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Writer Dani Walczak with instructor
tish carr during field work at MOFGA’s
FNTW Chainsaw Safety Course. Dana
Peirce photo

 
Workshop participants brought their
own chainsaws to Mellon’s two-cycle
engine demo to follow along. Walczak
photo

By Dani Walczak

I bought my first pair of steel-toed boots for MOFGA’s femme, nonbinary, trans and women (FNTW)
chainsaw safety course.

“You know these are steel-toed,” the cashier said to me. “Yes I know,” I replied. “Well, what do you do for
work?” she asked, surprised.

Tasks involving machinery, heavy-lifting and sharp objects often require steel-toed boots — and such
spaces are stereotypically reserved for cis men. The sentiment from the cashier runs deep: People who
look like me don’t use chainsaws.

As a queer person, I’ve manipulated my appearance and style to be taken seriously in male-dominated
manual labor spaces. I’ve lied about my experience and worked twice as hard, and late, so I could gain
acceptance — and paychecks — in a space I didn’t feel welcome even with the privileges of a tall, able-
bodied, white person.

Later that day, the cashier’s question still in my mind, I responded to a pre-class survey for the course:

Experience level: none

What do I want to learn from class: chainsaw safety, how to fell a tree, how to clear brush.

However, this is how I wanted to respond to that question on
the form:How do I learn a skillset in a culture dominated by
competition and brute force, and still be myself? How do I
find community in a culture I and my BIPOC and trans friends
are not welcomed in even if we can perform a certain skillset?
How do we create our own community in forestry?

MOFGA’s class, held outside in Unity at the Common Ground
Education Center, offered a framework to begin answering
these questions.

MOFGA has offered chainsaw safety courses since 2002 and
began hosting women’s chainsaw safety classes in 2020
before switching to FNTW classes in 2022 — I attended the
second of these classes on May 20 and 21, 2023.

The class instructors were tish carr (she/her) and Luca Mellon
(they/them). Tim Libby (he/him) joined the second day as the
third instructor — courses have a 5-to-1 student to instructor
ratio.

This class is about “the thoughtful use of tools for stewarding
the forest, not for profit,” carr said to introduce the two-day
workshop.

The reason folks attended is foundational to building safe
group dynamics, and we all shared our intentions. One
participant, Kenya, had different priorities than her partner in
maintaining the grounds at the artist retreat where they work. Another, Heidi, wanted to connect with
other women to work with in the woods. Marissa said, “I wanted to take this class after spending time in
a male-dominated field and being afraid of doing it wrong. I want to learn in a community, with a
femme or queer touch that feels antithetical to patriarchy.”

Asking questions would be essential to all of us learning. “It might even be unsafe to not ask that
question,” Mellon added.

The class was split into sections: personal safety, chainsaw safety and repair, field use (with the most
helpful two-cycle engine demo I’ve had), and field work — cutting “cookies” (or discs) off the length of a
downed tree, felling a tree, conducting bore cuts and clearing brush.

Although I lament not learning a mechanical skillset from a young age, carr was quick to point out the
benefits of learning correctly the first time.

This reframing was woven throughout the class. Each time I or one of my classmates fell back on ways
people with less power are socialized, such as apologizing for not getting it right, second-guessing
themselves, or competing and comparing, our insecurities were quickly and smoothly reframed to be
supportive and confidence-building.

“The way you did it was ok, what about this way?” Mellon would say. Or, “The way you did it is a great
learning opportunity — good idea.”

tish carr looks on as participants practice cutting cookies. carr asked
between each person, “Is it ok if I tap your shoulder if I need your

attention?” Dani Walczak photo

Classmates cheered each other on, clapped, patted each other on the shoulder, and reminded each
other to put on personal protective equipment (PPE).

Mellon would occasionally mention to us it isn’t about who can cut the thinnest cookie but about each
of us developing a relationship with how wood feels and responds under the blade of a chainsaw.

“It’s so gentle,” Kenya commented to me over the blare of one of our classmates touching chainsaw to
wood.

And indeed it was. Throughout the length of the course I felt comfortable, not because I was ignoring
the inherent danger of using machinery with a blade that moves at 60 mph, but because I felt
equipped by Mellon and carr to address challenges as they arise, to make sure my body and the bodies
of others were safe, to ask questions, observe and learn from my surroundings — skills that extend far
beyond the scope of chainsaws.

The safety lesson focused on advances in chainsaws like the brake and chain guard, as well as the best
ways to keep our bodies safe while using a chainsaw: well-fitting PPE, body position and minimizing
bodily distractions were all covered.

“It is ok to stop, realizing that you might be too tired to continue safely. And that is ok,” carr explained.

“Your safety practices do affect the people around you,” Mellon added.

The class emphasized knowing your body and its needs and communicating them as both a
component of personal and group safety.

Towards the end of day one, before we first wielded chainsaws and started cutting cookies, I watched a
feeling of community emerge in our class during a brief discussion about macho work culture and
what there is to do about it.

This was my favorite part of the weekend.

Many in the class were familiar with macho work culture: a culture without personal boundaries, one
about competition and strength. One where people say: “This is how we do it here” or “You don’t need
to do that safety requirement.”

The discussion turned to the importance of boundaries in
these prevalent spaces.

“You have every right to say, ‘This is not best practice,’” carr
said. “If the standard of safety we’re encouraging in this
class isn’t the standard of safety on your worksite, it doesn’t
mean everyone is ok with it.”

Mellon explained, with our new chainsaw skillset, we’ll
likely go into spaces — at work, at a chainsaw shop or at
the gas station trying to get two-cycle engine oil — “where
the culture shift hasn’t happened yet.” They added, “But
this class is a start and you can bring those boundaries and
knowledge about safety with you.”

Trying to exist as a FNTW person in manual labor spaces,
my default has often been to replicate the behavior of cis
men around me to minimize my differences and lay low,
but what if FNTW folks’ existence in spaces like the
chainsaw world co-created an entirely new dynamic with
different priorities around community, safety and
stewardship?

My fellow classmates and our instructors show that’s possible. The trees and ecosystems of the forest
we worked in reflected ideas of cooperation back to us. Birds fed on insects flying between young
maple trees growing from soil covered in desiccated leaves from the much older trees around them —
the community nourishing itself.

Our class ended with many participants requesting a FNTW chainsaw level two course. carr sent us off
with a vote of encouragement. “Don’t short-change yourself,” she said. “Trust what you learned here is
the right way.”

About the author: Dani Walczak is a farmworker-turned-gardener living in Portland, Maine. She writes
about farming and cooks meals for the unsheltered population of Southern Maine with Preble Street.

This article was originally published in the fall 2023 issue of The Maine Organic Farmer & Gardener.

LIF

PREVIOUS NEXT 

Categories
Advocacy
Alliums
Apples
Asparagus
Baking
Beans
Beekeeping
Blackberries
Blueberries
Brussels Sprouts
Buckwheat
Business Planning
Cannabis
Canning
Cattle
Certification
Cherries
Christmas Trees
Cider
Climate Change
Community
Companion Planting
Compost
Composting
Corn
Cover Crops
Cranberries
Crop Storage
Crops
CSA
Dairy
Draft Power
Dye Plants
El Salvador
Elderberries
Fact Sheets
Fair
Fair Trade
Families
Farmer Resources
Farmer to Farmer
Farmers Markets
Farming
Feed
Fiber
Fish
Flowers
Forestry
Fruit
Gardening
Garlic
GMO
Goats
Grain
Great maine apple day
Green Building
Greens
Harvesting
Health
Herbs
Hops
Horses
Horticulture
Intercropping
International
Invasives
Juneberries
Keynotes
Labeling
Land Use
Lawncare
Licensing
Livestock
Livestock Health
Local Food
Maine Heritage Orchard
Maple
Marketing
Meat Production
Melons
Milkweed
MOFGA Stories
Mulberries
Mulch
Mushrooms
No Till
Nuts
Onions
Orcharding
Orcharding resources
Organic Business
Organic farming
Organic Integrity
Pasture
Peaches
Peas
Peppers
Permaculture
Permanent Raised Beds
Pest Control
Pesticides
Pigs
Plant Diseases
Poetry
Pollinators
Potatoes
Poultry
Public-Policy-Teach-ins
Rabbits
Raspberries
Recipes
Renewable Energy
Reviews
Rice
School Gardens
Schools
Season Extension
Seasonal Produce
Seed Swap and Scion Exchange
Seedlings
Seeds
Sheep
Soil
Spring Growth
Squash
Stories
Strawberries
Sustainable Living
Sweet Potatoes
The MOF&G
Tomatoes
Toxics
USDA
Vegetables
Volunteer Stories
Water Management
Weeds
What is Organic

Sign up for our Newsletter

Contact Us

The Maine Organic Farmers and
Gardeners Association

Phone: 207-568-4142

Fax: 207-568-4141

Email: mofga@mofga.org

Mailing Address:
PO Box 170
Unity, ME 04988

Physical Address:
294 Crosby Brook Road
Unity, ME 04988

Media Inquiries:
Contact Jennifer Wilhelm
jwilhelm@mofga.org

About

Employment Opportunities

Common Ground Education Center

Ways to Give

Board of Directors

Staff

Contact

Privacy policy

Equity and Justice

Together We Grow

Learn

Events
Trainings
For Farmers
For Gardeners

Membership

Join
Email Sign Up

  

Donate

©2024 The Maine Organic Farmers and Gardeners Association. All Rights Reserved. Website by Pronto 

Advocacy  Our Community  Learn  The Fair  Farmer Resources  Trainings 

https://www.mofga.org/
https://raisedonors.com/mofga/donate-year-end-2024?sc=YE1124WB1
https://store.mofga.org/
https://www.mofga.org/
https://www.mofga.org/stories/
https://www.mofga.org/category/forestry/
https://www.mofga.org/our-community/publications/the-maine-organic-farmer-gardener/
https://www.mofga.org/tag/lif/
https://www.mofga.org/stories/community/a-growers-journey/
https://www.mofga.org/stories/community/thirty-acre-farm/
https://www.mofga.org/category/advocacy/
https://www.mofga.org/category/alliums/
https://www.mofga.org/category/apples/
https://www.mofga.org/category/asparagus/
https://www.mofga.org/category/baking/
https://www.mofga.org/category/beans/
https://www.mofga.org/category/beekeeping/
https://www.mofga.org/category/blackberries/
https://www.mofga.org/category/blueberries/
https://www.mofga.org/category/brussels-sprouts/
https://www.mofga.org/category/buckwheat/
https://www.mofga.org/category/business-planning/
https://www.mofga.org/category/cannabis/
https://www.mofga.org/category/canning/
https://www.mofga.org/category/cattle/
https://www.mofga.org/category/certification/
https://www.mofga.org/category/cherries/
https://www.mofga.org/category/christmas-trees/
https://www.mofga.org/category/cider/
https://www.mofga.org/category/climate-change/
https://www.mofga.org/category/community/
https://www.mofga.org/category/companion-planting/
https://www.mofga.org/category/compost/
https://www.mofga.org/category/composting/
https://www.mofga.org/category/corn/
https://www.mofga.org/category/cover-crops/
https://www.mofga.org/category/cranberries/
https://www.mofga.org/category/crop-storage/
https://www.mofga.org/category/crops/
https://www.mofga.org/category/csa/
https://www.mofga.org/category/dairy/
https://www.mofga.org/category/draft-power/
https://www.mofga.org/category/dye-plants/
https://www.mofga.org/category/el-salvador/
https://www.mofga.org/category/elderberries/
https://www.mofga.org/category/fact-sheets/
https://www.mofga.org/category/fair/
https://www.mofga.org/category/fair-trade/
https://www.mofga.org/category/families/
https://www.mofga.org/category/farmer-resources/
https://www.mofga.org/category/farmer-to-farmer/
https://www.mofga.org/category/farmers-markets/
https://www.mofga.org/category/farming/
https://www.mofga.org/category/feed/
https://www.mofga.org/category/fiber/
https://www.mofga.org/category/fish/
https://www.mofga.org/category/flowers/
https://www.mofga.org/category/forestry/
https://www.mofga.org/category/fruit/
https://www.mofga.org/category/gardening/
https://www.mofga.org/category/garlic/
https://www.mofga.org/category/gmo/
https://www.mofga.org/category/goats/
https://www.mofga.org/category/grain/
https://www.mofga.org/category/great-maine-apple-day/
https://www.mofga.org/category/green-building/
https://www.mofga.org/category/greens/
https://www.mofga.org/category/harvesting/
https://www.mofga.org/category/health/
https://www.mofga.org/category/herbs/
https://www.mofga.org/category/hops/
https://www.mofga.org/category/horses/
https://www.mofga.org/category/horticulture/
https://www.mofga.org/category/intercropping/
https://www.mofga.org/category/international/
https://www.mofga.org/category/invasives/
https://www.mofga.org/category/juneberries/
https://www.mofga.org/category/keynotes-2/
https://www.mofga.org/category/labeling/
https://www.mofga.org/category/land-use/
https://www.mofga.org/category/lawncare/
https://www.mofga.org/category/licensing/
https://www.mofga.org/category/livestock/
https://www.mofga.org/category/livestock-health/
https://www.mofga.org/category/local-food/
https://www.mofga.org/category/maine-heritage-orchard/
https://www.mofga.org/category/maple/
https://www.mofga.org/category/marketing/
https://www.mofga.org/category/meat-production/
https://www.mofga.org/category/melons/
https://www.mofga.org/category/milkweed/
https://www.mofga.org/category/mofga-stories/
https://www.mofga.org/category/mulberries/
https://www.mofga.org/category/mulch/
https://www.mofga.org/category/mushrooms/
https://www.mofga.org/category/no-till/
https://www.mofga.org/category/nuts/
https://www.mofga.org/category/onions/
https://www.mofga.org/category/orcharding/
https://www.mofga.org/category/orcharding-resources/
https://www.mofga.org/category/organic-business/
https://www.mofga.org/category/organic-farming/
https://www.mofga.org/category/organic-integrity/
https://www.mofga.org/category/pasture/
https://www.mofga.org/category/peaches/
https://www.mofga.org/category/peas/
https://www.mofga.org/category/peppers/
https://www.mofga.org/category/permaculture/
https://www.mofga.org/category/permanent-raised-beds/
https://www.mofga.org/category/pest-control/
https://www.mofga.org/category/pesticides/
https://www.mofga.org/category/pigs/
https://www.mofga.org/category/plant-diseases/
https://www.mofga.org/category/poetry/
https://www.mofga.org/category/pollinators/
https://www.mofga.org/category/potatoes/
https://www.mofga.org/category/poultry/
https://www.mofga.org/category/public-policy-teach-ins/
https://www.mofga.org/category/rabbits/
https://www.mofga.org/category/raspberries/
https://www.mofga.org/category/recipes/
https://www.mofga.org/category/renewable-energy/
https://www.mofga.org/category/reviews/
https://www.mofga.org/category/rice/
https://www.mofga.org/category/school-gardens/
https://www.mofga.org/category/schools/
https://www.mofga.org/category/season-extension/
https://www.mofga.org/category/seasonal-produce/
https://www.mofga.org/category/seed-swap-and-scion-exchange/
https://www.mofga.org/category/seedlings/
https://www.mofga.org/category/seeds/
https://www.mofga.org/category/sheep/
https://www.mofga.org/category/soil/
https://www.mofga.org/category/spring-growth/
https://www.mofga.org/category/squash/
https://www.mofga.org/category/stories/
https://www.mofga.org/category/strawberries/
https://www.mofga.org/category/sustainable-living/
https://www.mofga.org/category/sweet-potatoes/
https://www.mofga.org/category/the-mofg/
https://www.mofga.org/category/tomatoes/
https://www.mofga.org/category/toxics/
https://www.mofga.org/category/usda/
https://www.mofga.org/category/vegetables/
https://www.mofga.org/category/volunteer-stories/
https://www.mofga.org/category/water-management/
https://www.mofga.org/category/weeds/
https://www.mofga.org/category/what-is-organic/
https://www.mofga.org/newletter-sign-up/
tel:%20207-568-4142
tel:%20207-568-4141
mailto:%20mofga@mofga.org
https://www.mofga.org/our-community/about-mofga/employment-opportunities/
https://www.mofga.org/our-community/about-mofga/common-ground-education-center/
https://www.mofga.org/our-community/about-mofga/ways-to-give/
https://www.mofga.org/our-community/about-mofga/board-of-directors/
https://www.mofga.org/our-community/about-mofga/staff/
https://www.mofga.org/contact-mofga/
https://www.mofga.org/privacy-policy/
https://www.mofga.org/our-community/about-mofga/equity-and-justice/
https://www.mofga.org/together-we-grow
https://www.mofga.org/event-calendar/
https://www.mofga.org/trainings
https://www.mofga.org/training/farmer-training-programs/
https://www.mofga.org/training/gardening/
https://www.mofga.org/our-community/membership/
https://www.mofga.org/newletter-sign-up/
https://www.facebook.com/MaineOrganicFarmersAndGardenersAssociation/
https://www.youtube.com/user/MaineOrganicFarmers
https://www.instagram.com/mofga/
https://raisedonors.com/mofga/donate-year-end-2024?sc=YE1124WB2
http://www.prontomarketing.com/
https://store.mofga.org/

