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Tom “the Sawyer” Hogard, of Lawrence, Kansas, is well-known
on several forestry and sawmilling forums where he offers
advice, observations, and opinions on a variety of subjects.
ecause of that presence, I felt like I already
knew him when I met him at the 2014 National
Walnut Council meeting in Manhattan, Kansas,
and was happy to take him up on his invitation to
check out his custom sawmilling operation. “The first
geodesic dome on the left...you can’t miss it,” he said,
laughing, while providing detailed driving directions.
Tom’s business, “Tom the Sawyer,” focuses on salvaging urban lumber from Lawrence and Kansas City,
Missouri, 40 miles away. “I have the only active
portable sawmill business in the Kansas City area,
covering more than an 18,000-square-mile service
area,” he explained. That could keep a sawyer mighty
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busy, and it does. While he sells some lumber, Tom
primarily provides custom cutting services with his
portable TimberKing B-20 sawmill.
“I looked at a lot of sawmills,” Tom recalled but
considered himself quite fortunate that TimberKing’s
headquarters are in nearby Kansas City. “I like the
way these guys do business,” he told me. “I would
call with a lot of dumb questions, but they were very
patient about answering them.” Six years ago, Tom
found a used B-20 mill on Sawmill Exchange, bought
it, and took it straight to TimberKing for a thorough
check-up. Finally, with his “new” sawmill, he was
ready to make sawdust.

Built solidly enough to handle
most of the logs he encounters, the
B-20 is still lightweight and maneuverable enough that he can get it
into surprisingly tight places with
his Ford F-350 pickup truck. “I
very seldom have been on a mobile
job where I felt I needed a bigger
mill, and I don’t recall ever having
to worry about towing it on a public
roadway,” he said. At 4,000 pounds,
the B-20 isn’t easy to move by
hand, but Tom told me that he has
plans to convert a riding mower
into a power dolly.
The B-20’s 30-hp Kohler engine
has only two functions—turn the
blade and charge the battery. A 6hp Briggs & Stratton powers the
hydraulics for the log-handling
functions. All functions are controlled from the sawyer’s station,
but Tom has been playing with the
idea of adding a wireless remote.
The hydraulic log handling is an
important feature for Tom, since he
often works solo. “I’ve never run
across something it couldn’t lift,”
he told me, “but for logs weighing
more than 3,000 pounds, it needs
help from a cant hook to turn the
logs. I’ve milled massive logs
where I had two guys hanging off
of cant hooks and the mill still
couldn’t turn it!”
In addition to his custom cutting, Tom also maintains a small
inventory of logs that he can cut to
order. “When I find a good deal,
I’ll buy a few logs to stockpile,” he
explained. “I have a customer who
always wants odd species like mulberry, box elder, and hickory. Every
now and then I get a red elm, and
the locust wood can be real pretty.”
Tom’s customers like the flexibility
to change cutting patterns on the
fly. And Tom loves it when a customer responds to the grain and
asks him to cut it another way. Tom
pointed out some walnut logs
brought to him by a local woodworker. “Anytime this guy hears a
chain saw running or sees an ad, he
goes out and gets the log and
brings it to me.” Tom chuckled.
“And when he gets enough logs

stacked up, we mill them.”
Tom’s fascination with sawmills
began when he hired a sawyer to
mill some logs for him. When the
sawyer let him take the controls, he
was hooked. Since Tom started out
as a customer, he has a different
perspective from most sawyers. “I
see things more from the customer’s point of view. When I give
an estimate, I tell them what I
think they’ll get, based on
International 1/4-inch scale.” As he
cuts, he keeps a running tally of
the actual board footage, which he
uses to calculate his fee. All of his
prices, including mill transport, fee
for striking metal, and milling fee
are spelled out on his website and
in his brochure. Transparency is
important to Tom. A well-informed
customer is a happy, and often,
repeat customer. The site has photos, videos, a schematic showing
how to arrange the logs and milling
area, and ideas about air-drying the
lumber so that customers have a
good idea what to expect before
they contact him. Tom is so pas-

sionate about the recycling element
of his work that he includes contact
information for other sawmills outside his service area.
“Some sawyers are focused on
the job. I focus more on the customer,” Tom noted. “I take pictures of most jobs I do, and post
them on my Facebook page. That
way, someone can look at it and
decide that maybe he could have
his trees milled into lumber, too,
even if they’re not the greatest
looking.” His clients enjoy the
“fame,” as well, he says. “People
ask whether they’ll get to be on my
Facebook page when they see me
take pictures,” he said. “That’s
great that they’re following it.” You
can also keep up with Tom the
Sawyer on Forestry Forum,
Sawmill Finder, and Sawmill
Trader. “A web presence validates
you,” he says. “There’s a lot of
guys who don’t have that presence.
Maybe they don’t want that much
attention.”
Custom cutting—sentimental
logs, unusual species, custom

Tom directs a couple of KU students loading a log onto the lifting arms of his sawmill.
They will use the lumber for woodworking projects and for a post and beam gazebo to be
built on the KU campus.
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sizes—means working closely with
homeowners, who “can tell me the
size of a log, but they often don’t
know the difference between
diameter and circumference when
they describe the tree. Some don’t
have plans for the lumber, but just
don’t want to see the wood go to
waste.” Before taking on a job,
Tom usually visits the potential
site to estimate the yield from the
logs, and to make sure he can get
the mill in and back out again.
One of Tom’s best customers is
the nearby city of Leawood, Kansas.
Dustin Branick, horticultural and
forestry supervisor for the city Parks
Department, describes the city’s
philosophy. “We try to utilize as
much of the wood as we can, which
saves us quite a bit on dumping
costs, plus wear and tear on chipping
machines.” The city hires Tom to
mill the logs, which it uses for various projects such as signs, benches,
and cabinets for city offices. “These
logs are just from the parks,” says
Branick. “We put them into piles
until we have enough for Tom to
come out and mill them.” Some of
the urban wood goes to the Strum
Institute for Disadvantaged Youths
in Topeka, Kansas, where the participants in the furniture-making program will use the wood “to make
coffee tables and benches as gifts for
their major donors,” Branick says.
On the day of my visit, Tom was
scheduled to mill some oak and
sycamore for an art class, as well as
posts and beams for a future timber-framing workshop, both at
Kansas University, a regular customer. Not long after the mill was
set up, students arrived to help mill
lumber. As soon as the first slab
came off the mill—one that would
usually just go on the slab pile as
scrap—several students crowded
around it, and one quickly laid
claim to it, setting it aside for a
future project. “We have a good
shop available,” said Matthew
Burke, who teaches the class. “So
we have Tom come out, and the
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Willing workers. Students remove a thick
slab from the sawmill.

students get to see how it’s done.”
Tom has milled lumber for KU
every spring for the last five years.
“The great thing about working
with Tom,” Burke says, “is that I
can rely on his knowledge and
expertise. It takes the mystery out
of where wood comes from. When
you start peeling the boards off
from the logs, the students connect
to the material. When they see the
grain as the wood comes off the
mill, they get super excited, and
that fires up their imagination.” I
noticed one thing that never seems
to change...several of the boys were
quick to grab the lumber so they
could show off their muscles to the
girls, who scarcely seemed to
notice.
Keeping good records, Tom
says, is key to the success of his
business—both in physical plant
and financials. “I engrave a serial
number on every blade, and track
it in a database. I know the manufacturer, when I got the blade, how
many board feet that blade’s cut,
and how many times I’ve sharpened it.” Perhaps the most meticulous records are his driving logs. In
order to comply with the
Department of Transportation, he
must be prepared to show his driving time, mileage, insurance, registration, and medical certificate.
Tom knows his fixed and operating costs to the penny. “You can’t
just say, ‘Well, that guy’s charging
$.35, so I’ll charge $.30 and get
more business. I don’t believe in

undercutting. The guy who does
will go out of business, but people
will still want to pay the low price
he was charging.” When asked
whether it is possible to make a
living running a sawmill 40 hours
per week, Tom advises, “It would
be tough. One person probably
wouldn’t make it milling pallets
and ties without selling the side
lumber for a good price.” His solution is to stay out of the competitive lumber business and offer a
quality service at a reasonable
price—producing a custom product
that is unavailable from commercial lumber yards.
What’s next? Tom just smiled
and invited me down to the barn
where he is building a 2,000-boardfoot kiln. He believes that valueadded services will not only bring in
more income, but also appeal to
customers who want to have their
logs milled and kiln-dried. “It’s a
way to make money while I’m
doing other things,” he explained.
His initial projection is to dry 10,000
board feet—five loads—per year,
enabling the kiln to pay for itself
quickly. Next on his wish list is a
20-inch planer so that he can provide a product that is ready to use.
Tom’s skills in working with
computers, machines, and people,
combined with good business
sense, a tough work ethic, and a
willingness to invest in the future
of his business are a combination
that would serve Tom well no matter what he chooses to do. His willingness to share his knowledge,
experience, and insights on the
forums would help anyone become
a better sawyer. But most of all,
Tom clearly enjoys running the
mill. In fact, it wouldn’t surprise
me to find him sitting in the shade
drinking iced tea while the customer runs the sawmill—much like
his literary namesake whitewashing the fence. n
Dave Boyt has a BS degree in Forest
Management and an MS in Wood
Technology. He manages a tree farm
(2006 Missouri Tree Farm of the Year),
and operates a band saw sawmill.

