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Mike Whalley 
Memorial Bench

A ceremony unveiling a memorial bench crafted in the memory of former NH 

Representative Mike Whalley of Alton, NH was held April 21, 2011 at the state capitol 

building in Representatives Hall in Concord, NH where it will permanently reside. The 

craftsman of the bench, Jon Siegel, was on hand for the unveiling along with members of the 

Whalley family. Mike Whalley was a House Minority Leader and a mentor to all, no matter the 

party affiliation. The ceremony was open to the public, including those members of the House 

who worked alongside Mike during his tenure as a state representative. 

“Over the years, this place has become my second family—
because friendship goes beyond party lines.”—  Mike Whalley
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Left to right—Jon’s wife Patrice, Jon Siegel and Jon’s brother, Jeremy

Representatives Hall

Jon Siegel’s design was chosen for this commission among several 

submitted to the Joint NH Historical Commission. The extensive 

turned spindle work mirrors the balusters of the visitors gallery and 

fits perfectly with the style of this most beautiful space. The seven 

foot bench resides adjacent to one of two speaking podiums and 

will serve as a seating area for representatives and others waiting 

their turn at the podium. The design choice, meticulous construction, 

rich walnut wood and natural oil finish, fit perfectly with the podium 

and dais. This bench looks as though it belongs and has always 

been part of this space from the beginning. I can think of no greater 

compliment—Jim Seroskie.
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Crafted by Jon Siegel of 
Wilmot, the seven-foot bench 
was unveiled by Whalley’s father, 
George, and his son, John, 
during ceremonies attended by 
Governor John Lynch.

The former Republican House 
Leader was remembered by his 
colleagues and fellow lawmakers 
as a principled statesmen whose 
presence, in the form of the 
memorial bench, will live on in 

Representatives Hall. He was an extremely articulate legislator 
who carried himself with dignity, cared deeply for the House of 
Representatives as an institution and was passionate with regard 
to the causes he espoused and the principles for which he stood. 
He was highly respected by his colleagues for his expertise in 
many areas of legislative policy and process.

Mike was also highly regarded among his peers for his 
leadership skills. He held positions of trust and leadership as 
Majority Whip, and two terms as Deputy Speaker. At the time of 
his passing, he was serving as the House Republican Leader.

The project to craft a bench in memory of Mike Whalley was 
spearheaded by Rep. Janet Allen, a friend and colleague who served 
with him in the House. Jon Siegel, a craftsman who has been 
turning wood for nearly 50 years, was commissioned to build the 

bench. The project was made possible through private donations 
and, with the approval of the Joint Historical Committee, will 
reside permanently in Representatives Hall under the portrait 
of President Franklin Pierce—excerpts from the Concord Monitor, The 
Citizen of Laconia & the NH House Republicans.
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Thank you for having 
me up here to say a few 

words about how I designed 
the bench. But first of all, I 
want to thank Representative 
Janet Allen and Doug Dolcino 
for their infinite patience 
throughout this process. I want 
to thank the New Hampshire 
Furniture Masters Association 
for giving me the exposure that 
brought me here; and especially 
the Artist Laureate of New 

Hampshire, David Lamb; and Jere Osgood, who gave me advice 
in the early stages of design. Also there were several people who 
helped me with assembly: Bob Gagne and Kurt Wenchell—and 
when it came down to the final glue-up—George Emeny and Peter 
James. The greatest thanks goes to my wife Patrice who doesn’t do 
woodworking, but as always, provided the encouragement that I 
cannot do without.

When I first met with Representative Allen and Mr. Dolcino 
in this great hall, we sat about there [pointing] and stared at the 
spot where the bench was to reside. As I looked at this space, 
I was at first dismayed that there were no turned architectural 
details to be seen. How could I design something that tied into 
the architecture? Then I faced the back and saw the wonderful 
balusters that made up the railing of the visitor’s gallery.

At that moment the design for the bench came to me. I knew 
I could duplicate the exact form of these balusters into the back 
of the bench, and create a piece that was obviously made for 
this room. Now all I had to do was figure out how to stretch a 
conventional banister-back chair into a seven-foot bench.

The solution involved the fitting of four additional intermediate 
legs; a scroll-form crest rail with horizontal finials; and a seat like 
a church pew. The bench contains 52 turnings, and the walnut is 
from Pennsylvania.

Many people have asked how I turned the back legs. I learned 
how to do it from a 100 year-old book. The wood is not bent 
after turning—it is cut to that shape first and put on the lathe 
with special jigs. This is too technical to describe here, but I 
documented the entire process and wrote an article for the Guild 
Journal [see The Journal Vol 2 No 2—Turning Chair Back Legs].

I feel very fortunate to live in a state where we have 
organizations like the Guild of New Hampshire Woodworkers, 
the New Hampshire Furniture Masters Association, the League 
of New Hampshire Craftsmen, and other groups and supporters 
of the arts that together are a powerful force promoting fine 
woodworking and a vibrant community of woodworkers in our 
state where the Artist Laureate is a furnituremaker—Jon Siegel. 
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Remarks by the Artist—April 21, 2011

A plaque records the dedication of a bench to former representative 
Mike Whalley—Concord Monitor

To see how Jon turns bent legs, see The Journal Vol 2 No 2—Turning Chair Back Legs
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Having just returned from a week of training on the schooner 
Adventuress on Puget Sound, my mind has been overloaded 

with all the details they crammed into four intense days of 
training. From safety, fire and man overboard drills to sailing a 
large vessel in strong winds and learning the details of the Puget 
Sound ecosystem, it was total overload. It occurred to me that 
to try to tell someone else about the experiences would be like 
an astronaut having just returned from the moon and trying to 
respond to the question from your friends, “So what was it like?” 
Words are words. You had to be there. What I want to share with 
you is about going beyond your comfort zone, pushing a few 
limits. It applies in woodworking.

Many of us don’t try new things for many reasons. We don’t 
want to make a mistake, ruin a good piece of wood or possibly 
endanger yourself with a new procedure on a power tool. I faced 
several of those barriers in this training program. It was a 24/7 
situation for five days. A couple of comfort barriers included not 
being in total control of my situation. I teach but didn’t feel that 
I could teach all this new stuff or deal with the questions. My 
techniques are of a different generation and the teaching methods 
today are significantly different than my comfort area. It will be 
a month at sea basically, pushing totally aside woodworking, the 
Guild, projects, all the stuff of a normal every day life.

In my mind I was backing away, looking for graceful ways to 
bow out. I spent two nights lying in the bunk thinking, wanting 

to retreat. I’m retired, I want to relax and 
enjoy life. Why should I be plowing all 
this new ground?

When more than one barrier 
stands in your path, they can become 
overwhelming. They all stand like a set of hurdles and you see all 
of them and it’s daunting. But lying in the bunk that second night, 
some wonderful voice of reason said ‘slow down.’ Take them one 
at a time. Why is this a barrier? What are ways around it? Is it 
really a barrier? What could you possibly enjoy or how could you 
benefit by leaping over that one hurdle? Would everything else 
be ok?

The questions, and the answers, are within each of us. Pick 
one barrier, find what would get you moving forward. But the 
final resolution comes in boldly stepping forward. A barrier once 
crossed, I found, was easier to re-cross the next time, and easier 
the next.

While all of this sounds perhaps a bit heavy, we all do have 
our comfort zones. And to learn and to enjoy the reward of life, 
is to step beyond, even a little. Go ahead and cut some expensive 
lumber. Build a table by changing the plan. Try a new approach 
to finishing. Take on that kitchen remodel, And even help with 
the Guild. “I’m too busy” or a dozen other reasons are defenses 
for your barrier. 

The Comfort Zone
by bob oswald

I was making a new bookcase out of quartersawn white oak and 
using some purple heart as a trim detail. The plan was to have 

each shelf attached to the sides with a wedged through mortise 
and tenon, and then have each of the mortises trimmed with the 
purple heart.

As I was trimming the 1/8˝ purple heart into a 3⁄4˝ width, it 
started flapping around on the saw’s table top. Without thinking 
too much, I reached down to stop the flapping of the wood. I had 
previously set the saw blade a little higher than the wood, maybe 
an 1/8˝. Sawdust was sitting on the table and on the purple heart 
itself, the low blade height and my not thinking too much created 
an opportunity for me to experience the wonders of SawStop 
technology.

Wow! In just one one-thousandth of a second, the SawStop 
was able to recognize that my thumb had touched the saw blade, 
lowered it out of the way and had stopped the blade from spinning. 
There was a loud noise and initially I thought that the saw had 
broken. It actually took us about 20 seconds to realize that I had 
cut myself. The cut resembled a bad paper-cut and there seemed 
to be a little bit of bruising. My high school math said that the 
blade was running at about 115 mph when I touched it. There 

were a total of two 
teeth that actually cut 
me before the activation of 
the braking system.

I had purchased my 
contractors model Sawstop 
in the fall of 2009 and was 
impressed immediately. It 
arrived in several boxes. Each one 
was labeled with its contents. On opening 
the first box, I found the instructions and started reading them. 
The instructions were in “Normal American English” and not in 
some technical jargon that would take a machinist or an engineer 
to understand. Included in the first box were some blister packs 
supplying the various screws, bolts, nuts and washers that were 
needed to put the saw together. Each blister was numbered and 
coordinated exactly with the instructions.

The instructions worked great. We put the saw together and 
turned it on for the first time in four hours. I have helped a few of 
my friends put together new saws and all of them required some 

My SawStop Story by GiG lewis

continued page 30
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Making a
Traditional 
Chest of Drawers

Tom McLaughlin finishes the
two year long project — Parts 9 & 10

by audi Pauliukonis

April 2, 2011

April brought the BIG group together 
for the second-to-last meeting of the 

almost two year long project, “Building a 
Traditional Chest of Drawers.” To begin 
this installment, Tom spent a few minutes 
discussing a current project he is working 
on, a set of ten Hepplewhite “shield back” 
chairs commissioned by a client. He used 
these chairs to illustrate how one goes 
about tackling a project where you’re 
not quite sure how something was made, 
or have no exact dimensions to work 
from. He explained some of the research 
methods available to the furnituremaker, 
including viewing an original piece at a 
museum, contacting the museum and 
obtaining a copy of the Object Report for 
the piece and that many museums will 
allow you to take measurements, photos, 
etc. directly from the piece for a fee. It was 
interesting to hear the process explained, 
and one can imagine what these chairs 
will look like once Tom is done with them!

A Frame for the Back—For this meeting, 
Tom focused mainly on the construction 

of the back of the case. There are a few 
methods of covering the back of the case, 
the major ones being shiplapped boards 
or a frame-and-panel back. While shiplap 
can look nice, typically the boards are run 
vertically across the opening and are nailed 
in place with rose head nails. However 
the boards are difficult to remove cleanly 
should the need arise. Therefore, while 
it’s a bit more work, Tom suggested using 
a frame and panel back for our project. 
Rather than being nailed in place, the 
assembled case back is screwed in place 
making it easy to remove. Also, even 
though it doesn’t get seen very much, the 
15˝ x 20˝ frame-and-panel back looks 
better and seems more substantial.

The first step is cutting the frame 
pieces to size and length. Using 3⁄4˝ wide 
stock (we are using poplar, like most of 
the other secondary wood in this piece), 
first rip the stock to width—about 21/4˝ 
wide. Next choose which pieces will be 
the sides (stiles) and which will be the 
top and bottom (rails) of the frame, and 

mark their orientation. Keep in mind that 
the stiles will run the full height of the 
opening, or 15˝ for this frame, while the 
top and bottom rails will be shorter than 
the frame width in order to fit between 
the two side pieces. To find the lengths of 
the top and bottom rails, Tom suggested a 
quick way to do this—place the two stiles 
next to each other. Together they are 4½˝ 
wide. Subtract this amount from the total 
width of the frame (20˝), and we have 
15½˝. The tenons on either side of the 
rails will be 1˝ long, so adding 2˝ to the 
15½˝ gives us a total cut length of 17½˝ 
for the rails. The frame will also have an 
intermediate stile running vertically.

The next step is to cut grooves into the 
edges of the frame stiles. About 1/4˝ wide by 
1/4˝ deep, these grooves are located on the 
inside of each opening in the completed 
frame. They are there to receive the panels 
as well as help locate the frame mortises. 
These may be cut in a few different ways, 
the easiest being either a dado set on the 
table saw or a wing cutter on the router 

aPril 2, 2011 & June 4, 2011 
at MclauGhlin woods in canterbury, nh

Photos by JiM seroskie

Beginner & Intermediate Group
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SubGroup Spotlight

table. You don’t need to worry about 
centering the groove exactly on the edge of 
the frame stiles and rails, but you do want 
to pay attention to your reference faces 
when you cut them so that each dado is 
in the same plane in the completed frame.

Once these are cut, you want to 
plane any jointer chatter marks off the 
edge of the stile. Tom showed us his rig 
for accomplishing this. He made a right-
angle fence to fit his Stanley #7 jointer 
plane (held upside down) and clamped 
the assembly in the front vise of his bench. 
One or two light passes of the stile over 
the upturned blade of the plane left a nice 
smooth surface. It’s important to smooth 
these surfaces before cutting any of the 
rail tenons, as the depth of the grooves 
determines the length of the mortise 
haunch.

Next comes the mortises and tenons. 
The tenons are cut into the ends of the 
rails with the corresponding mortises 
located within the grooves on the stiles. All 
mortises and tenons are the same width as 
the grooves cut in the previous step.

Begin this process by arranging 
the bottom rail and right stile in their 
assembled orientation. Make a mark on 
the inside of the stile groove corresponding 
to the depth of the groove on the bottom 

rail—it should be about 2˝ inches from 
the end of the stile. This marks one end of 
the mortise on the stile. The other end of 
the mortise will be held back ½˝ from the 
very end of the stile, and part of the tenon 
on the rail will be cut back, or ˝haunched,˝ 
to fill the part of the groove visible at the 
ends of the stiles. Repeat this process 
with the other three corners, and also lay 
out the mortises for the center stile. The 
mortises for the center stile will be about 
13⁄4˝ inches long as this approximates the 
width of the tenon once it is cut into the 
21/4˝ wide center stile. It’s probably easier 
to do the mortise and tenon layout in 
practice than it is to describe it.

Once the mortises are laid out, go 
ahead and cut them. This is most easily 
accomplished with a benchtop mortising 
machine, or you can also do them by 
hand. As the tenons will be 1˝ long, be 
sure to mortise to a depth of 11/16˝ to 
allow room for glue and to make sure the 
tenon doesn’t bottom out in the mortise. 
When mortising with a machine, begin 
by making one full-depth cut at one end 
of the mortise, then go to the other end, 
make that end cut. Then work back to the 
first cut.

Next Tom began explaining the 
process of cutting the tenons. The 
thickness of the tenons corresponds to the 
width of the grooves (1/4˝). Tom showed 
us how he does it using a tenoning jig he 
built—yet another example of a shop-
made Biesemeyer fence jig. Basically it’s an 
inverted ˝U˝ shaped assembly that slides 
along the fence. Set the table saw blade 
height to just shy of 1˝ and the fence/jig at 
the correct distance from the blade to cut 
the left tenon cheek on stock (as seen from 

the saw operator’s viewpoint). Run a test 
piece to make sure your set-up is accurate. 
Once it’s correct and checked, make the 
cut on the actual rail stock. You can now 
use an appropriately sized spacer between 
the jig and the stock to cut the right-side 
tenon cheek without having to adjust the 
fence/jig. For a 1/4˝ tenon, the spacer will 
be about 3/8˝, as this equals the thickness 
of the tenon (1/4˝) plus the saw kerf (1/8˝). 
Make a test piece and fine tune the spacer 
block with tape shims as needed. Once this 
set-up is accurately dialed in, it makes the 
process of cutting the tenon cheeks super 
easy. Pass the stock through the blade to 

The Guild of NH Woodworkers
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cut the left tenon cheek, slide the jig back to the ˝start˝ position, 
place the spacer against the side of the jig, place the stock against 
the spacer (oriented the same as for the first pass) and finally send 
it through the blade again. Perfect, repeatable tenon cheeks, and 
you don’t have to slide the fence back-and-forth to do them.

Once the cheeks are cut, the tenon shoulders are next. Slide 
the fence to exactly 1˝ from the blade, drop the blade to the 
correct height (about 1/4˝) and use the saw’s miter gauge to push 
the ends of the stock over the blade to complete the tenon. Tom 
mentioned that you can also hog most of the tenon cheek waste 
off with your band saw before making the final shoulder cut on 
the table saw. This reduces the possibility of any waste binding 
between the table saw blade and fence during this cut. As always, 
perform a test cut to make sure the blade height is correct before 
you make the final cuts on the frame stock. The last thing you 
need to do to finish the tenons is to cut the haunch on the rail 
end tenons, which will come in about ½˝ from the outside edge 
of the tenon.

Having finished the joinery demonstration on the small frame, 
Tom now moved on to the full-size frame he had already cut the 
pieces for. The actual opening on the back of the full-size case 
measures out to 373/8˝ wide by 31½˝ tall, so that’s the size for 
which Tom cut the frame stock. Another consideration for the 

actual case back is that it has three vertical intermediate stiles, 
meaning we will need four panels for the case back. This works 
out well, as when Tom assembled the full-size frame, each panel 
opening was just over 6½˝ wide—an easy size to make panels for.

Panels for the Frame—The first thing that needs to be done is to 
cut the panels to size. The formula Tom uses to arrive at the panel 
size is straightforward—panel opening (69/16˝) + dado width 
(2 x 1/4˝ = ½˝) = 71/16˝. Subtract 1/8˝ to allow for panel seasonal 
expansion, and we are left with panels that are 615/16˝ wide. The 
height of the panel is also calculated the same way. The panel 
stock is ½˝ thick, and Tom said once the panels are cut to size, 
it’s best to remove any machine marks before cutting the bevel 
that runs around the perimeter of the panel. A smoothing plane 
works well for this, and Tom suggested using your whole body 
to push the plane over the panel—smoothing several panels with 
nothing but arm power gets exhausting pretty quick! If you like, 
you can also make a few passes with a scrub plane, to leave a 
slightly scalloped surface reminiscent of days gone by.

Once this is done, you can cut the bevels on the panels, a 
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process best done on the table saw. Years of experience has led 
Tom to the conclusion that 11° is the magic bevel number and 
you can use the same sliding jig you just used to cut the tenon 
cheeks. You want the fence positioned just the right distance from 
the blade, so a few test cuts will be necessary to determine this 
distance. What Tom suggests is cutting the bevel so that the panel 
remains about 1/4˝ thick, approximately 1/4˝ from the edge of the 
panel. Cut the end grain bevels first, then cut the long grain sides 
to clean up any tear out. It’s OK if it’s a little thicker than stated 
above, as it’s a good idea to make a few passes over the new bevel 
with a smoothing plane to remove any machine marks and it also 
lets you sneak up on that perfect fit. Tom suggests skewing the 
plane for the cut across the bevel end grain, as doing so will make 
that job cleaner and easier to do.

Assembling the Frame & Panel—The next thing you need to do is 
assemble the frame. The rails and stiles will all be glued together, 
while the panels will ˝float˝ in their openings. Take a quick look 
and decide which panels will look best in which openings. It’s not 
critical, as they won’t often be seen, but you might as well make 
it as nice as you can. Test fit the entire case back before beginning 
the glue-up process, as you want to make sure the panels will fit 
correctly into their openings. As with everything else, glue ˝down˝ 
into the bench, and do this glue up in stages.

First apply glue into the six intermediate stile mortises located 
in the top and bottom rails, insert the intermediate stiles in the 
bottom rail, place the two middle panels where they belong, 
then top it off by attaching the top rail. Next apply glue into 
the mortises in the left and right stiles, insert the two remaining 
panels into the larger assembly and attach the sides, again applying 
pressure down into the benchtop. Square up the completed case 
back and let the glue dry. Fit the complete back to the case, make 
any adjustments you need to in order to ensure a good fit, and the 
construction part of the process is complete.

Attaching the Back—To attach the back, you’ll want to use #6 or 
#8 brass flathead screws, four-up each side and across the top and 
bottom. A little shellac and wax is all that’s needed to finish the 
case back. Tom raised a good point about finishing frame-and-
panel assemblies. If you are building a frame-and-panel door, or 
any other piece where the panels will be highly visible, you’ll want 
to pre-finish the edges of the panels before inserting them into the 
frame. Seasonal shrinkage will expose the unfinished edges of the 
panels if you finish the entire assembly after it’s been glued-up.

Drawer Bottoms and a Top—Another detail we haven’t touched 
yet was attaching the drawer bottoms and finishing them. The 
drawer bottoms are very similar to the frame-and-panel case back 
from the last meeting, in that the bottoms have a similar bevel to 
them. For an authentic touch, consider passing a scrub plane over 
the surface of the drawer bottom to achieve a slightly scalloped 
look. Rather than being enclosed on all four sides, the drawer 
bottom is fixed at the front of the drawer and left a little long at 
the back to allow for seasonal movement. Instead of glue to fix 
the front of the drawer, however, Tom suggested another method. 
When cutting the bevel on the bottom panel, he cuts a few extra 
strips with the same bevel angle. From this he cuts a small 4˝ strip 
and wedges it up against the bottom panel from below, followed 
by a pair of 18 gauge brads driven at a 45° angle through the 

wedge, the bottom panel and up into the drawer front. Done 
correctly, the brads will not be visible from inside the drawer and 
the bottom will be much easier to remove if the drawer needs 
any repair later on. One of these 4˝ strips is sufficient for a small 
top drawer, while you’d probably want to use two for the larger 
drawers. While this fixes the front of the drawer bottoms in place, 
the backs are held in place by a screw with a washer through a slot 
in the bottom panel, again one each for the small drawers, two 
for the larger ones.

Tom finished this meeting with a few words about the 
construction of the top. The top is built similar to the sides of the 
case, that is, from two pieces cut from the same plank and glued 
together along their common edge in the original plank to get as 
seamless a glue line as possible. He also pointed out that the top 
is left proud of the back of the case by 3⁄4˝ to 1˝. This not only 
disguises any seasonal width variation in the top but also allows 
you to place the completed chest flush against a wall that has a 
baseboard molding.

June 4, 2011 

The first Saturday in June dawned a bright and beautiful day, 
appropriate for finishing up this two year long project! The 

main topics to be covered in this session include methods for 
repairing the inevitable dings and dents, finishing the case and 
adding the hardware. Tom began the meeting with the confession 
that he is notoriously optimistic about time projections—the 
original finish date was June, 2010! As a wise person once said: 

“It ain’t a hobby if you have to rush.” Who here can’t relate to 
that? These BIG sessions has been quite a journey and learning 
experience for all involved. Tom calculated that he has about 30 
teaching hours into this project so far and estimate that from start 
to finish this project should take about 200 hours to complete. 
Like most things, it’s the details that take time. This case piece is 
no exception, but it’s the details that make it such a special project.

The first thing Tom did was prepare a sample board from 
a thin piece of leftover walnut. This would serve as a means of 
showing what progressive finishing techniques do, as well as help 
illustrate some simple dent removal procedures. The first thing to 
do prepare the board was to remove any machine marks with a 
scraper, then sand it down a bit 
with 220 grit sandpaper. Then 
Tom raised the grain with a damp 
rag and lightly sanded off the 

“fuzz” with more 220 grit.
Repairs—Then Tom proceeded 

to drop a hammer on it. Tom 
said dents and dings are almost 
unavoidable on a piece like this, 
especially one that has spent 
two years being moved around a 
working shop. Fortunately, there 
are many methods of dealing 
with these blemishes, and while 
Tom said he could spend the 
whole session on the topic, he Laminated glue block
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would illustrate and discuss some of the basic techniques. One 
of the more common imperfections, the basic little dent, can 
be pretty easy to remove. Often, a drop of water on a fingertip 
touched to the dent will swell the wood fibers and remove the 
dent. If that doesn’t remove it completely, you can also bring out 
the “shop iron” as Tom calls it. Touch the tip of the iron to the 
drop of water on the blemish and it will just about boil the water. 
The added steam may help raise the dent. Another variation of 
this technique, with perhaps less risk of scorching the wood, is to 
put a wet piece of paper towel over the dent and touching the tip 
of the iron to towel until the area goes almost totally dry. If the 
dent is really severe, often meaning the wood fibers are broken so 
no amount of swelling with water will restore the dent, the only 
option may be removing the dented area and replacing it with 
a patch of carefully matched wood. The full process is beyond 
the scope of this meeting but the basic premise is what you see 
in plywood all the time—the football shaped patch. This shape 
blends in with the surrounding grain better than a square patch.

A few other touch-up techniques include using a colored 
wood filler, which you can rub in, let dry, then sand flush. Shellac 
sticks are another option, though the color tends to be stronger. 
If you know what the finished color of the piece will be, these are 
an option, though they are typically used to repair damage after 
the finish is applied. Shellac sticks are applied to a hot knife, and 
once the material gets a bit runny, you rub it in to the blemish, 
let it dry, then sand it. One nice thing about the shellac sticks is 
they set up quickly.

Finishing—The conversation then turned to finishing options. 
Tom outlined some of his basic processes and also demonstrated 
using the sample board. Like the sample board, once any 
imperfections are taken care of, the piece needs to be finish 
sanded, lightly wiped with a damp rag to raise the grain, then 
lightly sanded again to remove the raised-grain “fuzz.” This is 
where an earlier process from several months ago pays off, when 
we finish sanded the upper and lower extremities of the case side 
panels before applying the molding. It would have been difficult 
to finish sand up to the molding when it’s in place. A little 
forethought is a great thing. 

Once the sanding is done, it’s a good idea to wipe the case 
down with a tack cloth to help remove any remaining dust before 
applying a finish. Tom normally starts with a coat of shellac, 
thinned to approximately a 1½ pound cut, sprayed with an 
HVLP gun. While it’s possible to brush shellac, decent HVLP 
guns can be had relatively 
cheaply (under $100 at a big 
box store), and the ease and 
speed of application makes 
it an attractive method.

For the actual shellac, 
Tom says he gets great 
results with Zinsser Sealcoat, 
which is available just about 
anywhere. The “cut” refers 
to the concentration of 
liquid shellac as defined 
by pounds of shellac flakes 

dissolved in a gallon of alcohol, so a 1½ pound cut is just that, 
1½ pounds of shellac cut with a gallon of alcohol. As the Sealcoat 
comes in liquid form, it’s difficult to know the exact “cut,” but 
Tom said out of the can it’s probably around a 2 pound cut, so 
add a little denatured alcohol to reduce it to about a 1½ pound 
cut for the first thin coat.

While walnut is a beautiful wood to work with, especially 
when it has been air-dried, like many woods it benefits from 
knowing a few tips and tricks come finishing time. The best thing 
you can do for walnut is to add a little warmth to the finish, and a 
good way to do that is to add a few drops of orange TransTint dye 
to the shellac. The dye isn’t cheap, it’s about $20 for a little bottle, 
but a little bit goes a really long way.

After the first coal of shellac, you can add a glazing stain to get 
a little deeper color if you wish, though that’s up to you. The nice 
thing about a glazing stain applied once you already have a coat of 
shellac on the piece is that unlike applying the stain to bare wood, 
applying it after you’ve begun finishing will make the stain act 
more like a toner than an actual stain. Should you choose to add 
a glaze, burnt umber would be a good choice, and will contribute 
to the warm finish that works so well on walnut. In either event, 
you’ll want to follow up that first coat of shellac with another 
two to three coats at a 1½ to 2 lb. cut. Don’t forget to apply the 
shellac to the interior of the case as well, though you only need 
to do one coat, or two at the most. If you’re spraying the shellac, 
Tom suggested spraying the interior from the back of the case so 
you don’t inadvertently bump the spray gun into the front of the 
chest. For the drawers, lightly coat all sides with shellac.

After the final coat of shellac has been applied and cured, you 
want to give the piece a light sanding with 600 grit paper to get 
the little ˝dust nibs˝ off, then rub the piece out to a dull sheen 
with some 0000 steel wool. Once that’s done, you can apply a 
coat of paste wax. Tom likes to use “antique mahogany” Briwax 
for this step. To ensure smooth drawer action, be sure to sand the 
runners lightly and apply some paste wax to them as well.

The top of the chest gets an additional treatment as well—two 
coats of Lacquer to help give it 
a more durable finish. Sooner 
or later, someone is bound to 
set a cold drink on the top of 
the chest on a warm summer 
day, and you’ll be glad you took 
this extra step. Tom uses M.L. 
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Campbell Duravar, a post-
catalyzed lacquer applied with 
the spray gun, but if you’re 
not set up to spray you can 
also use Lacquer out of a spray 
can. Rub the finish out with 
400 or 600 grit sandpaper, 
then 0000 steel wool, and 
finish with wax.

Hardware—Chippendale-
style hardware is appropriate 
for this piece and a good source is Horton Brasses, located in 
Connecticut. I can tell you from personal experience that an order 
placed with them in the morning will have it delivered to NH 
by the following morning, using only regular UPS Ground. The 
pulls Tom selected for our piece are called “swan pulls” or “bails.” 
Tom chose to simply use brass posts to mount the pulls, rather 
than the large, polished and sculpted brass escutcheons often 
associated with Chippendale hardware. When you see these pulls 
in place, they add just the right touch to the chest, without being 
too much. The finish Tom normally selects is Horton’s ˝Antique 
Brass˝, and it doesn’t hurt to polish them up a bit with some 
Brasso followed by a quick burnish with some 0000 steel wool.

It’s important to locate the pulls correctly. If you simply drill 
the holes for the posts on the drawer centerline, the pull will hang 
too low. For the top drawers, Tom suggested drilling the post 
holes about 1/4˝ above 
the drawer centerline, 
or a little higher if 
necessary for the pull 
to look balanced when 
it’s in place. As you 
work your way down 
the drawers, the pulls 
will often be a little 
higher than that in 
order to look right, so 
it’s best to hold the pull 
up to the drawer and 
check it out visually before drilling any mounting holes.

Another important consideration is the location of the pulls 
on the face of the drawer in the horizontal plane. The top drawer 
pulls should centered, but it’s a little trickier to locate the pulls on 
the lower drawers. As a rule-of-thumb, Tom said that the inside 
post of the lower drawer pull is normally located directly beneath 
and between the posts of the small top drawer pull. While this 
serves as a good starting point, Tom said you can adjust this if 
necessary. For our chest, placing the pull in that location on the 
second drawer made the pull look too far off to the side of the 
chest. No problem, Tom slightly moved the pull in towards the 
center of the case by just a bit. The main thing is that when they 
are in place, the pulls look balanced, proportionate and correct.

 The last thing Tom suggested concerning the hardware was 
that it’s a good idea to countersink the bolts on the inside of the 
drawer, so there will be less chance of any item in the drawer 
snagging a screw or bolt. And definitely cut off any extra screw 

length. Tom’s last word on the project was to be finicky near the 
end and to always imagine seeing you’re the piece for the first 
time. When you have put this much time, effort and even money 
into a project, it only makes sense to pay attention to the details.

WrapUp—And that’s pretty much it! Huge and heartfelt thanks 
go to Tom for taking the extra time and doing what needed to 
be done to see this project through to the end! Nearly two years 
have passed since the BIG group first set out on this journey, with 
the pretty lofty goal of one New Hampshire Furniture Master 
guiding a group of 25-or-so people with anywhere from zero to 
pretty extensive woodworking experience in the construction of a 
Traditional Chest of Drawers.

One of the best things about the series was you didn’t even 
need to complete the entire project or even attend each meeting 
to learn some really valuable things, applicable to many avenues 

of woodworking. 
Each one of the BIG 
sessions was its own 
class in some facet of 
furniture construction, 
as taught by a master 
craftsman who knows 
how to teach his 
subject. Through the 
series we all received 
detailed instruction on 
everything from stock 
preparation, to proper 

layout techniques, how to cut various types of joinery properly, 
create moldings, build drawers, frame-and-panel construction 
and finishing techniques as well as many other things.

On top of that there were all the little tips and tricks we 
learned, from numerous helpful jigs to time-saving methods of 
getting things done. I really feel the best woodworking value out 
there, next to kicking over a rock and finding a new Lie-Nielsen 
No. 4 under it, is membership in the Guild, and through it taking 
advantage of opportunities such as those presented by the BIG 
group. Building a Traditional Chest of Drawers was a really great 
experience. 

[A big thank you to Tom McLaughlin for conducting this ten part 
demonstration/lecture as well as Audi Pauliukonis for generously 
taking the time to author this how-to documentary. The entire volume 
of articles can be found in The Journal Vol 2 No 1 – Vol 3 No 3—ed.]
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tips, tricks & tools by C Peter James

Variable Frequency Drives
How many times have you been 

checking the ads on eBay or 
Craigslist and seen the drill press, sander, 
jointer, table saw, etc. that is on your quest 
list and you see those two dreaded words, 

“three phase.” You know because your shop 
only has single phase electricity, you would 
have to either replace the motor or install 
a converter. In some cases, replacing the 
motor is not a problem, but in other cases 
like a radial arm saw, the motor is unique 
or made special for the machine and not 
easily replaced. In these cases, some sort of 
converter device would be required.

Static phase converters, are not really 
converters, only a means starting the three 
phase motor on single phase and then the 
motor operates at something less than two 
thirds it rated horse power.

Rotary phase converters actually create 
three phase power, but are expensive to 
buy and operate and noisy as well. In 
many cases, dealing with the three phase 
problem is not worth the effort in time 
and money.

Recently another way to deal with the 
three phase issue has become available. 
This is the “variable frequency drive” or 
VFD. Originally developed for use in 
industrial applications and more recently 
used on woodworking machines, especially 
variable speed wood lathes, these electronic 
devices create true three phase power from 
single phase input. They have become the 
method of choice by manufacturers on 
variable speed lathes and can be found on 
the Powermatic 3520B and the Oneway 
lathes as well as others. On smaller motors 
up to one horse power, they will take in 
120V single phase and put out 230V three 
phase, ideal for a drill press or sanding 
machine. With 230V single phase input, 

it is possible to run machines with motors 
as large as five horse power and get the full 
rated output of the motors.

The phase conversion is only a small 
part of the capability that the VFDs have 
and not the reason they were developed. 
They also have the ability to control several 
other functions of the motors, including 
rate of acceleration (soft start), rate of 
deceleration (reactive braking), and best 
of all, speed control. The speed control is 
extremely desirable on many woodworking 
machines, some of which never had that 
ability such as table saws and sanders. 
Tools like lathes and drill presses have 
changed speeds with stepped pulleys and 
Reeves drives (variable width pulleys). 
Some machines like shapers which are 
designed to run in two directions as well as 
multiple speeds would be natural uses for 
VFDs. With a VFD, changing speed is as 
easy as turning up the volume on a radio. 
Just turn the knob. To change direction, 
just flip a switch. 

A rotary phase can run several machines 
at the same time and if you have a large 
shop which would have several three phase 
machines operating at the same time, this 
would be the way to go. The VFD can 
be used to power multiple machines, 
however, it can only do one machine at 
a time. The VFD needs only to have the 
capacity to handle the largest machine. 
Powering multiple machines could be 
accomplished by having the VFD feed 
an outlet and having plugs going to the 
different machines that could be plugged 
into the outlet one at a time (thanks to Jon 
Siegel for this idea).

There are many brands and models 
of VFDs on the market, but two are 
particularly suitable for use in the wood 

a better way
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shop. The TECO FM50 and the GS2 
from Automation Direct. Both are 
relatively inexpensive and very versatile. 
The GS2 has a control panel that can be 
removed from the main unit and used 
as a remote by installing an optional 
extension cable. You can also create your 
own remote with about $20 worth of 
parts from an electronics store like Radio 
Shack. The GS2 also has the ability to use 
the digital readout to show the speed of 
the machine, not just the motor speed. 
For these reasons, the GS2 is my preferred 
choice, even though it does cost a little 
more than the FM50. I like the ability to 
locate the electronics unit away from the 
machine to give it better protection and 
have the control unit near at hand for 
quick and easy adjustments. 

I use the remote unit on my Wadkin 
lathe with a 3 phase motor. It has the 
keypad relocated from the main unit 
to the remote control using the special 
optional cable that is available from the 
manufacturer. The toggle switches and 
speed control have been added using the 
diagram shown below. It really is as easy as 
the diagram looks to build the remote unit 
and connect it. The main unit is located 
on the wall behind and above the lathe to 
provide some protection from dust and 
wood chips.

The box is mounted to the lathe 
with magnets. The added switches and 

potentiometer are connected to the main 
unit using six conductor telephone cable. 
The circuits are carrying very little current, 
so any light gauge cable could be used. 
There are two programming changes that 
need to be made which will transfer the 
control from the original keypad to the 
new controls. These are shown in the 
owner’s manual. The display can show 
hertz (the AC frequency) supplied to the 
motor. Changing the frequency is what 
controls the motor speed. It can also show 
the amperage draw, motor speed or as in 
this case, it can be programmed to show 
the lathe spindle speed. 

When mounting the main unit, it is 
good practice to provide a means to allow 
the unit to be completely disconnected 
and turned off when not in use. However 
it is not good for the unit to be turned off 
as a means of stopping the machine. The 
start and stop function on the keypad or 
remote control should be used for starting 
and stopping. The power for the unit in 
this picture is actually controlled by the 
original magnetic switch located on the 
lathe. The circuit breaker is for overload 
protection to the VFD and is a junction 
box for the line voltage wires between the 
VFD and the lathe. In the photo above, 
you can see the three wire 220V single 
phase circuit going into the top of the unit 
and the four wire three phase line coming 
out the bottom. The black cable plugged 

into the front of the unit is the keypad 
extension cable and the small blue wire is 
a 6 conductor wire connecting the remote 
control to the main unit.

With the advent of the VFD, a low 
cost alternative is provided to three phase 
conversion as well the option of having 
better control over machine functions. 
VFDs can be used with both single and 
three phase inputs. This makes them an 
ideal retrofit for machines in shops that 
have three phase power available as well as 
those with only single phase. The VFD - a 
better way to control electric motors on 
woodworking machines. 

SPDT Switch
Radio Shack 275-613 

SPST Switch
Radio Shack 275-601

5K-Ohm Linear Taper Potentiometer
Radio Shack 271-1714

Knob • Radio Shack 274-407

Box enclosure is 7˝ x 5˝ x 3˝ • Project Enclosure • Radio Shack 270-1807
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This is the remote unit that is used on my Wadkin lathe with a 3 phase motor.

The main unit is located on the wall behind 

and above my lathe to provide some 

protection from dust and wood chips.
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Sometimes the exuberance of youth combines with 
stubbornness to allow us to do things that any rational 

experienced person could tell you are impossible. If you are too 
dumb to know that what you are trying to do can’t be done, you 
just do it. This happened to me in 1966 when I was 19 and home 
from my freshman year of college—where I spent a lot of time 
in the “auxiliary physics lab”, aka the pool room. Determined to 
make a pool cue, I took what little experience I had at the lathe 
and set out on a journey that produced, by the end of the summer, 
about eight cues.

The shaft of a two-piece cue is 29˝ long. It is less than 7/8˝ 
diameter at the big end (where the joint screws together), and the 
tip is ½˝. Now, with 45 years of woodturning experience behind 
me, I can tell you that a workpiece that long and thin can’t be 
turned without a steady rest. But at the time I did not know that 
steady rests existed, so with a leather glove squeezing the work 
with my left hand, I was able to scrape away lightly with a chisel, 
until I had some rough form. Relying heavily on sandpaper, I was 
able to cover up all the problems caused by faulty tool work. This 
was possible only because the shape had no details whatsoever—
only the long taper of the cue shaft.

Years later, when I got serious about woodturning, I realized 
that complex detailed designs could only be achieved through 
accurate tool work producing smooth surfaces that required little 
sanding. To accomplish this it is necessary to control workpiece 
vibration. My first experiments using steady rests with metal 
wheels were a failure because these steady rests modeled after ones 
used for metal turning, failed to take into account that wood is 
compressible and uneven in hardness. At the time I was turning a 
lot of oak, and as oak is a ring-porous wood, it has hard and soft 
layers. As the metal wheels compressed the wood, they created a 
rough surface. As the wheels rolled against this surface, the steady 
rest was creating vibrations instead of stopping them. 

Then, as with so many things, I found the answer in Frank Pain’s 
classic work, The Practical Woodturner. In this book he depicts 
three steady rests (back rests), all made entirely of wood! The only 
part of the steady rest that touches the revolving workpiece is 
a single piece of wood with a notch in it (Figure 1). Even my 
first crude experiments with this type of steady were reasonably 
successful, and I realized that the more I used the wooden shoe 
that contacted the turning, the better it got over time; as it became 
impregnated with wax, and the surface broke-in to the curvature 

Steady Rests

at the lathe by Jon siegel

Conquer the Long and Thin

Figure 1—This illustration of a steady rest (back rest) from Frank 

Pain’s The Practical Woodturner also appeared in Fine Woodworking 

in the 1970’s.
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of the turning. Why did this steady rest work so well, when the 
wheels did not? The answer is surface area. The wheel was only 
making line contact with the turning (parallel to the layers), but 
the wooden shoe slides smoothly because the contact area is larger 
than the width of the annular rings.

The main features of this “system” are: 
•	 Wood	sliding	on	wood.
•	 The	workpiece	contacts	steady	in	two	places,	and	the	angle	of	

contact is about 75°.
•	 The	shoe	is	very	soft	wood,	and	it	helps	if	the	work	is	very	hard	

wood.
•	 The	steady	pushes	from	the	back	to	counteract	the	force	of	the	

chisel.
•	 The	front	is	unobstructed	and	will	not	get	in	the	way	of	the	tool	

rest or your hands. 
•	 There	are	no	pinch	points.	

However, there were many things about the steady rests 
depicted in Pain’s book that were crude and made adjustments 
difficult—especially the way they were attached to the lathe bed. 
So I began searching for a better way.

In old catalogs I had seen steady rests that mounted on a 
round shank that fits into a tool rest base (Figure 2). I got the idea 
that a steady rest could be made with a wooden shoe mounted on 
a 1˝ diameter shank. This allows the assembly to be horizontally 
adjusted and locked to the lathe bed while the height remains 
constant. My invention allows for free rotation of the shoe in the 
horizontal plane (making set-up easier), and simple adjustment 
for zero free-play in the vertical axis with a locking nut. Finally, I 

Figure 2—From the 1929 catalog 

of Woodworkers Tool Works in 

Chicago, a company that still exists. 

The two steady rests depicted here 

are fascinating from a number of 

historical perspectives. The one with 

the two metal wheels seems to have 

some good design features, but as 

stated in the text, metal wheels are 

not suitable for woodturning. Note 

the price of $35 in 1929. That would 

be the equivalent of $400 today. The 

other steady has rotary selection with 

18 sizes of circular contact areas on 

two discs. Here we have examples of 

faulty wood lathe accessories that 

were designed by metal workers or 

pattern makers, and evidence of the 

low ebb of hand woodturning in this 

country that persisted for 40 more 

years until the renaissance of the 

1970’s. 
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developed the 75° bearing shoe, that gives the same “two point” 
contact as Pain’s notched stick, but breaks-in faster because 
the grain is horizontal, and has more surface area (Figure 3). I 
have used this type of steady rest successfully for 35 years, and 
I have sold hundreds of them to satisfied customers. Anyone 
with a machine lathe can make one—it is just a single piece of 
turned and threaded metal, and a Nylock nut (or two nuts locked 
together). Shoes are easy to make from soft pine (Figure 4). 

Why You Need a Steady Rest
The steady rest makes life easier. That should be reason enough 

to have one. But I should explain that before I had one, I was 
constantly compensating by making my turnings too thick. When 
I look back on my work from that period, I see designs that are 
not effective because the shapes are not cut deeply enough, and 
so lack definition. There was a huge improvement in my designs 
when I began using a steady rest that made machining problems 
of long and thin workpieces a non-issue by taking those problems 
below the threshold of strength required for functionality.

In my work, I use two types of steady rests: the one described 
above, and a three-point steady for drilling into the end (like pool 
cues). This article discusses only the type of steady rest used for 
thin furniture parts, balusters, and similar work.

Why Not a Chuck?
Many authors have pointed out that a spindle in a chuck is 

more rigid, at least in the left half, than one between centers. This 
may be true, but the disadvantages of using a chuck for spindle 
work far outweigh any benefits. 

A chuck will: 
1. Make dents in the wood.
2. Not allow easy centering adjustments (unless an independent 

chuck is used).
3. Deflect (bend) the workpiece out of alignment with the tailstock.
4. Make it inconvenient to remove and replace or turn the 

workpiece end-for-end. 
5. Introduce the danger of collision with tool or fingers.
6. Discourage “working in steps” that is so important for efficient 

duplication. (See The Old Saw Vol. 21, No. 2, November 2008, for 
my article on duplication.)

Why Not a Skateboard?
People are still making useless steady rests for woodturning 

that have hard metal wheels, but meanwhile someone invented 
soft plastic wheels for skateboards. Being kinder to the wood 
surface, these wheels and roller-blade wheels opened up new 
possibilities for steady rests. For 35 years I have been content 
with my pine shoe that has no moving parts, but my limited 
experience with skateboard wheel steady rests has revealed the 
following disadvantages:

1. Difficult set up.
2. Interferes with the tool rest (front obstructed) and with your 

hands.
3. Soft plastic is bouncy.

4. Chips stick on the surface, causing rough rolling.
5. Each wheel is a dangerous pinch point.

Identifying Workpiece Vibration Problems
If your turning is ten or more times longer than its diameter, 

you will probably experience workpiece vibration. Often called 
“chatter”, you will notice it first as a sound—a squeaking rattle 
or screeching sound coming from the tool, and you will feel the 
vibrations. This causes ridges to be formed on the surface of the 
work, (often in a spiral pattern), that are very difficult to remove 

Figure 3—The steady rest made by my company, Big Tree Tools, 

LLC. The shank is 1 inch. It comes with two shoes, and instructions 

for making special size shoes.

Figure 4—The wood shoe is made from soft pine and makes two-

point contact with the workpiece at about 75° angle.
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by sanding. You can’t see these ridges while the work is rotating, 
but you can feel them. 

Sometimes it is not easy to differentiate between vibrations of 
the tool (caused by the flexibility of the chisel or the tool rest) and 
vibrations of the workpiece. If it is the tool or the tool rest that is 
vibrating, obviously a steady rest won’t help. Therefore an attempt 
should be made to determine the source. Usually if it is the tool 
that is vibrating, you will feel it in your fingertips. Try to make the 
tool more rigid by shortening up the overhang of the blade and 
working near the center of the tool rest directly over its shank. If 
this does not change the vibration, then it is almost definitely the 
workpiece itself that is vibrating.

There are two types of problems associated with long and 
thin spindle turnings. The first is the high frequency chatter 
mentioned before, which leaves spiral bands or lumps on the 
work. The second is the phenomenon of the work “climbing up” 
and over the chisel, which is a kind of catch. The steady rest will 
cure both.

What Causes Workpiece Vibration?
Frank Pain writes that turnings vibrate because wood has 

different flexibility in the radial and tangential directions. This is 
true of course, but would result in two vibrations per revolution, 
and in fact the frequency of workpiece vibration is usually much 
greater than that. In my opinion, a common trigger of chatter 
is the tool passing through the annular rings; which is why 
ring porous woods vibrate most. In final analysis, we should 
remember that a bow can play an infinite number of notes on a 
violin, serving only to stimulate the natural harmonic frequencies 
already present in the string. In the same way, every woodturning 
has certain frequencies that it tends to vibrate, and all we have to 
do whilst turning is not encourage it—or failing that, at least not 
give it room to achieve significant amplitude.

The first line of defense is to use your hand as a steady, leaving 
your thumb to assist the other hand in holding the chisel (Figure 5). 
This is a “must have” skill for spindle turners, but obviously it 
has its drawbacks because it makes control of the chisel more 

difficult. On long straight sections, this method works beautifully, 
because your hand not only dampens vibrations; it brings your 
tactile senses into the process of smoothing the line of the turning. 
Sometimes you need both—a mechanical steady rest and your 
hand. But at the end of the day, there is only so much skin you 
can afford to leave behind on the wood. Forget using a glove. It 
not only takes away the tactile advantage mentioned above. And 
wearing a glove is probably dangerous.

The need for a steady rest is not always predictable by the 
simple application of length ratio explained before. This is 
because it depends on the type of wood, complexity of design, 
and the depth and location of the deepest cuts. You might start 
out roughing a square and find that the piece has sufficient rigidity 
to allow roughing to proceed smoothly. But things change as you 
continue. The act of reducing a square to a round removes 22% 
of the material (π/4 remaining), so before we even begin cutting 
the design, we have lost that much. Following the rule of thumb 
that the smallest diameter (minor diameter) of most turnings is 
½ of the full diameter, the material left at the neck is 1/4 of the 
round, and only 20% of the original square. In the struggle to 
combat workpiece vibration, things often start out fine, but in the 
final stages of turning, just when you need everything to go just 
right—everything starts to go wrong.

 
Strategy

When you approach a project that is long and thin, you need 
to maximize every possible advantage.

1. Use wood that is hard and smooth. Diffuse-porous hardwoods 
such as maple (my favorite), cherry, or birch are best. Avoid 
ring-porous woods such as oak or ash that have hard and soft 
layers; or soft woods that have distinct hard annular rings such 
as douglas fir or yellow pine. 

2. Calculate the finished length of the turning, and cut the wood to 
the final length before you start. Do not leave extra length to be 
cut off later—length is the enemy.

3. Carefully consider the location of the steady rest. It is best 
placed near the center of the turning, because this is where 
the amplitude of vibration is the greatest. But do not place the 
steady where it will interfere with working on small details. It is 
best to place it on a straight part of the turning.

4. Engage the steady rest as the first step. Do not wait until the 
workpiece vibration becomes a problem—kill it before it starts. 
Rough out the square in the area where the steady is to placed, 
and create a smooth straight section (journal) that is wide 
enough for the steady to engage (usually about 2˝). Then the 
roughing process and all subsequent steps will be faster and 
easier.

5. Start work in the middle of the turning, or a cluster of details 
near the middle. Do the hard part first. Work around the 
steady on both sides, possibly turning the work end-for-end to 
accomplish this. Leave the ends for last (such as the foot of a 
table leg), because there is rarely a vibration problem working 
near the lathe centers where the vibration is the least.

6. In the final stage, move the steady a few inches from its initial 
position, and finish the area previously obstructed (usually 

Figure 5—The first line of defense is to use your hand to dampen 

vibrations of the workpiece, while guiding the chisel with your 

thumb.
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1. Mount the work on the lathe.

2. “Free turn” a journal (smooth straight section) for the steady rest.

3. Wax the surface, and engage the steady rest.

4. Make the transition cuts, and rough out to round.

5. Do all the details on the right side.

6. Do all the details on the left side or turn end-for-end.

7. Move the steady rest a few inches to the right.

8. Smooth the area previously covered by the steady rest.

9. After sanding, it’s done.

about 3˝ wide). Try to move the steady only once, as 
circularity errors will compound.

7. Use a gouge with a small nose radius—one that 
will produce a narrow chip. (This is one of the few 
principles that I learned from metal turning that is 
also applicable to woodturning.)

8. Use a slower speed than you would normally use, and 
experiment with different speeds to find one that 
does not reinforce resonant vibration frequencies. 

The Role of Tailstock Force
A lathe is not a vice. Excessive force from the 

tailstock increases workpiece vibration because it tends 
to push the work away from the centerline. Long and 
thin pieces should be held with the minimum force 
from the tailstock. To accomplish this your centers 
need to be well tuned. Spurs should be sharp—as sharp 
as a chisel—and all the same length. If the center point 
is too long, it will inhibit the entry of the spurs (with 
hard woods) making excessive force necessary, but a 
spring center adjusts itself.

Ideally, the force from the tailstock would be zero, 
but this is not possible with a conventional spur center. 
For super accurate work, the spur center is replaced by 
a “dog drive,” as described in the sidebar on making 
billiard cue shafts. 

Using a Steady Rest to Make a Baluster
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This is how I make pool and billiard 

cue shafts. Some of the methods 

shown here, such as “dog drive,” are meant 

for precision turnings such as cues, and 

are rarely used for furniture parts. (For an 

exception see The Journal Vol. 2 No. 2, Winter 

2010, Making Chair Back Legs). The photo 

sequence offers a view of how the steady 

rest works in extreme conditions demanding 

high accuracy.

A cue shaft starts out rough at 1˝ square 

and 30˝ long. The shaft will be turned and 

tapered about 1/4˝ oversize, then hung up 

vertically and aged for a period of one year or 

more before completion.

What is “free turning”? This means the 

turning is not touching a steady rest or a 

chuck, and is allowed to settle into its natural 

straight position between centers with 

almost zero tailstock force. A journal created 

this way will provide a bearing for the steady 

rest that runs true. In the course of turning a 

cue shaft and aging the wood between steps, 

the shaft will warp. Free turning to reset the 

steady periodically throughout the process 

corrects this problem, resulting in a finished 

product that is straight. A pool cue is nothing 

if it is not straight.

1 The first step is to create a journal 

(smooth straight section) for the steady 

rest. This is the initial free turning, using 

the left hand to dampen vibrations and 

detect smoothness of finished surface.

2 After roughing, some bending may 

have occurred, and a new journal is “free 

turned” to set the steady again. Notice 

that the tool rest base is on the right side 

of the steady, but I can still work on both 

sides because the front is unobstructed 

with this kind of steady rest.

3 Working to the right side of the steady, 

this photo provides a good view of the 

hand positions.

4 Advanced hand-dampening sometimes 

requires guiding the tool with your wrist. 

5 Switch from spur center drive to dog 

drive for less deflection and zero tailstock 

force. This method promotes precision 

(free turning) and allows the work to be 

removed and replaced or turned end-

for-end an infinite number of times. Dog 

drive is the most precise workholding 

method because it separates the jobs of 

locating and rotating. (The centers locate 

the work, and the dog rotates it.)

6 This dog is made from an old forged 

steel die stock. Most lathe dogs, probably 

designed for slow turning metal, have 

only one leg, but for woodworking at 

higher speed, the balanced dog is a 

must. Only one leg and its drive pin are 

working—the other is just there for the 

weight. 

A Cue Shaft…an example of an extremely long & thin turning

1

4

2

5

3
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I recently had the good fortune of taking a vacation and safari 
in Africa with my wife and adult daughter. The Serengeti, in 

Tanzania, was on our “life-list” and we visited a total of five 
national parks with more wildlife than you can imagine. But the 
safari, and our 1300 photos, is for another story. I want to show 
you what I observed in the numerous woodworking and furniture 
cottage industry shops as we traveled around the country from 
park to park on the mainland and also on a side trip to the 
Tanzanian island of Zanzibar.

We arrived in Arusha, a starting point for many safaris as 
well as treks to Mount Kilimanjaro. The trip into town from the 
airport gave us a glimpse of what we would continue to see during 
our stay—small shops along the roadside selling everything from 
fruits and vegetables, tires, batteries, hardware, and cloth, along 
with small businesses including bars, discos and hair salons. What 
I did not expect to see were small shops with piles of stickered 
wood in sheds. It seemed that every small “business district” had 
a wood shop.

Photo 1—This is a typical woodworking and furniture 
business, featuring chairs, tables and beds. A variety of local 
woods are used and there seemed to be a universal brown-red oil 
stain that everyone used. The output is displayed right along the 
side of the road—no fanfare or showrooms here.

Upon closer inspection, I found that these shops were not 
necessarily selling wood, but were making furniture—beds, chairs, 

tables, cabinets—right on the side of the road, or under a very 
rudimentary shelter or shed. Needless to say, most of what I saw 
was made with hand tools with an occasional planer, drill press or 
small table saw thrown in. Wood shops were just as common as 
vegetable stands, and each town or hamlet had one.

Photo 2—Very few shops had power tools of any type and the 
rough sawn wood was hand planed, often outside under a tarp.

Most of the places we stayed in—boutique hotels, bed and 
breakfast inns, and rustic tented safari sites—had local furniture 
which was sometimes rudimentary but often very well executed. 
Many of the panels were carved. It was clear that this was not 
mass produced furniture and that the maker took pride in his 
work. The larger hotels tend to import furniture from China.

In the Serengeti National Park, we stayed in a “luxury tented 
camp” for three days. Our personal tent had two, four poster 
beds along with some simple furniture. Our tent even had a flush 
toilet, a warm shower which employed an overhead gravity fed 
bucket, and lights powered by solar cells. These tented campsites 
in the Serengeti are moved seasonally along the migration trails of 
the wildebeests, so all the furniture is built in a knockdown style 
to accommodate frequent moves. We also stayed in permanent 
camps in other parks with quite similar accommodations.

The beach resort we stayed at in Zanzibar was built from the 
ground up by an Italian expatriate. All the furniture here was 
made in their own shop. Photo 3 shows an example. The desk 

Woodworking  
 in the Third World

by tony iMMorlica

A roadside woodshop near Arusha, Tanzania
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and chair were made in the resort’s wood shop using hand tools. 
Note the detailed carving and reddish-brown finish, which was 
prevalent in the furniture trade here.

Photos 4 & 5—The resort shop consisted of a sturdy 
workbench and a basket of hand tools. The resident woodworker 
and handyman was proud to demonstrate his skills and gave me 
some samples of the local woods he uses (more on this later). 

Photo 6—Perhaps not all shops are as rustic as I make it 
sound. I did fine one woodworking business in Stone Town, the 
major city on Zanzibar, with several power tools in use. These 
included a table saw, jointer-planer and drill press. From the large 
number of patterns and wood inventory, it seemed like this was 
a production chair shop. Unfortunately, the proprietor was not 
too excited about having guests, so I grabbed one photo and kept 
walking. 

Photo 7—Wooden boat building is yet another cottage 
industry particularly on the island of Zanzibar. Fishing and 
transportation boats are made, repaired and launched right on 
the beaches in Stone Town and local fishing villages. The fishing 
boats are generally outriggers with or without sails, and hold two 
to three people, while the tourist boats, powered by outboard 
engines, are stuffed with a one or two dozen people, along with 
snacks for a day of snorkeling off the reefs. This photo is of a 
typical handmade fisherman’s boat off a local fishing village at 
Chwaka Bay, Zanzibar.

1

2

3

4

5
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Due to the coral and wide tidal flats, I imagine boat repairs 
are quite frequent. We had to time our journey by the tides, and 
nevertheless, hit some coral on our way onto our beach lunch 
spot).

 Photo 8—This is thankfully, not our boat. Note the squared-
off hole in the bottom. Boat repairs are accomplished with 
rudimentary hand tools right on the beach. These guys were 
preparing to plug the hole with a board they were hewing out of 
a log with a broad axe. When it came time to sharpen their tools, 
they sprinkled some fine sand on a flat plank and honed the edge 
on this ready-made sanding platform. Honing took no more than 
5 to 10 seconds and the results rivaled Jon Siegel’s method of 
sharpening lathe chisels using a flat belt sander!

Photos 9 & 10—While I did not get to see any lumber mills, 
I was told that all the wood was locally harvested. My best guess 
is that there is a lot of manual labor involved in harvesting and 
moving wood. We saw a ship unloading casuarine logs (“mvinje” 
in Swahili) on Prison Island off of Stone Town, Zanzibar, which 
we were told were destined for a new pier. This is a resinous, 

“African pine” wood which I was told lasts a long time in salt water 
with no “pressure treatment” whatsoever. Other common names 
include: coastal she-oak, beach she-oak, horsetail beefwood, 
horsetail tree, Australian pine, and ironwood.

One might wonder why they need a pier, since most of the 
cargo ships simply beach at high tide, unload, and wait for the 

6
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next tide to get underway again. Perhaps they are getting ready 
for the 21st century.

Some other unique species used in furniture making which I 
had never seen include: manzi (Cocos nucifera), a rough textured 
wood from a coconut tree, mkongo (Afzelia quanzensis), a 
dense, fine textured reddish wood sometimes substituted for teak, 
and mninga (Pterocarpus angolensis), a light medium grained 
brownish wood and the prime timber of East Africa. I got to take 
a small sample of each home. 

Photo 11—These are samples of local woods used in furniture 
making, which were given to me by our host at the Ngalawa 
Beach Village resort. The Swahili names for these woods are: 
manzi (top), mninga (middle), and mkongo (bottom). The right 
side of each sample was coated with blond shellac to highlight 
the figure. 

There was little evidence of wood framed structures in the 
country and most buildings were made with walls of concrete 
blocks or stucco presumably with a timber skeleton. However, 
roofs were frequently framed with wooden poles, about 4˝ in 
diameter, and which were lashed together with rope. These were 
surprisingly sturdy. Scarf joints with lashing and an occasional nail 
or two were used for long runs. Roofs were typically corrugated 
metal laid over the wooden frame. Many of the wood shops had 
large stocks of these poles, apparently to supply the local builders.

Photo 12—Tourist books about Zanzibar usually cite two 
interesting facts which those who love trees and wood can 
resonate with. First, the major city, Stone Town, is noted for 
its extravagant, ornate wooden doors, and, second, one of the 
major industries is the spice trade. The doors were numerous and 
beautifully executed and always included metal embellishments 
on the door itself as well as the frame.

In addition to wandering around Stone Town, we took a tour 
of a spice farm—usually a business run by a small commune. It 
was fascinating to see the large variety of trees which could be 
grown in a similar climate and soil, and even more enthralling 
to see where some of our common, and uncommon spices come 
from. Tree bark, fruits, seeds and leaves of various species all yield 
their unique spices. It makes one wonder how some of these 
spices were discovered!

Our trip was a blast and I would have liked to spend more 
time exploring the local cottage wood industry. But that’s for 
another time. For now, I’ll just have to think about what I can 
turn or create from the small samples of wood I brought home. 
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The building of any piece of furniture or even any carpentry 
project requires accurate layout for a successful result. Before 

the first piece of wood is cut it must first be dimensioned with 
accurate boundaries marked in a clear and unmistakable manner. 
This requires that the marking tools themselves be highly accurate, 
and that you exercise care and proceed deliberately without 
rushing. While most folks acquire a large variety of layout tools 
over the years, a starter set of half a dozen will serve for most 
purposes. This article will attempt to guide you toward the most 
versatile selection. While it is oriented primarily toward the hand 
tool folks, it also applies equally to power tool use. Only the 
machining of the wood differs.

Before picking the tools themselves, a few first principles have 
to be understood about marking itself. If you use a pencil you 
should pick a mechanical one with the narrowest line possible. A 
mechanical pencil will maintain a line of a fixed width no matter 
how long the line. A common wooden pencil point wears and 
gets wider as the line lengthens. The longer the line, the harder it 
is to determine where on width of that line you need to be.

A second piece of advice is to test each and every new marking 

tool purchased for accuracy before embarking on any projects. 
This should be done where possible against a tool of known 
accuracy or against an accurate reference. Do not assume a new 
tool was properly made—verify its accuracy.

A third consideration is maintaining accuracy through 
consistency. Because of the differences in manufacturing standards, 
different tape measures and rulers will have minute variations in 
lengths which while small by themselves, will produce cumulative 
differences that add up to problems with good fits and the 
squareness in the finished project if you switch back and forth 
between tools. Stick with a single measurement device as much 
as is possible to eliminate these errors. As a corollary to this rule, 
plan so you can make all possible measurements with a single tool 
setting before changing it. Resetting the tool to get the supposedly 
same setting for a few more parts introduces inaccuracies and 
wastes time. Small errors accumulate to produce big headaches 
later on. 

The single most important and versatile tool in your arsenal is 
a 12˝ combination square. Buy a good one from such reputable 
makers such as Starrett, Browne & Sharp, Mitutoyo, or SPI. Be 

A Basic Joinery Marking Set

hand tools by Dave anDerson
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A marking gage with a cutting disc is sometimes  
called a cutting gage.

prepared to spend $50 and up. The center finding head and the 
protractor head accessories are nice, but can easily double your 
purchase cost. Add them at a later date if you feel you really need 
them. The $8.95 Stanley or ˝Brand X˝ square from the big box 
store can often be off as much as 1/16˝ at full extension as my son 
found out much to his dismay during a stairway repair project. 
Squares of this quality are worse than useless since they waste 
money, cause projects to fail, and will need to be replaced later at 
additional cost. A quality combo square will give you a lifetime of 
service if handled carefully and can be used to measure distance, 
45° angles, right angles, be used as a level and even can be used 
as a sliding fence along a board edge to mark a line a set distance 
from an edge. Its uses are only limited by your creativity. It will 
be the foundation for most of your layouts and its importance 
can not be overstated.

The second tool for your set is actually two tools which can be 
used as a set. This is the bevel square which is commonly referred 
to as a sliding bevel, along with a companion protractor. Bevel 
squares come in various lengths described by the length of the 
steel blade as 4˝, 8˝ or 10˝. For general use, the 8˝ will do most of 
your work. Whether it is made out of a combination of wood and 
metal or just metal makes no difference in performance. Choose 
one with either the locking mechanisms on the butt end or one 
with a recessed lock at the pivot. The ones with a wing nut at 
the pivot can only be laid flat in one direction. The wing nut 
interferes with it laying flat on the wing nut side.

When used with an accurate plastic or metal protractor you 
have a combination of tools which allows you to set the bevel to 
a known angle. When purchasing the protractor buy the plastic 
one of draftsman quality and the metal ones from brands similar 
to the ones recommended for the combo square. 

The next three tools are all designed to scribe a cut line into 
the wood. While some will disagree, a line which is incised into 
the wood is a more positive and unambiguous marker than a 
pencil line which can change in width, smudge, get erased, or 
become indistinct. For additional clarity, it is easy to sharpen a 
pencil point and use it to make the incised line even more visible. 
Alternately, on dark colored woods, a little chalk powder in the 
cut line makes the marks easier to see and a damp cloth or sponge 
removes the excess.

A scribed line has the advantage of producing a recess into 
which you can place a chisel point at any two locations and have 
them exactly aligned with each other. Contrast this with trying 
to decide whether to place the chisel on the left, right, or in the 
middle of the pencil line and repeating it several time accurately 
along several inches. The incised line also severs the surface fibers 
of the wood making it ideal for preventing feathering on the back 
side of a saw cut. You will end up with a distinct and sharply 
defined edge.

The foundation of the cutting markers for joinery is the 
marking gage which is sometimes called a cutting gage. The 
difference in terminology formerly referred to the differences 
between a tool with a pin type cutter and the ones with a angled or 
curved blade cutter. The terms are now often used interchangeably. 
Of the various types, the wheel styles made by Veritas/Lee Valley, 
Titemark, and others are the easiest to use. They work equally 

The single most important and versatile tool in your arsenal 
is a 12˝ combination square.

The bevel square is commonly referred to as a sliding bevel.
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well along with and across the grain and the bevel on the fence 
side of the blade helps pull the fence up against the work piece. 
The older style blade cutting gage works fine across the grain, but 
its blade tends to follow the grain direction when working with 
the grain. This can cause it to wander if you relax your guard 
or lighten pressure against the fence for even a moment. This 
is the tool for marking the boundaries of rabbets, dados, tenon 
shoulder and for marking the base line for dovetails.

Supplementing the marking gage is the mortising gage. As 
the name implies, it is designed for laying out the width of a 
mortise and is also used in the layout of the tenon width. While 
most of the mortising gages on the market are of the two pin 
type, wheeled types have become available in the last few years. 
Personally I stick with the pin type because it has a simpler and 
easier to use adjustment mechanism at the butt end of the beam. 
Both types will work well. The most common technique is to set 
the pin separation using the tip of your chisel and then adjust the 
fence to center the mortise on the board edge. The fence is locked, 
the mortise width marked, and then the same measurements are 
marked on the end and sides of the piece which will have the 
tenon.

The final tool is the marking knife. While sets of lefts and 
rights are available from several makers, they suffer from the 
inconvenience of always having the wrong one in your hand for 
the mark you need to make. The better choice is the spear point 
marking knife with a flat on one side of the blade which goes up 
against your combo square or straight edge and two bevels on the 
other side of the blade. With this tool you can cut easily in either 
direction without having to change tools.

For utmost versatility, a narrow blade under 3/8˝ wide and at 
least 11/4˝ long should be considered. Thicker and longer blades 
excel at marking thick wood and their stiffness makes them ideal 
for making long deep lines. Thinner blades have a slight flex and 
are easier to get into narrow dovetail sockets for marking the 
second piece after the first has been cut. A good compromise 
is a blade 1/4˝ wide and between 1/32˝ and 1/16˝ thick. This is the 
tool you can use to lay out dovetails, lines for crosscutting boards, 
marking tenon shoulders and a variety of other marking tasks.

These five tools will handle the majority of your marking and 
measuring tasks and should be considered the necessary first 
purchases. You will as time and funds allow want to supplement 
this basic set with a scratch awl, a second bevel gage, dividers, 
a compass and a dovetail marker. All will find plenty of use as 
will luxuries such as drafting triangles, try squares, a mini combo 
square and specialty items such as saddle squares.

My general advice on tool purchases can be best summarized 
in the following manner. Try to test drive as many models and 
styles of a tool as you can before buying. Purchase tools as you 
need them for a particular project and buy the best quality you can 
afford. Marginal quality tools will frustrate you and the ultimate 
cost will be higher when you have wasted money on something 
that has to be replaced. Your final cost is that of the original tool 
and the replacement added together. If in doubt wait, seek advice 
and then make your decision. 

A Japanese style marking gage.

Supplementing the marking gage is the mortising gage.

A marking knife is a more positive and unambiguous 
marker than a pencil line.
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Rarely does a finishing project go so smoothly that some aspect 
of touchup will not be needed, whether it is in the middle 

of the project or near completion. This article will focus on color 
repair and include useful tools and techniques for surface fills, 
superficial scratches and spot color replacement.

Filling gouges and replacing small areas of missing wood can 
be done by cutting a small piece of the same wood and gluing it 
into the missing area, followed by shaping and leveling the patch. 
Veneer patches are a good example of this technique, and larger 
wood replacements are sometimes done in this manner.

When the repair area is small or erratically shaped, a hardening 
filler can be another option and the trick becomes how to add just 
the right color to make the fill blend with the surrounding wood. 
If the repair needs structural strength, often a synthetic resin is 
the right choice, and these would include polyester or epoxy types. 
In my shop, the common Bondo brand, combined with color 
pigments, is a useful filler. It has strength, adhesion, and flexibility 
to remain fixed to raw wood.

Whenever possible, I like to give it an extra lock to the wood 
fibers by poking holes in the deep pocket of the gouge to accept 
more fill. Purists may rightly question the use of synthetic fills, 
but their structural strength is hard to equal. If you find it is not 

appropriate for your project, revert to shaping and gluing a wood 
patch. 

The other hardening fillers are wood flour and putty type 
fillers. Plastic Wood and Miracle Wood are familiar wood flour 
based fills that can be used for shallow gouges or in multiple 
thin layers to fill deeper holes. Use the same locking technique 
described above to give a little better adhesion. Be cautious of any 
claim that a neutral color filler will take a stain to match the wood. 
When dry, color matching the repaired area will take more steps 
than one application of stain. 

Putty type fillers have been available for several years and 
they have a very smooth texture compared to wood flour fillers. 
They are most suitable for shallow gouges and will dry quite hard. 
Study the label before choosing a brand of putty. Some are non-
drying, but if you want to apply finish over a fill, you will need 
putty that hardens. 

The advantage of all of the hardening fillers is that they can be 
coated with almost all finishes to the surface sheen desired. The 
disadvantage is that they need additional work to simulate the 
grain and texture of natural wood. 

Melting type fillers are sometimes preferred when a piece 
is already finished. Hot melt, typically lacquer sticks, are an 

Color 
TouchUp & Repair

finishing basics by gary WooD

Photo 1—A sampling of touchup products on the market.
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industry favorite for use on full bodied finishes like shellac, 
lacquer or varnish. They are applied with a special electric knife 
or a hot melt knife that is heated over an alcohol lamp. Users 
will have their preferred tool, but generally the electric knife 
works faster for multiple fills, and the alcohol lamp knife will 
give a slower but variable flow of stick lacquer off the blade. A 
carefully filled blemish using a lacquer stick can be color matched 
with the surrounding area, because of the great number of colors 
available and the ability to melt colors together. A good hot melt 
fill, however, may require isolation of the fill area, spot sealing 
and blending of the repair with the surrounding area. 

Low heat sticks are similar to lacquer sticks but are slightly 
softer and easier to work with. Some can be coated with surface 
finishes but I find that the coated repair needs to be very small 
and not on a heavily used area like a tabletop. Simple wax sticks 
are even softer than the low heat sticks, and are more appropriate 
on top of surface finishes that will require no additional coating. 

Companies that specialize in touchup and repair products 
offer dozens of colored fill sticks, putties, markers and aerosol 
sprays. They sometimes coordinate their line to make sure that 
each color is the same from fill to finish.

Photo 1 shows a sampling of tools and touchup colors to give 
some idea of what is commercially available. It is impractical 
for most of us to have a large assortment of colors, not only for 
the expense, but the infrequently used items will harden in their 
container and become useless. A low cost alternative is to keep a 
basic set of dry touchup powders. They can provide the versatility 
needed to mix a variety of shades in a neutral color filler as well 
as a liquid touchup medium like varnish or shellac. The colorants 
known commonly as fresco powders are especially useful because 
they are finely ground and will dispense evenly in most mediums. 
They can be the foundation of your personalized touchup system. 

Photo 2 shows an example of a touchup and repair kit that is 
easily maintained. This kit takes very little bench space and you 
could make a compact version for travel. Powder in one ounce 
jars are: burnt umber, burnt sienna, raw umber, yellow ochre, 
white and black fresco. The taller jars contain dewaxed shellac 
and denatured alcohol. A tube of light colored putty is on the 
right, together with wax sticks in light brown, dark brown, red 
and black. The application tools are a curved putty knife and an 
artists touchup brush. The quality of your brush is important. I 
recommend a pure sable liner because the hair on the liner is long 
and can be formed to a sharp point. 

You can practice with the touchup components as shown on 
the sample panel in Photo 3. Make a series of gouges on a finished 
board. Start by mixing a little colored powder into the hardening 
putty being careful to not make the color too dark. Make a few 
locking holes in the bottom of the gouge and press in the putty. 
After it has hardened, carefully chisel and/or sand the patch level 
with the surface. Apply a second coat of colored putty if needed 
and repeat leveling. When dry, seal the patch with thin (about 1 
lb. cut) shellac, applied with your touchup brush. You can add a 
little fresco powder to the shellac to blend the color.

Before topcoating with the finish of your choice, you might 
employ a few tricks to continue blending the repair with the 
surrounding area. Look for any distinct grain lines and with your 

Photo 2—An easily maintained touchup repair kit.

Photo 3—Sample board repair progression.

Photo 4—Extending the grain line with a liner brush .
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Name the founding fathers of the craft woodworking 
movement and there are four names that will readily come 

to mind: Sam Maloof (1916-2009), George Nakashima (1905-
1990), Art Carpenter (1920-2006) and Wharton Esherick (1887-
1970). Maloof and Nakashima have both published books about 
their work with luscious color pictures and close-ups that only 
a woodworker could love. Finally Carpenter and Esherick have 
their coffee table (more like nightstand) books for woodworkers 
to lust over.

I’ve always admired Carpenter for the no-nonsense approach 
to the craft. He had me cheering aloud years ago when he wrote 
in 1983 about “Artiture” (art furniture) in Fine Woodworking and 
basically said that a chair that can’t comfortably seat you is not 
furniture. In this book he credits his daughter with the authorship 
of that word. His attitude speaks to my values. 

“I was not making art for the wealthy; I was making artifacts 
for the middle class. It seems easier to make an $8,000 chair for 
the wealthy than to accept the challenge to make a handsome and 
comfortable—and profitable—$800 chair. I have to leave it to 
machines or Asia to make the $80 chair.”

His designs were clearly his own and a Carpenter piece is 
as distinctive as a Krenov design. He addresses the canard of 

“California Roundover” by noting that both he and Maloof were 
doing it but it could probably be rightly attributed to Green & 
Green. He relates that he was inspired to do it on a commission 
for a library and didn’t want to have a lot of call backs to repair 
the battered edges of the furniture. He succeeded and only had 
to go back twice in 30 years to make repairs. He also had some 

innovative assembly approaches. Many of his pieces are designed 
to be sanded and finished before being bolted together. The bolts 
are concealed by proud plugs held in place by beeswax so they can 
be removed to tighten the bolts when needed.

During his career he was always inventive and we can thank 
him for innovations like the bandsaw box and organic looking 
pieces made from large flitches of local woods.

One nice touch in the book is that Carpenter numbered all his 
work! The photographs all have his number for the piece shown. 
A table labeled 9401 is the first piece he made in 1994. It makes 
it easy to track his development even if all the pictures are in 
thematic and not chronological order.

The book ends appropriately showing pictures of the owners 
of his work. There is a couple who have had his furniture for 
40 years and a family that is the second generation to use his 
dining table and chairs. That longevity and utility is what we all 
hope to achieve with our work. Plus, Carpenter, like Maloof and 
Nakashima, has passed the torch to the next generation and their 
children continue the work!

What I find interestingly common to these founding fathers is 
their creativity in their living environment. They all built unique 
homes with a complex of working outbuildings. Esherick is in 

Book Review
by Joe barry

liner brush, paint them through the repair and carefully connect 
them to existing grain as in Photo 4. Look for other areas on the 
wood that might have rays, flecks, curly grain or pin knots, and 
use a faux painting technique to duplicate these on the repair area 
or just to one side of the repair. It will deflect the eye from the 
patch. Add a little fresco powder to one of your topcoats to make 
a slightly opaque covering to the surface. Use a color charged 
polishing pad and with a light touch, wipe over the repair and 
surrounding area, or with an equally light touch, colored finish 
can be pounced onto the surface. The pouncing technique lessens 
the risk of pulling color. Any remaining ragged edge or pitting in 
or around the repair can be filled with a wax stick and carefully 

rubbed. Looking again at Photo 3, the left side shows the raw 
wood gouge, the center shows the filled and sealed gouge, and the 
right shows the start of graining with the liner brush. 

Over the years, I have developed a respect for touchup and 
repair as an art of its own and one that has its limits. The very 
best work may be invisible, but many touchup experts will point 
out the repaired area because colorants, no matter how light fast, 
may change slightly over time, and the wood surrounding the 
fill will expand and contract leaving small witness lines. The best 
touchup and repair work may remain unnoticeable, but an honest 
repair is worth pointing out for what it is, and the skill that you 
put into it. 

Color TouChup ConTinued

continued page 30
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many ways more known for the work in his own home than his 
commissioned work. His son-in-law runs the museum that his 
house has become and has written this book about Esherick’s life 
and work. Unfortunately, there is no second generation in his 
shop. It has become a static museum rather than a busy shop.

Esherick was certainly the prototypical Artist-Craftsman 
because his work was in both worlds. He started as a painter and 
then did woodcuts and sculpture which were more lucrative than 
his furnituremaking. However, to differentiate between carving 
and furniture is difficult to do with his work. The sweeping curves 
and the dramatic hard line of his furniture would be further 
refined by Sam Maloof. You can see Art Deco, Art Nouveau, 
and Modernism in his designs. The iconic piece for Esherick is 
his sculpted and cantilevered spiral staircase. The book reports 
that was disassembled several times for exhibits and I was left 
wondering how he got from his shop to his bedroom when it was 
on the road. A ladder, maybe?

The Esherick book is a biography of the artist and has great 
detail about his childhood and the details of his sometimes messy 
adult relationships. His life fits into the preconceptions about the 
life of an artist. Carpenter, on the other hand, wrote a book that is 
more about his work. He is spare with biographical information. 
The reader never learns why this son of a successful businessman 
left the Navy as an officer after World War II and turned his back 
on convention to embrace a bohemian lifestyle. Unlike many 
bohemians, and even Esherick, Carpenter was a workaholic. His 
output of ideas and work were both prodigious. 

Carpenter was a founding member of the Baulines Craft 

Guild and took in many apprentices through the years. I bought 
my copy of this book at the Northeast Woodworker’s Show 
from David Keller whose dovetail jig is developed from the one 
Carpenter invented for his own use. The many apprentices trained 
by this taciturn man are his living legacy. Their continued respect 
and affection are all the testimonial he requires.

Buy both of these books. You will find them both worthy of 
shelf space. 

arthur espenet carpenter: education of a woodsmith 
Edited by Tripp Carpenter and Linda Moore. Bubinga Press. 2010. ISBN 978-0-615-33783-8. $50.00

Wharton Esherick: The Journey of a Creative Mind
by Mansfield Bascom. Abrams Books. ISBN 978-0-8109-9575-8. $80.00

Book review ConTinued

SawSTop ConTinued
modifications and persuasive techniques, especially the cast-iron 
wings, usually a combination of jacks, 2 x 4s, shims, and some of 
my “technical” words I learned in the Marines. All of our test cuts 
for checking accuracy were dead on right out of the box. 

I have been around a lot of tools, both floor models and 
portable ones, and the SawStop’s finish is the best that I have 
seen. There was no flashing to cut your hands, no paint runs, no 
overspray, edges were straight that should be straight. Frankly, 
things were even better than the advertisements.

OK, to me an important big question comes up here. Does it 
do the job accurately or does it just get by? Well, the results of my 
woodworking are better than with my previous saw. My joints are 
tighter without using clamps, my glue lines are less visible, and 
the accuracy of my cuts are better. For me the saw does very good 
work even without the finger saving technology. I would buy it 
again. With the finger saving technology, it is a great value. For a 
few hundred dollars more than the competitive contractor saws 
you get something that simply is in its own excellent class.

The cost of a new brake is only $69, and SawStop will exchange 
a new brake at no charge when someone gets cut. They use the 
stored information to measure over 200 different items. Things 
like the RPM of the blade, how long it has been running since it 
was turned on, how large the gap is between the blade and brake, 
and if it was in the “ByPass” mode or not.

I know that no tool is perfect. What’s wrong with the Sawstop? 
I have the contractors’ model and the dust collection could be 
better. I have a 4˝ duct leading to a large vacuum system and it 
gets most of the saw dust. Maybe 3% to 5% of the dust escapes 
and lands on the floor. I can live with that.

So what am I going to do in the future about my own safety? 
I have installed another light above the saw for better visibility. I 
will do a better job of keeping the sawdust off the table top so I 
can see the blade. And I will do a better job of thinking before 
jumping.

I know that continuing to have the use of my thumb is a result 
of my decision to purchase the SawStop. 
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I recently moved out of the basement into a commercial space 
(hurrah for big windows!) and decided it was time to upgrade 

my dust collection system.

I bought the Oneida 5hp Super Gorilla and am I delighted! I had a small 
one stage system with a 5˝ trunk line and three drops which 
moved some dust, but left much behind. The Oneida system is a 
fantastic upgrade—perhaps overkill for my set-up, but will allow 
for expansion if I get to that point in the future. It starts with 
an 8˝ trunk line and currently has four drops with 5˝ flex to the 
machines.

I have blast gates on each drop but realize that I don’t really 
need them. With all of them open, I still have plenty of suction 
at each machine. The joiner/planer creates the most volume and 
it is at the end of the line, but the system handles the dust and 
chips with ease.

I bought the system with a small remote switch which I keep 
on the apron so it is a cinch to start at any time. I do have to be 
careful not to start and stop it too often however. It is designed to 
run and run, and Oneida recommends that it not be started more 
than six times in an hour. It is not the quietest machine around 
but that is moot with the noise of any of the machines.

The filter seems to collect all the fine dust so that the air is never 
dusty around the machine itself. As you can see from the photos, 
I put it up in the air a bit, but on the ground it will fit in an eight 
foot ceiling. I bought an Oneida based on the recommendations 

of several folks I know who 
own them and are equally 
delighted. It is certainly not 
the cheapest system available, 
but I am a firm believer that 
you get what you pay for.

I am also very pleased 
with the design service that 
Oneida offers. We discussed 
my needs, I faxed them an 
approximate layout and they 
came back with a design that 
worked perfectly. Oneida 
(www.oneida-air.com) makes a 
full range of vac systems from 
very small to custom designed 
commercial systems as well as 
all the ductwork and fittings. 
If you’d like to see one run, come on by my new shop and see for 
yourself!

Another new tool I am delighted with is my shaper planing cutter from Amana. 
With replaceable insert carbide cutters, this is a remarkable cutter. 
I have just started to use it, but the results are amazing. Smooth 
surfaces (with a rub collar following a pattern) in all woods!

It is an alloy body so that the weight of the cutter is quite light 
keeping strain off the machine. The sharp cutters also help to 
keep the shaper from bogging at all in even the hardest of woods. 
This is model #61292 from www.toolstoday.com. I expect to use 
this quite a bit in coming days. Again, not a cheap tool, but this 
sort of quality never is! You can also come visit the shop to see this 
cutter if you’d like to hold it (gingerly!).

I’ll take a moment to thank the guild members who helped 
move my shop a month ago—what a great group of guys and 
what a great guild! Peter Breu 533-5529 

What’s New in My Shop

tool review by Peter breu
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Peter Breu  
Manchester, NH
Maple Chairs—birds eye and tiger stripe hard maple chairs with 

molded veneer seats. Set of four. Finish is tung oil, shellac and 

lacquer. This traditional chair has a most untraditional seat. The 

clients wanted to lighten the chair both visually and physically, 

and I wanted to use a dramatic tiger stripe seat to match an 

existing table. The seat was vacuum formed over a male mold 

using nine layers. The top and bottom layers were 1/40˝ thick 

maple veneers (beautiful veneers from Certainly Wood) and the 

interior were 1/28˝ cherry. Urea formaldehyde glue created a 

tough and thin (5/16˝) seat that should serve for years. The seat 

was attached to the chair frame with flexible silicone caulking 

to allow for some movement.

Michael O’Doherty 
Moore Newburyport, MA
Chess Table— cherry, maple and quarter-sawn 

walnut with dutch legs, veneered top. 301/4˝ high, 30˝ 

wide, 30˝ deep. Sized for serious play or study with 

tournament sized Staunton-design chess pieces.

Ted Blachly Warner, NH
Ipanema Shaker Cupboard—white pine, white oak. The history 

of the wood used to make this cupboard, and any other piece of 

furniture I become involved with, is important to me. These boards 

had been stacked in a barn loft in Sutton, NH, since the 1950s and 

were offered to me. The warm color of white pine is something I 

have always been attracted to from my time working on old houses. I 

remember first seeing hand-plane marks on interior paneling in a late 

1700s farmhouse; evidence of the maker was there and the scalloped 

surface left by the curved plane blade reflected light in a much more 

interesting way than today’s flat-milled surfaces. With the cupboard 

I did the same, not only for the subtle textured surface, but to also 

emphasize the handmade quality.

I imagined when designing and making this piece what a simple 

cupboard might be if it were given some sensuous shaping and 

alluring stance…hence the title.


