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INTRODUCTION

THINGS TO THINK ABOUT

Chainsaw carving takes a certain amount of physical and mental fitness. If there is any doubt about whether you can safely and carefully operate a chainsaw for a length of time, check with your doctor first.

Make sure to know as much as you can about your chainsaw’s cutting and safety systems, and research the subject of your carving before you get started. Then you can create quality work without jeopardizing your safety.

Step by step, we will now approach a project.



WHICH SAW IS THE RIGHT ONE?

Choose a saw that is not too large or too small for you. Your strength and ability should match the saw. Maintain your saw and other equipment as the manufacturers recommend.

It makes good sense to buy equipment at a specialty retailer in your area. There is nothing better than professional advice and competent service. My dealer offers professional help quickly when I’m having difficulty with my saw. And should later repairs be required, I save time and money by working with my local dealer.

The brand of saw you choose plays a minor role; each model has its pros and cons. Once you’ve become accustomed to “your” saw, its characteristics will, in most cases, be the “right” one for you.

In an urban or suburban area, neighbors do not want to hear a gasoline-powered chainsaw all day. In this setting, I would choose an electric chainsaw. In my workshops, I work exclusively with electric saws to avoid noise and exhaust fumes. For beginners, an electric saw with high wattage and the option of mounting a carving bar will be good enough.

If noise is not a problem in your area, I recommend a gasoline-powered saw for cutting your timber to length and blocking in your rough shape. With its high-powered torque, you can quickly do the preliminary rough cuts. In time you will likely add equipment and use both kinds of saws. I finish my work with an electric saw, using a carving bar because it minimizes the danger of injury.
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CARVING BAR

This tapered carving accessory, with its narrow tip, makes working on fine details much easier. It reduces not only the weight of your saw, but also the potential for kickback. More on that later when we cover safe use measures.

When choosing a carving bar, the model purchased must be compatible with your saw. Also, don’t try to save money on this purchase if you want to enjoy using it over time. (Problems with “economy models” include bending, short-term wear, etc.)

With its taper and narrow radius at the tip, the carving blade requires a compatible chain and a sprocket matching the driving links. Each manufacturer will of course have their own system of accessories. Your specialty dealer will usually be able to advise you well.

THE CHAIN

Technical Details: the following are details you should know about your cutting chain. Basically, cutting chains come in three dimensions:

• ⅜-inch pitch

• .325-inch pitch

• ¼-inch pitch

The pitch describes the spacing of the saw teeth, which is found by measuring the space between three rivets and dividing the result by 2. The appropriate sizes for our purposes are ¼-inch and ⅜-inch pitches.


EXAMPLE: 12.70 MM DIVIDED BY 2 = 6.35 MM OR ¼"




TYPICAL LINK SPACING IS:

⅜"

.325"

¼"
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ANATOMY OF A CUTTING CHAIN

Driving link, right tooth with depth limiter, connecting link with rivets, left tooth with depth limiter, connecting link without rivets, safety drive link
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Typical tooth shapes:

• Full chisel tooth: Angular transition from the side to the top.

• Half chisel tooth: Rounded transition from the side to the top.
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RAT TAIL FILES, VARIOUS DIAMETERS. STRAIGHT FILES. CLIP FOR SECURING THE BAR. DIVERSE GUIDES FOR TRUING THE SHARPENING ANGLE AND GRINDING THE DEPTH LIMITER.





CARE AND MAINTENANCE

There is much to be aware of in the care and maintenance of your chain. If possible, have a lumberjack show you how to sharpen the teeth. It takes practice to properly file your chain. Still, every chainsaw carver should give it a try. Anyone serious about chainsaw sculpting would do well to practice sharpening. But if you only have time for your hobby one or two weekends per month, the ideal solution would be to have your dealer sharpen it with a sharpening machine.

The advantage is that your chain will be properly cared for and safe to use. The time you save can be used for carving. It is important to use a rat tail with the diameter that matches your saw teeth. Nowadays there are plenty of accessories available to make sharpening an easy task.

It is also important to sharpen the teeth in the proper angle. I recommend a 30° cutting angle. A sharper or flatter angle will lessen your cutting efficiency and increase wear and tear on your chain as well as on the bar.

The same goes for the height of the depth limiter. The depth limiter regulates how deep each tooth can “bite” into the wood. With the proper height your chain will cut smoothly. If the limiter is filed down too far the chain will bite deeply into the wood, which you will feel as an increase of strain and exertion (arms and back). Besides, this increases strain on the motor as well, and can sometimes result in chain breakage, which is very dangerous.

It is best to use a file gauge. If you do your sharpening without a gauge, I recommend filing a depth limit of between slightly more than 1/64" and a little less than 1/32". Recently chains with shortened teeth that are slanted back at the top have become available at specialty dealerships. These chains bring a real increase in cutting performance.


TIP: For your carving bar, I recommend a cutting chain with modified slanted teeth
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WITH A “NORMAL” BAR, THE CHAIN HAS PROPER TENSION WHEN IT SHOWS NO SLACK ON THE UNDERSIDE, BUT CAN EASILY BE PULLED SLIGHTLY OUT OF THE CHANNEL.





PURCHASING AND INSTALLING A NEW SAW CHAIN

From time to time you will need a new chain. It is very important to exchange worn out or damaged saw chains. Of course proper care and maintenance of your chain is still quite worth your while.

When purchasing a new chain it is important that you know how many drive links your old chain had. This is because the number of drive links determines the length of the chain.

I keep a notebook in my shop with the number of drive links for each of the bars I use.

When mounting your bar, it is important to be sure that the sprocket matching the chain length is installed. Also make sure you install your chain in the right direction and that it has the proper tension. On the carving bar, which doesn’t have a diverting pulley at the tip, the chain can have a bit more slack to minimize friction—but not so much that the chain can slip out of its channel.

It is well known that, when using a gasoline powered saw, regularly refilling the oil is a must. With an electric saw it is equally important to keep an eye on the oil level, so that your chain and the bar are always properly lubricated, especially since the sprocket is under higher strain due to there being less tension on the chain. You should use light-colored oil for carving because the oil, which will unavoidably spatter onto the wood, will then be less of a problem. Here your dealer can certainly recommend a good choice.


TIP: In the course of a day’s work, for safety’s sake you should regularly check the chain for proper tension.
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SAFETY EQUIPMENT

• Cut resistant pants: These are of paramount importance. They should fit well, wear comfortably, and be of professional quality.

• High shoes: These provide firm footing, to prevent stumbling on wood scraps and twisting an ankle. Ideal would be cut resistant, steel toed shoes.

• Gloves: Also available with gel deposits to dampen the vibration.

• Safety glasses

• Ear protection

• First aid kit: Should be well stocked with assorted items. In mine I keep different bandages, band aids, disinfectant, ointment for burns from the exhaust, eye rinse, scissors, and tweezers. The emergency number of a doctor should of course be noted on the kit and saved to your cell phone.

WORKPLACE SAFETY

In order to work safely you will need to organize your workspace.

Ideal is a well-lit and well-ventilated space with room for moving around.
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I use a wooden panel as a base on which my workpiece can stand securely.

If necessary, I can also fasten the workpiece to the panel. I keep my feet outside the danger zone. Electrical cord routing should be free of moisture, and damaged cords should be replaced immediately. Before I start, I check my saw to see that all screws are snug, and that the chain is in good condition and has proper tension.
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When carving, I make sure to hold my saw in a firm grip without tensing up. I also take care to have a solid stance with one foot a half-step ahead of the other, reducing the danger of losing my balance.



Guests viewing you at work will need about six feet distance as a safety measure.

I also take care to have a solid stance with one foot a half-step ahead of the other, reducing the danger of losing my balance. And here we come to the subject of kickback, which indeed can throw you off balance. Kickback happens when the top third of the teeth at the tip make contact with the wood first, which happens often enough.


TIP:

Filing the depth limiter properly can also minimize kickback.
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DANGER SPOT (TOP THIRD OF THE TEETH)





Rough wood scraps should be removed from time to time to avoid a stumble or even a sprained ankle. You can leave the sawdust on the floor during the day. It provides a bit of insulation underfoot and absorbs some of the oil spatters from the saw.


TIP: Do your work responsibly, and use common sense!



Another aspect of workplace safety is lifting heavy objects correctly.

Depending on the size of your project your workpiece can weigh quite a lot. If there’s somebody around, they will probably be glad to give you a hand.


TIP: Never lift heavy pieces with your back bent. Crouch down some and lift your piece using the strength in your legs. Your back will thank you.



To have heavy logs put in place, it is ideal to use a device with a lift. That spares your back and makes it easy to position your log well.


TIP: Big size isn’t everything. A somewhat smaller chainsaw sculpture can be incredibly intriguing.



WHAT KIND OF WOOD SHOULD I CHOOSE?

Though any type of wood can be carved, consider many factors when picking one for your sculpture. Softer woods do not hold detail well. Harder woods can take considerably longer to carve.

Some woods are more likely to rot than others, an especially important factor if the sculpture will be exposed to conditions that deteriorate the wood.

Choice of wood often depends on where you live. White pine is common in the East and Northeast. White pine and red pine are the most popular carving woods in the Midwest. White cypress and tupelo are favorites in the South and Southeast. In the Northwest and western states, red cedar, redwood, ponderosa pine, and others are used.

While of course your wood shouldn’t be rotten, a few brown spots will not be a problem. What is most important is that the wood is still firm. Knots will also not be a problem. In my experience knotty wood develops smaller cracks from drying than knot-free wood. I do make sure not to have a knot in areas of detail, for instance a face. The diameter of the log depends on your project. Nice work can be done in practically any size. Do be careful to shape your piece in such a way that rainwater can drain off of it. This increases the durability of your project. At the base, no water should be able to wick into the wood. An ideal base would be one allowing water to
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