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Hand Falling Meets Mechanization
O’Brien Timber Falling adapts to keep its crew productive, safe, and profitable 

By Bob Bruce 

Give Mike O’Brien a chainsaw and a patch of trees to cut, and he’s a happy guy. He’s been
hand falling trees for close to 30 years now, and he plans to keep going just as long as he is
able.

Of course, he’s not out there by himself, in the woods felling trees. These days, he keeps a 10-
person crew pretty busy, year round, working an average of 8 - 10 sides at any one time, while
he spends most of his time bidding on new work and running the company.

Owner Mike O’Brien (left) stands next
to his Timbco 445 feller-buncher
operator, Vince Engbretson.

Drawn to the Work
Mike got started back in 1979.
No one in his family was a
logger — he simply thought it
looked like interesting work. “I
had a real good education
and got good grades in
school, but I really enjoyed
working with my hands, and I
enjoyed the challenges of
working in the woods,” he
says. He started out at the
bottom of the ladder, setting
chokers, and worked his way
up to pulling rigging, being a
hook tender, and even
running some of the
equipment.

He worked for a couple of
different companies, and in
1988, he and two friends got
together and started their own
business. He made the move

because he wanted to have more direct control over his work, but of course, being your own
boss brought its own set of challenges — the main one being cash flow.

Making Ends Meet
“Financially, it was difficult because the faller is the first one to go to work and the last one to
get paid,” he says. “You get the trees on the ground, and then you’ve got to wait until they are
logged and shipped to the mill. Then the mill pays the logger, and the logger pays you.”

In order to get by in those early days, he had to borrow from family and relatives until he could
get on his feet. Luckily, those around him had confidence that he would succeed.

Transition
In 1991, Mike’s two partners decided to split off and go into the logging end of things, while



Mike decided to stay with the timber falling part of the business.

It was a decision that worked out well for everyone, according to Mike. The industry has
changed considerably, since the early 1990s, and Mike has had to adapt just like everyone
else. One of the biggest areas of change has been in the increased use of mechanization to
harvest and process the timber.

While Mike does own a single threeyear- old Timbco 445 fellerbuncher with a bar saw head,
his business remains primarily a hand-falling operation. Even so, the mechanization of the
industry, as a whole, has affected his business.

Effects of Mechanization
Before the widespread use of stroke delimbers, the ground crews would do all the
manufacturing. Now, according to Mike, about all they do is drop the trees and take butt logs off
the larger ones.

As a result, he says, “We still do a fair amount of manufacturing, but unless we’re working on a
State sale it’s all tree length.”

While not having to buck the logs removes one of the most dangerous parts of the job, it has
also meant that the job can often seem more routine than it really is. “The timber has gotten
smaller and instead of having to think a lot and lay out strips and work the ground, now you
basically just dump the trees down the hill, and you get a little more complacent.

The trouble with complacency is that it can lead to carelessness. Fortunately for Mike, he has
been able to maintain a very high level of safety by always stressing to his guys the importance
of staying focused.

“I went two and a half years without a worker injury claim, and that’s a long period of time in the
timber falling industry,” he says. The key to keeping everybody healthy out in the woods is to
have good people that you can trust. For example, pretty much everyone who works for Mike is
either someone he has known for a long time, or someone who is friends with one of his
longtime employees and knows what Mike expects.



Treating Them Right
It also helps tremendously that Mike is one of the few timber falling contractors in the area who
still pays full health, dental, and prescription drug card benefits for employees and their
families.

“It costs me a fortune, but I really try to take care of the guys. I always had it when I was
working, and I feel it’s extremely important. It makes it tougher for me to bid jobs, but I feel you
get what you pay for.”

Mike adds, “I’ve got a good crew that comes to work every day. They put in the time on the saw,
they do quality work, and they get the job done. So that’s how I justify it and compete with
someone who might bid lower.”

Training
When it comes to keeping productivity and safety as high as possible, it’s all in the training,
says Mike. Everyone on the team has to understand and agree on what constitutes a quality
job and a safe environment.

The best way to arrive at such a group understanding, he says, is to essentially train new
workers from the ground up and then put them in positions of responsibility to make sure those
who come after also share the same values.

“The number one thing I tell new guys is, ‘Don’t be afraid to pull out a wedge and wedge a
tree.’ A lot of falling contractors figure you aren’t getting anything done if you’re wedging it, so
they are setting up big drives of trees and they don’t care if they keep the buffers clean. They
just try to get as much done as possible.”

The trouble with that approach, he says, is that it can make the job harder on the logger, and it
results in more breakage, which can mean fewer jobs in the long run. “If I can fall a patch of



timber to make the logger more productive, the little bit more they pay me is going to be money
well spent because they will get a couple extra loads per day.”

“The people I’ve worked with for a long time understand the importance of getting the job done
right. They don’t even have to come out to the job, I take care of everything.”

In it for the Long Haul
As far as Mike is concerned, he will keep on providing contract timber falling services just as
long as he can pick up a phone, drive a truck, or lift a chain saw.
“Logging has been good to me,” he says. “I’ll do it until I can’t do it anymore. One of the main
reasons is the people who work for me. I want to continue to have a job for them.”
Is he worried? Not particularly. “I think the future looks good. The industry is going to continue
to change, and you just have to change with it. They’re going to a smaller tree size so the
equipment will be smaller too — even the chain saws don’t have to be as big and powerful as
they used to be. But they’re going to need loggers and timber fallers for many years to come.”


