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Feature  Step-by-step guide

Felling a 
small tree

Martin Beat gives a step-by-step guide to cutting 
down a small tree with a chainsaw

T he best advice I was given 
regarding chainsaw use 
was to attend a course 
with a trained professional 
before using one. I learned 

so much more than I anticipated on the 
CS31 small fell course, far more than I can 
even begin to cover in this article. There 
are all sorts of techniques and tools to use 
with different trees, and to get you out of 
difficult situations. The use of winches, and 
chainsawing techniques involving plunge 
cutting, can only be learned by doing, and 
should never be attempted unless you have 
been fully trained. The following picture 
sequence shows the straightforward felling 
of a healthy, upright small tree, a young 
ash measuring about 14 inches across near 
the base. If this article piques your interest 
then contact your local chainsaw course 
provider.

STEP-BY-STEP
 1 Take your time to assess the tree. 

Consider its natural lean, the weight 
distribution of its branches and the wind 
direction when deciding where the tree 
will fall. Look out for evidence of fungal or 
insect attack, which might indicate that 
the heartwood is rotten, and that the tree 
will behave dangerously during felling 
activities. Similarly, look out for dead 
branches which might fall on you. 

2Beware of metal buried in trees, 
especially in hedge trees at fence 

height!

3The main danger zones when tree 
felling are directly in front and 

directly behind the tree, so your escape 
routes are at 45 degrees from the line 
directly behind the falling tree. Clear 
at least one from all trip hazards and 
obstacles.

4 Before you begin work with the 
chainsaw, adjust the chain tension 

so that you can pull the chain off the bar 
a little way as shown, and then it snaps 
back into place when you let go. The chain 
should not be so tight that you cannot move 
it around the bar with your hand, nor so 

loose that it is hanging in a loop from the 
underside of the bar.

5 Fuel up, filling both the petrol and 
the chain oil tanks, and carry out 

the necessary safety checks on your 
saw. Before using the saw you must be 
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wearing full safety gear (helmet, ear and 
eye protection, and chainsaw protective 
trousers, gloves and boots).

6 Make a directional ‘birds mouth’ 
cut into the side of the tree facing 

the direction you want it to fall. Saw 
horizontally into the trunk to a depth 
of about 25 per cent of the total trunk 
diameter. This cut is made perpendicular 
to the direction of felling, so look over your 
right shoulder at right angles to the saw 
blade to aim where you want the tree to fall.

7 Now cut down from above at an angle 
of between 40 and 60 degrees, aiming 

to meet exactly with the depth of your 
initial horizontal cut.

8 Clean up the bird’s mouth so that 
there are no over-cut marks in the 

throat of the cut.  This is the end result. 
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9 Now make the felling cut. This is a 
horizontal cut into the back of the 

tree slightly higher than the horizontal 
cut of the bird’s mouth. The aim is to leave 
a hinge of wood between the birds mouth 
and the felling cut of about 10 per cent of the 
trunk’s diameter. It is vital that this hinge 
has parallel sides, so line up your felling cut 
exactly with the throat of the birds mouth 
cut (see picture 10). As soon as the tree 
begins to fall, turn off the saw and retreat 
to safety along your planned escape route.

10 Now the tree has fallen the cuts 
are shown on the stump: birds 

mouth cut on the right, then the torn fibres 

of the parallel hinge, then the felling cut on 
the left.

11 Should the tree not fall once you 
have completed the felling cut, a 

felling bar is used to lever the cut open and 
encourage the tree to fall. Alternatively a 
plastic felling wedge can be driven into the 
cut. Again, as soon as the tree begins to fall, 
retreat to safety along your escape route.

12 When limbing the tree, try to stand 
with the trunk between you and 

the chainsaw for safety. One side of each 
branch is under compression so make your 
first cut on this side. The other side of the 

branch will be under tension so make your 
final cut here. A rule of thumb is to look at 
where the chainsaw bar will get pinched in 
the cut, and make your first shallow cut on 
this side, before releasing the tension with 
the second cut on the other side, allowing 
the branch to fall away from the saw bar.

13 Pay close heed to the wood’s tension 
and compression patterns when 

cross cutting too. Here I am cutting down 
towards a small undercut previously made, 
so the two pieces will fall away from the 
saw bar.
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The products shown 
in this feature
◆  Chainsaw and petrol can – STIHL 

(www.stihl.co.uk);

◆  Chainsaw protective boots and trousers 
– Stein (http://steinworldwide.com);

◆  Chainsaw helmet and felling bar – 
Husqvarna (www.husqvarna.com/uk);

◆  Chainsaw bar – Sugihara 
(www.sugiharabars.com);

◆  Chainsaw gloves – Arbortech 
(www.arbortecforestwear.com);

◆  Protective glasses - Safe Eyes 
(various suppliers);

◆  Coat - West Beach 
(www.westbeach.com);

◆  Jumper – Regatta 
(www.regatta.com).


