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The question arises as to what we do with 
the wood that doesn’t make the grade. 
Is there a possibility of modifying the 
remainder of the wood so that it more 
closely approximates wood with pre-
ferred acoustical properties? Fortunately, 
the answer is yes. There is a relatively new 
technique of thermal modification that 
heats wood in the absence of oxygen, thus 
modifying stiffness, density, and damp-
ing without burning the wood, as would 
occur in the presence of oxygen. There 
are several such techniques available, 
and all have been developed in Europe 
over the past two decades to improve 

the weathering characteristics of lumber 
used for decking or siding. With slight 
modification to the technique, the wood 
can also be improved for the three acous-
tic characteristics. To test the four extant 
techniques for thermal modification, we 
again turned to the German laboratories, 
in this case to noted expert Dr. Alexander 
Pfriem of the University of Sustainable 
Development, outside of Berlin.  

Dr. Pfriem’s approach was to take a 
representative sample of PRT’s wood, 
measure it prior to modification, and 
then send four equivalent cohorts of 
boards to the various companies in 

Germany, Italy, Finland, and the Neth-
erlands, each of whom perform thermal 
modification by slightly different means. 
The instructions to the companies were 
to modify the boards to maximize a 
decrease in density, an increase in stiff-
ness, and a decrease in damping. Once 
performed, the wood was sent back to 
Berlin for post-treatment measurements. 
We jokingly referred to this study as the 
“European World Cup” of spruce thermal 
modification. 

And like the world cup, there was 
a clear winner. The Dutch company 
Firmolin has the most sophisticated 
thermal modification kiln, uniquely able 
to manipulate temperature, humidity, 
and pressure to obtain just the right “rec-
ipe” for ideal thermal modification for 
tonewood. As a result of this study, PRT 
has invested in the only Firmolin kiln cur-
rently in North America, and we are in the 
final stages of testing of this complex de-
vice to bring “evidence-based” thermally 
modified wood to the guitar industry.  

For centuries, makers of stringed 
instruments have been beguiled and 
sometimes bewildered by the variability 
of spruce wood. Part of the genius of the 
classic Italian violin makers had to do 
with their ability to consistently select 
the wood that would give rise to the most 
cherished music in existence. Now, for 
the first time, we can use the science of 
acoustics to unlock the secrets that Strad-
ivari held. In such a way, we can take 
advantage of the wonderful diversity that 
nature gives us, instead of being limited 
by it.   WF

David Olson MS, MD is consultant with 
Pacific Rim Tonewoods. He leverages 
his day job as an ear, nose, and throat 
doctor to improve the sonic properties 
of tonewoods. Olson can be reached at 
d.olson@pacificrimtonewoods.com. 

2022 PNW Leadership Conference—
Growing Leaders

Registration is now open for the 2022 PNW Leadership Conference–“Growing 
Leaders.” This virtual conference is scheduled for November 1-2, 2022, and 
will take place over two half days. 

The conference will feature three 90-minute Leadership Academy modules 
on trust, communication, and teamwork and conflict; these module topics were 
selected through a membership survey that was conducted earlier this year. The 
modules will include downloadable handouts, exercises, and interactive features. 
Complementing the modules will be guest speakers. 

Registration: https://forestry.org/2022-pnw-saf-leadership-conference/
Pricing: $50 SAF members, $75 non-SAF members, $10 students
Conference questions? E-mail conference chair Marisa Bass, marisa.bass@

afmforest.com.
Registration questions? E-mail Melinda Olson, melinda@forestry.org. 

DAY 1—TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 1 
8:00 a.m. Welcome, Review Agenda 
8:15 Leadership Academy Module #1 
9:45 Break 
10:00  Leadership Academy Module #2 
11:30  Lunch 
12:15 p.m. Guest Speaker #1 (includes Q&A) 
1:15  Adjourn 

DAY 2—WEDNESDAY, NOVEMBER 2 
8:00 a.m. Welcome Back to Day 2 
8:15 Leadership Academy Module #3 
9:45 Break 
10:00 Guest Speaker #2 (includes Q&A) 
11:00 Break 
11:15 Guest Speaker #3 (includes Q&A) 
12:15 p.m. “What Incoming SAF Leaders Need To Know” 
 Video or Presentation / Working Lunch 
12:45  Closing Thoughts 
1:00 Adjourn 


