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How Pros Look at Lumber
There’s more to selecting boards than counting board feet

B Y  M A T T  K E N N E Y

when I first got into woodwork-
ing, most of my energy was 
spent learning and developing 

the skills required to turn lumber into fur-
niture. I also spent a healthy amount of 
time reading about and acquiring tools. 
It’s understandable. You can’t make furni-
ture if you don’t know how it’s constructed 
and don’t have the necessary tools. How-
ever, because I gave so much attention to 
these aspects of the craft, I gave almost no 
thought to the material I was using, and 
the furniture I made suffered as a result. 
Sure, my joinery was improving but I was 
using wood with ugly grain, or the cherry 
I picked for the legs of a table was a no-
ticeably different color than the boards I 
picked for the top.

Eventually, I had cut enough joinery and 
really didn’t need more tools, so I began 
to think about the wood. This is when I 
realized that the wood you use shouldn’t 
be an afterthought, at least not if you want 
to make truly beautiful furniture. You must 
be as thoughtful about the color, grain, fig-
ure, and cut of the wood as you are about 
the proportions, dimensions, and details 
of the design.

Since then I’ve developed a very clear 
and thorough vision of the aesthetic quali-
ties that I look for in lumber. This made me 
curious about how other furniture mak-
ers think about wood, so I called several 
whose work I admire. Not surprisingly, 
they provided a wealth of insight that cov-
ered aspects of selecting lumber from the 
very specific (avoid boards with twist) to 
the conceptual (the need to create har-
mony with the grain throughout every part 
in a piece of furniture).

Matt Kenney is the special projects editor.

To go on a lumber run with Matt Kenney, 
watch the video at FineWoodworking
.com/extras.
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Wood is the 
furniture’s skin
Massachusetts furniture maker 
John Cameron calls wood “the 
skin” of a piece of furniture. It’s 
what you see as you walk past 
it everyday. It’s what a visitor to 
your house sees first. A great 
deal of work goes into building 
a piece, from milling the lumber 
and cutting joinery to prepping 
the surface and applying a finish. 
However, Cameron says, all that 
work is invisible. All you see is 
the completed piece, and there is 
no doubt that its most prominent 

feature is the wood used to make 
it. This is why Cameron believes 
it’s so important to select lumber 
carefully. Choose well and the 
piece will shine; choose poorly and 
you can end up with a piece that 
can’t be saved no matter how crisp 
and tight the joinery is.

Cameron says that it’s not 
enough to simply buy beautiful 
boards. A piece of furniture is made 
from numerous parts, and you 
must be deliberate and thoughtful 
when cutting up the boards to 
make them. He selects and 
orients the grain for each part so 
that when they all come together 
he’s created a harmonious whole 
rather than a discordant mess. 
This orchestration, he says, is the 
artistry of our craft.

Cameron favors quiet, straight 
grain, so he tends to buy thick 
boards and resaw them, cutting 

as needed to straighten the 
grain, even if this means sawing 
diagonally across the board. 
Thoughtful milling is just as 
important to the success of a 
piece as the beauty of the wood.

At the lumberyard, Cameron 
keeps his eyes open for beautiful 
boards, and when he finds them 
he buys them. Even if they’re not 
needed for a specific piece of 
furniture, he says eventually he’ll 
make use of a beautiful board. 
In the meantime, they rest in the 
ever-growing lumber stack in the 
loft above his shop.

Don’t overlook the 
obvious. Many furniture 
makers tend to get 
lost in the construction 
of a piece and forget 
why they are going 
through all the milling 
and joinery: to create 
something beautiful and 
useful. Cameron says to 
take your time picking 
lumber. It’s the most 
visible feature of any 
piece.
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Throw out  
the cutlist
Creating custom furniture requires 
the application of skill, knowledge, 
and artistic intent. It is very much a 
personal activity, which is why John 
Reed Fox warns against letting a 
cutlist take priority when selecting 
lumber. Fox, a furniture maker in 
Massachusetts, calls the cutlist an 
artifact of industry, where efficiency 
often trumps beauty. 

Fox says because the grain of 
individual parts is so important to 
the success of the entire piece, you 
should not allow a part’s dimensions 
to determine its visual quality. Don’t 
think, “I need a leg 2 in. square and 
30 in. long,” and just cut it from the 
board, Fox suggests. Instead, find the 
right grain—no matter its orientation 
relative to the board’s “factory” 
edges—and then figure out how to  
get the part from that particular 
section of the board. Your goal should 
not be to slice up a board most 
efficiently, Fox says, but to create 
beautiful parts that can be brought 
together into a unified whole.

With his own furniture, Fox is a 
master at controlling grain. There is no 
guesswork involved, he says: Grain is 
predictable. Careful observation of how 
it moves through a piece of wood is all 
you need to determine what it will do 
when you cut that piece a particular 
way. This allows him to ensure that the 
grain follows the curve of a leg or the 
arc of an apron. 

Fox begins thinking about grain 
long before the board enters his 
shop. In search of the finest lumber, 
a trusted sawyer keeps an eye out 
for veneer-quality logs and then they 
discuss how to cut them. He prefers 
the understated beauty of straight 
grain and often has entire logs cut into 
riftsawn boards. He also uses flatsawn 
lumber, but wants it cut following the 
pith, which creates very tight grain on 
the face. The resulting boards have 
straight grain across their width. Beautiful lumber is worth the cost. Fox 

is happy to pay a premium for high-quality 
boards and logs, because they enhance the 
visual appeal of his furniture.
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Keep a lumberyard  
in your shop...
As a professional specializing in Shaker furniture, Christian 
Becksvoort goes through a lot of cherry during the course 
of a year, and it’s impractical to head off to the lumberyard at 
the start of each piece he builds. So he brings the yard to his 
shop. Twice a year Becksvoort takes delivery of 500 board 
feet of cherry. Having such a stockpile allows Becksvoort to 
be more selective about color and grain. 

The boards are all FAS quality, 10 in. or wider (maxing out 
at 16 in. wide), and skip-planed to 15⁄16 in. thick. Becksvoort 
orders only wide boards because they come from near the 
tree’s center and they have less sapwood than narrow boards 
cut farther from the tree’s pith. He has them skip-planed so 
that he can evaluate their grain and color more quickly. This 
speeds up the process of selecting boards for tabletops and 
panels, where Becksvoort takes care to ensure consistent 
color and grain among the boards.

Becksvoort stores the lumber in a loft above his shop, 
which means he must carry one board at a time up a set 
of stairs. It’s a lot of work, but he says it gives him the 
opportunity to inspect each board and write detailed notes 
on the end grain about its color, grain, and figure.

...Or buy for one project at a time
Although it’s certainly nice to house hundreds of boards of a single species 
in your shop, it’s not a practical solution for many furniture makers—
professional or hobbyist. Instead, many woodworkers, like Tim Coleman, 
buy their lumber for one piece of furniture at a time. This gives them excellent 
control over the color and grain. Coleman buys boards from a single tree, 
and sometimes he buys the entire flitch-cut log. This is more expensive 
than buying random boards from a stack at the lumberyard, but this 
Massachusetts furniture 
maker says it is worth the 
investment. He says there is 
a consistency in the color of 
boards taken from a single 
tree that’s tremendously 
difficult, if not impossible, to 
achieve with boards sourced 
from multiple trees. And 
then there’s the advantage 
of having flatsawn, riftsawn, 
and quartersawn boards 
available. With every cut of 
grain at his disposal, each 
part in a piece can have the 
perfect grain orientation for 
strength and beauty.

COPYRIGHT 2016 by The Taunton Press, Inc. Copying and distribution of this article is not permitted.



F I N E  w o o d w o r k I N g54 Photos: dean Powell (top); bill Truslow (bottom) 

Keep an eye  
on figure
Like color and grain, figure varies from 
board to board and tree to tree. That’s why 
Massachusetts furniture maker Peter 
Shepard, who works extensively with 
figured maple, cuts parts from a single log 
when building a piece of furniture. When you 
use figured boards from a number of trees, 
the noticeable variation in figure disrupts 
the unity of the piece, he says. But when 
all of the boards come from a single log, 
the figure flows seamlessly from one part 
to the next. 

Shepard prefers figured soft maple over 
figured hard maple.  In his experience, soft 
maple is figured across the entire width of 
the board, including the edges. The figure 
in hard maple can be wonderful near the 
edges, but tends to peter out near the 
middle of the board. Shepard uses the more 
complete figure of soft maple to emphasize 
the apparent three-dimensionality of the 
curl so it appears to have texture, like a 
rippled fabric. 

Spin the grain
All of the furniture makers that I 
spoke with mentioned, even if only in 
passing, the importance of accounting 
for wood grain as a visual detail when 
designing furniture. It’s a truth that 
Maine woodworker Brian Reid puts 
to astonishing use in his furniture. Reid 
cuts a board into small tiles and then 
arranges them into a rigid geometric 
pattern. To emphasize the pattern, he 
often rotates the tiles so that the grain 
on one tile runs in a different direction 
from the grain on the tiles around it. As 
a result, the light interacts with each 
tile differently, giving them all a unique 
luster or chatoyance. 

This technique works best with 
straight-grained wood, so Reid is very 
selective when it comes to lumber. He 
looks for boards with truly straight, 
uniform grain. He usually avoids figure, 
because it can interfere with the 
overall pattern and the predictability of 
the luster created by rotating the tiles.
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Stability matters
Best known for his elegant synthesis of Shaker 
and Federal furniture with a contemporary 
current running through it, Garrett Hack 
possesses an excellent eye for combining  
quiet, straight-grained wood with accents 
of figured and exotic woods. So I was a bit 
surprised that he spoke at length about 
stability when asked to explain what he looks 
for when selecting lumber for a piece. Of 
course, it makes sense when you consider that 
no matter how beautiful and well-chosen the 
wood, a sideboard (for example) is a failure if 
its door frames warp or its top curls up. Hack 
says the first thing he looks for is cup, bow, 
and twist. These defects, according to Hack, 
if present in the raw plank have a tendency 
to return no matter how carefully you mill the 
wood. Avoid them, especially twist, at all costs.

When it comes time to cut out parts, Hack is 
still thinking about stability. When he makes 
door frames, for instance, which have nothing 
beyond hinges to keep them flat, he chooses 
truly flat boards with dead-straight grain. A few 
moments of care at this stage of construction 
can ensure a long, useful life for the entire piece.

Buy beautiful
Giant slabs of wood have inspired many 
furniture makers. Count Greg Klassen 
among them. To his eyes, a slab is a 
unique piece of art—a sculpture created 
by nature—and he designs to highlight its 
beauty. He calls it an attempt to amplify 
the slab’s own voice without turning up 
the volume so much that it screams. When 
looking for slabs, Klassen pays attention 
to how a slab makes him feel. The best, he 
says, have a depth of detail in their grain, 
color, edges, and shape that stands up to 
prolonged examination. He says he could 
look at them all day and not grow tired of 
their beauty. The species that excites him 
the most is big-leaf maple, because of the 
wide range of colors it can feature in a 
single slab. When he began working with 
slabs, the Washington woodworker would 
inspect them in person, but now he buys 
online, too, as long as he can see photos 
of each slab. In addition to determining 
a slab’s size, he looks at its colors, the 
undulations of its waney edges, and the 
nature of its grain.
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Design to the board
When it comes time to select lumber for their next piece of furniture, many 
woodworkers already have a design in hand and know what they need to make it, 
but not John Tetreault. Before he designs, Fine Woodworking’s deputy art director 
goes in search of lumber. He looks for a board—or set of boards—to inspire him, 
and after he’s found it he designs a piece of furniture to highlight the board’s unique 
beauty. This is one reason he prefers to work with reclaimed wood. It offers an 
abundance of character in its grain, color, and texture. He prefers the warm, earthy 
brown tones of weathered chestnut and butternut, but doesn’t hesitate to build 
with beaten heart pine flooring either. Even resurfaced, these old boards still have a 
patina to them, and Tetreault does an amazing job highlighting their tight grain and 
well-worn colors. However, the best argument for using salvaged lumber, he says, is 
the wonderful, weathered texture it can have, and he often leaves the worn surfaces 
untouched. Tetreault buys in bulk, which means that he drives the back roads looking 

for old timber-frame homes and barns that need to come down.

Grain is graphic
Like Brian Reid, Thomas Throop
stresses the thoughtful use of wood 
grain when designing furniture. He 
says the grain should be in sympathy 
with the shape of a part and the 
overall lines of a piece: arcing grain for 
curved parts, straight grain for straight 
parts. But it also can be used with a 
stronger voice. Throop, who works in 
Connecticut, likes to combine straight-
grained and figured woods, creating 
quiet frames that allow figured panels 
to shine like jewels. The understated 
straight grain recedes into the 
background, pushing the figured grain 
to the fore.
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untouched. Tetreault buys in bulk, which means that he drives the back roads looking 
for old timber-frame homes and barns that need to come down.
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Quiet grain emphasizes good design
Asked to describe what he looks for in lumber, Philip Morley says he wants peaceful, 
graphically balanced boards with tight, straight grain. He finds it in riftsawn lumber, 
whether the entire board is riftsawn, or it’s just the section along the edge of a wide 
flatsawn board. The clean lines of riftsawn grain help to bring out the lines and details of 
the clean, contemporary furniture he designs in his Texas shop. It’s not surprising, then, 
that he avoids boards with figure, and dislikes mixing woods that contrast harshly.

Become a sawyer
Michael Fortune wants complete control over 
the wood he uses to make furniture. That’s what 
initially drove him to seek out sawyers who would 
cut logs to his specifications. After they were cut, 
Fortune would air-dry them in open-walled sheds 
outside his shop. However, after years of getting 
boards that weren’t cut as he had asked and 
often waiting too long to get them, he bought a 
portable sawmill.

Now he cuts all of his own lumber. Not only does 
this allow him to cut boards as he wishes (flat, 
rift, or quartered) but he also knows what part 
of the tree the board came from. This is critical 
knowledge. The closer a board was to the center of 
a tree, the less stable it is. The less-stable boards 
get used where he can manage movement with 
joinery or construction techniques (as panels held 
in frames, for example). The more stable boards can 
be used for legs and door frames.

Fortune also built a solar kiln, which, because 
he lives so far north (a few hours northeast of 
Toronto), never heats up the wood so much that 
the lignin sets. It retains the workability of air-dried 
lumber and he can still use it for steam-bending.

What Fortune likes most about owning his own 
sawmill and kiln is that he now has complete 
design freedom, because he can always get the 
lumber he needs to make the furniture found in the 
pages of his sketchbooks.

Make your own 
lumber. To achieve 
consistency in color 
and grain, and 
have better control 
over the cut of his 
boards, Fortune 
bought a portable 
sawmill and began 
slicing logs. 

Creativity unbound. Cutting and then drying 
his own lumber allows Fortune to design 
without limitation. He always has stock on 
hand for steam-bending (left) and has even 
used the sawmill to create texture (above).
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