
A
couple of firs have been lying in the bush now for a year-
and-a-half; drying and waiting to be removed to the
wood-shed. This past few days have been warm and

sunny but the mornings are misty and in a few weeks there will
be a light frost on the roof-tops, time to light a fire. 

The stove was cleaned last week and even the kindle boxed
and sorted. Two days ago I waded into the bush and bucked
most of the logs into rounds before rolling them down the slope
where they could be more easily retrieved. Today is sunny
again, the frogs are ribbiting and the ground is damp but firm
underfoot, perfect for splitting. 

I warm up with a few of the smaller ones first; just a single
split into two pieces, the splitting axe is almost too heavy for
them. Ten minutes is enough, it’s time to work on the larger
rounds, the ones that will make eight or ten billets. They are all
piled into a jumble so I have to check each one to determine
which way up they go, always split with the grain, not the other
way. I place the round up-side-down on the block and look for
knots. One strike and the round falls neatly in half. 

There are many ways to split a log round but only one way
works best. If you tap the top of the round as though
hammering in nails, it will take a few good swipes before the
wood gives way. If you take the heaviest mall and swing at it
like Thor you will split the wood and maybe the chopping block
too, and that also is a waste of energy. 

I like the Japanese way approach best. The Zen of wood
splitting begins by focusing on the centre of the log round,
where you imagine the axe head should be. Then carefully
choosing the right spot, take aim at the centre of the wood, not
the top and not the bottom, and with exactly the right force, the
steel will cleave the wood leaving the axe head resting gently on
the block. Not enough force and wood will not split; too much
and axe head is buried in the block. 

I begin selecting and splitting rounds. This is relatively easy;
the fir grew in a thick patch of bush so there was no opportunity
for it to branch out making great knots in the side. It grew up
into a straight pole fifty feet high with a cluster of branches near
the top. After each couple of swings I lay down the axe and pick
up the billets to throw to one side, partly out of a sense of
tidiness, partly safety so I do not trip over them, but also to vary

my exercise. 
Without too much exertion and with frequent changes of

rhythm, I can keep this up all day without overtiring. Throw
from the left, then sometimes from the right, sometimes with
the right shoulder, and again with the left. I don’t like to make a
methodical machine-like action out the work, but I do like to
achieve a sense of balance. 

Suddenly I hit a knot and the axe bounces off the log round;
not paying enough attention. I look at the round again and
select another spot to aim for. The edge of the axe should miss
the knot by a few millimetres and gently press into the centre of
the wood with a satisfying crack. 

I pay more attention to the next one; thirty five rings plus a
pith; that was the year we were married. Maybe that seed
germinated when we were on our honeymoon. There’s nothing
symbolic about it, just curious that’s all. 

I look around at the forest and see a few hundred-year old
giants towering eighty feet overhead, many lesser ones like this,
and around the edges, a thicket of five-to-ten-year-old
Christmas trees all striving to inch ahead of its neighbour and
gain a little bit more light to surge ahead. There are times when
a little forest management can help sustain a better growth
pattern, and there are times when it’s better just to leave them
alone. 

My pile of split billets is larger than the rounds so now I’m
over half-way. A cackling laugh announces a couple of
woodpeckers overhead. A resident pair, they live here too. Just
think what they could do with a steel-tipped beak, the forest
would be reduced in no time, maybe. Well, for every tree I take
I plant two more and leave a dead one for the woodpeckers,
then perhaps they’ll leave my apples alone.            

Finally, a note of caution: Airtight wood stoves are
wonderful inventions for efficient heating, but they can create a
lot of creosote in the chimney. If you haven’t done it yet, get it
checked.   

The chimney all sooty, would now be made clean,
for fear of mischances, too oftentimes seen:

Old chimney and sooty, if fier once take,
by burning and breaking, some mischief may make.

Thomas Tusser, 1557 0

Reprint from Volume 21 Number 20                                                                    Oct 8, 2009

Visit www.islandtides.com to read the current edition and more find more interesting articles on other BC, national
& international topics in our extensive archive of newspapers and articles.

Reprint

Good Life ~ Brian Crumblehulme

The Cutting Edge

© Island Tides Publishing Ltd.This article may be reproduced with this attribution, in its entirety, with notication to Island Tides Publishing Ltd. 
This article was published (Oct 8, 2009) in ‘Island Tides’. ‘Island Tides’ is an independent, regional newspaper distributing 17,500 print

copies throughout the Gulf Islands and the Canadian Strait of Georgia from Victoria to Campbell River to Howe Sound.

Island Tides, Box 55, Pender Island, BC, Canada.       Phone: 250-629-3660.       Fax: 250-629-3838. 
Email: islandtides@islandtides.com.     Website: http://www.islandtides.com


