
nothing but the waste of the bottom
slab remains. 

About That Bottom  Slab . .
Swingmills have a stigma that they
are only suited for large logs. This is
just not the case. Although there is

an option to purchase log-dogging
systems from a variety of sources,
most manufacturers do provide them
but only as an accessory. Gravity
does a really good job of holding
even the small logs in place, but the
operator has to be reasonable about

the amount of cut made, and the
speed at which that cut is made,
when cutting small logs or even the
last bit of large logs. Finishing the
log is the matter that troubles most
people who are new or unfamiliar
with a swingmill. They just can’t get

The opening cut on this 18-inch eastern
white pine starts in the horizontal blade

position. Here the operator is positioning for a 
1 x 6 from the opening face.

THE “FLAT” SAWING PROCESS WITH A SWINGMILL

SAWING WITH A SWINGMILL

The blade is repositioned in the vertical
position for the return pass. The board is

finished, and removed.

Not able to be seen behind the vertical
guard, the blade is now in the vertical po-

sition for the return pass.

On the third pass, the blade is back in the
horizontal position for removal of the rest of

the top of the log. It is possible to start the en-
tire top of the log in one horizontal pass; how-
ever, most sawyers take off the top in two
pieces, as shown here, to be sure that the log
is centered between the rails before proceed-
ing. The vertical cut line is centered in the log.

On the return, the vertical cut is made
and the edge of the next board is then

ready. The inverted “v” notch on the vertical
guard assists the operator in locating the next
cut on the horizontal surface.

The adjustment is made for the width of the
first board from the opening face. The hori-
zontal cut is next.

Again, the edge is removed.

As previously described, the process of
aligning the blade, lowering for the desired

thickness, and edging the next piece begins.
This picture is taken at the end of the vertical
pass which completes this goal.
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The blade is moved to the left side of the
log and dropped 1 inch for the first hori-

zontal pass.
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over the concept that gravity alone
can hold the remainder of the log in
place well enough to get accurate
boards without the material moving
or sagging. 

Remember, it is typical for the log
to be supported only at two points.

At this point, the square-edged
notches become the most important
thing holding the remainder of the
log in place. As long as the log has
solid, attached bark on the outside
to engage the square-edged notches,
and precautions are taken to slow

down in the cut (as the remaining
material is now lighter), sawing out
the last few boards down to the
wooden skids is quite routine. If the
log has no bark, is slippery due to
water or ice, or when sawing small
logs on a routine basis, a dogging
system for the skids becomes help-
ful. Another stability tip when fin-
ishing the log helps with the tenden-
cy for the last bit of the log to sag
between its supporting points. With
this technique, the sawyer leaves the
edging material (that is normally re-
moved) on the last cut for every lay-
er. This process begins after the
midpoint of the log is reached, to-
ward the bottom of the log in the
last remaining inches. By leaving
this material attached, it forms a
support that will keep the last
boards from becoming inaccurate
due to the material sagging in the
middle. 

What Size Material 
Can You Cut? 
Most manufacturers designate their
models at least partially by the cut-
ting capacity in a single pass of cut-
ting. Cutting depths of 6 inches, 8
inches, and 10 inches are common.
This designation means that the 8-
inch mill, for example, is limited to
materials in one complete pass that
are 8 inches x 8 inches or smaller.
Larger materials are possible by a
technique called “double cutting.”
This allows the blade, while in the
horizontal position, to be utilized to
cut an additional width of blade ca-
pacity. Therefore the largest material
that an 8-inch mill can cut is really an
8 inch x 16 inch beam or variants
smaller. The process for double cut-
ting varies by the mill manufacturer;
some involve the removal of a simple
blade guard, while others require
turning the mill around on the tracks.

What about Grade Sawing?
Conventional theory says that you
must be able to turn the log or re-
sulting cant to cut material from the
best face and eliminate defects.
When sawing for grade with a swing-
mill, the same conventions apply for

Vertical drop number two is going to
yield the sawyer a 1 x 8 and a 1 x 1

stacking sticks on this log.

Here the process of removing boards ver-
tically is started by dropping the mill 8

inches to remove the slab.

Vertical slab removal is completed by a
vertical pass.

Here we see the blade in swing after com-
pletion of the horizontal pass. The sawyer

carefully centered the pith with his vertical drop
and removed a whole row of 1 x 8 boards.

All potential boards have been recovered
and the last vertical slab is undercut and

removed.

The sawing process returns to the re-
moval of boards horizontally for the re-

mainder of the log.

Note: This series of photos shows the horizontal cuts being made first, which is the preferred
method of cutting, when you have assistance in removing the materials produced. The order can
also be reversed, that is, with the vertical cut first and the horizontal cut last, which is the preferred
method when sawing alone. This way, the sawyer does not have to walk around the mill to get to
the just-sawn pieces for removal.
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