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b y  J E F F  H O W A R D

It was back in March of 1967 when stories 
about enterprising equipment owners, mammoth 
projects, durable Cat iron and Finning’s unswerv-
ing commitment to service started reaching a rela-
tively small list of Finning customers. Those were 
the days when the Leafs, led by rugged defenceman 
Tim Horton, were winning the Stanley Cup. Back 
then 10,000 San Fransicans were marching against 
the Vietnam War and a hunk of burnin’ love named 
Elvis was marrying his sweetheart Priscilla.
	 Meanwhile, at Finning’s head offices, “girl 
Fridays,” attired in dresses and skirts because pant-
suits weren’t dress code approved until 1968, were 
busy stuffing and stamping to get that first issue of 
Tracks & Treads out on time.
	 The internal announcement of the new maga-
zine stated: “Our company has just come out with 
its first edition of Tracks & Treads, a publication pro-
duced by our sales development staff for the benefit 
of customers and ‘influencers.’ The magazine will 
contain articles covering the full range of indus-
tries served.” Since that time, T&T has faithfully 
recorded the progress of industrial enterprise, serv-
ing as an unofficial guide to the history of western 
Canadian development.
	 That first 16-page issue featured stories on dual 
D9Gs working the Yellowhead Pass, a focus on pre-
ventive maintenance and an item on the Malibu 
Princess. Interestingly, there was also a story on a 
way to “ease the critical labour shortage.”
	 When the magazine was hatched in smoky 
Vancouver sales offices, the mood was upbeat. 
Minister of Highways Phil Gaglardi had flown in 
to speak at a company sales meeting. The colourful 
former Pentecostal minister preached a gospel of 
growth: “There is unlimited avenue for exploration 
and opportunity in British Columbia.” Seems we’re 
back to those heady days again in B.C.
	 It was also in 1967 when Caterpillar introduced 
 

 the stylized, three-part “C” as its corporate 
symbol and moved in to new world-headquar-
ter buildings in downtown Peoria. The compnay 
had also just resumed selling equipment to the 
U.S.S.R. after a three-decade hiatus. About that 
time, actor John Wayne sat behind the controls 
of  a D7 in the film Hellfighters. 
	 Circulation for Tracks & Treads has grown dra-
matically since that time – our glossy, full-col-
our quarterly magazine is now mailed to nearly 
30,000 readers. If a story about your exploits is 
featured in these pages, they’re reading about 
you in Brisbane, Australia and Barranquilla, 
Columbia. You’ll also be duly noted in Carrot, 
Saskatchewan and up in Cambridge Bay, 
Nunavut, not to mention Haines Junction, 
Yukon and Hollola, Finland.   
	 It’s our mission at Tracks & Treads to keep you, 
wherever you are, in touch with relevant busi-
ness, technology, product and service informa-
tion in a lively and engaging manner. And it’s 
thanks to you and our sales force that the maga-
zine continues to prosper. Your ideas, sugges-
tions and input keep us treading the right track, 
so to speak. 
	 To mark this 40th year of publication, I’d 
like to hear from you – what are your ideas for 
Tracks & Treads? What do you like, or don’t you 
like, about the magazine? Where would you like 
us to focus in the next 40 years? What are your 
memorable equipment-related stories? Now that 
our magazine is somewhat of an established 
entity, perhaps it’s time you addressed the rest 
of the Tracks & Treads community. Just drop me 
an e-mail: jhoward@finning.ca – or mail your 
item to me at the address listed on the cover of 
the magazine. We’ll feature your comments in 
future 40th anniversary editions and beyond. 
And thanks again for coming to the party!

jeff howard, 

publications manager, 

finning (canada)
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Light the candles, raise your buckets 
and blades. Tracks & Treads turns 40! 

The Finning Focus
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Tell us what you think
Tracks & Treads would love to hear from you. Tell us what you think of the 
magazine, its stories, its columns, its look. Tell us how we can improve the 
magazine and make it a more interesting read.

Send your comments to executive editor Jeff Howard by e-mail at jhoward@finning.ca 
or the old-fashioned way to: Jeff Howard, Tracks & Treads, Finning (Canada), 
16830 - 107 Avenue, Edmonton, Alberta, T5P 4C3
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By David DiCenzo

In addition to lowering the impact on the 
operator, the new design utilizes hydraulic 
brakes rather than air; has better torque than 
the H-Series (42% more); includes a power 
management system that delivers horsepower 
in increments of five HP as transmission gear 
selection increases; has new C-Series ACERT 
Technology engines and drive train features. 
Improving on downtime, Cat’s redesign allows 
for faster and more convenient DCM adjust-
ments, resulting in shorter service times.

Serink points out that the innovative grad-
ers will have a big impact on the entire work 
force. “People can learn their craft much more 
easily on these new machines,” he says. 

Cat may have three-quarters of a century 
of motor grader manufacturing under its belt, 
but this latest M-Series, slated to make its 
debut in April, promises to have the most sig-
nificant impact for the future. As Serink says, 
“It’s a quantum leap forward.”
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Anyone who knows their Cat history knows 
that motor graders have long been an impor-
tant piece of equipment for Caterpillar Inc. 
These machines have been manufactured for 
more than 80 years and are renowned for 
being one of the most complex pieces of iron 
to operate, thanks to the dozen-plus levers ac-
companying the steering wheel.

Operators across the continent have the 
sore hands to prove it.

While their purpose remains crucial for 
many businesses, the actual running of the 
graders just got a whole lot easier with the 
launch of Cat’s new M-Series graders, which 
will replace the H-Series. Featuring seven new 
models – the 120M, 140M, 160M, 12M, 14M, 
16M and 24M – the latest line of machines 
employs the use of a handy joystick-operated, 
electro-hydraulic control system that will flip 
the user’s world upside down. For the better, 
that is.

“This is a revolutionary machine,” says 
Edmonton-based Finning Industry Marketing 
Manager Jim Serink.

Serink says that the new joystick system 
will translate to a 78% drop in hand move-
ments for operators, making what was a really 
complex and tiring job that much simpler. But 
less stress on the mitts of employees is only 
one of the many benefits of Cat’s new M-Series. 
The removal of the multiple levers opens up 
the cab of the grader, significantly improving 
the lines of sight.

“The new series greatly improves visibility,” 
Serink says of the M-Series models.

M-Series Gets Joysticks



China has always been synonymous with 
innovation. After all, we’re talking about 
one of the oldest civilizations on the planet 
– and there’s no substitute for experience. The 
Chinese own the longest continuously used 
written language in the world, and invented a 
few useful things, such as pasta, the compass, 
gunpowder and paper.

They also happen to have one of the fastest 
growing economies in the world. So it’s under-
standable that Caterpillar Inc. is looking clos-
er at the Far East. Last November, Caterpillar 
announced it was moving its Asia Pacific 
Operations Headquarters from Tokyo to of-
fices in Beijing, a major hub of transportation 
that is gearing up to host the 2008 Summer 
Olympics.

“Caterpillar is growing in China, and mov-
ing our Asia Pacific Operations headquarters, 
a key element of our business model, to Beijing 
will provide a sharper focus for operational 
excellence for Team Caterpillar,” Caterpillar 
Vice President Rich Lavin recently said. “Oper
ational and sales success in China is a critical 
success factor for the company’s long-term 
growth and profitability. This move will help 
us achieve those goals while contributing to 

groundbreaker

www.finning.ca	 Spring 2007	 •	 tracks & treads	 �

the growth, development and ever-improving 
quality of life in China.”

Caterpillar certainly has a history in China. 
It first sold products there in 1975. The Beijing 
office opened three years later and by the 
1980s, Cat launched technology transfer agree-
ments with Chinese manufacturers, who began 
building Caterpillar licensed products.

There are currently 13 Cat-operated facili-
ties in that country.

China was included in a list of seven critical 
success factors outlined in the company’s strat-
egy plan to deliver Caterpillar’s Vision 2020. 
With an increasing list of customers contribut-
ing to the development and modernization of 
the nation’s infrastructure and economy, the 
switch was a sensible and timely decision.

“The movement of our Asia Pac if ic 
Operations headquarters is a clear indication 
of China’s strategic importance to Caterpillar,” 
said Stu Levenick, Caterpillar group president 
with responsibility for Asia. He cites Cat man-
agement’s strong desire to expand the compa-
ny’s manufacturing base and deploy its global 
business model. By moving to Beijing, Cat can 
provide enhanced support for customers in 
that market, as well as the Asia Pacific theatre.

“Caterpillar is 
growing in 
China, and 
moving our 
Asia Pacific 
Operations 
headquarters	
to Beijing 
will provide a 
sharper focus 
for operational 
excellence 
for Team 
Caterpillar.”

Cat in China



For the 17 employees of Finning’s Whitehorse branch, an 
emphasis on safety isn’t a choice – it’s an absolute. In a land 
where the temperature can easily plummet to the -50˚C 
range, you either take care of business or pay a hefty price.

With so much at stake for this dedicated Finning crew, 
a team safety effort is required. The Whitehorse team got 
the ultimate nod from Finning last November when they 
received the 2005 President’s Award for being the safest 
branch in Canada.

“It’s a pride thing,” says Derek Loyst, the Health and 
Safety Advisor for the remote outfit and an employee at 
Finning for 31 years. “It’s all about awareness and educating 
each other. We’re most interested in doing this for personal 
reasons.”

The branch has been “work safe” (no days missed for a 
safety reason) for an incredible nine years running. That’s a 
departure for some businesses in the area, which has a typi-
cally high number of worker claims. Loyst has been work-
ing closely with both the Worker’s Compensation Board 
and the Yukon Construction Safety Association to get those 
numbers down.

Loyst says the whole team has bought into the idea of 
safety, and the results are obvious. The branch is one of 
just 10 local businesses that have received a Certificate of 
Recognition from the two associations for their spotless 
safety record.

Some of the branch’s unique northern policies include: 
the use of a big plastic emergency container complete 
with flashlights, food, batteries, matches and lighters for 
all trucks out in the field; satellite phones in the vehicles 
(there is no cell phone reception) and a Global Star port-
able satellite phone; a buddy system for employees; and a 
tracking  system with a branch account for keeping tabs 
on employee comings and goings. The tracking system also 
involves customer input, so they can help locate an errant 
worker if something has gone wrong.

“The customers have bought into this, too,” says Branch 

Safer in Whitehorse
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The Mexican state of Chihuahua sees the bene-
fits of yellow iron. It has initiated a public works 

initiative by replacing old machines with an all-
Caterpillar fleet.
The state managers knew it was time to improve 

roads and communication and modernize waste man-

Qué pasa? agement, but knew its old machines simply weren’t up to 	
the task.

Chihuahua, ironically, is big, covering more than 12% 
of Mexico and it varies widely in climate and terrain. State 
managers looked over criteria, product support needs, and 
terms of payment and decided to go all-Cat. They haven’t 
looked back. Today, the average Cat in Chihuahua operates 
185 hours per month with much more uptime. And those 
Mexican roads are getting a little smoother. 

groundbreaker

Operations Manager Wade Harrison. “It’s really nice, not 
only when we’re looking after our guys but the customer 
as well.”

Loyst says you just can’t take chances in such a harsh 
environment. That means everyone strictly adheres to the 
safety precautions.

“Many people don’t realize that you can freeze to death 
in a matter of minutes out here,” he explains. “It’s too re-
mote. A lot can go wrong in an hour.”

Some of the employees at the branch took a while to 
come around and see the value of the emphasis on safety 
but that’s not a problem now, says Loyst. The branch has 
a safety meeting every morning at 9:45 a.m., and an open 
forum is held every Thursday to explain any new safety 
protocols to the team.

“There’s constant dialogue,” says Loyst. “I’ve learned 
that in keeping close ties with my employees, I always 
know what’s going on.”

The President’s Award has a place of honour in the front 
office of the branch. Finning President Ian Reid personally 
made the trek up to Whitehorse for an official presentation 
of the plaque, and to take the group out for dinner.

“As far away as we are, we have huge challenges com-
pared to down south,” Harrison adds. “To merit an award 
like this, you truly have to have a complete effort by 
everybody. If you don’t, it just won’t work.”



Pine Beetle Update
Brian Mulvihill has a lengthy history in the forest industry, 
but Finning’s Industry Marketing Manager for Forest Prod-
ucts has never seen anything like the devas-
tation caused by the pine beetle infestations 
that have gutted B.C.’s central interior.
	 “The magnitude of this is unfathom-
able,” says Mulvihill. “You can drive 
for hours in the forest and not see a 
live mountain lodgepole pine.”
Like anyone who’s seen the dev-
astation, Mulvihill sounds nearly 
incredulous. “It’s beyond the point of 
control. Now we’re just trying to recover 
as much fibre as possible.”
	 According to the Ministry of Forests and Range, 
a projected 80% of the province’s merchantable pine in the 
southern and central interior could be killed off by the year 
2013. Numerous factors have contributed to the problem, 
the origins of which date back to 1993. 
	 “It’s been a perfect storm of events,” Mulvihill says of the 
contributing causes to this natural phenomenon. The moun-
tain pine beetle prefers mature timber and the province is 
believed to have three times more mature lodgepole than 
it did 90 years ago. Combine that fact with recent hot, dry 
summers that have stressed the trees and left them more sus-
ceptible to attack, and a lack of deep cold in the winters that 
normally kills the beetles. Now the problem has reached 
epic proportions.
	 Finning has been involved in dealing with the aftermath, 

supplying harvesting equipment, material handling 
equipment and truck engines as B.C. companies do their 
best to clean up the mess. The two most common ma-
chines they supply are skidders and delimber Processors.
	 “We’re working with the contractors who do the har-
vesting and the major saw mills,” says Mulvihill. “We’ve 
had to ramp up the supply of equipment and bring in 

more inventory.
	 “We’ve also had to modify some of the equip-
ment, like adding wider tires to skidders to assist in 
the fundamental practice of getting in there to extract 

the dead trees.”
	 Mulvihill says the wide tires on the skidders are for 

floatation in wet ground. Because dead trees do not hold 
water, liquid builds up in the soil, increasing the water 
tables in the forest. 
	 The floatation tires keep the machines from 
disturbing the wet soil, reducing soil degrada-
tion, compaction and rutting.
	 Mulvihill says there is no joy in the sales of 
wood, given that the beetles have affected the 
livelihood of so many.
	 Last September, the B.C. government released the 
Mountain Pine Beetle Action Plan, a document that 
provides a detailed framework for provincial ministries 
to mitigate the effects of the infestation over the next five 
years, to ensure long-term sustainability.
	 “The big question that no one can answer,” Mulvihill 
says, “is what will things look like 10 years from now?”
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Dozer in Repose: Clint Barber, leadhand at the Ekati Dia-
mond Mine in the Northwest Territories, snapped this sweet 
shot of D10R against a beautiful northern sky. Ekati is about 
340 kilometres northeast of Yellowknife and accessible by 
winter road for only about 70 days per year. Crews fly in and 
out on mostly two-week rotations. 



It’s true – we’re 40. The first issue of Tracks 
& Treads was published by Finning Canada in 
the spring of 1967. Reading it now, it looks 
almost current. Stories deal with coping with 
downtime, the labour shortage and Cat spe-
cial training for operators. While there’s no 
mention of GPS devices, satellite tracking or 
computerized in-cab joysticks in the premier 
issue, it’s nice to know that some things don’t 
change. And Cat reliability and commitment 
to quality and customer service are included. 
Drop us a line to wish us a happy anniversary 
or to share your Cat recollections: jhoward@
finning.ca. 

Expand your knowledge of world trivia and 
learn this: At 33 kilometres, the Saemangeum 
seawall  in South Korea is the longest earthen 
seawall in the world. Now expand your Cat 
trivia: 34 Cat machines helped complete it. 
Started in the 1990s, the project converted 
tidal flats along the west coast of the country 
into new agricultural land and a freshwater res-
ervoir for local economy and local residents.

To finish the job, contractors used several 
machines, including 735 and 769D off high-
way trucks and 330 CL and 345 CL hydraulic 
excavators. Subcontractors own many of the 
machines and 19 units were short-term rentals 
provided by Ruecon Industry Company Ltd., 
the Cat Rental Store owned by Cat dealer Hae 
In Corporation. 

Cat on the 
World’s Longest 
Earthen Seawall

Lordy, Lordy

groundbreaker
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Too Hot  
To Handle

In a bold move, Caterpillar joined forces with a group of busi-
nesses and environmental organizations to call on U.S. policy 

gurus to establish a mandatory emissions reduction program to 

address climate change. Cat counts among its partners in the ad-

hoc group such forces as Alcoa, Duke Energy, DuPont, General 

Electric, the Natural Resources Defense Council, Pew Center 

on Global Climate Change and World Resources Institute. The 

group, known as the U.S. Climate Action Partnership, outlined 

its guiding principles and recommendations. 

“Caterpillar believes in the need for a market-based approach 

to the aggressive development of current and future clean tech-

nologies that reduce emissions and sustain the environment,” 

Cat chairman and CEO Jim Owens says. “As a global manufac-

turer, we’re committed to finding policy solutions that meet the 

needs of our customers.”

Owens says that reducing greenhouse gas emissions should 

provide more economic opportunities than risks for industry 

and the economy. “The goals of reduced emissions and economic 

growth are not mutually exclusive,” he says.  
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By the Numbers

Number of times cedric73’s 
66-second YouTube posting of 
a Cat 345B at work had been 

viewed as of 11 p.m. 
on February 9: 

10,981

Cost to produce Doritos “make 
your own” Super Bowl ad by 
22-year-old winner Weston 

Phillips: $12.79
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Estimated annual non-residential 
construction spending in B.C. for 2005:

$11,400,000,000

Number of types of 
kissing described by 

William Cane,
in his book 

“Kiss Like a Star”: 

60

Number of Hershey’s kisses 
made each day:

80,000,000

Cost of 30-second 
2007 Super Bowl
ad spot:
 $2,600,000

Average cost to produce such an ad:

$1,000,000

Amount of Google stock YouTube 
receptionist Shannon Hermes, 
who joined the company in mid-
2005, received in the Google 
takeover of YouTube :

$1,300,000

Number of YouTube 
views of a clip of a 
balding man dancing: 

39,000,000

Forecast for 2008: 

$17,300,000,000
Percentage of British Columbians who 
say that managing growth should be a 

priority for the government:

60



HALF A CENTURY AGO, CATERPILLAR DISCONTINUED ITS SMALLEST 
CRAWLER TRACTOR, THE D2. NOW THE INDUSTRY HAS TURNED FULL  
CIRCLE WITH “COMPACT EQUIPMENT,” COMPRISING A MAJOR PORTION 
OF CATERPILLAR’S SALES ONCE AGAIN  

Yesterday/Today

	 The 3J and 5J weighed 6,610 pounds 
without attachments and carried the 
Caterpillar D3400, four-cylinder, 3 3/4 
x 5-inch bore and stroke diesel engine 
rated at 25.5 drawbar-horsepower and 
31.5 belt-horsepower. 
	 The D2 3J/5J series continued through 
the Second World War up to 1947, by 
which time 19,161 units had been sold. 
In 1947, the D2 3J became the 4U, and 
the 5J became the 5U. Both tractors 
retained their respective gauges of 40 
inches and 50 inches. The radiator hous-
ing was altered from the previous design, 
but the big change was a brand-new die-
sel engine under the hood. This was the 
Caterpillar D311, four-cylinder, 4x5-inch 
bore and stroke diesel, giving the D2 up 
to 32 drawbar-horsepower and 38 belt-
horsepower. As with other long-running 
models, Caterpillar incorporated prod-
uct improvements from time to time, 
and the D2 was no exception. Power was 

Caterpillar’s agricultural roots go deep. 
The two companies that joined forces to 
form the Caterpillar Tractor Company 
in 1925 had been building combine 
harvesters and other farm equipment 
since the late 1800s. When Holt Manu-
facturing Company and C.L. Best Tractor 
Company merged in 1925, combine har-
vesters and crawler tractors were the new 
company’s only products. Agriculture 
was by far the company’s largest market 
and the construction equipment indus-
try was still at its embryo stage. But in a 
few short years, all this would change, 
bringing earthmoving equipment to the 
forefront of the company’s activities.
	 Caterpillar launched its first diesel 
tractor in 1931. By the end of that decade 
diesel power had almost eclipsed gaso-
line in crawler tractors, and Caterpillar’s 
famous D-series tractor models, in sizes 
from the D2 to the D8, were firmly estab-
lished. The few remaining gasoline mod-
els were discontinued during the Second 
World War. Caterpillar introduced its 
smallest diesel tractor, the D2, in 1938. 
	 Offered in two versions, the 3J (40-
inch track gauge) and 5J (50-inch track 
gauge), the D2 was designed as a small, 
economical tractor, intended to continue 
in the tradition of the company’s former 
small gasoline tractors such as the two-
ton, Fifteen and Twenty models. It cer-
tainly lived up to that tradition. It turned 
out to be a reliable machine with low 
operation costs. Though the company 
targetted the agricultural market, the D2 
followed in the footsteps of the larger D4 
introduced a year earlier, and found its 
way into a wide variety of applications 
ranging from small landscape contract-
ing to surface coal mining. 

Old is New 
Again

increased to 35 drawbar-horsepower 
in 1952 and then to 38 drawbar-horse-
power 1954. An oil clutch was added in 
1955. 
	 After selling over 26,454 units of the 
4U/5U series, Caterpillar discontinued 
the D2 in 1957. This was at a time when 
bigger was better. The company was 
preparing itself for a multitude of mas-
sive earthmoving projects, such as the 
Interstate Highway System and many 
hydro dams. Caterpillar’s focus tempo-
rarily shifted from agriculture, only to 
return to its roots in the mid-1980s with 
its line of rubber-tracked Challenger 
agricultural tractors. Finally, in 1997, 
the company reintroduced the line of 
combine harvesters from Claas in 1997. 
	 Caterpillar has indeed come full circle. 
Now its line of compact machines, this 
time much smaller than the D2, repre-
sents a growing segment of the equip-
ment market.

 By keith haddock
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CATERPILLAR D2, 5J series from early 1940s



yellowiron
New Product s  and Ser v ices  f rom Finning

Edmonton oil lab on the move
Finning’s Edmonton oil lab will move to a new improved 
facility in mid-March. The substantially expanded lab will  
provide improved service to customers through the installa-
tion of additional state-of-the-art fluid analysis instrumenta-
tion. To tour the new facility, call (780) 443-7240 and set 
up an appointment. Please note the new address: Finning 
Fluids Analysis Lab, 15810-114th Avenue, Edmonton, AB 
T5M 2Z4. For additional information: www.finning.ca.

For all your insurance needs
For contractors and equipment operators, Finning offers 
a multiple-line insurance program for fleet auto liability; 
commercial general liability; equipment, buildings and 
contents; bonding and many other miscellaneous forms  
of insurance. Flexibility, insurance expertise and an under-
standing of the heavy equipment industry enables us to 
customize insurance packages for any size of business.  
Call Finning Insurance Services today at 1-888-FINNING.

The WAVS of the future
The new, versatile Caterpillar Work Area Vision System 
(WAVS) provides machine operators with views from as 
many as three cameras. While not intended to be used in 
place of direct views or installed mirrors, WAVS is a great 
asset for operators at any level. Developed specifically for 
rugged applications and environments, WAVS is simple to 
install on any machine and is easy to use, offering powerful 
capabilities and features to improve productivity.

Caterpillar machines are built to be rebuilt
The extensive Caterpillar Certified Rebuild program 
incorporates the very latest Cat technology and critical 
engineering updates into your machine at a fraction of the 
cost of buying new. After a thorough evaluation, including 
more than 350 tests and inspections and the automatic 
replacement of approximately 7,000 parts, you get a like-
new machine and warranty.
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n the yard of the Finning Caterpillar dealer-
ship in Edmonton, surrounded by machines that 
seem to me like towering, rumbling leviathans, 
Niles Wheeler is trying to convince me how 
small and insignificant these particular Cats are. 

A mammoth dozer goes thundering past and my instinct is to 
duck out of sight like a small Jurassic mammal who’s suddenly 
found itself trapped in a dinosaur’s party pit. 

“There goes a little D6R,” remarks Wheeler, in a voice like 
he’s ready to reach out and give the thing a pat. This particular 
cutie has 200 horse power and weighs 40,400 pounds.

But size is relative in the mind of an experienced heavy 
equipment operator like the aptly-named Niles Wheeler. He 
now works for Finning as an Application Specialist and is a 
Cat Certified Instructor. Wheeler ran a dozer in a mine for 
10 years before moving into forestry and becoming equally 
proficient at practically everything else – skidders, proces-
sors, excavators, wheel loaders. Most of the machines in this 
yard, he informs me, are for smaller jobs. Were we to head 
up to the coal mine at Tumbler Ridge where his friend Terry 
Mockford works, however, that’s where I’d see some “really 
big machines.”

We move to admire an articulated truck, the wheels of 
which are approximately as tall as me. “This 740,” says Wheeler, 
“that’ll take about 40 tons. Weighs 72,400 pounds.”

Seems big to me. Wheeler shrugs. “Trucks up at the mine 
weigh more like 200,000.”

OK, so I try to stop being so impressed by sheer size, and 
instead ask about the no-doubt mind-bending complex-
ity involved in operating these massive machines. Wheeler 
favours me with yet another shrug, remarking, “A lot of this 
work you could do blindfolded.” I begin to wonder if I’m 
being teased. 

I’ve come into this imagining steel-jawed operators, their 
brows furrowed in concentration as they maneuver an exca-
vator blade ever so delicately around pipes filled with com-
bustible gas and the like. I assumed the operation would be 
more or less comparable – in terms of stress anyway – to the 
process of disarming a bomb in a movie. You know: Bruce 
Willis fumbles with the casing before being confronted with 
a mish-mash of death-making circuitry. Whatever you do, don’t 
touch the red wire! Someone shrieks over Bruce’s radio, just as 
his big, clumsy fingers connect. This, approximately, was my 
view of heavy equipment operation. I mean, these machines 
are huge. They ferry around enormous logs, unfathomable 
tonnages of dirt and ore. Just as Bruce has to maneuver his 
fingers with as much delicacy as he can muster, so, I imagined, 
must a heavy equipment operator exist in an almost Zen-like 
state of superhuman concentration to keep the bucket of his 
M313C Wheel excavator from swinging into the nearest shift 
supervisor.

Wheeler disabuses me of this. It’s not that safety isn’t para-
mount when it comes to heavy equipment operation, and it’s 
not that the machines don’t require a delicate touch, but these 
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are, says Wheeler ‘finesse machines’. An 
850 horsepower 230,100 lb D11R tractor 
is a ‘finesse machine’?  

“It becomes second nature after a 
while, running your machine,” Wheel-
er insists. “You develop a feel for it. A 
rhythm.” When I ask what machine is the 
most complicated to operate, Wheeler 
immediately interprets the question in 
terms of application, not operation. There 
is, I will learn, good reason for this.

“For me, it’s the dozer,” he replies. 
“I like it because there’s so much to do. 
When it comes to running the equip-
ment, I’m a perfectionist. I like the dump 
to be smooth. I don’t like running the 
machine and having it bouncing over 
rocks and boulders. And in a dozer, 
you’re doing that a lot,” he laughs.

There is an art to operating dozers, 
Wheeler explains, to ‘smoothing out 
the dump.’ Or it might be more precise 
to call it a science. Whatever the case, 

Wheeler has spent years perfecting it, 
and admits to being a bit too obsessive 
at times. “I want my push to be a fin-
ished push, and so I try too hard.”  

Wheeler begins to explain to me the 
geometry of slot dozing. The dirt has to 
be moved in a precisely calculated way 

so that, as he mentioned before, the 
operator isn’t backing up over rocks and 
boulders and the big windrow of dirt 
that ends up in the middle of the yard 
once you’ve made a pass on either side.

Oh great – it’s mathematical. I’m 
even more daunted by the process than 

previously. Enormous machines are one 
thing, but math?  

Wheeler nods. “It’s all about applica-
tion,” he stresses. “The machines them-
selves aren’t complicated, but there’s a 
huge amount of technique and knowl-
edge around how to move dirt that comes 
with the job.”  

“Same with the loader,” continues 
Wheeler. “You work a face a certain way, 
and if the material gets higher than the 
loader, it comes down. So you work from 
left to right, which leaves an opening for 
the truck to come in. You’ve got a profile 
going where you’ve always got a straight 
face. And the face is that mountain of 
material in front of you. You always have 
to look at angle position. If it’s going 
straight up and down, it can sluff at any 
time. If you taper it in on the top, then at 
least it’s going to slow itself down before 
it falls.” 

So it’s dangerous work if you don’t do 
it right.

“Yes, it’s very dangerous if you don’t 
do it right,” Wheeler says. “I’ve seen 
these trucks,” he gestures at another 
‘small’ truck, a 777F with 938 horse-
power and a 100-ton capacity, “I’ve seen 
these on their sides so many times it is 
not even funny.”

Now we’re getting somewhere. But if 
I was hoping an old hand like Wheeler 
would favour me with some harrowing 
tales of hair’s-breadth near-misses, I’m 
in for a disappointment. Wheeler is a 
safety nut, and that’s how he trains his 
operators. “It’s like defensive driving, 
you’re always thinking ahead.” 

The only remotely hairy happenings 	
Wheeler has experienced personally 
involve going into skids, from which he’s 
always managed to expertly maneuver 
himself before the dozer ends up some-
where inconvenient. That, and hitting a 
pair of elk with his pickup truck while 
on his way to a site.

In fact, the overriding safety concern 
of heavy equipment operation, I’m told 
by both Wheeler and his friend Terry 
Mockford, is the battle againt bore-
dom. Wheeler says this is why there’s no 
excuse for incidents as far as he’s con-

Oh great – it’s 
mathematical. I’m 
even more daunted 
by the process than 
previously.
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Whatever you do, 
don’t touch the red wire! 
Someone shrieks 
over Bruce’s radio, 
just as his big, clumsy 
fingers connect. This, 
approximately, was 
my view of heavy 
equipment operation.

cerned. Once running your machine 
becomes second nature, there’s noth-
ing to do but concentrate on doing the 
job right and with caution. But even 
then, a 12-hour shift of loading and 
dumping can lead to tedium. Periods of 
engagement are punctuated by periods 
of monotony. The skilled operator has 
to learn how to deal with both. Many 
operators have recently, and gratefully, 
discovered the joys of satellite radio. 
“It’s really saved a lot of people in the 
mining industry,” Wheeler tells me.

In Tumbler Ridge, B.C., where there 
is no local radio station, dozer opera-
tor Terry Mockford agrees. “It can get 	
repetitive,” he says. “Dozing the truck 
dump, moving rocks off the road, dig-
ging out coal. When I first started oper-
ating the machines, only one or two 
people had satellite radio. Now most 
guys bring it, especially on the overnight 
shifts.”

Wheeler is a country music fan, where-
as Mockford likes to listen to something 
called ‘Raw Dog,’ the uncut comedy 
channel. “It’s quite amusing,” he tells 
me with an air of understatement. “The 
younger guys like to listen to hard rock 
and that sort of thing.”

To hear Mockford tell it, night shifts 
can get interesting. Despite the monoto-
ny, the lack of ‘white hard hats’ makes for 
a more relaxing environment. “We crack 
jokes to each other on the two-way radio 
and have little codes to let each other 
know what channel they should tune 

into on their Sirius,” he says. “The shift-
ers allow it, because nobody likes to the 
work night shift.” Besides, even with the 
more casual atmosphere of night shift, 
there’s still no compromise to safety.

Mockford was an excavator operator 
before moving to Tumbler Ridge in Sep-
tember and taking over a Cat D10 dozer. 
Like Wheeler, he prefers running dozers. 
But running the dozer keeps Mockford 
busy without a lot of stress. In heavy 
equipment operation, this is the happiest 
of mediums. You’re neither too bored, 
nor under too much pressure. “All I have 
to do as a dozer guy is move the dump 
over,” he affirms. “Sometimes it can be 	
boring if you’re waiting around for 
trucks, but I’ll just smooth the dump 
over and make it nice for them while I’m 
waiting.”

Near the end of my tour of the 
Finning yard, Niles Wheeler lets me in on 

another little-known way heavy equip-
ment operators show off their skills.

“I put on shows out here sometimes, 
with the backhoes.”

Pardon me?  Shows?
He nods. “There’re guys who run 

these things on a daily basis who can 
pick up a penny off the floor.”

Not literally – he must be kidding.
“Seriously,” says Wheeler. “I can’t do 

it myself. I can go out there and pick up 
that piece of wood or something with 
the bucket, but there’s guys who can pick 
up a penny, or an egg off a pylon without 
breaking it. So we put on shows for peo-
ple, picking up loops, laying them over 
pylons, picking up eggs.”  Sometimes, 
Wheeler tells me, they’ll even let one of 
the spectators, a non-operator, have a 
turn behind the controls. The results?

Wheeler smiles. “Not many eggs 
make it.” 
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COMPANY PROFILE: Storey’s Excavating

x

James Storey of Storey’s Excavating



The Rental
Route

ames Storey’s favourite Chinese restaurant in 
downtown Prince Rupert is about to close for the 
night. There’s just enough time for him to have a 
brimming bowl of wonton soup.

Storey isn’t complaining about being rushed, 
tucking in with characteristic gusto. He’s used to 

grabbing meals when he can, like business opportunities. And, as 
he anticipated, the business opportunities are beginning to fall 
nicely into place.

Construction of a new container port is underway in British 
Columbia’s northwest coast (see sidebar, page 21). And there are 
other excavation, environmental and general construction projects 
happening in and around Prince Rupert that are suited to his 	
Caterpillar f leet. His equipment and crews are keeping busy. 
The immediate future looks as hot as the wonton soup and as 	
energizing.

It wasn’t always this way. 
Storey’s Excavating has endured its share of struggles. It’s taken 

on the small jobs no one else seemed to want. But Storey says, 
regardless of job size he always tries to treat his customers the 
way he likes to be treated. Maybe that’s why word of mouth has 
brought him much of his business. And why he’s been able to 
fulfill each job’s obligations by renting his equipment through 
Finning and building up sufficient equity in each machine to 
finance the next one.

Storey was born in Prince Rupert but attended school in 
B.C.’s Lower Mainland during Vancouver’s Expo 86. “The city 
exploded,” he recalls. He figures the container port expansion 

and other industrial growth will have a similar in-scale impact on 
his hometown. And that’s exactly what’s happening, says the 36-
year-old entrepreneur who with his wife, Selina, has two young 	
daughters.

“I’m watching my neighbourhood change. There are different 
conditions, the need for different machines and there’s a different 
profile of work up here,” he points out. He says that in small com-
munities, it’s easy for an operator to get stuck in a certain way of 
doing things.

You can’t say that about Storey. One of the first things he did on 
an acreage he acquired in the local industrial park was to stockpile 
and sell fill material. He stored material, such as recycled concrete, 
rip-rapping, shot rock mixes, sand and gravel. The typical subsoil 
around Prince Rupert is rock interspersed with pockets of gumbo. 
Fill is in demand.

Storey’s first machine was a used excavator he acquired from 
Finning in 1999. “It had lots of hours on it but it’s a versatile machine 
for up here and I could avoid a big capital outlay,” he explains.

The pair of them – Storey and the machine – went to work 
on jobs including a pulp mill shutdown. It was tough for a while 
but he kept plugging away. “The big thing throughout the slow 
times was I really tried to concentrate on my credit rating,” says 
Storey. “And when I made money, I made sure it stayed in operat-
ing capital. I made sure we did the work on time and developed a 
good name.”

That’s paid off handsomely. He was back at the pulp mill in 
2004 for remedial environmental projects. The first was a $4,500 
job that everyone else seemed too busy to take on. Storey took it 
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with a rented and leased 
fleet of Cats

  B y  j i m  S t i r l i n g



and it worked out well. “The project manager was happy and 
there was more work to be put out for bid. That’s when I called 
Finning with a business plan,” he says.

He rented new equipment, starting with a loader, and as the 
project evolved he added a rock truck and a Cat 325, both with 
full warranties. “I wanted zero downtime, no breakdowns. I 
didn’t want to let people down. You pay now or you pay later.” 
Storey knew that if he did have a breakdown that couldn’t be 
repaired easily in the field, Finning would find him a new piece 
until his rental was fixed. It allowed him the flexibility he needed 
at the time. 

Going the rental route also meant the machines were 100% 
write-offs tax wise, he adds. “But the best thing for us is that 
it allowed us to invest in a sizeable expansion. In 10 months, 	
we had enough equity in the loader and hoe to pay both 
machines off.”

Storey’s Finning dealership is in Terrace, about 140 kilometres 
east of Prince Rupert. “The Finning finance people are very easy 
to deal with. There’s no other way to do it, I don’t think. The 
depth of the Finning fleet, both new and used, is second to none 
and they’ll find you the machine you want,” says Storey.

“With the new equipment it’s power by the hour and you get 
the maintenance with one monthly payment.”

As of late 2006, Storey’s equipment included three excava-
tors, his orginal used machine, a Cat 320 and a 325; a 950E 
loader; a D5H; D300 rock truck; four gravel trucks and a low 
bed and tractor.

“People said I was crazy getting my own low bed. During the 
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At work on the new Prince Rupert 
Container Port Facility

month of June, I picked up enough work to pay for it,” he says 	
with a smile. “We’re 24/7 mobile and there’s no looking back.”

As the company’s workload increases, Storey is examining 
the possibility of leasing his next new machine, likely a Cat in 
the 320 or 325 class.

To Storey, leasing comes with a similar catalogue of advan-
tages as renting. It’s not an addition to the debt load and leased 
equipment has full warranty for any problems that might devel-
op. And, if the company were to go out of business for any rea-
son, Caterpillar equipment is a benchmark brand that holds its 
value well, notes Storey.

“My take on business is to keep reliable, relatively new machines 
with about 7,000 hours as the sort of magic figure for rotating 
upgrades. I don’t want to be super-huge but I do want to maintain 
a core of 10 to 12 people for year-round work,” he explains. And 
James Storey must be on to a good business formula: the Prince 
Rupert Chamber of Commerce awarded him a business excellence 
prize for 2006. “We want to do a good job for people, service the 
town properly and be a presence on the north coast.”

He is tackling his goals in a systematic and admirable fashion. 
Foji Dhansaw is Finning’s sales manager in Terrace and he’s been 
working with Storey and watching his business progress with 	
interest. “He’s been with Finning from the ground up and used 
rental payments to successfully build up the equity in his Cat 
equipment,” says Dhansaw of his Prince Rupert customer. 
“Here’s a young, gung-ho guy who’s not afraid to do things his 
way and that’s good to see,” he adds. “He’s sort of brought the 
big city to the small community.” 

COMPANY PROFILE: Storey’s Excavating
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The port. Those two little words are instantly recognizable in  
British Columbia’s northwest. They’re galvanizing a region with a 
much anticipated surge of optimism. 

Maybe that explains why each time James Storey’s Cat exca-
vators bite into the rock and muck of Kaien Island in Prince 
Rupert, it’s much more than material handling on just another 
construction job. He’s helping to forge a future.

After nearly a century of pundits predicting its success, the 
port of Prince Rupert – the ultimate Cinderella city – is finally 
going to the ball. And it’s going big. Construction on the first 
phase of a $170 million container port is underway. It will capital-
ize on Asia’s economic emergence and Prince Rupert’s strategic 
advantages of a deep sea port with transportation infrastructure, 
room to grow and a location closer to markets than any other port 
on North America’s west coast.

Storey and other local contractors are hitched to the adven-
ture. And the opportunities.

The excavation work is right up Storey’s alley. The work will 
prepare the site for the towering, customized cranes and support 
equipment necessary to unload and reload the largest container 
vessels currently sailing the world’s oceans. 

“This last winter was tough at times,” Storey says. His com-
pany had to cope with the typical winter slowdown, but he didn’t 
want to let anyone go. He wanted to be able to hit the ground run-
ning. “I knew we would need the guys for the port,” he recalls. 

“Now, we’re focused on it. Mass excavation of the site is going 
to be required in the next few months.” And that’s going to be 
followed by extensive compaction, he adds. And even as a small 
contractor, Storey and his Cat equipment plan on playing their 
role. “It’s a unique project, everything’s going on down there,” 
he says, relishing the challenges. Many parties are involved in a 
time-pressured schedule to make it happen, he says. It will be a 
job to remember.

The container port’s first phase will allow Prince Rupert to 
handle about 500,000 20-foot equivalent containers every 
year. The second phase, scheduled for completion in 2010, will 
expand capacity to two million containers and boost investment 
cost to $500 million. The Prince Rupert Port Authority predicts a 
second container terminal by 2015, doubling the port’s capacity 
to four million containers annually.

Prince Rupert, of course, has heard the promises before. But 
this time it really is the coastal community’s turn.

Port of Call



By Rick Overwater
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Cellphones 
and Driving 
Don’t Mix

ger?’ and the difference is that a passenger 
adjusts the conversation based on traffic 
flow, speed, weather conditions etcetera, as 
opposed to somebody who is on the other 
end of the line.”  
	 For years now, the information has been 
piling up. Organizations ranging from Har-
vard University to the city of Grande Prairie 
to corporations like Exxon have launched 
their own studies, all coming up with facts 
that point to one conclusion: cellphone use 
and driving don’t mix. A recent study con-
ducted by Exxon determined that drivers 

who are talking on a cellphone take three 
times longer than impaired drivers do to 
activate the brakes, and show a reduced 
ability to maintain lane position in heavy 
vehicles.
	 That’s no surprise to Francescutti, whose 
Coalition for Cellphone-Free Driving is count-
ing an increasing number of high profile 
companies such as Halliburton, Schlum-
berger and Sterling Crane among its safety-
minded membership. Finning (Canada) is 
one of the newest members, and accord-
ing to Tom Petras, Finning’s Environment, 

We’ve all used the daily commute to get  
a phone call out of the way at least once – if 
not nearly every single day. Still, despite 
it being common practice, statistics say 
approximately three-quarters of Canadians 
believe cellphone use while driving is haz-
ardous. That’s not exactly breaking news 
considering the amount of media coverage 
cellphone use has received lately. But look 
a little deeper into the subject and you may 
be surprised, if not downright shocked. 
	 When you dial home to remind your 
spouse that your son needs a ride home 
from hockey practice, you probably 
don’t equate your driving ability with 
that of a drunk driver. But you are 
wrong. “It’s actually the equivalent 
of being impaired,” says Dr. Louis 
Francescutti, founder of the Coalition 
for Cellphone-Free Driving. “There are 
studies where they’ve actually put peo-
ple in simulators and fed them alcohol, 
tested their driving ability and then did 
the same thing with people talking on cell-
phones. There’s a very strong correlation.”
Francescutti, one of Canada’s foremost inju-
ry prevention advocates, is an emergency 
physician in Edmonton’s Royal Alexandra 
Hospital and a professor at the University 
of Alberta’s Faculty of Medicine and Den-
tistry. He says misconceptions about the 
use of mobile communication devices are 
common, citing the supposed advantages of 
hands-free phones and headsets as a prime 
example.
	 “It has absolutely no difference whatso-
ever. It’s the conversation itself that’s the 
distracter,” says Francescutti. “People ask 
‘what’s the difference between talking on 
a cellphone and talking to another passen-

Health and Safety Manager, joining the 
coalition made perfect sense. 
	 “We always ref lect on our core values 
and safety is a value that influences eve-
rything we do,” says Petras. “What really 
prompted us was that there’s an endless 
number of studies that keep coming out 
on the risks of cellphone use while driving.  
It’s unbelievable.” Finning has now banned 
the use of all wireless communications 
devices by employees and onsite personnel 
while driving motor vehicles. (The com-
pany makes and exception to this ban for 
drivers on logging and mine roads where 
frequent calls are necessary to prevent col-
lisions with logging and mining trucks.) 
Violation of the policy can result in dis-
cipline up to and including termination 
of employment – but Petras doubts such 
measures will be needed.
	 “The feedback has been really positive 
thus far,” says Petras. “It sounds contrary 
but we’ve talked to people who say produc-

tivity actually goes up because memory 
and recollection of phone calls degrades 
when they’re trying to drive and take a 
call.” He points to a recent press release 
from AMEC, a global engineering firm 
that polled its employees one year after 
implementing a similar ban. 
     Despite some skepticism at first, 

more than 95% of employees reported 
no decrease in productivity at all. In fact, 

83% have now reduced or quit using cell-
phones while driving outside of work hours 
as well. And that’s something both Petras 
and Francescutti hope to see with Finning 
employees. 
	 “It’s the same sort of attitude and phi-
losophy people should have in their  
private lives,” says Francescutti. He adds  
that the pressure you might feel to answer 
your phone can be eased by changing the 
outgoing voicemail message to indicate that 
you may be unavailable simply because 
you’re driving at the time. “Don’t put your-
self in a situation where you’re tempted to 
answer,” says Fransescutti. “Let it ring if 
need be. There’s no phone call that’s worth 
a human life.” 
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A new safety policy makes Canadian Roadways just a little safer

Safety First




