
By Louis Irion

S
ooner or later almost every
woodworker feels the urge to
cut up a log for the lumber it will
yield. There are multiple reasons

that feed this urge, including the hope
that they will get some special wood that
they might not easily have a chance to
procure, to be able to obtain lumber at a
more reasonable price, a chance to wit-
ness the transformation of a log into
their very own lumber, have that lumber
cut to the sizes they need, and even to
make projects using wood that came
from a personally meaningful location.

Whatever the reason, that desire is
often leveraged against the effort in-
volved in finding a way to get the log
cut, and then get the lumber hauled,
dried and ready to work, which is
where that desire is mitigated.

Cutting your own logs and being in-
volved in the decision making as to how
those logs will be cut, according to your
own needs, can be a really exciting and
worthwhile experience. The lumber in-
dustry understandably can’t cut for every
individual need, therefore it cuts for
grade, and the clearest boards bring the
highest price, so they produce a lot of
narrower, clear boards. You might have

a different agenda: maybe wide lumber
and shorter cuttings, which allow you to
work around some defects. It might be
more important that your wood match
in grain and color, which you can get
from the same log or tree, and you may
want heavy stock or live-edge boards.
However you want to use your lumber,
you have a much better chance of
achieving that goal if you are directly in-
volved in producing it.

Finding logs to saw
You might be surprised at the supply

of good logs in and around the
metropolitan areas of this country, P
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Before you take on cutting your own lumber, 
read our guide on what to look for — and what to avoid.

This cherry tree is a classic woods-
grown tree, about 26" in diameter at
chest height, very straight and cylin-
drical, with a height of at least 40' be-
fore the first branch and a trunk that
is free of any obvious defects.

              



where most of our population resides.
Due to the nature of the forest products
industry, these logs are readily available
to woodworkers. Commercial sawmills
need a large and steady supply of logs,
and therefore are situated in more rural
and heavily forested areas. It just isn’t
cost effective for them to try to obtain
scattered logs of different species over a
wide area, and they are wary of those
trees growing close to civilization that
might contain cables, nails and spikes,
old clotheslines, cement, glass insulators
and the like — all of which cause ex-
treme havoc to their very expensive
equipment. Many times these trees actu-
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regrinding 
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-SIMPLE IS BETTER!-
Dispoz-a-blade 

is simple. Your blades
will be dead on each

and every knife change!

CUSTOM PROFILE KNIFE GRINDING 
for Moulders, Shapers, Williams & Hussey 
and more

Custom Router Bits and
Shaper Cutters

Competitive Pricing
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e-mail: roblewis@reliablecuttingtools.com
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HARDWOOD LUMBER   TOLEDO OH

SHEET METAL DUST FITTINGS

Baltic Birch Plywood

Thin Hardwoods

Red Oak Purpleheart
Cherry Yellowheart
Walnut Cocobolo
Maple Bloodwood

1/8” - 1/4” - 3/8”

Tapered Reducers

8X6 $8.45 4X2 1/2 $9.95
6X4 $7.45 4X2 $9.75
5X4 $7.20 3X2 $13.00

Dust Hose

6”x10’ $53.05 3”x10’ $15.10

5”x10’ $24.60 2 1/2”x10’ $14.50

ALL PRICES SUBJECT TO
CHANGE

15” x 60”

1/8” $3.59
1/4” $4.05
3/8” $5.79
1/2” $7.49
3/4” $9.95

Ash Bat Blanks $12.95 ea

3 X 3 X 37 SQUARE ROUGH CUT

Blast
Gates

2” $4.85
3” $7.15
4” $8.95
5” $11.85
6” $13.60
7” $16.30
8” $21.90

Wyes
4x4x4 $18.45
5x5x5 $21.50
6x6x4 $23.97
6x6x6 $23.97

Dust
Collector
Fittings
Catalog
Available

L Radius
Elbows

3” $18.05
4” $18.70
5” $21.95
6” $24.70
7” $30.25
8” $35.95

KenCraft Co Inc
821 N Westwood Ave
Toledo OH 43607

419.536.0333 Fax 419.536.0944

www.kencraftcompany.com

Email:  hardwoods@kencraftcompany.com
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ally have a negative value since they
often have to be trucked to landfills.

While storms and age fell many trees,
many are removed to make way for new
roads, houses and whole developments
or at the whim of designers, landscapers
and homeowners. You would not be-
lieve how many great walnut trees I’ve
purchased simply because the owners
can’t stand the big and messy nuts that
inconvenience their yard. More often
than not, they are turned into firewood.

There are many places to start looking
for logs, and the most obvious is at con-
struction sites or where trees are down

on the ground. A simple inquiry will ap-
prise you of their availability. You might
even be greeted with enthusiasm as a
potential solution to their problem. Tree
surgeons are a great source, since they
are taking down trees on a regular basis
and are also glad to make some money
and get rid of a liability. Township man-
agers and park supervisors are aware of
pending tree work, and the classified
section of your local newspaper is an-
other good source.

Getting a small quantity of logs sawn
is a lot simpler since the advent of the
portable sawmill. They can be perma-
nently set up as a micro-sawmill or
wheeled to the location of the logs,
eliminating the task and expense of
having to have the log hauled away,
and lessening the risk of more damage
to the surrounding area. It is also possi-
ble to hire log trucks with self-con-
tained loaders if there is a quantity of
logs at one location, depending on the
cost effectiveness and convenience.

I know one fellow who hires a flatbed
car hauler with a tilting deck and a
winch. He simply hauls the logs up on
the bed, chains them off, drives them to
their location and unloads. Resourceful-
ness is a plus in these types of situations.
These narrow band mills also solve one
of the biggest problems of having your
logs sawn on someone else’s mill: You,
the owner of the log, are responsible for
any and all damage to the saw blade and
equipment, which can easily run four
figures at a big, automated sawmill. The
blades used on these band mills are rela-
tively inexpensive. Should you hit metal
or some other damaging material, you
fork over $20 or so and decide whether
you can remove all the damaging materi-
al and want to roll the dice again. I have
ruined at least three or four blades in the
same log before giving up, but I console
myself knowing that it could have been
a lot worse.

How to read the log
If you choose to pursue such an en-

deavor, there are a few things that you
should definitely come to grips with
before you embark. Consider this ad-
vice Log Procurement 101, dedicated
to the uninitiated: Every tree does not
produce great or even good wood, no
matter the species. The most important
skill you need to develop is the ability
to read and understand the log before
you purchase it or make any effort to
saw it into lumber, so that you will not
be discouraged by the end result.

A key concept to understand when
looking at logs is that trees growing in
an even-aged woods tend to be much
straighter as they race toward the sun-
light. Forest trees lose their lower
branches early in their growth cycle
and therefore will have fewer knots
and defects, and a much higher yield
of good-grade lumber as they continue
to grow and thicken. These types of
trees are the ones most sought after by
the timber industry.

Conversely, open-grown trees tend to
keep their lower branches for a much
greater percentage of their life, and the P
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The ability 
to read 
the log 
before 

it’s sawn
is a key 

to success.

LOGS from previous page



branches will be larger and much closer
to the surface. Broken branches often
become a conduit for disease and decay,
which can affect the surrounding wood
to varying degrees, and the knots tend
to be much larger, resulting in bigger de-
fects. These trees often don’t grow very
tall before establishing a large crown, so
the primary or butt log will not be very
long, and once the tree starts to branch
and crown, the quality of the lumber
suffers accordingly.

Trees in the woods will typically have
a pretty straight, cylindrical shape with-
out a lot of bumps or “catfaces,” as they
are commonly known. Open-grown
trees will have a lot of these bumps
where branches have fallen off and the
bark has started to heal over the area.
When looking at older open-grown
trees, the branches might have come off
years and even decades before, but it
takes a really long time for the tree to
seal these areas off. Although the bumps
will be less distinct over time, any distur-
bance in the bark typically indicates an
underlying problem, the magnitude of
which you will soon discover.

The area where the tree grows can also
affect the quality of the log. Trees grown
in wet or poorly drained soil have more
problems then their upland cousins, and
variations in the soil composition can af-
fect the quality of the lumber.

There are not necessarily any wrong
trees, only the wrong expectations of
what a tree or log will yield. If you are
looking for lumber that is clear or has
good cuttings with consistent straight
grain, try to find the cleaner, straighter
logs. However, it is not quite that simple,

because some types of bumps, especially
when evenly spaced over the trunk, can
also be an indication of curl or figure in
the log. They can have a texture resem-
bling a well-muscled physique, which is
a clue that something really exciting
could be lurking under the bark.

As far as figure is concerned, it is true
that some logs do not reveal their true
nature until they are sawn into lumber.
Bumps can indicate insect attacks or
disease, and there is a condition called
epicormic sprouting, where the main
trunk puts out stunted new branches in
response to changing light conditions,
which greatly affects the quality of the
wood. Conversely, open-grown trees

that have more twist and bends often
yield beautiful and unusual grain pat-
terns, and their crotches can yield
some really epic lumber that is highly
prized by gunsmiths, instrument mak-
ers and other woodworkers.

Like every other endeavor, there are
constant contradictions and tradeoffs for
beauty vs. grade, and the correct answer
isn’t always apparent until after you have
finished sawing. The nicest walnut lum-
ber I ever owned came from a big, ugly
log salvaged from a firewood pile.

Reading the log ends
The fresh cut ends of a log will yield

more pertinent information about its na-

ture and value. If a log has been cut for a
while and the ends have discolored, ask
permission to clip the ends to get a bet-
ter read. The obvious defects may in-
clude a rotten center or decaying heart-
wood, spalting, insect damage and the
like. Less obvious would be dark blue-
black stains indicating that the tree con-
tains metal, or spots and markings that
indicate worm damage, bird-peck, in-
grown bark and the like. Damage to the
log while taking the tree down could
also show up in the log end.

You definitely want to avoid trees that
have wind shake, a condition character-
ized by de-laminations following the
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At first glance this is the more impres-
sive cherry tree, with a diameter of
more than 42" at chest height. It is
growing on the edge of an old pasture
and has retained its lower branches.
It’s not worth taking the time to saw,
unless you like big, defective knots
and poor-quality lumber. There is a
good chance that a tree this old will
contain some rot as well.

continued on next page



growth rings in the end grain. If they are
just in the butt end, you can cut the log
back incrementally to see if it clears up.
If it is in both ends, walk away.

You can learn other information about
the tree, like if the pith is centered in
both ends of the log, indicating an even-
ly growing tree, or how fast the tree
grew over the stages of its life. Tight

growth rings are more desirable for lum-
ber, but larger growth rings can indicate
a more interesting grain pattern.

For these reasons and others, I have
never purchased standing timber. I am
generally searching for atypical logs with
a large diameter or unusual characteris-
tics and they occur pretty randomly, and
I need all the information I can get before
I make an offer. The other big reason I
don’t take trees down is that there are

tremendous liability issues and it is a very
hazardous undertaking in the best of
hands. I work my own woods and know
just enough to be dangerous, so I don’t
practice in public or put others at risk.

What else to avoid
There are a few more things you

should be aware of. For one, older,
larger trees — impressive by their very
nature and size — are not necessarily

going to yield the best lumber and are
prone to more damage and problems.
Like most living things, they reach an
optimum point and then slowly start to
decline. You should avoid crooked
logs, especially with twists, unless you
think the grain will be exceptional.
These trees result in a tremendous
waste in the course of sawing them
into boards. I also avoid cutting limbs,
unless a tree is highly figured.

A tree with multiple leaders that are
fairly straight and vertical is OK, but the
more horizontal the position of the
limbs, the more tension exists in the
wood and the more I avoid it. I also pass
on poor quality and small-diameter trees
unless they have some very redeeming
quality. This should seem very obvious,
but in all the years spent around various
mills I am still amazed at what some peo-
ple will drag in and expect to get cut.

If you are interested enough to give it
a try, you will get a good dose of disap-
pointment and a great deal of satisfac-
tion in producing your own lumber.
Over the years I have had a lot of fun,
found some incredible lumber and met
many interesting people. Getting lum-
ber the way you want it at a reasonable
price is reason enough, but when you
open up that special log, it is akin to
winning the lottery. n

Louis Irion is owner of Irion Lum-
ber Co. in Wellsboro, Pa.
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4/4 - 12/4 Ash
4/4 - 16/4 Basswood
4/4 - 8/4 Beech
4/4 - 8/4 Birch
4/4 - 8/4 Red Birch
4/4 - 16/4 Cherry
4/4 Cypress
4/4 Red Gum
4/4 Hickory
4/4 Qtr. H. Maple
4/4 - 16/4 Hard Maple
4/4 - 16/4 Soft Maple
4/4 - 5/4 Rift W. Oak
4/4 - 8/4 Qtr. W. Oak
4/4 - 12/4 White Oak
4/4 Qtr. Red Oak
4/4 - 12/4 Red Oak
4/4 - 16/4 Poplar
4/4 - 12/4 Walnut

4/4 Ash

4/4 Birch

4/4 - 8/4 Cherry

4/4 Hard Maple

4/4 - 5/4 Poplar

4/4 - 5/4 Red Oak

4/4 - 5/4 White Oak

4/4 Walnut

4/4 Soft Maple

4/4 & 8/4 Bubinga
4/4 & 8/4 Ebony
4/4 & 8/4 Jatoba
4/4 & 8/4 Lacewood
4/4 & 8/4 Zebrawood
4/4 & 8/4 Purpleheart
4/4 - 12/4 Teak
4/4 Peruvian Walnut
4/4 & 8/4 Yellowheart
4/4 & 8/4 Padouk
4/4 Rosewood
4/4 - 12/4 Spanish Cedar
4/4 & 8/4 Wenge
4/4 & 8/4 Anigre
4/4 & 8/4 European Beech
4/4 Imbuia
4/4 & 5/4 Marupa
4/4 & 5/4 Santos Mahogany
4/4 - 8/4 Virola/Banak
4/4 Macawood

Marine Teak & Holly                                                      Ultra-lite M.D.F.

10" & Wider in Stock K.D.Hardwood in Stock K.D. 10” & Wider in Stock K.D. Softwoods in Stock K.D. Exotics in Stock K.D.

Mahogany in Stock K.D.

4/4 - 12/4   Pattern S. American

4/4 - 16/4   Sel & Btr. S. American

4/4 - 8/4    #1Com. S. American

4/4 - 12/4 FAS Africa

4/4 - 12/4 F.G. Knotty E. Pine
4/4 - 12/4 C Select E. Pine
4/4 Select White Cedar
4/4 Aromatic Cedar
4/4 & 8/4 S. Yellow Pine
1x6 -12 S4S D. Select Pine
S4S Redwood
S4S Douglas Fir
4/4, 5/4, 8/4 S.Y. Pine C. Select
5/4 x 12 S.Y. Pine #2 

Com Stepping
5/4 x 10 S.Y. #2 Common 

S4S
5/4 x 12 S.Y. Pine D & 

Btr. Stepping
5/4 x 10 S.Y. Pine D & 

Btr. S4S

Plywoods in Stock
Ash
Maple
White Oak

Birch
Luan Mohogany
Walnut

Russian Birch
Masonite
Yellow Pine

Cherry
Fir
Marine Fir

White Melamine
M.D.F.
Particle Board

Homasote
Marine Mahogany
Marine Teak

Knotty Pine
Red Oak
Hickory

“Over 3,000,000 Board Feet in Stock” 
VISA – MC – DISCOVER – AMEX       downesandreader.com

Downes & Reader Hardwood Co. Inc.®

60 Evans Drive, Stoughton, MA 02072
Phone: 1-800-788-5568  FAX: 1-781-344-7110

Business hours: Mon.-Fri. 7:00-5:00, Sat. 7:00-12:00

Marine Teak & Holly Ultra-lite M.D.F.

Milling S2S, RIP One Edge or S4S

Notice the scars from the healed-over branches and other defects (left) that will affect the quality of the lumber. It is best
to let this tree die a natural death, in the meantime providing food and shelter for a variety of wildlife; a scarred area on
the outside of a walnut log (middle). As expected, there was a knot right under the bark (right photo) that will affect the
quality of this and successive boards cut from this side of the log.
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