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Turn Your Logs into Lumber
Work with a sawyer to save money 
while getting the choicest boards
b y  j a s o n  s t e p h e n s
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Turn Your Logs into Lumber I remember finding the very first tree 
I milled, a white oak with a massive 
crown that had landed on farmland. 

It was 2007, and I was driving through 
the back roads of Virginia. I’ve been 
hooked since. In the intervening years, 
I’ve had a number of logs milled by a 
number of sawyers. All those board feet 
have taught me a lot about having your 
lumber milled—what to look for, what to 
expect, how to dry the boards, and how 
to avoid pitfalls. I’ve also learned that 
cutting open a tree and seeing what’s 
inside never gets old.

Why mill your own
Before I get into the how, I want to talk 
about the why. Why go through all the 
trouble of finding a tree, preparing it, and 
having it milled? It comes down to three 
things: cost, control, and excitement.

Having your lumber milled can save a 
lot of money because you’re paying only 
for the actual milling; the wood’s already 
yours. The cost benefit becomes most 
apparent when you’re dealing with wide, 
thick slabs. When I took a 12-ft.-long, 
4-ft.-dia. white oak log to be milled, my 
14/4 boards cost as much to be milled as 
thinner ones. But if I had gone to a lum-
beryard to buy just one of those slabs, I 
could have paid over a thousand dollars. 

And you generally won’t have to pay a 
dime for the actual logs. Plenty of people 
are eager to have you take care of their 
pesky downed trees after a storm, for 
example.

Second, the process affords you the 
choicest cuts. Think that log will work 
best quartersawn? Do it. Is that other one 
a prime candidate for live-edge, flatsawn 
stock? It’s your call. Is it wiser to do a mix 
of both for this third log? You’re the boss. 
Plus, there’s no combination of boards 
that are better matched than ones that 
come from the same tree. 

Last is the thrill. This may sound trivial, 
but there’s a certain addictive mystique 
surrounding this process. There can be 
disappointment when a log doesn’t de-
liver, but the rush when a spectacular 
board comes off the mill makes it all 
worth it. Then there’s the pleasure of 
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Mill in the comfort of your backyard. Portable sawmills, like this one 
operated by Roy Lynch,  are made to move, so they mill wherever the logs 
are. They just need a clearing to work in and room to maneuver. 

Bring the mill to the log
There’s a large number of sawyers with portable mills willing to 
come to you, saving you the hassle of transporting large logs. 

starting with a log and ending with a piece of furniture, which 
greatly enriches my woodworking process.

How to find your tree
Although I spotted my first tree by luck, I’ve since found more 
reliable sources. Craigslist has proved particularly beneficial. Pro-
fessional tree removal is expensive, and you’ll likely find no short-
age of homeowners looking for alternative methods. Generally, 
the wood’s free; you just have to get it. I’ve tried various search 

Limb to fit. Stephens gives a helping hand by using a chainsaw to trim 
the log so it fits within the mill’s capacity. 

Teamwork and heavy machinery help position the log. Logs can be 
terribly heavy, so Stephens uses a skid-steer loader equipped with log 
tongs while the sawyer directs him.

Keep the mill near the logs. These mills may be portable, but you don’t 
want to move them more than you have to. Try to position the mill as 
close to the logs as possible while still leaving clearance for safety.  

terms, such as “free tree,” “free logs,” and “tree fell.” But I’ve had 
the most success with “free firewood.” That most people first think 
of downed trees as nothing more than firewood is exactly why 
this method works so well.

You can also just drive around and look for downed trees. As 
silly as this may sound, it works. Trees come down all the time. 
You just have to spend a little time looking for them. After a big 
hurricane there were huge trees down all over my town, and I 
managed to get my hands on a lot of them by simply approach-
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Beware embedded metal. Be extra wary of logs from residential 
areas, which are more likely to contain nails or bolts. If these 
damage the sawyer’s blade, you’ll probably have to pay an extra fee. 

Be on standby to stack. Stephens stays nearby not just to monitor the milling 
and enjoy the show, but also so he can assist when necessary. Here, he’s 
stacking and organizing boards as they come off the saw. 

ing homeowners and asking. Another wise move is becoming 
friends with your local chamber of commerce. When trees fall on 
municipal property, the county or town is responsible for cleaning 
them up, and that costs money and effort. If the right person in 
the right position knows you’re looking for trees, then you might 
quickly find yourself with a bounty. 

How to tell if it’s worth your time
Of course, not every log is furniture-grade, so I don’t recom-
mend snatching up every felled tree you can find. Fortunately, 
determining whether a log is worth your time and money is fairly 
straightforward, especially when it’s down already. 

You can tell a lot by looking at the butt of the log or the end 
grain where it was cut. You want it to be solid with no rot. Look 
for signs of disease, such as discolored or limp leaves, fungus on 
the bark, and dead branches. A tree that’s been down for a long 
while can be a bit of a wild card. While the outside might look 
unfit for furniture, the inside may be spalted, that sweet spot 
between solidity and decay. 

Additionally, you should balance what the log can yield with 
what you want to do with it. I primarily make furniture, so I look 
for hardwood logs that are at least 20 in. diameter and at least 
6 ft. long. A carver or a turner might be happy with smaller fare.  

You should also consider whether a tree may be hiding metal. 
That “lost dog” poster that went up 30 years ago might be long 
gone, but the rusty nail that held it up could still be buried in there. 
One way to help predict this is by the tree’s location. If your tree 
is in a heavily trafficked residential area, proceed with caution. 

The problem isn’t just that metal can cause ugly discoloration. If 
my sawyer busts a blade on hidden metal while milling my log, 
I have to pay for a replacement. And I may consider ditching the 
log to prevent further problems. 

To limit my heartache, I look for discoloration, a telltale sign of 
embedded metal in some woods. I also do a simple cost-benefit 
analysis. For example, I’m willing to be substantially more accom-
modating of metal-infested walnut than pine.

When you find a worthwhile tree, seal the ends of the logs as 
soon as possible—immediately after the tree is cut down if you 
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Bigger logs, 
bigger machines. 
To get these 7-ft.-
long, 54-in.-dia. 
white oak logs to 
the mill, Stephens 
rented a large truck 
with a trailer and 
crane. This added 
to the milling cost 
but let him seize 
a tremendous 
opportunity.  

Work with the 
sawyer to plan 
the cuts. Talk 
to the sawyer to 
discuss the best 
options for each 
log, weighing 
their experienced 
suggestions with 
the type of boards 
you’d like.  

can—to slow moisture loss and minimize checking. It’s easier to 
paint the end of a whole log rather than individual boards. I use 
good-quality paint primer, either water- or oil-based. 

Working with a sawyer
Unless you have your own milling equipment, you’ll need to find a 
sawyer. Depending on their machinery, the sawyer may be able to 
come to you. Otherwise, you’ll need to transport the log to them. 

In my experience, sawyers charge by the hour or by the board 
foot. I prefer the latter, because it reduces surprises and stress, 
letting me concentrate on the process instead of worrying about 
time (and money) slipping away. But the truth is that almost every 
sawyer I’ve hired has charged by the hour (about $60 to $90 in my 
experience), and that’s just fine as long as your sawyer moves as 
if their own pocketbook were on the line. If you happen to hire 
someone who’s less diligent and respectful of your time, you’ll 
quickly learn why I prefer to pay by the board foot. 

Lastly, while I’m happy to find a log any time of the year, I like 
to wait for colder weather to mill them, when moisture exchange 
occurs at a more controlled and steady rate. 

Portable sawmills—When I first decided to try my hand at 
milling, the logs I found were on open, dry, and flat ground, 
with diameters between 20 in. and 36 in.—in other words, prime 
candidates for bringing in a portable bandsaw mill to cut them on 
site. This is the most economical method I’m aware of. It doesn’t 
require you to own your own milling equipment, and the mill 
comes to the logs (as opposed to you paying to move them to 
the mill). Plus, the kerf is pretty thin, so there’s minimal waste. 

Bring the log to the mill
Stationary mills often have larger capacity, meaning you 
can mill bigger logs for bigger boards. 

Set aside some 
time. Once the 
milling begins, you’re 
at the mercy of the 
log and the machine, 
so set aside a day for 
each log to be milled. 
Slabbing should go 
more quickly than 
quarter- or riftsawing. 

W279ST.indd   44 10/2/19   11:33 AM

COPYRIGHT 2019 by The Taunton Press, Inc. Copying and distribution of this article is not permitted. • Fine Woodworking #279 - Winter 2019/2020



T O O L S  &  S H O P S  2 0 2 0 45Photo, opposite page (top left): Jason Stephens; drawings: John Tetreault

Stack, sticker, and wait. Stephens allows each board to dry for about a 
year per inch of thickness before bringing them into the shop to work on 
them.  

can—to slow moisture loss and minimize checking. It’s easier to 
paint the end of a whole log rather than individual boards. I use 
good-quality paint primer, either water- or oil-based. 

Working with a sawyer
Unless you have your own milling equipment, you’ll need to find a 
sawyer. Depending on their machinery, the sawyer may be able to 
come to you. Otherwise, you’ll need to transport the log to them. 

In my experience, sawyers charge by the hour or by the board 
foot. I prefer the latter, because it reduces surprises and stress, 
letting me concentrate on the process instead of worrying about 
time (and money) slipping away. But the truth is that almost every 
sawyer I’ve hired has charged by the hour (about $60 to $90 in my 
experience), and that’s just fine as long as your sawyer moves as 
if their own pocketbook were on the line. If you happen to hire 
someone who’s less diligent and respectful of your time, you’ll 
quickly learn why I prefer to pay by the board foot. 

Lastly, while I’m happy to find a log any time of the year, I like 
to wait for colder weather to mill them, when moisture exchange 
occurs at a more controlled and steady rate. 

Portable sawmills—When I first decided to try my hand at 
milling, the logs I found were on open, dry, and flat ground, 
with diameters between 20 in. and 36 in.—in other words, prime 
candidates for bringing in a portable bandsaw mill to cut them on 
site. This is the most economical method I’m aware of. It doesn’t 
require you to own your own milling equipment, and the mill 
comes to the logs (as opposed to you paying to move them to 
the mill). Plus, the kerf is pretty thin, so there’s minimal waste. 

Brush off sawdust to prevent 
mildew. Sawdust is a sponge 
for moisture, including ambient 
humidity, so keep it off of your 
boards while they dry. 

Cover just the top. Stephens 
uses a tarp weighed down with 
bricks to cover the top board, 
making sure the tarp doesn’t 
drape over the lower boards. 

Stacking for success
Take care when stacking your lumber, since any 
shortcuts taken here will keep the boards from 
drying evenly and may lead to 
warping and deep checking. 

STACK WITH 
STICKERS
The boards should 
be held flat, level, 
and off the ground. 
Stickers between 
each layer help 
keep air circulating 
evenly. Allow the 
boards to dry a 
year per inch of 
thickness.

However, even the biggest portable bandsaw mills won’t handle 
logs bigger than 36 in. across.

When I lived in San Antonio, I found several trees larger than 
3 ft. across, and they were all located in residential areas. The 
tight quarters didn’t permit a bandsaw mill, and the logs were 
too large for one anyway. So I bought an Alaskan chainsaw mill, 
which consists of a chainsaw attached to guide rails. 

With these mills, the cut capacity is limited by two factors: power 
and the length of the bar. So if you’re going to get one, don’t 
skimp on power. The downside is that a chainsaw mill’s kerf is 
1⁄4 in.—about twice the size of a bandsaw mill’s. 

Going to a mill—If your log’s too big or there’s no portable 
mill in your area, your other option is to go to a mill. I’m lucky 
enough to have a really good mill, Whispering Pines Farm, about 
an hour away. The owner, Scott, and his crew store my logs until 
they’re ready to be sawn, at which point they do the work to 
prep the milling site, from cleaning to leveling. The mill also has 
a full fleet of machinery to help move these behemoth logs once 
they’re on site.

But that doesn’t mean I’m totally hands-off. I highly recommend 
asking the sawyer how you can help and being available to move 
just-milled boards, take away waste, or cut out embedded nails 
while the sawyer is resharpening the bandsaw blade. Getting a 
pizza or two delivered isn’t a bad idea either.

Cinderblocks

Wedges to level 
drying area

Pressure-
treated 6x6s

Stickers 
stacked in 
line with 
each other

Paint on end 
grain helps 
prevent checking.
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Built for size. While some portable mills struggle to fit 
36-in.-dia. logs, Cremona built his stationary bandsaw 
mill to fit logs over 6 ft. across, which also makes 
positioning logs of any size a lot easier. 

I got into milling my own lumber mostly out of financial 
necessity. I loved building furniture, but the cost of quality 

lumber was hard to bear. In the years since, milling has not 
only helped me save money, but make some as well.

From early on, selling lumber proved to be a good side hustle, 
both for my wallet and my sanity. It’s often no problem for me 
to unload 400 to 500 bd. ft. of lumber in two or three days 
thanks to Craigslist and social media. Even though this can 
sometimes take on the grind of a sales job, it’s a great break 
from desk work, especially if you love using a chainsaw as 
much as I do. 

When it came time to build my own bandsaw mill, I was 
smart enough to go big. It can handle 72-in.-dia. logs with 
room to spare, which means fewer headaches and backaches 
when trying to position the heavy logs. Also, the bigger the 
logs, the bigger the slabs—and the bigger the payday.

Although the mill’s size means it has to be stationary, the 
benefits far outweigh the drawbacks for me. With portable 

Lumber’s cut, now what?
Properly drying your lumber 
may be the most critical part of 
the entire process. Although the 
concepts are simple, if you ig-
nore them the likely result will 
be stacks of expensive firewood. 

For boards to dry properly, 
they need to remain flat and 
level across their length and 
width. Starting with a flat and 
level drying bed makes this 
task a lot easier. The ideal is a 
pre-leveled concrete pad, but a 
combination of cinder blocks, 
pressure-treated 6x6s, and lev-
eling shims accomplishes the 
same result. My beds are made 
up of rows of two cinderblocks 
side-by-side with short lengths 
of 6x6s on top to support the 
width of the boards. The blocks 
are spaced every 24 in.—less if 
I’m stacking species more prone 
to movement—for the length 
of the boards. Seat the blocks  
firmly so they don’t wobble. I 
find it easier to shim the 6x6s  
level than the cinderblocks. 

Stickers, strips of wood 3⁄4-in. 
square placed between the lay-
ers of boards, let air circulate around them evenly, a necessity for 
even drying. keep the stickers directly in line with those under-
neath, with the first layer being right on the 6x6s. 

Consider how you want to stack the boards. If I’m not doing 
live-edge slabs, I’ll place boards side by side (with air space 
between), making sure that each layer is made up of boards of 
equal thickness. For live-edge slabs, though, it’s best to use the 
European method. This involves stacking the boards the way they 
came off the mill so the stack looks like the original log, just with 
stickers. This method has two advantages. First, I can more easily 
keep track of matching color and grain. Plus, the shape of the 
stack helps shield the slabs from rain and sunlight.

which brings me to an important point: regardless of your 
stacking method, shield the boards from direct sunlight and rain. 
You can cover the top with a tarp, tin, or low-grade plywood. 
don’t let the cover drape over the sides, as this can hinder airflow. 
weigh down the top of the stack, encouraging the lumber to 
conform to the drying bed as it dries. I tightly winch cargo straps 
in line with the cinderblocks.

All these years later, I’m still astonished at the extraordinary 
treasures awaiting in ordinary-looking trees. I guess this is why I 
spend a fair amount of time loitering around my lumber stacks, 
dreaming of the wonderful furniture I might make with the trees 
whose destiny could have easily been the county landfill. □

Jason Stephens is a woodworker in Dunn, N.C. 

A pro’s take on milling
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Stack like the log. When he can, Cremona likes to stack his lumber 
the way it came off the log, using what some call the European 
method. This lets him follow grain matches better and use each log’s 
shape to help shield the lumber from weather. 

Piles of future 
furniture. 
Cremona loves 
the ability to mill 
felled trees on 
his own, as the 
process extends 
the pleasure of 
woodworking and 
adds to the story of 
each piece. 

Logs big enough 
for the whole 
family. For 
transporting 
logs, Cremona 
doesn’t need huge 
machinery. A trailer 
and a winch do a 
great job.

Let the character 
show. Details 
like discoloration 
contribute to the 
board’s story, 
so Cremona 
incorporates them 
into his designs.

mills, you need to worry about prepping the ground at each job 
site, making it flat and level. My mill’s space is dedicated to 
sawing, so the ground stays ready. 

Plus, bringing the logs to the mill isn’t as bad is it sounds. 
I’m no Hercules, and I still make do just fine with a trailer, 
winches, pry bars, and cant hooks. 

The mill itself doesn’t require much upkeep. Aside from 
greasing moving parts when I remember to, I just blow off 
sawdust with a leaf blower when it piles too high. As for 
busting sawblades on metal, a blade can be as little as a tenth 
the price of a single slab. So I consider them a consumable, 
just like sandpaper. 

If you’re debating getting into milling, you don’t have to go 
as big as my mill. That’s certainly not where I started. Instead, 
invest in a chainsaw mill. They’re inexpensive, you don’t need 
tons of space to store them, they’re portable, and even if you 
get a full-size mill in the future, you’ll still need a chainsaw.

—Matt Cremona is a woodworker in Brooklyn Center, Minn.   

I got into milling my own lumber mostly out of financial 
necessity. I loved building furniture, but the cost of quality 

lumber was hard to bear. In the years since, milling has not 
only helped me save money, but make some as well.

From early on, selling lumber proved to be a good side hustle, 
both for my wallet and my sanity. It’s often no problem for me 
to unload 400 to 500 bd. ft. of lumber in two or three days 
thanks to Craigslist and social media. Even though this can 
sometimes take on the grind of a sales job, it’s a great break 
from desk work, especially if you love using a chainsaw as 
much as I do. 

When it came time to build my own bandsaw mill, I was 
smart enough to go big. It can handle 72-in.-dia. logs with 
room to spare, which means fewer headaches and backaches 
when trying to position the heavy logs. Also, the bigger the 
logs, the bigger the slabs—and the bigger the payday.

Although the mill’s size means it has to be stationary, the 
benefits far outweigh the drawbacks for me. With portable 
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