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    There are so very many people to thank for helping me to make this book into the life-saving instructional guide that I hope it will prove to be.

    First, of course, are the victims of lumberjacking, whose lives were not lost in vain.

    I must also thank Pete, from PM Small Engines, in Newberry, Michigan, for his expert assistance and advice.

    Finally, let me render a most heartfelt and long-deserved thank you to the members of my publishing team at Skyhorse Publishing. Thank you, Tony, Jay, and Jason. Never have I felt that I belonged more, was more part of a family, than I have with Skyhorse. You guys are more than great.

    —Len McDougall

  


  INTRODUCTION

  About a month ago, my brother-in-law caused his own death.

  It was early in the morning and he was probably as happy as he’d ever been. He and his wife had just moved to a new house in the country, and he was having the time of his life doing a pretty fair imitation of Farmer John. This lifestyle was a longtime fantasy of his, and he was living it to the utmost, even sometimes rising to start a new day at what farmers would call the middle of the night. He had a new tractor, riding mower, and power tools galore with which to exercise his most rural desires.

  Among his gasoline-operated paraphernalia was a spanking-new chainsaw that he used to cut down any tree that he could figure out a reason to fell. He, in fact, knew very little about lumberjacking, and had even less experience. But like so many men, he suffered from a gender-based deficit that made him refuse to ask for, or even accept, advice from anyone—after all, to request information would be to admit that he lacked knowledge in the first place.

  It was probably not to his benefit in the long run that he’d gotten away with making a truckload of mistakes with the first several trees he felled. He hung a couple of half-fallen trees in the branches of adjacent trees—a classic example of what lumberjacks have always known as a “widow-maker”—and succeeded in bringing them to Earth by simply tying a rope around their trunks and pulling them off their stumps with his tractor.

  Those first successes maybe have caused him to believe that all those stories of danger were just invented by tree-cutters who were trying to make themselves look courageous and dashing. This lumberjacking stuff didn’t appear to be as hard as it was made out to be! But, sooner or later, the mistakes he made were bound to catch up with him. The one that finally got him manifested itself in the form of a large live oak, about 50 feet tall and weighing as much as three cars, that bordered his driveway.

  The sun hadn’t fully risen over the hills of his Tennessee home when he fired up his chainsaw and did his best to notch his target tree for that day to fall in the direction he’d desired. Aside from doing a novice-level job on the notch and failing to rope off the tree, his most serious mistake at that point was to regard the job as one that could be started and completed at his leisure. He failed to recognize, or to respect, the powers that he was unleashing in his tools—and in the tree itself.

  He proved his lack of understanding by notching the tree early in the morning, then leaving it to sit on its stump while he went into his house for coffee. He came out with his wife an hour later and watched unperturbed as she drove under where the precariously balanced tree was notched to fall. When she returned, an hour later, the tree was down, and her husband was dead beneath it. A neighbor had come across the field that adjoined their houses for a casual visit and found him crushed to the ground with a multi-ton tree across one shoulder.

  Forensic authorities figured that the tree had only partially fallen, when its branches caught in the branches of another tree, causing it to hang suspended over the driveway. There is no more classic example of a widowmaker than that. But my brother-in-law clearly didn’t know that, or else he would have never considered walking under that giant wooden sword of Damocles to fetch his tractor.

  No one knows why he didn’t hear the tree suddenly let loose in a gust of wind. Or why, if he did, that he didn’t get clear—trees do not fall silently, or with the velocity of a dodge ball. Maybe he didn’t recognize the swooshing sound as leaves and branches brushed past one another. Maybe it was a deer-in-the-headlights moment of paralysis.

  Whatever the reason, what caused him to remain immobile in the path of a falling tree is inconsequential. The arboreal hammer hit him in the back and bore him inexorably to the ground with the comparative force of a man stepping on a bug, breaking every bone and bursting every organ that was under it. The coroner said that he “never knew what hit him.” But that cliché was for the family’s sake; death wasn’t instantaneous, and he had time to know precisely what had hit him. But when he did, there wasn’t a power in heaven or on Earth that could have prevented the outcome.

  It’s human nature to regard deceased loved ones’ lives through rose-colored glasses and to overlook their shortcomings. But when this man’s wife told me that what happened was “an act of God,” and that “he knew what he was doing,” I bit my tongue so hard I tasted blood.

  Without a single exception, every logger I’ve related this story to has shared my supposition that not only did the deceased not know what he was doing, but his intelligence is suspect, as he couldn’t acknowledge that fact. My brother-in-law’s death wasn’t an “Act of God.” It wasn’t even an accident—not in the sense that it was an unavoidable tragedy that no one could have anticipated beforehand. He died from a terminal case of ignorance and a fatal dose of pride.

  Which brings us to the purpose of this book. In my own half-century of living in timber country and cutting wood for just about every reason there is to cut wood, I’ve seen an awful lot of people get hurt awful quickly in an awful lot of different ways from lumberjacking. And, truth be told, I’ve been one of them a couple of times myself. But the worst injuries didn’t happen to me, and I was lucky enough to learn the most important lessons vicariously. It is the focus of this book to take those lessons from my life, from my own experiences and observations, as well as from the experiences and observations of people who are more expert in areas of the timber business than I am, and present them to you in a concise format that will be of real, usable value.

  The lessons contained in these pages can be as dark as they are important. There’s just no denying that a whole lot of blood was shed, that more or less vital pieces of participants’ bodies were lost on occasion, and every so often, someone was killed. All of that’s a bit morbid and more than a little depressing. And that doesn’t make for a fun-to-read book, does it? So I’m going to make every effort to keep things light. I’m going to salt the lessons with anecdotes that, if I tell them right, should lend a little humor. The lessons related within these pages have all proved themselves to be invaluable in real life many times over and, in a few cases, heeding them might very well keep you, or someone else, out of the hospital. Or out of the morgue. But, regardless of that fact, I very much want you to have fun reading (and learning).

  Lumberjacking is adventurous, exciting, and even a little romantic (on a personal note, I’ve never met a lady who didn’t appreciate the embrace of a sweaty axe-slinger). But it’s a lie to infer that lumberjacking isn’t fraught with danger. According to the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), cutting trees is more dangerous than Alaskan crab fishing and you can do it at home for a lot less than the cost of a fishing boat. Nothing about lumberjacking isn’t inherently dangerous. So be safe, be thoughtful, be cautious, but make sure to have a good time doing it.


  

  A HISTORY OF LUMBERJACKING
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  A northern Michigan logging camp, circa 1920; every one of these men was tough as a railroad spike, and twice as hard. (Photo courtesy of Wayne Chellis).

  It’s no exaggeration to say that if there had been no lumberjacks, there would be no civilized world. No lumber, no buildings; no buildings, no blacksmiths, factories, businesses, or houses. No timber, no lumber; no lumberjacks and loggers, no timber. Literally, for want of a lumberjack, cities would have been lost.

  But there has never been a dearth of strong, hard young men to fill the ranks when it came to cutting wood. Maybe it’s the satisfaction of feeling the sweat on one’s brow and the knowledge that, at the end of the day, you deserve whatever pleasures that you might indulge yourself with, and to hell with what anyone else thinks. Compared to lumberjacks, especially those of the nineteenth century and before, roughneck oil drillers are best suited to selling Girl Scout cookies.

  The Roughnecks and the Lumberjacks

  Perhaps this amusing anecdote will demonstrate the toughness of lumberjacks occurred In 1973, in the little town of Boyne City, Michigan (population 3,000), Shell Oil was pulling a shameful end-run around courts, who had ruled that they could not drill natural gas wells in the protected elk habitat of Pigeon River Valley. Shell drilled anyway, then capped the wells, and paid the pathetically low fines. In the end it was worth it to them. (I got this story from one of their army of defense attorneys, when he was half-drunk.)

  The brigade of roughnecks who did the deed for Shell, mostly from states where magnolias grow, judging from their accents, considered themselves to be epitomes of manhood, just about as tough as a human being could get. They were young men who worked hard and liked to raise a bit of hell when their shift ended. They made a practice of descending upon local bars and terrorizing patrons; men trying to re-enact a war that had been settled more than a century earlier. Small town law enforcement tended to cut them maybe too much slack, because the portions of their incomes they spent were prized by businesses in impoverished northern Michigan communities.
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  The stuff of America. (Photo courtesy Oregon Department of Forestry).

  The roughnecks probably should have stayed away from the Tannery Saloon. Named for the old leather tannery that had once occupied that site, this classically redneck bar was a preferred watering hole of loggers. Damage to the establishment was relatively minor, but the oil men never returned.

  * * *

  Maybe it’s the feeling of power that naturally accompanies bringing down a forest goliath with just the muscles of your back and arms. To feel the earth tremble beneath your feet as a dozen tons of timber crashes to the ground, and especially when a tree lands precisely where you said it would. You can’t help feeling a sense of power. You grasp just a little of how humans, nature’s most anemic and under-endowed species, have been able to transform the world to meet their needs.

  Times have changed immensely since the first man hewed through the trunk of a living tree with a knapped stone that he’d tied to a wooden haft with rawhide thongs. The ability to hack down a standing tree was a major milestone for the human race because, in forests where stone and other building materials might have been so limited as to be useless, trees often provided the only suitable building material.

  Every culture that had trees learned to make shelters and boats from saplings, bark, and resins, but work with stone axes was limited by the tools (the same holds true today). It required metal-forging, first brass, then iron to fashion axes that could chop down trees large enough to be used as timbers and lumber. Many groups of people didn’t reach that stage for themselves, but were bequeathed metal tools that were originally conceived by explorers from elsewhere.

  The iron-blade axe was both sword and plowshare. It could clear land for building materials and for crops, but it was a ferocious weapon if a need arose to defend those lands. As a weapon, an axe has no respect for the heaviest armor a strong man can carry. From it was born the more elegant and versatile (and more portable) armor-cleaving broadsword.

  Lumberjacking even had a very direct impact on clothing styles. Contrary to the Braveheart movie, early Celts, being wood cutters, did not wear kilts. As the tunic-clad Romans noted, and later adopted that style themselves, “barbarian” Celts (and Vikings, and a few other lumberjacking civilizations, which made their sometimes large buildings from timber) wore trousers. Trousers offered protection from cold (original lumberjacks all hailed from frigid climates) and from injuries to legs and knees that goes with such rugged work. Trousers were deemed to be better for riding horseback as well, and the days of the tunic came to an end.

  Footwear worn by these primitives was different, too, offering far more coverage than a thong sandal or animal skin bootie. Lumberjacking boots were heavily built to provide armor against rough-barked trunks and jagged, broken branches. Soles were thick, not only to prevent injuries to a wearer’s soles, but to facilitate kicking, stomping, and other leg work that aided in bending forest products to human will.

  Even gloves originated in the far north, probably as much as protection for lumberjacks as to keep their hands warm. Later, gloves metamorphosed into armored gauntlets, which could safely grasp an opponent’s sword blade, and today, into Kevlar™ gloves that can resist a running chainsaw.

  Europe and Asia had been exploiting forests for development of their kingdoms and navies long before Jesus was born. So when the superpowers of the day began to civilize the New World at the beginning of the fifteenth century, those first pioneers brought with them what tools they had to conquer the vast forests of America.

  By the time Sir Walter Raleigh established the ultimately doomed “lost colony” of Roanoke, in what is now Virginia, in 1587, the ring of Spanish axes had been sounding in other parts of the New World for decades.

  When new settlers returned to build the colony of Jamestown, twenty-two years later, they knew what they were in for, literally carving homes from the vast wilderness of America.

  Even so, cholera and typhoid nearly wiped out that first successful colony. Jamestown grew and multiplied, spreading up and down the Atlantic seaboard, and the first lumberjacks kept pace with the demand for timber.

  As civilized (in hindsight, an arguable term) America grew, so did the need for newspapers and letters from home. In 1690, just after turning pulpwood into paper had become an industry, an entrepreneur named William Rittenhouse began a paper mill near Germantown (now Philadelphia). The timber industry in colonial America was assured.
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  Early logging activities in Wisconsin. (Photo courtesy of Wisconsin Chamber of Commerce).
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  As technology improved, and the means to harvest timber with it, more, bigger, and better became bywords of every civilized society.

  By the early 1830s, Bangor, Maine, was shipping more commercial timber than any place in the world. In following years, as logging operations moved inland, every waterway that was big enough to float a log was loaded with rafts of unprocessed timber. Horses and oxen hauled cut trees overland on sledges, on unique carts called “big wheels,” or just by dragging, if the terrain permitted. Sometimes logs were laid to fashion crude railway systems for transporting other logs.

  If there was a river near the cutting site, a “flume” on a downhill slope, or a ditch on level ground, was often dug to connect them—in places like Michigan’s Upper Peninsula, these water-filled ditches are features of the landscape today. Riders, armed with “cant hooks” (explained later), would stand atop the logs, clearing jams and snags that might keep the timber from floating smoothly to a mill that was generally built at the mouth of the river.
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  Being a rider was decidedly dangerous work. Waters were often lethally cold, and riders had to be sure-footed and quick to keep themselves on top of the rafts. Having a log roll over you, and being caught between them, held underwater as the heavy trunks closed together, over your head, has killed a good many young men. That very real hazard spawned the sport of log-rolling, which has become a featured entertainment of modern lumberjacking festivals.

  On many rivers, and especially on barges crossing the Great Lakes, logs became waterlogged and sank. In some rivers, currents caused one end to get stuck in the mud, and the logs are still there today, more than a hundred years later, posing hazards to boats. The Tahquamenon River, of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s Song of Hiawatha fame, is littered with such navigational hazards. In some instances, like a company that calls itself Superior Timbers, logs that have been sunk, some since before the Revolutionary War, are being recovered and sold commercially to high-end markets.

  As civilization spread west, lumberjacks inevitably followed. When the Homestead Act was passed in 1862, with the promise of 160 acres per family, lumberjacks were in high demand, as much of the deeded acreage was heavily timbered; it needed to be cleared for farming, and lumber hewn from those acres was needed for building.
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  Harbor Springs, Michigan, is one example of numerous boom towns that were born not from gold or silver, but timber.

  Until the 1940s, when manual lumberjacking went into decline, loggers lived a cold, lonely life in remote logging camps that were snowbound in winter and bug-infested in summer. Work days were from sunup to sundown, labors were dangerous and hard, and pleasures were few. Lumberjacks rarely bathed during the winter months, as laundry services were almost nonexistent and medical care was primitive. Infections and disease were common, lice infestation was almost normal. Hard living begets hard men, and soon lumberjacks had acquired a fearsome reputation that remains today—in most instances it was (and is) merited.
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  Logging is a year-round occupation, even in places the normally get 240 inches of snow.
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  A logging train, taking jack pine logs to the mill, where they'll become Oriented Strand Board.

  As logging camps grew into towns, lumberjacks necessarily became more genteel, marrying and raising families. This brought in schools, churches, and commerce, and many communities grew into large urban centers, like Duluth, Minnesota, or Seattle, Washington.

  According to Forbes magazine and other official sources (because it takes a statistician to determine what other people already know), being a lumberjack remains the toughest and most dangerous occupation on Earth. More than one in a thousand loggers is killed on the job, a mortality rate about thirty times higher than most industries.

  The goal of this book is to reduce that mortality rate to zero. If you don’t have to do it for your living, lumberjacking can actually be fun. So be safe, have fun, and let the (wood) chips fall where they may.
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  Turn-of-the-century lumberjacks taking a lunch, or “nosebucket” break. (Photo courtesy of Wayne Chellis).
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  Early loggers sometimes overloaded sleds and wagons as a test of their strength—and for publicity shots, like this one.. (Photo courtesy of Wayne Chellis).
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  Bill Chellis, circa 1920; it was said that this lumberjack never went anywhere without his whiskey jug. (Photo courtesy of Wayne Chellis).
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  Like gold-rush towns, many a logging camp grew from a single stump to become a thriving community. (Photo courtesy of Wayne Chellis).
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  Off-duty lumberjacks, bringing home their version of take-out. Note that the author has known a few hunters who had missing fingers from posing like this with a gun. (Photo courtesy of Wayne Chellis).
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  Taking a break from the brutally hard labor of pulling stumps (and mugging for the camera). (Photo courtesy of Wayne Chellis).
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  Living in a logging camp at the start of the twentieth century was a hard life, best suited for strong, young men. (Photo courtesy of Wayne Chellis).
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  Lumber mill, where timber became lumber. (Photo courtesy of Wayne Chellis).
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  Doing lunch at lumber camp, circa 1920. (Photo courtesy of Wayne Chellis).
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  Lumberjacks at a logging camp near Harbor Springs, Michigan, circa 1920. (Photo courtesy of Wayne Chellis).
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  A Big Wheel of the type that gave Dead Man's Hill, in Michigan's Jordan River Valley, its name after lumberjack Stanley (Big Swede) Graczyck was killed by one in 1910.
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  Lumberjacks at logging camp, circa 1920.
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  Even lumberjacks at the turn of the century took time for a little recreational sports.
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  Women, men, and children—tough people all—building the community, which would later became a small city.


  

  TOOLS OF LUMBERJACKING

  Like every hands-on profession, every occupation, the expertise of a lumberjack is directly determined by his tools. Raw talent, physical aptitude, and personal toughness, even hard-won skill can carry a wood-cutter only so far. A lumberjack, as the old saying goes, is only as good as his tools.

  That means that the lumberjack of today can be very good, indeed. From laser cut pruning saws and hammer-forged stainless-steel axes to cordless chainsaws and collapsible ladders, the tools available to modern wood cutters are the stuff of science fiction for generations past.

  Chainsaws
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  Anatomy of a saw chain (courtesy of CJ Industries).

  This is the tool that turned lumberjacks of old into today’s loggers, and brought the tree-harvesting occupation into the modern era. Within just a few years of its creation, the thunk of an axe biting into tree trunks, and the buzz-buzz-buzz of a man-powered crosscut saw had been replaced by the mechanical drone of a gasoline-powered piston engine.
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  A lumber camp-turned-museum, commemorating the place that became the town of Newberry, Michigan, in Michigan's wild Upper Peninsula.

  For help in composing this chapter, I turned to Pete at PM Small Engine, in Newberry, Michigan, located in the very heart of timber country. Pete is a dyed-in-the-wool Yooper who doesn’t feel comfortable in the limelight (even though he’s enough of a businessman to want his store publicized). Pete is also a magician when it comes to making a chainsaw sing, and he’s no slouch when it comes to using one, either.

  When it comes to chainsaws, Pete is hesitant to recommend a particular brand, because many logos are, in fact, owned by the same few conglomerates. He refers to many of the brands found in department stores these days as “dimestore chainsaws.” Even among the major brands, whose commercial-grade saws are popular with professional loggers, he expressed disappointment at seeing “things break that shouldn’t be breaking.”
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  Pete's place; the author's chainsaw expert's store; adorned with antique log tongs, sawmill blades, and an old anvil. Like a typical Yooper lumberjack, Pete shuns the limelight, but the author wishes to thank him for contributing his expertise to this book.

  The Chainsaw’s History

  [image: image]

  An example of the utility in the chainsaw concept.

  The first machine to employ a rotating chain to cut was developed in the late eighteenth century by two Scottish doctors, John Aitken and James Jeffray. They didn’t work together on the invention, but seem to have both developed the concept simultaneously.

  The chainsaw’s original purpose was medical. It was used to excise necrotic (dead) bone and to perform autopsies, and for a time was also used to perform symphysiotomies. This latter procedure was once a component of caesarean births, used to break and separate a mother’s pelvic bone to widen the birth canal; this controversial practice was discontinued in 1984, and today is considered as archaic as sawing off wounded limbs.

  The first chain hand saw debuted in 1783, and employed a fine serrated link chain. It was featured in Aitken’s Principles of Midwifery, or Puerperal Medicine (1785) and used by him in his dissecting room on cadavers.

  Jeffray laid claim to the invention about the same time, though his version didn’t see use until 1790 before he was able to have it produced. In his co-authored paper, Cases of the Excision of Carious Joints, Jeffray explained that the chain saw permitted a smaller incision, and protected the adjoining neurovascular bundle. Mechanized versions followed, until the latter nineteenth century, when it was succeeded by the Gigli Twisted Wire Saw.

  
    Innovations:

    1785: A hand-driven chainsaw, with a fine serrated chain, is used to excise diseased bone; it appears in John Aitken’s Principles of Midwifery, or Puerperal Medicine.

    1926: Andreas Stihl patents two 2-man chainsaws—a 116-pound electric-motor version, and later, in 1929, a 139-pound gasoline-engine model. By 1937, the weight had been trimmed to a mere 88 pounds. These are imported as spoils of war by the United States Army in 1941.

    1945: Chain saws are still too heavy to be practical in the deep woods; saws are sometimes wheeled and require two operators. Aluminum alloys and stamped-steel components (wartime innovations), reduce size and weight to practical, man-portable levels.

    1947: Inspired by the 2-way chewing action of a Timber Beetle larva, Joseph Buford Cox invents the Cox Chipper Chain.

    1949: McCulloch Motors Corporation unveils their 25-pound Model 3-25 as the “World’s Lightest Chain Saw.”

  

  Chainsaws: The Controversy

  Maybe it’s because Forbes magazine and the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) have declared lumberjacking and logging to be the most dangerous occupations in the world, but most manufacturers of wood-cutting tools and equipment are jumpy as cats in a dog kennel. Aside from paid advertisements, the contents of which they control exclusively, most manufacturers of timber-management tools—even axes—are inordinately skittish of writers who aren’t directly under their control.

  One can only presume that this apparently self-defeating attitude (what manufacturer or retailer doesn’t want to advertise its products with independent—i.e., more credible—professional reviewers?) is because a surprising percentage of manufacturers appear to be very afraid that, in today’s litigation-happy culture, they’d face lawsuits over even self-inflicted injuries.

  Unfortunately, I’ve seen that such things have happened numerous times in the past. As far back as the early 1980s, many a would-be lumberjack, drafted and put into gainful employment through Ronald Reagan’s Comprehensive Employment and Training Act (CETA), suffered injury through his own actions, sued for damages, and actually won a cash settlement. Today, in a world where firearms manufacturers are blamed by many for misuse of their products by others, there’s no reason to expect a sudden epidemic of logic or responsibility to ensue.

  One of the two top chainsaw manufacturers made its participation in this book contingent on its lawyers approving everything that I wrote about their products. That wasn’t ever going to happen, and only a lawyer would think that any journalist worthy of the title would agree to such a prostitution of integrity. Fortunately, plenty of manufacturers were still eager to participate so the effect on the quality of this book is insignificant, but attitudes are surprising.

  Politics notwithstanding, choosing between chainsaw makes is very much like asking a roomful of people which brand of automobile they prefer. All chainsaws are designed to cut wood, and all of them perform as advertised. For that reason, this book refrains from recommending any specific chainsaw, except where some critical point of excellence makes it obligatory to the reader that I do so. Comprehensiveness demands reviewing the performance of as many makes, models, and tool types as was possible, and in a few instances—like recently introduced battery-operated cordless models—the requirement for completeness turned out be a pretty cool blessing.

  More important than a manufacturer’s decal is that you get the proper chainsaw for what you intend to do, and that you use it properly.

  Types of Chainsaws
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  Tended to and maintained like the valuable tool that it is, a chainsaw can serve its owner well enough to become an heirloom.
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  One of the first man-portable chainsaws; note that it has a gearbox, and that its chain is comprised of all cutting teeth, with no rakers or depth gauges..
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  Another of the first forester saws, this one not truly a chainsaw, because it cuts with a more conventional reciprocating saw blade.

  Begin with selecting the proper size of chainsaw. This is the most important step in determining which saw fits your needs, because, regardless of manufacturer, some will just not do the job you require of them. However, more critically and more commonly, some of them are far more powerful than an average homeowner needs—like choosing a motorcycle, bigger is not always better, and sometimes bigger is worse.

  When motorcycles became almost a fad at the turn of the millennium, there was a dangerous trend toward buying bikes that were too big and heavy for their often novice riders to handle—or even to lift back onto their wheels when they fell over. Too big a bike is clumsy and dangerous, but too big a saw can turn into a real hardship.

  Gasoline

  More than one chainsaw manufacturer claims to have invented the gasoline-burning chainsaw—most of them around 1920. What is not in dispute is that in 1926, a thirty-year-old German engineer named Andreas Stihl patented the first gasoline-powered chainsaw, a huge 2-man contraption that weighed more than 100 pounds, which he aptly termed a “tree-felling machine.”

  What followed was a steady evolution of innovation and improvement, and now gas-powered chainsaws have become lightweight, powerful, and efficient enough to be indispensible field tools.

  My expert, Pete, says that any gas-powered chainsaw with an engine size of less than 40cc is suitable only for pruning, or for work on a Christmas tree farm. (Chainsaws in the 20cc–30cc range are often referred to as “pocket” chainsaws by professionals.) Many people are attracted to a smaller sized saw because smaller appears to be safer. This is a misconception that probably causes more injuries than it prevents, as the perception of safety is an illusion—like parents who used to (this isn’t such a common thing these days) buy little Johnny a .22 because it was a “safe” gun. A small saw is still potentially very, very dangerous, and a user should never let his or her guard down for a moment.

  At the same time, a smaller gasoline-powered saw is easier to control, with a less violent kickback. A saw in the 20cc–30cc range, with a 10- to 14-inch bar, is usually ideal for suburbanites who need to buck an armful of fireplace fuel or a few storm-downed tree limbs. Every chainsaw is capable of chewing off a limb, but most folks don’t require the power to section a telephone pole.

  The best-selling rural and semi-professional chainsaws have engines of 40cc to 50cc, and cutting bar lengths of 16 to 20 inches. This is the preferred size for cutting a winter’s supply of firewood, for felling trees, and for general all-around use. This is a powerful saw, capable of strong “kickback”—a phenomenon that sometimes occurs when the bar is pinched, when the chain makes sudden contact with a hard knot, while cutting through multiple pieces of wood (very hazardous), when a chain is unevenly sharpened, or when cutting with the tip of the bar, which is never recommended.

  Professional-level chainsaws, built for heavy, prolonged use, such as felling large stands of lumber-grade timber, typically have engines from about 60cc to more than 100cc, with cutting bars more than 22 inches long. These are very big saws with extremely powerful engines, and are not suggested for anyone who doesn’t cut timber for a living.

  Electric

  Urban dwellers whose needs are limited to trimming an occasional limb might consider an electric chainsaw, with a 10- to 14-inch bar. Corded electric-motor chainsaws are of limited use because they need to plugged into a 110-volt AC outlet, and that, of course, limits their traveling distance to the length of an extension cord.

  But AC chainsaws are far from useless; for cutting fireplace wood, split-rail fence posts, trimming dead branches from trees, cleaning up wind damage to trees and shrubs—even some remodeling jobs—a corded chainsaw is just another useful power tool.

  On some farms, where owners butcher their own cattle, a small cord chainsaw is sometimes used to split and quarter beeves. A “side” of beef is created by splitting a carcasses’ spine lengthwise, from neck to tail; a daunting task that is most often performed with a reciprocating saw, but a small electric chainsaw isn’t unusual. A gasoline-powered chainsaw would contaminate the meat with petrochemicals.

  An electric chainsaw that’s used for cutting meat is usually never used for any other purpose, and its chain-oiler must always be lubricated using vegetable-based cutting oil, like Accu-Lube® food-grade lubricant. Clean the saw thoroughly after every use with soap, water, and chlorine bleach. Take care not to get water in the motor, and make certain the tool is completely dry, inside and out, before storing.

  When using a corded chainsaw, be especially mindful of its power cord. It’s very easy to cut this life-link in half with just a touch of the chain. If you do, loss of power might be the least worry; the plastic body of most models protects a user from electrical shock, but a short-circuit with the metal chain bar could damage the motor, perhaps even burning out an armature winding, and effectively destroying the motor. Not to mention the danger of short-circuiting yourself.

  Battery

  The ideal chainsaw is battery-operated: quiet, pollution-free, powerful, yet environmentally friendly—in today’s terminology, “green.” I asked my chainsaw expert, Pete, what he thought of battery-operated chainsaws; he screwed up his face in that trademark grimace that he displays when something doesn’t sit right with him, and said, “They’re toys.”

  But no expert can know everything. A lot of horse experts predicted that the earliest motor carriages were just a fad that would die out when people realized that equestrian modes of transportation offered many real advantages over the rattling, choking, unreliable, over-heating automobile. People are uncomfortable with change; new is different, and different is unfamiliar. Unfamiliar sometimes leads to errors, and mistakes are sometimes dangerous to us.
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LD style drilling methods are outmoded
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moving belt. Hydraulic pistons “walk” the
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saw teeth is patterned
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