
xii The 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 Geor-

gia. 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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Ten Reasons to Be a 
Backyard Lumberjack 

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 work-

out than getting in wood for the winter. This is not 

a workout to embark upon if you don’t keep your-

self 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 woods-

man. 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.
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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 stair-

case 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 hard-

woods in the Berkshires. 

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 
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 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 acci-

dentally shredded with the rented rototiller, and 

you and this friend could order wood together and 

spend a few weekends splitting it. There is some-

thing 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 expe-

rience 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 drop-

ping 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 rip-

pling 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 lay-

ing 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 fire-

wood, 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 imag-

ine 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.


