


tips for band saw  
Ripping
Finding the best pieces to use 
for your project is one of the 
challenges of woodworking. 
Using your band saw to do this 
makes it a lot easier. 

The photos at right show you 
what I mean. The grain of this 
board angles off to one side. 
But for my project, I was look-
ing for straight-grained pieces. 
Ripping the stock on my table 
saw would have required some 
special jigs and generated a lot 
of waste. But in this case, it’s an 
ideal job for the band saw.

Layout. The key to cutting 
out the workpieces is in the lay-
out. You can see in photo 1 how 
I laid out the parts to follow 
the grain. (I laid them out just 
a little oversized so I could mill 
them to fi nal size later.)

First Cut. The fi rst cut on 
the board has to be done free-
hand, as you can see in photo 
1. There’s no straight, parallel 
edge that matches my layout 
lines, so I couldn’t use a rip 
fence. Instead, cut close to the 
waste side of the line and con-
centrate on making a straight 
cut. This way, there will be less 
cleanup to do later.

Joint the Edge. After the fi rst 
edge is ripped, the next step is to 
run it across a jointer,as in photo 
2. This removes the saw marks 
and leaves a straight, smooth 
reference edge. You could also 
do this with a few swipes of a 
sharp hand plane.

Use the Fence. Now set up 
your rip fence for the next cut, 
as shown in photo 3. As you 
feed the stock through the blade, 
keep the reference edge against 
the fence. Here, it pays to make 
sure you stay close to the lay-
out line. As you can see in the 
upper photo, the end result is a 
workpiece with straight grain 
on four faces. And that means 
better-looking projects.

Rip Fence. The rip fence is 
where you’ll focus your attention 
next. Whether it’s a commercial or 
shop-made fence, the important 
considerations are that it’s square 
to the table and parallel to the 
blade’s lead angle. 

TECHNIQUE
With your saw ready to go, there 
are a couple of things to keep in 
mind when you’re ripping stock. 

Support. The fi rst is to make 
sure you have some outfeed sup-
port for long boards (main photo 
on opposite page). One of the dis-
advantages to most band saws 
is that their tables are relatively 
small. So having a helping hand 
will help you control the work-
piece as you make the cut. 

Feeding the Workpiece. My 
next piece of advice is to let the 
blade do the work. What I mean 
is, don’t force the workpiece into 
the blade. And don’t try to cut too 
slowly. You’ll learn how quickly it 
cuts as you feed a workpiece into 
the blade. Trying to speed up the 
cut will not only generate heat 
that can damage the blade, but 
can create burn marks that you’ll 
have to clean up later.

Body Position. Finally, posi-
tion your body so one hand keeps 
the workpiece against the fence 
and the other feeds it through 
the blade. I like to stand off to the 
side of the saw. You can see how 
I do this in the main photo on the 
opposite page. Another option is 
to use a featherboard to keep the 
workpiece against the fence.

Freehand Ripping. There’s one 
more thing I want to mention. 
There may be times when you can’t 
use the rip fence or you choose not 
to use it, and that’s okay. You can 
get great results by ripping free-
hand. The trick is to keep a close 
eye on your layout line and guide 
the workpiece carefully through 
the blade as you make the cut. 

Once you learn these simple 
techniques, you’ll fi nd that rip-
ping on the band saw is not only 
easy, but worth the effort. 
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