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THOREAU ONCE NOTED that firewood warms you twice, once when you split it and once when you burn it. If you still feel that way after felling your own trees, bucking them up, and then splitting and stacking all the wood, write me and I’ll pull my copy of Walden out of the ash heap. This is a process that can warm and fortify your body and soul a hundred times over. It is also a connection to our past and to skills and strengths most people never discover or use. Think of the intimacy early settlers must have had with their axes, adzes, bucksaws, and mauls. Everyone on the frontier must have been able to handle these items as adroitly as today’s lumberjacks do their chain saws. The clearing of land was the culture, and the ax its first ambassador.


The woods we have spent our time in are of three basic types, each common to New England: upland hardwood forests, upland evergreendominated forests, and swampy areas (from the last, we expended a fair amount of time snaking what hardwoods we could). Good burning wood is much scarcer in the latter two environs, and there is more work to get it out. Red and swamp maples are the main quarry in the wet conditions; ash, beech, yellow and white birch, maple, and cherry grow well in sections side by side with hemlock and white pine on our hilltop.


We would not have spent thousands of hours in the woods if we hadn’t enjoyed them. More than that, they allowed us, both together and separately, to think and speak in an uncommonly free and honest manner. To this I would add that we have each observed things in nature that one would not normally associate with the keening snarl of a chain saw. My brother Charlie (“Tood” from here on out; don’t ask) and my father still speak of the paper wasp they saw laying eggs in the end grain of some maple. The delicate, corset-waisted, bottle-blue creature positioned itself like a well-drilling rig and inserted an impossibly long, flimsy needle right into what must have been some sort of microtubule in the sapwood. Whatever it was that hatched, they saw its genesis.


One evening that could have been any stark fall evening, Dad got an odd feeling in his gut and turned to face a black bear for a long moment. After looking at the noisy intruder, the bear eventually turned and took up its activities where it had left off. Dad returned to his civilized mind from the animal place such a sight had sent him.


I was once stopped short by the stunning, blissful forensics of a late-night murder, or meal, depending on your allegiance. Knee-deep in snow on the way to the woodlot I saw the businesslike progress of a chipmunk’s tracks. As they were going my way, I paid some attention. Soon enough the spacing of the tracks shortened up and then described an abrupt buttonhook. Not three steps back the way he’d come there were twin angel wings in the snow. Two long, serrated crescents enfolded the delicate tracks and no more. Actually seeing and understanding the evidence of such an encounter warmed a visceral but deductive part of me. The silent, incontrovertible evidence of an owl’s dimly foreseen attack chilled me in just the opposite way. Everyone has had that same moment in which he or she glimpsed, but radically underestimated, impending tragedy. Gaining confirmation that this sickening moment has its roots threaded honestly in the natural world was reassuring to someone afraid of having all animal influence bleached out by civilization.


During the fall we spent writing this book, Dad got ill, first with pneumonia, then bronchitis, then stubborntosis, and finally back to pneumonia. Tood had been talking to Dad on the horn and worrying that he was going to make things even worse for himself by trying to work right through his illness. We decided that we both had to go home and get the firewood in. I knew how hard it was for Dad to need help; in fact, I was sure it was the hardest part of the illness. Tood and I hadn’t had the chance to spend real time together in a long while, and in retrospect, we may never be living under the same roof again. Everyone was looking forward to the time together for different reasons.


The year before, Dad had felled the two dozen trees we would need, so it remained to snake them out of the woods, buck them up, split them, and stack them. Over the course of two and a half days, Tood and I ran saws and split with mauls almost nonstop. Both of us have gone through long periods of our lives with calluses lining our hands, but we had each softened up considerably in the months preceding this unexpected trial. By the end of the third day I had sweat out every beer I’d bought in the city, and Tood had torn rows of neat ovals off both hands. The memory of the fingers is fiercely loyal, but very short-term.


The splitting and stacking done, we drank some beer and caught up on stillness. Dad was sorry he couldn’t have helped more, he said. If you had, we wouldn’t have gotten this chance, we said. I thought about how I’ve never come across an activity so conducive to easy talking, a perfect pastime both mindless and skilled with which to use up some time. Some time in the fall and some in the winter getting ready for next year. Look in your woods or dooryard. There’s room for this.
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ALTHOUGH I WASN’T BORN INTO IT — splitting wood, that is — the first time I tried it I knew I was born for it. The constructive destruction involved in felling, bucking, and splitting was a deep thrill, a coming-home feeling that hasn’t changed over the past 33 years.


I come from a poetic and academic family and have pursued the writing part of my heritage. My kids and I grew up in Cummington, Massachusetts, where we raised sheep; heated with wood; made lots of hay and a little maple syrup; played and coached baseball; had adventures in the woods; went to school (mostly the kids); drove a bus; and worked at the general store. Apparently inevitably, I became the minister of the West Cummington Congregational Church 10 years ago. I love it. The family is bearing up pretty well. I am as at home now in the pulpit as I am in the woods, although I dress better for the latter occupation (those red suspenders …).


During my time in the woodlot and by the woodpile I have done a bit of figuring. Frank and I have calculated (very roughly) that we leave a quarter to a third of a cord of firewood on the forest floor every year in the form of sawdust. Oh well, it’s mulch, it’s compost; it’s as much the future as the past.


Another triumph was the end-to-end puzzle. Laid end-to-end, how far would our year’s supply of firewood reach? Before we began figuring, we made predictions. Are these predictions guesses about the fact or the figuring? No matter. The estimates, I believe, were “from here to the store” and “from here to Nebraska.” Well, at 900 sticks of stove wood per cord (“Wait a minute. Pieces as we cut ’em or after we split ’em?” “How about, as they go into the stove?’ “Then they’d be burned up.” “After we split ’em, then.” “OK.”). As I was saying, at 900 pieces of wood per cord, and 12 cords per year for the house and the pottery studio, we estimated nearly 11,000 pieces of firewood. If each one were 18 inches long, let’s see, they would stretch 16,500 feet. That’s about 3 miles; only halfway to the store. (“Well, in our lifetimes do you think we’d reach Nebraska? How about the state line?”)


One of the thrills of felling trees is the power and the sheer decibels of the chain saw, especially for those of us who don’t play electric guitar. When the saw is turned off and the rest of the world comes back, it is a delight to have someone to share that world and the work with. Much of our relationship has been produced by work. Much work has been produced by our relationship. Some of the work created has been for therapists, including physical, but most of it has been ours, in the woods and at the woodpile.


The hard work with a loud and dangerous saw is a current flowing from one island of conversation, one season, one age to the next. The figuring was a rehearsal for the passing of time; and for passing. The boy who began work with me as soon as he could walk always gloried in what he could do now: carry a full bucket of grain, then a bucket of water, then a bucket of water in each hand. And he always pushed up hard against what he couldn’t do. As we worked, I noticed (and gloried in) each little change. Until one day it dawned on me that my son was a man — and had been for quite some time. The year I had pneumonia brought it home. It was September and I couldn’t get the firewood in. Frank and Charlie (the truly laid-back lumberjack) came back and in a week had 10 cords cut and split in a huge mound in the backyard. I don’t know who was more proud.


What we have left unsaid is all that we wanted to hear from each other — and there has been enough quiet and enough laughter in the woods for most of it to dare to creep out.


I have watched woodpiles increase and dwindle as we have all grown up. In anger, I have split wood instead of skulls. I have sometimes retreated into the woods in order to become a better member of my community. All the physics and engineering I know I have learned by dropping trees. My joyful noise has come out of a chain saw and the sound of a good clean hit, the cry of “Timber!” and the depths of my heart.


I have fed hundreds of cords of innocent wood into stoves and sap evaporators. Before I fell a tree, I offer my gratitude. Somehow the process of growth keeps on keeping ahead of us.


One year I decided to earn some real cash selling cordwood, even though I was equipped with only a chain saw, a maul, and a pickup. I cut, split, and delivered 31 cords. As my neighbor observed, I lost about $10 on each cord, but “made up for it in volume.” Here’s where I’m heading (all these stories have a point). When I told one of my sugaring partners about the whole enterprise, he asked,


“Seriously? You split 31 cords of wood by hand?”


“Yes.”


“Man, you really are a poet!”


I’ve often wondered, did he mean “what an imagination?” or “what an idiot?” I admire that remark: a nice clean split leaving two halves of equal weight. Choose the one you want.
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introduction
Ten Reasons to Be a Backyard Lumberjack



THIS BOOK IS INTENDED FOR ANYONE who has the regional resources, the physical wherewithal, and most important, the desire to take down trees. You may find yourself in almost any climate and almost any population density. Dad used his first woodstove in a trailer in Georgia. I’ve seen woodpiles resting against mansions in Greenwich, Connecticut, and huge piles being stacked day by day alongside tarpaper shacks in the Northeast Kingdom of Vermont. My best friend through college cut his teeth splitting wood in suburban Michigan.


In our own backyard, in New England, we fell trees for firewood. Depending on your situation, though, you may have other motives.
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1 The Woodsman’s Workout


With the possible exception of its summertime counterpart, haying, I have never found a more diverse, engaging, adaptable, and productive workout than getting in wood for the winter. This is not a workout to embark upon if you don’t keep yourself strong the rest of the year. There is significant torque, jarring motion, and repeated bending and lifting. Once the first few sessions are out of the way, though, you will find that your body falls into a rhythm, and it actually uses certain movements to help stretch and even to recover from motions that stress opposing sets of muscles. When you’re really whaling along, you’ll reach a point where the words “let’s take a rest and split and stack” begin to sound like the advice of a wise woodsman. At this point you are probably not far from one of the following: a heart attack, nightfall, the emergency room, madness, or a cold beer.


2 A Sunny Yard


Could be that overhanging branches or tightly grouped trees are throwing too much shade on a garden plot, or threatening to come down on your house or garage in a storm. Unless the tilt of a nearby tree is extreme, you can learn to safely fell it away from buildings and, eventually, into your stove or wallet.



3 A Fatter Wallet



Tree services are quite expensive, but not for no reason. Trees that are likely to fall on buildings have to be climbed and felled 8 feet at a time, using expensive little saws and a variety of high-quality climbing equipment. The companies have to carry enormous insurance policies as well. Hiring these fine folks is not always necessary by any means, though, and you can learn whether a tree is safe to fell on your own.


4 Your Trees, Your Lumber


The option of taking wood from your property and using it is a real one. Dad had some locust cut into inch-thick slabs and built an outdoor staircase with them. This will last and last, because of naturally occurring preservatives in these trees. On a much larger scale, in terms of both volume produced and money spent, I once helped raise a timber-framed barn using only lumber harvested from a few hundred acres of nearby mixed hardwoods in the Berkshires.
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5 Good Times on a Saturday Night


Most people are no longer connected by the work they do, or have done for them, in their homes. I think this is against our nature. I think communities function better when work is shared. This would not be a hard change to effect in our world. Perhaps there is a neighbor or two you aren’t still ducking about the lawn dwarf you accidentally shredded with the rented rototiller, and you and this friend could order wood together and spend a few weekends splitting it. There is something very easy about beginning an acquaintance through shared work.


6 Awe-Filled Neighbors


People joke about lumberjacks as the epitome of manliness, but there is at least a little truth to the myth. In my travels and competition experience I’ve met some incredibly tough, quick, resilient men (and women), some of whom were lumberjacks only on the weekends and others who spent 50 hours a week dropping trees in the woods.


There is a toughness that eventually comes with enough exposure to working in the woods, with enough splinters and barked shins and mashed fingers. Anyone can build a tolerance to these things. With time, you’ll also learn that so many little discomforts can just be ignored for the sake of a less stressful life (not to mention the rippling biceps; see Reason #1).


7 A Grateful Town


It is admittedly rare that a chain saw can save the day, but occasionally a tree comes down and needs to be moved. Remember to stay calm and follow the simple rules and warnings we have learned by trial and mostly error. If you do, it could be you all over the thank-you board down at the town hall and not that snooty Mr. Jones with his winch that pulled Timmy out of the well.
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8 Power Tools



If nothing else, you will discover the absolute adolescent joy of firing up a chain saw and laying waste to something. Maybe not laying waste, but how about methodically cutting a tree into straight and uniform sections? Hmm? Doesn’t that sound wild and crazy? Okay, well, once I got bored with that and ran an old chain I didn’t care to keep sharp all the way through a frozen couch. Stuffing and little chips of icy wafer-board were spitting everywhere, and I added at least five years to my life.


9 A Clear Head


Felling trees safely and turning them into firewood, bonfires, or building material can make you stronger and more confident and open your mind to the relaxation that can be had while working at a dynamic task. I remember splitting wood with a quiet lad who bottled his anger as a hobby. After he got warmed up and forgot the outside world, he hacked and flailed with a loosed energy I never expected. I didn’t let him take the maul home, but I told him it was here anytime. I can readily imagine a successful therapy session punctuated by some violent, constructive work with a couple of 16-inch beech bolts. The maul could be tethered out of reach of the door (and the therapist’s chair, for that matter). I might just build a convincing little faux shrink’s office abutting our woodshed and get some work done while exorcising society’s demons (and exercising them too). People have paid to do dumber stuff. (I didn’t mean buying this book, of course, so read on.)


10 A Warm House


There is a temptation to see heating your house with wood as antiquated. It need not be, and I believe now is a good time to bring it back into our lives. At least in New England, there is more firewood to be responsibly cut than there has been since the end of the eighteenth century, and the price of fossil fuels is only going to climb in our future. Heating with wood also leads to a sense of spiritual purity and mental health that, I’ll admit, is achievable through other methods. But you can’t warm your house all winter with yoga mats. They don’t even burn clean.





CHAPTER 1
Into the WOODS
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THERE ARE MANY REASONS WHY YOU might head for the woods with a chain saw, but one of the biggest for us (besides an obvious need to heat the house) is simply the desire to spend time in the forest. It’s exciting to observe the woods and satisfying to interact with them, to become part of the local drama and ecology. Learning about the forest around us — how the trees grow, mature, and interact with each other — also helps us become better woodlot managers.


Our Backyard


If you gaze out your window right now, you are looking at a landscape affected by humans, in some cases in so many different times and ways that you may not be able to trace the various phases and uses of what you see. Here in New England, the landscape has been shaped over the centuries by forces ranging from selective burning by Native Americans to clear-cutting by nineteenth-century farmers to make way for sheep. During the decades between 1830 and 1880, New England suffered her most widespread deforestation, with 60 to 80 percent of the old growth clear-cut to make way for orchards, tillage, and grazing for sheep.
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In the 1840s, the tariff on wool was lowered, and immediately sheep populations began to fall with the prices. This decline led to the rise of the white pine. Anyone who has ever driven through New England between late fall and early spring has doubtless observed odd, rectangular patches of evergreens on far-off hillsides. These are old fields filled with the first comers, and since white pines far outstrip hardwoods as saplings, any lapsed grazing grounds have gone to them. When walking at night it is tempting to imagine moonlit conversations filled with derision as stately rock maples, with their blood blued by aqua sugar tubing, sneer across tumbled stone walls at the nouveau pitch, crowded on the freshest real estate. Though these fields of white pine can still be seen throughout New England, many of them were harvested in the opening decades of the twentieth century. Seeing a valuable crop of second-growth trees, the timber industry leaped eagerly on these white pines for use as shipping crates.


Like a person holding a grudge, white pine is unable to resprout after being cut, and new hardwoods quickly took up the cause of their forebears, once again filling the fields. One of the characteristics of this generation of hardwoods is the multistemmed cluster of trees. Birch, black cherry, red maple, and red oak grow quickly in close groups and are now found abundantly on New England hillsides. For some linguistic reason lost in old works, there are a number of truly satisfying ways of referring to little clusters of trees like this; spinney, copse, coppice, thicket, and glen are but a few. To entertain yourself when nothing interesting is being said around a crudités tray or a saw-studded bedliner, try using them all in one sentence. The woods have a subtle, inexorable tendency away from the tidy borders we force on them, but every time I take a walk or look at a new woodlot, I can see where stone walls still delineate different species.


Managing Your Woods


The woods are not only a classroom but also a laboratory. The goal of woodlot management is to improve the quality of the timber left to grow and to provide firewood for next winter. We’re assuming here that you’re thinning a woodlot by practicing selective culling — that is, removing damaged trees, undesirable species, or trees that are growing too close to others. You should also remember that you can alter the habitat for wildlife — for better or worse — by culling or leaving certain species in your woodlot.
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Let the light shine. This woodlot has trees of varying maturity, with enough space between them to let light reach the younger trees in the understory.


Managing a woodlot is not the same as grooming. Dead trees (hint: no leaves, slipping bark, fungi on trunk, woodpecker holes) can be good wood. Our usual rule is: If the trunk is still hard enough and has enough grain left to split, then it is worthwhile as firewood. When dead trees get “punky,” they are already half burned (oxidized). They may look like a mess, but there is a virtue to leaving them alone. They aren’t consuming resources. In fact, they are resources. That big old barkless monster, half rotten? Insects are having a harvest, and therefore woodpeckers are having a field day. Seeing a pileated woodpecker is a real thrill; knowing that you are providing a habitat for these rare creatures is a quiet satisfaction. After that, the rotting tree is compost and enriches the soil for its upright neighbors. Remember, rotting and burning are both the process of oxidation at work. (“The slow smokeless burning of decay,” as Robert Frost wrote in his poem “The Woodpile.” When in doubt, Frost is usually as good a reference as anything else in the bookshelf. No Frost at home? Put this down and buy his complete poems instead.)
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A dense spot. These trees are all of a similar age and have grown so close together that very little sunlight can reach the forest floor.




A Word about Hilltowns


Our part of Massachusetts is called the Hill-towns, but, really, it could be compared to any number of places around the country, defined as much by the way people live as by a spot on the map. Some say the Hilltowns are a state of mind; others, a ridgy place between valleys. At the very least, it’s a forested place where the rev of a chain saw is more common than the whine of a leafblower.


Today our Hilltowns are a strange mix of good ol’ boys and nouveau country folk. Roads winding back through the hollows formed by tributaries to the rivers are just as likely punctuated by wrought-iron-sculpture mailboxes made by a hippy welder as they are to have Mallard decoy mailboxes set stoutly in concrete by the contractor/volunteer fireman who lives next door. “Next door” can refer to a house between 50 feet and 500 yards away.


Town meetings are punctuated by the usual ridiculous battles. There was once a row about manure falling on paved roads, and another concerning how often the church bell would ring. Small-town stuff mixed with the worries of the outside world.
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Fungus is a sign. The presence of fungus on a tree is a sign of decay; this one is a good candidate to be felled for firewood.


The tops and branches left after a timber harvest, called “slash,” provide leaves and buds for deer to browse in the bitterest part of winter. So do the little-regarded hemlocks. The point is, humans think of some things as alive and some things as dead, but all of the forest is alive. Beech, bay, madrone, cherry, hackberry, shad, hornbeam, holly, black birch, maple, oak, walnut, butternut, chestnut, hickory, sweetgum, mulberry, pine, and fir are just some of the trees that feed birds and other woodland animals.


The woodlot will be more profitable and the environment healthier if you harvest the lumber trees. Left too long, they will shade out all competition. When they are finally cut, the remaining small, weak trees are overexposed to weather, both storms and sun. The Audubon Society, local foresters, and Cooperative Extension agents can all provide valuable information about how we influence bird and animal populations by our choices in tree populations.
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What a punk. Trees that have decayed so much that the wood is “punky” shouldn’t be used for firewood, because they’ve started to oxidize and won’t throw much heat.


As a rule of thumb, moderate thinning will yield one cord of firewood per acre per year. So, with a 5-acre woodlot you should be able to heat a well-insulated home year after year without depleting the woodlot. You can estimate the number of trees you’ll need to cut by using the table in the appendix showing the relationship of tree diameter to cords of firewood (see page 153). A good rule for drafty old New England farmhouses, insulated by newspapers, mouse nests, and corncobs, is one cord of wood per room per winter.


Choose Your Victim


When you eventually enter the woods, saw in hand, it may be hard to see the trees for the forest. Which one should you fell?


First, waste no wealth. Prices obviously vary, but as a general rule the hardwoods are the most valuable, and some species such as black walnut always go for a premium. A tree is well on its way to becoming valuable timber if it’s straight, the first crotch (where branches meet the trunk) is high up, and there are no visible injuries (broken branches, lightning scars, and the like) or disease (fungus on the trunk, beech cankers, and so on).


If a tree is more than 6 feet in circumference, it’s got some value. Save it for a logger. There will be plenty of other trees to cull, which will improve the stand and eventually produce more valuable timber. As the old-timers say, “Sell the best, burn the rest.” Since timber prices fluctuate, it is best to consult a forester or your local Cooperative Extension Service for advice on which species are most valuable locally.




PROFILE OF TOM WESSELS


READING THE WOODS


In his book Reading the Forested Landscape, Tom Wessels takes a downright forensic approach to walking in the woods. His book can help a person of any level of expertise see more in a square foot of the forest than he thought possible.


A forest ecologist by training, Wessels teaches foresters how to read the landscape in order to understand its function as an ecosystem. “I work a lot with foresters, helping them see the forest from a larger landscape point of view, rather than just a stand-by-stand view,” he says. “I also try to help them see a forest as an integrated system whose health and productivity can be maintained and enhanced only by understanding the functioning of the system.”
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I spent a week on the Appalachian Trail one summer after reading Mr. Wessels’s book, to try to determine what I could about the woods around me. I learned to read not only how long ago a particular stone wall fenced in something other than trees, but also what kind of agriculture took place in the fields on either side. I learned to read the age of a variety of stumps and to determine how long beavers have been in or away from a particular spot. By learning to read their own forest, landowners can learn a great deal about how to manage their woods. Any reader of Wessels’s book should be able to ramble out into his or her woodlot and quickly evaluate how and when it was last logged and whether any major fires or blowdowns have occurred there in the past.


Wessels encourages landowners to approach the future of their woodlots with an ecological sensibility. “Our forests provide an incredible array of ecosystem services that would be impossible to replace,” he says. “An important one is water purification and recharge of the water table.” He also emphasizes that, although wood can be harvested without disrupting the forest ecosystem, the best way for homeowners to save natural resources is to make their homes as energy efficient as possible. “Something as simple as passive solar heating would save huge amounts of oil and trees,” he says.





Second, don’t tackle more than you can handle safely (see “Size Matters,” page 12).


Health


Selecting which tree to cut is obviously one of the primary forest-management decisions. Culling is tree breeding, in a sense. We leave the best specimens to reproduce and take the less desirable ones home to the stove, where they burn just as warm.


Look for trees with dead branches (hint: no leaves), split bark, or broken tops. If the growing tip of the tree is broken, the tree won’t grow tall and straight but rather will “bush out” and shade out a lot of saplings. Storms do a good deal of this pruning. These trees are good candidates for the woodpile.
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