Mystic Seaport in Connecticut. But even
in the knee business, there is competition.
In upper New York State, another woodsman sells hackmatack knees. "So mine
have to be the best," says Newman. "If I
ship a knee and the customer doesn't like
it, I take it back, no questions asked."
Not surprisingly, Newman's satisfaction-guaranteed policy has been paying off,
too. His knees have ended up in ship and
boat restorations and reproductions nationwide, including the 1997 construction of the
110-foot square-rigger Friendship in Albany, New York. That $6-million project,
built in conjunction with the National Park
Service, will be a roving exhibit that will
eventually call on Maine ports. "That will
be nice to see my knees come back as part
of a ship," says Newman.
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makes it an excellent insulating medium
too. Even with all the peat in the soil,
though, Newman must constantly be en
garde for the odd rock or stone mixed in
with the peat. After all, to cut the tree's
roots, he will be pushing the tip of his
roaring chain saw deep into this sodden,
chocolate-brown ground.
Standing back, Newman assesses the
situation. "Yeah, 1 think we've got an
Amistud knee here," he allows. His somewhat one-sided, running commentary on
the slave ship Amistad is based on his
hope to sell do/ens of knees to the
builders of a $2.8-million, seventy-seven-

ACK on the bog, though, salt water
seems a world away. Indeed, it is
fresh water and the pungent, earthy
smell of peat that fills the air as Newman
cuts into the main, or "bull," root that
supports the tree trunk. Then he cuts a
few small, or "finger," roots. The tree
shudders and leans toward a clearing.
Some roots have been left uncut and, as
the tree topples over, the connected roots
act as a fulcrum, levering the entire stump
out of the ground. That's what Newman
meant by "tipping" his knees out.
With the tree thus felled, Newman
quickly separates the trunk from the stump,
cuts the remaining finger roots, and then
moves on to the next tree. The trunk and
stump will be "twitched out" of the bog by
Newman's cousin, Ken Swallow, Jr., who
is also from Oakfield. The younger Swallow
is a professional logger with a skidder and
a nearby pulp-cutting operation. Newman
usually coordinates his knee digging in
Aroostook County with Ken, Jr.'s pulp cutting. "I couldn't do this if I didn't have such
a great family," admits Newman, who stays
with his Uncle Ken and Aunt Sida in Oakfield during his weeklong knee-digging
expeditions. Additionally, Newman's wife
of eighteen years, Christine, and his two
teenage sons stay in St. Albans and tend the
family farm, which until a few years ago
included draft horses, horse-shoeing services, chickens, and retail produce sales,
among other things.
"But I'm focusing more on digging and
selling knees now," says Newman, who
grew up on that 285-acre St. Albans farm.

Indeed, it was a large stand of hackmatack
trees on the farm that led Newman into the
knee business in the first place. One day
back in the mid-1980s, he was commenting
to a friend how there was no market left for
hackmatack lumber. The friend asked if
Newman had thought of the then-growing
wooden boat revival on the Maine coast.
The fanner admitted he hadn't and began
looking at the possibilities. Some experimental finished knees sold relatively quickly, and Newman was hooked.
Today the farm also includes cutting
hackmatack lumber as well as the knees. The
farm's former chicken barns are jammed
with hundreds of knees, an inventory which
Newman tracks with the aid of a computer.
A knee, it turns out, is not just a curved piece
of lumber. It must be sized according to the
root, or "arm," length, as well as the trunk.
or "body." length. The finished knee's thickness is also important. But the crucial dimension is the angle into which the knee will fit.
Although knees are normally used to rein(Continued on page 83)

Size and angle vary greatly
among the knees Gee harvests
(opposite), but he has an inventory
of hundreds, all organized by
computer, that allows him to fill just
about any custom order that
comes his way. Tools of his trade
include a special six-foot
chain saw (above).
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Newman's Knees
(Continued from page 73)
force the ninet\ -degree angle at which two
large beams meet, sometimes the angle
may be larger or smaller than ninety
degrees. These differences help determine
whether a shipwright's finished knee
will become a "hanging," "standing,"
"lodging," or "bosom" knee. Or perhaps
the builder won't want a knee at all and
will instead be looking for a curved
"breasthook," "gripe," "stem," or "knighthead." Newman Gee is ready for them all.
"A hundred years ago, every farmer in
Maine, or at least every farmer who had
hack on his land, knew those terms,"
Newman says, as we prepare a raw stump
for trimming into a knee. Ken Swallow,
Jr., has hauled the ungainly stump to the
edge of a nearby hayfield. We stand it
upright and Newman assesses it some
more. "In those days, every farmer who
had them, dug knees," he explains, exam-

It's a wonder
Newman Gee can make
a living selling knees.
He charges between
$6 and $12 a board
foot, which works out
to $150 to $300 per
knee, depending
on size, quality, and
other factors.
ining the stump like a doctor with a patient.
"In winter, when things were slow, you
could make some good extra money digging knees. And it wasn't just for the ships
either." Warehouses, factories, barns, and
other utility buildings in Maine and elsewhere used knees as corner braces for the
points at which large horizontal beams met
heavy vertical posts. Today Newman is
even getting orders for the residential use
of knees, particularly in timber-frame
buildings where knees can be aesthetically valuable as well as a practical solution
to certain engineering problems.
As a light snow begins to fall, Newman
continues to talk about knees as he hefts an
unwieldy-looking, six-foot chain saw into
position. Ken Swallow, Sr., dons safety
glasses as he grabs a handle attached to the
tip end of this fifty-pound whirling monstrosity. Swallow must help Newman guide
the saw's blade through the stump. Although
there are no guiding lines drawn on the
stump, both men seem to know exactly
where the blade should go. J stand back as

the saw whines and sawdust flies. The rough
shape of a finished knee slowly emerges.
With all this work, it's a wonder Newman Gee can make a living selling knees.
He charges between $6 and $12 a board
foot, which works out to $150 to $300 per
knee, depending on size, quality, and other
factors. In addition to the hours spent digging, cutting, and hauling knees, there is
also peeling. Once Newman and his uncle
are done cutting, I kneel down in the hardpacked snow and use a drawknife to remove
the bark from the roughed-out knee. "I don't
like to dress them up too much because
every carpenter's got a different way of finishing them," says Newman. But the bark
must come off. A disease known as European larch canker invaded the coastal counties of Maine in the early 1980s. Any hackmatack cut in these counties must be
debarked before shipment. Although the
disease has yet to invade Aroostook
County, Newman is taking no chances. All
of his knees are debarked, and on this day,
I'm the debarker.
As the day wears on, Newman's enthusiasm is unflagging. He updates me
on a Nebraska furniture collector who
bought four smaller knees just to have
extra-sturdy and unique legs in a dining
table he was having built. He tells of a
"famous" New Hampshire timber-frame
contractor who is beginning to see the aesthetic value of the gently curving knee as
a soothing counterpoint to the hard angles
of standard bracing. And he talks about
ship- and boat-restoration projects nationwide with an absolutely encyclopedic
knowledge of their location, size, budget,
and potential need for Newman's knees.
As the snow picks up in intensity and
the day winds down, Newman Gee is
clearly just beginning to hit his stride. We
have added some thirty-five knees to his
inventory and he is ready to haul a load
back to his farm in St. Albans. "Jumpin'
criminy, this has been a good day," he
exclaims, warming again to his subject.
For my part, though, I'll settle for warmth
of another kind. Having been more than
knee-deep in the snow all day, I'm ready
to settle down in front of a warm fire.
I mention this and Newman shoots back,
"You know, hack is actually a good firewood, too. When you burn it, there's very
little ash left." He continues his exuberant,
ongoing dissertation on this much-neglected
tree. I smile. Clearly, Newman's knees fortify more than just ships and buildings. D
For more information or for a catalog,
contact Newman Gee at the Lucky G
Farm, 281 Hart land Road, St. AI ban*
04971 or call 207-938-2380.
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