
log forwarder, but hay wagons did-
n’t seem strong enough to take
such a heavy load over varied ter-
rain, so we turned our attention to
finding an old forage wagon, whose
heavier construction and larger
flotation tires would be rugged
enough to do the job. The next
stop was the local farm equipment
dealers, but we found the prices
pretty steep, and there were a lot of
abandoned old wagons sitting on
nearby farms. We placed an adver-
tisement in the local paper and
were able to find an old Grove
Economy for $500. After a few
hours of Sawzall work, and with
assistance from a backhoe, we were
able to remove the forage box, haul
the gear home, and commence con-
struction.

The Process
We already have a pretty well-
equipped repair shop for the busi-
ness, and a couple of members in
good standing in the FWRC, also
known as the fabricate, wreck, and
repair club, so my son Aubrey Irion
and his helper Jesse Horrocks took
over the job of working on the gear
and fabricating the uprights. They
decided to make bunks that would
shorten the length of the bottom
rail, and by angling the corners,
keep the bottom row of logs
between the tires and out of harm’s
way. While Jesse was cleaning and
painting the gear, I procured a
locust log for the main beams. I
chose locust for its strength and rot
resistance, as the forwarder was
probably going to spend a good
part of its life outdoors. The nice
thing about having a sawmill is the
ability to cut timber the way you
want it, when you want it, so I was
careful to split the log and remove
the pith before squaring up the
timbers. Locust is a tough tree
when looking for a straight log in
larger diameters, so I cut the beams
to the size that the log would yield,
which was 4 inches+ wide x 8 inch-
es tall. I wouldn’t have minded
more height, but figured that they

would carry the load. We consid-
ered bolting steel plate on the
inside for more strength, but decid-
ed to see how the locust performed
on its own.
My fabricators selected heavy-

duty 3-inch-square tubing with a
1/4-inch wall for the log bunks.
Jesse was raised with a welder in
his hand, so he put together the
bunks with gussets centered over
each joint to help strengthen them.
With the timbers bolted to the
newly painted frame, he located
the position for the mounting
plates, then predrilled them for the
mounting bolts and welded the
plates to the bunks. He also weld-
ed steel gussets on each side con-
necting the plates to the uprights,
and caps to the top of the uprights
to keep water from entering and
rusting the tubing internally. The
plates were fastened to the timbers
with four long carriage bolts, two
on either side of the bunk, with the
bolt heads on the bottom side of
the locust beams.
I do a lot of my woods work with

4 x 4 tractors in the 70-hp to 90-hp
range, with a log winch on the back

and a hydraulic loader with a grap-
ple on the front. The idea was to
keep this rig simple and to take as
little equipment as possible to the
woods. In order to tow the for-
warder without dropping the
winch, Jesse also welded a tongue
to the back of the winch for the
forwarder hookup. 

The Result
Judgment day was pretty undra-
matic. We hitched up the for-
warder, hauled it out to the woods,
positioned it where we could load
it, dropped the tongue, and com-
menced to set the logs on the
bunks. 
We were careful to make the

uprights at a reasonable height for
ease in loading, so they were not an
issue. I purposely kept the first
load light, but subsequent loads
were piled right to the top of the
uprights without any problems. By
the end of the winter we had prob-
ably hauled four or five tri-axle
loads of logs to the landing, where
they were sorted for potential saw
and veneer logs, some of which we
sold and others we kept for our
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Aubrey and Jesse completing the final assembly of the log forwarder.

The running gear in the rough—note the rugged construction of the frame.

THE FIRST STEP IN
SOLVING ANY PROB-
LEM IS RECOGNIZING
THAT YOU HAVE ONE.
We own a farm in northern
Pennsylvania that is a mix of fields
and wooded areas, ranging from
first-generation pasture succession
to more mature woods that haven’t
been timbered in 40 to 80 years.
For most of the 20 years we have
owned the property, we have pri-
marily concerned ourselves with
building trails, thinning the hem-
lock to use in constructing out-
buildings, removing the blighted
beech and cull trees for firewood,
and doing some timber stand
improvement. Although we have a
small hardwood lumber business
and occasionally use some timber

from the property, our main goal
has been to improve the quality of
our woodlands. This plan, howev-
er, never anticipated the arrival of
the emerald ash borer, and after
holding out as long as we dared,
and at the urging of our consulting
forester from the Pennsylvania
Department of Conservation and
Natural Resources (PA DCNR),
we reluctantly started cutting our
stands of ash this past winter. 

The Problem
The problem we encountered was
moving large quantities of logs to
an accessible location for sorting
and distribution. Parts of our prop-
erty are hard to reach due to the
topography, and to easily access our
most distant woodlands, we have

to cross some hay fields belonging
to a neighbor, travel along a town-
ship road and then up our drive-
way, a distance of 
over a mile that is not conducive to
skidding the 
logs. Since we wanted to do the
work ourselves, we tried to figure
out a simple and inexpensive way
to move the logs. We have a few
trailers we use in the business, but
didn’t want to subject them to the
abuse of hauling logs over rough
ground, and so we briefly consid-
ered manufactured log trailers
before concluding that the best
solution would be to construct our
own.
The Solution
The obvious choice to us was to
convert an old running gear into a

HOMEMADE
LOG FORWARDER

Master fabricator Jesse Horrocks
fitting the log bunks.
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own use. 
What I really appreciated was

the volume of dirt-free logs that
could be brought in on each load,
saving many long trips to the
woodlot. I quickly found other
uses for the forwarder, such as
moving my hemlock logs to our
mill and bringing in some pole-
wood without having to drag it
through the dirt. 
The big test will come this win-

ter when we have to get to our
timber in the far corner, but I’m
confident that the forwarder won’t
be the weak link.

The Costs
We did not keep a close account of
our costs. We worked on the for-
warder sporadically when we could
find the time. We had $500 in the
running gear, the time to get the
forage box off and bring the gear
home, roughly $350 in the steel
and around $800 in labor for the
construction and repainting the
running gear. So a forwarder can be

constructed for as little as the cost
of the running gear and the steel if
you don’t have to pay someone to
do the work. Ours came in under

$2,000  and has a greater capacity
than anything else we considered.
It has turned out to be a cost-effi-
cient way to move our logs.  n

GRAPPLE 

Maiden voyage with the new forwarder.

FORWARDER

LOGGING WITH A

GRAPPLE
FOR THE PAST SIX OR SEVEN
YEARS I HAVE BEEN doing
most of my woods work with a
four-wheel-drive tractor equipped
with a log winch on the rear and a
hydraulic loader with a grapple
attachment on the front. Prior to
that, my woods rig consisted of pal-
let forks attached to the loader, and
they worked well enough, but
there was little margin for error in
finding the balance point of a log,
and sometimes it took a few frus-
trating tries to get it right. The
task became more difficult when
more than one log was picked up,
and trying to move tops and brush
was an exercise in futility. No
sooner would I lift the load, than
brush would start to fall off the left

and right sides until everything
ended up on the ground again.
The forks also projected so far out
that it was easy to hook or bark
some very nice trees if I wasn’t
paying close attention. 
We purchased a brush grapple for

our skid steer, but it didn't take long
to see that it belonged on the trac-
tor. Skid steers without tracks may
work well on the edge of dry fields,
but the bigger ones are quick to dig
themselves in when it’s wet, and
their low ground clearance limits
their wood use. It took some
finagling to make the grapple work
on the tractor—our older tractor had
to be converted to a quick-attach
system to accept the grapple, and
the hydraulics had to be rigged from
the rear auxiliary ports, but my son
loves to tinker and he set it up for
me in no time. It wasn’t as dramatic
as when a shovel man gets his first
backhoe, but it did not take long to
see that the grapple was a big
improvement over the forks and
could perform a multitude of tasks.

A Root Grapple
We looked at a number of different
grapples before settling on a root
grapple that had vertical tines of
plate steel that were incredibly
rugged, which is a real plus when
trying to clean up a landing or work

area. It is a very effective heavy-
brush-clearing tool, as the tines can
penetrate the root systems, and the
grapple and the hydraulic action of
the loader provide a lot of leverage
and pulling power. With the grap-
ple and our new log forwarder, I
can skid the logs to the clearing,
buck and load the sawlogs, pile the
firewood logs, clear the tops and
the woods roads, and clean up the
messes I made. A lot of my work is
in tight quarters since we aren’t
logging big areas, especially when
we are only cutting out the ash, so
the grapple comes in handy when
having to reposition logs for skid-
ding. I am sometimes able to use
the grapple to direct the felling of
trees in the direction we want
them to go—against their will.
With the grapple fully open, it
extends the reach of the loader and
therefore my leverage on the tree.
The tines can be set into the tree
for more control, and leaners can
be pushed out of harm’s way. 
With this rig I can get every-

thing I need to the woods in one
shot, without having to walk back
for another machine. I can drop the
forwarder and work in the woods,
load my logs on the forwarder and
bring them in with me at the end
of the day, assuming I haven’t
blown a tire or a hose in the mean-
time. When I get to the landing, I
can unload the logs, drop the for-
warder, and head home for supper.
I also like the grapple for cutting
firewood. I can pick up three or
four poles at a grasp, set the loader
at waist height, and saw away. It
saves on your back and your saw
chain, and you can concentrate the
firewood by bringing the logs to
the same spot for cutting. At the
end of the day, if the firewood is
too scattered, you can open up the
grapple, set the teeth close to the
ground and push all the errant fire-
wood logs onto the pile.

Recommendations
I don’t know a lot about the differ-
ent grapples on the market, but I

can offer some advice on what I
would look for in a grapple. Number
one is the lower tines—you want
the strongest possible tines, since
there are tremendous forces
involved when pushing the grapple
along the forest floor with big roots,
hidden stumps, rocks, and other
obstacles that can quickly distort
your grapple when attached to the
front of a powerful 4 x 4 machine. I
have seen grapples with steel rods
for the bottom tines, and I can guar-
antee you that they won’t hold up in
the woods. I would also consider a
grapple that has two independent
top jaws—my grapple has a continu-
ous top jaw which won’t close any
smaller than the largest-diameter
object in the load, so it doesn’t grip
uneven loads very well. Having two
jaws that can clamp independently
and compensate for uneven loads
would be a great improvement. On
the other hand, I can extend my top
jaw, tilt it down, and rake backwards
without digging in, so there’s anoth-
er tradeoff. Other than that, I would
make sure the grapple matches up
well with your machine. If your
grapple is too big, it can end up like
the tail wagging the dog, and if it is
too small or not built rugged
enough, it won’t be long before you
will be looking for a better one.
Above all, take time to learn the
capacity and limitations of all of
your equipment, and then act
accordingly. n

Lou Irion and his family run The Irion
Lumber Company, a small specialty
hardwood lumber business located in the
heart of the timber country of north-cen-
tral Pennsylvania. His furniture-making
talents and lumber examples can be seen
at www.irionlumber.com.
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