Finding Patterns in the Woods
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By Al Stirt
The other main method is to turn the bowl twice.
First when the wood is wet and then again after
it’s dry. The bowl is first turned with thick walls
to allow room for warping and shrinking. After
drying, the piece is turned to the final thickness.
This is the method I use for the vast majority of
the pieces that I make.

When I started turning, I quickly fell in love with
the patterns that could be found in the infinite
variety of grain and color. When looked at as a
whole, my work is about finding harmony between
pattern and form. I’m constantly exploring how to
make the grain patterns work with the shape of the
bowl to create something that reflects collaboration
between the wood and me.

A typical salad bowl will start as a block of wood
cut from a log with the length being equal to the
diameter. I cut the block down the middle to get
rid of the center. The center of the tree will nearly
always crack if left in the bowl.

I’ll give a brief overview of the process of making a
bowl from part of a tree and I’ll show some of my
favorite pieces made from local woods.
I’m lucky to be able to utilize many sources of
wood from our local forests. While I work with
many local species in log length, I am also able to
use shorter pieces that would be destined for the
firewood pile.
One of the main challenges in making bowls
from local wood is dealing with moisture content.
Wood cut from fresh logs is wet. When wood
dries, it shrinks and warps and can crack. If
allowed to dry in the log, wood is invariably too
cracked to use — if it hasn’t rotted first.

Ideally, each half will yield a bowl. I draw a circle
on each half and using a chain saw or band saw,
cut out a rough circle.
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For thousands of years woodturners have solved
this problem in a few different ways. One is to turn
the bowls directly from green wood, start to finish.
These bowls shrink and distort but, using proper
techniques, they don’t crack.
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n my 40-plus years of woodturning, I’ve
made many styles of functional and decorative bowls. In this article, I’m going to talk
about what first drew me to woodturning and
what keeps me constantly interested in making
bowls. I’ll focus on bowls that come from our
local Vermont forests.
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explore the beauty inherent in the geometry
of the grain structure of “normal” wood. Here are
a few examples.
Butternut (now facing a devastating blight in
the form of Butternut Canker) has a beautiful
spiderweb pattern revealed when it’s hollowed out.

Black Cherry generally produces soft patterns and
has a wonderful silky smooth texture and a color
that gets richer with age.

Next, the bowl is turned around on the lathe and
hollowed out.

Black Ash, although difficult to turn, displays
a starkness that seems architectural.

I coat the bowl with wax and dry it, under carefully controlled conditions, for a few months.
After the bowl has dried to approximately 6%
to 8% moisture content, I turn it a second time
to its final shape and finish.
Many years ago, I stumbled upon a way to orient
the block of wood on the lathe to get wonderful
patterns from straight grain wood. While I also
love to use highly figured wood, I wanted to

P H OTO S: A L S T IR T

8

The piece is then mounted on the lathe to turn
what will become the back of the bowl. The green
wood turns very easily compared to dry wood.

continued on page 9

Here’s a finished piece from that log.
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I’m also interested in figured woods. Here’s a photo
of a log of soft maple that had been through a
debarker. The debarker did not cause the ripples
going across grain. They are a reflection of how
the wood fibers grew. The ripples indicate that the
wood inside will have curly grain.

Occasionally I work with wood that has been
“degraded” in some form.

I cut the log with a chain saw mill into boards
about 3" thick. Shallower pieces tend to show
curly grain better.

First is a piece of Soft Maple that was attacked
by the Ambrosia Beetle. The streaks of color arise
from the holes left by the larvae.

Next is a piece of partially rotted — spalted —
Yellow Birch. The dark markings are called zone
lines and are usually an indication of barriers put
up by different types of fungi trying to protect
their territory. If you catch the wood before it gets
too soft, the results can be spectacular.
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Crotch wood, formed where the tree branches
out, can also yield wonderful patterns. Although
most crotches from local trees have ingrown bark,
occasionally you can find sound ones. This one
is a great example from a Yellow Birch tree.

the amount of heartwood allowed as well as how
deep the figure went etc. That source dried up
when the veneer buyers started buying the former
rejects to use as saw logs.

Like the Maple mentioned above, Yellow Birch also
can get curly. Typically, the curls are at a diagonal
to the grain direction and, if strong enough, can
resemble lightning.

Finally, our local species can yield really interesting
burls. Here are three of my favorite burl bowls. First
is a spectacular Yellow Birch burl. Unlike the Curly
Maple discussed earlier, this burl was smooth on the
outside giving no indication of the figure inside.
Sometimes Sugar Maple decides to become
Birdseye Maple. This figure, almost unique to
Sugar Maple, is much sought after for veneers.
I used to have a contact in Maine who gathered
Birdseye logs and would sell mostly to buyers of
veneer logs. Choice logs would go for thousands of
dollars. I was able to buy the logs that the veneer
buyers rejected. They were very particular about
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The last piece is a small covered bowl made of
Black Cherry burl. Our local Cherry burls have
great pattern and color but often have many bark
inclusions and other defects.
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This has been a brief overview of some of the pieces I’ve made from our local forests. If you want to see
more of these and other types of work I’ve done you can go to my website, www.alstirt.com.

Cougars Coming East with Sue Morse
By Nancy Patch

I

just wanted to
provide a quick
report on the
excellent presentation at the Opera
House in Enosburg
Falls on December
2nd. The hall was
filled to capacity
with approximately
150 in attendance.
Everyone was treated to an excellent program with
Sue’s engaging stories and world class photography.
Sue has been studying big cats for decades and she
has seen some dramatic movement of this beautiful
animal in the last 20 years. They are definitely
expanding their range and according to Sue there is
verifiable evidence of cougars in Manitoba, Ontario,
and throughout the middle part of the United States
east of the Rockies. Sue left us with much to think
about and hope for the return of the big cat. The
established natural range of the cougar has been west
of the Rockies, a population in West Texas, and a
small population in Florida (the Florida Panther).

But so many people have said they have seem cougar
much further east including Quebec, New York,
Vermont, NH and Maine. We do know that cougars
can make very long dispersal journeys, in fact one
cat was known to travel from South Dakota to
Connecticut before he was killed by a car. One of
our CHC members responded after the show that
we should look further into reports just north of
the border. I have done just that by contacting Two
Countries, One Forest and other organizations and
in next issue of Connections we will have further
information on this subject as well as a more in depth
article on the future of cougars in North America and
their life history. But I will leave that for later as we
gather information from our partners to the north.
One thing we do know is that animal dispersal can be
far and occur at a regular frequency and so in the past
they were able to adapt to changing habitat. Things
are now different as the human footprint literally
stands in the way of this movement. Our work at
CHC is to protect core habitat and connect those
cores to allow animal movement of all kinds. This is
especially important as global climate change effects
take place. Maybe the cougar can be our canary.
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Next is a very rare Hophornbeam burl. The dark
patches are not ingrown bark, but part of the
wood. The texture and hardness was like ivory
and it turned beautifully.
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