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In a day and age where sterile charts, 
line graphs and hard science dominate 
the world of innovation, keeping a per-
son’s attention can be diffi cult. So when 
a story comes along that combines the 
dry, boring numbers and company that 
had to roll up their sleeves, sharpen your 

pencil and solve one problem for the in-
dustry and become a backyard entrepre-
neur in the process.

The story begins with BCE Structural, 
the largest structural engineering fi rm in 
Montana with four offi ces. Their fi rm re-
cently released a study involving rig mats 
reporting quite a jump in new load data.

“Our fi rm helped work through so-
lutions for walking rigs, and the 4L mat 
tested the best,” said Matthew Schmidt, 
BCE Engineers. “Now, like every energy 
job, it depends on the conditions and 
circumstances, but the 4L is the best 
strength for the least amount of weight.”

For me, the interesting part of the 
company’s press release was the source 
behind the scientifi c study, MT Rig 
Mat. A modern day group of backyard 
entrepreneurs from the little town of 
Charlo, Mont. Charlo is located between 
Kalispell and Missoula, in the Montana 
Flathead Lake region.

“We have never seen a rig mat com-
pany go to these lengths to ensure a 
safe and sound product,” Schmidt said. 
“Studies like this really do show hard 
numbers and facts so professionals can 
have an intelligent conversation to high-
light strengths and also dispel any myths 
about the product.”

MT Rigmat emerged from the 2009 
recession after the Flathead Lake area 
was hit hard. Jordan, a certifi ed electri-
cian, became Montana’s fi rst rig mat 
company in the state with the help of a 
team of certifi ed welders.

“The 2009 recession left a glut of un-
employed electricians in our area.  Ac-
tually anything that dealt with building 
or construction was hit hard. Even the 
logging industry was hit pretty hard,” 
Jordan said. “I had to reinvent myself, 
my business with keeping my faith and 
family values in tact. I very well couldn’t 
ship a wired house, and I saw a need for 
the rig mats. We had a group of certi-
fi ed welders and electricians hungry for 
work, so we set out to build a quality 

product by dedicated and hard working 
professionals.”

Since then, MT Rig Mat has grown 
their little business to a real viable asset 
to oil fi elds and the Charlo community. 
Mt Rig Mat started small shipping mats 
to North Dakota and Montana, accord-
ing to Jordan. Since then, the company 
has grown to be able to ship all over the 
United States and even into Canada and 
Australia.

During the early days, Jordan, like 
many, had to solve some unforeseen 
problems with the ever-changing energy 
industry.

“In the beginning we saw our com-
petitors’ mats breaking, we saw some 
of our rig mats getting broken.” Jordan 
said. “We knew this was something big-
ger than a couple tweaks, we knew we 
had to make it stronger and better. So we 
hired a structural engineering fi rm to get 
load ratings for everything we did. There 
has been a lot of talk about using CLT for 
mats lately. We had this engineered and 
found that our improved design is now 
7-9 times stronger than using CLT, so we 
keep building our improved design. It is 
important to not just believe everything 
you hear.”

Jordan said the goal was to determine 
the strongest design that could build for 
the walking rigs. He said he was pleas-
antly surprised when the engineering 
proved that, with some small changes 
their original 4-Rail Heavy Duty mats 
are now 10 times stronger than a steel-
framed laminated wood (CLT) mats.

“Steel is really 19x times stronger than 
wood,” Schmidt said. “Wood is a great 
product for its weight, but with today’s 
rigs the combination works very nice. 
Essentially is serves as a spine or a back-
bone and distributes the weight.”

Innovation doesn’t stop there, now the 
linguistic innovation begins. This part of 
the process is very apparent to Jordan, 
which essential becomes how to com-
municate your fi ndings to the industry? 
Or better yet how does a small group of 
blue collar workers in the mountains of 
Montana let the world know about their 
research? Jordan hasn’t the foggiest idea, 
but he does have a good strategy to bring 
together people.

“What we’ve seen is almost a discon-
nect between the rig mat manufactures, 
the oil companies and the geotech en-
gineers. We’ve got structural guys on 
the engineering side, we’ve got the geo-
tech, but nobody really pays attention to 
what’s below the rig,” Jordan said. “One 
of the challenges for us and new employ-
ees is learning a new language. 

Many of the industries are becom-
ing so specialized they have their own 
language so there was a learning process 

for us to learn their language so we could 
communicate and understand on a new 
level. It takes a little time, but it is worth 
it when everyone can be on the same 
page.”

Jordan was quick to learn which vari-
ables to focus on when applying innova-
tion.

“In the oil fi eld weight is not as much 
of a concern as strength. We must get as 
high of strength as possible out of that 
product.” Jordan said. “Steel is 20-times 
stronger than wood, but an all steel rig 
mat would be too heavy. So we had to 
back that down and engineer the highest 
strength for the weight that we can while 
working within the industry standards 
and needs.”

The difference became close to ten-
fold. The rating from a wood rig mat 
comes in around 30, while ones con-
structed with the steel cross beam, dis-
tributing the weight record a 300 score.

“We can say for certain the steel and 
wood mat are a very good product,” 
Schmidt said.

Jordan cites an example to better il-
lustrate how it gets applied to the indus-
try.

“Take any rig, today they have walk-
ing pads, that walking pad size had not 
changed, but the rigs size did,” Jordan 
said. “The mat is a stiff product, but the 
loads we are starting to look at are get-
ting quite large,” Jordan said. “There was 
a day when the loading was not a big, the 
rigs are three times as big as they used to 
be. Back in the day they were overbuilt, 
now they are just barely built strong 
enough.”

Jordan continued explaining the new 
technology.

“So when we add 150,000 pounds on 
a 6-by-6 (foot) pad on a 45-feet-PCI-soil, 
we wanted to eliminate the central focus 
of the pressure point and the transfer 

of center loading,” Jordan said. “What 
we have been able to essentially do is 
transfer that load to the outer beams to 
share that load, rather than create stress 
points. It becomes much more intuitive 
for day to day and future reclamation of 
the land.”

According to Schmidt, one of the big-
gest benefi ts to this whole study is the 
proactive reclamation practices with the 
rig mats.

“Basic economics of trying to bring in 
a road base in soupy clays, so you bring 
in a bunch of gravel. That gets expen-
sive,” Schmidt said. “In lieu of that, you 
remove one of those rig mats and you 
are not destroying the landscape. In fact 
in many cases you are preserving native 
fauna roots that might be very diffi cult 
to fi nd if they are destroyed by gravel, 
rock and wear and tear of trucks.”

In the end, the one thing that may be 
the most satisfying to Jordan is peace of 
mind. Knowing that his and his team’s 
hard work is making a difference in the 
industry while being validated by out-
side sources for their innovation.

“Getting everyone on the same page, 
speaking close to the same language has 
allowed us to remove the anecdotal data 
like ‘it looks pretty soft today’ to real data 
and facts we can truly measure,” Jordan 
said. “We are not into guessing any-
more.”

❑ ❑ ❑ 

Jason Spiess is a multi-media journal-
ist and host of Building the Bakken Radio. 
Building the Bakken Radio can be heard in 
Bismarck on SuperTalk KLXX 1270AM on 
Sundays at 10am CT. To see if your listen-
ing area carries the radio program or see 
the entire Building the Bakken Media Net-
work, visit www.buildingthebakken.com. 
Spiess can be contacted at jason@build-
ingthebakken.com.
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For many rigs, it’s about what’s under foot
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