
Coos Bay Shipbuilding Company
By John H. Stadden

This photograph of the construction of the S.S. Burnwood in Marshfield (later renamed Coos Bay) is
from a scrapbook that belonged to James Polhemus, the manager of the Coos Bay Shipbuilding
Company (CBSC) during World War I. Workers completed the hull of the S.S. Burnwood in 1919.
Photographer John H. Stadden owned a studio in Marshfield between 1909 and 1917.

In the 1850s, Californian Asa M. Simpson started the first major shipbuilding business in the Coos
Bay estuary, the largest natural harbor on Oregon’s coast. The Simpson Shipyard, located in North
Bend, produced nearly sixty boats between 1859 and 1903. Many of the ships were used to
transport lumber from Simpson’s lumber mills in North Bend and other Pacific Northwest coast
towns to market in San Francisco.   Coos Bay lumber mills and the early coal mining industry were
dependent on water transportation. The low, rugged Coast Range Mountains obstructed land
transportation until a railroad was extended to Coos Bay in 1916. Beginning late 19th Century, the
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers transformed Coos Bay by building jetties, dredging, and regularly
deepening the shipping channel.   WWI temporarily revived the wooden shipbuilding industry in
Coos Bay. The CBSC and the Kruse and Banks Shipyard, established in 1905, each contracted
with the government to build ten wooden steamships. CBSC workers were only able to produce
four ships before the war ended in 1918, and the government canceled outstanding orders. The
Pacific Northwest shipbuilding industry suffered a decline and many shipyards soon shut down,
including the CBSC. The Kruse and Banks shipyard continued to operate, producing minesweepers
for the government during World War II.

Until the 1980s, timber remained the largest industry in the Coos Bay region. Lumber from old
growth trees was exported to ports in California, Asia, and Europe.
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