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By Andrea Watts

At the Family 
Forest Field 
Days hosted 

by Washington State 
University Extension, 
the portable sawmill 
demonstration is a 
recurring feature on 
the schedule. One of 
the presenters is Erik 
McVay, owner of Manley Portable Milling 
based in Pasco, Washington. 

When Erik started milling wood as a 
hobby, he hadn’t set out to start a busi-
ness. “What inevitably happens when 
you have a sawmill is your neighbors find 
out,” he says. “When they find out, they 
often ask you to mill for them. And then 
you realize that it could be a good side 
job.”

Since 2013, Erik has provided porta-
ble sawmilling to landowners in eastern 
Washington, northeast Oregon, and 
western Idaho. With his truck outfitted 
with a camper, he brings his own power 
and water for the sawmill and motel 
room for the night. 

Erik describes sawyers, such as 
himself, as the artisan bread makers of 
the lumber industry since they create 
customized lumber for landowners, 
sometimes even changing on the fly to 

take advantage of a wood pattern that 
will enhance the visual appearance of 
the finished product. “When you buy an 
artisan loaf of sourdough, you know it’s 
going to taste better and have better tex-
ture,” he explains. “It’s going to cost you 
more and it might not last as long, but it’s 
worth it. However, the portable sawyer is 
very competitive with pricing that’s often 
better than what you can buy though. 
We produce rough cut green lumber 
that, once dried and planed, is generally 
higher grade than you can buy.”

I caught up with Erik while he was 
between jobs to discuss how he selected 
sawmills to meet customer needs and the 
changes that he’s seen in the industry. 

Can you take me through how you 
selected your sawmill to meet your 
business needs? 

For my first and second sawmill, I 
purchased a Wood-Mizer. It’s a US com-
pany based out of Indiana, and they had 
a reputation for having the best support 
in the industry. There are many porta-
ble sawmill manufacturers out there: 
Wood-Mizer, TimberKing, Baker, and 
Woodland Mills are well-known.

My first sawmill was Wood-Mizer’s 
LT10, which was a twin rail mill as most 
portable sawmills are. They have two 
rails on either side of the deck, and the 
head rides on guidewheels or bearings 

atop those two rails. The problem with 
this mill is you have to ensure those two 
rails are on the same plane, otherwise 
you’re going to make twisted lumber. It 
took a lot of time to set up this mill since 
the rails must be on the same plane end 
to end. 

It was also an all-manual mill. I had 
to roll the logs or use a wince to get them 
onto the mill. The head had to be man-
ually moved back and forth, and raised 
and lowered. I also had to remember 
where the next cut was going to be; I used 
to walk down the mill, repeating 113/4 so I 
would remember for the next cut. 

I decided to upgrade to a new sawmill 
for a couple reasons. The first reason 
was my sons moved out, so I didn’t have 
cheap labor anymore and I was getting 
older. Another reason is that the LT10 
was only capable of producing 100-150 
board feet (bf) in an hour. I had gotten 
over 200 bf an hour at times, but it was 
extremely lucky and difficult. I was also 
turning down jobs from landowners who 
wanted me to mill 30-40 logs because 
the jobs were just too big for me to do by 
myself. 

In 2015, I sold that LT10 and bought 
what would be considered at that time 
the workhouse of the portable sawmill 
industry: the Wood-Mizer LT40 hy-
draulic. This sawmill is fully hydraulic: 
it lifts the logs up onto the deck and 
has hydraulic rollers, clamps, and side 
supports. The head is motorized and can 
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Sawmilling Outreach 
Being an educator is another 

hat that Erik wears, in addition 
to being a sawyer. On his website 
and YouTube channel are videos 
showing the different aspects 
of portable sawmilling. “When 
somebody reaches out to me, I 
may spend a couple of hours or 
more helping them prepare even 
if I’m not going to mill for them,” 
he says. And for the landowners 
who do contract his services, Erik 
will do “full on” education as 
much as possible before he even 
shows up to the site. 

Erik’s videos can be viewed at 
manleyportablemilling.com.
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move both up and down, and forward 
and reverse. Other features include a 
debarker and computer setworks. The 
machine could also produce 500 plus bf 
in an hour.

One distinguishing feature that 
Wood-Mizer includes in their sawmills 
that other manufacturers don’t is a 
cantilever head. The head is designed so 
it will cut flat the length of the log despite 
only being held on one side of the mill 
deck with one big rail. What this means is 
the head doesn’t have to be on the same 
plane. I can roll up on site and have the 
sawmill set up very quickly, in a matter of 
minutes.

Another advantage of a cantilever 
head is because there’s no second rail 
and uprights on the far side of the deck, 
if a piece of a branch is sticking out, it 
won’t stop the mill head. 

When Wood-Mizer introduces new 
models, are there features added in 
response to sawyers’ suggestions 
for improving the sawmill? 

I suspect so, and the overall portable 
sawmill industry has responded to what 
sawyers want. Wood-Mizer has changed 
a lot in the past decade. For example, 
when I bought my first mill in 2011, there 
may have only been four choices; today 
they’ve probably got 10 or 12 variants. 

They have several models with twin rails, 
as well as including cantilevers heads in 
the bigger mills because some people 
want those. 

One of the biggest changes they’ve 
made is moving to a wider head. When 
I bought the LT40 sawmill, its capacity 
was rated at 36” diameter and 21’ long. 
Realizing that sawyers needed to mill 
larger logs, Wood-Mizer now offers a 
LT40 wide, which means mill heads have 
been stretched by six inches. Sawyers, 
such as myself, are milling logs 42” in 
diameter because landowners can’t send 
them to the big sawmills since they won’t 
touch them. 

Has Wood-Mizer or other 
manufacturers changed their 
sawmill design over the years?

The design of the equipment hasn’t 
changed; however, the difference is in 
how the sawyer will use the sawmill 
and the amount they can produce. The 
early LT40s were all manual: they had a 
19-horsepower motor and no computer 
setworks. Today, they have a model with 
a 38-horsepower motor, inch-and-a-half 
bands, and can mill 700 or 800 bf an 
hour. With their computerized setworks, 
I can dial in to the depth of cut I want 
and don’t have to use a quarter scale. 
Wood-Mizer also makes an ‘Accuset’ 

computer that can be programmed to cut 
difference sizes of lumber on one log via 
the computer.

Wood-Mizer and other companies 
have also been experimenting with 
band tooth angles and gullet depths to 
clean out more sawdust from the cut. 
Other improvements include making 
the sawmills more fuel efficient and EPA 
friendly. They’re more expensive up front 
but they’re less expensive to run.

Looking ahead, maybe five or 
10 years, what changes do you 
foresee?

I see companies continuing to im-
prove the mills for the sawyer to make 
them more efficient, easier to run, and, 
in some cases, more comfortable to 
run. Guys like me are giving ideas to the 
companies and they are incorporating 
them into their designs. For example, a 
Wood-Mizer LT50 or LT70 has finger-like 
structures hanging behind the head of 
the mill to help keep the wood down as 
it’s being drawn back. I know the guy 
who developed that feature. I actually 
had Wood-Mizer reach out to discuss my 
umbrella mount, which provides shade 
when it’s sunny. 

When I bought my first mill, it was 
uncommon to see a remote-control head 
since they were expensive. Now they are 
more common; a sawyer can sit in their 
truck and run their mill remotely. As for 
other changes that may be made in the 
next five years, they will probably make 
improvements of current models. 

In the meantime, log handling tools 
and equipment will continue to improve. 
I have noticed a difference in the tools 
being produced compared to when 
I started my business. For example, 
when I started, I used a cant hook but 
not many people used one. However, 
companies like LogRite have changed 
the type and sizes they make to meet 
the portable sawyers needs and you see 
them everywhere now. There are new 
styles of log arches that can be attached 
to ATVs. I’ve seen band sharpening tools 
and tooth-setting tools, which seem to be 
selling a lot more.

Overall, this industry has grown mas-
sively. I cannot believe the number of 
sawmills sold over the last five years.  WF

Erik McVay is owner of Manley Portable 
Milling. He can be reached at Emcvay@
spamarrest.com or (509) 201-8114.

A portable sawmill 
enables landowners 
to process larger 
logs that sawmills 
wouldn’t accept, 
and the lumber can 
be milled to project 
specifications or to 
take advantage of 
the wood grain or 
appearance.
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