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Refrigeration puts freeze on
the traditional harvest of ice
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with hand saws, pumping up
and down would cut a narrow
section through the entire thick-
ness to open a channel through
the middle of the fleld
This would meet with a chan-
nel already cut leading out from
the shore It was to be through
this “main’’ channel that the ice
cakes would glide to the
immersed portion of the powered
chain In the meantime, out on
the field, men had been sawing
the area into large sections,
forming t ice floes
Each ow at the edge of the
floe had to be caulked with snow
so that water wouldn't enter
into, freeze and seal the grooves.
Furrows, when struck with a
sharp pointed iron rod. would
split the floe wide open,
it Into neat, s ler sections
This was termed ‘b off '
Long strips of two-foot ice, all
properly grooved at four-foot In-
tervals, would be poled into the
main channel toward the shore
and the wal chain. They
would be barred-off again (a fa-
vored chore) Into the eé:m;:na- 4-
foot length, then pushed over the
mo chain A crossbar would
ick up a cake at a time, per-
aps as many as 70 per hour,
for the ride up the incline
es afloat
It was no great problem to
handle the cakes in the water be-
cause they floated with one-tenth
of their weight above the surface,
as every schoolchild knows
Small operators used horse-
power attached to a block and
tackle to raise the cakes up the
ramps, Hittinger had the advan-
ta%ghof steam power
e idea was to lift the cakes
substantially above the level be-
ing filled. then release them onto
chutes where the cakes would
slide by their own weight along
on wooden rails Men along the
way would steer the cakes
around corners to proper resting
places
As the ice house filled, the
cakes would be carried hgher
and chutes then raised Each
course had to be level so that
gliding cakes would not snag on
projections Thickness of the
cakes was standardized As they
rode up the Incline, a crossbar
knife would scrape off the sur-
plus top. probably *‘snow lce,™
which was not too desirable
Weathered thickness
Ideal thickness was about 12
inches of clear ice. which did not
melt as fast, but {f a mild winter
occurred. the icemen would have
to reap whatever they could get.

particularly toward the season's
end. The price of ice would go up
the following summer.

Some years the water might
freeze as thick as two feet or
more before time permitted the
harvest. This was not good, ei-
ther, because flat cakes would
not roll in handling where thick

ones would.
Harves in the dead of win-
ter was cold and wet work

Sometimes a man would slip
and fall into the water Fortu-
nate for him if he had the warm

¢ room in which to dry out,
otherwise, it was a long, cold
trip home for a change of
clothes Horses often would slip,
too

For the year 1881, records
show that Hi er employed
175 men and 50 horses to fill his
Forge Pond house. Later he sent
35, tons to Boston which
John P. Squire used in proc
ess and s meat prod-
ucts. He also stored 50,000 tons
for the southern market

Forge supplying Lowell

In its latter years the lce
i.ndustrg at Forge Pond was op-
erated by the Daniel Gage Com-
pany of Lowell. Gage supplied
the city of Lowell. In fact, they
made their own ice wagons and
had their own wheelwright and
harness shop, plus numerous
stables.

Bob Spinner recollected. At
the end of each harves sea-
son Gage sh the
equipment and put It away till
the next year So many extra
men were needed for harvesting
that an extra car was put on the
train. It left Forge Village each
night at 6:30 p.m for Lowell

‘The r ar drivers lived in
the bunk house over the bofler
room: th bunked there and
had a cooking room During its
last year of operation 90,000
tons of ice were harvested from
Forge Pond "

Demise of ice man

the turn of the century.
megﬁam

cal refrigeration began
to take its toll on the natural ice

business When General Motors
introduced its household model,
;.hose who could afford éhls new
waury bo:ght a "'Frigidaire”. a
name which “‘froze' early to ev-
ery make whether it be a Gen-
eral Electric monitor top or a
gas- fed Electrolux Folks found
mechanical refrigeration clean,
fast, dependable and usable ev-
ery month of the year Its ice
was made from the purest of wa-
ter

No longer did the iceman leave
a trall of water on the pantry
floor, nor did the ice pan be-

neath the ice box overflow. In ex-
treme hot weather, milk no
longer soured nor did butter get
soft.

And no longer could the per-
son who caroused at night at the
corner bar alibi his headache on
“bad ice'’ the next morning!

All over, d and right after
World War I, ice houses began to
disappear from the landscape.
The t card left in the
kitchen window to tell the man
in the cart how much ice to leave
was torn up. And kids, following
the dripping ice wagon for sliv-
ers of ice, had to tum to lol-
lipops Eventually, natural ice
was a business gone down the
drain

Houses disappeared

Some ice houses were left to
rot and tumble down. others
were demolished The complex
at Forge Pond suffered a severe
blow. Right at the height of the
summer ice business, Aug. 2,
1920, somehow the huge build-
ing caught fire. The flames and
smoke could be seen for miles;
the best the local ters
could do was to wet down the
SurToun: neighborhood and
homes to prevent the conflagra-
tion from spreading.

The loss was set at 8111,000
with 875,000 for the bulilding.
The insurance coverage was on
830,500.

Even though the ice business
was failing badly, Gage rebuilt
on the same spot, but the set of
buildings lasted only another de-
cade. Another tHon took
place on July 14, 1931, with re-
cords showln% that the bullding
was torched by ‘‘unknown par-
ties," which was the final de-
mise of what once had been a
big enterprise here in the town of
Westford

June W Kennedy and Gordon
B. Seavey are Westford residents
and avid local historians.
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