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VENEER CUTTING AND DRYING PROPER'FIEk

WESTERN LARCH

Western larch (Larix occidentalis) is a tall, straight tree, the
largest of the American larches. The species is one of the most important
trees of the Inland Empire. Boles of mature trees are 140 to. 195 feet in
height and clear for a considerable length. The heartwood of western larch
is reddish brown, and the very thin sapwood is yellowish white. The wood
is exceptionally straight-grained. Annual rings commonly run 15 to 30 to
the inch with distinct bands of light-colored springwood and darker-colored
summerwood. 1 In density and in mechanical properties2 larch resembles
Douglas-fir. The two species are sometimes marketed together as larch-fir.
Larch is used principally in building construction for rough dimension
material, small timbers, planks, and boards; and for flooring and interior-
finish lumber.

Selection, Handling and Preparation of Logs for Cutting

The Forest Products Laboratory cooperated in making rotary-veneer-
cutting studies on two groups of logs,2 Eight logs from the Kootenai
National Forest in western Montana were cut experimentally in a commercial
plant and six logs from Flathead County, Mont., were cut at the Laboratory.
In both cases the logs were selected for veneer cutting to represent the
type of logs that would be available for peeling. Reports of other commer-
cial cutting tests have also been consulted.

Ring shake was encountered in some of the logs. Although this type
of defect is objectionable in logs that are to be rotary cut, it need not
be a serious obstacle, for logs containing it can generally be culled out
in advance.

1Betts, H. S. Western Larch. American Woods Series. Forest Service, U. S.
Department of Agriculture. 1945.

?Johnson, R.P.A. and M. I. Bradner. Properties of Western Larch and Their
Relation to Uses of the Wood. U. S. Department of Agriculture Technical
Bulletin No. 285. 1932.

2Acknowledgement is made to the Underwood Veneer Co., Wausau, Wis., for
supplying some of the test material.
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Bolts conditioned in water at a temperature of 150° F. were found
to be suitable for cutting into smooth and tight veneer. Heating at 160° F.
or higbpr resulted in significant increases in bolt end checks. One-eighth-
inch veneer cut at 140° F. and lower temperatures was not nearly so tight
and smOoth as that cut at 150° F., whereas 1/16-inch veneer',cut from unheated
bolts was not objectionably loose or rough. Table 1 shows the time that
would be required to heat larch bolts of various diameters and 8 feet long,
to a temperature of 120° F. at an 8-inch core diameter.

Table 1.--Heating schedules for larch veneer bolts

bolt
diameter	 : Water at 150° F.	 : Steam at 212° F.

Inches	 Hours	 Hours

12	 5	 2-1/2

18	 15	 8-1/2

24	 32	 17-1/2

30	 53	 31

36	 75	 45

Average Required time in water or steam: heating

Veneer Cutting

Most of the logs yielded much clear veneer, with knots generally
being encountered at a diameter of 12 inches or less. Some loss in,veneer
and in lathe time occurred because of the ring shake present in some logs.
Other defects noted in cutting the test logs were: Rot, heart check,
compression wood, pitch streak, and frost cracks. None of these were so
common in the test logs as to be considered serious. Practically all of
the usable veneer produced was heartwood.

The lathe settings4– given in table 2 were found suitable for cutting
good western larch veneer.

Fleischer, H. 0., Experiments in Rotary Veneer Cutting, Proceedings,
Forest Products Research Society, 1949•
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Table 2.--Lathe settings used to cut western larch veneer

Veneer	 Knife	 :	 Nosebar openings
thickness	 angle	 : 	

Vertical	 : Horizontal

Inch	 : Drees-Min. :	 Inch	 Inch

1/16	 90-30	 0.014	 0.055

1/8	 89-50	 .026	 .115

Veneer Drying

The moisture content of the green larch heartwood veneer averaged
about 50 to 60 percent, with some samples going as high as 150 percent. It
may be expected, therefore, that the veneer would not dry so rapidly as
Douglas-fir veneer. The drying schedules listed in table 3 were found satis-
factory for drying larch heartwood veneer to a final moisture content of 2 to
5 percent in a Laboratory model mechanical drier.

Table 3.--Drying schedules for western larch heartwood veneer

Veneer	 Temperature in	 Time in drier
thickness	 drier

•	 °F.	 Minutes 

	

250	 20-22

	

325	 11-18

1/8	 250	 30

	

325	 18-22

Inch

1/16

One-sixteenth inch veneer was somewhat brittle when dried to this
low moisture content. When the drying time was reduced sufficiently so that
the final moisture content averaged 10 to 12 percent, this condition was
largely controlled. In other respects the veneer dried well, being flat
and uniform after emerging from the drier. The tangential (widthwise) shrink-
age during drying to 2 to 5 percent was about 4-1/2 to 6 percent.

Frequently, a white powdery material was found to be deposited on the
surface of the veneer during drying. The deposits were particularly heavy
on veneer cut from the outer heartwood of butt logs. Higher drying temperatures
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also increased the amount of powder that was deposited on the surface of
the veneer. This white substance was identified as galactan, a water-
soluble sugar found naturally in larch, particularly in butt logs.5

Yields

Although there was some loss of veneer because of defects in the logs,
the actual board-foot yield of veneer was about 10 percent greater than the
log scale (Scribner Dec. C.) for the logs cut at the Laboratory and for some
of those cut commercially. In two commercial trials, 44 and 75 percent of
the veneer footage, respectively, was clear face veneer. Similarly, a high
percentage of the veneer cut at the Laboratory was of clear face quality.
All tests indicate that selected larch logs yield an adequate percentage
of face veneer for plywood manufacture.

Other Factors

Recent commercial tests indicate that western larch may be especially
suitable for sliced veneer. Fifty-three thousand surface feet of excellent
1/16-inch face veneer were cut from approximately 140,000 board feet of logs.
Some of this material had an attractive ribbon grain.

Western larch is classified as moderately easy to glue. Limited
gluing tests on veneer having conspicuous amounts of galactan on the sur-
face failed to show that this substance had any consistently harmful effect
on the quality of the glue joint.

In a commercial operation in which Douglas-fir plywood panels were
being sanded, it was found that larch panels tended to gum up the sanders
faster than Douglas-fir panels. This presumably was due to the galactan on
the veneer surfaces. This difficulty, it was reported, could most likely be
overcome by the use of a different gage of paper without any significant
increase in sanding costs.

Mitchell, R. L.,and G. J. Ritter. Galactan in Western Larch Wood.
Forest Products Laboratory Report No. R1771. 1950.
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