
Dale Lowe

Understanding 
Wood Shrinkage 
and How to Cut 
Logs and Burls



Why wood cracks.

The trunk of a tree 
can be compared to 
a bundle of straws.

Each straw is filled 
with water. 

As the water leaves 
the ends of the 
straws, the straws 
begin to shrink.



The drying causes 
circumferential shrinkage 
in a tree. 

The circumferential 
shrinkage can be 8-10 
percent. 

16” dia tree which has a 
circumference of 50.27” 
can shrink nearly 5.0” at 
the  outer circumference. 

This happens in random 
places throughout the log 
and is centered around the 
pith.





If the trunk is cut 
in half the wood 
has a chance to 
shrink with out the 
fibers being torn 
apart.

This is not a 
permanent solution 
but will give the 
turner a bit more 
time to process 
their pieces



Rough turned bowl showing the 

effect of shrinkage..





When cutting a log in 
half longitudinally 
look for symmetry.

The distance from 
the pith to the bark   
should be equal, with 
the same amount of 
heartwood and 
sapwood on each 
side of the pith.



If the log sits for some 

time it can be hard to 

distinguish the line 

between the heartwood 

and the sapwood, in 

this case simply look 

for symmetry between 

the pith and the outer 

edges.



Examples of logs to show 
heartwood / sapwood 
boundaries.







Russian Olive 
stump showing pith, 
worm holes and the 
lower line showing 
the potential cut 
line.



Showing the 
irregular growth of 
the trunk. 

Pick the best 
piece.



The cut showing 
the effect of the 
worm holes.



The best cut shows 
symmetry between 
the pith, heartwood 
and sapwood.



When cutting round stock 
in a bandsaw, use a sled. 

A bandsaw can easily spin 
the wood if held by hand. 

When it spins it will 
break the saw blade and 
potentially pull your 
fingers into the blade.



Sled 
construction 
showing guide 
piece that runs 
in the bandsaw 
slot.



Cardboard templates 
used as guides when 
cutting circles on the 
bandsaw. 

Note center hole for a 
nail to attach to the log. 

Cardboard is cheap and 
if damaged on the saw 
it is easily replaced.



Showing nail and 
cardboard 
attached to the 
half log.



“ Always” cut on a bandsaw 

with the flat of the half log on 

the bed of the saw.

Never cut with the round side 

of the wood on the saw bed.

The nail hole will act as a 

guide to drill away the bark 

with a forstner bit. 

Never anchor the tail stock live 

center or the drive center into 

bark as it is very unstable and 

can easily separate to cause an 

accident.



Showing forstner bit 

cut-out.



I use an extended 
drive center which 
will allow the wood 
to be moved or 
pivoted to create 
grain balance. 

This is especially 
useful when turning 
bowls or burls with 
rough bark.



This is a critical stage in 
creating balance. I do 
balancing before I put 
the tenon on the rough 
turned bowl. 

Balance is achieved by 
aligning the axis thru the 
heartwood and then thru 
the sapwood grain rings. 

The tailstock live center 
can be loosened to allow 
movement of the bowl 
blank.



Showing alignment of the 
heartwood by using the rest 
to support an indicator.

Spin the bowl to compare 
the two sides, move the  
tailstock to make the two 
sides equal. 

The grain rings shown on 
the upper part of the bowl 
can be used to balance the 
other axis. 

If the grain ring circle 
shown is not balanced then 
move the closest ring away 
from the live-center.



When balance is 
achieved, turn a tenon on 
the bottom of the bowl. 

If possible, depending on 
your chuck, leave the 
stem and center mark 
from the live center on 
the bowl. 

This will help when 
recentering after the 
roughout dries.



When there is no defined 
heartwood try to find 
some indicator that 
creates some balance. 

In this case I moved the 
live center to the right to 
balance the spalt lines. 

In the finished bowl 
these will show on the 
inside and may over 
power the grain lines if 
not balanced.



In this case, by 
moving to balance 
the spalt lines.

I got lucky and the 
grain is also 
balanced.



When doing large 
batches it only takes 
a few minutes to 
balance the bowls.



Hard to see but 
this shows nicely 
balanced bowl 
grain.



Grain that is 
almost balanced. 

In this case it 
looks like the 
pith was slightly 
off to one side 
when roughed 
out.



Showing grain 
lines that are 
poorly balanced



So what do we do with 
burls. This shows a 
small cluster burl. 

The burl grain on these 
seldom goes very deep. 

These are ideal for 
small boxes, handles, 
small bowls, etc.



I usually cut these 
to trim away the 
excess unfigured 
wood



Then cut the base 

to ensure that the 

burl is evenly 

balanced. 

This balance evens 

out the pattern and 

will often show 

you the potential in 

the piece.



A similar small 
burl with the bark 
still attached.



Trimmed to get rid 
of waste wood with 
no burl figure.



The base is cut 
to balance the 
burl.



Birch burls are often 
referred to as onion 
burls and the grain 
can show extreme 
chatoyance 
throughout the burl. 

Balance the piece 
for maximum size 
and enjoy the fun.



Turning wet burls, 
usually Maple or 
Madrone, to a final 
thin wall thickness 
can create texture 
and movement.




