BY BILL GO‘H’E

It hardly seems possible
that the surge of small
portable sawmills is now
about 45 years old.
Considering the number
of portable sawmill man-
ufacturers that are now
active, its obvious that
this market innovation
and trend has been
quite popular.
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ONE OF
not the earliest, portable
sawmill products was the

Mobile Dimension saw. This
sawmill, or better yer the new con-
cept. had s ongin in 1962, Oregon
resident Jim Mav noticed thar log-
ging operators were required o haul
out of the woods some large, partly
rotten logs that the sawmill markers
would not accept. This observartion
fostered the idea thar there must be
a place in the woods for a portable
sawmill light enough to take onto
the logging job in order to saw the
log on the spot and salvage what
lumber was usable.

I'HE earliest, if

Discarding conventional thinking
that required heavy mill machinery
to move the log through a stationary
saw, Mav struggled with the concepr
of moving the saw through a station-
ary log. Then came the carly vears
of struggling through some improper
decision making, which. Mav re-
ports, was quite discouraging.

However, in 1966 the efforts be-
gan to come together, As stated by
Lara May, Jim’s wife, “we worked
many long hours and squeezed cach
dime untl we could make people
aware of the potential capahbilities of
the sawmill.” What Mobile Manu-
facturing Co. then developed is now



Left: Ser in an attracrive forest site
near his home, Rex Baker's 25-year-
old Muobile Dimension sacw still lonks
and operates almost as well as when
it was new.

a product found all over the world.
Thus it was that the modern version
of portable sawmills took off, and as
the demand grew, the number of
manufacturers multiplicd.

A 25-Year-Old Mobile
Dimension!

There are many good portable mills
on the market rodav, and almost all
of the mill manufacturers are con-
structing their mills on rgged
frames; durability is a plus. Yer, | was
still surprised when I received a call
from a part-time sawmiller who has
owned and operated his sawmill for
25 vears and claimed that it was still
in top shape, “The mill is a Mobile
Dimension, Model 128, boughe in
1983," he informed me, “and | want
you to come see it So 1 did,

Rex Baker of Princeron, Massa-
chuserrs, is a graduare forester who
started his carcer working for the
L5, Forest Service. Before many
vears, he found himself back in his
home area again, involved in the
family activities of rental properrics
and a floral business. In recent years,
however, he returned to his chosen
oecupation and has had a consulting
foresory business plos a costom
portable sawmill service. Rex is now
almast retired, but he sull occasion-
ally operates his sawmill.

| joined Rex ar his mill site in an
attractive location on his 40-acre
woodlot behind his home. He ralked
abour the many interesting experi-
enees that he has had over the vears
while custom sawing throughout the
area, Years ago he had mounted the
mill on a house trailer frame and in-
stalled bogev wheels. The mill does-
n't get moved anvmore; its principal
use now is just having fun.

Differences between

Old and New

As Rex sawed our a few logs for me,
| was impressed about how well it

still runs. And | couldn’t help but
notice how similar his older Mobile
Dimension mill 1s to the new models
made todav; the basic design siill
works well, One notable difference
is the feed svstem. Whereas the new
mills use a hvdrostatic feed control
unit, Rex’s older machine has a bele
and gear drive, Rex savs thart his
feed system sill works well enough,
but docsn’t have the fine control
passible with the new feed svstem.
When serting up his mill he al-
ways gave the frame a slight down-
hill tip to create a little help from
gravity for the saw feed. Bur gravicy
was of no help as he moved the logs
up the ramp onto the mill deck.
Whereas the new mills can be
cquipped with a built-in winch, Rex
had to install a boat winch to roll the
logs up the ramp. The biggest prob-
lem was that he could only make
one hitch on the log, and unless he

found the center of weight, the log
refused to cooperate,

Rex uses whar Mobile Dimension
calls the “end stand™ system of saw-
ing, This method i1s usually the stan-
dard way of sawing with this ma-
chine unless one is sawing cspecially
large logs. Each corner of the frame
has an adjustable lift for leveling the
frame deck. The corner stands on
Rex's model operate clectrically off
the battery.

A Circular Saw Mill

The Mobile Dimension mill is possi-
bly the only commaonly used
portable sawmill that employs circu-
lar saws rather than a band saw.
When asked for his comments re-
garding the advantages he has found
with circular saws, Rex was quick to
state his experienced opinion. *You
can saw the complete picee of lum-
ber in one pass, avoiding the need

As the sows arve making the next cut, Rex removes a board that has just been
sawen and veturned by the carviage to Rex at the apevator'’s position.

Fabruary 2008 « §



SAWMILL REVIEW

for standing the boards up on edge
in order to resaw them,” he said.
This is possible. of course, becausc
the Mobile Dimension makes use
of a vertical saw plus a multiple set
of horizontal saws, all cutting in one
pass, Rex’s claim of more aecuracy
in lumber size s understandable as
vou watch all the saws working to-
gether. The manufacturer claims an
accuracy of + or - 1/32 inch.

“Accuracy of circular saws is cs-
pecially evident when sawing frozen
logs.” noted Rex, relating how he
has seen band saws wander when
making frozen curs, Nevertheless,
although he frequently curs boards
as wide as 12 inches, he limits his
cuts to 8-inch widths when sawing
frozen wood,

Another appealing advanrage for
circular saws, as enumerated by
Rex, is thar the saws used on the
Mobile Dimension mill only have
six teeth. He can quickly replace
them and casily sharpen the bits
himself, Of course, his cirele saws
do make a coarser sawdust, too
coarse he has found to sell locally,

Rex s convineed that this appli-
cation of multiple circular saws also
improves his overrun, As he works
alone, sawing 1-inch boards, he
claims to normally attain a 10%
overrun, When sawing a thicker
praduct out of a perfect log he
claims as much as a 60% overrun.

——

Rex’s current home project, using
products of the mill, is the construe-
tion of two “grandmother” clocks.
The first is being built of whire
pine, and if the project goes well,
the second clock will be fashioned
from cherry,

So, it would seem thar not a great
deal has changed in the Mobile Di-
mension sawmill over the 25-vear
periad since Rex boughr his Model
128, That should speak well for the
original design. Rex’s mill is pow-
ered by a 36-hp Volkswagen engine,
the same as now used on new mills,
although electric power is also com-
monly used now, And any parts
necded for an old mill are readily
available from the manufacturer.

If Rex Baker's 25-vear-old Mo-
bile Dimension sawmill is represen-
tative of the quality of the compa-
ny’s product over the past 45 years
of manufacruring, it speaks well of
an attentive owner with a well-
made piece of machinery. Inciden-
tally, the Mohile Dimension
sawmills are found nor only
throughout the ULS,, bur in abour 6()
other countries. Wl

Bill Geve & retived from a forestry career with
Jrrvale ducstey and woith state gevermment &
a weood wilization specialid and fives o
Willsamstazun, Vermaond. He 3 a regular con-
Irtbutor and @5 the author of several books an
the history of railroading and fogeing,

Although Rex does saw hardwood logs, the majority of his production is white

pine and hemlock.
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Mobile
Dimension

Do | own one of these
great mills yet? No, but
I've pointed out the qual-
ities to many folks who
were in the market for
just that sort of mill.

BY MARK HAVEL

THE FIRST TIME I saw the Mo-
bile Dimension saw, it was pulling
up the very steep drive at our coast
property. | had checked around for
portable sawmillers thar were avail-
able near the site who could handle
large logs. | had made a view-en-
hancing, wolf-tree-removing partial
cut on this steep, ocean-facing slope
and had 15 Sitka spruce logs decked
up o mill into structural lumber for
my house, The 15 logs were just the
highest quality butt logs and a cou-
ple of second logs, with abour six
trucklpads more that went to chip or
core-ply pecler markets, The 15
logs 1 kept turned into 13,000 feet
of lumber, straight and uniform,
The miller, Linton Whitcles from
Cloverdale, Oregon could only work
on Thursdavs and Fridavs, which
left me the weekend to clean up
around the mill and move away the
next truckload of lumber Each Sar-
urday 1'd come over to the site
shovel sawdust, move firewood



Left: Big logs make lots of lumber,
Proaf of Mobile's abilities in this
stack of accnrate structurval lumber,

slabs, and load a flatbed rruckload of

finished lumber. For a period of four
or five weeks it was a wonderful
rransformation o watch, Whar start-
ed out as a large deck of BIG logs
ives, BIG) turned o big timbers and
lumber, all air drving for a vear,
properly stacked, stickered, and cov-
ered, The Maobile Dimension saw
will cut to 20 feet in length stan-
dard. and there was only one long
log, a 24-foorer, that made 10, 4 x
12% for some exposed bheams and
headers, which was done with a
shide-out extension provision on the
tratler and a truss beam section
added in. I understand rhar the Mo-
bile Dimension saw can be extend-
ed out o 60 feet in length!

The Mobile Dimension saw thar
Linton used to cut all of this spruce
15 nothing new, as it was designed in
the 1960s and manufactured under
several names, The MD looks con-

siderably more complex than most
mills due to its beautiful rruss beam
superstructure, bur it is actually fair-
Iy simple. Generally mounted on a
trailer for moving to a mill site, the
MD consists of a trailer bed, a four-
post raising and cross-beam travel
device, and a long, square trussed
beam for carrving the saw down and
back, The log-loading mechanism is
a barrery-powered par buckle
winching system that uses a long
tube as the drum for several loading
lines. Depending on the length of
the logs, vou would pull certain
lines out and over the log, hooking
them back to the trailer frame so
thar the log would roll up the ramps
and into place for sawing. There are
cffective dogging devices when
used on this rratler, bur the MDY mill
can also be used withourt it. The
Mobile mill can be ser up on any
log, of any size, with simple end
stands, or even using the log itself
when it is really huge. Linton told
me the story of his first job with the
Muabile mill. where he was invited

to cut at a large log mill that had
logs too large to even work through
their 6-foor-diameter capacity. He
waounld have the loader operator pick
up his mill with some straps and ser
it down on the next log to curt,
which were in the 8- and 10-foor-di-
ameter class, He was very nervous at
first with such a big machine han-
dling his new mill, bur afrer a few
logs he realized the fellow could dia-
per a baby with that loader.

A Circle 5aw with Edgers
The Mobile Dimension is a circle
saw with accompanying edgers, so
that logs are only moved into place
once, or mounted to once, and then
simply cut up, with no turning or
further handling of the log or cant,
The saw is powered by a 57-hp VW
indusrrial engine, with an engine
option of 67 hp. | understand chat
the MD mill will cut berween 500
and 2,000 BF on a gallon of gas, and
| expecr there are plenty of VW afi-
cionados out there, thar somewhere
there is a 150-hp Mobile Dimension

T'S YOUR WAY

IT WORKS FOR YOU. AND WE HAVE WHAT
YOU NEED TO MAKE IT GO SMOOTHLY.

* With efficient, high performance and versatile
equipment like skid steers, telehandlers,
knuckleboom loaders, wheel loaders and utility
tractors and a whole range of work tools.

* Yery flexible acquisition options-rent, rent to

buy, trade, buy new or buy used.

* Customized financing plans that fit your budget.

* ...And pecple who understand your business.

We're your Milton CAT forestry team. We're here

for you. Give us a call or stop by.

COVERING THE NORTHEASTERN UNITED STATES

Milton [T

www.miltoncat.com

866-386-9978
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mill, though [ found it was just fine
in stock form. The MD mill is also
available with electric mators (25 hp
and 15 hp for the face blade and
cdgers). It swings a 30-inch face
blade verucally, with one, twa, or
three easy-to-add or -remove edger
blades. traveling along horizoneally at
the same time, The edgers are 11 142
inches in diamerer, as well as a 1912
inch optional size, The face blade
and edgers all have removable teeth,
which trn into place and lock. The
saw is powerful and aggressive, so
unless vou come into large picces of
metal, it seems that only one twoth
will be atfected when it rakes out a
nail, and within a few minutes the
toorh is replaced and the saw i1s cut-
ting back up w capacity. The MD
saw produces up o two fully cur 2 x
6's, three 4 x 4's or a single large
beam on cach pass. At the end of
the saw travel, it will hook the end
of the boards and bring them all
back to vou at the end of the log,
The raising of the four post cross
beam device and then the crosswise
travel of the truss along the support-
ing beams is done from the opera-
tor's end. so that when working with
large logs. this svstem will simply
bury vou in wood,

When I first came across the Mo-
bile Dimension sawmill, | had owned
my forest properties for 10 or 15
vears, | had done quite a bit of wood
cutting, improving my timber stands,
as well as some salvage cutting on
larger storm-damaged trees. 1 had
had two or three sawvers come out to
the property to mill lumber for me
on band saw mills, and found thar as
the logs got larger and heavier it be-
came a real issue loading, bur, more
importantly, turning and positioning
the logs and cants when preparing to
saw lumber. Having to turn a 5,000
pound log at least a couple times be-
fore the first board comes off, vou
know vou will have a hard day of
work. Then as vou wartch the now
4,000 pound cant come crashing
down on the wable, it is hard to imag-
ine thar the bed is still leveled or
supported adequately,

Mot fully aware of the different
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Aeccurate lumber makes casy building.

The Mobile saw can make fully cut,
structural luember in one pass.

tvpes of sawmills available ar the
time. I called around and asked
neighbors, looking for something
that could handle big logs and pro-
duce thousands of board feer of us-
able lumber in a reasonable amount
of time. I don’t remember where it
was that | actually heard of the Mo-
bile Dimension mill, or who hooked
me up with Linton, bur was [ very
happv! I did contact the factory in
Troutdale, Oregon, which suggested
that | call a few owners in my area,
Linton being among them. Then, as
| listened to more folks discuss mills
and checked around, 1 found the
MD mills all over the place. each
with a very happy owner. Some of
the mills were portable, but perhaps
half were built into log-handling
systems at the owner’s property.
Several of the mills sat outside in
the Orcgon weather all of the time,
and while looking a little shabby,
still produced fine lumber whenever
the time came o make sawdust,
T'he nicest installation is ar George
Lee'’s place, where he has his mill
ser up on a hillside, using the slope
to load the logs onto the deck. The

whole mill and log-handling area is
built into a nice sawmill house, with
floors sloping bencath the mill to a
conveyer, thar takes the consider-
able sawdust out to a pile thart is ac-
cessible with his tractor and scoop,
George's mill runs like a dream, and
when | have him cut special logs for
me. he takes his oime with slow mill
rravel and produces the finest toler-
ance lumber | have ever scen.

Then Theres Sawdust!
Circular saw mills sure produce saw-
dust, The kerf on the MD mill is
5/16 inch ((L313). which can build a
huge pile to move out of the way at
the end of the dav. Although 1 need
to add thar every time 1 have a mill
come to saw for me, no matter the
kind (band or circle), 1 look at the
sawdust and think it is too much
compared to the logs we started
with or the boards we end up with,
Lindoubredly, the circle saws create
3 vimes the waste in dust, but I'd
like to point out other savings thart,
in my mind, make it not an issue. In
this article | mention my first expe-
ricnce with a Mobile Dimension
mill, which is now probably 135 vears
ago. Since then | have been around
every tyvpe and brand of small
portable mill currently available, as
well as all sores of commercial lum-
ber mills including the highest pro-
ducing lumber mill in the US. that
is located, proudly, in my home-
town, The commercial mill that |
menton produces over 700,000 Bl
of lumber every shift on the large-
log side and another 450,000 on the
small-log side. Now that’s making
some lumber, but how does it relate
to the review of a portable mill char
might cut 1,000 to 5,000 BF a day?
Efficiency and accuracy.,

We may share stories later that
have to do with the efficiencies of
mills in general, but not turning the
logs to open them up, and then not
having to handle any slabs to make
boards at a later time, makes all of
the difference in the world, Let's
take a look at the cross scetion of
the log figure (Figure 1) to see how
the MDD mill simply takes the log



apart and brings it to you, not off the
side with manual labor, but our the
end where vou are standing and sim-
ply piling fully cut lumber. The MD
saw doesn’t have w rely on the pre-
vious cut 1o produce one edge of the
board either. With an experienced
sawver, the top of the board can be
trimmed, the face cut, as well as the
bortom of the boards, with each
pass. T'his can include up to three
full boards if used with the three
edger blades and it produces every
board exactly the same as the others.
Some folks may not choose to use
the three edger blades for cutting
twa boards, but [ learned from the
experienced sawvers I've hired, thar
it simply guarantees the accuracy,
When building with this lumber
every board is accurare, square, and
taper free.

Yes, there are rade-offs with
everything, With the Mobile Dimen-
sion mill, 12 inches is vour largest
dimension, and with the standard
edger blades, 4 inches is the thick-
est. You can cut around o make

large beams, one per log, but vou
can’t cut production lumber past 8 x
12 and it will be a grunt to turn half
a log to cut a large slab. Whar vou
can make arc piles and piles of accu-
rate structural lumber and a pile of
sawdust, Lastly, on the liminng side,
it isn't too practical on very small
logs. | mentioned 13,000 BF of Sitka
spruce, which I used o build my
home. [ did most of the work my-
self, bur 1 did hire help for varions
things like the lumber milling, The
comment from the two guys | had
help me frame the house was thar
this was the best lumber thar they
had ever used. and they had lots of
experience.

So gewting back ro the operations
of the Mabile mill, | have w give it
high marks for being well designed,
not having wo many bells and whis-
tles. and making lumber most of its
operating time. Considering the ap-
plication will give vou ideas on how
best to use this mill to reduce the
negative aspects of the larger kerf
and the inability to rotate the log for

berter grade cuts. When 1 was cut-
ting the hardwood for the flooring, |
again turned w the Mobile Dimen-
sion mill with the same experienced
sawver. | cut abour 2,000 BEF of Ore-
gon ash, making the most of the pro-
duetion of the Mabile mill by cut-
ting 3-inch-by-whatever cants. |

then took these cants into the shop
and resawed them on an 18-inch ver-
tical band saw into 1 x 3's which |
dried and milled into tongue-and-
groove flooring. 'T'his was the best
use of the production log break-
down and then the appropriate use
of a very thin kerf band saw to finish
things up. W

Mark Havel 15 an Ovegon forest landomon-
er, an engincer and developer of systems
and equimment for krv-mmpact small seale

forestry work. Lving sust 30 miles from

the Pacific Ocean and oflen traveling to
the Atlantic stde of the conntry on forestry-
related trips, Mark has a broad view of

Sarestry and practices nationwide, and con-

stders himselfa tree fhagger and a tree
whacker:
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Build---or Buy?

YOU CHOOSE!

BUILD YOUR DWN MILL from scratch with our quality parts!

BUY THE SAW CARRIAGE, use

mobile with your own trailer!

CALL 1-866-729-6455

EMAIL: linnlumber@centurytel.net

visIT: linnlumber.com

ur own engine, and build
the track from our plans (4 models available)!

BUY THE COMPLETE MILL and set up on the ground or go

the

(T
iy

ploa

802-467-1055

www.blueoxequipment.com §
ASK ABOUT OUR GREAT LINE OF ALUMINUM TRAILERS!

er wil Kceed your
pectations!
Xplosive Lift!

Fabruary 2008 13



